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Warning


Hidden in plain sight within our world there exists a clandestine subculture, shrouded in whispers and secrecy. If the conspiracy theorists could discover Anna’s story, they would be validated in so many ways. But what they’ve uncovered is just a narrative to hide the real truth.

I don’t do trigger warnings. But I will say if you do have triggers, I’ll probably hit them. So, ask around. Read the reviews. People know.

The Life of Anna is meant for readers who are comfortable with challenging topics and who aren't easily offended by tough subject matter. While I avoid glorifying negativity, my characters do endure many, many, many tough situations.

This is not your typical love story. My heroine does not fall in love and live happily ever after . . . at least not like the typical heroine. There is a happily ever after, but it is a long, painful journey to that end.

Anna’s story is told in five, novel-length books. Consider Enslaved your introduction to Anna and her world.

This series will likely offend you. It might make you cry. It might even make you throw up or toss your reading device across the room. It is a dark book. As someone once said, “It’s dark. It gets darker. It gets even darker, then it gets even more darker. And then, just when you think it can’t get any darker, it does.”

But don’t worry. I take you in to the deep end gradually. ;)

There are many sexual situations in this series of books. People die. People get hurt. Really hurt. Things aren’t always the way they appear to be. The antagonist isn’t just a bad guy. He’s EVIL. My heroine’s worldview is skewed. Things that may appall you are perfectly normal to her.

All sexual acts portrayed in Enslaved are between persons of U.S. legal age and are between non-related persons. Violence is crucial to the plot and character development.

Do not read this if you are under the age of consent in your country. Do not get angry if the subject or story upsets you. You’ve been warned.
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Prologue


Anna stood in silence, the room before her dimly lit by silver moonlight streaming in through the tall windows to her left. The loud argument she’d just witnessed was fading, leaving her ears ringing as the silence of this new room settled over her. Her eyes adjusted, allowing her to scan the enormous room—larger than her guardian’s kitchen and living room combined, with the ceiling hidden in the shadows above. Anna could see the faint outline of a white fireplace along the wall to her right. Across the room, a vast shadow resolved into the largest canopy bed she’d ever seen.


She should be terrified. Just a few moments before, she’d been in a smaller, sunlit room—an office of some sort. Two giant men had stood in front of her, shouting at one another in a language she didn’t understand. They were both handsome, with thick, blond hair and cobalt blue eyes. One man was older than the other, which was one of the few differences between the two. Father and son maybe?

Their faces were flushed as their hands gestured wildly. The only word she understood was the number “nine” repeated over and over again in voices so loud and so deep, the sound reverberated in her chest.

Why? Anna thought to herself. What is so special about the number nine?

The harshness of their tone made her want to cover her ears with her hands, but the fear of being noticed kept her frozen in place.

The older man stabbed his finger at the younger one, emphasizing his words with the movements. The younger man kept one hand on his chest and pointed toward the door, shouting back just as loudly. His eyes were dark with emotion.

As slowly as it had appeared, the office faded and Anna found herself in this silent, moonlit bedroom. The rug against her bare feet felt luxuriously soft as she dug her toes into it. The windows allowed enough light to illuminate the foot of the bed, but the head remained shrouded in darkness.

Where was she? Why was she here? She had no answers to these questions, though she felt drawn to the bed to see who was there.

Carefully, Anna stepped forward into a patch of moonlight and heard a sharp intake of breath from across the room. Fabric rustled, and she froze, hoping to remain unseen as before.

“Wer bist du?” a low, gravelly voice demanded from the darkness.

Anna’s heart skipped a beat, and even though her mouth moved, no sound came out. She had no idea what had been said. Terror seized her as she stared at the dark shadow of the bed. More fabric rustled, and she heard a thump. A tall figure stepped into the moonlight.

It was the younger of the two men she’d just seen arguing. His broad, muscular chest was bare and his hair stood out, wildly disarrayed. He rubbed his eyes and shook his head, as if trying to decide whether she was real or not. He took a step forward, then stopped and looked down. They seemed to both realize he was naked at the same time.

Her cheeks burned as she looked away, though the sight of a naked man was nothing new to her. Anna had seen plenty of naked men since her parents . . . No, she didn’t want to think about that.

She sensed, rather than heard, his approach a moment later and turned back to face him, thankful he had put on a pair of pants. As he knelt in front of her, her breath caught in her throat. Anna had seen him before. She’d dreamt of him many times since her parents had died, but he’d never acknowledged her presence. His gentle smile took away her fear, and she found herself thinking he was the most handsome man she had ever seen.

He studied her for a moment, then stretched his hand out, as if to touch her face, but snatched his hand away before he made contact.

“Wer bist du?” he repeated, this time in a softer, gentler voice. “Wie bist du hierhergekommen?”

She wanted to respond but couldn’t find her voice. Once again, her mouth moved, but no sound came out. All she could do was stare into his kind eyes. Something about him made Anna feel safe, though why she needed to feel safe was beyond her understanding. She had a wonderful guardian who cared for her every need.

Anna wanted to launch herself into his arms. She took a step forward and reached her hand out to him, freezing when she heard movement on the bed. A female voice called out. The man turned his head away and responded in a hushed voice.

He turned back to her, eyes full of regret. Without knowing why, betrayal lynched her heart and tears of sadness and frustration welled up in her eyes. They stared at each other for a long moment before the room began to fade.


Anna opened her eyes to look into the face of Devin.
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Devin saw Anna’s eyes fly open, their deep green nearly lost to the wide pupils as they darted wildly from side to side. The sixteen-year-old’s dark hair spread out like a halo behind her head and her chest expanded and contracted quickly as she gasped for breath.

“Anna, what did you see?”

The delicate arch of her brows wrinkled in confusion, but she didn’t answer.

“Anna!” Devin snapped, making her jump. His eyes narrowed. “What. Did. You. See?”

“I . . . ,” she began, blinking back tears. Her body, which had relaxed during the vision, stiffened as she took in her surroundings. She lay next to him on the bed and clenched her fists, grabbing hold of the blanket on top of her.

“Anna! Look at me!” He grabbed her chin, turning her face toward his, and she flinched, but the movement accomplished what he desired. She looked up into his face, tears spilling over onto her cheeks. Devin frowned, temper rising. He didn’t like being ignored. Her lower lip trembled for a moment.

“I—I saw two men arguing,” she said in a soft voice. “A father and son, I think.” Her voice cracked as she continued. “They were very angry and yelling at each other.” She winced. “Then I was in a huge bedroom and the younger one was there.”

“What were they arguing about?” Devin demanded, impatient to learn what he needed to know. She’d never made him angry before, but she’d seen it. No one in their right mind wanted his anger directed at them.

“I don’t know. I couldn’t understand what they said.” She blinked, and more tears streamed down her cheeks.

“How could you not understand what they were saying?” Devin said with a growl, gritting his teeth. “Were they mumbling?” His words dripped with sarcasm.

“No, they were shouting. I couldn’t understand the words. They were . . . The words sounded very hard.”

“Maybe they were speaking a different language?” Devin murmured to himself. He paused at the possibility. A different language? Interesting. He hadn’t considered his opposition might come from outside his own country, though it shouldn’t have surprised him. Everything was international these days. But there were thousands of languages around the world. How was he supposed to figure out who to watch for? “Do you remember any particular words?” If Anna remembered a few words, Devin would at least know where to start.

“They kept repeating a number,” Anna said softly. “The number nine.” Fear and pain filled her eyes, and he could tell she was trying to be as helpful as possible.

He softened his expression as he looked down at her, trying to regain his patience. He’d waited almost twenty years. He could wait a few moments more. Especially if it meant obtaining information about any obstacles to his plans.

Anna was the key, though. Devin needed her and her natural talents so he could rise to a position of leadership within the Brotherhood not seen in ages. Anna was to be his prime asset, but he had to get control of her now before she realized her true potential.

Devin savored his present position of authority, but he wanted more. He’d spent the last two decades planning every detail to be ready for this moment and beyond. He could charm anyone. More than once, he had been accused of possessing an almost supernatural capacity to persuade and manipulate. After all, true power was the ability to convince others to do what you wanted them to do. Devin was a well-respected member of the community and maintained close relationships with the influential people in the city—those he manipulated.

Men controlled the world . . . or so they thought. Devin knew that men, especially those who craved power, had an incredibly high sex drive. All of Devin’s powerful peers knew this and took advantage of it in one form or another, though most weren’t as forceful as he was. Every country in the world had its own idiosyncrasies, but in America, the power-hungry went into politics. Devin knew he only needed to keep those men sexually satisfied, and they’d gladly walk the path he laid out before them. Put a beautiful, sexy woman in a man’s arms and watch his ego soar . . . and his willpower fail.

Devin knew exactly what he wanted, and he would do anything and everything to accomplish his goals. Anything at any cost. Any cost. Patience was essential, though like any man, he had his limits. He’d been slowly putting the pieces in place for years, picking up where his father had failed. Devin knew when to push things and when to let them be. Forcing things at the wrong time would bring everything crumbling down around him, and that was unacceptable. Devin Andersen did not allow the unacceptable.

Devin contemplated Anna’s words. They kept repeating the number nine. What was he supposed to make of that? How could someone get upset about a number? “How did they say it?” he asked. Maybe more information could unravel the mystery.

Anna swallowed and looked up at him with wide eyes. “They were very angry. The older man would say something, then the younger man would say ‘Nine!’ And then the younger man would say something, and the older man would say ‘Nine!’ If I hadn’t been so scared, I might have thought it was funny.” She gave him a shy smile and searched his eyes for something. Approval maybe?

He sighed and leaned down to kiss her cheek. “I’m sorry I snapped, Baby,” he said in a soft voice. “This is just very important to me.”

“I’m sorry, Devin. I’m trying.”

“I know you are.” He kissed her temple and caressed her cheek with his fingers. He leaned forward to inhale the sweet fragrance of her hair that fell down her back to her waist when she stood. So pretty. So young and naïve. Just as he liked her.

Devin had known Anna since the day she was born. He knew her parents before they died four years ago, and her guardian, Jack Koslov, was one of his closest friends. Jack was Anna’s guardian because of Devin. Her parents had died without assigning a guardian for her, or at least that was what the court had on record. Devin had used his political influence to ensure the Perkins’ family friend, Jack, gained custody of eleven-year-old Anna after the tragic accident that ended their lives one fateful winter night.

Devin looked up as Jack walked into the room and sat down across from him. Anna’s eyes fluttered and closed, exhausted not only from the vision but also from Devin having taken what was left of her physical innocence.

Jack pulled the blanket up over Anna’s shoulders as she fell asleep. “So now what?” he asked.

Devin was quiet and didn’t respond to Jack’s question. “German!” he exclaimed suddenly, looking pleased.

“German? What are you talking about?”

“German. Anna said she couldn’t understand the men in her vision, but they kept repeating the number nine. I’m guessing the reason Anna couldn’t understand what they were saying was because they were speaking German. ‘Nein’ is German for ‘no.’ It would make sense. If the two men were arguing, saying ‘no’ repeatedly would be likely.”

“Why Germany?”

“I have no idea. But I trust her vision, especially since she didn’t know what she was talking about.” Devin paused thoughtfully. “I’ve had a few interactions with the Germans, but not many. They’re rather stubborn,” he laughed. “Although I suppose I should give them some credit. They are the only thing holding the EU together. I suppose that says something for their leadership.” He paused again, eyes narrowed in thought, trying to decide the best course of action. It was, of course, necessary to figure out who these two men were. Was Anna’s vision in the present? Or the past? Either was possible. Knowing what they looked like would be helpful. Perhaps his Russian acquaintance, Vitaly, could shed some light. He dealt with the Germans far more frequently than Devin did. Devin would make the call in the morning. In the meantime, there was work to be done.

“Would you please get Ian for me?”

Jack nodded and left the room, returning a few minutes later with a very tall, muscular man whose light brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail. His shoulders filled the doorway. “Yes, Devin?”

“Let Doctor Ansen know I’m ready for him to work on Anna.”

“All right. Do you want me to bring the shot in here?” Ian glanced down at the sleeping form next to Devin. “Knocked her out pretty good, huh?”

“As I wanted. Did you hear her?” Devin grinned at his friend.

“How could I not? She seemed to enjoy it . . . eventually.” Ian grinned back.

Ian was also a loyal follower of Devin’s. They’d known each other their entire lives. Devin held Ian in high regard and counted him as a friend. To most, Ian appeared as Devin’s personal assistant and occasional bodyguard. They were as close as brothers, which they very well might have been. But that was a mystery long dead and, to Devin, unimportant.

“Yes, bring the shot here. I don’t want to risk waking her. She’ll awaken to reality soon enough, but for now, let her sleep.”

When the doctor was finished with her, she’d be unable to get pregnant and be immune to any sexually transmitted disease she came in contact with. Devin was fairly certain she already had all these attributes from her father, but he wasn’t taking any chances. Better safe than sorry.
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Anna had strange and uncomfortable dreams. Strange dreams weren’t unusual, but painful ones were. Her body was poked and prodded, an occasional sharp sting slipping through her sleep. She’d felt the warmth of a bright light above her. At one point, her chest felt like it was on fire and she struggled to breathe. After receiving a sharp poke in her arm, the pain in her chest subsided, allowing her to ease back into her restless sleep.

When she awoke, her body ached, as if she’d danced for three days straight. Anna groaned as she stretched her arms above her head and opened her eyes. The gilded ceiling high above her was unfamiliar, but pretty. Not as high as the handsome man’s room, she thought to herself and smiled.

She felt different. Memories of what had happened with Devin returned, and she wondered where he was. She felt . . . grown up. She trailed her right hand down her left arm and down her body, remembering how he’d touched her. A stirring below her belly made her wonder if that happened every time you had sex. If so, no wonder people liked it so much. Although she’d learned over the last few years that there were different ways to have sex, some of which looked very painful.

Tabitha and Zoe, who lived downstairs in Jack’s house, had sex a lot and it looked painful, though they didn’t seem to mind. Jack said they were from the Manor, that he was training them. They were a year older than Anna, and men came to see them all the time.

Anna was glad Devin hadn’t been like that. He loved her and wanted her to feel good. She wanted to make him feel good, too, although she was certain there were other women in his life who could do a much better job than she could.

Devin’s wife, for example. Anna was positive Devin would never marry someone who didn’t make him feel good. His wife was certainly lucky to have married someone like him.

She sat up in bed, once again wondering where Jack and Devin were. Should she go look for them? She was naked and didn’t like the thought of wandering around a strange house without clothes on, though she wasn’t shy about being naked. She was naked most of the time in her own house.

Anna spotted a pair of double doors across the room. She stood, her legs a little wobbly, and walked carefully to the doors, opening them. It was an empty closet. She wandered around the room and finally discovered a bathroom with a robe inside. After taking a moment to pee, she put the robe on and approached the big doors that she guessed led outside the room. Where exactly they led, she had no idea, but her desire for Jack and Devin outweighed her fear of the unknown.

She reached out for the door handle to turn it, but it wouldn’t budge. She tried again, this time harder, but it still wouldn’t turn. She stared at the door for a moment, unsure of what to do next, and was surprised when it opened on its own. She took a step back, but not quickly enough. The door pushed against her and she lost her balance, falling on her rear.

A giant of a man looked down at her with a frown on his face. She smiled tentatively and stood, adjusting her robe. “Is Jack out there?” she asked hesitantly, hoping he’d stop glaring at her.

“I’ll let him know you’re awake,” he growled.

Anna’s eyes widened in surprise. No one had ever spoken to her like that, and she was hurt that a stranger would dislike her so much. He turned and sharply pulled the door closed behind him. She was alone again, but at least she knew Jack would be with her soon.

She turned and walked to the window. Pushing the sheer curtain aside, Anna looked out onto a grassy lawn with a thick border of bushes a few hundred feet away. Her thoughts strayed to her dream with the handsome man in the dark bedroom. This dream had been different from the other ones she had of him. This time he saw her, talked to her, even though she had no idea what he’d said. I wonder who he is. Devin’s reaction made her wonder if he might be a real person, not just part of a dream.

The door opened behind her and she turned to see Jack and Devin walk into the room. Anna’s heart soared when she saw them and she ran across the room to hug Jack with all her might. It took her a moment to realize he wasn’t hugging her back. Confused, she took a step back and smiled at him.

“Hi, Jack,” she said brightly, then turned to Devin. “Hi, Devin.” She leaned forward to hug Devin and he took a step back, avoiding her embrace.

Tears sprang to her eyes. They’d never rejected her embraces before. Something must have happened and they’re not sure how to tell me, she thought to herself. What could have happened, she had no idea. Her parents were gone, and they were the closest thing to family she had, so she couldn’t imagine what could make them so distant.

She looked back at Jack. “Jack? What’s wrong?” He simply looked at her. Was that disgust on his face? Why was he looking at her like he looked at Tabitha and Zoe?

She looked quickly at Devin. “Devin?” she said in a timid voice. “Did something happen?” His expression was similar to Jack’s.

Anna’s stomach knotted as she took a step back and stared at the two men she loved more than anything in the world. They’d never acted so coldly toward her.

Suddenly, Devin reached out and hit her across the left cheek. He hit her so hard, she stumbled to her knees, one hand on the floor preventing her from falling farther and the other cradling her face. A cold wave of disbelief washed over her as she looked up at the faces of the men she loved.

She struggled to speak. “D-Devin, why⁠—”

She didn’t finish her sentence before he leaned forward and hit her on the other side of her face, sending her sprawling to the wooden floor.

“Don’t call me Devin,” he snarled. Snarled.

Anna’s stomach knotted as she looked up at him, jaw trembling. The tears that had stung her eyes moments before now cascaded down her cheeks, irritating the rapidly forming abrasions.

Anna didn’t know what to do. Neither of the two men had ever so much as raised their voice at her, and here she sat, on the floor, having been hit in the face by her beloved Devin. Twice. Her mouth gaped wordlessly as she stared at them. Were these the same men with whom she had cuddled so recently?

Jack reached for her arms and pulled her to her knees, her rear resting on her heels. “You will sit like this with your hands like this . . .” He brought her palms together under her chin in a prayer-like position, “whenever we are around. You will only stand if given permission. Do you understand me?” His voice was harsh. He’d never spoken to her like that. He spoke to . . . He spoke to Tabitha and Zoe like that, not to her.

“Do you understand me?” he demanded.

“Y-y-yes . . .” Anna wasn’t sure what to call him. Devin had hit her when she addressed him as she always did. “Yes, Jack,” she said quickly and winced as she braced for another hit. And it came. A moment later, she was on her hip again, this time having been hit by her beloved Jack. She stared up at him for a moment as he looked at her through narrowed eyes.

“You will call me Master, as all my trainees do.”

She continued to stare at him, trying to grasp what he’d said. Trainee? He must be joking. But one look in his eyes and she knew there was no humor in his words.

“You will refer to me as Master, as well,” Devin instructed. “Do you understand?”

“Y-y-yes, Dev—” She stopped herself before the offending word escaped her mouth. “Yes, Master.” The term felt foreign and uncomfortable. Where was her loving Devin? Her heart was broken. She wanted to sob and scream at the same time, but something inside told her it would be better to remain silent. She bit her lip instead.

“Things will be different from now on,” Devin continued. “You will not look us, or any other man, in the eye unless given permission. You will submit yourself to Jack’s authority, and mine, obeying without question. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Master,” she said in a shaky voice.

There was a pause, then Jack spoke. “You will continue to live with me, but your room is now the downstairs room, as it has been vacated by the other girls.” His voice was cold and frightening.

The downstairs room? Anna never stepped foot down there, but the cries and screams that had traveled upstairs made her never want to go there. Now she would be living down there? What horrors awaited her down those stairs?

“You are finished with school. You’ve had plenty of education and won’t need any more to succeed in the future. You will continue to take your two ballet classes a week, however.”

Anna wondered at the concession of dancing. When her parents had died and she’d gone to live with Jack, he had cut back her dancing to just two classes per week and forbade any performances. She’d been forbidden to talk to old friends . . . or anybody, for that matter . . . and had been forced to change schools. But, for the most part, his loving manner had made up for it. He kept her mind and body busy with other things.

Without thinking, she looked up into his face and began to ask why when he reached down and hit her across the cheek again.

“Did I give you permission to look at me?” Jack shouted. She jumped at the harshness of his voice.

Anna quickly looked back down at the floor, tears now flowing freely, though she remained silent. The drops fell onto her lap where they made dark spots on her white robe.

Jack continued. “As I said, you will continue to dance. Those classes are to keep you . . . shall we say . . . healthy. You will be too busy for more than that. There are other skills more important for you than dancing.”

“Yes, Master.” She stared at the floor.

“You will not leave the house without my permission. Your life will revolve around Devin and myself. If, on the rare occasion, you are out of the house and you see someone you know, you will ignore them. You will not speak to them or look at them. If they approach you, you will turn and walk away.”

“Yes, Master.”

What was left of the normal part of Anna’s life had just been turned upside down. She didn’t know what to think, what to feel. She didn’t know what “lessons” Jack was talking about, but she had a feeling she wouldn’t like them. She’d not seen the lessons Tabitha and Zoe had taken, but she had heard many of them. She’d seen them bruised and hurting. She’d watched Jack yell and scream at them for the smallest thing.

After she’d lived with Jack for a few weeks, Anna had gone to Devin, upset over the abuse Jack was inflicting on the girls. Devin had said the girls were being trained for something special and they’d be okay. Somehow, he had made Anna believe what Jack was doing was right . . . at least at the time. Anna had learned to ignore it as much as possible because it hurt her heart to see it.

Men frequently came to Jack’s place to utilize the services of Tabitha and Zoe. Jack had Anna stay in his bedroom on those nights, watching TV with the volume up high, though she could still hear sounds that frightened her. When he saw she was upset, Jack, and sometimes Devin, would visit her in the bedroom, distracting her from the sounds by teaching her the pleasures of being touched by a man.

After about a year of being kept in the bedroom, she was allowed to be out in the living room when men visited. They were always very nice, and Jack would sometimes let them touch her, with the promise they wouldn’t hurt her. They were rough with Tabitha and Zoe and made them cry or scream in pain.

More recently, though, Tabitha and Zoe presented themselves to Jack’s friends and spent the evening quietly pleasing them. Anna was fascinated by what they could do with a man’s body, obviously pleasing them and making them moan. The men were still rough sometimes, but the girls didn’t seem to get as upset as they did before.
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Devin contemplated Anna’s tears as he stepped closer. His other girls, including the girls Jack had trained for him, were just property. They had no birth certificates or social security numbers. They had no need for a 401(k), and the government did not know they existed. At least not officially. Plenty of elected officials knew of his girls personally. Anyone born in the Manor was kept off the radar, and many generations of girls had been born and died in this place, unbeknownst to most of the city. Yes, they had names, and he knew them all, but they were just sexual objects to be used to keep the men happy and compliant.

Anna wasn’t like that. She’d been born to adoring parents, raised in a loving home until Devin decided it was time for her to become his. She was special. She had qualities only a handful of females in the entire world possessed, but she didn’t need to know that. Anna was his. It was not an issue of legality. The will of the Brotherhood was what counted, and no one would deny his right to her. She was born in his region and he claimed her at her birth. His plans for her, however, were different from the others who kept similar women. His Brothers didn’t need to know that, though. Not now anyway. They’d find out eventually, but by then, it would be too late.

Devin gave Jack a satisfied smile. Everything was coming together as expected. This was good. This was very good.


One


Four Years Later

“S


it.”

I dropped into my submissive position without having to think about it. After years of lessons from Master Jack, there were many things I didn’t have to think about anymore. I just did as I was told. It was less painful that way.

Sometimes.

“Good girl.”

I heard him walk to the side of the room where he kept the whips, pause, then walk back toward me.

He stopped behind me and trailed a black, braided leather whip on the floor in a circle around me. I shuddered as he trailed it up my back, then slowly wrapped it around my neck once, twice, three times. I held my breath. I knew what he’d do next, just not when he would do it. The longer he waited, the harder it was to time my breathing.

He didn’t move. I didn’t move.

I heard him breathing, slow and steady. I used to be able to anticipate his moves by listening to the changes in his breathing, but not anymore. I think he must have realized what I had been doing and changed his tactics.

Abruptly, he pulled the whip up and back, yanking my body back onto the painted cement floor. Instinctively, I moved my hands up to my neck under the whip to keep it from choking me as he dragged my naked body across the floor to the archway where he disciplined me.

He yanked the whip upward to make me stand.

“Up,” he commanded.

I obeyed, carefully keeping my eyes focused on the floor in front of me.

“Hands up.”

I put my hands above my head and he cuffed them into place. I was careful to keep my face impassive, but internally, I shuddered. No matter how many times he’d whipped me, it always felt like the first time. Perhaps it was because my body always healed quickly, not allowing my skin to toughen up. Or perhaps it was just the nature of the whip.

Almost four years had passed since Master Devin took my virginity. Four lonely years since my beloved Devin and Jack became Master Devin and Master Jack. Four years since I’d been held in a manner that didn’t involve sex. Four years since I’d heard the words, “I love you.”

I couldn’t even begin to count the number of times I cried myself to sleep, wondering if I would ever wake up from this nightmare my life had become. Why? Why did my guardian hate me so much? He used to love me. Master Devin, too. What did I do to make them despise me? Maybe if I were better, if I did everything the way Master Jack wanted me to, he would stop hitting me. Maybe if I was good enough, the Jack I knew as a child would return and love me again.

But no matter how much I strived to be good enough, I failed. As soon as I started getting better at something, Master Jack would change how it was supposed to be done so I failed again. Then he would chain me to the archway and whip me until I passed out, which didn’t take that long.

Despite all the cruelty in my life over the last few years, I never got used to being hit. Every time felt like the first. For reasons unknown, I healed faster than normal people and calluses didn’t grow anywhere on my body. They didn’t grow on my heart, either, leaving it unprotected from the verbal abuse of Master Jack and his friends. Oh, how their words stung, sometimes more than their fists.

A few months after my lessons began, I tried to kill myself by cutting open my wrists. I bled a lot and passed out. Master Jack saw what I’d done and was beyond furious. He wrapped my wrists, then took me to see Master Devin.

I didn’t want to think about what Master Devin did to me that night. I never attempted suicide again, though. My body healed too quickly to succeed, and I never wanted Master Devin to be that angry with me again.

I didn’t see Master Devin very often. He was a busy, important man. Whenever he did come for a visit, he and Master Jack spoke of things I never completely understood. Like how a senator wasn’t listening properly, or how the mayor ignored him. Master Devin did not like being ignored. He’d look at me with his obsidian eyes and give me a cold smile but didn’t touch me. I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing.

“Once she’s trained, that won’t be an issue anymore,” Master Devin once said after a discussion with Master Jack about the governor. “She’ll be able to convince them.”

Me? How could I convince the governor to do something he didn’t want to do? I never finished high school and knew very little about the political system.

There had been a few times I had accidentally convinced Master Jack’s friends to stop doing something that hurt. Master Jack had left the room, and I felt a peculiar sensation rush over me. I looked at the man and told him to stop . . . and he did. I don’t know if Master Jack noticed the slightly dazed look in the man’s eyes afterward.

Since the beginning of my training, Master Jack had brought out every possible physical sensation, good and bad, that my body possessed. I knew how to move during sex to give the man intense pleasure. I knew my orgasm pushed his orgasm to a higher level, and I was punished if I didn’t achieve climax. Master Jack trained me to orgasm during painful sex in order to please my attacker. I could suck cock like nobody’s business and take any size man down my throat.

I knew my art. I was confident I could please any man who crossed my path. It wasn’t pride. It was just the truth.

“Do you know what tomorrow is?” Master Jack asked as he brought the whip down across my back.

I sucked in a breath at the stinging pain. “Monday?” I responded through clenched teeth.

“May twelfth, Baby.” He swung the whip again, harder. I let out a soft cry.

May twelfth. My birthday. My twentieth birthday, to be exact. I’d forgotten. My birthday had been virtually ignored since my training began, and I certainly didn’t see any reason to celebrate. Every year that passed was just another year of hell I’d survived.

“My birthday,” I confirmed as he whipped me again. Another cry escaped my mouth. Either he was progressing to the harder stuff faster or I was extra sensitive today. It happened sometimes.

“Yes. Your birthday. Which means you will be passing into Master Devin’s ownership tomorrow.” He laughed, whipping me again. This time, a loud cry spilled out of my mouth. “Oh, Baby, did that hurt?” he asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “This is the last night I have you here. I’m going to make the most of it.”

He smiled sadistically and proceeded to bring the whip across my back repeatedly, each snap harder than before. When he knew I was at my limit, he released my wrists from the cuffs and I fell to the ground, writhing in pain.

“Get up!” he snarled and dragged me to the bed. “I’m going to enjoy your last night here.” Another sadistic grin appeared as he dipped into his “treasure box” where he kept his most heinous instruments. I trembled with fear. This was going to be a long and painful night. Closing my eyes, I braced myself for the worst.


Two


Iawoke the next morning to Master Jack’s shouts from upstairs. He often woke me that way, and I was expected to be out of bed and on my knees by the stairs when he came down. It could be a little as thirty seconds or as long as an hour before he arrived. He was unpredictable and he liked it that way. It gave him an excuse to hit me. I groaned as I scrambled out of bed, my skin tearing away from the sticky sheets. I looked down. Blood. The cuts would be mostly healed, as usual, but the aches and bruises would last a few days.

I didn’t take the time to dredge up the memories from last night since I could hear Master Jack start down the stairs. Running as fast as I could, I skidded into my place just as his foot hit the stair where he could see me. My body ached as I waited and prayed he hadn’t seen me running. I felt his disappointment and released a silent sigh of relief that I’d made it in time.

“You’re a mess,” he commented, stopping in front of me. I stared at his brown leather shoes and waited for what he would do next. “Take a shower, wash your hair, and get dressed. You need to be presentable this morning, so take some time to do it right. Just don’t waste time.” With those instructions, he turned on his heel and retreated up the stairs.

I didn’t move. Take my time to do it right? That was different. He usually wanted me ready as soon as possible and didn’t care how I looked. Confused, I stood slowly and headed toward the bathroom, glancing back once to make sure he hadn’t tricked me into doing something just so he could punish me.

I did as he commanded, washing and conditioning my long hair, making sure I’d gotten all the dried blood off my back and legs. It took me a while, and I became nervous Master Jack would come in the bathroom and drag me out of the shower, but he didn’t.

I turned off the water and ran a rough towel over my body before combing and braiding my hair. Master Jack liked it braided because it was easier to grab on to.

I went to my closet and pulled out the one outfit I owned aside from my dance clothes—a pair of jeans and a blue sweater. When I was dressed, I went upstairs to present myself to Master Jack.

He looked me up and down and shrugged. “I probably should have bought you something better to wear, but it’s too late now.” He grinned. “I don’t think Devin’ll care much what you’re wearing. Besides, you probably won’t be wearing it for long.” He stood, took one last swig of coffee, and picked up his car keys. “Let’s go.”

The drive to Devin’s Manor was a long one. There were very few houses on the road that wound its way up a hill and ended at a set of tall iron gates, which opened at our approach. Master Jack drove his black Porsche up another winding road through a dense grove of Monterey cypress. An enormous, gothic-style mansion built partially into a hill appeared at the end of the road. Master Jack stopped the car at the foot of the stairs leading up to the imposing entrance.

As I opened the car door and stepped out, the huge wooden doors opened and a man with long, light brown hair appeared. Ian, Master Devin’s personal assistant. He was very tall, well built, and very intimidating. He rarely smiled and exhibited an enthusiasm for cruelty that matched perfectly with Master Devin and Master Jack. After my suicide attempt, Ian had helped Master Devin punish me, seeming to savor every moment of it. He had towered over me with a sickening grin as I screamed in unbelievable pain from whatever instrument Master Devin had instructed him to torture me with. He was stronger than Master Devin and could do things with a riding crop, butt plug, or dildo that no one else could. He also possessed his own personal instrument of pain—his enormous cock.

I waited for Master Jack to walk around the car, then followed him up the steps to where Ian awaited us.

I trembled as I walked inside. Terror began to well up inside me as horrible memories crept into the forefront of my mind. The few days I’d spent here were filled with enough pain and fear to make me dread crossing the threshold.

“Good morning, my lord,” I murmured, keeping my eyes focused on the stone floor in front of me. I stepped through the doorway and removed my shoes. Females were not allowed to wear shoes in the Manor.

We walked into the entrance hall, which had dark wood paneling. The Manor had a warm feeling to it, despite the horrors I had endured there. I stood silently, head down and hands at my side, as Master Jack and Ian exchanged small talk.

“Where’s Devin?” Master Jack asked. “I’m surprised he’s not out here yet. I thought he couldn’t wait for this day.” He and Ian chuckled and I felt their gazes on me.

I didn’t move. I barely dared to breathe.

“He’s finishing up a phone call,” Ian replied. “Apparently, Alex’s father and brother came into town unexpectedly from Frankfurt, and he was letting Devin know. Devin’s not too happy about it.”

“Alex is that German playboy who moved here a few years ago, right?” There was a pause. “I thought he didn’t want anything to do with us.”

“I thought so, too. He rarely comes to anything. Not that he needs to.” They both chuckled at some private joke. “Devin’s kept him in the loop as a courtesy but has enjoyed the fact that nothing formal came from it until now.”

“What’s so special about his father and brother?”

“His Father is an Elder.”

“Wilhelm is an Elder?” There was a long pause. “Did Devin know?” Master Jack sounded nervous.

“Yeah. Wilhelm lets Devin know when he’s in town, but never comes to any Gatherings. Since Alex never got involved, Devin never mentioned it to anyone. Devin’s a little touchy about the subject.”

Master Devin touchy? That wasn’t a good sign.

“He never mentioned it to me.” Master Jack sounded offended.

“Probably because of . . .” Ian’s voice trailed off.

Master Jack didn’t respond right away. “So, is Wilhelm . . . ?”

“Devin thinks one of them might be.” Ian sighed. “Wilhelm’s coming Friday night, and Devin is suspicious of the timing. Why now all of a sudden?”

“So, is it Wilhelm or Alex?” Master Jack asked after a moment. “Or his brother?”

“Not likely the brother. Kurt visits here a lot just to party with Alex.”

“Well, Alex certainly makes his rounds. I imagine his brother would do the same.” Jack laughed. “Isn’t Alex married? I’ve never seen him with someone who looks like a wife, but he’d have to be, wouldn’t he?”

“Was, apparently. His wife died about six months before he moved here. I believe that’s why he moved here. That’s why Devin didn’t give him much thought. But now . . . I don’t know. Devin’s not giving away much, but I can tell he’s concerned. He didn’t expect this, and you know how much Devin loves the unexpected.”

They both gave a nervous chuckle. No, Master Devin did not like the unexpected. He was a planner. He anticipated the results of every move he made a dozen steps in advance. Oh, he was not going to be happy. I sighed, afraid of what was to come today.

Master Jack’s hand snaked out and grabbed my hair, bringing my gaze to his. “Did you just make a sound without permission?” he snarled.

I winced. I hadn’t realized I’d done it aloud. “I’m sorry, Master. I—I didn’t mean to.” His hand pulled back to hit me, but before he could, a stern voice echoed.

“Jack.”

Master Jack flinched and looked across the vast room. I was surprised he stopped. Master Devin had never stopped him from hitting me in the past. But the way Master Devin had said his name was different than I’d heard any time before.

“I think the time for that has passed, Jack. She’s twenty now.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Master Devin moving toward us. Out of instinct, I tried to drop to my knees, but Master Jack’s grip on my hair kept me upright. I struggled, fearful of what would happen if I didn’t make it to the floor by the time Master Devin reached us.

“Let her go.” Master Devin’s voice softened as he approached.

Master Jack released me and I dropped into position, relieved to be able to obey Master Devin properly.

“Ian informed you about what was going on?” Master Devin asked.

“He did,” Master Jack replied. “Is this something to be concerned about?”

Master Devin didn’t answer right away, and I felt him considering what to say. I could sometimes sense how he felt. Useful, but scary. After a moment, he spoke. “Concerned? Yes, I think a bit of concern is warranted, but nothing to worry about yet. I think we can utilize our new little asset here to find out what they know. Keep tabs on them, so to speak.”

“You think it’s safe, sending her into that family?”

“Even if they suspected anything, they wouldn’t hurt her. They’re not the type. I can’t imagine they’d realize who she is, but I need to keep them close and appeased. I think the younger brother is the right approach. He’s safe, not involved in any way, other than enjoying what’s put in front of him. Apparently, he’s in a rather unfortunate marriage and would likely be interested in Anna’s, um . . . charms.”

Something about the conversation above me made my heartbeat increase. A momentary memory of cobalt blue eyes skidded into the front of my mind, but I automatically pushed it aside, as I always did. Those blue eyes were just a dream from long ago. They didn’t exist in reality. Besides, what did they have to do with these men Master Devin was concerned about? Nothing. Blue eyes just floated into my mind whenever I felt afraid.

I saw Master Devin’s expensive black leather shoes turn toward me. I stared at them as I felt him looking at me. His mood was calm, although he always gave the impression of calm, even if he seethed beneath the surface. He maintained exquisite control over himself.

“Well, Anna, are you ready for your new life?”

His question startled me. A new life? The last time I had a “new life,” I disappeared from the world and spent four years being tortured. I suppose this new life couldn’t be any worse than my previous one . . . could it?

I didn’t know how to answer. He waited, but I couldn’t come up with a good answer. Master Devin demanded honesty. He knew when I was lying, and he hated it. A few times after Master Jack began training me, I gave Master Devin unthinking, non-confrontational answers to his questions. I wasn’t trying to lie. I was trying to give him the answer I thought he wanted. He wouldn’t stand for it, and he painfully made sure I remembered his intolerance of lying.

“I don’t know, Master Devin,” I answered honestly, after a contemplative moment.

He knelt down in front of me and cupped my chin in his hand. “Look at me, Anna.” I dragged my eyes up to his. I wasn’t used to looking him in the eyes. His nearly black eyes, beneath thick, dark brows, studied mine intently. I blinked a few times, uncomfortable under his scrutinizing gaze. “Thank you for being honest.” He smiled gently. His neatly trimmed beard and mustache didn’t look as sinister when he smiled.

I gave him a timorous smile, expecting he might disapprove of it and hit me.

“You have been well trained, Anna. I am pleased.”

His words made my fear dissipate and my heart leapt for joy. I pleased him!

“As long as you remember your training, Anna,” he continued, “life will be more pleasant than it has been for a long time. There are rules you must follow. Rules for here in the Manor and rules for the outside world. They are different, but you are a smart girl. I’m sure you will master them quickly.”

“Yes, Master Devin.” My heart felt lighter than it had in years.

He stood and held out his hand. The diamonds on his pinky ring glittered in the warm light of the room. I stared at it, unsure of what to do. “I’m helping you to your feet, Anna,” he said, reaching down to put my right hand into his. He grasped it and gently pulled me to my feet, then turned to Master Jack. “Thank you, Jack. I’ll take it from here. You’re coming Friday, right?”

Master Jack nodded. “Of course. You have new girls for me?”

“Yes. Two, in fact. Did you want a few days off before you begin again?”

Master Jack smirked. “No. I’m ready for some new cunt.” He looked at me. “She’s definitely ready, though she might need some help in social refinement. That’s not my area of expertise, but I did the best I could. She knows how to hold a decent conversation with a man, but she’s still terribly shy.”

“I’m sure she’ll be fine.” Master Devin smiled at me, then looked at Ian. “You’ll take him to his new girls?”

“Yes, sir,” Ian replied.

“I think you’ll like these, Jack. Rare opportunity to have twins.”

Master Jack looked as if he’d just won a million dollars. “You’re giving me the twins?”

“I think you’ve earned them. Train them well.” Master Devin nodded at Ian. “He’ll take you down.”

With that, Master Devin led me away to begin my new life. Whatever that meant.


Three


After several minutes of traversing hallways and climbing up staircases, Master Devin opened a door at the end of a long hall. “This will be your room.” He stepped back to let me walk into the most beautiful bedroom I’d ever seen.

The room was large, but not enormous, and well-lit by floor-to-ceiling windows and a glass door directly across from the entrance. The sheer curtains hanging over the windows and attached to the door were pink, with darker pink velvet curtains framing them. The walls were cream, and the high ceiling had a gilded grid pattern. An elaborate, white oriental rug covered most of the light-grained wooden floor.

A white marble fireplace with a flat-panel TV above the mantle stood across the room from the large canopy bed. A small table and two chairs sat along the wall adjacent to me. There was a bookshelf filled with trinkets and books, and an easy chair with an ottoman sat next to the windows.

I glanced at Master Devin. His affectionate smile startled me. He motioned me to go in and I slowly walked through a doorway and into the bathroom. It was a huge, luxurious bathroom with a white marble floor and a carved marble sink. Under the plate-glass window at the end of the room was an enormous marble bathtub.

I went back out into the bedroom and looked out the windows. Through the glass, I saw a small grass courtyard surrounded by very thick, very tall shrubs.

“You can go out,” Master Devin said in a quiet voice. “It’s your own private yard.”

I hesitated for a moment, then opened the door and walked into the sunshine. It was warm compared to the coolness of the stone building. A small flower garden grew under the bathroom window, and an iron-and-wood gate stood at the opposite end of the yard. I could see the back of a lock on the gate.

“How is there a yard here?” I asked softly. We had climbed several staircases to get up to this room.

“The Manor butts up against the hill behind it,” Master Devin explained. “All the rooms on this floor have private yards carved out of it.” I turned to look at him but caught myself before I looked him in the face. I quickly looked at the ground. “It’s beautiful, Master Devin. Thank you. You are very kind to give me such a gift.” Four years ago, I would have run to him and wrapped my arms around his waist to show my thanks. Now I just stood there with my hands at my side, uncertain of what to do next.

“I’ve been working to get the room right for you for quite a while,” he said in a tender voice. He closed the distance between us in a few steps and put his hands on my upper arms. “I wanted it to be perfect for you.”

I wanted to look up at him. I was dumbfounded. He wanted it to be perfect for me? Was this really my Master Devin? Master Devin wasn’t tender or gentle . . . was he? Memories of how he’d been before I turned sixteen flooded my mind. His smiles. His hugs. His kisses. Memories of him at my birthday parties and ballet recitals. He’d treated me like a princess. Then he changed. Literally overnight.

Tears turned my vision blurry and I tried to blink them away. Kindness toward me had been frowned upon for so long, by both Master Devin and Master Jack. The kindest thing they did to me was not make it hurt during sex.

I stood there, clenching and unclenching my hands, not knowing what to do. I shook my head slightly, trying to get a grasp on what was happening. Moving would likely earn me the backside of his hand against my cheek, but I was having a very difficult time controlling my body.

Master Devin pulled me toward him, wrapping his arms around me, and I could no longer hold back my tears. Loud sobs escaped my mouth. No matter how hard I tried to contain them, they wouldn’t stop. My legs collapsed beneath me and he caught me before I fell, gently guiding me to the ground. He sat next to me with his arms around me. I wanted to grab on to him and hug him but didn’t dare move.

What is going on? Is this a trick? I shouldn’t be moving. He’ll punish me.

But he didn’t. He just held me and let me cry. I didn’t understand. Why comfort me? There was certainly a visit to the dungeon in my near future for my behavior.

I sucked in gulps of air, struggling to gain control of my emotions and my body.

Stop crying, Anna! He hates it when you cry. Stop before things get worse!

Devin didn’t move. He stroked my hair and whispered into my ear, “Shh, Baby. It’s okay. It’s all right. Shh, Baby, I have you. You’re okay.”

I tried so hard to calm down, but nothing would stop the torrent of emotion that had burst forth from deep within me. Finally, though, after what seemed like an eternity, the streams of tears on my cheeks slowed to a trickle and I stopped shaking. I took a deep breath and let it out through pursed lips.

I was calm.

Did I dare move? He held me tightly, but the comfort I felt disconcerted me. I tried to pull away, to assume my normal submissive pose, but he tightened his arms around me. I froze, uncertain. What do you do when someone who has been icy cold for years suddenly shows you affection?

We sat there for a few moments in silence as my tears ceased. Master Devin kissed the top of my head, then stood and pulled me to my feet. Now I will be punished. As we walked back into my room, I took in a silent, shaky breath to prepare myself for whatever punishment he would pronounce. Instead of leading me out the door and to the dungeon, though, he led me to the chair next to the window. He sat on the ottoman and indicated for me to sit in the chair. I put my hands in my lap and stared at them, trying to be as submissive as possible.

“Anna, look at me.”

I looked up, expecting to see anger, though his voice wasn’t angry. His eyes were kind and he stroked my cheek.

“When we are in here alone, you don’t have to sit in your pose or avert your eyes from mine. When we are alone in here, I want you to be comfortable with me and not think of me as your Master.”

What? Not think of him as my Master? That’s not possible. I’d been conditioned for too long to change that.

“Let’s go over the rules for the Manor, then you can ask me any questions you might have, okay?” He paused and looked at me with a slight smile on his face.

“Yes, Master,” I said softly, looking back down at my hands.

“First of all, you no longer need to call me Master unless I specifically tell you to.”

I furrowed my brow in confusion but didn’t say anything.

“In the Manor, you will call me ‘my lord,’ as you do the other men. In here, you may call me Devin.” He chuckled. “I think you’re too old for ‘Uncle Devin,’ don’t you think?” I had called him Uncle Devin as a child. I’d called Master Jack “Uncle Jack”, as well.

I didn’t respond, thinking he didn’t require an answer. After a moment, when he didn’t continue, I glanced up at him.

“Don’t you think?” he repeated with a warm smile.

“I . . . Y-yes, Ma . . . Devin,” I stuttered. To be honest, I didn’t know what I thought.

Devin frowned. “Don’t lie to pacify me, Anna.”

I dropped my gaze to my hands again as a cold fear filled me. “I’m sorry, Mas . . . Devin. I don’t know if I’m too old to call you Uncle Devin.”

“I think the general population would frown upon my mistress calling me ‘Uncle.’”

“Mistress?” What?

“Yes, Anna. You are my mistress. You’re still technically a slave, but to the general populace of San Francisco, you will be my mistress.”

I blinked several times, confused. Again. Why would Devin need a mistress? He was happily married to a beautiful wife with three equally beautiful children.

“You’re frowning. What are you thinking?”

“I . . . I . . . ,” I stammered. I shouldn’t question him, but he asked, and I had to answer. I took a breath for courage. “Why do you need a mistress, Devin? You’re married. What purpose could I possibly have in your normal life?”

Devin laughed. “Oh, Anna. You’re so naïve. I love it.” He took my hands in his and kissed each palm. “Why shouldn’t I want to spend time with a beautiful young woman? You will be able to help me in so many ways, and I want you to be respected in the community. Being my mistress will ensure that. Besides, going out with my wife has become tedious. And the sex . . . mind-numbing. She needs to realize I don’t need her, but she needs me.” He frowned, as if upset at some inner thought.

I couldn’t come up with a response to his statement. I knew many of Master Jack’s friends were married, but still came to his house to use me. They didn’t speak very highly of their wives, but I never imagined Devin feeling that way. What did I know of marriage, though? It seemed an unfortunate requirement for men of a certain standing in the community.

“Shall we continue with the rules?”

“Yes, Devin.”

“This is your safe place, Anna,” he said, motioning around the room. “You needn’t observe the formalities of the Manor while you are in here. You may call me Devin. You may call Ian by his name, and also any other men you may desire to bring in here.”

Why would I want to bring men in here? I didn’t say anything, so he continued with an amused expression, as if he could read my thoughts.

“As I said earlier, you will call the men in this place ‘my lord’, as you have been accustomed to. All men. There are men in and out of here all the time, so it’s probably safer if you stay in here when you’re not required elsewhere. I tried to make this room as comfortable as possible so it wouldn’t feel as if you were in a prison. Hence the courtyard.” He motioned toward the window.

I nodded.

“Whenever you are summoned into my, or certain other men’s, presence, you will enter the room, walk to stand a few feet in front of me, depending on the room, and bow in submission. Stand up. I’ll teach you how to do it properly.”

I stood and walked behind the ottoman. Devin turned to face me. “Take a few steps back. Yes, good. Now, assume your submissive pose, but instead of putting your palms together, lean your body forward with your arms out in front of you and put your nose on the floor.”

I did as he said. The rug was softer than I expected.

“Good girl. I didn’t think you’d have a problem with that. You stay in that position until you are told you may get up or sit up. Either command means you assume your submissive pose, though you may put your hands on your thighs instead of putting your hands together. Does that make sense?”

I nodded, my nose still on the ground. I hoped I could remember everything I was learning.

“You may return to your seat.” When I did, he continued. “I want you to go shopping to get some clothing. I assume this is the best you have?” He motioned toward my jeans.

“Yes. Unless I was out at my ballet lessons, I was undressed.” He nodded with a thoughtful expression on his face. “I’ll have to figure out who to send you shopping with, but I’ll get you out there in the next few days. Maybe I’ll take you.” He grinned at me.

Devin wanted to take me shopping? This day was getting weirder and weirder.

“You will be attending various social events with me, and will be allowed out to do other things, if you so desire.” He shrugged. “But I’d prefer it if you didn’t go out alone. At least for a while. You’ve been sheltered far too long. I’d hate for you to get lost or for something to happen to you. Unless he’s otherwise occupied, Ian will accompany you. He’ll make sure you’re safe.”

My heart sank into my stomach. Be alone with Ian? Devin had to be joking. Ian detested me. Who knew what he would do to me if he had me out and alone?

“Anna, Ian is a good guy.”

I snorted, then covered my mouth, horrified. Where were all these emotions coming from?

Devin laughed. “It’s okay, Anna. I know you’ve only had . . . painful interactions with him. But that’s because I needed it to be that way. He really is a nice guy and will keep you safe. Once you get to know him, you might like him.” Devin paused. “He thinks you’re very pretty.”

“He does?” Why did that thought intrigue me?

“Yes. He’s also quite the lover. The girls downstairs all like it when he visits.” Devin looked amused. “You might like him in your bed.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “Why would I voluntarily want to take someone to bed with me?” I asked before I realized the words came out of my mouth. This safe room was loosening my tongue. I feared it might be loosened too much.

Devin just laughed . . . again. Apparently, I was very entertaining today. Well, I guess that was better than him hitting me. Yes, definitely better than hitting me. Could I trust this change in him? I searched his eyes but saw nothing that would indicate he was insincere.

“Oh, Baby. Just try to go a few days without sex. See how desperate you get for a hard cock in your pussy.”

I looked at him skeptically. “I doubt it.” The thought of being able to be away from a man for more than a few hours thrilled me. A bed to myself. A room to myself. It sounded heavenly.

“I like it that you feel comfortable enough in here to express yourself. That pleases me immensely.” He leaned forward and kissed my cheek. “I want things to be different from now on. I want things to be good for you.” His voice was soft and tender. So unlike him. Perhaps he really had changed.

He pressed his lips to mine, pushing his tongue against my mouth to gain entry. I succumbed to the pressure and his tongue darted into my mouth, teasing and cajoling mine. I moaned and pressed my mouth to his as my body reacted as it had been trained to. My nipples hardened and I felt my pussy moistening and swelling. I swirled my tongue around his, pulling it into my mouth and sucking on it slightly. He moaned and brought his hand behind my head, threading his fingers into my braid.

I knew he wanted me. I could tell by his breathing that he was aroused. I tentatively placed one hand on his knee and slid it up his thigh toward his cock. He groaned as my fingers brushed the bulge in his pants. Pressing my thumb against the base of his shaft, I moved the pressure upward.

“Oh God, Anna,” he moaned into my mouth. I was pleasing him!

He suddenly pulled away from me and put his hand on mine to stop me from caressing his hard cock. “Stop, Baby. Please,” he pleaded.

I blinked, confused. “Did I do something wrong? I thought you were enjoying it.”

Devin grimaced. “Yes, Baby. I was enjoying it. Very much so.” He took a deep breath. “I think I understand what Jack was talking about in terms of your lack of social refinement.”

Social refinement? What did he mean? The only reason a man would bother to kiss me was because he wanted sex. That much I knew. If a man wanted to have sex with me, I was to do whatever I could to make sure he enjoyed himself. It was simple, really. Why didn’t Devin want me?

“Baby, sometimes a man just wants to kiss a woman. Without it leading to sex.” He took a deep breath.

I tilted my head, not understanding his words. “Why wouldn’t he want sex?”

He gave me a funny look, then his features softened once more. “Sometimes there just isn’t time to have sex and he just wants to touch her. Or tease her. Kissing can simply be a sign of affection.”

“Affection?” I echoed. The idea was not completely foreign. Some vague memory of affection toward me skimmed the edge of my mind. Yes, when Devin used to hold me and kiss me on Jack’s couch. We didn’t have sex then, but he held and kissed me all the time. That was affection. I remember now.

I looked up at him, tears in my eyes. “Do you feel affection for me again?” I whispered, afraid of his answer.

“I do.”

The look in his eyes filled me with warmth and I ran my hands up his thighs. He shook his head, smiling gently, and put my hands on my own thighs. “You don’t want to have sex with me?” I asked, my heart hurting from the rejection.

“Yes, I do, Anna. Very much so.” He cupped my cheek. “But I was kissing you because I wanted to show you affection.”

“Oh.” I still felt confused. “How do I tell the difference? I know you were aroused, so I did what I was supposed to do. If a man wants to have sex with me, but he doesn’t . . .” I sighed. I knew Devin wanted to have sex with me. He even said so. But then he told me to stop. “I don’t understand,” I groaned.

“Baby, don’t get upset. It’s all right.” He sighed but didn’t sound exasperated. “Maybe the best thing to do, until you’re able to tell the difference, is to let the man take the lead. If he kisses you, kiss him back. If he starts pursuing more, then you can do more. At some point, you’ll learn the difference and be able to act accordingly.” He paused. “Accept his kisses and his touch, but don’t go further unless he indicates he wants you to. I know you can read men very well, but desiring sex and making the choice to have sex can be very different things.”

I frowned. That made no sense.

“Anna, you could walk into a store this afternoon and sense that every man in there wants to have sex with you. It’s a likely scenario. Men are aroused visually and easily. But I don’t want you to feel obligated to work your way through the men in the store. Does that make sense?”

I thought for a moment. “I guess a little. Just because a man wants to have sex doesn’t mean he wants to?” It sounded convoluted, but I was beginning to understand.

“Yes, I suppose that’s an accurate summary. I’ll help you learn. Jack taught you about seduction, right?” I nodded. “Sometimes I’ll ask you to go have sex with a man. When I say that, I mean I want you to seduce him. I don’t want you to walk up to him, grab his dick, and shove it in your pussy. Seduction is an art, and Jack told me you were very good at it. In general, the best way for a woman to work a man is through seduction. Aggressive women can be a turnoff to a lot of us.”

Okay. Seduction, not raw sex. Got it.

“Anna, there are men out there who will want to seduce you. Let them. Men want to be in charge. Let them think they are. If you need to seduce them, let them think they are the ones seducing you.”

“So, convince them to do what I want them to do, but make them think they came up with the idea?”

“Exactly! You are a smart girl, Anna.” Devin’s wide smile and sparkling eyes warmed me from head to toe.

I beamed, thrilled I had caught on at last, though my head was starting to hurt from all the new ideas being crammed inside.

“But, Anna,” Devin added in a low voice, his smile disappearing in an instant. “Never, ever manipulate me. Do you understand?” The darkness in his eyes made me shiver. I knew that Devin well.

“Yes, Devin,” I whispered. “I understand.” I swallowed nervously.

Immediately, his demeanor changed back into his new, pleasant self. “Good girl.”

Devin proceeded to tell me about the Gatherings that occurred at the Manor on Friday nights. Some were more formal than others. Regardless, I would present myself to Devin at each one, then sit at his feet until he wanted me. More often than not, these Gatherings resembled orgies rather than meetings, though quite a bit of business was conducted. Men were more open to suggestion after a good orgasm, he explained.

“Come, I’ll show you the Great Hall.” Devin stood and I followed him out of the room. We wound our way through the massive building and down multiple staircases. I got lost after a few turns. Devin assured me I wouldn’t have to find my way around alone. I’d always have a guide to take me wherever I needed to go.

While we walked, Devin explained how the Manor worked, including what he meant by “his girls.”

“They’re sex slaves,” he explained. “Generation after generation of girls have been born in this house to do the bidding of the current Master. Me being the current Master, my father before me, his father before him, et cetera. Some girls have certain specialized skills. I also have breeders whose sole job is to produce the next generation of girls.”

“What if they have boys?” I asked.

“That doesn’t happen very often. We have . . . ways of leaning the odds in favor of female babies. Of course, I need males, but not as many. Ian was born to a breeder.”

Ian?

“Other girls specialize in hard play . . . masochism if you will. Several are especially talented and enjoy special privileges. All the girls are identified by their necklaces. The breeders wear a simple silver chain and have their own special area of the Manor. Common girls wear a simple silver collar. Masochists wear a silver collar with a red design on it. That way, the men know what they are getting. All of my girls are experts in the sexual arts. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be here. I’d either find another job for them or eliminate them.”

“Eliminate them?”

“I’m sure you know what I mean, Anna. There is no benefit in keeping a useless slave. I have had to eliminate very few girls for that reason. I need cooks and maids, too.” He shrugged. “Everyone who works here was born here. Everyone who was born here is a slave. The men provide security and make sure the house is running properly.”

“So Ian’s a slave?”

“Yes. My most trusted slave whom I consider a friend. He is in charge of things when I am not here. But yes, he is a slave. Slaves are marked. Well, everyone involved in the Brotherhood is marked. Slaves are marked in a particular way. I’m even marked, as is Jack.”

I frowned. I don’t remember seeing a mark on my guardian’s body.

“Haven’t you ever wondered about that double ring that pierces the head of his dick?”

In truth, I’d never thought about it. It had always been there. It was on the top side and spanned the crown of the head of his cock. It consisted of two rings, about a centimeter in diameter, connected by a thin metal bar. I learned not to catch my teeth on it.

“That is the mark of a Brother.”

“Oh.” Some of Jack’s friends had them and others didn’t. “I never thought much about it.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to, Anna. Common brothers are marked with the double ring. All slaves are marked with rings through both their nipples. Female slaves have a belly ring and a ring on their left outer pussy lip. Slaves who are extra special to their Masters have their clits pierced.”

“Wow.” I winced. It sounded painful.

We arrived at a pair of large, polished wooden doors. He pushed them open. “This is the Great Hall.” Devin’s voice echoed in the dark room. I heard a series of clicks before lights flickered on above me.

The Hall was enormous. Two levels of balconies circled the entire room. Closed doors were located intermittently around the room and in the balconies. A deep red carpet covered the floor, except for a four-foot-wide wooden border around the perimeter. Five massive crystal chandeliers hung from the gilded ceiling. Clusters of chaise lounges and easy chairs were scattered throughout.

In the far corner of the room was a gigantic statue of a golden eagle, wings slightly open, its head as high as the top balcony. Its legs were separated and tall enough for a man to walk through without stooping. The talons jutted forth onto a wide, raised dais, an elaborate throne-like chair sitting in the middle.

I felt a curious energy coursing through the room. Something I could only describe as power. I closed my eyes as the force flowed through my body, melding with my own spirit. The room’s spirit and my own shared a common source. I belonged here.

As I opened my eyes, I saw a flash of light in the corner of the room near the statue. Or I thought I did. It looked like . . . a glowing man disappearing? No, that wasn’t possible, was it?

I glanced up to see Devin watching me with keen interest.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

For a moment, I could have sworn he wanted to devour me, but I blinked several times and the look was gone.

I glanced back at the corner. Dark and empty. Had I imagined the man? I looked up at Devin. “I . . .” My mind must have been going into overload. Men didn’t disappear into thin air. And they certainly didn’t glow. “Yes, Devin.”

“Generally, when we are out of your room, you should act, speak, and stand in a submissive manner,” Devin warned. “Especially in this room.”

“I’m sorry, my lord,” I said softly, lowering my head.

Devin pulled me close and kissed me. “It’s all right. You didn’t know. Besides, there’s no one here right now, so it’s not much of an issue. I just wanted to warn you. Disobedience is punished . . . harshly.” He trailed kisses down my jaw and ran his tongue down my neck to my collarbone. I took in a sharp breath and tilted my head back. “Good girl,” he murmured into my neck, biting gently. “Let me lead.”

“Oh!” My body tingled from his kisses. I wrapped my arms around him and sighed. He responded with another nip to my collarbone.

“Like that?”

“Mmm,” was all I could muster as he ran his hands up my ribs. He moved them under my sweater and caressed the sides of my breasts. I inhaled sharply as his thumbs brushed my nipples. They hardened instantly, and I arched my back into his hands, wanting more.

He pulled away abruptly, and I stumbled from the sudden lack of support. “We should go back to your room,” he said, his voice slightly husky. “Remember your demeanor, Anna.” He flicked off the lights and opened the door.


Four


The moment the door closed behind us in my room, Devin pressed himself against my back, wrapped one arm around my waist, and kissed the side of my neck with a hunger I could feel. He tugged at my braid until it loosened and ran his fingers through my hair to comb out the twisted strands. I smelled my shampoo as he swept my damp hair over my shoulder and kissed the back of my neck, sucking the skin and making me gasp. His hands slid down my ribs, then up under my sweater to my breasts.

“I like that you’re not wearing a bra.” He caressed gently, then took my nipples between his fingers and pinched them. It was enough to cause pain, but the pain felt good. I gasped.

“Like that?”

“Yes . . .”

He pinched again, then rolled them between his fingertips. I rested my head back on his shoulder and he began sucking on my neck again. “I love how responsive you are, Baby,” he whispered, pinching my nipples again. “I love how you set aside the years of hurt and melt into my arms. You are such a good girl.”

My body tingled all over, both from his words and his touch. No one had said such nice things to me in as long as I could remember. The most I ever got was “Yeah, Baby, I love fucking you,” or “You are such a good fuck,” or “Damn, you’ve got great tits/ass/pussy.”

I soaked up the praise, feeling loved for the first time in years. I turned to face him and kissed him on the lips, trying to demonstrate how I felt. Tears welled up in my eyes as I tried to form coherent words to express my feelings.

“What is it, Baby? Why the tears?” Devin stroked my cheek with his thumb and looked deeply into my eyes.

“I . . . I . . .” I was afraid to say what I wanted to. The last time I tried to show affection toward him, years ago, he responded by backhanding me. I shook my head and tried to step away.

He held me so I couldn’t move. “Anna, tell me. Please,” he added in a gentle voice.

The adoration I had for him as a child welled up inside me. I looked at him, desperate for him to understand. “I . . . I love you, Devin.”

Devin gazed down at me in a way I hadn’t seen in four years. He looked at me as he did before . . . before everything changed. My heart soared.

“I love you, too, Anna,” he said in a hoarse voice. He appeared overcome with emotion—a situation unheard of with him. He continued speaking, softly, as if afraid to hear his own words. “I’m so sorry for what I put you through, my love. If there had been any other way . . .” His voice trailed off. “Every scream that came out of your mouth broke my heart. Every bruise, every tear. I hated doing it. That’s why I didn’t visit often. I couldn’t bear to see it. But it had to be that way, Anna. You had to be prepared. You had to be toughened up. Otherwise, they’d devour you before you knew what was happening.” He sucked in a ragged breath. “I’m so, so sorry, Baby. But it had to be that way.”

The tears spilled over onto my cheeks, my heart aching for him. Knowing, in a way, he’d suffered along with me made me love him more.

He pulled my head to his chest and held me tightly. “I do love you, Anna. I love you so much. I’m proud of you. You are so strong and so brave. You have become everything I’d hoped. More than I’d hoped.” He pulled back and looked me in the eyes. I struggled against my instincts to look away. “I want to make it up to you, Baby. For the lost years. Is there anything in particular you can think of that I can do?”

Images of happier times flitted through my mind. Ballet classes as a child; performing in The Nutcracker while my parents watched on their last night alive. I swallowed and took a deep breath. “Ballet,” I said after a moment. “Could I take a few more classes and . . . maybe perform again?”

He tilted his head, his gaze not leaving mine.

“Or,” I added, “I don’t have to perform, but maybe . . . maybe just one more class a week or something? I just want to dance more. I don’t care where. Maybe even just a room here and a CD player with some music so I could dance on my own.” I looked down at his chest, scarcely daring to breathe, hoping against all hope he would let me.

My two ballet classes had been my only anchor to reality the last few years. Dancing reminded me of my parents and the happy times I had growing up. The last year, I hadn’t put much effort into it, though. What was the point? But now . . . Was it possible there might be a chance to perform again? The idea of being on stage, of losing myself in the characters . . . I felt like a drowning person seeing the surface of the water an inch above their face. To me, dancing was life.

Devin didn’t say anything for a moment. I looked warily into his face. He stared off into space, as if lost in some memory. I didn’t move, not wanting to anger him and lose all possibility of my dream.

After a few minutes, he still hadn’t spoken. I blinked away tears and prepared myself for his disapproval. My heart ached in my chest. How could I have even dared to make such an audacious request? I should have taken more time to consider⁠—

“Yes, Baby. I think I would like to see you perform again, if the ballet master thinks you’re able.” He smiled. “I’ll give him a call next week and see what I can find out.”

My heart soared. “Oh, thank you, Devin! Thank you!” I stood on tiptoe and kissed him hard. I could hardly contain myself. He looked pleased and kissed me back.

Instantly, the mood changed. He pulled his fingers through my hair and forced his tongue into my mouth. I opened my lips willingly, wanting to please him with my best sexual techniques, but remembering his advice about following the man’s lead. I kissed him back, our tongues dancing around each other’s. I felt the heat of his passion radiating out from his body. He reached for the bottom of my sweater and pulled it over my head in one swift motion. I felt his erection pressing against my belly as he pulled me against him once more. Leaning into him, I wrapped my arms around his neck.

Devin picked me up and carried me toward the bed. I wrapped my legs around his waist, kissing him passionately. We fell onto the bed, his body pressed above mine. My desire for him made it difficult to breathe.

His lips trailed down my chin and neck. I lifted my chin as he continued the downward trail, veering to the side to kiss my breast. He trailed little kisses around the circumference of one breast, then did the same to the other. I wanted his mouth on my nipples, but he seemed to kiss my breasts everywhere except there. I squirmed and he sucked on the lower edge of one breast. I pressed my hips into his, moaning desperately. He chuckled, and then slowly, agonizingly, trailed his tongue up to my nipple and took the hardened bud into his mouth. An electric current shot straight down to my clit.

“Yes, Devin. Please . . .”

He sucked hard, then brought his teeth together to bite, almost to the point of pain. I pressed my head back into the mattress, mouth open in ecstasy. He repeated the teasing on the other side as I wiggled beneath him.

My body was going crazy. My pussy ached for his touch. I wrapped my arms around his neck and ran my fingers through his thick, black hair. In the back of my mind, I expected Devin to get angry at my touch, but the anger never materialized. He continued teasing and cajoling my breasts until he began a slow path down to my belly, licking and kissing the whole way down. When he reached the waistband of my jeans, he undid the button and zipper, but didn’t remove them. Instead, he pulled it apart and kissed my hip just above the hipbone. My body jerked at his touch.

I moaned loudly and clenched my stomach muscles as he nuzzled the skin. He lay on my legs so I couldn’t move, making his touch even more enticing. Trailing kisses across my lower belly to my other hip, he sucked on the skin above my hipbone, once again drawing an involuntary flex toward his face.

Devin chuckled and looked up at me with dark, impassioned eyes. “You’ve always liked it when I kissed you there. Even when you were younger. Do you remember?”

I remembered lying on Jack’s couch and Devin kissing me in the same spot. “Yes,” I hissed, wanting more. More of everything.

Suddenly, his weight was gone. I opened my eyes to find Devin standing next to the bed and looking down at me, eyes full of passion and pants bulging.

“Undress me.”

I scrambled off the bed and began eagerly undoing the buttons on his blue dress shirt. I made quick work of them and pushed the shirt off his shoulders.

“Don’t throw the shirt on the floor. I need it later,” he said in a husky voice. I carefully placed the shirt on the back of a chair and returned to him.

He was lean and fit. The muscles were firm and distinct, but he clearly wasn’t interested in bulking up. A scattering of dark hair covered his chest. I ran my fingers through it and smiled, enjoying the coarseness. I’d laid my head on his bare chest countless times as a child, but never appreciated it fully until now. My fingers trailed down his chest to the dark line of hair that led into his black dress pants.

I knelt before him to remove his shoes and socks, then reached for his belt, licking my lips. As I unzipped his pants, I suddenly realized I’d never seen his cock before. I’d felt it through his pants before I began training, but never with my bare hands. He’d only been fully undressed in front of me twice . . . once when he punished me for attempting suicide, and the other when he took my virginity. Both times, I’d been too out of it to pay attention to what he looked like.

My heartbeat quickened and I worked with trembling hands, eager to see him in all his glory. I carried the pants over to the chair where I’d laid his shirt and quickly returned to stand before him. I glanced up and gave him an eager smile before I reached out to remove his black boxer briefs. Before I could touch him, he snaked his hand out and grabbed my wrist.

I flinched and tried to pull my hand away. What had I done?

“Anna, before you . . . proceed, I need to tell you something so you don’t get scared.”

My eyes widened as a million thoughts ran through my head. Was he crooked? Was he covered in tattoos?

“Baby, remember when I told you I was marked, too?” I nodded, still staring into his face, fearful of what he was going to say. “I am a leader in the Brotherhood. I’m what’s called an Elder. I am one of seven Elders in this country. We . . . control the country, shall we say? All Brotherhood markings are done with piercings. We also wear rings on our right little finger to identify ourselves.” He raised his finger, showing me the large diamond ring I’d played with on countless occasions as a child. I didn’t know there was a significance to it. “Elders wear diamonds. The common Brothers wear sapphires. Deacons, those who help me do what I need to, wear emeralds.”

I nodded. What did this have to do with his cock?

“Elders also have their cocks pierced. Multiple times.”

I winced at the thought. “Why?”

“Oh, many reasons. To distinguish us from the masses. To show we are willing to do what needs to be done, despite the discomfort it may cause. For sexual pleasure.”

“Sexual pleasure? It feels good to you?”

“No, for the woman.”

My brows arched. Why would he care if a woman enjoyed sex with him?

“Pleasing a woman is an art form. The piercings are placed in certain areas and are of a type with the potential for extreme pleasure for a woman. Sexual potency is an important quality for powerful men.” His eyes glittered and a hint of a smile appeared on his lips. “Also, in the extreme case of an unwilling subject, seducing his wife in front of him and making her scream in pleasure is a most effective motivator. Certain piercings can also be used for punishment, but not all Elders go through the trouble of getting those.”

“Okay.” I glanced down at the bulge in his underwear. Did his cock look like a pincushion?

“Ready?” he asked.

“Yes.” I wanted to see him. I wanted him inside my wet pussy. Curiosity overcame my fear and I once again reached out for him. I paused and looked up at him as my fingers made contact with the soft cotton. He nodded and I pulled at the fabric until his beautiful cock spilled out in front of me.

It was large, thick, and long, dotted with metal balls, which I now understood to be the marks of an Elder. I looked closer. In addition to the double rings, like Jack had, there were four barbells on the top, resulting in two lines of four metal balls spreading along the length of his cock. On the underside were two more barbells that made two rows of two balls each, similar to what was on the top. Seven piercings.

In addition to the barbells, a thin band of metal about a centimeter wide spanned the top half of his cock. It sat right behind the head, with several tiny dots evenly spaced along the center of the piece.

“What’s this?” I asked, caressing the band.

“That, my love, is for punishment.” I looked up at him, not understanding how it could be painful. He closed his eyes, appearing to concentrate for a moment, then opened them again. “Look.”

I sucked in a sharp breath as I looked down. Six small spikes, about a centimeter long, had appeared where the dots had been. They looked very sharp. “How did you do that?”

They retracted back into the metal band. “It’s connected to some nerves that can be trained to control the spikes. Do you remember when you were brought here after you tried to kill yourself?” I nodded, not really wanting to think about it. “Do you remember when I raped you and you said it felt like I was ripping your insides to shreds?”

How could I forget? It was excruciatingly painful.

“That’s what I used. It’s a rather effective punishment because you don’t see it coming. It’s used on both men and women. Done right, I can kill a man.”

His eyes glittered. I blinked and stepped back in alarm. How could he talk so flippantly about killing people? He could use those on me and hurt me again. I trembled as I stared at his chest.

“Anna, I have extreme control over these. Since I learned to control them many years ago, I’ve never had them go off accidentally. I have to really concentrate to activate them.” I knew he wasn’t lying, but it did little to remove my apprehension.

“You’re scary,” I said softly.

Devin sighed, and I glanced up at him. He had a pained expression on his face. “I don’t want to scare you anymore, Anna. It was necessary for a time, but I hope you’ve learned all you need to know, and I don’t have to be scary anymore.”

I didn’t want to be scared of him, either. I loved him. I wanted to please him.

I took two small steps forward and knelt on the floor before him. I reached for his throbbing shaft and wrapped my fingers around the base, trying to figure out how best to please him without disturbing any of the metal. His skin was hot under my fingers, and he became harder at my touch. I kissed the tip softly then licked away the precum that had appeared.

“You won’t hurt me?” I asked, looking up at him.

He smiled down at me, hunger in his eyes. “No, Baby. I won’t hurt you.”

I opened my mouth and slowly took him in, squeezing the shaft with my hand. He inhaled sharply and let out a moan as I took more and more of him into my mouth. “Oh, Anna . . .” Devin put his hands on the back of my head, pushing himself deeper into my mouth. I let him guide me, taking a deep breath as he went deeper. He was big, and he blocked my windpipe as he dipped into the back of my throat. I swallowed and heard a deep moan above me. I sucked on him as I backed away slightly before thrusting forward again. Reaching up beneath him to caress his balls, I tugged gently and heard another moan, louder this time.

I kept sucking and moving him in and out of my mouth, my tongue circling around the head and stroking the smooth metal. I held him firmly with one hand, caressing his balls with my other. His breathing was shallow and ragged, his moans deepening as he grabbed fistfuls of my hair. He pulled hard, but it felt good. I liked Devin controlling me. I could tell he was getting close when he yanked himself out of my mouth and pulled me up by my hair to stand in front of him.

“Oh, Baby. You have been taught well.” Devin kissed me hard on the mouth, then pulled back. “But I want your body. I want to bury myself deep inside you and send you soaring into the stars.”

He gently pushed me back onto the bed, pulled my jeans off, and crawled up after me. He spread my legs apart and bent my knees up to my chest. The cool air made me squirm. “Beautiful,” he murmured, leaning down to kiss the bare skin. “I love how smooth your skin is, Baby.” He straightened. “Oh, I can hardly stand it. I need you so much. My dick is aching for you.” He guided his cock to the entrance of my body and pressed forward in one swift movement.

I tried to ignore the pain as his thickness penetrated my body faster than it could adjust. He was bigger than Jack and most of Jack’s friends. I blinked several times to hide the tears that sprang forth. I wouldn’t show him that it hurt. Instead, I wrapped my legs around his hips and pulled him toward me, making him grin.

He leaned down and nuzzled my neck. “You are a little sex kitten, aren’t you?” he whispered into my ear.

“Is that a bad thing?”

“Not at all, Baby.” He thrust deeper and I gasped in surprise. “You feel incredible. Just like our first time together.”

I smiled up at him as he began to move in and out of me. The pain had dissipated and his cock inside me felt incredible. I felt the metal balls rubbing against the top of my sensitive channel while I matched him thrust for thrust, developing a rhythm. I tightened and relaxed my vaginal muscles as he moved in and out, the resulting moan evidence of his appreciation. He kissed me as his movements increased.

“Baby, I want to come with you. Do you think you can do that for me?” His lips pressed against my neck and I felt his ragged breath against my skin. I wrapped my arms around his chest, hugging him to me.

“Yes,” I moaned. “Oh, yes, Devin. Please.”

He increased his pace even more. I flexed my hips to maximize the friction against my upper channel. The fire built quickly and I ground my hips against his to bring forth my release. The pressure built and I exploded. Clinging to Devin, I cried out his name over and over again.

I slumped back onto the bed, breathing heavily. Devin’s skin was slick and he panted against my neck. I hugged him and kissed his ear, which was the only part of his body my lips could reach. After a moment, he stirred and I unwrapped myself from him.

He rolled onto the bed next to me. “You are amazing, Baby. More than I’d hoped for.” He used his finger to trail lazy circles between and around my breasts for a moment before he fell back onto the bed, looking up at the ceiling.

“I have half a mind to take you home with me. I haven’t had sex like that in ages.” He ran his fingers through his dark hair and turned his face to grin at me once more. “Not sure how I’d explain that to the kids, though. Well, Tyler would understand, but the girls wouldn’t.”

I gave him a small smile, trying to imagine him as a father.

“What time is it?” he mumbled, then glanced at his watch. “Fuck, it’s noon already? Damn it. I’m sorry, Baby. I have to leave. I have a meeting this afternoon that I can’t avoid, and work to catch up on.”

I pressed my lips together and nodded, masking my disappointment. After what had just happened, I had hoped we’d spend the day together.

“I’ll be back tomorrow to visit you, Baby.” He stroked my cheek and gave me a seductive smile before getting out of bed. “You are sexy as hell, Anna. So worth the wait.” He leaned down to kiss me before walking over to the table to retrieve his shirt and pants.

“Rest, Anna,” he said, dressing quickly. “I know Jack’s been rough on you. There’ll be no more of that sort of stuff. You’re safe here.” He motioned around the room.

I gave him a shy smile. “Okay.” I liked the sound of that.

He kissed me on the top of my head as he buttoned the top button on his shirt. “I’ll have lunch sent up here to you, and you can do as you please. No one will bother you or hurt you while you’re in here.”

“Thank you, Devin.” I sat up and kissed him on the cheek.

“Happy birthday, Baby. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

With that, he turned and walked toward the door, glancing back once to give me an affectionate smile.
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Lying on the bed, I stared up at the gilded ceiling, spent and happy from lovemaking. Devin had changed back to the person I knew as a child. He loved me! The thought spread over me like warm honey.

Devin’s confession had amazed me. My harsh training had been unavoidable. He didn’t like to see it. He let Jack take care of it so he didn’t have to. To prepare me for what was next. Whatever that meant.

I smiled and looked out the window, glancing over the high hedges. The sky was blue with a few fluffy white clouds. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been this happy. My heart wanted to leap out of my chest and dance around in the sunshine.

A knock at the door yanked me out of my quiet reverie and I jumped. I pulled on my clothes and went to open the door, but the knob wouldn’t turn. I tried again, turning harder, as the knock sounded once again.

“Mistress?” came a female voice from the other side.

“I can’t open the door.” I pulled again, but there was no change.

“It’s all right, Mistress. I can open it. Step back so I don’t hit you.”

I took a step back and the door opened. A girl about my age stepped through with a tray of food. She was a few inches taller than I was, with long, blonde hair and brown eyes. A long, flowing purple dress fluttered gracefully as she moved across the room. She wore a plain silver collar around her neck.

She put the tray on the table and turned to greet me with a bowed head and slight curtsy. “My name is Maggie, Mistress. It is a pleasure to meet you. I look forward to serving you.” She gave me a cheerful smile, though her eyes betrayed a tinge of fear.

“Hi, Maggie,” I said shyly, bowing my head as she did. “It’s nice to meet you, too.” I stood awkwardly for a moment, not knowing what to do.

She must have sensed my discomfort because she motioned toward the table. “I’ve brought you some lunch, if you’re hungry.”

My stomach growled, reminding me I hadn’t eaten breakfast. “I’m very hungry. Thank you.”

“Please sit,” she said, lifting the covers off the plates.

Steam rose, and my mouth watered at the aroma of chicken and vegetables. I hadn’t seen a meal like this in years. Jack wasn’t much of a cook, so I had lived on frozen meals and cereal. This looked and smelled delicious. “Oh, this looks so good!”

“Is there anything else you require, Mistress?”

“Um, no,” I said, not sure if there was something else I was expected to need. “Not that I can think of.”

Maggie smiled. “I will return later to collect your tray.” She gave a small curtsy, went to the door, and knocked. She turned to me as it opened. “The door is locked for your protection, Mistress. Wandering around the Manor alone is not wise.” After she glided through the door, it closed behind her.

I was too hungry to consider her words and proceeded to devour my lunch. It was as good as it smelled but gone too soon. Then again, if I had eaten any more, I probably would have gotten sick.

I picked up my iced tea and explored my room a little more thoroughly. Two closets filled the space between the fireplace and windows. One was empty, but the other held several dresses, similar in style to what Maggie wore. Several were sheer and white.

I wandered over to the bookshelf, sipping my tea as I scanned the leather-bound books. The complete works of Jane Austen, my favorite author; Sherlock Holmes; Alice in Wonderland; Little Women; Wuthering Heights; several by Charles Dickens; Cranford; Middlemarch; Les Misérables; and others.

Oh, I couldn’t believe all these books were here. I was an avid reader as a child, devouring book after book any time I had the chance. Jack hadn’t brought any of my books when I moved in with him. He had promised to buy me new ones, but he never did. Instead, every time I asked, he distracted me with sexual touch.

Now I had two shelves full of them! This truly was the best birthday I had in years. What more could I ask for than a kind master, precious books, and the permission to dance more? I didn’t dare hope for anything else.

I pulled down the crisp, unused copy of Pride and Prejudice and lay down on my bed. It crackled as I opened it and I smiled. I quickly lost myself in the story and almost didn’t hear the knock on the door a while later.

“Come in,” I said, sitting up and pulling the ribbon bookmark into place.

Maggie walked into the room. “I’ve come to retrieve your tray, Mistress. Is there anything else you need?”

“No, thank you.”

“There are toiletries and all sorts of bath oils and soaps in the cabinet in the bathroom. The tub is very nice to relax in.” She smiled. “If you desire companionship tonight, you may request someone using the phone there.” She indicated the nightstand next to my bed.

“Companionship?”

“A man . . . or a woman, if you’d prefer. Our men here are very good lovers.”

“Thank you. I think I’ll be okay on my own.” The idea of sleeping alone and unhurt was a delicious thought.

“As you wish, Mistress. I will bring your dinner around six. Would you like a snack between now and then?”

“No, thank you.” I shook my head. “I’m not used to eating so much,” I added.

“I will see you at dinnertime.” She curtsied and left the room.

I had a whole day all to myself. No men. No being hurt. Quiet. I could read or watch TV as I pleased. I hardly knew what to do with myself.

After wandering around the room for a few minutes, I picked up my book and went outside. Once again, I lost myself in the story and didn’t come up for air until dinnertime. I hadn’t even realized it had started getting cool.


Five


I’d never seen this room in my dreams before. It looked like a study of some sort. The sheer curtains filtered the morning sunlight, making the room appear foggy. Dark wooden bookshelves lined the walls on either side of me. An enormous desk stood right in front of me. A tall man with blond hair and broad shoulders blocked the view from the window. I knew him. I knew if he turned around, I would see kind, cobalt blue eyes.


I had dreamed of him many times since my parents died. His were the eyes I visualized on my worst days. My dreams of him brought me comfort. Was he a real person? I had no idea, but I wished he were. He seemed so strong, so capable. If anyone could save me, he could. I never told anyone about him, save the one dream I shared with Devin. He stayed with me, hidden away in my heart.

One time, more recently, I saw him kneeling on the floor of his bedroom. He’d been crying. It had shocked me to see a grown man cry. He’d looked up and our eyes met. I wanted to weep at the misery in his expression. He’d spoken in a broken voice, in a language I didn’t understand, and reached out for me. As soon as he touched me, though, the room vanished. That had been my last dream of him.

Until now.

He turned and looked at me. He had matured since the last time I’d seen him. His eyes widened and he spoke earnestly, his deep voice melodious in whatever language he was using. My heart fluttered in my chest. He knew I was there with him. I nervously stepped forward, yearning to be close, to immerse myself in his comforting presence.

He stepped forward with a soft smile, his eyes full of affection. He reached out toward me and I leaned forward, eager for his touch. I felt his gentle hand on my cheek and looked into his eyes for a moment longer before the room vanished like it always did.


Isat up in bed and touched my cheek. I still felt the heat from his hand. Anna, that’s silly. He’s not real.

I shook my head, trying to shake away the vision of him. In my dreams, I felt such comfort from his presence. When I woke, my longing for him was unbearable.


Six


The days passed by quicker than I expected, and I decided I liked being in Devin’s Manor. No one hurt me. No one yelled at me. It was relatively quiet. Devin had visited me several times throughout the course of the week, each time showering me with love and devotion. Wednesday night, he even stayed with me the whole night.

Ian drove me to my ballet classes on Tuesday and Thursday, and I danced better than I had in a long time. Even my teacher seemed impressed. I spent my free time reading in my little yard. Could life get any better than this?

Friday afternoon, Maggie and another girl came to my room to help me get ready for my first Gathering. The other girl was a few years older than I was, with bright blue eyes and light brown hair tied back with a purple ribbon at the nape of her neck. The color purple seemed significant.

“Mistress, this is Sarah. She will also be serving you.”

Sarah bowed her head and curtsied as Maggie had before. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Mistress. I look forward to serving you.” Her voice was as soft and sweet as Maggie’s, though her eyes had the same edge of fear in them. She smiled a sweet smile. I liked her instantly, as I had Maggie.

I bowed my head in greeting. “Hi, Sarah. It’s nice to meet you, as well.”

“Did you enjoy your lunch, Mistress?” Maggie asked, walking toward the table. She picked up the tray, walked to the door, and knocked.

“Yes, it was delicious. Thank you.”

The door opened and Maggie handed the tray to someone unseen in the hallway. She returned her attention to me when the door closed. “Shall we begin?”

“Begin what?”

“Pampering you.” Sarah walked into the bathroom. A moment later, I heard water running.

The words took a moment to register. Pamper me? I remembered Devin saying something about it the previous day, but it hadn’t sunk in.

Maggie led me into the bathroom and I wondered, for the hundredth time, why the floor wasn’t cold. I asked Maggie about it.

“It’s heated,” Maggie explained. “Nothing worse than stepping onto a cold floor in the middle of the night when you have to relieve yourself.” We both giggled.

A wave of unrecognized tension flew out of my body as I allowed myself the luxury. How long had it been since I had giggled with another girl? Years. Tears sprang to my eyes as I realized how something so simple felt so good.

“Are you all right, Mistress?”

“Yes. I . . .” How could I explain how I felt? Would she understand? Had she gone through the training as I had? “It’s been a long time since I’ve been around other girls and . . . laughed.” I shrugged, embarrassed.

Maggie reached for my hands. “It can be a difficult transition, moving from training back into everyday life in the Manor. I can imagine it’s even more difficult for you because you weren’t raised here.” She squeezed my hands and looked at me tenderly. “It will be okay, Mistress.”

I sniffed and held back my tears. “Thank you. You’re so nice. I’m not used to ‘nice’ anymore.”

“It’s my pleasure, Mistress.”

“Can you call me Anna? Mistress is so . . . strange.”

She looked up, horrified, as if I’d asked her to strangle a kitten. “Oh, no, Mistress. Your status in the Manor is much higher than my own. That would be highly inappropriate! And Master would get very angry.”

I certainly didn’t want her or Sarah to get in trouble. “Okay. I understand . . . I think.”

“The conventions of this place will become natural to you in time, Mistress. We will help you.”

“Thank you, Maggie.” A thought occurred to me. “Is it okay for me to call you by your name?”

“Yes, Mistress. That is allowed. We call each other ‘Sister,’ if not by our names. The other girls should not address you so informally. We are not your equals. I believe everyone knows of your arrival by now and should know how to address you. Even the men should address you as ‘Mistress.’ Except Master. He can do as he pleases.”

I sighed. “There’s a lot to learn, isn’t there?”

“Yes, but Master says you are very bright and will learn quickly.”

“The bath is ready, Maggie,” Sarah said from beside the bathtub.

Steam rose from the tub, and along with it, a scent I’d not smelled before. It was musky, flowery, and fresh at the same time. Like making love outside in the sunshine. It was almost arousing.

Sarah held out her hand and helped me step into the tub. I gasped at the very hot water.

“The water needs to be this temperature to allow your pores to open. Your body will adjust in a moment.”

I sat down carefully and settled against the back of the tub where a soft cushion sat for comfort. After a few minutes, I felt my muscles relax. Oh my, this is nice!

Sarah made sure I was soaking up to my ears, then massaged good-smelling oil into my face. It felt so good, I fell asleep. They woke me when the water had cooled.

Sarah refilled the tub with hot water, and Maggie washed my hair with a lavender-scented shampoo. After she rinsed my hair, she spent twenty minutes working some kind of oil into it.

After rinsing, she ran her fingers through my hair. “Perfect,” she said. “Like silk.”

I ran my own fingers through it and grinned. The gleaming strands really did feel like silk. My hair had never been so soft before. Maggie gently pulled my head back onto the cushion and I felt her play with my hair. “I must braid it before it dries or the braids won’t stay in.”

Sarah manicured my fingers and toes while Maggie braided my hair. When they were finished, I stepped out into an awaiting pink plush robe.

Maggie pulled me in front of the mirror. “What do you think?” She grinned.

I looked up and barely recognized the face staring back at me. My skin was flawless and glowing with health. Most of my hair hung loosely down my back, the top part worked into many tiny braids. Maggie had pulled the braids back away from my face to meet high up on the back of my head, then drew them into a multi-strand thin braid that ran down my back.

“After your hair dries, I’ll brush the loose strands and apply some oil so it’s extra soft and touchable,” Maggie explained. “You’ll have a circlet that sits on top here after you dress.” She pointed to the top of my head. “And I’ll pull some gold threads through the braids, as well.”

“It all sounds so elegant,” I said in a hushed voice.

“Master is eager to show you off, Mistress.” Maggie smiled. “The other girls will be envious of the attention you garner, but Master won’t let just any man have you. They’ll have to ask his permission. That is an honorable position for any girl. Normally, any man can use us at any time. If we say no, we are severely punished.” A pained look came into her eyes but disappeared quickly. “You are fortunate to have gained Master’s favor.”

“What do the men do to us?” I asked as we walked into the bedroom. I swallowed, trying to push away the nauseated feeling that had just swept over me. Would tonight be like being back at Jack’s house?

“Sometimes they are content to have you just sit on their laps. More often than not, they want oral sex. They like it when we sit between their legs and suck on their cocks. I think it makes them feel powerful.” She paused. “Sometimes the men just want sex; other times, they want something harder.” She shuddered. “But if they want something harder, they have to use the Red Girls. Not that it stops them from being forceful with us common girls. They just can’t take us into the Red Room.”

“What’s the Red Room?” It didn’t sound like a good place.

She sighed. “The easiest way to explain it is to have you think back to your training.”

I grimaced, not wanting those horrible memories to return.

“That is what the Red Room is like. Going back to training, but not with a trainer. Just for the pleasure of the man. The Red Girls have special privileges. And, unless they are forced into it out of punishment, most of them get off on the pain. I don’t understand it, but I guess I don’t have to.”

I looked at her, horrified. Why would anyone want to go back to training? Then again, Jack had shown me plenty of pornography movies with women enjoying going through what I had experienced on a daily basis. I shuddered and tried to push the pictures out of my mind. I desperately needed to switch to another topic. “What are the Gatherings like?”

Maggie seemed glad to move off the topic, as well.

Sarah came out of the bathroom. “I will return later,” she said. She curtsied and went to the door to be let out.

“Are you allowed to sit?” I asked, motioning to the easy chair and ottoman.

“I am,” Maggie said and settled herself on the ottoman, back straight and hands in her lap.

I sat down on my bed and drew my knees up to my chest.

“The Gatherings happen every Friday night, and it is where the men come to relax or do business. We are there to please them in whatever way they want to be pleased. Rituals are sometimes performed, such as the initiation of a new member. In that case, we wait and watch on the balconies and the men assemble on the bottom floor. When the rituals are done, we join the men downstairs. Did I hear correctly that Master took you to the Hall?”

I nodded. “It’s huge.”

“It is. Many men come to the Gatherings, so it needs to be so. The formal occasions are more crowded than the informal ones. Tonight is informal.” She adjusted the folds of her dress. “We sit along the edge of the room and wait for a man to come get us.” She shrugged. “It’s not very exciting, but we are necessary.”

“Does Dev . . . I mean, does Master ever ‘have’ one of you?” For some reason, the thought of Devin being with someone else bothered me.

“Oh, yes. Several of us during the course of the night. We consider ourselves fortunate if Master chooses us. It is an honor. Sometimes he will pick a certain girl for a certain man. He knows what the men desire and knows our skills. If he is trying to conduct business, he will match up the girls with the right man to help ‘ease his way,’ as he puts it.”

“Do you ever leave the Manor?”

Maggie shook her head. “We have a large yard to go out into, but we never leave the property. Well, except for the Big Gatherings. Then we get on a bus and go to the site of the Gatherings so the men can use us there. There are two Big Gatherings a year. Master is in charge of the summer one, so we go there. The other one is somewhere else and another Elder provides the girls.”

I still wasn’t sure what my purpose was in all of this. Devin had told me I would leave the Manor at times. I knew I would go to social events to help him in some way. I felt comforted, knowing men had to ask permission to “have” me. Maybe this wouldn’t be like Jack’s house. “I suppose Master will tell me what he wants me to do?”

“I’m certain he will, Mistress. I know he has been looking forward to having you here.”

The door opened and Sarah poked her head in. “Maggie, could you help me with something?”

“Sure, Sarah.” Maggie stood and looked at the clock on the wall. It was almost four. “Dinner will be ready in a few hours. Why don’t you rest until then? It will likely be a long night. After you eat, we’ll dress you for tonight. The Gathering begins at nine o’clock.”
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After dinner, Maggie and Sarah returned to help me dress. Maggie took me into the bathroom and sprayed my body with an oil that smelled like the one that had been in my bath. She handed me my robe. After I put it on, she worked more oil through my hair before brushing it with a silver-handled brush for several minutes.

She stepped back and admired her work. “Perfect.”

I stood and looked in the mirror. The hair that was still loose glimmered in the light. It was so soft and silky, I could barely stop running my hands through it. “I never knew my hair could feel like this.”

Maggie giggled. “That’s the idea, Mistress . . . to make it irresistible to men. Men love soft hair they can run their fingers through.”

If that were true, I might not have any hair left at the end of the night.

We went back into the bedroom and Sarah helped me into a white dress with a lace-up back. The skirt draped to my ankles and there was a slit on the right side that went all the way up to my hip. I could just see my knees through the fabric.

Before I had a chance to examine any more of the dress, Maggie and Sarah pulled me over to the bed where various pieces of sparkling jewelry lay on the comforter.

Each of my wrists were enveloped in a double row of what I assumed were crystals with three strands that joined to a ring on my middle finger. The anklets had three evenly spaced crystal strands leading from the middle and sides of my ankle to a ring on my second toe. Maggie pinned the circlet on my head. The chains that hung down over my hair and ears tickled.

“They’re so pretty. They sparkle!” I remarked, moving my hands in the light.

Sarah smiled. “Diamonds do that.”

“Diamonds?” I exclaimed. “I thought they were crystals.”

“Master would never allow you to appear in mere crystals.”

I grinned, unable to contain myself. “I feel so pretty.”

“Would you like to see?”

“Yes, please.”

Maggie opened up the closet door where a full-length mirror hung. I stared, not believing my reflection. That beautiful woman was me?

The diamond-studded circlet had delicate chains that dropped down to interweave in my hair and returned to the circlet. A teardrop-shaped diamond hung down to the middle of my forehead.

Earlier in the week, Devin had given me a diamond necklace to wear. He said it was my “mark.” The pendant consisted of a large diamond solitaire surrounded by two concentric circles of smaller stones.

My dress was as beautiful as I’d imagined, but more transparent than I expected. The neckline plunged very low, stopping just shy of my nipples, which I could just make out through the gathered fabric. Sheer straps sat just off my shoulders. The bodice was of a thicker silk that ended just above my hips. The skirt consisted of the same material that covered my breasts, but gathered in such a way I could see the outline of my legs, but not much detail.

I was relieved my pussy was not obvious through the material. Perhaps it might have been if I had curls like some of the women in the porn videos, but none ever grew for me. I had asked Jack about it when I was younger. He said I was special and would never have any. It bothered me then, but I didn’t mind now. Devin had said several times this week how much he liked my naked pussy lips.

I smiled as I imagined Devin’s pleasure at seeing me tonight. My nipples tightened at the thought.

I turned to look at Maggie and Sarah. “Thank you,” I said, smiling brightly. “I look . . . I’ve never looked like this before. I feel like a princess.”

They both beamed.

Maggie glanced at the clock. “It’s almost time to go.” She reached into the closet and pulled out a long cloak made of white crushed velvet. She wrapped it around me and clasped the cloak at my shoulder. I fumbled my hands in the fabric. I couldn’t get them free.

“You are completely wrapped. You can’t stick your hands out without pushing the cloak back from your shoulders.”

“I have to go down the stairs. How will I keep my balance?”

“Ian will help you.”

Ian. His very name made me tremble. I had barely seen him all week and was glad of that fact. The thought of him helping me down a flight of stairs was laughable. He would be more likely to push me down the stairs than help me walk down them.

A loud knock on the door made me jump. Ian. I didn’t want to let him in.

“Shall I answer, Mistress?” Maggie asked.

I knew I had no choice. I nodded, unable to find my voice over the lump of fear in my throat.

“Come in.”


Seven


The door opened and Ian stood there, towering in the doorway. He wore loose-fitting black pants, a black tunic, and leather sandals. He wore his long hair tied back in a low ponytail. His goatee was neatly trimmed.

I’d never noticed how handsome he was before. His hazel eyes met mine, and I swallowed and looked down at the floor.

Sarah and Maggie both pressed their palms together and greeted him in unison. “Good evening, my lord Ian.”

He wouldn’t see it if I moved my hands, so I just bowed my head and stammered the same greeting.

Sarah and Maggie hurried out of the room and left me alone with the intimidating man. I stood unmoving, staring at the floor. I felt him looking at me. “Good evening, Mistress,” he said, his voice deep and . . . sexy?

How could I think his voice was sexy? The man terrified me!

He stepped forward and gently pulled my hood up over my hair. I waited for him to hurt me, but he simply stepped back.

“Are you ready?”

I nodded, then followed it with a soft, “Yes, my lord,” just in case he couldn’t see my nod in the hood of my cloak.

He took my elbow and gently guided me out of the room. “Make sure you look up enough so you don’t trip on anything. The hood can block your view.”

He was being kind. That was . . . weird. “Thank you, my lord.” I couldn’t think of anything else to say. I lifted my head slightly but couldn’t see more than just my feet.

I followed him silently down the empty hallway. When we arrived at the various staircases, he took my elbow and guided me down the stairs, making sure I didn’t trip. I didn’t know what to do with this kindness, but I thanked him each time. When we arrived at the entrance to the Hall, Ian instructed me to stay where I was as he slipped through the doors and disappeared.

I stood alone in the silent hallway. What awaited me beyond these doors? I heard low, muffled voices coming from inside. Who were these men Devin said I would seduce? My mind raced and my heart pounded. Would this be better or worse than Jack’s house?

Ian came out of the room and stood beside me. “He’s almost ready for you. When we go in, you will walk directly across the room and stop at the edge of the platform. Devin will indicate when he is ready, and I will remove your cloak. At that point, step up onto the platform, place yourself a few feet in front of him, and bow as he taught you. He will let you know what to do next.”

“Yes, my lord,” I said in a shaky voice. I wanted to run away and hide, but my submissive self wouldn’t let me. I had to obey.

Suddenly, both doors opened and I could look into the Hall from the hooded safety of my cloak. We stood there for a moment, and I took advantage of the situation, looking around surreptitiously.

About a hundred men were in attendance. Girls knelt around the edges of the room. Some were naked, a few wore short red dresses. Most, however, wore some sort of blue garment. The men were dressed similarly to Ian, but in different dark colors. Many girls knelt in front of seated men, heads bobbing up and down as they sucked on their cocks. A few straddled laps.

It wasn’t overly loud, but there was a definite din to the room, with an occasional cry of ecstasy. The noise lessened as Ian and I walked toward the raised dais where Devin sat on his throne-like chair.

He wore a white tunic and pants, the color a sharp contrast to his tanned skin and dark hair. His dark, precisely trimmed beard and mustache made a sharp outline around his jaw and mouth where his white teeth showed when he smiled. Or grimaced.

As Ian and I stopped in front of the dais, the room became silent. My heart pounded in my chest as I waited. I focused on the floor and breathed deeply to calm my nerves. After a long moment, Ian moved behind me and pulled back my hood. He unclasped my cloak and let it fall from my shoulders, catching it before it fell to the floor.

I took a deep breath and, remembering his instructions, stepped up onto the low platform. My right knee slipped through the slit in the dress to expose my entire leg. I heard appreciative murmurs as I walked toward Devin’s throne. After another deep breath, I dropped to my knees and bowed low, pressing my forehead to the ground and stretching out my arms in front of me.

After a moment, he spoke softly. “You may sit up, Mistress.” I obeyed and put my hands on my thighs, keeping my head bowed.

He stood and reached his hand toward me. I put my hand in his and he pulled me to a standing position. He cupped my chin, raising my face. I looked fearfully into his eyes, but seeing the pleasure in them, relaxed a bit.

“You look beautiful, Anna,” he murmured and kissed the backs of the fingers on my right hand. “Keep your head up and focus your eyes on the back of the room.” He turned me away from him, keeping his hands on my upper arms. I did as he said and he began to speak loudly, addressing the assembled men. “I’d like to introduce you to my newest and most precious girl, Anna.”

A murmur arose around the room as the men took in his announcement. I felt a hundred pairs of eyes scrutinizing me. Their desire made me dizzy.

Devin kissed the side of my neck and I inhaled deeply. I closed my eyes and tilted my head slightly as his tongue trailed up my neck to my earlobe, which he bit gently. My nipples hardened in response. The thought of being watched at this moment made my cheeks warm. When I lived with Jack, he would put me on display in front of his friends, but it had been a much smaller audience.

Devin wrapped his arm around my body just below my breasts and addressed the room again. “She’s not available for general use, but I won’t be selfish with her.” The men chuckled. Devin brushed my nipple with his thumb and a jolt of electricity shot down my body to my clit. I gasped slightly. His hard cock pressed against the small of my back. “That is all. Continue as you were.”

Devin turned me around to lead me to his chair and the volume of the room rose to its previous din. He pulled me into his lap and kissed me, pressing his tongue against my lips. It forcefully entered my mouth, swirling and dancing around. I moaned softly.

He pulled down the top of my dress, exposing my breasts. I inhaled sharply into his mouth as he pinched my nipples. I felt him smile against my lips.

“Like that, Baby?”

My mind whirled at the sensation and I didn’t respond.

He pinched my nipples harder and I whimpered. “Answer me.”

“Y-yes, my lord,” I squeaked.

“Good girl.”

He rolled my nipples between his knuckles and kissed me again, his tongue darting in and out of my mouth. My pussy was swollen and wet and I desperately wanted his cock inside me. I trailed my hand down his chest and caressed his cock. He inhaled sharply and moaned.

“God, I want you, Anna,” he said between clenched teeth. “I want to fuck you so hard you feel my cock in your throat.”

I felt another jolt shoot to my clit. “Please, my lord,” I begged.

He grasped my jaw and kissed me hard. “Not right now, Baby. But I would love to feel my cock in your mouth.”

I smiled brightly. “May I, my lord?” I reached under his tunic and pulled at the waist of his pants.

“Yes, Baby. You may.”

I scrambled out of his lap and knelt between his legs. Pulling at the waistband, I realized it wasn’t elastic, but tied at the front. I yanked the strings loose and pulled the material down, rewarded by his magnificent cock springing toward me. I wrapped my hand around the base of his shaft.

I ran my thumb up his cock, then followed it with my tongue. I heard a moan from above and repeated the motion several times before bringing his head to my mouth. Pressing my lips to the tip, I slowly sucked him into my mouth. I didn’t stop until he was fully in, filling my throat with his glorious thickness. He moaned loudly and put his hands on the back of my head. I swallowed, tightening my throat around the head of his cock, and he moaned again. I knew I was pleasing him and beamed inside.

I pulled back enough so I could get a breath, then swallowed him down my throat again.

“Oh, Baby,” he rasped. “God, you suck me so fucking good.”

I repeated the swallowing several times and then wrapped my hand around his shaft and began pushing him in and out of my mouth to simulate fucking. I sucked him in and released on the way out, just as I’d been taught.

“Oh fuck, Baby,” he moaned. “That feels incredible.”

I tugged on his balls gently with my other hand. His moans deepened and I felt his balls trying to tighten up against his body, but I held on to them, keeping a gentle, steady pressure downward.

I increased my movements and he began to tremble.

“Yes, Baby, like that,” he commanded with a groan. I increased the pace even more and heard a moan begin deep in his chest. It grew louder until it erupted into a primal scream as his cum rushed into my mouth. I eagerly swallowed every bit.

Devin’s hands still cradled my head. I knew not to move until he released me, so I continued to suck gently on his cock. The tremors running through his body subsided and his cock softened. I looked up to see the front of his tunic damp with sweat. His eyes were closed and his head leaned back against the chair. After a few minutes, I ran my tongue around and into the slit at the tip of his cock, which seemed to jolt him back to reality.

He grasped my upper arms and pulled me up into his lap. “God, that was more incredible than the other day, Anna. Did Jack teach you that?”

I nodded against his chest. Jack had taught me everything.

“Fuck,” he said, running his fingers through his hair. “That guy deserves a fucking medal.”

I smiled as I leaned my head against his shoulder. He was happy with me, and I was content. I skimmed my fingers over the exposed skin between the slit of the neckline of his shirt.

He played with my hair as we sat there. “Your hair is addictive, Baby. It’s so soft, I can’t let go.”

I leaned up and kissed his neck. “Thank you, my lord.” I returned my head to his shoulder and closed my eyes, enjoying the feel of his hand in my hair.

Slowly, the noise of the room filled my ears again and I remembered we weren’t alone. Had they watched us? I buried my face in Devin’s shoulder.

“What’s wrong, Baby?” He pulled on my hair to bring my head up.

“I forgot where we were.”

Devin chuckled. “Mmm. I think they enjoyed the show. You just made every man in the room incredibly jealous of me.”

“Really?” Was he being serious?

“Yes. No one makes me scream like that.” He looked deep into my eyes. “No one.”

My stomach clenched. “Did I do it wrong, my lord?”

“Oh, Baby. You did it all right. I meant what I said as a compliment, not a criticism.”

“Oh,” I said with a sigh of relief. Punishment was the last thing I wanted tonight.

“You made me totally lose control. I don’t lose control. Ever. These men know who I am. What you did to me spoke louder than any words I could have used to describe how extraordinary you are.”

My cheeks warmed at the compliment. “Thank you, my lord.”

Devin looked up toward the edge of the platform and gestured for someone to come over. “Ah, Jack.”

I looked up sharply and my heart began to pound. No, not Jack. Don’t ruin my day, Devin! I pleaded with him silently and lowered my head, staring at my hands in my lap.

Devin wrapped his arms around me . . . claiming me, I think. “Jack, I was just telling Anna you deserve a fucking medal for what you taught her. I’m once again impressed with your skills.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jack give a mock bow. “Thank you, my lord.” He grinned. “I worked very hard on this one.”

“I can tell. It paid off immensely.”

“Did you fuck her yet?”

“Of course. Several times. Almost missed a meeting on Monday because of it. Sit, please.”

Jack pulled one of the side chairs up next to Devin’s chair and plopped down on it with a grin. “Did I do too good a job? It’s not like you to scream over a blowjob. Or miss a meeting.”

“I don’t think it’s possible to do too good a job. And I didn’t miss the meeting,” he snapped. “I made it just in time. I think it made a strong point for everyone here. Besides, when a blowjob blows your mind, you don’t complain.”

They both laughed. I remained silent.

“You talk to the Germans yet?” Jack asked.

“Yes, I greeted them when they came and made some choice selections for them. Alex didn’t come, as usual. His father and brother are here, though. I hope the poor girls don’t choke on them.”

Choke? Why would they choke?

Jack laughed. “What are they like?”

“Wilhelm, er, Vilhelm—fucking German language—is definitely an Elder. It’s written all over him. I suspect he knows something, but I don’t know how much. He’s been watching her like a hawk ever since her cloak came off.”

“Maybe he likes brunettes.”

“Maybe. But he’s not watching her like that. It’s more like . . . like he’s trying to get a read off her.”

“Do you think it’s him?”

“Possible. Unlikely, though. He’s older than I am.”

“What about the brother? Kurt?”

“Yes, Kurt.” Devin chuckled. “He’s barely been able to keep his eyes off her, and in the normal way, not like his father. I think he’s the right choice. No power, but definitely interested in Anna enough to hold on to her for a while.”

Hold on to me? What were they talking about? I had a feeling it had something to do with the conversation I’d heard Monday morning.


Eight


There was a lull in the conversation and then Devin spoke softly. “I think it’s time to introduce them.”

Devin cupped my chin and brought my face up. “Anna, I’m going to introduce you to two men. The older man is an Elder. You will greet him the same way you greet me. Do you understand?”

I nodded.

“The men are from Germany, though they speak English well. It is a father with the younger of his two sons. Both sons have a reputation for liking women. Many women. The oldest son moved here a few years ago. The younger one lives in Germany.”

I listened closely and nodded, trying to anticipate what he wanted from me.

“I need to keep close tabs on these men, so I want you to give them your full attention. Particularly the younger son. He’s barely taken his eyes off you since you came in. Make sure you please him well. Make him want more of you.”

“Kurt?” I asked, remembering his name.

Devin smiled. “You were listening. Good girl.” He caressed my chin with his thumb. “When you are with them, I want you to listen closely to their conversations and remember them. Then tell me about them later.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“I don’t want you to fuck him just yet. But you can please him with your mouth, if he so desires.”

“Yes, my lord.” Not fuck him . . . yet? Did that mean I’d see him again after tonight? Was he a cruel man? Did it matter?

Devin kissed my neck and collarbone, then pushed me away so he could stand. “I’ll catch up with you later, Jack.” He took my hand and led me off the platform and around several groups of men. Many of them were utilizing the skills of the girls. Very few of the girls were along the outskirts of the room now.

He guided me to a cluster of plush easy chairs and a loveseat. As we approached, I saw a group of men lounging comfortably and talking. As we stopped at the edge of the circle, I had a second to get my bearings. An older blond man with a mustache, probably in his late forties, sat directly across from where I stood.

“Gentlemen,” Devin said, “I’d like to introduce you to Anna.”

Devin put his arm around me, squeezing my upper arm slightly harder than was warranted and I winced. I took it as a warning to behave.

“Don’t stand there like an idiot,” Devin hissed in my ear after a moment. “Go greet Wilhelm.” He pushed me toward the older man.

I stumbled slightly and then, trembling, took two steps forward and dropped to my knees in a low bow. Nothing happened at first, but then I felt a gentle hand on the back of my head. It circled around under my chin and pulled up slightly. I looked up into a handsome, angular face with a pair of sympathetic blue eyes. Something about them seemed familiar.

His eyes exuded a warmth that came from deep within him. “It is wonderful to meet you, Anna.” He spoke softly, voice deep and accent thick. German. His vowels were pure, and he pronounced wonderful as “voonderful.” My name was “Ahnna.” I’d never met a foreigner before. It was very . . . exotic.

Devin cleared his throat behind me. I could feel his impatience.

“G-good evening, my lord.” I brought my hands together and tried to bow my head, but his hand prevented me. Wilhelm held my chin in place, studying my face. He leaned forward until I could hear him breathing. I stared at his chin, not moving. The corners of his mouth turned up in a slight smile.

“Look at me,” Wilhelm commanded softly, caressing my cheek with his thumb. I looked up to meet his gaze once more. He stared intently into my eyes, as if to read my mind. “So pretty,” he said at last. He released my chin and sat back in the chair.

I returned my gaze to the floor and smiled ever so slightly. Why did the pleasure of a stranger fill me with such warmth? I liked that he called me pretty.

I heard Devin move and sit in a chair behind me. “I noticed Kurt take an interest and thought he might enjoy some time with her.”

“Perhaps,” Wilhelm said slowly. I saw his arm move and imagined him stroking his chin as he spoke. “Kurt?”

“Ja, Vati?” came an accented voice behind me and to my right. I’d never imagined German to be a sexy language.

“Do you want her?” Wilhelm asked.

There was a pause. “Ich?” Did Kurt know how to speak English?

“English please, Kurt. It’s rude to speak German here.” His rebuke was benign.

“Sorry, Vati. I wasn’t thinking.” Kurt’s accent was as thick as his father’s, but his voice wasn’t quite as deep. Still, it was nice. “I’d love to.”

My heart pounded in my chest. What would he want from me? Would he hurt me? Was he as handsome as his father? Where did that come from, Anna? Why does it matter if he’s handsome or not?

Wilhelm stood and held out his hand to me. I allowed him to help me to my feet. He led me to the seat next to where Devin had settled himself.

I glanced at Devin as I walked by. His eyes were firm and he raised his eyebrows at me, repeating the unspoken warning from before.

I looked back at the floor. A moment later, a pair of long legs clothed in black linen pants appeared in front of me. His sandals were similar to the ones Ian wore.

“Anna, this is my son, Kurt.”

“Greetings, my lord.” I pressed my shaking hands together in the proper greeting. I didn’t look up at his face.

“Hallo, Anna. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” His voice was sexy and smoldering, making my legs tremble. He took my hand and pulled me into his lap so I was sitting sideways, facing Devin.

Kurt stroked my cheek and jaw, and I glanced up at him. He sucked in a breath as our eyes met. He was in his mid-twenties, with thick, yellow-blond hair that fell across his forehead in a youthful manner. He was definitely his father’s son. The similarities were undeniable. But his scruffy goatee and mischief-filled gray eyes made me think he took life much less seriously than his father.

I gave him a timid smile, suddenly feeling shy. Men had never affected me as these two Germans did, though the father differently than the son.

The other men returned to their conversations around us and I concentrated so I could read Kurt and know what he wanted. Before I had a chance, he dragged his thumb across my lower lip. My body awakened. I inhaled sharply and my breath caught in my throat.

He slid his hand behind my head and pulled my face toward him. Oh, God. He’s going to kiss me! Butterflies filled my stomach and my body tingled with anticipation. What are you doing, Anna? You’ve kissed tons of men.

He nuzzled my lips, then pressed his mouth softly to mine.

Oh!

He sucked at my lower lip until my mouth opened, which didn’t take long, I admit. His tongue slipped past my teeth and swirled around mine.

My mind whirled. My body felt a shock, like a stun gun unleashing against my skin. What the heck is going on? I’d kissed many, many men. Why was he different? What was it about his lips that made me feel like I’d go crazy if he kept kissing me . . . or, worse, if he stopped?

His hands caressed the back of my neck as my hand moved to his neck and jaw. Is that okay? I’m supposed to let the man lead, right? Is it okay to touch him? I couldn’t remember the last time I had been so uncertain about a man. I wanted to look at Devin to make sure I was doing it right but knew I wouldn’t be able to see him without breaking the kiss. And I didn’t want to do that.

I was supposed to please him, so I tried to concentrate again on reading his desires. It was difficult to focus on anything but his tongue in my mouth. I brought my hand around to the back of his head and ran my fingers through his soft hair. I massaged the nape of his neck and pressed my lips to his.

I heard him moan softly. Or was that me? Stay in control, Anna, or he’ll devour you. Somehow, the thought of being devoured by Kurt didn’t seem so bad.

I trailed my fingers down the side of his neck, along the tendon, and rubbed my thumb just behind his earlobe. Kurt’s fingers trailed down my neck and to my collarbone, caressing the skin. My nipples tightened and I pressed my breasts against his chest.

His fingers continued their trail down the neckline of my dress and along the edge of the gathered material. He slipped his finger under it, grazing my nipple, making me moan softly. His cock was hard against the side of my thigh.

He cupped my breast over the material and squeezed my nipple gently. I gasped, breaking our kiss.

I looked into Kurt’s eyes and saw passion and desire, but it was a different desire than I’d seen in other men’s eyes. More tender. It was almost . . . awe? No, that couldn’t be right. Men lusted and took. They weren’t tender. They didn’t give. Even Devin, who loved me, still had an animalistic hunger in his eyes when he made love to me.

I saw none of that in Kurt. It frightened me because I didn’t know what to expect. He was also difficult to read, which made me nervous. How will I know how to please him if I can’t read him? Devin wants me to please him especially. He will be so angry if I fail!

I must have looked startled because he leaned forward and whispered into my ear. “Are you all right, Engel?” He nuzzled my ear, goose bumps popping up on my arms.

“Yes, my lord.” I decided to do what I knew to do. I took a breath, looked him in the eyes, and asked in the soft voice Jack had taught me to use, “How may I please you, my lord?”

I felt his cock jump at my words, which sent another shock wave through my body. Stay in control, Anna! You’re here for him, not the other way around.

“Oh, Engel. You are pleasing me by just being near me.” He nibbled on my earlobe and trailed kisses down my neck.

I leaned my head away from him, giving him more access, and sighed. Through my half-closed eyes, I caught a glimpse of Devin frowning at me. I was enjoying myself too much. I swallowed and nodded slightly.

Control, Anna. You’re here to please Kurt, not for your own enjoyment. Do you want your ass whipped tonight?

I turned to Kurt, becoming bolder. “Please, my lord, tell me how I may please you. I am very good at giving oral pleasure.”

I felt his cock jump again and imagined taking it into my mouth. Mmm.

I leaned closer. “Please, my lord. Let me bring you pleasure.” My voice was husky as I gazed into his eyes. He frowned slightly and looked confused but gave a short nod. I slid off his lap and settled between his legs.

Running my thumbs up his inner thighs, I felt the hard muscles beneath. As my hands approached his cock, he inhaled deeply. I avoided the bulge and ran my thumbs beside it and up to his waist. He barely breathed as I reached for the linen strings. I was surprised at his reaction. From the conversation I overheard about him, I was certain he knew the pleasure a skilled woman could bring him.

I pulled at the strings of his pants and a beautifully sculpted cock emerged. I took a deep breath, my eyes widening in surprise. He was bigger than Devin, about the size of Ian. He had no piercings, though.

I wonder why. I thought all Brothers were pierced.

Moving my thumbs up the bottom of his shaft, stopping just below the crest, I repeated the motion several times. Kurt moved his hands to the arms of the chair and I saw his knuckles whiten. Maybe I am that good. The thought made me grin . . . inside, of course. I didn’t want to anger Devin. I was already walking on thin ice with him.

Holding the top of his cock with my hand, I ran my tongue along the same path my thumbs had taken, bringing my other hand beneath his balls. Squeezing gently, I raised myself higher on my knees and took his head into my mouth. I heard a sharp intake of breath as I pushed him into my mouth, sucking hard.

Can I take him down my throat? I’d never tried with Ian, who preferred ripping into my ass rather than my throat. I continued to suck as I raised my body higher and pushed his cock deeper and deeper into my mouth. Glancing up at his face as best I could, I watched his eyes close. Kurt’s jaw clenched and he held his breath.

As the tip of his cock touched the back of my throat, I felt confident I’d be able to swallow him. I took a deep breath and pushed him down my throat, swallowing him down.

He jumped and exclaimed something in German. I recoiled, his cock ripping out of my throat as I fell back onto my ass.

Devin’s rage was palpable from where he sat. I braced myself for the blow.

“Nein, nein, Devin. I am all right,” Kurt said, reaching out his hands, as if to protect me.

“Did she hurt you?” Devin demanded, glaring at me.

I trembled under his glare. What would he do to me for hurting one of his honored guests?

“Nein. Quite the contrary. The pleasure was so overwhelming, I could not keep still.” Kurt glanced at me with kind eyes. He looked back at Devin and they stared at each other for a long moment.

“Don’t try to cover for her, Kurt. If she caused you pain, she needs to be corrected.” The rage seethed from Devin’s body like hot magma oozing down the side of a mountain.

I scrambled into my submissive pose, hoping somehow to appease the raging beast inside Devin. It would likely not do any good, but at least he couldn’t be angry with me for not sitting as I should.

My throat burned. I had been mid-swallow when Kurt had jumped. I wanted to reach up and rub my neck but didn’t dare move.

“I assure you, Devin, she did not hurt me. It just surprised me. I have never felt such a sensation before. It was quite powerful.”

Silence extended between the two of them once more. I could tell Devin was trying to decide whether to believe him or not. I trembled, awaiting my fate.

Kurt reached out and pulled me to him. “I would be devastated if you took her away from me now. The earlier display was . . . inspiring. I am beginning to understand your reaction.”

Devin relaxed, giving the appearance of calm once more, though his anger simmered just under the surface. He reached out and petted my hair. “Yes, she is quite talented.”

Devin pulled my hair to force me to look at him. His eyes were hard and filled with warning.

I nodded as much as I could with his hand in my hair. He released me and I resettled between Kurt’s feet, trying to control my trembling my body. I lifted up onto my knees and returned to my work, my throat still burning.

“Please, my lord,” I whispered as I caressed Kurt’s cock with shaking hands. “Was what I did uncomfortable for you?” I looked up at him fearfully.

Kurt looked down at me and cradled my cheek. He swiped a thumb across my temple, jostling my circlet. The movement of the center stone tickled my forehead. I wrinkled my brow to ease the sensation, and he smiled and ran his thumb under the stone, easing the tickle. I smiled a thank you.

“Nein, Engel.” Kurt spoke in a soft voice and glanced at Devin, who had thankfully returned to his previous conversation. “What I told Devin was true. I have never experienced anything like that before. It, ah, caught me off guard. I have never had a woman take me in like that before.”

I blushed in response to the . . . compliment? Yeah, I’d call that a compliment.

Kurt smiled again. “I enjoyed it.” He leaned over and kissed me, his lips lingering, sucking on my lower lip.

I sighed and gazed up lazily at him. I could get used to this. I shook my head to clear my mind. I have work to do. Must please him.

I smiled up at him once more and returned my attention to his cock. He was as hard as before and, after a few licks, I returned him to my mouth, repeating the motions from earlier. The pain in my throat intensified as I began to swallow him. I desperately wanted to please him and suppressed a groan of pain. Tears sprang to my eyes as I swallowed twice more, then pulled back.

I sucked on the head, running my tongue around the crest, and tried to figure out what to do. I knew my discomfort mattered little, especially to the man in front of me, so I decided to please him as he liked and do my best to ignore the pain.

I swallowed him again as laughter erupted around the circle. I knew it wasn’t from what I was doing, so I took the opportunity to let the groan out. No one would hear me over the noise. Sometimes it just helped to have a verbal release.

Kurt put his hands on the side of my head and pulled me up for a kiss.

What is he doing?

“What is wrong, Engel?” he whispered into my ear. “Why did you groan?” He nibbled on my earlobe, probably to mask the question.

He was too perceptive for my comfort. “I’m fine, my lord,” I said with a smile, but my voice cracked over the last word.

“I do not believe you, Engel. You sound like you are in pain.” He nibbled again and I gasped, then choked as the cool air swept over my sore throat. “I am right, am I not?”

I nodded slowly. “But really, my lord, I’m⁠—”

“Did I hurt you when I jumped? Did it hurt your throat?”

Don’t admit it, Anna. Never admit they’ve hurt you. But I couldn’t lie to him. I nodded, closing my eyes and awaiting his glee. He kissed me on the neck.

“Is it just your throat or your mouth, too?”

“Just my throat, my lord. But really⁠—”

“Do not take me so deep anymore, Engel. I do not want you to be in pain. Your mouth is magnificent without you hurting yourself on my account. If Devin were not sitting right next to me, I would not allow you to continue. But I have a feeling if I stopped you, the pain in your throat would be of little concern to you later.”

Tears burned my eyes again, but from gratefulness this time. He was so considerate. Did men like this really exist?

“No, my lord. Really, I’m fine. I want to please you.”

“Do not argue with me. If you swallow me again, I will be very displeased.” He pulled back and gave me a mock frown. He wasn’t angry. He was trying to protect me. Now, more than ever, I wanted to bring him pleasure.

“Yes, my lord.”

I took him into my mouth once more and gave him the best blowjob I could muster without using my throat. I caressed and tugged his balls and sucked his shaft as hard as I could. His head rolled back and he moaned appreciatively. As I brought him to climax, he cried out and flexed his hips. I tugged his balls once more, slightly harder, and his cum sprayed into my mouth. I stroked his cock and lapped up everything he gave me. It stung my throat on the way down, but I didn’t care.

Kurt brought his hands to my hair and petted me absentmindedly as his body relaxed. I sat still, my head resting on his thigh. I could stay like this forever. Closing my eyes, I basked in his presence.


Nine


Kurt pulled me up into his lap and wrapped his arms around me. He played with my loose tresses as I rested my head on his chest. His heartbeat was soothing, and I felt lulled to sleep. I tried to keep my eyes open, but they soon fluttered closed.

“Did you enjoy her, Kurt?”

Kurt and I both jumped at Devin’s voice.

Kurt shifted and sat up straighter. “Ja. Danke, Devin. More than I had hoped to.”

I beamed on the inside.

“Good, I’m glad.”

Kurt asked his father a question in German, and he and Wilhelm conversed in the foreign language for a few minutes.

“Devin,” Wilhelm said, sitting back casually in his chair. “My sons and I have a box for the evening performance of The Sleeping Beauty ballet tomorrow night. Kurt was wondering if he could take Anna as his companion.”

The ballet! I kept my face impassive, hiding my pounding heart. Would Devin say yes?

Devin rubbed his chin, considering the request. “What time is the performance?”

“Seven. If you would be willing, we would like to take her to dinner with us beforehand and perhaps have her stay with us afterward.”

Devin arched an eyebrow and looked amused. My heart beat faster at the thought of spending more time with Kurt. My throat would be better tomorrow and I could please him fully.

“She doesn’t have the proper wardrobe for an evening like that.”

My heart sank. Of course, I would need something to wear. The dresses in my closet were not appropriate to wear outside the Manor.

Wilhelm waved his hand in the air. “That is not a problem. We are more than willing to get her anything she needs.”

Devin sighed. I thought he wanted me to stay close to them and listen to their conversations. Of course, I realized now that most of their conversations would be in German. I didn’t know how much I would be able to help Devin. Maybe he realized that, too.

A few moments later, Devin appeared to have come to a decision. “Well, Anna, how would you like to go to the ballet tomorrow night with these gentlemen?”

I clasped my hands together in sheer joy. “Oh, Dev—” I stopped myself and clapped my hands over my mouth when Devin glared at me. Well, glare was an understatement. I looked down at my hands. “Yes, my lord. I would like that very much.” I spoke calmly, thinking I had ruined my chance. I looked back up with pleading eyes.

Devin smiled, but his eyes betrayed the fury inside. “Anna is very fond of the ballet. Aren’t you?”

I nodded.

“She danced when she was a child and was quite good,” Devin added.

“How long have you known her?” Wilhelm asked.

“I’ve known Anna since she was born. I went to high school with her guardian and knew her parents . . . before they died.”

Wilhelm appeared to consider Devin’s response, then nodded. “So, will you allow us to take her to the ballet, Devin? It seems she would enjoy it.”

“I think I could let her out for an evening.” Devin smiled at me warmly, though it still didn’t reach his eyes.

Devin and Wilhelm discussed the plans. Wilhelm would pick me up after lunch so there would be plenty of time for shopping and getting ready. He would bring me back Sunday afternoon.

“You will keep her safe, won’t you?” Devin asked. “She’s rather precious to me.”

“Of course, Devin. I can see how much she means to you.” Wilhelm smiled benevolently.

Devin looked at him curiously for a moment, then smiled and asked Wilhelm about his flight to San Francisco.

Kurt kissed my neck. “I get you again tomorrow, Engel. I will have to return the favor you bestowed on me when I get you alone.” He nipped at my collarbone and I shivered. “Oh yes. I want to see you do much more than shiver.”

My heart leapt inside my chest in fear. What did he want to do to me? Kurt didn’t seem like the abusive type, but I knew appearances could be deceiving. Jack certainly didn’t look the type, either. I thought he was different. I was wrong. I took a deep breath to hold back the tears of disappointment. Oh well. It was nice while it lasted.

I turned my head and kissed Kurt’s neck to hide the tears forming. I continued licking and kissing until I regained control of my emotions.

Wilhelm and Devin were engaged in conversation with the other men in the circle. Kurt spoke up occasionally but began trailing his fingers along my neckline as soon as I stopped kissing his neck. His middle finger dipped into the fabric and pulled the gathers down under my right breast.

A low rumble sounded in Kurt’s throat as he skimmed his fingers around my areola. “Your skin is so soft. And you smell so good.” He ran his fingers around and around my nipple, getting close, but never touching it. My nipples were so hard, they began to ache. He pulled the fabric down below my other breast. “Wunderschön.” I didn’t know what it meant, but it was clear it was a good thing. He pressed his hand into my back so I raised my chest to where he could take my breast into his mouth.

“Oh!” I gasped. My thighs clenched together as he sucked on my nipple, his tongue swirling around and around. “Oh God,” I sighed. My fingernails dug into his knee and shoulder and my head fell back against his shoulder. He continued to swirl his tongue around my nipple while he squeezed the other one between his fingers. Each squeeze sent a jolt down to my throbbing clit.

Kurt continued his erotic assault on my breasts for several minutes before trailing his hand down to my stomach and across to the slit in my dress. My right leg was completely exposed and he swept his fingers up my thigh. He slid his hand back down to my knee and then back up, this time on my inner thigh. About halfway up, he exchanged his fingers for the firm pressure of his thumb. Just like I had.

I moaned softly. He had pulled his head back from my breast and I felt him watching me.

Kurt continued slowly up my inner thigh with his thumb and then lightly swept his fingers across my pussy lips. I gasped and opened my legs as he caressed them gently, slowly working his finger inside my wet folds.

“Does that feel good, Engel?”

“Yes,” I said breathlessly.

“Gut.” He caressed the opening of my pussy. “You are so aroused.” He moved his fingers and slipped one inside.

I moaned, probably louder than I should have. His fingers were big . . . like him.

I closed my eyes, but I felt him watching me as he slowly moved his finger in and out of me. Each thrust sent waves of heat through my body. I moaned again. I felt another finger join his first and I took a sharp breath. I wonder what his cock would feel like. “Oh, that feels so good,” I whispered, hoping Devin didn’t hear. He’d be so angry. But I’d pleased Kurt first. He started it. Didn’t Devin say I was supposed to follow the man’s lead? I felt deliciously selfish, enjoying myself as I was.

Kurt continued thrusting his fingers in and out, then his thumb brushed my clit. “Oh God!” I felt the pressure building inside me and warning bells went off in my head. I didn’t know if Devin would approve of me having an orgasm in here. I was here to please Kurt, not the other way around.

“Stop, please, my lord,” I begged softly.

He looked at me in surprise. “Does it not feel good anymore, Engel?” He stilled his fingers, but didn’t remove them.

“No. I mean, yes. I mean, it still feels good. Really good. But I don’t know if my Master would approve of an orgasm for myself.”

Kurt frowned. “Why would he disapprove? It would please me if I could satisfy you.” He kissed me, nuzzling my lower lip. Shocks zinged through my body again. “Is it not your purpose to please me?” His eyes glinted with mischief as he grinned.

I melted at his look. “Yes,” I said softly.

I was ready to succumb to his desire to please me when Devin spoke from behind the chair he’d been sitting in. “Anna, I need you.” His eyes were cold, and I felt the blood drain from my face.

“Yes, my lord.” Devin’s going to punish me. I looked back at Kurt as I extracted myself from his arms. “It was a pleasure meeting you, my lord,” I said in a soft voice, kissing him on the cheek. “I will see you tomorrow.”

Kurt kissed my hand as I stood. “I look forward to it, Engel.”

I gave him a last smile and followed Devin back to the platform, my heart sinking as I walked.

Devin pulled me into his lap, straddling him. He lifted my chin and smiled at me, but it wasn’t a very kind smile. He ran his hands up my ribs and to my breasts. My nipples hardened instantly. My body ached from not climaxing with Kurt. I pressed my breasts into his hands and he kneaded them none-too-gently. Devin pulled the fabric down, away from my breasts, took a nipple, and rolled it between his fingers. My pussy swelled, my engorged clit throbbing with every heartbeat.

Using my nipples, he pulled me toward him. “Don’t worry, Anna. That cunt of yours is going to be filled tonight. Many times.”

I looked at him with fearful tears in my eyes, but his words excited me. At least my body felt the excitement. I closed my eyes. “Please, Master. I want that,” I begged. My body ached with desire.

He chuckled. “Fuck me, Anna. Impale yourself on my cock and ride me hard.”

I immediately untied his pants and pulled his cock into view. After I adjusted my dress, I slid down on him in one swift movement. I was so tight, it hurt, but I needed him. His piercings hit all the right spots. My muscles clenched around him, clinging desperately to his hard shaft. My clit hit his pelvic bone and I cried out in pleasure. My eyes widened in surprise as I felt the tingles of my orgasm.

Devin gave me a not-very-nice smile. “Already? You are a little whore, aren’t you?”

I didn’t answer, but whimpered at his question. He put his hands on my hips and ground me against himself. I rode him hard, my ass bouncing up and down on his thighs as I filled myself with his cock again and again. I rocketed up into the sky and cried out as I came. Devin held my hips and pushed me up and down on himself, hard. Somewhere in my subconscious, I heard him groan and throb inside me.

My body slowly relaxed and I dropped my forehead onto Devin’s damp shoulder. Both of our chests heaved as we caught our breath. His hands still clasped my hips, which felt bruised where he held me.

My mind slowly cleared. I sat up and looked at him, afraid of his anger. He pulled me toward him and sucked on my neck. “Good girl,” he murmured. “Now you can concentrate on pleasing my Brothers, correct?”

I nodded. Was he still angry with me? I couldn’t tell. “Yes, Master. I will please your Brothers.”

“You will please each of the men up here with me. You will greet them. You will ask them how they want to be pleased and then you will do it. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Master.”

He lifted me off his cock and the moisture ran down my inner thigh. He pushed me in the direction of a gray-haired man, who looked up at me as I approached.

“Good evening, my lord.” I said, palms pressed together.

He looked me up and down and smiled at my exposed breasts. “Hello, beautiful.” He pulled me down to straddle his lap and began to caress my breasts. My clit throbbed again.

“How may I please you, my lord?”

“Ride me, sweetheart.”

I obliged him, then moved on to the next man. I sucked cocks. I rode cocks. One man wanted me on my knees on the chair in front of him. I climaxed over and over again and pleased the men. As I turned to the last man, my heart dropped into my stomach.

Jack.

I took a deep breath and greeted him, my voice strained. “Good evening, my lord.”

He sneered. “Good evening, Baby. Come to spread your legs for me?”

I swallowed nervously. “How may I please you, my lord?”

He stood in front of me. “You can spread your ass for me, you little whore.”

He motioned to the chair and I kneeled on it, facing away from him. I braced myself for my guardian’s cock in my ass, the muscles clenching involuntarily.

“No, no, Baby. I said spread your ass. Reach behind you and spread your cheeks for me.”

I leaned my chest onto the back of the chair and did as he said.

“Jack, lube up first,” Devin said in a stern voice. “She has more to do tonight and I don’t want her tearing.”

Jack swore under his breath. “You got lube?”

“She’s got a cunt. Use that.”

He unceremoniously shoved his cock into my now well-used pussy and thrust a few times, then pulled out. He put his hand on my shoulder and leaned forward to my ear. “Damn. I was looking forward to seeing your ass bleed.”

I didn’t say anything, grateful to Devin for his intervention. Even if it had nothing to do with my comfort.

Jack positioned himself at my opening and thrust the whole way in with one movement. I gasped at the burning and cried out in pain. He laughed. I heard some of the other men laugh as well.

Tears stung my eyes. I tried to keep quiet, with little success. I clung to the back of the plush chair as he gripped my hips and fucked me hard, his balls slapping against me repeatedly. I buried my face in the back of the chair and cried. It hurt so badly.

I heard him start to moan. “Oh, Baby. Yeah. Take it. Take it like the bitch you are.” He slowed his pace, but slammed himself into me harder. I sobbed. “Take it. Take it, bitch.” With one last slam, he grunted in release, his short thrusts causing stabs of pain.

He pulled out as fast as he had gone in. The back of the chair muffled my scream. I started to lower my hips, but Jack stopped me. “Oh no, Baby. I want everyone to see what a little ass-whore you are.” His fingers ran over the tender skin of my hole. I heard him laugh. “Look at that gaping hole dripping with cum. It’s gonna drip into her cunt.”

I buried my face in the chair, wishing I were anywhere but here. I imagined the disgust Wilhelm and Kurt must have been feeling, watching me. Will they change their minds about taking me tomorrow? Will they want me more now so they can do the same things?

I continued kneeling on the chair, my ass and pussy exposed to the men on the platform. The men were talking, but I didn’t pay any attention. My body ached from being fucked so hard.

I felt a hand on my back. I started to sit up, but it pushed me back down. Something hot and hard entered my pussy. Another cock. He slapped my ass as he fucked me. After a while, I heard him groan, felt him tense up, then he was gone.

Jack came around the back of the chair and bent down to look into my eyes. “Devin’s lining them up for you. Remind you of home?” He laughed, and I looked away. He grabbed my hair to bring my face back to his. “Stay in position unless told to change. You’ve got a lot of cock to take, Baby.”

He was right. I don’t know how long I stayed in that position, but wouldn’t have been surprised if every man in the room had fucked me by the end of the night. By the time Devin said I could leave, my ass and pussy felt like they were on fire.

Ian led me back to my room. I collapsed onto the bed, asleep in seconds.


Ten


The next morning, I awoke stiff and achy. I hadn’t moved since I fell into bed and it was almost one o’clock in the afternoon. If Kurt were still coming, he would be here soon, so I went into the bathroom to undress and shower. I felt gross.

The hot water massaged my skin, and I closed my eyes and sighed. The muscles in my back and legs relaxed in the heat as I washed.

When I was finished, I leaned my forehead against the marble wall. Tears mingled with the water on my face as I thought about the previous night. An unfamiliar emotion squeezed my heart. Shame. Shame and humiliation over what Kurt and Wilhelm had seen me do last night.

Where did that come from? When did I start feeling ashamed about anything I did? It wasn’t as if Kurt was going to carry me away for a happily-ever-after. I was going to the ballet with him as his companion, we’d have sex, and then he’d bring me back tomorrow and go on with his life. Did it really matter what he thought about me, aside from whether or not I pleased him sexually?

I let out a long breath through pursed lips. Devin wanted me to please him, and I would do so. At least Kurt seemed kind . . . but he said that he wanted to hear me do more than moan. Would he hurt me like every other man I’ve known? Many men appeared nice, only to become monsters when alone.

Did it matter whether or not Kurt was nice? No. Devin had told me what he wanted me to do. That was what mattered. Nothing else.

Maggie brought my lunch as I dried my hair. “Thanks, Maggie.”

She smiled. “I will bring you clothes to wear when the duke arrives.”

“The duke?” What?

“Duke Wilhelm Kunze von Hesse. He is coming to pick you up this afternoon, correct?”

I blinked a few times. “I didn’t know he was a duke.”

“That is what Master told me.” She smiled, then left the room.

A duke? What do I do with that? Does that mean Kurt is a duke, too?

As I finished my lunch, Maggie returned with a khaki skirt and pink sweater, as well as shoes and undergarments. I dressed quickly and braided my hair, realizing it was the only hairstyle I knew.

Later that afternoon, Devin came to my room to take me down to the entrance where Kurt and Wilhelm waited for me. I carried my shoes and followed him through the hallways.

“You did well last night, Anna,” Devin said in a pleasant tone, though I could sense something was amiss.

“Thank you, my lord,” I replied meekly, watching his shoes as I walked a few steps behind him.

“Treat them well, Anna. Make them want more of you. If you do well, I will reward you. If you don’t . . .”

“Yes, my lord. I will do my best.”

“Kurt likes you, Anna. I can tell. I need to be able to know this family, and you are how I will do it. Don’t fuck it up.”

He’s angry with me. “Yes, my lord.”

We arrived at the entrance where Wilhelm and Kurt waited. “Good afternoon, my lords,” I said, bowing low to Wilhelm.

“You’ll bring her back tomorrow afternoon?” Devin asked as I stared at the stone beneath my nose.

“Ja, Devin,” Wilhelm said in his low, accented voice. “We will take good care of her.”

“I have no doubt. Use her as you wish. I only ask you don’t do any permanent damage to her.”

“Of course, Devin.” Wilhelm sounded a little startled at the request.

I heard footsteps fading, then there was a large hand on the back of my head. “Anna, you may stand now,” Wilhelm said in a gentle voice.

I stood quickly and kept my eyes downcast.

“Are you ready, Liebling?” Wilhelm’s voice was high above my head.

How tall is he?

“Yes, my lord.”

He turned and walked to the door, Kurt beside him. I stopped at the door to put my sandals on and then followed them outside, squinting in the bright sunlight. As I stepped from the last stair, I was able to see Kurt was about Devin’s height, around six feet tall, and Wilhelm was a few inches taller than that.

A black limousine waited on the graveled driveway. The uniformed chauffeur held the door open. I saw two bench seats facing each other, with plenty of room in between for tall men’s legs. After a moment’s hesitation, I crawled in and sat in the front-facing seat. Wilhelm and Kurt got in after me and the door closed. We drove off a moment later.

I stared at my hands, unsure of what I should do. The only people I’d interacted with for years had been Jack and his friends, and occasionally Devin. I didn’t know these men, but I knew men. When would they start to hurt me?

“How are you doing today, Anna?” Kurt asked, sitting across from me. His khaki cargo shorts and leather sandals allowed me to see muscular legs covered with blond hairs.

“Fine, thank you, my lord,” I said in a soft voice, staring at his knee. My palms were clammy and I subtly tried to wipe them on my skirt.

Wilhelm, sitting next to me, put his hand on mine. “Anna, you need not fear us. We will not hurt you. We are looking forward to spending time with you today and tomorrow. I hope you will enjoy yourself.”

“Thank you, my lord. I’m sure I will.” I continued to stare at my hands.

There was a moment of silence. “Anna, look at me, please,” Wilhelm said.

I slowly turned to look at him. He gave me a gentle smile. “Please, call me Wilhelm. Call Kurt by his name. There is no need for formalities. We are not in the Schloss. You are not a slave. You are our guest, and I want you to be able to relax and have fun.”

I bit my lip. Is he tricking me into misbehaving so he can punish me later? But he gave me instructions, so I took a deep breath and gave him a timid smile.

“Good girl,” he said, looking pleased. “Now, what do you like to do for fun?”

“Fun?” I looked back at my hands. Fun was not something Jack allowed me to pursue. “I don’t know . . . I like to read.”

Kurt chuckled. “You like to read?”

I felt my cheeks burn and nodded. Is it okay for someone like me to read?

“Like Alex,” he said with another chuckle.

Alex. “Your brother?”

Kurt looked at me and tilted his head. “How did you know?”

I blushed again. “I overheard Devin speaking of your family.”

“Oh?” Wilhelm looked curious.

I’ve said too much. Devin will be angry. I bit my lip and resolved not to say more on the subject.

I felt Wilhelm turn contemplative for a moment, and I glanced up at Kurt shyly. He gave me a bright smile and patted the seat next to him, so I moved to the seat across from where I had been.

He put his arm around me and nuzzled my ear. “I was thinking about you all night. This morning was so long.” He brought his hand up and cradled my cheek as he nibbled on my earlobe. I closed my eyes as his lips caressed the skin, then tugged the lobe with his teeth, making me gasp. He drew my earlobe between his lips and sucked on it for a moment before moving lower, trailing kisses down my neck to my collarbone.

“Are you okay from last night? Did they hurt you?”

My cheeks burned. “You saw that?” I asked, already knowing the answer. Shame clenched my heart again.

“Ja, Anna. We did. Vati was . . . quite upset Devin treated you like that.” He leaned back and looked into my eyes, his hand still cradling my cheek. “As was I. Are you all right?”

I bit my lip and nodded, giving a half-smile. “I’ve been through worse.”

Kurt frowned. I closed my eyes and bent my head. I keep saying the wrong thing.

Wilhelm asked Kurt something in German and Kurt responded.

“I’m sorry, Kurt,” I said softly, afraid he was upset. “Jack said I lacked social refinement. I haven’t been . . . out much, aside from dance classes, since I was sixteen. I’m not very good around people.” I twisted my fingers in my lap. “I don’t want to embarrass you.”

“Anna, you have nothing to worry about. I do not embarrass easily. If you have questions, do not be afraid to ask. We will not laugh or think poorly of you.” Kurt stroked my cheek, then lifted my face to kiss my lips. “I am going to enjoy every second with you until I have to take you back.”

I gave him a shy smile. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

He grinned. “Ja, but not right now.” He nuzzled my ear. “Later,” he whispered. “Later we will make each other feel very, very good.” He nipped my neck.

I shivered in anticipation.

“Have you had lunch, Anna?” Wilhelm asked and I nodded. “Gut. We will have dinner before we go to the opera house.”

We drove into downtown and toward a high-end department store. “Ilsa said this store has a nice selection of dresses that would be ready-to-wear tonight. She said she would call ahead and let them know we were coming.”

I nodded. “Who is Ilsa?”

Wilhelm smiled. “My lovely wife,” he said with sincerity and tender eyes. “She is an expert shopper. She travels here with me frequently, but was unable to come this time.” He tilted his head. “You did not bring an overnight bag.”

My eyes widened and my cheeks burned with shame. Again. I should have brought . . . something. I shook my head. “I don’t . . . really own . . . anything. I’m sorry.” Will they take me back to the Manor? Now that I was out, I had no desire to return early. But Devin hadn’t said anything about an overnight bag. How was I supposed to have known? I should have known . . . somehow.

Wilhelm tilted his head and gave me an affectionate look. “Anna, it will be our pleasure to buy you anything you need.”

I stared at him for a moment, blinking back tears. “Thank you, Wilhelm. You’re very kind.” I didn’t understand the kindness, but I was thankful for it.

The driver pulled up to a large, square building and opened the door for us. Wilhelm helped me out and the three of us walked into the huge store. A woman stood just inside the door and approached us, introducing herself as Karen.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Karen,” Wilhelm said, shaking her hand. “This is Anna. She is coming to the ballet with us this evening and she needs a proper dress. And an outfit for tomorrow, as well as any necessary accouterments.”

“It will be my honor to help you, Duke von Hesse,” Karen said with a friendly smile. “Come with me, please.” She led us up an escalator and to an area of the store full of beautiful formal dresses of all styles, colors, and materials.

I spent the next hour and a half trying on dress after dress until Kurt and Wilhelm settled on a fitted emerald-green strapless dress made out of silk taffeta. The back laced up like a corset. I grinned at myself in the mirror, feeling like a princess again.

As we left the store, Wilhelm paused, looking thoughtful. “Kurt, I believe Mutti usually has her hair done before we go out while traveling, correct?”

Mutti? Vati clearly meant Dad or Father, so did Mutti mean mother?

Kurt thought for a moment. “Ja, I think she does. Or at least she disappears for a few hours and comes back almost ready to go.” They laughed and I allowed myself a small smile. They both spoke of this woman with such respect and love, it made my heart ache.

Kurt and Wilhelm made me feel comfortable around them. They were so kind and encouraging. They made me feel like a person instead of a sexual object.

Wilhelm narrowed his eyes in thought. “Let me call her.” He smiled at me. “I want you to have a good time and have everything you need for tonight, but I am not a woman and I do not know what that entails. Excuse me a moment.” He walked a few steps away and made a phone call.

Kurt and I walked to the limo and he handed the driver my shopping bags. He leaned back against the car and pulled me against himself, kissing me and sliding his hands around my hips. “Are you having a good time, Anna?”

I smiled at him. “Yes, Kurt. I’ve never experienced anything like this.” I motioned to the store behind me. “It’s a bit overwhelming, but it was fun.” I gave him a shy smile.

“You have never gone shopping before?” He looked at me in disbelief. “I thought it was a rite of passage for womanhood.”

I shrugged. “Maybe. But my parents died when I was eleven and I lived with Jack. Taking me shopping was not high on his to-do list.”

“So what did you do when you went out with your friends? According to my sisters, getting dressed is half the event of the evening.”

I shook my head. “I never went out with friends. Jack would never have allowed me to do such things.” I paused. “Jack had friends over a lot, for parties and stuff, but they were his friends and weren’t much fun.”

“Why did he keep you so isolated?”

“Jack thought I had more important things to do than waste time with friends. He had ‘lessons’ for me.”

“Lessons?”

“To learn how to please a man.” Should I have said that? It’s not as if they don’t know what I am.

Kurt muttered something in German. “Anna, how old are you?”

“I just turned twenty on Monday.”

Kurt stared at me in disbelief, and I bit my lip nervously. Did he think I was younger? Jack always said men liked younger women, and that twenty was the beginning of the end. “Did I do something to displease you, my lord?” I asked softly.

“Nein, Anna. What you said just . . . surprised me.” Kurt smiled at me. “We must celebrate your birthday tonight. Did Devin and Jack do something special for your birthday?”

I shook my head. “No, but I didn’t mind. It was one of the best days I had in a very long time,” I added quickly. I didn’t want him to think poorly of Devin. “I had the whole afternoon, evening, and night to myself, and I read an entire book without being interrupted. It was wonderful.”

Kurt looked sad. “I am so sorry, Anna. That is a horrible way to grow up. It is so . . . wrong. No one should be treated like that.”

“How else was I supposed to learn what I needed to learn? Jack said my purpose in life was to please men.” I gave him a tentative smile. “I think I do a pretty good job.”

“I would agree with that, Anna.” He gave me a lopsided grin. “But you . . . you should not be . . . You are not a Dirne. You should not be locked up in a house waiting for men to come use you.”

“What’s a Deernuh?”

Kurt smiled. “A Dirne. A sex slave.”

“Oh.” I frowned at him. “Well, of course I am, Kurt. Why else would I be here with you? Why else would I be at the Manor?”

“I thought you were Devin’s mistress.”

I bit my lip. Maybe I shouldn’t have said . . . Crap. I said too much again. Devin had instructed that in public, I was to be known as his Mistress.

I took a step away from Kurt and twisted my fingers together. “Of course I’m Devin’s mistress,” I said softly, staring at his chest.

“Anna . . .” Kurt reached out for me and pulled me back to him. “Anna, you are not a Dirne. You are not marked as a slave. I certainly do not think of you as a slave. I think your guardian is wrong.”

I looked up at him in confusion. Jack was never wrong.

“I think you are a very pretty young woman whom I want to spend time with . . .” He kissed me gently, “. . . and get to know much better.” He gave me a tender look and kissed me again, nibbling on my lip this time.

“Kurt,” Wilhelm said in a low voice. “Please do not act that way on the street.”

Kurt winked at me and straightened. “I cannot help it, Vati.”

Wilhelm frowned at him, then looked at me, smiling. “Ilsa is arranging for someone to come to Alex’s house and help you get ready. They will arrive in an hour, so we need to go.”

“Alex’s house?” I asked as we got into the limo.

“We stay with Alex when Mutti doesn’t come,” Kurt said with a grin. “It is more fun than a hotel.”

The limo pulled away from the curb and headed north, out of downtown. I sat next to Kurt and proceeded to forget about anything that wasn’t him. He pressed his lips to mine and caressed my breasts. I slid my fingers into his hair and kissed him back eagerly.

I moaned as his fingers slid under my panties, gliding his hands over the swollen folds.

“You are all wet,” Kurt said, nuzzling my neck with his lips. “I want to taste you.” He slid his fingers under my panties and into my pussy. I gasped and closed my eyes as he thrust them in and out slowly several times.

“Oh, Kurt,” I whispered, grasping his hair with my fingers.

He removed his fingers and brought them to his mouth, sucking on them as he watched me. I bit my lip and he smiled. “Delicious. I think I need another taste.” He looked out the window and wrinkled his nose. “But later. We are here.”

I looked out the window as we pulled up to an elegant, three-story white-brick house. I glanced back at Wilhelm as we exited, wondering what he’d thought of my make-out session with his son, and he gave me an amused smile.

The front door opened as we approached, and an older woman wearing a black dress and white apron stood there, a smile on her face.

Wilhelm greeted her in German as we entered the house. He motioned to me. “Frau Gersten, this is Anna. She will be staying with Kurt tonight.”

Frau Gersten gave me a polite smile and nodded in greeting. “Guten Abend, Herr Kurt. Guten Abend, Fräulein.”

We walked farther into the house and my mouth gaped opened as I looked around. A huge wooden staircase dominated the large mahogany-paneled foyer. Beyond the hall in one direction was a dining room paneled in dark wood with a glass-topped table. On the opposite side of the foyer was a large, brightly lit living room with three large windows facing the street.

The driver had brought up my shopping bags and given them to Frau Gersten. Wilhelm instructed her to put them in Kurt’s room. Kurt grinned and squeezed my hand. “Kommen Sie, let me take you to my room.” He pulled my hand and started leading me up the stairs.

“Kurt, the Kosmetikerin will be here in a half hour. I would recommend staying out of bed,” Wilhelm said, looking up at us with the same amused expression he gave me when we exited the limo. “If you see your brother, tell him I would like to speak with him.”

“Ja, Vati,” Kurt muttered as we walked up the maroon-and-gold-carpeted stairs. “Alex is probably in the media room. We’ll find him, then . . .” He grinned at me with that mischievous look in his eyes.


Eleven


The ceiling above the stairs was painted like the sky, and there was a huge stained-glass picture window ahead of me. The walls looked like they were upholstered in . . . Is that white silk? We walked up another curved staircase to the third floor and walked into a room from which emerged sounds of shouting and a crash. Three men sat around the large room, watching something on an enormous flat-panel TV. They were very large men—fit, muscular, and scary-looking.

The man sitting in the leather recliner closest to the door looked like Kurt, though more powerfully built. Is this his brother? I stared, unable to look away.

I guessed him to be in his late twenties. He wore dark blue jeans and his long legs were crossed at his ankles. His feet were bare and hung off the edge of the footrest. A white t-shirt stretched across muscular shoulders and chest while one arm rested behind his head, his flexed bicep distorting the fabric of the sleeve. His hair was thick and blond like Kurt’s, though it was shorter and looked a little unkempt, as if he ran his fingers through it frequently. He was clean-shaven, but I saw golden stubble under his high cheekbones and on his cleft chin. His skin was flawless, save for a thin scar on the left side of his forehead near his hairline. Under thick brows, his deep-set eyes were hidden behind long, blond lashes. I wondered what color they were.

He is the handsomest man I’ve ever seen.

The thought drew ice around my heart. I had that thought before—my Dream Man. Is he . . . ? No, it’s not possible. Dream Man wasn’t a real person. He was just something my mind made up for some semblance of comfort. I tore my eyes away from him and shook my head to clear it.

“See what you missed out on by staying home last night?” Kurt said in a loud voice, putting his arm around my waist.

I heard a sharp intake of breath from the big blond man and looked back at him. Cobalt blue eyes met mine and my breath caught in my throat. Those eyes. I coughed and backed away into Kurt. It is him! The man from my dreams. His eyes widened and his sculpted lips parted slightly, revealing even white teeth.

“Do not let my big brother scare you.” Kurt chuckled, putting his hands on my upper arms and kissing my cheek. “He will not hurt you.” He wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me against him, my back to his front. “Alex, this is Anna. Anna, this is my big brother, Alex.”

Alex and I hadn’t broken eye contact since he’d looked up. I hadn’t even blinked. He stared at me for a moment more, then blinked and looked away.

Alex stood up. He was a giant of a man, just like in my dreams. He looked exactly as he had in my dream from the other night. I looked up at him as he turned to me and gave me a warm smile. “Hello, Anna. It’s wonderful to meet you.” His voice was low, like his father’s, but his accent was much less pronounced. It washed over me like honey.

I blinked and moved my mouth, but no sound came out. I gave him a timid smile.

Alex glanced at his brother. “Where did you two meet?”

“At the Schloss. Devin introduced us.”

Alex’s eyes widened. “The Manor? She was at the Manor?”

“Ja, Alex. Of course. Why? Do you know her?”

Alex looked back at me, his eyes inscrutable. He frowned. “Nein.” The way he said it was dismissive. He turned away.

Pain stabbed my heart. Anna, they were dreams. Of course he doesn’t know you. I dreamed of real people occasionally, but that didn’t mean they knew me. I stared at the floor and rubbed my hands together. The nerves tingled terribly.

“She is coming with us tonight,” Kurt said, leaning down and kissing my cheek.

Alex wheeled around and said something in German. Kurt answered in kind and they continued talking in German.

“Hello, Anna. I’m Seth.” The other two men walked over to where I stood, watching Kurt and Alex talk. Alex looked upset. Seth took my hand to pull me away. I looked back at the brothers. “Don’t worry about them. They’ll be awhile.”

Seth, who sounded surprisingly American, smiled at me when I looked back at him. His chocolate-brown puppy-dog eyes and boyish aura, especially his smile, made him look kind, despite being as tall as Kurt. His medium brown hair was cut very short.

I smiled timidly “Hello, Seth,” I said in a soft voice.

“And this is Tony.” Tony was not as tall as the other two, but much broader. His closely shaved black hair and dark eyes made him look Italian. The mischievous glint in his eyes reminded me of Kurt.

“Hello, Tony,” I said, nodding in greeting.

Tony sat on the edge of the couch and gave me a seductive smile. “I didn’t think Devin let his girls out of the Manor. Has he changed his policies? It’d make it a helluva lot easier on us if he did,” he added with a laugh. He sounded American, like Seth. “Wouldn’t have to face the bastard every time we wanted some company.”

I looked at the two men and took in a shuddering breath. I was in a houseful of men with sexual appetites. Very large sexual appetites, if I read them correctly. I trembled under their gaze.

“She’s not a Dirne.”

I spun around to see Alex frowning at me. He stood with his arms across his broad chest, his chin held high and his eyes cool. He and his father were very similar. His mere presence demanded respect.

“You should go get ready for tonight,” he said in a sharp voice, and I swallowed back unwanted tears. He gave a look to the men standing behind me as I quickly exited the room.
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I followed Kurt down the hall to a bedroom. A king-size bed with a navy blue duvet dominated the room. Tall windows allowed in the golden light from the setting sun. A dark wooden wardrobe stood partially open next to the fireplace where I could see Frau Gersten had hung my clothes.

Kurt kissed the back of my neck as he closed the bedroom door behind him with his foot. “I am going to make love to you in that bed tonight.” He brought his hands around to my stomach and up to cup my breasts and caress them. “It was a very big, empty bed last night. I am glad it will not be so tonight.”

I leaned my head back on his shoulder and sighed as he played with my breasts, pushing out any distressing thoughts of his brother. He nipped the side of my neck and I inhaled sharply. I pressed my hips back against his and felt his erection against my ass. I turned and kissed him, sliding my hands down his chest to his cock. I stroked him over his shorts, making him groan something in German.

“May I please you, my lord?” I whispered, pressing my hand hard against him.

“Mein Gott, Anna. You are a very tempting woman.” He kissed me and pushed me backward, edging me toward the bed. The backs of my knees hit the mattress and I fell back with Kurt on top of me.

I smiled and kissed his neck, running my hands through his hair. I sucked on his collarbone and stroked his cock again. “I want to taste you, Kurt.”

He groaned against my neck. “I wish we had time, Engel, but the woman who will help you get ready will be here in a little bit.” He nuzzled my neck. “And I need to take a shower.” He lifted himself off me and sat up, grinning. “I am so glad you are here with me, Anna. I have had a very good time with you today.” He stroked my cheek and looked at me tenderly. “I wish . . .” He shook his head. “I am going to go shower. The remote is on the nightstand if you want to watch something.” He kissed me again and went through a door in the corner of the room, which I could see led to a bathroom.

I stood and walked over to the window. The buildings of downtown San Francisco were not that far away. What a beautiful view! Jack lived only a few miles away. Although I knew this view well, it seemed different today. Not so . . . out of reach. After all, I was going downtown tonight to see a ballet performance! I clapped my hands with glee.

Not only had Jack forbidden me from performing after my parents died, I couldn’t attend any performances, either. I heard about them from my childhood best friend, Jenna, when we were able to have hushed conversations in the bathroom at the studio, but that was as close as I got. She was in the corps of the San Francisco Ballet Company. Maybe I’d see her dance tonight. Oh, wouldn’t it be wonderful to see her dance!

Jenna Tompkins had been my best friend for as long as I could remember. My mother had gone to school with her dad, Luke, and Jack. We took the same dance classes and went to school together. My parents would drop me off at her house on school mornings and her parents would take us to school and to the dance studio after.

My parents had been principals with the San Francisco Ballet Company before they died. When they had performances, Jack and Luke would take Jenna and me to the opera house to watch. Jenna and I would sneak backstage sometimes before the performances to see the “big dancers.” Normally, students weren’t allowed back there, but we could get away with it because of my parents.

After my parents died, Jack wouldn’t let me see Jenna—or any of my friends—anymore, so Jenna and I had to sneak conversations in the studio bathroom when I was there. Not seeing her made my parents’ death even harder on me. I lost all three of them from that car accident. I saw Luke on a regular basis, though, when he came to Jack’s house during my training. I hope Luke never told Jenna what I did.

Maybe if I’m allowed to go out and take more classes, Jenna and I can be real friends again. Maybe she could help me learn to be a normal person again . . . To help me with the “social refinement” Jack said I lacked. She always knew how to behave in social situations.

A knock on the door interrupted my thoughts. The water was still running in the bathroom, so I answered the door. Wilhelm smiled at me and introduced me to a short, thin woman with fashionably styled red hair.

“Anna, this is Tiffany McCombs,” Wilhelm said. “Ilsa spoke to her and made all the arrangements.” He turned to Tiffany. “Will this room suffice? There are other rooms in the house that are available.”

Tiffany looked around and smiled cheerfully. “This will be wonderful, Duke von Hesse. There is good light in here. That’s what I need to work well.” She gave him a megawatt smile, then looked at me. “It looks like I have a good canvas to work with, too. That’s half the battle.” She stepped into the room. “I will return her to you looking like a princess.”

He looked at me, warmth in his eyes. “She already does.” He nodded and left.

“I’ll let Kurt know you’re here,” I said as Tiffany walked into the room. I walked into the bathroom where Kurt was just turning off the water. The shower door was clear glass, and I saw him in all his masculine glory. Oh, my . . .

He grinned as I stared at him. “I would ask you to join me . . .”

I smiled. “I wanted to let you know the lady who’s helping me get ready, Tiffany, is here.”

He nodded. “Danke. I will make sure I am covered before I go out there.”

I looked at him one last time, then walked back into the bedroom.

“Boyfriend?” Tiffany asked as she pulled things out of her bag.

“Huh? Oh . . . um . . . something like that,” I mumbled.

She looked at me with an amused expression. “Well, now. Let me take a look at you.” She had me turn around several times and I showed her my dress. “Oh, what a wonderful color for you! You have excellent taste.”

“I didn’t really pick it out . . . Wilhelm and Kurt know more about this sort of thing than I do.”

Kurt walked out of the bathroom at that moment with a navy blue towel wrapped low around his hips. “Guten Abend. Tiffany, correct?” Kurt said with a smile.

Tiffany nodded, wide-eyed, then shook her head as if clearing it. “Tiffany McCombs.” She regained her professional demeanor and extended her hand. “You must be Kurt?”

He nodded and shook her hand. “Ja. I will get my clothes and dress downstairs to give you ladies space.”

Tiffany and I both watched as he walked over to the wardrobe, removed a dark suit, and left the room. Our eyes met as she turned around and we both giggled.

“Damn! You’re a lucky girl,” she said with a grin. “You two will make quite the couple tonight.”

“He’s very handsome,” I agreed.
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An hour later, I glanced at myself in the mirror one last time before heading downstairs to find Kurt. Tiffany had made me look like a grown-up princess, and I felt like one, too.

I made my way downstairs and saw Kurt and Wilhelm sitting by the fireplace in the foyer. They stood when they saw me coming down the last few steps.

Both men looked extremely handsome in their tuxedos. Kurt murmured something in German to Wilhelm. I think it was a good thing because they both smiled at me. I smiled back shyly.

Kurt hurried over to me and put his hands on my upper arms. “You look absolutely beautiful, Anna.” He kissed me gently on the lips. “You may distract me from watching the performance.”

“Thank you, Kurt,” I said softly.

Wilhelm kissed me on the cheek. “You really do look beautiful, Anna.”

“I have something for you.” Kurt held out a velvet box containing a diamond and emerald necklace with matching earrings.

“Oh, Kurt,” I exclaimed. “They’re beautiful!”

He gave me a seductive smile and I tried not to melt. He nodded toward my neck. “Can you take that one off?”

I reached up to feel the necklace around my neck. I’d forgotten about it. My mark. “I was told I wasn’t allowed to.” I looked at the necklace he held wistfully. “I’m sorry, Kurt.”

Kurt walked around behind me and examined the clasp of the necklace. “Vati? Can you remove it?”

I felt Wilhelm play with the clasp for a moment. “Devin gave this to you, correct?”

“Yes.”

Wilhelm disappeared and returned a few minutes later with a pair of wire cutters. “This will break the clasp, but I will tell Devin I did it. You should be able to remove your necklace, Anna. You should be able to wear other ones when the time is appropriate.” I heard a click and the necklace came loose. I caught it and Wilhelm took it from me. “I will speak to Devin about it tomorrow.”

I smiled weakly and nodded. Will Devin be angry with me for letting Wilhelm remove it?

Kurt fastened the diamond necklace around my neck, then handed me the earrings, one at a time. “Wunderschön,” he said when I finished.

“Shall we?” Wilhelm asked. “Alex will meet us at the restaurant.”

Kurt muttered something in German, but offered me his arm, and we walked together out the door and into the limo. I sat next to Kurt, as I had earlier, and watched the buildings pass by. He put his arm around me and stroked the skin on my neck as I leaned my head against his shoulder.

“Anna’s twentieth birthday was Monday, Vati,” Kurt said as we drove through the city.

“Was it really?” Wilhelm said. Emotion flickered in his eyes, but he quickly replaced it with a smile. “Congratulations, Anna. What did you do to celebrate?”

I looked at him, twisting my hands together. “Nothing really. Jack took me to the Manor. I had a nice quiet evening to myself. It was nice.”

Wilhelm frowned. “Jack and Devin did nothing special for you?”

I shook my head. “I haven’t celebrated my birthday in a few years.” Since I turned sixteen, I added silently to myself. I turned away and blinked back tears, remembering how Jack turned from my loving guardian into a monster.

I could feel Wilhelm looking at me, and when I felt in control of my emotions, I glanced at him. He studied me silently for a few minutes. It felt like he was trying to read my mind through my eyes. I had a feeling I shouldn’t look away.

“It is truly heartbreaking to hear that, Anna.” He gave me a sympathetic smile. “I propose that we consider tonight your birthday celebration. How does that sound?”

“Thank you, Wilhelm, but that’s not necessary. It’s not really a big deal.”

“I would consider the day of your birth to be worth celebrating.” Wilhelm smiled at me with affection. “I am sure Kurt agrees with me.”

Kurt nodded.

Why? They hardly know me. Why all this fuss over me? I’m just a sex slave. But Devin wanted me here with them, and I needed to stay in their good graces. “Thank you, Wilhelm. That’s very kind of you.”

I leaned my head back on Kurt’s shoulder and looked out the window. Kurt intertwined his fingers with mine and kissed them.

After a while, I began to catch glimpses of water. Shortly thereafter, the limo stopped in front of a dark gray building.

Kurt held my hand as we walked inside. I stood just inside the dimly lit restaurant for a moment, looking around and absorbing the ambiance. Elegant figures dined at tables covered in white tablecloths, and my nose was seduced by delicious smells.

Wilhelm walked forward to greet Alex, who waited near the hostess podium. Alex greeted Kurt as we approached, then turned to me.

Our eyes met and my breath caught in my throat. He was also dressed in a tuxedo, his tall frame enveloped in black woolen sophistication.

Somehow, in the last few hours, I’d forgotten how handsome he was. His blue eyes sparkled as he looked at me. I could sense . . . something from him. Adoration? Affection? I couldn’t put a name to it, but it was intense, though I didn’t understand why. My knees threatened to wobble and I shifted on my feet to prevent myself from falling.

Alex leaned down to kiss me on the cheek. His lips were hot against my skin. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d left a burn mark where he touched me. “You look stunning, Anna,” he whispered, his breath tickling my ear.

I felt myself melting into a puddle of goo.

A female voice called his name and he pulled away from me so quickly, I felt the cold air rush back in between us. Alex cleared his throat and turned.

A tall, thin, red-haired woman stood behind him, eyes narrowed as she glanced between us. She looked like a model in her pale blue satin gown. She arched her brow at me, then looked back at Alex with her bottom lip stuck out in a pout. “I couldn’t see you when I came out of the restroom. I thought you’d left.”

Alex walked over to her and kissed her on the lips. “I wouldn’t do that to you, Kirsty.” She smiled up at him and took his hand, then looked back at me with an arrogant smile.

I felt like I’d been punched in the stomach. I blinked a couple times and stared at the floor. Kurt tucked his arm around my waist and I leaned against him.

Why should I be surprised or disappointed that a handsome man like Alex was with a woman? Just because I dreamed about him didn’t make me anything special to him. He didn’t know me. He didn’t know I’d dreamed about him when I felt especially afraid. Or that the memory of his eyes comforted me when . . .

I shook my head. Enough, Anna. Get a grip.

“Anna, this is my girlfriend, Kirsty Hawthorne.” He smiled, but it didn’t seem completely sincere. He appeared . . . uncomfortable? Why would he be uncomfortable with his girlfriend? “Kirsty, this is Anna, Kurt’s date.”

I forced a smile onto my face. “It’s nice to meet you, Kirsty.”

“It’s nice to meet you, as well, Anna,” she replied. She wrapped her arm around Alex’s waist and leaned her head on his chest, smirking slightly at me, and then turned to give Kurt a seductive smile. “Nice to see you again, Kurt.”

“Hello, Kirsty,” Kurt said without emotion. He squeezed me closer to him. “Are you all right, Anna?” he asked softly.

I nodded. I am here for Kurt’s pleasure.

I stood on my tiptoes as if to say something in his ear. I didn’t say anything, but I breathed into his ear and ever-so-slightly licked his earlobe. He jumped and let out a little moan.

He turned me toward him and embraced me, lowering his head to mine. He whispered into my ear in a low, seductive voice, “Be careful, or I will drag you into the bathroom and make love to you on the floor.” He nipped my earlobe and I shivered. His hand slid down to my hip and pressed me to him. I felt his hard cock against my stomach. My nipples tingled under my dress and I sighed.

The hostess called Alex’s name and Kurt pulled away, but only slightly. I glanced up at Alex and saw his jaw clench as he looked at us. Kurt nibbled my neck for a second, then guided me through the restaurant behind Alex and Kirsty. Wilhelm walked behind us.

We sat around a large round table. I sat in between Kurt and Wilhelm, and Kirsty sat between Kurt and Alex.

The hostess handed me a menu and I stared at it for a moment. I hadn’t eaten in a restaurant since before my parents died. I opened it and sighed, feeling out of place. It was full of things I’d never heard of.

“What is wrong, Engel?” Kurt asked quietly.

I didn’t want to be a bother, but I didn’t want to embarrass him by ordering something I shouldn’t, either. “I don’t know what to do. I don’t remember the last time I was in a restaurant.”

“Do not be ashamed, Anna. I will help you out with ordering.” He explained the different sections of the menu and then helped me make a decision. “Do you want me to order for you?”

“Is that okay?”

“Yes. It is actually very courteous for a man to order for his date.” He grinned at me. “It would be my pleasure.”

I smiled. “Thank you, Kurt. I would appreciate it.”

The waiter came and took our order. He returned a few minutes later with a bottle of wine. After letting Wilhelm sample it, the waiter began pouring the wine into everyone’s glasses.

He began pouring into mine and I quickly stopped him. “No, thank you.” The entire table looked at me and I felt my cheeks burn. “I’m sorry,” I said softly. “I’m only twenty.”

Everyone smiled except Kirsty.

“I am sorry, Anna,” Wilhelm said. “I had forgotten. In Germany, the drinking age is sixteen.” He smiled warmly at me. “What would you like to drink?”

I glanced at Kurt, not sure what to do. He asked what I usually drank. “Water. I had some iced tea yesterday. It was good.”

Kurt smiled and squeezed my knee. “She’ll have iced tea.”

Kirsty raised her eyebrows, looking at me strangely.

The others conversed easily around me as we waited for dinner. Kurt kept his arm around me, kissing me frequently. I learned Kirsty was indeed a model and traveled a great deal. She was leaving tonight to go to Australia for two weeks.

When dinner arrived, everyone concentrated on eating. I’d decided on the salmon, which practically melted in my mouth. I sighed after my first bite.

“Like it?” Kurt asked, smirking. “You look post-orgasmic.”

“This is heavenly.” I took another bite. “I’ve never had such good food.”

“Don’t get out much, Anna?” Kirsty asked in a sarcastic tone.

“No.” I suddenly felt stupid. I was surrounded by sophisticated people. I am not sophisticated. Kirsty shook her head and gave me a look filled with contempt.

Kurt leaned over and nibbled on my ear. “Do not worry about her, Engel. She is a Miststück . . . a bitch. I do not see what Alex sees in her . . . except in bed. And even there, I am not convinced.”

I looked at him, confused. “You’re not convinced?” I repeated.

He grinned. “Ja. We have shared her.”

“Shared her? Did she want that?”

He grinned at me with that mischievous look I was becoming familiar with. “You have not been shared before?”

“Yes.” I kept my face impassive. I’d been shared by many men. It was not pleasant. “Do you dislike her that much?” It was obvious Kurt disliked Kirsty, but enough to hurt her? Would he hurt me later?

“What?”

“Why would she want that?” Was she tricked into it?

“I can show you sometime if you would like.” He gave me a seductive smile.

I swallowed and blinked several times. He wanted to hurt me? “I . . .” I am here to please Kurt. I took a deep breath. “If that would please you,” I said softly, clasping my hands in my lap and looking down at them.

“I imagine you would like it.” He trailed his finger down my neck.

I shivered, not entirely with pleasure.

Just then, a piece of cake with a single candle in it was placed in front of me. I looked around the table in surprise. No one else had one. “What is this?” I looked at Kurt.

He grinned and kissed me. “Happy birthday, Anna.”

Wilhelm leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. “Happy birthday, Liebling.”

Why . . . ?

I looked at Wilhelm, then at Kurt. Nothing in their eyes indicated anything but sincerity of affection for me. Even Alex smiled warmly at me. I took a deep breath to calm myself. Maybe they were a different type of men?

I looked back at the elegant chocolate dessert with the white candle burning brightly in the center. I remember how this goes. I smiled slightly and blew out the candle.

They applauded and I blushed. I offered to share my dessert, but they declined. Well, Kurt took a few sensual bites off my fork.

When I’d finished my dessert, we left the restaurant and rode in the limo to the opera house. Alex and Kirsty followed in what I supposed was Alex’s silver sports car.


Twelve


As the limo pulled up to the enormous arched and columned opera house, butterflies filled my stomach. I sighed and looked out the window at the brightly lit building. Long buried memories of dancing floated to the surface.

The last time I’d been here was my last ballet performance. It had been the ballet school’s spring performance, just after I turned twelve. I had danced the first act of Giselle with one of the graduating students, then Jack dragged me away immediately after I finished performing. He never let me go to another.

Kurt helped me from the limo and we walked up the steps to one of the five arched doorways and inside to my favorite place to be as a child.

I released a breath I didn’t realize I was holding as we entered the vast lobby. It was just as I remembered it. The tall Corinthian columns still towered over me, making me feel just as small as they had when I was eleven. The carved golden flowers in the arched ceiling still made me smile.

I smiled as I remembered Jenna and me, as young children, snaking our way through the crowd, pretending we were in the jungle eluding capture from some giant monster. Other times, we would weave our way through the people, seeing how far we could make it without touching anyone. Jack would chide us to behave, but never told our parents. Sometimes he had even played the role of the safe tower we were running to.

I blinked back tears. Once upon a time, I had considered Jack my champion. My hero. I bent my head and closed my eyes as pain stabbed my heart.

After I regained my composure, I looked around at all the sights of the lobby as I stood next to Kurt. A bronze statue between two of the columns caught my eye. My hand slipped out of Kurt’s and I slowly walked toward it. I recognized that pose. Those faces.

I walked closer to see the bronze, life-sized sculpture of my parents—my mother in arabesque, my father posed behind her, hand on her waist.

I looked up into the faces of my parents. They were so beautiful. Behind them, pictures of some of their many performances together hung on the wall. A plaque announced their names, their accomplishments, and a brief story of their death. I stood there for an eternity, gazing into the faces of people who no longer existed.

My back became pleasantly warm as someone walked up behind me. “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Alex. His voice was low and gentle. “I’ve heard amazing stories about them. I wish I had been here to see them dance.”

Loneliness stung my heart as I stared up at my mother’s face. Beloved and long gone.

“Anna, are you . . . Why are you crying?” Alex turned me around by my shoulders. He looked at me, looked at the statue, then back at me. His face paled slightly. “Anna, you look . . .”

“Those were my parents,” I said, turning back to the statue. “They died when I was eleven.” I wiped a tear away. “I’d forgotten this was here. I’ve never seen it.” My voice had dropped into a whisper. Jenna had told me about it.

“As I understand it, it was put in on the first anniversary of their deaths.” He paused. “Didn’t your guardian bring you to the ceremony?”

“No.” I looked up at him. “How did you know when it was put in?”

“I’m on the Board of Trustees.”

“You are?”

He nodded, staring at the statue. “For some reason, I’ve always had an interest in ballet. A good friend of mine back in Frankfurt was a principal dancer there. My best friend here is a principal.” He looked at me. “You look exactly like your mother.”

“Thank you.” I looked back at the statue wistfully. “I loved watching them dance.”

Alex opened his mouth, as if to say something, but Kirsty walked up to us and he closed it, taking a step away from me.

“Hey, sexy,” she said, kissing him fully on the mouth.

He stiffened, then returned the kiss.

I turned away and walked back to where Wilhelm and Kurt were talking. Kurt put his arm around my waist and kissed me.

“Are you having a good time?” Wilhelm asked me.

I nodded, pushing aside the nostalgia the statue had stirred up inside me. “Yes. This has been a wonderful day. The best I can remember in a really long time.”

“Gut. I’m glad.”

Alex and Kirsty walked up to us. “Shall we go in?” Alex asked.

Kurt held my hand as we followed the others to the end of the lobby and up a marble staircase.

“Vati, we will follow in a moment,” Kurt said. He pulled me through a pair of doors that led to another set of stairs, though they weren’t as nice as the steps we’d just climbed.

He pulled me into his arms and kissed me. “No one uses these stairs,” he murmured against my mouth. I kissed him back, parting my lips for his tongue to slip through. He thrust sensually in and out of my mouth, making me think of sucking his cock the night before. I moaned and pressed my body against his, feeling his hard length against my stomach.

“Have you been hard this whole time?” I asked and nipped his bottom lip.

I felt him smile. “Mmm. Mostly. All day, anticipating tonight.”

Kurt trailed kisses down my neck and to the tops of my breasts. I leaned my head back and moaned again. He pulled at the top of my dress, exposing my breast to the cool air. I gasped as he took a nipple into his mouth and sucked.

“If your dress were not so long, I would push you up against the wall and fuck you right here.”

I felt my body respond with dampness between my legs. “I’d like that,” I said hoarsely.

“Are you wet for me, Engel?” he whispered.

“Ja,” I replied, trying out some German.

He groaned into my breast. “I like you speaking German.” He sucked my nipple again, biting gently.

“Oh, Kurt,” I moaned. I felt my pussy swelling, ready to take him inside me. He pushed me against the wall and began pulling up my skirt. Oh God. He’s going to fuck me right here. “Oh, please,” I moaned again.

Suddenly, the door beside us opened. Kurt leaned forward, sheltering me partially from the door, and we both looked over to see Alex standing in the doorway, frowning. “It’s about to start.”

“Do not look at me that way, Brüderlein.” Kurt glared at him. “You have used this area, too.”

Alex growled something in German.

Kurt looked a little startled and helped me fix my dress. He kissed my cheek and winked. “We will continue this later.”

Alex snapped something else in German, and Kurt dragged me out of the stairwell. I gave Alex an apologetic look as we passed him. He shook his head and frowned as he closed the door behind us. Kurt led me to one of the center boxes and into the first row of seats next to Wilhelm. Kirsty was sitting in the row behind and Alex sat next to her.

I looked around, enraptured. All thoughts of the confrontation between Kurt and Alex disappeared in the presence of such beauty. The gigantic, round chandelier that hung in the middle of the sky blue ceiling had always reminded me of the sun. The carvings around the stage were the same gilded horses and warriors Jenna and I had made up stories about when we were younger and waiting for the performance to begin.

The lights faded, the music began, and the golden curtain went up, transporting me into the story. The dancers were beautiful. The music was beautiful. I felt alive for the first time in years. There was no one here but me. My heart danced alongside Princess Aurora and the fairies. I felt my body straining to be free. Free to dance. Free to fly.

Too quickly, the first act ended. The curtain slowly closed and the music faded away. The lights came back up and I blinked, trying to gather my senses.

“Intermission, Engel.” A voice and the sensation of someone touching my arm invaded my hazy thoughts. I looked to my left and blinked, the face slowly coming into focus. Kurt stared at me with an amused expression on his face. “Are you back on Earth, Engel?”

I blushed and nodded.

He held out his hand and we stood. “You enjoyed that, ja?”

“I did,” I said softly. My heart was dancing in the clouds. “It was amazing.”

Kurt smiled. “Let us get something to drink.” I followed him into the mezzanine where drinks were available. Wilhelm was sipping a glass of wine and talking with a couple near the stairs.

We walked by Alex, who was surrounded by a small group of women, including Kirsty. He gave them all a brilliant smile and said something, and they all giggled. Alex seemed very at ease around the opposite sex. Something told me he had charmed countless women over the years.

Kurt handed me a glass of iced tea and got a glass of wine for himself. One of the women standing with Alex glanced over and waved at Kurt. He smiled and raised his glass in greeting.

“Do you want to go over there, Kurt? I don’t mind.” I didn’t want to keep him from socializing.

“Nein, Anna. It would be unwise to leave you alone. Someone might steal you away.” He grinned and took a sip of wine. “I am glad you are enjoying yourself. Devin said you danced when you were younger?”

I nodded and looked at the floor nervously. “Yes. I mean, I still do. I take a couple of classes a week, but nothing like I used to.”

“Jack let you take dance classes? Interesting.”

I nodded. “But he wouldn’t let me perform. I was just thankful he didn’t completely cut me off from dancing.” I gave him a half-smile. “Devin told me he’d let me take more classes during the week and, if I was good enough, start performing again.”

“Are you any good?” he asked teasingly.

I blushed. “I used to be. My parents are—” I stopped before I said they were the statues downstairs. “My parents both danced and were very good. People used to say I danced like them.”

“They danced professionally?”

I nodded.

“Where?”

“Here.” I motioned in the general direction of the stage. “They were principals here . . . before they died.”

Kurt nodded thoughtfully.

“Excuse me, Miss.” A man in a blue-and-gold uniform approached me. “Are you Anna Perkins?”

I took a nervous step back and nodded slowly.

He handed me a folded piece of paper, gave a little bow, turned, and left.

I glanced at Kurt, then frowned down at the paper before slowly opening it. Who could have possibly sent me a note?

Anna!

I saw you sitting in Alex’s box. You’re out in public! Without Jack!

Come backstage after the performance! Please!!!!!

I miss you!!!!

Love, Jenna.

“Who is Jenna?” Kurt asked.

I folded the note and pressed it to my lips. “My best friend. She’s a dancer here. We’ve not spent more than a few minutes together here and there since my parents died. I haven’t talked to her in a few months . . .” I trailed off. We only were able to talk when we happened to meet somewhere in the studio. Usually the bathroom because I didn’t have to worry about being seen. Jack’s spies were everywhere. But Jack didn’t own me anymore, at least that’s how I understood it. Devin owned me.

“Do you want to go see her after the show?”

“Oh, Kurt. No. I don’t want to inconvenience you⁠—”

“Nonsense, Anna. If she has taken the time to write you that note with all those exclamation points . . .” He laughed. “You should see her while we are here.”

I looked up at him and smiled gratefully. “I would like to see her.”

“I will ask Alex if he can help us get back there after the performance. He knows the mazes back there. I have been back a few times . . .” He shrugged, mischief in his eyes again.

“I used to know my way around back there, but it might have changed.” I smiled at the memories. “Thank you, Kurt. You’re wonderful.” I leaned up and kissed him.

We finished our drinks as the lights flickered. Wilhelm walked with us as we made our way back to our seats. He and Kurt were talking about something, but I stopped paying attention once I walked back into the theater. I was lost in the beauty of it again, happy memories filling my heart like they hadn’t in years.

“Alex,” Kurt said, sitting in his seat and turning to his brother. “Can you help Anna and me get backstage after the show? A friend of hers sent her a note asking if she could see her afterward. I do not remember how to get back there.”

Alex looked at me and smiled warmly. “Of course. I’d love to.”

Kirsty pouted. “Alex, I have to get to the airport after the show.”

Alex frowned at her. “This will only take a few minutes. I’ll make sure you’re not late.”

She narrowed her eyes at me and then looked away as the lights dimmed.

I gave Alex a grateful smile. “Thank you.”

I tried to contain myself as the music began anew and the lights dimmed, but within a few minutes, I was soaring in rapture yet again.

Prince Désiré walked out on stage. I leaned forward in my seat and stared. He looks so familiar . . . I quickly opened my program to see the name of the dancer. Aaron Schroeder. I knew him. I danced with him in my last performance. Once he got over the fact he was dancing with an eleven-year-old at his graduation performance, he was kind to me. I liked him a lot.

“What is wrong?” Kurt whispered into my ear.

“I know him. The prince.”

Kurt cocked his brow with amusement in his eyes. “Really?”

I nodded and looked back at the stage with affection. Aaron had always been an amazing dancer. Eight years of maturity had made him even better. As he danced, I could almost imagine being on stage with him again. I sat with my chin in my hands and watched him dance with his partner, enraptured by his grace and amazing agility.

Lucky Princess Aurora.

When the performance was over, I clapped as hard as I could and stood with the rest of the audience when Aaron came out. It was a wonderful performance.


Thirteen


While we waited for the theater to clear a bit, Kurt stood behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist. He swept my hair over my shoulder and nuzzled my ear. “Oh, Anna, I cannot wait to take you home and make love to you,” he whispered.

I smiled and tilted my head. He nibbled the back of my neck and I let out a little sigh while pressing my hips into his. I could feel his erection against my rear.

He groaned and pressed back. “That is what you do to me, Engel.”

I giggled.

“Mein Gott, Kurt. Can’t you keep your hands off her for one second?” Alex stood with his hands on his hips, frowning at his brother.

“Why should I?”

Alex growled.

“I think he might be jealous,” Kurt said in a loud whisper.

Alex snapped something in German. Kurt responded likewise. I looked at Wilhelm, afraid, as they began to argue. They kept their voices soft but very intense. Their words were harsh in their native language.

“Alex! Kurt!” Wilhelm exclaimed softly.

The two brothers instantly stopped arguing, continuing to glare at each other.

“Just because few people understand you, does not give you the right to act that way in public,” Wilhelm whispered sharply. “Mein Gott, are you children again?” He shook his head in disbelief. “I apologize, Anna and Kirsty. I do not know what has gotten into my sons tonight.”

Alex cleared his throat and lifted his chin. “Shall we make our way backstage?”

We used the staircase Kurt and I had kissed in to go down to the lower level. Kurt winked at me as we walked past the spot where he’d pushed me against the wall. I felt my cheeks warm. As we walked down a long, dimly lit hallway, Alex and Kirsty talked in soft voices, though it sounded like they were arguing. A door at the end of the hallway opened up into another hallway, this one brightly lit. The dressing rooms.

I squinted as we walked, trying to adjust my eyes to the light. I still couldn’t see when I heard someone squeal my name right before I was trapped in a tight embrace, knocking me back a step. I stood there, frozen, not knowing what was going on. I deduced that the person hugging me was female, but other than that, I had no idea.

She leaned back and looked at me. “That’s no way to greet your best friend,” she chided.

“Jenna?” I hardly recognized her in her stage makeup. Her dark blonde hair was pulled back into a tight bun and her blue eyes sparkled with excitement.

“Of course, silly.” She nodded excitedly. “I’m so glad to see you!” She hugged me again. I hugged her back timidly. “What are you doing here? Jack let you out? What are you doing with Alex’s family?”

“Oh, um, I met Kurt last night . . .”

She grinned at me. “Nice going, Anna.”

I blushed.

“So how come you’re here? Why did Jack let you out?”

“Oh, I . . . I don’t live with him anymore.”

“He let you move out?”

“Kinda . . . More like he had me move out.” She gave me a strange look. “It just happened this week. I don’t really understand what’s going on. But I’m staying with Kurt tonight. I’m sure I’ll understand more later.”

She grimaced. “You always have weird things going on, Anna.”

“But I might be able to dance more,” I added with a smile, trying to change the subject. “Maybe even perform again . . . if I’m good enough. Maybe with the school.”

“Oh, Anna. That would be great. It was such a shame Jack cut your dancing back. I never understood why he did it.” She hugged me again. “So can we be real friends again? Like, talk and stuff?”

I looked at her sadly. “I don’t know. I don’t know what’s going on. I think I might be able to see you more . . .”

I heard a man laughing nearby. “Heh. I should have known the whispers were about you, Alex. Oh, and Kurt, too. Why am I not surprised? Hello, Wilhelm.”

I turned and saw a tall man walk behind me and greet Alex with a handshake. He had light brown hair and wore only a pair of navy blue sweatpants. His back was all lean muscle and perfectly defined. Definitely a dancer.

Kurt saw me looking at the newly arrived man and grinned. “Aaron, I think you have a fan.” He nodded in my direction. “She said she knew you.”

Aaron?

Aaron turned. He stared with his blue eyes for a moment, head tilted. “Is that my little Giselle?”

He remembers me? He always called me his little Giselle after he accepted me as his partner. I nodded and bit my lip.

He walked over and stopped in front of me, tipping my head up with his hand. “It is you! All grown up.” He grinned. “You grew up good, Anna,” he said in a softer voice, affection filling his eyes.

I backed away, knowing I needed to focus on Kurt, not Aaron. But Aaron’s touch . . . did something to me.

Alex cleared his throat and walked over to us. “You know her, Aaron?”

Aaron laughed, his eyes sparkling. “I do. The partner I didn’t want.” He put his arm casually around my shoulders and looked at Alex, who grimaced. Aaron rolled his eyes and grinned at Alex. “I got stuck dancing with her for my graduation performance.”

Jenna grinned at me. Alex looked confused.

“She walked in with Delia and I was told I was dancing with an eleven-year-old. I flat-out refused. Until I danced with her. Then it turned out it wasn’t so bad.” Aaron looked back at me. “I’d love to dance with you again.”

Kurt took my hand and pulled me away, laughing. “You really were telling me the truth when you said you were a good dancer.”

I shrugged. “It was a long time ago.”

“You’re still good, Anna,” Jenna said. “I’ve watched you in your classes.” She looked at Aaron. “She said she was gonna take more classes again.”

“Maybe,” I corrected. “I don’t know anything for sure.” Though Devin said he’d make the call. I smiled. “I’m hoping to.”

Aaron looked at me and grinned. “Anytime you want to practice partnering, Anna, I’m available.”

I blushed. “I think he likes you,” Kurt whispered into my ear, which made me blush even more and shake my head.

“Don’t listen to anything he says, Anna,” Aaron laughed. “He’s full of shit.”

“Alex, I need to get to the airport,” Kirsty said loudly, her arms crossed and a pout on her face.

Alex looked at his watch and nodded. He looked at everyone. “I’m sorry. Kirsty is right. I promised her I would get her there in time. I will see you all later.”

Kirsty gave brilliant smiles to all the men, glared at me, and ignored Jenna. Alex gave a slight bow, and the two of them turned and walked away.

“Bitch,” Jenna muttered under her breath after they were gone.

The men laughed. “I told you, Anna,” Kurt said.

“Anna, I have to get going,” Jenna said. “Give me your number and I’ll call you on Monday so we can get together.”

I stared at her. “I don’t have a phone number.”

She frowned at me, looking hurt. “Okay, I’ll give you my number.” She found a pen and wrote a number on my program. “Call me . . . if you want.” She hugged me and gave me a sad smile. “I really want to spend time with you, Anna. I miss you.” She turned quickly and walked away.

I watched her leave and swallowed back tears. I didn’t want to hurt her, but I had no idea what was going on past tomorrow afternoon.

“She’s just worried about you, Anna,” Aaron said. “She has been for years.”

I looked back at Aaron. “How do you know?”

“Our mutual concern about you kinda bonded us together. She’s the little sister I never had.” He smiled. “You pretty much disappeared after that last performance, and she couldn’t talk to you about it, so she came to me. We’ve been friends ever since.” He grimaced. “I still don’t understand why you pulled back from dancing.”

I bit my lip. “It’s a long story.”

He studied me for a while, then sighed. “Listen, if you are ‘back from beyond’ and allowed to socialize again, I’m having a party next Sunday night to celebrate the end of Sleeping Beauty. I’d love for you to come, if you can.”

I glanced at Kurt. He was my only reason for being out of the Manor. “Oh, Aaron, thank you. But I don’t know if⁠—”

Kurt smiled at me. “I will be gone by then. We are leaving that morning to go back to Germany. You should go.”

The thought of Kurt leaving made my heart ache, but I smiled at him anyway, then looked back at Aaron. “I don’t know. My life is rather . . . confusing right now.” I had no idea if Devin would let me go to a party thrown by an old dance partner. I had a feeling he would say no.

Aaron smiled and wrote his number on the program. “I live out in Lake Street. I can pick you up if you need a ride. Call me.” He kissed my cheek, and I closed my eyes at his touch. “It’s really good to see you, Anna. I gotta run. I’ll see ya later, I hope.” He shook hands with Wilhelm and Kurt, then disappeared into a dressing room after giving me one last smile.

I looked at Wilhelm and Kurt and gave them an apologetic look. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know it would take so long.”

Wilhelm smiled. “Not a problem, Anna. It was not that long. And I am glad you were able to see some old friends.”

We took the limo back to Alex’s house. When we arrived, Kurt said goodnight to his father and took me directly upstairs. I glanced back at Wilhelm, who chuckled and walked into the living room.

As soon as the door closed, Kurt swung me around and kissed me hard. “It has been a long day,” he murmured against my lips. “A very good day, but long.”

He looked at me with tender eyes and ran his thumb across my cheekbone. “I am so happy Devin brought you over to me and that you are here with me, Anna.” He leaned down and kissed me softly. He caressed my cheek with his fingers, then trailed them down my neck and across my collarbone.

I tugged at his bowtie until it loosened and then Kurt watched as I unbuttoned his coat and pushed it off his shoulders. “Where would you like me to put this?”

“Just throw it to the side. It will get cleaned up later.”

Tossing his jacket to the floor, I unbuttoned his vest and dropped it on top of his jacket. I pushed the straps of his suspenders off his shoulders, then moved my hands expertly down the buttons on his shirt, unfastening the cuffs at his wrists. I ran my hands up through his chest hair and over his muscular shoulders, but didn’t push his shirt off yet.

I smiled as I trailed my fingers down his chest and over his nipples. They tightened as circled my fingers around them. “You are a very handsome man, Kurt,” I said, leaning forward and licking his left nipple. He groaned and put his hands on my hips. I smiled and sucked gently, making him groan again.

“Would you like me to undress?” I asked softly, looking up into his eyes.

“Ja,” he said in a husky voice.

I kicked my shoes to the side. “Would you help me?” I asked as I turned away from him, pulling my hair over my shoulder and exposing the ties to my dress.

Kurt pulled at them, quickly loosening them. He unzipped the short zipper and I turned back to him before letting my dress gracefully slide to the ground.

I watched as his eyes slowly took me in, starting at my face and moving down to my toes, a smile growing steadily on his face. “I like your stockings,” he said with a seductive smile. “Perhaps we should leave them on.”

“Whatever you would like, Kurt,” I said softly. This was my element. This was where I knew how to act. Everything I did tonight would be about him. His kindness toward me had made me forget my purpose—to please him. I’d been selfish today and would make sure to treat him extra well tonight.

He smiled again and shook his head. “Nein. I want to see you fully undressed. I did not have that pleasure last night.”

Nodding, I slowly unfastened my stockings and rolled them off, one at a time. I unfastened my corset, not taking my eyes away from his face. His breath hitched as I let it fall to the floor. I hooked my thumbs in the thin straps of my thong, pulled it down, and stepped out of it.

I stood naked before him. I wasn’t nervous. I’d never had a man complain about my body before. I did hope I was pleasing him, though. Kurt had been so kind to me, I wanted him to be happy.

He looked at me approvingly and grinned. “Bezaubernd,” he said. “Beautiful.”

I smiled and pulled him to sit on the bed, then I knelt to remove his shoes and socks. I sat up on my knees and worked at his pants while I looked up into his face. His eyes were stormy with desire. I blinked and inhaled sharply at the intensity of his gaze. Kurt wanted me . . . badly. He leaned back a little as I unbuttoned his pants, caressing his hard cock over the soft cotton of his boxers.

Kurt smiled and lifted his hips so I could pull his pants and underwear off, and he sat gloriously naked in front of me. I leaned forward and took his throbbing cock into my mouth, deep and down my throat to make up for not being able to the night before. It burned a little, but I could handle this amount of discomfort.

He jumped slightly. I smiled to myself as he moaned loudly and caressed my hair. I pulled back to get a breath, then swallowed again. Kurt mumbled in German and tightened his grip on my hair, but allowed me to control the movements. I sucked and licked and swallowed as I sensed what he wanted.

I could feel he was getting close to climax, but he pulled at my hair, pulling my mouth off him. I looked up, startled. “Did I do something to displease you, Kurt?”

He shook his head. “Nein, Anna. That was . . . incredible. You have a fantastic mouth.” He trailed his fingers over my swollen lips, then pulled me up to him. “I want more than your mouth, though,” he growled, pulling me into the middle of the bed. He lay on top of me and kissed me hard, his tongue exploring my mouth. I moaned, losing myself in his kiss.

The back of his index finger ran from my ear, down my neck, to my shoulder. I shivered. He pulled away from my mouth and looked at me questioningly. “Tickles,” I said.

Kurt smiled and leaned down to trail his tongue across the same path. I shivered again, feeling my whole body respond to him. His tongue left a hot trail down to my breasts. He paused there and kissed each nipple gently.

I squeezed my thighs together and felt my clit tighten. Moisture rushed to the area. I was tender from the previous night’s rape, but I could handle it. I would not let him know I was hurting. He deserved better.

Kurt stroked the side of my left breast gently with his thumb and cupped it with his big hand. His thumb swept across my nipple, back and forth, teasing it and making me squirm. He leaned down and took it into his mouth, sucking gently.

My head rolled back as his tongue swirled round and round. He dragged his tongue from the bottom of my breast up to the nipple from different angles. He repeated the treatment on my other breast, first with his thumb and then his tongue.

He didn’t use his teeth at all. Just his tongue and his gentle fingers. Kurt shifted his body and his cock slid against my thigh as he moved.

He kissed the valley between my breasts and began moving down. My clit throbbed and ached for his touch. I felt myself getting wet and swelling. Spreading my thighs apart, I flexed my hips, the tip of his cock brushing my outer lips as we both groaned. I rotated my hips and his tip ran up and down the length of my outer lips, slowly spreading the wet folds apart.

“I want you, Anna,” he growled. “I want to bury myself deep inside your body and make you scream.”

Fear tore at my insides until I realized he meant to make me scream from pleasure, not pain. Kurt grinned and adjusted his body while pulling my knees up and spreading my legs farther apart. Leaning forward on one arm, he used his other hand to rub himself over my wet folds. My breath caught in my throat at the sensation. He pushed forward and paused, bringing his body down to touch mine. The look in his eyes when he leaned down to kiss me warmed my heart.

I concentrated on the good sensations, rather than the pain, as he pressed into me slowly. The feeling of him entering my body made me gasp for breath. My body opened to him as he continued to press forward, slowly and gently, bending to nuzzle my neck.

I opened my legs wider as he moved forward. I wanted all of him. I could feel every inch of his cock moving inside me, his veins caressing my inner lips as he went in. I moaned deeply as the crest of his cock slid by an especially sensitive spot. Kurt stopped, backed out a little, and pressed forward again.

“Oh yes,” I whispered.

He continued the short thrusts and I felt myself getting dizzy, the pressure building inside me again. He rotated his hips upward and the sensation intensified.

Over and over, Kurt moved until I felt myself rocketing into the stars. My muscles clenched around him and I heard him murmur something in German. I whimpered and clung to his body, his lips pressed against my neck.

I slipped slowly back to earth. He paused at the peak of my climax, letting the pressure alone send me along. Slowly, I felt myself relaxing.

“I like hearing you cry out in pleasure, Anna.”

He thrust gently the rest of the way in and I gasped, tears of pleasure filling my eyes. I squeezed his cock with my muscles and he let out a low growl.

Kurt looked down into my face and I leaned up to kiss him, sucking on his bottom lip. He pulled out of me and thrust gently back in, making me let go abruptly and inhale sharply. He moved back and forth in a steady rhythm. As I met his thrusts, waves of pleasure rolled throughout my body again. His balls slapped against my ass with every thrust.

“Oh, Anna,” Kurt murmured into my ear. “You feel so good. So tight. I want to stay inside you forever.” He wrapped his arms around my body and I held him tightly. I felt his heart pounding in his chest.

We moved together in a beautiful dance, his cock filling me with every thrust. I felt him begin to tense up as pressure built up in my body yet again. His thrusts intensified.

“Oh God!” I exclaimed as an incredible wave of pleasure shot through my body.

Kurt cried out in German and I felt his cock throb, adding to my own pleasure. I stiffened, pressing my head back into the pillow, and screamed out his name. My back arched, and I pressed my body against his while digging my fingernails into his back. My legs wrapped around his hips tightly, wanting him deeper inside me. I clung to him as I soared through the stars. I flew for what seemed like ages, then descended back to earth and into Kurt’s arms.

“Oh, Kurt, I’m so sorry,” I exclaimed fearfully, pulling my fingernails out of his back. I accidentally did that to Jack sometimes, and he always got upset with me. I didn’t mean to. It just happened.

Kurt looked at me wide-eyed and said something in German.

“I don’t understand what you said, Kurt.” Was he furious?

Kurt gave me an apologetic smile. “I am sorry, Engle. I said I did not even feel your nails until you said something.”

“You’re not angry?” Why not?

“Why would I be angry, Engel? I consider that a compliment.”

I stared at him for a long moment. Why wasn’t he angry with me? I didn’t understand.

I gave him a timid smile, not totally believing he was telling me the truth, and he rolled off me. I moved so he could pull the duvet back. He lay down and I scooted to the other side of the bed to give him space to sleep. He gave me a strange look before reaching out and pulling me close, wrapping his arms around me and nuzzling my hair. I stiffened, not understanding what he was doing.

“Did I please you, Kurt?” I asked softly, wanting to give him personal space.

He took my hand, placed it on his chest and pressed my head against his chest. “Ja, Engel. Very much so.” He kissed the top of my head. “Did you enjoy yourself?”

Cuddling? He wanted to cuddle? Okay, I can probably do that. I took a deep breath and tried to relax. “I don’t think I’ve ever enjoyed sex so much.” I looked up at him and smiled.

Kurt frowned, but didn’t say anything. He kissed my forehead and stroked my upper arm slowly.

I stared at the wall beyond him. Does he want something else? Why did he frown? Have I displeased him somehow?

“Anna, relax,” he whispered, squeezing my arm gently. A few minutes later, I heard him snoring softly.

My eyes fluttered closed and I fell into a deep sleep.


Fourteen


Ifelt someone playing with my hair. It felt good and I smiled. I must be dreaming.

“Guten Morgen, Engel.”

I wasn’t dreaming. I opened my eyes to see the golden morning sunlight streaming in through the windows of the bedroom. Kurt lay on his side, his hand on the bed near my chest and playing with my hair. He smiled.

“Good morning, Kurt.” I smiled back.

“How did you sleep?”

“Good, thank you. You?”

“I always sleep well with a beautiful woman next to me.” He grinned, eyes sparkling with mischief. “I don’t sleep well at home.”

I giggled. I was pretty sure he was joking about not sleeping well at home.

He pulled me close and kissed me, his hands roaming over my body. I reached for his cock and stroked it.

He moaned. “Oh, Anna. That feels so good.” He buried his face in my neck, then brought his hand down to my pussy and slid a finger inside. “Wet already?” He wrapped his arms around me and rolled me onto my back, his body hovering above mine. “You felt so incredible last night.”

As I parted my legs, his cock slid against me. I smiled and reached my hand down to position him at my entrance.

Kurt grinned and slowly pushed inside me, his hot cock filling me. “You feel so good, Engel,” he groaned.

He began moving in and out, and I quickly matched his rhythm. Our bodies rocked together, pleasure engulfing my senses. His neck muscles bulged and he exclaimed something that sounded like a curse as I felt him pulse inside me. A moment later, pleasure swept through my body and I cried out his name.

I opened my eyes. He shuddered slightly and then looked down and smiled at me. “I love morning sex.” He rested his weight on his elbows and panted.

Kurt’s smile was infectious and I grinned back. This was by far the best morning sex I’d ever had.

He kissed my neck and rolled off me, pulling me against his side. I rested my head against his shoulder, my fingers playing with his chest hair. I liked cuddling after sex. It was . . . heart lifting.

Kurt sighed deeply. “I could stay here with you forever,” he murmured. He took in a short breath as if he were going to say something else, but didn’t speak.

“Are you okay, Kurt?” I could feel something was bothering him. Have I done something to upset him?

“Ja. Just . . . reality.”

“Did I do something?”

“Nein, Engel.” He stroked my hair. “You are wunderbar.”

We lay there, cuddling in peaceful silence for a long while. I liked the feeling of his arm around me and the beat of his heart against my ear. Kurt was thoughtful, so I stayed quiet, careful not to interrupt him.

After a while, we got out of bed to shower and dress for the day. I knew I had to go back to the Manor that afternoon and the thought saddened me. I’d much rather stay here with Kurt. But he was going back to Germany in a week and surely had better things to do in San Francisco than spend his time with me. Devin had changed and was nice now. Maybe things really would be better overall. Kurt said he visited his brother often. Maybe he’d come see me when he came back, too.

“What are you thinking about, Engel?” Kurt asked, interrupting my thoughts.

I glanced up at him. I still had the sandal in my hand that I’d picked up a few minutes before, and I bent down to put it on. “I was thinking about what a nice time I had yesterday.” I bit my lip. “How often do you visit here?” I asked slowly.

He beamed at me. “I think I will have to visit more often than I used to.” He kissed me. “I would like to see you often, if you would like that.”

My heart leapt at the possibility. “I would.” Would Devin allow such a thing?

He pulled me to my feet. “Let us go have lunch.”

“Lunch?” I looked at the clock. It was almost noon. “I didn’t realize we had slept in that late.”

The afternoon went by too quickly. Before I knew it, it was time to take me back to the Manor.

“What are you doing on Tuesday evening?” Kurt asked me as the limo pulled up in front of the Manor.

“I have ballet class,” I answered. “Why?”

He grinned. “I wanted to see you again. What about Wednesday?”

“I would have to ask Devin. I don’t know if he has plans for me.”

“Would you like to come over to Alex’s and have dinner with us?”

I glanced at Wilhelm, who smiled. “We enjoyed having you with us last night,” he said. “We would like to see you again.”

I looked back at Kurt and smiled. “I’d like to, but I don’t know if Devin would approve.”

“I will speak to him,” Wilhelm said with a firm nod.

“I’d like that,” I said, surprised I’d been bold enough to voice my opinion.

“I would, as well,” Kurt said, kissing me deeply. “Or else I will have to come visit you.”

Devin wasn’t at the Manor when we arrived. I said goodbye to Kurt and Wilhelm, and Ian led me back to my room.

“Did you have a good time?” he asked when we arrived at my door.

I was surprised at his interest, then realized he probably wanted information to share with Devin.

“I did. I think Kurt was happy.”

Ian nodded, face inscrutable. “Devin will be pleased,” he said, closing the door behind him and leaving me alone in my room.


Fifteen


Devin came by Monday morning to give me a cell phone and ask how things went with Kurt. He didn’t stay long because he had to get to work, but I was glad he’d stopped by.

Wednesday morning, I awoke to Devin calling my phone. I reached for it and pressed the screen.

“Hello, Devin,” I said sleepily. I’d stayed up late the previous night reading a Sherlock Holmes mystery.

“Did I wake you?”

“Yeah.”

“Staying up late with all the men in the Manor?” Devin asked with a laugh.

“What? No, I was reading.”

Devin chuckled. “You and your books, Anna.”

I chewed my lip, uncertain if he was unhappy or not. “I really appreciate all of them in my room, Devin. Thank you.”

“My pleasure, Baby. That’s why I put them there.” The affection in his voice was becoming more familiar and less disconcerting. “I was wondering if you’d like to come to lunch with me today.”

“Lunch?”

“Yes. Ian will bring you to my office and we’ll go to a nice restaurant.”

“Your office?” Devin wanted me to visit him at work? Jack never invited me to his work.

“Since that’s where I am, it would be most convenient for me.”

“I would love to have lunch with you.”

I could almost hear him smile. “Good. Ian will drop you off a little before noon, all right?”

“Yes, Devin.” I was going to have lunch with Devin!

Maggie came in a little while later and helped me get ready. I put on a blue sheath dress and stockings with matching lingerie. She also showed me how to put on makeup and do my hair. I asked her how she knew how to do all these things, and she told me Devin had her learn it so she could help me.

A while later, Ian dropped me off in front of the tall building where Devin worked. I stared up at it for a moment before walking through the glass doors.

After stopping at the security desk, I rode the elevator up to the thirtieth floor and stepped out into a large, wood-paneled room. A blonde woman was seated behind a large wooden desk. She looked at me suspiciously. “May I help you?”

“I’m here to see Devin,” I said softly. “Um . . . Devin Andersen.” I gave her a nervous smile.

She frowned at me. “And you are . . . ?”

“Anna Perkins,” I responded in a shaky voice. I wasn’t used to being out in public and started to think it was better to stay at the Manor. People were intimidating.

She arched her brow and looked me up and down, then nodded. “Sit over there. I’ll let him know you’re here.” She motioned to a row of brown leather chairs along one wall.

I sat down with a straight back and clasped hands on my knees. A moment later, a dark wooden door opened across the room. Devin stood in the doorway, looking incredibly handsome in a dark suit and powder blue tie.

He looked at me and smiled. “Hello, Baby. You look wonderful.” He crossed the room and kissed me on the cheek. “Come into my office. We’ll go in a few minutes. I just have to finish something.” He took my hand and led me into his office, closing the door.

His office was large with a wall of windows overlooking the financial district of San Francisco. The furniture was dark wood, ornately carved and heavy-looking. In the corner sat a round table with several chairs placed around it.

Devin pulled me into his arms and kissed me, his tongue demanding entry into my mouth. His hand slid down to my hips and over my rear. I wrapped my arms around his neck as he tangled his hands in my hair and pressed my mouth firmly to his. I could hardly breathe. His passion was so consuming.

“God, I’ve missed you,” he murmured against my mouth a few minutes later as he pulled away.

I looked up at him, smiling shyly. My lips felt swollen and my nipples tightened under my dress.

He smiled down at me and traced my cheek with his finger. “You look beautiful, Anna. All grown up.”

I beamed.

Devin took my hand off his shoulder and slid it down his body to his cock, hard under his suit. “See what you do to me?” he said in a hoarse voice. I rubbed him over his pants and he closed his eyes. “Mmm. That feels good,” he murmured.

He kissed me and pushed me backward until my thighs hit the table, then turned me around, pressing my chest onto the hard surface. He pulled my dress up over my hips. “I like the stockings, Anna. Always wear stockings, never pantyhose.”

“Yes, Devin,” I said. He caressed my ass cheeks and I felt dampness between my legs. His fingers slid under the straps of my thong and down between my cheeks. I moaned as he caressed my anus before sliding lower, dipping a finger inside my wet folds.

He groaned. “So wet, Baby.”

Devin thrust a finger in and out of me several times. I moaned with each thrust and arched my back so he could go in deeper.

I heard the sound of a zipper and then hot, hard skin was at the entrance of my pussy.

“Please, Devin,” I begged, pressing backward. He obliged and pressed into me, groaning softly. I moaned as his piercings hit all the right spots. “Oh, Devin,” I sighed.

He chuckled. “You feel amazing, Anna.” He leaned down and kissed the back of my neck, moving gently in and out. He pressed against my back, pushing me down on the table, and began thrusting harder, almost to the point of pain. My hips banged against the table, but all I could register was the intense pleasure of his cock inside me, rubbing all the good spots with those little silver balls. I hadn’t had sex since Sunday morning and this felt so good!

I moaned loudly as he pounded me hard, almost lifting me off my feet with each thrust. I felt the tingling of the beginnings of an orgasm. “Devin . . . ?”

“Come quietly, Anna. My secretary doesn’t need to hear you.”

I pressed my hands to my mouth as the orgasm overtook me. I bit my hand and hissed as I came. Devin stiffened behind me and cursed softly as he released himself into me.

He leaned over me, elbows on the table. I lay with my cheek on the wood, panting, his chest heaving against my back.

I smiled as he nuzzled my hair. My beloved Devin. “You smell good,” he murmured, nipping my neck. Then, suddenly, he stood up, pulling himself out of me. He spun me around and pulled at the neckline of my dress. “Where’s your necklace?”

I reached up to my neck, fearfully trying to remember what necklace he was talking about. “My . . . necklace . . . ?”

He zipped up his pants and leaned close, snarling through clenched teeth. “The diamond necklace you were given last week. You were not to take it off. Where. Is. It?”

“I . . .” I blinked, suddenly remembering, and spoke quickly. “Wilhelm cut it off. Kurt wanted me to wear a different necklace to the ballet.” I winced and braced for the blow. His hand was already halfway up in the air.

He paused. “Wilhelm has it?” He looked surprised.

“Yes, Devin,” I whispered, trembling at his anger. The last thing on earth I wanted to do was make Devin angry.

Devin spun around and went to his desk. He picked up his cell phone and made a call. “Wilhelm . . . Anna said you have her necklace . . . Yes, I see . . .” His face softened as he spoke with Wilhelm. I relaxed. Slightly. “No, that’s fine . . . Yes, that makes sense. I hadn’t thought about that. I would have had that issue, as well . . . No, I’ll have her pick it up . . . Yes . . . All right . . . Yes, see you Friday.” He put the phone back on the desk.

I grasped the table behind me, afraid to move. I watched Devin as he sat for a moment and looked at me.

“I’m sorry, Devin,” I blurted out. “I⁠—”

“It’s all right, Baby. Wilhelm told me what happened. It makes sense. You do need to be able to remove it. When I take you out, I want you to wear beautiful jewelry as well.” He walked over and hugged me. I nearly cried in relief at his abated anger. “After we have lunch, I want you to go pick up the necklace and take it to the jeweler to have the clasp fixed. I’ll give you the name and address.”

“I’m seeing Wilhelm tonight,” I reminded Devin.

He frowned. “I don’t want you to forget. Pick it up on the way back to the Manor. But you can get it fixed tomorrow.”

I winced at his irritation. “Yes, Devin.”

“I will leave the clasp unlocked, but you must wear it at all times, unless you are wearing another necklace for a special occasion. When you get home after such an occasion, you will put it back on before you go to sleep. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Devin.” I looked at him hesitantly, but all signs of anger were gone. “May I ask you a question?”

“Of course, Baby.” He pulled my skirt back down over my hips. I’d forgotten it was still pushed up.

“Is there a significance to the diamonds?”

He smiled as he studied me. “You are a very observant girl. Yes, there is. Diamonds mean you’re special.” He stroked my cheek. “Diamonds mean you belong to me, and only others of my status are allowed access to you without express permission.”

“Your status?” I frowned, confused.

“An Elder. The diamonds offer you an element of protection unless you disobey me. Then nothing will protect you.”

I swallowed at the lump in my throat. His eyes were cold. “I was punished on Friday, wasn’t I?” I whispered, realization hitting me square in the chest.

He nodded. “Yes. That was mild, Anna. You know that. But I understood it was your first time at a Gathering. If you are very bad, I will put you in the Red Room.”

I sucked in a deep breath. “No, Devin. Please, don’t.” I backed into the table and grasped it. “Please . . .”

“As long as you obey me, Anna, you have nothing to worry about. I just want you to understand that just because you wear diamonds, it does not give you the right to disobey me.”

“I don’t want to disobey you,” I whispered in earnest. “I never have.”

He smiled kindly at me. “I know, Baby. I don’t anticipate it ever being an issue.”

I gave him a nervous smile.

“One thing, Anna. You must keep your phone with you at all times and answer all my calls. If you do not answer, I will consider it an act of willful disobedience. If I know you are in the middle of something, such as a dance class, I will be more lenient. But I expect you to call me back immediately after you are done with the activity. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Devin.”

“I would suggest you make my ring distinctive so you will know it’s me. Do you know how to do that?”

I shook my head. “I’ll ask Ian.”

“Good girl.” He smiled. “Now, shall we go have lunch?”

I nodded, now afraid that I was going to be punished for forgetting about my necklace. Devin looked down with compassion in his eyes and kissed me gently, his lips caressing mine. He took my hands and put them on his shoulders, then wrapped his arms around my waist. His kiss deepened and I found myself relaxing into his arms.

“Just do your best, Anna,” he said softly. “I know you. I’ll know if you’re trying or not.”

“Yes, Devin.”

He kissed me once more, then straightened. “Let’s go. I have reservations.”

Devin held the door to this office open for me and I walked through quickly. “Madison, I’m going to lunch,” he said to his secretary.

I saw her look at me and her eyes narrowed slightly. She was in her early thirties, attractive, with stylish blonde hair and hazel eyes. She looked very sophisticated. Much more so than me.

Devin and I walked to the elevators and he pushed the button. He put his hand on my hip and rubbed his thumb up and down, stoking the fire of desire deep in my belly once again.

We walked to a steakhouse around the corner from Devin’s office. While we waited for our table, Devin spoke quietly with a man standing next to us. He didn’t introduce me.

“I don’t remember your daughters being this old, Devin,” the man said with a chuckle.

Devin smiled and put his arm around me. “She’s not my daughter.”

The other man raised his brow and glanced at me. “Is this . . . ?”

Devin nodded. “She looks just as good dressed, doesn’t she?” he said in a low voice.

I looked up at the man. He didn’t look familiar, but from their conversation, I had to assume he’d been at the Manor on Friday. I felt his arousal radiating from him and scooted closer to Devin, hoping he wouldn’t give me away to him. Devin tightened his arm around me.

The hostess called Devin’s name and we were led to a table near the window.

“Should I have known that man?” I asked softly after the waiter left.

Devin chuckled and opened his menu. “Not yet, no. Although he got to know you a bit on Friday.”

My eyes widened. “Oh!” I blushed.

Devin looked amused.

The rest of lunch was very enjoyable. Devin questioned me about Wilhelm, Kurt, and Alex. I didn’t have a lot of answers, but I did the best I could. He especially seemed interested in Alex.
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Ian parked on the street in front of Alex’s house and butterflies flew into my stomach. I didn’t understand why I was nervous. I was just here to get my necklace. I walked up to the door and rang the doorbell. Frau Gersten answered. I smiled at her as she nodded politely and told me Wilhelm was in the living room.

“Thank you,” I said, and walked into the well-lit room. Wilhelm sat by the fireplace reading a book. He looked up and gave me a bright smile when he saw me.

“Hello, Anna. It is good to see you.” He placed a bookmark on the page and closed the book as he stood. He hugged me and kissed my forehead. “How are you doing?”

“I’m good. You?”

He smiled. “Enjoying a quiet afternoon. Your necklace is up in my room. I was going to get it before you arrived, but . . .” He shrugged sheepishly and lifted up the book in his hand. “I got lost in the book. I will go get it.”

I smiled. “Thank you, Wilhelm.”

While I waited, I walked to the windows and gazed out at the city skyline. He returned a few minutes later and handed me the necklace.

“Was Devin very angry with you?” Wilhelm asked.

“He started to get angry, but stopped when I told him you had it.”

Wilhelm looked thoughtful. “I am truly sorry, Anna. I had forgotten to call him. If he had hurt you because of me . . .” He shook his head. “I never would have forgiven myself.”

“I’m fine. We had a very nice lunch. He’s so different from how he used to be. I mean, he’s like he was before he changed.” I laughed at myself. “I’ve known him since I was little. I adored him then. He was so affectionate and loving toward me. Then he changed . . .” I shuddered at the memories, then smiled again. “But he’s back to how he used to be.”

Wilhelm nodded with a smile, but his jaw seemed a little tense. “I am glad he is treating you well, Anna.”

I looked at the necklace in my hand. “I should get going. Ian’s waiting for me. Thank you for holding on to it. I’d forgotten all about it.”

“My pleasure, Anna. If you need anything, please let me know.”

I hugged him. I liked Wilhelm. He was so kind and thoughtful and treated me like a person. And I liked it. “Thank you, Wilhelm. I will.”

I looked up at him, suddenly reluctant to leave. His embrace was comforting.

I slowly leaned my head on his chest, hoping he wouldn’t push me away. He didn’t, instead wrapping his arms tighter around me.

Wilhelm is an Elder. Like Devin.

I turned in his arms so I could see his right hand. He wore a large oval ring on his pinky with a standing, double-tailed lion holding a sword. The lion had a crown on its head. Diamonds were inset around the edge of the ring. “Is this your Elder ring?”

His arms were still around my waist and I leaned back against him. “Ja. Why?”

“I’ve only ever seen Devin’s. He . . . said something about men of a similar status.” I traced the edge of the ring and felt Wilhelm shiver. I smiled at his reaction. “He meant you, right?”

“I would qualify as someone of a similar status, ja. But having the same title does not necessarily mean the same type of man.”

Wilhelm spoke softly and twisted his fingers around a lock of hair that had fallen across my shoulders. He caressed it slowly with his thumb and I sucked in a shaky breath. His hand moved to the nape of my neck and he smoothed his fingers down the length of my hair, brushing my breast as he passed by. My heart pounded so hard, I felt dizzy. He repeated the movement, seeming to brush my breast deliberately as his hand moved down my hair.

I turned and looked up at him, wide-eyed. I hadn’t considered the possibility he’d thought of me that way. He’s a man, Anna. Of course he has. He leaned down and brushed his lips against mine, his mustache tickling my upper lip. Tingles ran through my body as I kissed him back. He brought his hand behind my head and ran his fingers through my hair.

“Anna . . .”

His lips moved to the side of my neck, and I sighed into him. He sucked on the tender skin there, and I moaned softly as my body reacted to his touch. He brought his hand to my breast and cupped it, his thumb playing with my nipple.

“Wilhelm,” I said breathlessly, clinging to his upper arms and rising to my tiptoes to kiss him again.

I heard footsteps in the entry hall and Wilhelm pulled away quickly. I stood there, staring at his chest, dazed at what had just happened.

Someone called out in German and stopped suddenly. I turned to see Alex in the entryway of the living room. His eyes were wide as he looked at Wilhelm and me. I looked into his eyes and they looked . . . hurt? How is that possible? Why is he looking at me like that?

Suddenly, it was hot in the room. I needed air. I looked back at Wilhelm for permission to leave. He nodded and I walked quickly past Alex and out the front door. I ran to the car and collapsed in the back seat, trembling.

“Did you get your necklace?” Ian asked.

I nodded, trying to understand the emotions flying through my body. They made no sense. Why do I care what Alex thinks? Why does it seem that Alex cares about me? He doesn’t know who I am. He doesn’t know I’ve dreamed about him. There’s nothing special about me.

I looked at the necklace in my hand. Maybe there is something special about me, but to Devin, not to Alex. But why does Alex look at me the way he does? I shook my head to rid it of this nonsense and stared out the window as Ian drove back to the Manor.


Sixteen


That evening, Wilhelm and Kurt picked me up and took me to a very nice restaurant near the bay. I didn’t ask why we didn’t go to Alex’s house. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to know.

Wilhelm was the perfect gentleman, not even giving a hint that anything had happened earlier that afternoon. Kurt was cheery and flirtatious, his normal disposition.

After dinner, we went back to Alex’s house. Alex was nowhere to be seen, and Kurt and I went upstairs to watch a movie in the media room. Seth and Tony, whom I had met on Saturday, were there and invited us in. I wondered why they were there.

“You seemed to enjoy the ballet the other night, Anna,” Seth said, giving me a bright smile.

I frowned at him, not understanding. “How did you . . . ?”

Seth grinned. “Tony and I were at the opera house with you guys. I enjoyed watching you enjoying yourself. Tony, too.”

I glanced at Tony and Kurt, who were on the other side of the long L-shaped couch.

“I didn’t see you there,” I told Seth.

“Then I did my job.” He chuckled. “If you would have seen me, something was wrong.”

I frowned at him. “I don’t understand.”

“You could say we’re Alex’s . . . bodyguards.”

“Bodyguards?” I thought about Alex. He seemed like he was perfectly capable of taking care of himself. He was bigger than either Seth or Tony and as tall as his father, but broader. I looked back at Seth, who just smiled at me and went back to watching the movie.

I frowned and looked at the TV. Why would Alex need bodyguards? Was it because he’s the son of a duke? But why wouldn’t Kurt have one then? Or, even more so, Wilhelm?

We were watching some sort of action movie that was reasonably interesting and I curled up next to Kurt. He kept running his fingers up and down the side of my neck, and I had a hard time concentrating on the movie. I ran my hand down his chest and over his cock, which was hard. I smiled and stroked him over his khakis as he groaned softly.

“May I please you, Kurt?” I asked softly, running my thumb over his length. I looked up at him and smiled.

He gave me a sensual smile and nodded. I lifted his shirt and pulled at his belt. It came loose and I unfastened his pants quickly. I licked my lips, wanting to taste him. When his cock sprung free, I smiled and lay down on my side. Stretching out my legs on the couch, I took him into my mouth.

I wrapped my hand around his shaft and ran my tongue around the slit. He put his hand on my head and groaned as I moved my head up and down, loving the taste of his skin. Pre-cum escaped as I sucked and I closed my eyes and savored it.

I felt a hand on my calf and jumped, but Kurt didn’t seem concerned, so I continued to stroke and suck on his cock.

The hand slid up to my thigh. I moaned softly as it moved under my dress and caressed my hip, then my ass. My panties were pulled off and I continued to stroke and suck Kurt, praying whoever was touching me wouldn’t hurt me. It was difficult to concentrate as the hand moved back up my thigh and gently pulled my legs apart. Fingers trailed up to my dampening pussy.

I moaned as the fingers glided over my outer lips. The blood rushed down to the sensitive folds of skin as I was spread open. I groaned on Kurt’s cock loudly. One of my legs was lifted up and I felt a hot mouth on my pussy, kissing and licking me.

“Mmph!” I cried as the person’s tongue delved inside me. My grip tightened on Kurt and he hissed.

“You like that, Engel?” Kurt asked.

“Mmm,” I mumbled and nodded.

“Gut.” He petted my hair. “I want to hear you enjoy yourself, Anna. Can you do that for me?” He pulled at my hair and lifted me off him.

I looked up at him to see him smiling down at me. He turned me so I was on my back and pulled my dress over my head. I looked down to see the top of Tony’s head between my legs. Kurt unfastened my bra and tossed it to the floor.

“Oh God,” I cried out as Kurt caressed my breasts and Tony devoured me. His tongue flicked my clit and I moaned. He sucked hard. I found myself already teetering on the edge of an orgasm. He sucked a few moments more before I arched my back and cried out as I came. Tony looked at me with mischievous dark eyes as I relaxed against Kurt.

I moaned in bliss and looked up at Kurt, who was cradling me against his chest. “I wanted to make you come,” I protested weakly.

He grinned. “Do not worry, you will. But I thought you might enjoy an appetizer first.”

I bit my lip and looked between the two men. Why were they doing this to me? I didn’t understand why they were being nice. But, on the other hand, it felt incredible. I gave a shy smile to Tony as he traced my swollen pussy with his finger and looked at me.

“You are delicious, Anna. I might have to have seconds.” He stuck his tongue out and licked me, making me jump. “And thirds.” He licked me again.

I smiled lazily at him and he grinned back. I glanced over at Seth and saw him watching us, rubbing his cock over his jeans. Three men to take care of. And they were nice men. I didn’t mind this at all.

“You want to see what it’s like to be shared, Anna?” Kurt asked, pushing me up and off the couch. “Get on your knees on the pillow,” he whispered, tossing a pillow onto the floor.

I obeyed immediately, albeit a bit nervous about not knowing what to expect. But Kurt hadn’t hurt me so far, and something inside told me he wouldn’t start now.

Kurt knelt in front of me and kissed me passionately. He had taken off his shirt and I ran my hands up over his bare shoulders. Someone wrapped their arms around my waist from behind and moved up to my breasts. They kissed my neck as Kurt pulled on my nipples.

“Mmm,” I groaned against Kurt’s mouth. This is much better than anything that happened at Jack’s.

I stroked Kurt’s cock as I kissed him, and he groaned. I reached behind me and felt a hard cock under jeans. I tugged at the button and zipper and pulled him free.

“Fuck, you’re good, Anna,” the man said. Tony. I glanced behind me to give him a sly smile.

“How may I please you, Kurt?” I asked, returning my attention to Kurt, kissing his neck and stroking his cock.

He gave me a seductive smile. “I want to share you with Tony,” he murmured. He looked behind me and nodded, then sat back on his heels to watch.

I forced myself to stay still as Tony put his hand gently on my shoulder. Something hot and hard pressed between my ass cheeks. Tony’s cock. I stiffened, squeezed my eyes shut and arched my back in preparation for the pain, reminding myself that this was what Kurt wanted. And I wanted to please Kurt.

Tony moved his hand to my hip and kissed my shoulder. “Anna, relax. This shouldn’t hurt.”

Yeah, right.

I swallowed and took a deep breath as he pressed forward slowly. He’d used lube. I could tell by how easily he slipped into me. Tony slid his other hand to my breast and I felt a pleasing fullness pass through my asshole. I gasped and opened my eyes in surprise, then rolled my head back against his bare shoulder and moaned as he slid inside me.

“Oh, it doesn’t hurt!” I exclaimed in surprise. “It actually feels . . . good.” My eyes closed at the unexpected pleasure as he slowly thrust in a few times before pausing.

“It should never hurt, Anna,” Tony murmured into my ear, then sucked on my earlobe. “It should feel incredible.”

I hissed as he pinched my nipples. My brain was rapidly trying to process this new information and I felt a little dizzy. Anal not hurt? Oh God, it feels so good! I moaned loudly and Tony chuckled.

“There’s more, Anna.”

I opened my eyes as he pushed my knees apart and held me close. Kurt lifted back up onto his knees and moved closer to me, stroking his cock. He kissed me as his cock pressed against my pussy and he pushed himself inside.

Gasping, I broke the kiss and cried out loudly as he filled me with his huge cock. It was more intense than any sex I’d had before. Is there room there for both of them? I moaned and writhed as he pressed his body against mine.

I was on my knees, sandwiched between these two large men. I felt so small. My nerves tingled everywhere at once. They both still wore their jeans, but their chests were hot and bare. My brain and body were on sensation overload. Electricity surged through my body and I struggled to breathe.

Kurt took my cheeks in his hands and turned my face up to look at him. “Are you okay?”

I nodded, mouth hanging open, speechless. I wasn’t used to so much concern for my wellbeing. I liked it. Kurt leaned down and kissed me, trailing his fingers down my neck. “You are so beautiful, Anna.”

Tony kissed the side of my neck and moved his hands down to cradle my breasts. Kurt’s hands moved down to my hips and they began to move. First, they moved in unison, both thrusting in and out at the same time. Pleasure surged through my body unlike any I’d felt before. I couldn’t think about anything but the sensation of them both fucking me simultaneously. I was approaching orgasm already. I panted as they changed their rhythm to thrust alternately inside me. First Tony, then Kurt. Back and forth. I could hardly process what was going on.

They changed back to the first rhythm and I could barely hold back a scream of pleasure. The feeling intensified instantly and the scream escaped. Enormous waves of intense sensation steamrolled over me. I heard Kurt and Tony groan and curse. They throbbed inside me, which pushed me to a whole new level of pleasure. Tears streamed down my face as I clung tightly to Kurt’s upper arms.

I gasped for breath as I leaned forward onto Kurt’s shoulder and he massaged the back of my neck. Tony slid his hands around my waist and sucked on the side of my neck.

My body felt as limp as a noodle. If I hadn’t been in between them, I would have fallen over. I liked the sensation of being in between two nice men. I felt warm and cared for. Their body heat radiated into me as they kissed and caressed me.

Tony slipped out of me first, followed by Kurt. “You seemed to enjoy that, Engel,” Kurt murmured into my ear.

I nodded. “Did you?” That was more important than my enjoyment.

“Ja. Very much so.” He looked behind him and chuckled. “Are you up for a little more?”

I looked at him and he motioned to where Seth was sitting in an armchair, watching me intently as he stroked his cock. God, that’s erotic.

“Would it please you, Kurt?” I asked.

He grinned and nodded. “Ja,” he said firmly.

I looked up at Seth as I stood and walked over to him. He pulled me to straddle his lap and kissed me. I took his cock in my hand and rubbed myself on him as he moaned. My thumb grazed his double-ring piercing.

“Hi,” he said in a quiet voice, his face close to mine.

“Hi,” I replied in an equally quiet voice.

His thumb caressed my cheek and his brown eyes were soft as he looked at me. I blinked, surprised at his gentle touch and the affection in his eyes. Where did that come from? I hardly know the man.

He kissed me again, deeper this time. His dark hair, although cut very short in a military fashion, felt soft against my fingertips. He cupped my breast and massaged it gently. Even though I’d just had a magnificent orgasm not five minutes before, my body awoke once more under his touch.

I liked his gentle touch and the way he looked at me. A lot. Seth continued to kiss me and caress my body. I stroked his cock up and down until he gasped for breath.

His eyes were intense as he put his hands on my hips to direct me onto his cock. He kissed me and guided me in, rocking my hips against him.

“You feel so good,” he groaned against my mouth.

I smiled and clenched around him as I moved. He cursed and tightened his grip on my hips. I moaned against his mouth as I felt another orgasm building. I leaned my head back and cried out loudly as his hands tightened on my hips and he throbbed inside me.

“You are an amazing woman, Anna,” he murmured as I collapsed on his chest. He ran his hands slowly up and down my back. My eyes closed and we sat together quietly as we caught our breath.

Tony cursed softly from the couch. I opened my eyes to see him looking toward the doorway. Alex stood there with his arms crossed and his jaw clenched.

His eyes hardened when our gazes met. Is he jealous? I could take care of him, too. I wouldn’t mind at all. I gave him a small smile and moved to stand and go to him, but his frown deepened and I froze, halfway out of Seth’s lap.

“Kurt, take Anna to bed,” Alex commanded, not moving his gaze away from me. “Now.”

Kurt laughed and said something in German. Alex turned to glare at his brother, making Kurt stop mid-word.

I blinked, unable to move. Seth pushed me gently and I straightened. Kurt helped me into my dress before pulling me to the door. Alex stared past me as he moved aside for Kurt and me to leave. As the door closed behind us, I heard Alex shouting in German.

“Why is he angry?” I asked softly, looking up at Kurt.

He frowned and shook his head. “I have no idea. We were all enjoying ourselves. I do not see why he would be upset. You were enjoying yourself, ja?”

I nodded and smiled. “Very much so. Were you?”

Kurt wrapped his arms around me. “Ja. You are a fascinating woman, Anna. Watching you is like watching a beautiful dance. You are so graceful.” He chuckled. “A man can only enjoy himself so much before he needs a break. Watching you is almost as good as having you.”

I smiled at the compliment. “Thank you.”

“I will ask Vati what is up Alex’s ass tomorrow. He has never cared about my activities before. He usually encourages it.”

We settled into bed and watched TV for a while, then made love one more time before falling asleep. I would miss Kurt when he was gone.


Seventeen


Ian knocked on my door about a half hour after I had returned to the Manor.

“Devin wants you to go get your necklace fixed this afternoon.”

I looked at where the necklace sat on the fireplace mantle. “Okay. When do you want to go?”

He shook his head. “You’re supposed to drive yourself.”

I stared at him for a moment. “Me? Drive?” I had my license, but rarely used it. I hadn’t even taken the driving test. Jack gave me a few lessons over the course of several weeks, took me downtown to the Department of Motor Vehicles and, after I’d given some man a blowjob, was handed my license. Jack only let me drive on rare occasions. Very rare. “I . . . Okay.” I knew I had to do as Devin asked, but the whole idea of driving made me nervous.

Thirty minutes later, I pulled the borrowed BMW into a small, run-down shopping center and looked around nervously. This was where Devin would have me get my jewelry fixed? Why would he use such a place? I went into the jewelry store and told the man behind the counter that Devin had sent me to have my necklace repaired.

He looked at it, surprised. “You are Anna?” He spoke with a thick accent.

I nodded.

He looked at me closely. “Twenty minutes,” he said, then turned and walked to the back of the store.

I left the store and wandered around the shopping center. It had a liquor store, a coin-op laundry, and a gas station. Something about it gave me the creeps, but I knew Devin wouldn’t send me somewhere dangerous.

Twenty minutes later, I walked back into the store. Not seeing the man, I perused the jewelry in the cases. Some of it was very pretty. Some of it . . . Well, I didn’t understand why anyone would want to wear such an ugly thing.

Ten minutes later, the man still hadn’t reappeared. I stepped to the counter closest to the open door at the back of the store. “Hello?”

“Da, Da,” he said. “I’m almost done. I’m sorry it took longer than I expected.” He walked out with a friendly smile. “If you’d like, there are chairs back here. I’ll be about ten more minutes.” He motioned through the door.

My feet hurt and I wanted to sit. Do I dare go back there? Would Devin approve? Devin must trust this person to fix such an important piece of jewelry.

I smiled and accepted his invitation. He pointed to a group of wooden chairs in the corner, so I sat down and watched him work. I guessed him to be in his early sixties, with gray hair and beard. He wore a blue flannel shirt that brought out the blue of his eyes.

A few minutes later, a younger man, maybe in his early thirties, walked into the room and spoke with the older man in another language. The older man nodded and motioned in my direction. The younger one peered at me with a wicked smile on his face and walked toward me.

I stiffened as he came nearer and made a quick decision. I stood and started making my way to the exit. “I can come back tomorrow . . .” But the younger man stepped in front of me.

If I hadn’t been so scared of the expression in his eyes, I would have thought him handsome. His jet-black hair made his electric blue eyes stand out. I didn’t want a stranger touching me. For the first time, I felt the need, and the ability, to try to run away from a man.

I took a step to the side and tried to get by, but he stepped in front of me. He caressed my upper arm. “Where are you going?” he asked. He had an accent, as well, but it was much fainter than the older man’s.

“I—I have to get home.” I tried stepping the other direction, but he moved, too. I swallowed. “Please, let me go,” I whispered.

“Let a pretty girl like you go without getting to know you better? That would be a crime against nature.” He grabbed on to my waist and pulled me toward him, then slid his hands down my ass and began kneading it.

I pressed against his chest. “Please, let me go. Don’t you know who I am?” I tried to pull my diamond status card.

The man just laughed. “You’re a sex slave from the Manor.” He grabbed a fistful of hair and yanked my head back, exposing my neck, which he sucked on. “You’re not supposed to say no.”

No, I’m not! I’m Devin’s Mistress. “But Devin said my necklace⁠—”

He laughed. “I don’t see a necklace. Do you, Papa?”

The older man chuckled and shook his head. “No, Max. I do not.”

“I don’t see a necklace. How am I supposed to know what kind of girl you are?” He gave me an evil grin. “Are you a Red girl?”

Oh God . . . “No. No, I’m not!” I exclaimed. I pushed against his chest hard and fell backward onto the chair.

He laughed. “No, sweetheart. We’re not going to do it here. Someone might hear you scream, and that would be bad for business.”

Terror filled my heart. “Please, don’t hurt me,” I begged softly.

He pulled me to my feet. “Come with me nicely, and I’ll think about it. Make me drag you, and I’ll make my decision now.”

I swallowed and looked at him. His eyes were ice cold. He wasn’t going to be nice whether I went quietly or not. I hung my head and nodded.

He led me out a back door and across the street to a row of townhouses. He walked up to one and shoved me inside. I paused inside the door. A man sat across the room on an old couch, watching TV and drinking a beer. He looked up as we entered.

“Is this her?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Max responded. He took my purse from me and threw it on the floor, then dragged me up the stairs and into a bedroom. He pushed me backward onto the bed and laughed.

I lay on the bed, looking at the ceiling. Do I dare run? It never does any good to try to get away. I’ve never succeeded before.

Before I could make a decision, Max was on top of me. He pulled my arms above my head with one hand and groped my breasts with the other, finding my nipple and squeezing hard.

I cried out in pain and tried to pull away from him. He just grinned and pinched harder. He produced a knife and pressed it against my neck. When I stopped moving, he released my hands. He reached under me to unzip my dress and yanked it down, trapping my arms at my sides. He cut the center of my bra and pushed it aside, then trailed the knife around my nipples as I whimpered. The metal was cold, and I whimpered when he dug the tip in a few times.

He chuckled and pinched my nipple, pressing the knife against my breast. “It would be a shame to remove such beautiful breasts. But I will if you don’t cooperate.”

I nodded.

His mouth closed around one nipple, biting it hard.

“No, please don’t!” I cried. He pinched and squeezed and bit my breast, then moved to the other one, doing the same thing. I cried and begged him to stop, but he ignored me, continuing to pinch and bite as he pleased. I pulled away from him, trying to escape, but he sat on my hips and laughed at my tears.

He cut my garter belt and panties and threw the ruined pieces onto the floor. His knees rested on my shins, digging into them. He ran his fingers along the outer lips of my pussy.

I saw the man from downstairs walk up to the side of the bed.

“Ah, Jim,” Max said. “Check out this gorgeous pussy.” He thrust his fingers inside me and I groaned in discomfort. “Damn. Tight, too.”

“Beautiful, Max.” Jim squeezed a nipple and I cried out.

Jim climbed up on the bed above my head and pulled my dress down farther, yanking my arms out. He pinned my hands above my head with his knees and pinched my nipples.

Max continued to thrust his fingers inside of me. Jack had trained my body so I could come with minimal stimulation. He’d trained me to come when being attacked. He’d trained me well. I grunted and groaned, my body betraying me with the beginnings of an orgasm deep inside.

I pressed my head back, moaning and crying at the same time. I hated what my body was doing.

“Fuck, she’s gonna come.” Max laughed and looked down at me. “You like it rough? You like me shoving my fingers up your cunt? You must be a Red Girl.”

I shook my head and groaned as he thrust in hard. The movement sent me over the edge. I arched my back and cried out, the unwanted orgasm hitting me hard. I heard them laugh as I came back down to earth.

I saw Jim grinning at me through the tears in my eyes. “You are a little whore, aren’t you? You like being fucked by complete strangers?” He looked at Max. “She’s going to be fun.”

I gave up fighting as they continued to play with my body. Jim repeatedly pulled my nipples up far enough to pull me up off the bed. I sobbed at the pain and humiliation.

Max opened his pants and started stroking his hard cock. “Fuck, I want my dick buried in this bitch.”

He pulled his legs off me and grabbed my ankles, pushing my knees into my chest. Jim kept punishing my nipples.

“Please, don’t,” I begged softly. They won’t listen, Anna. They never do.

“Why not? You like it.” Max laughed and shoved his cock inside me. I screamed out in pain. He laughed and rammed his hips against mine over and over again.

“No, please!” I sobbed.

He slid his hands down to my upper thighs and held so tightly, I knew I’d have bruises this evening. He slammed his hips against mine, making my head slam back against Jim’s knees.

I closed my eyes and felt another orgasm building. I screamed out again as I heard him cursing.

“Fuck. Oh, fuck yeah!”

He thrust a few more times even harder and emptied himself inside me with a scream.

He sat there for a moment, chest heaving.

“Fuck, you feel good, honey. I might keep you here and not let you go back to the Manor. They wouldn’t miss you. They have plenty of other girls.”

Max grinned an evil grin, gave one last thrust, and pulled out. He released my feet and they fell to the bed, my legs splayed apart. I hurt. I couldn’t move.

“You gotta try her out, Jim. She’s fucking tight.”

Jim laughed and flipped me over onto my stomach before moving behind me. His finger strayed down to my ass. “Maybe I should try out her ass.” He pushed forward and forced a finger into my tight ring.

I whimpered, my voice muffled against the bedcovers. I clenched my ass muscles involuntarily and he laughed.

“That would feel fucking awesome.” He took his finger out and shoved it into my pussy. “But it’s been a while since I’ve had a nice hot pussy.”

He pushed my ass up in the air and knelt behind me. My face stayed buried in the bed. I screamed as he shoved his cock inside me, my fingers clenching at the bedcovers.

Over and over he pounded. He stopped for a moment and pulled out, and then pain ripped through my ass as he thrust inside me in one quick movement. I screamed against the mattress.

He began pounding into me again, hard. I thought he would never come and it hurt so badly, tears streamed into the fabric beneath my face. A couple extra hard thrusts and he was done. He pulled out and I fell sideways onto the bed. I sobbed into the mattress and their voices faded away as they walked out of the room.
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I jerked awake and looked around. Where am I?

I remembered what happened and blinked back tears. How had I softened so much after being gone from Jack for only a few days? This sort of thing had happened all the time when I’d lived at home. I suppose it bothered me there, too, but . . . things were different now. I felt different. I had met Kurt. And Wilhelm. They’d given me hope. Devin had promised things would be better.

But they weren’t.

I sighed and listened, hearing no sound. I moved slowly to look behind me. The room was empty and the house was quiet. Maybe they were gone. By the position of the sun, I could tell it was much later in the day than when I’d arrived.

I sat up and fixed my dress, zipping it as best I could. My shoes were still on, but I pulled them off so I could tiptoe out the door and down the stairs. Both men appeared to be passed out on the couch with an ashtray in between them.

I crept toward the door without taking my eyes off the men.

What are you doing, Anna? They’re gonna wake up and beat the shit out of you.

Maybe not. Maybe not this time. Maybe it would be different.

My purse sat on the floor near the couch. I picked it up and turned back toward the door, which didn’t appear to be locked. I reached for the handle, turned it, and slowly pulled the door open, glancing back at the men. They hadn’t moved. I slipped through the narrow opening and winced at a squeak, but the men didn’t stir.

Once I was outside, I took two steps away from the house and then sprinted down the street along the back of the shopping center. I ran around to the front where the car was parked, pulling my keys out of my purse to unlock the door as I approached it. I had the car in reverse before my door was closed.

I tore out of the parking lot and had driven for a mile or so before I realized I had no idea where I was going. I pushed the “home” button on the GPS, as Ian had instructed me to do when I was done, and it told me I was heading in the completely wrong direction. I followed the directions it gave me, relieved when I finally made it to the freeway.


Eighteen


Iwas still shaking when I pulled up in front of the Manor. Why hadn’t Ian driven me? None of this would have happened if he’d driven me. I felt beaten and defeated. I wanted to go upstairs, take a bath, and crawl into bed. At least I didn’t have to worry about anyone using me tonight.

I straightened my dress as best I could as I got out of the car. Ian waited by the door with an impassive look on his face. I kept my head down so he wouldn’t see my red eyes.

I drew a bath as soon as I got to my room and sank into the hot water. My ass hurt. My pussy hurt. My nipples hurt. I felt ashamed. Now I understood why Devin insisted on me wearing my necklace . . .

My heart sank. I still didn’t have my necklace. The thought of going back to the store made me sick to my stomach. But what else could I do? The only option was to call Devin. Would he be angry? Or understanding?

I dragged myself out of the bath and wrapped my soft robe around me before crawling into bed, taking my phone with me. I pressed the screen over Devin’s picture and waited for him to answer.

“Anna,” came Devin’s voice after two rings. “This isn’t a good time.”

“I . . . I’m . . .” I burst into tears. I prayed he wouldn’t get angry with me, but I couldn’t control myself.

“Anna, what’s wrong?”

I couldn’t answer. I just kept crying.

“Are you sick? What happened?” His voice grew impatient.

I sucked in a deep breath and let it out through pursed lips. “I didn’t get my necklace,” I whispered, terrified of his reaction.

“Why not?”

So much was communicated in those two words. I trembled, imagining what he would do to me for my disobedience.

“Because . . . they took me.”

“Took you? What the fuck are you talking about, Anna?” He didn’t hide his irritation.

With a shaky voice, I told him what happened at the jewelry store.

Devin didn’t say anything for a few minutes. Had he hung up?

“This is why you need to wear your necklace, Anna,” he scolded in a low voice.

I shivered. “I know that now, Devin,” I said softly. “I won’t go out without it again.” I took a shaky breath. “I’m afraid to go get it, though. I’d have to go back there.”

He didn’t answer right away. Would he make me go back? “I’ll have Ian get it tomorrow,” he said after a moment.

I let out a breath of relief. “Thank you.” I thought for a moment. “Are you going to punish me?” I whispered.

“No, Anna. I think you’ve learned your lesson.”

“I have, Devin,” I whimpered. “I promise.”

“Do you want me to come see you tonight?”

The shock of his offer dried my tears instantly. “You’d come here?”

“Of course, Anna. I care about you. I want to make sure you’re okay. But I won’t if you don’t want me to.”

I didn’t answer for a moment. He wouldn’t come if I didn’t want him to?

“Anna? Are you still there?” He sounded concerned.

“I’m here,” I said quickly. “Yes, I’d like it if you came.”

“All right. I’ll be there soon.”

We hung up and I lay down on my bed watching TV until Devin arrived about an hour later.

The door opened. “Anna?”

I sat up and saw Devin standing there in jeans and a button-down shirt. He walked over and kissed me. I wrapped my arms around his neck, desperate to be held. He lay down on the bed and held me tightly for a long time.

When dinner arrived, we ate at my little table. Devin mentioned his wife was pregnant.

I smiled at him. “That’s a good thing, right?”

He frowned. “I wouldn’t mind if it were mine. But it’s not.” He looked angry. He muttered something under his breath that sounded like “Fucking bitch.”

“I’m sorry, Devin.” I couldn’t come up with a better response. Why would Devin’s wife desire any man except him?

“I found out last week. Just before you came to the Manor.” He gave me a wicked smile. “I told her I was going to stay with my mistress tonight.” He stared at his plate for a moment. “I have half a mind to take the Baby when she has it. Raise it in the Manor. I’m certainly not going to allow it to be raised in my home.”

“Why not?”

“Because it would give the impression that I’m okay with what she did. She’s disrespected me. I don’t give a fuck if she sleeps around, as long as she’s discreet. But this is crossing the line.” He laughed. “Or I can make her get rid of it. But if it’s a girl, it would be a waste of a potential slave.” He frowned, looking thoughtful. “Which do you think would be worse?”

I stared at him for a moment. “I . . . Devin, I have no idea. I’ve never been pregnant.” Jack had told me the first time I was taken to the Manor they had done something to me to make sure I would never become pregnant. It had worked.

“I’m glad you haven’t Anna. It would ruin your beautiful body.” He took my hand and kissed it. “I would hate for that to happen. You’re so beautiful and perfect.”

I smiled, his compliment warming me to the core. He leaned forward and stroked my cheek, trailing his fingers down my neck. “I need you, Anna,” he said huskily.

I nodded and he pulled me over to my bed. I hadn’t finished my dinner, but Devin needed me. Devin wanted me.

“Undress,” he commanded softly.

I obeyed, untying my robe and letting it fall to the floor. I hoped he would be gentle with me. My body ached from what had happened earlier.

He frowned when he looked at me and my heart leapt into my throat. “Have I displeased you, Devin?”

He stepped forward and traced my hips. “You have bruises.” I looked down. Sure enough, there were bruises on my hips where Max and Jim had grabbed on to me. “Ian will take care of them tomorrow when he retrieves your necklace.” He ran his fingers up my body to my breasts. I winced as he cupped them, but didn’t say anything. I wanted to please him.

“That hurts?”

“A little, but it’s okay.”

“No, Anna. I don’t want to hurt you. I didn’t realize . . .” He paused. “It’s all right. We don’t have to make love.”

Tears came to my eyes. “But I want to, Devin. I want to be with you.”

He smiled tenderly. “I’m not leaving, Anna. I’ll still stay the night.”

I stepped forward, grateful he wasn’t leaving, and reached out to him. “I want to please you, Devin.” I tentatively placed my hand on his jeans over his cock and looked up at him. “May I?”

He nodded with a slight smile on his face. “Undress me.”

I undressed him quickly and then knelt before him, worshiping the gloriously naked man in front of me. His cock was so hard. I ran my fingers over the silver balls that I adored.

“Let’s get on the bed,” Devin said softly, helping me to my feet.

He lay on the bed. I knelt between his thighs and took him into my mouth. I stroked him with my hand as I licked and sucked him. He groaned and buried his hands in my hair, guiding me up and down as he liked. Glancing up at his face, he smiled and pushed my head down. I swallowed him eagerly and he groaned as I did so. I repeated the motion several times and he cursed softly.

“Oh fuck, Anna. You feel so good.” I pulled back for a breath and repeated the multiple swallows. “I’m gonna come, Baby.” I pumped my fist at the base of his shaft as he pushed my head up and down. He cried out and stiffened, and my mouth was filled with his salty fluid, which I eagerly swallowed.

“Good girl,” he whispered. I lay with my head on his hip and his cock still in my mouth. He petted my hair gently. “Good girl,” he repeated. I played with his sac and continued sucking gently on his cock. He moaned softly. I was content. I’d pleased Devin. He was happy with me.

We lay there like that for a long while, then Devin suggested I go turn the lights out. I did and returned to bed, snuggling under the covers next to him.

“I love you, Devin,” I said softly.

“I love you, too, Baby.” He squeezed me gently and I fell asleep in his arms.
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I awoke the next morning with Devin on top of me, kissing my neck. When he saw I was awake, he smiled. “Good morning, Baby.”

I smiled back. “Good morning,” I said softly. He kissed my neck again and nudged my thighs with his knees. I eagerly parted my legs for him. He positioned his cock at the entrance of my sex and pressed forward.

I whimpered at the unexpected pain and jumped as he pushed into me.

“You still sore, Baby?” he murmured into my ear. He stopped moving.

I nodded. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

“Give me your pain, Anna,” he whispered. I suddenly felt dizzy as he said it, and my eyes rolled back into my head. “Give me your pain and feel my pleasure.”

He sank slowly inside of me. It hurt. I cried out, but the moment I did, the pain became erotic. Something inside me knew I was pleasing my Master by crying out. His pleasure in my pain became my pleasure.

“Yes, Anna, good girl,” he whispered. “Give it to me. Let me feel it.”

I felt dizzy and euphoric with pleasure. His cock pressed forward into my abused pussy. I groaned and squirmed underneath him, wishing I had more pain to give him. His pleasure consumed me. Devin pulled back and I whimpered. He slammed back inside me and I groaned in painful pleasure.

His movements became rhythmic, out and in, painful, consuming. He slammed into me again and again, hurting and pleasuring me at the same time. He leaned down and bit my nipple and I screamed. He pulled back, keeping my nipple between his teeth. I hissed in pain and he groaned and released me.

The eroticism became savage. The more it hurt, the more I felt his pleasure. In turn, his pleasure translated my pain into pleasure. He held my hands over my head and rammed himself into my battered pussy. I writhed underneath him, taking the pounding and allowing it to push me into higher levels of consciousness.

“Come for me, Baby,” Devin shouted as he abused my sex. “Come hard for me.”

The orgasm hit me with such force, I couldn’t breathe. I screeched and struggled against his hold on my hands. He pounded even harder into me and I felt a painful pinch inside my pussy, pushing me higher than I’d gone before. Stars sparkled across my eyelids and my body exploded with the intense sensations. Devin let out a primal scream as his cock throbbed inside me, shooting his cum deep inside my body.

I felt him keenly inside me. More than just his cock. I felt him. Our souls became one as we rode the crest of simultaneous orgasms. Wave upon wave of pleasure shook my body.

Devin released my hands and wrapped his arms tightly around me. “You are mine, Anna,” he said forcefully. “All mine.”

“Yes, Devin,” I said breathlessly. “Yes. All yours. No one else’s.” Who else would I belong to? Who else mattered?

He kissed me gently, claiming my mouth, and we glided gently back to earth. I wrapped my arms around him, hating the idea that we would soon be two separate bodies again. He nuzzled my neck.

“I love you,” he whispered.

“I love you, too, Devin,” I whispered back.

He held me for a while longer, then rolled to his side, looking lovingly into my eyes. “I hate that I have to go to work.”

I pouted. “Me, too. Can’t you stay here with me? You run the company.”

He laughed. “True, but I have a lot of work to get done today and I have to leave early to be back for the Gathering tonight. I’m sorry, Baby.” He kissed me and caressed my body. Nothing hurt anymore. “In August, you are coming on a long trip with me. We’ll have plenty of time together then.” He kissed my nose.

“Where are we going?”

“Washington, DC.”

“Really? Oh, Devin! How wonderful!”

He grinned at me. “I thought you might like that.” He rolled out of bed. “But I do need to get moving.”

“Okay.” I gave him a sad smile. “I’m going to miss you.”

He kissed my head. “I’ll miss you, too, Baby.” He cupped my chin. “Tonight, at the Gathering, I’m going to show everyone you are completely mine.” He kissed my lips. “That you belong only to me.”

My heart swelled at the thought. All his. All Devin’s.

“I love you, Baby. I will see you tonight. Ian will bring your necklace to you later.”

He gave me one last smile and disappeared through the door.
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Devin came in while I was eating dinner that evening. “Hello, Baby.” He kissed me on the cheek, then sat down at the table across from me.

I smiled brightly at him. “Hi, Devin.” My heart swelled with love.

“I wanted to talk to you about tonight,” he said. I looked at him, stomach churning and wondering what I’d done wrong. “You haven’t done anything wrong, Anna. I just wanted to talk to you and prepare you for what is going to happen.”

“Okay,” I said slowly.

“Anna, tonight is the night you receive your piercings.”

“Piercings?” I asked. “What piercings?”

He smiled gently. “Your slave piercings, Anna. Slaves must be marked.”

Tears stung my eyes. “You mean . . . I really am a slave? But . . . I thought . . .” I thought I was just his mistress. Kurt and Wilhelm didn’t think I was a slave.

“Of course you are, Anna. What made you think you weren’t?” Sympathy lit his eyes.

“I guess I thought . . .” My heart sank. “I thought I was your mistress,” I finished softly.

Devin looked at me sadly and put his hand on mine. “It must be this way, Anna. You are my slave, though I don’t think of you as such. I do think of you as my mistress.”

I looked at him through my tears, but didn’t respond. My heart ached.

“You won’t be marked like the other girls, if that helps, Anna. Your markings are different. You will only have one nipple ring.”

I forced a small smile. I didn’t want to anger him, but his words didn’t make me feel any better.

He knelt down next to me. “It has to be this way. But your rings will differentiate you from the other girls. Even if you’re not wearing this.” He pointed to my necklace. Ian had returned it earlier in the day. “And after the main parts of the ceremony are over, I am going to perform a very special ritual with you to bond us together and make you completely mine.” He stroked my cheek and kissed me.

“Would you like that, Anna? Would you like to have no more doubts?” His voice was soft and melodious, and I lost myself in his words. My eyes grew heavy, and I looked at him from under hooded lids. His voice grew softer. “No more worries . . . no more doubts. You would be free to do as you wish because your only desire would be to please me.” He brushed a stray piece of hair away from my face. “We would spend so much time together.”

Yes, that is what I want. Nothing seemed more desirable than what Devin had just said.

His fingers glided down my neck and along the neckline of my robe, and I shivered with desire. He pulled open the robe and took a nipple into his mouth, sucking gently.

“All mine,” he whispered. Devin caressed my breast and slid his hand up my leg to the apex of my thighs. His fingers slid inside me and my eyes closed as he gently thrust his fingers in and out, his thumb slowly circling my clit.

I sighed and pressed my hips up.

“I love you, Anna. I want you,” he continued in his hypnotic tone. “I want you to be mine completely. Do you want to be completely mine, Anna? No one could ever separate us.”

I floated on a cloud of desire and love. He wanted me. He loved me. Nothing could separate us. My head spun at the idea of a complete union with Devin. I nodded and looked down at him.

“Yes, Devin,” I whispered, dizzy and euphoric.

“Good girl.” He grinned and turned me in my chair, spreading my legs apart. “Baby, there will be parts of tonight that are painful. But I want you to trust me and give me your pain as you did this morning. Can you do that for me?”

I nodded and gave him a lazy smile. Anything for my Devin.

“Let me give you pleasure now, since I won’t be able to later.” He opened my pussy with his thumbs. He smiled, then bent down and began kissing me.

“Oh!” I exclaimed, leaning my head against the wall behind me. He feasted on me as if he were a starving man. His tongue was everywhere at once, his teeth gently tugging on the sensitive folds of skin. I moaned and grasped the edge of my chair.

“Oh, Devin!” I cried out. “Oh, yes!”

He continued sucking and licking and kissing me. I moaned and writhed under his mouth. I felt myself climbing the peak of ecstasy and suddenly flew off, flying through the sky under Devin’s skilled mouth. I cried out his name as I came.

Slowly, his tongue’s movements subsided and I glided back to earth.

He leaned back on his heels and I sat there, amazed at how good I felt. I opened my eyes slowly and gave him a huge smile. He grinned back, his black eyes sparkling in the lamplight.

“Anna, Baby, for your protection, I’m going to remove your ability to speak. I don’t want the men to think poorly of you for speaking or making noise. Women must be absolutely silent during the proceedings.” He smiled. “You’ll be able to speak in the morning, though, don’t worry. Anything you want to say before I do so?”

My heart overflowed with love for him. He was so considerate. “I love you,” I said with a small smile, his face becoming blurry. I squinted as I looked at him. I couldn’t bring his face into focus.

“I love you, too, Baby. I’m so proud of you.”

He trailed his fingers up to my neck and across my throat, murmuring something softly. I felt a tingle in my throat. I knew I would not be able to make a sound now and I had no desire to do so. Peace settled over me and I smiled. He kissed my forehead.

“Finish your dinner, Baby. Maggie will be back soon.”

I nodded and smiled lazily at him. He smiled, then left the room.

I finished eating, then Maggie and Sarah returned to prepare me for the evening. My head cleared and I was impatient for the Gathering to begin. I would be Devin’s. Completely. I bet even Jack couldn’t separate us.

“Mistress, this is a ritual night. You will be unclothed,” Maggie explained as they began putting my jewelry on me.

I nodded, not really paying attention to what she said. Whatever Devin wants.

They wrapped my wrists and ankles in my diamonds. My hair hung loosely over my shoulders.

Maggie and Sarah wrapped me in the white velvet cloak and we waited for Ian. He knocked and entered a few minutes later wearing a black, belted robe that reminded me of something the pope would wear. Maggie and Sarah greeted him and left.

“Hello Anna. How are you doing?”

I nodded and smiled.

“Did he Silence you?”

I nodded.

I noticed a sadness in his eyes that I didn’t understand. It was the first hint of emotion I’d seen from him. He hugged me and pet my hair, an unexpected move for him. I wanted to ask, but I couldn’t.

He straightened and his face became inscrutable. “Shall we? We don’t want to make Devin wait.”


Nineteen


Ian adjusted my cloak, pulled the hood up over my head, and we left the room. His hand on my arm was comforting as we walked through the maze of dimly lit hallways and stairs. My stomach churned with nerves. I didn’t want to disappoint Devin.

Soon, the familiar double doors appeared in front of me. Ian opened one and he guided me inside and into the back corner. Standing in the dark corner, I could lift my head enough to see the full scope of the room without being seen.

Soft, golden light filled the center of the Hall with slightly brighter lighting in the corner where the golden eagle towered over the room, its majestic head almost reaching the ceiling. The talons were high above the main floor and it appeared to be sitting in a curved moat of fire. In front of the fire, a wide platform extended out with a raised dais in the back.

Devin’s throne sat on the dais with three slightly smaller thrones on either side of it. In the middle of the main platform was a waist-high rectangular stone table about half the length of a twin-size bed.

Two thrones waited on the left end of the platform. On the other end was a smaller stone square table with various items resting on top, one of which looked like a bowl. Steps led down to the main floor several feet in front of the table.

The room was full of wooden benches in rows, with a single, wide center aisle. The benches were starting to be filled by men in dark blue, belted robes, the same style as the one Ian wore, though with a short cape over the shoulders and a hood over their heads.

The low hum of men talking with one another filled the room, and I could see the girls above on the balconies. They didn’t move, though, and it didn’t sound as if they were talking, either. They wore hooded cloaks. Mostly blue with a few red scattered throughout.

A sharp rapping sound shot through the room and it became quiet. I looked up and saw a man in a green robe with gold edging standing in the middle of the platform, holding a long wooden stick. The men on the floor quickly sat on the benches, turning the space ahead of me into a sea of blue.

Two men in green robes appeared at the end of the aisle of benches near me. Their hoods were up and they each held a smoking silver ball suspended on a chain in front of them. Two additional green-robed men appeared, one on each outer side of the benches, carrying a similar object. Another man in a green robe came out from behind the eagle and began chanting in an unknown language.

As one, the men with the balls began slowly walking toward the platform, swinging the balls back and forth in front of them, dispersing the smoke up the aisle. The smoke reached me and it smelled sweet. I began to feel a little dizzy and very relaxed.

As the green-robed men walked toward the platform, three men in white robes emerged from behind the eagle. Two of the men’s robes had gold edging, and all three wore their hoods low over their face. The man without the gold trimming on his robe had very broad shoulders.

The men in blue all stood when the three white-robed men appeared. One white-robed man walked to the middle of the platform and stopped, while the other two walked to the left side of the platform and stopped by the empty thrones.

Once the men in the green robes reached the platform, the chanting ended and the room fell silent. Then the man in the white robe on the platform raised his arms up in the air, and the men in blue sat back down on the benches. The green-robed men climbed the steps to the upper platform and sat on the smaller thrones.

“My Brothers,” came Devin’s voice from the shadow of the hood. He spoke in a deep, commanding voice that sent delicious shivers up and down my spine. “I give you good greetings. Tonight, we welcome into our fold two new brothers and several new slaves.” He motioned to the side where the other men in white robes sat. “I would also like to extend a special greeting to our visiting German Brothers.” He turned his head toward them and nodded his acknowledgment.

The two men bowed slightly in return.

German Brothers? Does that mean Wilhelm? And . . . Alex? Kurt? What were they doing here?

Devin pulled his hood back and the other men in the room did the same. Devin continued to speak, but his voice faded in my ears as I watched the other men in white pull their hoods back. It was indeed Wilhelm and . . . Alex.

Something stirred in my heart as I looked at Alex. Memories of his kind blue eyes from my dreams floated to the front of my consciousness, eroding the peace I’d received from Devin and had enjoyed only moments before. He turned his head in my direction and I felt his gaze burning me, even though I knew it was impossible for him to know I was there. He couldn’t see me. I was in a dark corner.

My breath caught in my throat and I blinked, tearing my eyes away from him. I pushed aside the traitorous thoughts and returned my attention to my beloved Devin.

Devin looked to the side of the room where a door opened. Five young women about my age, three blondes and two brunettes—chained together at the wrists and completely naked—emerged from the doorway, being led by a man in a black robe like Ian’s. They were led to the platform and stopped in front of the table. They stood unmoving, heads up, eyes focused on the back of the room.

Devin walked up behind one of the blondes and reached in front to cup her breasts. He caressed them for a moment, then pulled at her nipples. It looked like he pulled hard, but she only closed her eyes in reaction. A twinge of jealousy poked at my heart.

“Freshly trained slaves, my Brothers,” he smiled. “Take a good look. We will mark them and then you may sample them after the ceremony.”

Appreciative murmurs and chuckles came from the men in blue. Devin grinned and motioned to two of the men in green robes. Devin sat down on his throne, resting his chin on his fist as the other men walked in front of the blonde on the end.

One man stood behind her and rolled her nipples between his fingers until they were erect, then the other man put a gun-type device against her breast. I saw her jump and bite her lip, but she didn’t make a sound. He pulled the gun away, a silver ring now hanging from her nipple.

That’s how they pierce them? It didn’t look too bad.

The other nipple was pierced and then her belly button. I saw tears forming in her eyes as he progressed. He knelt in front of her as the other man held her hips. The one in front pulled at her left outer pussy lip and put the gun to it. A moment later, she cried out in pain and he pulled away, revealing a silver ring where the gun had been.

Tears filled her eyes and she clenched her jaw. My stomach churned as I saw her pain. That will be me soon.

The men repeated the process with the other girls. Their nipples and pussies became red and swollen. It looked very painful. When the men were done, silver collars were placed around the girls’ necks. One blonde had the collar of a Red Girl. The girls were led to the edge of the platform and sat on their heels with their knees spread and hands on their thighs.

Ian touched my arm and motioned me forward. “Bow when we get to the edge of the platform.”

I swallowed nervously and we walked down the aisle together. I kept my head down, wishing I could look at Devin for courage. I concentrated my thoughts on Devin and felt his love surrounding me.

My pain brings him pleasure. I want to give him pleasure. My piercings will give him pleasure. I will be his completely.

The last thought brought Alex’s eyes to my mind again, which made me doubt my desire to be bound to Devin.

I tried to concentrate on the peace Devin gave me, but Alex’s presence made it difficult. What made it worse was I didn’t know why Alex had such an effect on me. I hardly knew him. He certainly didn’t know anything about me. He didn’t even like me.

I arrived at the bottom of the steps and saw the bottom of Devin’s robe move down the stairs. I sank to my knees and bowed down to him as he approached.

“My Brothers. I have a special treat tonight. As those of you who were here last week know, I’ve taken a mistress. What I didn’t share is that she is not just an ordinary mistress.” He pulled me to my feet led me up to the platform.

He pushed my hood back and gave me a tender smile while he stroked my cheek. I felt warmed by his touch and relaxed. I am Devin’s.

He kissed me gently on the mouth, his lips caressing mine. I felt all his love and adoration flow into me. He is my Master. I love him. I gave him a loving smile and he looked pleased.

He turned me to face the other men and undid my cloak, letting it fall to the ground. “She is an Elder-Mistress and I claim her now for myself.”

His announcement brought a rush of low murmurs and soft exclamations. Devin kissed my neck and caressed my breasts in front of the men, but I didn’t care. I closed my eyes and lost myself in his touch. I am his. I want to please him.

“Are you ready to show my Brothers you submit yourself to me?” he whispered into my ear as he tugged gently at my nipples.

I nodded dreamily.

He turned me so that my side was to the main room and pushed me gently down on to my knees. He knelt in front of me. I trembled, partially with excitement and partially with fear. He caressed my cheek with his hand and I relaxed.

“Good girl,” he whispered. My heart warmed at his praise.

As a green-robed man handed him the piercing gun, I happened to glance behind Devin to where Wilhelm and Alex sat. Alex’s eyes were narrowed and Wilhelm was frowning. Alex saw me looking at him and his eyes became full of tenderness and concern. They looked as they did the night he first talked to me in my dreams.

My connection to Devin faltered and terror began to rise in me. I couldn’t look away from Alex. Why did he look so worried? So . . . scared? My breath caught in my throat and my heart pounded. The concern and tenderness Alex emanated made Devin’s love look counterfeit.

No, that can’t be right. Devin loves me. He will protect me and care for me. Alex is a stranger. He’s dangerous.

I forced my eyes away from Alex’s and looked into Devin’s black eyes. He was frowning slightly.

“Keep your eyes on me, Anna,” he murmured in a low voice. “I will give you the strength to walk through tonight. Anyone else will take it away from you, leaving you vulnerable.”

I willed myself to stay looking into Devin’s eyes as he brought the piercing gun to my right breast. He had to look away from my eyes as he positioned the gun properly, but I didn’t look away from him.

Alex will make me vulnerable. I never want to be vulnerable again.

Devin looked back at me. “Give me your pain, Anna,” he whispered, and I felt a sharp stab in my nipple. Tears filled my eyes and I gasped and blinked but didn’t look away from Devin.

Devin leaned forward to kiss me, and I felt him take my pain and received his pleasure. Peace descended into my heart once more. Devin positioned the gun at my belly button and the stabbing pain came once more. This one wasn’t as bad, but tears still filled my eyes. Devin kissed me again, then leaned back to pull at the left outer lip of my pussy and position the gun.

He looked into my eyes. “Mine,” he said firmly.

I nodded and he pierced the skin. If I could have made noise, I would have cried out. All I could do, however, was open my mouth and inhale loudly.

I began shaking and he stroked my cheek.

“Good girl, Anna,” he whispered. “Good girl.” He kissed me deeply and I felt his pleasure. “There is one more thing I must do and then I will perform our special ritual, okay?”

He pulled back and looked me in the eye. I nodded and blinked back tears of pain. I gave him a brave smile and he looked pleased. I wanted to ask if the ritual would hurt, too, but I obviously couldn’t.

“Go sit between Wilhelm and Alex. I will get you when I’m ready.”

I stared at him. Go sit next to the man who makes me lose connection with you? Why? I want to stay near you!

When I didn’t move, Devin frowned. I nodded quickly and stood with shaky legs. My new piercings stung. As I walked across the platform, the ring between my legs jostled and I winced. I carefully went to my knees and greeted Wilhelm with a bow.

I felt Wilhelm’s gentle hand on my head and looked up. His eyes were full of concern. He gave me a gentle smile. I looked back down at the floor and motioned to the spot between him and Alex.

“Devin told you to come sit between us?” Wilhelm asked softly, his brows raised slightly.

I nodded.

“Then do so. I would be honored to have you next to me, Anna.”

I smiled gratefully at him and sat on my heels between the two men. Wilhelm petted my hair briefly, then removed his hand.

I looked subtly up at the platform where two young men stood naked. Two women sat at their feet and Devin stood between them. He was saying something about new Brothers.

I felt a large but gentle hand on my head. I thought it was Wilhelm again, but then I realized the angle was wrong. It was Alex? My eyes closed involuntarily and I felt the warmth from his hand spread through my body. The pain from the piercings lessened as the warmth spread.

What’s going on? What is Alex doing to me?

Alex’s touch distracted me from Devin’s words. I tried to concentrate, but Devin’s voice faded and all I knew was Alex’s hand on my head and his comforting, yet disturbing presence next to me. I felt soothed, not only from the pain, but from the reality of my life.

No! Alex will hurt me. Alex will take me away from Devin.

I knew I needed to maintain my connection with Devin and wanted to lean away from Alex, but I was afraid to move for fear of upsetting Devin. I dug my fingernails into my palms, trying to distract myself from Alex, but it became increasingly difficult as the minutes passed in close proximity to Alex.

Abruptly, Alex removed his hand and Devin’s voice slowly came back into focus. I opened my eyes and blinked, trying to orient myself.

Devin was standing in front of a man in his mid-twenties holding the piercing gun. The man’s cock was erect. Devin took it in his hand and pressed the gun to the crest. I heard a click and the younger man hissed. A moment later, the gun was removed and he had the double-ring piercing of the Brotherhood.

Another man was sitting on the step with a woman next to him, stroking his cock. I could see he already had his piercing. Two other women emerged from another side door holding blue robes. The newly arrived women and the others worked to put the robes on the men, then the men went to stand next to Devin.

“Let us welcome our new Brothers, Quinn and Shawn,” Devin announced. There was a loud round of applause, and the women escorted the new Brothers off the platform.


Twenty


Ian was suddenly in front of me. I looked up at him and he reached out his hands to help me to my feet. He led me across the platform to Devin.

Devin stepped in front of me and looked at me intently. I blinked, uncertain of my connection to him. He frowned and glanced behind me, then looked back into my eyes. He gave me a tender smile, then kissed me. When he pulled away, I was confident of him again.

Devin took my hand. “Lie down on the table, Baby.” He kissed my forehead and walked to the front of the platform, speaking to the rest of the men.

I did as instructed and Ian chained me, spread-eagle, to the table. The metal dug into my ankles and wrists and I winced.

Ian stepped between my knees and looked at me apologetically, then I felt something cool in my pussy. He walked around to my right side and gave me a shot in my upper arm. A few minutes later, my pussy began to sting at the same time I started to feel loopy. The stinging inside me felt slightly familiar, but my brain was fuzzy and I couldn’t concentrate on anything. I closed my eyes when the room began to spin.

I heard Devin speaking at the front of the platform. I heard a strange bleating noise from the direction of the eagle. Did I just hear a goat? No, I must be imagining things.

Devin turned back to me and stepped close to stroke my cheek. I tried to look at him adoringly, but didn’t know if I succeeded. He gave me a strange smile and trailed his finger down in between my breasts, leaning in to take my unpierced nipple into his mouth.

I gasped with pleasure and thrust my chest up, wanting more. He obliged and brought his hand around to caress my tender right breast. He bit my nipple hard, but it aroused me even more. He squeezed the freshly pierced nipple between his hard knuckles and I gasped in pain, but I felt my arousal increasing.

“Are you ready to become completely mine, Baby?” Devin whispered into my ear.

I nodded absently. My thoughts were blurred and disconnected. He trailed his fingers down my ribs and stomach to my swollen pussy. Oh, I want him inside me. I squirmed as he caressed the outer lips, then gasped as he brushed my clit.

He moved his finger down and pressed forward. A sharp pain exploded in my body and I inhaled sharply at the pain.

“Good,” he murmured. “Almost ready.” He walked away.

The pain had cleared my mind for a moment and I remembered why the stinging felt familiar. He’d used it when he punished me for my suicide attempt.

Oh God, no! Please, not that.

He had used a cream to tighten my vaginal muscles to the point where a small finger inserted hurt. It was more painful than the first time he had sex with me. The cream didn’t allow my muscles to relax. I stayed tight until it wore off hours later.

Tears stung my eyes. Why? Why is he punishing me? I’ve tried so hard to be good. I strained against my bindings and saw Devin look over at me and smile.

Why does he look pleased that I’m uncomfortable? I thought he loved me. No, I know he loves me. He said tonight would hurt . . . then everything would be perfect. Give him my pain . . . I just have to make it through a little bit more. I can do this.

My brain went fuzzy again and I couldn’t concentrate on anything for long. I closed my eyes, afraid, but I couldn’t remember what I was afraid of. I tried not to think of anything and almost succeeded.

Suddenly, the overhead lights went out. Only the fire at the back of the platform gave light to the room. I heard a strange sound. Almost singing, but not quite. My mind began to clear. Chanting, I concluded. It sounded like Devin.

I heard the bleat of what I had assumed was a goat, a swiping sound, and then a dull thud followed by silence. Devin, Jack, who wore a blue robe, Alex, and a man in a green robe approached the table. Devin stood at my feet. Jack was to my right, Alex to my left, and the unknown man at my head. Ian stood a few feet behind Devin, his face impassive as he looked at me.

I tried to control my fear as I lay there watching Devin. He stared at the contents of the black stone bowl for a moment, then looked at me. His dark eyes flickered in the firelight. I stared back, unable to look away.

He held the bowl above his head, murmured something, and then lowered it and tipped it back to drink. He pulled the bowl away from his mouth and passed it to Jack, who looked at me with a smirk on his face. Jack lifted the bowl to his lips and grimaced slightly. He drank, then passed it to the unknown man. The unknown man drank and then passed it to Alex. Alex tensed as he took the bowl and hesitated for a moment, then closed his eyes and drank.

Alex lowered the bowl and had a determined look on his face. I felt my head being raised off the table and Alex put the bowl to my lips. There was a thick, dark liquid inside.

“Drink,” Alex said gently.

I looked up at him fearfully and he gave me an encouraging smile. I felt uncertain as I looked at him. His eyes were sad and sympathetic. “Open,” he said quietly.

I opened my mouth and a warm, metallic-tasting, thick liquid flowed into my mouth. I tried to swallow and sputtered. Dark drops splattered on my breasts.

Did I just drink blood?

I closed my eyes and coughed, shuddering at what I’d just done. A gentle hand brushed my left temple.

Just a little while longer. Then I’ll be completely Devin’s. I won’t have to worry about anything . . .

I opened my eyes as Devin began to chant again. He held the bowl above his head, then lowered it to take another drink. I was afraid I’d have to do the same, but he handed the bowl to Ian, who set it on a table behind him.

As he chanted, Devin began stroking my legs. My body felt light. The other men stepped back and Devin made his way around the table, chanting and skimming his hands all over my body. I began to get dizzy again. He returned to my head and placed his hands on either temple, chanting all the while.

I looked up at my beloved Devin and terror gripped my heart. Gone was the gentle, loving look he’d given me only minutes before. His eyes were black and cold. Hard and full of hate. His lips curled into a sneer. He looked at me as if he were going to consume me from the inside out.

I tried to look away. To turn my head or close my eyes. He held me still. Inside my head, I screamed for help. Devin smirked, as if he could hear my internal panic.

I didn’t want to do this. I wanted to run away. I strained against the manacles, feeling the metal cut into my wrists, but I could only look up into Devin’s cruel, black eyes. I felt like I was floating up to him. My mind drifted and he grabbed hold of it, wrenching it from my will. I stiffened and let out a grunt. I began to tremble and watched fearfully as Devin walked back to my feet, fingers trailing down my body to my legs.

I couldn’t stop shaking. My heart raced so fast and so hard, I was afraid it would explode. Dread filled me as Devin stood at the end of the table. The chains holding my wrists loosened and he pulled my hips down to the edge of the table.

No! I screamed inside my head. Devin’s not safe! Devin will hurt me! I don’t want this! My heart was in my throat. I yanked against the restraints, willing my voice to work so I could scream.

With all my strength, I tore my eyes away from Devin and looked at Alex. My mouth gaped as I stared at him. Help me! He stared back at me, his eyes mirroring my fear.

I felt Devin’s cock at the entrance of my sex and tears filled my eyes, but I kept looking at Alex. I begged him with my eyes. I didn’t know him, but something told me he could help me.

Suddenly, pain shot through my body as Devin rammed himself into me with one long thrust. My mouth opened in a silent scream and I arched my back completely off the table. Strong hands on all sides of my body pushed me back down onto the table. I resisted as hard as I could, but they were much stronger than I was. Devin thrust in and out, and I thrashed my head from side to side. Inside my head, the screams were unbearable. Outside, I was silent.

After an eternity, I heard Devin cry out and stiffen. A few moments later, I felt him withdraw. He sneered at me and turned away to face the men in blue robes.

Betrayal stabbed my heart. My pussy burned and tears rolled down my cheeks. The hands that had held me slowly removed the pressure. Devin moved to the front of the platform, grinning, but not nicely.

A large hand brushed my forehead and I turned my head to see Alex looking down at me. His beautiful cobalt blue eyes were wide with shock. My eyes filled with tears as we stared at each other. I knew he would have done something if he could have.

My mind began to go fuzzy again. My eyes drooped and I felt sleepy. Goodbye, Alex. He seemed so far away and moving farther as the seconds passed. As my eyes closed, I saw a look of determination on his face. He moved above my head and put his large hands on my temples, much like Devin had.

I half-opened my eyes and saw his mouth moving, but his voice faded into the distance. My eyes fluttered again as I felt my mind going blank.

I faintly heard Alex say, “Stay with me, Anna.” My name sounded nice coming out of his mouth.

He looked anxious. Suddenly, the same floating feeling flowed over my body and the overwhelming mind-meeting sensation brought me fully awake, making me grunt.

He kissed my forehead and then moved to the foot of the table. I looked at him, eyes widening and fear filling me as I realized what he was going to do.

I shook my head mutely.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Devin turn around to see what was going on. In my mind’s eye, I saw his face was first surprised, then shocked, then full of rage as he took steps toward Alex.

“Forgive me, Schatzi.” Alex’s voice caught my attention. A pained expression entered his eyes, then he gritted his teeth. “Forgive me,” he repeated.

In my head, I saw Devin lunge toward us just as I felt pain explode between my legs. It felt like I was being ripped apart.

I faintly heard Devin scream “No!” over the internal scream in my head.

My body convulsed and shook. Alex held my hips down as he thrust in and out of me. Tears streamed down my face and I tried to pull away. Why is he doing this to me? I thought he felt bad for what Devin did to me? Why is he doing the same thing?

I thrashed my head from side to side. Oh! The pain was unbearable. My body arched off the table and Alex moved one hand between my breasts, holding me down.

Oh God. When will it end? Pain shot through my body with every thrust. I knew my body wouldn’t shut down and remove the pain. The cream was designed to prevent that sort of relief. Devin had told me so himself the first time he used it on me.

Devin stood frozen to my left, a horrified look of shock on his face.

I heard Alex groan. He gave one last thrust and then pulled out, chest heaving and head resting on my knee.

I hurt all over and I sobbed silently. What is going on? Why did Alex do that to me? I pulled weakly at my wrist and ankle restraints. I wanted to curl up into a ball, but couldn’t move. My struggle seemed to bring Alex back to awareness.

He straightened and looked at me, tears in his eyes. Tears? What are they for?

Alex looked at Devin and they stared at each other for a long minute. I felt Devin’s wrath radiating from him. Then he plastered a fake smile on his face and turned to face the rest of the room. “Enjoy the girls, my Brothers.” The lights came up and male and female voices rose and filled the room.

Alex pointed behind me. “Get me a blanket,” he commanded. His voice was firm, not to be questioned.

Jack squeaked behind me. “What?”

Alex gritted his teeth. “Get me a fucking blanket for her or I’ll break your fucking neck.”

Shock momentarily erased the pain in my body. No one talked to Jack that way. I looked at Alex in awe. What power did he possess to make Jack squeak?

Devin turned back around to face Alex with shock on his face. He blinked. I could sense him trying to figure out what had just happened.

Alex glared at Devin as he freed my ankles from the restraints. He pushed Devin out of the way as he moved up to my arms. He unfastened my wrists and brought my arms slowly down to my sides. I hissed in pain as my muscles cramped from the movement.

“I’m sorry, Schatzi,” he said quietly as he massaged my shoulders.

My body hurt all over, but where he touched me, the pain seemed to subside. He picked me up and sat on the floor behind the table, cradling me against his chest.

“Shh, Schatzi,” he whispered. “It will be okay.”

His embrace felt wonderful. I was shaking and hurting, but being in his arms was somehow soothing.

“What the fuck did you just do?” Devin stood above Alex and glared down at him. His voice was deadly low, his rage just barely contained. The force of it threatened to suffocate me.

I felt as much anger radiating from Alex. “I kept you from breaking a beautiful creature and sucking the life out of her.” Alex’s accented voice was equally low and deadly. “And more.”

“How dare you! You had no right⁠—”

Wilhelm walked up at that moment and interrupted him. “And what right did you have to perform that ritual? We do not treat them like this. They are not animals. They deserve our respect.”

Alex wrapped a soft blanket around me. His body radiated heat and the blanket captured it and held it next to my body. I hadn’t realized how cold I was.

Devin snorted with derision. “What do you know?”

“We know quite a bit,” Wilhelm said calmly.

I could feel a momentary flash of fear in Devin. Then as quickly as it appeared, he pushed it away. “This was not your concern, Alex,” he said arrogantly. “You shouldn’t have interfered.”

“Yes, it was my concern,” he growled.

Devin was silent for a moment. “I can undo it, you know.”

“I do, once she’s old enough. But I don’t plan on letting you.”

“What do you care? This isn’t your country.”

“Grandiose plans from men like you always involve more than you let on,” Wilhelm said in a soft but firm voice.

“I will defeat him.” Devin glared at Wilhelm.

“Anything you do to me puts her in danger,” Alex said. “I hope you know that.”

There was a pause. I sensed Devin’s confusion.

“If you kill me, you will kill her.” Alex laughed bitterly. “I’m just as much bonded to her as you are. Of course, the same thing goes for me. If I kill you, I’ll kill her.” Alex paused. “That’s the only reason you’re still alive,” he growled.

Devin laughed, but not in amusement. It was more like a cackle. “You would dare kill an Elder, Elder-Son?”

“I would,” Alex said, almost casually. “I’ve done it before. Recently, as a matter of fact.”

Another flash of fear skidded through Devin’s body, but he pushed it away. “That was you?”

“That was me,” Alex confirmed. “I only did as I was ordered.” I saw him lift his right hand to Devin. At first, I thought he was giving a rude gesture to Devin, but then I saw a gold ring glint on his little finger.

My mind went fuzzy again. Alex had saved me from whatever Devin had tried to do to me. Maybe that was why I dreamed of him. Something inside me told me Alex was safe. Was Devin?

I don’t want to think about that now.

I lay my head against Alex’s hard, muscled shoulder, and he kissed the top of my head. “Go to sleep, Schatzi. Everything will be okay.”

I closed my eyes and slept.
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One


Alex sensed Anna the moment he walked into the Great Hall. He didn’t understand why he could sense when she was around, but he was glad nonetheless. Sometimes it was stronger than others, like now. Sometimes it was nearly impossible for him to keep himself from pulling her into his arms and kissing her like there was no tomorrow.

He caught himself before he started tapping his fingers on the arm of the chair. It wouldn’t do to appear bored or uninterested, even though listening to Devin’s moronic speech took him to the edge of his sanity. Devin’s arrogance grated Alex, and he was thankful that his hood sheltered his face from view, else he’d have to school his features as well as still his fingers.

As it was, he relaxed his hand and turned his thoughts to the girl across the room. Anna.

Anna’s obvious, deep-seated fear confounded Alex. An Elder-Mistress rarely showed any emotion at all; to see one so beat down and frightened struck him at his core. The other Elder-Mistresses he knew were beautiful, confident women that took the breath away of every man they came in contact with.

Anna was beautiful, yes, and breathtaking; no one would deny that. The innocence mixed with fear in those beautiful green eyes made the protective lion inside his chest want to steal her away and shelter her from all the evil in the world. What had happened to make her that way? What was she so afraid of? Alex had asked himself the questions a million times since he saw her last week, and still had no satisfactory answer for them.

In the dark, far corner of the room, Alex could just see a figure wrapped in white. His heart pounded as he realized that it was Anna. His Anna. Kurt might think that Anna was a fun toy to have around, but his brother would never be able to care for her the way Alex could. Alex’s heart had been bound to hers long ago by her own father.

Vati elbowed Alex gently and Alex pulled his hood down and looked away from the corner. It wouldn’t do for his precautions to be undone now. He had to remain aloof or Devin would become suspicious. Neither he nor his father knew exactly what Devin had planned, but Alex’s gut told him it was nothing good; they would be required to intercede before the night was over.

He composed his features to appear uninterested as Anna walked up the aisle to join Devin on the platform, but when Devin removed her cloak, Alex’s breath caught in his throat. Kurt had spoken of the beauty of Anna’s naked body, but to see it firsthand took his breath away.

He shifted in his chair as his gaze moved down her body, from the sable-brown hair that hung down her back in waves, to her shapely calves. Her neck was long and slender, her breasts full and round. Her nipples were pink and taut and oh-so tempting. The lines of her torso, the swell of her hips . . . Alex gripped the arms of his chair tightly. God, she was beautiful.

Alex growled slightly as Devin mauled her in front of the men. Devin might think that Anna belonged to him, but before the end of the night, the American Elder would know the truth: Anna belonged to Alex.

Devin pushed her to her knees and Alex frowned. What was Devin doing? A Deacon handed him . . . a piercing gun? Her kind weren’t supposed to be marked as . . .

Anna looked at Alex suddenly and he saw the panic in her eyes. He resisted the urge to shove Devin out of the way and take her from him now. Marking an Elder-Mistress as a slave had been forbidden for centuries! What the hell was Devin thinking?

Devin spoke softly to Anna. She looked back at Devin and her eyes glazed over slightly.

“What did he do to her, Vati?” Alex hissed.

“I don’t know, Alex,” his father whispered back. “But I can’t believe he would⁠—”

There was a click and a sharp inhale of breath as Anna’s nipple was pierced.

“Vati, you can’t let this happen,” Alex pleaded.

Why didn’t she cry out? Tears glittered in her eyes and she clearly felt pain.

Vati didn’t reply, but stared at Devin and Anna.

“Vati?”

Devin pierced Anna’s belly button.

“The piercings can be undone, Alex,” Vati said in a calm voice.

They both winced at the third and final piercing.

“Let him be, son. He’s not doing anything permanent. You can still take her after.”

Anna began shaking and Devin spoke quietly to her. Tears filled her eyes and she nodded before standing and walking over to Alex and his father, eyes filled with pain. She bowed and then motioned to the ground between them.

“Devin told you to come sit between us?” Vati asked, affection in his tone.

She nodded.

“Then do so. I would be honored to have you next to me, Anna.”

Sebastian! Alex’s mental voice was a shout. I can’t sit and watch this!

The reply from his friend came a moment later. You must, Alex. This is your chance to save her.

Vati said the piercings could be undone.

He’s not done, Alex. You must stay.

She’s in so much pain. I can almost feel it.

Put your hand on her head and concentrate.

Alex stroked her silky hair and then rested his hand lightly on top of her head. He felt warmth flowing through his body and into hers. After a few moments, she visibly relaxed.

Devin gave him a suspicious look, and Alex removed his hand. Her pain had been minimized, though Alex wished he could do more for her. He took a deep breath to calm his heartbeat and regain his patience.

While new Brothers were being initiated, Alex’s thoughts wandered once more. He wondered what else Devin was going to do tonight. What else could Devin do? Marking Anna as a slave was insulting enough.

Ian approached, and Anna stood and then followed him across the platform to the table. Alex’s stomach filled with dread as he saw Ian produce a set of manacles.

“Vati . . . ?”

Vati’s jaw clenched, but otherwise his face was inscrutable. It was the ‘angry, but under control’ expression he used when dealing with arrogant government officials.

“Alex,” Devin said, stepping smoothly in front of him with a slight smirk on his face. “Would you mind assisting me with something?”

Alex glanced at Vati who nodded slightly. “Of course, Devin.”

Alex stood and followed the Elder to the back of the platform where a goat stood tethered to a post. A ceremonial knife and bowl lay on a nearby table. Ian was fastening the manacles around Anna’s wrists, chaining her spread-eagle to the table.

Alex felt anger bubbling to the surface. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply. It would not help anything if he lost his temper. He had to stay calm. He had to.

Sebastian, what is going on?

Tell me what you see.

Alex looked around again. A goat, a knife, a bowl . . . Oh, God, Sebastian, what the hell is he going to do to her?

What color is the goat?

Black.

There was a pause. Where is Anna?

On a stone table. I’ve never seen anything like it.

If the goat hadn’t been there, Alex would have feared for Anna’s life.

Devin walked to the front of the platform. “My Brothers, tonight you are fortunate to witness something not seen in a very long time. Something that will help us rein in those who think they don’t need us anymore.”

The men applauded and looked with interest at Anna, compliant and chained to the table.

What’s going on, Alex?

He said he’s going to do something that hasn’t been seen in a long time.

Another pause. I could get into an enormous amount of trouble for helping you.

Please, Sebastian. I failed her once already.

Sebastian didn’t answer and Alex grew nervous as Devin walked over to Anna. He trailed his fingers over her body and she grimaced. His mouth latched onto her nipple and Alex suppressed a growl.

Devin stepped between her legs and stroked her pussy and she gasped in pain. She struggled against the bindings for a moment, but relaxed as Devin walked away.

Alex gazed down at Anna with concern for a moment before the lights went out. He looked up to see Devin pick up the knife and begin murmuring. Alex resisted the urge to look back at Vati. He also resisted the urge to punch Devin in the face.

Devin swiped the knife across the goat’s neck and it collapsed onto the stone platform, its lifeblood flowing down into the bowl at the lowered edge. Alex swallowed as his mouth filled with hot saliva. He normally wasn’t squeamish, but the whole situation set his stomach on edge.

Devin glanced at him with an arched brow and amused eyes as he walked to him. “You’ll need to help her drink this,” he lifted the bowl slightly, “and then hold her down if she starts moving. I wouldn’t want her to hurt herself.”

Alex forced a smile. “Of course, Devin.” Sebastian!

Tell me what he does as he does it. I will guide you through what you must do. But you must trust me.

Alex hesitated. What would Sebastian have him do? I trust you. I always have. He’d known Sebastian for eight years and his friend had never led him astray.

Alex moved to Anna’s left side, his back towards the Brothers sitting on the benches below. Her guardian stood across from him with a smirk on his face, and Devin’s deacon stood at her head.

Devin stared intently at Anna and she returned the look. He began to murmur again in a language Alex didn’t recognize. Devin lifted the bowl over his head, said something loudly in the unknown language, and then brought the bowl to his lips.

Devin passed the bowl to Jack, who drank, and then passed it to the Deacon. The Deacon did likewise and passed the bowl to Alex.

You’re acknowledging that you’re a witness to the ritual. Drink, Alex. It’s the only way you can help her. You must be intimately part of this to save her.

Alex stared at the bowl and then tipped it towards his mouth. Disgusting. He swallowed and looked at Devin, who nodded towards Anna.

Why do I have to feed her?

Devin doesn’t realize it, but he’s giving you the opening you need. By feeding her, you will be able to interfere with the bonding.

Bonding?

Feed her, Alex.

The Deacon lifted her head and Alex lowered the bowl to her. “Drink,” he said gently. As her lips touched the bowl, he felt a surge of warmth run through his body. “Open.”

Obediently, she parted her lips and Alex poured some of the blood into her mouth. She coughed and shuddered, blood droplets landing on her perfect breasts.

Alex handed the bowl back to Devin. Devin took another drink and then handed the bowl to Ian, who had been waiting a respectful distance behind him. Anna trembled and Alex brushed his fingers over her temple in an attempt to comfort her.

He is going to take her mind, Alex. You must watch carefully what he does and be prepared to do the same thing. It will weaken his bond with her and hopefully bond you to her at the same time.

Hopefully?

It’s never been done before. But I believe it to be true.

Alex would have to trust his friend.

Devin moved around Anna, stroking her skin, as Alex and the other men stepped back. Devin stopped at her head and placed his hands on her temple. She looked up at him and terror filled her eyes. Her mouth moved and she shook violently. Alex could see the wild pulse against her strained neck muscles as she stiffened.

Alex’s heart raced as Devin walked back to the bottom of the table. Anna was shaking so badly that Alex was afraid she’d fall off the table, despite the chains. The Deacon and Jack loosened the manacles and Devin pulled her hips down towards him.

Anna’s eyes met his, her terror ripping at his heart. What must I do, Sebastian?

Devin opened his robe and stroked his hard cock a few times before thrusting violently into Anna’s body. She arched off the table and opened her mouth in a silent scream. Why wasn’t she making any sounds?

The other men pushed her back down and Alex did likewise, if for no other reason than to keep her from falling.

It took all his strength to hold her down as Devin fucked her. Sweat glistened on Devin’s forehead and his eyes were closed. His mouth dropped open as if in ecstasy. After what seemed like forever, Devin grunted and pulled out. Tears rolled down Anna’s cheeks as she stared at Devin, eyes wide as if she felt betrayed.

Devin smirked and then walked away. Anna looked up at Alex with such a hopeless look in her eyes, it stabbed at his heart.

Sebastian!

Go to her head, I will give you the words to say.

Anna’s eyes drooped and she shuddered as Alex put his hands on her temples. He repeated the words Sebastian gave him and her eyelids fluttered.

“Stay with me, Anna,” he whispered, fearing he was losing her.

You must bond with her, Alex. You must consummate the bonding.

Alex moved down to between her legs and flinched as he saw her pussy. She was bleeding, and from more than just her new piercing. What the fuck . . . ?

Devin turned and their eyes met. Devin stepped forward and Alex steeled his mind.

“Forgive me, Schatzi,” he whispered. He opened his robe, surprised he was hard. How could he be hard at a moment like this?

Do it, Alex. If he touches her, it’s over.

“Forgive me,” he said, positioning himself at her brutalized entrance. He pushed forward and Anna’s mouth opened in another silent scream.

And no wonder. Getting into her body was like trying to shove his cock into the barrel of his rifle. He knew he was above average in size, but this was ridiculous. It was painful for him; no wonder she was screaming . . . silently.

“No!” Devin screamed and reached for her.

Without thinking about it, he thrust his hips forward, tears filling his eyes, for Anna’s pain and his own. He was certain he’d torn her. Would she ever forgive him?

Tears streamed down her face and he leaned forward to hold her body in place as he thrust in and out. It was not even remotely enjoyable and he prayed he’d be able to finish.

Miraculously, his balls tingled and he felt himself release into her body. It wasn’t even an orgasm. Just release. Painful release. As soon as he was done, he pulled out and rested his head on her knee, gasping for breath.

What did I just do? I tore her, Sebastian.

If everything went right, you’ve bonded with her. You are both her Master now.

Master?

You just performed the Bonding Ritual, banned centuries ago for its cruelty. It bonds a Master to his slave.

I don’t want to be her Master, Sebastian. I want to be her lover . . . and husband someday.

You will have to tread carefully, Alex. Her Masters have been cruel to her in the past. You will have to show yourself to be different.

Then why become her Master at all?

Because if you didn’t, she would be Devin’s puppet now. She would no longer be an independent being, but an obedient, dangerous tool in Devin’s hands. You have saved her, Alex. You have done what you set out to do. Now you must win over her heart.

Can the bonding and slavery be undone?

I believe so, when she is older, but that is a matter to deal with later. Nothing can be done about it for now.

Alex felt his temper rising and he clenched his fists. I’ll just kill him now. Then it will be over.

If you kill Devin, you will kill Anna.

Fuck. Now what?


Two


Anna’s eyes snapped open and she squinted against the muted sunlight that made its way through the sheer curtains. She tried to move, but a strong, muscular arm wrapped around her waist held her in place.

Being held in place wasn’t necessarily an unusual occurrence; when she slept with Jack, he often held her tight against him to make sure that his cock stayed in her ass. But Jack’s arm wasn’t nearly this muscular. Or long.

This arm obviously didn’t belong to Jack, so who lay behind her? She knew she was in her room at the Manor, in her bed, under the comforter. The body behind her was very large, very warm, and very masculine, especially with the bulge pressing against her rear. Her head rested on the man’s hard bicep with his forearm snug against her upper chest. Their bodies fit together like adjoining puzzle pieces. She also felt safe; something she hadn’t experienced in many years.

Don’t be ridiculous, Anna. There is no such place as “safe.”

Tears stung her eyes as she thought about the previous night. Devin had been so kind to her when she moved into the Manor. She thought he’d changed back into the man she knew as a child. Her kind, sweet, loving Devin.

But his eyes had turned so dark and cold as she lay on that stone table. What had angered him as he gazed down at her?

Devin had warned her that the night wouldn’t be pleasant. Her piercings had certainly been painful. Maybe he had to act that way for the ritual? The thought made his coldness more bearable. But if it were true, why did his eyes remain cold after the ritual was complete? Why had he sneered at her?

Who was the real Devin? The nice one or the cruel one?

Devin had marked her as his slave; a slave complete with piercings. Just like the other girls. He had told her that the diamonds she wore made her special, but how could she know if he’d been telling the truth? Everything she’d come to accept about Devin in the last weeks seemed in doubt now.

What would happen now? Didn’t slaves live downstairs? Would she lose the beautiful room she’d come to love? Would she be given to any man at the Gatherings now? Was she just another one of his girls now?

She sighed, confused and hurt. What did it mean to be Devin’s slave?
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Alex woke in a strange, feminine bedroom. This wasn’t so unusual. He’d woken up in many women’s beds over the course of the years, especially after his wife died. His mother had coined them his “years of insanity.” It had happened before that time, too, but his mother didn’t know about it, or didn’t want to know. He was thankful that his era of stupidity was behind him . . . mostly.

He looked down without moving his head and saw the silky brown hair of the woman he held in his arms. She smelled like heaven; like making love outdoors in the spring back at his family’s estate in Deutschland. His cock stirred at the thought of making love to her.

He knew the woman he held. Well, she was barely a woman. Anna. His Schatzi; his little treasure. He’d seen her for the first time four years ago, thinking it was a dream. The beautiful teenage girl had just appeared in his room that night . . . .

Being a light sleeper, he’d awakened and sensed her before he could see her. His ability to wake automatically with the slightest sense of something amiss had saved his life several times.


He thought he saw a shadow near the door, but when the girl stepped into the moonlight, it had shocked him so much he’d actually gasped, sat up and rubbed his eyes. He never did that; never betrayed his position. But he’d also never had a teenage girl show up in his room in the middle of the night. Well, at least since he’d left for college.

At his movements, the girl had frozen in the bright moonlight, eyes wide with fright. Alex stared at her as his mind tried to wrap itself around the fact that there was an unknown girl in his room. Was this it? Was this the girl he was supposed to help?

“Who are you?” he asked in German.

She didn’t respond and it pissed him off for some reason. Alexander Johannes Kunze Herzog von Hesse did not get ignored. Especially by females.

He jumped out of bed and glared at her for a moment before he realized he was naked. Cursing to himself, he reached around for the pants he had discarded earlier. He was glad to see she’d turned away. Perhaps this wasn’t the girl Vati had spoken of; her kind were rarely shy. But as he walked towards her, his irritation melted away and he felt the connection that his father had told him about. She was the one who was in danger.

He knelt in front of her and gave her a gentle smile. “Who are you? How did you get in here?” he asked softly, so as not to frighten her. She just stared at him with her beautiful eyes, which he knew were green though they just looked dark in the silver moonlight. She was very pretty and he could imagine her getting plenty of attention from the boys at school. She would certainly continue to garner male attention as she matured. For multiple reasons.

She took a step forward and reached out to him. His heart beat rapidly, realizing that this could be his chance to save her.

“Alex, where are you?” his wife, Mina, called from the bed.

The girl froze. Alex didn’t want to shout, but knew he needed to answer Mina. “I’m using the bathroom. I’ll be there in a minute,” he said as quietly as he could, but needing Mina to hear him.

He looked back at the girl. He and his father had argued about his elopement with Mina a year ago, almost to the day. The reason for the argument was standing right in front of him.

The girl blinked and her eyes filled with tears. Alex desperately tried to think of something to say to her, but to his dismay, she faded into the darkness.

His shoulders fell as he sat back hard on his heels, feeling, for the first time in his life, the pain of failure. He didn’t like it.

Alex stood and pushed the feelings away as he returned to his bed and his wife. He kissed Mina’s neck and reached around to caress her breast. Sex would make the pain go away. He was sure of it.


Anna’s sigh brought Alex back to the present.

“Good morning, Schatzi,” he said in a low voice that rumbled from his chest.

She tried to move and he loosened his vice-like grip, allowing her to turn onto her stomach. Her eyes widened as she looked at him. Clearly, she hadn’t been expecting him. Who could blame her? He’d been careful to maintain his distance to prevent Devin from finding out that Alex and his family knew about her. They’d barely spoken at all in the few days she’d been at his house.

“Good morning, my lord,” she said in a soft voice. She trembled and didn’t make eye contact.

He relaxed as much as he could so she wouldn’t feel threatened, if that were even possible, and caressed her cheek. She shivered and goose bumps appeared on her arm. “How are you feeling?” he asked softly.

She looked thoughtful for a moment. “Fine, thank you,” she answered, but winced as she shifted on her chest. He wondered if her piercings were still sore. “Almost healed,” she added with a nervous smile and sat up on her hip. “How may I please you, my lord?” she asked in a soft, seductive voice.

Her breasts were right in front of his face. She reached out to his bare chest and trailed her fingers down to his stomach. His muscles rippled under her touch and her perfect breasts with their rosy nipples were very, very alluring.

He was about to lean forward and take one of those nipples into his mouth when something stopped him. She was not just another Manor slave. Yes, she was his slave, but did he want to treat her as such? Did he want to reinforce the lies that Devin and Jack had likely been filling her head with all these years? How likely was she ever to learn to love him if he treated her that way?

The last question cooled his blood immediately. No. If he treated her like a slave, then she would believe that he saw her that way. He needed to treat her as she was: a sweet girl who, if all went right, would be his wife someday. He needed to treat her with respect, which meant he needed to keep his body under control.

From what little Alex had learned over the last week, Jack had kept her hidden away the majority of the last four years, and Vati was almost certain she had been abused. From the way Devin treated her, he didn’t hold her in high regard either. She was a slave to Devin; a tool to be used and abused.

Alex wanted her love and affection, not her body. Well, no, he wanted her body, but not just her body. He wanted all of her. He was twenty-eight. He could keep himself under control.

Alex looked at her and grimaced. She frowned slightly, and stopped her hand, then took a breath and began moving her hand downwards again. She smiled seductively as her hand glided lower to the waistband of his underwear.

He snaked his hand out and grabbed her wrist firmly, holding it in place, but not squeezing hard enough to hurt.

She blinked, staring hard at his hand, obviously perplexed. Had a man ever stopped her hand before? Why would he?

She looked back up at his face, eyes wide, and then gave him a timid smile. “Please, my lord, let me . . .”

“No,” he growled.

She blinked rapidly and then tried to pull her hand away, wincing as if expecting him to hit her.

“Why are you wincing? I’m not going to hit you.”

“But you’re angry with me,” she said.

“Anger is not justification for abuse,” he said firmly and released her hand. Who on earth would hit her just because they were angry? What kind of sick world did she grow up in? “And I’m not angry with you.”

She frowned again, studying his eyes. “I know you’re angry. I can feel it.”

Ah, she was sensitive to his moods. He needed to watch himself around her. He cupped her cheek gently and softened his voice. “Yes, Anna, I’m angry. But not at you.”

She snorted. “What’s the difference?” Her eyes widened with horror and she clapped her hand over her mouth. She looked at him with tears in her eyes. “I’m sorry!”

His heart ached at her reaction. He tilted his head and brushed his hand lightly down the side of her face to comfort her. “You don’t need to fear me,” he said in a gentle voice. “I won’t hurt you.”

“It’s okay if you want to.” She shrugged slightly and gave him a timid smile. “I heal quickly.”

A wave of nausea flooded his body. “Why would I want to hurt you? Why would anyone want to hurt you?”

“Men seem to like it.”

He clenched his jaw. “Did Kurt hurt you?” He would kill his brother if he had hurt Anna.

She gasped and shook her head. “No. No, not in the least. He actually . . .” She blinked back tears. “He’s the kindest man I’ve ever met. And your father too,” she added quickly.

Alex arched his brow in amusement. He could think of many words to describe his brother: fickle, unreliable, erratic . . . but kind? Well, Alex supposed in his brother’s own way he was. He certainly wasn’t mean or cruel. “And what about me?” he asked.

Anna’s eyes widened and she chewed her lip. She didn’t answer right away. “I . . . I don’t know,” she said slowly. She paused. “You seem to be angry a lot,” she whispered.

“I do?” he exclaimed in surprise. He knew his temper was a weakness and worked very hard to keep it under control. He didn’t remember losing his temper this week, at least not in front of Anna.

“I’m sorry, my lord, I shouldn’t have said that,” she whispered, closing her eyes and wincing again.

It distressed him that she assumed he would hit her simply because he was angry. He berated himself for his tone; he’d spoken louder than he meant to. He caressed her cheek, trying to assure her that he wasn’t angry at her.

She opened her eyes and looked at him, eyes full of fear.

“Anna, I told you, I will not hurt you,” he said, intentionally speaking in a soft, gentle voice. Would she ever be able to learn to trust him? Was she capable of trusting anyone? What had happened to make her this way?

She cleared her throat and watched as he lowered his hand to the bed in front of his chest.

“My lord,” she began tentatively. “If you don’t want me to please you . . . why are you here?”

He studied her for a minute. Why was he here? “Because I didn’t want Devin to put you somewhere I couldn’t find you.”

After Alex had seen her in his room when she was younger, he and Vati had searched for her, but she had disappeared off the face of the earth. Vati concluded that someone was shielding her from his view; it was the only explanation.

Alex wouldn’t risk losing her again. He had told Devin to fuck off when he tried to take her from him after she’d fallen asleep. Devin hadn’t taken that well, but couldn’t prevent Alex from taking her. Alex smiled, remembering the fury in Devin’s face.

Anna traced a wrinkle in the sheets and sighed. “Why does it matter what Devin does to me?” she asked, her voice sad. “He’s my Master. He can do as he likes.”

The finality of her statement made his heart sink. He wanted to give her hope. “No, he can’t do solely as he pleases with you, despite his original plan. He has to deal with me now.”

Her head snapped up and her brow wrinkled in confusion. “I don’t understand. What do you have to do with me?”

It suddenly occurred to him that she might not know what the ritual had been about. Alex would bet anything that Devin had told her very little, if anything, about the truth of it. “He doesn’t have sole authority over you, Anna. He shares it with me.”

His gaze moved unconsciously down to her breasts, as they had several times in the last few minutes. That was not helping his resolve to keep his hands off her. He chuckled. “Perhaps you should lie down. Your nakedness is a bit distracting.”

He succeeded in receiving a shy smile from her and his heart lightened. She was absolutely stunning when she smiled.

She lay down with her head on the pillow and he brought the blanket up to cover her breasts before propping his head up on his fist.

He grinned. “Now I can concentrate better.”

She giggled softly and it warmed his heart. What a wonderful sound.

“What do you mean you share authority over me?” she asked. Her eyes had lost much of the fear that had consumed them moments before.

“The ritual from last night, it was a bonding ceremony. A uniting of a master and a slave. If I hadn’t interfered . . . Anna, your mind would have been completely his. You would have lost . . . you.” He grimaced. “You would have become his puppet.”

“Oh.” She looked baffled. “And you stopped it?”

He frowned, wishing he’d been able to do more for her. Sebastian had enabled him to keep the worst from happening and Alex was grateful. He hoped Sebastian was still around and not in trouble. “Partially. He still can control you, but so can I. If either of us commands you to do something, you must obey.”

“I already try to be obedient.”

“I’m sure you do, but if I hadn’t interfered . . . if he commanded you to go jump off a cliff, you would have without a second thought.”

“But I wouldn’t now?”

“No. Any command that would end your life would have to be doubled by me. There are other restrictions too.” Alex sighed. “It’s complicated. Everything in the Brotherhood seems complicated.”

“What’s the Brotherhood?”

He waved his hand around vaguely. “All this is part of it. We . . . well, we control the world.”


Three


Anna frowned at Alex’s words. Something called the Brotherhood controlled the world? How was that possible? She might not have finished high school, but she was fairly certain there were elected officials in most countries. Devin was the CEO of a bank, not a politician. America was an independent country . . . and Alex was German . . . oh, she was confused!

She could feel Alex watching her. She shouldn’t question him. He’d get angry. He might say that he wouldn’t hit her, but she knew enough about men to know that when they got mad, they hit.

“Oh.” What else could she say in response to that? Instead, she thought about what he had said about Devin. Why did Devin want to control her so completely? “So, you . . . saved me?” she asked quietly.

“Yes, Schatzi, I did.” He tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and she shivered.

His hand lingered in her hair and she found herself leaning into him. “Why?” She closed her eyes. It felt good when he touched her; he was gentle.

“Because I had to.” He sighed and his hand dropped away. “We don’t know what Devin has planned, but we know it’s not a good thing for a man like him to have so much power. Devin would use you to control many people. We can’t allow that to happen. The entire world would be at risk. I had the opportunity and obligation to stop him.”

“Oh.” She paled and pulled away from him, staring at his chest. She had been mistaken. He hadn’t saved her because he cared about her. He saved her because he had an obligation to do so. She rubbed the backs of her tingling fingers. “So, both you and Devin are my Masters?”

Alex grimaced and looked at the window behind her. “Ja.”

He was her Master. She needed to please him. “Master, please,” she said, reaching out to him once more. “I am well trained. I can please you . . .”

“No, Anna,” he growled.

She snatched her hand away and swallowed nervously as a cold chill ran through her body. Why wouldn’t he let her please him? Why did he become her Master if he didn’t want to use her?

“Anna, tell me how you were trained,” he said softly after a long silence.

She looked at him, surprised. Why would he ask such a question? His father was an Elder. Surely he knew how slaves were trained. “In the normal way, I suppose. Though Jack said he could be harder on me because I healed quickly.”

“What does training have to do with a quick healing ability?”

She stared at him, not understanding his question. “Aren’t your slaves trained?”

He frowned. “Of course they are.”

“Wouldn’t the trainers enjoy it if a slave had a quick-healing ability?”

He looked confused. “I don’t understand your connection. What does training have to do with healing?” He inhaled sharply and then looked her directly in the eye. “Anna, tell me how you were trained,” he said in a firm voice.

Her eyes widened slightly as she felt the command. So that’s what it would feel like when she was told to do something. She took a deep breath. “When I was sixteen, Jack brought me here and Devin and I had sex. Then Jack took me home and started training me. Well, he told me that my training had really begun when I was twelve because I started learning about sex then, but⁠—”

Alex frowned. “What did he do to you when you were twelve?”

Anna shrugged. “He started touching me and stuff.”
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Alex was bewildered. Jack had started molesting her when she was twelve? How could someone want to touch a twelve-year-old little girl like that? He shuddered at the thought.

“Jack said it would help me feel better after my parents’ death,” she continued with a shrug. “It did.”

“When did you go to live with your guardian?” he asked.

“After my parents died,” she said softly. “Right after, actually. I was with Jack when they died.”

Alex frowned. There was more to this story than just molestation and painful training. “Why don’t you start from when your parents died and tell me how your guardian raised you.”

Anna nodded obediently. She stared hard at his chest and began speaking softly. “We were driving home from the opening night of the Nutcracker performance when my parent’s car flipped off the bridge. I was in the car with Jack. He took me home with him and I stayed with him from then on. After the funeral, Jack and Devin . . . They . . . they touched me and it felt good. It made my heart not hurt so bad. It gave me relief from missing my parents.”

“Touched you how?”

“They kissed me and played with my pussy. Devin gave me my first orgasm with his mouth that afternoon. After that, they were constantly giving me orgasms. It felt good and I liked it. A lot. From things they said, I’m pretty sure he did it to me when I was a baby too, but I don’t remember it.”

Bile rose in Alex’s throat. The thought of a young Anna being molested by those men made him want to punch someone. He growled without thinking about it and regretted it when he saw the fear in her face. He forced himself to relax and she continued, staring at his chest and twisting the sheet around her fingers.

“They did it a lot: several times a day. Two girls lived with us that Jack was training. I didn’t know what that meant until later.” She shuddered. “The day before my sixteenth birthday, Jack brought me here, to the Manor. They undressed me and tied me to a bed and left me alone.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know, but I’d been touched almost constantly for four years by then. Not just sexually. They’d hold me and hug me and stuff, too. But they tied me to that bed and I was alone for hours. My body started to ache for touch. It started to hurt. I remember screaming and crying for someone to come to me. It was torturous. I couldn’t sleep and I got really . . . my brain got all mushy and I couldn’t concentrate on anything. I thought I was in hell.” She shuddered again.

She’d twisted her fingers into the sheets and pulled at them, but couldn’t get free. Alex untied them with gentle movements and then kept hold of her hands. Both of hers fit into one of his. She looked up at him with wide eyes and he gave her a gentle smile.

She swallowed and looked back at his chest. “Finally, I felt someone touching me. When I was able to think straight, I realized that it was Devin on top of me, kissing me and touching me all over my body. It felt so good. He was naked and . . . well, he had sex with me. It was my first time. It hurt.” She chewed her lip. “Then Jack and Devin changed.”

“Changed how?” He fought against his desire to go and beat Devin’s face in.

Her brows twitched slightly and she swallowed before answering. “They came to see me the next day and they were mean. Cruel. Devin hit me. Jack, too. They told me how my life was going to be different. That they were now my Masters and I had to obey them.” She sighed and played with the sheet. “Jack took me home and began training me. He trained me until last week when he brought me back here to Devin.” She looked up at him and offered a shy smile.

He frowned. Why was she so reluctant to tell him anything?

She blinked and looked back down at the sheets.

“What was involved in this ‘training’?”

“I learned how to submit and to please a man.” Anna shrugged. “Jack hit me a lot. He used whips and . . . did other things to teach me to submit. And he and his friends had sex with me a lot, too.”

Alex listened in horror as Anna described some of the lessons Jack had taught her in her training. Alex didn’t know which upset him more, the descriptions of the training, or the offhand manner in which she spoke of her guardian’s abuse. How could she speak of it so casually?

She shifted her body away from his, but he barely acknowledged it.

“They tortured and raped you?” he asked.

“I wouldn’t exactly call it torture . . .”

Unconsciously, Alex’s left hand curled up into a fist. Anna winced and pulled back even more. Seeing her wince made him realize what he was doing. He took a deep breath and willed his body to relax.

“Anna, I will never hit you,” he promised and put his hand on top of hers.

“It’s okay. I don’t mind so much.”

“No, Anna. It’s not okay.” Frustration arose in his heart and he ran his fingers through his hair. “It’s not okay that they betrayed your trust like that. You weren’t raised in the Schloss. You should have been raised in a loving home by your parents.”

She shrugged. “I survived. How else would I make it, now that I’m . . . Devin’s?”

“You shouldn’t be Devin’s. You should be your own person with your own life.” His words were quiet, but they reverberated in the room.

“I don’t understand,” she said, her voice so faint he could barely hear her.

“You weren’t born in the Manor. You weren’t raised here. Dirne who are born in the Schloss work there, not little girls born into loving homes.”

“Devin claimed me at birth. He said so.”

“He had no right to do so. He shouldn’t have done it. I wouldn’t be surprised if—” He wouldn’t be surprised if Devin and Jack had some hand in her parent’s death, but he stopped himself before he spoke the words aloud. She didn’t need to be burdened with that knowledge unless it could be confirmed.

“You wouldn’t be surprised if what?”

“Nothing, it’s not important,” he snapped before he realized it and instantly regretted it.

“I’m sorry,” she whimpered, squeezing her eyes shut.

He sighed, hating how scared she was, though he understood now. “I shouldn’t have snapped, Anna. I’m sorry.” He moved his hand back to her hair and played with it again. “You’ve grown into a beautiful woman, Schatzi.”

Her eyes opened again. “What does shatsey mean?”

“Schatzi?” Alex silently cursed at himself. He’d been calling her that without thinking about it. It came to him more naturally than Anna did. Now she would know how he felt about her. He hoped it didn’t bother her. “It means ‘little treasure.’”

She twisted her fingers in the sheet. “Why do you call me that?”

He looked at her, puzzled. “Why shouldn’t I call you that?”

“You don’t seem to like me very much.”

His jaw dropped open in surprise. She thought he didn’t like her? He could barely control himself around her. He was rapidly falling in love with her. He wanted to take her home with him and make up for all the love she’d missed out on. “Anna, I . . . that’s not true. I like you a lot.”

“You do?” She looked shocked.

“Yes.” He smiled and stroked her hair.

“Master, why won’t you let me please you then?” she asked with desperation in her voice.

He grimaced at her calling him Master and closed his eyes. He didn’t want to be her Master. He wanted to be her friend and lover and someday, husband.

He felt her shrink away from him and he opened his eyes. “I’m not angry at you, Anna. I’m sorry. I need to control my emotions better.” He stroked her cheek with his knuckles. “I’m angry at the situation, Schatzi. I don’t like the idea of you being my slave. I don’t like the idea of you being anyone’s slave.” He smiled wryly. “But if being my slave keeps you safe, then we’ll figure out a way to make it work until it can be undone.” It would have to be undone. She needed to be free.

She reached for his chest again, but he shook his head. “I don’t want you to please me out of obligation, Anna. I want you to do it because you want to.”

She blinked. “I want to please you because you are my Master.” She smiled hesitantly. “Isn’t that enough?”

“No, Anna. It’s not enough.” He gazed into her eyes and felt his willpower diminishing.


Four


Anna couldn’t understand why Alex wouldn’t want her, given his statements. He was so confusing. He didn’t act like men were supposed to act.

A sharp knock on the door made Anna jump and pull her gaze away from Alex. “Come in,” she called.

The door opened and Maggie walked in holding a large tray. “Good morning, my lord. Good morning, Mistress.”

“Guten Morgen, Fräulein.” Alex greeted her with a smile. Maggie smiled shyly and turned to put the tray on the table.

“I’ve brought your breakfast. Sarah will be up shortly with your clothing, my lord. Mistress, would you like me to help you dress? Master would like to see you after you’ve finished eating.”

Anna glanced at Alex. It didn’t seem right for her to be dressed before her Master.

Alex motioned towards Maggie. “Get dressed. My clothes will be here in a minute.”

Anna turned back to Maggie and gave her an uncertain smile. “Okay, Maggie. Thank you.”

Maggie went to the closet and retrieved a green dress for Anna. As Maggie was zipping the dress, the door opened and Sarah entered carrying several hangers with clothes. “Good morning, my lord. Good morning, Mistress.”

Alex stood and reached for his clothes. He looked magnificent standing next to the bed in gray boxer-briefs and nothing else. “Guten Morgen, Fräulein.”

Anna couldn’t tear her eyes away from him. He stood as tall as the high canopy of her bed, and his chest, shoulders, and arms were so beautifully sculpted that she longed to become an artist just so she could capture the beauty of his body. His shoulders were wide and tapered down to a narrow waist.

Her knees weakened at the sight. Oh, my!

Alex gave her a boyish grin as he raked his fingers through his sleep-mussed hair, then turned to walk towards the bathroom. She followed him with her eyes as he walked across the room, body erect and straight. How impressive his stature was! She’d never seen someone that large move so gracefully.

After he disappeared into the bathroom and closed the door, Anna realized she’d been staring with her mouth gaping open. She turned around to face Sarah and Maggie and saw that they’d been having similar reactions as they stared at the closed bathroom door.

Maggie shook her head and cleared her throat. She looked down at the ground. “Forgive me, Mistress. I shouldn’t have stared like that.”

Anna’s heart ached at the thought of Maggie feeling ashamed for staring, especially when Anna had done the same thing. Sarah stared at the ground as well. Anna thought desperately for a way to reassure them and take away the shame.

She grinned suddenly. “It’s hard not to be overcome by a beautiful work of art, isn’t it?”

They both looked at her wide-eyed and Anna giggled. They smiled, seemingly relieved.

“Hasn’t he ever come to the Gatherings before?”

They both shook their head.

“He comes other times with his friends,” Sarah said. “But not to the Gatherings. Those would be memorable nights if he did so.”

The three of them grinned sheepishly at each other for a moment.

“Is there anything else you need, Mistress?” Maggie asked.

When Anna shook her head, Sarah and Maggie left the room, playful demeanor deliberately erased before leaving.

Anna wandered over to the door that led out to the yard and leaned her head on the sheer curtain that covered the cool glass. She tried to make sense of what had happened last night, but it still confused her. She knew only one thing for certain: she now had two Masters: Devin and Alex.

Devin had been so angry last night. Was he still so this morning? Devin’s anger frightened her more than anything else she could imagine. If for no other reason, she was obedient because she feared him. When she’d tried to kill herself, a year into her training, she had experienced the full wrath of his rage. Devin had done things to her and in front of her that still haunted her nightmares.

Anna let out a shaky breath that fogged the window, desperately hoping that Devin was no longer angry.

The bathroom door opened a few minutes later and Alex emerged wearing a long-sleeved blue dress shirt and black dress pants. The color of his shirt made his eyes appear even bluer than earlier. She lost herself in his eyes, momentarily forgetting he was her Master and just enjoying his powerful, yet gentle, presence.

“Shall we eat?” he asked with a gentle smile.

Anna nodded and followed him to the table.

They each took a plate and began eating in silence. Anna’s head was bursting with confusing new thoughts and emotions. Alex was quiet and Anna didn’t dare break the mood. She looked up at him surreptitiously every few minutes and he appeared to be deep in thought.

“How would you feel about having your own place to live, Anna?” he asked suddenly.

She blinked. “What?”

He smiled at her. “I would prefer it if you didn’t live here at the Manor. You’ve been cooped up for too long, and I want you to experience some freedom.”

Freedom? “I don’t know if I know how to do that. Besides, I don’t have any way to support myself.”

“Part of being a good Master is taking care of those who belong to him,” he said softly.

Anna stared at her plate. A good Master? She didn’t think such a thing was possible. “I’m fine here, Master. You needn’t waste your money on me.” She wasn’t worth worrying about.

“I wouldn’t consider it a waste of money. Besides, you’d be closer to both myself and Devin if you lived in the city.”

“Oh.” She understood now. Yes, it would be more convenient for them. The Manor was many miles from Alex’s house. “Whatever would please you, Master.”
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Alex sighed internally. He’d made a poor word choice, making it sound like he didn’t want to be inconvenienced by having to come out here to see her. Yes, he wanted her near him, but he wanted her to gain some independence. To learn how to be a normal twenty-year-old young woman. She’d been kept hidden away for too long and needed to experience . . . life.

How could she freely choose him if she hadn’t ever been free? If she didn’t know what was out in the world, then how could he be sure of her feelings for him? She needed to go out with her friends and go to parties and . . . other stuff.

Alex frowned at the thought of other stuff. He didn’t like the idea of anyone being with her except him. But was it fair to pursue her if she felt obligated to him? She would do anything he asked, even if she didn’t want to. If he wanted her to go out with him, she would. If he wanted her to make love to him, she would.

That was not how he wanted their relationship to start. But how could he handle it without hurting her feelings? He wanted her, God, how he wanted her! But even more, he wanted her heart freely given.

She needed to experience life. To do that, she had to be out of the Manor.

“Anna, I want you to have your own place so you can be out from under the thumb of your guardian and Devin.”

She looked up at him with those sad eyes that made his heart ache. “Why? I’m just a slave.”

Not to me, you’re not. “You’re not supposed to be a slave and I refuse to treat you as such.”

“You keep saying that, but I don’t understand why.”

Alex stared at her for a long moment. Was it possible she didn’t know what she was? Why wouldn’t Devin . . . ?

He felt his temper rising again. Devin had never told her. By keeping her unaware of her heritage and powers, Devin would be able to keep her feeling defeated and weak. If she knew the truth, she would be empowered. Fuck. She needed to know, but this was not the place to tell her. He needed to get her out of the Manor before he told her, otherwise, Devin would never let her out. Alex needed to be smart about this. He needed to speak to Vati before he said anything.

“Like I said before, you weren’t born here. You don’t belong here.”

She gave a slight nod and took a bite of her breakfast.

Alex sighed. This was going to be more difficult than he could ever have imagined.
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“Kurt said that you take ballet lessons.”

Anna nodded. “I do. Twice a week.” Though she’d missed her Thursday class this week. She’d not been in any condition to dance after trying to get her necklace. She bit her lip, remembering what Devin had told her. Had he really meant what he said about contacting Isaak, the Ballet Master of the San Francisco Ballet Company? If she was supposed to become a puppet after last night’s ritual . . . had he been lying when he told her that? The thought made her chest hurt.

“Anna, what’s wrong?”

“I . . .” She shook her head. “Nothing. It’s not important.”

“Please tell me.”

It wasn’t a command. She wondered at his interest in her thoughts. “Devin had said something about letting me dance more . . .” She trailed off, feeling foolish.

“What did he say?”

“He asked if there was something he could do to make up for . . . well, the last four years.” She shrugged.

Alex snorted.

“The first thing that came to mind was that I wanted to dance more. So, that’s what I asked. He said that he’d call Isaak . . .” She trailed off, her heart breaking at the realization that it probably wouldn’t happen. “Now, I don’t know if he really meant it,” she whispered, dejected.

Alex reached across the table and put his hand on hers. “I will make sure you get to take those classes, Anna.” His voice was firm.

She shook her head. “If Devin doesn’t want me to . . .”

Alex shook his head. “Anna, he doesn’t have sole authority over you, remember? He shares it with me now. And I will make sure you dance as much as you want.”

She stared at him. Why did he care so much if she danced? “Why?”

“Because I watched you during Sleeping Beauty. You were enthralled. If you danced with Aaron when you were twelve, and with your parents being as talented as they were . . . well, you must be good.” He gave her an affectionate smile.

Anna suddenly remembered their conversation at the ballet. He had said that his best friend was a principal dancer. “Is Aaron your best friend?”

He grinned. “I thought you’d have figured that out by now.”

“I hadn’t connected the ideas. You were . . . not especially friendly when we went to the ballet.”

Alex shook his head. “I’m so sorry for the way I acted toward you, Anna. Believe it or not, I’m actually a pretty fun guy to be around.”

She smiled shyly. He did seem nice, now that she was getting to know him a little better. “Kurt said it was more fun to stay at your house than the hotel.”

He rolled his eyes. “Mein Brüder . . .”

Anna thought about Kurt. She’d had a good time with him. He’d been so nice. Would she be able to see him again? What would Alex expect from her?

“Is there anything I can do for you, Master?” she asked as he put his fork down on his empty plate. She wanted to make sure he was taken care of before she went to find Devin. That would be one less thing for Devin to be angry about.

“Nein, Schatzi.”

She wiped her hands on her napkin. “I should go find Devin.”

“I imagine he’ll want to speak to me as well.”
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Alex held out his hand to Anna. “I believe I might know where Devin is.”

She reached for it timidly and he took her small hand in his big one. She gave him a smile that melted his heart. How could anyone want to hurt this precious girl?

The more he thought about the abuse that her guardian and Devin had heaped on her, the angrier he got. It was all he could do to stay in the room and not start planning an assassination of his own design. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so angry.

But he would kill Anna if he killed Devin. That was the only reason that man was still alive. Jack, on the other hand . . . No. As much as he desired to remove the man’s head from his body with his bare hands, he couldn’t without permission, and he was unlikely to get it. Jack was a Brother and had just been doing what his Elder told him to do.

Alex just had to be patient. He would get his revenge. Of that, he had no doubt.

He saw Anna look at the door and hesitate. He didn’t blame her for being nervous about going to find Devin. Alex wasn’t especially looking forward to it either. It would take every ounce of his self-control to keep his hands off the cruel Elder.

Alex walked to the door to open it and found it locked. He glanced back at Anna, confused.

“It’s always locked from the outside,” she explained. “Devin said it’s to keep me safe.”

Alex turned away from her to hide his frown. How could being locked in her own room keep her safe? More likely it was to keep her contained so that Devin knew where she was.

He knocked on the door and it opened. Glancing back, he held out his hand again. He loved the feel of her skin. It was so soft. “Komm mit mir.”

She slipped her hand into his and he led her out into the hallway. They had taken only a few steps when Anna tried to pull away, but he refused to let go.

She stopped, tugging hard against him. He didn’t want to let go; he liked the assurance that she was next to him.

“Master, please,” she implored in a whisper. “I shouldn’t walk with you like this.”

He pressed his lips together. She was right. She would get in trouble if Devin saw her trying to be “equal” to him by walking next to him. When she pulled again, he let her go. She let him walk ahead a few steps, then followed behind him, eyes downcast.

Alex led her to the bottom floor and to the set of double doors that led to Devin’s study. He knocked once and the door opened. Ian stood in the doorway and they eyed each other for a moment before Ian stepped back and allowed them to enter.


Five


Devin sat behind his massive wooden desk, waiting for Anna to arrive. His fingers were tented and his mouth rested on his index fingers as he stared out the window, lost in thought.

Despite the wall of tall windows across from the desk, the room had a dark feel to it, which suited his mood perfectly this morning. The wooden bookshelves that made up one wall and his desk were all made from the same dark wood. The chairs and sofa that sat next to the windows were covered in dark green brocade. The floor, covered with a large, dark green rug, matched the dark wood of the rest of the room.

Devin clenched his jaw, remembering the previous evening. To say he was angry would be an understatement; he was enraged. Twenty-three years of planning had gone down the drain because of that fucking German. Damn fucking Alex for interfering in the ritual. How could he have underestimated the man? How had Alex known what to do to interfere?

His anger extended to Anna as well, although his rational side told him she had nothing to do with Alex’s actions. She couldn’t have possibly done anything to encourage or prevent the derailing of his long-term plan. She knew nothing. Nothing of his plans for her; nothing of her true nature. Exactly the way Devin wanted it.

Devin had thought he’d been clever in having Alex participate in the ritual. Alex would have spent the rest of his life regretting the fact that he’d been right next to Anna and watched her fade away, knowing he hadn’t saved her.

When Anna had told him that Alex had been cold to her, Devin had been certain that Alex knew nothing of his plans and nothing of Anna’s true nature.

Devin had been wrong. Dead wrong.

How did Alex know and how did he know there was a way to interfere with Devin’s plans? Fuck! Devin had studied for decades and he’d seen nothing in the old tome that indicated a slave bonding with two Masters was possible. How did Alex know? Someone must have told Wilhelm.

Fucking Germans.

Alex’s interference had even denied Devin the pleasure of fucking Anna after the ritual. He had been looking forward to having Anna in his bed, playing with her and testing her obedience and lost self-will. She’d been coming around nicely, learning that her pain gave him pleasure and getting off on it. Had he lost everything he’d been working for these last few weeks? He didn’t know because Fucking Alex had stolen her away after they’d argued.

The rest of the Gathering had been one of the most difficult Devin had ever attended. He’d had to play nice and pretend everything was fine. Making a scene would have just exacerbated the situation. Devin knew he could still fix it, to an extent. He just had to figure out how. There had to be a way. There had to be.

Since he couldn’t be with Anna last night, he’d gone into the Red Room and worked over one of his girls so badly, he was fairly certain he’d killed her. He’d taken two more to bed with him and roughed them up pretty good as well. At least one of them was still alive this morning because he’d fucked her hard and made her scream. The maids were going to have their work cut out for them, cleaning up his room.

He slammed his fist on the desk, causing Ian, who was sitting on the couch across the room, to jump. Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Years of planning and now this! He’d have to somehow share Anna now. Fuck.

How could he manipulate the situation to gain the advantage for himself?

The bottom line was that he had to get rid of Alex somehow. Devin understood that he couldn’t kill him, but maybe he could just make him disappear until after Anna’s twenty-sixth birthday when the final bonding was to be performed. Then he could re-perform the ritual, as prescribed in the tome, without Alex’s interference and she would be his forever. But how could he make an Elder-Son disappear for six years?

This required some serious thought. And research. He had to be careful. Alex and his family were well-liked and Devin couldn’t risk anyone finding out that he’d had something to do with the disappearance.

These thoughts calmed him. Having direction allowed his rage to settle into a dull simmer. Yes, he could do this. His plans hadn’t failed, they’d just taken an unexpected turn. He would step back and regroup. It would all work out. It had to.

His thoughts turned to his sweet little Anna. She was the key to making his plans work. But first, he needed to find out how much control over her he still had.

How would this double bonding affect her? She was supposed to have been turned into his mindless slave, happy to do whatever he told her to. Would that still be the case? How independent would she remain? She had to obey him . . . right?

Devin did not like being unsure. He would have to find out. Quickly. He had a banquet to take her to on Wednesday and he’d been expecting to take his sweet little puppet.

Someone knocked on the door and Ian stood to answer it. Devin had been expecting Anna by herself. What he got was Alex, followed by Anna. Fuck.

One look at Alex’s face and Devin knew that Alex had been keeping Anna at a distance this week on purpose. Fortunately, looks couldn’t kill. But Alex himself was unquestionably capable of killing; that Devin had learned last night when he saw the unmistakable ring on Alex’s pinky. For the first time since the ritual, Devin was thankful for Alex’s obvious concern for Anna. Otherwise, Devin wouldn’t have woken up this morning.

Devin stood and walked around to the front of the desk as they entered the room. Anna stood with her mouth gaping, looking around like a child in a candy store. Her fondness for reading would make the fifteen-foot-high wall of books in front of her look like heaven.

Devin cleared his throat and Anna looked at him with a shy smile. He frowned and pointed to the floor. Her eyes widened and she rushed over and dropped to her knees in the proper bow before him. She was trembling, and her fear pleased him. He was half-tempted to kick her in the ribs, but didn’t think that would be a smart thing to do in front of Alex. The man might not be able to kill him, but Devin was fairly certain Alex could do some serious damage without breaking a sweat.

Devin stepped over Anna and walked to the seating area near the window. He motioned to Alex. “Please, Alex. Sit.” He said it as pleasantly as he could through clenched teeth.

Alex walked over, face now impassive, and sat on the couch. Devin motioned to Ian as he sat and Ian left the room.

“Anna,” Devin snapped. “Come.”

Anna hastened to her feet, nearly tripping over her dress and hurried across the room to sit at Devin’s feet. Devin smiled as he saw her still trembling.

Devin stroked her hair as if to comfort her. “You didn’t brush your hair, Anna,” he said in a low voice, combing his fingers through her hair until he found a tangle.

Her hair was unkempt, but it was still silky from the night before and a tangle was difficult to locate. He yanked his fingers through it and she gasped in pain. He grabbed a fistful of hair and yanked, pulling her head back until she was looking at him upside down. She struggled for air and looked at him with frightened eyes.

“Never come to me with unbrushed hair again. Do you understand?”

She moved her mouth, trying to find enough air to form words. “Yes, Master,” she answered in a hoarse whisper.

He released her hair and her head snapped forward. She coughed and Devin would have sworn he heard Alex growl.

“Is that really necessary?” Alex asked in an icy voice.

Devin hesitated. Not knowing how the interrupted ritual had affected Anna, being a cruel master to her might backfire, especially with Alex around. She clearly wasn’t mindless this morning and she looked at him in absolute terror. If he wanted her to be the effective tool he needed, she needed to trust and love him. Otherwise, she’d be acting out of fear and wouldn’t be as persuasive. She needed to believe in him.

Fuck, this was exactly why he had performed the ritual in the first place. So he didn’t have to worry about all that shit.

He took a deep breath to calm himself. “No. I suppose not. I didn’t sleep well last night.” He pet Anna’s hair again, gently this time, and he felt her begin to relax.

“That can happen when events progress in unexpected ways,” Alex commented, raising his brows, his eyes glinting with amusement.

“Yes. My evening certainly didn’t go the way I expected it to.” Fucking arrogant bastard. “I suppose we need to discuss our unexpected situation, then. Don’t we?”

“I agree,” Alex said. “I want her to live outside the Manor. In an apartment downtown. I will gladly pay her living expenses.”

Straight to the point. Devin could respect that. The sooner they were done with negotiations, the sooner he could fuck Anna and see how she would react to him.

He considered Alex’s request. Anna living downtown had its appeal. Yes, there was a risk in her living alone, but the GPS tracker in her necklace would ensure he knew where she was at all times. She wasn’t stupid enough to go out without it again, not after her afternoon with the Russians. She certainly learned the consequences of going out without her necklace.

But did Devin want Alex paying for everything? The idea made him uneasy.

“Do you have a place in mind?” Devin asked, curious.

“I do. There’s a two-bedroom apartment in the Sapphire that is being held for her.”

Anna looked up, subtly. Apparently, she hadn’t been informed of this.

Devin narrowed his eyes. How was it possible that he had an apartment for Anna already? Unless . . . “You knew something was going to happen last night?”

Alex nodded and Devin’s jaw clenched. How had he known? Who could have told him? He glared at Alex. “How?”

Alex only arched an eyebrow and looked amused.

Fucking bastard!

He knew the building that Alex was talking about. It had a good reputation and the location couldn’t be better; only a few blocks from his office. It would be more convenient for him to visit Anna there rather than driving all the way out to the Manor. He could send men over to fuck her, or do whatever to her. Yes, this is good . . . even if it comes from him.

His cock twitched at the thought of being with Anna on a regular basis. Maybe he would have her come over to his house occasionally, too. That would drive Sandy crazy, seeing him with a beautiful twenty-year-old. He smiled at the vision of his wife’s hurt face as he fondled Anna in front of her. It would serve her right for getting knocked up by her lover. Maybe he’d even make Sandy watch as he fucked Anna hard in their own home. That thought cheered him and he decided he would act upon it on Wednesday after the banquet.

“Agreed. But I want to pay half of her expenses. After all, I’m her Master too.”

A hint of a smile appeared on Alex’s face. “I can afford it far better than you can.”

“You mean your family can.”

Alex shrugged. “There are benefits to belonging to one of the wealthiest families in the world.”

Devin’s eyes narrowed. Was that a slam on his own personal finances? “I can afford my share.” He could. Easily.

“All right,” Alex said after a pause. “I want her to have her own car and credit cards.”

“Fine. I will notify the bank on Monday.”

“I have her car for her already.”

“Really? What kind of car do you think she should have?” Alex really had been prepared for all of this. Devin didn’t like that idea one bit.

“A Mercedes, of course.”

Of course, he would pick a German car. “Fine.” It didn’t matter. Devin paused. “I have certain plans that I’ve made for her. Social engagements that I need her for.”

“Fine. As long as you treat her as a person and not as a slave.”

“I wouldn’t do that in public, Alex,” Devin chided. “That would be counterproductive.”

Alex’s jaw muscles clenched, but that was his only reaction. He was silent for a moment, then smiled with a glint in his eyes. “I want her to have a chance to dance again. Full time. I’m certain that she’s too talented for you to have kept her away from that.”

Devin didn’t answer right away. Fuck. It’s not that he didn’t want Anna dancing. He didn’t care what the hell she did when he didn’t need her. And it did keep her body beautiful and her mind sane. “Agreed. I want her every Friday for the Gatherings.”

Alex’s jaw clenched. “What if she has performances?”

“She hasn’t even begun dancing again, Alex. Let’s take things one step at a time.”

Alex was quiet for a moment and then lifted his chin. “Agreed. I want the option to take her to social events as well. And travel.”

“Then we should probably set up some sort of calendar so we know when she’s available,” Devin said sarcastically.

“That’s probably a good idea. Then we know exactly what’s going on and our interactions will be kept at a minimum.”

Devin chuckled. Alex made a good point. “Agreed.” Now for the coup de grâce. He leaned forward. “I want to be able to send men to her apartment for her to have sex with. That’s part of why I agreed to her own apartment in the first place.” Devin’s hand still rested on Anna’s head and he felt her flinch.

“They might hurt her,” Alex said with a frown.

“She’s tough. That’s why we trained her as we did.” Devin enjoyed Alex’s discomfort.

Alex growled. “Yes, I heard about your training methods. You’re barbaric.”

Devin’s eyes flashed with anger and he yanked Anna’s hair back so she was looking at him upside down again. He glared at her. “You shared your training experiences with him?”

“Let her go,” Alex demanded. “I ordered her to tell me about them. She didn’t volunteer them.”

Devin released her hair and she coughed softly.

Alex gave him a deadly look. “I knew there was a reason I didn’t like you.”

“Oh, believe me. The feeling is mutual.” Devin smirked. “My training methods have served this Manor well for many years. Didn’t you enjoy her training this morning?”

Alex didn’t answer.

Devin laughed. “You didn’t fuck her? Why the hell not?”

“Last night was difficult for her. I’m not that selfish.”

Devin rolled his eyes. Alex and his goodness. “It has nothing to do with being selfish, Alex. Men have needs. She is very, very good at meeting those needs.” He stroked her cheek from behind. “You really should sample your slave.”

Alex huffed. “Can we please get back to the subject? I have things to do today.”

“What else do you want?” Devin snapped. What else was there to discuss?

“When she’s not needed by either of us, I want her to be free to do as she pleases, as long as it is not dangerous and is of a respectable nature. I want her to have a social life. She’s been isolated for far too long.”

Devin studied Alex for a moment, wondering about his motivations.

“Anna, look at me,” Devin said.

She obeyed instantly, turning around on her knees. He studied her for a long moment.

As much as Devin was loath to admit it, Alex was right. Anna needed to be around people. More than just sexually. She was very awkward in situations that didn’t involve sex.

He realized he had to play the nice card again and smiled at her. “Yes, I would agree, Alex. She has been isolated for too long.” Devin deliberately softened his gaze as he looked at her. “Maybe I was wrong, keeping you away from people. You’ve never even been on a date, have you?”

Anna blinked and looked at him with wide eyes. “N-no, Master.”

Devin gave her a gentle smile. “That is a pity. My girls are at that age . . .” He sighed. His girls were growing up too fast. “Anna, you should go out and have fun. Be young for a while. As Alex said, we only ask that you act respectably and be available when I or Alex needs you.” And when they break her heart, she’ll come crawling back to me and never want to go out again. This idea had merit.

Anna’s mouth opened, her lips forming a beautiful pink ‘o’ that he wanted to ram his cock through.

“That’s . . . very generous of you, Devin,” Alex said slowly.

Devin cupped Anna’s chin. “What do you think, Anna? Does that sound good?”

“Yes, Master. Thank you.” She gave him a timid smile.

He stroked her cheek. “You’ll live close by me,” he said softly, giving her another gentle smile. “I’ll have to come visit you often.”

He leaned down and kissed her, his lips enveloping hers. His fingers trailed down her neck before he pulled her up into his lap and cupped her breast.

“You should mark her, Alex,” Devin said, pushing her breast up and bending down to kiss the top of it. She leaned her head back and sighed. He loved how responsive she was. He pulled her dress down to reveal her left breast. “This nipple is free.”

“Elder-Mistresses aren’t supposed to be pierced,” Alex responded coldly.

Devin rolled the nipple between his fingers. “I’m sure the others would understand. Elder-Mistresses aren’t usually slaves.” He pinched her nipple and she moaned. “Masters are supposed to mark their slaves. You can’t deny that.”

“Ja, that is true.” Alex sighed. “Do you have a place I can do it?” he asked without emotion.

Anna looked over at him, startled. She clearly wasn’t looking forward to another piercing session. Alex looked back at her impassively. She blinked and looked down at her hands.

Devin chuckled. “Of course. You can do it in her room if you’d like. Or here.”

“Her room will be fine.” Alex stood.

“I’ll have Ian bring the piercer to you in her room. You know how to get back to her room, correct?”

“Of course,” Alex said in a short tone.

“Yes, you would remember. You must have an uncanny knack for remembering where things are.”

“It does tend to be beneficial in . . . what I do.”

Devin wondered if Anna knew her new Master was a highly trained killer. “Of course it is.” He pushed her off his lap and stood, looking at Alex. “When did you want to set her up in the apartment?”

Alex stood as well and smiled slightly. “It’s ready for her whenever she is. I’d like to take her to it this morning.”

“You took her from me last night. I want her before she leaves.”

“Her car is at her apartment.”

“I’ll drop her off at your place on my way home,” Devin said with a shrug.

“When?”

“When I’m done with her,” Devin growled. He needed to get rid of this man soon.

“I want her at my home by dinner. I’ll take her to her apartment tomorrow.”

“Watch it, Elder-Son. I am still your superior.”

Alex narrowed his eyes, making Devin thankful once again for the bond between him and Anna.

“You’re lucky you’re bonded to her,” he said in a low voice.


Six


Anna returned to her room with Alex. He instructed her to undress and lie down on the bed as he walked into the bathroom. A moment later she heard the water running.

Anna thought about the conversation between Alex and Devin. An apartment and a car of her own? It sounded wonderful and terrifying at the same time. Shame threatened to rear its ugly head as she thought about being a “kept woman,” but the truth couldn’t be denied. Alex and Devin owned her. She belonged to them. She needed to do as they asked. It could have been worse. A lot worse.

She sighed in happiness as she remembered she would be allowed to dance full time again. If nothing else, being a kept woman would allow her to do the one thing that made her happy deep down inside.

Her smiled faded, though, as she thought about the impending piercings. Why had Alex been so upset about the idea of piercing her? She already had been pierced the night before. What were a few more?

What was an Elder-Mistress? Was that what Alex was referring to when he said she didn’t belong here? But if she was the mistress of an Elder, where else would she belong?

She reached behind for the zipper, but couldn’t find it. She moved desperately, trying different positions. Alex would be angry if she didn’t obey him. The bathroom door opened and she whimpered.

Alex walked up behind her and she trembled. He put his hands gently on her shoulders.

“Shh, Schatzi,” he whispered.

He unzipped her dress and kissed her shoulder as the dress fell to the ground. Her eyes closed as his lips touched her skin, savoring the touch for a moment, but she grew afraid and began to tremble again.

“Anna, I don’t want you to be afraid of me,” he murmured against her hair. His hands rested on her upper arms and he slid them down to her hands, intertwining his fingers with hers. “I’m not angry with you.” He brought her hand up to his lips and kissed her palm.

She leaned back against him, eyes still closed. His lips trailed down her hand and to the sensitive inner skin of her wrist.

Anna sighed as he sucked her inner wrist and brought his other hand down to her stomach and pressed her back against him. His hard cock pressed against her back and she swallowed nervously. Maybe he’d let her please him at last. She wanted to show him how grateful she was for his kindness downstairs.

She turned towards him and looked up into his eyes with longing. “Please, Master . . .”

He looked at her, eyes unreadable. Her heart leaped for joy when he gave her a slight smile and nodded.

“Would you like to sit?” she asked, trying to keep her voice from trembling with excitement. She motioned to the chair by the window. Some men liked to stand, lording their authority over her.

Alex nodded stiffly and she led him over to the chair. He sat down and stroked her hair as she nervously settled between his feet. She looked up adoringly at him, both relieved and excited that he was going to let her please him at last.

Her hand trembled as she worked to free his cock and then sucked in a sharp breath. He was . . . huge. Absolutely the largest cock she’d ever seen, and she’d seen a lot of them. He exhaled through pursed lips as she wrapped her hand eagerly around his shaft. Her fingers didn’t meet her thumb.

She looked up at him, both afraid and excited. His eyes were dark and he looked at her with such intensity she could feel it. She smiled nervously and looked back down at the cock in her hand, biting her lip and figuring out the best way to handle his size.

Not surprisingly, he had the double-ring piercing of the Brotherhood. The veins running along his length were almost rigid and he throbbed in her hand. She studied him for a moment and then leaned forward to take him into her mouth.

Alex groaned as she sucked on his tip for a few seconds before pushing her head down further over his head. He gasped. It wasn’t easy, but she pushed even lower and he filled her mouth, her jaw stretching to its limit. But he was her Master. She had to please him. No, she wanted to please him. Her tongue swirled along the underside, savoring his taste. She moaned in pleasure and he groaned again.

When the tip of his cock reached her throat, a good portion of him still remained outside. She took a deep breath and pushed down, swallowing him down.

He exclaimed loudly in German and grabbed fistfuls of her hair. She swallowed again and again, then began to pull back, half afraid he wouldn’t let her, but she needed to breathe. She pushed forward again, quickly, trying to get as much of him inside her mouth as she could. She swallowed and pushed several times until he was quite a ways down her throat and almost completely inside.

He moaned so loudly she almost jumped. “Ja, Schatzi. Ja.” He massaged her head and moaned again.

She pulled back for a breath and then swallowed him down again. Every time she swallowed, he moaned loudly and tightened his grip on her hair.

He allowed her to control her movements as she continued to swallow him and pull back when she needed to breathe, grateful for his kindness.

She heard his breathing start to shallow; he was close to release. His head fell back and his hands tensed in her hair. She took a good portion of him in and sucked as hard as she could and used her hand to stroke his lower shaft up and down. She just couldn’t do it all with her mouth. His hips flexed as he groaned loudly, emptying himself into her mouth. She eagerly swallowed everything he gave her.

As his breathing slowed, his only movement was his hand caressing the nape of her neck. She rested her head on his thigh, cock still in her mouth. She wouldn’t move until he moved her off him.

He exhaled slowly and pulled her up into his lap, wrapping his muscular arms around her. She laid her head on his shoulder and stroked his chest.

“Did I please you, Master?” she whispered.

“Ja, Schatzi. You are incredible.”

Anna beamed at the compliment. “Thank you, Master.”

He stroked her hair until there was a knock at the door a few minutes later.

“Herein,” Alex called.

Ian opened the door and walked inside. He and Alex looked at each other for a minute. She couldn’t understand what was being expressed between them, but she didn’t sense the hatred between them that she’d sensed between Alex and Devin.

Ian held up the piercing gun. “I apologize for taking so long, my lord. I was trying to locate the proper rings.”

Alex nodded. “Anna, go lie down on the bed,” he commanded softly.

Anna obeyed and lay back on the bed, trembling slightly. Alex came and sat down on the bed next to her.

“My lord, would you like . . . me to locate some pain reliever for her?” Ian asked in a low voice.

Alex studied Ian for a moment. “Would your Master allow that?”

Ian cleared his throat. “You are her Master as well.”

They looked at each other for another moment. “Would you please locate some pain reliever for her?” Alex asked with a slight smile on his face.

Anna glanced between the two men. Didn’t Ian just ask Alex if he wanted him to go find some?

“Yes, my lord.” Ian bowed and left the room.

Alex watched the door close, then turned back to Anna and brushed the hair away from her face. “You are a very special woman, Anna.” He examined the piercer in his hands and looked pleased, then looked back at her. “I hate to have to do this to you, but Devin is right. I have to mark you. If I don’t . . .” He shook his head. “I can’t not do it, Anna.”

“It’s all right, Master. You don’t have to justify yourself.”

He grimaced. “I don’t want to cause you pain,” he said softly. He leaned down and kissed her cheek. “You’ve been hurt enough.” He sat up suddenly. “I’ll be back in a minute. May I use your yard?”

She blinked, confused. “Of course, Master.”

He gave her a sad smile, then went outside and made a phone call. He left the door open slightly but spoke in German and she couldn’t understand his conversation. He looked upset, but not angry.

Ian returned a few minutes later. He gave her a small smile. “Hasn’t done it yet?”

She shook her head. “He’s outside.”

Ian looked out to where Alex was pacing outside. “Too bad I don’t speak German.” He smiled at her and handed her two brown tablets and a glass of water. “If you take them now, they’ll kick in sooner.”

She smiled gratefully at him and took the pills, wondering at his kindness. Jack never allowed pain medicine and she never got sick. She swallowed them and took a drink of water, then lay back down on the bed and looked at Ian. He was watching her carefully.

Alex walked back into the room. “Did you find some?” he asked Ian.

“Yes, my lord. She just took them.” He glanced at Alex. “I’ll wait in the hallway and when you’re done, I’ll let Devin know.”

“Danke, Ian. It shouldn’t take too long.” Alex smiled gently down at her and took a deep breath. “Better to get it over with now.”

Ian gave a slight bow and then left the room, closing the door behind him.

Alex sat on the bed next to her and cupped her cheek with his hand. The gesture soothed her and she relaxed. He looked so reluctant to do what he had to do.

She smiled up at him. “Master, you don’t need to worry about me. I can take quite a lot of pain.”

His eyes saddened. “I know, Schatzi.” He sighed. “I’m going to have to do three piercings as Devin did.” He leaned down and kissed her deeply.

She stiffened at first, wondering why he was kissing her, but the wonder melted away under his skilled lips. Her heart raced as his tongue explored her mouth. Without thinking about it, she slid her hand around his neck and into his hair. He gave a little moan as she pressed her mouth harder against his. Why did kissing him feel so right?

His hand skimmed her ribs and cupped her left breast. She moaned softly into his mouth as he tugged gently on the nipple. He straightened slightly and reached for the piercing gun that sat on the side table.

She watched his face as he looked down to position the instrument, then looked back into her eyes. His eyes were determined, but she could tell he didn’t want to hurt her. She smiled at him and touched his other hand with her own. He said something in German and she felt the same stabbing pain in her breast that she’d felt last night.

She tried to stifle her cry and Alex leaned down and kissed her, being careful not to put any pressure on the fresh piercing. She felt a little dizzy as his lips caressed hers. She felt a similar type of peace she’d felt with Devin, but it was more . . . substantial. More powerful.

“Schatzi, there are only two available places for the piercings. He took this one.” He ran his hand over her new belly ring. His finger trailed lower to her pelvis and then to her pussy, gliding down the outer skin. She felt the rush of heat and blood to the area, blossoming the lips open. He smiled and leaned down to kiss her pussy, darting his tongue out to dip inside the folds. She groaned as his tongue teased her clit. It made her forget about the fresh piercing above.

He traced her outer pussy lip with his finger again. He moved the other ring and she shivered.

“Was that a good shiver or a bad shiver?”

She gave him a shy smile. “Good, I think.”

He smiled and licked the skin below the ring. “I will mark you here,” he whispered. “And here.” He flicked her clit with his tongue.

She gasped and bucked her hips.

“Well, the hood, not the clit,” he explained.

He looked up at her. “Anna, these will hurt. I am so sorry.” He sat up and pulled at the outer lip, positioning the gun carefully. Then he looked back at her. “You are mine, Anna. I claim you for myself.” She nodded, wide-eyed, and bit her lip. She heard a click and felt the stab as she had last night.

Tears sprang to her eyes. She pressed her lips together and clenched her fists, trying to stay silent.

She felt him brush her clit and then a tugging and he looked back at her. “Mine,” he whispered. His eyes glistened with tears as hers did. Click. Stab.

She couldn’t keep silent on this one. She shrieked in pain and started sobbing.

Alex tossed the gun aside and lay down next to her, holding her tight, whispering to her in German. She didn’t know what he was saying, but his voice was soothing and his chest rumbled against hers as he spoke. He lifted her knee onto his hip to keep her legs from pressing together. He petted her hair and kissed her. She began to shake and he pulled the covers on top of her. His body heat radiated into her. His warmth of spirit did as well.

His presence was soothing and slowly the pain began to subside. “Sleep if you can, Schatzi. I’ll stay with you as long as you need me.”

She didn’t want to sleep. She wanted to enjoy his presence, but her Master’s allowance for her to sleep overcame her own desire and she soon drifted off to sleep.
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Devin opened the door to Anna’s bedroom and scowled. “You’re still here?” he barked, and then smiled when he saw both Alex and Anna jump. Their intimacy irritated him.

“Six piercings in less than twenty-four hours can be a bit wearing, Devin,” Alex said dryly.

Anna opened her eyes and looked up blearily at Devin.

He gave her a gentle smile. “Hey, Baby.”

“Hello, Master Devin,” she said softly.

Devin frowned. He didn’t like being one of two Masters and had to remind himself that he had a plan to work on once that Fucking German left. That calmed him. A little.

“How are you feeling, Anna?” Alex asked in a gentle voice.

She turned her head and smiled at Alex with sparkling eyes. “Much better. Thank you.”

Devin’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t like the way Anna looked at Alex.

“Gut.” Alex sat up slowly and kissed her forehead. “I will see you tonight, ja?”

She nodded and smiled shyly. Devin held back a growl.

The two men nodded stiffly to one another and then, finally, Alex was gone.

Devin sat on the bed, carefully calming himself. He had to play nice. “You really feel okay, Baby?”

She nodded. “Yes, Master. Master Alex gave me some pain medicine before he did the piercings.”

Alex’s niceness could be the weakness he needed. “That was very nice of him. He . . . seems like a good guy.” Devin cupped her cheek and kissed her deeply, then rested his forehead on hers. “I wanted to have you last night, but Alex . . . was better situated to take care of you last night. I had to attend to my Brothers.”

“I understand, Master.” She hesitated. “Are you angry with me? For last night?”

He looked at her for a moment. “Anna, last night was not what I expected, but you didn’t do anything wrong.” He trailed his fingers down her neck. There was something he needed to find out before she left today. “Baby, do you remember the first time we were together and you had that dream?” His fingers moved down to her collarbone and cupped her right breast gently.

“Yes, Master,” she said softly.

“Was it Alex you dreamed about?” He looked at her intently with his black eyes.

She nodded timidly and he tamped down the rage inside of him.

“Did he recognize you when he saw you last week?”

“Kurt asked Alex if he knew me and Alex said no.”

Devin studied her. She wasn’t telling him everything. “Did you recognize him?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

He barely kept himself from hitting her. She had known and she hadn’t told him! Stupid bitch. He ought to drag her down to the dungeon for not telling him. But that would make waves with Alex, and he needed Alex to leave him alone while he figured out how to get rid of him. Then he could do as he pleased with Anna. “Baby, if you have dreams about people you know, or meet, will you please tell me?” he asked in a strained voice.

“Yes, Master.”

“Good girl,” he whispered, bringing his lips down to her neck. She sighed as he pushed her back on her bed and began to fuck her. He might not be able to take her down to the dungeon, but he could make her hurt. At least a little bit.


Seven


Alex had arrived back at his house before he realized it. He parked his silver Mercedes SLS in the garage and walked into the house, deep in thought about Anna. How would he win her heart? How could she learn to be her own person?

After learning more about her, and getting a glimpse of how Devin treated her, he felt more determined than ever to make sure she felt safe enough to explore her freedoms.

She needed someone safe to explore them with. Jenna was a natural choice. But Anna needed a male. Someone she could be with and learn that not all men were like Devin and Jack. Someone whom Alex could trust, and would treat her well.

Seth liked her. That much was obvious. Tony, too, but Seth had connected with her somehow. That was a good thing. Seth could be good for her. But, Seth lived with him. Seth worked for him. No, he was too close to Alex. Alex didn’t know if he could deal with knowing Seth was dating her.

Aaron. Aaron liked her a lot. He’d talked about her every time they’d gotten together since that night at the ballet. Yes, Aaron would be good. He was an honorable guy who wouldn’t shy away from the truth about her. They had a history.

Alex tamped down the jealousy and nodded to himself. He would encourage Aaron to ask her out. Alex could use Kirsty as an excuse to encourage Anna towards Aaron. The two of them would date for a while, Anna would learn about freedom, and then they’d break up and Alex could pursue her.

Yes, that would work. He hoped.

Okay, so maybe it wasn’t the smartest of plans, but he didn’t have a better one.

Alex felt the heavy weight of owning Anna. He didn’t mind the responsibility, although he hated the fact that she was a slave. But if she wasn’t his slave, she would be Devin’s puppet. This was by far the best alternative. He had to accept it and work at finding a way to free her.

“Is Anna all right?” Alex’s father asked as he walked into the downstairs living room.

Alex nodded. “Devin will bring her back here this evening.”

“Good. I’d like to see her before we leave in the morning.”

“Devin and I negotiated. He will allow her to live in the apartment.”

Vati nodded. “I hated the idea of her being in that Manor all the time. It’s not right.”

Grief hit Alex hard in the heart. “I know, Vati,” he said humbly.

“I wasn’t criticizing, Alex,” Vati said, walking over and putting his hand on Alex’s shoulder. “You’ve prevented Devin from taking her completely. I will be sure to thank Sebastian when I see him.”

“Will he get into trouble for helping me?”

“If he is found out, yes, he could get into a tremendous amount of trouble. But whoever is helping Devin would be the only one who would know, and if they said something, they would be in trouble for helping Devin. I believe Sebastian is safe.”

Alex sighed in relief.

“Alex?” Kurt walked into the room and looked around. “I thought you were bringing Anna home with you.”

Alex frowned. “She’ll be here tonight.” He knew Kurt wanted to take her to bed with him tonight. Alex didn’t like that idea.

“Good. I want to see her before we leave.”

Alex interpreted his brother’s words. “You mean you want to sleep with her.”

Kurt shrugged. “She’s an incredible lover.”

“She’s more than that,” Alex snapped.

Kurt’s eyes widened. “I thought you didn’t care about her.”

Alex closed his eyes. “I do. More than you know.” He ran his hand through his hair and sat down hard on the couch.

“What are you talking about?”

Alex looked at Vati. Kurt knew nothing about Alex’s visions of Anna. His brother knew very little about the Brotherhood, aside from the Dirne that he visited frequently at their father’s Schloss.

“Kurt, we’ve known about Anna for a long time,” Vati said, sitting down in the easy chair across from Alex. “That’s why Alex moved here.”

Kurt looked between brother and father. “I thought you moved here to get away from the memories of Mina,” he said to Alex.

“I did, but didn’t you ever wonder why I moved here and not New York, which is much closer to home?” Alex asked.

Kurt shrugged. “I figured you wanted to be as far away from home as possible.”

Vati shook his head. “I was given information about Anna many years ago, but she was kept hidden until last week. I couldn’t find her, but the information we had led us here. Then we just had to wait until she was revealed.”

“You knew about her abuse and didn’t do anything?” Kurt asked, accusation in his eyes.

“I couldn’t find her, Kurt,” Vati said with remorse. “I looked. She was nowhere to be found.”

Kurt’s face filled with disbelief. “How is that possible, Vati? You can find anyone.”

“Not when there are outside forces hiding them. Elders can do things like that. And I’m fairly certain Devin had help, too.”

“By who?”

“By someone with the power to help.”

“Who?”

“It’s nothing you need to worry about, Kurt. Please trust me.”

Kurt huffed but didn’t question more. Vati was an honorable man and both sons trusted him implicitly.

Alex was surprised at Kurt’s concern over Anna. His brother was never lacking female companionship when he came here. Women were a dime a dozen for him. Alex could say the same thing about himself.

“Why did you encourage me to be with her?” Kurt asked in a low voice and slumping down onto the couch, arms crossed.

“Devin has been watching us for some time. We needed a way to gain access to Anna in a way that wouldn’t raise flags with Devin. We thought that he would find you innocuous and take advantage of you being part of our family, but not part of the Brotherhood.” Vati smiled. “It worked, and Anna is in a much better position than she has been in a very long time.”

“So I was bait? Is that why you insisted I come on this trip?”

Alex laughed. “It’s hardly difficult to convince you to travel, Kurt.” Alex stopped laughing when he saw the hurt look on his brother’s face. “Kurt?” Alex wasn’t sure he’d ever seen that look on his face.

“You used me!” Kurt stood and glared at Alex. “Did it ever occur to you that I might have actually fallen for her?”

Vati and Alex both stared at Kurt.

“To be honest, no, the thought had never crossed my mind,” Alex said softly, not quite understanding where all this emotion was coming from. His little brother was happily irresponsible, flitting from girl to girl. Yes, he was a good father, but a terrible husband. Then again, Gretchen was a terrible wife. “You really have feelings for Anna?” Jealousy bubbled up inside. Did Anna feel the same way about Kurt?

Kurt walked over to the window and looked out. “Yes,” he said softly.

Alex glanced at his father, wide-eyed. He’d rarely known Kurt to be so sentimental. Vati looked as baffled as Alex felt.

After a moment, Vati walked over to where Kurt was standing. “I’m sorry, Kurt. But you really did help Anna. Devin has lost much of his control over her. She is much safer than she was when you met her.”

“Why? What happened last night?”

“Devin tried to take over Anna’s mind and your brother stopped him.”

“How?”

Vati shook his head. “I can’t share that with you.”

Kurt clenched his jaw and turned away from him.

“Kurt, Anna belongs with Alex. In order to keep Devin from doing what he did, he had to . . . bond with her. She is his slave now.”

Kurt whipped around. “What do you mean, slave? Like the Dirne?”

Alex didn’t know whether to be concerned or thrilled that his brother was actually showing concern over someone over the age of five. “She was already Devin’s slave, Kurt. I had to. I had no other choice.”

“You said she wasn’t a slave.”

“We didn’t think she was. Devin was deceptive. But she is pierced now.”

Kurt would know what that meant. Pierced women meant ownership, although Anna wasn’t totally Alex’s. Elder-Sons couldn’t own slaves, so she technically was owned by Devin and Vati. But Alex was still her Master.

“Do you care about her?” Kurt asked after a pregnant pause.

“I do,” Alex said sincerely. “More than anything.”

Kurt turned and studied Alex for a long time. “I thought you swore you’d never fall in love again.”

“With anyone except Anna,” Alex said softly. He glanced at Vati who nodded. “I’ve been having visions of her for four years. I’ve seen her mature. Seeing her with you last week nearly killed me.”

“That’s why you were so pissy?”

Alex grimaced but nodded in admission.

The room was silent for a long time.

“All right,” Kurt said, face inscrutable. “You’re the unmarried one. I’m stuck with Gretchen.” He turned and walked out of the room.

Alex looked at his father. “Did you have any idea about his feelings?”

Vati grimaced. “I saw the way he looked at her, but . . .” He shook his head. “I never imagined they went so deep. It’s unlike him.”

Alex nodded. Very unlike him.

Kurt walked back in a few minutes later, an even more sober expression on his face. “I just got a message from Mutti. They’ve taken Gretchen to the hospital. I need to go home.”

“Oh, Kurt!” Alex exclaimed. He glanced at Vati.

“I’ll call the pilot,” Vati said, reaching for his phone.

“You don’t need to shorten your trip on my behalf. I can fly commercial.”

Kurt’s calmness disturbed Alex. He stood and walked over to Kurt, embracing him in a tight hug. “I’m sorry, my brother.”

Kurt nodded, sadness in his eyes, though Alex didn’t know if the expression was about Anna or from the phone call. “Take care of her.” He turned to Vati. “You should stay. Anna will want to see you tonight.”

“Then you take the jet, Kurt,” Vati said. “You need to get home faster. I will fly out in the morning.”

Kurt grimaced and nodded. “I’m going to go pack.”
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Anna stared at the houses passing outside the window of Devin’s BMW sports car. A few of them looked gold in the glowing light from the setting sun.

She winced as she shifted in her seat. Devin had been rough with her this afternoon. Mixing pain and pleasure was messing with her head and she didn’t understand why she came so hard when he did it.

“There is a banquet on Wednesday night that I’d like you to attend with me. The bank is sponsoring an event on the fourth and I am the MC for the evening. I’d like you to be there.”

“Yes, Devin,” she said quietly. “What time?”

“I’ll text you the information. You need a cocktail dress. Do you need help getting one?”

Anna bit her lip. Her only shopping experience had been with Kurt and Wilhelm. Maybe she could call Jenna. “Could I ask Jenna to help me?”

“Luke’s daughter?” He didn’t answer right away. “Yes, that would be fine.”

“Thank you.”

Anna felt awkward around Devin now. She had been foolish, thinking that he loved her. He wanted to use her, for what she didn’t know, but she knew he didn’t have feelings for her.

Devin reached over and put his hand on her thigh, stroking it gently until he parked in front of Alex’s house. Eager to escape him, she reached quickly for the door handle.

“Anna, wait.” She turned to Devin and was surprised to see regret in his eyes. “I’m sorry for what happened this weekend. I am trying to grasp all the things that happened this weekend.” He paused. “I hurt you, didn’t I? This afternoon?”

Anna bit her lip and nodded.

“I’m sorry for that.” He smiled. “I promise I will get my head on straight and be better on Wednesday.”

Anna studied him. He looked sincere. She knew he liked to be in control and dealing with disappointments wasn’t easy. She gave him a timid smile. “Yes, Devin.”

He stroked her cheek and leaned forward to kiss her deeply. “I love you, Baby.”

“You do?”

His face was soft as he nodded. “I do, Baby. I always have. I just need to get my head around what happened. I’m sorry for hurting you.”

Anna felt her heart lighten. Maybe she hadn’t been as foolish as she thought. “I love you too, Devin.”

“Get settled into your apartment and get to know your old friends in the next few days.” He caressed her cheek again. “Be young. Just be careful, too. I’d be devastated if anything happened to you.”

Anna thought for a moment. “Aaron invited me to a party tomorrow night. May I go?”

“Who’s Aaron?”

“A dancer. I danced with him in my last performance.”

Devin smiled. “You don’t need to ask permission to go places, Anna. I will talk to Alex about getting a calendar set up for you so you know when we need you. Aside from that, do as you wish.”

“Really?”

“Of course, Baby.”

She gave him a bright smile. “Thank you.”

He kissed her again. “I’ll see you Wednesday night. I’ll pick you up at your apartment.”

“Okay.” She gave him a last smile and got out of the car, wincing slightly. As she walked up to the front door of Alex’s house, butterflies started fluttering in her stomach.
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Devin watched Anna walk towards the house and then drove away. It was easy to lie to her. She ate up anything that was remotely affectionate.

He’d enjoyed every minute of hurting her this afternoon. Pulling on her new piercings, fucking her hard and using his spikes had made her whimper and cry out. Even now, the thoughts of her whimpers made his cock twitch.

He was careful not to leave bruises, though. Alex would certainly fuck her tonight and Devin didn’t want questions raised. He had to play the nice guy until he got rid of him.
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Frau Gersten opened the door and told Anna that Alex and Wilhelm were waiting for her in the living room. Anna walked into the room and smiled when she saw Alex and Wilhelm, both sitting on the plush couches, reading. They looked up as she appeared in the doorway. Alex stood as she stepped down into the room, walking over to her.

“Anna, are you all right?” he asked.

She nodded, realizing she must have winced in discomfort. She tried to play it down. “Tired.”

“Are your piercings still bothering you?”

“A little, but I’ll be okay.” She gave him a bright smile.

“I’m glad you’re here.”

She gazed up into his blue eyes. “Me, too.”

He cradled her cheek and she closed her eyes and leaned into his hand. Why did she feel safe around him? His warmth radiated out from him and she longed to rest her head against his chest.

He pulled away slowly and she opened her eyes, confused. Why was he backing away from her?

“Are you hungry?”

Anna nodded. She hadn’t eaten since breakfast.

“Gut. We have reservations in an hour.”

She looked down at her shorts and T-shirt. “I don’t have anything to wear.”

“I got you a dress to wear. It’s upstairs.”

She gave a nervous smile. “Thank you.”

Wilhelm walked over and kissed her cheek. “Hello, Anna.”

“Hi, Wilhelm.” His affectionate smile warmed her.

She looked around. “Where’s Kurt?”

Wilhelm’s face turned sad. “He had to return to Frankfurt this afternoon. Gretchen, his wife, is in the hospital.”

Anna blinked. “Oh.” She hadn’t totally forgotten about Kurt, but with all that had happened, thoughts of him had been pushed to the back of her mind. She had been looking forward to seeing him again.

“He said to tell you goodbye for him and that he hoped to see you soon,” Alex said stiffly.

Anna looked up at him, wondering about his changed demeanor. She gave him a hesitant smile. “Thank you.”

“I’ll take you upstairs so you can get ready.”
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Alex walked back into the living room after getting Anna situated in one of the guest rooms. The look of disappointment on her face when she realized Kurt was gone haunted him.

Vati looked up. “Are you all right?”

Alex frowned and sat down. “She was disappointed that Kurt was gone.”

Vati’s eyes twinkled with amusement. “She spent quite a bit of time with him last week. It’s natural for her to be disappointed.” Alex let out a soft growl and Vati chuckled. “You needn’t be jealous, Alex. I saw the way she looked at you when she walked in. She likes you.”

“More than Kurt?”

“She doesn’t know you very well, but I believe you will change that.”

“I’m going to encourage Aaron to ask her out,” Alex said quietly after a few minutes of thoughtful silence.

“Why?”

“Because she needs to experience life. She’s never even been on a date.”

“So take her on one.”

Alex shook his head. “I want to, Vati. But if I ask her out now, I’ll never know if she’s with me because she wants to be or because she feels like she has to be.” He paused. “I wouldn’t make love to her this morning either. I want her to know that⁠—”

“You didn’t make love to her?”

“I bonded with her at the ritual. Isn’t that enough?”

“Why don’t you want to be with her?” Vati sounded irritated.

“I do, but I want her to know I’m different. That I’m making love to her, not just fucking her.”

“You need to be with her, Alex. It will solidify your bond with her. Until you do, she may not have confidence in her connection to you.”

Many of the Brotherhood’s rituals revolved around sex. All types of sex. Alex didn’t mind. He liked sex. “I want her to know the difference,” he said softly.

Vati frowned, but didn’t say anything. Alex could tell he was upset. But how could he have sex with Anna and still differentiate himself from the other men?

“I want it to be different, Vati,” Alex repeated, running his hands through his hair. He was quiet for a few minutes. “I don’t know what else to do. I don’t know how else to be sure of her feelings for me. To be sure that she knows I’m different.”

“You are different, Alex. She will learn that in time.”

“I don’t want her to get hurt.”

“Part of being alive is getting hurt, Alex.”

Alex glared at his father. “Don’t you think she’s been hurt enough?”

Vati didn’t answer right away. “Yes, Alex. She has. But avoiding her and encouraging her into a relationship that cannot last is not going to keep her from getting hurt.”

“Then what else should I do?”

“I don’t know, son. I wish I did.”


Eight


Anna sat down on the bed, holding the program from the ballet. She should call Jenna and see if they could go shopping sometime soon.

She put the number into her phone and then hit send. It rang once . . . twice . . . three times . . . “Hello?”

“Jenna? It’s Anna.”

“Anna? Omigosh! You called! I’m so happy!” she exclaimed. “You have a phone now?”

Anna smiled. “I do.”

“Yay. So, did you get things figured out after moving out of Jack’s place?”

“Yes. At least I think so.”

“So where are you living?”

Anna hesitated. “I guess I have an apartment downtown.”

“You guess? You don’t know?”

“I haven’t seen it.”

“You haven’t seen your apartment? Anna, you’re not making any sense.”

Anna sighed. “It’s . . . really complicated.”

“Okay . . . but, you’re not with Jack anymore?”

“No.”

“Good. So, when can we hang out?”

Anna laughed softly at Jenna’s eagerness. It was nice to be wanted. “I need to find a cocktail dress for something on Wednesday. Could you help me find one?”

“Shopping? Hell, yeah! How about tomorrow?”

“That would be great.”

“Cool. Are you going to Aaron’s party? He was asking if I’d heard from you this morning.”

Anna smiled. “Really?”

“I think he likes you, Anna. He kept talking about how pretty you looked on Saturday.”

“Aaron wouldn’t feel that way about me. I’m his ‘Little Giselle’ remember?”

Jenna laughed. “He’s aware that his ‘Little Giselle’ is all grown up now. Very aware.”

Anna shook her head. “I don’t think I’m really his type, Jenna.” Besides, she needed to be available for Alex and Devin.

“Why not? You’ve turned into a sexy woman. Guys will be tripping over themselves to ask you out. I mean, Kurt’s a cool guy and all, but he’s married. You shouldn’t pin your hopes on a married guy, even if he is one of the hottest guys in town.”

“He left to go back to Frankfurt this afternoon.”

“Oh. Well, then you’ve gotta come to the party and meet the guys.”

Anna reminded herself that Jenna didn’t know about what had gone on in Anna’s life the last few years. The last thing she needed was a bunch of guys to be around. But, at the same time, going to a party with Jenna sounded like fun. “I’ll come.”

“Cool! You should call Aaron and tell him.”

“Can’t you tell him?”

“He gave you his number and invited you himself. You should call and let him know that you’re coming.”

Anna couldn’t argue with Jenna’s logic. “Okay.”

“What time do you want to go shopping tomorrow? The party’s at seven.”

“How long do we need?”

“Who knows? I could spend the whole day shopping. Call me in the morning and we’ll figure out what to do.”

“All right. Sounds good.”

They said goodbye and Anna hung up. She stared at the program with Aaron’s number on it. He had nice handwriting.
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Aaron sat on the floor in his dressing room, stretching for the matinee of Sleeping Beauty. His thoughts inevitably strayed to Anna, as they had been doing constantly since he’d seen her backstage last week. She had been pretty when she was twelve; she was gorgeous now. His Little Giselle, all grown up.

She’d been such a sweet girl when he knew her before. Big green eyes that sparkled when she danced. He would forget that she was only twelve sometimes; she was such a mature, amazing dancer. She did things he’d only seen Russian ballerinas do.

After the initial shock of being told he, the best dancer in his class, was dancing with a twelve-year-old, he looked forward to every rehearsal. Dancing with Anna was like dancing with an angel. He’d had to remind himself he was just acting when he flirted and declared his love for her in dance.

He would never have admitted it at the time, but he’d developed a little crush on her. Nothing inappropriate; he just loved dancing with her and she was so sweet he’d wished they were closer in age.

And now she was older. And prettier than ever.

Aaron sighed. He’d been hoping to hear from her this week about coming to the party tomorrow night.

Unexpectedly, his phone rang. “Hello?”

“Aaron, it’s Anna.”

Aaron’s heart leaped in his chest. “Anna! Hi, how are you?” He tried to suppress his grin but failed miserably.

“I’m fine. Are you busy?”

“Just stretching before the evening performance.” He needed to get out there soon, but he had a few minutes.

“Oh, I don’t want to bother you-”

“I’m glad you called, Anna,” he interrupted. “I’d let you know if I couldn’t talk. So, to what do I owe the honor of your phone call?”

“I was calling to let you know I could come to your party tomorrow night.”

His heart skipped a beat. “Really? That’s awesome! D’ya need me to pick you up or anything?”

“No, I . . . I think I have a car.”

“You think?” How could she not know if she had a car or not?

There was a pause. “It’s a long story.”

“Okay, I’ll text you my address. It starts at seven, but you can come anytime. It’s all really informal.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” she said, sounding sincere.

“Me, too,” he said, his voice soft.

There was a pause and Aaron chewed the inside of his cheek. Had he been too forward? Alex had said she scared easily. Shit. That was the last thing he wanted to do.

“I should let you go so you can get ready.”

Aaron swallowed back the disappointment and let out a strained laugh. “Okay. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Sounds wonderful, Aaron. Break a leg.”

He smiled at the artistic way of saying good luck. “Thanks.”

He dropped the phone back into his bag. She had said, “Sounds wonderful.” And it sounded like she meant it. He grinned again. Maybe he hadn’t been too forward.
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Wilhelm watched his oldest son fidget with the small boxes he held in his lap as they waited for Anna to come downstairs. He hadn’t seen Alex nervous about a woman in a very, very long time.

She smiled shyly at the two men as she walked into the room. The green silk dress that Alex had picked out for her fit perfectly.

“You look very pretty, Anna,” Wilhelm said, standing and walking over to her. He kissed her cheek and inhaled as he did so. She smelled heavenly. He might admit to himself that he was in danger of falling in love with Anna as much as his sons, but was, at the moment, keeping his feelings at bay. Knowing that he, as an Elder, had the right to bed her tempted him even more, but he wouldn’t do that to Alex.

Alex walked over and gave Anna an affectionate smile. “You really do look beautiful, Anna,” he said in a soft voice. He, too, kissed her cheek.

Wilhelm could see Anna’s eyes close as Alex kissed her, and knew she felt about Alex the same way Alex did about her. It would be an interesting evening.

Alex took Anna’s hand and led her to the couch. “Come. I have something for you.”

They sat next to each other and Wilhelm sat nearby.

“How are you feeling, Liebling?” Wilhelm asked when she winced as she sat.

“Better, thank you,” she said with a smile that went straight to his heart. He would miss her terribly when he left in the morning.

Alex turned to Anna and opened the jewelry box he had been holding. Inside was a bracelet made of linked diamond circles. Each link consisted of a small cluster of white diamonds surrounded by a circle of black diamonds, linked together by another, larger black diamond. On either side of the clasp was a small silver disc with an etching of a double-tailed lion holding a sword, like the one on his own ring.

Alex pulled it out and handed it to Anna. “Do you like it? The black gems are black diamonds.”

She took it from him and looked at it closely. She looked up at Alex, clearly confused. “It’s very pretty,” she said, looking apprehensive.

Alex took it from her hands and fastened the clasp around her right wrist. “This tells people that you belong to me.” He pointed to the etched discs. “This is my family crest.” He held up his right hand and showed her his signet ring. It was like Wilhelm’s, except that every other diamond was black, making a black and white circle around the lion. “The black diamonds are specifically representative of me.”

She looked down at the bracelet and back at Alex’s face. “It’s my mark from you?” she asked.

Alex cupped her cheek and looked at her with love in his eyes. “Yes. And it means that I can, and will, protect you,” he added softly. “Anna, please, unless you have a very good reason, don’t take this off. It is nice enough to wear at formal events and speaks much louder than your necklace does. The black is . . . it means something very significant. Even if Devin gives someone permission to . . . hurt you, if they see that, they will think twice.”

“Why?”

Wilhelm wondered if Alex would tell her the nature of his position in the Brotherhood.

Alex shook his head. “Now is not the time to talk about it. I will tell you sometime. Just not now.”

She studied his eyes for a moment, then nodded. “I won’t take it off,” she promised.

Alex was pleased. “Good girl.”

Anna beamed at his words. It amazed Wilhelm how much a simple word of praise lit up her entire face.

Alex grinned and handed her the other package, a flat, rectangular box wrapped in white paper with a pink ribbon. She stared at it for a moment, hesitant to open it.

She looked up at Alex nervously and he gave her a gentle smile. “Consider it a late birthday present.”

She blinked back tears and stared at the present. “I haven’t had a birthday present since I turned sixteen,” she said in such a soft voice Wilhelm wasn’t certain he’d heard correctly. She stared at it a moment more, lips pressed together, and then timidly pulled at the ribbon. It came loose and fell into her lap. She turned it over to slide her finger under the taped paper and pushed it aside to reveal a brown box with a picture of something that looked like Wilhelm’s tablet.

“What’s a Kindle?” she asked, studying the box.

Alex chuckled. “An e-reader.”

“E-reader? Like, books?” Her eyes sparkled with excitement as she gazed at Alex.

He grinned and nodded. “Yes. An entire library at your disposal. Kurt said you mentioned that you liked to read.”

Wilhelm chuckled softly. That was putting it mildly. Kurt had teased Alex mercilessly about Anna saying she read for fun. Alex was also an avid reader.

Anna clapped her hands over her mouth, blinking rapidly. “An entire library . . . ?”

“Well, any book that is available electronically.” Alex chuckled, obviously thrilled that Anna was pleased. “It’s set up with an account, so you just tap on the book you want, it will download onto the tablet, and you can read it within seconds.” He pulled it out of the box and turned it on. He tapped on the screen several times and showed her how it worked.

“Oh, Alex!” Anna launched herself into his arms and hugged him tightly.

Wilhelm laughed. “Apparently the way to Anna’s heart is through a good book.”

Alex held her briefly and then took a deep breath and gently sat her back on the couch. Anna’s expression fell as he did so. She likely could sense the wall Alex was erecting again between them.

“Shall we go?” Alex said in a strained voice.

Anna nodded and Wilhelm gave Alex a disapproving look as they stood. He was giving her mixed signals. Alex returned the look with a “what else do you suggest?” expression.


Nine


Wilhelm smiled as Anna laughed at a silly joke Alex had just told her. He loved how easily she laughed. Her sweetness was such a refreshing change from other women he knew.

Anna sat between Wilhelm and Alex in a booth near a floor-to-ceiling aquarium. Dinner and conversation flowed freely between the three of them. Wilhelm enjoyed Anna’s company tremendously. She asked intelligent questions and delighted in everything. Her smile lit up the entire room. Alex deliberately told silly jokes to make her giggle.

It pleased Wilhelm to see his son caring for her the way she needed and deserved to be cared for. Alex had truly matured into a good man.

Toward the end of the main course, Alex’s phone buzzed. He frowned when he looked at it. He glanced up at Wilhelm. “My girlfriend,” he said in German.

Wilhelm frowned as Alex excused himself from the table to answer it.

Anna watched him as he walked outside, then glanced at Wilhelm. “Is he okay?”

Wilhelm frowned in the direction Alex walked. “Yes, Anna.” He turned and smiled at her. He didn’t know what to do for Anna, aside from assuring her that she belonged to his family. He had come to care deeply for her.

He didn’t feel any conflict between being in love with his wife and caring for Anna. Men in his position often took mistresses and although he’d never been tempted before now. Even knowing that Anna would be his daughter-in-law someday didn’t bring any concern. His own father had been very fond of his wife, Ilsa, though Wilhelm was fairly certain they’d never been intimate. It wouldn’t have surprised or bothered him if they had been. It was just the way things worked in his family’s position.

In fact, Wilhelm couldn’t help but have a degree of desire for Anna. For one, because of who she was in the Brotherhood. But also because if something happened to Alex, she would become, in a manner of speaking, a second wife. Not in the legal sense, but he would become Anna’s protector and provide her with a son if she and Alex didn’t have one already.

The same thing had been true when his father was alive. Had something happened to Wilhelm, his father would have become Ilsa’s protector. People outside of the old families of the Brotherhood didn’t understand why they did things that way, especially in America. But that was the way it was done and had been done for generations.

The wives of the Elders were not stuck at home while their husbands did what their positions required of them. Many of them had lovers, Ilsa included. Wilhelm considered Ilsa’s lover, Maurice, a friend of his, and the two of them had shared Ilsa multiple times. As long as she didn’t bear Maurice any children, there were no problems. Wilhelm and Ilsa were confident in their marriage and in their love for each other. Ilsa was not a jealous woman and he was not a jealous man.

“How was Devin this morning?” Wilhelm asked, dragging himself out of his thoughts.

Anna’s face darkened and he regretted that he’d brought up a painful subject. “He was angry, but not overly so, I think. He said I could do what I wanted to as long as he didn’t need me.” She glanced up at him with a sheepish smile. “He doesn’t seem to like Alex very much.”

Wilhelm chuckled. That was to be expected. “That’s good. Anna. I’m glad he’s giving you some freedoms.” Wilhelm smiled as a thought occurred to him. “Perhaps you’ll be able to visit me in Germany sometime.” He reached over and put his hand on hers.

“Could I do that?” she asked in wonder as her eyes sparkled.

He loved watching her face light up. “Of course, Anna.” He pointed to her bracelet. “You belong to Alex and myself as much as you belong to Devin. If I want you to come to Germany, there is little Devin could do to stop me.”

She looked perplexed. “I thought I belonged to Alex.”

“You do, but because Alex is not an Elder, you are mine as well. An Elder-Son cannot fully own a slave.”

“A what?”

“Elder-Son. The oldest son of an Elder. Alex will be Elder once I am gone.”

“Oh.” A strange look appeared on her face. She looked sad. Perhaps she was beginning to feel abandoned. He would have words with Alex before he left. Anna needed to feel secure and be able to trust him and his family.

He stroked the back of her hand with his and gave her a warm smile. “Anna, don’t worry. Neither Alex nor I are going anywhere anytime soon. Except myself to Germany in the morning.” He squeezed her hand with a sad smile. “I wish I didn’t have to go so soon.”

She smiled at him and squeezed his hand back. He leaned forward and stroked Anna’s cheek. Thankfulness filled his chest as she leaned into his caress. It would have been a tragedy to lose such a beautiful creature to Devin’s schemes.

A few minutes later Alex returned, looking unhappy.

“Is everything all right?” Wilhelm asked Alex in German.

Alex frowned, but didn’t respond with anything other than a short nod.

Anna watched Alex for a minute as he played with the food on his plate. She opened her mouth as if she was going to say something, but then closed it and pressed her lips together. Alex looked up and saw her looking at him and she quickly looked back down at her plate.

The mood at the table had changed dramatically. Alex was upset about something and it was disturbing Anna, but Wilhelm knew better than to press his son. He assumed it had something to do with Kirsty, but he resigned himself to the fact that Alex needed to deal with that problem.

Wilhelm tried to make light conversation and eventually, Alex’s mood lightened a bit, but not totally. By the time they were finished eating, his son at least was smiling.
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On the way back to the house, Anna wondered what had transpired on the phone call to make Alex so upset. She’d been enjoying his company so much before that phone call. She smiled to herself, remembering the silly jokes he’d told her. His eyes had sparkled with life when he watched her and she’d felt her heart open up to him.

They pulled up in front of Alex’s house. Alex stared at a small red sports car parked in front of his house and then growled and muttered something in German.

Frau Gersten opened the door as they approached the house and greeted them. Anna heard a series of quick, light footsteps and then a squeal.

Kirsty ran up and hugged Alex, who looked less than thrilled to see her.

Anna turned away as Kirsty kissed Alex, making a serious study of the fireplace. Anna had forgotten about Kirsty. Why had Alex acted as he had when he had Kirsty in his life? Then again, why wouldn’t he? Kurt was kind to her, even though he had a wife at home.

Anna reminded herself of her place around men. She was a sexual object to be used. Nothing more, nothing less.

“What the fuck is she doing here?” Kirsty asked, noticing Anna at last.

“Kirsty, what are you doing here?” Alex asked slowly. “I told you I would see you tomorrow.”

“And I told you I wanted to see you tonight,” Kirsty said, running her hand over his chest. She narrowed her eyes when she looked at Anna. “Is this why you didn’t want me to come over? Because you were with her?”

Anna swallowed and rubbed the backs of her hands, desperately wanting to escape upstairs. She had been a fool to think Alex had feelings for her more than any other nice man did. Yes, she was thankful that he was nice. But that was it. And she needed to be content with that.

“Anna went out to dinner with Vati and myself because he’s leaving tomorrow.”

Anna turned and gave Wilhelm a pleading look. Could she escape to her room?

Wilhelm gave her a sad smile and nodded his head slightly. She took that as permission and ran up the stairs to the third-floor room that Alex had given her for the night.

She glanced down the hallway to where Kurt had stayed and tears stung her eyes as she turned to her own room.

No wonder Alex had put her up here. He must have known Kirsty was coming over. She closed the door behind her and fell onto the bed, sobbing into her pillow.
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Wilhelm walked to his room a while later and paused with his hand on the doorknob. He heard a noise coming from Anna’s room and walked quietly across the hall. His chest ached when he realized she was crying.

“Oh, Anna,” he whispered to himself and knocked on the door.

The crying stopped. “Come in,” she said in a cracked voice.

He opened the door and saw Anna wiping furiously at her face, looking ashamed. She sat up and clasped her hands tightly on her lap.

“Oh, Liebling,” he said quietly, sitting down on the bed next to her. He wrapped his arms around her and pressed her head gently to his chest.

He didn’t know what to say to comfort her. He knew why Alex stayed with Kirsty, but Wilhelm didn’t want Anna getting hurt in the process. Then again, it wasn’t Alex’s fault that Kirsty showed up. She wasn’t supposed to be back in the country until next week.

“Anna, would you like to stay in my room with me tonight?” he asked softly.

She looked up, eyes wide with hurt. “Whatever you would like, Wilhelm.”

He realized suddenly what his question had sounded like. “Liebling, just to sleep. I will hold you. That is all.”

“We can have sex if you want, Wilhelm. I’m fine.”

Wilhelm shook his head. “Let me hold you as you sleep.” He helped her to her feet and guided her to his room.


Ten


Anna felt fingers stroking the skin on the back and side of her neck as she woke. She was curled against Wilhelm’s warm body and she smiled, remembering his kindness from the previous night.

“Guten Morgen, Liebling,” he whispered.

She smiled at him. “Good morning, Wilhelm.” She ran her hand down his lean chest towards his cock but he stopped her hand.

She blinked back tears. Would he reject her like Alex had?

“Anna, I am fine. You do not need to.”

Anna had learned not to keep trying if they said no. “Yes, Wilhelm.” She stared at his T-shirt covered chest.

He kissed her cheek. “Shall we get some breakfast? Then, unfortunately, I need to get to the airport.”

She nodded and sat up. He didn’t want her either. “I’ll go get dressed,” she said softly.

She slipped out of bed to go to her bedroom. Wilhelm had offered her one of his T-shirts to sleep in and she had left her clothes on the dresser, but they were missing.

“Wilhelm?” She walked back into his bedroom and saw him standing there, looking quite handsome, with his shirt off.

“Ja, Liebling?”

“Do you know where my clothes might be? They’re not in my room.”

“Frau Gersten must have washed them. Check with Alex. He is probably downstairs having breakfast.”

She went down the stairs to the bottom floor, below the floor with the entryway. Seth and Tony were reclining on the couch watching the TV that hung on the far wall.

She’d taken a few steps into the room when she saw Kirsty and Alex sitting at the table together. Alex was kissing her neck and Kirsty was giggling. She looked kind of nice when she smiled.

Anna froze where she was. Alex saw her and his eyes widened. He pulled away from Kirsty, who looked at him strangely and then followed his gaze to Anna. Kirsty frowned and narrowed her eyes at her.

“Anna,” Alex exclaimed. “H-how did you sleep?” he asked politely. He put his arm back around Kirsty, but didn’t look especially comfortable. Kirsty looked back at him and smiled, and the smile he gave her broke Anna’s heart.

Kirsty looked back at her, giving her the once over and smirked. Anna had an unexplainable urge to walk over and slap her.

“Anna!” Seth walked up to her and hugged her. “Damn, you look good this morning.” He leaned down and nuzzled her neck. “When’re you gonna spend the night with me?” he whispered, sliding his hand down her rear, giving it a squeeze through the shirt.

She wrapped her arms around his neck automatically and then smiled. She liked Seth. “Do you know where my new apartment is?” she asked softly. She really didn’t want to spend more time in Alex’s house than she had to.

Seth grinned. “I do,” he said in a husky voice. “I’ll have to visit very, very soon.” His hand slipped under the shirt and caressed her bare ass.

Alex said something sharply in German. Seth grinned at her and responded in German, though he sounded amused. But he loosened his hold on her and walked away after winking at Anna.

“Alex, I was wondering if you knew where my clothes were,” Anna said softly and noticed Kirsty looked confused now. Confused and pissed. It wasn’t a pretty combination.

Alex’s brow wrinkled. “Frau Gersten should have cleaned them and put them back in your room.”

“Her room?” Kirsty asked with narrow eyes.

“Yes.” Alex didn’t elaborate.

“I looked but I didn’t see them.” Anna hated to contradict Alex, but she was at a loss. She only had a few items of clothing and didn’t think it was appropriate to wander around in Wilhelm’s T-shirt.

Alex looked confused. “I can’t imagine her . . .” He tilted his head. “Unless she put them in the room Kurt had been staying in. I don’t remember if I told her which room you were in. I put your dress in there myself.”

Kirsty’s face turned pink and her jaw clenched.

“I’ll check. I’m sorry to bother you.”

Seth popped up. “I’ll help her look.”

Alex frowned but didn’t say anything. Anna wasn’t sure what that meant and turned to leave.

“Anna, have you seen my father this morning?” Alex asked.

She turned back around and glanced at Kirsty. “I stayed with him last night. He was getting dressed.” That urge to slap her was still there. Where were these rebellious thoughts coming from? Anna smirked at Kirsty before she realized what she’d done.

Anna gasped and ran out of the room. She heard Seth running after her and he caught up a second later.

“Oh, God, I can’t believe I just did that. Alex is going to be angry with me.” She felt sick as she climbed the stairs.

“What’d you do?” Seth asked.

“I smirked at Kirsty.” She looked up at him and shook her head. “Alex will punish me, won’t he? I was disrespectful to his girlfriend.”

She grasped the railing and tried to imagine what his punishments would be like. He was much stronger than Devin or Jack.
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Alex sat at the table, eating next to Kirsty. It took more and more effort on his part to be affectionate towards her as time passed. She acted so spiteful towards Anna, it made it difficult to find the energy.

“Alex.”

Seth stood in the doorway, looking anxious. Not a good sign. Seth rarely showed anxiety and he cared a lot for Anna. More than Alex’s jealous heart liked.

Something must have happened to Anna.

He stood quickly, pushing the chair back so hard it almost toppled over, and followed Seth out of the room, leaving Kirsty at the table alone without a word.

“What’s wrong?” Alex asked quietly as they approached the stairs.

Seth shook his head. “Honestly, I don’t know. We got upstairs to her room and she just kinda collapsed onto her knees. She was mumbling something about being disobedient and needing to be punished. I tried to talk to her about it, but . . .” Seth looked at Alex with a concerned look in his eyes. “I’m sorry, Alex.”

Alex ran up the stairs three at a time, followed closely by Seth.

Anna was so concerned about being obedient, and it worried him to no end.

Damn fucking Devin!

Every time he thought about the man, he wanted to grab his rifle from downstairs and take it up to the roof and⁠—

Alex shook his head. No, killing an Elder without permission was a death sentence. He needed to do the one thing he could do, reassure Anna that she was cared for.

Alex sighed. He was doing a terrible job at that, too.

Okay, concentrate on the task at hand. Anna was distressed and he needed to help her.

“Thanks, Seth,” he murmured and walked into Anna’s room.

Anna sat on her knees, hunched over and staring at the floor with wet, frightened eyes. Alex’s heart broke as he walked over to her.

She bowed before him. “I’m sorry, Master,” she whispered. “I wasn’t thinking.”

“Anna . . .” Alex knelt in front of her and pulled her up into a sitting position. “Anna, look at me.” He looked into her beautiful green eyes. “What did you do that you feel deserves punishment?”

“I smirked at Kirsty. I was disrespectful.” She looked at the floor again.

Alex wanted to laugh, but held it in check. “Anna, Schatzi, it’s all right. It’s not a big deal.” He cupped her chin to bring her face up to his again. “Really, Anna.”

She looked into his eyes with such distress his thought of laughter disappeared. “I’m sorry, Master,” she whispered again. “I’m ready to receive my punishment.” She winced, bracing herself for a blow he had no intention of delivering.

Alex frowned. “Anna, I’m not going to⁠—”

“Alex, you need to discipline her.” Vati spoke softly in German from the doorway, a pained expression on his face.

“You can’t be serious, Vati. She didn’t do anything wrong.” Alex responded in German.

“If she smirked at Kirsty, she was disrespectful. It doesn’t matter if you don’t think it was a big deal. It certainly would have been to Devin if she acted that way to his wife.”

Alex glared at his father. For the first time in a very long time, he resented his father’s presence in his life and in his home. “Vati,” he growled. “I will not let her think of me as she does Devin and that horrible guardian of hers. I won’t⁠—”

“Alex, I highly doubt she will.” Vati continued speaking gently. He wasn’t angry; Alex was. “If you don’t discipline her, you will confuse her and she won’t know what to expect from you.”

“Yes, but how does beating her make her feel better?”

“I didn’t say beat her. I disciplined you as a child, but I certainly didn’t beat you.” Vati sighed. “You must think of her as a child. Children feel secure when their parents set boundaries and enforce them. Have you sat down and told her what you expect from her?”

Alex frowned. “No. I didn’t think about it.” It hadn’t even crossed his mind. Vati had a valid point. Anna was very childlike and she did need to know what he expected of her. She knew exactly what Devin expected. Alex just wanted her to be free. Perhaps that would be enough. He sighed. “How do I discipline her?”

Vati’s eyes twinkled. “Perhaps a spanking. Then you should make love to her.”

Alex frowned again. “Vati, Kirsty is downstairs.”

Vati’s eyes turned from mischievous to angry in a flash. “That is not my problem, nor is it Anna’s. You should have made love to her already. It will bond her to you.”

Alex closed his eyes. He couldn’t. Not while he was with Kirsty. Not for Kirsty’s consideration, though. He didn’t want Anna to think he was fucking her then leaving her to make love to Kirsty. When he made love to Anna, he wanted it to be the beginning of his commitment and love for her.

“Vati, I can’t. I can’t hit her. She’ll never forgive me.” He looked at his father and shook his head.

Vati gritted his teeth. “Sometimes we have to do what we don’t want to do,” he snapped. “Both as Elders and as parents.” He looked pointedly at Anna then at Alex. “If you don’t discipline her, things will be much more difficult for you and her.” He turned and walked out of the room.

Alex ran his hand through his hair. As often as he got frustrated and repeated this motion, he wondered how he still had a thick head of hair.

He looked back at Anna, who was cowering in front of him. His father was right; she was like a child. He hadn’t given her any boundaries and she had been disrespectful. If he didn’t discipline her, she wouldn’t respect him, and she needed to respect him.

Alex sighed and picked her up off the floor before sitting down on the bed. The undisturbed comforter reminded him of the fact that she’d been with Vati last night and not him. He pushed aside the remorse and lay Anna across his lap.

He lifted up her shirt and rested his hand on her smooth, bare ass. She jumped slightly. Any other time he would have enjoyed her in this position, sexy ass up in the air. He imagined all the things he could do to her, making her feel incredible pleasure.

But now was not the time to be thinking about that. He needed to correct her behavior and this was the gentlest way he could. He’d never considered spankings in the same category as hitting other places on the body. He hoped she felt the same way. He took a deep breath and smacked her bare ass. The sound of his hand hitting her flesh made him wince.

She cried out in surprise. Perhaps this wasn’t as bad as she’d expected?

“Count, Anna,” he instructed softly.

“One, Master.”

He smacked her again.

“Two, Master.”

Again.

“Three, Master.” Her ass was turning a bright pink. He wanted to delve his fingers into her pussy to ease the pain, but this wasn’t for pleasure. This was real discipline, not playtime.

He continued spanking her until she reached twelve. Aside from her counts, she made no noise past the first cry. Her voice began cracking at four and by the end, he could tell she was crying.

As soon as he made the last stroke and she announced the count, he pulled her up to cradle her in his arms. She sat stiffly in his embrace, making him wonder if anyone had ever held her after a discipline session before. Perhaps he was showing himself different. He rocked her and spoke words of encouragement, telling her how brave and strong she was. After a few minutes, she was completely relaxed in his arms and had stopped crying.

Alex kissed the top of her head, amazed. His father had been right. She had completely relaxed into his embrace.

Vati walked in a few minutes later with a small bottle of oil. Alex nodded to his father and gave him a grateful smile. Vati nodded back with a small smile and left them alone.

He laid her gently on her stomach, pushing the shirt back up to expose her now very red ass and debated the appropriateness of kissing the inflamed skin. He leaned forward and kissed her gently on each side and she gasped softly.

Alex couldn’t understand the depth of his feelings for her at this moment. He wanted nothing more than to turn her over and make love to her. But he’d promised himself . . .

He uncapped the bottle and began to apply the oil gently. It was sheer torture, running his hands over her silky skin and listening to her soft sighs as his hands moved. His cock throbbed against his jeans. He wanted her so badly it hurt.

He promised himself he’d allow the luxury of jerking off to thoughts of her as soon as he made sure she was okay.

Alex picked her back up when he had finished and cradled her in his arms again. It would be impossible for her not to feel his erection pressing into her hip and the fact that she didn’t say anything about it humbled him. Perhaps his father was right. By rejecting her advances, she felt rejected personally.

He shook his head again. He’d think about that later. Right now Anna trembled in his arms and he didn’t understand why.

“Does it feel better?” Alex asked softly as he rocked her.

“Y-yes, Master,” she answered warily.

“Are you cold?”

“No, Master.”

“Then why are you shaking? The discipline is over.”

She was quiet for a moment. “I don’t understand why you’re being nice to me now.”

He stopped rocking her and tipped up her chin to look at her face. “Why wouldn’t I be nice to you?”

Her eyes filled with tears again. “Because you had to punish me.”

Alex felt the sadness in her words and cupped her cheek. “Anna, just because I had to discipline you doesn’t mean I dislike you.” His eyes filled with emotion. “Quite the contrary . . . ,” he whispered. He loved her. But he couldn’t tell her that now. It wasn’t the time. He stroked her cheek and looked at her intently, hoping she could see how much he cared about her.

Gazing into her eyes made him lose himself. He found himself moving his head closer to hers, then stopped. He blinked several times and pulled away slowly, lowering his hand at the same time.

He sat her up and pressed her head against his shoulder. He should give her his expectations so they didn’t have to go through this again. “Anna, from now on, I don’t want you to worry about what I think of your behavior, except when we’re at the Manor. If you want to smirk at . . . someone, then smirk.” Kirsty deserved to be smirked at. “I prefer you to be kind and polite to people, but I want you to be free in your emotions.” He sighed. “I want you to learn to be your own person and not worry about what other people think.”

“But I want to please you, Master,” she protested softly. “That is my duty.”

He sighed. How could he get through to her? “Then please me by learning to enjoy yourself and have fun,” he suggested gently. “You should come to Aaron’s party tonight.”

“I called Aaron yesterday and let him know I would be there.”

Alex blinked. “You did?” This jealousy thing was becoming quite annoying; one of the most miserable feelings he’d ever experienced.

Fear filled her eyes. “Should I not have?” She gasped. “Oh, Master. I’m sorry. Devin said I could go, but I didn’t ask you.” Tears filled her eyes. “I’m sorry.” She winced.

Devin had said she could go? “Anna, it’s fine. Devin and I both agree that you need to have some freedom. You don’t need to ask permission to do anything, as long as you don’t have previous obligations.” He smiled. “I’m pleased to see you took the initiative.”

Suddenly the text from Aaron last night made sense. He’d just gotten a “She’s coming to the party!” and nothing else. He hadn’t had a chance to text him back because Kirsty had been with him.

She smiled back timidly. “I had called Jenna and she said that I should call him myself.”

“I believe he’s glad you’re coming.”

“Are you going?”

Alex nodded. “So, when you’re there, remember that you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. Don’t think of yourself as a slave. Think of yourself as a beautiful young woman that is going to be the most popular girl there.”

She frowned. “I don’t know if I know how to be my own person, Master. I’ve never done so.”

“You were doing a wonderful job when you were with my brother.” He didn’t want her thinking about Kurt, but it made the point.

“But I was told to do that.”

“You don’t like my brother?” He frowned and looked down at her. Was she that good of an actress? Was she totally incapable of emotion? Had they broken her that much?

Her eyes widened. “No, Master, I do.”

Alex sighed internally.

“I am very fond of him. But that came after I was told to . . . treat him well.”

Alex thought about that for a moment, then smiled. “Then consider this my . . . instructions for you. Enjoy yourself unless told otherwise. That way you know that by enjoying yourself, you are pleasing me.” He winked at her.

She giggled and he grinned. He’d made her understand at last! This might actually work.

“I like hearing you giggle,” he said softly, and he meant it. Her giggles were like music to the ear. Like her smiles were beauty to the eyes. “I like seeing you enjoy yourself. Can you do that for me?”

She looked up at him with bright eyes and nodded. “Yes, Master.”

He raised his eyebrows in mock rebuke. “No more ‘Master’ unless we’re at the Manor, remember?”

“I’m sorry,” she said quickly.

He smiled reassuringly at her. “In this case, it was appropriate, Anna. I suppose if I have to discipline you, you should call me Master. But we’re done with that. Now you will call me Alex.”

She smiled shyly. “Yes, Alex.”

“Good girl,” he said, pushing her to her feet gently. “Now, let’s go find your clothes so you can get dressed.” And he could go get some relief in private.

“Alex?”

“Yes, Schatzi?”

She looked nervous again. “Did Seth . . . approaching me this morning upset you?” She was watching his face carefully.

Alex kept his face impassive as he thought. God, he hated the idea of her being with someone else. Knowing she’d spent the night with his father nearly killed him. But, he’d rather see her with someone who would treat her well than someone that would hurt her. After spending years having sex multiple times daily, she certainly had a strong, active sex drive. Better Seth than some random man.

“Seth is a good man, Anna. I trust him with my life. I would entrust your life to him.” He hoped it would never come to that. He didn’t want to think of her in danger. “It wouldn’t be a good idea for you to publicly date him,” he said, looking up at her after a long moment of silence. “But if you have . . . needs, I don’t mind you being with him.” He spoke slowly and carefully. He’d rather she be with him than his friend, but he’d already decided he wouldn’t make love to her until she knew it was more than just sex.

She looked at him questioningly but accepted his answer. “Yes, Alex,” she said softly.

Alex located Anna’s clothes in Kurt’s room and then went into his own bathroom. He opened his jeans and lost himself in thoughts of Anna naked in his bed.

After an awkward breakfast, Wilhelm headed off to the airport and Alex said a terse goodbye to Kirsty so he could take Anna to her new apartment.


Eleven


Anna hated that she seemed to be getting in between Alex and his girlfriend. She hated that Alex had needed to discipline her too. She would never have acted in such a way if Devin or Jack had been around. Why did she do it around Alex?

She craned her neck to look out at the tall buildings as Alex drove through the streets of downtown San Francisco. They’d hardly spoken during the drive. Alex seemed deep in thought, and Anna didn’t want to interrupt him.

He drove into a parking garage and circled around until he parked in a spot near a bank of elevators. “This is a spot for guests,” he said quietly and then motioned to his left. “That’s the car we picked out for you. If you don’t like it, we can go pick out something else.”

Anna glanced at Alex before getting out and walking around the car. She gasped at the cute little car sitting there. The white, two-door coupe looked like the top might be retractable. She felt a grin spreading across her face and she glanced up at Alex, who watched her with a nervous expression on her face.

“It’s beautiful,” she said, drawing her hand gently across the trunk lid. “You didn’t have to do this, Alex.”

Alex chewed his lip for a moment. “I wanted to,” he said quietly. His eyes bored into hers and she could feel his intense emotions, and then he looked away. He opened the car door and showed her how everything worked, and then handed Anna the key fob.

“The building has a valet service, so you just call the concierge desk and they’ll have it waiting for you out front when you need it.”

“Do I have to use the service?” The concept sounded weird.

“No, of course not. Just . . . know it’s an option.” He ran his hands through his hair. He shook his head slightly and then smiled. His mood seemed to have lightened. “Shall we go see your apartment?”

Anna nodded and her heart leaped slightly when he took her hand and led her to the elevator. He pushed the button with a 26 on it and the elevator sped upwards.

When they arrived at the door at the end of the hallway, Alex handed Anna the key. “Go ahead and unlock it.”

Anna did so and walked into the apartment that Alex had found for her.

“Two bedrooms, two baths,” Alex explained as she walked inside.

Anna walked into the master bedroom to see it decorated in soft purple and cream. The guest bedroom next to it had been decorated in a blue that matched Alex’s eyes. Alex was waiting in the furnished living room, which had two walls of windows, allowing her to see an amazing view of the bay. It too had been decorated in shades of purple and cream. The adjoining kitchen had a breakfast bar that Anna imagined using every morning.

“Oh, Alex, it’s beautiful.” She turned and hugged him around the waist. She didn’t deserve such a beautiful place to live.
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Alex hugged Anna back, savoring her soft form against him. Kirsty had said some rude things about Anna before she left and it had been bothering him the entire way here. He’d never thought Kirsty a petty person, but apparently he’d been wrong. He didn’t know how much more he’d be able to put up with.

Anna seemed thrilled with both the car and the apartment. He’d had the apartment decorated with her in mind. Her smile made his heart swell in his chest.

“Anna, I need your driver’s license number so I can register the car in your name.”

She stiffened. “My license?”

Alex wondered at her reaction. “I want the car in your name, not mine. But I need your number to do that.”

“I don’t have it.”

Was her face turning pale?

“You don’t carry it with you?”

“I rarely drive. It’s at Jack’s house.”

“Anna, are you all right?” Her face was definitely pale now.

She looked up at him with fear-filled eyes. “I need to go get it,” she whispered, and then looked down at his chest. She nodded. “Okay.”

“Anna, what’s wrong?”

She forced a smile onto her face, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “It’s all right. I’ll go get it and call you with the number?”

Her expression bothered him. He knew she’d been abused and couldn’t blame her for not wanting to go back to her guardian’s house. “I’ll take you, Anna. You don’t have to go alone.”

“I don’t want to be a bother.”

He cradled her cheek. “You’re never a bother, Schatzi.”
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Anna’s stomach started jumping around as they drew closer to the hell-house she spent the last eight years of her life in. By the time Alex pulled up in front of the light-gray two-story townhouse, she was ready to throw up her breakfast.

Maybe I can get my memories box while I’m here.

It would likely be her only chance to retrieve the box she’d kept hidden under her bed. It contained the things of her parents she’d managed to salvage before Jack destroyed everything else.

“Do you want me to come with you, Anna?” Alex asked.

Anna shook her head, not wanting her voice to betray her fear. She opened the car door with a shaky hand and took a breath before slowly walking up the steps to the front door.

Please don’t let Jack be home, she begged silently as she rang the doorbell. She trembled more as the seconds ticked by. No one answered, and Anna finally breathed a sigh of relief. She could go in the garage side door, which was always open.

She walked down the stairs. Alex opened his window. “Did you get it?”

Anna shook her head. “Jack isn’t home. I’ll go in the garage. My room was down there anyway.” She smiled, trying to look braver than she felt, and walked to the black-painted door. A dark door to a dark place. She took a deep breath and turned the knob, pausing in the doorway as it opened. The familiar scent flooded her mind with memories. Bad memories.

“Anna?”

Anna jumped at the sound of her name. But it wasn’t Jack’s voice. She turned and saw Alex behind her.

“W-what are you doing?” She frowned at him.

“You haven’t moved in a few minutes. Are you all right?”

“I haven’t . . . ?” Anna realized she was still standing with her hand on the knob. She was petrified to go through the door, but she knew she needed to. She needed her license. “I’m sorry. I’ll only be a minute.”

“I’ll come with you,” he said, pushing open the door and walking in.

The front of the garage, where Jack parked his car, was empty as Anna expected. She walked quickly through to the back room where her bedroom and the “lessons room” were.

The room was well soundproofed. Anna opened the door and heard muffled groans and cries. The twins. Jack’s new girls. Anna hesitated and looked back at Alex. His father’s an Elder. He knows how we’re trained.

“What’s that noise?” Alex asked, pushing past her and into the room. He stopped with one foot in the room, mouth open and shock in his wide blue eyes. Anna stepped in behind him and saw one of the twins on the “machine.”
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Alex stopped and stared at the sight before him. It was little better than a dungeon, with various apparatus of play or torture, depending on one’s tastes, but Alex knew better than to think this was Jack’s playroom.

There were two teenage girls in the room. One was bent over a long table, arms stretched over her head, ankles cuffed to the table legs. A machine of some sort was thrusting a large dildo in and out of her swollen pussy. The end of a butt plug was visible between her ass cheeks. A gag was in her mouth to muffle her cries.

The other girl was cuffed spread eagle in the archway. She had on weighted nipple and pussy clamps. Alex could see her cheeks, damp with tears. She also had a gag in her mouth. She looked up at them as they stood there, her long brown hair coming loose from her braid and her brown eyes red with pain.

“Anna, what the hell is this?” he asked in English.

Anna didn’t look at him as she pushed past him. “Training,” she said with a slight shrug. She walked to the nightstand and opened a drawer. Alex could see the tears in her eyes as she pulled out what he assumed was her driver’s license.

“What do you mean, training? It looks like torture,” he spat, afraid he would lose his lunch. Was this how Anna was trained? Hearing about it and seeing it firsthand were very different. Bile rose in his throat as he imagined Anna in either one of those girls’ places.

Anna knelt down next to the bed and began looking underneath. She pulled at something and then frowned.

“What are you doing?”

“Trying . . .” Anna grunted again as she pulled. “. . . to get my box.”

“Box?” Alex knelt down beside her. “Move.”

Anna moved aside and he reached under the bed. After a moment, he pulled his arm out holding a flat square box. It was about eight inches high and two feet square.

“Thank you,” Anna said with a grateful smile.

He nodded and glanced at the tortured girls. “Who are they?”

Anna looked back. “Jack’s new trainees. Sex slaves that were born in the manor, I guess.” She pressed her lips together and took the box from Alex.

Alex turned around and stared at the girls. Trainees? What the hell kind of training was this? He stood and hurried to catch up to Anna.

He caught hold of Anna’s shoulder and spun her around. “Does your guardian train Red girls?”

Anna looked back at the closed doorway. “I don’t know.”

“You weren’t trained like that, were you?”

Anna looked up at him, tilting her head. “Of course I was.”

Alex looked back at the doorway. He clenched his jaw as the anger bubbled up inside him. His knuckles turned white as his hands clenched into fists.

Anna backed away, clearly frightened.

He glanced at her and pulled out his phone. Seth picked up the phone a moment later. “Seth,” he said in German. “There are two girls in Jack’s basement. I want them out of the house and out of the country by the end of the day. Take them to my father’s Schloss.” He hung up the phone without waiting for an answer. It would be done.

Alex turned and pulled the box from Anna’s hands.

“No, please . . . ,” Anna begged, reaching for it.

“I’m just going to carry it for you.” He took a deep breath, knowing the girls would be safe in a few hours.

Anna closed the outside door carefully behind them and followed Alex to the car. He started the vehicle and drove away without speaking.
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“I’m not upset with you, Anna,” Alex said, reaching for her hand and squeezing it as they walked down the hallway towards Anna’s apartment. He hadn’t spoken since they’d left Jack’s house. “I hadn’t realized . . .” He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. “You’re such a strong woman to have survived all that.”

Anna wondered at the emotion in his voice. She didn’t know what to say and instead concentrated on unlocking the door to her apartment. She handed Alex her license and went to put the box under the bed in the spacious master bedroom.

“Here,” Alex said as she walked back out into the living room a few minutes later. He handed her an envelope.

She opened the envelope and saw three credit cards inside. “What are these?” she asked.

“So you have money,” Alex explained. “The black one is a credit card. Use that one when you can. It’s American Express and sometimes not taken, so use the Visa if you can’t use the other. The silver one is a bank card. Your PIN is your birthday, 0512. Use it to get cash at an ATM.”

Anna nodded, a little overwhelmed. “Do you want me to ask you before I buy something?”

Alex shook his head. “That’s not necessary.” He laughed. “Well, I suppose ask before you buy a car or a house. If something costs more than four or five thousand dollars, give me a call, but other than that, don’t worry about it.”

Four or five thousand dollars? Wow.

“Anna, you need clothes. You need general things to live.”

“Jenna is taking me shopping today. I hadn’t considered how I was going to pay for stuff.”

Alex chuckled. “Well, now you don’t have to worry about it. Buy whatever you need.”

Anna gave him a doubtful look. But, she was his slave. He said he needed to take care of her. She was a kept woman. At least he was nice.


Twelve


Anna called Jenna after Alex left.

“Anna! I’m so glad you called. I was getting worried.”

She glanced at her watch. “It’s barely noon.”

“Yeah, but we were supposed to have lunch. I’m starving.”

“Sorry. I was busy this morning.”

“Doing what?”

“Just . . . stuff . . .”

“Oookay. Well, do you want me to pick you up? You don’t have a car, do you?”

Anna smiled, thinking of the cute car downstairs. “Actually, I do.”

“Do you want to drive?”

Anna smiled. “Sure. Can you text me your address? I don’t know if I remember where you live.”

Ten minutes later, Anna’s heart pounded in her chest as she drove to the three-story black townhouse that had almost been lost in her memory. She’d been intimate with Luke, Jenna’s father, almost as long as she’d been intimate with Jack. She and Luke knew each other very well and she had a certain level of affection for him. He’d been cruel to her when Jack had demanded it, but otherwise, he’d been reasonably nice. He came to see her often, but he didn’t hurt her for the fun of it like other men had.

She knocked on the door. No one answered right away, and she was looking around to make sure she was at the right place when the door opened.

“Anna?”

She turned to find Luke in the doorway wearing an amazed expression on his face.

“Hello,” she said awkwardly. Usually when they met, it was to have sex. Now, she was here to see Jenna.

He grinned. “Jenna told me you were coming over. I hardly recognized you.”

“I just saw you a couple of weeks ago,” she said softly.

“Yeah, but you look . . . different.” He looked her over appreciatively and then stepped back to let her enter. “You look like a normal young woman.”

She smiled shyly. “Is that bad?”

He shook his head and closed the door. “Not at all,” he said in a seductive voice. He stepped toward her and took her hand, pulling her close. “I like it,” he said softly.

Anna looked at him nervously. “Is Jenna home yet?” she whispered as he pressed his body to hers, sliding his hands down her back and onto her ass.

“No, not yet.” He kissed her neck and she sighed. “You smell good.”

He kissed her mouth and she wrapped her arms around his neck. He slanted his mouth against hers and his tongue slipped between her teeth to dance around hers. His hands cupped her ass and he pressed his hips against her. She moaned softly into his mouth as his tongue stroked hers.

She clung to him as they kissed and he pushed her backward until she ran into the wall. He ground his hips into hers and slid his hands up her waist and ribs under her shirt. He cupped her breasts, kneading them over her bra.

She sighed as he trailed his lips down her neck.

Suddenly he pulled away. She frowned as he grinned and pulled his phone out of his pocket. He pressed the screen. “Jenna . . . Hey, baby . . . would you mind stopping and getting some milk on the way home? No, she’s not here yet . . .” Luke grinned at Anna mischievously. “Okay . . . I will . . . love you, too.”

Her eyes widened as he hung up. “We have a few extra minutes alone,” he murmured and pulled her into his office across the hallway. “Oh, God. Anna . . . ,” he moaned, then kissed her hard while he walked her backward. “I always wanted to fuck you on my desk.”

She smiled against his mouth as he lifted her onto his desk. He pushed her back and lifted her shirt. He pulled down the cups of her bra then frowned.

“What’s wrong?” she asked nervously. He’d not frowned at her in years; she knew he delighted in her body.

“I thought Devin only gave you one nipple ring.” He used both hands to tug on each nipple. “You have two.”

“I have two Masters,” she said, sitting up and kissing his neck. “So I have six rings.” It seemed almost normal now. Two masters, six rings.

“Two Masters?” he asked softly, raising one brow. “I can’t imagine Devin allowing that.” He tugged on her nipple rings and she sighed.

“I don’t understand exactly what happened, but it did.” She grinned seductively. “Do you want to see the others?”

He looked down at her with desire in his eyes and nodded.

She scooted off the desk, kicked off her sandals and unbuttoned her jeans, pushing them down to the ground along with her panties. She sat back on the desk with her legs spread, leaning back on her hands. “Here,” she said, pointing to her pussy.

He knelt down and spread her legs further apart. “That . . . ,” He kissed her clit and she shuddered. “. . . is one of the sexiest things I’ve ever seen.” He stood and unbuttoned his jeans. “I want to see more of it, but Jenna will be home soon.”

He pulled his cock out of his jeans as he moved closer and then pushed her knees into her chest.

“Oh, God!” she moaned, leaning back onto his desk as he submerged himself inside her. “Oh, Luke!”

He began thrusting in and out of her quickly. He groaned as she squeezed him with her vaginal muscles. She knew they didn’t have much time and wanted him to enjoy himself as much as possible. He fucked her hard as he held her hips, her ankles on his shoulders.

“Oh, yes . . . ,” she groaned.

His movements quickened and he moaned loudly.

She cried out his name as she came. He shouted her name as he stiffened and climaxed, digging his fingers into her hips.

He leaned forward onto her chest, forehead wet with exertion. His eyes glinted with desire. “That was hot, baby,” he said huskily. “Reality better than fantasy.”

She smiled at him and nodded.

He pulled out and kissed her, then fixed his clothes.

As she stood and reached for her jeans, they heard a door open. She looked at Luke, alarmed.

“Bathroom under the stairs,” he instructed.

She nodded and skidded across the hall into the bathroom. She dressed and straightened her clothes and flushed the toilet, then walked out calmly. Jack had taught her how to act in case a situation arose in which the man she was with could get in trouble.

“Anna!” Jenna exclaimed and hugged her. “I didn’t see a car out front. I didn’t think you were here.”

Her heart jumped in her chest and she ran to the door. “My car’s not there?” What would Alex say if her car was stolen? She slammed open the door and was relieved to see the white Mercedes was still parked where she’d left it. “No, it’s still there . . .” She sighed in relief.

Jenna stood behind her. “Don’t tell me that little white thing is yours?” Anna nodded and Jenna arched her brow at her. “You have a Mercedes?”

Anna shrugged. “Yeah.”

Jenna glanced at her dad and then back at Anna. “Okay . . .” She rolled her eyes and then grinned. “Let me get my bag and then I want a ride!” She ran up the stairs to get her bag.

Jenna practically moaned as she sat in the passenger seat of Anna’s car a few minutes later, which made Anna giggle. They went to the mall and spent a few hours shopping. She felt awkward using her credit cards, but evidently Alex had called Jenna to tell her to make sure Anna bought what she needed. Anna found a cocktail dress for the banquet on Wednesday and a swimsuit for Aaron’s party. Anna hadn’t known it was a pool party.

While they were shopping, the realization of what she’d done with Jenna’s dad hit her. Why had she done that? Before when they had sex, it was because she was obligated to. She had to or she would get punished. But now . . . now she was supposed to be free.

Shame filled Anna as she thought about what Jenna would say if she knew what had happened . . . why her dad had asked her to stop for milk.

But, if she’d told Luke no, Devin would have gotten angry. She wasn’t supposed to say no to any man who wanted her.

Mid-afternoon, Anna and Jenna returned to Anna’s apartment.

“You live in the Sapphire?” Jenna asked, eyes wide as Anna parked. “How are you affording all this stuff, Anna? And why did Alex give you credit cards?”

Anna bit her lip as she parked the car in her spot. “It’s a long story, Jenna.”

“We have time. Tell me.”

Anna was quiet in the elevator, trying to decide how to explain her life.

Jenna whistled at the apartment. “Nice place.” She turned around with a concerned look on her face. “What happened, Anna? Why are you living here? Why’d you practically disappear?” The hurt was evident in her voice.

“Jenna, if I tell you, you can’t tell anybody. I could get into a lot of trouble.”

Jenna nodded and Anna sat down on the couch. She slowly began to tell Jenna about what had happened the last few years. Including the ritual and how she belonged to Devin and Alex now.

When she was done, Jenna had tears in her eyes. “I never knew it was that bad. I thought Jack was just being an ass.”

Anna laughed bitterly. “He was.”

“Oh, Anna!” Jenna hugged her fiercely around her neck. “Oh, you poor thing. I wish you would have told me. I could have done something. My dad⁠—”

Anna shook her head. “He couldn’t have done anything.” He participated, but Anna didn’t want to tell Jenna that.


Thirteen


Anna parked down the street from where the GPS had indicated Aaron’s house was. Cars lined the street for almost two blocks in either direction. Jenna had said Aaron’s parties were well attended, and it looked like she was right.

She and Jenna walked up the steps to the large wooden house. Throbbing bass and pounding drums of the latest dance music greeted them as they approached the redwood front door. Jenna opened without knocking and Anna looked at her questioningly.

“If we knock, we’ll be waiting forever,” Jenna explained.

Anna smoothed her short pink t-shirt dress and took a deep breath before following Jenna inside. The house was very modern looking, white and open.

Jenna greeted the few people sitting in the chairs in the front living room and introduced Anna to them. Anna greeted them politely and quietly, feeling out of place.

They walked into a large, modern kitchen where a few people were milling about, including Aaron, who stood near an open sliding glass door. He wore blue swim trunks and Anna could admire his lithe upper body from across the room. She heard splashing and laughter outside.

Aaron turned and saw Anna as she walked into the room. He grinned and waved. Anna waved shyly back to him.

“See, he totally likes you,” Jenna whispered.

Anna shook her head, but nerves crept into her stomach as Aaron approached them.

He picked her up and spun her around, hugging her. “I’m so glad you came, Anna. You look fantastic.”

Anna’s shyness came on full force. “Thank you,” she said, looking at the ground.

“What am I? Chopped liver?” Jenna pouted.

Aaron laughed, keeping his arm around Anna’s waist. “Nah. I’d at least call you strip steak.”

Jenna giggled. “Well, that’s something.”

“C’mon outside. There’s food and drinks on the deck.”

Aaron kept his arm around Anna’s waist and led them through the sliding door out onto a huge redwood deck. Wide stairs in the middle led down to a lit pool filled with people laughing and playing some sort of game with a white ball.

The moment Anna stepped outside, she could sense Alex nearby. My Master. She looked around and saw him in the far side of the pool talking with Seth and a couple of other guys unfamiliar to her.

Alex looked up at her as if he’d sensed her gaze and gave her a warm smile. She smiled back and gave him a questioning look to ask if he wanted her near him. He grinned and shook his head, motioning to Aaron. She nodded and followed Aaron to the refreshments table.

“What was that about?” Jenna murmured in her ear.

“What was what about?” Anna asked innocently.

“Anna, you want something to drink?” Aaron asked, reaching for a red plastic cup. “I’m not picky about the drinking age as long as you don’t drive home.”

Anna gave him an apologetic look. “I drove here. Just some water is fine.”

“I’ve got soda and tea too,” he said, motioning to the table.

She shook her head. “Water’s fine.”

“I’ll take a drink,” Jenna said filling a red plastic cup with beer.

Aaron handed Anna a cup of ice water. “You hungry?”

“We had dinner at my apartment,” she said, shaking her head.

“My God, Anna.” A catty female voice came from behind them. “Can’t Alex go anywhere without you showing up?”

Anna turned to see Kirsty with her hands on her narrow hips, giving her a dirty look. She wore a very skimpy gold bikini with a sheer black sarong tied around her hips.

“Aaron invited me,” Anna said softly. Why did Kirsty have to confront her here?

She raised her brow and looked at Aaron. “You certainly get around, don’t you?” She smirked, then turned and sauntered away, shaking her hips seductively as she walked.

Anna sighed. Couldn’t she go anywhere without Kirsty showing up? Jenna gave her a questioning look.

“She doesn’t like me very much,” Anna said quietly.

“I hope the feeling’s mutual,” Jenna muttered.

“She’s never been very nice to me.”

Anna noticed Aaron watching Kirsty walk away and felt hurt, though she didn’t understand why. Why should she care if Aaron was looking at another woman? It wasn’t any of her business. Something bubbled up inside her, though, and it took her a moment to understand what it was. Jealousy? Kirsty walked in a way to make sure that all the guys watched her. And they did. She frowned, feeling irritated for the first time in a very long time.

Jenna giggled. “She’s a bitch to everything female. She loves lording it over all the girls that she’s with Alex and they’re not. I honestly don’t see why he’s with her.” She glared at Aaron.

“What? I don’t control what Alex does.” Aaron put his hands up in defense then shrugged. “She’s hot and good in bed.”

Hot and good in bed? Anna had never imagined Alex could be so shallow. But then again, what did she know? She barely knew him.

Anna frowned at Aaron. “Did you share her too?” she asked, her irritation venting suddenly.

His eyes widened at her question and she could see the yes in his eyes. Hurt and angry, she spun around and walked away. Alex had said that he wanted her to act as she felt and not worry about what other people thought. So, that’s what she was doing, though she chided herself with each step, knowing she had no right to feel as she did.

Jenna followed quickly behind down the stairs to the main yard. They dropped their bags near the deck and Anna looked at the people in the pool. Kirsty was in the pool in front of Alex, and from where Anna stood, it looked as if he held her against his chest. Anna pushed aside the twinge of irrational jealousy.

Alex said that he wanted Anna to flirt and have fun. Well, that is certainly something she knew how to do . . . at least the flirting part. These new emotions were disconcerting and made her want to do things she’d never done before. Like make someone jealous. Someone like Aaron or Alex.

“Hey, Jenna. Who’s this?” Two guys in their mid-twenties walked up to the two girls. Both were tall and thin and walked gracefully, like dancers. One was blonde and the other had dark hair.

“Hi, guys,” Jenna said cheerfully, hugging them both. “Garrett, Bryce, this is my best friend Anna. Anna, this is Garrett Salinas and Bryce Wilkinson. They’re Aaron’s roommates.”

“Hello, Garrett. Hello, Bryce.” Anna greeted them with a smile.

“You going swimming?” Bryce asked.

“Of course,” Jenna said with a grin and began taking her shirt and shorts off. “Coming, Anna?” she asked, looking at Anna.

Anna hadn’t been swimming since she was a child. She wasn’t afraid of water, but didn’t know if she could keep herself from drowning. She nodded and kicked her shoes off, putting them next to her bag. She pulled out her towel and put her cell phone on the top so she could hear it if it rang. She didn’t want to be punished for missing a phone call from Devin.

Anna slowly pulled off her dress, meeting Garrett’s gray eyes with a soft smile. She held his gaze as she adjusted the green bandeau top of her bikini, but when her hands moved to the skimpy bottom she wore, Garrett’s gaze moved downwards.

“Man, I wish I was that confident,” Jenna mumbled.

Garrett and Bryce looked Anna up and down with appreciative glances. She’d never had any complaints about her body and never expected to. Talking made her shy. Being naked, or mostly naked in this case, was nothing to her.

Anna lifted her head and stood in a subtly seductive pose. She knew men. She knew how to handle men. She had a feeling she was treading in dangerous waters, but she was angry and frustrated and was bordering on not caring. She decided to make the most of her training and show Kirsty what she was really made of. She smiled at the thought of making Kirsty the jealous one.

She gave Garrett and Bryce her special smile and instantly felt their attraction.

Jenna watched her, wide-eyed.

Anna grinned at her. “Shall we?”

“What just happened to you?” Jenna murmured as they walked to the pool with Garrett and Bryce behind them. She could feel them watching her hips sway as she walked.

“What do you mean?” Anna whispered.

“You went from quiet, shy Anna to hot sexy Anna in the blink of an eye.” She glanced at Anna and grinned. “I like it.” She giggled. “I might take you into the bathroom later and take advantage of you.”

They looked at each other for a moment, then giggled as they walked to the edge of the pool. Both Garrett and Bryce were instantly at Anna’s side as she stepped down into the water.

Jenna made introductions as people swam up to them. Anna was sure to be charming and flirtatious and did everything she knew to be desired, both to the guys and the girls.

Jenna giggled and whispered in Anna’s ear to look at Kirsty. Anna did and could see the jealousy and rage written all over her face. They’d stolen away several of Kirsty’s admirers. Anna smirked at Kirsty then turned back to the conversation nearby.

Seth and Tony came up a while later. Seth grabbed Anna around the waist and nuzzled her neck.

“Damn, you look hot, Anna,” Seth murmured, his breath tickling her ear. “I could eat you up.”

The thought of Seth’s tongue on her pussy made her wet. She turned to whisper in his ear, her hand resting on his muscular shoulder. “Is that a promise?”

He gave her a seductive smile. “You bet.”

Anna giggled and almost missed the strange look on Aaron’s face as he watched her. Apparently, her attempt to make him jealous worked because he looked upset.

“Hey, anyone up for some volleyball?” Aaron asked the group, holding up the white ball she’d seen earlier.

Those in the pool divided up into groups. Anna and Jenna were on a team with Aaron, Garrett and Bryce and a few others. Alex and Kirsty were on the other team. Anna stood in the back between Aaron and Garrett, who had been very open with his flirting with her. She regularly glanced at him and smiled.

Anna looked at Aaron apologetically, “I’m not very good at this.” She’d played in middle school PE a few times, but never did very well.

“It’s all right.” Aaron gave her an encouraging smile. “It’s just about having fun. Hit the ball and enjoy yourself. Just try not to hit it in the neighbor’s yard.”

The game started. The ball flew in Anna’s direction quite a few times and she was proud of herself for managing to hit it a few times. At one point the ball was coming in high and Garrett picked her up out of the water so she could hit it. She hit it harder than she meant to, and it soared out of the water onto the other side of the yard.

She winced. “Sorry,” she called to the other team.

Alex laughed and pulled himself out of the water and went to look for it in the dark corner of the yard.

Garrett held Anna around the waist after he lowered her back into the water. “Are you having fun?” he whispered in her ear.

Her breath caught in her throat as she nodded. She turned around to face him and heard a phone start ringing. It took her a good ten seconds to realize that it was her phone ringing and that it was Devin’s ring.

Her heart pounded in her chest and she pushed against Garrett. “Garrett, that’s my phone. I have to go answer it,” she said quietly.

He held her tight and grinned. “It’s just a phone, sweetie. They’ll leave a message.”

Anna didn’t think he wasn’t trying to be mean, just flirty. She struggled against him. “Please, you don’t understand,” she implored softly. “I have to answer that. I promise I’ll come right back.” She was running out of time and began to panic.

Someone yelled from the deck that there was a phone ringing. She struggled to turn around and yelled, “That’s mine. I’m going!”

Garrett still wouldn’t let her go. He leaned in and nuzzled her ear. “Let it go to voice mail,” he said in a husky voice.

“Garrett, please . . .” She gave him one last push and he let her go, frowning. She pushed her way through the resistant water to the side of the pool and lunged for her phone . . . just as it silenced and went to voice mail.

She sank to her knees, staring at the “One Missed Call” notification on the screen. She covered her mouth to mask a sob and started shaking. Devin is going to be so angry! I’m going to be punished! She took a shaky breath in and reached out with a trembling finger to push the call back button when Alex knelt next to her.

“Anna, what’s wrong?” he asked softly.

She turned the phone to show him the missed call message. “I missed a call from Devin,” she whispered. “I tried to get to it, but Garrett . . .”

“Is that why you were struggling against him?”

She brought the phone back into her lap and stared at it as she nodded. “Devin’s going to punish me,” she whispered, terror replacing the shock and fear of missing the call.

“Punish you? For missing a call?” He sounded bewildered.

Anna looked up at him with tears in her eyes. “He said . . . ,” she began, trying desperately not to cry and failing, “. . . that if I didn’t answer his call at any time, he’d consider it disobedience.”

“Anna, that’s ridiculous . . . ,” Alex began and then stopped, studying her. “You’re serious?”

She nodded again.

He clenched his jaw and took her phone out of her hands. “What are you doing?” she asked, panicking and reaching for it.

He stabbed at the screen. “Calling Devin to keep him from punishing you for something that wasn’t your fault.”

Alex made the call and waited for Devin to answer. “. . . No, it’s Alex . . . yes, she’s right here . . . I saw her trying to get to her phone, but she was prevented from doing so . . .”

Kirsty walked up to him and started to say something, but he put his hand up in the air to block her and turned and walked away to the other side of the yard.

Kirsty stared after him for a moment, then glared down at Anna. “You little bitch,” she said through clenched teeth. “You think you’re something special to him, but you’re not.”

Anna stood. “I could never hope to be something more than I am to him, which is very little,” she said humbly. “You’re a very lucky woman, Kirsty.”

Kirsty’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t play games with me, you little cunt. I know you want him. I’ve seen the way you look at him.”

Anna tilted her head and looked at Kirsty curiously. “Every girl here wants him. Why come after me?”

She huffed, then looked at Alex a few yards away. “Who is he talking to?”

“Devin Andersen,” Anna answered softly.

“Devin Andersen? Why . . . ?” Kirsty looked at Anna again, then looked at her neck and her stomach. A wicked smile crept across her face. “Nice belly ring,” she commented, giving her a knowing look. “What’s it like, being a sex slave?”

Anna gasped and looked at her, horrified. How could she know . . . ?

“Wondering how I know?” Kirsty smirked and waved her hand in the air. “Please. I travel the world. Devin doesn’t let his out, but others do. Other . . . whatever they’re called, are more open with their slaves.” She laughed. “I must admit, you all are very well trained.” She took a step towards Anna, who took a step backward. “I didn’t think you were allowed to say no.” She raised her brow.

Anna’s eyes widened in fear and she stopped, clenched her hands together and looked at the ground.

“Garrett’s bedroom is on the second floor, the door immediately to the left at the top of the stairs,” Kirsty said in a low voice. “Go there and wait for me.”

Anna nodded obediently and did as she was told. Kirsty knew she was a slave. Anna couldn’t say no. Her slave programming wouldn’t let her. She had to serve women as well as men.


Fourteen


Alex looked around for Anna as he was finishing his conversation with Devin. “Devin, she must have gone to the bathroom. I’ll have her call you as soon as I find her.”

Devin growled. “You better, or I might not remember what I said earlier.”

Alex frowned and disconnected the call. He’d spent the last ten minutes negotiating and threatening him if he punished Anna for something that wasn’t her fault. Alex had seen her struggling against Garrett and was making his way over to rescue her when she got free. But the look on her face as she ran for her phone had confused him.

When he found out she was terrorized because she’d missed a call from Devin, his temper flared. He hadn’t lost his temper so many times in so many days in a long time. It exhausted him, but when it came to Anna, he couldn’t help but be defensive of her. No one else seemed to care. And he was her Master; he had a responsibility to her.

Alex looked at the people in the pool. He couldn’t imagine where Anna would have gone. It wasn’t like her to run away from punishment . . . Alex’s heart dropped. The only reason she would have left was if someone made her.

“Seth! Tony!” he called, walking quickly over to his bag to find his phone. He was thankful for the advanced GPS tracker he’d had placed in the bracelet he’d given Anna. It would lead him to her exact location within a foot.

Seth and Tony were by his side in an instant, dripping wet from the pool.

“Anna’s disappeared,” Alex said, pulling his phone out of his bag.

They both cursed. “Is her GPS working?” Seth asked.

Alex looked down at his phone and pushed several icons. He sighed in relief as he saw the red dot blinking nearby and not moving. “She’s still here. C’mon.”

The other men grabbed their towels and dried off as they walked into the house. Alex was anxious that one of the guys at the party had seduced her . . . or worse . . . taken her to one of the bedrooms.
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Anna stood in the middle of Garrett’s room for a moment, looking around. It was a big room. She settled on her knees next to the bed and awaited Kirsty’s arrival.

Kirsty opened the door a few minutes later and Anna sighed silently in relief when she saw the other woman entered alone. She’d been afraid Kirsty would bring Alex along. Anna stared at Kirsty’s perfectly manicured toes as she stood in front of her.

She grabbed a handful of Anna’s hair and brought her head up to look at her. “You eat pussy, right?”

“Yes, my lady,” she answered softly.

She grinned. “Remove my swimsuit and eat me,” she commanded.

Anna obediently reached for the strings of Kirsty’s bikini bottom and pulled until they came loose and the scrap of fabric fell to the floor. Kirsty lay down on the bed with her legs apart and knees tented. Anna crawled up between her legs, took a deep breath and leaned down to Kirsty’s wet, pink pussy.

She tentatively extended her tongue to touch her. Anna knew what to do, but didn’t have much experience with women. She licked her from bottom to top once and Kirsty moaned. Anna did it again, this time with more pressure, and Kirsty moaned again. She buried her tongue in the silken folds and sucked and licked her, eliciting moans repeatedly. She pushed two fingers inside the wet pussy and swept her tongue across the erect clit, and felt Kirsty shudder. Thrusting repeatedly, Anna sucked on Kirsty’s clit and Kirsty cried out loudly.

She pulled her fingers out and pressed her tongue at the opening and Kirsty bucked her hips. Anna’s tongue slid between the swollen folds and thrust it in and out. She stopped for a moment to suck in the pussy juices and Kirsty cried out when she did so. Anna repeated the motion again and Kirsty cried out again.

Anna licked and sucked Kirsty until her hips squirmed.

“Make me come, bitch,” Kirsty growled and Anna sucked hard on her clit and thrust her fingers in and out over and over again.

Anna’s fingers were wet with Kirsty’s juices. She rubbed the top of her passage, eliciting another deep moan. Anna kept rubbing the spot and sucking on her clit. Kirsty’s pussy clenched around Anna’s fingers and she moaned loudly.

“Oh, fuck yeah,” she mumbled.

Kirsty clenched even harder and climaxed hard. As Kirsty relaxed, she opened her eyes slowly. She glared at Anna, but something caught her attention by the door. Her eyes widened in fright.
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Alex took the stairs two at a time and opened the door to Garrett’s room to find Anna lying on the bed. Between Kirsty’s legs.

Alex’s hands clenched into fists and his jaw muscles twitched. He’d never been as angry with Kirsty as he was right now. He had no doubt Kirsty had somehow lured Anna up here and he was going to find out why.

He slammed the door against the adjoining wall to get their attention. Anna turned around quickly, Kirsty’s juices still on her chin. He let out a low growl.

If he lost it, he would terrorize Anna. Alex closed his eyes and counted to ten to gain some semblance of control. He opened his eyes and looked at Anna, who jumped in fright and clambered off the bed to bow low in front of him. He hated that Anna was clearly feeling his anger.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Alex growled, entering the room. Seth and Tony entered behind him and closed the door. Alex stepped carefully over Anna.

“She knew what I—” Anna’s muffled voice came from the floor.

“Not you, Anna,” Alex interrupted her with a tone that was sharper than he’d intended. Fuck. He didn’t want to upset her more than she was already. Whatever the fuck Kirsty had done to her was clearly enough to make her fear him again. That made him even angrier.

He took several deep breaths, for Anna’s sake and not Kirsty’s, and stepped towards the bed. “You. Kirsty.” His voice was quiet but full of rage.

Kirsty shrank back in fear. She’d never seen him angry like this before.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

Kirsty looked at Anna and her arrogance returned and she became defensive. “She’s a fucking sex slave, Alex. I was taking advantage of the situation. They’re well trained, you know.” She tried to sound nonchalant, but her voice trembled as she spoke.

“I’m aware of their abilities. What I don’t know is how you knew and why you thought it was okay to take advantage of it.”

“Alex,” Kirsty said, exasperated, and gave him a knowing look as she tried to lighten the mood. “That’s what they’re for, silly. You know that.” She gave him a seductive smile and moved her legs to reveal her glistening pink pussy. “You should take advantage of it, too.”

Alex frowned and closed his eyes again to keep his pulse down. The rage surging through his body disorientated him. He had half a mind to have Seth remove Anna from the room so he could deal with Kirsty properly, but doing so might make Anna feel worse. And he really didn’t want to make a scene at his friend’s party. He’d just have to keep himself under control. A good exercise, he supposed.

“Her owner will never find out. And I doubt he’d care if he knew.” Kirsty looked down at Anna bowing on the floor then back at Alex suspiciously. “Wait a minute. Why did she bow to you?” she asked slowly, eyes narrowed.

“It’s a defense mechanism,” Alex said, temper and voice softening, as he fully realized what Anna was doing. He closed his eyes as he continued. “When a slave senses her owner is angry, they put themselves in the most submissive position they can.”

Alex knelt in front of Anna and pulled her arms to have her sit up.

She trembled and stared at the floor. “I’m sorry, Master,” she whispered.

Alex glanced up at Seth and Tony and saw the concern on their faces. He cupped her cheek and lifted her face. He smiled softly, his heart aching for the trembling girl in front of him. “Schatzi, the only thing you did wrong was doing something you didn’t want to do,” he said softly.

“Master?” Kirsty exclaimed. “What the fuck, Alex?”

Alex’s jaw clenched. He couldn’t deal with Kirsty’s shit anymore. He might as well tell Kirsty some of the truth. She wouldn’t tell anyone. Of that he was certain. “Show her your bracelet, Anna.”

Anna stood and held out her bracelet for Kirsty to see. Kirsty stared at it for a moment, then grabbed Anna’s wrist, none too gently, pulling her onto the bed. Kirsty touched one of the silver discs. “This has your family crest on it, Alex,” she said slowly.

“Yes, she is a slave. And she belongs to my family.” He hated saying those words aloud, but they were the truth.

“Shouldn’t she be in Germany?” Kirsty asked sarcastically, letting go of Anna.

Alex pulled Anna back onto her feet. “Kirsty, it is a long story which you have no need to hear,” he said impatiently. “This is why she is around so much. She is mine.” He put his hands on Anna’s shoulders and Kirsty frowned. “You had no right to use her as you did.”

“What do you need a sex slave for, Alex? Aren’t I enough?” Kirsty pouted.

“As I said, it is a very long story,” Alex sighed. “I didn’t seek out a slave, Kirsty. But she is here to stay. If you have a problem with that, you are free to go.”

Kirsty’s jaw dropped and she stared at Alex with wide eyes. “You would choose her over me?” she accused.

“I have obligations to Anna that were in place long before I met you,” Alex said solemnly.

He felt Anna tense under his hands.

She narrowed her eyes at Alex. “I can’t believe this, you son of a bitch. You’d pick a fucking slave over your girlfriend?” She scooted to the edge of the bed and reached for her swimsuit bottom, tying it with jerked motions. “Fine. Have her. There are plenty of men that would be thrilled to have me.” She finished the knots and stood to put it on.

Alex snorted. “You going to Rio?” he asked sarcastically. “Or Paris? Or how about Düsseldorf?”

Her eyes widened. “You know about⁠—”

“Of course I do, Kirsty. I’m not an idiot.”

“Alex. I⁠—”

“I don’t give a rat’s ass,” he said irritably. “Really, I don’t. Go find some other poor sucker to latch onto.” He sighed, realizing he was being harsh. He didn’t want to end things like this. As much as they weren’t getting along lately, there had been a reason they’d gotten together in the first place. “I’ll take you home,” he said, his voice softer. “Go get your things. I’ll meet you downstairs.”

Kirsty stood and glared at Anna, then left, slamming the door behind her.

Tony and Seth glanced at each other and then looked at him with amused expressions. They, too, had wondered why he was still with her.

Alex sat on the bed and ran his fingers through his hair, stopping halfway and resting his head in his hands.

“Seth, go make sure she keeps quiet about what happened,” he mumbled in German. “Tony, get the car. I need to speak to Aaron before we leave.”

Seth and Tony both responded with a “Yes, sir,” and left the room.

“Anna, why didn’t you tell her no?” Alex asked in English, still staring at the floor.

Anna sat down on her knees in front of him. “She knows what I am. She ordered me.”

“You’re not obligated to follow orders from someone that’s not your Master, are you?” He gave her a bemused look.

“It’s not like obeying you and Devin, but . . .” She looked up at him. “Jack punished me if I ever said no to someone. I’m not allowed to say no. Even Devin warned that his girls aren’t allowed to say no.” She twisted her hands together. “If I said no to someone and they told Devin or Jack, I would be in so much trouble.”

Alex felt so hopeless to help her. The whole situation was so fucked up. What had he gotten himself into? “Oh, Schatzi . . . I don’t want you to be punished. Ever.” He sighed. “Well, Kirsty won’t bother you anymore.” He pressed his lips together. He would make sure of that tonight.

“Alex, I don’t want to cause problems with⁠—”

He shook his head. “Anna, the relationship has been dying for a while. I just didn’t see the point in ending it just yet.” That wasn’t the whole truth, but he couldn’t tell Anna he was in love with her. Not yet. As he gazed into her eyes, he was tempted to kiss her and take her home with him. But he wanted her to come to him in freedom, not out of obligation. He looked away and stood. “Come. Let’s go back downstairs. I’m going to take Kirsty home and deal with her.”

Alex turned and opened the door. “You need to call Devin. I told him I would have you call him when I found you.” He gave her a firm look. “If he punishes you, or threatens to punish you, tell me immediately. I don’t care if it’s three o’clock in the morning.”

“Yes, Alex.”


Fifteen


Anna went to the downstairs bathroom to wash her face, then outside to locate her phone. It was sitting on top of her bag. Nervously, she picked it up to call Devin. Her heart pounded as she waited for him to answer.

“Hello, Anna,” Devin answered coolly. “What took you so long to return my call?”

“I’m sorry, Devin,” she said in a shaky voice. “Alex’s girlfriend found out . . . what I was and used me.”

Devin laughed. “Really? Did you enjoy eating pussy?”

Anna cringed at his condescending tone. “It wasn’t bad, but I don’t really like it.”

“Well, then, fortunately for you, it doesn’t happen very often. But it will happen, Anna.”

“Yes, Devin, I understand,” Anna said softly.
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Alex watched Anna from the kitchen doorway as she picked up her phone. She had that sad, hopeless look in her face again that stabbed his heart. Damn Kirsty! He’d almost gotten his temper back under control.

Anna had been having a good time at the party before the phone call. He could admit to himself that he was a little jealous, watching all the men flirt with her. But it was good for her, he’d told himself. She needed to see what it was like to be normal.

He’d also seen Aaron watching her. Oh, his friend had it bad. He’d suspected it when they’d hung out earlier in the week, but watching him watch her it became obvious. Good.

He looked around for his best friend and saw him standing at the end of the deck, looking out at the yard. Alex walked up and stood next to him as he looked out at Anna. Her face had softened and much of the fear seemed gone. Devin must be behaving himself.

“You really like her, don’t you?”

Aaron jumped and glanced at his friend. “Not as much as you do.” He gave Alex a knowing look.

“It wouldn’t work right now, Aaron. I told you that.” He inhaled deeply. “I think you should ask her out.”

Aaron turned to look at him, surprise evident on his face. “Me? Why?”

“Because it’s obvious how much you like her and I trust you to treat her the way she should be treated.”

“Why are you so concerned about her, Alex? I don’t recall you ever being so protective over someone. Especially someone you hardly know.”

“I know her better than you think,” he said without thinking about it, and Aaron rewarded him with a startled look.

Alex sighed, realizing he’d said too much. He trusted Aaron implicitly. Aaron knew things about him that only his father knew and even things his father didn’t know.

Aaron also knew about the Manor, at least as much as anyone not in the Brotherhood could know. He should warn him about Anna’s piercings. If they were going to date, they’d have sex eventually and he’d see them. The last thing Anna needed was Aaron getting the wrong idea about her.

Alex looked around to see if anyone was listening. They were the only people on this side of the deck. “Aaron, Anna is my slave. She belongs to me and my family.”

“She . . . what?” Aaron exclaimed loudly, then clapped his hand over his mouth. He gave Alex the dirtiest look he’d ever seen Aaron give anyone. “How the fuck is that possible?”

“It was the only way to save her . . .” He briefly explained how Anna came to be his slave. Aaron’s eyes got wider and wider as Alex spoke. He also told him a little bit about her abusive past and explained about the ritual, telling Aaron what would have happened if he hadn’t interfered.

“And you’re not with her . . . why?” Aaron looked at Alex doubtfully. “You’re obviously crazy about her.”

Alex sighed. “She needs freedom. I don’t want her with me because she belongs to me. I want her to come to me willingly.”

Aaron frowned but nodded. “I guess I could understand that.”

“Aaron, being with her could be hard, but she’s worth it.” Alex sighed. “She has . . . obligations to Devin. I think she’s attending something with him on Wednesday. You can’t get upset with her when she has to do those things.”

Aaron grimaced. “He’s gonna fuck her, isn’t he?”

Alex nodded solemnly. “I would be incredibly surprised if he didn’t. But you can show her what real lovemaking is and she will blossom.”

Aaron stared out at the yard where Anna was now talking with Jenna, and Alex followed his gaze. She seemed so sad. So different from when she’d been in the pool just a while before.

“What happened tonight?” Aaron asked.

Alex told him what Kirsty had done to Anna.

Aaron’s reaction was similar to, though less volcanic than, Alex’s. “Please tell me you’re ending it with that bitch.”

Alex nodded. “I am. That’s why you need to ask Anna out tonight.”

“What if I’ve changed my mind?”

“She’s still the same person, Aaron,” Alex snapped. “The only difference is if you hurt her, I will hurt you.” He glared at his friend.

“Jeez, Alex. I was just kidding.” Aaron laughed. “You really are protective of her, aren’t you?”

Alex frowned and looked out at the yard. “Someone needs to be.”
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“Where’d you disappear to, Anna?” Jenna asked, walking up to Anna.

Anna had just finished a relatively pleasant conversation with Devin. He had told her that she was going to stay with him at his home Wednesday after the banquet. That had surprised Anna. Why would he want her at his house? Wouldn’t his wife be upset?

But, it was her job to obey, not question, him.

“Oh . . . I . . . had to go to the bathroom . . . ,” Anna answered lamely. She didn’t want to relive her experience with Kirsty.

Jenna gave her a look. “Okay,” she said with a doubtful expression on her face. “So, let’s get back in the pool. Garrett’s been asking where you were.”

Anna looked over at the pool. Garrett seemed like a nice guy, aside from not letting her go get her phone. How could he have known how important it was for her to answer the call? There were several nice guys. Alex wanted her to flirt and have fun. Okay, she could do that.

She nodded to Jenna and they started walking towards the pool when Alex came up to them.

“Is everything okay, Anna?” he asked, glancing down at the phone in her hands.

Anna nodded. “Yes . . .” She glanced at Jenna. “Everything’s fine.”

“Gut,” Alex said. “Well, if you’re okay, I’m going to take off and take Kirsty home. Do you . . . want me to come back later?”

Jenna’s brow raised at his words.

Anna shook her head. “No, that’s okay, Alex,” she said quickly. “I’m all right. Really.” She smiled. “Jenna’s here.”

Alex seemed reluctant to leave. “Okay . . .” He glanced behind him, then back at the two girls. “Call me if you need anything, Schatzi,” he said softly. He hesitated for a moment, as if he wanted to say something else. “I’ll see you later.”

“Okay,” Anna said softly, watching him carefully.

“Bye, Alex,” Jenna said cheerfully, with a glint in her eyes.

Alex made a face at her, then turned and walked away.

Jenna laughed and watched Alex as Anna stared at the ground. “He’s totally into you. Lucky girl.”

Anna’s head snapped up. “Hardly,” she said. She was not lucky. Not by any stretch of the imagination. She still didn’t understand Alex.


Sixteen


Anna sat on the side of the pool while Jenna jumped back into the water. Her feet dangled in the water and she watched the ripples created by the movements of her legs. She was tired and wanted to go home. What a strange concept: the ability to go home and be alone. Too bad Seth had left with Alex. A warm body would have been nice tonight.

“Hey, Anna, having a good time?” Aaron asked, sitting down next to her.

Anna looked at him out of the corner of her eye. She didn’t want to be rude. “It’s . . . a lot of people. I’m not used to being around crowds like this.”

Aaron nodded. “That’s understandable.” He smiled suddenly. “C’mon. I have somewhere quiet we can go.”

Anna gave him a startled look.

Aaron grinned mischievously. “Not my bedroom . . . well, maybe later.”

Anna smiled and allowed Aaron to pull her to her feet. He led her around to the side of the house to a small garden with lots of vines and flowers.

“My parents bought this place after I graduated high school. When they decided to move to LA about three years ago, they sold it to me for a good price. This was my mom’s garden.”

Anna looked around in the dim light. It smelled delicious. Roses and jasmine and other flowers she didn’t know. Anna felt herself relaxing in the peace and quiet.

“It’s lovely,” she said, walking around.

Aaron took her hand. “I want to dance with you,” he said softly pulling her close.

“Aaron . . . ,” she protested but didn’t pull away. “There’s no music.”

Aaron smiled and started humming the music from the pas de deux from the second act of Giselle.

Anna shook her head. “No, Aaron. I haven’t danced that since we⁠—”

“So what?” he interrupted in a low voice. “I know you can still do it. Anna, your dancing is from your heart. I knew that eight years ago. I want to see it again.” He turned her around to face her away from him. “Please,” he whispered in her ear. “Close your eyes and dance with me.”

He stepped away and began humming again. It brought back powerful memories long pushed away and she was helpless to resist.

She closed her eyes and Aaron’s humming faded in her ears, replaced by the orchestra’s strings calling her to dance. Her arms and legs began to move, almost of their own accord, to the music in her mind. Aaron joined her at the appointed moment and they moved as one, limbs moving in sync to the unheard music. Aaron lifted her as if she was a feather, all grace and beauty.

They danced only for themselves. The harshness of Anna’s life released its hold on her heart for just a moment and she and Aaron were of one mind and body. A cocoon of intimacy wrapped in music bound them together in that moment, and didn’t release its grip until the last strings faded in their minds.

Anna opened her eyes slowly and blinked several times. Aaron was kneeling in front of her, her upper body resting against his back in the final pose of the dance. They were both breathing deeply and she fought the invasion of anything in her mind that wasn’t the present moment. She relaxed and Aaron stood and turned around, taking both of her hands in his.

He pulled her close, placing her hands around his neck and wrapping his arms around her waist. They gazed into each other’s eyes and felt the connection that had been planted in her heart years before. Aaron slowly leaned down and caressed Anna’s lips with his own. Her eyes closed and she leaned into his embrace.

Their kiss was a continuation of their dance. Gentle, graceful, and beautiful. Aaron’s tongue was as graceful as the rest of him, stroking, coaxing, cajoling Anna to open herself up to him. She moaned softly and allowed Aaron in, both into her mouth and her heart.

No one had kissed her like this before, not even Kurt or Wilhelm, though she was fond of both of them. The only one who came close was Alex, but he didn’t care for her in any way more than just as a good Master.

Aaron pulled away slightly and she opened her eyes to look at him. His eyes met hers and, before the fear could set in, his warm gaze settled her heart. He brought his hand up to her cheek and stroked her skin gently.

“Anna . . . ,” he whispered. Her heart leaped to hear her name on his tongue.

He brushed his lips against hers again and was about to resume the intimate kiss when a male voice came from behind Anna. They both jumped, pulled so abruptly from their moment.

Aaron glared at his roommate, Garrett.

“Oops. Sorry dude. We’re out of beer. Where’d you put the extra keg?”

Aaron sighed. “Hang on,” he said, then smiled apologetically at Anna. “I’m sorry, hon,” he said, brushing her hair back from her face.

Reality hit Anna in the heart and she felt . . . well, she didn’t know what she felt. Being with Aaron back here, dancing with him, had been unbelievably wonderful. But good things never lasted and she tried to step back to allow him to do what he needed to do.

Aaron tightened his arms around her. “Hey.” He cupped her chin. “I’m not done with you,” he said in a tone that conveyed more than lust. “Let me take care of this and I’ll find you in a few minutes, okay?” His eyes were soft and tender. “I won’t abandon you, Anna,” he added in a whisper and kissed her gently on the lips.

For some reason, Anna believed him, and they walked hand in hand around the side of the house. Back to the noise of the party. It was so loud it hurt her ears after the quietness of the garden. Part of her wanted to stay and wait for him there, but she felt she could be brave for him. Aaron kissed her temple and squeezed her hand, then turned to follow Garrett into the house.

Jenna appeared at her side a moment later. “You were gone for a while,” she grinned mischievously. “What were you two doing?”

Anna blushed and gave a shy smile. “We danced,” she said happily. “And he kissed me.”

Jenna looked sharply at the house, then back at Anna and grinned. “Aaron kissed you?” she asked excitedly.

Anna’s face fell. “Was that wrong? Should I not have let him?”

Jenna shook her head. “No . . . I mean, yeah . . . fuck!” she exclaimed then smiled. “I just didn’t think he would . . .” She shrugged. “He was complaining about you and Alex earlier.”

“Me and Alex?” Why would Aaron complain about her and Alex? Alex owned her; that was their only connection.

“Well, yeah. Alex was watching you like a hawk tonight. Aaron thought Alex would break up with Kirsty and go after you. Aaron didn’t want to be in his way.”

“I think Alex watches me because of his family. He’s so . . . confusing.”

“He can be that way, that’s for sure.” Jenna shook her head.

“Do you know him well?” Anna asked.

“Alex? Well, yeah. I mean, he’s Aaron’s best friend, so I’ve hung out with him a lot.”

“Did you and Aaron ever sleep together?”

“Nah, I was like his little sister. He doesn’t think about me that way.” She giggled. “Not that I haven’t thought about it.”

Anna giggled, too. When she and Aaron had danced together, she’d had a bit of a crush on him and had thought about him a few times when one of the other men had been playing with her. She’d wondered what it would have been like to have Aaron touch her like that. But that was so long ago. She hadn’t thought about him in years. And now he’d kissed her. As if he liked her.

She realized she hadn’t been trying to read him in order to find out what he wanted from her. She’d just enjoyed being with him. What a strange, new experience for her. Maybe that’s what Alex was trying to say when he wanted her to be free. Anna smiled to herself.

Anna and Jenna headed back to the pool. With Alex gone, she felt that she could relax more. She didn’t have to worry about him and could just try to enjoy herself like he’d wanted her to. But, at the same time, him not being there made her feel like a part of her was missing.

It was all so confusing!

Aaron returned a few minutes later and stayed by Anna’s side. When they chatted with the other dancers in the pool, Aaron stood behind her with his arms around her waist, and sometimes he would rest his head on the top of hers. The attention he gave Anna caught the attention of the other dancers, some of whom teased Aaron about it. When Anna tried to pull away because she didn’t want him to be uncomfortable, he wouldn’t let her, telling her he liked her right where she was and didn’t mind the teasing.

One of the guys, Travis, had arrived when Anna had been upstairs with Kirsty. When they were introduced, Anna saw him look at her necklace closely then raise his brow. Anna’s heart had sunk, but he just gave her a big smile and continued his conversation with the rest of the group.

Did he know what she was? But he didn’t leer at her or make her feel uncomfortable. In fact, he seemed to be almost . . . happy for her? Strange. He himself had a single nipple ring. She found herself staring at it, wondering what that could mean.

“It means I’m an illegitimate son.”

Anna looked up sharply at Travis’s face, blushing at being caught staring. Travis was very good looking, with bright blue eyes and longish, straight brown hair. He was thin, as many male dancers were, but with well-defined muscles that she could see in his upper body.

He was grinning at her. “This,” he said softly, pointing at his ring. “It’s what you were looking at, right?”

“I . . . ,” Anna began, not knowing how to respond. “Illegitimate son?” She frowned in confusion.

Travis nodded, still grinning. “Illegitimate son of an Elder . . . well, an Elder who cares about it. Ya don’t see them often because a lot of them don’t care. But mine did.” He beamed.

Anna’s facial expression didn’t change. “I don’t understand. You’re . . . the son of an Elder?” she asked, keeping her voice quiet and looking around for anyone listening.

He nodded again. “My mother was a slave. I have two brothers that live here too. Different mothers, same father.”

Anna’s eyes widened. “You’re Devin’s son?” She couldn’t believe that Devin would admit to having a son by his slave, or let him out.

Travis threw his head back and laughed. “Devin? Hardly!” He laughed again. “Good grief, I’d be lucky to be alive, let alone out in public.” He shook his head. “No, Brandon Seay, from LA.”

“You’re from LA and your . . . father let you come up here?” Anna’s head was spinning. Why would an Elder allow such a thing?

“Sure, why not? My dad loves me. He knew I loved dancing and wanted me to be able to dance professionally. San Francisco’s company is one of the best in the country. Why wouldn’t he . . . wait—” He stopped abruptly. “You are what I think you are, right?”

Anna’s heart pounded as she stared at him. “What do you think I am?”

Travis touched her necklace. “Some sort of slave, though I’ve never seen diamonds before. Must mean you’re pretty special.” He grinned. He must have noticed the fearful expression on Anna’s face. “Hey, believe me, I’m not judging. My dad lets his girls out sometimes, but I didn’t think Devin did. Has he changed his policies?”

Anna shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t think so . . . Devin says . . . that I’m special, but I don’t really understand why.”

Travis chuckled. “Anyone looking at you could see you’re special,” he said warmly.

Anna felt herself blush, which made Travis laugh again. “You’re definitely not normal. I don’t think I’ve ever seen any . . . ,” he looked around, “. . . you know . . . blush before.” He looked at her curiously. “Why are you out? I mean, Devin’s a control freak. Why would he let you come to a party? And . . . ,” He nodded towards Aaron. “. . . does he know?”

“Aaron know?” Anna was puzzled, then it hit her. “That I’m a . . .” Her voice trailed off and Travis nodded.

Anna shook her head slowly as she realized Aaron didn’t know that she was a slave. Her shoulders slumped. She’d even forgotten for a bit that she was a slave. What would Aaron’s reaction be when he found out? Would he be disgusted or thrilled?

The final bit of the cocoon that had enveloped her heart while dancing with Aaron ripped away and she was left with the reality of who she was and what she was for. The pain was unbearable. Yes, the good feelings were wonderful when they were there, but when reality came back it hurt worse than before.

Tears sprang to her eyes and she struggled out of Aaron’s arms and out of the pool before Aaron realized what was happening. She grabbed her towel and walked away quickly. She didn’t realize she’d headed towards the garden until she sat on the bench along the side of the house and looked around.

She leaned forward and buried her face in her hands. She was a slave. She needed to remember this. Her slavery was safe. She knew what to expect from those men. Good or bad, it was mostly predictable and her emotions stayed out of it . . . for the most part.

This . . . this freedom was dangerous. The small amount of control she felt over herself made her⁠—

“Anna?” Aaron walked over to her quickly and sat next to her. “Anna, what’s wrong?” He took her hand and pulled her towards him.

She didn’t resist, though she didn’t really want to be close to him. It hurt. She didn’t like the emotional rawness she was experiencing. So she did the one thing she knew to do: she kissed him. Passionately. Her hands moved expertly over his shoulders and caressed his neck. Her mouth moved sensually against his, her tongue teasing and tantalizing.

She heard him groan against her mouth and knew she was getting to him. Not that she doubted her ability to seduce him. But did she want to? She hesitated.
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Aaron took advantage of her hesitation and pulled away, breathing heavily. “Anna, what are you doing?” he asked breathlessly, holding her at arm’s length. Alex had warned him if she was feeling frightened she might try this. He just hadn’t expected it to be so . . . alluring.

Anna looked at him with wide, frightened green eyes. If Alex hadn’t told him about her past, he’d be either dragging her up to his bedroom or running away. As it was, he knew she was scared and it pained his heart.

She’d been such a sweet young girl when he knew her before. He wanted to go to her guardian’s house and pummel him for hurting her.

He reached up and brushed her hair out of her face. “Anna, why are you afraid?” he asked softly.

She looked down and seemed to be making herself as small as possible. “You don’t want me,” she said.

“I don’t want you? Why would you think that? Why would I be here if I didn’t want to be with you?”

She shook her head and looked up. “No, I mean . . .” She frowned and wrinkled her brow. “I’m not who you think I am.” She absently played with her necklace. Alex had told him that was a sign of her slavery, as was her bracelet.

Aaron took her hand in his. If this was what she was concerned about . . . ? “I know who you are, Anna.”

She shook her head again. “I’m not twelve anymore, Aaron. I’m . . . not the same . . .” Her voice trailed off.

Aaron touched her necklace and looked deeply into her eyes. “I know, hon. I know who and what you are. And I don’t care. I still want to be with you.”

Anna’s eyes were doubtful. “You . . . know I’m a . . . ?” Aaron nodded. “How?”

Aaron hesitated. He didn’t want her to be angry at Alex. “Alex told me.”

Anna winced. “Oh.” She looked more hurt than angry.

“He wanted to make sure I knew so I didn’t hurt you,” he explained. He slipped his hand around her neck and pulled her head close to his. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he whispered and kissed her gently. Her lips were so soft and inviting. He could kiss her all day and never tire of it.
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Anna’s head spun at Aaron’s words and kiss. He knew? He knew she was a slave? He didn’t seem to mind: his lips against hers, his arms around her, holding her tight. She concentrated to read him and an overwhelming amount of emotion hit her. He had told her the truth of what he was feeling. She could trust him. Inexplicable, but true. He kissed her and her fears flew out of her mind.

He pulled back. “Why did you run away?” he asked, keeping his hand in her hair and caressing the back of her head.

“I thought you wouldn’t . . . see me the same way if you knew . . .” She didn’t doubt that he would want to sleep with her, but the connection that they’d made while dancing was so wonderful, she didn’t want to lose it. “You know about the . . . Manor . . . and stuff?”

Aaron nodded. “A little. Alex has told me about it and he took me to the one down in LA about a year ago. He wouldn’t go to the one here. He hates Devin.”

Anna giggled. “That’s very obvious.”

Aaron chuckled. “‘Course, I can’t say I’m exactly fond of him either. Not after finding out what happened to you.” He turned serious again. “I know your life isn’t easy. But I think you’re worth it.” He smiled, eyes tender as he gazed at her. “Is that okay?”

Anna nodded shyly and Aaron grinned. “Good,” he said and kissed her again.

A while later they were back in the pool. Jenna gave her a big smile as she flirted with Bryce. Aaron and Anna were at the side of the pool by themselves, Aaron holding Anna, when Travis swam up a while later. “Hey, Anna. I wasn’t trying to be antagonistic. I was just trying to . . . figure out . . . what you are. I don’t mean that to sound offensive,” he added quickly.

Anna smiled, comfortable with Aaron’s arms surrounding her. “It’s okay. I suppose it is unusual for, you know, to be out in public around here.”

Aaron kissed her cheek and nuzzled her ear. “I’m glad you are,” he said softly.

Anna blushed.

Travis shook his head. “I don’t think even normal girls blush like you do.” He looked back down at her necklace. “I know what diamonds mean with my dad, but I’ve never seen a girl wear them.”

Anna shrugged. “Devin called me . . . something . . . last week. Mistress . . .” She frowned as she tried to remember what Devin had said that caused the Brothers to murmur. “Elder-Mistress. He called me an Elder-Mistress and it caused quite a stir.”

Travis paled and his jaw dropped. “Are you sure that’s what he called you?”

Anna nodded. “Why?”

“Don’t you know what that means?”

She shook her head. “Well, Devin’s an Elder . . . and he’s called me his mistress . . .” She tensed, remembering Aaron behind her.

“It’s all right, Anna, I know,” Aaron said in a soothing voice and she relaxed.

How could she be so lucky to have Aaron interested in her and so accepting of who she is?

Travis was still staring at her as if she was some sort of mythical creature.

“Travis, what the hell is wrong?” Aaron asked, laughing.

“Elder-Mistress?” Travis repeated.

Anna was beginning to be concerned. “Is that a bad thing?” she asked, stomach churning with nerves. Why did he look at her like that?

Travis shook his head slowly. “Not at all. I’ve just never met a half-Immortal before. I’ve heard of them, but never had the privilege of meeting one.”


Seventeen


“A


what?” Both Anna and Aaron exclaimed at the same time.

Travis’s face went from awe to concern. “A half-Immortal . . . ?” he repeated, almost apologetically. “Shit. Anna, you do know who your dad is, right?”

Anna gave him a funny look. “Everyone knows who my dad is . . . Trevor Perkins,” she said with a shrug.

“That’s your dad? Well, that explains . . . wait, I thought he died?”

Anna winced. “Yeah, when I was twelve.” The memory still stung.

Travis looked confused. “That doesn’t make any sense . . . ,” he said softly, voice trailing off into deep thought.

“Dude, what are you talking about?” Aaron asked. “What the fu—” He glanced at Anna. “What’s a half-Immortal?”

Travis shook his head and looked at Anna again. “You’re sure Devin called you an Elder-Mistress?”

Anna frowned. “I think so. I might have heard him wrong. It was kind of a stressful night.” She looked at Aaron. “Alex was there. He’d know.” Anna looked back at Travis. “Is it important? I can call him and ask . . . I think.”

Travis looked nervous. “Well, no. I guess . . . it’s not that important, but . . .” He sighed. “Anna, if Devin called you an Elder-Mistress that means you’re a half-Immortal. Your dad is an Immortal . . . and he can’t possibly have died. But if he did die, then you’re not. If you’re not a half-Immortal then you can’t be an Elder-Mistress.”

Anna began feeling dizzy and nauseous. “I don’t know what any of that means.” Only Aaron’s arms around her kept from slipping under the water.
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“I think we better get you out of the water,” Aaron said, lifting Anna to sit on the side of the pool. “You better explain more,” Aaron said, looking at Travis. He’d never heard the term either, but if it was as significant as it sounded, Alex had a lot of explaining to do.

The three of them went into the house and upstairs to Aaron’s large bedroom. Two comfortable chairs sat near the window and he led Anna to sit in one of them. Her face was pale and her eyes were wide with fear.

He shot off a text to Alex: Is Anna an Elder-Mistress?

That would be enough to know if he needed to be concerned. Anna trembled in the chair. “Are you cold, hon?” he asked, putting his hand on her shoulder.

She nodded and he pulled the blanket off his bed and wrapped it around her.

“What’s an Immortal?” Anna asked Travis softly.

“I don’t know much about them, but my dad said they’re kinda like angels. Different ones have different roles. Some are guardians of certain humans. I don’t know what all they do, but I do know that the Elders and Immortals work together.” Travis glanced at Aaron. “I don’t know how much you know.”

“I’ve never heard the term. I don’t know much about the Brotherhood aside from the, uh, girls.” Aaron shrugged sheepishly.

Travis chuckled. “My dad said that the Immortals are all male. Sometimes they will . . . well, breed, for a lack of a better term, with a human woman and have a daughter. They’re always girls. These ‘half-Immortals’ are really special and they help the Elder that is their Master. That’s why they’re called ‘Elder-Mistresses.’” Travis looked apologetically at Anna. “But the Immortals can’t die. I mean, that’s pretty obvious. So, I don’t know why Devin would be claiming that you⁠—”

Aaron’s phone rang. “Hey Al⁠—”

“Where did you hear that term?” Alex interrupted him with an anxious voice.

“Travis and Anna were talking and⁠—”

“Travis?” Alex cursed in German. “I didn’t see him at the party.”

“He came when you were upstairs. Why?”

“He’s the one person that would know as much about Anna as I do.” He cursed again. “I’m on my way back. Don’t let him tell Anna anything else until I get there.”

“Okay . . . why?”

“Because she is, but she doesn’t know the significance of it, and if she gets upset I need to be there. Jack and Devin never told her.” He sighed. “I’ll be there in . . . ten minutes. Keep her calm and do not let her out of your sight. If she tries to leave, hold her if you have to. I don’t think she will, but just in case⁠—”

“Okay, I will,” Aaron assured him. He put the phone down and looked at Travis then at Anna, who was staring at the ground. “Alex is on his way back. He said don’t say anything else until he gets here.”
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Alex had been in the middle of a shouting match with Kirsty when his phone had buzzed. Without looking at it, he opened the bedroom door and tossed it to Seth, all without missing a step in the argument. Kirsty yelled at him about Anna and he got more defensive than he’d ever imagined possible. If Kirsty had been a man he would have tackled her and beat the shit out of her for what she dared to say about Anna.

Alex knew this was the end and didn’t know why he was bothering to defend himself to her. The worst thing you could do to Kirsty was ignore her. But Alex was in the mood to fight. He felt that his decision to encourage Aaron to date Anna was the right one, but it still frustrated the hell out of him.

Seth opened the door, wincing, but holding up the phone for Alex to see the text.

“What?” Alex shouted in German, glaring at Seth. He didn’t often yell at his men, but he was on a roll and didn’t like to be interrupted. The only reason he could imagine Seth would dare interrupt is if there was a call about a mission and he didn’t want to think about any missions right now.

“You might want to read it, Alex,” Seth said firmly.

Seth knew Alex’s temper as well as Alex did, so he realized it must be important. Alex quickly read the message. Fuck!

“Get the car started,” he barked to Seth. He turned back to Kirsty. “I have to leave. It’s been an interesting six months, Kirsty, but it’s time we acknowledged it’s over.”

Kirsty stared at him. “That’s it?”

Alex shoved his phone in his pocket. “Yes. You’ve spent the last fifteen minutes insulting the woman that I—” He stopped himself before he finished the phrase. “. . . that is important to my family and I won’t listen to it anymore. Anna is here to stay. You are expendable.”

With that, he turned on his heel and stalked out of her bedroom. As he closed the door, he heard a thump as Kirsty threw something at the door. Seth and Tony were already outside in the SUV parked in front of her condo.

Alex cursed again as got into the SUV. “Aaron’s house as fast as you can, Tony,” he ordered in German.

After he ended the call with Aaron, Alex leaned back in the seat and ran his hands through his hair. Anna didn’t need this right now. He had planned to tell her soon but wanted her to get used to life before he went and told her the truth about her father. That Aaron was with her was a good sign though. Perhaps things were progressing as he’d hoped.

He knew Travis well enough to know he wasn’t trying to cause trouble. He was a good guy and fortunate enough not to be Devin’s son and have a life. Most people who were born in a Manor lived their entire life there. Travis was an excellent dancer and a good friend.

Alex clutched the seat as Tony took a sharp corner. Tony certainly knew how to drive and it had come in handy many times over the course of the years. It had saved all their lives more than a few times as well.

He sighed. A mission right now sounded easier than the thought of telling Anna that her father wasn’t dead.

He’d met two of the other Mistresses in the world. They were beautiful, confident women that were a joy to be around. And yes, amazing in bed. But they had to be. The Brotherhood controlled the world using sex.

He understood why Devin and Jack hadn’t told Anna who she was. They might not have been able to control her as much as they did.

Once Anna knew who she was . . . how would she react? She could almost take Devin on all by herself, but Alex had a feeling she never would. Fear ruled her, which is exactly what Devin wanted.

Devin kept her under control through fear. He kept her isolated, so she didn’t know she wasn’t “normal.” She attributed her attractiveness to men to her training. The fact was, even if she’d never been “trained,” she still would have attracted men in droves. There was just something about a half-Immortal that was irresistible to men. Alex wondered if they had special pheromones.

Tony pulled up in front of the house. “I’ll park and meet you inside.”

“Thanks, Ton,” Alex jumped out, ran up into the house and went right up to Aaron’s room where he assumed they would be. He knocked once and opened the door.

Anna was curled up in Aaron’s lap, stopping him cold in the doorway. He’d momentarily forgotten he’d encouraged Aaron to pursue her. Aaron stroked her hair and kissed her head. Like Alex had done yesterday morning.

Alex swallowed and tried to ignore the lump in his throat and the pain in his heart as he watched his best friend love on the girl that he himself was in love with. Aaron whispered something in her ear and she looked up at him adoringly.

Alex rubbed at his chest as he watched them together. It’s better this way. Aaron was better for her right now. More stable. Aaron didn’t have a temper like Alex, and he didn’t disappear for weeks on end without an explanation. Right now Anna needed stable and safe.

He could tell just by watching her that she had no fear of Aaron. Something had happened between the two of them and she was content. Peaceful even. Anna at peace was the most beautiful sight he’d ever seen. He hoped he’d be able to make her feel that way someday. She deserved nothing less.

Anna looked up to see Alex standing in the doorway. She stood quickly and stepped away from Aaron, nervously twisting her fingers together and watching him.

“It’s all right, Anna,” Alex said, lowering his hand and walking into the room. “Stay with Aaron. You looked comfortable.” He sat on the bed and looked around. “Where’s Travis?”

Aaron reached for Anna and she returned to his lap. He wrapped the blanket around her again, but she didn’t seem as relaxed as before she had seen Alex.

“Travis went down to get his shirt. It’s kinda cold up here.” Aaron motioned to the blanket Anna was wrapped in.

Alex nodded absentmindedly and looked at Anna with a tender expression. “What did Travis tell you, Schatzi?”

Anna stared at her hands and repeated what Travis had told her. She glanced up. “Am I really an Elder-Mistress?” she asked timidly.

Alex sighed and nodded. “Yes, Schatzi. You are.”

Travis had returned as Anna was speaking and settled into the chair next to her and Aaron. He looked at Alex with a wary expression. “Was I wrong to tell her?” he asked after she’d finished.

Alex shook his head. “No, Travis. You didn’t know that she didn’t know. It’s wrong that she didn’t know before. I just⁠—”

“You knew?” Anna asked him, eyes full of hurt.

Alex nodded. “I didn’t realize you didn’t know until we were talking yesterday morning and then I wasn’t sure how to broach the subject.” Alex stood and walked to the window. “What Travis told you is correct, though it’s a simplistic explanation.”

“It’s all I knew . . . ,” Travis began.

Alex turned to his friend. “It’s all right, Trav. I wouldn’t expect you to know much more than that. I figured if anyone would know what she really was, though, it would be you.”

He looked back out the window. “Yes, Anna. Your father is an Immortal. Sometimes an Immortal will fall in love with a woman and decide to put aside their immortality for a time. They choose to live as normal men and get married and have a family. In that situation, they can only have one child, a daughter. When that happens, we’re supposed to leave the daughter alone. Let her live as a normal person. At some point, when she’s an adult, her father will tell her the truth, and she can have the choice whether she wants to become an Elder-Mistress or not.”

Alex turned to look at Anna. “They live longer and age slower than other women. That can make a normal life difficult. The Brotherhood offers a safe place to live, where they’ll be protected and cherished. Or at least they’re supposed to be.”

Alex felt the old regret return and he took in a shaky breath as he looked back out the window. He didn’t want Anna to sense his emotions . . . not that he was sure she wasn’t doing it anyway. “Sometimes they will marry and have a family of their own. Sometimes they just remain a servant of their Elder. It’s up to them.”

He turned back to Anna, his eyes hard. “That should have been your life, Anna. But Devin didn’t give you that choice. He just took you.” He clenched his jaw. “And abused you.”

“How did he take her?” Aaron asked. “I mean, I knew her parents . . .”

Alex frowned. “Before the Elders and Immortals started working together, the Elders would find and take their daughters. They treated them . . . well, like Anna was treated. There were tomes that were written with instructions on how to ‘tame’ them. Once the two groups started working together, the old ways were outlawed and the tomes were supposed to have been destroyed. The Immortals agreed to give the Elders their daughters when needed in return for the promise that they would be treated as they would their own daughters. Or wives,” he added, avoiding Anna’s gaze.

“One of the old methods mentioned in the tomes was to find a married Immortal and claim the daughter at birth. There only has to be one witness and it didn’t have to be another Elder.”

“Jack?” Anna asked softly.

“Most likely,” Alex answered. It was the most logical conclusion.

Anna nodded silently.

“That’s why you heal so quickly, Anna,” Alex added quietly. “That’s how you survived all those horrible years with your guardian.”

“Immortals can’t die?” she asked.

Alex sighed. “No, they can’t.”

Anna looked up at him with questioning eyes. He knew what she was asking.

“It wasn’t possible for anyone to survive that type of accident, Anna. He had to leave. If he’d stayed, it would have raised too many questions. He did what he could to protect you.”

By coming to Alex’s father before he “died” with a desperate request. A girl with brown hair and green eyes, Trevor had said. You’ll know her when you see her.

If Alex had only listened to Vati, Anna could have been saved from so much pain. The knife of regret stabbed deeper into his heart.

“Can’t he come back now? Now that I know?” Her sweet little voice twisted the knife.

“I don’t think so, Anna. I don’t know how it works, but I do know that if they ‘die’ there is a period of time that they cannot return. And your father was rather famous. I don’t know if he’d ever be allowed to return.”

She didn’t say anything for a minute, staring at Alex’s chest. “Where did he go?” she whispered, eyes moving up to look at his.

Alex shook his head and sighed. “I don’t know, Schatzi. I’ve never asked.” He knew there was a “place” but he’d never thought to ask about it.

His friend Sebastian was an Immortal. He was Alex’s guardian and the one who guided Alex in saving Anna from Devin’s ritual. They’d met about eight years ago. Right around when Anna’s parents had died. Alex had to wonder if there was a connection. Sebastian kept pretty tight-lipped about most things. Alex didn’t even know he was an Immortal until a few years ago when Sebastian got shot . . . and didn’t die.

Sebastian preferred living in Frankfurt for reasons unknown to Alex. Alex suspected it had something to do with Devin. But he could and would be here in San Francisco in seconds if needed. He seemed to know when Alex was in trouble.

Now Alex wanted to know where the place was. Not for his sake, but for Anna’s. Sebastian would never tell him about it, though. Alex was mortal and had no business knowing.

Not for the first time, Alex felt helpless when it came to Anna. Things just seemed to get worse and more complicated as time went on. He wanted to help her, to save her, but he could only do so much. He didn’t like feeling helpless. It was against his nature. He always knew how to fix things, how to get things done, and what to do. With Anna . . . this was such a different arena than he’d ever fought in. His enemy was right in front of him, but he couldn’t eliminate him because it would hurt her.

Alex looked up to see Aaron playing with Anna’s hair. He felt like an intruder. He should let them be together.

He stood suddenly. “Anna, are you all right?” he asked, wanting to leave the room as quickly as possible, but needing to make sure she was okay before he did.

Anna nodded, not looking at him. She was hurt. The knife sank even deeper, its edge growing ragged, making the pain almost unbearable.

Aaron nodded to him, letting him know he’d take care of her.

“Thanks,” Alex said softly. “Call me if you need anything.”

Aaron nodded again and Alex turned to Travis and raised his brow to see if he was coming. Travis jumped up and walked quickly out of the room with Alex following. He glanced back once and wished he hadn’t. Watching his best friend kiss the girl he loved and failed to protect was just too much.


Eighteen


Anna didn’t know how to process what she’d just learned. She half-heard Alex ask if she was all right and she nodded absently, staring out the window. She was . . . okay.

Aaron brushed away her hair from her face. “What can I do, Anna?” he asked softly.

She looked up at him, his kind blue eyes full of tenderness. She shook her head. “I don’t know what to think. Or do.”

Aaron leaned down and brushed her lips with his. “I’m here for you, Anna,” he whispered against her mouth.

Anna closed her eyes and savored his kiss. It dulled the pain that had crept into her heart as Alex spoke.

Aaron’s lips were firm but tender, enveloping hers. He sucked gently on her lower lip and she sighed. She struggled to get her hand out of the blanket so she could touch him. When she succeeded, she slid it around the back of Aaron’s neck, fingers sliding through his hair. She kissed him desperately, as if he were her lifeline. Away from, or back to, reality she wasn’t sure. But she needed him.

Aaron pulled away, breathing heavily. “Anna, I don’t want to do something we’ll regret,” he said quietly.

Anna searched his eyes. “You would regret being with me?” she asked, not understanding.

He gave her a weak smile. “We only just ‘re-met’ a week ago.”

“So?”

“I don’t want to rush things. I don’t want you to wake up in the morning and regret staying here.”

“Why would I do that?” She really didn’t understand what the big deal was. Was he rejecting her like Alex and Wilhelm had? Her shoulders slumped. “You don’t want me either?” She started to pull away, embarrassed about her desperate need for him.

“Either?”

“Alex wouldn’t have sex with me or let me please him,” she explained in a soft voice. “Neither would Wilhelm.”

He didn’t answer right away. “I do want you, Anna. I think you’re the most beautiful girl in the world.” He stroked her cheek. “I just . . .” He sighed. “In the real world, people don’t just jump into bed with each other if they want something more than a one night stand.”

Anna contemplated his words. “What’s a one night stand?”

He gave her a strange look and then softened his face. “Um . . . sex only. Sleep together and never see each other again.”

She frowned. “Oh. And you don’t want that?”

He chuckled and kissed the palm of her hand. “No. I don’t. I want you. All of you. Or at least as much of you that is available.” He gave her a tender smile.

She chewed her lip. “I don’t know if I know what that means.”

He smiled again. “I know you belong to Alex and Devin. I know you have obligations to them. But, I want to see you more. A lot more. And take you out and other stuff. If you’re interested, of course.”

Anna was astonished. “Why? I mean, I’d really like to have sex with you. You don’t have to take me out or anything for me to—” She stopped talking at the look on his face. He looked upset. “I said something wrong, didn’t I?”

Aaron frowned. “Anna, I’m not saying that because I want to have sex with you. I really want to . . . to get to know you. Spend time with you.” He twirled a piece of her hair around his finger. “Maybe have you as my girlfriend . . .” He trailed off, giving her a sheepish smile.

Anna bit her lip. “Aaron, I can’t, I mean, I have obligations to Devin and Alex. Devin is taking me to something on Wednesday night. He said he might send someone over to have sex with me.”

“I know it’s not going to be normal, but I’d like to try at least.” He cupped her chin. “When we danced together tonight, I felt something between us click.”

Anna’s fear melted away at his gaze. “I felt it too,” she said softly. “I feel safe with you. More than any other man I’ve ever known.”

“I’m glad,” Aaron said softly. “I want you to feel safe with me.” He leaned forward and kissed her again. “Always.”

His lips pressed against hers, firm but gentle. He trailed the tips of his fingers down her neck and across her collarbone. She wrapped her free arm around his neck and rubbed just under his ear. He shuddered under her touch.

He trailed kisses along her jaw and to her neck, pausing to suck gently below her ear before nipping her earlobe. She inhaled sharply. He kissed down her neck, and she leaned her head back as he kissed her collarbone. He tugged at the blanket, but he’d wrapped her too well. He glanced at the bed. Anna followed his gaze, then smiled at him.

“Do you want to stay the night?” he whispered.

Anna swallowed nervously and nodded. Why was she nervous?

Aaron stood her on her feet and pulled the sheets back on his bed before unwrapping her from the blanket. He tugged her gently to him and her body pressed against his. She shivered as he ran his hand down her back. He kissed her neck again.

“God, you smell good,” he mumbled against her neck.

He kissed his way back to her mouth, then backed towards the bed, pulling her with him, and laid her down gently, never moving his lips from hers.

She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him towards her. He lay on top of her and she felt his hardened cock against her inner thigh. She pushed her knee up gently and he moaned and kissed her deeper, tongue thrusting in and out of her mouth.

He kissed her neck again, then trailed his tongue down to her collarbone, sliding his hand up the side of her ribs. She giggled as it tickled.

Aaron looked at her, eyes sparkling with affection. “You’re so beautiful, my little Giselle,” he whispered, then dipped his head lower to kiss the top of her breast.

“Oh, Aaron,” she sighed as his tongue trailed along the top edge of her bikini top.

He brushed the side of her breast with his thumb and she arched her back, pressing her breasts up towards him. Her tight nipples ached for his touch.

He slid his hand up and caressed her breast, making her moan. She sighed as he kissed the other nipple through the fabric, then gently bit the hardened peak.

She reached behind and unclasped her top, pulling it slowly until she was able to drop it on the floor beside the bed.

He straightened slightly and gazed at her breasts. “Perfect,” he murmured before taking her nipple into his hot mouth and sucking gently.

She moaned loudly and pressed her thigh against his erection as she ran her hands through his hair and across his back and arms, exploring his body through touch. He pulled on her nipple ring before moving to her other breast, sucking her nipple into his hot mouth.

“Oh, God!” she moaned softly.

His tongue swirled around the peak, moving the ring up and down, and sending waves of pleasure directly to her clit.

She squirmed underneath him, wanting more of everything from him. Her hands moved down to the waistband of his swim trunks and slipped underneath, her fingertips brushing against the head of his cock. He groaned and flexed his hips toward her.

She could only reach the ridge of his cock and ran her fingertips along the edge, then to the slit where pre-cum had seeped out. She brought her fingertips to her lips and he watched with wide eyes as she licked drops of his cum off her fingers.

“Oh, fuck, Anna . . .”

He sat up and pulled her bikini bottom off, then trailed his fingers down between her breasts to her belly and down over her swollen sex.

He grinned slightly. “You’re definitely all grown up now, aren’t you?”

She giggled and sat up, tugging at his trunks. He sat up on his knees so she could pull them down off his hips. When his cock was free, she took his cock fully into her mouth and wrapped her arms around his hips, making him gasp.

He cursed and buried his hands in her hair, holding her head as she sucked on his cock. She thrust her mouth up and down, taking him deep into her throat. He was long and thick, so hard and smooth. No piercings, though. She clenched her thighs together as she imagined him being inside her.

He groaned loudly as she swallowed him, but she didn’t stop. She eagerly sucked and swallowed him, wanting to please him. Not out of obligation, but because she wanted to make him happy. Because she liked him. A strange new concept to her.

“Oh, Anna. Oh, God, you’re gonna make me come,” he groaned and pulled away from her mouth, pushing her back onto the bed. “I want to bury myself inside you,” he said as he pushed his trunks off the rest of the way and tossed them to the ground.

He kissed her and trailed his fingers down to her sex, gliding along the slit until he reached her opening where he slowly pushed a finger inside her.

“Ah!” she cried as he pushed his finger through the silky, very wet folds. He slowly thrust in and out of her, making her squirm more. “Please, Aaron. I need you,” she moaned. He kissed her neck, then leaned over her to his nightstand. “What are you doing?” she asked.

“Getting a condom.” He grinned at her. “I really like you, Anna. But I’m not ready for fatherhood quite yet.”

“A condom?” She frowned. “Oh, those long rubbery things?”

Aaron gave her a funny look. “You don’t use them?” He looked wary.

“No. I’ve never even seen one in real life. Only on TV.”

Aaron looked confused. “You’ve never even seen one?”

She shook her head. “I can’t get pregnant. And I’ve heard they’re rather annoying. You don’t have to use one if you don’t want to.” She gave him a small smile.

Aaron looked doubtful. “What about, you know, diseases and stuff?”

Anna shrugged. “I’ve never been sick.”

“Never?”

She shook her head. “Never even a cold.”

Aaron was thoughtful for a moment, then smiled. “I haven’t had sex without a condom for a long time.” He leaned down and kissed her again. “God, you’re wonderful.” He trailed his fingers back down to her pussy and slipped inside her again. “So hot and wet,” he groaned.

She moaned as he moved his fingers inside her. “Aaron . . . ,” she sighed.

He lay on top of her again and positioned himself at her entrance. His eyes closed as he pressed forward. She flexed her hips and he entered her body, slowly.

Anna moaned and pressed her head back into the pillow as he filled her. He felt so good inside. More than just physically. He filled her emotionally as well.

When he was in to the hilt, he kissed her for a long time before he started moving. It was so intimate; she wanted to give herself to him, completely. She kissed him back, wrapping her arms around his ribs.

They began moving together, finding the rhythm quickly. Anna moaned as he moved in and out of her.

“God, you feel so incredible,” he said softly.

They quickened their pace and Anna felt the tingling sensation that led to her climax. Their hips thrust against each other, over and over again, until they both cried out in ecstasy, soaring through the stars together and slowly returning to earth to rest in each other’s arms.

Aaron pressed his lips to hers as he rolled to his side, keeping his arms around her and turning her with him. When they finally broke apart Anna looked up into Aaron’s eyes and was astonished at the depth of emotion she saw there. Only Alex and Wilhelm had ever looked at her like that. It made her feel warm and tingly inside. She liked it. A lot.

Suddenly she remembered where they were and that Jenna was probably worried about her. She told Aaron. “We came together. She might need a ride home . . .” She started to sit up but Aaron pushed her gently back down.

He stood, his naked body delicious to her eyes, and reached for his swim trunks. “I’ll go find her. She was flirting with Bryce and is probably staying here tonight as well.” He grinned at her. “Stay here. I’ll be back in a couple of minutes.”

He walked around the bed and went out the door. Anna pulled the blankets up and snuggled deeper into the bed to await his return.

Aaron returned a few minutes later, turned the lights off and slipped back into bed with Anna, shoving his trunks off before doing so. His body was cold in the warm cocoon she’d made herself in the bed, but she didn’t mind. She curled up next to him and he wrapped his arms around her.

“Is she okay?”

Aaron chuckled. “Oh, yeah. Bryce and Levi are taking good care of her.” Levi was one of the other principal dancers.

Anna nodded, suddenly tired. She snuggled her head against Aaron’s shoulder and fell asleep as he stroked her hair.


Nineteen


Devin’s home office phone rang as he was researching ways to get rid of Alex. “Hello, Jack.”

“My girls are gone.”

“What?” What the hell was he talking about?

“My girls, the twins. They’re gone.”

“What the fuck did you do with them?”

“I didn’t do anything,” Jack growled. “I went out for a few hours earlier today. When I came home, they were gone.”

Devin leaned back in his chair and contemplated the situation. How the hell could he have lost his girls?

Fuck. Devin had been looking forward to those twins in the Red Room. “Any idea who might have taken them?” Who would dare steal slaves? Even Alex wasn’t ballsy enough to steal from an Elder. Was he? No. He played by the rules. Both he and his father.

Jack hesitated. “It looks like they managed to free themselves.”

Devin swallowed down a flash of anger. Fucking idiot.

“Maybe you should try locking the doors to the basement, Jack.”

“So this is fucking my fault?”

“I give you the privilege of training them. They’re your responsibility.”

“Fuck you, Devin. I’ve trained your girls for years. I’ve never lost one.”

“This better be the only time, Jack.” Devin’s voice was full of warning. “I can’t have those girls loose in the city. You better find them.”
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Alex’s phone rang in the middle of the night. He groaned as he reached for the glowing annoyance, but woke immediately when he saw his father calling. Had something happened to Kurt’s baby?

“Hello, Vati. Is everything all right?”

“I just had two young American girls show up at my Schloss.”

Alex’s heart sank at his father’s tone. He could practically feel the anger radiating through the phone. “Vati, they were being tortured. Jack was⁠—”

“It doesn’t matter, Alex,” Vati shouted and Alex winced. “You don’t interfere with another Elder’s Schloss.”

“They were at Jack’s house, not the Schloss.”

“By Devin’s order, I’m sure,” Vati growled. “But, again, it doesn’t matter. They are Devin’s property. You had no right to take them and bring them here. If Devin finds out, I will be in an immense amount of trouble.”

“You? I’m the one who did it.”

“And I am your Elder!” Vati paused. “You performed this act using your men, correct?”

“Of course.” What did that have to do with anything?

“That places your misdeeds in the category of your secondary duties in the Brotherhood, Alex.”

Alex’s stomach churned.

“If you had done it yourself, I might have been able to persuade the others that it was an Elder-Son misbehaving. But as it stands, I cannot do that.”

“Please don’t punish my men, Vati. They only did as ordered.”

“If that is what you wish.”

“Yes, Vati.”

There was another pause. “You need to come home and face judgment.”

Alex took in a shaky breath. “Will I be killed?”

“It’s not up to me. Disobedience is severe, Alex. You know this.”

What would happen to Anna if he were executed? “Vati, please . . . I was trying to save them,” he whispered, tears coming to his eyes. “I looked at them and all I could see was Anna in the same place.”

Vati sighed. “I know, Alex,” he acknowledged in a softer voice. “What you did was admirable, son. I doubt the others will call for your execution. If you had killed Jack or Devin, it would have been different.”

Relief spread through Alex’s body like a cool breeze. “Thank you, Vati.”

“You still need to come home. Immediately.”

“What about Anna?”

“Did Aaron ask her out?”

“Yes.”

“Then trust your friend to take care of her.”

“Yes, Vati.” The call ended and Alex stared at the ceiling in the darkness. He knew he’d done wrong, but to have done nothing would have been worse than the punishment to come.


Twenty


Aaron woke with the smell of jasmine in his nose and a soft body in his arms. He smiled, remembering Anna had stayed the night with him. How could he have been so lucky to catch Anna’s attention? Especially after learning how special she really was.

He took a lock of her silky hair between his fingers, and she moved and moaned softly as she cuddled closer in his arms. Her arm lay across his chest and he ran his hand over the soft skin on the back of her hand.

He was in danger of losing his heart to her and understood Alex’s desire to take her and hide her away, but Alex had said that would be dangerous to her, though Aaron didn’t know why.

She lifted her head and looked around, her sleepy gaze finally landing on his face.

He brushed her hair back away from her face. “Hi,” he said softly, with a tender smile.

She smiled shyly back at him. “Hi.” She tentatively reached up and stroked his cheek, smiling as she did so. She traced his cheekbone forward from his ear and down to his lips. Her index finger traced across his bottom lip, then down his chin and neck and across his chest.

He shuddered as her touch gave him a thrill. He felt the blood rush down to his already hard cock, making it ache. The thought of her mouth on him last night made his cock jump.

Aaron watched her intently as she familiarized herself with his body. When her fingers moved sideways to his nipple he hissed as she traced around the dark pink skin, causing the nub to harden instantly. Her eyes were almost wide with innocence as she moved her fingers, even though he suspected she’d been with many, many men and knew men’s bodies probably better than most of the men knew themselves.

He didn’t want to contemplate any sort of number. Innocence and seduction in the same body. No wonder a man like Devin would want someone like her.

She looked at peace and he didn’t want to bring up the previous night’s conversation, though he wanted to make sure she was okay. Then again, how could she be okay learning all that she had? He was glad he’d been there when she found out.

He thought back to the previous night. Why had she tensed when Alex walked into the room? He’d never known a woman to be tense around Alex, unless she was getting ready to orgasm or Alex was playing with her and intentionally causing the sexual tension. Alex was the type of guy women loved.

He was also the best guy he’d ever known. All those things that made a man a man, that was the essence of Alex. Strong physically and mentally, tall, well-built, handsome, disciplined, smart, protective as hell of those he loved, and sometimes even those he didn’t love. He was a perfect gentleman . . . most of the time. He was considerate, an excellent lover, and a friggin’ duke. God, sometimes he felt so inferior next to his friend. But Alex wasn’t arrogant. At least not now; he freely admitted to being so when he was younger.

Women could be nervous around him, but Anna was almost afraid of him. Maybe he’d lost his temper in front of her? That was Alex’s one weakness . . . okay, he probably had others, but it was hard to see them. His anger was certainly something to behold. No one wanted to be around him when he was out-of-control angry. Aaron had only seen it once and never wanted to see it again.

Only Seth and Tony dared to be near him when he was that angry. They could take what Alex dished out. The three of them had been to hell and back together, along with a couple of other guys Aaron had met several times. Aaron called them the “Band of Brothers.” Alex had told him it was amusing, though appropriate.
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Aaron wasn’t paying attention to what she was doing to him, making Anna wonder what could possibly keep him from reacting to her touch. She leaned forward and bit the nipple that she’d been tracing around and he jumped, then laughed.

She looked up into his eyes adoringly as she caught her breath. She felt so . . . she didn’t know the words to express how she felt. Cherished? Adored?

“What would you like to do today?” Aaron asked softly. He ran his fingers up her belly and around her breasts.

“Don’t you have class?” Anna asked, sighing as he glided his fingers over her taut nipples.

“Nope, have the week off. I’m glad. I need the break.” He grinned. “So, you didn’t answer my question. What shall we do today?”

Anna’s eyes widened. “I don’t know. What’s there to do?”

“Lots of things. We could go to the park. We could see a movie . . .”

“A movie?” Anna repeated. She hadn’t been to a movie in years.

“You wanna go see a movie?” he asked with amusement in his eyes.

She nodded eagerly.

He laughed. “Well, that was easy. ‘Course the movies don’t start until later. We could do lunch, then go see a movie. Maybe wander around one of the parks or something? Or just hang out.” He stroked her cheek. “I just want to be with you,” he said softly.

Anna felt like her heart was going to burst from happiness. She heard the sincerity in his voice. She allowed herself to read him briefly, then stopped. She liked not “pleasing” but just “being.” Though she wanted to make him happy because he made her happy. She felt so free. It was wonderful.
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Aaron walked out of his bathroom as he pulled his shirt over his head. Anna sat on his bed in the pink dress she’d worn last night. Sexy pink dress with that skimpy little bikini underneath . . .

He looked closer at the dress as he walked to her. “Are you wearing anything under that dress?”

Anna shrugged. “No.” Her eyes widened. “Should I?”

He pulled her to her feet and slid his hands around her hips, cupping her ass and kissing her neck. “Mmm. Not if you don’t want to. I think it’s sexy.” He pulled her dress up and caressed her bare ass, feeling himself growing hard again. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed herself against him.

He groaned and pulled away. “If I start kissing you again, we’ll never leave the room.” He pushed her dress back down.

“Is that a bad thing?” she asked.

Aaron grinned. “Well, on one level, no. But I don’t want you to think I just want you for your body.”

“What’s wrong with my body?” she asked, giggling.

He looked her up and down and his mouth widened into a seductive smile. “Absolutely nothing. I’m looking forward to seeing it again later. But I am actually hungry and really looking forward to taking you to a movie.”

She smiled up at him as if she thought the world of him, which warmed his heart.

“I want to drive you to the movies and stuff,” he said. He might be considered old-fashioned, but he didn’t care. “Where’d you park?”

“On the street. I think about a block down.”

“Hmm. I should’ve had you move it. My neighbors can get a little persnickety about my friends’ cars. Next time you can park in the garage.”

“I have an extra spot at my apartment you can park your car in, too.”

“How about we each drive our cars to your apartment and then I can drive from there?”

She nodded. “Okay. Do you know where I live?”

He shook his head.

“The Sapphire. On Mission Street.”

Aaron stared at her. “You live in the Sapphire?” He hadn’t really thought about where she lived. He wasn’t even sure if she had a job. That was a pretty swanky apartment building; several thousand a month for a studio. He shook his head, wondering how she afforded it. Then he wondered if he really wanted to know. “Okay, well. My garage is in the back so I’ll meet you and follow you to your place. What color is your car?”

“A sparkly white.”

They went downstairs and he walked her to the door. She pointed in the direction her car was parked and he told her he’d be there in a few minutes.

He went to the garage and pulled his yellow Nissan Xterra out of the garage and pulled around front looking for a “sparkly white” car. The only car he saw was a really nice Mercedes and he didn’t think that could possibly . . . no, that was Anna in the driver’s seat? Holy shit. How is she affording all this stuff?

He pulled up next to her and rolled the window down. “Hey. Nice car.”

She blushed and smiled. “Thanks.” She pushed a button on the dash. “I have to use the GPS to get around. Otherwise, I get lost.”

Aaron shook his head again. However she got it, it didn’t change who she was. And that’s what mattered.

His phone rang as they pulled onto the freeway. Aaron hit the speaker button. “Hey, Alex.”

“Hello, Aaron. How are things going?”

Aaron grinned. “Great.” Was he calling to check up on him and Anna?

“Aaron, listen, I’m on my jet heading home. I need you to keep an eye on Anna for me.”

“Home? Are you going on one of those mystery trips?”

Alex laughed bitterly. “I wish.” There was a pause.

“Alex?”

“I got into some trouble and have to go see my father. I’m hoping I’ll be back in a few days, but . . . I don’t know for sure.”

Aaron blinked. Trouble? What on earth could Alex have done to make him sound so depressed? “Are you okay?”

“I don’t know.” The crack in his voice concerned Aaron.

“What did you do?”

“I can’t say, Aaron. Just, please, take care of Anna while I’m gone. If something happens, call Seth. I won’t have access to my phone.”

“I will, Alex.”

“Thanks. Don’t tell Anna anything about the call. If she asks, just say I had to go out of town unexpectedly.”

“That’s all you told me.”

“Don’t tell her I’m in trouble. Please, Aaron.”

“I . . . okay.” What a strange request.
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Alex sighed and dropped his phone on the seat next to him.

“She’ll be okay, Alex,” Seth said, giving him a sympathetic look. “Why’d you tell Aaron not to tell her you got in trouble?”

“If she knew I was in trouble, then Devin might find out from her and come to a logical conclusion. I can’t let my father get into trouble because of what I’ve done.”
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Anna took her customary place in the corner of the ballet studio to warm up on Monday evening. She smiled, remembering the previous day with Aaron. It had been the best day she could remember in a long time. They went to lunch and talked about all sorts of things. Aaron told her about dancing professionally and what he’d been doing since he’d graduated high school. Anna didn’t have much to say about what she’d been doing and mostly listened to Aaron. He asked her questions, but the answers were rather sad and she kept them as short as possible. Besides, she’d been taught to let the man speak most of the time.

They’d gone to the movies that afternoon and Anna had a wonderful time. He’d kept his arm around her the whole time and she savored his embrace. After the movie, they’d walked around Fisherman’s Wharf and had dinner at a nice seafood restaurant. They’d gone back to her apartment after dinner, curled up on the couch, watched TV and talked.

She found herself energized for class tonight; more than she had in a very long time. For the first time in years, Anna was here with hope for a future in dancing. Aaron had been so encouraging to her, and Alex had convinced Devin to let her dance more. Most of the time Anna had just gone through the motions. Jack wanted her to exercise and dancing kept her grounded in reality during the worst sessions with him. But her heart hadn’t been in it.

Tonight her heart was in it. Anna smiled to herself as she stretched and moved to get ready for class. Maybe if she worked hard enough, Isaak would let her dance with the school in the fall. It would give her a few months to get her strength back.

Tatiana, the instructor, walked in a few minutes later. Class began and, for the first time in years, Anna lost herself in dancing. She closed her eyes, and the music and her body moved as one. She was the music. She was the dance.

They moved from the barre to the center of the room. This had been her favorite part of class as a child. This was where she danced. Anna watched the demonstration, then closed her eyes and became the dance and the music again.

Faintly, Anna heard the music stop. She opened her eyes and blinked. Tatiana and the other dancers were staring at her. Her eyes widened and she started to panic. What did I do? She twisted her fingers together and looked nervously at Tatiana.

Tatiana beamed at Anna. “Isaak always said you had it in you. I never believed him until today.”

Anna frowned, confused. “Did I do something wrong?” she asked, embarrassed.

Tatiana shook her head. “Anna, what you just did . . . that was so beautiful. I’ve never seen anyone dance like that before.”

The other dancers nodded. Anna’s cheeks burned and she stared at the ground.

“See me after class,” Tatiana said.

Anna nodded, still staring at the ground.

The class continued. Anna tried to just concentrate on doing the steps and not draw attention to herself, but inevitably, she’d find herself closing her eyes and losing herself again. Tatiana just beamed at her. She even got a couple of gasps during a grande jeté, the cross-floor jumps.

After class, Anna waited for the other dancers to leave and walked up to Tatiana. “You wanted to see me?”

Tatiana smiled at her. “Anna, you have completely changed since last week. I’ve been your instructor for three years now, and I’ve never seen you dance like you did tonight. Whatever changed, keep it up.”

Anna didn’t know what to say, but she felt a glow building in her heart.

“I’m also going to speak to Isaak about you taking the summer intensives.”

Anna’s heart soared at her words. The summer intensives were for the best students of the school, by invitation only. They consisted of two month-long, incredibly focused and demanding sessions. She’d participated in them when she was younger, before Jack pulled her from the school.

“I . . . Thank you, Tatiana. I would love to participate.” She couldn’t wait to tell Aaron.

“Good. I’ll speak with Isaak tomorrow.”

Anna nodded and gave her a grateful smile. “Thank you.”

“Have a good evening, Anna.”

Anna smiled and skipped out of the room.


Twenty-One


Alex rubbed his face as he sat in his bedroom at his father’s Schloss, waiting to be called into the Elder’s Chamber. All the German Elders had come together for the trial. He was thankful that they were keeping it to themselves. Vati didn’t think they would turn him over to Devin.

Alex had always performed his duties to the Brotherhood to the best of his ability. Yes, he was an Elder-Son, but he was also a Brotherhood Assassin. He was proud of both titles, especially since there had not been an Elder-Son who was also an Assassin before. Vati had bargained with the other Elders to allow him to become an Assassin after he proved his abilities, shortly after graduating from secondary school.

He had been tested thoroughly and Alex had been given permission to train with the American military and form his own team. That was where he met Seth and Tony and the other members of his well-respected team.

But with the additional title came additional responsibilities and rules. And one of the rules was that you didn’t take any action against a member of the Brotherhood without permission. There were no rogue assassins. If an assassin killed an Elder or Brother on their own volition, they were executed. There was no appeal process.

But what happened if an assassin stole a slave from an Elder? Alex hadn’t thought of it as stealing; he thought of it as rescuing.

Well, he would find out soon.

A few minutes later, a knock sounded at his door and Sebastian walked in. Alex stood and looked nervously at the Immortal. He was almost as tall as Alex, though thinner with white-blond hair and wise, crystal-blue eyes.

“Are they terribly angry?” Alex asked softly.

Sebastian frowned. “You shouldn’t have done it, Alex.”

Alex’s shoulders slumped. “I couldn’t leave them there, Sebastian. I had the power to rescue two girls from Jack’s hands. They would have been raised like Anna had been raised.” He gave a despairing look to his friend. “I couldn’t, Sebastian.”

Sebastian’s expression was inscrutable, but his eyes were intense as he read Alex. After a few minutes, he nodded. “It’s time to go.”

They arrived in the chamber a few minutes later. The seven German Elders were seated in a semi-circle, wearing their white robes. Brenton and Gavin, the other Immortals that watched over Germany, were there also.

Alex moved to the center of the circle and swallowed nervously as he looked at the Elders.

“Where are your men?” Gerhard Staudegger, Elder of Saxony, asked.

“The fault lies with myself and only myself. They acted only upon my orders.”

Gerhard nodded.

Edwin Reisig, Elder of Bavaria, was seated in the middle. It humbled Alex that his father, who normally took the position of leadership, had been pushed aside. Alex respected all the Elders, and each were honorable men, but he’d always been proud that they deferred to Vati’s judgment.

“You are charged with taking action against an Elder without orders from another Elder.”

Alex nodded. “Yes, my lord.”

“Tell us what happened.”

Alex told them about visiting Jack’s house and how he had found the girls. He told them why he had acted. “I know now that I shouldn’t have acted as I did, but if I hadn’t . . .” He shook his head. “I couldn’t have lived with myself.”

A pregnant silence filled Alex with dread. Would they call for his execution? Would the girls be sent back to America? “Please, my lords . . .” The Elders looked at him. “Whatever your judgment upon me, please don’t send those girls back to Devin.”

“Thank you, Alex. You may go. We will summon you when we have made our decision.”

“Thank you, my lords.” He turned and walked out of the room.

Although it was a little less than an hour until he was summoned back to the chambers, it felt like days had passed. He debated with himself the entire waiting period. Should he have not done it? Should he have left the girls to their fate? But he always came back to the same conclusion: he couldn’t have done differently and lived with himself.

He walked back into the chambers humbly, but confident in his decision and ready to accept his punishment.

The Elders regarded him impassively as he walked to stand in front of them. Even Vati.

“Alexander Johannes Kunze Herzog von Hesse, you have been found guilty of the charges brought against you,” Edwin announced.

Alex swallowed. “Yes, my lords.” What was his punishment?

“You are sentenced to twenty lashes with a cat-o-nine-tales, to be carried out immediately following these proceedings.”

Alex let out a shaky breath. He wasn’t going to die, but he wasn’t looking forward to being whipped. “Thank you, my lords.” He paused. “What about the girls?”

Edwin’s face softened for the first time. “Alex, we admire what you did. You went with your conscience and were willing to face the consequences.” He glanced at Vati. “Your father raised an estimable son. They will be coming to live in my Schloss. They are less likely to be discovered there. News of what you did will not go beyond these walls.” His eyes hardened again. “But be warned, Alex. Do not do it again.”

“Yes, my lord.” The praise relieved some of his apprehension. Some.

Vati stood. “Come, Alex. Let’s go get it over with.”


Twenty-Two


The first few days of the week were heaven for Anna. She and Aaron hung out and went to movies, made love and all sorts of other mundane things new couples do. It was all new to Anna and all wonderful. But Wednesday evening came too soon and Aaron had to leave so that Anna could get ready for the banquet.

“Call me when you get home and I’ll come over . . . if you want me to,” Aaron said as he was getting ready to leave. “If you get home at three in the morning, call me if you need me. Or want me.”

Anna chewed on her lip. “I don’t think I’ll be home until tomorrow sometime. Devin told me what he had planned.”

“Do I want to know?” Aaron asked, wincing.

She looked at him apologetically. “How much of my other life do you want to know?”

He stroked her cheek. “I don’t ever want you to be ashamed, Anna.”

Anna’s eyes filled with tears. “I don’t deserve someone like you.” She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him.

Anna walked him to the door and they had a long goodbye kiss, then Aaron reluctantly left.

Anna had been looking forward to the night with Devin until Alex told her the truth about herself. Now, she was afraid and didn’t want to see Devin. If she was braver, she might have been angry at him for not telling her the truth about who she was. But she wasn’t brave.
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As soon as Devin walked into Anna’s apartment and saw her, he knew something was wrong. She barely looked him in the eye and didn’t come to him as enthusiastically as she should have.

He’d been very busy this week and hadn’t taken advantage of Anna’s new location. His cock was hard and throbbing and he had intended to fuck her as soon as he got there. Just a quickie before they went to the party. He reigned in his irritation; she was a delicate creature and needed to be treated accordingly.

This wouldn’t have been a problem had Alex not interfered.

He had a few minutes to sort this out and took her hand to lead her to her couch.

“Anna, Baby. What’s wrong?” He stroked her cheek and she tensed. He cupped her chin gently and looked into her eyes. There were always ways to find out what was going on in her head.

He kissed her gently until she relaxed. Then he stroked her cheek again.

“What’s wrong?” he asked gently.

“Alex . . . ,” she said reluctantly. “He . . . he said . . .”

Devin’s intuition told him this was not good. “What did Alex tell you, Baby?” He kept his voice as even as possible.

She haltingly repeated what Alex had told her about being a half-Immortal and Devin just barely kept his anger in check.

He didn’t have time to deal with this right now. Fucking Alex. He would deal with the fucking German first thing in the morning and have a long, hopefully painful, discussion with him. He might not be able to kill him, but he could certainly hurt him.

But right now he had to deal with Anna’s fears.

“Anna, Baby. What Alex told you was technically true.” He stroked the side of her head, intending to take temporary control of her mind and change her thoughts.

“Baby, it’s not as bad as it sounds. When your parents died, I wanted to make sure you had a chance to be a great helper to me. Remember, I told you what Jack did to you couldn’t be helped, but that I’d make it up to you? You asked to be able to dance, remember? And I’m letting you, Baby.”

She looked at him, eyes glazed as he twisted the truth in her mind.

“I love you, Anna. It was the only way I could have you, and I need you so badly. If your father didn’t want me to have you, he would have stopped me.”

He continued changing the story in her mind, making Alex seem frightening and controlling, until Devin was sure that she would react positively to him, then released her mind and watched closely to see what happened. He hadn’t done this before, and there would be consequences if he’d done it wrong.
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Anna blinked, dizzy, but her head clearing. She looked up at Devin. Something nagged at her, that she should be afraid of him, but she couldn’t for the life of her remember why. He loved her. He needed her.

She timidly reached her hand out to touch his cheek. He smiled and took her hand in his, kissing her palm sensually. Her eyes closed as his lips caressed her palm.

“Devin . . .”

“That’s my girl,” he said softly. He leaned forward and kissed her, cupping the back of her head to bring her closer. “I’ve missed you,” he murmured against her lips.

She moaned softly and pressed into him. She needed him as much as he needed her. It didn’t matter that she and Aaron had made love many times that day already. She needed Devin. She brought her hand to his knee and moved it upward to cup his cock. He groaned as she stroked him over his luxuriously soft wool pants.

“Devin . . .”

“Yes, Baby. I know.” He turned her around to face the back of the couch and kissed the back of her neck as he pushed her blue satin dress up over her hips.

“I love the panties and stockings, Baby.”

She wore a dark blue silk thong and matching garter belt. He stroked her ass with one hand as he unzipped his pants with the other. His cock sprang out, hard and throbbing as he ran the hot flesh across her ass, then moved aside her thong and traced it down her cleft to the entrance of her pussy. She was hot and wet and moaned softly as he teased her, rubbing himself along the lips but not entering her.

“Please, Devin . . . ,” she moaned, pushing back against him.

He pushed forward and slipped into her hot, silky slit.

“Oh, God, Anna, I’ve missed you,” he groaned again as he thrust in and out.

He unzipped her dress and reached forward to cup her breasts inside her bra, playing with and tugging on her nipples.

She moaned as he thrust harder. “Oh, Devin . . . yes!”

He grabbed her hips and slammed into her over and over again. “Come for me, Baby. I want to hear you scream for me.”

The pressure built and she screamed out his name as her climax hit her forcefully. Devin came a moment later, crying out Anna’s name and pressing himself deeply inside her.

He leaned forward and kissed her back, then pulled out and zipped up his pants.

She turned and looked up at him, smiling adoringly.

“You look beautiful, Baby. Your cheeks are nicely colored from your orgasm.”

She felt her face warm at his comment. “You look very handsome too, Devin.”

Devin grinned. “I’m glad you think so. It’s always nice when your date thinks you look nice.” He looked around. “Do you have your bag packed, Baby? I’m still taking you home tonight with me.”

Anna nodded. “Yes. It’s in my room.” She felt a little nervous about being at his house. “Will your wife be there?”

Devin smiled. “Yes. She will. But she has her own bedroom. You’ll be cuddled up in my bed, naked with me.” He stroked her cheek. “We need to get going. Are you ready?”

“Let me check myself in the bathroom quickly.” She scooted off the couch and walked quickly to the bathroom, where she straightened her dress and smoothed out some of her curls. She grabbed her purse and overnight bag and went back out to the entryway where Devin was waiting. He smiled and took her bag and they went downstairs to the waiting Town Car.


Twenty-Three


Anna had never been in a hotel before. She stood in the lobby and gazed around until Devin tugged her hand gently to get her to move.

“I’m sorry, Devin. It’s just so beautiful.”

The high ceilings and carved woodwork continued to catch her eye as she walked with Devin to the elevators.

“It’s all right, Baby. I feel the same way about you.” He led her onto the elevator, where they were alone. “Anna, I expect you to be your beautiful, charming self tonight. There are a few men I will introduce you to that I might want you to . . . get to know better.” He gave her a knowing look. He meant to have sex with. “I’ll let you know. There is one young man I know for certain I want you to charm.” He glanced down and smiled at her. “If you do that, you will please me greatly.”

Anna’s eyes lit up. “I want to please you, Devin.”

“I know you do, Baby, and I have no doubt you will.” He leaned down and kissed her, sliding his hand down to cup her ass. “I’ll have to leave you for the ceremony part, but you’ll know the people at the table by then. Just remember to be discreet in what I ask of you. I would be very upset if you were caught fucking someone. Do you understand?”

She trembled beneath his gaze. “Yes, Devin,” she whispered.

His face softened as the elevator doors opened. Devin took Anna’s arm and they walked around a corner and into the reception area. Anna’s stress level instantly increased at the number of people, but she knew Devin would be upset if she panicked. She took slow, deep breaths to get control of her heartbeat.

Devin’s presence became even more impressive as he began greeting people, shaking hands and introducing Anna to them. She received several questioning looks, mostly from women, and there were more than a few inquiries about Devin’s wife.

He brushed the questions off, explaining that Sandy was ill and Anna was his delightful date for the evening. A few men thought she was his daughter, to which Devin informed them she was not, with a certain type of smile to hint that she was his lover.

“Anna, this is Jayce Corbin,” Devin introduced her to a tall man with gray hair and piercing, ice-blue eyes. “You may remember Jayce from Friday night. He was standing at your head.”

Anna looked closer at the man she’d just been introduced to. He looked vaguely familiar and when she glanced down at his right hand, she saw an emerald ring on his pinky. She glanced back up, wide-eyed at him.

He smiled warmly. “It’s a pleasure to meet you under more normal circumstances, shall we say?” He brought her hand up to his mouth and kissed the back of it, eyes never leaving hers.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Corbin,” she said softly, with the slightly flirtatious smile she’d been taught to offer when meeting a man.

“Please, call me Jayce.”

“Jayce,” she repeated with a bright smile.

“Where’s Lily?” Devin asked, putting his hand on Anna’s hip and drawing her close to him.

Jayce waved his hand around. “Somewhere.”

A few minutes later a voluptuous woman with blond hair walked up to them. She looked Anna up and down, then turned to Jayce.

“Dear, the Boswells were asking about you,” she said in a sultry voice, glancing again at Anna, then at Devin with a raised brow.

Devin gave her a flirtatious smile. “Lily, you look lovely tonight,” he said and leaned forward to kiss her cheek. “I’d like you to meet Anna. Anna, this is Dr. Lily Jones-Corbin, Jayce’s wife.”

She gave Anna another suspicious look before smiling at her and extending her hand. Anna took it and greeted her politely.

“Where’s Sandy?” Lily asked, looking pointedly at Devin’s hand resting on Anna’s hip.

“Ill,” he said simply, not offering any other information.

“Really? I spoke with her this morning and⁠—”

Devin gave Jayce a look and Jayce interrupted his wife.

“Lily, darling, I’ll be with you and the Boswells shortly.”

Lily glared at her husband but did as she was told. The two men watched her walk away and Jayce turned back to Devin.

“You knew there would be questions when you brought her out,” he said.

Devin frowned. “I know. But it’s worth it. They’ll get used to it eventually. You and the others need to keep your wives under control, though, or they won’t help the matter.”

“You know how Lily is—” Jayce began.

“I do. And I warned you about her before you married her. She’s too independent for you, Jayce.”

Jayce grinned and shrugged. “You can’t help who you fall in love with.”

Devin looked at Anna. “That’s true,” he said softly, then kissed her temple.

Anna blushed.

“Ah, Zach is here,” Devin murmured to Jayce, indicating towards the window.

Jayce turned around and nodded. “With a date?”

“I told him he needed one. He needs to settle down soon if he wants to further his career.” Devin smiled. “Anna is here to show him settling down doesn’t mean settling. If you’ll excuse us, Jayce. I should go say hello.”

“Of course. It was nice to meet you, Anna,” he said.

“Likewise, Jayce.” She gave him a seductive smile as she turned and walked away with Devin.

Devin led Anna over to the side of the room towards several couples standing together and talking. “Anna, Zach is the man I spoke to you about. I want you to get him to seduce you. Do whatever he wants you to do sexually. I want him well satiated after he leaves your company.”

“Yes, Devin,” she said softly.

Devin greeted everyone and introduced Anna.

Zachary Vail was a good looking, clean cut man with dark blond hair and dark brown eyes. He had an “All-American” look to him, wearing a well-made black suit and powder blue tie. He looked to be in his mid- to late-twenties and had a very charming smile. The woman with him, Patricia, also had an “All-American” look to her: bright smile, blond curly hair, and blue eyes. She was slender and looked elegant in a pink, A-line cocktail dress.

“I need to go freshen up, Devin,” Anna said softly, but loud enough for Zach, who stood next to her, to hear.

Devin nodded with a slight smile and Anna walked away slowly. She glanced back subtly, giving Zach an innocent look, then walked away, swaying her hips just-so as she moved. She headed out of the reception area to the bathroom, conscious of Zach watching her. She paused deliberately, looking in her purse before walking into the bathroom.

She could sense Zach behind her and turned to give him a shy smile. “Zach, right?”

He nodded and trailed his eyes down her body hungrily. “How do you know Devin?” he asked casually.

“I’ve known him all my life,” she answered softly, looking at him with bright eyes. Sweet and innocent was how the game was played. Give them enough attention to let them know that the interest is there, then play shy about it. “How do you know him?”

“He’s helping me fulfill my political ambitions,” Zach said, grinning. “And other ambitions.” His eyes were intense with desire as he looked at Anna.

She turned away coyly and looked out the window. “Devin is a very resourceful man,” she said absently.

“He is,” Zach agreed, stepping closer to her. “Beautiful view, isn’t it?”

Anna nodded. “I’ve never seen such a beautiful one.” One of the bridges lay straight ahead, lit up brightly.

“I bet there are more windows through here,” Zach said, walking across the hall and pushing a door open. He looked inside. “Oh, you should see this,” he said, motioning for her to come.

Anna knew his game: getting her alone so he could have sex with her. He played right into Devin’s hands. She looked at him shyly, then slowly followed him through the doors.


Twenty-Four


The large room had tall windows on three sides, similar to the room they’d just left. But this room had only the few emergency lights on. Zach took her hand and led her to the corner where they would be hidden from the doorway.

He stood behind her with his hands on her arms, stroking up and down. Her body prepared itself for whatever he wanted to do. He ran his hands up to her shoulders and caressed the exposed skin above her breasts. She sensed he liked a challenge and pulled away slightly.

“Zach . . . ,” she said softly. “We shouldn’t—” He kissed the side of her neck.

“Shouldn’t what?” he asked, biting her earlobe.

He had a boyish look to him, but she knew his sexual appetites leaned in the hard direction. He would be rough and she would be hurting soon, but she couldn’t leave. She had been trained so that she could handle the rough stuff.

His hands slid down to her hips. She struggled and he held her tight against his chest, his cock hardening against her ass. He liked the chase and conquer, she decided. He would be turned on by defeating her struggles.

“Zach, please let me go,” she whispered. “Devin will⁠—”

“Devin wanted me to have you,” he said in a low voice, bringing his hands up to cup her breasts. “He told me to follow you.”

She shook her head. “No, he wouldn’t do that,” she whimpered. It was all an act, but he had to believe it. She knew exactly what she was doing and it was working. His desire for her was increasing by the second as she pulled away from him.

He forced her back against him. “Hey,” he whispered harshly as she tried to pull away. “Hey!”

She stopped moving.

“If you do as I say, I won’t hurt you. But either way, I am going to fuck you. Here and now.”

She pulled against him again. He wanted her to continue struggling, so she did. He grasped her hands in his and pulled them up over her head. Her back arched and her breasts jutted out.

He unzipped her dress and reached in to grasp her breasts, pinching and pulling her nipple. She whimpered at the pain. It really did hurt, but she could handle it. It’s what she’d been trained for.

He pushed her forward and moved her hands to hold them against the wall. He pulled her skirt up and caressed her ass.

“God, what a great ass.” He moved closer and whispered in her ear. “You like taking cock in the ass, Anna?”

There had only been a few times that she’d enjoyed anal, and they had all occurred within the last few weeks.

She shook her head. “Please don’t. It hurts,” she begged. Thinking about the other men, Aaron included, made her heart ache. Having had someone care for her made this situation worse. She stopped acting and her pleas became real. “Please don’t.”

He chuckled and moved her thong aside to caress her asshole. He pressed a finger through the tight band of muscle and she cried out, struggling to get away. She didn’t want to feel the pain. She wanted to be cared for. She wanted to be with Aaron, not here at this hotel.

“So tight, Anna. Doesn’t your ass ever get a workout?” He pushed in another finger as he asked the question.

Tears started running down her cheeks. She hoped he would at least use some sort of lubrication. Even her pussy; she was wet.

“Please don’t dry-fuck me,” she whimpered.

“Maybe I’ll be nice this time. I wouldn’t want you bleeding all over your pretty dress.” He pulled his fingers out and shoved several unceremoniously into her pussy.

“Thank you,” she sobbed, pressing her forehead to the wall.

She heard the sound of his zipper and a moment later her pussy was filled with his cock. He thrust in and out a few times then pulled out and moved to her ass, pressing in without any more preparation than he’d already given her.

He let go of her hands and grasped her hips as he plundered her tight hole. Her fingernails dug into the wall as he fucked her ass hard and painfully. Though she wanted to scream, she held her tongue, except for the occasional cry or sob that escaped her mouth. He didn’t care if she came and she didn’t exert the effort to do so.

His thrusts became sharper and he grunted as he approached his climax. Finally, he stiffened and groaned softly as he shot his load deep inside her ass. He pulled out when he was finished and let go of her hips.

Without his support, her legs collapsed under her and she slid down the wall to her knees, wincing as her ass hit her heels. Tears ran down her cheeks. She’d have to fix her makeup before she went back in.

Zach stood over her and zipped up his pants. “It’s almost seven. Devin’ll wonder where you are.” He smirked. “You live in the Sapphire, right?”

She nodded warily.

“Apartment 2604?”

Her eyes widened when she heard her apartment number and nodded again.

“I may come visit you. I’m on the 35th floor.” He turned and walked away, leaving her alone in her misery.

The thought of being visited by him frightened her. What would he do to her if he wasn’t in a public place?

Anna sat for a few more minutes and then dragged herself to her feet. She concentrated on not limping as she walked in her four-inch heels to the bathroom. After quickly cleaning herself up and fixing her makeup, she took several deep breaths to calm herself.

She forced a smile on her face and walked back into the reception area, looking around for Devin. He stood near the window on the opposite side of the room. She carefully guarded her facial expression and made her way to him, giving smiles to people when appropriate.

When she reached Devin, she approached him shyly, not sure of how he would receive her. She didn’t know what, if anything, Zach had told him, though Zach was nowhere to be seen.

Devin gave her a warm smile and a kiss on the mouth when he saw her. He nuzzled her ear. “Zach looks well satiated, Anna. Good girl.”

She warmed at his praise and gave him a timid smile.

He studied her for a moment. “Are you all right?” he asked softly.

She hesitated. She had to tell the truth. She shook her head, but added, “I will be, though,” and gave him as bright a smile as she could manage.

“Thank you for being honest, Baby.” He kissed her again. “Let’s get a drink and go in. It’s almost time for the dinner to start and I need to be in there to greet people.”

Devin took her arm, led her to the bar and ordered two drinks. When Devin handed her a glass of white wine, she frowned and shook her head.

“Devin, I’m not old enough,” she said softly.

Devin gave her a look and handed her the glass again. “It doesn’t matter Anna,” he said in a voice she knew she should obey. “I want you to have it.”

“Yes, Devin,” she said softly and took a sip of wine, trying not to make a face at the strange taste.

He picked up his short glass of amber liquid and ice and put his arm around her to lead her away. “There are advantages to going out with me, Anna. One of which is you can drink. No one will question your age when you’re with me. Eventually, you’ll be well known enough that you’ll be able to drink even if I’m not around.”

They walked into a huge room filled with dozens of large round tables. Many people were already in the room. Some were seated. Others stood around talking, drinks in hand. Devin greeted people as he passed them, always introducing Anna to them. Certain people he talked with for a bit longer.

Anna started studying the men’s hands. Many of them wore sapphire rings on their pinky fingers and they looked at her knowingly.

She and Devin meandered to the table that they’d be sitting at for the evening, Table One. The man that Anna had seen when she’d had lunch with Devin sat there, and he stood to greet them. He was slender and slightly shorter than Devin, with stormy gray eyes and hair the color of milk chocolate, fashionably spiked with gel. She also recognized him as one of the men on the platform that Devin had her please at the first gathering. She hadn’t looked at him very closely when she’d seen him at lunch.

“Anna, this is Trenton Needham,” Devin introduced after greeting the man. “Trenton, this is Anna.”

Trenton gave her a big smile. “It’s a pleasure to formally meet you, Anna.” He leaned forward to kiss her cheek. “The girl with the amazing mouth,” he said softly, then straightened.

“It’s nice to meet you, too, Mr. Needham,” she said with a shy smile. Anna looked at his hand and saw he wore an emerald ring.

“Call me Trenton, please, Anna. Mr. Needham makes me feel old.” He laughed and Anna giggled. She guessed he was about Devin’s age, around forty.

“Trenton,” she repeated softly, gazing up at him.

Devin put his hand around Anna’s waist and nuzzled her hair. “You’re doing very well, Anna. Keep charming the men. Don’t let the women intimidate you. Pity them. You are the one their husbands will be thinking about as they’re in bed tonight.”

For some reason, the thought of men thinking about her tonight made her wet. Her cheeks flushed and Devin chuckled.

“You like that thought, don’t you, Baby? Men fucking their wives, thinking about your pert little tits and sweet pussy,” he whispered in her ear. “I’m the luckiest man in here, because I won’t have to be imagining it.” He kissed the top of her ear and she shivered in anticipation of going home with Devin.

“Hello Devin,” a woman standing next to Trenton said pleasantly. She was short and thin, with slanted dark brown eyes and black hair put up in an elegant bun. Her pale green satin sheath dress had an Asian feel to it.

Devin smiled at the woman and leaned in to kiss her cheek in greeting. “Hello, Maki. How are you tonight?” he asked pleasantly.

Maki glanced at Anna, then back at Devin. “I’m well, Devin. How are you doing?” She gave him a bright smile.

Anna felt something pass between them and a surge of jealousy welled up in her heart.

“I’m excellent, Maki.” He turned to Anna. “Anna, this is Maki, Trenton’s wife. Maki, this is Anna.”

Maki inclined her head to Anna. “Hello, Anna,” she said in a musical voice.

Anna smiled at her. “Hello, Maki.”

Maki looked back at Devin with a knowing look and nodded. “Perhaps the four of us can go out for dinner sometime soon, Devin.”

“That would be delightful, Maki,” Devin said.

Trenton grinned. “I agree. You could join us for drinks after the banquet.”

Anna had a feeling she was missing something in the conversation, but couldn’t figure out what it was.

Devin sighed. “That sounds wonderful, but Anna and I have plans for later tonight.” He squeezed her waist. “I’m afraid I need to go get the dinner started.” He kissed Anna on the cheek and then looked at the other couple. “Will you keep Anna company while I’m up there?”

Both Trenton and Maki nodded and Devin turned and walked away. Anna looked at them shyly and they smiled at her warmly. Trenton held out a chair for Anna to sit, did the same for his wife, and then sat between the two of them.

Several other couples had seated themselves around the table and Trenton introduced Anna to them as Devin’s date. They were other executives from Devin’s bank. She didn’t see any other pinky rings.

The rest of the room filled up over the next few minutes. Shortly after that, Devin appeared on a platform in the front of the room.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen . . .” He went on to talk about what the banquet was about and the course of events for the evening. He spoke eloquently and in a commanding tone, easily catching the attention of everyone in the room. Devin was nothing if not charismatic. “Enjoy your dinner and we’ll begin the awards ceremony afterward.”

Devin walked off the platform and returned to the table, sitting next to Anna and kissing her temple. He greeted those around the table, making sure that Anna had been introduced.

Dinner was served and the people around her conversed about business topics. Anna didn’t have much to contribute, never having worked or even been inside a bank, save when she met Devin for lunch. A few of the women asked questions, discretely trying to figure out who and what Anna was. Devin named her profession as a ballet dancer. Anna blushed at his pronouncement.

Anna sipped on her wine as people talked around her. Devin was charming, engaging, and amazing to watch. He knew exactly what to say at any moment and seemed to be able to manipulate people into believing the way he did.

At one point, Trenton put his hand on her left leg and caressed the inside of her knee. She glanced discretely at him and he wasn’t watching her, but Maki was. Maki looked down at her husband’s hand and smiled at Anna, then turned back to her conversation with the woman next to her.

What was that about? Why would Maki smile at Anna that way? Anna was confused. Jack had made her think that all wives would hate her and be upset if they saw their husbands showing an interest in her.

Devin placed his hand on Anna’s other leg and caressed her inner thigh. Having two different men’s hands on her excited her. She had trouble concentrating on anything but their hot, heavy hands. She took another sip of wine and Devin’s hand moved up and under her dress. He pulled at her leg, spreading her thighs apart and moved up to brush his little finger against her pussy.

She gasped softly and Devin pinched her thigh. She looked up at him and he leaned over.

“Do not react to anything Trenton or I do to you,” he growled softly. “Scoot your chair forward.” She did as he said, her entire thigh now hidden under the long tablecloth.

“Yes, Devin,” she whispered.

He pulled at her leg again and she opened her thighs. Both men moved their hands up, while their upper bodies remained still. Their fingers met at her pussy and both caressed her wet folds. Her thong was soaking and Trenton tugged at it and moved it aside. Devin thrust a finger inside her and she did everything she could to not react. It went against all her training to just sit there and let a man touch her without reacting.

They each took a lip and pulled her open. Her breathing caught in her throat and she quickly took another sip of wine. Devin pinched her outer pussy lip in reaction to her ragged breathing. She swallowed a cry. Trenton’s finger slipped inside her then brushed her clit. Anna tried to think about anything that wasn’t her body.

Devin’s hand disappeared for a moment, then returned and pushed something inside her slit that wasn’t large, but began to sting after a minute. Both hands disappeared a moment later as dessert was served.

Anna blinked several times, trying to keep the tears at bay. She shifted in her seat slightly as the stinging increased.

“Devin . . . ?” she said in a halting whisper.

“Shh, Baby. It’s not going to do any damage. It’s just a tampon soaked in cinnamon oil.” He kissed her cheek. “I know you can handle it.” He smiled at her and pushed his seat back. “I need to go start the awards ceremony. When all the awards are done, excuse yourself and go to the restroom and take it out. Then wait for me there.” He stood, nodded to the table, and walked back to the platform and began speaking.

The ceremony seemed to take an eternity and the pain increased as time passed. She plastered a smile on her face and tried to pay attention to what the people on the platform were saying. Anything to get her mind off her burning pussy.

When Devin finally gave his closing remarks and everyone had applauded and the lights came back up, Anna stood as quickly as she could and excused herself to go to the restroom. As soon as she was out of sight of the room and other people, she ran.


Twenty-Five


Devin took Anna into the same room that Zach had taken her.

“You were very good during the ceremony. I could hardly tell you were in pain and you didn’t cause a scene.”

Anna looked at the corner where Zach had raped her with wary eyes. “Thank you, Devin. I tried.”

“Did Zach bring you in here?”

She nodded, but Devin didn’t say anything else. He led her across the room to where a glass door led to a darkened balcony. He opened the door and they stepped out to a breathtaking view.

“Oh, Devin. It’s beautiful,” she said, enraptured with the sight of the city.

Devin stood behind her and kissed her neck. “You’re more beautiful,” he whispered softly.

She turned around to look at him and smiled. He kissed her passionately, pulling her dress up above her hips. The cool air against her wet panties made her shiver.

“Spread your legs apart,” he whispered and she did so.

She shivered even more as her whole pussy was exposed to the cold air.

Devin unzipped her dress enough to bring the straps down her shoulders, then lowered the bra cups and exposed her breasts. Her nipples instantly tightened, from the cool air and Devin’s gaze.

“You’re such a good girl, not fighting me on this, Baby.” He pulled at her thong and ripped it off her, tossing it aside. His fingers probed her pussy opening the lips. More cold air made her shiver, but it excited her as well.

She grasped the railing behind her as Devin knelt down and began licking at her pussy.

“Mmm. Cinnamon flavored pussy,” he mumbled. His tongue delved inside her and she tried not to react. “It’s okay, Baby. You can react now. Just keep it quiet.” He resumed his tongue movements, licking, sucking and tugging on her piercings.

She leaned her head back and moaned. His tongue was amazing!

He pushed one of her legs up so her thigh was resting on the railing and ate at her pussy hard. She moaned and clung to the railing, enjoying his mouth on her.

“So wet, Baby. Sweet, spicy and wet,” he mumbled, coming up from below and pushing her up and back.

“Devin . . . Devin, I’m scared,” she whimpered, knuckles now white on the railing. They were on the thirty-second floor and she was only half-Immortal. She didn’t know if she could die, but she didn’t want to test it right now.

“Nothing to be scared of, Baby,” Devin said, standing and unzipping his pants. “But I do want you to know that your body is mine to do with as I see fit.”

Her juices were dripping down her leg as he approached with his hardened, pierced cock. He put his hand on her hip and pressed forward, making her moan. She moved her hands to cling to his upper arms and he shook his head.

“Don’t hold on to me,” he commanded. Anna’s eyes widened and she put her hands back on the railing. “Don’t hold on to the railing either,” he said.

Anna whimpered as he thrust into her hard, the metal railing flexing as he did. She didn’t know what to do with her hands and looked pleadingly at Devin.

“Let them hang behind the railing,” he said, thrusting into her again.

Frightened, she did as he told her. He only held onto her with one hand, and if her supporting leg slipped, she’d fall backward. He thrust hard and she felt her foot slip slightly. She cried out and unconsciously reached for Devin’s arms.

“I said, don’t hold on to me,” he growled, pushing her hands away.

She trembled, adrenaline and fear coursing through her body. He grasped her other hip and thrust forward several times, making the railing shake, and then curled his arm around the thigh that rested on the railing. He stopped thrusting and Anna relaxed, thinking he was going to move her somewhere safer.

Devin grinned wickedly. “Bring your other leg up so you’re sitting on the railing, Baby.”

Anna’s heart pounded. She’d fall!

Devin frowned at her hesitation and smacked her hip. “Do it,” he growled. He had hold of both her hips; the only thing keeping her from falling.

Shaking uncontrollably, she lifted her other leg off the ground and Devin grasped it tightly. He brought her hips closer to him and he held onto her thighs. Her strong abdominal muscles were the only thing keeping her upright.

“Lean back, Anna,” Devin said in a soft, but demanding, voice. “Lean back or I will let go.”

Terror filled her as she slowly leaned back, her body hanging upside down off the railing of the thirty-second floor of the hotel. She started to wrap her legs around Devin. “Don’t,” he growled.

She couldn’t stop the tears of fear from flowing down her forehead and into her hair. Her hands clenched into fists and she whimpered loudly.

Devin began moving again, thrusting hard into her. He held her hips tightly and she clung to the only part of him she could, his cock.

“Oh, yeah, Baby. You’re so tight when you’re terrorized. You feel so good.”

He continued fucking her hard. Every thrust made Anna feel like she was going to fall. His steady rhythm was the only soothing part of her position. She at least knew when he was going to move. She squeezed her eyes shut and told herself she was just hanging off her bed, but the echoes of the traffic below made it difficult to believe.

Harder and harder he fucked her until he grunted and came inside her. She was clinging to him so tightly she could feel every twitch and throb of his cock.

Would he drop her now? She felt lightheaded from being upside down for so long.

He leaned over and pulled her up and back onto the balcony. Her legs collapsed under her and she fell onto the ground.

He knelt in front of her. “You are such a good girl, Baby, you know that?”

Anna looked up at him, surprised. “I am?” she whispered.

Devin stroked her cheek, his hand hot against her cold skin. “Yes, Baby. You are. You did exactly as I told you tonight.”

She couldn’t stop shaking. “You weren’t punishing me?” she whimpered.

“No, Baby. I wanted to see how much you trust me.” He smoothed her hair. “You’re such a good girl,” he whispered, pulling her into his arms and sat down on the bench along the side of the balcony. He held her and whispered soothing words to her, telling her how much she pleased him.

Anna’s terror slowly went away and she was able to stop trembling. She clung to Devin as he held her, praying that he’d never do that again. It might not have been punishment, but it had been one of the most terrifying things she’d ever experienced.

Once she fully relaxed, Devin helped her fix her dress and make sure she was presentable. They went back to where a good number of people were still mingling. Devin got her another glass of wine to help calm her and he talked with several people while she drank it. She began to understand why people drank. It really did relax her and help her feel better.

After she finished her wine, Devin made his rounds to say goodbye and they headed to the elevators. As they moved downward, Anna’s stomach lurched and she grabbed onto Devin for fear of falling. This wasn’t good. She had to ride in an elevator to get up to her apartment.

Devin put his arm around Anna and hugged her close. “Shall I show you my home, Baby?”

Anna smiled up at him. She’d get to spend the whole night with him. “I’d like that.”


Twenty-Six


Devin relaxed in the back of the town car with Anna leaning against his chest. He couldn’t wait to get her home and start tormenting his wife.

The night had gone well and Devin was pleased. Anna had done as he wanted her to. It pleased him especially that she hadn’t had a panic attack or a meltdown at any point. Her training had been planned exactly for nights like this. Hanging her over the balcony had been incredibly erotic, and an excellent final test for her. Tonight had removed any doubts he had from the botched ritual regarding her ability to be at his side as his plans progressed.

Zach was taken with her. Devin had watched him watching her throughout the night. Zach would be in political office soon and even had the potential to be president one day. He would be State Senator within a few years. Devin just needed to keep him under control.

Underneath Zach’s ‘All-American’ appearance was an ambitious young man that would do anything to get where he wanted to go. He had a cruel streak in him, as demonstrated by his willingness to rape Anna in the middle of a public gathering. Anna had played along superbly. Devin knew that being taken against her will was normal for Anna; it wouldn’t bother her for long.

Her face had been a bit pale when she returned from being with him, but she had kept her composure. When he’d been devouring her delicious pussy he’d noticed her asshole was red and open. Zach must have fucked her good. That would explain her paleness. She never enjoyed anal, but, then again, she wasn’t supposed to. Her ass was purely for the man’s pleasure and her torment. He’d given Zach her apartment number and told him that he could visit her anytime. He was sure that Zach would keep her body busy and her ass sore.

An interesting development had been Maki’s interest in Anna. Devin and his wife socialized with Trenton and Maki on a regular basis. They’d go out for drinks or dinner, then go back to one of their houses, take some ecstasy and indulge in their carnal desires. One of the women would be forced to play the pet for the evening, sitting at their feet and doing whatever the others wanted. Of course, he couldn’t have Maki play pet when Anna was there, unless she wanted to, which would be unlikely. Maki didn’t like being the pet. The thought of watching Anna lick Maki’s tiny little pussy got him hard again. Yes, they’d have to have dinner soon.

Devin stroked Anna’s soft hair and exhaled slowly. There were things Devin needed to deal with soon. Alex being the main one. He just had to figure out how to get him subdued. Devin would not let Alex get away with telling Anna the truth about her heritage. Fortunately, Devin had been able to change her thinking about it, but Alex still needed to be taught a lesson. Devin didn’t care that he was an Elder-Son.

He also anticipated many inquiries about Anna. He would use these to his advantage, using her to get what he wanted and needed. It would be interesting to find out how much impact Anna had made on the men tonight. If he was right, the men would be willing to do almost anything for a taste of her.

Devin smiled to himself. Things were going as planned. Alex’s interference hadn’t ruined anything yet. But Devin would have to keep his eyes open.

The town car pulled up in front of his three-story Italian-style mansion. It was one of the nicest homes in the city and he was very proud of it. He had a beautiful wife and three beautiful children. His girls, Chloe and Celeste, were popular in school and his son, Tyler, would be starting Harvard in the fall. Yes, his life had the appearance of perfection, which is just as it needed to be.

His wife getting pregnant by her fucking lover was not perfect, and she would be punished. Starting tonight.

I love you, she said. I’m sorry, she said. Please don’t take the baby, she begged.

Devin had decided to wait until he found out if it was a boy or girl before he made a decision as to what to do with it. If it was a boy, Sandy was going to have a miscarriage. If it was a girl, Sandy would be on bed rest and “lose the baby” after her birth, when he would take her to the Manor and raise it as a sex slave. To the public, she would have had a difficult labor and the baby was stillborn, but Sandy was thankfully alive! Or some bullshit like that.

Either way, Sandy was not going to raise some other man’s child in his house. That was unacceptable. Maybe he’d sterilize her after the baby’s fate was decided. Then he wouldn’t have to worry about it anymore.

The car door opened and he and Anna stepped out into the cool evening. They walked up to the decorative wrought iron and glass front door, which opened as he approached, revealing his housekeeper, Julie.

Julie had been a slave in the Manor and had been a favorite of Devin’s. When she had gotten too old to serve his brothers, he offered her a chance to keep her life and become his housekeeper. She jumped at the opportunity and had worked here for the last five years. She was still pretty and still a good fuck, a skill both he and his son took advantage of. She was petite and blonde, with large breasts. She was also an excellent housekeeper and cook.

Julie greeted Devin and Anna politely. He’d told her he was bringing Anna home with him tonight.

“Is Sandy awake?” Devin asked.

She nodded. “Yes, sir. Would you like me to let her know you are home?”

Devin thought about it. He wanted to surprise Sandy. She didn’t know Anna was coming. “Let her know I’m home, but don’t tell her Anna is here.”

Julie curtsied and walked away.

Anna turned around slowly in the large marble and carved wood formal entryway. Her eyes were bright, which made her look especially pretty. He walked up to her and kissed her passionately.

“Shall we go up to my room?” he murmured.

She smiled at him and nodded.

He led her up two elaborate staircases to the third floor where his and Sandy’s rooms were. His daughters’ rooms were also on this floor and he hoped they wouldn’t come out. He didn’t want to explain Anna to them. Tyler, yes; he would meet Anna soon. But he preferred to keep his daughters innocent of the things he did.

He led Anna into his room. The master suite consisted of two bedrooms and en-suite bathrooms. He and Sandy had stopped sleeping in the same bed shortly after their youngest daughter was old enough to have her own room.

His current room had originally been the nursery, but when he got tired of Sandy’s nagging, he’d had it redecorated and moved in. He liked having his own space. He went into Sandy’s room occasionally when he wanted to fuck her, which was not often. She was compliant and did whatever he wanted her to. He loved humiliating her. She played pet very well when they were with Trenton and Maki. At least Sandy could be happy she wouldn’t have to perform that role anymore.

He left the bedroom door open and kissed Anna, pushing her back to his bed. He expected Sandy to come in any moment. She’d been very attentive since she’d told him she was pregnant. He was counting on her continuing the same tonight.

He unzipped Anna’s dress and it fell to the ground, leaving her standing beautifully in her bra, garter belt, and stockings. Her pussy was still pink and swollen.

He caressed her ass. “Your ass looked pretty tender when I was eating you, Baby. Did Zach fuck you there?”

She nodded. “But he seemed to enjoy it,” she said quietly.

She tensed as his fingers drew close to the tender hole.

“Let me see it, Baby,” he whispered. “Get up on the bed on your hands and knees.”

She obeyed him, facing away from him, legs apart and back arched so he could see her pussy and ass. As he’d thought, her ass was gaping and red around the ring. Her pussy glistened, wet and pink and beautiful. Her inner thighs were damp as well.

He heard a soft exclamation behind him and smiled. Sandy. He left Anna as she was and turned to his wife. She was still attractive and, despite the slight bulge of her lower belly, had a nice figure. Her brown hair had been styled and highlighted as fashion dictated. She wore name brand yoga pants and a white chemise which showed off her pregnancy-swollen breasts. Right now, her hazel eyes were wide and staring past Devin to Anna on his bed.

“D-did you have a good time tonight, Devin?” she asked softly, tearing her eyes away from Anna and looking at him, hurt evident in her eyes.

He smiled. “I did. The evening went very well.”

Sandy looked back at his bed. He could tell she wanted to ask who it was, but was too nervous. Devin loosened his tie and removed his jacket, placing both on the back of a nearby chair. He enjoyed the bewildered look on Sandy’s face as she stared at Anna’s wet pussy and gaping ass.

“Baby, relax and turn around,” he said to Anna, who did as instructed.

Anna leaned on her hip, her perfect breasts filling her blue lace bra. Her pussy was perfectly framed by her stockings and garter belt. Her green eyes widened as she recognized Sandy. They’d met many times when she was a child. Anna had even called her Aunt Sandy. He could see her internal struggle of wanting to cover herself and being afraid of displeasing him. It pleased him to see that her fear of displeasing him won and she stayed still.

Sandy looked at Anna, not recognizing her at first, but when it came, her jaw dropped and she clasped her hand over her mouth. She looked in horror at Devin. “Devin, is that . . . that’s Anna!”

Devin walked over to Anna. “Yes, it is.”

He glided his fingers across the top of Anna’s breasts, making Anna sigh.

“I can’t believe you, Devin. She’s Anya’s daughter! You’ve known her since she was a baby!” Sandy exclaimed, clearly disgusted with him. She looked at Anna. “Anna, sweetie, you don’t have to do anything you don’t . . .”

“Yes, she does, Sandy. She belongs to me.” He pointed to Anna’s necklace and Sandy became even more disgusted.

“How can you⁠—”

“Please, Sandy. Don’t be so naïve about me. You know what I do.”

“But those girls are born there⁠—”

“Anna’s been mine since she was born,” he sneered. “I had my mouth on her pussy when she was three days old.”

Sandy’s face went green and her hand returned to her mouth.

“Go throw up and come back when you’re done.”

Sandy ran out of the room, clutching her stomach.

Devin looked at Anna, who was looking at the door with fear in her eyes. She looked up at him with questioning eyes but didn’t say anything. He leaned down and sucked on Anna’s neck and caressed her breast. She moaned softly at his touch. So responsive.

“Take your bra off, Baby,” he said, pulling away and unbuttoning his shirt.

She reached behind her and did as he asked.

“Everything else. I want you naked in my bed.” He grinned at her. “I’ve imagined this so many times.”

He watched as she stood and kicked her shoes off, then removed her stockings and garter belt and looked at him.

“Lie down on your back and open your legs so I can see you,” he said softly.

She did as she was told, tenting her knees and spreading her feet wide apart.

He undressed as he gazed upon her perfect pussy. The rings were attractive and added to her perfection. He tried to ignore the fact that two of those rings marked her as Alex Fucking Kunze’s slave as well.

When he finished undressing, he walked around the side of the bed and lay down next to her, kissing her and caressing her body. He was waiting for Sandy to return so he could fuck Anna in front of her and then have Sandy lick his cum out of Anna’s sweet pussy. Sandy didn’t like eating pussy and Devin loved making her do it. She didn’t like sucking his cock either and he made her do that too.

Devin was kissing and caressing Anna’s breasts when Sandy returned. She gasped and tried to back out of the room.

“I didn’t say you could leave, Sandy,” he said in a low voice without looking at her. “Come in and close the door behind you.”

Sandy knew better than to disobey her husband. Usually. Though Devin really didn’t think that she would have gotten pregnant on purpose. She wasn’t that stupid.

He pulled Anna up onto her hands and knees again. “Have a seat, Sandy,” he said, motioning to the bottom of the bed.

Sandy was pale and shaky but did as Devin told her. When she had settled on the very edge of the bed, he sat up on his knees and put his cock to Anna’s lips. Anna opened her mouth and began sucking on him. Reluctantly at first, because of the audience, but he tweaked her nipple and she became more enthusiastic.

“You really pissed me off, Sandy, by getting knocked up by Marshall,” he said as he held Anna’s head.

Sandy’s eyes were wide as she watched Anna take him all the way down her throat.

He moaned and closed his eyes as she swallowed him. “Oh, yeah, Baby. Good girl.”

He grasped fistfuls of Anna’s hair and fucked her mouth. The sounds of Anna slurping on his cock filled the room.

His cock throbbed in her mouth. She was very good about keeping her teeth away from his piercings. He held her hair and pulled his cock out. She whimpered and Devin smiled. Sandy’s face was still pale.

He pulled Anna up onto her knees and pulled her back against him, his chest against her back, so they were both facing his wife. He caressed Anna’s breasts and brought his hand down to circle her clit before delving his finger inside Anna, who moaned softly.

He pulled his finger out a moment later and held it out to Sandy. “Open,” he commanded.

Sandy shook her head and tried to back away. “Devin, we’ve known her since she was a baby. How can you do this to her?”

“How can I do this to her?” he asked with a laugh. “How can my cock throb in desire for her tight little pussy? How can I desire to be with the most beautiful woman in the city?” He laughed again. “It has nothing to do with how long I’ve known her. I’ve had this in mind her whole life.” He leaned towards Anna’s ear. “Baby, grab my cock and put it inside you.”

Anna obeyed, reaching down between her legs and positioning him at her hot entrance. He thrust upward and they both moaned as he filled her to the hilt.

“Sit, Sandy,” he barked as his wife tried to scoot away. “Watch my cock thrust in and out of her.”

He held Anna back against him and thrust up into her. One hand caressed her breast and he played with her clit with his other.

Anna quickly began to moan, her muscles clenching against his cock. She was ready to come. He wanted her to come multiple times in front of Sandy.

“Come for me, Baby,” he whispered against her ear, keeping his eyes on his wife.

Sandy’s jaw dropped as Anna came on demand, moaning and crying out as he worked her clit. His fingers dripped with Anna’s juices. “Come again, Baby,” he said in a louder voice and Anna’s muscles clenched around him, making it a challenge to keep fucking her, but an enjoyable challenge.

He loved how she tightened around him when she came. She cried out again as she came a third time. He let her upper body drop gently to the bed as he clutched her hips and pounded her. The sound of flesh and wetness was loud in his ears.

“Again, Anna,” he groaned and she grasped the bed covers and cried out again. She didn’t fake orgasms. She didn’t have to and he would know if she was. They were all real.

He kept his eyes on his wife, whose nipples had hardened under her camisole; she was getting turned on watching him fuck Anna. He grinned and commanded another orgasm out of Anna.

Anna writhed on the bed in front of him. He pounded into her pussy and she began another orgasm on her own. Her back arched and she clawed at the sheets. She came over and over again, never coming completely down before another orgasm started.

Without pulling out of her, he turned her over onto her back and pressed her knees to her chest, angling his cock so the piercings hit her g-spot. Her eyes closed and the veins bulged in her neck as the orgasmic waves became more powerful. He knew eventually she would start hurting, but she’d been so good tonight, she deserved the continuous orgasms he was eliciting.

He hooked her ankles over his shoulders and held onto her thighs and slammed himself into her hard. He could feel himself close to coming. Anna’s head was thrashing from side to side as the orgasms slammed through her body, one after another. She was close to overload and he didn’t want Sandy to see that.

Devin’s gaze locked on Sandy’s for a moment before his climax shot through his body. He leaned back and was careful to cry out Anna’s name as his balls clenched and felt every ounce of his cum shoot out of his balls. He thrust gently a few times as he watched Anna convulsing beneath him before leaning down to kiss her mouth.

Anna gave one last shudder and then became still. Devin lay on his side next to Anna and her legs splayed open, displaying a deep red pussy dripping with their combined juices.

He trailed his fingers over Anna, dipping them into her pussy, and then held up his finger towards Sandy. “Taste us together,” he said. He hoped Sandy would refuse, and she did, backing away until he grabbed her wrist. “I’m not asking you, Sandy,” he said behind clenched teeth. “I’m telling you.” He held his wet fingers up to her mouth again and she turned away.

He grinned wickedly and grabbed a fistful of her hair. “Fine,” he said. “I’ll make you do it, and you won’t like it. But I will enjoy every moment.” He stood, still grasping his wife’s hair and picked her up, depositing her between Anna’s splayed thighs. He pushed her head down towards the glistening pussy. “Eat,” he commanded.

Sandy resisted, pushing back against his hand, but he was much stronger than her and he pushed her face down into the wet flesh. Anna jumped slightly at the touch but otherwise didn’t move. He didn’t know if she was conscious, but it didn’t matter. What mattered, and what he wanted to see, was his wife licking his cum out of his mistress’s pussy.

He leaned towards Sandy’s ear. “I can suffocate you in her if you’d like.” She shook her head. “Then stop resisting me.” She stopped pushing away and he relaxed her hold on her head. “Eat,” he repeated.

“Devin, please. She’s a child.” Sandy begged, but didn’t move her head away from Anna.

“She’s twenty-years-old and my sex slave and Mistress.” Sandy shuddered at his words. “Lick my cum out of her, then you can leave.”

Devin smiled in satisfaction as he saw his wife’s tongue dart out and begin licking Anna’s pussy. He was pleasantly surprised when, after a few minutes, Sandy became enthusiastic about it, licking and sucking as if she were enjoying herself.

Anna moaned softly when Sandy’s tongue flicked her clit. Sandy’s gaze moved up to Anna’s face and she repeated the motion, making Anna moan again. She did it a third time, and when Anna moaned again, she took her clit into her mouth and began sucking on it, causing a deep moan to erupt in Anna’s chest.

Devin watched with interest as his wife, who had been so adamantly against Anna even being here, sucked on Anna’s clit trying to make her come again. There had been some mention in the tome about some addictive qualities to a half-Immortal’s juices. Some men had been known to be willing to do anything for the privilege of licking their pussies. Apparently it worked on women as well. He’d never seen Sandy enthusiastically lick a woman’s cunt before, and he’d seen her mouth on quite a few women of his choosing.

This was a very pleasant surprise. Anna began squirming and soon stiffened and cried out as she came under Sandy’s ministrations. Sandy’s eyes sparkled at Anna’s reaction and devoured her even more enthusiastically, making her come two more times before Devin recognized the pained look in Anna’s eyes as she stared up at the ceiling.

“That’s enough, Sandy,” he said, gently pulling her away from Anna.

“But . . . ,” Sandy protested.

“She’s had enough tonight,” he said softly, looking into Sandy’s eyes. They were dilated and slightly out of focus. Interesting. “I’ll let you do it again sometime, if you’re good.” Devin smiled in amusement. He’d let his wife lick Anna’s pussy anytime she wanted to. “But she needs to sleep.”

Sandy looked disappointed but allowed Devin to help her off the bed.

“Good night, Sandy,” he said, gently pushing her away.

She looked longingly at Anna, who stared up at the ceiling, then Sandy turned and left the room.

He pulled the covers down and placed Anna on the bottom sheet. She’d fallen asleep and her body was limp. He turned out the lights, then crawled into bed next to her, pulling her close.

Devin realized he could afford to be less harsh with Anna. She was well disciplined, but if he continued to play harsh with her, he’d probably break her. He didn’t want that. He’d be kind and gentle and let the natural roughness of life keep her polished and humble. She’d naturally run to him when life hurt too much.


Twenty-Seven


“A


nna.” A soft voice called to her. “Anna, Baby. It’s time to wake up.”

Anna’s eyes slowly opened to the morning sunlight streaming through the windows. The clock next to the bed indicated it was just before seven o’clock. She blinked a few times and then turned to the voice that had awakened her. Devin. He was looking at her with soft eyes and a gentle smile.

She smiled at him. “Good morning,” she said softly.

He cupped her cheek and kissed her. “Good morning, Baby. How did you sleep?”

Anna thought for a minute. She felt well rested and the bed she lay in was very comfortable. “Good, I think.”

Devin chuckled. “Did you enjoy yourself last night?” he asked, resting his head on his fist and trailing his fingers across her breasts and nipples.

Anna felt very satiated sexually. She remembered the countless orgasms he’d given her last night. She’d pleased him and he was happy. At least she thought she had.

“I pleased you?” she asked, wanting to be sure.

“Oh, yes, Baby. More than I’d hoped.” Devin gave her a big smile and nuzzled her breasts before taking her nipple into his mouth.

She moaned softly as he sucked and played with her ring. Oh, what he did to her body! She reached out for his cock and stroked him with her fist. He moaned and flexed his hips, then rolled on top of her, pressing the head of his cock against her slit.

As he pressed forward, she hissed. She was tender from last night but did her best to mask her pain.

“Does that hurt, Baby?” he asked, pushing in more.

“A little,” she admitted in a halting voice. She didn’t want to upset him.

“Anna, don’t hide your pain from me,” he whispered. “Give it to me.” He pushed in even deeper.

She pressed her head back into the pillow and cried out as her tender lips were pushed apart. He went slowly and kissed her. She moaned into his mouth, somehow giving him her pain. He moved in ways that made it almost too much to bear, but somehow she enjoyed the pain. She saw the look in his eyes when she cried out. He hungered for it. He devoured her pain and it pleased him.

He thrust in hard and pulled out slow. Over and over again, pulling the pain out of her and feeding it to himself. The eroticism of the give and take was palpable and Anna felt herself becoming part of Devin. She felt his craving for her and felt her pain turn into his enjoyment. A continuous cycle of pain turning into pleasure circled between the two of them. Faster and faster it spun until they both let out primal screams and climaxed together.

Anna breathed heavily. Devin panted above her, resting his weight on his elbows. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed his chin. He looked down at her and kissed her mouth.

“Such a good girl,” he whispered, nuzzling her neck.

Anna beamed. Him calling her a good girl was the best thing he could say to her. She never wanted to make him call her a bad girl. She wanted to be good for him.

He pulled out of her and she winced slightly. “I’m really looking forward to our trip in August, Anna. Then we’ll be able to spend all our time together.”

Anna loved that thought. “When do we go?” she asked excitedly.

“I believe in the middle of August, but I don’t know right at the moment. I’ll make sure it’s on your calendar.”

“Okay.” She smiled.

“But now, we need to get up and moving. I have things to do this morning before I go into the office.” He frowned but didn’t say more.

Anna sat up and looked around at his elegantly masculine room.

“Your bag is over there,” he said, motioning to a dresser between two French doors that led to a balcony. Her bag sat on top. “I’m going to get dressed and then I’ll take you home.” He kissed her, then stood and walked through a door to his bathroom.

Anna got out of bed, wincing slightly, and slowly dressed in the jeans and T-shirt she’d brought. She brushed her hair and made sure her makeup wasn’t all over her face. She was putting on her shoes when Devin came back into the room dressed in dark jeans and a black polo shirt.

She looked at him, surprised to see him dressed so casually, but he had said something about doing things before going into the office.

“Ready?” he asked.

She nodded and followed him out of the room and down the stairs to the bottom floor. This wasn’t the floor they’d entered on last night. This floor looked like a family room, with a large TV, a wet bar, and a table surrounded by chairs. A guy about her age lay on the leather couch playing some sort of video game. He looked up when they came down the stairs.

He looked like Devin, with dark brown hair, but had Sandy’s hazel eyes. He was very good looking, though a bit unkempt, as if he’d been up all night.

“I didn’t expect you to be up so early, Tyler,” Devin said.

“I haven’t gone to bed yet,” Tyler said, looking Anna up and down and smiling appreciatively. “I got caught up in the game.”

Devin shook his head and rolled his eyes.

“Dad, it’s summer break. Give me a chance to relax for a bit before I start college.”

Devin sighed. “Eighteen months touring Europe wasn’t relaxing enough?”

Tyler laughed. “Did you relax when you went, Dad?”

A smile tugged at Devin’s face, but he didn’t say anything.

Tyler grinned at Anna. “Who’s this? New housekeeper?”

“Tyler, please. This is Anna. Anna, this is my son, Tyler.”

“This is Anna?” Tyler’s smile grew wider and he looked her up and down again. “I don’t remember her being so . . . grown up.”

Anna had a vague memory of a younger version of him. She smiled politely. “Hello,” she said softly and moved closer to Devin, who held her hand.

“She’s twenty now, Tyler. Not twelve.”

Tyler grinned at her. “I can see that.” His grin wasn’t unkind, but she could tell he was attracted to her. “Hi,” he said, looking her over again.

“If you’d have slept I would have let you take her home for me.”

Tyler’s eyes lit up and Anna looked up anxiously at Devin. He wouldn’t . . .

“I’m not that tired, Dad. I didn’t get up ‘til yesterday afternoon. I can get her home safely.”

Devin frowned. “She is very precious to me, Tyler. I don’t want to see her hurt.”

“I’m a good driver dad, and I did fall asleep for a couple of hours, just down here instead of in bed.”

Devin was quiet for a moment and Anna’s anxiety increased. He wouldn’t give her away to his son, would he?

“It would help me out. I need to go out to the Manor this morning.” Devin looked at his son then at Anna. “All right, you can take her home. Go change your clothes.”

Tyler raced up the stairs and Anna looked fearfully at Devin.

“He won’t hurt you, Anna. He’s not that sophisticated in bed yet.” Devin chuckled. “Just let him fuck you and then he’ll leave. He won’t expect anything fancy.”

Anna hid her hurt as best as she could. Devin owned her; she had to do as he wanted her to. She watched him walk over to the corner and make a phone call. She sat on a nearby chair and waited for Tyler.

“We need to talk . . . yes . . . no, today. All right, fine, tomorrow . . . yes, I understand you told Anna some things about her past without consulting with me first.” Devin glanced at Anna and saw her watching him. He gave her a smile and continued talking.

He had to be talking to Alex.

“. . . that wasn’t your call!” he shouted, making Anna jump. “I don’t care . . . the Manor, tomorrow morning . . . say, ten or so . . . yes, see you then.”

Devin ended the call and walked towards Anna.

“I-I’m sorry, Devin. I should have considered that it was his point of view that he was sharing,” she said, putting her hand on his arm. “I’ll keep it in mind if he tells me those sorts of things again.”

“Good girl,” Devin said affectionately. “You’re learning quickly. If you hear anything like that from anybody, come talk to me before you jump to any conclusions.” He stroked her hair back from her forehead. “You know I want what’s best for you, don’t you?”

Anna nodded, her heart warming to him. “Yes, Devin. I do. I wish you were taking me home, though.”

Devin smiled. “I know and I’m sorry. But I do need to get out to the Manor, and if I took you home, I might be tempted to stay again.” He kissed her, wrapping his arms around to cup her ass. “I’ll see you tomorrow night, though. Gathering,” he said when she gave him a confused look.

“Oh, yeah.” Her face flushed.

“It’s informal tomorrow. No painful rituals or anything. Just the Brothers and guests.” He stroked her cheek. “I will enjoy showing you off and watching you make my Brothers happy. You’ll be able to get to know them better now.”

She wasn’t afraid of the Gatherings now and she was excited for Devin to show her off. “I’ll behave myself so you don’t have to punish me, Devin. I promise.”

“I know, Baby.” He kissed her again.

Tyler stomped down the stairs having changed his clothes and brushed his hair. The three of them walked out to the garage where Tyler took Anna’s bag, walked to Devin’s red sports car and put it in the trunk.

Devin kissed her goodbye, telling her to treat Tyler well, and got into a black SUV.
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Alex groaned as he lay on his stomach in his bedroom in San Francisco. Fuck, his back hurt.

When Devin had called, the first thought that came to mind was that Devin had found out about him taking the girls. But, no, Devin was just pissed because Alex had told Anna the truth.

Well, she had the right to know the truth, even though Devin didn’t think so. And now Devin wanted Alex to go out to the Manor and ‘talk’? Right, there was nothing to talk about.

The punishment for taking the girls had been harsh. But it had to be. Alex had a high pain tolerance and a few lashes with a whip wouldn’t do much to him. But twenty lashes with a cat? Fuck, yeah. His back stung like nobody’s business.

Vati had tried to urge him to stay in Frankfurt until he was healed, but Alex wanted to get back to San Francisco. He didn’t like being so far from Anna.

But if he had to see Devin tomorrow, he would be suspicious of Alex walking around injured. Maybe the Elders would make an exception and allow the Immortals to heal him. He didn’t want his father to be in danger.

Sebastian.

How are you feeling?

Like shit. Devin wants to see me tomorrow about telling Anna the truth about herself. Is it a good idea for me to go to his Manor as I am?

There was a pause. No. I will speak to your father.


Twenty-Eight


“S


o, you want me to carry your bag up to your apartment?” Tyler asked as they neared her building.

“If you’d like to,” Anna answered softly. Tyler made her nervous. If she didn’t please him, he would certainly tell his dad.

Tyler put his hand on her knee. “Sure.”

She directed him into the garage and to the extra parking spot next to hers. They rode in the elevator up to her floor and Anna clung tightly to the railing, her body reminding her of being on the balcony with Devin. When she got into her apartment, she stayed away from the windows. She didn’t want to see the view that had captured Tyler’s attention.

She wished Tyler would just leave; she wanted to call Aaron. Not to mention her body ached from last night and her pussy still stung from being with Devin this morning. She also didn’t like the idea of having Tyler in the same bed that she and Aaron made love in.

She smiled. That’s what she could use the second bedroom for. She could keep her bedroom private and use the other one for the men Devin sent over. She took her bag from Tyler and put it into her bedroom.

When she turned around, Tyler was behind her.

She swallowed and gave him a nervous smile. “Hi,” she said softly.

“Hi,” he said and pulled her to him and kissed her.

His tongue demanded entry into her mouth and she parted her lips for him. She put her hands on his muscular upper arms and kissed him back.

He pushed her back into her bedroom. She tried to speak, to get him to go into the other bedroom, but he kept his hand on the back of her head and kept moving her backward until her thighs hit her bed. He moved his lips to her neck and she was able to speak.

“The other bedroom is . . . um . . . well, we should go in there,” she said.

Tyler looked at her with a raised brow. “Isn’t this your bedroom?”

She nodded. “Yes, but⁠—”

“I’m not good enough for you to be in your room?” he asked with a frown. So much like his father.

Anna’s eyes widened. “No, that’s not it. I just⁠—”

He let go of her and crossed his arms over his chest. “What?”

She was going to get into trouble. Defeated, she shook her head. “Nothing,” she said softly and put her hand on his arms. “Nothing. Here is fine.”

She smiled at him, hoping he wasn’t too angry. She trailed her hands up his arms and to his broad shoulders. He was nicely built and she wondered if he’d played sports in school.

She stood up on her tiptoes and kissed him, trying to defuse his anger. “I’m sorry if I angered you,” she said softly when he wouldn’t kiss her back.

She watched him, afraid of what he was thinking.

His hazel eyes searched hers and she began to tremble under his gaze. Was his anger as terrible as his father’s?

“I’m not my father, Anna,” he said, stroking her cheek. “You don’t have to be afraid of me.”

He cupped the back of her head and kissed her gently. She kissed him back eagerly, running her hands over his shoulders and arms. She reached down and lifted the hem of her shirt, pulling it over her head.

Tyler’s eyes dilated at the sight of her bare breasts. She hadn’t bothered to put her bra or underwear on this morning.

He cupped her breasts and caressed them. Anna sighed and her nipples tightened more than they already were.

He laid her back on the bed and leaned down to kiss one breast and caress the other. She sighed as his tongue circled her nipple and played with the ring. He moved to her other breast and kissed and caressed it as well.

He kissed down her body and unbuttoned her jeans. She pushed them down over her hips and lay naked in front of him.

He pulled his shirt off, revealing a nicely defined upper body with a smattering of chest hair. He unfastened his belt and jeans and pushed them down. His cock sprang loose and Anna reached for it. It was smooth, hard, and without piercings.

She pulled him onto the bed and onto his back and stroked his cock. It was much easier to do that without piercings.

She glanced up at his face. “You’re not pierced?” she asked, stroking him up and down.

Tyler grinned and put his hand behind his head. “No, not yet. August. It’s kinda a big deal when the oldest son turns twenty. We get our piercings at the big Gatherings. My buddy Tommy is getting his then, too.”

She smiled. “I’ll be there. At least, I think I will.”

“Dad’s bringing you? Sweet!” He took a lock of her hair in his hands. “You’re really pretty, Anna.”

Anna blushed at his gentle tone. “Thank you,” she said and returned her focus to his cock. She took it into her mouth and sucked on the smooth skin while she stroked him up and down.

He moaned loudly as she did so and she tugged at his sac, making him moan louder. “Fuck, Anna. That feels good.”

She continued to suck on his cock, running her tongue around the head. He was of similar size to his father, giving her a pleasant anticipation, if he decided he wanted her to have sex with him. Sometimes the younger guys just wanted blowjobs. She almost hoped he’d be content with just her mouth, remembering how sore her poor little pussy was. But she felt herself getting wet just the same.

Tyler pulled her up and rolled her onto her back and knelt over her, smiling. He pushed her legs open and positioned himself against her slit. She bit her lip to keep herself from wincing as he pushed in. Closing her eyes, she concentrated on the good sensations.

She could do this. She’d done it before.

He leaned forward and kissed her, thrusting in and out of her. She moved her hips to maximize his pleasure and tried to conjure up an orgasm. He moaned and she could tell he was close. They didn’t last very long at this age.

She closed her eyes and concentrated, and felt an orgasm building inside her. She wrapped her arms and legs around him and exploded as he did, crying out and clinging to him.

“Fuck,” he said, rolling to his side. “That was awesome.” He tugged on her nipple rings. “You are really good, Anna,” he said kissing her. “I don’t know why I bother with the girls my age. They suck, and not literally.”

Anna giggled. “I’m your age,” she reminded him.

Tyler grinned. “Well, you’re . . . different. Maybe sex-ed in school should actually teach a girl how to please a man instead of just teaching how to put a condom on.” His eyes widened. “You’re like the other girls, right? I mean, you can’t get pregnant or anything?”

She giggled again. “Of course, Tyler. As I understand it, condoms suck.”

He threw his head back and laughed. “Yeah, they do. But it’s better than being a father too early.” He traced a circle around her breast. “Do you mind if I come visit you some other time? Here, I mean.”

Anna shook her head. “I wouldn’t mind.”

Tyler got up and began to dress. “Cool.”

When he had dressed, Anna got out of bed and walked him to the door, naked. He kissed her. “Thanks, Anna. Hope I see you soon,” he said and turned and left.
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A few minutes later, Anna found herself staring at the tiled wall in the shower. Conflict and guilt filled her heart as she thought back to the previous night. And even this morning with Tyler. Was it fair to Aaron for her to be doing all this? Why did he want to put up with all her crap?

When she’d dried off, she called Aaron as she’d promised him.

“I’ve been staring at my phone, willing it to ring for the last two hours, Anna,” Aaron said with emotion in his voice. “I’ve been worried and missing you so much.”

“Really?” Anna felt tears burning her eyes.

“Really.”

“I missed you too,” she said after a moment, her voice catching in her throat.

The realization of all that had happened since he’d left was catching up with her. His voice was so soothing, her heart ached to see him and be wrapped in his arms. “Will you come over?” she asked in a cracked voice, tears running down her cheeks.

“Anna, are you crying?”

“Yes,” she whispered through her tears. She didn’t know why she was crying. She wasn’t hurting that bad. She just wanted him here with her. “You don’t have to come over if you don’t want to.” Her heart squeezed at the thought but didn’t want to pressure him.

“Hon, I’m already in my car and out of my neighborhood. I grabbed my keys as soon as I saw your name on my phone.”

She sniffed. “Really?”

“Mmm hmm. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

Anna was overjoyed. “I can’t wait.”

Ten minutes later, there was a knock on the door, and thirty seconds after that, Anna was on the couch in Aaron’s warm embrace. Tears still streamed down her cheeks and she started sobbing. Aaron held her tightly and stroked her hair. It felt like she would never be able to stop crying.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Aaron asked softly as her tears slowed.

Anna shook her head. She was too ashamed.

“You don’t have to. I just wanted you to know you can if you want.”
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Anna walked into the Ballet studio that night with a happy heart. She felt like the luckiest girl in the world to have Aaron in her life.

Tatiana stood in the corner speaking to a gray-haired man and he turned around when Anna walked in. It was Isaak, the Ballet Master in Chief of the San Francisco Ballet Company. Anna had known him her entire life.

Isaak beamed and walked over and hugged her tightly. “Anna, I’m so glad to see you,” he said. “Tatiana told me what an impression you made on her on Tuesday.” He studied her intensely for a long moment. “Are you still living with Jack?” he asked carefully.

Isaak knew a little bit of what had happened. He’d had several arguments with Jack about Anna, suspecting that Jack was abusive. He had even encouraged her several times to call the police, but he also knew it wouldn’t do any good. Devin owned the police and Isaak knew about Devin.

Anna shook her head. “No, I belong to Devin now.”

He pressed his lips together and nodded. “Are things . . . better?”

She smiled. “Yes. Much. I have my own place. Devin said I could dance more too.”

Isaak’s eyes filled with tears and he hugged her again. “I’m so happy, Anna. I’m so glad you’re out of that . . . out of Jack’s control.” He kissed the top of her head then pulled away and looked at her. “Anna, I want you in the summer sessions. If you do well, I will seriously consider you for the Company in the fall.”

Anna’s jaw dropped open. “Isaak, you haven’t even seen me dance . . .”

“I don’t need to, Anna. You are your parents’ daughter. Tatiana finally saw that.” He chuckled. “Finally.” He looked over at Tatiana, who shrugged with a pretty smile on her face.

Anna smiled.

“Find out about the intensives. They start a week from Monday. Even if you have to start late for some reason. I want you there. Let me know, all right?”

She nodded, her heart beginning to soar again.

“I have to get going. Call the studio when you find out.”

“I will.”

Isaak kissed her head once more and then left for the theater. Anna watched him leave, her heart filling with affection for him. He had always believed in her; always been her advocate. He was like a father to her.

Anna took her place in the corner, dreaming about dancing more often. Class flew by and she felt as if she were flying as well. Tatiana watched her with an approving look on her face and Anna drove home feeling very proud of herself.

Aaron came over after she got home and Anna told him the good news.

“I knew you could do it, Anna,” he said, kissing her deeply. “C’mon. Let’s go celebrate.” He grinned and she giggled as he pulled her into her room.


Twenty-Nine


Alex regained consciousness and was very uncomfortable. Without moving, he took stock of what he knew. He didn’t sense anyone else in the room, but that didn’t mean an especially skilled someone wasn’t there. He was cold and his arms were bound to something above his head. Without opening his eyes, he tried to move his feet and found that they were bound as well.

Where the hell was he? The last thing he remembered was sitting in Devin’s study talking about Anna. Then he got a little dizzy . . .

Fuck! Devin must have drugged him. He was normally on alert for that type of thing, but once again, he’d underestimated Devin. There were unspoken rules that one didn’t bother the children of Brothers, especially children of the Elders.

Fuck! He opened his eyes slowly. The dimly lit room had walls of gray stone. It looked like a dungeon, with various instruments lining the walls.

He looked down and saw that he was naked. That was odd. Devin had never struck him as being interested in men. And even if he were, Devin would never proposition him. So why was he here, naked and bound, most likely in Devin’s dungeon?

Something caught his eye and he looked closer at his cock. In the dim light, he couldn’t be certain, but it looked like . . . blood? Oh, hell, what had he done? Or what had been done to him? He wasn’t in pain, aside from tired muscles. Sebastian had healed him last night. By the feel of his joints, he figured he’d only been in this position for an hour maybe.

A light flickered to the side of him and he turned his head to see a TV on the wall come to life. He nearly vomited when the images began flashing on the screen. It was silent footage of himself and three young girls.

Oh, God. He couldn’t have done that. No, it had to be a trick. It couldn’t be real. He would never do that. Even in his rages, he’d never hurt a young girl. He’d go after the things he wanted, but he’d never had a taste for young girls, except when he was younger, but they were still his age. And never forced. Once he turned eighteen, he swore off any girl who wasn’t an adult.

As much as he wanted to turn away, he forced himself to objectively look at his face on the screen. He wasn’t raging. He wasn’t angry. He was just . . . enjoying himself.

His stomach churned as he watched the girls silently scream as he forced himself inside them, one after the other. He could imagine how much he was hurting them. Hell, he had to be careful with full grown women. Being as large as he was did have disadvantages sometimes.

He couldn’t take anymore. His stomach heaved and emptied itself down his chest. He didn’t even try to keep himself clean. He continued to puke until his stomach was empty, then continued to dry-heave.

Tears sprang to his eyes. He’d never been so miserable. The blood was on his cock. He’d done it, but he had no recollection of it.

The screen went blank and he sagged against the chains. He was thankful the footage had been silent. Seeing it had been bad enough. Their screams would have echoed in his ears. He could almost hear them anyway.

The door on the opposite side of the room opened and Devin walked in, an amused look on his face. Ian followed him. Devin walked towards him and Ian waited impassively by the door.

“You didn’t like seeing your work? I’m surprised. You certainly seemed to enjoy it while you were doing it.”

Alex’s rage came on full force and he tugged hard against his bindings. “I never would do such a disgusting thing,” he spat as he struggled against his bonds.

“Oh, but you did. You just saw it.” He laughed again and leaned against a table across the room. “I normally punish men who rape my little ones. But this time I think it was worth it. The look on your face when you saw it was priceless.”

It didn’t surprise Alex that Devin had been watching him. “What did you do to me?” he demanded, glaring at his enemy. If the footage was real then Devin must have played with his mind. It was the only explanation.

“I can only imagine what Anna will think when she sees it.”

Alex blanched. No, Anna couldn’t see that. She’d never forgive him, even if he could convince her he hadn’t really done it. “You wouldn’t dare,” he growled.

Devin chuckled. “No, I won’t right now. I just wanted you to know I had it. I’ll keep it for use later. Imagine what your father and the other Elders would think of their precious Alex raping three little girls with his huge cock.” He smirked. “You really tore them up. One I think you even tore into her ass. I do hope she can be repaired. She’s rather pretty, you know.”

Alex’s stomach heaved again, but there was nothing left to spew.

Devin leaned back on the table and studied him silently.

Alex glared at him again. “I never would do such a thing on my own. What the fuck did you do to me?”

Devin stood. “That’s true. You wouldn’t. You’re such a ‘good guy’ that I wouldn’t have been able to trick you even if you were in one of those infamous rages of yours.” Devin cocked his head. “Maybe you should consider a new nickname. Hulk, maybe? Though you don’t turn green . . . except for at the present moment.”

Devin walked around the room, trailing his hands on the whips along the walls. “No, I had to get creative. You really angered me, telling Anna the truth. She was afraid of me.”

“She should be afraid of you, you fucking ass. You’re a fucking lunatic.”

“Lunatic?” Devin was amused. “No, hardly a lunatic. I made my plans long ago, and have methodically worked towards their culmination for twenty-five years. I don’t think a lunatic has that kind of mental capacity.” He turned to Ian. “Get one of the girls to come in and clean him and the floor up. Someone over eighteen.” He smiled at Alex. “Better?”

Alex growled.

“But you’ll be happy to know that Anna and I are getting along wonderfully now. She spent Wednesday night curled contentedly in my arms.”

Alex’s heart pounded, not only in anger, but jealousy. The thought of Anna in Devin’s arms twisted at the knife that had been in his heart since he’d met her in real life. “What did you do to her?”

“Nothing that hurt her. I just adjusted some of the thoughts in her head. She knows how badly I need her and how sorry I am for hurting her.” He smirked. “I think she may even think that you lied to her to make me look bad.”

Alex didn’t respond. How could Devin control her mind like that? Alex couldn’t fight against things like that. He preferred his sniper rifle to mind games. The rules were clear in warfare: shoot the enemy. Now he was in a completely different battlefield, one his opponent had been working in for two and a half decades. He was disadvantaged, unprepared, and also hopelessly committed to the fight—Anna was on the line.

Damn his fucking pride! If he’d just listened to Vati none of this would have happened. He slumped again. He was failing. Failing his father. Failing his Brothers. Failing Anna. He couldn’t protect her the way he should; the way he wanted to.

The door opened and two young women entered carrying a bucket and towels. One set to work cleaning the floor beneath him. The other worked on cleaning his body. If he hadn’t been so miserable, he would have enjoyed himself. The girl who was cleaning him was a pretty brunette with very nice cleavage and strong hands.

“Oh, all right, Alex. You look so miserable.” Devin smirked. “Not that it will matter to outsiders, but for your own peace of mind, I drugged you. I gave you Scopolamine, which⁠—”

“I’m familiar with it, thank you.” A truth serum that turns the user into a tool, making them do anything and everything, even if it is against their natural instincts. The Brotherhood was known to have used it in the past, but it was an expensive drug and they found that seduction worked as well and was longer lasting. “You made me rape those little girls? Why?”

“Blackmail footage is always helpful. Plus, I knew it would be an effective deterrent from you telling Anna things you shouldn’t be telling her. If you do it again, I’ll use the drug again. Maybe I’ll have you rape Anna.” Devin was very casual about the whole thing.

“She had a right to know,” he growled. The girl washing his chest was distracting him and pissing him off. But at the same time, it wasn’t her fault and he was tired of smelling his vomit. He closed his eyes and let her finish.

“There are certain things that Anna may have a right to know, but it wouldn’t be good for her to know. Her thinking of me as a heartless bastard who killed her parents isn’t good for her to know.”

“I never said you killed her parents,” Alex said in a low voice.

“True, but you’re not an idiot. I’m sure you figured it out.”

“I had my suspicions. It was the only thing that made sense. The timing was rather suspect.”

Devin shrugged. “No one noticed at the time.”

“No one knew about her at the time.”

“No? Well, that was fortunate for me. I thought someone kept tabs on them.”

“They’re supposed to, but something kept her hidden from the rest of us.”

Devin grinned. “I told you I’d been planning for a very long time. I don’t know why you’re bothering to fight me. You won’t win.”

His arrogance angered Alex more than anything, but he gritted his teeth and said nothing. He needed to hold his thoughts close to his chest, otherwise, he really wouldn’t be able to defeat Devin.

The girl knelt in front of him and washed his legs and cock.

“Amber, why don’t you make sure his cock is clean enough,” Devin said, looking at Alex’s face. “You too, Holly.”

Alex and the floor were clean. The girls eagerly grasped his cock and began sucking and licking him. He groaned. This is not what he wanted right now. But his body wasn’t listening to the right mind and his cock began to stiffen. The girls let out appreciative sighs and took turns sucking him into their mouths. They were very good at what they did.

Alex gave in and enjoyed their touch. The faster they were done, the faster he could get back to dealing with Devin and make sure Anna was safe.

He moaned low as one girl sucked on his balls while the other sucked on the head and stroked him. He leaned his head back, not caring that the two men were probably watching. One thing he never worried about was cock envy, at least on his part. He’d never seen anyone larger than himself and he knew he was good looking. Women flocked to him, even when he didn’t want them to.

So, the men could watch and envy if they were so inclined. He groaned as he felt his climax approaching and cursed in German as he came into one of their mouths. He didn’t care which one. It was over and he could get back to business.

He looked down and smiled at the girls. “Thank you. I enjoyed that immensely.” He spoke in a gentle voice. They giggled and kissed him and then scurried out of the room under Devin’s frown.

He looked back at Devin. “Happy?”

“I’m glad you enjoyed that. Because what comes next won’t be as pleasant.” Devin gave him a wicked grin.

Alex laughed. “You’re going to torture me? Really?”

Alex had been trained to withstand immense amounts of pain. He pushed the thought of the recent punishment to the side. He deserved that and had put down the mental barriers that time. With this, he would not allow Devin to know he felt anything.

Devin held up a syringe. “Yes, Mr. Big Shot Assassin can handle pain. But perhaps not like this.” He walked up to Alex and injected him with a clear liquid.

Alex laughed, amused that Devin thought he could break him with a shot. He’d felt everything that could possibly be felt, pain-wise. But when the pain began, he realized this was something new. His eyes watered and he gasped. Even breathing hurt. Devin walked around him and the slight breeze that resulted from his movements felt like razors on his skin. Devin ran his finger down Alex’s chest and it felt like a dull knife.

“What the hell did you give me?” Alex asked, choking from the pain and gritting his teeth to keep from crying out.

“Something I’ve been working on. Basically, it amplifies your nerves by about a thousand percent and registers everything that you feel as pain. Even a breeze . . . ,” Devin blew air on his face and Alex cringed, “. . . feels like needles in your skin. Am I right?”

Alex closed his eyes. It was unbelievably painful. God, what would happen if he used a whip?

Devin seemed to have read his mind and walked over and picked out a bullwhip and cracked it a few times. Alex jumped at the sound.

“Poor Duke Alex is afraid of a little whip?”

Devin laughed and stepped back. He drew the whip back and sliced it through the air where it landed with a satisfying crack on Alex’s chest.

Alex couldn’t help it. He cried out in pain. He knew he could handle a whip, but this wasn’t just a whip. Yes, he could see with his own eyes that it was a normal whip, but it felt like it had a million tiny razors lining the leather.

Crack!

He cried out again and strained against the chains, but even that was painful. He looked at Devin wide-eyed. What kind of man develops something like this?

Devin cracked the whip several more times against Alex’s chest. He looked down and saw several welts across his chest, but they looked so tame compared to the fire he felt.

Devin cracked the whip again and Alex screamed before he realized what he was doing. He never screamed, but he did now. He kept telling himself it wasn’t real, but his body wasn’t listening.

Over and over the whip hit his chest and legs. Devin circled around to his back and worked there, then back to the front. When Devin aimed one at his cock and hit, Alex thought he would die from agony. He braced for another one, but Devin had stopped. Alex blinked to clear his vision and saw Devin looking at his phone.

Devin shook his head and tossed the phone on the table behind him.

“Anna’s calling. I’ll call her back later.”

The phone immediately started vibrating again, and Devin pushed the screen to stop it. He pulled the whip up and cracked it at Alex a few more times.

Alex could see Devin’s phone light up again. Devin growled and pushed the screen to silence it again. It lit up again within seconds.

“Something’s wrong, Devin,” he said in a hoarse voice. “You know she’s not that persistent.”

Devin looked back at his phone after refusing the call, but it didn’t ring again. “Maybe not.” He smirked.

Alex knew something was wrong. He could feel it in his bones. A movement caught his eye in the corner and he saw Ian looking at his phone. He looked up at Devin.

“It’s Anna.”

Devin threw the whip down and stalked over to Ian and grabbed the phone. “Anna, if I don’t answer⁠—”

Even in the dim light, Alex could see Devin’s face pale. He walked back over to Alex and held the phone up to his ear.

“Anna?” he said in his hoarse voice.

“Alex, thank God.” It was Aaron.

“Aaron, what⁠—”

“There’s something wrong with Anna. She’s screaming and rolling around on the bed like she’s in massive pain, but there’s nothing around that’s hurting her. She’s getting red lines on her chest and—” Aaron’s voice broke. “Alex, I don’t know what the hell is going on. She’s in so much pain.”

“Where are you?” Alex had a suspicion of what was going on.

“Her apartment. Where are you?”

“At the Manor. Just . . . keep her still and try to comfort her. I’ll be there,” he glared at Devin, who nodded and motioned to Ian, “as soon as I can. Keep her from hurting herself.”

He nodded at Devin, who took the phone away. Ian unlocked the chains at his ankles and wrists.

“How fast can you get to her place?” Alex asked.

“As fast as Ian can drive. Ian,” Devin turned to Ian. “Get the car out front. I’ll get Alex up there.”

Ian ran out of the room and Devin looked at Alex, the question in his eyes.

“Did you know pain transferred as well?” Alex asked.

“I never read anything like that. I never even read about each of us not being able to kill each other.”

“I’m not certain that’s what’s going on, but Aaron said she was getting red lines on her chest.” He looked at his own chest and gritted his teeth. “If I didn’t think I’d hurt Anna in the process, I’d crush every bone in your body. Where are my clothes?”

Devin pointed to a pile in the corner and Alex shrugged into his clothes, his skin on fire every second. But that’s not what mattered. What mattered was getting to Anna.

“Is there an antidote?” he asked Devin.

He shook his head. “Never thought about the need for one.”

Alex sighed and opened the door. They walked out the door, Alex wincing with every step. “How long does it last?”

“It depends on the person. For you, it’ll probably wear off soon. It only lasted an hour on Ian.”

Alex looked at Devin. “You tested it on Ian?”

Devin shrugged. “Had to test it on someone your size.”

Un-fucking-believable. “What about on someone Anna’s size?”

Devin winced. “Couple of hours, maybe. I don’t know. Maybe it will wear off as yours wears off.”

They were out to the SUV a few minutes later and Ian tore around the driveway and was on the freeway within a few minutes.


Thirty


Aaron paced naked in Anna’s room. She’d stopped screaming and was quiet now. The welts had deepened and reddened, but they didn’t seem to be bothering her at the moment. Where the hell was Alex?

They’d been making love when she screamed out suddenly. Aaron was terrified that he’d done something to her and jumped away from her. She started shaking and saying that her skin hurt. He tried to rub her arm, but she cried out that it hurt. A while later her body started convulsing as if she were being hit, but he knew it wasn’t true. He was scared and had no idea what was going on. The only thing he could think to do was call Alex. He called him about fifteen times and there was no answer.

He sat next to Anna, staring at her and not knowing what to do. He was afraid to touch her.

“Anna, I can’t get a hold of Alex. He’s not answering.”

“Devin,” she moaned. “. . . was going to see Devin,” she whispered and then screamed in pain again.

He found her phone and found Devin’s number and started calling. He didn’t answer, but it went to voice mail quicker, making him think the call was being ignored, which meant someone was seeing his calls. He redialed over and over again. But no one would answer.

He yelled in frustration. “Hon, I’m so sorry. He’s not answering either. I don’t know what to do . . .” Maybe Wilhelm would know.

“Ian . . . ,” she whispered.

Okay. He didn’t know who Ian was, but there was a number for an Ian in her phone. It rang . . . and rang . . . and then someone picked up.

He didn’t even wait to listen to the voice. “There’s something wrong with Anna. She’s screaming and in pain. I need to talk to Alex.”

Relief filled his body when he finally heard Alex’s voice and told him what was going on. Now Aaron just had to wait for him to get there.

Aaron looked down and realized he was naked, so he grabbed his jeans to put them on.

Anna moaned on the bed. He was afraid to touch her.

“Anna, hon . . . ,” he said soothingly. He tentatively reached out to smooth her hair and she cried out at his touch. “I’m sorry, hon. God!” he growled. He hated feeling helpless.

They had been together since she’d called him yesterday morning when she got home. Wednesday night had been the longest night, imagining Devin doing all sorts of horrible things to her. He had been so relieved when she finally called.

She hadn’t wanted to talk about the evening, and he held her while she cried. After a while, she calmed and they just sat on the couch in silence, but he didn’t mind. He was just happy to be able to comfort her.

He looked at Anna on the bed. She was still quiet, though her face contorted in pain every once in a while.

Where the hell was Alex?

“Are you cold? Do you want a blanket?” he asked softly. He could see goose bumps on her arms.

She nodded gingerly, then winced.

He went into the other room and took the blanket off the guest bed. He didn’t want to risk more pain by moving her around on her bed.

He began to cover her gently, when she started crying again. “No, no! It hurts! It has knives.”

Aaron was confused and looked at the blanket to make sure there was nothing on it, then tried again, but she cried out again. He pulled the blanket off her and threw it on the floor, once again helpless as to what to do to help his sweet girlfriend.

At last, someone knocked on the door. Aaron looked at Anna to make sure she was as “okay” as she could be, and then jumped up and ran to the door.

He was surprised to see Devin and another tall man with Alex. And Alex looked like hell warmed over. His face was pale and he looked like he was in an incredible amount of pain.

“What happened to you?” Aaron asked, as concerned for his friend as he was for Anna.

Alex shook his head. “I’ll be all right. Where’s Anna?”

“In her bed,” he answered, and Alex pushed past him with a groan and limped quickly to Anna’s room.

Aaron turned to give a dirty look at Devin. He’d never met the man, but knew who he was and didn’t like him.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

Devin looked at him like he was a peon. “You must be the new boyfriend?”

Aaron narrowed his eyes. “Yes, I’m Anna’s boyfriend. You must be the one who had her abused for the last four years of her life.”

Devin’s jaw clenched. “Watch yourself, Aaron. You don’t want to cross me.” He pushed past Aaron and followed Alex into Anna’s room.

Aaron looked at the other man. He was almost as big and tall as Alex. “Who are you?”

The man walked in and gently closed the door behind him. “Ian,” he said, extending his hand. “I’m Devin’s assistant. You called my phone.”

Aaron shook the man’s hand and studied him. Though he had an intimidating façade, his eyes showed worry as he glanced in the direction Alex and Devin had disappeared.

Ian looked back at Aaron. “She’ll be okay,” he said quietly, then followed Devin.

Aaron walked into Anna’s room, where it was getting very crowded. Her room was a decent size, but four large men filled the area quickly.

Alex sat next to Anna, looking at her closely, but not touching her. “Give me your arm, Devin.”

“What?” Devin exclaimed.

“I won’t break it, unless she doesn’t react.” Alex winced as he reached for Devin’s arm. “But we need to know.”

Devin frowned and Alex grabbed hold and began to squeeze. A moment later, Anna began to whimper and held on to her arm. The same arm that Alex was squeezing on Devin. Alex immediately let go and a moment later Anna relaxed, though she still cradled her arm.

“Alex, what the hell is going on?” Aaron asked, stepping forward.

“The pain transfers,” he said to Devin, who nodded with a frown.

He heard Devin curse under his breath.

“Alex . . . ,” Aaron growled. “What the fuck is going on?”

Alex turned to him with sad eyes. “Devin decided to get even with me for telling Anna the truth about her and her family.” Alex glared at Devin, then winced. “He gave me something that makes everything hurt like hell, then used a bullwhip on me.” He lifted his shirt and showed Aaron the welts on his chest.

Aaron quickly walked over to the bed and looked at Anna. The welts matched. Hers were fainter, but they were clearly related. “What the . . .”

“The pain transfers. We didn’t know. We knew we couldn’t kill each other. I don’t think even Devin would use this on Anna without cause.”

“I wouldn’t. It would be counterproductive,” Devin said. He gazed at Anna with sad eyes. “No, I had no intention of using it on her, unless I absolutely had no other option.”

Alex growled. “There are always other options.”

“I didn’t develop it for her,” Devin snapped.

“So, will she get better?” Aaron interrupted. He was pissed at both men. Their bickering wasn’t helping Anna. “What can we do to help her now?” Anna looked at him and gave him a weak smile. He sat next to her and gazed into her eyes. “You’re still hurting?”

She winced and nodded.

“Is it getting any better?”

“I don’t feel like I’m getting hit anymore,” she whispered.

Aaron smiled sadly at her. “I wish I could hold you and take it all away.”

She moved her arm, wincing, and put her hand next to his. “I want to hold your hand,” she whispered.

“Won’t it hurt?”

She grimaced. “It already hurts.”

He took her hand in his and held it as lightly as he could. She smiled weakly and closed her eyes. Her face contorted every so often, but was otherwise still.

Aaron looked up at Alex then Devin, who were both staring at her with remorse.

“There’s nothing you can do?” he asked them.

“He doesn’t have an antidote,” Alex growled and grimaced.

Aaron realized his friend must be in pain, too, if it really was his pain that had transferred to Anna.

Devin looked thoughtful. “I could put her to sleep,” he said reluctantly.

Alex and Aaron both looked at him with bewildered looks.

“You what?” Alex demanded.

Devin sighed. “I can put her to sleep. It wouldn’t be the most restful sleep, but it might relieve some of the pain.”

“How can you do that?” Aaron asked.

Devin shrugged. “I can make her do almost anything I want.”

Alex glared at him.

“You told her to sleep and she obeyed you after the ritual. It’s like that, but . . . different.” Devin said. “But I don’t think that would work this time. It’s not just a simple obedience thing in this situation. I’m not even certain it would work.” He looked at Alex. “Do you want me to try?”

Alex glanced down at Anna. “It won’t hurt her?”

“I don’t think so. It shouldn’t, but I haven’t tried it before.” Devin frowned. “But it’s the only thing I can think of.”

“Do it,” Alex said, moving out of the way.

“Don’t I get a say in the matter? I’m her boyfriend.” Not that he really wanted to prevent it, he just didn’t like the others making decisions without his consideration.

Alex looked at him calmly. “No. I am her Master. Devin is her Master. We decide what’s best for her.”

Aaron’s jaw dropped and his eyes narrowed. Alex had never spoken to him like that. How dare he! He was the one who encouraged him to ask Anna out, then he pulls the “Master” card on him? He’d never wanted to hit Alex before, but he sure wanted to now.

Devin moved to sit next to Anna. “Anna, Baby,” he said softly.

Anna opened her eyes and looked at Devin. They were so full of pain it made Aaron’s heart hurt.

“Baby, I’m going to put you to sleep. It should help, okay?”

Anna turned her head to look at Aaron. “Stay with me?” she whispered.

“I won’t leave you,” he assured her.

She looked back at Devin. “Yes, Devin,” she said softly.

Devin put his hand on her head and closed his eyes. She winced at first, but after a few moments her body relaxed and her breathing calmed. Devin removed his hand and watched her for a few minutes. She was asleep and somewhat peaceful, though she still grimaced a few times.

Aaron breathed a sigh of relief. She’d been like this for over an hour and he was relieved to see her have at least a little bit of comfort.

Devin stood. “She should be okay in a few hours at most. Hopefully sooner.” He looked at Alex. “Do you want me to take you back to the Manor? Your car is still there.”

Alex grimaced and shook his head. “No, thank you,” he said coldly. “I’ll have Seth and Tony pick me up and I’ll get my car later.”

Devin looked at Anna one more time, then glanced at Aaron. “It was nice to meet you, Aaron.”

“I can’t say the same thing about you, Devin. But thank you for putting her to sleep,” he said in a low voice.

Devin gave him an amused look, then looked at Ian. “Shall we?”

Ian glanced at Anna. “Yes, sir.”

Devin and Ian turned and left the room. Aaron heard the door open and shut a moment later.

Aaron turned to Alex and glared at him.

“What?” Alex asked defensively.

“‘I’m her Master. I decide what’s best for her’? I didn’t think you were such an ass, Alex.”

Alex sighed. “Aaron, I have to maintain control of Anna when Devin is around, or what little control I have, I will lose.” He shook his head. “He already has a major advantage over me.” Alex ran his hand through his hair. “I am so fucked, Aaron. I don’t know what to do.”

Alex’s admission surprised Aaron. Alex never showed any weakness.

“What do you mean?” he asked, his anger softening.

“He doesn’t fight fair, Aaron. I’m fighting an enemy I don’t understand. He doesn’t play by the rules.” Alex sounded like he was in despair. “You’re not supposed to mess with the kinder of the Elders, but he chained me up and⁠—”

Alex stopped. When he spoke again, his voice was so low Aaron could barely hear him.

“Fuck, Aaron. He made me rape three little girls.”

Aaron stared at him. That was impossible. Alex loved the female species, but he’d never go for an underage girl and he’d certainly never rape one. He couldn’t imagine Alex doing something that horrible.

“How is that possible? You wouldn’t . . .”

Alex was sitting on the window seat, slumped over his knees and head in his hands. When he looked up, tears were streaming down his cheeks.

“He gave me Scopolamine. It . . . turns you into a puppet. All he had to do was tell me . . .” He shook his head. “He recorded it. He made me watch it and threatened to show Anna.”

Aaron could do nothing but stare at Alex. He’d had an inkling of what Devin was like from the conversation at the party. But this was over the top of anything he could imagine.

“Why would he do that?”

“Because he was furious that I told Anna the truth about what she was. He didn’t want her to know.” Alex sighed and sat up, wincing. “I deserve how I’m feeling. She doesn’t.” He motioned to Anna. “Mein Gott, I can’t do anything right with her.” He stood. “And she won’t want me here when she wakes up.” He pulled out his phone and left the room.

Poor Alex. Aaron had never seen him so despondent. It was very un-Alex like. Whatever Devin had done had really gotten to him.

Aaron carefully stretched out on the bed and looked at Anna. He wondered if he could put the blanket on her now. She still had goose bumps all over her skin. He kissed her hand and was glad when she didn’t wince.

Alex returned a few minutes later. “Tony’s on his way. I’ll wait downstairs for him.”

“Okay. Can you put the blanket on Anna? She’s cold.” Aaron didn’t want to let go of her hand.

Alex nodded and picked the blanket off the floor. He carefully lay it on top of Anna. She whimpered slightly, but then stopped once the blanket was in place.

“Thanks,” Aaron said. “You gonna be okay?”

Alex frowned. “I need to figure some things out.” He gave Aaron a wry smile. “Want to go out tonight? She has to go to the Manor.”

Aaron frowned. He’d forgotten about the Friday night obligation. “Yeah. Anything’s better than sitting at home worrying about her.”

Alex grunted. “I’ll call you.” He left the room and Aaron heard the apartment door open and close a few moments later.

He turned back to watch Anna sleep. Peacefully at last.


Thirty-One


Pain. Excruciating pain. Pain that has no source and no reason. It comes from within her own body but didn’t originate there. The pain comes from another.


The pain is directed towards another. But why? Why does she feel his pain?

Yes, it is a him. She doesn’t know why she knows, she only knows.

The him loves her and thinks of her. He is in pain because of her. More than physical pain. His heart is in pain as well.

She knows him. He saved her. He rescued her. But she can’t see him. She can only feel him. Feel his pain. Feel his torment. Feel his doubt.

A strong man brought to his knees by the feelings of failure. His anguish is too much to bear. He torments himself because of his own failure. Grief, sorrow, agony. They all fill his heart.

A man appears in the darkness of her mind. She reaches toward him. It is the man in pain. He kneels on the floor by a bed. Too many times I have failed, he cries to himself.

No, you have not failed. You cannot have failed. I am still here. Do not give up.

I need you . . .


The man fades back into darkness and she awakes.


Thirty-Two


Anna sat up and immediately started trembling. She felt the aftereffects of pain; the emptiness the pain left behind.

“Anna.”

Strong, warm arms pulled her back down and held her close. The sun, high in the sky, lit the room with sunshine.

She turned her head and looked up into Aaron’s face. She sighed and gave a soft smile. Oh, she was happy to see him.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

“Weird,” she answered truthfully. “I had the strangest dream. I was in so much pain . . . and I didn’t know why.”

Aaron smiled and kissed her forehead. “I’m glad you’re feeling better. It was sheer torture not being able to comfort you.”

“Comfort me?”

“The pain. Anna, it wasn’t a dream. You were screaming in agony and I had no idea what was going on.” Aaron told her about what had happened when Devin and Alex had come over and what they’d learned.

“I don’t remember that. I thought it was a dream.”

Aaron shook his head. “I’m glad you don’t remember. It was awful.” He looked as if he were going to say something but changed his mind. “I’m glad you’re better.”

“Me too.” She rolled over so that she was lying on his chest with her head resting on her chin. She traced his bottom lip. “I don’t want to think about anything bad for a while.”

Aaron grinned. “We had talked about going to the dance store to buy your things for next Monday. Are you up for a walk across the street?”

She frowned. “I haven’t asked Devin or Alex if I can participate.”

“I’m sure they’ll let you, Anna. Especially after this morning. Call Alex. He’ll make sure you get to do it.”

Anna frowned. Alex had fought for her to be able to dance before, but had he really meant it? He lied to her about Devin. Could she trust him?

“I’ll call Devin.” She got her phone and made the call.

“Hey, Baby. How are you feeling?” Devin’s voice was tender and she smiled.

“Fine, thank you.”

“I’m so sorry about what happened. If I had known . . .”

“It’s okay, Devin. I understand.”

“Did you have a reason for calling, Baby?”

“I . . .” She hesitated. What if he said no? “Isaak invited me into the Summer Intensives. They start next week.” She paused, nervous to go on.

“Do you want to go?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

Devin was quiet for a moment. “Have you talked to Alex about it?”

“No, I was scared to ask him.”

Devin was quiet again and Anna twisted the hem of her shirt. “Yes, Baby. I think I’d like to see you do that.”

“Oh! Oh, Devin! Thank you!” Anna jumped up and down in joy.

“Do you want to call Alex or shall I?”

“Will you do it?”

“Of course, Baby. I’m sure he’ll agree to it as well.”

“Thank you, Devin.”

Anna ran into the bedroom after saying goodbye to Devin.

“He said yes!” she exclaimed, launching herself into Aaron’s arms.
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Aaron laughed. “Of course he did, hon. Why would Alex not want you to dance?”

“No, I called Devin.”

Aaron was confused. “Why would you call Devin?”

Anna bit her lip. “Alex is scary.”

Aaron’s eyes widened. “What?” Alex scary? What the hell was going on in that girl’s head?

“He tells me things because he wants to keep me from Devin.”

“Anna, what are you talking about?”

Anna huffed. “I know he’s your best friend, but I don’t like him. He’s scary and controlling.”

“Anna, I don’t understand what you’re talking about.” Shit. Had Devin done something else to her mind besides make her go to sleep?

Aaron stared at Anna, this girl that he was falling in love with, totally bewildered as to where this hostility towards Alex was coming from.

“Anna, Alex cares for you a great deal.” More than Aaron was comfortable with. Why would Anna think such a thing?

Anna frowned at him. If Devin had done something to her mind, then arguing with her about it would likely do more harm than good. He would see Alex tonight and talk to him about it then.

“Okay, Anna, shall we go shopping now?” he asked, changing the subject.

Anna grinned and went into her bathroom. Aaron shook his head. Who the fuck was Devin that he could control Anna’s mind like this?
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Devin put his phone down and grinned to himself. Anna was afraid to call Alex. Good. His attempt to change her mind had worked and was holding. Alex would find out and then realize the futility of fighting Devin and give up. Then Devin could proceed with his plans.
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Alex listened to the message from Devin, bewildered. Anna had been too afraid to call him to ask for permission to dance with the school this summer? What the hell did Devin do to her?

He ran his hands through his hair and stared at the ground. How the hell was he going to keep Anna safe?

Hopelessness filled his heart with despair.


Thirty-Three


Later that afternoon, Anna headed to the Manor, her heart aching from leaving Aaron behind. She missed him terribly and every mile she drove seemed to make it worse. She arrived at the Manor at a little before four.

She saw Ian waiting for her and exited the car after grabbing her overnight bag from the passenger side seat. She removed her shoes and then followed him silently to her room.

Ian closed the door behind him as he followed her inside.

She turned around and looked at him. “How may I please you, my lord?” she asked quietly.

Ian’s face registered shock. “Anna, that’s not why I came in with you,” he said. “I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“Okay? Why?” Why was Ian showing concern towards her?

“Because of what happened this morning. You were in so much pain.”

Aaron had said that Alex and Devin had been there. “You were there too?”

Ian nodded. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. It was weird, but I’m okay.”

“Good.” He looked around, looking as if he felt awkward. “Okay. Well, I’ll see you in a few hours.”

As Ian was leaving, Maggie entered carrying a tray of food.

“Good evening, Mistress,” Maggie said with a curtsy. “How was your week?”

“Um. Interesting. And good.” She was confused about Ian’s kindness but pushed it aside. Thoughts of Aaron filled her heart and she began to miss him again, making her heart ache.

Maggie looked at her carefully. “You look sad, Mistress.”

“I miss someone,” she said softly. “It’s all right. I’ll be okay.”

Maggie gave her a doubtful look but placed the tray on the table. “Sarah and I will be back in a half hour and we’ll start getting you ready.”

Anna turned on the TV after Maggie left and watched a silly old movie to get her mind off of Aaron while she ate dinner.
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Later, Anna sat on her bed waiting for Ian, dressed for the Gathering. She was tempted to call Aaron, or text him, but had a feeling Devin wouldn’t approve, and she didn’t want to anger him. She’d pleased him on Wednesday and she didn’t want to displease him tonight.

As much as she tried not to show it, her body still ached from whatever had happened earlier in the day with the pain. Aaron had watched her like a hawk when they’d been shopping and had been so gentle with her.

He hadn’t asked questions about what had happened Wednesday night either, which she appreciated. She was ashamed and didn’t want to tell Aaron what she did, even though she was fairly certain he knew at least some of what went on. She didn’t want Aaron to get any more upset with Devin than he already was. He would be furious if she told him about what happened on the balcony.

Anna had a feeling that if Aaron tried to cross Devin there would be trouble. Devin didn’t like being challenged, as evident by his actions toward Alex yesterday. She didn’t really understand why Devin had gone after Alex, though. It seemed pretty extreme for just giving her some information.

But Devin always had his reasons for doing things, and she trusted him, even when he didn’t explain. He had explained his reasoning for what he’d done to her, and she understood and forgave him.

A knock sounded on the door a moment before it opened and Ian entered.

“Ready?” he asked with a kind smile.

Anna nodded and smiled back. She still wondered at his kindness. “Is anything painful going to happen tonight?”

Ian shook his head. “Devin is really happy with how things went on Wednesday night. Just obey him tonight and you’ll be fine.”

The two of them walked silently through the building to the Hall. Ian removed Anna’s cloak at the door.

“Go greet him and sit at his feet.” He said in response to her nervous smile. “You’ll be fine.”

He opened the door and Anna walked into the hall

She kept her head down as she walked toward Devin on his platform, but could see around her a little. It was set up as it had been the first time she’d been here. Clusters of comfortable couches filled the room and men socialized and enjoyed the girls. She stopped before the platform and glanced up for a moment before bowing low to Devin, who sat on his throne talking with several other men. She recognized Trenton, Jayce, and . . . Oh, no! Jack.

“Come, Baby.” She heard Devin’s voice and quickly stood and walked to sit at his feet.

“You think the reaction will be positive?” Jack asked.

“I don’t see why not,” Devin said, stroking Anna’s hair. “They’ll see the power and not want to cross me.”

“What if it backfires?” Trenton asked. “I think they will all be rather taken with her. Hurting her might turn them against you.”

“Of course they will be taken with her. That’s the idea.” The men chuckled. “But bringing someone back to life is more impressive than a nice figure. At least to the Brothers. Maybe not to the politicians, but they won’t be there yet.”

Devin pulled Anna into his lap and leaned her back against him, legs spread over his knees. Her right leg was exposed, but her pussy and other leg were still covered. She saw the men glance down at her lower body.

“Besides, I have enough support to ensure it goes as planned.” He pulled her dress down to expose her breasts and caressed them as he kissed her neck. “Hi, Baby, you feeling better?” he whispered into her ear.

“Yes, Master,” she sighed, leaning her head back against his shoulder. Her pain seemed to disappear at his touch.

“If I’d known that was a possibility . . . I would never have done it, Anna. I hope you know that.”

She turned her head and kissed his cheek. “Yes, Master,” she said, pressing her breasts into his hands.

“Mmm. Good girl.” He bit her earlobe and she gasped. She felt the blood rush to her pussy and the moisture increase. “Show them your pussy, Baby.”

She bit her lip nervously but pulled her skirt aside to expose her pink swollen pussy. The men groaned and she felt a rush of heat course through her body, exciting her more. She liked that they were staring at her wetness with a hungry look. Even Jack.

She felt Devin chuckle. “You like that, don’t you?” he whispered in her ear. “You like the power you have over them by showing them what they want?”

She nodded, her breath shallow. She could feel the heat of their gazes on her and she whimpered, wanting their touch.

“Just showing them your beautiful pussy, Anna, will make men do almost anything for you. You just have to want it.” He bit her neck and kept his teeth buried in her skin. She clenched her thighs but didn’t close her legs.

She stared at Jack, amazed at the look in his eyes. His hand strayed to his cock and stroked it over his pants. She licked her lips, remembering what it was like to have him between her legs, and she sighed.

“You want Jack?” Devin asked quietly, his voice sounding slightly surprised.

Anna nodded. She wanted to feel his cock deep inside her.

“Go,” Devin said, pushing her to her feet.

Jack’s eyes met hers as she walked towards him. They widened slightly at the intensity of her gaze but remained locked on hers as she straddled his lap.

She brought her face close to his. “Hi, Jack,” she said in a soft, sensual whisper. She brushed her lips over his and pressed her bare breasts against his chest.

“A-Anna?” he said in a broken voice.

“I want you, Jack,” she said sweetly, but with a hint of seduction in the timbre of her voice. She felt empowered. He was under her control and he knew it.

She pressed her lips to his, tongue tracing his lips until they parted. He groaned as her tongue stroked his, like she’d stroked his cock so many times. She sucked and teased his tongue, making him think of his cock in her mouth.

She took his hand and brought it to her chest as she moved to his ear, nipping the lobe. He cursed under his breath and kneaded her breast, pulling at the nipple and making her moan in his ear.

“Yes, Jack . . . ,” she moaned.

She rocked her pelvis against his cock, eliciting more moans out of him. A thought came to her mind and she leaned forward to his ear.

“I want to see you suck off another man,” she said in a low sexy voice.

He pulled away from her and looked into her eyes with shock. She gave him a soft, seductive smile and his eyes softened, glazing over a bit, and he nodded. She kissed him again, then stood and motioned to Devin.

Jack walked over to Devin and knelt between his legs.

Devin raised his brow at him. “What are you doing, Jack?”

“Pleasing the Mistress,” he said absently. He reached towards Devin, who grabbed his wrist.

Devin looked sharply at Anna. “Call him off, Anna,” he said sternly.

Anna stared hard at her guardian, wanting to see him humiliate himself in front of everyone in the room. She heard Devin’s command but didn’t want to obey.

“Anna!” Devin said sharply and Anna looked at him with the same intense look. “Call. Him. Off.”

Her will battled with her mind. If she didn’t obey, she would be punished. If she didn’t obey, she would have the pleasure of watching her guardian humiliate himself.

Her fear of punishment won out and she closed her eyes and released Jack from her control. She dropped to sit on her heels, with her hands on the floor in front of her, trembling, and heard Jack cursing at Devin.

“Why do you think I had my hands on your wrists, Jack? I wouldn’t have let you do it.”

“You fucking bastard. After all I’ve done for you?”

“You lost those girls, Jack, I didn’t. Besides, she saw you were susceptible and pounced on it.”

What was that? Anna asked herself. She sucked in deep breaths, desperate for oxygen. Why did she just tell her guardian to go suck off Devin? Jack was furious. How did she do that? Was this the power that Devin told her about? Was Devin as angry as Jack?

She looked up fearfully and saw Devin watching her with a curious look. Tears filled her eyes as she anticipated his anger. She didn’t know why, she just did what she did. It was so unlike her to go off on her own . . . to initiate anything like that without being told to do so.

She looked at Jack, who glared at her. “I’m sorry, Jack,” she whimpered.

Jack’s jaw clenched and he glared at Devin.

She looked back at Devin, who held out his hand to her. She stood on trembling legs and walked to him.

He pulled her into his lap and held her against his chest. “Good girl,” he said softly, stroking her hair. “I’m very impressed Anna. You did better than I anticipated you would.” He spoke softly so no one else would hear. “Jack is pissed at me. Will you go ease his anger with your mouth? I think it would calm him.”

“Yes, Devin,” she replied. She walked nervously over to Jack and knelt between his feet.

“Don’t hurt her, Jack. She did well and I won’t allow you to punish her.”

“She did well by manipulating me into wanting to suck your cock?” Jack sneered.

“Don’t get pissy, Jack. This is what we trained her for.”

Jack snorted. “You weren’t supposed to use it on me.”

“You can leave if you’d like.” Devin’s voice was cold and low.

Anna saw Jack’s face pale slightly. “No,” he said, less forcefully. “I’m fine.” He put his hand on Anna’s head and looked down at her and gave her a stiff smile. “Good job, Anna.” He leaned back and rested his hands on the arms of the chair.

Anna reached tentatively for his pants, watching his face. When he nodded, Anna pulled the strings of his pants loose and leaned forward as she pulled his cock out. She stroked it a few times, in the way she knew he liked, and he began to relax.

As he relaxed, she was able to relax and gave him the best blowjob that she knew how to give. She knew him well, having sucked on him pretty much daily for many, many years. She knew what he liked and didn’t like. She knew the amount of pressure he liked and how fast to move her tongue around his swollen head. When he stiffened and groaned, she accepted his cum into her mouth and sat on her heels, sucking gently until he pulled himself away from her.

He put his hand on her head and looked down at her. “Good girl, Anna.”

She beamed under his praise and he smiled. A genuine smile that she hadn’t seen in a long time.

They looked at each other for a few moments, then he pulled her into his lap and held her. Anna melted into his arms. It had been so long since he’d held her like this. She felt like she was a little girl again, resting safely in his arms. Never mind the taste of his cum still lingering in her mouth. She basked in his presence and snuggled closer.

He stroked her hair gently as the conversation continued around them. Anna didn’t pay any attention, but liked the way Jack’s chest rumbled when he talked.

A while later, Devin asked Jack to go get someone for him and Anna went and sat at Devin’s feet again. She realized she was aroused and wet and wanted a cock inside her. Her juices trickled onto her ankles and she squirmed uncomfortably.

Devin put his hand on her head and she stilled. He hadn’t touched her aside from caressing her breasts earlier. Why? Was he not interested in her tonight?


Thirty-Four


“B


aby, I’ll get to you soon, I promise,” Devin said, looking down at her as if reading her thoughts. “I have to attend to something first, though.” His attention was drawn to the man approaching the platform.

She recognized him as Luke, Jenna’s dad. He greeted Devin politely and Devin indicated toward a chair with a flick of his fingers. He gave Anna a smile as he sat and she smiled brightly back at him.

Unexpectedly, she sensed Devin’s anger rise. Was it because she and Luke smiled at each other? She thought that was part of it, but Devin wasn’t angry at her. He was angry at . . . Luke? Why?

After a few minutes of polite conversation, Devin became cold. “Luke, I understand you’ve known Anna almost as long as I have.” It was a statement more than a question.

Luke looked warily at Devin. “Of course, Devin. You know the . . . relationship I’ve had with her.”

Devin nodded and stroked his chin. “I do. But you do realize that as of a few weeks ago, she became my property rather than Jack’s, correct?”

Luke nodded hesitantly. “Yes . . .”

Devin cocked his brow. “So, you can imagine my surprise when I found out that you’d taken her, fucked her, without my permission.”

Luke looked confused. “Devin, I’ve been fucking her since Jack had⁠—”

Devin glared at him. “She is an Elder-Mistress now. Do you wear a diamond?”

“No,” he answered weakly. “I didn’t think⁠—”

“You didn’t think? Well, that is a problem. Because I’ve been trying to think of a way to make sure you and everyone else knows to keep their cocks out of my property without permission.” Devin’s voice was quiet, but as cold as ice. He motioned to the side of the room where Ian stood near a door.

Ian opened the door and led a naked girl was led out of the side room, bound at the wrists. Anna didn’t think anything of it until Luke gasped.

“Devin, what the fuck are you doing?” Luke exclaimed.

Anna looked back up and realized it was Jenna who was being led, naked, to the platform.

“No!” she exclaimed before she could stop herself.

Devin grabbed her hair and pulled her head back. “I suggest you keep quiet if you don’t want to visit the Red Room, Mistress.”

Tears filled Anna’s eyes as she looked into Devin’s cold eyes. How could he bring Jenna here like this? She wasn’t one of his girls. Devin clenched his fist, tightening his hold on Anna’s hair and Anna nodded as best she could. He released her and she bit the inside of her lips to keep from speaking again.

Jenna was brought onto the platform and made to kneel in front of Devin. The two girl’s eyes met, both full of fear. Anna wanted to reach out and comfort her friend, who didn’t belong here.

Luke looked helplessly down at his daughter as Ian held him down in his seat. Jenna and Anna stared at each other.

“Anna,” Devin snapped and she tore her gaze from Jenna and looked at the ground in front of her.

“Luke, you fucked Anna without my permission,” he said slowly.

Anna heard Jenna gasp.

Devin chuckled. “Your daughter didn’t know you were fucking her best friend?”

Anna surreptitiously looked at Jenna. Her eyes were wide with shock as she looked at her father.

“She didn’t know that you’d fucked Anna before you fucked her?”

Jenna’s eyes filled with tears, from humiliation or hurt, Anna wasn’t sure.

“Devin you’ve no right to expose her like this,” Luke protested. “Please don’t punish her for what I did.”

Anna saw the other Brothers turning toward them, drawn to the scene unfolding on the dais.

“But how else will I emphasize that no one is to touch Anna without my permission? She is mine.” Devin stood and addressed the room. “Luke dared touch my Mistress without my permission. I believe it was made clear that she was not available for general use by the Brothers. Only Elders have the right to unhindered access to her.”

He looked at Luke, then down at Jenna trembling at his feet. “So, I will take something of his.” He grasped Jenna’s hair and pulled her to her knees in front of him. “Suck my cock like you suck your daddy’s,” he said in a cruel voice.

Jenna shook her head.

Oh, Jenna, don’t anger him, Anna pleaded silently.

Devin chuckled. “Anna, perhaps you’d like to help your friend?”

Anna glanced up at Devin’s face. He had a cruel, amused look on his face. A look that was not to be messed with. She nodded and crawled forward next to Jenna.

“Jenna,” she whispered. “Don’t make him angry. Please. For your own sake. Just do as he--”

“Shut up, bitch,” Jenna said in an angry whisper. “How dare you act like my friend.”

Jenna’s tone stunned Anna and she stared at her. Jenna only glared back.

“Anna, I hear whispering, which means that my cock is not in her mouth. This is your last warning about your disobedience.” Devin looked down and glared at her.

Now it was her security on the line. How could she force Jenna to give Devin a blowjob? If she didn’t, she’d go to the Red Room.

“Please Jenna, just do as he says. His cock is very nice.”

Jenna turned her head in refusal.

Devin glared down at Anna then turned his eyes to Jenna. Jenna didn’t see the hardness in Devin’s eyes, but Anna did.

In desperation to spare her friend, Anna reached for Devin’s cock, but he smacked her hand away.

“Please, Master,” she begged.

Devin’s knee made contact with her shoulder and she fell backward.

He pulled Jenna up by her hair and dragged her over to Luke. Anna didn’t move as she watched Devin sit Jenna in Luke’s lap and push her bound wrists up and behind Luke’s neck, which Ian held in place. Devin then undid his own ties, held Jenna’s hair in his hand and forced his cock into her mouth.

Anna saw and heard Jenna choking and grunting as Devin fucked her mouth as she sat in her father’s lap. She unconsciously moved towards Jenna, and a pair of hands grabbed her around her waist and pulled her up into a lap.

“Anna, don’t,” a male voice said softly by her ear. “He’s in a rage and won’t stop until he’s done with her.”

She turned to see Trenton’s face next to hers. “She’s my best friend. She didn’t do anything wrong,” she whispered in despair, watching Jenna’s eyes bulge as Devin forced his cock down her throat. She hoped that Devin wouldn’t use his spikes on her.

Trenton held her tightly, but Anna knew better than to fight to get to Jenna. She was in enough danger as it was. Would Devin really send her to the Red Room?

The entire Hall was silent as all present watched the events on the platform.

“Stand Luke,” Devin said, stepping backward and giving him room to stand up.

Luke struggled to stand with Jenna’s arms wrapped around his neck.

“Stand and hold her legs open.”

“Devin, please,” Luke begged softly. “Not Jenna.”

“What, you’re not willing to share her? You want to keep her for yourself?” Devin mocked him. “I want to find out what’s so special about this little pussy of hers.”

Luke had managed to get to his feet and was holding Jenna up under her thighs, but they were clenched together.

Devin attempted to spread her legs apart, but Jenna was a dancer and had strong legs. He pushed her knees up towards her face and Devin shoved his fingers inside her pussy. Jenna screamed and kicked her legs, almost kicking Devin in the face.

Devin grabbed her ankles and held them still. “I would love to break you, Jenna,” he said with an evil grin. He motioned to Ian, who went to stand behind Luke and grasped Jenna’s knees and spread them open, exposing her pussy to Devin. Jenna struggled, but Ian was extremely strong and she could only buck her hips, which amused Devin.

“Play with her tits, Luke. You know you want to.” Devin commanded softly. “Let her enjoy herself, now that she’s subdued.

“You fucking bastard,” Jenna yelled at Devin.

Luke clamped his hand over her mouth and caressed her breast, tugging on her nipple. Jenna’s eyes widened, then closed slightly as Luke continued playing with her breast.

“She really is a little sex kitten, isn’t she?” Devin said as he glided his fingers down her exposed pussy.

Jenna’s eyes opened and she watched Devin’s face as he pressed his finger inside her. She moved slightly and her eyes half-closed again as Devin thrust his finger in and out of her. Jenna moaned as he pressed in another finger.

Devin smiled as Jenna moved against him. “I think you can release her mouth, Luke. I’d love to hear her little sex sounds that you’ve been enjoying for so many years.”

Luke frowned slightly but moved his hand away and to her other breast.

Jenna moaned loudly as her father kneaded her breasts and Devin finger-fucked her.

“Oh!” she cried. “Oh, God!” She bucked her hips and cried out loudly as she came.

Anna was in shock to see Jenna subdued so quickly. Of course, she knew Devin was an excellent lover. Jealousy tore at Anna’s heart as Jenna gazed at Devin in her post-orgasmic state. She tried to keep her face impassive, but Jenna caught Anna watching her and smirked at her.

Jenna looked back at Devin. “Fuck me?” she begged, then glared back at Anna.

Devin grinned at Luke’s horror and lifted Jenna off of him. Devin led her back to his seat and she straddled his lap, his cock disappearing into her pussy.

Anna stared at the floor to avoid watching, but she could not block her hearing. She pressed her lips together and tried to not pay attention to the grunts and moans coming from both Devin and Jenna as they fucked near her.

“Yes! Oh, yes!” Jenna exclaimed.

Anna clenched her hands together. Trenton hugged her towards him, feeling her discomfort. She heard Jenna cry out her orgasm and Devin followed shortly after.

For some reason Anna didn’t like the idea of Devin having sex with anyone else, and that he’d had sex with her best friend hurt even more.

She dared a glance at Luke, who looked like she felt. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Devin push Jenna to her feet and towards her father.

Devin stood and addressed the room again. “If you dare touch Anna without my permission, I will do the same thing to your daughter.” Devin looked intently at the men in the room. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, my lord,” they responded as one.

Devin nodded. “If anyone is interested in sampling Luke’s daughter, feel free.” He grinned maliciously. “She’ll only be here tonight. Probably.”


Thirty-Five


Devin turned and went back to his seat.

“Anna,” Devin said, holding out his hand.

She stood obediently and walked to him, heart still hurting.

She heard Jenna shriek and saw a man grab her and lead her away. Luke started to protest, but Devin stopped him with a word.

“She’s mine for the night, Luke.”

Anna stopped and watched Jenna, horrified at what was happening. Her smirk was gone, replaced with fear as multiple men started touching her. One man forced her to her knees and shoved his cock into her mouth. Another pulled at her hips and started fucking her from behind.

“Anna,” Devin repeated.

Anna turned back to him and began to sit at his feet. He reached out to grab her hand and pulled her into his lap.

She sat stiffly as he petted her. She felt hurt and scared. Would Devin send her to the Red Room? Why did he have sex with Jenna in front of her?

She’d lost her best friend, she was certain. Jenna hated her for having sex with her dad.

Devin sighed after a few minutes. “Anna, I had to make a point to my brothers. I wasn’t trying to hurt you, but I know you got hurt in the process. I’m sorry, Baby.”

Anna looked up at Devin with tears in her eyes. “Are you going to send me to the Red Room?” That was her main fear.

“I did threaten that, didn’t I?” Devin frowned and shook his head. “I shouldn’t have threatened you with that, Anna. It wasn’t your place to make Jenna do anything.” He cupped her chin and looked at her. “No, I’m not going to send you there. I was angry. I’m sorry.”

Anna let out the breath she hadn’t realized she was holding and bit her lip to keep from crying in relief.

He smoothed her hair. “I didn’t mean to scare you, Anna. I know you were doing what you could.” He kissed her shoulder. “Did I hurt your shoulder?”

Anna shook her head and gave him a timid smile. “You’re not angry with me?” she asked.

“No, Baby. I’m not. You’ve been a good girl tonight.” He brought her face to his and kissed her gently. “I saw the nasty face Jenna gave you. That wasn’t very nice, was it?”

“She’s never been angry with me before,” Anna said quietly, daring to look out where she’d last seen Jenna. She was still there, bent over a couch and being fucked hard. She almost looked like she was enjoying herself.

“That’s why I sent her out there, because she sneered at you.”

“You’re punishing her for something she did to me?” Anna looked at Devin in shock. Why would he do such a thing?

“Of course, Baby. You’re my precious girl. No one gets away with doing anything to you that I don’t approve of. You were trying to help her and she called you a bitch. I won’t allow that to happen.”

Anna was in shock. Devin was . . . protecting her in a way. He was exacting revenge on someone for hurting her. She didn’t know what to think about that.

“Look at her, Anna. She’s enjoying herself. Her dad turned her into a little slut. She’s no better than the other girls here. You are better than her.” Devin nuzzled Anna’s neck and caressed her breast. “I would much rather fuck you than her any day, but I had to do it because of Luke. And Luke has learned his lesson.”

Anna looked at Luke, who was watching Jenna. He stroked his cock as he watched. Anna realized that she was finding the whole situation rather erotic. Luke was enjoying watching his daughter being fucked like a dog. Jenna was bent over a chair and enjoying it.

Anna was the only one who hadn’t had sex tonight.

Devin chuckled and nipped at her lip. “Why are you pouting?”

She looked at Devin, who was watching her with an amused expression. “Jenna got to fuck you, and now she’s getting pounded down there. I haven’t gotten to fuck anyone.”

Devin laughed and kissed her. “I know, Baby. I’m sorry. I am taking you to bed with me tonight. But I’m not ready for another fuck yet.” Anna’s lip protruded more and Devin laughed again. “Why don’t you go sit on Luke’s lap?”

She looked at him in shock. “I thought you just punished him for having sex with me.”

“I did. Because he didn’t ask first. I would have, and still will, give him general permissions with you. But he shouldn’t have taken you without asking first. You belong to me.” He pinched her nipple and she moaned softly. “I know you and he have a long history and wouldn’t want to deny the two of you being together. But he, and the others, needed to be taught a lesson first.” He pushed her gently off his lap. “Go, enjoy yourself. Watch and see if Jenna notices. Or go down and do it in front of her. She’ll get the message that you’re better than her.”

Anna walked over to Luke and sat on his lap. “Hi,” she said softly.

Luke looked alarmed and looked behind her at Devin. When Devin nodded, he turned back to Anna with a smile.

“Hey, sweetie.” He kissed her. “Jenna seems to be enjoying herself, once she got over the initial shock.”

She looked back down at Jenna, who was still being pounded from behind. Jenna glanced up and her eyes widened when she saw Anna in her father’s lap.

Anna narrowed her eyes at her and leaned into Luke and kissed his neck. Luke moaned and reached up to caress Anna’s breasts. She nipped his neck, making him chuckle, then smiled up at him before he cupped her cheek and kissed her. His hand trailed down her neck to her collarbone and breast. He tugged on her nipple and she moaned into his mouth.

Anna opened her eyes briefly to see Jenna still watching. “She’s watching us,” she whispered.

Luke’s cock jumped against Anna’s thigh. He kissed down her neck and took a nipple into his mouth. She moaned and ran her hands behind his head.

“I need you, Anna,” Luke said, grasping her hips and making her straddle him. She adjusted her skirt and settled onto his cock, sighing at the feel of him inside her. She leaned forward and laid her head on his shoulder and watched Jenna as she rode his cock.

Luke cupped her ass and guided her up and down. Faster and faster they moved, their hips rocking together until Anna leaned back and cried out her orgasm, clinging to Luke’s upper arms. Luke came a moment later and dug his fingers into her ass and cried out her name.

She slumped against him, eyes closed and breathing hard.

“Anna,” Devin called.

She turned around to see Jenna standing behind her, looking at her with fearful eyes.

Anna looked at Devin, confused. Devin walked over and forced Jenna to her knees in front of Anna. “She’s going to lick her father’s cum out of you.”

Anna stood and turned around.

“Sit down on Luke’s lap. Luke, hold Anna open for your daughter to eat.”

Anna sat and leaned back against Luke, who held her knees up and open.

Anna had a vague recollection of something similar happening on Wednesday night but couldn’t remember anything other than the chain of orgasmic pleasure that Devin had induced in her body. She smiled up at Devin.

Devin grasped Jenna’s hair and forced her face to Anna’s wet pussy. “Eat,” he commanded.

Jenna’s tongue darted out and Anna sighed at her friend’s mouth on her. They’d done this many times when they were younger, but it was usually done mutually. Jenna’s soft mouth against her pussy was heavenly. She reached down and held her head close, moaning as Jenna sucked on her clit.

“That is a sight to behold,” Devin commented.

“Mmm,” Luke said against Anna’s neck. “I would have to agree.” He cupped Anna’s breasts and rolled her nipples between his fingers.

“Does she like anal?” Devin asked Luke of Jenna.

“I think she likes anything,” he answered softly, gazing down at his daughter.

Anna saw Devin slide his finger down Jenna’s back and Jenna’s eyes widened a second later and she whimpered. “She hasn’t taken any in her ass tonight. She’s tight.”

Jenna whimpered again and pulled away from Anna to cry out in pain. Devin pushed her face back into Anna’s pussy. “I didn’t say you could stop,” Devin growled in her ear. “You were rude to my precious girl and were enjoying yourself far too much down there.”

Jenna jumped again and tears formed in her eyes, but she kept licking.

Jenna’s discomfort seemed to arouse Anna more and she snapped at Jenna. “Suck my clit.”

Jenna immediately obeyed and sucked hard on her.

“Oh, God. I’m coming!” Anna cried out. She kept her eyes on Jenna and when she jumped again, obviously in pain it shot Anna over the edge and she screamed out in pleasure as the waves of her orgasm were sprinkled with painful whimpers from Jenna. Anna kept her eyes closed, enjoying the sensation and the sounds, clinging to her pleasure until the last possible moment.

Jenna had stopped sucking on her, but was still whimpering and crying out. Anna opened her eyes to see Ian on his knees behind Jenna. Tears streamed down her cheeks and she bit her lip hard to keep from crying out, but the cries still escaped.

“No, please,” Jenna begged. “Please, stop.”

“Now, why would I tell him to stop something that was arousing us all?” Devin asked, with a wicked grin. “You gave Anna quite the nice orgasm with your whimpering.” He nodded to Ian, who pushed himself forward suddenly and Jenna screamed and tried to pull away from him, but Ian held her hips in place.

“Please . . . ,” she sobbed. “Please. It hurts.”

Devin sat in a nearby chair and pulled Anna onto his lap. Anna could now see Ian’s enormous cock shoved into Jenna’s ass. Anna gasped at the sight. She knew how much that hurt.

“How’s it feel, Ian?” Devin asked.

Ian turned and grinned. “She’s tight, but loosening up.” He pulled out to show Devin her gaping ass.

“Beautiful,” Devin commented. “Luke, you should see this. Ian does marvelous work with asses.”

Luke stood and walked around. “Nicely done.”

Jenna sobbed and collapsed, her chest to the floor. Ian turned and thrust back inside her with one swift movement, causing Jenna to scream again. Ian continued moving in and out of her ass as the others watched.

Devin spread Anna’s knees apart and began playing with her clit. She leaned back against him and watched Ian and Jenna. Jenna clawed against the floor.

Quicker than she expected, Anna’s orgasm hit her and she cried out from Devin’s hands on her.

“Oh, Oh, Master. Yes, oh God, yes!” He didn’t let her come down. He made her come again and again, giving her an orgasm chain similar to the other night. He removed his hand and turned Anna around to face the back of the chair and thrust into her pussy. She shrieked with immense pleasure as he fucked her hard.

“Oh, Master, yes!” She moaned loudly as she came again and felt Devin come inside her.

He leaned forward and rested his head on her back. “Such a good girl, Anna,” he whispered. Devin turned around and collapsed into the chair with Anna in his lap.

Jenna had curled into a ball on the floor and Anna could see her shaking. Her ass gaped open. Ian lounged on the ground next to her, talking to Luke. Anna curled up in Devin’s lap, content.

“Mmm, I’m being selfish with my girl,” Devin murmured. “But I don’t want you out of my sight tonight. I want you here. With me.”

Anna looked up at him adoringly. “I want to be here, too.”
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The next morning, Anna woke up sore from all of Devin’s lovemaking. When he’d taken Anna back to his room, much later that night, he’d been rough on her, but it had been incredibly erotic.

She rolled on top of Devin and kissed him. “Good morning, Master,” she said softly.

Devin smiled, even though his eyes were still closed. “Good morning, Baby,” he rumbled. He snaked his hand around the back of her head and kissed her soundly. He moved her hips to straddle him and pushed her down on his cock.

She hissed as she stretched around him. The erotic pain/pleasure was intense.

“Still sore, Baby?” He held her hips and thrust up into her.

“Yes,” she sighed and moaned.

Devin chuckled. “You like it?”

“Yes,” she breathed and clenched her muscles around him.

Devin’s eyes opened and gazed at her. “I love that you like the pain, Anna. It’s so erotic,” he murmured, thrusting a few times, hard.

She moaned as he hit some especially sore areas. “Yes, Master . . .”

“Look at me, Baby,” Devin whispered. Anna pulled back and gazed into his eyes. His eyes took on a look that was becoming familiar to her. The look of concentration that he got before he pricked her.

She licked her lips in anticipation.

“You want it, Baby?”

“Yes,” she whimpered.

Devin smiled and stared at her and she felt the pinch inside. She hissed, not taking her eyes off him. Her eyes watered from the pain, but gazing into his eyes turned the pain to pleasure.
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Devin walked Anna to the front door of the Manor and she put her shoes on. “Master?” she said timidly.

“Yes, Baby?”

“Is . . . is Jenna okay?”

Devin frowned. “Why do you care?”

Anna blinked. “I . . . she’s my friend.”

Devin seemed to think for a moment, then sighed. “I suppose it’s all right for you to remain friends with her. Don’t let her disrespect you, Anna.”

Anna wasn’t even sure if Jenna would talk to her again, let alone disrespect her.

“But is she okay?” She winced, fearing that she would anger Devin by repeating the question, but he simply looked at her.

“I made sure she would be taken to Dr. Ansen when the night was over. Ian was to take care of it personally.”

Ian would do it. Anna was certain of it. She could call Ian later. “Thank you, De-, er, Master.”

“I will see you sometime this week, Anna.” He kissed her. “Enjoy dancing.”

She kissed him back then walked to her car and drove home.


Thirty-Six


Aaron paced back and forth in his bedroom. It was almost noon and he hadn’t heard from Anna yet.

He’d gone out to dinner the previous night with Alex, Tony, and Seth and then to the bar after for drinks. Lots of drinks. Despite all the alcohol in his body, he still hadn’t slept well.

Alex had tried to reassure him that Anna would be fine. That Devin wouldn’t do anything to really hurt her.

“Really hurt her? That’s not very comforting, Alex.”

“He can’t kill her.”

Aaron glared at him. “Again, not really comforting.”

Alex shrugged and took a swig of his beer, then set it back on the table with a thud. He’d had several already. “I don’t know what else to tell you, Aaron. She’s . . . strong. She can survive anything.”

Aaron huffed. “How can you just sit there and say ‘she’s strong?’ You claim to care, but just . . . I don’t know . . .” He could hardly contain his frustration with his friend. Alex was usually so action oriented. And now, he just sat drinking his beer, looking calm. “Why can’t you go get her?”

“Because he is her Master, too. And much more powerful than I am.”

Aaron laughed until he saw Alex was not laughing. “You’re serious?”

“I told you this morning that he doesn’t fight fair. I don’t know how to fight him.” Alex sighed. “I’m not an Elder. I don’t have his resources or his knowledge.” He ran his hands through his hair and stared at the table. “I’ve failed her so many times,” he lamented before he finished his half-full beer in one chug and waved to the waitress for another one.

Aaron looked at Seth and Tony, who watched Alex carefully but kept quiet.

“Alex, you can’t blame yourself for Anna’s situation,” Aaron protested.

“Ja, ich kann,” Alex mumbled.

“How?”

Alex sighed and leaned back in his chair. “There was a chance. One chance when all this could have been prevented. Or, at least most of her abuse could have been prevented.”

Aaron looked doubtfully at Alex. What on earth was he talking about?

“I first saw Anna four years ago. She . . . appeared in my bedroom in the middle of the night. Vati had told me to watch for a girl with brown hair and green eyes a year before, but I’d put it out of my mind.” Alex stared at his bottle of beer. He smiled slightly. “I spoke to her. In German. She had no idea what I was saying, but . . . we connected. I could sense that she wanted to come to me, but then Mina woke up and spoke, and Anna backed away and disappeared.” Alex rubbed his eyes. “If I had listened to Vati, Anna wouldn’t have gotten frightened or hurt or whatever it was that made her back away. And she would have come to me and been saved from . . . all that shit.”

Aaron was stunned. A few weeks ago, he would have laughed at the idea of Alex’s vision and that a person could be transported from one place to another. But after seeing her writhing in pain caused by Devin attacking Alex far away, he no longer doubted that it could happen.

“So, that’s it? She’s doomed?” Aaron, an easy-going guy for the most part, was getting riled up and wanted to hit his best friend for the second time that day. “Why are you here? Why didn’t you just . . . I don’t know . . . let her turn into that puppet you were talking about? At least she would have been spared some misery.”

“She’s not doomed,” Seth interjected. “At least we don’t think so.”

“What?”

“There is a final . . . bonding ritual that must be performed when Anna is twenty-six,” Alex explained. “We believe that there is a chance to undo the bond between her and Devin, but we don’t know for sure that there is a way or how to even go about finding out if there is a way. The tomes that explain everything were supposed to have been destroyed centuries ago.”

“But Devin obviously has a copy,” Tony said. “Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been able to do what he did.”

“So if Devin’s family didn’t destroy their tome, there is a high likelihood that other families didn’t either,” Seth added.

Alex groaned. “Damn my family for being honorable.” His words were a little slurred and Aaron knew he wasn’t serious. Honor was practically his middle name.

The waitress brought another beer for Alex and gave him a bright smile. Aaron knew how much despair his friend was in when he ignored the buxom brunette.

Aaron asked for another beer before she left. He didn’t want to think about all this miserable shit right now. They’d gone out to not think about Anna. He knew he was the one who brought it up, but he couldn’t help it. He cared about her and was worried about her.

Alex confused him. One minute he was “her Master” and then the next minute he was talking about her like a forlorn lover. For once, Aaron was glad of Anna’s fear of Alex. It kept him from worrying about Alex stealing her away. Aaron didn’t stand a chance against Alex in the dating scene.

Not that Aaron wasn’t good looking or that women didn’t like him. He and Alex, and Seth and Tony for that matter, had many very enjoyable nights going out and hooking up with women. Many Friday and Saturday nights had ended up at his or Alex’s place with them and their dates and nakedness and sex. There were times bodies and limbs were all over the place and he didn’t know who he was fucking or kissing, or who was sucking on his cock. Okay, he knew when he was fucking one of the guys versus the girls, but it didn’t matter.

He wasn’t gay. He wouldn’t even consider himself bi. Neither would the other guys. But they were comfortable enough around each other that if the mood struck them, they weren’t ashamed to enjoy themselves.

If he hadn’t been dating Anna, he’d be tempted to suggest picking up some women to take them back to his place. Hell, he’d love to have Anna and enjoy her with his friends, if she wanted to. He knew she’d been with Seth and Tony. But Alex? He wasn’t sure. Alex wouldn’t talk about it, which was weird. Alex was generally very open about his sexual conquests and adventures.

Aaron chuckled. If he looked like Alex he’d probably be open about it too.

“Aaron?” Tony waved his hand in front of Aaron’s face. “Dude, you still with us?”

Aaron blinked. “Huh?”

“You spaced and almost spilled your beer.”

Aaron looked down. “Oh, sorry.”

“Where’d ya go?” Seth asked with a laugh. “Thinking about Anna?”

Aaron sighed and took a drink. “Sex in general, but yes, Anna, too.”

“Sex and Anna kinda go together,” Tony remarked.

Aaron hated to admit it, but it was true. You couldn’t really think about her without thinking about sex. She exuded sexuality without being overt or even obvious about it. He doubted she even realized it. Her full, pink lips beckoned him to kiss her. He lost himself in her beautiful moss-green eyes every time he looked at her. She had an incredible body, almost too curvy for a ballet dancer, especially her perfect c-cup breasts that fit so nicely in his hands.

He was getting hard just thinking about her. He adjusted himself and shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

He glanced around. The other guys had gone quiet as well. It wouldn’t have surprised him if they were thinking about her too. She got in your head and made it difficult to not think about her.

Alex looked miserable. Anna was the only thing Aaron could remember that made Alex miserable every time he thought about her.

Thankfully, Tony started talking about a new gun he saw in a magazine. It lightened the mood, even though Aaron had little interests in guns.

The rest of the night Aaron managed to not think about Anna . . . much. He’d taken a cab home much later, as had the other guys, stumbled up to his room and fell face first into his bed. And started thinking about her. Wondering if she was okay. Worrying that she wasn’t. Then worrying she was enjoying herself too much.

He’d been to a Friday evening event once, in Los Angeles. He’d gone with Alex and Travis. It was a big room with guys all over the place having sex with women. There were a few areas where it had turned into a mini orgy. The three of them had sat with Brandon, Travis’ dad, who was the LA Elder, on his platform. Many girls had come to them throughout the evening. They were all beautiful and very talented. Brandon was a nice guy, too. He didn’t seem to have an evil streak like Devin did.

At one point, Brandon had asked Alex if he went to the Gatherings in San Francisco. Alex said no. Brandon hadn’t responded, but the look on his face indicated that he wasn’t overly fond of Devin. Now Aaron knew why.

Eventually, Aaron drifted off into a fitful sleep, only to awaken with a hangover when the sun came up a few hours later.

God, he hoped not every Friday night/Saturday morning would be like this. He’d die of a heart attack from the worry. Was she worth it?

Yes, she was. Even if he hadn’t been in love with her, which he could admit now, she deserved a friend and lover that wouldn’t hurt her and that she wasn’t afraid of.

By noon, he estimated he’d walked over a mile, pacing first in his room and then downstairs. His roommates laughed at him.

“You never get this worked up about a girl,” Garrett commented

“You’d be the same way if she’d looked twice at you at the party,” Aaron growled.

“She did look at me twice. Probably would have hooked up if you hadn’t butted in.”

Aaron frowned but didn’t respond. He wasn’t in the mood to fight. Garrett had no idea who Anna was. Let him think what he wanted. He shuddered to think of what would have happened if Garrett had been the one with Anna when Travis started asking her questions. Not that Garrett would have hurt her, he just wouldn’t have understood and Anna could have gotten even more screwed up mentally.

His phone finally rang at 12:57. He knew the exact time because he’d been staring at his phone, wondering if he should try to call her.

“Anna!” he exclaimed.

“Hi, Aaron. How are you?”

Oh, her sweet voice was wonderful to hear. But she sounded tired.

“Missing you,” he started walking up to his room to get his keys in anticipation of driving to her place. “Are you okay? You sound tired.”

She sighed. “I am. It was . . . a long night.”

He paused, keys in hand. “You want some company for the afternoon?”

She didn’t answer at first and he started getting anxious. “Yes. I’d like that.”

He pushed his feet into his shoes and ran back down the stairs. “I’m heading to my car right now,” he said. “I’ll see you soon.”

“Okay. I can’t wait.”

“Me too.”

Aaron drove with a happy heart. When he was at a stoplight, he dictated a text message to Alex: Heard from Anna. She’s fine and I’m heading over now.

A few minutes later, he received a text back from Alex: Thanks

Aaron laughed at his friend’s apparent nonchalance. He would bet anything he’d been waiting for Aaron’s text with as much anxiety as Aaron had been waiting for Anna’s call.

Fifteen minutes later, he knocked on Anna’s apartment door. When she opened it, he grabbed her and hugged her tight, making her giggle. He picked her up, closed the door with his foot and carried her to her couch, holding her in his lap.

He nuzzled her hair. It smelled delicious. “I missed you.”

Anna turned to him and kissed him. “I missed you, too,” she said, cupping his cheek and looking deeply into his eyes. She looked tired and maybe sad. He wanted to ask but knew she didn’t like talking about the things that involved Devin.
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Anna felt at peace. Real peace. There was a semblance of peace when she was with Devin and he wasn’t angry at her, or anyone else for that matter. Being with Aaron, however, was an entirely different feeling.

She snuggled close to him and he tightened his arms around her. She was glad he didn’t ask details about what had happened the night before. How could she tell him about what had happened to Jenna?

Oh, how could she have enjoyed watching Jenna get hurt? The more she thought about it, the more it didn’t make any sense to her.

Why would watching her best friend get hurt and humiliated turn her on? The thought of what Ian did to her, the pain he’d caused her, right now made her nauseous. But last night it had aroused her. How could that be?

She hoped Jenna was okay. She’d forgotten to contact Ian and was hesitant now because she didn’t want Aaron to know. ‘Course, he’d probably find out on Monday.

She buried her face in his chest. What a mess! She wanted to stop thinking about it.

“How was your evening?” she asked, playing with a button on his shirt.

“Long.” Aaron chuckled. “It involved a lot of alcohol.”

Anna looked up at him with a frown. “What did you do?”

“Went to Barney’s with Alex, Seth, and Tony.”

Anna cringed at Alex’s name. “What’s Barney’s?”

“A bar that we go to a lot. It’s not overly crowded, but there are enough people to keep things interesting.”

She smiled. “Did you pick up any women?”

Aaron coughed and looked at her. “Anna! No, of course not. Why would I do that?”

Anna blinked in shock. “Well, I mean, I was busy and you went out with your friends. You guys are all good looking . . .” Her voice trailed off and she shrugged.

The idea of Aaron being with another woman made her uncomfortable, but she couldn’t blame him. She was, after all, not available to him last night.

“Anna, I don’t want anyone but you.” He stroked her cheek and kissed her. It started soft and gentle and became more passionate.

Aaron cupped her breast. “I missed you,” he murmured against her neck.

“I missed you too,” she said, kissing him soundly, then she stood up and led him to her room.


Thirty-Seven


“W


ake up, sleepyhead.”

Anna opened her eyes to see Aaron looking at her with a sweet smile on his face. She smiled back.

They’d been dating for two weeks; the happiest two weeks that Anna could remember. Aaron was so nice, so sweet, so considerate. This freedom thing that Alex had talked about was wonderful.

Aaron started back dancing all day last week, so they hadn’t had as much time together as previously, but the time they did have together was precious to her.

“Hi,” she said softly.

“Hi.” He leaned forward and kissed her gently. “I like waking up with you.”

“Me, too.” She grinned and then suddenly gasped. “It’s Monday!”

Aaron chuckled. “You just remembered?”

Anna shrugged. “I was thinking about how happy you’ve made me.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him again.

Today the Summer Intensives began. She and Aaron would both be dancing all day. They’d be in the same building; different floors, but they’d still be able to see each other during the day.

Anna couldn’t wait to start dancing full time again, but she felt nervous, too. She hadn’t danced so much since her parents died.

Aaron followed Anna into the shower and pressed her back against the wall. He buried himself deep in her body and they both groaned as they fucked, slow and hard.

“God, this feels good,” Aaron murmured in her ear. “I’m going to do it to you again after we get back tonight.”

She grinned and leaned the back of her head against the tiles of the shower.

“Uh, huh,” she breathed.

He was so deep and it felt so good. His fingers pressed into her ass cheeks as he moved in and out.

He continued thrusting into her. They’d had so much sex the last few days she was surprised she wasn’t sore, but making love to Aaron was different than other men. He never hurt her, was never rough. He never even went for her ass. He just . . . loved her with his body. And she did her best to make him as happy as she could. At one point he’d said he thought he would die from so much pleasure.

They moved together, the pace quickening until they both exploded against each other, crying out into each other’s mouth as they kissed.

He continued kissing her as he lifted her off him. “Mmm, maybe we can sneak away at lunchtime.”

Anna smiled at the thought. Finding a private spot at the studio wasn’t difficult. She loved the idea of sneaking off and being together.

They finished showering, then dressed for class. Anna felt like she was floating as she pulled on her tights and leotard. She’d never, ever imagined that she’d be this happy again.

Sad thoughts threatened at the fringes of her mind, but she pushed them away. The only way she’d be able to survive would be by keeping her life segmented; enjoy the happy parts, deal with the not so pleasant parts later.

She gathered up her things, including her new pointe shoes. She kissed them with delight before putting them in her bag.

Aaron’s laughter made her jump and she looked up at him, face flushed.

He pulled her to her feet and kissed her deeply. “I think that was one of the cutest things I’ve ever seen. I’m so happy for you, hon.”

Anna smiled shyly up at him.

He cupped her cheeks in his hands. “I love you.”

Anna’s eyes widened in surprise. “You . . . what?” Did he really just say what she thought he’d said?

“I said, I love you.” The tenderness in his eyes warmed her heart. He kissed her lips. “I can’t wait to show you off as my girlfriend today.”

Anna’s heart soared as she gazed into his eyes. “I love you, too. I was just thinking about how happy I am.”

Aaron beamed. “I’m glad you’re happy. I want nothing else for you.”

They gathered their things and headed down to Aaron’s X-terra. He held her hand and kissed it frequently during the short drive to the studio.

Aaron parked and they walked, hand in hand, to the studio. When they walked in, they received several surprised looks, but Aaron just put his arm around Anna and greeted his fellow dancers, many of whom she’d met at the party.

Aaron led her over to Travis and a couple of other people that she remembered from the party, but couldn’t remember their names. Aaron stood behind her and clasped his hands under her ribs.

“Anna,” a slightly accented voice called from behind her.

Isaak.

She turned and smiled brightly at him.

“I heard you’d arrived,” he said with a smile. He glanced briefly at her and Aaron together and his smile faltered a little, but he regained his composure immediately. “Come. I’ll introduce you to your instructor.”

Aaron released her, but not before a lingering kiss. “Break a leg. I’ll see you at lunch.”

Anna beamed at him and then walked to where Isaak stood near the stairs. She saw Isaak give Aaron a look before turning and walking up the stairs with Anna.

“How are you doing, Anna? Excited?” Isaak asked.

“Yes, very much so,” she responded enthusiastically.

“Good, I’m glad.” Isaak looked at her uncertainly. “What is going on with you and Aaron?”

Anna blushed. “Oh. We . . . I mean . . .” She flushed deeper. “He’s my boyfriend.”

Isaak gave her a sad smile, then opened a door to a studio. “Here we are.”

Several girls, ages 11 to 14, were milling around, stretching and chatting. They all wore the same light blue leotard that Anna wore, tights and ballet slippers. They looked up when she and Isaak entered, greeting him eagerly.

“Hello, girls. Excited for the first day?”

They all nodded enthusiastically.

“Good, good.” He looked to the corner of the room. “Patty,” he said with a smile.

A tall, thin woman with strawberry blond hair looked up and smiled at Isaak. Anna stepped back slightly behind Isaak.

Isaak put his arm on her back and brought her forward. “Patty, this is Anna Perkins. Anna, this is Patty Cottrell. She will be your instructor and will let me know when you are ready to move up to your own age group.”

Anna smiled shyly at Patty, who gave her a very big smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Anna. I’m very excited about having you in my class.” Her face softened a little. “I danced with your parents,” she said softly. “You look just like your mother.”

Anna swallowed back tears and tried to smile. “Thank you,” she said softly.

Patty looked back at Isaak. “I’ll take good care of her,” she said with a smile.

“I know you will.” Isaak turned to Anna. “Anna, dear, dance beautifully.” He paused, looking troubled. “Come see me before you go to lunch.”

“Yes, Isaak,” she answered, confused and a little worried at his facial expression.

Isaak left and Patty walked her to the center of the room. “Girls,” she said loudly.

The girls in the room turned to look at her and Anna. Anna instinctively took a step back.

“We have a new student with us today.” She looked at Anna with a smile. “Well, not really a new student.” She looked back at the girls. “This is Anna Perkins. She . . .” There were whispers throughout the room. Patty laughed gently. “Okay. You are smart girls. Yes, this is that Anna Perkins. The daughter of Trevor and Anya.” She looked back at Anna. “You’re already famous,” she said gently.

Anna blushed.

“She was unable to dance for a while and is joining us for a week or two to build up her strength to join the older groups. I hope I can count on you to welcome her warmly into our family.”

The girls all gave her warm smiles.

Patty pointed to a spot on the barre. “Nicole, Jackie, raise your hands.” Two girls in the center did so. “Go stand between them. We’ll begin in a few minutes.” She then walked back to the corner where the pianist sat.

Anna hesitantly walked over to the spot Patty had indicated. Nicole and Jackie smiled brightly at her and made her feel at ease. They chatted easily for the few minutes before class started.

They’d both grown up dancing together in San Francisco. Nicole had brown hair that Anna was fairly sure was very curly, looking at the waves that led back to a thick bun. Her brown eyes glittered with delight at everything, and a smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks complimented her fair complexion.

Jackie had many tiny black braids pulled back into a bun and beautiful ebony skin that glowed in the light from the window. Her eyes were black and cheerful and glinted with mischief.

A few minutes later, class began. The next two hours were like heaven to Anna. Dancing in a class full of potential professional dancers rather than adults that sometimes cared and sometimes didn’t was wonderful. Every dancer in the room was there because they wanted to be there and was striving for her very best. It was thrilling and exhilarating.


Thirty-Eight


“A


aron, may I see you in my office?” Isaak said as Aaron picked up his bag after morning class was over.

“Sure,” Aaron said, pulling off his slippers. He’d been wracking his brain as to where he could sneak off with Anna for some “private time” and had come up with one of the small rooms up on the third floor that were rarely used. Especially in the summer.

He hoped he’d see Anna on the way to Isaak’s office so she wouldn’t worry that he’d run off. “Isaak,” he said, jogging up to the Ballet Master. “I just need to find Anna so that⁠—”

“That’s not necessary. She should be there already.”

Aaron stopped in his tracks, dread filling his stomach. “Why?” he asked in a low voice.

Isaak turned and sighed. “It’s not something to discuss out in the open, Aaron. Please,” he motioned to the stairs.

With every step, Aaron’s stomach churned more. Something was up. Isaak looked troubled and if Anna was there already . . . Had something happened to her? Aaron hurried to Isaak’s side and followed him into the bank of offices.

Anna sat on a chair in front of his office. She looked up when Aaron approached, greeting him with bright eyes and a smile.

“Hey, hon,” Aaron said, relieved. She was fine. “How was class?” He kissed her soundly.

Her eyes sparkled with life. It was a beautiful sight. She was truly in her element. “Heavenly.”

Isaak stood in his doorway and looked pointedly at Aaron.

“Sorry, Anna. Isaak wanted to see me, then we can go to lunch.” He winked at her, making her blush.

“Actually, I need to see both of you,” Isaak said, motioning for them to follow him into his office.

Aaron frowned and he and Anna went in and sat in the chairs opposite Isaak’s contemporary wood and metal desk.

Isaak gave both of them a sad look. “I understand the two of you are dating right now?”

Aaron nodded and took Anna’s hand. “Yes.”

Isaak looked at Anna with the saddest expression Aaron had ever seen on his face. “Anna, I . . .” He sighed. “God forgive me for doing this. You look so happy.”

Aaron’s stomach churned again. Was he going to kick Anna out of the program? Had Devin worked his evil magic against Isaak and told him to not let her dance?

Isaak’s sad eyes turned to him. “Aaron,” he said softly. “You are a professional dancer. A member of the Company.”

Aaron nodded. Everyone in this building knew that.

Isaak sighed. “Do you remember the rules we have about company dancers dating students at the school?”

Aaron frowned. He had some vague recollection of it, but it had never been an issue. Most of the students were under eighteen and he had no desire to go to jail.

“Aaron, you and Anna can’t continue to see each other if you both want to remain in the positions you currently have.”

Aaron’s heart dropped like a rock. “What?” He looked at Anna, who stared at her hands, face as white as a sheet.

Isaak looked as miserable as they felt. “I’m sorry, Aaron. I truly am. The last thing in the world I want to do is hurt either of you.”

“Isaak, you can’t be serious! You can’t do that to us.” The pain in Aaron’s heart was unbearable. Both for his own grief and fear for Anna’s heart.

Isaak sighed. “I called up Melinda to see if the rule could be waived in this circumstance.” Melinda was the President of the Board of Trustees. “She said no. It would set a bad precedent.” He looked at Anna, who still stared at her hands. “I’m so sorry.”

The Board of Trustees. Alex. Alex must have something to do with this. That son of a bitch set him and Anna up knowing this was the rule. Oh, they were going to have words.

He took a shuddering breath to calm his temper. He would deal with Alex soon. First, he needed to tend to Anna. He reached for her hand, but she snatched it away.

She looked up at Isaak with red eyes, but no tears. “I understand, Isaak.” She turned to Aaron. “You’re done before I am this afternoon. I’ll call the front desk and have them let you into my apartment to get your things. I can walk home.”

“No, Anna. We can work something out.”

Anna shook her head. “We can’t. You can’t quit. Neither can I.” She stood. “I loved every moment of being with you Aaron.” She turned and walked out of the office.

Aaron glared at Isaak. “I can’t believe you just did that to her,” he said through clenched teeth. He stood violently. “I might be late to rehearsals. I have someone to go deal with.” He walked out of the office, slamming the door behind him.
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Anna sat on the floor near Isaak’s office, staring at the opposite wall, inconsolable. She pressed her shaking hands against her mouth to keep from sobbing. She could hardly breathe, her chest felt so tight with pain.

It had been too good to be true. She wasn’t meant for happiness. She was a slave. She had no right to expect anything other than to be used for men’s pleasure. Her brief time of happiness was over, and she was back to the reality of life.

She heard a door slam and jumped. Aaron walked out of the office alcove, face red and fists clenched. He glanced towards Anna and his face softened.

He stepped toward her. “Anna,” he said softly, reaching for her.

No, it hurt too much to look at him. To be near him. To hear his voice. She stood quickly and ran past him, down the stairs and out the front door.

Nicole and Jackie had said they were going to lunch nearby and she briefly considered joining them. But no, she wanted to be alone.

Why couldn’t Alex have left her to her fate? To lose herself in Devin’s will sounded so much better than feeling the pain of a broken heart.

Oh, the pain! It felt like her heart was being squeezed by Ian’s big hands. Maybe if he squeezed hard enough, it would burst and she’d die and the misery would be over.

Thoughts of Aaron came unbidden to her mind and she shoved them away. She didn’t want to feel right now. What she wouldn’t give to have a drink of wine right now. She wondered if there was enough wine in the world to make her feel better.
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Aaron pulled up to Alex’s house, chest heaving. His rage and hurt had only built as he drove.

Anna! How could this have happened? The only thing he could imagine was some sadistic “Master” thing of Alex’s. Alex was on the Board. He had to have known about the rule. Hell, even Aaron remembered hearing about it. But Alex had encouraged him to go after Anna. And he had. And he had fallen for her. Hard.

He got out of the SUV, slammed the door behind him and stormed up the long walkway. He pounded on the glass until Frau Gersten opened the door. He hadn’t been paying attention and almost hit her. Poor woman.

Her eyes were wide as he walked past her into the house.

“Alex!” he yelled, his voice echoing off the wooden walls. He spun around to the housekeeper. “Is he here?”

She nodded.

“Alex!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. “Where the fuck are you, you fucking bastard?”

He walked into the living room, but Alex wasn’t there.

He was about to go up the stairs when Alex appeared from downstairs.

“Aaron.” Alex’s face registered extreme shock. “Is something wrong with Anna?” he asked anxiously.

Aaron glowered at him and walked to him. “You should know,” he growled, then brought his arm back and punched Alex in the face.

Aaron swung back for another one, but Alex caught his hand before he made contact. Seth and Tony clambered up the stairs and stood there in shock as they watched the two men fighting.

Alex released him and Aaron took another swing. This time Alex grabbed Aaron’s hands and pinned them behind Aaron’s back, turning him to face away from Alex.

“What the hell is going on, Aaron?” Alex growled.

Aaron struggled against the hold, but Alex was far too strong and well trained to let him go.

“What is going on, Aaron?” Alex asked again, calmer this time. “Tell me.”

“Why the fuck did you tell me to go after her? What the hell kind of game are you playing with her? And me? I thought we were friends.”

“Aaron, I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He released Aaron and pushed him away from him, but watched him carefully. “Is Anna okay?”

“Don’t act like you don’t know,” Aaron growled.

Alex looked helplessly at Seth and Tony, then back at Aaron, who was breathing heavily. “Is. Anna. Okay?”

“No!” he shouted. “She’s not okay. Why the hell would she be okay? Isn’t that what you wanted?”

Alex was alarmed. “Where is she? Seth, find her.”

Seth turned and hurried out of the room.

Alex ran his hands through his hair. “Aaron. What the fuck are you talking about? What happened?”

“You, Mr. Member of the Board,” he said sarcastically. “You made us break up. You knew about the rule and you told me to go after her. What kind of sick bastard are you?”

“Break up?” Alex looked truly bewildered. “Why would you break up with her? I thought you were in love with her.”

“I am.” Aaron groaned. “I’ll deal with it, okay? But why would you do that to Anna? I thought you cared about her. Are you as sadistic as Devin? If so, let me know and I will keep my distance.”

Alex stared at him with such a confused look on his face Aaron began to wonder if he was wrong. He took a deep breath. “Did you know about the rule?”

“Rule? What rule?” Again, Alex looked confused.

“The rule about company dancers not being allowed to date students.”

Alex’s eyes widened and his face paled slightly. “That’s a rule?”

Aaron realized that he’d been wrong in accusing his friend. His anger evaporated and he slumped to the floor, pressing the heels of his hands against his eyes. He nodded.

“Isaak called us into his office after classes and told us that we couldn’t be together. Anna . . . didn’t say much, and left.”

“She’s near the studio,” Seth returned holding his phone. “In a deli down the street.”

Aaron looked at Seth, surprised.

“There’s a GPS chip in her bracelet,” Alex explained. When Aaron glared at him, he continued. “It’s for emergencies. In case Devin takes her somewhere.”

Aaron traced the pattern on the wood floor with his finger. “So you didn’t know that we’d have to break up?” Aaron asked quietly.

“Nein, mein Freund,” Alex answered in a pained voice. “I never would have done that to her. Or you.”

Aaron sighed and leaned his head back, looking up at his friend. “God, it hurts,” he said softly. “I know it was only two weeks, but I can’t imagine not going home with her tonight.”

“I never would have encouraged you if I’d known, Aaron. I hope you know that.”

Aaron nodded sadly. He knew his friend better than that. He’d overreacted in his blaming Alex for the situation.

“Maybe I should call Melanie⁠—”

“Isaak did already. He said she wouldn’t change the rule. That it would create a bad precedent.”

Alex sighed and slumped in one of the chairs near the fireplace. “Should I go find her?”

“She’s afraid of you, Alex,” Aaron responded in a soft voice.

Alex grimaced at the comment. “What will she do? I don’t know how she’d handle such a thing.”

Aaron pulled out his phone. “I should call Jenna and let her know. If Anna hasn’t already called her.” He pushed the screen a few times, then waited for Jenna to answer. The corps had classes in a different studio and so he hadn’t seen her yet today. He usually saw her at lunch though.

“Hello, Aaron.” Jenna’s voice was cold.

“Jenna?” His brow creased. “What’s wrong?”

She was silent for a moment. “Anna didn’t tell you?”

“Tell me what?” When had Anna seen Jenna? She’d been with him all weekend.

“Ask her.”

“Jenna I can’t. I . . .” He sighed and closed his eyes. “Isaak made us break up because she’s a student.”

“He did?”

Aaron would have expected her to sound sad for him and her best friend. She sounded almost . . . happy?

“I’m sorry, Aaron. But you’re probably better off without that bitch.”

Aaron’s jaw dropped and he looked up at Alex. “‘I’m probably better off without that bitch?’ What’s going on, Jenna?”

Alex stared at Aaron and he shrugged. He would never have imagined Jenna would turn on the friend she’d been constantly worried about for years.

“She fucked my dad. In front of me. And various other places, apparently.”

“What?” he exclaimed. Why would Anna do that?

“Devin had me taken to his . . . whatever it’s called . . . on Friday. He told everyone . . .” She stopped mid-sentence. “He told me he was punishing my dad for fucking Anna without his permission. And he had the men there rape me. And Anna watched and laughed along with them.”

Aaron stared at Alex horrified. “He took you to the Manor and had you raped?”

Alex frowned.

“Are you okay? Is there anything I can do?” How was he supposed to react to something like that? It’s not like you could call the police.

“No. I can’t dance this week ‘cuz my ass is ripped to shreds. I had to get stitches.”

“You sound angry.”

“I am angry. The person I thought was my friend watched and laughed at me as it was happening.”

“Jenna, there must be some misunderstanding. Anna wouldn’t⁠—”

“What, and you know her so well? Right. Do you know how many guys she fucked that night?”

Aaron felt nauseous. “Jenna, I don’t really want to know what she does with Devin.”

“She’s fucking with your head, Aaron. She likes her high-and-mighty position. She’s some sort of fucking princess. Literally. A princess who fucks anything that has a cock. And she likes it.”

“Jenna, enough. I saw her Saturday morning. She wasn’t exactly jumping around excited about what had happened.”

“I thought you said she didn’t tell you anything.”

“She didn’t. But she was very subdued about it.”

Jenna snorted. “Probably was tired from all those cocks.”

“Enough, Jenna. I don’t want to hear about it. Her situation is . . . difficult, at best.”

“Yeah, it looked really difficult Friday,” she muttered under her breath.

“I’m very sorry for what happened to you, Jenna. Is there anything I can do?”

He felt bad for his friend, but she made it difficult to feel any sympathy. What happened to her was horrific, but it wasn’t Anna’s fault. Devin was the cruel Master. Anna was merely his manipulated slave. Literally. He doubted Anna’s reaction was as terrible as Jenna was making it out to be. And since Devin had admitted that he could make Anna do anything he wanted her to do, Aaron wondered how much of the “laughter” was truly Anna’s and how much of it was Devin’s influence.

“No,” Jenna grumbled, then sighed. “It wasn’t really as bad as it sounds. I actually enjoyed most of what happened. I think that pissed Devin off.”

“So you weren’t raped?”

“I dunno. Well, the big guy in my ass wasn’t pleasant by any stretch of the imagination. But I did enjoy the first part of it.” She sighed. “All those men . . .”

Aaron rolled his eyes. Yeah, that sounded like Jenna. “Jenna, you do know that Anna is a slave, right? It’s not like she has a lot of choices in life.”

“How can she really be a slave? I thought that sort of stuff was illegal.”

“You think Devin cares about the laws? He kidnapped you to get even with your dad.”

Jenna was quiet.

“Anna needs a friend right now, Jen.”

She sighed. “I’m angry at her.”

“I’m at Alex’s place right now and the first thing I did when I saw him was punch him in the face.”

“You got a hit in on Alex?”

“I don’t think he ever expected me to get that angry. But yeah. I got one.”

“Why?”

“Because I thought he was in on the whole thing of having to break up with Anna.”

“I thought you two were good together.”

Aaron sighed. “Me too. God, I love her.”

“You managed to fall in love?”

“I did. I couldn’t help it.”

“Well, maybe she’ll make the company soon. Then you guys can start again.”

Aaron sighed. He hadn’t thought about that. “That’s a real good point, Jen. It’s only a few months away. I can handle that.”
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Alex stared at his best friend as he sat talking to Jenna. He felt terrible. Had he known, he never would have encouraged the relationship. The rule made sense, he supposed, but . . . fuck. Another fuck up with Anna. Couldn’t he do anything right with her? He asked himself this question a lot. And the answer was always “no.”


Thirty-Nine


Anna stared at the sandwich she bought for lunch and realized she had no appetite for it. After years of not eating on a regular basis, the idea of going back to class without eating wasn’t concerning at the moment, though it might become so later.

She felt miserable. She’d briefly thought about quitting the summer intensives so she and Aaron could continue to date. It was so tempting. But she couldn’t. Not after being back in the real dancing environment for the first time in years. She felt alive when she danced. She felt like herself; that part of her that Jack and Devin took away had returned.

But she missed Aaron terribly. She hated the idea of sleeping alone tonight. She would miss his peaceful presence; the safety she felt in his arms.

Maybe she should quit. Who else would accept her for who she was? Did it matter if she didn’t date? Devin had wanted her to go out and experiment. She could say she had and now slip back into her small world. It would just expand a little bit to include more dancing. But no more dating. The taste had been oh-so sweet, but the sting at the end was too painful. She’d rather be whipped with Jack’s bullwhip than feel the way she felt right now.

Yes. Dance, sex, and Devin. That would be her life. Her safe life.
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The rest of the afternoon passed quickly. Anna lost herself in dancing. The first class after lunch was pointe. It turned out not to be as bad as she thought. Her skills weren’t as terrible as she’d expected.

She was exhausted by the end of class, but she felt like she could do it. She could dance en pointe again. Even Patty had been impressed.

As she walked home later that evening, alone, she tried to think about her love of dance rather than her broken heart. It wasn’t that long of a walk; only about fifteen minutes.

She walked into her apartment and felt Aaron’s absence. She looked in her room and sure enough, he’d gotten his things and left.

Tears filled her eyes unexpectedly. She felt so alone. She backed against the wall and slid down until she hit the floor. She sat and sobbed. And sobbed. And sobbed.

About everything and about nothing. Aaron. Kurt. Wilhelm. Alex. Her parents. Things Devin did to her. Things that happened to Jenna. All the hurt and pain that had been bottled up for years came rushing out in the torrent of tears. She screamed. She kicked her feet. She hit the floor with balled-up fists.

Finally, she lay on her back and stared at the ceiling. The catharsis complete, she had a semblance of quiet. Not peace. Her life was not meant to be peaceful. But she felt quiet and calm. The storm had been allowed out and was done.

She got up and called Jenna. It went straight to voicemail.

“Hi Jenna,” Anna said, hoping Jenna would listen to the message. “I’m so sorry about what happened the other night. I . . . I have no excuse for it. Devin . . . does weird things to my head. Even now, thinking about what happened makes me sick. Please, Jenna. Forgive me. Please call me back.”

She put the phone on the table and stared at it, tears streaming down her face.
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Later, after she had eaten dinner, as Anna lay on the couch in her pajamas watching TV, she heard a knock on her door. Was it Aaron? She didn’t want to face him right now. Devin? That could be okay.

She opened the door to find Zach standing there with a grin on his face. “Hello, Anna.”

She smiled at him as her heart fell into her stomach. Not tonight, she begged silently. She’d just gotten her emotions under control.

“Hello, Zach,” she said quietly.

He raised his eyebrow. “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”

“Oh, of course,” she said nervously and stepped back so he could enter.

She closed the door after he walked through. Without warning, he slammed her up against the door, face first, and pressed against her.

“I’ve been thinking about you all week, Anna,” he said into her ear. He pressed his hard cock against her rear. “My girlfriend isn’t nearly as adventurous as you are.” He brought his hands up to cup her breasts over her tank top and groaned. “God your tits are fantastic.” He squeezed them hard and she gasped in pain. “Where’s your bedroom?”

She pointed behind him. He turned her around, grasped her right nipple and pulled her down the short hall into the guest room, which was the first room he came to.

She stumbled slightly as he pushed her to the bed.

“Take off your clothes,” he growled.

She nervously pulled at the hem of her tank top.

“Turn around so I can see.”

She did as he said and then pulled her top over her head. She pulled at the ties of her pants and slipped them off, then stood nervously as he stared at her naked body and caressed his cock through his jeans.

He took two long strides to stand in front of her, then grasped her hair and pushed her to her knees. He unzipped his pants and pulled out his cock. He was not a Brother; he had no piercings.

He grabbed her hair again and shoved his cock into her mouth. He pressed in deep, shoving himself down her throat. He moaned as he fucked her mouth and throat.

Anna gasped for breath when he pulled out, but that was it. He didn’t care about her need for oxygen.

“You suck good cock, honey,” he said with a wicked smile as he looked down at her.

She did her best to make sure he enjoyed himself. She hoped that he’d take his blowjob and leave, but no such luck. He yanked his cock from her mouth.

“Get on the bed and show me your pussy.”

She crawled on top of the bed and sat with her legs spread, knees near her chest. She bit her lip nervously as Zach removed his shirt and stroked his cock. Taking a deep breath, she calmed herself long enough to read what he wanted: he wanted a struggle.

Anna didn’t want to play that game tonight. She was worn out from the day, both physically and emotionally. But if she didn’t give him what he wanted, he would call Devin and then anything that Zach might do tonight would be a picnic compared to Devin’s punishments.

Anna stared at Zach and started to back away. His grin confirmed her initial read of him. She continued moving backward slowly until he lunged at her, grabbing her hips and pulling her back to him.

She tried to push him away, but he was much stronger and it did little to stop him. He flipped her over onto her belly and held her hands above her head. He reached down between their bodies and positioned himself at her asshole.

“No,” she begged. “Please don’t.”

Zach laughed. “You’re not really in a position to decide what we do, are you?” He pressed forward and she struggled to get away, which turned him on even more. His hard, dry cock pressed against her hole and breached the opening, causing Anna to scream in pain.

“Don’t. Please don’t.” She sobbed as he continued pressing forward. Her hole burned and her insides resisted the harsh entrance.

But he continued his brutal invasion until he was seated all the way inside. He grasped her upper arms and squeezed as he began to plunder her tight hole. In and out he moved, groaning with pleasure as she cried in pain.

His thrusts quickened and he moaned loudly as he emptied himself into her ass.

He lay on top of her when he was done, breathing heavily. Anna whimpered, hoping he would get off her so she could take in a full breath.

After a few minutes, he pulled himself out of her and sat up. He spread her ass cheeks apart and chuckled appreciatively.

“Beautiful,” he murmured, then slapped her cheeks, causing Anna to yelp in pain.

He stood and dressed. Anna lay on her stomach, hoping he was dressing to leave.

“I’ll come see you again soon, sweetheart,” he said after he was fully dressed, then left the room and the apartment, closing the door behind him.

Anna stared at the back wall for a long time. She felt so alone. She wanted to call Aaron. For him to come over and hold her.

But she couldn’t. They weren’t allowed to see each other. Everyone else wanted her for sex and she didn’t want sex. She wanted . . . love. To be held and cared for.

It occurred to her to call Wilhelm, but it was only six in the morning in Germany. Too early to call.

Alex came to mind, but Alex scared her. Though she could likely trust him to not try anything sexually. But it didn’t seem right for a slave to call her Master for comfort. Besides, he was probably with Kirsty.

No. She would have to face tonight alone. Like she’d done when she lived with Jack. Why did it seem so much harder now?

She dragged herself out of bed and into the front room to turn the TV off, then stumbled into her own bed and went to sleep.


Forty


Anna awoke after a fitful night of sleep, still exhausted. Zach had been cruel to her and she ached all over. She hated that he had done that to her.

Why did what he did bother her so much? It wasn’t as if she hadn’t gone through that before. How many times had men come through that black door of her guardian’s garage to do similar things? Jack kept it unlocked for precisely that reason.

She dragged herself into the shower and felt slightly better after she was done. Her ass still hurt, but had mostly healed and she was confident she’d be able to dance.

As she dried off, she caught sight of bruises on her arms and sighed. This was why she always wore long-sleeved leotards: to hide the bruises she inevitably wound up with. She wondered if Patty would let her wear her dance sweater during class. She would be hot, but at least the bruises would remain hidden. Maybe she’d ask Isaak before she went into class.

She tried to push away the ache in her heart as she dressed. She missed Aaron terribly.

After breakfast, she drove to the studio and went straight to Isaak’s office.

“Hello, Anna,” Isaak said, standing and walking to her. He put his hands on her upper arms and she winced. “What’s wrong?”

Anna looked at the floor. “I . . . rough night,” she answered lamely.

Isaak put his hand under her chin and raised her face to his. “Who hurt you, Anna?”

“Nobody you know. Just . . . someone who lives in my building.”

“Anna, you can’t . . .” Isaak sighed. “I thought things would be better since you moved out of Jack’s place.”

She shook her head. “Devin controls me whether I live with him or not.” She looked back at the ground. “As I understand it, many men know where I live,” she said softly, then looked back up at him. “Can I wear my sweater during class?”

Isaak’s eyes were sad. “Let me see the bruises.”

Anna slipped off the wrap-sweater that she wore over her leotard.

Isaak frowned. “Oh, Anna,” he said softly with a sigh. “You deserve so much better than this.”

“They’ll be better tomorrow, I’m sure,” she said, trying to change the subject.

“I’ll walk with you and speak with Patty.” He walked to the door and opened it. “I understand you did well yesterday en pointe,” he said, changing the subject as they walked down the hallway.

Anna nodded. “I think I did. I really enjoyed it,” she added with a bright smile.

Isaak beamed at her as they approached the studio. “I think you’ll be in the advanced classes in no time.”

They walked into the studio and he went immediately to Patty. Anna dropped her bag at the side of the room and began readying herself for class. She watched as Isaak spoke with Patty, who nodded and glanced sympathetically over at Anna.

Isaak turned and headed towards the door, nodding at Anna before he left the room.

She glanced at Patty as she walked over to the barre. Patty watched her with sad eyes. Nicole and Jackie greeted her brightly and they chatted for a few minutes before class began.

The morning technique class went as well as the previous day. Anna decided to go to lunch with Nicole, Jackie and a couple of the other girls in the class.

As they walked downstairs, Anna saw Aaron coming out of the studio. They both stopped and stared at each other for a moment, and then Anna gave him a sad smile and turned and walked out the studio door with her dance mates.

The other girls whispered excitedly about seeing the Company dancers. When they started talking about how cute Aaron was, Anna could barely keep the tears out of her eyes.

At the deli, Anna played with the french fries on her plate and leaned her head on her hand, trying to ignore the conversation around her. She knew she should eat, but she had trouble swallowing over the lump in her throat. Seeing Aaron had opened up the healing wound in her heart.

Suddenly the girls got very excited and Anna looked up. She looked to the doorway and saw several of the Company dancers walking in, including Aaron.

He looked at her and she stared back. He got a determined look on his face and walked over to the table where Anna and the others were sitting.
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Aaron walked determinedly to the table where Anna sat with the younger girls. He could hear the giggles and whispers as he approached. He didn’t want to cause undue attention or questions for Anna, but he had to know that she was okay.

He’d called Alex to find out where she’d gone to lunch and Alex had happily obliged him, after eliciting the promise that Aaron would call and let him know how she was.

“Anna,” Aaron said, hesitating at the giggles and looks he got as he stood there.

Anna stared at her food. She didn’t answer him so he knelt down next to her, glad she was sitting at the end of the table.

“Anna,” he repeated. “I need to talk to you.”

She looked at him with tired and hurt eyes. Yeah, she looked like he felt. He’d barely slept the previous night and it looked like she’d suffered the same.

He took her hand. “Please,” he said, standing and pulling her to her feet.

She didn’t resist and for once he was thankful for her docile nature. The whispers from her table increased as he led her away to a table in the corner. Fortunately, they were there before the lunch rush.

He pulled out a chair for her and she sat, albeit reluctantly.

“Aaron, we shouldn’t be together,” she said softly.

“Isaak said we couldn’t date. He didn’t say we couldn’t be friends.”

“Friends?” Anna’s head snapped up with a surprised look on her face.

It was obvious she hadn’t considered the possibility of remaining friends. But why would she? Aaron was certain the only interest most men had in her was sex, and if there was no sex, why would they bother with her?

“Yes. Friends.” He looked her directly in the eye, wanting her to know he meant it. He still loved her. God, how he loved her! And she’d be in the Company soon. Then they could pick up where they left off.

She studied his face for a long moment then gave him a tentative smile. “I’d like that,” she whispered.

He leaned back in his chair, relieved that she seemed somewhat comforted. Her eyes regained some of the sparkle that he loved, though not completely.

“Anna, did you think I would abandon you completely, just because we can’t date?”

She looked down at her hands clasped in her lap and nodded. She looked up a moment later with teary eyes. “I missed you last night. I felt . . . so alone.”

His heart ached at her words. “I missed you too.” He gave her a wry smile. “I could hardly sleep.”

She nodded again, then started to push her sleeves up on her sweater. She seemed to notice what she was doing and quickly pulled them back down, blushing and looking away.

His heart squeezed with a premonition. Why would she wear a sweater on such a warm day?

“Why don’t you take your sweater off? It’s rather warm in here.”

She shook her head and gave him a nervous smile. “No, I . . . I’m okay. Little chilly, actually.” She rubbed her upper arms to emphasize her words, but winced as she did so.

Aaron leaned over and untied her sweater and pulled it off her shoulders. He hissed when he saw the finger sized bruises up and down her upper arms. She pulled away and pulled her sweater back up quickly.

“Anna, what happened?” he asked angrily.

“I’m okay . . . really . . . ,” she mumbled, not looking at him.

He put his index finger under her chin to make her look at him. “Did someone come over last night?”

She blinked several times, then nodded. “Someone I met at the banquet.”

Aaron leaned back in his chair and ran his hands through his hair. “Did he hurt you? Other than the bruises?” The bruises were enough, but he had a feeling there was more.

She shrugged. “A little, but I’m okay.”

“He raped you?”

She shrugged again. “He likes it when I struggle . . . when I fight him.”

He stared at her, disbelieving how calm she was. Though he supposed, according to Alex, she’d been so abused that rape was just another thing that happened on a regular basis. How fucked up was her life that she didn’t think anything of being raped?

“Why didn’t you call me?” he asked softly, though he knew the answer already.

“We weren’t supposed to see each other,” she whispered, blinking back tears. She looked up at him. “I never felt as hopeless as I did last night. Being happy with you, then . . . ,” she swallowed, “. . . going back to my old life. It’s so much worse than before we were together.”

Aaron felt like he’d been hit in the stomach. Did she regret their relationship? “Do you wish we’d never met?” he asked reluctantly. Did he want to know?

“No,” she answered hoarsely. “I thought about it, but no, I’m glad we met. I’m glad I have a friend.” She looked up as if to confirm he really meant what he said earlier.

“I will always be here for you, Anna,” he said firmly.

And he meant it. No matter how much it hurt, he would be a good friend. It was the only thing he could do for her now and he would make sure he didn’t fail her.

“Thank you, Aaron.” She looked around nervously.

The Company dancers he’d come with were watching them. They knew how miserable he’d been yesterday and he’d told a few of them why. The girls at the table that Anna had been sitting with watched them with avid curiosity. They obviously didn’t know what had happened.

“I should let you get back to your lunch,” he said slowly. He didn’t want her to think he was trying to get rid of her.

She nodded. “Yeah, I should. I think I could eat some now.”

His heart lightened. “I’m glad to hear it, hon.” Oh, he shouldn’t use his term of endearment for her. Too painful.

But she beamed at him and he guessed it was worth it. He stood and pulled her into his arms for a brotherly-looking hug, trying not to inhale her scent and enjoy her softness too much. She hugged him back, leaning her head against his chest. Oh, the agony!

He pulled away before he lost what little control he still had over his body. He held her cheeks in his hands.

“Anna, call me anytime you need, all right? Especially if something like that happens again.”

She tried to shake her head, but he wouldn’t let her.

“I mean it. That’s what friends are for. To be there when you need someone.”

Her eyes welled up with tears and she nodded. “I’ll have to get used to this friendship thing again,” she rasped.

He kissed her forehead, then released her. He chuckled at the wide eyes of her fellow dancers. “I think you’re going to have some questions when you get back to your table.”

She turned and looked at her friends, then turned back around and blushed. “What do I tell them?”

Aaron grinned. “The truth. I’m not ashamed that I fell in love with you. We’re adults. We didn’t do anything wrong.”

She nodded. “Okay.”
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Anna returned to the table with a much lighter heart. Aaron wanted to be friends with her. She wasn’t abandoned.

“How do you know Aaron?” Nicole asked as Anna sat gingerly down in her chair.

Anna glanced over at Aaron’s table. “Um, we dated for a while,” she answered shyly.

Audible gasps were sounded around the table. “You’re so lucky!” Isabel, a small redhead, sighed. “He’s so hot!”

Giggles and nods circled the table.

“Did you kiss him?” Jackie asked in a hushed voice.

Anna nodded.

“Is he a good kisser?” another girl asked.

Anna nodded again and blushed. He was a good everything. Oh, the things he’d done to her body! She chided herself. She didn’t need to be thinking about that right now.

No one asked if she’d had sex with him and she didn’t volunteer the information. It struck her suddenly that her childhood had been anything but typical. Some of these girls hadn’t even kissed a guy before, let alone have had sex with one. The idea of not having sex was such a strange concept to Anna. She’d been doing it for so long, she didn’t think anything of it.

After they’d finished eating, the girls headed back to the studio for their two afternoon classes.

When classes were finished, Anna walked downstairs to leave. She spotted Travis in the entryway, reading.

“Hi, Travis,” she said softly, not wanting to startle him. She knew how she got when she was really into a book and someone speaking too loudly could be very disturbing.

He looked up and grinned at her. “Hey, Anna. How’s it going? Have a seat.”

She looked around and then sat next to him, leaning against the wall. She liked Travis. Coming from somewhat similar backgrounds made her feel comfortable with him.

“Things are going good. I feel stronger than I did yesterday.” She smiled. “I didn’t expect to progress so quickly, but I’m already comfortable back on pointe.”

Travis shrugged. “That’s not really surprising, considering, you know, your heritage and all.”

Anna frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Well, the . . . ones like your dad. They’re natural artists, dancers or singers usually. Didn’t you know?”

“Travis, I didn’t even know what my dad was.”

“Oh, yeah. That’s so weird.” He shook his head. “Anyway, yeah. Considering who your dad really is, and I should have realized it when I looked at his picture. He looks like them. Tall, blond, thin and ethereal looking. Well, I suppose not all of them are blond. Just most of them. Like elves.” Travis chuckled. “If you know what you’re looking for they’re not hard to spot. Fortunately, most people don’t know they exist.”

Tall and blond? “Is Alex . . . ?”

Travis laughed. “Nah. He’s totally human. He’s too temperamental to be . . . one.” He lowered his voice as a group of dancers walked by them. One girl reached out and tousled his hair. Travis winked at her and she giggled.

“Girlfriend?” Anna asked.

“What?” he looked shocked. “Girlfriend? Ugh, no. Why would I want to limit myself to one girl?”

Anna laughed.

“Anyway. So, yeah. Don’t be surprised that it comes back so naturally. It’s in your blood. Literally. You’ll be in the Company by the end of summer.”

Anna’s eyes widened at the thought of her dearest wish coming true. “Travis, don’t tease me.”

“I’m not. Believe me.” He grinned at her. “Maybe we’ll get to dance together.”

Anna rolled her eyes. “I don’t think I’ll be doing any pas de deux anytime soon. I’d be content in the Corps.”

“Not gonna happen, Anna. As I understand it, your dad went straight from the ballet school to a principal. And Aaron said you’re still amazing.”

Anna blushed. “Does Isaak know about me?”

“I’m pretty sure he doesn’t. But he does know you are your father’s daughter.” Travis looked at his watch then stood. “I gotta get back to rehearsal.” He helped Anna to her feet and hugged her. “Keep working hard and don’t be surprised at your progress. I can’t wait to see you dance.”

He said goodbye and left Anna in the entryway, head full of new and wonderful thoughts.


Forty-One


Anna walked from the elevator to her apartment, still amazed at what Travis had told her earlier in the afternoon. She almost didn’t notice the tall man standing in the doorway of the apartment next to hers. He was holding a very large box and struggling with his keys.

She hesitated a moment before speaking. “Do you need some help?” she asked nervously.

He turned his espresso-brown eyes on her and gave her a bright smile. “I’d love some help.”

Anna guessed him to be in his mid-to-late-twenties, with short dark-brown hair and broad shoulders. He wasn’t overly bulky, but she could see his biceps bulging under the weight of the box he held.

“Can you grab the keys and unlock the door?”

She realized she’d been staring and felt her cheeks warm. She took the keys from his hand and unlocked his door, pushing it open so he could enter.

“Thanks,” he said with a grin. His teeth were very white next to his tan skin. He walked into the apartment and Anna waited outside. She had no intention of walking into a strange man’s apartment unless she had to.

He returned a minute later and Anna handed him his keys.

“I’m Greg,” he said with a nice smile. He spoke in a gentle tone and Anna was not afraid of him.

“I’m Anna,” she said softly.

He grinned. “Well, aren’t I lucky to have such a pretty neighbor?” His voice had a slight drawl to it.

Anna blushed and backed away slightly.

He looked alarmed. “I didn’t mean anything by that, Anna. Just . . . trying to make conversation. I just moved in today.” He motioned behind him.

Anna nodded, not knowing what to say. She looked at her own apartment door wistfully.

“Well, I need to unpack. It was nice to meet you, Anna.” Greg said with a slight bow of the head. “I hope I’ll see you again soon.”

Anna smiled shyly. “It was nice to meet you too.” She turned and quickly unlocked her apartment and went in, locking the door behind her.
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Alex’s phone rang as he’d expected it to. “Hey, Greg.”

“Hey, Alex. I’ve made initial contact.”

Alex sighed with relief. “Any problems?”

“No, though you’re right. She is skittish. I said something about being lucky to have such a pretty neighbor and she backed away.” Greg chuckled. “She’s cute.”

Alex knew he meant that in a respectful manner. And he couldn’t help but agree. “Yes, she’s beautiful.”

“I kept it brief like you suggested.”

“Good. The less you approach her, I think the less she’ll feel threatened. I don’t want her to be scared of you.”

“Alex, it’s not like I make it a habit of going around and scaring women. But I understand.”

“Does she suspect you know me?”

“I don’t think there was an opportunity for her to get much of a read on me. Why do you want to keep it from her?”

Alex sighed. “She’s afraid of me.”

Greg was quiet for a moment. “She’s afraid of you? What’d you do?”

“I don’t know exactly. But that’s what Aaron said. And I don’t want to scare her any more than I apparently already have. She’ll probably be relieved when I tell her I’m leaving.”

“Do you really think that’s wise? I mean, considering all you’ve told me about what’s going on, don’t you think it would be better if you stayed here?”

“In the short term, yes, it would be better. But going back to Frankfurt is the only way I’m going to be able to figure out how to fight Devin. In the long run, staying here will only hurt her further.”

“Do you think you can trust Devin to not hurt her? I mean, I can only do so much as her neighbor.”

“But you can keep an eye on her, and get to her quickly if needed. I’ll only be gone for a few months, I hope. And I’ll come out and visit. But Devin needs her. I really don’t think he’ll do anything to harm her.” He sighed. “I hate the idea of her hurting in any manner, but I’m going to have to risk it for now. I suppose I should be grateful that she’s a strong girl.”

Aaron had called and told him what had happened to Anna the previous night. He shuddered to think about what had happened to cause those bruises.

“Are Michael and Jesse here yet?”

“They’ll be here tomorrow. I want them out of sight as much as possible. But they’re here if you need backup.”

“What happens if we get called out?”

Alex ran his hands through his hair. “Michael and Jesse have contacts they can bring in temporarily while we’re in the field. But I hope we won’t be. I considered spreading the word to not contact me unless absolutely necessary, but I think that would draw attention from Devin. I don’t want him knowing what I’m doing, though he’ll probably suspect something.”

They hung up a few minutes later.

On Saturday, Alex had reached the decision that he needed to go home. He’d called his father several times that week and each time Wilhelm had told him the only way to truly help Anna was to come home and learn more about what Devin was doing.

But Alex was reluctant to leave her. Even if she was afraid of him, he was still in the city and could do . . . well, that was the problem. He was limited in what he could do to fight Devin. He just didn’t know enough. So, he had spent the weekend developing a plan so that Anna would be watched while he was gone.

His communications man, Greg Sims, had come into town and agreed to move in next door to Anna to keep an eye on her. Of all the men on his team, Alex had a feeling Anna would trust Greg more than any of them. Not that any of his eight men were untrustworthy by any stretch of the imagination. Greg was quiet and unobtrusive and Alex hoped Anna wouldn’t feel threatened by him. Maybe she would even accept him as a friend.

It was unfortunate that she and Aaron had to break up. It would have been easier for Aaron to help. But as much as he’d harassed Melanie, she wouldn’t budge. Under normal circumstances, he would have agreed with her decision. He just worried about Anna, and wasn’t completely rational when it came to her.
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A knock at the door made Anna’s stomach clench up. Was it Zach, returning for another session of pain? She trembled as she walked to the door and winced as she opened it.

“Trenton?” Anna gasped in surprise at seeing Devin’s Deacon and co-worker standing in her doorway. “W-what are you doing here?”

Trenton gave her a bright smile. “Devin said I could . . . visit you.” He cocked his head. “Are you busy?”

“I . . .” Anna shook her head and stepped backward. “No. Come on in.”

Trenton closed the door and looked her over, gray eyes smiling. He reached for her and pulled her close, kissing her deeply. “Where’s your bedroom?” he asked in a husky voice.

Anna pointed to the second bedroom and Trenton walked her backward into the room, undressing her on the way.


Forty-Two


“D


amn, Anna,” Seth murmured against Anna’s neck as they lay in her bed together Thursday morning. “Call me anytime you’re bored. I’ll be happy to keep you company.”

Anna giggled and turned to face Seth. “I’ll keep that in mind.” She stretched her arms over her head and smiled. Two nights in a row of nice men in her bed.

Trenton, the night before, had been a pleasant surprise. Even though he was a close friend of Devin’s, Trenton was not in the least bit mean or cruel. She would welcome him into her apartment anytime.

Last night, Anna had been lonely. She’d briefly thought about calling Aaron, but it hurt too much to see him. She wanted someone who would distract her from her sad thoughts and Aaron was part of those thoughts. Seth came to mind and, when she called him, he happily obliged her. As much as she was afraid of Alex, she really liked Seth. Alex had said it was okay for her to spend time with him and he was a very good lover.

Seth reached up to caress Anna’s breast and she let out a sigh. “You better keep it in mind,” he said with a smile. He glanced at his watch. “I need to get going, though.”

Anna covered the hand resting on her breast and leaned forward to kiss him. “Thank you for keeping me company.”

Seth grinned. “Anytime.” He sat up and Anna caught sight of the tattoo of Alex’s family crest on his right forearm. She had asked him about it the night before, but he shrugged her question off. It seemed that he was marked by Alex, just like her. Anna was glad Alex hadn’t tattooed her, though.

He dressed and then leaned down to kiss her again. “Call me.”

Anna nodded. “Definitely.”
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Later that evening, Anna walked into a small, dark restaurant with Devin and they were led to a table where the mayor sat. Devin had called earlier in the day, telling Anna he needed her tonight for a last-minute dinner meeting with the mayor.

“Anna, this is Mayor George Burt. George, this is Anna.”

The mayor stood and gave her a smile after dragging his eyes up and down her body. Devin had told her to dress in something sexy but not slutty, so she wore a figure hugging black lace dress. It had a high neckline and hit mid-thigh, but the back was very low.

The mayor looked at Devin with a cocked brow. “You think a pretty face is going to change my mind, Devin?”

“You never know, George,” Devin said with a smile as he settled into the leather booth with Anna between the two men.

Devin and the mayor engaged in small talk during cocktails while Anna studied and subtly flirted with the mayor. She used the skills taught by Jack to gain George’s attention, and soon the mayor was distracted from Devin. He paid more attention to Anna than Devin.

Anna glanced at Devin, worried that he would be angry, but Devin gave her a knowing nod and encouraging smile. George seemed quite taken with her, which was the whole point of her attendance at the meeting.

Devin had said that this was the type of place that overt sexual touch was acceptable, just no outright sex. It was a private restaurant, and negotiations and manipulations were common here.

Anna ran her hands up and down the mayor’s thighs after they finished eating, seemingly innocently, as the mayor and Devin discussed some sort of budget matter.

Her hand moved higher and higher with each slow brush, eventually coming to brush his hard cock. The mayor jumped and she played the innocent card, blushing and moving her hand away quickly. He took her hand back and placed it on his crotch.

She massaged him over his dress pants, biting her lower lip and watching him subtly.

“Don’t you want to help Devin out, George?” she whispered in his ear, careful to keep her voice breathy. She leaned back and saw his eyes glaze over slightly as he nodded.

Devin spoke and she repeated the words to the mayor. The mayor seemed happy to do whatever she asked him to do. She slipped under the table and rewarded him with a blowjob, and then he and Devin shook hands, having come to an agreement. In Devin’s favor, of course.
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Anna tried calling Jenna again on Tuesday evening, but she still didn’t answer. She left a message apologizing again for what happened and asking Jenna to call. Anna hadn’t heard back from her.


Forty-Three


Friday night, Anna sat between Trenton’s feet with his cock in her mouth. One of his hands rested on her head and he moaned deeply as she sucked on him.

“Maki has been asking when we’re going to get together, Devin,” Trenton said in a strained voice as Anna swallowed him. “Fuck, sweetheart. I love your mouth.”

Devin chuckled. “It is a rather delightful mouth, isn’t it? I’d love to take the credit for it, but I mustn’t upset my best trainer, or he’ll stop doing such a good job for me.”

Jack laughed. “Why would I do that when I enjoy the job so much?”

The three men laughed. Devin was in a good mood this evening and Anna was grateful.

“What about tomorrow night, Trenton?” Devin suggested.

Trenton pet Anna’s hair. “I think Maki might be agreeable. We don’t have any plans that I’m aware of. But she does keep the calendar.”

“Call me tomorrow and let me know.”

Trenton’s hand tightened on Anna’s head and she felt him stiffen just before his cum shot into her mouth. She swallowed eagerly. She liked Trenton. He was nice to her. The thought of going out with him and his wife made her a little nervous, but his wife seemed to like her as well and didn’t mind when he’d been caressing Anna at the banquet.

“Ah, Bryson. I’m glad you were able to make it.”

Anna glanced up as Devin stood and shook hands with a tall man with short gray hair.

“I’m sorry I’m late. I was in a meeting, and the traffic was terrible,” the newly arrived Bryson said in a pleasant voice.

“Anna, come,” Devin said.

She quickly gathered her skirt, stood and walked to Devin’s side, kneeling beside him. Bryson took a seat nearby, watching her with interest. He wore the standard tunic and pants that the other men wore.

“Anna, this is Senator Bryson Morrell,” Devin introduced. “Bryson, this is my Anna.”

A senator? Anna looked up at him shyly. He smiled down at her, his gaze lingering on her exposed breasts. Devin put his hand on her head and she understood what he wanted her to do.

Anna looked at the senator for a moment with innocent eyes. She glanced down at the bulge in his pants and bit her lip, then stood and walked slowly towards him. Her breasts were at his eye level and she could feel his gaze on her nipples.

“Hello, Senator,” she said softly.

He pulled his gaze away from her breasts to look up at her face.

“May I sit?” she asked in a soft voice.

He nodded but didn’t speak. His lips parted slightly and he began breathing heavily as she sat in his lap, making sure her breasts moved right by his mouth as she did so. He moaned slightly as she settled.

She traced his high cheekbones with her fingers. He was a very handsome man.

“I’ve never met a senator before.”

He stared into her eyes as if mesmerized. “I’ve never met such a beautiful girl before,” he said in a soft voice.

He traced her jaw down to her neck and down to her breasts. She sighed as he cupped her breast and then she leaned forward and kissed his neck.

He tugged at her nipple ring, causing her to moan softly. She pressed her breast into his hand and moved her lips to his ear, blowing softly then nipping the lobe.

“Oh, God,” he groaned as she sucked on his earlobe.

He pulled on her nipple, then kneaded her breast as he captured her lips with his, kissing her deeply. She brought her hand around to the back of his neck and returned his kiss.

His hand strayed to her leg and up her thigh to her wet pussy. He stroked her outer lips gently before pressing his fingers into her tight channel. She hadn’t had sex yet tonight. She’d just given several blowjobs but had no cock inside her. Anna moaned and squirmed as he thrust his fingers in and out of her.

“Please, my lord,” she begged softly.
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Devin watched his beautiful Anna work her magic on the state senator. Bryson was a stubborn man and had been avoiding Devin for a few weeks, so he sent him a picture of Anna and told him she would be here tonight. He had been a little concerned that Bryson wouldn’t show, but if he hadn’t, Devin would have taken Anna to see him in his office.

After Anna finished softening him, he would broach the subject of the banking bill that needed to not pass, and the issues he had with the budget. The fucking state congress was threatening to pull funding from some key pet projects of his.

He watched as Anna pulled the Senator’s cock out of his pants and stroked him several times. She glanced up at him with sparkling eyes before lowering herself onto him, and Bryson looked like he was in heaven.

Devin had not let anyone fuck Anna yet. He wanted her fresh and tight for the senator and it was paying off. He was glad because he really wanted to bury himself in her tight pussy soon. But, business before pleasure. Sometimes.

He chatted with Jack and Trenton while keeping an eye on Anna. Bryson was enraptured by her. She had done well with the mayor the other night. He would be extremely surprised if she didn’t have the same success with Bryson.

A few minutes later he tested his theory, and as expected, Bryson was convivial to Devin’s request, despite the previous week’s disagreements. Anna had softened him and Bryson was willing to turn his back on the stand he’d made just this morning against Devin’s wishes. Devin had no concerns about Bryson changing his mind. He wasn’t a stupid man: if he wanted to keep his seat, he would honor his word to Devin, despite being manipulated into it.

Devin would make sure Anna was well rewarded for this. In private of course. It wouldn’t do for the other men to see his affection for her.
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“You did very well tonight, Anna,” Devin said as he closed the door to his Manor bedroom behind him.

Anna turned to him with hopeful eyes. “I tried my best, Master.”

“Oh, Baby. You did so well. I’m so proud of you. And so glad you’re by my side.” He pulled her into his arms and she melted against him. She really would do anything for approval. He held her head against her chest. “How would you like to go to DC a few days early and we could do some sightseeing before the Gathering in August?”

She looked up at him, eyes wide with excitement. “Oh, Master. Do you mean it?”

Devin grinned and nodded. Her enthusiasm was beautiful. “Is that a yes?”

She nodded her head so hard the chains of her circlet jingled.

He stroked her cheek. “Then I will make the arrangements.” He pulled her to his bed. “Come, let me show you how well you pleased me tonight.”

He slipped her dress off her shoulders and undressed himself, then lifted her gently onto the bed. He knelt between her legs and brushed her pussy lightly. She shivered with anticipation.

He adjusted himself so he lay between her legs and buried his tongue in her sweet nectar, quickly bringing her to her first of many orgasms of the night.
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Anna slept peacefully in Devin’s arms until late morning. He had utterly exhausted her, bringing her to orgasm after orgasm, strung together like a pleasure chain. He only stopped when she was at her breaking point of pleasure turning into pain. He didn’t want to cause her pain, only pleasure. She had earned that.

Devin played with her hair, contemplating the future. He’d received word that Alex was in the process of returning to Germany. This pleased him immensely. It would be so much easier not worrying about him. Perhaps Alex had finally accepted that he’d gotten in over his head and would leave Anna to Devin. What other reason would he have for leaving sweet, sweet Anna?

Anna seemed at ease last night. She didn’t seem as frightened. Devin was hopeful she’d finally made peace with her situation and accepted it. Although it could also be the fact that she was dancing more. He knew that Immortals needed a way to keep in touch with their true selves. They did it through music, art or dance usually. Sometimes through writing as well. Anna’s obvious outlet, considering her father, was dance.

When she sat at his feet last night, he’d seen her moving her fingers slightly as if she were dancing in her mind. It had been subtle and he didn’t mind, as long as it didn’t interfere with her duties, and it hadn’t last night. She seemed happy and that pleased Devin.

Anna stirred in his arms and opened her sleepy green eyes to smile at him. “Good morning, Master,” she said quietly. Her braids were slightly frizzed from a night of lovemaking.

“Good morning, Baby,” he said with a smile.

He felt her hand moving down his stomach to his cock and grasped it. His eyes closed and he moaned as she stroked him with her small but strong hand. He could get used to waking up with her. She was so intuitive about what he wanted.

Maybe he should bring her home with him a few times a week. But then he might have to explain her to his daughters and he was reluctant to do so. Maybe he’d just stay at her apartment a few nights a week. Hmm. That idea had merit.

He pulled her up onto his hips, her entrance at his tip. She giggled and wiggled her hips as he held her in place, not letting her pierce herself on him.

He chuckled at her pout. “Sit up, Baby.” She pushed herself up on his chest and he held her above his cock, the tip resting just inside her. She squirmed, wanting him inside her.

“Please, Master,” she whimpered.

“Be still, Anna.”

She instantly stopped moving and looked at him in surprise. He didn’t use her name often. But he wanted her still. He smiled so she’d know he wasn’t angry. He held her above his cock then abruptly pushed her down on him in one swift thrust. Her eyes widened and mouth opened in surprise. She tried to move, but he held her hips and shook his head. He wanted to be in complete control. He held her in place as he thrust up into her.

“Oh!” She sighed and closed her eyes. He felt her clench her vaginal muscles and he groaned. She was so fucking tight naturally. When she clenched it was amazing.

“Baby, you feel so good,” he groaned as he fucked her. A tiny smile played at her lips.

He pulled her off of him and flipped her onto her knees with her chest pressed into the bed, then slammed himself back into her wet slit. He held her hips and fucked her hard. She moaned and clutched at the sheets. He didn’t care if she came. She came plenty last night.

Devin felt the tingling in his lower spine, then thrust hard and stiffened as he emptied himself into her tight sheath. Anna shrieked into the mattress as she came, her muscles pulsing around his cock making him groan.

He breathed heavily and fell back onto the bed, pulling Anna with him. He felt very satisfied with his relationship with her and kissed the top of her head affectionately. He couldn’t allow himself to feel too deeply for her. There were things that needed to happen in the future that would be made difficult if he fell in love.

But Devin didn’t worry about falling in love. Love got in the way of bigger plans. But if Anna needed to feel that he loved her, then he could allow himself to show some affection. Besides, it would keep her happy, and a happy woman is much more effective than a frightened one.

“I love you, Baby. I’m so glad you’re here with me.”

Anna looked up at him with wide eyes. She bit her lip and then finally smiled. “I love you too, Master.” She leaned up and kissed him with her soft lips.

He’d forgotten how nice it felt to kiss her. He’d have to remember that in the future. He tangled his fingers in her hair and kissed her deeply, allowing the luxury of losing himself in her love for him.


Forty-Four


Anna stared at herself in the mirror. Devin had said to wear a sexy dress. She hoped the short black dress would be sexy enough. It was low cut, but not as low cut as some other dresses. But the skirt flared slightly and she thought he would appreciate that. Easier access to her. She wore stockings and a thong and a push-up bra underneath.

She checked her makeup and was slipping into her three-inch black heels when she heard a knock at the door. She rushed to open it with a smile, expecting Devin.

But it wasn’t Devin. It was her new neighbor, Greg.

“Oh!” she exclaimed when she saw him.

He wore a black shirt that strained against his well-developed chest and arms. Her eyes widened at the sight.

Greg grinned, looking her up and down. “Wow,” he said. “Going out, or is this what you wear to hang out at home on a Saturday night?”

Anna blushed. “I’m going out,” she answered softly.

“That’s good. Otherwise, that would be a waste of a very sexy dress.”

“You think it’s sexy?” she asked, hoping he wasn’t lying to make her feel better.

Greg gaped at her as if she had grown a second head. “Are you kidding?” He laughed. “I can’t imagine much sexier.”

She smiled in relief. “Thank you.” She hoped Devin would agree. “Can I help you with something?” she asked, looking behind him nervously for Devin.

“Oh, yeah.” He shook his head. “You made me forget.” He gave her a disarming grin and she bit her lip. He really was handsome. “I was wondering if your cable was working. Mine stopped a while ago and before I called the cable company I thought I’d check and see if it was just my line or if it was the building.”

“Um. I don’t know. I haven’t had the TV on all evening.”

“Would you mind checking? If it’s not too much trouble.” He gave her an apologetic smile.

“Sure,” she said hesitantly.

“I’ll wait here,” he said with a smile.

She smiled back, relieved. He wasn’t just trying to trick her. She went to her TV and turned it on and back off.

“No, it’s working . . .” Her voice drifted off as she saw Devin standing in the doorway. He was looking at Greg suspiciously, then turned a questioning look on Anna. “Hello, Devin,” she said nervously. “I was just⁠—”

“I just moved in next door and I asked her to check and see if her cable was working,” Greg interrupted. “Mine isn’t.”

He ran his fingers through his hair and something on his arm caught Devin’s attention. Devin frowned at Greg and Greg simply looked at him with an almost haughty look. Did they know each other? Anna saw a mark on Greg’s right forearm but was too far away to discern what it was.

“So it’s working?” he asked her.

She nodded.

“Okay. Cool. It’s something on my end then. I’ll talk to ya later, Anna.” Greg flashed her a smile, cocked his brow at Devin and turned and walked away.

Anna looked at Devin nervously as he looked out the door. He turned and studied her. “Who is he?”

“He moved in this week. His name is Greg.” She shrugged. “That’s all I know.”

Devin looked at her for a few more moments, then smiled. “Ready?”

Anna nodded, relieved he wasn’t angry.
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Anna smoothed her skirt as Devin pulled up in front of a restaurant near the Golden Gate Bridge. He left the car in the care of the valet and then they went inside. Trenton and Maki were waiting for them at a table in the bar area and Devin and Anna joined them.

After greeting them warmly, Devin told Anna to go to the bathroom with Maki. She gave him a confused look but did as he told her.

“I’m looking forward to getting to know you better, Anna. My husband has enjoyed doing so.” Maki smiled as they walked into the bathroom together.

Anna didn’t know how to respond to that and simply smiled back at her nervously. When they were inside, Maki took her hand and led her to the handicapped stall, where she pressed Anna against the wall and kissed her.

After the initial shock of Maki’s lips against hers, Anna kissed her back. Maki’s hands roamed Anna’s body and Anna moaned softly as Maki squeezed her breasts.

“You like that, pet?” Maki asked softly. Anna nodded and she squeezed again. Maki smiled and trailed her hands down Anna’s side and to her hips, then knelt in front of her. “Open your legs, pet.” She commanded softly, lifting Anna’s thigh and moving her thong aside.

Anna grasped the rail behind her and gasped as Maki’s tongue invaded her wet folds. Maki hummed her appreciation as she devoured Anna, then sucked hard on her clit until Anna came, hard but quietly. Anna’s supporting leg would hardly hold her up, but Maki didn’t let go of the leg she was holding.

“I have something for you,” Maki said softly. “Keep your leg up.”

Anna did and saw Maki searching her purse for something, then smiled up at her. Maki probed Anna’s pussy for a moment, then Anna felt her push something inside. A moment later the sting began and Anna’s eyes began to water.

“No, please, not that,” she whispered.

Maki stood and kissed her. “Don’t fret, pet,” she said softly. “Consider it foreplay.” She squeezed Anna’s breast again. “Devin told Trenton about your cinnamon-flavored pussy and we couldn’t resist trying it tonight. I can’t wait until we get home.”

Anna wasn’t sure what awaited her tonight. She’d been looking forward to spending the evening with Devin and his friends, but she hadn’t been expecting this. What had she done to upset Devin? Maybe talking to Greg made him angry?

She followed Maki back to the table, eyes downcast and afraid. She sat quietly as the others talked about things she didn’t know anything about. When the hostess came to let them know their table was ready, she obediently followed Devin and sat next to him. She wasn’t very hungry and had a difficult time deciding on what to order. Not to mention the pain deep inside her.

Devin put his arm around her shoulders. “What’s wrong Baby?” he asked, nuzzling her ear.

“Did I anger you, Devin?” she asked quietly.

Devin looked genuinely surprised. “Why would you think that, Anna?”

She looked up at him with hurt eyes. “Why do you want me to hurt?”

Devin looked confused for a moment, then smiled gently. “Oh, Baby. I’m not angry with you. Sometimes to please me or my friends, things might hurt for a bit. But I know you can handle it.” He leaned down and nipped her ear and she sighed. “And you are going to taste so delicious later. I can’t wait to get my mouth on you.”

Anna blushed. “Really?”

Devin nodded. “You don’t need to equate pain with punishment anymore, Baby. Sometimes pain is pleasure, remember?”

She remembered. Pain could be very erotic. “So you’re not angry?”

“Absolutely not, Baby. I’m very happy with you.”


Forty-Five


Alex cursed and threw his phone on the couch beside him.

He rubbed his eyes. This was not what he needed right now. He was trying to finalize plans for his return home. He didn’t need a mission to interrupt him. But when an Elder called, you obeyed. That’s how it worked.

It didn’t matter that Alex himself was an Elder-Son. What mattered was that he was the best sniper the Brotherhood had and when an important job came up, he and his team were the ones called.

From an early age, he’d had an interest in the military, beyond just playing with his little army men as a child. When he was old enough to read, he read everything he could on military strategy, military heroes, warfare . . . anything he could find in the home and public libraries related to the subject. When he announced, at age thirteen, that he wanted to join the military after secondary school, his father was livid.

Alex had more important things to do than play soldier, Vati had said. Alex was dumbfounded to hear his father say such a thing, considering how highly he always spoke of the military. And that was the day Vati had taken him to the Schloss for the first time and told him what was expected of him.

He’d known Vati was an important man. People in the city respected and deferred to him. When they had parties at the Kunze Landgut, important government officials were always in attendance. Alex had always just assumed it had something to do with the fact that they were wealthy and titled. And now he understood why; because they were really the rulers of the State, just in a backroom manner.

So, Alex was expected to grow up to become the next Elder of Hesse, not a military hero. His extreme disappointment was temporarily pacified by the introduction to the Dirne. So many beautiful women overwhelmed his senses. His father laughed as Alex stared at the scantily clad women.

“Pick one,” Vati had said. “They will all gladly help you to become a man, Alex.”

He’d chosen a sweet-looking brunette with green eyes as his first lover. She’d taken him to a room and introduced him to the pleasures of lovemaking.

By the time Alex had graduated from secondary school, he was an expert lover and an expert marksman.

His love of the military never died and he had taken it upon himself to find a tutor to teach him to shoot. His friend Jean-Luc was the son of the French ambassador. The security men at the Embassy were all ex-military and one, in particular, was a skilled retired sniper whom Alex had the utmost respect for.

Alex had spent hours with Gaidon, learning everything there was to know about being in the military, especially as a sniper. Alex thought maybe if his father saw that he had the talent he would let him join the military. At least for a while, until Elder duties became necessary.

When Alex broached the subject with his father shortly before graduation, he brought Gaidon with him as a witness to his skill. Gaidon told Vati that Alex was a natural and could shoot impressive distances with extreme accuracy. Vati had coldly dismissed both of them and stubborn young Alex was ready to leave the country and join up somewhere else.

The night of the graduation ceremony, Vati took Alex aside and told him that he had arranged for him to be tested. If he passed the test, Vati would allow Alex to train with the American military during the next two summers, with the intention of creating his own team that would do work solely for the Brotherhood; he would have the best of the best to choose from.

Alex was ecstatic. He beamed during the commencement ceremony that night, giving an enthusiastic valedictorian speech about pursuing one’s dreams, no matter the cost.

The next week the test began without Alex knowing.

He’d been walking in the woods with his little sister, Greta, when a group of seven men came up and surrounded them. They were all big men, probably in their thirties.

One grabbed Greta and Alex grew enraged and proceeded to take out the men with his fists, one by one, until he faced the last and biggest one.

The man wasn’t as tall as Alex, but he was broader. Alex was fast, but he was still young and inexperienced and after a long fight, the man had Alex on his knees with his knife against his neck. The man held him until Vati appeared a few minutes later with another man. Vati and the other man, Eliah, were impressed by what they saw. Eliah was a Brotherhood assassin.

The next week Alex spent every waking moment with Eliah, learning what he could and showing Eliah what he knew. By the end of the week, Eliah reported back to Vati that he was impressed with Alex’s determination and prowess, and it would be foolish to not allow Alex to train. Alex would be a valuable asset to the Brotherhood, if Vati could convince the other Elders to allow a Son to take on such a profession.

Ten years later, Alex had become everything and more than the Brotherhood had expected of him. And this was the first mission he could recall dreading. Not because of the target, but because of leaving Anna. He’d planned on spending time with her this week, letting her get to know him before he left so that she’d look forward to seeing him when he visited.

Now, he not only had to delay his move, he had to leave on Tuesday for who knew how long, without having time with Anna. He ran his hand through his hair and sighed. Damn Devin for making her afraid of him! That was the only explanation he could think of for her fear.

He needed to call her. As he reached for his phone, it rang. He half hoped it was Anna herself and was disappointed when he saw it was Greg.

“Yes?”

“Made contact with Devin. He saw my tat and knows who I am.”

“Good. How did he react?”

“Suspiciously, but didn’t say anything.”

“All right. Thanks.” Alex paused. “I got a call.”

“Shit,” Greg said. “When do we leave?”

“Tuesday. Come on over, we’ll start planning. I’ll have Seth call the others.”

He got up to go find Seth. He’d have to call Anna later.


Forty-Six


Anna unlocked her apartment, exhausted and hurting. Playing pet to Devin, Trenton, and Maki was not easy. Especially when doped up on some sort of sex drug. The whole evening was a blur once they arrived back at Trenton and Maki’s house. She had vague memories of lots of sex, but couldn’t pinpoint any one particular event. Devin had woken her after a few hours to take her home.

Her phone rang sometime later. She didn’t know how long she’d slept, but she wasn’t ready to wake up yet. But she got up and answered her phone anyway.

“Hello,” she said with a hoarse voice without looking at the Caller ID.

“Hello, Anna,” came a deep, accented voice. Wilhelm? Kurt?

She looked at the phone and saw Alex’s picture. Alex! She shook her head and rubbed her eyes. “Hello, Alex,” she said nervously.

“Did I wake you?” he sounded amused.

“Late night.”

“Oh.” He didn’t say anything for a minute.

Had she angered him by being out late? “H-how are you?” she asked politely.

“Busy,” he answered vaguely then didn’t speak again.

“Oh.” Why had he called her? “Did you . . . need anything, Alex?”

“Was? Oh, I’m sorry.” He cleared his throat. “I was wondering if you were busy tonight.”

“Tonight? Uh . . . No, I don’t have any plans.” For unknown reasons, butterflies appeared in her stomach. Why did he want to know?

“Would you like to have dinner with me? Tonight, I mean.”

Anna wasn’t sure, but he sounded almost . . . nervous? “If you’d like,” she said softly. Why would he be nervous?

He said something quickly in German then stopped. “I was speaking in German, wasn’t I?” He chuckled. “I’m sorry. I do that when I get excited sometimes.”

Alex was excited about taking her out to dinner? His slave? Maybe she’d been wrong about Alex. Maybe he wasn’t so scary. “It’s all right. I . . . I like hearing you speak in German.”

“You do?”

“Yes.” Anna flushed at her honesty with him.

“I’ll have to remember that.” She could hear the smile in his voice. “How does six o’clock sound? I know you have to be up in the morning.”

Anna glanced at her clock. It was just before one. She could sleep for a little bit more before she needed to get ready. “That sounds good.”

“Sehr gut. Then I will see you at six.”

They said goodbye and Anna put the phone down on her bed after setting an alarm. Dinner with Alex? Was it a date? She shook her head. Don’t be silly, she told herself. He wouldn’t ask his slave out on a date.

She cringed at the remembrance of her position with Alex. Slave. She lay down, excitement gone. Maybe he finally wanted to have sex with her. But why would he bother to take her to dinner first? Oh, he didn’t make any sense!

Why did Devin take her out to dinner? Business reasons. Or to have sex. Maybe Alex did feel like he needed to take her out to dinner first. It seemed silly, though. Other men just came over and did it.

Her alarm went off at four-thirty and she found herself, again, contemplating Alex’s reasons for asking her to dinner. She still hadn’t come to any conclusions by the time she was ready to go, dressed in a silver and gray silk A-line dress and silver-heeled sandals.

At six o’clock precisely, a knock sounded at the door. She answered the door, trembling slightly, and her breath caught in her throat at the sight of him.

Why did she always forget how handsome he was? He was even more so tonight, dressed in a tailored black suit with a dark gray dress shirt and black silk tie. His hair was tousled fashionably and his piercing cobalt blue eyes looked at her with such emotion, she had to look away.

“Hello, Anna,” he said in his deep, accented voice. “You look beautiful.”

She glanced up shyly at him with a timid smile. “Thank you, Alex. You look very handsome as well.”

His boyish grin lit up his face. “Danke.”

She hadn’t noticed he’d had one hand behind his back until he brought it forward, holding a bunch of pink roses bundled in clear cellophane and wrapped with a pink ribbon. “These are for you,” he said, a tremor in his voice as he handed them to her.

Anna’s eyes widened at the beautiful flowers. “Oh, Alex, they’re beautiful!”

She accepted them from his hand and brought them to her face. They smelled as beautiful as they looked. She was briefly transported back to her mother’s rose garden as she buried her nose in the bouquet.
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Alex watched in silence as Anna smelled the roses he’d brought her. A thrill ran through his body, seeing that she liked them.

He’d spent the better part of an hour in the flower store that afternoon, looking at every possible combination of flowers, but he kept going back to the pink ones. Finally, he just decided to go with his gut feelings and his gut had been right. It usually was right, except when it came to the precious girl standing in front of him, lost in some happy memory.

He was curious about what the sparkling eyes represented but hesitant to intrude. She surely didn’t have that many happy memories and it would be cruel to deny her something that most people took for granted. Besides, he was perfectly content to simply watch her.

She looked up at him suddenly and her face turned pink. “I’m sorry, Alex,” she said with a trembling voice. “Let me see if there’s something to put these in.”

He mentally hit himself in the head; he should have anticipated she didn’t have a vase. She walked into the kitchen and he let out a small sigh of relief when she located one in a high cabinet.

It was on the top shelf and he easily pulled it down and handed it to her. When their fingers brushed accidentally, warmth spread through his body like a spring day in his mother’s flower garden.

“I’ll unwrap them if you want to fill the vase with water,” he said.

He took the roses from her and laid them on the counter to untie the ribbon as she went to the sink.

Within a few minutes, Anna had artfully arranged the roses in the vase and was tying the ribbon around it.

She stopped as she finished the bow. “Is this all right? Or should I just throw the ribbon away? I haven’t gotten flowers since . . .” She swallowed and didn’t finish the sentence.

He suspected since before her parents died, but didn’t want to upset her by voicing it. Instead, he gathered her into his arms.

“I like the ribbon around the vase,” he said softly, deeply inhaling her scent of raspberries, vanilla, and musk.

She leaned her head against his chest and wrapped her arms around his waist, melting into him. Oh, he could stay like this with her forever. It was heavenly, having her in his arms willingly. As he stroked her silky hair, he imagined what it would be like to have her with him all the time.

They stood like that for what felt like a charmed eternity, until she stiffened suddenly and pulled away. His heart broke as she stepped away and looked up at him with frightened eyes.

“I’m sorry, Alex. I shouldn’t have⁠—”

“Anna, never apologize for being comfortable in my arms,” he said in a soft voice, stepping towards her and cupping her cheek. “I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

He gazed down into her softening green eyes and fought with himself about the wisdom of kissing her. When her tongue darted out to sweep across her bottom lip, he lost the battle and lowered his head to brush his lips against hers. She sighed softly and he slid his hand around the back of her head, pulling her towards him and capturing her lips with his.

[image: ]


Anna clung to Alex’s formidable upper arms as he pressed his lips to hers. He took her lower lip between his and sucked gently, eliciting a soft moan from her throat. His tongue slipped between her parted lips and gently invaded her mouth, dancing and swirling around hers. His one hand held the back of her head and the other wrapped around her waist, pulling her close.

Her mind spun at his kiss. It was a welcome invasion into every part of her body, soul, and mind. As his lips caressed hers, she felt herself melting into him, as if they were becoming one person. He groaned as he thrust his tongue against hers and she imagined other parts of his body thrusting against her.

She stepped closer, her body touching his and feeling the expected bulge against her belly. Would he finally have sex with her? She desired him. She wanted to connect with him on so many levels and she wasn’t thinking about him as her Master, but as a lover.

When he pulled away moments later, panting and staring at her, she looked up into his eyes, begging him wordlessly to take her to bed.

He shook his head, wide-eyed, still gasping for breath. “Anna, I can’t . . . ,” he said in answer to her unasked question. “I don’t want to begin things in lust.”

Hurt, she started to turn away, but he held on to her hand and pulled her back to him, pressing her head against his chest.

“Do you hear it?” he asked in a hoarse whisper. “Do you hear my heart pounding for you?”

She could feel and hear his heart pounding fast and hard in his chest. She sucked in a ragged breath as she realized his desire for her, and looked up at him.

“Why?” she whispered.

He knelt in front of her and held her hands in his. “I’ve never felt for any woman what I feel for you, Schatzi. You are my treasure. I want you to know that before . . . before I make love to you.”

She looked at him with tears in her eyes. “Why does it matter?”

“Precisely because you asked that question, mein Liebe. Because I want you to know the difference between lovemaking and fucking.”

Aaron had made love to her. She frowned at him, hurt. “I know the difference, Alex.”

“Do you?” he asked, firmly but gently. “Do you know that my desire for you is more than physical? I want you. All of you. Body, soul, and mind. I won’t accept any less.”

Aaron had said similar things to her, but this was different. Aaron could never have her fully. As much as she loved him, there was a very large barrier between them in the form of Devin.

But Alex? Could he truly take her? All of her? The thought was both thrilling and terrifying.

She stared into his passion-filled eyes. The intensity overwhelmed her. She wanted to say yes: that she wanted him to take all of her, but something stopped her from saying the words. Her lower lip trembled.

“I’m afraid,” she whispered finally.

“I am too, Schatzi.”

His admission astonished her. Alex wasn’t afraid of anything, was he? He was too big, too strong for fear. But the apprehension she saw in his eyes told her differently.
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Alex studied Anna for a long minute. He wanted her; wanted to possess her as he had the right to, but he didn’t want to force her or scare her. It didn’t seem so much that she was afraid of him anymore, only of being taken so completely. But he was afraid too, and he saw that she understood. Maybe it was time.

Her eyes widened as he took her hand and pulled her close to him again. She gazed down at him on his knee and hesitantly touched his cheek. He closed his eyes as her fingers trailed across his smooth cheekbone and lips. She giggled as he nipped at her fingers as they passed his mouth.

He opened his eyes at the sound and delighted in the sparkle in her eyes. She continued to trace his other cheekbone, then around the top of his ear and along the outside to the lobe.

He could feel his already hard cock painfully throbbing at her gentle touch. He ached for her, both with his heart and with his body. But he would be patient and not make her feel obligated.

That was the crux of the matter: she felt like she had an obligation to have sex with any man who was attracted to her. He didn’t want her obligation; he wanted her desire, and he saw it in her eyes as she trailed her fingers down the pulsing vein in his neck. He trembled like a teenage boy under her hand.

She gave him the sweetest smile he’d ever seen and cupped his cheek before leaning down and kissing him gently on his lips. If he were a lesser man, he would have thrown her down on the floor and fucked her right there. But no, she deserved better than that. He wanted to give her more than that.

He searched her eyes and saw nothing but passion and desire and his resolve melted. It was time. He stood, sweeping her up into his arms, and carried her into her bedroom.


Forty-Seven


Anna looked up at Alex, wide-eyed, as he sat her gently on her bed. Was he finally going to be with her? Why did her heart pound so?

He sat next to her and took her hand in his, gazing into her eyes with such tenderness it took her breath away. He lifted her palm to his mouth, kissing it gently, his lips caressing the sensitive skin. She sucked in a deep breath as he nibbled his way slowly down each finger. Her whole body trembled when he stopped at her fingertips to dart his tongue against the very center of the pads of her fingers.

He trailed kisses back down her palm and to her inner wrist, where she watched his tongue stroke at the pulse point for a long moment. She sighed, trembling at the surprisingly intimate touch. Goose bumps appeared on her arm and she shivered as he began kissing up towards her shoulder. He moved slowly, seemingly in no hurry, stopping to give attention to the spots where she sighed.

When his lips finally met her shoulder, she gave a great shudder. How could such simple touches make her nerves feel like they were experiencing an uncontrollable electrical storm?

He had moved closer to her on the bed and one hand rested on her hip as he oh-so-slowly kissed his way across her collarbone. He moved her hair aside and gave butterfly kisses up her neck that felt like a sensual stun gun. The electricity shot through her body and she felt it all the way down to her toes.

He stopped just below her ear and pulled away, but not before she drew in the scent of cedar and lavender and some other seductive scent that she couldn’t quite pinpoint . . . maybe it was just Alex.

He repeated the nibbles and kisses on her other palm and fingers. A soft moan escaped from her throat and he looked up into her widened eyes and smiled, sensual and tender at the same time. With no hurry, he kissed his way up her arm again, goose bumps even stronger this time.

“Alex . . .” She sighed. He’d barely touched her and she was trembling by the time he reached her neck.

“Are you all right, Schatzi?” His tone was so soft, so sensual, it surrounded her like a warm mist.

“Uh, huh,” she squeaked.

He chuckled softly and met her eyes as he trailed a finger down the side of her neck. His eyes were dark with desire as he moved his finger upward and across her lower lip.

She leaned forward, wanting to kiss him, and he smiled and pulled away, moving so smoothly it was sensuous. He stood to remove his jacket and tie, placing them carefully on her dresser, and returned to the bed, this time sitting at her feet.

He unbuckled one shoe at a time, massaging her ankles and arches after dropping the shoe to the floor. She saw the calluses on her toes that were beginning to form from dancing and tried to pull her foot away, but he held firm.

“Never be ashamed of having dancer’s feet, Anna,” he said in a soft voice, kissing the rough skin over her stockings. “A ballerina’s foot is the most beautiful thing in the world.”

When she danced before, her feet had never gotten as ugly as Jenna’s had, but they were still rough. A ballet dancer’s ugly bare feet made the beauty of the dance possible.

He smiled and slid his hand up her calf and thigh and her breath hitched as his fingers reached the edge of her stockings, but he stopped there. He moved his fingers in a strange way and it took her a moment before she realized he was unfastening her stockings. He tented her leg so that he could reach the back fastener and then slowly rolled the stocking down her leg, letting it drift to the floor.

Her eyes fluttered closed as he resumed her foot massage.

“Lay back, Schatzi,” he said in a husky voice.

She did and opened her eyes to watch his strong thumbs move in circles on her arch. Another soft moan escaped and her eyes closed again as he pressed firmly.

She cried out softly as a rush of warmth flooded her body and went straight to her pussy.

He slowly moved his hands all around her foot, pausing at certain points and making other parts of her body react. When he set her foot back down on the bed, she was panting and her nipples were hard and aching for his touch.

He slid his hand up her other leg, bringing goose bumps up again, and unfastened her other stocking, rolling it down slowly and dropping it to the floor. He massaged her foot and ankle for a time, pressing on those magic spots like he had on her other foot.

“Alex . . .” She groaned as he continued the sensual assault on her foot.

Her head pressed back into the bed as a lick of fire erupted from his touch and flooded her body with warmth.

Putting her foot down gently on the bed, he kissed her ankle and moved up to her calf. Her leg muscles tightened as his lips grazed the skin, moving slowly up to her knee.

He kissed the inner side of her knee and massaged underneath. He nipped at the skin with his teeth and warmth spread throughout her body.

Anna trembled as he kissed her legs over her skirt and up to her hip. His breath was hot against the silk and threatened to ignite the skin below.

Who was this man who would take the time to tease her fingertips and toes? Areas of her body that had never been touched in a sensual manner, but ignited strange new sensations that were deeper, more powerful, than any orgasm she’d ever had before.

Her eyes widened as his face came into view, eyes blazing with passion.

“Schatzi . . . ,” he whispered in a voice that went straight to her heart.

This was more than just physical touch. He took her, consumed her, made her his own.

And she wasn’t afraid.

He rested his arms on either side of her upper body and nuzzled her nose with his before nibbling her lower lip. She gasped softly and he smiled against her lips before penetrating her mouth with his tongue, thrusting slowly.

The soft, sensuous movements made her body melt against his and she wrapped her arms around his ribs. She teased his tongue with her own, dancing around lightly and evading his touch. She felt a rumbling where his chest pressed against hers, and his lips tightened slightly.

She pulled away, afraid she’d angered him but saw the smile in his eyes as he caressed her cheek and kissed her gently. His tongue probed her lips again and she gladly allowed him in.

They explored each other’s mouths forever, it seemed. There was no hurry, no urgency to do anything except know each other in this intimate manner.

Eventually, though, she wanted more. She wanted to know him more; more intimately, more bodily. She wanted more than his tongue in between her lips.

He seemed to feel it too and broke away from her lips to explore her neck with his mouth while sliding his hand around her back and slowly unzipping her dress.

The slow, sensual burn inside her flared into a fire of need. She worked at the buttons on his shirt as he pulled the straps of her dress down her arms, kissing after them.

He sat up and unclasped his ebony cufflinks. His shirt opened and she licked her lips at the sight of his bare chest. She sat up to caress the skin and the top of her dress slipped down to her waist.

His skin was smooth and satiny. He pulled his shirt off, moving gracefully as it slipped down his prominent triceps and biceps.

“You are so sexy,” she said in a breathless voice, devouring his upper body with her eyes.

He laughed in delight and she blushed but knew he enjoyed her comment.

“So are you,” he said, turning serious quickly.

He leaned down to place lingering kisses along the cleavage visible above her silver-gray lace bra.

“So beautiful,” he murmured against her skin.

He gently pressed her back down onto the bed and pulled the dress down and off her hips. His eyes filled with hunger as his gaze slid down from her face to her thighs.

His stomach muscles contracted as he bent down to kiss her belly, swirling his tongue in her navel before tugging on the ring with his teeth.

“Oh!” she cried as he ran his fingers across her lower belly. He pressed firmly on a spot below her navel and she could have sworn it was a button for arousal. Her panties were soaked and her pussy ached for his touch.

He skimmed his finger along the edge of her lace panties and then up to the bra strap that he pulled off her shoulder. He kissed the skin that had been under the strap and then did the same to the other side before reaching behind her and unclasping her bra with one hand.

She ran her hands up his chest as he pulled the bra off and dropped it to the ground. Her fingers circled his pink nipples and they tightened into hard pebbles, making her smile.

His hand trailed down from her collarbone and he cupped her breast, squeezing gently, and then bent down to place butterfly kisses on each nipple.

The lighter his touch, the stronger the fire of need burned inside her. She wanted him to take her nipple into his mouth, but he continued to lightly kiss on and around the nipple.

“Please, Alex . . .” She moaned as he continued to circle her breasts with soft kisses.

“Please what?” he asked in a raspy voice against her skin. His hot breath teased her nipples further and she writhed beneath him.

“Please . . . I want . . .” She moaned loudly as he enveloped a nipple in his hot mouth and sucked on it. His tongue teased the tip as he continued sucking and she clenched her hands. “Yes!”

He feasted on her breast, sucking, licking, devouring until she panted with need, and then he moved to the other breast. He teased the tip with his tongue until she moaned and then took it into his mouth and sucked on it while she writhed beneath him.

“Please, Alex . . . I need you,” she begged as he kissed down her belly. He didn’t speak but sucked on the skin above her hip as he unfastened her garter belt and tossed it to the floor.

She felt his chest rumble as he pulled her panties down and tossed them aside. His lips pressed against the swollen lips and a delicious tingle surged through her body. His tongue darted out and she jumped slightly. He hummed, stimulating her clit with the vibrations, and he licked her gently.

“Oh!”

His tongue was magical. It swirled around her clit and penetrated her between the silken folds. Her eyes closed as his touch consumed her.

“Alex . . .”

Something inside her mind released and she felt as if she was giving him part of herself as he devoured her.

He groaned and his licking and sucking became more intense.

“Take me, Alex . . . ,” she whispered, releasing herself into him.

He stopped suddenly and she looked down to see him staring up at her with concern. “Don’t, Anna. I don’t need it.”

“I want to,” she said softly, without understanding what she was talking about. She wanted to give him all of herself. To take her, consume her.

He pushed himself up on his arms and leaned forward to kiss her. “That is the most wonderful thing I could hear from you, Schatzi,” he murmured against her mouth. “But I want you to be fully you when our bodies come together.”

She gazed up at him with hooded eyes. “I need you,” she whispered, drawing her hand down his cheek. She reached for his belt and began tugging on it.

He smiled and played with his belt and pants until he pulled them down, kicking off his shoes and boxer briefs at the same time.

She reached for his cock and wrapped her hand around it as best she could so she could stroke him. He groaned and put his hand on hers and then slid his hand up her arm to her jaw. He pulled her to him and kissed her deeply. His tongue mimicked the movements of her hand and she groaned.

She ran her thumb over his piercing and he hissed before pushing her onto her back. His eyes blazed with passion again and he positioned himself at her entrance. He pressed forward and she winced in pain.

“Anna, are you okay?”

She nodded quickly. “Yes,” she said in a strained voice. He started to pull back, but she grabbed his ribs and shook her head. “Just give me a moment.”

Though she didn’t remember many details of the previous night, she remembered the sensations of the erotic abuse they had heaped on her. She knew that sometimes, after an especially painful night, she would be extra tight the next day. Jack always enjoyed that.

Abuse plus Alex’s enormous cock equaled pain. She willed her pussy to relax. She wanted him, needed him, and was relieved when the pain subsided.

She opened her eyes and saw concern in his eyes.

“I will go as slow as you need me to, Schatzi.”

“It’s okay, Alex . . .” She would gladly take him, even if he ripped her open.

“Nein. I don’t want to hurt you. I want to see you enjoy yourself as much as I am enjoying myself.”

He leaned down to kiss her again, tenderly this time. When he pulled away and she looked up at him she saw such emotion in his eyes it made her heart glow with warmth.

She moved her hips beneath him, letting him know she was ready, and he smiled and pressed forward slowly.

She sighed as he gently, slowly, eased into her intimate space. It tingled, bordering on pain, and he would stop anytime she gave the slightest hint of discomfort.

“Alex . . . ,” she murmured, putting her arm around his neck and pulling his head down as she felt their hips meet.

She’d never felt as full as she did at this moment. Not just the physical sensation of him being inside her, but the intimacy he had created. She was his, fully and completely. Mind, body, and spirit, as he had said.

He kissed her tenderly as he began to move inside her. She did everything she knew to make sure he enjoyed himself fully.

“Anna, you don’t need to work at pleasing me,” he whispered into her ear and then pulled back to look into her face. “Just being with you is more pleasure than I have ever known.”

She pulled him back to her and kissed him, flooding the kiss with her emotions. She wiggled her hips and he moved again, circling inside her and thrusting gently.

They both moaned as their movements quickened. She clung to his upper body and gasped for breath as his thrusts grew deeper and deeper.

“Oh . . . Oh . . . Alex!” She screamed as she came, her body shaking with the tremendous sensation.

Alex stiffened and then cried out in German, pulling his arms tightly around her. She melted into him, feeling his shudders and throbs as he came deep inside her.


Forty-Eight


Anna felt a peace she’d never known before as she lay in Alex’s arms. He was truly a skilled and gentle lover. She giggled at the remembrance of what he did to her feet and toes.

“What are you giggling about?” Alex’s chest rumbled as he spoke.

She giggled again. “I was thinking about what you did to my toes.” She’d never considered toes an erogenous zone but had been proved very wrong by the naked man lying next to her.

Alex chuckled. “No one has ever played with your adorable toes before?”

Anna shook her head. No one had done a lot of things that Alex had done to her. All amazing.

But his gentleness is what she remembered the most. He had been so patient with her discomfort, never once making her feel bad about having to go slow. Her eyes welled up, remembering his loving manner. Yes, loving was the appropriate word. She felt loved with every touch of his hand, every kiss from his lips.

“Oh, Schatzi. Why are you crying?”

He turned on his side and caressed her cheek, looking at her intently. He wiped away the tear that had slipped from her eye.

She stared at him for a moment, overwhelmed by his tenderness and then suddenly burst into tears. He pulled her to him and held her tightly, stroking her hair and whispering in her ear words of love.
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Alex held a trembling, sobbing Anna tightly against his chest. Had he upset her? He’d been as gentle as he could be, wanting to show her with every move how much he loved her. He thought he’d accomplished his objective, but apparently not. And now she was sobbing. What had he done?

Every inch of her body was delectable. He’d held himself back the morning after the ritual for reasons that had made sense to him at the time. Now he wondered if he’d ever be able to deny himself again.

Her skin felt like satin, tasting of cream and smelling of berries and vanilla. Her mouth tasted as sweet as honey. Her nipples were delicious cherries and her sex reminded him of a rose on a cool dewy morning.

He’d never met such a woman. If he died right here, right now, he would die the happiest man in the world, save one thing: her tears.

“Anna,” he said softly as her tears began to subside. “Schatzi, did I hurt you?”

She gazed up at him with a bewildered look. “No, not at all,” she whispered.

He brushed her hair out of her face. “Then why do you cry?”

Her lip trembled and he leaned forward to kiss her before she cried again. He cupped her head and caressed her as he kissed her deeply. She eagerly returned his kiss, wrapping her free arm around his back. He pulled back a few moments later.

“My love, the thought that I may have hurt you is tormenting me,” he said with a gentle smile. “Please tell me what I did so I can try to undo it.”

She gave him a timid smile and shook her head. “You didn’t do anything . . . well, anything bad.”

Alex was confused. He remembered how perplexing women were and how much he didn’t understand their inner workings sometimes. No, make that most of the time . . . if ever.

“You . . . made me feel amazing things that I’ve never felt before,” she said in a soft voice. “I was crying because you made me . . .” She hesitated. “. . . happy.” She looked embarrassed.

Alex’s heart soared at the same time he sighed in relief. “I was afraid I’d hurt you.”

She looked up at him adoringly. “Quite the opposite.” She frowned. “I’m sorry if I upset you.”

“No need to apologize, Schatzi.” He kissed her again. “Absolutely no need.”

“You are a very talented man, Alex,” she said, cheeks turning pink.

Alex grinned. “I pulled out all my tricks for you.”

Anna giggled. The most beautiful sound in the world to him.

“I’m honored.”

Alex chuckled and nuzzled her neck. “No, my love, it is I who am honored.” He kissed down her neck to her chest and tugged on her nipple rings with his teeth.

A low rumbling sounded from Anna’s stomach. She blushed and clutched her midsection. He’d forgotten he had come over to take Anna to dinner. This, however, was much more satisfying than a meal at an exclusive restaurant. But she was hungry and he felt bad. He wondered if she’d eaten today.

“I promise I did have reservations for us tonight. I didn’t come over to make love to you.”

Anna looked at him shyly. “I don’t mind.”

“But you’re hungry. I feel bad for not taking you out. Perhaps I can make it up to you tomorrow night?”

The words spilled out of his mouth before he realized it. Well, he’d just have to make sure everything was ready for the job before tomorrow night so that he could keep his word to her. He’d keep it whether things were ready or not.

Anna beamed at him. “I’d like that.”

“Good.” He kissed her head. “So, what would you be up for now? Do you want to go out somewhere? Or I’m sure something is still delivering this time of night.”

“If we went out, we would have to get dressed,” she commented with a glint in her eye.

Alex grinned. “Yes, that is true.”

“You are far too sexy to be wearing clothes,” she said, stroking his chest, then blushed at her words and hid her face in his arm.

He laughed. “Don’t hide, Schatzi. I would have to say the same thing about you. However,” he pulled her out from hiding against him. “You do need to eat. Would I be correct to assume that you haven’t eaten today?”

He could see another teasing remark forming in her head, but she bit her lip and didn’t speak. “I can see you want to say something. I love hearing what comes out of your little head. Tell me.”

She blushed. “I could be satisfied with a snack,” she said softly and reached for his cock.

He groaned and flexed his hips into her hand. She stroked him and he felt himself harden under her touch. “My God, Anna,” he groaned, leaning in and nuzzling her hair. “I’ll never feed you if you start again.”

She giggled. “You could feed me quite well,” she murmured, moving her hand slowly up and down.

He knew if he grabbed her hand to stop her, she would be hurt. But he wanted to be sure she ate. As she continued to play with him, his resolve lessened and he leaned back and enjoyed her touch. He would pursue the other subject later.
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Anna scooted down the bed as she stroked Alex’s cock. God, he was beautiful. Every part of him. Inside and out, though at the moment she was more focused on the outside of him. His abdominal muscles tightened as she trailed her tongue across his navel.

She sat up slightly and looked at him out of the corner of her eyes. He had turned onto his back to watch her, his hands behind his head and a smile on his beautiful lips. Oh, she was falling for him. Or had she already fallen for him? That was something to think about later. Right now she wanted to think about this thick, long shaft in front of her face.

She moved so she could watch his face. As she dragged her tongue up from the base to tip, his eyes closed slightly. He inhaled sharply when she sucked gently on the very tip, running her tongue along the slit. She took the entire head into her mouth and sucked on it like a lollipop until he opened his eyes, looking at her, slightly exasperated. She grinned and he gave her a playful frown.

“If you keep teasing me like that, I will pull you back up and make love to you again,” he teased.

“I thought you liked it.”

She knew he did. Before he could answer, she took more of him into her mouth and he moaned loudly. She tugged at his sac as she swallowed him down.

He mumbled in German as she continued to tease and tantalize him. He clenched fistfuls of the sheet and panted as she continually took him down her throat. She enjoyed the reaction she got from him.

His speaking in German was especially sexy to her, for some reason, and she did whatever she could to elicit the words from his mouth.

“Anna!” he cried a few minutes later and Anna eagerly swallowed his offering to her.

She sucked every drop from his softening cock and looked up at him. His eyes were open and he was watching her again.

He gave her a tender smile and pulled her hand until she moved up to lay next to him with her head on his chest.

“You are truly an amazing woman, Schatzi,” he said tenderly, stroking her hair.

She snuggled closer to him and sighed contentedly. She could stay here forever and be perfectly happy.

She was drifting off to sleep when Alex nudged her. “Anna, you really need to have some dinner.”

“Most places are closed,” she mumbled. “It’s all right. I’ll have breakfast in the morning.” All she wanted to do right now was sleep.

“Nein, mein Liebe.” He sat up. “You need to eat tonight. Do you have any food here?”

“I have some cereal. It’s just easier to pick something up than cook most of the time.”

Alex chuckled. “I understand. If Frau Gersten wasn’t there I would do the same thing.” He stood and pulled his phone out of the pocket of his jacket. “Let me see what’s open.”

He sat back on the bed and played with his phone for a few minutes while Anna stroked his leg. He absently took her hand in his and stroked the back of her hand.

“There is a grocery store right around the corner that’s still open. It likely won’t be anything gourmet but will be food. And it’s faster than taking you to my place.” He looked at her. “Do you want to come with me?”

Anna was torn. If she stayed, she could doze. But she didn’t want to be away from him. She smiled brightly. “I’ll come with.”

They dressed quickly. Anna slipped on a pair of sweats and a hoodie, while Alex had to put on his shirt and slacks.

“You’re a little wrinkled,” she said running her hand down his chest.

Alex shrugged and grinned. “I don’t care. Unless you have clothes here my size, it will have to do.”

He held her hand the entire time they were out, except at the register when he needed two hands to get his credit card out of his wallet. By the time they got back to her apartment she was yawning like crazy.

He looked at her sympathetically. “I should have had you stay so you could have slept a bit. I’m sorry, Schatzi.” He chuckled as she yawned again. “All right, you don’t have to eat. But I am going to get you a big breakfast in the morning, and you must promise me you will eat every bite.”

Anna looked at him with hope in her eyes. “You’re staying the night?”

Alex blinked. “I was planning on it,” he said slowly. “Is that all right?”

Anna grinned and nodded enthusiastically. “I would love it if you stayed.”

Her heart leaped for joy as he turned out the lights and led her back to her bedroom. They undressed, then he waited for her to crawl into bed before he turned out the light and joined her under the covers, pulling her against him and holding her tightly.

She fell asleep immediately.


Forty-Nine


Alex woke with the sun as he normally did. But this time he held the woman of his dreams, which was definitely not normal. Last night had been one of the best of his life, though he still felt bad about Anna not eating, and would more than make it up to her this morning and tonight.

Knowing that he had to tell her he was going out of town made his heart ache. And then that he was moving back to Germany, albeit only for a few months at most, he hoped. He struggled internally trying to decide whether to talk to her about it this morning and risk ruining the magic of last night, or waiting until tonight and letting her have a happy day.

Part of him felt like he’d failed her again. Finally giving in and making love to her the day before he left. He felt as cruel as Devin. Maybe he’d push off his move back home for a month or so after he returned so they’d have more time together. The last thing he wanted was for her to feel abandoned.

More than ever he wished there was another way for him to learn what he needed to fight Devin, but if he tried anything here, Devin would find out about it and Alex would lose any advantage he might have gained from his learning. No, he had to go home. And going home meant leaving Anna. And that broke his heart.

But on the bright side, she had come to him willingly and that gave him hope for the future. They had a beginning. When he returned from Germany, he would court her and then ask her to marry him when she was ready. He’d be able to fight for Anna and against Devin. Someday she would be free. He was determined to make that a reality. Then all would be right in his world.

She snuggled closer to him, pressing her back against his front. She moved her hips just-so and made him inhale sharply as she pressed her supple rear against his hard cock. He exhaled slowly through his mouth, trying to calm his rampant heartbeat.

He didn’t want to wake her. Whatever Devin had done to her Saturday night had exhausted her. At least he assumed it was Devin. He knew he’d awakened her when he called after lunch. And she still looked tired when he’d arrived that evening.

He loved the feel of Anna pressed against his body. They fit together perfectly. He tried not to let his mind succumb to his baser self, but he couldn’t help but remember how incredible it had felt to finally join his body to hers. How his cock had fit so snugly inside her tight core, hot and wet. He let out a groan without realizing it and Anna stirred.
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Anna woke to the sound of a deep groan and a hot, hard body behind her.

Alex.

Last night had really happened. She smiled before she opened her eyes. His arms around her felt heavenly. She pressed her hips back slightly against his erection and he groaned again. She giggled softly and he stiffened.

He turned her onto her back and looked at her with mock disapproval.

“How long have you been awake?” His raspy voice made his accent stronger. The sound stirred dormant coals deep inside her belly.

“Just a few minutes,” she answered innocently.

She traced the inner lines of his pectoral muscles and his nipples tightened. She scooted down before he realized what she was doing and flicked her tongue against the hard nub, eliciting another groan.

He hissed as she took it between her teeth and bit gently, then pressed the flat of her tongue against it. He mumbled something in German and rolled on top of her, pressing his cock against her thigh. He looked at her adoringly before he leaned down and caressed her lips with his.

He cupped her head and pressed his lips against hers. His tongue invaded her mouth and she moaned against him. She was in heaven again, his kisses, his touch, his affection. He trailed sweet kisses down her neck to her breasts and kissed the pierced nipple before sucking it into his mouth and making her feel amazing things down in her belly.

And her heart. Every touch made her feel that he wasn’t just touching her skin but touching her heart. She never wanted it to end.

He caressed the side of her breast as he swirled his tongue around her hardened nipple. She grasped his arms and arched her back, moaning loudly.

“Alex,” she sighed. She wanted him inside her desperately.

He looked up into her eyes and seemed to understand her need. He nudged her thighs apart and positioned himself against her entrance. She bit her lip, nervous that it would hurt.

“I will always go as slow as I need to, Schatzi,” he whispered. He slowly pressed against her and slid into her silken folds.

Anna moaned as he filled her unlike any other man could. She stretched around him, but it didn’t sting like it had last night.

“More,” she gasped when he stopped.

He chuckled softly and nuzzled her neck as he moved forward. She wrapped her legs around his hips, impatient for his fullness deep inside her.

“Am I going too slow?” he asked.

She nodded, breathing heavily. “Yes. Too slow.”

“I don’t want to hurt you, Liebe.” But he increased his speed slightly.

She pulled him deeper with her legs and he grinned and thrust forward suddenly. She gasped, eyes widening as he hit something deep inside her.

“Are you all right?”

“I liked that,” she said breathlessly.

“Really?” he looked surprised.

She nodded, eyes sparkling.

He grinned and pulled back slightly, then thrust forward again.

“Oh!” she exclaimed.
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Alex could hardly believe that Anna enjoyed his powerful thrusts. He could rarely indulge in such things unless he didn’t care about the comfort of his partner. But she really did. Her eyes were closed, lips parted, cheeks flushed, and she moaned in pleasure with every thrust. God, she really was the woman of his dreams, able to take him fully and completely.

She stiffened suddenly, mouth in an ‘o’, and he almost froze, concerned that he’d hurt her, when her back arched and she cried out his name. She clenched around him so tightly he came unexpectedly and lost himself in the pleasure, vaguely hearing her screams of pleasure through the pounding of his own heart in his ears.

He rolled onto his back, pulling Anna on top of him. He brushed her hair away from her face and gazed into her sparkling eyes.

“You really enjoyed that? Tell me the truth,” he commanded. He wanted to know the truth.

She blinked. “Yes, Alex. I really did. Is that bad?” She looked confused. She knew he’d issued a command.

Now he felt bad. “No. I didn’t want you to say yes if you didn’t mean it.”

She bit her lip and contemplated his words, then nodded. “I really did,” she said softly.

“I know.” He beamed at her. “You are the first woman I’ve been able to . . . indulge in with strong movements like that.”

At least the first who’d enjoyed it. He was certain he was forceful like that in his rages after a mission, but he intentionally went to see Devin’s Red Girls immediately after returning so he didn’t worry about hurting someone who didn’t want to be hurt.

Maybe if Anna could fully take him . . . maybe he didn’t have to go to the Manor anymore. But did he want to risk it?

Anna sat up and frowned. “I have to get ready.”

And he had things to do today too. “Well, while you get ready, I will go get us some breakfast.” He watched Anna’s bare ass sway as she walked to the bathroom. “Down boy,” he told his stirring cock and then rolled his eyes at himself.
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Anna stood in the shower, dazed. She wasn’t afraid of Alex anymore. He really was everything that other people said he was. And what a lover! She could easily imagine spending every night with him in the near future. He could become a sweet addiction.

As she pulled her hair up into a bun, she bit her lip nervously. But did he want the same thing? No, she was sure he felt the same way. She could sense it in him.

She heard the apartment door unlock and open as she was dressing and looked up a moment later to see Alex looking at her tenderly. She smiled shyly at him.

“I got lots of food,” he grinned, holding up a large paper bag. “I’ll go set it up in the kitchen.”

Anna got a delicious whiff of something as he left the room. She finished dressing quickly, acknowledging the growling of her stomach.

Breakfast was delicious and she ate quickly. She had ignored how hungry she was and she probably ate too much, but at the moment she didn’t care.

Alex didn’t say much, but just looked at her with a tender, but sad expression. Something was wrong. Had she misread his feelings for her?

She looked at him nervously. “Alex, is something wrong? Did I upset you?”

Alex sighed sadly. “I can’t hide anything from you, can I?”

Anna’s heart dropped and she put her fork down on the table. What had she done to upset him? She looked at him expectantly, bracing herself for rejection once more.

“Anna . . . ,” he began reluctantly. “I . . . I have to go out of town tomorrow.”

She blinked, confused. “You’re not angry at me?”

He looked shocked. “Why would you think that? Nein, absolutely not. I am about as far from angry as I could possibly be.” He took her hand and kissed her palm. “I hate that I have to leave you, Schatzi,” he said sadly.

Anna was torn. She was very relieved that he wasn’t angry at her. But he was leaving. Tomorrow.

“Where are you going?”

He frowned. “I can’t tell you that, Schatzi.”

She felt chided. “Oh.” She shouldn’t have asked. She would have to remember that in the future. “Can I ask when you’ll be back?”

“You can ask me anything you want, Liebe. Unfortunately, I don’t know when I’ll be back. Sometime next week, I hope.”

“You don’t know?” Weren’t trips normally planned before one left? “What are you going to do when you’re . . . wherever you’re going?”

“Business,” he answered vaguely.

“Oh.”

Another impertinent question? She stared at her plate, uncertain of what to say.
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Alex watched her face fall at his incomplete answers. He had hurt her.

“Schatzi, it’s not that I don’t want to tell you. I just can’t right now. Someday I’ll be able to tell you.”

He didn’t want to frighten her by telling her he was a highly trained killer. He needed to think about the best way to tell her. And not be leaving the next day for who knew how long.

She looked up at him doubtfully for a moment, then her gaze intensified. Was she reading him? Her face softened after a moment and she smiled uncertainly. “Okay.”

“But I still want to take you out tonight,” he assured her.

Her smile brightened. “I’d like that.”

They finished eating breakfast in a lighter mood. He was relieved that she knew he was leaving and she wasn’t overly upset. Maybe it was just because she thought he was angry at her when he wasn’t, but he’d take her cheerful mood any way he could get it.

All too soon it was time for them to part ways. Anna needed to get to the studio and he needed to get home. He would get ribbed by his men for staying out all night, but it was worth it. He hadn’t planned on it. He’d planned to get home not too late and get working. But being with Anna was much sweeter than his empty bed at home.

They took the elevator down to the garage where he’d parked his car next to hers.

“What time will you finish tonight?” he asked as he pulled her close to kiss her goodbye.

“About five,” she said, looking up at him with a smile.

“If I pick you up at six-thirty, will that give you enough time to get ready?”

She nodded. “I think so.”

He leaned down and kissed her. “The hours will drag by until I have you in my arms again.”

Her face glowed as she gazed up at him. “I can’t wait,” she said with bright eyes.

He opened her car door for her and she tossed in her bag before getting into the tiny white car. Well, tiny for him. He preferred the meatier SLS that he drove. But this suited her. He closed her door and she opened the window.

He kissed her through the opened window. “I will see you tonight.”

She grinned, then turned the ignition.

He watched as she drove away, then got into his car and put the convertible top down. He turned the radio on a little louder than normal and sang all the way home.


Fifty


There were several cars parked outside Alex’s house when he pulled up. He walked into the house and was greeted by a variety of amused expressions and vulgar comments from his hand-picked special ops team.

“Where have you been all night, my cousin?” came the bold question from a man that looked remarkably like Alex himself.

Alex stood in the doorway and grinned stupidly at his cousin, Erich. Erich and the other men in the room burst into laughter.

“You finally let yourself have her?” Seth asked from the couch. “I don’t know how you held out so long, man.”

Alex frowned at his friend. “It’s not like that, and you know it.”

It irked him a little that Seth had been with Anna several times before he did. But the cold reality was that a lot of men had been with her before he had. He hoped, somehow, there wouldn’t be too many after him.

Seth laughed. “I know. But I still admire your willpower. What changed?”

Alex dropped his large body on the couch, which creaked in protest. “She did. She wanted me.”

“I didn’t realize women wanting you had become a problem,” Jason, one of his weapons guys, commented. “Is this a recent development? Because if you’re having problems, there’s no hope for the rest of us.” He laughed.

Alex growled but wasn’t especially upset. “No. She’s . . . special.” Only Sebastian knew everything about Anna. Seth and Tony knew a lot of it. Speaking of . . . “Where’s Sebastian?”

Erich shrugged. “I talked to him yesterday before I left. He said he’d be here, but had something to do first.”

“Let me go shower and then we can get started.” Alex stood.

“We already did,” Erich laughed. “We’ll fill you in when you get back.”

Alex rolled his eyes and left the room. He trusted his men implicitly and knew they were capable of starting without him. But he felt like he had been irresponsible by staying out all night. But only to them. Had he left Anna, it would have been equally irresponsible, and more difficult to make right.

No, he did the right thing. For once.
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Anna arrived at the studio practically floating. She almost didn’t notice Jenna standing near the door talking to some girls she didn’t know.

“Jenna,” Anna said, walking up to her with a nervous smile.

Jenna frowned and turned her back on Anna.

Tears stung Anna’s eyes as she slowly walked away. Not that she could blame Jenna for being angry. But it still hurt. Her one friend who had been loyal to her all these years, and Anna had betrayed her. She felt like a horrible person. Anna walked up the stairs more sober than she’d entered the studio, though thoughts of Alex inevitably returned and cheered her.

The day went surprisingly quickly, and before she knew it, she was driving home to get ready for her dinner with Alex. Once again, she was plagued by the question of whether it was a date, but at least this time she knew how Alex felt about her.

For tonight she chose a strapless lavender chiffon dress that fell to her knees, with a dark purple ribbon around her waist.

At six-thirty there was a knock on the door and she hurried to answer it. Alex stood in the doorway holding a single pink rose. He wore a blue-gray suit and black shirt, but no tie. He looked very fashionable.

She beamed when she saw him.

“Hello, Anna,” he said, stepping into the apartment and leaning down to kiss her.

She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back. She was so happy to see him.

He cupped her cheek and looked at her tenderly. He looked like he wanted to say something, but didn’t speak. He handed her the rose and she smelled it.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered.

“I’m going to wait right here,” Alex said. “Following you into the kitchen last night is what got us in trouble.”

Anna giggled and put the rose in the vase with the others. Her whole dining area smelled like a rose garden.

Alex held out his hand and they made their way down to the garage hand in hand.
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Alex had not gotten everything done that he needed to today. And by going out, he was dragging Seth and Tony away from planning as well. But keeping his word to Anna was important. The others seemed to understand. Especially since Sebastian had backed him. They respected Sebastian’s word as much as they respected Alex’s, though Sebastian never usurped his authority. Alex appreciated that about his friend.

Even though he knew he was doing the right thing, and he enjoyed every second of his time with Anna, he felt ill at ease. He didn’t like feeling unprepared this late in the planning stage. But he trusted his men, and he was determined to enjoy his time with Anna. Especially since if he wasn’t fully engaged with her, she would know and be hurt. So he pushed the thoughts aside as he drove through the streets of San Francisco to the restaurant.

“So, how are the intensives going?” he asked after they were seated a short time later.

Anna’s face glowed with happiness. “Wonderful. Isaak is putting me in the advanced classes starting on Wednesday.”

“That’s wonderful, Anna. I’m so proud of you.”

She beamed at his words. It was refreshing to be with a woman that could be made so happy by something as simple as a compliment.

Anna chatted happily about the previous week’s dance classes while they waited for their first course of the tasting menu offered by the French restaurant. He gazed into her sparkling eyes and found himself falling even harder for her than he already had. He made a mental note to put the school’s performance on his calendar. He wouldn’t miss it for the world.

He told her about growing up in Germany as a duke’s son. She asked intelligent questions and seemed very interested in his story. He asked her about her parents and she told him about growing up as the daughter of famous dancers.

It amazed him that, after all she’d gone through, she could still be so sweet and almost innocent. The only explanation for that would be the Immortal part of her. As happy as the Dirne were in his father’s Schloss, they did not have innocence or naiveté like Anna did.

Dinner went far too quickly and too soon he was paying the bill and driving her back to her apartment. He was torn as to whether or not he should stay the night with her. Oh, how he wanted to make love to her, but he had to leave very early in the morning and had things he really needed to do before he left.

They walked back to her apartment and went inside. She looked at him expectantly. He sighed and took her hand, leading her to the couch. He kissed her and held her close.

“Schatzi, I can’t stay tonight.”

She searched his eyes for an explanation. “Why? You want to.”

He smiled and smoothed her hair back from her face. “More than anything. But, I must leave very early in the morning and I have things to finish before I leave.”
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Anna searched Alex’s eyes once more. He was sincere and not just blowing her off.

She nodded. “I understand.” She cupped his cheek. “I wish you didn’t have to go.” Being with him, talking with him tonight had been wonderful. She wished the evening didn’t have to end so quickly.

He took her hand in his and kissed her palm. “I wish I didn’t have to go either,” he said softly. “Thank you for understanding.”

She wished he wasn’t so reluctant to tell him what he was doing. Maybe it was so boring he would think her uninterested. She had learned that he had studied politics, business and international studies at the university. She didn’t know what someone would do with such learning, but maybe it wasn’t very interesting.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked.

She giggled. “I was wondering if what you were going out of town to do was so boring that you thought I wouldn’t be interested.”

Alex burst out into laughter. “Oh, Schatzi, if that were it, I would tell you. But, I simply can’t tell you right now. But someday.”

She curled up next to him and lay her head on his chest and they sat together in a comfortable silence for a long time. Every once in a while he would stroke her arm or kiss the top of her head. She was drifting off to sleep when he stirred.

“I have been putting off the inevitable, but I really must be going, Schatzi.” He sat for a moment more, then stood and helped her to her feet.

Anna walked him to the door and gazed up into his tender eyes. She didn’t want to speak for fear of losing control and crying.

“I will come see you as soon as I can when I get home,” he said with a trembling voice. “I hate to leave you, Anna.”

“I hate for you to leave,” she whispered.

He drew her tightly to his chest and pressed his lips to hers in a desperate kiss. By the time he pulled away her lips were swollen and bruised, but she didn’t care. He caressed her cheek with his hand and stared into her eyes, reluctant to leave.

Finally, he sighed. “I must leave, or I won’t.”

She nodded and smiled bravely at him. He kissed her once more, then turned and left, closing the door behind him. She stared at the closed door for a long moment and allowed the tears to fall down her cheeks. But she knew he’d be back.

She wasn’t afraid of him anymore. She felt quite certain that she loved him.


Fifty-One


Tuesday passed in a blur. On Wednesday, she walked into the advanced class for the first time. It was nerve wracking, walking towards the large studio.

These were students closer to her own age. The first class of the day had both guys and girls in it and she hesitated in the doorway, unsure what to do. A few of the male students smiled at her and she smiled shyly back. Her heart was with Alex, though, and she hoped they would leave her alone.

A few minutes later one of the advanced instructors, Delia, walked in and spoke to her.

“Isaak told me you’d be joining us today. I’m so happy to have you in my class,” she said with a pleasant smile.

Anna smiled nervously back at her. “Hi,” she said softly.

“Where would you be comfortable standing?”

“In the back corner?” she asked, half joking.

Delia laughed. “If you’d like.”

Before class started, Delia introduced her to the rest of the students. She received some curious looks, but most were friendly. Delia put Anna on the side wall between two girls named Madison and Olivia. They were friendly and Anna liked standing near them.

The entire class was conducted en pointe, though Delia told her she could switch to slippers if she needed to.

As expected, this class was much harder, but Anna loved the challenge. The exhaustion she felt at the end of the class was exhilarating.
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The rest of the week was uneventful, save her nightly visitors that Devin sent over. She spent Friday night at the Manor, and Devin told her he was very pleased with the attention she gave to his friends.

The advanced classes were intense but wonderful. She was quickly regaining her strength, just like Travis had said she would.
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Anna drove to the studio the following Tuesday morning excited for the day. It would be her first pas de deux class after lunch. There had been one on the previous Thursday, but she had just watched. Delia wanted her to have more of the advanced classes before she started with a partner. She’d enjoyed watching the couples dance. The girls were elegant, the guys were strong. She couldn’t wait for her turn.

The morning dragged, though she continued to enjoy the challenge of the harder classes. After lunch, and after a pointe class, she finally walked into the class she’d been anticipating since last week.

Delia matched her with a dancer named Nate, which surprised Anna. He was considered one of the best students in the school.

Anna apologized to Nate quite a few times throughout the class, but he was easy going and didn’t mind when she made mistakes. He seemed to really be enjoying dancing with her and offered encouragement and adjusted her when he thought he could help.

He was not only a very talented dancer, but he was also very good looking, with straight brown hair parted in the middle and hanging over the sides of his forehead. His whiskey-brown eyes were kind. He reminded her of Aaron, which made her smile.

“What are you smiling about?” Nate asked as he held her waist in preparation for a pirouette. Delia had the couples working on their own for a few minutes, without music.

Anna blushed. “Oh, you just reminded me of someone.”

Nate grinned. “I hope it’s a good someone.”

Anna caught his eye in the mirror in front of them and nodded. Fifth position and push, she said silently and executing a perfect double pirouette.

Nate’s hands skimmed around her waist as she turned, but held her up on pointe when she finished.

He grinned mischievously. “Who?”

“Who what?” Anna asked, completely forgetting what she’d said.

Nate turned her around to face him. “Who do I remind you of?” His warm eyes glinted with mischief.

“Oh,” she blushed. “Aaron.”

Nate blinked in surprise. “Aaron Schroeder?” His jaw dropped. “Really?”

Anna was horrified. She hadn’t meant to insult him. “I . . . I meant it in a good way,” she said quickly.

Suddenly Nate grinned again. “You’re not just saying that to be nice?”

Anna was confused for a moment, then realized that he had taken it as the compliment she’d meant it as. “No, you really do remind me of him. You’re very talented,” she added softly.

Nate’s grin expanded. “Well, thank you. I think that’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

“Nate. Anna.” Delia called from across the room. “That looks more like talking than practicing.”

Embarrassed, Anna turned quickly away from Nate. “What next?”

The class continued and Anna enjoyed dancing with Nate. He was easy to dance with and his confidence helped make Anna feel secure.
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Nate walked with Anna to the garage after class was over. His easygoing manner put her at ease and she liked being with him.

“Hey, Anna,” someone shouted from behind. She and Nate turned to see Aaron jogging after them. He caught up and looked at Nate. “You’re . . . Nate, right?”

Nate looked surprised. “Yeah, I am.”

“I’ve heard good things about you. Looking forward to seeing the final performance.”

Nate beamed. “Thanks.”

Aaron turned to Anna. “Hey, how are you doing?” he asked in a tender voice.

Nate looked between Anna and Aaron and his face fell. “I, uh, gotta get home to dinner,” Nate mumbled. “I’ll see ya tomorrow, Anna.” He walked away quickly, head erect but shoulders slightly slumped.

Confused, Anna watched as Nate walked away, then looked up at Aaron, who was watching him as well.

He looked amused. “I think you have a new fan,” he said with a grin.

“What?” she asked.

Aaron grinned at her. “He likes you.”

Anna shrugged. She’d suspected as much. “He’s nice. He reminds me of you.”

Aaron glanced at her. “Really? Hmm. Then I should be careful.”

“Why?”

“He might usurp my spot as first principal someday.” Aaron grinned, letting her know he was teasing.

Anna giggled. “Are you threatened?”

He shrugged, then grinned. “Maybe.”

They chatted for a few minutes about dancing, then Aaron walked with her the rest of the way to the garage. He walked her to her car and said goodbye. He was a good friend, she thought to herself.

On the way home, Devin called and told her he was going to come over. He needed to fuck someone.
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Nate gave her confusing looks all day Wednesday but didn’t speak to her. Thursday in the partners’ class, Nate asked her if she and Aaron were dating.

“No,” she answered. “Company dancers and students aren’t allowed.”

“Oh.”

He was quiet for a few minutes as they performed the steps as instructed by Delia.

Anna felt bad. She knew Nate liked her. She liked him but didn’t know how Alex would feel about her going out with someone.

A thought seized her heart. What if that’s what Alex was going out of town for? To see someone. A woman? Maybe that’s why he couldn’t tell her what he was doing.

No, that didn’t make any sense. Why would he feel like he needed to hide seeing someone? Did Alex’s previous desires of him wanting her to go out and date and have fun still stand?

“Anna,” Nate whispered motioning to the door.

Anna looked at the entryway to see Isaak standing and talking with Delia. The students were to be practicing on their own.

“Sorry, Nate,” she said, giving him an apologetic smile. She’d drifted off into her own thoughts.

They began practicing again.

After class, Anna went with Nate, Olivia, Madison and several other dancers to a nearby pizza place. She hadn’t been to a place like this since before her parents died. She didn’t even remember what pizza tasted like. Her first bite tasted heavenly.

Nate laughed. “You look like you’ve never had pizza before.”

Anna blushed. “I haven’t had it in a really long time. Since before my parents died.”


Fifty-Two


Anna went to unlock her apartment door when she got home and realized it was already unlocked. Her heart pounded in her ears. Who was in her apartment?

She slowly opened the door and peeked in. A light was on in the living room. She put her bag on the ground and walked silently around the corner.

“Where have you been?” came a deep voice with a German accent.

Alex!

Her heart leaped for joy and she hurried to him, until she realized that he sounded angry. She froze mid-step. He sat in the corner of her couch with a long arm along the back edge. He wore jeans and a black shirt and a deep frown on his face.

She didn’t have to read him to know he was angry. Very angry. But why? What had she done to anger him? Why didn’t he call her if he was home and wanted to see her?

She backed slowly away as he stood up, a frightening tower of anger and strength in her living room. When she finally dared to look up into his eyes, it was unlike anything she had ever seen. His eyes were dark and filled with fury. It didn’t look like Alex at all. He looked . . . inhuman. And it terrified her.

Her mind went wild trying to figure out what she had done to anger him. Was she supposed to have known that he was home and wanted to see her?

He stepped towards her. “Where have you been?” he asked again.

Her mouth gaped as she tried to find her voice.

“Well?” he shouted.

“I went out with some friends from the studio,” she answered weakly. She felt the wall behind her and pressed against it. What would he do to her?

“Who?” he demanded.

“Some people from my dance class.” She cringed at the flash in his eyes at her words.

“You are mine,” he shouted. “You belong to me. You are to be available to me when I want you.”

His words stabbed at her heart and tears stung her eyes. She wasn’t anything special to him. She was his slave. Plain and simple.

With a trembling lip, she lowered herself into her submissive pose and bowed low.

“Go shower and present yourself to me properly,” he growled.

She ran to the bathroom and cried as she quickly showered and washed her hair for him. She dried herself off and braided her hair, then went back out into the living room and assumed her pose once more.

She felt him looking at her and trembled under his stare. A few seconds later she was lifted up into the air and he carried her into her room and he threw her onto the bed. He undressed and stood next to her, hard cock jutting out from his hips.

He grabbed her hair and dragged her up to a sitting position, then put his cock to her lips. “You know what to do,” he growled.

She opened her mouth and took him in. He pushed himself in deep, choking her, to which he made derisive remarks about her abilities.

Tears came to her eyes. He was so cruel. As cruel as Devin and Jack. And she had been so wrong about him. He didn’t care about her. He wanted an accommodating slave. But, then why had he said all those things before he left? Why had he been so loving? Was he trying to fuck with her head? Did he like mindfucks?

He pushed her backward, ripping his cock from her throat. Her throat burned and she coughed as she fell onto her back and he straddled her upper body. He pinched her nipples hard and pulled up, raising her back off the bed. She cried out and tears ran down her cheeks. He ran sharp fingernails down her belly, leaving trails of fire behind. He violently slapped each breast from the outside in several times.

He slapped her across the face. Shocked, she raised her hand to her cheek and he yanked it down, trapping it under his knee. He did the same with her other hand.

Her breasts jiggled as he slapped them again and again. Her face stung as he slapped her cheeks. He pulled her up by her nipples again, further this time and she cried out in pain.

“Oh, come now, Anna. You’ve taken far worse. I’m sure of it.”

The rage distorted his handsome face, making him look almost demonic.

He backed off her hips and turned her over to bend her knees and raise her ass in the air. She started to raise up onto her hands, but he pushed her back down.

He pressed his fingers inside her. They were so big! She moaned. It felt good. Maybe he changed his mind about hurting her? She felt him slip another one in and then another one. The opening burned as he slid in and out and she stopped moaning.

“You like being fisted?” He laughed. “Not that it matters if you like it or not.”

She whimpered as she felt pressure and then intense pain as something enormous made its way into her channel. Bigger than his cock. She groaned as her opening stretched and then let out a scream as she felt herself tear. He laughed and she sobbed.

A huge knot pushed its way into her body. She groaned and cried as he punched her cervix.

“No, please,” she begged through her tears.

She tried to wiggle her hips away from him, but he held her with his free hand. He continued to move his fist inside her. She knew how big his hands were; she didn’t know how he fit in there.

He pulled away from her and pulled her backward. He laughed and shook his arm around, moving her hips up and down and sideways. She sobbed and clung to the covers on the bed. He pulled her backward more until she felt her hips at the edge of the bed. He put his hand under her chest and picked her up, then dropped her upper body so her hands were on the floor, supported only with the fist inside her.

“Pull off of me,” he growled. “Pull your cunt off my fist.”

She shook her head. “Please, Master. Please don’t.”

He wiggled his arm. “Pull!” he commanded.

She cried and began lowering her body to the floor in obedience. It hurt so badly!

“Pull. Tear yourself away from me.” His voice was so cold. He punched down into her cervix again and she groaned.

She slipped to her elbows and begged him to stop.

“Stupid bitch.” He pushed down once and then ripped his fist out of her pussy. She screamed in agony as she flipped over onto her back.

She lay with her legs spread on the floor and felt something trickle down the front of her ass. Was she bleeding?

He stood between her splayed legs and looked down at her, frowning. She covered her face with her hands. Her chest heaved with sobs. She couldn’t move, she hurt so badly. He grabbed an ankle and tossed her back on the bed, her head hitting the footboard on the way up.

She lay on the bed face down, dazed and dizzy. Her head pounded from hitting the footboard. She whimpered when she heard him behind her. He pushed her ass back up in the air with her knees wide apart and smacked her ass hard. Then he smacked her pussy. She screamed in pain. He repeated the movements until she didn’t have the wherewithal to scream anymore. She was exhausted and could only groan in pain.

The mattress sank between her knees and she felt something hard and long in her pussy. It was his cock. But she was stretched out so much that it didn’t hurt that much. Except where he pressed against the tear.

He grunted. “I can’t feel your pussy around my cock. Guess I’ll have to try one of your other holes.”

She closed her eyes and waited. Her body was done. He rammed his cock into her ass and he found one last scream inside her. He pulled her braid and pulled her body up, arching her back. She sobbed as his cock pounded into her ass and his balls slapped against her sore pussy. Finally, she heard his breathing shallow and he growled out a massive release.

He pulled back and she fell forward onto her face. He lay down next to her and fell asleep immediately.

Anna scooted as far away from him as she could, curled up in a ball and lost consciousness.


Fifty-Three


Alex didn’t know if the pounding was coming from inside or outside of his head. He opened scratchy eyes to an unfamiliar ceiling. The pounding continued and he realized it was someone pounding on a door nearby.

He sat up suddenly. He was in Anna’s room. He looked beside him and saw Anna curled up in a ball, sleeping.

How did he get here? He stood to answer the door and realized he was naked.

“Alex! Alex open the fucking door!”

That sounded like Seth outside the apartment door.

He grabbed his jeans and put them on as he walked to the door. He glanced back uneasily at Anna as he walked out of the room. Something was very wrong here.

He opened the door to the anxious and angry faces of Seth, Tony, and Greg.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Seth demanded between clenched teeth, slamming Alex back against the wall. “Why are you here? Why did you leave the Manor?”

The three men glowered at him and Alex stared at them, bewildered. “I don’t know,” he said defensively. “I just woke up and I was here.”

“Where’s Anna?” Greg demanded.

“Why do you have blood on your hand?” Tony asked.

Alex looked at his hand. Sure enough, there was dried blood. His heart pounded and he pushed Seth aside and ran to Anna’s room. He thought she had been asleep. Was she?

He knelt by where Anna was curled up and felt her neck. “She’s alive,” he said, sighing in relief. But she was pale. And he could see bruises on her cheeks.

He fell back on his heels, stomach churning. What had he done? Why was he here?

He looked up at his friends in desperation. “I don’t know what happened. The last thing I remember is going into the Red Room.”

Seth gently pushed Anna onto her back. She didn’t wake. He brushed her hair back away from her face. She was so pale.

Alex’s heart pounded. What was going on? “Call Sebastian.”

“He went back to Frankfurt,” Greg said.

“Then he can come back,” Alex barked, more out of desperation than anger. He was afraid he’d hurt Anna and Sebastian would be able to figure out what happened faster than anyone.

Greg left the room to make the call. Alex moved towards Anna and Seth gave him a warning look to back off. He leaned against the wall for support and watched helplessly as Tony and Seth attended to Anna. Greg returned a few minutes later accompanied by Sebastian.

Sebastian looked at Anna with a sober expression on his face. “So this is her?”

Alex nodded, hopelessness filling him. “I don’t know what I did,” he whispered.

Sebastian turned his intense blue gaze on Alex, who cringed under his scrutiny. Sebastian nodded a moment later and then turned his gaze back to Anna.

Seth and Tony moved aside as Sebastian sat next to her and put his hand on her forehead. Alex watched as Sebastian closed his eyes and was very still for several agonizing minutes.

“I need a wet washcloth and some towels,” Sebastian said.

Seth nodded and went into the bathroom.

Sebastian turned to Greg. “If Alex wants your connection to him to remain hidden from her, you need to leave. She will wake soon.”

Greg glanced at Alex, who nodded, and he left. Tony went with him.

“Alex, go wash up.”

Alex went into the hall bathroom and washed his hands. He felt so defeated. He had hurt Anna in some horrible way and didn’t even remember doing it. He looked at himself in the mirror and noticed dried blood on his stomach, and unfastened his jeans. He cursed in German when he saw the blood on his cock. A wave of nausea swept through his body.

His knees gave out and he leaned against the wall and slid to the ground. He buried his face in his hands and wept. The woman he loved. He had to have hurt her in some horrible way to have blood all over his body.

She would never trust him again. He dreaded the look in her eyes when she looked at him again. If she would look at him again.

He didn’t know how long he sat there before Sebastian came in. His mouth went dry as Sebastian stared at him with that frightening intensity he got when he was reading somebody.

“Alex,” Sebastian said after a long moment. “It’s not your fault. You were drugged.”

A glimmer of hope kindled in his heart and he took a deep breath. He had been afraid that some deep dark hatred had emerged out of his rage.

“Drugs?” A flash of understanding hit him. “Devin!” Devin must have drugged him again. This time he made him hurt Anna. A new rage erupted in his body. More than ever he wanted to destroy that evil man.

“Alex, you need to calm down. You cannot go out there in a rage or you will terrorize Anna again.”

“Does she know? Did you tell her?”

Sebastian nodded. “She believes me partially. She said you didn’t look like you when she first saw you. You looked . . . inhuman.”

Alex looked up at his friend with tear-filled eyes. “What did I do?” Sebastian looked hesitant. “Please. I must know, Sebastian.”

Sebastian sighed and told him what Anna had told him. By the time he finished speaking, Alex’s face was green and he rushed to the toilet to vomit. Sebastian handed him a towel when he finished.

“Is she all right?” he asked.

“I healed her body and cleaned her up. Physically, she’s fine. Emotionally . . . I don’t know. I think it is going to take time.” Sebastian leaned against the vanity. “I think you need to return to Frankfurt as originally planned.”

Alex shook his head with a heavy heart. “No, I need to stay and make things right with Anna. I can’t leave her like this.”

“Alex. If you stay you will continue to be vulnerable to Devin. The only way you will be able to help her is if you go home and learn what you need to learn. And figure out a way to resist the effects of Scopolamine.” He smiled to lighten the mood. “That seems to be a favorite of Devin’s.”

Alex sighed and closed his eyes. “Am I fighting a battle that is already lost? Answer me truthfully, Sebastian.”

The Immortal looked down at him kindly. “The only way it is already lost is if you give up before it has truly begun.”
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“Daddy?” Anna’s bleary eyes opened to see a man that looked very much like her father sitting next to her. The room was dimly lit and the sky outside her window was dark. Night had fallen.

“No, Anna, I am not your father,” the man answered gently. He had a nice smile.

Anna blinked again. No, it wasn’t Daddy. But he definitely had a resemblance. “Are you an Immortal?” she whispered.

The man smiled but didn’t answer her. He wiped her forehead with a cool cloth. “How are you feeling?”

She thought about it. It seemed like she should be hurting, but she wasn’t. But she felt empty. “I don’t know,” she answered honestly.

“Do you remember what happened?” he asked.

Anna searched her memory and tears filled her eyes when Alex’s face came to her mind. “Alex hates me,” she whispered.

“Why do you say that?”

Anna told him what Alex had done and said. The man listened patiently and quietly. “I’m just his slave,” she said without emotion at the end of her story.

“I don’t think that’s true, Anna. He cares for you very much.” The man told her that he believed that Alex had been drugged and didn’t know what he was doing. “Do you believe me?”

She studied his face then tried to read him, but she couldn’t. She frowned and tried again, but for some reason was unable to do so. “Why should I believe you?” she asked accusingly.

“My name is Sebastian. I am not your father, but I am his brother.”

Anna’s eyes widened. “You are an Immortal?”

Sebastian nodded. “I am. I have known Alex for over eight years and can testify that he would never have attacked you without an outside influence. Have you heard of his rages?”

Anna shook her head.

“Alex has quite the temper and, in certain situations, can lose control. But he knows himself well enough to not put himself in situations where he would hurt people he cares about. Alex was in a situation like that today and he put himself in a place where he could . . . relieve himself safely. But someone took advantage of his weakness and drugged him to make him take it out on you.”

“Who?” Who would want to do that to her? Or Alex?

“I’m not at liberty to say, Anna. But please believe me when I say Alex would never intentionally hurt you.”

Anna looked at him doubtfully. She wanted to believe him, but she was scared. Alex had terrified her this evening.

“Anna, you can believe him.” Anna turned to see Seth leaning against her dresser. She hadn’t realized there was someone else in the room. “Sebastian wouldn’t say that if it wasn’t true.”

Anna was suddenly very tired. “Where is Alex?”

“In the hall bathroom.” Sebastian frowned suddenly. “I should go check on him.” He stood and left the room.

Seth came and sat next to Anna on the bed. “Can I get you anything?” he asked, petting her hair.

Anna shook her head and turned onto her side, staring at the closet door across the room. She didn’t hurt physically, but her heart ached. She couldn’t get the picture of Alex’s angry face out of her mind. Even though Sebastian said Alex didn’t mean to do it, it was still his enraged face she saw.

Seth sat next to her and held her hand. She liked Seth. He was nice. He didn’t hurt her. As scary as Alex was, before tonight she could say that he had never hurt her. Now she couldn’t. And she hated that she couldn’t.

A while later a very pale Alex walked into the room with Sebastian. Anna sat up. He looked like he had been sick.

“Alex, are you okay?” she asked, concerned.

Alex shook his head and slumped against the wall. “Anna,” he said in a dull, raspy voice. “I can’t even begin to apologize for . . . for what I did to you. Saying I’m sorry sounds so trite.” He took a step forward and hesitated, searching her eyes for permission to come closer.

Anna’s heart went out to him. He looked wretched. His shoulders slumped and he stared at the floor as he spoke. When he finally did look up, she saw that his normally bright blue eyes were dull and red, as if he’d been crying. She could hardly imagine the great Alex Kunze crying over something he did unless he was truly remorseful. She’d never seen such a sight. It was painful to read him and she stopped as soon as she started. The anguish in his heart overwhelmed her.

“Alex,” she whispered, holding out her hand to him.

He rushed to her side and pulled her into his arms. She could hear his heart pounding in his chest as he held her tightly against his chest. She could hardly breathe, but she didn’t care.
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“I am so sorry, Anna,” Alex whispered against Anna’s hair, kissing her head and holding her tightly. He stroked her hair and felt his eyes tear up with regret. He whispered words of endearment in German because he couldn’t get them out in English. He had a feeling she sensed what they meant.

He felt so unworthy of her. He was so unworthy of her. Sebastian was right. He had to go home and become the man she needed him to be. He dreaded telling her.

“Alex, what’s wrong?” she asked in a muffled voice. She pulled away from him and searched his eyes. She cupped his cheek. “Tell me,” she whispered.

Alex’s shoulders slumped. He didn’t want to tell her now. He glanced up at Sebastian, who gave him a look which he took to mean “Tell her.”

Alex sighed and brushed her hair back from her face. Her sweet, sweet face that he would miss terribly. Her eyes were full of hope and affection. But worry too. She knew something was wrong. Would she forgive him for leaving her?

“Anna . . . ,” he began reluctantly. “I have to leave. I have to return to Frankfurt.”

Her expression became guarded. “When?” she asked quietly.

“Within the week.”

Her lower lip quivered. “For how long?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. A few months maybe.”

“A few . . . months?” she repeated. She didn’t ask why. Her eyes hardened and she pulled away. “Yes, Alex.” She looked down at her hands.

“I will come visit, Anna. I want to see you dance next month,” he said, desperately trying to keep her from retreating.

“Whatever would please you, Alex,” she said quietly and without emotion.

Her posture became submissive. He looked desperately at Sebastian.

I can’t do this to her, he yelled silently at him.

Sebastian gave him a sympathetic look. You don’t have a choice, Alex. Staying will hurt her more.

Alex closed his eyes in defeat. Sebastian was right. But how could Alex make her understand?

“Anna,” he said, cupping her chin and bringing her face up to look into her eyes. She looked at him with calm, expectant eyes. The eyes of a slave. “Anna, I’m going to call Devin and tell him you won’t be available this weekend, including the Gathering tomorrow night,” Alex said. “I want you to stay home and rest. Or you could come over to my house.”

“Whatever would please you, Alex,” she mumbled.

She looked exhausted. He needed to let her sleep. “Anna, lie down and go to sleep. I’ll stay with you tonight.”

“Yes, Alex,” she mumbled and lay down. She fell asleep instantly.


Fifty-Four


The moment Anna woke, memories flooded back into her mind of how Alex had been the previous night. She couldn’t think of a reason why an Immortal would lie to her about Alex’s temper. Besides, the pain she’d felt in his heart when he’d come into the room had been so overwhelming, she could hardly stand it.

But if he was so sorry, why was he leaving? Why was he abandoning her, too? She was supposed to belong to his family, but no one ever stayed with her. How could a slave not be with her owner?

“Anna?” Alex whispered from behind her. His arms wrapped around her waist and she pressed back against him.

“Yes, Alex?” Her body stiffened.

He was quiet for a moment. She didn’t want to turn and look at him. She loved him and he was leaving her. At least Devin was here. Yes, he hurt her sometimes, but he was here.

“How are you feeling?” he asked in a soft voice.

“Fine.”

He released her. “Anna, please look at me.”

She turned over and looked at his t-shirt-covered chest.

He let out a shaky breath. “Anna, please, believe me, leaving you is the last thing on earth that I want to do.”

Then why are you doing it? “You must do what you need to do, Alex,” she said softly.

“If there were any other way, Anna, I promise you I would do it.”

“Alex, you don’t need to justify yourself. I’m just a slave.”

She saw his jaw clench. “You’re not . . .” He swallowed. “I don’t think of you that way. I was so excited to get home to see you, to pick up where we left off. I was going to push off the move for a month . . .” He sighed. “But I can’t.”

Anna didn’t say anything. What could she say?

“Do you want to stay the weekend with me? At my house?”

“If you want me to.”

He lifted her chin with his finger. “Tell me honestly.”

She searched his eyes. “No,” she whispered, and almost changed her mind when she saw the intense pain in his eyes.

But no, he was leaving. She needed to get over him as quickly as possible so she could be attentive to what Devin wanted from her. Staying the weekend with him would only prolong the hurt.

His jaw clenched as he lay silently next to her.

“I will come if you want me to, Alex.”

He shook his head. “Nein, Anna. I only want you there if you want to be there. I will not force you to do things you don’t want to do.”

How could he do this to her? How could he abandon her? After the night they’d shared? She knew that night had been more than just sex. They had connected. She had felt it. She felt more connected to him than she did to Devin.

Maybe she’d been wrong. Maybe the connection was only on her side. It would make sense. Slaves are dependent on their Masters, not the other way around.

He sat up and swung his feet over the side of the bed, turning away from her. “I will call Devin this morning and tell him you are unable to attend tonight’s Gathering,” Alex said softly. He bent down for his shoes and began putting them on. “Maybe you could go out with Jenna or something.”

Anna shook her head. “Jenna’s still not talking to me.” She didn’t know what she wanted to do. She just wanted to stop hurting. “I’m fine, Alex. You don’t need to call Devin.” At least there would be sex there to distract her.
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Anna’s head hung low as she walked into the studio an hour later.

It had been awkward saying goodbye to Alex. She hated and loved him at the same time. She wanted to beg him not to leave her and she wanted to yell and scream at him to leave and never come back. In the end, she remained quiet, as a good slave would, accepted his kiss on the cheek, and closed the door quietly after he left.

Nate arrived after class had begun, earning a disapproving look from Delia.

Dancing helped lift her mood a bit and by lunchtime, she felt better. She was quiet as she ate with the other dancers in her class, including Nate.

As she finished her salad, her phone rang. It was Alex.

“Hello, Alex,” she said quietly. The deli was busy and there wasn’t really anywhere to go for privacy.

“Hello, Schatzi. How are classes going?”

Anna flinched at his use of the nickname. “Fine. How is your day going?” She glanced up to see Nate watching her, but he looked away when he saw her look at him.

“Busy.”

She could imagine packing up his large house could be a bit time-consuming.

“Anna, I spoke with Devin and he agreed to give you the weekend off.”

“You didn’t have to do that, Alex. I’m fine.”

“Nein. No, you’re not. Stay home and rest. Devin promised not to bother you over the weekend so you could rest.”

She wanted to be bothered. She wanted to be distracted. But Alex had made the decision. “Thank you.”

“I know you’re at lunch, so I’ll let you go. I just wanted to let you know about tonight.”
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On the way back to the studio, Nate walked next to her. “Are you doing anything tonight?”

Anna glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. “No.”

He cleared his throat. “Do you want to . . . um . . . go see a movie or something?”

Anna looked back down at the ground. She knew Nate liked her, but she really wasn’t in the mood to go out. Too bad she wasn’t old enough to buy alcohol. But could she say no?

“I don’t think I would be very good company, Nate. I’m not feeling very well.”

She could see the disappointment in his eyes.

“Oh. Okay.”

Anna swallowed, feeling horrible. Is this what it felt like? To be free? Feeling guilty because of saying no? Oh, this freedom thing sucked.
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She drove home, wishing she could erase the uncomfortable feeling inside from saying no to Nate. As she waited for the elevator in the parking garage of her apartment complex, two guys in their mid-twenties walked up and stood behind her. Anna barely kept herself from shaking as she stared at them in the reflection of the elevator doors.

When the doors opened, she got in, praying they wouldn’t hurt her. She pushed her floor button and moved into the corner, watching them warily.

The guy with light brown hair went to reach for the buttons, but chuckled and turned around to smile at her. His gray eyes were kind, but it didn’t keep Anna’s fear at bay.

“Seems we live on the same floor.”

Anna’s eyes darted to the guy standing next to him. He had curly blond hair and blue eyes. He chuckled too. “Lived here long?” he asked, his eyes flirtatious.

“No,” she whispered, clinging to the handrails. She was relieved that they stayed on the other side of the elevator.

The brown-haired guy gave her a kind smile and studied her for a moment and then turned back to face the elevator doors. They weren’t going to hurt her?

When the doors opened, they stepped aside, letting her out first. She gave them a timid smile and then hurried to her apartment. She glanced back and saw them go to the opposite end of the hallway. The brown-haired guy looked back and smiled before walking into his apartment.

Anna unlocked her door with trembling hands and closed it quickly behind her, locking the door and trying to calm down.


Fifty-Five


Alex called Anna on Saturday morning to see if she’d like to go to dinner with him on Sunday night. He was leaving on Monday and wanted to see her before he left.

She wasn’t enthusiastic about it, but she did say yes. Of course, she would. She was obedient that way. It pained his heart, knowing how much he’d hurt her, and was hurting her by leaving, but he had no choice. Staying here would leave him vulnerable to hurt her again. He prayed that she would understand someday.
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Alex arrived at Anna’s apartment right on time, as usual. He gave her a bright smile when he saw her. “Hello, Schatzi,” he said, leaning down to kiss her.

She kissed him back, though not as enthusiastically as he’d hoped. She was being an obedient slave, that was all. And it broke his heart.

He took her to a restaurant near Fisherman’s Wharf and tried hard to make conversation with her, but she remained polite and distant.

He couldn’t blame her. Not after what he’d done to her. He let himself show her how much he loved her and then told her he was moving away. It was no comfort that he’d only be gone a few months.

Why couldn’t he do anything right with her? Maybe he shouldn’t have stayed that night. He should have maintained the distance. Then she wouldn’t have been hurting now.

But he couldn’t find it in himself to regret it. Not one little bit. Somewhere, deep inside, she had to know that he loved her. He’d done everything except say the words. Words were cheap. Actions spoke louder and he knew he’d shown her.

He looked across the table where she sat, quietly eating her chocolate mousse dessert. Her eyes remained downcast, back straight, small smiles when appropriate. All to keep her safe from his anger. But he had no anger towards her. Only towards himself.

Even now, leaving tomorrow, he wanted to take her home and tell her he was staying. But he couldn’t. He couldn’t stay and learn to protect her at the same time. Vati always said that you sometimes had to hurt the ones you love in order to help them. He just didn’t mention how much it stung to do so.

Alex didn’t want to leave like this. He couldn’t leave Anna like this. When he walked her to her apartment later that evening, he was determined to do whatever he could to break down her barriers.

“Anna,” he said, closing the door behind him. “I’m leaving in the morning. I don’t want things to . . .” He sighed. “I don’t want to leave you like this.”

“Then don’t leave,” she said, so softly he wasn’t sure he heard her correctly.

He saw the tear slip down her cheek and his heart broke and felt relieved at the same time. She didn’t hate him. She was hurt. Incredibly hurt. She was protecting herself.

He stroked her cheek, wiping away the tear. “Anna, if there was any way to not have to leave . . . I would do it in a heartbeat.”

“You have to do what you have to do, Alex.”

He saw her desperately trying to control her emotions and lifted her chin with his index finger, his own eyes burning with emotion. “I will miss you, Schatzi.” His voice broke.

She blinked and tried to look away, but he cupped her chin and captured her lips with his. She didn’t resist him. Instead she clung desperately to his arms. He picked her up and carried her to her bed.
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Anna went to class the next morning with a heavy heart. She had cried as Alex had kissed and hugged her goodbye that morning. He was really leaving. She would miss him terribly.

“Hey, Anna,” Olivia said as she walked into the studio. “Did you see the casting list for the end of summer performances?”

Anna shook her head. “No. I didn’t know that they were being posted.” She’d been too caught up in her misery to notice the crowd of people around the bulletin board.

Olivia grinned and pulled her out into the hallway. They stopped in front of the bulletin board. Anna looked up.

First act of Giselle:

Giselle: Anna Perkins

Duke Albrecht: Nate Devereaux

Giselle? The notice lifted her spirits. That would certainly keep her distracted from Alex’s departure.

She smiled at her friend. “I can hardly believe it.”
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The next few days were a blur. Between regular classes and intense rehearsals, Anna went to bed exhausted every night.

She started to have trouble sleeping, though.

Thursday night came and she realized that she hadn’t had sex since Sunday; an eternity in her life. She tossed and turned Thursday night, trying to ignore her swollen clit.

God, she needed someone to touch her. She wished she was allowed to touch herself, but she knew better. She would get into so much trouble if she did. Devin would know. He knew everything.

When morning finally came, she had barely slept more than an hour or two. She had circles under her red eyes and could barely keep them open. After packing her bag for the night, she headed to the studio where Nate greeted her with much concern. They had become good friends after spending so much time together.

“I didn’t sleep well,” she explained.

“Did something happen?” He studied her face intently.

She shook her head. “Just . . . stuff.”


Fifty-Six


While Maggie and Sarah were preparing Anna for the Gathering that evening, Devin came in to see her. Maggie was brushing Anna’s hair and they were giggling about something when Devin walked into the bathroom.

Maggie and Sarah dropped to their knees and Anna turned around nervously. He didn’t seem angry. He was dressed in his white tunic and pants.

Anna was confused. Why was he here?

“Girls, I need to speak to the Mistress alone.”

“Yes, Master,” they murmured and hurried out of the room

Devin smiled at Anna, who in return smiled nervously. He stepped closer and stroked her cheek. She closed her eyes and leaned into him.

“You look tired, Baby. Are you dancing too much?”

Anna blushed. “No, Devin. I couldn’t sleep last night.”

“Why is that?” he asked softly, brushing his fingers across her collarbone, then down the opening of her robe.

She shuddered and leaned into his hand. “I . . . I haven’t had sex since Sunday.” She sighed as he cupped her breast and squeezed gently.

Devin chuckled. “No wonder you couldn’t sleep. I’m surprised you’re still sane.” He undid the tie of her robe and she moaned as he tugged on her nipple ring. He trailed his fingers down her belly, leaving hot trails across her skin.

He pulled her into his arms and kissed her deeply, pressing his hips against hers. She clung to his shoulders and moaned as his tongue invaded her mouth.

“So eager,” he murmured against her lips. He pulled away from her a minute later. She breathed heavily and looked at him wide-eyed. He stroked her cheek again. “I will see you downstairs,” he said softly. “You need to finish getting ready.”

Tears of frustration filled her eyes, but she simply nodded. “Yes, Devin.”

“Don’t fret, Baby. You’ll be riding my cock soon enough.” Her eyes brightened and he chuckled. “I like your enthusiasm.”

He left and Maggie and Sarah returned and finished preparing her for the evening. By the time she arrived in the hall, she felt like her pussy was dripping with desire for Devin. She’d been unable to think of anything else since he’d left her.

She bowed low before him and trembled as she waited for him to acknowledge her.

“Come, Mistress,” he said, and she stood quickly to join him.

He pulled her to straddle his lap and pulled the top of her dress down. Her nipples were engorged and ached terribly. His touch was almost painful, but she didn’t care. She moaned softly with every touch.

“I’ve missed you, Baby,” he said, taking a nipple into his mouth and sucking hard. Anna’s head fell back and she whimpered as he sucked and kneaded and squeezed and pulled.

When he trailed his hands down her belly and reached her pussy they both sighed. “Oh, Baby. You’re so wet and swollen.” He pushed a finger inside and she jumped and whimpered from the pain. “And tight.”

His finger inside her felt like Alex’s cock. She hadn’t realized how tight she’d gotten. When he eased another finger inside, she cried out softly.

“Give me your pain, Anna,” Devin reminded her, then pulled his fingers out and positioned her over his erect cock.

She stared into his eyes as he pushed her down. Tears of pain spilled down her cheeks as he pressed himself into her tight channel. It hurt so badly, but at the same time, his presence inside her felt so good.

“Oh, Master,” she sighed.

Every thrust was painful but so good at the same time. He fucked her hard and she came several times at his command. Her screams echoed in the hall. When he finished with her, he had her service the other men sitting around him. She was eager to suck cocks and let them fuck her.

By the end of the night, she was exhausted and sore. Devin took her back to his room and fucked her painfully and she bled. But it felt so good she didn’t care.

When Anna woke up the next day, Devin wasn’t there. It was mid-afternoon, according to the clock next to the bed. She felt stiff and a little achy as she sat on the bed contemplating what she should do.

The door opened a few minutes later and Devin entered. “You looked so peaceful sleeping, I didn’t want to wake you,” he said, coming to sit next to her.

“I’m sorry, Master,” she said softly.

Devin kissed her. “It’s all right, Baby. I had some things to do around here before I left, so I let you sleep.”

“Thank you, Master.” She gazed up at him and smiled.

“You did very well last night, baby.” He cupped her breast and squeezed. “Your pussy felt incredible. Maybe I should forbid you from having sex during the week.”

Anna looked at him alarmed. “Please don’t, Master,” she implored.

Devin studied her. “Why shouldn’t I? Do you have someone to fuck?”

She shook her head.

“Then, unless I say otherwise, no fucking during the week. I like your pussy tight.”

“Yes, Master,” she whispered.

“I need you Tuesday night for a dinner meeting. I will pick you up at six.”

“I don’t finish classes until five.”

Devin glared at her. “Then leave early,” he said between clenched teeth.

Anna cowered. “Yes, Master.” She bit her bottom lip for fear of his anger.

Devin relaxed and leaned forward to kiss her neck. “I want you one last time before you leave.” He stood and undressed, then joined Anna in bed.


Fifty-Seven


Alex stood in his bedroom in Frankfurt, looking around. He’d been back several times since moving to San Francisco, but only for short visits. A couple of weeks at the longest.

He stared at the bed he’d slept in since he was a very young boy. The same bed that he’d shared with Mina. The same bed, Heidi, his daughter, had been conceived in. The same bed he was sleeping in when he got the news that they were gone.

Tears filled his eyes, but it wasn’t as painful as usual. The pain of loss was a dull ache instead of a ragged, open wound in his heart. It was a relief, in some ways, to just feel the ache instead of the pain, but was he betraying Mina’s memory?

No, he decided. It had been three years since she died. It was all right to move on. Falling in love with Anna certainly had helped dull the pain.

Oh, sweet Anna. That was the hardest thing about being back here: being away from her. Her tears on Monday morning had been torturous to his heart. But he’d left knowing she cared for him. He’d assured her he’d be back for the student performance at the end of the summer, and he would be. No matter what.

“So, are you ready to begin?”

Alex jumped at the voice and turned around, shaking his head. “I hate it when you sneak up on me like that.”

Sebastian laughed. “I’m not sneaking. I’m appearing.”

Alex rolled his eyes. “Same thing.” He sighed. “Yes, I’m ready. You will help me, right?”

“I will guide you as I always do. If you’re on the right track, I will tell you. If you’re on the wrong track, I will . . . hint as such.”

“You didn’t get into trouble for helping me save Anna, did you?”

“Kaveh tried to confront me and I warned him that if he turned me in, he would be turning himself in. He hasn’t said anything.”

“Why didn’t you turn him in?”

The Immortal sighed and frowned. “Because this is a human matter. These are the choices that have been made. I don’t think it’s right for us to interfere, aside from giving you guidance about how to help.”

“Do you know what Devin has planned?”

“Some. Which is why I’m helping you. He must be stopped, Alex, and you are the man who will do it.”

Alex laughed bitterly. “No pressure, huh?”

“Fate lies down the path for those strong enough to walk it.”

Alex shook his head. “So, where do we begin?”

Sebastian raised his brow at him; Alex took that to mean it was his own decision to make.

“I thought I should start with Vati’s Book. I need to learn the ancient language, don’t I?”

Sebastian nodded. “A wise decision.”


Fifty-Eight


Time flew by, and before Anna knew it, it was time for dress rehearsals for the student performances.

Nate had asked Anna out again and she said yes. He was very sweet and treated her nicely. But she was afraid to get close. They’d gone out several times with the other dancers over the last few weeks, and she was beginning to open up to him a little.

Alex had called a few times, but with the time difference, it was difficult to have a normal conversation. He’d been gone six weeks now, but she hadn’t heard from him in the last two weeks. Anna wondered why, especially since she’d received a text from Kurt letting her know that they’d be arriving on Wednesday. Why hadn’t Alex told her? Why Kurt?

During the dress rehearsal on Thursday afternoon at the theater, Nate was whispering in her ear about taking her out later, when movement in the aisle caught Anna’s attention. She looked and saw three figures walking down the center aisle. They were men. Tall men. She squinted and her heart dropped into her stomach.

Alex, Kurt, and Wilhelm.

As they came closer to the stage, Anna reluctantly pulled away from Nate.

Alex met Anna’s eyes. She saw him glance briefly behind her at Nate, then back at her with an inscrutable expression on his face. Her pulse increased as he stared at her. But he didn’t smile at her. Why?

Isaak turned and greeted the three men. When Alex looked away, she looked at the other men, who were greeting Isaak. Isaak motioned to some seats near the stage, and the three men sat down in them.

Kurt looked at Anna and smiled broadly. She gave him a shy smile and stepped further away from Nate. She glanced at Wilhelm, who gave her an affectionate smile.

After Isaak and Delia finished speaking, the dancers got ready for one last run through. Anna ran backstage, breathing heavily and heart pounding. Knowing the three Kunze men were out there watching made Anna’s nerves rise to almost unbearable levels as she waited for her own cue. She closed her eyes and tried to forget their presence. Especially Alex. She didn’t want to disappoint him. He was the reason she was here. She owed him the best she could do.

When it was time, she stepped out on stage and became Giselle. Nothing mattered except the dance and Nate.

When they were done, there was a quick break so that the older students could change. The second part of the performance consisted of showcases by the individual classes. Anna was glad she was not the primary focus of her class’s performance, though she and Nate were center front.

After rehearsal ended, she went out to greet Wilhelm, Kurt, and Alex.

“Anna, Engel!” Kurt exclaimed, picking her up and spinning her around. “You look so pretty!” He kissed her then set her down.

Wilhelm hugged her and kissed her cheek. “Hello, Liebling.” His deep accented voice comforted her to the depths of her heart.

She turned, giving Alex a bright, albeit nervous smile. She reached for him, to hug him, but he didn’t hug her back.

“Hello, Anna,” Alex said stiffly. He didn’t give any indication that he was happy to see her.

A cold chill ran through her body and she backed away from him. She looked at the ground and clasped her hands together, blinking back tears at his rejection. Maybe he hadn’t left because he needed to, as he had told her. Maybe he really did just want to leave her and go back to Germany. He didn’t care for her as she thought he had.

“Liebling, why don’t you get your things and we can go have dinner?” Wilhelm said in a gentle voice.

Anna nodded, still staring at the floor. She turned and walked as fast as she could backstage to her dressing room.
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Alex watched Anna walk away. He could see that he had hurt her by his stiff greeting, but he had to remain distant because of Devin. When he’d spoken to Devin a few days ago to let him know he was coming into town, he let Devin think that he didn’t care for Anna anymore.

After getting a grasp on the language, and with his father’s help, they were beginning to get an idea of how to keep Anna safe. A plan was forming in Alex’s mind, but he had to be very careful how he went about executing it. Devin could know nothing about it or he would be able to prevent it.

Unfortunately, doing this, once again, meant keeping his distance from Anna. It had been easier to agree to when she wasn’t around. Once he saw her, though, his resolve wavered. He’d seen her standing next to that other dancer when he’d walked in and jealousy flared in his heart.

If Devin suspected affection on his side, any chance of the plan working would be lost. He also didn’t want to give Devin cause to use him to hurt Anna again. Alex wouldn’t underestimate that man again. Devin would do anything to keep Anna for himself. And, as long as Devin believed that Alex had lost interest, Anna would be much safer until Alex could bring her fully under his protection.

The last thing Alex wanted to do was hurt Anna, but he had promised her that he would come. And he wanted to see her dance. But when she wrapped her arms around him and he inhaled her sweet scent, it had almost undone him. Not embracing her as he desperately wanted had been harder than taking out a target at a thousand yards in a stiff crosswind.

Vati had agreed that Alex needed to maintain his distance and they decided that Kurt would attend to Anna as he had when they’d first met her.

They were planning on having Anna visit Frankfurt in December, though they hadn’t told her yet. Alex promised himself that he would make up his distance when she visited. He would make sure she knew exactly how he felt about her. How desperately he loved her. These few days here with her, not being able to hold her or kiss her, would be pure torture. But he had to keep her safe.

When Anna returned a few minutes later, she was dressed, but still looking down at the ground. When she glanced up at something his brother said to her, he saw that her eyes were red. She had been crying! Alex felt like he’d been hit in the chest. He’d wounded her.

Alex glanced at his father, giving him a pleading look. Surely he could at least explain to Anna why he was keeping his distance. It would take some of the edge off the hurt if she knew why it had to be this way.

Vati gave him a sympathetic smile and shook his head.

No, he couldn’t. Devin could read her like a book. She wouldn’t be able to hide it and then there would be no point in keeping his distance. Alex had to be strong. Doing the right thing now would enable him to keep Devin away from her later.

[image: ]


“Would you like to stay with me at our hotel, Anna?” Kurt asked softly when she returned from the dressing room.

Anna glanced up, hoping her eyes weren’t too red from crying over Alex’s coldness. She’d been expecting to stay with Alex, but Alex clearly wasn’t interested anymore.

She glanced at Alex, who gave a small nod, though he wouldn’t look at her. Was he that disgusted with her? She didn’t understand why. What had she done to anger him?

“Yes, Kurt. I’d like that.”

If that’s what her Master wanted her to do, then that’s what she would do. She liked Kurt. It was no hardship to be with him, but Alex’s rejection stung. Once again, she was reminded that happiness wasn’t for her. She was meant to be used by men and that was that. Love was something she would never experience.

“Kurt, why don’t you ride with Anna to her apartment so she can pack a few things for the rest of the week,” Wilhelm said as they exited the Opera House.

Kurt agreed and walked with Anna to her car in the garage. They had left Wilhelm and Alex to take the limo to the hotel.

“I am so glad to see you, Anna. I’ve missed you.” Kurt kissed her hand and looked down at her adoringly.

“I’ve missed you too, Kurt.” She was glad he was here. They hadn’t gotten to say goodbye when he’d left the first time. She liked Kurt. But her heart ached from Alex’s rejection.

She pushed her disappointment in Alex aside as she drove to her apartment. They chatted about Kurt’s children and the journey from Germany.

He praised her dancing and told her he couldn’t wait to see the full performance on Friday. They had come to the rehearsal because he was so eager to see her.

“Is that all right?” Kurt asked.

Anna smiled at him as she parked in the apartment garage. “Of course, Kurt.”

When they arrived at the hotel, Alex was nowhere to be seen, but Wilhelm was waiting for them. “Alex is spending time with friends this evening,” he said, watching Anna carefully.

Anna lifted her chin and willed herself not to tear up. If Alex didn’t want to see her, then she didn’t want to see him. He probably went to see Kirsty or some other old girlfriend.

Not that it really mattered to her.

She didn’t lie to herself very well.


Fifty-Nine


Friday passed quickly. Much quicker than she’d expected.

Late Friday afternoon, Anna and Nate warmed up and then spent time together in her dressing room before the performance.

They were talking on the couch when a knock sounded on the door. A messenger stood there with a dozen pink roses in a vase, but no card. They had to be from Alex, which made her angry. She was tempted to drop them in the trashcan, but that would be disrespectful. She may be angry at him, but he was still her Master. She put them on her vanity.

Nate looked at her, bewildered. “Who are they from?”

She looked at him and sighed. “No one.”

He didn’t ask anything else.

A little while later there was another knock at the door.

Nate laughed. “You’re very popular tonight.”

Anna opened the door and saw Devin standing there, tall and handsome in his black suit and silver tie.

“Devin!” she exclaimed.

Devin looked past her to see Nate behind her. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.” He gave her a pointed look.

She quickly turned to Nate. “Nate, I’ll talk to you later.”

Devin stepped in and closed the door after Nate left. “I’m certain you’re not letting your boyfriend get in the way of your duties, Anna.”

“He’s not my boyfriend, Devin. We were just resting before we had to get ready.” She hadn’t realized he was going to be there.

“You didn’t think I would come to your debut, Baby?” He turned and looked at her. Had he read her mind? “Jack’s here, too. We’re very excited to see if all these classes have been worth it.”

Anna bit her lip. “I hope I don’t disappoint you, Devin,” she said softly.

“This is your chance to show me if it’s worth letting you continue to dance.” He smiled. “Don’t forget, we leave Monday to go to DC.”

Of course. The trip with Devin to the big Gathering in the nation’s capital. She had forgotten, though Devin had emailed her the travel details. She’d been too caught up in dancing to give it much thought.

“You did acquire the appropriate clothing that I emailed you about, didn’t you?”

Anna’s eyes widened. She’d completely forgotten. How was she going to get everything in time? “Devin, I . . .”

Devin’s eyes flashed. “You didn’t, did you?”

Tears rolled down her cheeks. “I-I’m sorry, Devin. I’ll go out tomorrow and . . .”

“You don’t have time this weekend, Anna. You are spending time with the Germans, remember?”

Anna looked up at him, not knowing what to say.

Devin frowned down at her, his jaw tight, his eyes narrowed. “Since you are incapable of following directions, I will have your things purchased for you,” he snarled. “We leave first thing Monday morning.” He inhaled deeply and then looked back down at her. “I will see you after the show, Anna.”

He left, closing the door behind him, and Anna collapsed onto the couch, staring at the ground.

Nate came in a few minutes later. “Anna! Are you okay?”

She gave him a small smile. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

He sat down next to her and looked at her. “Who was that?”

“Devin Andersen. He’s . . . a family friend.”

Nate frowned. “What happened?”

“Nothing, I’m fine. I just . . . forgot to do something and upset him.”

He reached for her hand and she felt tingles run through her body. “Anything I can help with?”

“No, he’s going to take care of it.”

He gazed at her, a small smile on his face. “I’ve really liked getting to know you these last few weeks.”

Anna smiled. “Me too.”

It was true. Nate was a sweet guy. She even thought about maybe letting him into her life a little more.

They gazed into one another’s eyes for a long moment before Anna realized that their faces were only inches apart. He brought his hand up to her cheek and leaned forward to kiss her.

He had very nice lips. She pressed her lips against his and their kiss slowly deepened.


Sixty


After the final bows had been taken, Anna rushed to her dressing room to get ready for the party. Nate had said that he’d come get her when he was ready. She’d already told him that she had to spend time with some friends who had come to visit her.

“You look beautiful, Anna,” Nate said, grinning at her from the doorway. He looked very handsome in his navy blue suit and tie.

They walked through the hallways to the lobby of the theater where the reception was. Before they opened the door, Nate pulled her to him and kissed her. Her eyes widened as he pulled away.

“You said you were going out of town for a week. I wanted to make sure I kissed you goodbye.”

He squeezed her hand, then let go and opened the door to the crowded lobby. They were greeted by many people. Kurt walked up and she went to him, glancing back briefly at Nate. Their eyes met and shared one last brief moment of tenderness, then she turned back to smile at Kurt.

“Anna, you danced so beautifully. My heart broke when you died.”

“Thank you, Kurt.” Anna smiled. The first act of Giselle ended with Giselle literally dying of a broken heart.

The two of them circulated for almost an hour. She received many congratulations from other dancers she knew, including Jenna, Aaron, and Travis.

She and Jenna had made up the previous week after Anna made a dozen calls, begging Jenna’s forgiveness. Jenna finally called back and they worked things out. Anna was surprised that Jenna admitted to enjoying quite a bit of that evening.

“Anna.” Isaak walked up to where she and Kurt were standing, talking with Aaron and Jenna.

Anna gave him a smile. “Hi, Isaak.”

“Come with me. I have someone I want to introduce you to.”

Anna and Kurt followed Isaak across the room to where Nate was speaking with an older man with gray hair and the bearing of a dancer. When Anna approached, he smiled broadly at her.

“Anna, I’d like to introduce you to Vincent Marsellis. Vincent, this is Anna Perkins.” Isaak looked at Anna. “Vincent is the Ballet Master in Chief for the New York City Ballet Company. He and I danced together in New York when we were much, much younger.” The two men chuckled at Isaak’s remark.

Anna just stared at Vincent. What was the Ballet Master from New York doing here at a student performance?

Vincent smiled at Anna and Nate. “I enjoyed your performance this evening. Both of you. Isaak told me that he had some wonderful dancers that he wanted me to see.”

Anna looked at Isaak then back at Vincent. Why?

“I would like to extend an invitation to you both to come dance in New York. You are both excellent dancers, and together you are truly amazing. I would love to have you in my company.”

Anna’s jaw dropped. He wanted her and Nate to come to New York? To dance in New York?

Nate grabbed her and hugged her tightly as she processed Vincent’s words. “Oh, Anna. How awesome would that be?” Nate whispered in her ear. “We could dance in New York together.”

Anna grinned as the idea sank in. How wonderful! The more she thought about it, the more ecstatic she became. Her heart soared at the idea of leaving San Francisco.

Nate released her. “I have to go tell my parents.” He kissed her cheek then hurried away.

Anna looked shyly at Kurt, who was grinning at her. “That is wonderful news, Engel. It would be good for you to get away.”

Isaak nodded and smiled.

She saw Devin close by, watching her. She would be able to tell him that the classes had paid off! And now she would dance in New York. She excused herself from Kurt and fairly skipped over to Devin.

Devin looked at her with an amused expression. “What’s all the excitement, Baby?”

She excitedly told him what Vincent had said. At the end of the explanation, she clapped her hands in joy and gazed up happily. “Isn’t it wonderful, Devin?”

Devin frowned at her. “No. Absolutely not.”

Anna looked at him, hands tingling with fear at the expression on his face. “What do you mean?”

He looked directly into her eyes with an intense stare, then took her arm and pulled her to the side of the room. “You may not go, Anna. I will not allow it.”

Anna stared, bewildered. “What? Why?” Her heart squeezed in her chest as her chin trembled.

“Why?” He laughed. “I would never allow you to leave San Francisco. Your duties are here. With me. I will not have you on the other side of the country.”

Tears stung her eyes as she looked at him for a long moment before blinking and looking at the ground. Her heart felt as if it had been stabbed by a ragged knife.

He put his finger under her chin and lifted her face. He looked at her sternly. “I suggest you go tell Vincent that you will not be going. I also suggest that you . . . encourage your boyfriend to take the offer.” Devin smirked. “For his own . . . safety.”

“He’s not my boyfriend.”

Devin frowned. “I don’t fucking care what he is, but you’d better encourage him to go without you.

She stared at him, horrified. Was he threatening Nate? Why would he do that? Was it because of what happened in the dressing room?

His eyes flashed with rage when she didn’t obey him immediately. “Has it been too long since you’ve felt the sting of a whip, Anna? You are slow to obey.”

“But Devin. Please. This is such a wonderful opportunity.” She implored him with her eyes and words.

“Yes, it is a wonderful opportunity. It is a wonderful opportunity for Nate to . . . get away before things get messy. For you . . . Anna . . . you will remain in San Francisco the rest of your life.” His tone changed to low and gravelly. “And if you want to continue dancing, you will obey me immediately or I will shut you away in the Manor like the rest of my girls.”

She wiped the tears from her eyes as she turned to walk quickly back to where Vincent and Isaak were talking.

“Anna, what’s wrong?” Isaak asked, face full of concern.

“I . . .” She looked at Vincent and swallowed. “Thank you for the offer, but I can’t accept it.” She stared up into his kind brown eyes. “I wish I could,” she added in a whisper before turning and fleeing to the bathroom where she let her tears flow freely.
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When she emerged about fifteen minutes later, there was no trace of her misery anywhere, save her red eyes. She had resigned herself to her fate. And she would send Nate away to keep him from Devin.

She had taken no more than a few steps out of the bathroom when Nate appeared in front of her. “Anna, what’s wrong? Isaak said you rejected the offer for New York.”

Anna’s lower lip trembled, but she didn’t cry. She couldn’t. “I can’t go, Nate.”

Nate laughed nervously. “What do you mean you can’t go? You’re an adult. You can do what you want.”

“No, I can’t. Devin won’t let me go.”

“Devin won’t let you? What the hell are you talking about?”

Anna twisted her fingers in front of her. “Devin’s my . . . guardian. He . . . needs me here with him.”

Nate’s face turned red in anger. “You can’t be serious, Anna. Doesn’t he realize what a chance this is?”

Anna was in danger of losing the composure she’d just gained. “It doesn’t matter. I . . . I’m never leaving San Francisco. He said so.”

Nate took a step forward. “You can’t let him control you like that, Anna. Isn’t there anything you can do to change his mind?”

Anna laughed bitterly. Change Devin’s mind? Yeah, right . . . wait. “Alex!” Maybe Alex would be more open to the idea.

“Alex? Who’s Alex?”

“Someone who might be able to change Devin’s mind,” Anna said absent-mindedly.

Alex could talk to him. Alex was just as much her Master as Devin. But would he? It was worth asking.

She smiled, heart light, and went off in search of Alex. The lobby was crowded and she couldn’t see very far. She hurried over when she finally saw him across the room.

“Alex, you have to talk to Devin . . .” She told him about the offer to go to New York and Devin’s reaction. She was talking so quickly she hoped he understood, but she couldn’t slow herself down. Hope had risen anew.

When she finished, she looked up into his eyes, hope filling her heart. His face was impassive again.

“Alex?” she asked tentatively. Why wasn’t he reacting? She looked desperately at Wilhelm, who gave her a sad smile.

“Nein, Anna. Devin is right. You cannot go to New York.”

The hope that had blossomed wilted at Alex’s words. She raised her hand and rubbed over her heart. “What? Why?” she whispered.

“You heard me, Anna,” he said sternly.

Anna’s eyes filled with tears as she stared into his eyes. The eyes that had looked at her so lovingly in the past now looked at her coldly.

“Why?” she asked in a broken voice.

“Because neither he nor I live in New York,” Alex answered simply.

Anna shook her head in disbelief. “I don’t understand.” Her knees shook.

“You cannot live apart from us, Anna. You have obligations to Devin, which cannot be performed when you are not with him. It would be unsafe for you to be there alone and . . . bad things could happen if you were away from us for any length of time.” Alex remained cold as he spoke. His eyes flickered briefly to look behind Anna.

“Did Anna tell you her news?” Devin’s voice came from behind. He walked up and greeted Wilhelm and Alex with a handshake.

“She just told us,” Alex said, eyes hard as he looked at Devin. “I was telling her that I agreed with your decision.”

“You agree?” Devin looked surprised, then looked coldly at Anna. “You came to plead your case with Alex?”

Anna shrank under his gaze. She saw Devin look at Nate, who had just walked up. Nate took her hand and Devin looked at her with a raised brow.

Anna’s eyes widened. “I . . .” She swallowed nervously.

Devin frowned and leaned down to whisper in her ear. “I think we need to have a conversation at the Manor before we leave on Monday.”

Anna bit her lip to keep from crying out.

“End it with Nate. Now.” Devin straightened and gave her a look.

She nodded timidly and looked at Nate. “Nate . . . C’mon.” She pulled at his hand and led him away from the other men.

“Anna, I was thinking . . . we can leave without telling anyone,” Nate said softly. “New York is a huge place. No one will find you there.”

Anna shook her head sadly. She looked up intently into his beautiful brown eyes. The eyes she’d gotten used to gazing into. “Nate. You should go without me.”

Nate pushed her hand gently away. “No, I’ll stay here with you. Maybe we can . . .”

“No, Nate,” she said more firmly than she felt. But she couldn’t let him stay here and risk something happening to him. “I can’t.” She looked at him. “You have to go without me.”

Nate began to protest, but Anna stopped him. “Please, Nate. You have to go without me.” She paused, wondering if she should tell him about Devin’s threat.

He frowned at her. “I thought we had something special, Anna.”

Anna blinked back tears. “I like you, Nate. I really do, but I can’t leave here. It’s . . . hard to explain.”

Nate looked at her, bewildered. “So that’s it?”

“I’m sorry, Nate.”

He gave her a dirty look and then turned on his heel and stormed away.

She stared hard out the window, trying to get control of her emotions. A few minutes later, she felt a warm body move in close behind her. She looked over her shoulder to see Wilhelm standing there. He turned her around and hugged her to himself.

“Liebling, it will all work out. I know it hurts now, but you’ll feel better soon.”

“Why does Alex hate me?”

He pulled her away and cupped her cheek. “He doesn’t hate you, Liebling. He’s trying to protect you.”

Anna snorted.

“Why would I lie to you?” Wilhelm gave her a stern, but gentle look.

She knew Wilhelm wouldn’t lie, but she didn’t understand. Alex was so cold. Maybe Wilhelm just didn’t think that Alex hated her.

Kurt walked up at that moment. “I heard what happened, Anna. Are you all right?”

Wilhelm guided Anna into Kurt’s arms. Kurt held her and Anna leaned her head against his chest. Anna couldn’t speak over the lump in her throat.

Kurt and Wilhelm talked quietly as Kurt stroked her hair and she calmed under his touch.

Isaak came by a while later. “Anna, how are you doing?”

She looked at him and gave him a sad smile.

“I’m so sorry, Anna. I had hoped . . .” Isaak sighed. “I know you can’t go to New York, but would you be content dancing with my company?”

Anna straightened and her heart leaped. “You want me to dance with you?”

Isaak laughed. “Of course, Anna. I’d much rather have you here than send you to New York, but I thought that if you had the opportunity to leave . . .” He stopped and shook his head. “I spoke to Alex and Devin already and they . . . agreed to allow you to join the Company, if you’d like to.”

Anna smiled and nodded. “I’d like that very much, Isaak.”

Isaak laughed. “Wonderful. I’m so glad. I am bringing you in as a soloist until the board members understand your value. Then I’ll be able to promote you to principal.”

Anna stared at Isaak. She wasn’t going into the corps? “Thank you, Isaak. I’ll try not to let you down.”

“I have no fear of that, Anna,” Isaak smiled warmly. “When you get back from your trip you can begin classes with the Company. You can spend September and October learning the repertoire and Nutcracker will be your first performance with us.”

Anna couldn’t help but grin. “It was already my first performance with the Company.” She performed in the first act of Nutcracker the night her parents died.

Isaak frowned in confusion, then laughed. “That’s true, Anna. But this time you won’t be in the first act.”

It was Anna’s turn to be confused. “I won’t?” It was primarily principals in the second act.

“Anna, just because I can’t give you the title of principal doesn’t mean I won’t use you as one. I was thinking Arabian, and Devin approved.”

“Arabian? You’re going to have me partner?”

Isaak nodded. “With Travis. You know him, correct?”

“Yes. He’s a nice guy.”

“Good. Don’t tell anyone yet. I haven’t posted the cast list.” Isaak winked and kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you when you get back.”

Anna watched Isaak walk away, the sting of the previous hour dampened by Isaak’s words. At least she would be able to keep dancing.

She smiled up at Kurt and Wilhelm. “Travis is the son of the LA Elder,” she told them.

Wilhelm looked intrigued. “I had heard Brandon let some of his sons out and about. He’s a good man.”
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Wilhelm gazed down at Anna, who had been pacified with Isaak’s offer. Wilhelm had a suspicion that Isaak’s motivations were more than simply giving Anna an opportunity to dance with the premier dance company in the country. He saw the way Isaak looked at her; he cared deeply for Anna, but it was purely platonic. Was Isaak trying to get her away from Devin? If only that were possible.

But Alex was right. She couldn’t leave Devin. She was bonded to him and this city. Only a stronger bond elsewhere would allow her to leave.

Devin walked up a few minutes later to let Anna know he was leaving. She thanked him for letting her continue to dance.

“Don’t make me regret the decision, Anna,” he said sternly.

“I will do my best, Devin.”

Devin looked at Wilhelm. “I have need of Anna Sunday afternoon. Would it be all right if she cut her weekend short with you?”

Wilhelm saw Anna’s face pale at Devin’s words and studied Devin for a long moment. What was going on? “I suppose so,” he said slowly. “May she spend the night with us when you are done?”

“I’m afraid not. We are leaving early the next morning for the airport and we won’t be done until late.”

Wilhelm frowned, but nodded. He didn’t like this. But he didn’t have a reason to say no. His gut instincts weren’t enough to protest a Master taking his slave back.

Devin turned to Anna. “I will have Ian pick you up at your apartment at four.”

“Yes, Devin,” Anna responded nervously.

The fear in her eyes made Wilhelm uncomfortable.

“Good.” Devin shook hands with Wilhelm and Kurt, then turned and left.


Sixty-One


Anna waited nervously at her apartment for Ian to arrive. She had been looking forward to the trip to Washington, DC. Devin knew that Anna had never traveled and wanted her to enjoy the trip. Now she wondered if he still felt that way. She knew he was angry at her and knew the reason she was going to the Manor this afternoon: punishment for disobedience on Friday.

She trembled at the thought of Devin’s punishments. She would be lucky if she could walk tomorrow. How would she get on the plane if she couldn’t move?

A knock at the door made her jump. She quickly answered it and Ian came in.

“You ready?” he asked in his low voice.

Anna nodded nervously. Something about Ian’s demeanor frightened her. They had started becoming friends in the last few weeks after she’d found out he was a really nice guy. He’d even come out and stayed the night with her several times. With Seth gone, she didn’t have anyone else to call when she got too antsy. Devin had lifted the restriction after a couple of weeks when she started having trouble functioning after a week of no nightly visitors. Her body was addicted to sex and she needed release, so Devin said that Ian could come over when she “needed” someone.

She backed against the wall and stared at him. He looked at her with dark eyes.

He sighed and closed his eyes for a moment. “Anna . . . ,” he began. “I . . . please know that what happens this afternoon . . .” He shook his head. “I wish I didn’t have to do it . . .”

Tears came to Anna’s eyes. She was to be punished. He had just confirmed it.

Ian crossed the room and hugged her. “I have to obey Devin. You know that, right?”

Anna nodded. She knew and couldn’t blame him. She hugged him around his waist.

After a moment, he released her. “C’mon. Let’s get your things so Devin doesn’t get any angrier.”

The drive to the Manor was quiet. Anna’s fear built with every mile. Ian would pat her knee every once in a while, but his kindness only made what was coming more frightening.

When they arrived, Ian took Anna inside. Devin approached as they entered the building. Anna quickly removed her shoes and bowed before him.

“Come, Anna. There is a lot to do before I’m done with you.” Devin said, his cold voice echoing off the hard surfaces of the entryway.

She stood with shaky legs and followed Devin with Ian right behind her.

Devin led her down to the stone-walled dungeon. Whips, paddles, crops and other instruments lined the walls. There was also a comfortable-looking chair in the far corner. She supposed he needed somewhere to sit and watch her punishment. It certainly wasn’t for her.

“Remove your clothing,” Devin ordered in a low voice.

She quickly obeyed, then stood quietly with her head bowed. Maybe if she were quick to obey now, some of his anger would lessen. Ian led her to the archway where he cuffed her, arms above her head and legs free, though her arms were so high she was on her tiptoes. Then Devin came over and reached behind her neck, removing her necklace.

She gasped as Devin handed it to Ian, who put it in his pocket. Tears formed in her eyes as she looked at Devin questioningly.

“You don’t deserve to wear that necklace right now.”

Anna hung limply. His removal of her protection, his affection for her, hurt her more than she would have expected.

The room was cool and goose bumps sprang up all over her body. She watched as Devin selected a whip and positioned himself in front of her.

“Do you know why we’re here, Anna?” Devin asked, giving the whip a few test cracks.

She flinched at every crack. “I was disobedient,” she said softly.

“I’m glad you know.” Crack! “I’m not sure if you living on your own is such a good idea. You’ve grown rather lazy in the last few months. All the years of training seem to have gone away. Turn around.”

Anna quickly did as she was told. As soon as she faced the wall there was a crack and fire erupted across her back.

She cried out. She hadn’t been whipped in several months and had somehow forgotten how much it stung.

Crack! Crack! Crack! Each crack across her back blazed fire on her skin. It hurt like hell, but she wasn’t screaming. Yet.

After several minutes, Devin told her to turn back around. He proceeded to do to her front what he’d done to her back; her front was more sensitive. Tears began streaming down her face as she bit her lip to keep from screaming. He landed a particularly accurate shot at her left nipple, which broke the screaming dam. She began twisting away from him to avoid the lashes. But he simply hit whatever side was facing him.

She knew better than to beg him to stop. She screamed with each lash. Her entire body felt like it was on fire. There were few places that he didn’t hit. When she couldn’t scream anymore, he stopped.

She hung limply from her wrists, face wet with tears. Her head hung down and she saw angry red lines all over her body.

“I’m sorry, Master,” she whispered.

Devin didn’t answer, but walked over to her and examined her body, touching the sore areas and making her jump. She groaned in pain. Was he done?

The door opened a few minutes later and two naked women entered. They looked vaguely familiar, but Anna’s brain felt like mush and she couldn’t recollect their names. They looked at her and giggled.

“Look at the poor princess,” one of them mocked and both giggled.

Anna squinted through her pain to look at them. It was Tabitha and Zoe. The girls that had lived with her and Jack! She had watched them get raped many times, and she had thought of herself above them. She clearly wasn’t anymore, if she ever was.

“Come, girls,” Devin said, walking over to the chair in the corner. They eagerly followed him and sat at his feet and began playing with his cock.

Anna looked away, hurt. She didn’t want to see them touching her Master.

At that point, Ian walked over with several long strings. No, wires with clips on the end. She looked up into his face, frightened of the unknown. He didn’t look at her, but clenched his jaw as he attached the clips to her nipple and pussy rings. The wires ran to a black box sitting on the floor. Ian walked over to where Devin sat and handed him something. A moment later heated pain surged through her veins and she screamed. She tugged at her restraints, trying desperately to free herself, but Ian was excellent at restraints. This she knew from past experience.

When the pain stopped, she panted, cheeks wet from her tears. She looked wearily over at Devin. Tabitha was between his feet sucking on his cock noisily and Zoe was lying on a table next to him with her legs spread as he licked her pussy. Her heart ached as she watched him lavish attention on the two women. Zoe looked at her and smirked, then closed her eyes and moaned.

Unexpectedly, another surge of pain swept through her body. She twisted and turned, trying to escape the pain. But the wires were firmly attached and not going anywhere. She screamed and begged her Master to stop. He only laughed.

The pain stopped for a moment, then began again. The pain stopped and started at irregular intervals. Sometimes lasting just a second, other times lasting for what seemed like forever. She screamed and screamed and cried and begged.

Faintly, above her screams she heard Zoe cry out an orgasm and then saw her switch places with Tabitha. The pain continued and she heard Tabitha cry out and then heard Devin moan his orgasm as Zoe sucked him dry.

The pain stopped for a longer time and Devin stood and zipped up his pants.

“If you’ll excuse me, ladies. I have something I need to attend to.” He walked across the room where Ian opened the door for him. “You girls play nice,” Devin said, smiling at Tabitha and Zoe.

Oh, God, he was going to leave her alone with them? Would they do anything to her? She got her answer as soon as the men left the room.

“Well, well, well. If it isn’t Princess Anna,” Tabatha said nastily, then laughed. “Master left you all alone with us.”

“Maybe we should get some revenge,” Zoe suggested. They both giggled and whispered in each other’s ear.

“Master took it easy on you with the electricity,” Tabitha said. She removed the clips from Anna’s nipple rings. Anna sighed in relief and Zoe giggled.

“Oh, no,” Zoe said. “We know a much more painful way to take it.”

They moved the clips to her outer labia, then removed the other clips and put them on her inner labia and clit hood and then one directly on her clit. Anna whimpered at the pinching and dreaded the other pain. Zoe walked to the other side of the room and picked up a small black box and returned. “Shall we?” she asked Tabitha.

“No, please,” Anna begged, tears flowing freely. They simply laughed and Zoe pushed a button on the remote.

Anna screamed. The pain was unbearable. White-hot heat erupted onto her pussy. It felt like someone had thrown molten lava directly onto her most sensitive area.

She convulsed and screamed at the pain. They didn’t turn it off. The pain just went on and on and on . . . until blackness overcame her and she felt nothing.
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Devin returned to the dungeon a while later. It was quiet, though he had heard the screaming earlier. Whatever they had done to Anna had elicited screams even he hadn’t heard from her before.

When he opened the door, the girls were sitting in his chair talking and giggling. Anna had passed out in her restraints. For a moment, he thought they’d killed her, but he saw her chest moving slightly. He sighed in relief. He’d wanted to punish Anna, not kill her. She wouldn’t do him any good dead. At least not yet.

Her body was striped with the marks from the whip and her pussy was bright red and had multiple wires attached. He walked over to see what the girls had done. Intriguing. Right on the skin. Ooh! And one on the clit. He imagined that would hurt a lot.

“You girls may go,” he said.

He hadn’t figured they would be so cruel, but then again, they were some of the meanest girls he had. They’d been known to bully some of the other girls. Most of the time it wasn’t a problem. And soon it wouldn’t be a problem at all. They were twenty-four and very near the end of their useful lives. Very near. Their attitudes would not make them useful for anything else. Some of his girls he kept around if they showed promise for other duties around the Manor. These two, while very, very good sex slaves, had little inclination for anything except having sex. A useful trait when they were young. But they were getting old. Men were losing interest. In fact . . . .

“Ian,” he said quietly as the girls left. “Prepare them for Elimination. They are too old to be any more use to me.”

Ian nodded and followed the girls out of the room. He would take them to a holding room where the men of the Manor would be notified that they were available for anything they wanted to do. After the men were done with them, if the girls were still alive, then Ian would give them a lethal injection and have their bodies disposed of.

Devin turned to look at Anna. He wasn’t done with her yet. No, there was more punishment to be doled out. He would make her think twice before disobeying again. Fortunately, the Immortals were willing to heal her body before he left tomorrow. Otherwise, he would have to stop now.

He unchained her and moved her bindings behind her back. When Ian returned, he would chain her up so she stood bent over enough to expose her pussy between her legs. Then the punishment would continue, focusing on that lovely part of her body. Devin’s cock twitched in anticipation. The opportunity to do whatever he wanted to her ass and pussy was unbelievably arousing.
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A sharp scent brought Anna back to consciousness and her body jerked awake. She ached all over. Her arms were tied behind her back, but raised up so that she leaned forward. Her ankles were cuffed several feet apart and she wore a collar that was attached to something above her, holding her head up level with her back. She coughed and shook her head as best she could in her position.

“Did you have a nice nap?” Devin asked from above.

She could see his booted feet beside her, but she couldn’t look up at him; the collar was also attached to the ground. Her head could move side to side slightly, but not up and down.

Devin slapped her face. “I asked you a question,” he said sharply.

“I . . . I don’t know, Master,” she whispered.

Her throat was raw from screaming. God, everything hurt! How long had she been out? Did she even want to know? Obviously, Devin wasn’t done with her yet. Oh, she just wanted to go to sleep.

Devin walked away. She heard him say Ian’s name and saw a big shadow approach her. Something touched her ass and she jumped. No! Please, not that! The something was hot and hard and big and pressed against her asshole, demanding entry. It was Ian. His hands were on her hips and he pressed himself against her. Anna tried desperately to relax the tight muscles, but it had been so long since she’d had anal, there was little she could do.

She grunted, then cried out as his cock gained entry into her body.

“Ian . . .” Devin’s voice had a ring of warning to it.

She heard Ian take a deep breath, then thrust forward hard and ripped into her tight hole, making her scream as the muscles tore. Her back and leg muscles clenched painfully as she tried to brace herself against his powerful thrusts. Every time he pushed forward, her body pressed forward, making the collar choke her.

Ian fucked her hard, as he had been ordered to do. Anna could do nothing but take the enormous cock into her. She couldn’t even tighten the muscles around him to help him come faster. Her stomach cramped as he pounded into her body over and over again. She sobbed at the intense pain. Ian continued his pounding until she heard him grunt and curse as he came, shooting his cum deep inside her ravaged hole. He pulled out hard, making her jump, then smacked her ass before he walked away.

The floor under Anna’s head glistened with her tears.

She heard a whistle and a crack before her body registered the pain of being struck by a riding crop right on her sore ass. She screamed. Over and over her poor hole was hit. It sounded like it was hitting liquid. She could see slightly behind her on the ground and saw dark drops on the floor between her legs. It had a red tinge to it though it was hard to see in the dim lighting. Ian had torn her so badly she was bleeding and now one of them was hitting her and making her bleed more. Her body jerked with every lash and she cried out repeatedly.

The lashes stopped suddenly.

“Your ass is a mess, Anna,” Devin commented from behind. “A beautiful, fucked up, bloody mess.”

She felt something against her pussy and it pressed inside. It was Devin. He fucked her hard for a moment, hitting her sore ass with every thrust, then stopped for a moment until Anna felt a pinch inside her. His spikes! He began moving again and the spikes scraped her channel. He pounded into her over and over again and she screamed in pain. When she looked down she could see Devin’s feet between hers and a steady drip of blood coming from her lower body.

He hit her as he fucked her and leaned down to pinch her nipples. When he finally came, he shouted out and pressed hard inside, then pulled out and smacked her pussy hard several times with his hand. But he still wasn’t done with her. A few minutes later she felt the sting of many tiny whips against her pussy. The cat-o’-nine-tails. It had sharp things at the end and Devin used it brutally on her lower body, concentrating especially on her pussy and ass. She screamed until she lost her voice, then grunted. She was certain her pussy would be a bloody mess. The drops of blood continued to pool between her feet.

The pain was unbearable, but she couldn’t scream anymore. She couldn’t move. She could only cry silently and pray that she would die. When the darkness began to creep in, she hoped it was death and not just unconsciousness.


Sixty-Two


“A


nna.”

Anna jumped and opened her eyes. Devin sat next to her stroking her hair. She looked at him with frightened eyes. Was she to be punished again?

She looked around with jerky movements. She was in her bedroom at the Manor. Morning sunlight streamed through the sheer curtains that covered the windows and French door, bathing the room in pink light.

Morning? The last thing she remembered was extreme pain down in the dungeon. She took stock of her body. She didn’t hurt anywhere. In fact, she felt remarkably well.

Devin wore a white dress shirt and slacks and his hair was slightly damp. Was it Monday morning already?

“I’m sorry, Master,” she whispered, tears running down her cheeks.

“I know you are, Baby. You’ve been punished and I’m sure I don’t have to worry about disobedience again, do I?”

“No, Master,” she whispered.

“Good girl,” he said, leaning down and kissing her. He stroked her cheek and she relaxed. “Good girl,” he repeated.

There was a knock at the door and Sarah entered, carrying a tray.

“Oh!” she exclaimed when she saw Devin. “Good Morning, Master,” she said with a curtsy.

“Good morning, Sarah.” Devin stood and looked at Anna. “Eat breakfast quickly, then get ready. We’ll leave in about ninety minutes.”

“Yes, Master,” Anna said softly, sitting up, surprised to find herself dressed in a soft cotton nightgown.

Devin smiled warmly at her then left the room. Anna got up quickly and went to the table where Sarah had laid out her breakfast.

“Good morning, Mistress,” she said cheerfully. “Are you excited about your trip?”

“I hadn’t really thought about it,” Anna answered honestly. After last night she was rather apprehensive about anything with Devin. She didn’t want to anger him.

“Is there anything else you need, Mistress?

When Anna shook her head Sarah said she’d be back in a bit to retrieve her tray.

Anna ate quickly, then went into the bathroom to get ready. She dressed in a navy travel skirt suit and a white silk top, and then made sure everything was ready with her luggage. Satisfied that all was in order, she sat in the chair by the window and read from the Kindle that Alex had bought her. She didn’t like to think about the fact that it was from Alex, but it was easier than carrying multiple books and it fit nicely in her new white travel purse.

She allowed herself a trace of excitement to build as she thought about her upcoming adventures. She’d never been on a plane before. She grew up in Oakland, across the bay, but she hadn’t left San Francisco since her parents died. And now she was going all the way across the country to Washington, DC!

Ian came into her room a little while later. She stood nervously when he entered. He looked handsome in his dark suit.

“How are you feeling, Anna?” he asked in a gentle voice.

“Fine, thank you,” she said quietly.

“I’m sorry I had to hurt you, Anna,” he said softly, walking up to her.

She looked up into his soft hazel eyes and nodded. “I know.” She took a step forward and hugged her arms around his waist. He hugged her back tightly.

“Are you ready?” he asked when he pulled away.

She nodded and gave him a timid smile.
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A while later, Devin, Ian, Tyler, Maggie, and Anna were in the back of a limousine heading down the freeway to the airport. Maggie looked around in amazement. Anna sat next to Devin and stared excitedly out the window. Devin had been very kind and gentle with her since they’d been in the car and he had his hand on her knee.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Devin said suddenly and pulled something out of his jacket pocket.

He held out a pink diamond ring to Anna. The large pink diamond was square and surrounded by tiny white diamonds. On either side of the large diamond were two smaller square white diamonds surrounded by smaller round diamonds. The setting looked antique.

“Oh, Devin!” Anna exclaimed, looking at the ring. “It’s beautiful!”

Devin slipped it on her left ring finger. “This way, other men will know that you are mine with just a glance.” He smiled and captured her lips with his, kissing her deeply and caressing the side of her neck. “I love you, Baby.”

Anna’s eyes sparkled. “I love you too, Devin,” she said shyly, and cuddled next to him.

Tyler, Devin’s son who sat across from them, frowned as he stared out the window.

“Tyler,” Devin said. “You don’t need to pout. I’ll share.”

Anna, feeling much more secure in her relationship with Devin now, smiled at Tyler. He looked so much like his dad, but his eyes weren’t as hard.
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After the fright of takeoff, Anna was able to relax and enjoy the flight. Of course, Devin’s hand up her skirt made it enjoyable as well. He was obviously over his anger with her and gave her several orgasms during the course of their flight. During the stopover in Chicago, he took her into one of the first-class bathrooms and fucked her hard against the vanity, all the while telling her what a good girl she was and how much he adored her.

As they were settling in for their flight from Chicago to DC, Devin looked behind him and grinned.

“Well, well, well,” he said in a strange voice that Anna had never heard from him.

Anna turned to see a handsome man with medium blond hair and broad shoulders walking up the aisle with a grin on his face.

“Devin!” he exclaimed.

Anna’s mouth opened in astonishment when they hugged in greeting. Who would Devin greet in such a way? She’d never seen such a thing.

“Tom! I didn’t expect to see you until tomorrow.” Devin laughed as he leaned against the back of his seat. “What are you doing in Chicago?”

“Last minute business trip.” Tom shrugged.

“Is Tommy there already?” Tyler asked eagerly, walking up to the two men.

Tom laughed. “Hey, Tyler,” he said, hugging the younger man. “Yeah. They’re all waiting at the hotel. They arrived this morning. Poor Kelsey. I hated to leave her to manage everything, but I made sure the older ones helped out.”

Devin rolled his eyes. “I never understood why you had such a big family.”

“I love my family.” Tom smiled. “I happen to love my wife as well.” He looked at Anna and gave her a friendly smile. “You must be Anna,” he said.

Anna stared at him nervously. How did he know who she was? She glanced down at his hand and saw he wore a diamond ring on his right pinky. An Elder? She looked back at him. But he looked so . . . nice. And normal.

“Yes, Tom. This is my Anna,” Devin said, hugging Anna to his side. “Anna, this is my best friend, Tom Pendleton.”

Devin has a best friend? “Hello, Mr. Pendleton,” Anna said softly, clinging to Devin’s arm.

“Call me Tom,” he said with a grin. “She’s adorable.” He looked back at Devin. “Bet it was hard to wait.”

“You have no idea,” Devin groaned.

“Ian, how are you?” Tom said, moving across the aisle when Ian stood. They shook hands.

“Good, Sir. And you?” Ian asked in a friendly manner.

“Good, good. Thanks. Glad to see you.”

The men chatted for a few minutes. Tyler obviously looked up to Tom as much as he looked up to his own father.

Anna stood quietly and clasped her hands as she listened to them talk. She wanted to sit down, but didn’t think Devin would approve. She glanced at Maggie, who sat quietly in the seat behind Anna’s. They shared small smiles but didn’t dare talk.

The cabin filled with mostly businessmen and soon the fasten seatbelt sign lit up. Tom moved to a seat across the aisle and two rows back.

“Tom is the Elder for New York,” Devin explained as Anna buckled her seatbelt. “We’ve known each other since we were boys. We went to college together. Much like Tyler and his son, Tommy, will be doing this fall.” A soft expression appeared on Devin’s face, making Anna wonder if Devin had always been as hard as he was now.

“I saw his ring,” she said.

“Good girl. It’s a good idea to keep a lookout for rings while we’re here. Make sure you treat the Brothers with respect. Unless they’re wearing a diamond, they shouldn’t touch you. But if they do, do as they want and then come and tell me and I will deal with them.”

“Yes, Devin.”


Sixty-Three


They arrived in DC in the early evening. Tom rode with them in the limo to the luxurious hotel.

Tom called his family when they arrived and, as Devin was checking in, a pregnant woman with short brown hair and sparkling blue eyes arrived in the lobby a few minutes later. Anna stood next to Devin at the reception desk.

“Hello, darling,” Tom greeted the woman with an affectionate kiss. “How was the trip down?”

The woman smiled, but rolled her eyes. “Tiring, but Tommy and Denise were a huge help.”

“Good. I’d tan their hides if they weren’t.” They both laughed.

Tyler laughed too. “I’d pay to see that.”

“Tyler, I didn’t see you. How are you, dear?”

“Good, Kelsey, you?” Tyler answered politely.

“Oh. Looking forward to a dinner I don’t have to cook.” She smiled prettily. “Where’s your dad?”

Tyler motioned over to where Devin and Anna were standing.

“We’re in the third-floor suite, west wing,” Kelsey told Tyler. “Tommy’s there now. He can show you the room you boys will be staying in.”

Tyler grinned. “Cool.” He disappeared into the elevator bank.

Devin received the key card from the hotel attendant and turned to greet Kelsey. “Ah, Kelsey. How are you dear?” He kissed her cheek and looked at her swollen stomach, shaking his head. “Are you trying to repopulate the city on your own?”

Kelsey and Tom laughed. “Maybe,” she said with a glint in her eyes.

“How’s Sandy?” she asked. “Did she come with you?”

Devin frowned. “No. She’s at home.” He didn’t elaborate.

Anna stood by nervously.

Kelsey’s eyes flickered to Anna then back at Devin with a questioning look.

Devin smiled, almost wickedly, and pulled Anna closer to him with his hand around her waist. “Kelsey, this is Anna. My mistress.”

Kelsey didn’t hide the shock on her face as she looked between Anna and Devin.

Anna flushed and looked at the ground.

“I . . . uh,” Kelsey stammered. “It’s nice to meet you, Anna,” she said stiffly.

Anna peeked up at her and gave her an uncertain smile. “It’s nice to meet you too, Mrs. Pendleton,” she said softly, then looked back at the ground. Would she be here the entire time?

“Well, shall we refresh ourselves, then go get a bite to eat?” Devin suggested, ignoring the uncomfortable silence between the two women.

They agreed that Anna and Devin would meet Tom and his family in their suite in a half-hour and they parted company. A bellhop led Devin, Anna, Ian, and Maggie to the elevators and up to their fourth-floor suite. One of the presidential suites.

Anna stared at the room when she walked in. Well, it wasn’t a room. It was multiple rooms. The huge foyer had a door to the bedroom and an open archway that led to a huge living area. The living area had windows on two sides with amazing views of the city and some sort of waterway. Multiple seating areas were scattered throughout the room, which was decorated in hues of light blue, gold and green. A dining table with room for eight sat to one side of the suite. It was so opulent!

The bedroom had a king sized bed, a seating area, and gold walls. Anna could see a dressing room through a doorway next to a walk-in closet. Past that was a huge marble bathroom.

Maggie and Ian each had adjoining rooms on the far side of the suite.

“Wow!” was all Anna could say as she looked around the huge place.

Devin came up behind her, put his arms around her waist and kissed her neck. “You like it?”

He moved her hair aside and sucked on the top of her ear, making her knees weak.

“Mmm hmm,” she mumbled as his hand slid under her jacket and cupped her breast.

“Undress,” Devin commanded softly.

Anna did as commanded, draping her suit and underwear over the chair, and then stood naked in front of Devin with her head bowed. Devin had undressed as well. His cock bobbed in front of her and she longed to touch him. He pushed down on her shoulders to make her go to her knees. She did so and eagerly took his cock into her mouth. She could taste herself on him from when they had fucked in Chicago.

Devin moaned. “Good girl,” he mumbled as he guided her head with his hands.

Anna worried that he would poke her throat, but tried to do a good job for him anyway. A while later, Devin pulled away and told her to get on the bed on her hands and knees. She did as she was told and he knelt behind her and pounded himself into her. She moaned in pleasure, but still feared that he would hurt her.

“Come for me, Baby,” Devin cried out.

Anna concentrated and soon felt the stirrings of heat in her belly and moaned. Her body obeyed even though her mind was afraid.

Devin leaned forward to kiss her back and cup her breast. “Good girl,” he murmured as he softened inside her.

Anna felt warmed by his pleasure. Maybe he really wasn’t angry with her anymore. He hadn’t acted angry at all today.

Devin stood up. “We need to get dressed and get down to Tom’s room. Kelsey looked pretty hungry.”

“Yes, Devin,” Anna said, standing and walking to the closet. Her bags were there, but not unpacked.

“Maggie will unpack your things while we’re gone. Wear something nice. We’ll eat in the restaurant downstairs.”

Anna picked out a sleeveless black sheath dress with a high neckline. She went into the bathroom to freshen up her makeup and hair. She was checking herself in the mirror one last time when Devin came up behind her.

“You have been a very good girl today, Anna.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out her necklace. “Don’t disobey me again. Do you understand?”

Anna nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, Devin.”

Devin gave her a warm smile and fastened the necklace in place. He kissed her neck. “Eat well at dinner. It will be a long night.”

Anna followed Devin out of the room wondering what he meant. They took the elevator down one floor and walked to a door very similar to their own. Devin knocked and a moment later the door opened to reveal a girl a little younger than Anna with blond hair and blue eyes.

“Uncle Devin!” she exclaimed and lunged into his arms.

Anna frowned as jealousy clenched at her heart. How dare she greet him like Anna used to! He was her Devin! She stepped back and behind Devin.

“Hey, Denise,” he said affectionately, hugging her back. “You’ve grown.”

Denise giggled. “I’m eighteen now.”

“Are you really?” Devin teased. “Your poor dad.”

Tom came up behind his daughter. “You have no idea. Phone calls day and night. From boys.” Tom rolled his eyes.

Devin laughed. “Yeah. We get that with Sierra too.”

Anna felt so out of place. They were talking about their daughters who were only two years younger than her. But she was Devin’s Mistress. And she was fairly certain she’d be having sex with Tom before the week was out. He was, after all, an Elder.

“Well, come on in. See how much the others have grown,” Tom said, opening the door. “Where’s . . . oh, there you are, Anna.” He smiled at her. “Thought Dev had left you upstairs.”

Devin grabbed her hand. “I wouldn’t do that.”

Devin pulled her inside to a foyer like theirs, though slightly different colors. It was much noisier than their room, though. Shrieks and laughter from several children reached her ears. How many kids did they have?

They walked into the living room and Anna was shocked to see so many kids in the room. They were loud and Anna was quickly overwhelmed. She squeezed Devin’s hand and trembled.

There was another shriek of “Uncle Devin!” and they all ran up to Devin and hugged him. Devin let go and she pressed herself against the wall behind her. This was a side of Devin she’d never seen. Or, hadn’t seen for a very long time. She supposed he was like this with her when she was younger. The thought brought tears to her eyes.

They all looked at Devin with big, innocent, happy eyes. It was clear they all adored him.

Anna had a chance to count now that they were somewhat still. One . . . two . . . three . . . oh, my! Five plus Denise. Six kids? And Kelsey was pregnant too. Very pregnant.

Anna looked over at Kelsey, who sat on the couch with a smile on her face as she watched her children. Anna’s throat tightened at the sight of Kelsey’s obvious joy in her children. That was something Anna would never get to experience. When Kelsey looked over at her, Anna quickly looked at the floor, willing the tears away.

A few minutes later, Tyler walked in with a guy about the same age as him and Anna. He was tall and thin, with blond hair the same color as Tom’s and blue eyes like Kelsey. This must be another son. Tommy? Was that his name?

That made seven kids total ranging in age from twenty to four. Wow! And another one on the way. Anna couldn’t imagine a life like that.

“Hi,” the blond guy said, walking up to her with Tyler at his side. “I’m Tommy. You must be Anna. Tyler said you were pretty,” he grinned and looked at Tyler. “That’s an understatement.”

Anna blushed. “Hello,” she said shyly.

“Is this your girlfriend, Ty?” Denise asked with a giggle, walking up to them.

“Uh, no,” Tyler stammered, looking at Anna. “She’s . . . uh . . . a friend of my dad’s.”

Denise looked at Anna with avid curiosity. “How old are you?” she asked after a moment with accusation in her voice.

“Twenty,” Anna answered softly.

She looked around for Devin, who was sitting on the couch talking to Kelsey. He looked up when Anna located him and smiled. She gave him a desperate look and he motioned for her to join him.

“Excuse me,” she said and walked quickly over to Devin.

Devin patted the cushion next to him and Anna sat stiffly on the edge of the seat, clasped her hands in her lap and kept her face downcast. She could feel Kelsey watching her, but didn’t dare look up.

“I see Tyler and Tommy have arrived,” Tom said. “Shall we?” he stood and helped his wife to her feet.


Sixty-Four


The younger children were remarkably well behaved in the elegant restaurant downstairs. Tom introduced Anna to the kids as Devin’s “friend” and told Devin later that he didn’t feel like having to explain what a mistress was to a six-year-old.

After dinner, Kelsey took the kids upstairs and Devin, Tom, Tyler, Tommy, and Anna went back to Devin’s suite. Kelsey had offered to let Anna come with her, but Devin said no. Kelsey didn’t seem to like the answer, but Tom put his hand on her arm before she could say anything else.

Devin had Anna get drinks from the wet bar for the men, Tyler and Tommy included. He told them that as long as they stayed in the hotel they could drink, but if they wanted to go out they couldn’t.

“Take off your dress, Anna,” Devin said after she handed out the drinks.

Anna gave him a bewildered look. He raised his brow in warning when she didn’t move immediately and she quickly reached for her zipper and tried to pull it down, but couldn’t get it to work.

“I’ll help you,” Tommy said, jumping to his feet.

Anna lowered her arm and turned to allow Tommy to unzip her dress. His fingers strayed down her back where her dress opened, then back up to push her dress off her shoulders.

The dress dropped to the floor around her ankles and she stood nervously in her black lace bra, thong, and garter belt while the men looked at her.

“Beautiful,” Tom said, standing and walking over to her.

He trailed his fingers along the edge of her bra then up her neck where he cupped the back of her head and leaned in to kiss her. His lips caressed hers gently, his tongue probing at them to open up to him. When her lips parted, his tongue thrust into her mouth, sampling her taste and moaning softly. His other hand slid around her back and down to her hips as she ran her hands up his arms to his shoulders. She could feel his lean, hard muscles flexing under his maroon dress shirt. He pressed her hips to him and she could feel his arousal against her belly.

His fingers slid under the strap of her thong and she moaned as he traced the lace around to the front and cupped her mound. His fingers rubbed at her clit and she moaned again, feeling the wetness in the fabric between her legs. When his fingers slipped under the lace and into her silken, wet folds, her knees buckled and she clung to his shoulders. He chuckled gently and led her back to the couch.

He sat down and had her stand between his thighs. She could see the bulge in his pants and she chewed her lower lip, wondering what he looked like.

“Take off your bra,” Tom commanded gently.

She looked into his ocean-blue eyes and reached behind her to unfasten her bra, pulling it off her shoulders and dropping it on the ground next to her. He smiled as he gazed at her breasts, then took a ring between his fingers and tugged gently.

“Why does she have two rings?” he asked, looking around her at Devin.

“Alex.”

Tom seemed to know what Devin meant and nodded. “Take off the rest of it, hon.”

Anna gave him a shy smile, and quickly removed her garter belt and rolled her stockings down. Then she pulled her panties down off her hips and kicked them aside.

Tom trailed his fingers down her belly to her swollen lips below, caressing them gently. She closed her eyes and moaned when he pushed his fingers inside her wet folds.

“God, she’s so fucking wet,” Tom commented.

“She’s well trained,” Devin chuckled. “And being half-Immortal helps there, too.”

Tom chuckled. “I’ve never had the privilege of being with an Elder-Mistress,” he said, gazing up at her while he stroked her, eliciting soft moans.

“You haven’t? They’ve been around.”

“I always seemed to miss them. It’s all right.” He smiled up at Anna. “I think it’s worth the wait.”

Anna could hardly think. His fingers were skilled and long. It was all she could do to keep her legs supporting her.

Tom removed his fingers and brought them to his mouth. “Mmm. Sweet,” he murmured, then put his hands on her hips to bring her pussy to his mouth. His tongue delved into the folds and she put her hands on his shoulders for support.

Anna gasped and sighed as Tom ate her enthusiastically. She heard the sound of a zipper, then Tom pulled her down and she impaled herself on his cock.

“Oh!” she said as he filled her with one movement. It hadn’t hurt, just surprised her.

She looked into Tom’s eyes as he began moving inside her. She moaned as his cock slid in and out of her. He was long and thick. Were all Elders so big? He moved her hips up and down.

“Come for me, sweetheart,” he groaned.

She cried out as she came and clung to his shoulders. She felt him throb inside her and squeezed around him to heighten his pleasure.

“Holy fuck,” Tom mumbled as he held Anna against him, still sitting on his softening cock.

He stroked her hair and back. Anna kissed his neck and nipped gently, which made him chuckle. Anna smiled to herself. She liked Tom.

He continued stroking her back as he talked with Devin. She wasn’t paying attention to their conversation until Tom asked about additional rings.

“Shouldn’t she have more rings on her pussy? I only saw one.”

Anna sat up suddenly and looked at Tom startled. “What did you say?”

Tom smiled at her. “I asked if you were supposed to have more pussy rings. You should have three from each Master. You only have the one nipple ring from Alex.”

Anna turned, frightened, to look at Devin. Where did her rings go?

“Baby, when I punished you last night,” he shrugged. “They came out. Mine did too. I just re-pierced you when you were sleeping.”

“Good God, man. What did you do to her?”

Devin frowned at him. “What needed to be done.”

Anna turned back around and stared at the wall. Alex’s rings were gone. She felt . . . empty and sad. She knew Devin had punished her severely, but hadn’t imagined he had done so much that her rings had come out.

Tom hugged her to him. She rested her head on his shoulder and stared at the ground behind the couch. Why did it bother her so much that Alex’s rings were gone? She was angry with him. It would serve him right for abandoning her for her not to wear his rings anymore. But even as she told herself how much she hated him, she had to blink away the tears and deny the truth: she missed him terribly.
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Several hours later, Anna knelt by Devin’s feet. Her pussy was sore from use and her jaw was aching. She could hardly keep her eyes open and felt her upper body swaying with sleep. She had pleased each of the men orally and otherwise several times. Especially Tommy and Tyler. They were insatiable. Devin and Tom had laughed about young men and their sexual appetites. Anna was glad that most of Devin’s acquaintances were not teenage boys.

At long last, she realized that the group was saying goodbye at the front door. She hadn’t even realized that they’d left the room. Devin walked back into the room and stood in front of Anna. She heard him chuckle, then scooped her up and carried her to the bedroom.

“You were such a good girl tonight, baby,” he whispered as he lay her down on the bed. “Get some sleep. We’ll go sightseeing tomorrow.”

Anna gave Devin a small smile as she drifted off to sleep.


Sixty-Five


She watched him as he sat in a large room that looked like a library. His hair was unkempt and he had several days’ growth of beard on his face. He hunched over a desk with the largest book Anna had ever seen in front of him. Her heart leaped involuntarily when she saw him.


She was not happy about her reaction to the sight of him. He didn’t seem to notice her at first, but looked up a moment later and saw her.

“Schatzi . . . ,” he said with a tender smile on his face. He looked down at the book and pushed it away from himself, further from Anna. “I miss you.”

Anna shook her head. She didn’t want to be captivated by him.

He chuckled. “It’s good to see you, mein Liebe. Are you okay?”

Anna bit her lip. Should she tell him about the missing rings? Would he be angry?

“Anna?”

She looked at him, wide-eyed and took a step back. Devin would be angry if something had happened to his rings. She shook her head, felt something hard behind her give way and then she awoke.
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When Anna opened her eyes again, she was lying in bed in the dark, staring up at the ceiling. Devin snored softly next to her. She didn’t like the ache in her heart. She felt lonely.

Anna moved closer to Devin and snuggled close to him. He awoke and pulled her close. But it wasn’t the same. As much as she wanted to deny it, she missed Alex. She closed her eyes and tried to think of anything but him.


Sixty-Six


The next thing Anna knew, the sun was peeking past the curtains of the hotel bedroom. She saw the light behind her eyelids. Her head and left hand were resting on Devin’s chest. His breathing told her that he was still asleep, and she slid her hand down his chest and belly to his semi-hard cock.

She stroked him up and down slowly but firmly; the way he liked it. He moaned and flexed his hips against her hand.

“Baby . . . ,” he mumbled and rolled over to lie on top of Anna, spreading her legs apart and pushing his cock into her body.

She gasped in pleasure as he moved inside her, thrusting in and out sensually. He kissed her neck and groaned as his movements quickened.

“Oh, Baby. You feel so good,” he murmured against her neck. She wrapped her legs around his hips and matched his thrusts until they both came.

“Good morning,” Devin said gently, propping himself up on his elbows above her.

Anna smiled. “Good morning, Devin,” she said softly.

He nuzzled her cheek, then ear. “I could get used to waking with you in the mornings. I’m glad we have these days together.”

“Me too,” she said with a smile.

She liked it when Devin was happy. She wanted to make him happy. He loved her when she made him happy.

Devin rolled off her. “Why don’t you get ready while I order breakfast?” He looked up at the clock. “We’re supposed to meet Tom and his family in about an hour to go sightseeing together.”

An hour and a half later, the large group was downtown wandering around the National Mall. They were on the way to lunch when Anna’s phone rang. She looked nervously at Devin, who was holding her hand.

“Who is it?” he asked.

Anna pulled it out of her purse and looked at the screen. “It’s Kurt,” she said, surprised. She glanced up at Devin, who nodded.

“Go ahead and answer.” He let go of her hand and motioned that she could walk away from the group. Denise and Kelsey looked at her curiously.

Anna strayed behind the rest as they walked towards the place they were going to have lunch. “Hello?”

“Anna, Engel, how are you doing?”

“Hello, Kurt,” Anna smiled at the sound of his voice. “I’m good. I’m in Washington, DC right now.”

“Are you really? Only eight hours away from me right now. Tempting to come see you.”

Anna giggled. “I don’t know how Devin would feel about that.”

“Hmm,” Kurt said. “You’re there with him?”

“Yes.”

“Are you with him now?”

Anna looked up. The others were walking into the Italian restaurant. Devin looked back at her and smiled, indicating with his hand that Anna should stay outside. “He’s just gone into the restaurant.”

“Gut. Alex wants to talk to you.”

“Alex?” Anna’s dream rushed back to her and she nervously awaited Alex’s voice. She didn’t have to wait but a few seconds.

“Anna, are you all right?” Alex asked, sounding anxious.

“Y-yes Alex. I’m fine. Are you?”

“Ja, Schatzi.”

There was a pause and Anna winced at his use of the pet name. Why did he call her that? He hated her.

“I saw you. Last night. You came to me.”

“I did?”

“Ja, Schatzi. I always see you.”

“You do?” Anna stared at the ground. Her dreams were . . . real? “Did you . . . see me that night . . . when I was sixteen?”

“Ja, Anna. And other times as well.”

Anna’s head whirred. All those times she’d seen him, he’d seen her too? Why hadn’t he told her? “Oh.”

“What’s wrong?”

“N-nothing. Is there something I can do for you, Alex?”

“Anna, I know you. I know your voice and your facial expressions. Something’s wrong. What happened?”

Anna fidgeted for a moment, but she knew she had to tell him. “My rings,” she said softly. “They’re . . . gone.”

Alex exclaimed loudly in German and Anna pulled the phone away from her ear slightly. “Did that bastard take them out?”

“Not on purpose . . . ,” she said in a shaky voice.

Alex was quiet for a moment. She heard a low voice in the background. Wilhelm?

Alex sighed. “I’m sorry I shouted, Anna,” he said in a softer voice. “Please tell me what happened,” he urged gently.

It wasn’t a command. She began telling him about the punishment that Devin had dealt out on Sunday night.
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Alex listened in horror to Anna’s sweet voice explaining what had happened on Sunday evening. His stomach churned. Picturing poor sweet Anna being beaten so hard brought tears to his eyes. He looked up at his father with horror in his eyes. Vati’s eyes grew concerned as Alex’s facial expressions changed.

When Anna finished speaking, Alex was silent. Devin’s cruelty never ceased to amaze him. It was so far outside of anything Alex could even imagine. Beating such a sweet girl so badly for her behavior on Friday . . . he shuddered. He had been there. He had seen her. She was excited and then heartbroken and had acted accordingly. It wasn’t intentional disobedience. She was just a normal girl. But that’s not what Devin wanted from her.

He was now more determined than ever to find a way to defeat him. He felt he was making good progress, but not quickly enough for Anna’s sake.

“Anna, are you okay?” he asked, fearing Devin had permanently hurt her.

“I’m fine. Devin said something about Immortals healing me. I passed out.”

“The Immortals healed you?” Alex asked, surprised. He glanced at his father who frowned. It wasn’t unheard of for Immortals to heal. Sebastian had healed Anna when Alex had . . . he didn’t want to think about that night.

“Is that a bad thing?” Anna asked softly.

“No, Schatzi. I’m glad you’re okay.”

“I don’t think I would have been able to travel if they hadn’t.”

“Did you see them?”

“Who?”

“The Immortals.”

“No. I didn’t wake up until Monday morning. I don’t know when Devin . . . finished with me. There aren’t windows in the dungeon.”

Alex sighed. “I’m so sorry he did that to you, Anna. I . . . I wish I could have stopped him.”

Anna was quiet for a minute.

“Anna, are you still there?”

“Yes.” She paused. “Are you angry with me?”

“Why would I be angry with you?”

“Because of the . . . rings. Because they’re gone.”

“No, Anna, it’s not your fault.” He spoke in the gentlest voice he could. “There’s nothing to be angry about.” At least not at you.

He heard Anna say something away from the phone. “I . . . I have to go. Devin is calling me.”

“Anna, I’m going to give you a command to protect you, all right? I don’t want you to get in trouble for talking to me.”

“Why would I⁠—”

“Anna, you are not to tell Devin about your dream last night or speaking with me today,” he commanded. “You are to tell him that you had a pleasant conversation with Kurt and he told you that he would be out to see you opening night of the Nutcracker.” He paused. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, Alex.”

He couldn’t read her tone, but hoped she wasn’t hurt.

“Are you coming to Nutcracker?”

“I don’t know yet,” he answered truthfully. Being near her and not being able to be with her was torture. Not to mention seeing her with his brother. He didn’t know if he could do it.

“Okay,” she said without emotion. “I must go to Devin.”

“All right, Schatzi,” he said in a pained voice. “Call me if you need anything.”

“Yes, Alex.”

“I’ll talk to you later, Schatzi.”

“Good bye.” She ended the call.

Alex handed the phone back to his brother and collapsed in the easy chair nearby.

“Is she all right?” Kurt asked in German. “Did that bastard hurt her?”

“Yes. She was disobedient.” Alex snarled the last word. “So he punished her. Brutally. So badly she passed out. Twice.” He told Kurt and his father what Devin had done. “Can’t you do something, Vati?”

Wilhelm shook his head sadly. “No, Alex. I have no authority to do anything. She’s his slave.”

“She’s mine too!” Alex exclaimed, running his hands through his hair. He stared out the window of his father’s study. “I can’t stand the thought of her being with him, Vati. It drives me crazy.”

“I know, Alex. And that’s why you’re here. To learn what you can do.”

Alex stood suddenly and walked towards the door.

“Where are you going?” Kurt asked.

“To study.” Alex stalked out of the room and towards the library. He was determined to find out what he needed to find out as quickly as possible.
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Anna put the phone back into her purse and walked to the restaurant door where Devin waited. She was thankful for Alex’s command. She didn’t want to tell Devin that Kurt had only called so Alex could check on her.

“Everything all right?” Devin asked, moving aside so that she could enter.

Anna smiled. “Kurt is going to come to opening night of Nutcracker.”

Devin smiled “Good. I know he enjoyed seeing you last week.”

Anna nodded. “I enjoyed seeing him too.”

Devin put his hand on her back and led her to a large table at the side of the room where they were sitting. She sat next to Devin and Tyler.

“Everything all right, dear?” Kelsey asked, smiling at Anna warmly.

Anna nodded. “Just a . . . friend calling to say hi.”


Sixty-Seven


After lunch, Devin and Anna went to the Capitol; they had passes to sit in on a Senate session. They sat in the front row of a balcony on the side of the room and when they entered, more than a few senators looked up at them. Some looked startled. Others looked pleased. Several made eye contact with Anna and smiled.

“Devin . . . ?” Anna said, looking around, a bit frightened.

“They know us, Baby,” Devin whispered in her ear. “We’re the ones who put them here.”

“Oh,” she said, biting her lip.

A balding, gray-haired man with glasses sitting behind a big desk at the front of the room looked up at them and politely nodded. He made eye contact with Anna and smiled, then turned his attention back to the proceedings of the Senate.

“Do you know who that is, Anna?” Devin asked quietly.

Anna shook her head.

“That’s the Vice President of the United States.”

They stayed in the room for about a half hour, then left and went to the House of Representatives. This room was much larger with many more people down below. Again they were noticed when they sat down with much the same reaction, though the woman sitting behind the big desk at the front of the room looked startled when she saw Devin.

After another half hour, they left the chambers and headed to another building down the street a bit. The hallways were crowded and loud. Anna clung to Devin’s hand as they went to the third floor and Devin opened the door.

A young man sat behind a large wooden desk looked up with a haughty expression. “Can I help you?”

“We’re here to see the Senator,” Devin said in a cold tone.

“Do you have an appointment?” the young man asked in the same manner, bordering on rudeness.

Devin frowned and looked down at him with narrowed eyes. “I am Devin Andersen. I don’t need an appointment.”

The young man’s eyes widened. “I . . . I apologize, sir,” he stammered. “The Senator is not back yet.”

Devin growled. “Then call him and let him know I’m here.” He turned on his heel and went to sit down in a leather chair against the wall. Devin looked at Anna and spoke softly. “Go find the bathroom and take your panties off.”

Anna bit her lip and turned back to the man at the desk to ask where the bathrooms were. After being given instructions, Anna left the office, returning a few minutes later with her panties in her purse. She wore a khaki skirt and the cool air flitting up her skirt was somewhat arousing.

When she walked into the office, Devin was not in the room. “Where’s . . . ?”

The young man behind the desk pointed to the door next to him. “They’re in there. You can go in.”

Anna glanced at the door, then walked over and opened it, revealing a large, sunlit office with a huge desk covered in papers.

“Ah, Anna,” Devin said from the other side of the room.

She turned to see Devin and a tall, thin man with dark skin and hair sitting in a comfortable-looking seating area. Anna quickly walked over to Devin.

“Anna, this is Senator Weir,” Devin introduced. “Jerry, this is Anna.”

“Hello, Anna,” the Senator said with a smile that made Anna uncomfortable.

“Hello, Senator,” Anna said quietly.

Anna shifted from one foot to the other as the Senator studied her. He looked at her as if he were appraising her.

“Can I touch?” he asked Devin with a grin.

“A sample? Of course.”

The Senator grabbed her hand roughly and pulled her to him. He pushed her legs apart and slid his hand up her inner thigh to her pussy where he unceremoniously thrust his fingers inside her.

“Oh!” she cried at the unexpected intrusion. He was rough and it made her eyes water. She bit her lip to keep from crying out again as he thrust his fingers in and out of her.

“Wet and tight. Nice.” The senator commented. He removed his fingers and pulled her down to her knees. “Suck my cock,” he said in a harsh voice.

Anna moved in front of him and shakily undid his pants and took his cock into her mouth. He groaned and leaned back with his hand on her head, pushing his cock down her throat repeatedly.

She heard the men talking, but couldn’t hear what they were saying; the senator’s hands were over her ears. She did decipher the words president and election. A few minutes later the senator’s thighs tightened and he groaned as he came in her mouth.

“Will she work?” Devin asked as the senator pulled her hair to remove her head from his lap.

The senator studied her face. “Yes, I believe she will.”

“Good,” Devin stood. “I’ll drop her off at eight. Come Anna.”

Anna stood and followed Devin out of the office and out into the hallway.

“I’m going to see him tonight?” she asked nervously.

“Yes. He’s going to be the next president. I want to establish authority over him before the weekend.”

“Establish authority?”

“Yes. You do as he asks tonight and in the future, he will do anything to be with you again.” Devin stopped in front of another office. “We have several stops to make this afternoon.”

Alarmed, Anna looked at him but didn’t speak.

Devin faced her and put his hands on her shoulders. “Anna, I need their support. You will help me get that support. Do your best and I will be happy. They will all be at the Gathering this weekend. You will be the most popular girl there.” Devin kissed her forehead. “Make me proud, Baby.”

Anna and Devin visited various senators the rest of the afternoon. They had dinner and then returned to the hotel to let Anna rest before she had to see the future president.
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When it was time to leave to see the senator, Devin called for a car and they drove to a nearby apartment building. Devin told the driver to wait and then led Anna inside to an apartment on the fourth floor. The door opened after he knocked and the senator answered with a big, almost nasty, smile on his face.

“I’ll pick her up in the morning,” Devin said, pushing Anna inside. She looked nervously back at him, but he gave her a stern look and turned and walked away.

“Come on in, sweetheart.”

Anna walked into the apartment. It had a large living area, pleasantly furnished. The senator led her through a doorway and told her to take off her clothes. After she complied, he came up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. “Devin said you have a high pain tolerance.”


Sixty-Eight


Anna’s eyes widened, but she didn’t say anything. Why would Devin tell him something like that? She closed her eyes, wishing she could run away. This would be a long and painful night.

He pushed her towards the bed and told her to lie down. He removed cuffs from a dresser drawer and cuffed her hands above her head. Then he turned back to the dresser and pulled more items out of the drawer.

“I don’t restrain the legs because I like to see you thrashing about on the bed. You move, you’re likely to hurt yourself, which I like.”

He turned back to Anna, holding a black plastic box, about six inches long with a u-shaped indention in the top.

Stun gun! Oh, please no!

He smiled. “This has been modified so I can control the voltage.” He looked down at her pussy. “Have you ever been fucked with one of these?”

Anna couldn’t control her terror and started shaking. “No, sir,” she said, voice trembling.

He smiled. “You’re in for a treat, then.”

He sat next to her and started trailing the plastic down her neck. She pulled away in fear and he smiled. “Are you afraid?”

“Yes, Senator,” she whispered.

“Good. You should be.”

Her eyes widened and she struggled to get enough breath in her lungs for the terror of what the night would bring.

He reached the base of her neck and she felt a million needles shoot into her neck. She screamed in pain and her body convulsed.

“Did that hurt, sweetie?”

She panted for breath and tears filled her eyes. “Yes,” she whispered.

He smiled. He trailed the gun down to her breasts, running it around her breasts and up across her nipples. She trembled with terror. He leaned forward and sucked on her nipple, running the gun around the other breast. It pressed into either side of the peak and the pain of a million needles shot into her breast. Her back arched and she screamed.

He chuckled and leaned over to the hurting nub, taking it into his mouth. He bit and she screamed out again and thrashed her legs.

“Please, sir. Please don’t use that on me. It hurts so badly!” she begged.

But he just chuckled and continued to suck.
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Anna hurt everywhere. She had passed out at some point and had embraced the painless blackness. But the blackness had given her up and she had returned to the land of the living. She tried to move her arms, but she couldn’t. They were tied together above her head. She opened her eyes slightly to a dimly lit room.

Her breasts felt like they were on fire as did her pussy. But her nipples felt heavy and numb. She felt pinching at her pussy. She moved her feet, finding them unrestrained.

“You’re back. Good.”

A deep voice came from her side and her eyes snapped open.

It was the senator. He grinned with malevolence and reached to her belly and pulled at something. Chains. They were attached to her nipples and further below. He jerked the chain and she whimpered as it pinched her clit.

“I put these on you after you passed out. Several hours ago.”

She looked up at him, tears in her eyes. Oh! It would be unbelievably painful when he pulled them off.

“Your clit has been lacking blood for several hours.” He slid his fingers down and into her pussy, flicking the clamp at the same time.

She squealed at the pain

He flipped her over to her stomach, pushing her nipples into the mattress. He pressed down on her ass, mashing the clamp into her clit. She whimpered as he thrust his fingers in and out of her pussy while pressing her into the mattress.

He removed his fingers and Anna sighed in relief, hoping against hope that maybe he was done with her. But the mattress moved again and the senator lay down on top of her and pushed his cock inside her. He grunted as he fucked her with his heavy body pressing her into the bed where the clamps rubbed against the sheets. His breathing grew shallow and he reached down under her hips and yanked the clit clamp off.

She screamed in agony, body writhing beneath him. He yanked again and the nipple clamps tore off, ripping another scream from her throat. He fucked her hard as she sobbed in pain. He shouted out as he came and then rolled off her.

A moment later, she heard a familiar crackling sound. Stun gun. She whimpered.

He chuckled and spread her ass cheeks apart. “This should help you sleep.”

She felt the plastic on her asshole, points digging into the sides. Nothing happened for a moment, and then . . .

It felt like he punched his fist directly into her ass without lube and straight up into her stomach. She arched herself off the bed and screamed as her body convulsed. He held it there for an eternity until the blackness consumed her once more.
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Anna awoke to the sound of men’s voices. She was lying on her stomach and her body still hurt.

“No permanent damage, I assure you.”

“I appreciate that, Jerry. I’d hate to have to kill you for hurting her permanently.”

She heard strained laughter, then silence. “Of course, Devin.”

“Is she awake?”

“I don’t know. I, uh, knocked her out pretty good last night.”

Devin sighed. “I have things to do today, you know.”

She heard footsteps approach and she opened her eyes to see Devin standing next to her. “Anna? Are you awake?”

Anna grunted and turned onto her side.

“Hey, Baby. How are you feeling?”

Anna managed a small smile at Devin’s gentle tone. “Hurt,” she whispered.

Devin turned her onto her back and helped her sit up. “Get me some water for her, Jerry.”

The senator hurried out of the room. Devin stroked her hair. “I’ll get you back to the hotel room and you can take a nice bath. How does that sound?”

Anna smiled wearily. “Good.”

The senator returned with a glass of water, which Devin handed to her. Anna drank it thankfully, then dressed slowly so Devin could take her back to the hotel.

“He’s quite taken with you, Anna,” Devin said as he opened the door to their suite. “You did a good job.”

“Thank you, Devin,” she said quietly. She was looking forward to her bath.

Devin led her to the bedroom. “I’ll go get Maggie. She has some bath treatments that will help you feel better. We have some things to do this afternoon, so I hope you feel better quickly.”

“I’ll do my best, Devin.”

Two hours later Anna felt much better. The bath salts that Maggie had put in the water had done wonders for her aching body. She had dressed and eaten breakfast and was on the way to the Representatives Office Building with Devin.

She spent the afternoon much as she had the previous day, though there were more women. Devin had a special camaraderie with the Speaker of the House who was also the Representative from San Francisco. Anna personally didn’t like her very much, but did as she was told to do. She didn’t want to be punished.

That evening Tom, Tyler, and Tommy came to their hotel suite and Anna spent the evening tending to their sexual needs. She slept hard that night and was somewhat disappointed she didn’t have a dream about Alex.

But of course, she didn’t want to dream about him.


Sixty-Nine


Thursday during the day, Devin took Anna sightseeing, along with Tom, Tommy, and Tyler. Anna desperately wanted to go to the Library of Congress and asked Devin if they could, but he said it would be boring. Anna didn’t ask anything else for the rest of the day.

Everywhere they went, Devin or Tom seemed to know somebody. Anna was introduced and leered at. A few times she was led to a private area and fucked or she gave a blowjob.

That evening, Devin told her, they were to have a dinner party. A private meeting of the Elders.

She spent the afternoon with Maggie getting ready. Much of the preparation was how she was prepared for Gatherings, though she wore a dinner dress instead of a sheer gown.

The floor length white silk dress had a deep ‘V’ neckline that dipped well below her breasts. It was sleeveless with beaded straps and a beaded belt around her waist. She wore no shoes and no panties. But at least it wasn’t see through.

Anna waited in the bedroom until Devin came and got her. When he did, he led her out into the living room where six men stood around talking. She could feel their power as she entered the room and looked around at them, bewildered. These were the men that ran the country, Devin had said.

They all turned when she walked in. It was all she could do to stand there and not shake. Devin had told her that tonight was very important to him. What would happen?

Devin introduced her to the other men, then told her their names: Marcus Reece from Chicago, Connor Diaz from Philadelphia, Javier Hollingsworth from Houston, Oscar Silverman from Boston, and Brandon Seay from LA. Tom she already knew was from New York.

Each man nodded his head slightly as Devin said their names. Brandon gave her a big smile. Anna remembered that he was Travis’ father.

“Anna,” Brandon said, walking up and kissing her cheek. “It is truly a delight to meet you. I’ve heard so much about you from Travis.”

Anna smiled. “It’s wonderful to meet you too, my lord. Travis has spoken very highly of you.”

Brandon chuckled. “He’s a good young man. He said that he would be dancing with you in Nutcracker. Did you know?”

Anna nodded. “Isaak told me before I left. I’m looking forward to it.”

“Travis is as well.” Brandon glanced behind her where Devin stood across the room talking with Marcus and Tom. “Anna, if you ever need anything . . .” He trailed off and shrugged his shoulders. “Tell Travis and he’ll get in touch.”

“Thank you. That’s very kind.”

“I know Alex. And Wilhelm. Good men.”

“Yes,” Anna responded vaguely. “I adore Wilhelm.”

“And Alex?” Brandon smiled knowingly.

“He is my Master,” Anna said, softly, not wanting to think about Alex.

Brandon looked at her curiously, then smiled again. “I’m looking forward to seeing you dance,” he said, changing the subject.

Anna smiled brightly and they talked for a few minutes about dancing. He was knowledgeable about the subject and obviously very proud of Travis for what he had accomplished.

Dinner was served a few minutes later. Devin sat at one end of the table with Anna at his right hand. It was clear that the men respected Devin immensely and sought his opinion on various issues. Devin, in turn, asked each elder about something specific.

The main subject matter of the dinner seemed to revolve around the willingness of people to do as the Elders asked.

“You know, it would be much easier to deal with these types of issues if we went back to the old ways,” Devin said slowly over dessert. He seemed nonchalant about it, but Anna could see a glint of something in his eyes.

Oscar chuckled. “Yes, but there’s no way that the other countries would let us.”

“Why do we care what the other countries think?” Devin asked. “We’re Americans. We can do as we please.”

“But we’re supposed to be working together,” Brandon interjected. “The old ways were outlawed years ago.”

“Outlawed.” Devin snorted. “America wasn’t even a country then. How do we know they won’t work here?”

“It’s not that they didn’t work . . . ,” Javier said slowly. “Isn’t it better to work with the Immortals than against them?”

“What if the Immortals were willing to help us go back to the old ways?”

A silence fell over the room.

“What do you mean?” Connor asked after a long pause.

Devin leaned back in his chair and tapped his fingers on the table. “I mean, what if the Immortals preferred the old ways?”

The men laughed. “They don’t,” Brandon said. “That’s why we abandoned them.”

“Maybe not elsewhere, but here, they might,” Devin said with a small smile. “I’ve spoken to them about it.”

There were gasps around the table.

“You can’t be serious. Why would they want to take second seat to us?” Brandon protested.

Devin raised his eyebrows. “Maybe they’re tired of the responsibility. Or maybe they realize that we should be in charge of our own country.”

“I understood it to be a partnership.” Brandon frowned.

“It will always be a partnership. But we would be the stronger partner.” Devin waved his hand. “All this equality of power is really ridiculous if you think about it. There is always someone stronger in a partnership. And I think it should be us, rather than the Immortals. After all, they don’t deal with the day-to-day aspects of running the country.”

There were murmurs of assent around the table.

Devin smiled and suggested they adjourn to the more comfortable seating area across the room. The men settled in and Anna went to sit by Devin’s feet, but he stopped her.

“Shall we have some beauty to look at as we talk?” Devin asked, unzipping Anna’s dress and letting it drop to the floor.

Anna stared at the coffee table as she felt the men staring at her.

“You’re a lucky man, Devin,” one commented. Anna thought it was Marcus.

Devin chuckled and pulled her down into his lap to nuzzle her ear. “I am at that,” he said in a low, seductive voice that resonated through Anna’s body. He sat her with her back leaning against his front with her legs on either side of his. He rubbed her inner thighs with his fingertips and she closed her eyes and sighed.

“Where did you get her?” Oscar asked.

“I claimed her at birth. Using the old ways.” Devin’s fingers strayed across her swelling outer lips.

“Old ways?” Connor asked. “You mean she really is a half-Immortal?”

“You don’t think I’d dare claim to have an Elder-Mistress if I didn’t, would you?”

“There were rumors that you had one . . . I must say I didn’t believe it,” Oscar said, looking at Anna closely. “How do we know she really is one?”

“Why would I lie?”

Oscar laughed. “Come on, Devin. I’m not an idiot. If you’re really suggesting that we go back to the old ways, by claiming she’s a Mistress, you’re claiming the head council position.”

“Would that be such a bad thing?” Devin asked, caressing Anna’s breasts and nibbling her ear.

Both Brandon and Oscar stared at him with concerned eyes.

“We are all equally fit for the position, Devin,” Oscar said.

“True. But I have her and you don’t.”

“She should belong to all of us,” Oscar said in a low voice.

“She will,” Devin said. “In a way.” Devin narrowed his eyes. “Would you be willing to do what it takes to take the position, though?”

Oscar looked flustered. “You’re serious about this.” It was more a statement than a question.

“I’ve never been more serious about anything in my life.”

“Devin,” Brandon said. “Don’t you think we should talk about this more? Using the old ways is . . . well, I don’t know if it’s a good idea.”

“The old ways will ensure our power remains strong and unquestioned,” Devin said. “The politicians in this country are growing arrogant and forget about us. That is dangerous. I spoke to several over the last few days. Their attitudes are truly disturbing. If we don’t do something drastic, we are in danger of losing our influence over them. That would be bad for us and bad for the country. A Council is a much more effective way of governing than a Brotherhood.”

Several of the men nodded their heads.

Brandon frowned. “I think there are other ways.”
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Devin had suspected that Brandon would be a dissenter. Oscar protested, but only because he wanted the position himself. Brandon just didn’t like the idea. Well, he could be persuaded.

Devin looked at Brandon, then ran his hands over Anna’s body and whispered ancient words into her ear. Her eyes glazed over for a moment, then she looked intently at Brandon with a seductive smile.

“Go to him,” he whispered in her ear.

He watched Anna’s hips sway as she walked around the table and straddled Brandon’s lap. He saw her whisper in his ear, then work her seductive magic on him.

Devin glanced at Tom and Marcus with a smile. They were his biggest supporters. Javier frowned, and Devin realized he might need some persuading as well. Connor might fight him for the position as well, but Devin doubted either Connor or Oscar would be willing to do what was needed to prove themselves worthy of the position. They wanted power, but Devin doubted they’d be willing to kill to get it.

He watched as Anna worked on Brandon. Devin could see Brandon’s self-will failing him. The persuasion would wear off in a few days, but by then it would be too late.

Yes. Devin saw Brandon submit to her touch. Brandon was his.

Devin closed his eyes and communicated to Anna to go to Javier. The bonding ceremony had ensured his ability to connect their minds. Since Alex was nowhere around the bond was stronger than ever. It was almost as if the Alex problem had never happened and Devin was content to pretend it hadn’t. Especially since Devin had managed to get rid of Alex’s rings “accidentally,” Devin’s influence over her had grown.

The other men chatted softly while Anna worked on Javier. In no time, Devin could see Javier turned. Devin smiled satisfactorily as Anna returned to his lap and cuddled close.

Javier and Brandon looked a little dazed and watched Anna’s every movement. Devin chuckled at their desire.

“So, do we agree that a return to the old ways is necessary and good?” Devin asked.

All the men nodded.

“But then the question is, who shall lead the Council?” Connor asked.

“I think Devin should lead,” Tom said with a wink at his friend. “He has the Mistress.”

“Technically, she belongs to all of us,” Oscar said in a scathing voice.

“Do you want to be the Chairman, Oscar?” Devin asked.

“I’d at least like to be considered,” he answered sullenly.

“That’s reasonable,” Devin conceded. He had no doubt that he would be made Chairman, but it would at least give a good show to consider the others. “As Oscar said, we’re all fit for the position, otherwise we wouldn’t be Elders.”

“Then how do we decide?” Oscar asked.

“We believe we might be able to help,” said a deep voice behind him.

Devin smiled as the other men jumped. Kaveh and Val, the Immortals, suddenly appeared in the room. Devin stood to greet them, pushing Anna off his lap.
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Anna stared at the two men in awe. They didn’t look like her father or Sebastian. They were tall and muscular with light brown skin, glowing golden eyes and long black hair pulled back in a tail. They wore white tunics and linen pants with golden belts around their waists. A glow emanated from them and she could feel their power.

The men greeted them with reverence and respect. Anna couldn’t move. She’d never seen anything like them. They frightened her.

One of them looked at her. “Hello, Daughter,” he said with a sensuous smile. He walked over to her. “I am Kaveh.” He stroked her cheek and she trembled under his touch.

Anna’s mouth moved, but no sound came out.

“What a pretty thing you’ve grown into,” he said moving closer. “Your father would be proud.”

He leaned down and crushed his lips against hers. It was not a gentle, giving kiss; it was harsh and taking. His tongue invaded her mouth and she struggled for breath.

She clung to his muscular arms for support. He roughly caressed her breasts and she moaned against his lips. When he pulled away suddenly her lips felt bruised. He turned her to face the men with his arm across her shoulders and pressed her back against his body.

“We understand you want to go back to the old ways, Elders,” Kaveh said in his deep voice. Anna could feel his chest vibrate. “We are hoping we can find a compromise. We detest the idea of giving up all our power.”

Devin’s eyes narrowed. “Compromise?” He looked suspicious.

“Yes. We grant you the powers you desire, but we reserve certain powers that we have gained over the centuries.” Kaveh’s hand strayed down to Anna’s breast. “We are loath to give up entire possession of this beautiful creature.”

“We will continue to block the eyes of the other Immortals so you can rule your country as you wish,” Val said, coming to stand next to Kaveh and Anna. “We simply wish to be partners with the Chairman.”

“There are aspects of this country which are quite pleasing to us and we would hate to see things change,” Kaveh explained.

Devin frowned. “The old ways do not include a partnership. We do as we wish.”

“We will give you what you want. We will not interfere in most aspects. It would be . . . wise to include our perspective when making decisions. We have not steered you wrong before.”

Devin lifted his chin and studied the Immortals. He appeared to consider their words. “That is true.” He turned to the other men. “Do we agree?”

They nodded. Brandon and Javier were still dazed.

“We agree,” Devin said.

“Good,” Kaveh said. “Then who is your Chairman?”

“We were just discussing that when you arrived,” Oscar said.

“Perhaps we can help,” Kaveh said. His hand kneaded Anna’s breast as he spoke. “An Elder must show he is willing to do what must be done by his piercings. A Chairman must go further.” His gaze intensified. “How far are you willing to go to prove you will do what it takes?”

“As far as I must,” Oscar said arrogantly. Connor nodded in agreement.

Kaveh smiled. “Show us. Kill the Mistress.”

Anna gasped and looked fearfully at Devin. He calmly looked back at her. She wanted to struggle out of the Immortal’s grip but knew it would be fruitless.

Both Oscar and Connor’s eyes widened. “K-Kill her? But she is the source of the Chairman’s power.”

“You must be willing to do what it takes,” Val said. “Whatever it takes. A Chairman is not a mere Elder. He must go further. He must seize the power offered and be willing to sacrifice anything to hold on to it.”

Anna’s eyes widened in terror. They were going to kill her.


Seventy


Devin watched the internal struggle of both Oscar and Connor. They had their moments, but they were not ruthless like Devin. Devin would do whatever it took. The last two and a half decades had proven that. Kaveh and Val knew that, but were playing the game so that Devin would not be contested.

Kaveh took hold of Anna’s hair and brought her to her knees. She looked at Devin with terror-filled eyes.

“Rape and kill the Mistress,” Kaveh said in a low voice. “Take possession of her. Make her bleed. Then you must kill her.”

Anna trembled.

Devin saw her looking around for an escape and smiled to himself. It would be quite dramatic to see her try and run away. His cock twitched at the thought of chasing her down. He enjoyed a good hunt.

Connor shook his head, refusing to play. Oscar stared at him, then got a determined look on his face and approached Anna’s trembling form.

She stared up at him with frightened green eyes.

Oscar grabbed her hair and yanked her to her feet. She cried out as he pushed her back onto the stone coffee table. Her head hit the hard surface and Devin saw confusion cloud her gaze. Oscar slapped her face and she jumped, snapped out of her daze.

Oscar yanked on her nipples and she cried out as he lifted her to almost sitting before letting go, her body slamming again onto the table. She groaned and held her head. He pushed open her legs and slapped her pussy hard. She jumped and cried out again. His eyes glinted with lust as he pulled at her pussy lips, pulling her body down to the edge of the table and spreading her legs even wider.

He pinched her clit hard and she groaned. Tears streamed down her cheeks as he pressed his face against her pussy, taking her clit in between his teeth.

“No!” she screamed as he increased the pressure on her clit. He sucked on it for a moment, then bit it again, causing her to first moan then scream in pain. Anna’s screams increased in pitch as Oscar’s teeth came together, and then he pulled away. She began bleeding profusely.

Devin had to admit he was impressed with the man. Maybe he was as ruthless as Devin.

Anna sobbed and tried to wiggle free, but Oscar held her thighs firmly as blood trickled down her pussy onto the floor below. He unfastened his pants and his cock sprang free, then he rammed it into her abused pussy with one hard thrust.

She screamed and tried to squirm away again, but Oscar held on tight. He rammed his cock into her over and over again, eyes full of lust as he watched her face screwed up in pain. Finally, he cried out, then slowed his thrusts, panting hard.

Anna’s face was pink and wet with tears. Oscar leaned forward and put his hands around her throat. She gazed at him in terror, her wet eyes pleading for mercy, and Oscar hesitated. Her self-preservation mode had kicked in and she used all of her female power to stop his hand.

They stared at each other for a long minute. Oscar’s hands trembled, then moved away.

He slumped back onto his heels and bowed his head. “I can’t. I can’t kill her.” He rose back onto his knees and stroked her cheek. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, then stood and looked at the Immortals and shook his head. “I can’t do it,” he said in a broken voice. He went back to where he had been sitting and slumped down, covering his face with the crook of his arm.

Devin looked around. They all were staring at Anna’s sobbing form on the coffee table in front of them. She had curled into a ball and was hugging her knees to her chest. No one moved. He glanced at the Immortals standing stony-faced a few feet away. Kaveh raised his brow slightly, then nodded to Anna.

Devin stood and went to stand in front of Anna. “Who do you belong to, Anna?”

“Y-you, Master,” she whispered.

Devin yanked her down to the edge of the table and pulled her legs apart. She whimpered as he undid his pants, but was clearly too hurt to run or fight. He would have to elicit the pain in his own way. He pushed her legs up to her chest and positioned his cock at her ass. One strong thrust was all it took to ram himself through the tight ring and deep into her ass.

She screamed and arched her back as his entry, but he didn’t wait for her body to accept him. He thrust repeatedly, stretching her forcefully to adjust to his presence. After she was sufficiently open to him, he pulled out and moved to her pussy.

He moved back and forth between her pussy and ass. When she stopped reacting, he paused for a moment, concentrating inside her and brought his spikes out. She screamed again and Devin smiled. Several thrusts in each hole with the spikes would ensure plenty of blood flow from her body. Blood was necessary to fulfill the requirements of becoming Chairman.

When he felt ready to climax, he pulled out of her and dragged her by her hair onto her knees. She looked up at him, giving him the same look she’d given Oscar. But he could withstand it. He stared back.

“Open,” he commanded.

She opened her lips and accepted his bloody cock into her mouth. He grabbed hold of her hair in two sections to ensure she couldn’t escape, then slowly began to fuck her mouth.

Down her throat several times, she began to choke and struggle against him. He was too large to allow any air flow when he was in her throat. She pushed back with her hands, but his grip held her head steady and he ignored the grunts and held her head in place.

“Oh, yeah. Fuck yeah,” he moaned as he fucked her throat.

There was only a short moment between each thrust. Not enough to get enough air. Her face was red and beginning to darken more as her need for oxygen increased. She continued to try and push away but was unable to beat his strength.

Her eyes rolled back into her head, her struggle lessened and he knew she was close. He brought forth his spikes and gave several more thrusts down her throat, ensuring the tissues were shredded. By the time he came, her body was limp and blood trickled out the side of her limp lips.

He released her and her body slumped to the ground.

There were several exclamations as the men stood to look at her unmoving body. Blood trickled from her mouth and between her legs. Marcus came forward to check her pulse and shook his head.

“She’s dead,” he said in a low voice. He glanced at Devin, who looked at him impassively.

Devin walked to the bathroom to clean himself up. When he returned the men were quiet and staring at Anna’s battered body. He calmly sat down and glanced up at the Immortals talking quietly to one another.

The Immortals turned back to the Elders. “Devin has shown himself willing to do what it takes. Do you accept him as your Chairman?”

“Yes,” the Elders replied.

Devin smiled to himself.

“Then we will install him tomorrow night at the Gathering,” Kaveh said solemnly. They turned to leave.

“Immortals, I would ask that you restore life to my Mistress,” Devin said in a firm voice, standing with his chin high and eyes narrowed. He would show his power over the Immortals. This was their plan. Devin was shown to have power over them in exchange for a few favors for the Immortals.

“You killed her willingly,” Val said, turning back to him. “It cannot be undone.”

Devin’s eyes narrowed further. “I am nothing without her. Restore her life,” he demanded with a clenched jaw.

Kaveh frowned. “Elders do not give orders to Immortals.”

“I am the Chairman, not a mere Elder. Chairmen may give orders to the Immortals and they must obey.” He heard murmurs of assent behind him. “Restore her.”

Kaveh narrowed his eyes, then knelt beside Anna’s body. He picked her up and carried her into the bedroom.
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Air rushed into Anna’s lungs suddenly, making her throat burn. She grabbed her throat. What happened? She sat up, coughing. She was in the hotel bedroom.

Her body hurt. Her throat . . . she opened her eyes and looked up into the hard, golden eyes of the Immortal . . . what was his name? Kaveh? She blinked several times and tried to speak, but her throat was on fire.

“Hush now,” he said in a low voice. “Let me heal you.” He pushed her down on the bed, then trailed his hands down her body. A strange pulling sensation filled her and her body began to heal.

Anna tried hard to remember what had happened, but the memories were vague. She remembered Oscar hurting her. Yes, he bit her hard. Then Devin. Devin had . . . Devin had fucked her throat hard. So hard and fast she couldn’t breathe. The Immortals had said whoever wanted to be Chairman would have to kill her. Had Devin killed her? But she was alive.

Why did Devin keep hurting her? She tried so hard to be obedient. To be a good Mistress and slave. But nothing was ever good enough for long.

Tears stung her eyes and she closed them so that Kaveh wouldn’t see. She had a feeling he wouldn’t be very sympathetic.

After about twenty minutes, Kaveh straightened. “How do you feel?”

“Much better, thank you,” she said quietly.

“The Chairman wishes you to clean up and then join him in the other room.”

“Yes, Kaveh.” Anna sat up and rubbed her arms against the cool air in her room. She stood, then turned to ask Kaveh a question, but he was gone. Strange.

Anna went into the bathroom and took a shower. She stayed as long as she dared, then wrapped a robe around herself and went out to the living room.

She stopped in her tracks just a few steps inside. The Elders were dispersed throughout the room, each with at least one woman. Devin had two at his feet, both attending to his rigid cock.

Anna stood and looked at Devin. He had hurt her then gotten rid of her so he could have someone else? She blinked away tears and waited for him to notice her so she would know what to do.

She was tired and wanted to go to sleep. It was early, but obviously Devin didn’t need her tonight. Would he kick her out of the bed and make her sleep somewhere else? She almost wished he would.

Logic told her that Devin had indeed killed her and she had somehow been brought back to life. She could tell by his words and actions earlier that he clearly wanted to be the Chairman, whatever that meant. In order to gain that position, he would have had to kill her. She knew he had raped her. Or at least had very painful sex with her, which most people, she guessed, would consider rape. For her, it was the norm. There was sex that didn’t hurt so bad and sex that hurt.

Except with Alex. And Aaron and Kurt. Anna closed her eyes at the sudden loneliness that encircled her heart. She wanted to go home. She felt weary. What else would happen this weekend? The Gathering hadn’t even started and she was already tired.

She sighed and hugged her arms around herself.

“Anna.”

Anna opened her eyes to see Devin watching her. The girls were sitting at his feet. Anna narrowed her eyes at them. That was her position. Her place by Devin. She looked at Devin, wondering what he would have her do.

He held out his hand to her and she crossed the room and stepped over the naked girls. Devin pulled her into his lap. “How are you feeling, Baby? I was worried about you.”

Anna looked away. “Fine, Master,” she said in a quiet voice. She sat stiffly in his lap and avoided looking him in the eye. She doubted he had even thought about her. He had, after all, killed her. She blinked several times to clear her tears.

“Oh, Baby,” he said, pulling her head to his shoulder. “I’m sorry I hurt you. You know I have to do things sometimes I don’t want to do, right?”

Anna didn’t answer. Did he really not want to hurt her? If not, why did he do it so much? Why did he look like he enjoyed it?

“Anna? You know that, right?”
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Devin watched as Anna’s jaw clenched. He frowned at her unexpected reaction. She was angry. At him. She wouldn’t give him a dishonest answer. She knew better than that. But to not answer him at all?

Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to let her out of the Manor. She was becoming far too independent. But he had to admit to himself, she was flourishing. When she was happy she was captivating. He sighed. It took so much effort to keep a woman happy. He gave up trying with Sandy long ago. It wasn’t worth it.

But with Anna . . . No, she was different. It took very little to make her happy. A kind word kept her going all day. Maybe he should just send her home. Avoid the trauma of the rest of the weekend.

No. He had his plans. He must continue with his plans for the weekend. She just needed a firmer hand. She would act appropriately if he made her. It didn’t matter if she wanted to do something. She had her obligations and she must fulfill them.

“Anna, look at me.”

She did, her green eyes accusatory. Devin frowned.

“Why don’t you get dressed and go spend the night with Tyler and Tommy?” Kelly and Jessica, sitting at his feet, could certainly keep him occupied for the evening.

He saw the hurt in her eyes as she glanced at the girls at his feet, then at her hands. “Yes, Master,” she said softly and stood.

“They’re down the hall in Room 412.”

“Yes, Master.” She turned and walked back to the bedroom. A few minutes later she emerged dressed and walked out of the room without looking at him.

He hoped being with some boys her own age would cheer her. Tyler and Tommy both adored her.

Devin looked down at the girls. But Anna needed reminding of her place. She belonged to him, not the other way around. He could fuck whomever he wanted to. She needed to remember that.
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Anna knocked on the door of room 412. Tyler answered a few minutes later wearing nothing but a pair of sweatpants.

He looked at her with a surprised expression. “Hey, Anna. What are you doing here?” he poked his head out of the doorway and looked around.

“Your dad said I should come spend the night with you,” she explained. She hoped they didn’t have girls in there already with them.

Tyler’s face broke into a grin. “Really?”

Anna nodded.

“Cool!” he grabbed her hand and enthusiastically pulled her inside. “Look what my dad sent over,” he said, laughing as he led her into a small living area.

Tommy stood when he saw her. “Hi, Anna,” he said, giving her a warm smile.

Tyler pulled her to the couch and sat her between the two guys.

“We’re just watching a movie,” Tyler explained and named some movie Anna had never heard of.

Tommy reached for her and put his arm around her. Tyler grabbed her legs and laid them across his lap.

Anna relaxed after a while, and her mood lightened in the guys’ company. They were fun and laughed heartily at the silly things the hero and heroine did on the TV.

Tommy kissed the top of her head frequently. He reminded her of Nate, and she wiped away tears that threatened to fall, hoping they hadn’t seen.

“You all right, Anna?” Tommy asked softly. “Why are you crying?”

“No . . . I . . .” She sighed. “It’s been a long day.” That was the truth.

“My dad can be pretty harsh, huh?” Tyler commented. “He means well.”

Anna didn’t reply. She wondered how well he knew his father. Anna didn’t think Devin “meant well” about anything at the moment. She turned her attention back to the movie, trying to forget about anything except where she was.

She enjoyed Tyler and Tommy’s company. They had mentioned that they were starting college this month after returning from a long tour of Europe.

After the Gathering, Devin, Tyler, and Anna would spend the night at Tom’s house, then drive the boys up to Harvard and get them settled in. They would fly home to San Francisco from New York.

New York. Would Nate be there already? Probably not. He’d just received the offer. She didn’t know how long he had in San Francisco before he had to move.

Anna felt the tears welling up and quickly pushed aside the sad feelings. She needed to be present. Here with Tyler and Tommy. Otherwise, she would anger Devin again, and that was the last thing she wanted to do.


Seventy-One


Anna awoke to the sound of a knock on the door. She was naked in bed between Tommy and Tyler. After the movie, they had gone into the bedroom and enjoyed themselves with each other’s bodies. She had to admit she’d had a very enjoyable time with the two of them. They were nice and appreciative of her ministrations. Tommy especially. She had fallen asleep with his arms around her and slept very well.

There was another knock, louder this time. She sat up slightly and Tommy and Tyler stirred beside her.

Tyler glanced at the clock, “Fuck. I forgot to set the alarm.”

Tommy cursed and jumped out of bed, pulling on his boxer briefs as he walked out of the room to answer the hotel room door.

“Why did you need to set the alarm?” Anna asked.

Tyler stood. “Because we have to leave soon to drive to where the Gathering is.”

Anna rubbed her eyes. She was still sleepy. They had been up late. “When do we need to leave?”

Devin walked in at that moment, fully dressed and frowning at her and Tyler. “We need to leave in twenty minutes. What do you think you’re doing?” His anger seemed directed at her.

“I . . . I didn’t know, Devin,” she said, quickly standing and reaching for her clothes. “I’m sorry. I’ll go get ready.” She dressed as quickly as she could while Devin frowned at her and then ran out of the room and back to her hotel room.

She glanced at the bed as she walked past it. It was clear that three people had slept in the bed last night. Pain filled her heart as she walked into the bathroom.

She dressed quickly in a denim skirt and black shirt. She was tying the bottom of her braid as Devin walked in behind her, obviously upset.

“I’m ready, Devin,” she said nervously dropping her hands and looking at him in the mirror.

Devin grabbed her braid and turned her around. “You’ve made me look bad, Anna.”

Anna winced at his harsh words.

“We’re late and I don’t do late,” Devin said through clenched teeth. He slapped her across the face and she grabbed her cheek, tears burning in her eyes.

“I’m sorry, Devin. I didn’t know. If I had known . . .”

“I don’t want any excuses, Anna. Get your shoes on and let’s go. Maggie packed your things and is waiting in the van.”

“Yes, Devin,” she said in a cracked voice as she hurried to the closet for her sandals.
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Downstairs, several vehicles waited in front of the hotel, including a black van and huge black SUV-looking-limousine.

“I should put you in the van,” Devin muttered as they walked outside into the morning sunlight. “But someone might want to use you.”

Anna bit her lip as Devin led her to the open door of the limo. Why couldn’t she do anything right? Why did she have to anger him all the time?

The interior was luxurious and huge. It looked like a long narrow living room with hardwood floors and several long black leather benches along the length of the vehicle. There was a mini-bar and an area set up with breakfast foods. Anna’s stomach growled as she passed by the food.

The other Elders were already in and talking and laughing. Tom arrived a few minutes later with Tyler and Tommy.

Anna saw three other young men that she hadn’t met before at the front-most section of the limo. Other Elder-Sons? They all seemed to know Tyler and Tommy but were older than them. Two were in their mid to late twenties and another was about thirty.

The younger men gathered in one corner and started joking around with one another. Anna sat quietly next to Devin in the middle of the vehicle, facing the hotel.

Ian poked his head in. “All ready, sir?” he asked Devin. He gave Anna a small smile. She realized she had hardly seen him at all since they’d arrived.

“Yes, Ian,” Devin answered. “We can head out now.”

Ian nodded and closed the door, then a moment later the huge vehicle pulled away from the curb and into traffic.

Anna stared out the window in front of her. She was ignored as Devin conversed with Tom and Marcus. She was having a hard time keeping her eyes open, so she curled up on the seat and went to sleep.
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“Anna.”

A sharp voice cut through her sleep and she jumped and fell off the bench where she had been sleeping. She looked up to see Devin frowning at her.

“If I wanted you to sleep, I would have put you in the van.”

“I’m sorry, Devin,” she said, crawling back onto the seat.

His frown deepened. “I’ve been hearing a lot of apologizing from you lately, Anna. It’s getting tiring.”

Anna looked at him, not knowing what to say. Should she stop apologizing for her mistakes? She didn’t mean to upset him. She certainly didn’t want to upset him.

He stared at her angrily for a moment longer, then glanced at the far corner where the younger men were sitting. “I think the Elder-Sons haven’t had a chance to be with you.”

Anna followed his gaze. They had all stopped talking and were staring at her. She bit her lip nervously. They didn’t give her particularly friendly looks.

“Maybe I should let them punish you for your impudence,” Devin murmured. He chuckled and turned to the younger men. “Would you gentlemen like a chance to enjoy Anna for a bit? She can be quite . . . accommodating.”

“Sure,” said the oldest one with a grin. He had brown hair and eyes and looked a little bit like Oscar.

Oh, no, Anna thought to herself. Was he like his father?

“She needs some . . . shall we say . . . reminders of her place. Think you’re up for that?”

They laughed. “I think we can handle that, Devin,” said a guy with dark blond hair and blue eyes.

Devin pushed her forward towards the corner and the guys grabbed her and pulled her to them. The blond man grabbed hold of her braid and kissed her roughly while other hands pushed her skirt to her waist and pulled her panties down. Fingers pushed inside her and she grunted.

“Damn, she’s tight,” Anna heard from behind in a voice she didn’t know.

Hands pulled at her shirt and it was removed along with her bra. Her breasts were squeezed and pulled and her pussy lips were tugged on. She tried not to listen to the comments from the guys. She heard Tyler’s voice occasionally, but not Tommy’s. She found out the one who looked like Oscar was named Rylan. The blond guy’s name was Chris and the other guy’s name was Joel.

Chris unzipped his pants and shoved Anna’s mouth onto his cock. He had the double ring piercing and the piercings on the top of his cock like Devin, except without the spikes. Anna worked on his cock and another guy rammed his cock into her pussy and fucked her hard. When the guy behind her rammed forward, Chris’ cock was shoved down her throat, which scared her. Would they try to kill her as well?

They all took their turns using Anna’s mouth and pussy. Someone pressed into her ass, making her cry out. He wasn’t dry, but it still hurt. The men in the car all laughed at her cries. Anna closed her eyes so they wouldn’t see her tears. They smacked her ass and her face.

“C’mon, Tommy, use her,” she heard Tyler urge his friend. She could tell by his voice that he was the one in her ass. He shouted out as he came, then pulled out of her. Anna sat on her knees and folded her body over so her head rested on the floor.

Tommy didn’t answer.

“Tommy, how are you going to be an Elder if you can’t fuck the Mistress?” Devin accused from across the vehicle.

“I fucked her plenty last night,” Tommy protested.

“But you need to be able to punish your girls, Tommy,” Tyler said.

Tommy protested again, but by now all of the younger men were giving him a hard time. She looked up at him and gave him a brave smile. She didn’t want him to be ridiculed because of her.

“Aw, I think Tommy likes her,” Rylan taunted him. “Look at him.”

Tommy’s face turned red and he muttered something under his breath that Anna couldn’t hear, but the younger men laughed.

“C’mon Tommy. Show us you deserve your rings.” Joel taunted him as well.

Tommy looked across the vehicle at his father, who nodded, though his jaw was clenched. Tommy took a deep breath, then grabbed Anna’s braid and pulled her up to her knees. He gave her an apologetic look, then told her to unzip his pants and suck his cock.

“God, Tommy, you’re such a wuss,” Rylan said. “You don’t apologize to the girl before you use her.”

Anna took his wonderful cock into her mouth and began her work.

“I’m not a wuss, Rylan,” Tommy growled. “I just don’t see why you have to be mean.”

“She’s being punished, you fucker. You’re supposed to hurt her.”

Tommy didn’t answer, but caressed her neck and moaned softly as Anna sucked on him. She heard voices around her, but didn’t pay any attention to them until she heard Devin’s voice.

“Tommy, if you want to get your rings tonight, I suggest you show me you have what it takes,” Devin said in a warning voice.

“You can’t do that, Devin. I’m the oldest son.”

“I can do whatever the fuck I want to, Tommy. We are changing the way we do things from now on. I am not just an Elder. I am your Chairman and if you want your rings, you will do as I say.”

Tommy stared at him for a long minute. “What do you want me to do?” he asked in a resigned voice.

“Rape her. Hit her. Show me you know how to punish someone.” Devin pulled Anna’s braid so she pulled away from Tommy’s lap. “Slap her.”

Anna looked up into Tommy’s eyes. She could see that didn’t want to do it. He shook his head.

Suddenly Devin’s hand struck out and hit Tommy in the jaw. Anna gasped and Tommy grabbed his chin and stared at Devin. “Ow! What the fuck, Devin?”

“She’s a fucking slave, Tommy. I won’t have a weakling as an Elder. Attack her now or I will send you back to your mommy and sisters.”

“I’m not weak,” Tommy said between clenched teeth. His eyes flashed at Devin.

Devin laughed wickedly. “I have a hard time believing you, Tommy. Maybe you’d rather bend over for me. Is that it? You want my cock in your tight little ass? You’d rather take it from a real man than be the real man and give her what she deserves? If I hadn’t seen your cock, I would doubt you had one.”

Anna could see the anger welling up inside of Tommy. His hands were balled up into fists and he was shaking with his jaw clenched.

Devin smirked. “You don’t have what it takes. Tyler, pull your cock out. Your buddy here is going to suck it.”

Tyler laughed. “He’s not really my type, Dad. I don’t like weaklings.”

Devin’s hand snaked out and grabbed Tommy’s hair. He pulled him down onto his knees on the floor, almost on top of Anna. Tommy twisted and lashed out at Devin, trying to get free, but Devin was stronger.

“Come on, gay boy.” He grasped one of Tommy’s hands and pushed it towards Tyler’s lap. “You know you want it,” he growled.

“No!” Tommy shouted, pulling free from Devin. His chest heaved and his hands were still balled into fists. He turned his angry gaze onto Anna. “I am not weak and I am not gay.”

Anna tried to scoot away. Tommy’s anger was frightening. He lashed out and grabbed her hair with one hand and swung his fist into her cheek with the other. Anna screamed and curled into a ball, cradling her cheek.

“Oh, no you don’t,” he growled. He grasped her wrists and pulled her onto her back, trapping her hands above her head. He straddled her hips and smacked her across the face again.

She struggled against his hold as he grasped her nipple rings and pulled. She cried out as he tugged hard on the ring. Did it tear?
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Devin watched in satisfaction as Tommy attacked Anna on the floor of the limo. She struggled to get away, which meant she was truly frightened. Not that he could really blame her. Tommy was obviously infatuated with her and had treated her with the utmost respect and kindness. But Tommy needed to learn that she was a slave and needed to be treated accordingly. He just had to get Tommy angry enough. His father had a temper that he worked hard to contain. Devin was glad to see Tommy had inherited it.

Anna screamed as Tommy pulled on her nipple ring. A trickle of blood skimmed down the side of her left breast. He hit her again in the face, then smacked hard down on her breasts. Devin could see Tommy’s cock throbbing and he smiled. He liked the violence. Good. He needed to embrace his dark side.

Devin glanced at Tom, who frowned at him, but said nothing. Devin was well within his rights to do what he did, even though Tom didn’t approve. Well, that was his problem. Tommy was behaving as he should.

Anna grunted as Tommy thrust hard into her, still holding her hands above her head. Tommy was no weakling physically. He was tall and muscular, having played many sports in high school.

He released Anna’s hands and grasped her thighs, pressing them into her chest, then pulled out of her pussy and rammed himself into her ass. Anna screamed in pain and Tommy yelled at her. She looked at him wide-eyed through the tears, now streaming down her cheeks. Tommy thrust hard into her, leaning his head back in ecstasy. Anna sobbed and Tommy groaned in pleasure.

Devin looked out the window. They were almost there. Good. Once Tommy was done, she could clean up and be ready for the Elders, if they wanted her.

Tommy groaned out his climax and thrust hard and deep into Anna’s ass, then pulled out and let her legs drop to the floor.

Tommy gave him a “See, I told you so,” look, zipped up his jeans and sat back in his seat, face flushed with triumph.

“Guess you proved me wrong, Tommy,” Devin said in a fatherly voice. “I’m impressed. You’ve removed my doubts.”

Tommy grinned at him.

Devin went back to his seat near the rest of the Elders. The car pulled off the main road. They would be there in about ten minutes. He glanced down at Anna, curled up in a ball and trying to stop crying. Her eyes looked empty as she stared at the bottom of the seat in front of her.


Seventy-Two


Anna lay on the floor of the limo after the men exited. It was quiet. A welcome moment after the hell of the past hour and a half.

Younger men were vicious. And Tommy . . . she hadn’t felt so betrayed since Alex hurt her. She was glad for Tommy that the others had stopped taunting him, but now she really was alone. She had thought of Tommy and Tyler as her allies, somewhat, especially after last night.

But no, Tommy and Tyler were their father’s sons. Their duties were to them. They had no use for her aside from her primary purpose: to please men.

Anna sighed. She needed to get moving or else Devin would be angry with her. Again. She pushed herself onto her knees and reached for her clothing. After dressing she made her way to the open door and stepped out of the limo.

She stood in the middle of a forest. Tall pine trees surrounded her, filling the air with their luscious scent. She inhaled deeply and enjoyed the last certain moments of peace until she got home.

Her cheek hurt. She had been hit multiple times on her left cheek. It felt swollen. Maybe Maggie would have something to ease the pain.

She limped around the side of the limo to see an enormous clearing down a slight hill. It was about half the size of a football field with one side bordered by a lake. Deep green grass covered the ground and a large stone eagle sat at the edge of the lake with a large half-circle dais in front of it. Along three sides of the field were pavilions of various sizes, the fabric walls fluttering in the breeze. At the corner closest to where she stood was a large pavilion containing what looked like a kitchen with smoke billowing from various metal boxes.

Scantily clad women were all around. Some were fucking men, others were lying in groups on the grass. Several swam in the lake as well.

As she limped down the hill, she saw that the women wore short, sheer blue dresses with a few purple and red scattered throughout. The straps were thin and the bodices low.

“Mistress!”

She turned to see Maggie running to her, wearing a purple dress with her blond hair tied back with a purple ribbon.

Anna smiled at her friend. She had barely seen her since they arrived in Washington DC. Anna wondered what she had been doing all this time. Maybe she got a chance to go sightseeing.

“Mistress, Master sent me to find you. Oh!” she exclaimed as she got closer. “Are you all right?”

Anna put her hand to her cheek and sighed. “I’m all right.” As all right as she ever was these days.

“Come,” Maggie said, taking her hand. “I’ll get you cleaned up. Then Master would like to see you.”

Anna looked around as Maggie led her towards one of the pavilions near the lake. “Who are these girls?” She didn’t recognize any of them.

“They’re slaves from the other Elders’ Manors.”

They stopped in front of a large pavilion. There were two rooms with the walls tied open. The ground was covered in soft-looking brightly colored rugs with a large bed in the corner of one room. The other room had a circle of low white couches.

Maggie went through an opening in the back wall of the room with the couches and returned a few minutes later with a bag. “Come, Mistress. Let’s get you ready.”

Maggie led Anna down toward the lake and around a corner to a stone path. The path led back through the trees to a large wooden building. A few girls were lounging on chairs on the front porch. They looked at Anna curiously as she walked up the steps and inside.

It was a huge, open room with beds filling the room. A doorway in the middle of the back wall led to a large bathroom, similar to the bathrooms at the Manor.

Maggie put some sort of ointment on Anna’s cheeks, then filled a bathtub with hot water and oil scented with the perfume Anna had come to associate with the Gatherings. She stepped into the tub and sighed as she immersed herself in the soothing water.

Anna was prepared as she was for Friday Gatherings. Her hair was washed and her body scrubbed. By the time Maggie finished, Anna felt very refreshed. Even the swelling on her face had gone down considerably and there wasn’t much bruising.

Anna put on a dress like the other girls were wearing, though hers was white. Maggie left her hair loose, but put a thin circlet on her head. Her bracelets and anklets were fastened in place, then Maggie declared her ready.

She wore no shoes as they made their way back to the field. Fortunately, the stones were smooth and kept clear so they didn’t hurt her feet.

When they arrived back at the pavilion, Devin sat in the couch room with the other Elders. He looked up and saw her and smiled.

“Ah, Anna. You look much better.” Devin held his hand out to her and she went to sit at his feet. He petted her hair as she sat next to him.

Anna was careful to be still and silent, so as not to upset Devin. It seemed to be working. He simply stroked her hair.

She didn’t pay much attention to what the Elders were talking about, though it seemed to have something to do with the activities of the weekend. Her sleepiness increased. She tried hard to stay awake, pinching the insides of her hands surreptitiously, but when the Elders suddenly stood and dispersed Anna jumped slightly. She winced, waiting for a blow from Devin, but it didn’t come.

Devin took her hand and led her to the room with the bed in the corner. “Why don’t you take a nap, baby? The guests will be arriving soon and I want you alert.”

Anna looked up at him gratefully. “Yes, Devin.”

Devin frowned. “Baby, you need to call me Master, or my lord. Consider yourself at the Manor.”

Anna winced. “Yes, Master,” she said, hoping he wouldn’t be angry.

But he didn’t say anything. He just pulled the blankets up over her shoulders and kissed her head. He untied the ropes holding the walls back and the room darkened. Anna was asleep within moments.


Seventy-Three


Anna felt a big hand on her forehead, brushing her hair away from her face. She slowly opened her eyes to the dimly lit room and saw Ian kneeling beside the bed. He smiled when he saw her look at him.

“What time is it?” Anna asked, sitting up and looking around. The sunlight that had been streaming in between the hanging fabrics was long gone.

“A little after seven, Mistress.”

Sounds from outside began creeping into Anna’s consciousness. She could hear male voices being projected by a microphone, but the words were muffled.

Panic rose in Anna’s chest. “Did I sleep too long? Dev . . . I mean, Master will be so angry!” She flung the covers off and stood.

Ian put his hands on her shoulders. “It’s all right. Devin said to let you sleep. You aren’t needed for a little while yet.”

Maggie entered the room, pushing the fabric aside. “Good Evening, Mistress,” she said softly with a smile.

Ian moved aside and let Maggie brush Anna’s hair and refresh her perfume. Maggie gave her a fresh, unwrinkled dress, and then Ian took her outside through an opening in the back of the pavilion.

“Ouch!” Anna exclaimed, stepping on something sharp.

Ian scooped her up into his arms. “Sorry. The areas outside the Pavilions aren’t meant to be walked with bare feet.”

He walked along the back of the row of pavilions and around to the side away from the lake. Anna caught sight of firelight and a huge crowd of people in front of the giant eagle.

“There are so many people!” Anna exclaimed in a whisper. The women were kneeling around the edge of the open-air field while in the middle hundreds of men sat on the grass wearing robes or tunics and pants like those worn at informal Friday nights.

Tom spoke from the dais in front of the eagle. The silver edging of his robe glittered in the light from the fire contained in two long curved box-like-things that bracketed the dais. The shadows the fire cast on the giant eagle made it look alive. Anna shivered.

The other Elders, including Devin, also wore white robes edged with glinting silver and were seated on thrones at the back center of the dais. A large, empty throne sat in the back center of an additional raised section of the dais. Along the sides of the dais the Elder-Sons sat on small thrones in white robes without the silver edging. Tommy and Tyler sat with them, making Anna suppose that they had already received their piercings.

Anna stood with Ian at the edge of the field in the dark, still unable to grasp what Tom was saying. His words were met with head nods and approving sounds from the men in the grass. Something about making the country great and powerful. And about honored guests.

Suddenly there was a round of gasps and shouts. Anna looked to the dais and saw the Immortals, Kaveh and Val, standing in the center. Two other Immortal-looking men stood with them. Tom gave them a small bow and went to sit next to Devin.

Kaveh moved to the front to address the crowd. He spoke loudly and with a deep voice. Anna couldn’t make out all the words, but heard more than when Tom was speaking.

“Mortals,” he began. “The Elders have made the decision to put aside the foolishness of the rest of the world and embrace the old ways. This country has never had the privilege of embracing . . .”

“Anna,” Ian whispered. “Did Devin tell you about the hunt?”

Anna shook her head. “A hunt?” She couldn’t imagine Devin going hunting. It just didn’t seem his style. “What does he hunt for?”

“. . . Chairman who will provide ultimate guidance for the Elders and the other leaders of the country . . . ,” Kaveh’s voice drifted in their direction.

Ian’s brow furrowed as he knelt down next to her. “Anna, it’s . . . for you girls,” he said in a soft voice. Anna frowned, not understanding. “The Elders and Deacons send the girls out that way,” he pointed in the direction opposite Devin’s pavilion, “and the men ‘hunt’ for you and do whatever they want. You’re naked and barefooted. Devin’s changing the rules this year: There are no restrictions on what they can do to you because there’s no one there to watch.”

Anna’s eyes widened and her heart pounded in her chest. “He’s sending me out with the other girls?”

Ian nodded.

Anna looked at the dais.

“. . . is well equipped to bring the country back to its former glory . . . ,” Kaveh was saying.

“Why are you telling me this?” Anna asked.

“Because I wanted to warn you . . . I don’t want you to get hurt any more than you . . . have to be. Stay away from the politicians as best you can. Especially Wier. He’s brought some toys with him and they don’t look nice.”

Anna nodded. “How long does it last?”

“Until the sun comes up. There are always . . . girls that don’t make it through the night.” Ian glanced at the dais. “The best thing you can do is find a hiding space and stay there until the sun comes up. It will start after all this is over.” He motioned towards the dais. “It’s time for you to go. Just . . . be aware and start thinking about a way to protect yourself.” Ian took her hand and led her to the back of the crowd. There was a long pathway left in the middle of the sitting men. “Walk up slowly. When you get to the front, do as you usually do. You’ll be given instructions when you get up there.”

“Thank you, Ian,” she whispered and gave him a small smile.

He nodded and gave her a little push.

Anna glanced ahead of her to the dais. Devin was naked and kneeling in front of Kaveh, who was also on his knees and had his arm across Devin’s chest. Devin’s face was pink and he looked as if he was trying to mask some sort of discomfort. As Anna got closer it looked like Devin was being made Chairman the same way other men were brought into the Brotherhood by showing submission. But something about it was different. Devin’s face didn’t look submissive, and he appeared to have a tiny glow, almost like the Immortals had.

As Anna got closer to the dais, she bowed her head and saw the men look up at her as she passed. The men closer to the front were wearing tunics and pants. The men further away were wearing robes. She wondered who the men in tunics were until she spotted a few of the men she had met at the Capitol. Out of the corner of her eye, she could have sworn she saw the President and Vice President sitting in the front row.

She arrived at the dais, knelt and bowed with her head to the warm grass. She could feel the heat from the fires on both sides of her.

She felt a presence above her a moment later. “Stand, Daughter.” It was Kaveh.

Anna stood quickly and Kaveh took her hand to lead her onto the dais. He stopped in the middle of the platform and turned her around to face the men on the grass with his arm across her shoulders. Devin still knelt where he had been, head bowed and still. The only movement was the slight expansion of his ribs as he breathed.

“Behold, Mortals. A daughter of an Immortal. Claimed at birth by your Chairman and raised to become his Mistress.” Kaveh reached down to the hem of Anna’s dress, lifted it above her head and tossed it to the side. His hands strayed down to her breasts and squeezed. “Beautiful, isn’t she?”

There were appreciative chuckles from the seated men. Kaveh kissed her neck and his hand strayed between her legs. Anna gasped as his long fingers parted her flesh and entered her. Incredible sensations filled her body as he moved his fingers inside her. She grasped the arm across her shoulders as her knees shook. She felt like she was going to . . .

She screamed as she climaxed suddenly. She became dizzy with pleasure as Kaveh’s fingers moved expertly on her wet flesh. She rocketed into the stars and spun around in the air in weightless ecstasy.

As her body relaxed she felt herself lifted up by several hands and placed on a flat hard surface. She tried to open her eyes, but couldn’t for some reason. She was dizzy from her orgasm and felt like she could come again with minimal stimulation. Her whole body felt like it was floating. Her knees were spread apart and fingers spread her pussy lips apart.

“Perfection, is it not?”

Suddenly an enormous cock was thrust inside her and she cried out in surprise and pleasure and pain. It felt bigger than Alex. Anna managed to open her eyes. The head of the eagle was high above her head. She looked down and saw Kaveh holding her thighs and fucking her. He grinned when she looked at him and gave a particularly strong thrust which sent Anna over the edge of pleasure again.

Her back arched and she cried out as the waves of pleasure came hard and fast. Over and over again Kaveh pushed his enormous cock inside her, which just pushed her higher and higher into pleasure. She felt her mind and body overwhelmed with it and she let herself ride wave after wave.


Seventy-Four


Devin knelt, naked and unmoving on the dais. He felt lightheaded and invincible. Allowing Kaveh into his body gave him the most incredible feeling he’d had in a long time. He felt the power transfer between himself and the Immortal.

He had not submitted himself to the Immortals authority, like many might have assumed. That wasn’t the purpose of the ritual. It was to grant Devin Immortal powers; more than what was given when he became an Elder. The infusion would be solidified in the spring with the proper sacrifice, but in the meantime, he would be satisfied with even more powers of persuasion, charisma, and understanding of human nature than he already had.

His cock throbbed at the sounds of Anna’s orgasms. Kaveh had a huge cock and it had felt amazing. Devin could imagine how Anna must be feeling. Kaveh put Alex to shame. Devin smirked. Anna might come to crave the Immortal’s cock more than her other Master’s.

As Devin looked down at his pierced cock, he could have sworn that it looked bigger. Perhaps mind power wasn’t the only thing given to the Chairman. He smiled to himself. He’d never had a problem with his size before. But bigger was always better.

Anna would be fucked by each of the Immortals, then they would present her to Devin. The connection between he and she would be intensified and he would be able to channel her powers even if she wasn’t around. But she would be more persuasive as well. Together they would be able to do amazing things.

God, his cock throbbed. He wanted Anna’s pussy so badly he could taste it. And what a sweet taste it was.

She was going hoarse from the screams of pleasure and cries of ecstasy. The grunts and moans from the Immortals only served to whet his appetite more. He wanted to reach out and caress his cock, but he was to remain still, as if in a trance.

At last, Kaveh turned to Devin and touched his shoulder. Devin looked up and stood before the tall Immortal.

“Our Daughter is ripe for your cock, Chairman. Take her and make her your own.”

Devin grinned up at Kaveh and turned to Anna. She was naked and writhing on the stone table. Her legs were splayed open, displaying a very wet swollen pussy to the men seated on the grass. Devin could see several of the men closest to the platform stroking themselves.

Devin knelt at the end of the table and drew his tongue across the sensitive flesh. Anna moaned and jumped. Val and another Immortal, Sohrab, stood at her side, holding her on the table. Devin licked her again, then thrust his tongue into her open slit, tasting the Immortal’s seed on his tongue. He eagerly lapped at the fluid, knowing it would help the powers solidify in his body. Besides, she didn’t need it. At least not right now.

When Devin had licked and sucked all he could from her body, he stood and pressed his cock against her opening. Her eyes opened and he smiled at her. As he pressed himself into her body, her eyes widened and her mouth opened in surprise. He must be bigger. Why else would she be surprised like that? He hooked her ankles on his shoulders and grasped her thighs, then began moving himself in and out of her.

As his thrusts increased she began to moan. “Come for me, Baby,” he said softly.

She moaned again, then her body stiffened and she thrashed her head back and forth as she climaxed, clenching her muscles around him and bringing on his own release. His head leaned back and he held onto her thighs to keep from falling. He became dizzy as the bond between them fortified.

Anna cried out in pain as her soul merged with his. It wouldn’t normally be painful for her, but the part of her that was bonded with Alex rebelled against Devin’s intrusion. There was a chance he would regain full control over her, but it was very small. She screamed again and pulled against the Immortals hold.

Her back arched off the table and her face contorted with pain. Fucking Alex! Devin would have to make sure to tell Alex how much his interference had hurt Anna again. Of course, there was a high likelihood that Alex had not even considered the possibility that Devin would perform this particular ritual.

He’d wanted Anna to be part of the hunt, but he doubted she would be in any shape for that after this. He would have to content himself with letting her take part in the meetings tomorrow and perhaps the orgy tomorrow night.

Devin cried out as another wave of pleasure erupted in his body and Anna screamed again. He was still trying to merge fully with her but was coming to the realization it wasn’t going to work. Fuck! Devin pulled out of her and leaned his hands against the table on either side of her hips, panting. Devin was exhausted. Maybe he would just take Anna back to his pavilion and go to sleep. The other Elders could deal with the hunt.

“Have you taken possession of our Daughter, Chairman?” Kaveh asked loudly.

“I have,” Devin declared. “I have claimed her as my own. She is a part of me as I am a part of her.”

Kaveh reached for Anna and helped her to sit up, then kneel at Devin’s feet. “Behold your Master, Daughter.”

Anna looked up at Devin with exhausted eyes, then bowed with her head on the ground.

Val and the other two Immortals, Sohrab and Cyrus, brought forth a new robe for Devin. It was white, as the other robes were, but was edged with gold and green with seed diamonds stitched in alongside the sacred pattern. They helped him don it and tied a golden sash around his waist.

“Behold your Chairman,” Kaveh said loudly.

Devin stood with his chin held high and watched as the Elders bowed to him and then the rest of the men followed suit. All in the park bowed to him. He had done it! He had achieved his desired place. Two and a half decades of planning and working had paid off. Even the President and Vice President bowed to him. Devin grinned.

“My Brothers,” Devin said loudly. “Let us celebrate this joyous occasion with a hunt.” Devin grinned as he saw the girls remove their dresses and move quickly into the forest. “There are hundreds of girls to be had in the woods beyond. No one will be watching, enjoy yourself as you please. It begins now and ends at dawn.”

The men cheered and began dispersing.

Devin looked down at Anna’s naked form, bowing at his feet. He retrieved her dress, then returned to her. “Anna.”

She looked up at him with glazed eyes. “Yes, Master?”

He handed her the dress. “Get dressed. We will go back to the Pavilion and sleep.”

She nodded and stood, donning her dress quickly.

Devin looked out at the grassy field as she dressed. Some of the men remained in the field and stood chatting with one another. He took Anna’s hand and stepped down to speak to the President.

“Mitch, let me introduce you to Anna,” he said to the smiling man. “Anna, meet the President.”

Anna curtsied. “Good evening, my lord,” she said in a soft voice.

“Hello, sweetheart,” the president said with his southern drawl. He reached out to stroke her cheek. “So pretty.”

Devin hadn’t agreed with his election, but had little say in things back then. Not so anymore. Eight years had brought about many changes. Devin’s choice, Wier, would be the next president.

“Are you going on the hunt?” Devin asked. Some of the men chose not to go. They had chosen companions earlier and would take them back to their rooms or pavilions.

Mitch shook his head. “I’ve never really enjoyed that aspect of the weekend. I prefer them coming to me, rather than me chasing after them. I’m too old to chase.”

Both men laughed. Devin saw how Mitch watched Anna carefully. Anna stood silently and stared at the ground.

“I can understand that. I had planned on going, but this evening has tired me more than I expected.” He looked at the president. “I would offer Anna to you, but I’m afraid she wouldn’t be very good company tonight. She’s exhausted as well. Perhaps tomorrow?”

The other man nodded. “I would like that.” He smiled at her. “I’d like that a lot.”

“Good,” Devin said with a nod. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to put Anna to bed.”

“Of course. I’ll see you tomorrow, Devin.”

Devin put his arm around Anna’s shoulders and led her to their pavilion near the lake.

Ian was coming out of the living area when they arrived. He looked surprised to see Anna. “I thought you were sending her out,” he said with a frown.

“Hoping to get a piece of her?” Devin laughed. “I wore her out and she wouldn’t be much fun tonight. Grab her tomorrow.”

Ian grinned. “Any chance I get.”

Devin chuckled as his friend walked away. He knew Ian cared about Anna, but as long as it didn’t interfere with his duties, Devin didn’t care.

He led Anna to the bed and laid her down, covering her with the blankets. It was quiet. After such a long day, Devin appreciated the absence of distraction.

He removed his new robe and hung it on a nearby hook, then crawled into bed with Anna. She had been good this afternoon and evening. He was pleased. He gathered her into his arms and fell asleep almost instantly.


Seventy-Five


Saturday morning was spent mostly in meetings. Anna stayed by Devin’s side and pleased the men when he told her to. It seemed easier to obey him now, for some reason, and she wondered if last night had something to do with it.

At lunchtime, Devin said she could have some time to herself. She took some food and sat down at a table under a tree by herself. The men around were Brothers, instead of politicians, and they left her alone. She was glad to have some quiet.

She was lost in thought when someone sat down across from her. She looked up to see Tommy smiling hesitantly at her. He wore a white tunic like the Elders.

“Good afternoon, my lord,” she said with a shaking voice and looked down at her plate. She trembled and wondered what he wanted.

“Anna . . . ,” he said, reaching across for her hand. He shook his head. “Anna, I’m so sorry for what I did . . . to you.”

“You needn’t apologize, my lord,” Anna said. “I am only a slave.”

“I don’t see you that way.”

“Then you don’t see the truth.” Anna clapped her hand over her mouth and looked up at him in fear. “I’m sorry, my lord!”

Tommy chuckled and squeezed her hand. “Don’t apologize, Anna. And you don’t have to call me ‘my lord.’ I like it when you say my name.”

“It’s inappropriate, my lord. You are an Elder-Son. I must treat you with the utmost respect.”

“I’d prefer you to treat me normally.”

“My Master would be upset if I were to disrespect you, my lord.”

Tommy frowned. “All right. I don’t want to get you in trouble.” He squeezed her hand again. “Anna, look at me.”

She looked up at him nervously.

“What I did yesterday, Anna . . .” His eyes were full of grief. “My temper got the better of me. Devin was egging me on . . .”

“It’s fine, my lord. You had to do what you had to do. I’m fine.” She gave him a polite smile. “Is there something you wanted?”

“I wanted to apologize.” He gave her a shy grin. “Maybe you’d let me make it up to you?”

Anna frowned. “How?”

“Are you done eating?”

Anna looked down at her half eaten lunch. “If you’d like, my lord.”

Tommy shook his head. “Finish eating.”

“No, really, my lord. I . . .”

“Finish eating, Anna. I can wait.”

Anna smiled shyly and ate quickly. When she was done, he took her hand and led her to the side of the field and into a pavilion.

He untied the ropes to close the walls and pulled her into his arms. “I like you, Anna. A lot.”

He cupped her chin and captured her lips with his, caressing them and making her feel warm inside. She slid her hands up his chest and over his shoulders to clasp them behind his neck. His hand slid behind her head to cup the back of her head and he deepened his kiss, slipping his tongue between her soft lips.

Anna moaned softly as he held her close. One hand slid down her back and to her hip. He pushed her back gently and onto the bed behind her. Anna sighed as he lay down on top of her and she wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing him deeply. His hand slid up her side and caressed her breast, eliciting a soft moan.

“God, Anna. I could stay here with you forever,” Tommy said, kissing her neck and trailing his tongue down and across her collarbone.

Anna pressed her head back into the bed and pressed her chest up. He chuckled and pulled the top of her dress down, taking a pink nipple into his mouth. They both moaned as he sucked the hardened nub. She pressed her hips up against his, feeling his erection against her.

“Tommy,” she sighed, running her hands through his hair as he moved to her other breast.

He sucked and licked at her breast and she squirmed beneath him. She wrapped her legs around his hips, her pussy aching for him. She had given plenty of blowjobs today but hadn’t had sex except for early that morning with Devin. He had been surprisingly gentle with her.

But she didn’t want to think about her Master right now. She wanted to think about Tommy. Sweet Tommy.

Tommy pulled her dress over her head and tossed it on the floor next to the bed, then removed his tunic, revealing his well-defined upper body. Anna smiled and ran her hands across his pecs. He said he had played football in high school and was hoping to play at Harvard too.

He moved up and kissed her cheeks and jaw and lips and moved down to her neck and breasts. She realized he was kissing all the places he had hurt the day before. He moved down to her belly and moved lower, spreading her legs apart.

“Oh, Anna,” he murmured against the sensitive flesh.

His tongue flicked out and into the silken folds, humming his pleasure as he tasted her sweet juices. He leaned forward and buried his tongue deep inside her slit.

Anna moaned loudly as he thrust his tongue inside her. “Tommy . . . ,” she mumbled, lacing her fingers through his thick hair.

His lips clasped around her clit and sucked gently, making Anna sigh and cry out softly.

“Oh! Oh, Tommy,” she mewed. She felt tingling deep in her belly and she moaned; the stirrings of an orgasm grew stronger and stronger until her world exploded into bright colors.

Tommy moved back up to kiss her. “Hmmm,” he said in a deep whisper. “I still have my pants on.” He chuckled and rolled to his side.

Anna quickly sat up and untied the waistband of his pants and helped him push them down his hips. She saw he now had the double ring piercing. “Does it hurt?”

“It did.” He lay on his back and caressed her hip. “Doesn’t now. ‘Course, I took a shit load of pain relievers this morning and last night before I went to bed.”

Anna leaned down and kissed the new piercing. “Did you go on the hunt?” she asked carefully, then took him gently into her mouth.

Tommy groaned. “Nah. My dad said it wouldn’t be a good idea. That I’d be hurting real bad this morning if I did. Tyler went and he was really sore this morning.”

Anna smiled to herself. She was secretly glad he hadn’t gone. She gave him the best blowjob she could muster until he sat up and pushed her onto her back.

“I want you,” he murmured positioning himself between her legs. He thrust forward and groaned as he sank himself deep inside her. “Oh, God, Anna.”

He moved slowly at first and Anna wrapped her legs around him, savoring his presence. He pressed his lips against hers and quickened his movements. They both moaned and sighed as their bodies moved together in rhythm. Faster and faster they moved against each other until they both exploded in each other’s arms.

Tommy pressed his damp brow to Anna’s and smiled at her. She smiled back. She really liked him. It was too bad he lived across the country. He kissed her several times, then rolled off and hugged her to his side. He pulled the blanket up over them and they lay in the quiet together.

She was about to drift off when she felt a strange sensation inside her. Like Devin was calling for her, but with his mind instead of his words.

She sat up abruptly. “I have to go.”

“Huh? What?” Tommy asked, confused. He had fallen asleep.

“I’m sorry, Tommy. I think Devin wants me.” She crawled out of bed and put her dress on, then smiled down at him. “Thank you. I really enjoyed that.”

He reached for her hand. “Me too.” He grinned. “I might steal you away again later.”

Anna giggled. “You better ask Devin first.”

“I will. I don’t want you getting into trouble.” He tugged her down and kissed her. “I’ll see you later.”

She smiled at him affectionately and nodded. “I hope so.” She looked at him a moment more, then hurried away to find Devin.
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Devin watched as Anna quickly walked towards him as he stood outside his pavilion. The unspoken call for her had worked. Good. She had a spring in her step as she walked. Where had she been?

“You look happy,” Devin commented as she approached. Her cheeks turned a pretty shade of pink. “Where have you been?”

“With Tommy,” she said nervously.

Devin nodded. Tommy had hurt her badly on the previous day, and her affections were still there? She really did bounce back quite nicely. Of course, that had been evident when she had forgiven Alex for brutalizing her. Or did she like the abuse and just go back for more? She always came around to Devin too. Perhaps he had created a masochist? Interesting thought.

“You felt my call?” Devin asked.

“Yes, Master.”

“Good girl.” He pulled her close. “Keep pleasing me as you have today and we will go on more pleasantly than the last few days. Do you understand?”

“Y-yes, Master,” she whispered, looking up at him. “I do try, Master.”

“I know, Baby,” he murmured against her neck. He slid his hands down and cupped her ass, pressing her hips against his erection. He’d been watching her mouth on cocks all morning. He wanted to see her lips wrapped around his cock now. “Suck me, Baby,” he mumbled.

Anna dropped to her knees and untied his pants. She took hold of him and he couldn’t help but smile at her widened eyes. She glanced up at him in bewilderment. “Master . . .”

“You didn’t notice this morning?” he asked with a chuckle.

“I thought . . .” She blushed. She studied him for a moment more, then took him into her mouth. Her beautiful mouth.

He’d love to drag her into bed right now, but he had promised Mitch her company this afternoon. He still had to deal with the man for the next few months and could still get some good use out of him, especially with Anna’s help.

He closed his eyes against the sunlight and held her head on his cock. She flinched at his touch but didn’t move away. He couldn’t blame her for being nervous around him. He had killed her, after all. He could see the fear shadow her eyes every so often. Well, it had to have been done. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be where he was right now.

He groaned as she worked her magic. Her lips were even tighter around him with his expanded girth. Incredible. He found himself approaching climax. When he came, he groaned low, feeling his fluid spew into her mouth. She licked him clean, then he pulled her to her feet and tied his pants.

“Come, Anna. You have an appointment with the President.”
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Anna hadn’t expected such luxury out in the woods. The place was a palace, with marble floors and walls. It was a long, two-story building built for the “special guests” of the Brotherhood. Namely, the politicians. The Brothers stayed in the pavilions or another lodging house in another part of the woods.

Anna liked sleeping in the open air of the Pavilion last night. She’d never been camping and probably never would. But she liked the outdoors. Probably because Jack had kept her cooped up in the house most of the time. That was one nice thing about her room at the Manor. She had her own private yard, whereas her apartment didn’t even have a balcony.

Devin led her up one of the two curved staircases and to the end of the hallway where a set of double doors stood. “Ian will wait for you downstairs. When you’re done, just come downstairs and Ian will return you to me.”

“Yes, Master.”

Devin walked away, leaving Anna alone in the hallway. She knocked on the door, and the President answered a moment later.

He smiled broadly when he saw her. “Hello, sweetheart,” he said.

“Good afternoon, my lord,” Anna said with a small curtsy.

He stepped to the side to let her enter a large room. It looked similar to Tyler and Tommy’s hotel room, but with a step up in luxury.

Anna waited until he had closed the door. “How may I please you, my lord?” she asked.

He grinned. “I’m sure there are many ways you can please me,” he said and led her into the bedroom.


Seventy-Six


Anna returned to Devin’s pavilion several hours later, but Devin wasn’t there. The President hadn’t hurt her too much and she was able to walk. Nothing like her time with the senator. He seemed happy when she left, and that’s what was important.

“What should I do?” she asked Ian, who had brought her back.

“Just wait here,” he answered. “You can lie down if you want, but leave the curtains open. I’ll go see if I can find Devin.”

Anna lay down on the bed and watched people in the field. The Elder-Sons were playing football with some of the other men. She saw Tommy jump and catch the ball over Rylan’s head and she smiled. It really was too bad he lived across the country. She wondered how often she would see get to him, if at all.

The sun was getting low in the sky and Anna’s stomach growled. She was wondering if she would be able to go get dinner when Maggie arrived with a tray of food.

“I’ve brought your dinner, Mistress,” she said with a smile. “When you’re finished, I’ll take you to get ready for tonight.”

Anna ate dinner and then followed Maggie back to the place she’d bathed yesterday. The place was much busier tonight, filled with girls going about getting ready. It was loud. Anna felt out of place, especially when the girls stopped what they were doing to stare at her.

She flushed when she walked by a group of five girls who looked at her then giggled.

“. . . wonder what she did to get such a high and mighty place,” she heard one of them say loudly.

“She thinks she’s better than us,” another one said, giving Anna a nasty look.

“You should treat the Mistress with respect,” Maggie said, defending her. “It’s not her fault who her father is.”

The first one snorted. “How do you know? Maybe she just claimed it. How can you prove it?”

“The Immortals said she was,” Maggie said. “And the Chairman.”

The other girls rolled their eyes. One grabbed her hand. “Look, she wears a diamond ring like she’s engaged or something.”

“Dev . . . my Master gave that to me,” Anna said pulling her hand away.

“I wanna see the ring.” The girl tried to pull it off Anna’s finger. “I wonder what it’s like to wear so many diamonds.”

Anna clenched her hand, but the other girl was stronger. Another girl grabbed her other arm.

Anna looked around for Maggie, but she was gone. The other girls noticed too.

“Oh, your little bitch abandoned you,” the first one said. “Maybe we can have some fun with you now. No one ever comes back here, you know.”

Anna yelled as someone pulled her hair. She struggled against the hold and broke free. The one girl was still trying to get her ring off her finger and finally succeeded.

A fury built up inside Anna and she lunged at the girl and hit her in the face. “Give me back my ring.”

Another girl grabbed Anna from behind and pulled her off, pushing her to the ground.

“Look, I’m a princess!” said the girl who had taken her ring. “Bow to me, all of you.”

The girls in the room all laughed.

“Maybe she’s got a great mouth. Maybe that’s how she gets the diamonds.”

Anna felt her hair grabbed again and was pushed forward to the spread legs of the girl who held her ring. Anna fought as hard as she could, but there were too many to fight. Her mouth made contact with the girl’s pussy.

“Eat me,” the girl growled.

Anna struggled to get away but was beginning to realize the struggle was pointless. She’d never win. Her shoulders slumped and she stuck out her tongue to taste the girl. Maybe they’d let her go if she cooperated.

But she couldn’t lose Devin’s ring. He’d be so angry.

Anna pushed back and lunged at the girl again, reaching for the hand with the ring on it.

Through the yelling and screaming, Anna faintly heard a loud male voice. Instantly all the girls dropped to their knees. Anna wheeled around to see Devin, Tom, Connor, Oscar, and Ian standing in the doorway. They all looked pissed. Anna could see Maggie behind them. Devin gave Anna a look and she dropped to her knees.

“What the fuck is going on?” Devin growled.
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Footsteps echoed through the silent room as Devin and the rest of the Elders walked to where Anna was. She was trembling and blinking rapidly.

He stood over her and looked down, then sighed. “Stand up, Anna.”

Anna stood quickly and stared at his chest. He cupped her chin and lifted her face. “What happened?” he asked in a soft voice. Her eyes were full of fear. From what Maggie had said, the girls had been rude to her and practically attacked her.

Instantly tears spilled from Anna’s eyes. “I’m sorry, Master,” she whispered. “I wasn’t trying to start a fight. I promise.”

“I know, Baby.” He ran a finger over her cheek where a bruise was forming and she winced at the pain. He hated petty jealousy. Especially from women, and it was even worse with slave women.

He let out a little growl. How dare someone attack his precious Anna! When men did it, it was for conquering. When women did it, it was just annoying.

He looked down to take her hand and frowned. The ring he’d given her was missing.

“Where’s your ring, Baby?” he asked in a gentle voice. He wasn’t angry at her. She hadn’t done anything wrong.

Anna looked around and motioned to the girl kneeling next to her. She also had a bruise on her cheek. He hoped it was from Anna. The girl had Anna’s ring on her little finger. Devin narrowed his eyes and stepped in front of the slave.

He turned to the men behind him and pointed to the girl. “Who does she belong to?”

Connor stepped forward. “She’s mine, Devin.”

Devin frowned. “Perhaps you’d like to explain to me why one of your girls is wearing the ring I gave Anna?”

Connor’s eyes widened. “You gave . . . ?” He stepped forward and told the girl to stand. “Lily? Explain yourself.”

The girl had the grace to look nervous. “I . . . she . . .” She looked angry. “She was acting all high and mighty and it pissed me off, Master.”

Devin swallowed a comment. She was lying. He could feel it. That and Devin knew that Anna wouldn’t act that way. She was almost as shy today as she was when she was ten. Though Devin was pretty sure that Anna had caused the bruise on Lily’s face. It was rapidly darkening.

If she was his, she’d be outside already, but she wasn’t his to discipline. He would never have stood for that kind of attitude.

“So you took her ring? I know there’s no other way that you would have acquired such a ring.”

Devin saw a small smile at the corner of Anna’s lips, which amused him.

Lily didn’t reply to Connor, but her shoulders drooped.

“Who hit you, Anna?” Devin asked.

Anna looked up at him. “I-I don’t know.”

Devin studied her. She really didn’t know. God, how many girls attacked her? He looked around. Several of the girls were disheveled. Devin let out a low growl.

“Sir.” Ian walked over with a tablet in his hands. Good, the footage of the fight. There were cameras all over the camp, including in here.

He kissed Anna on the forehead. “I’ll be right back.”

Devin motioned to the men to follow him outside. They would watch the video, then make a decision what to do. In Devin’s mind, attacking Anna was like attacking him. There needed to be punishment. With a camp full of men it was sure to be interesting.
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Anna stood nervously next to Lily. She had given Anna her ring back and was nervous as well. With the men gone outside, there were low conversations throughout the room. Anna had tried to smile at Lily when she returned the ring, but Lily had only glared at her.

“Why does he call you ‘Baby?’” Lily asked.

“He’s always called me that,” Anna replied. “For as far back as I can remember.” Back before he got angry.

“He was involved in your training?”

Anna looked at her. “My guardian trained me.”

“Your guardian?”

Anna nodded. “My parents died when I was twelve. I went to live with Jack after that.”

“You had parents?” another girl asked astonished.

“She wasn’t raised in the Manor, Brittany,” Maggie said, coming to stand beside Anna. “She doesn’t live there now, either.”

“Where do you live?” Lily asked.

“I have an apartment downtown. It’s close to Dev . . . I mean, Master’s work and the dance studio.”

Anna was inundated with questions about living outside the Manor. She told them about dancing and just joining the ballet company. About going out with “normal” guys. They were in awe.

The men returned a few minutes later and the girls returned to their knees. Connor and Tom took several of the girls outside, including Lily and Brittany.

“A warning, girls,” Devin said loudly from the doorway. “Attacking Anna is the same as attacking me. Remember that in the future. Now, finish getting ready for the evening.”

When the men had left, the din of the room grew louder. The girls were very respectful of Anna and asked her lots of questions as Maggie got her ready. Maggie put her in a long dress, similar to what she wore on Fridays, then took her back to Devin’s pavilion.

Anna didn’t see the other girls return.

The sun went down and the stars sparkled high above the field. The fires in front of the Eagle were lit, once again casting eerie shadows on the stone bird.
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When it was time, the men started gathering in front of the eagle. Men in black tunics and men in robes. Anna watched from inside the pavilion.

“Anna, you will sit at my feet tonight, then participate in the orgy.”

“Yes, Master.” What would that be like?

The Elders and Sons walked up to the dais on the pathway between the men. Anna walked next to Devin, but kept her head down in a submissive pose, as he had instructed. When she got to the platform, she glanced surreptitiously toward where Tommy was sitting and saw him watching her. They smiled at one another, then Anna went to sit at Devin’s feet on the raised area where his throne was.

The evening was dull to Anna. Men gave long speeches about boring topics. It was all she could do to not drift off. Devin gave a long speech at the end, which the seated men seemed to enjoy, but went right over Anna’s head.

A sweet smell wafted through the area as Devin was finishing up and Anna began to feel dizzy, then very aroused. She clenched her thighs together as Devin finished his speech.

“Enjoy yourselves tonight, gentlemen,” he said at last and returned to his seat. Devin looked down at Anna, and she swayed slightly. “How are you feeling, Baby?”

“Dizzy,” Anna answered. She was having a hard time concentrating on anything.

Devin chuckled. “Airborne ecstasy. Tonight will be fun.” He pulled her up into his lap and onto his already exposed cock.

“Oh!” she exclaimed as his bigger-than-before cock sank into her body. She moaned as he filled her.

“Like it, Baby?”

Anna nodded, unable to think of anything but him. He held her hips and she rode him hard, the world exploding into colors shortly after. He pushed her gently off his lap, then led her down to the grass where all manner of sex was occurring. It was a giant blob of naked bodies. Tongues, cocks, breasts, hands, pussies. Moans, cries, and groans filled the air as no orifice was left empty. Men fucked men who were fucking women. If there was an available organ, it was used. If there was a hole, it was filled.

The night was a blur of sex and orgasms and pain and ecstasy.


Seventy-Seven


Anna awoke Sunday mid-morning naked in the midst of a sea of naked men and women. It looked as if people had simply fallen asleep where they lay. Some looked as if they had fallen asleep in the middle of sex.

She had a slight headache and rubbed her eyes before she sat up to look around. Most everyone was still asleep, but she saw some up and about. Clothes were strewn all about the field; there was no way she was going to find her gown. She stood to make her way back to the pavilion.

She saw Devin on the way back with two brunettes in his arms. She closed her eyes and turned away. As much as she knew that Devin slept with other women, it still hurt.

She saw Tommy on the way, too. He was curled around a small redhead. Anna turned away from that sight as well and sighed. Why did she allow herself to care about men? Caring just meant getting hurt in the long run. Or maybe the real question was, why did it bother her when certain men slept with other women? Surely she was weak to feel that way. It was the way of the world. Men slept with whom they wanted to. Anna slept with whomever the men wanted her to. It was as simple as that. Why did it bother her?

She sighed as she walked into the pavilion. After retrieving a gown from the back “closet,” Anna made her way to the girl’s dorm, as they called it. She used the toilet, then took a quick shower to remove the stickiness that seemed to cover her body.

As she was leaving, a movement caught her eye through the trees. She heard a moan coming from the same direction, then the sound of something being hit and a cry. Slowly and carefully she made her way through the woods over rough terrain that hurt her feet. After a few minutes of walking, she came upon an open field. It was much smaller than the other field, but what she saw there almost made her throw up.

Five girls were tied to a wooden beam with their hands above their heads. They were bloody and bruised. Three of them appeared dead, or at least Anna hoped for their sake that they were dead. Their bodies were so mutilated the only reason she knew they were female was because of their long hair and bloody stumps where their breasts had been. One’s legs were gone. The other two girls were still alive, though barely, it seemed. Their bodies were mutilated as well and a man was swinging a long sword up between one girl’s legs, seemingly chopping her in half from her pussy up. She grunted with each stroke. Anna couldn’t imagine why she wasn’t screaming until she realized her lips had been sewn together. The other girls’ too. The last girl was being whipped with a vicious cat-o-nine-tails, her flesh ripping with each stroke.

Anna gasped and clasped her hand over her mouth when she realized that these were the girls who had attacked her the day before.

Anna stumbled backward, tears streaming down her face, horrible memories flashing back into her mind from when Devin had punished her for trying to kill herself. He had tortured a woman to death in front of Anna, much like these had obviously been, or were being, tortured to death.

Anna collapsed to her knees and vomited. She was sobbing when strong arms wrapped around her. She jumped and looked up to see Ian behind her.

“Devin didn’t want you to see,” he said in a quiet voice. He handed her a towel to wipe her mouth.

“Why would he care if I saw or not?” she asked in a cracked voice. Devin didn’t make any sense to her sometimes.

“Because he was afraid you’d get sick . . . like you did.” He gave her a wry smile as he helped her to her feet. “C’mon. Let’s go back to the pavilion.” He scooped her up as if she weighed nothing and carried her back to the field.

He put her in bed, then went to find Maggie to bring her some food. He and Maggie returned a few minutes later. Anna was surprised she had any appetite, but she ate her breakfast quickly, trying not to think about the girls in the other field.

When she was done, Maggie took the tray away and Ian stayed with her, brushing her hair back from her face as she lay on the bed.

“Will you lie down with me?” she asked in a weak voice. She felt so lonely.

Ian slid under the covers behind her and held her close. His big body made her feel protected. It also made her think about Alex, which made her feel even lonelier. When Ian started kissing her neck it was a welcome distraction, and it helped to push her lonely thoughts aside.
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The day was once again spent in meetings, but there was no official Gathering that evening. In the late afternoon the Elders, Elder-Sons, and Anna got back into their enormous limo and went back to the hotel. The Elders had a dinner meeting in Devin’s suite and Anna was told to spend the evening with the Elder-Sons.

She hadn’t spoken to Tommy since they’d had sex. She had put up her wall and been very formal with him, as she was with all the rest of the men. She could see the hurt in his eyes but thought it best to keep herself distant.

Rylan, the oldest Elder-Son, had a large suite that the Sons had dinner in that night. Anna was used as they wished. They weren’t overly cruel, but weren’t nice either. Tommy sat on the couch and watched without participating.

The Sons drank a lot and when they either passed out or were mostly incoherent, Tommy took Anna to his hotel room.

Tommy filled the bathtub and got in, pulling Anna with him.

“Tommy, you don’t need to be nice,” she said as he held her hand to assist as she stepped into the tub. “I’ll do whatever you want.”

He chuckled. “Why wouldn’t I want to be nice?”

“Because . . .” Anna sighed. “It’s just not necessary. You are an Elder-Son. My job is to please you.”

“Anna,” he said softly, pulling her back against his chest. She allowed him to but didn’t relax. “Why are you so stiff?”

Anna stared at her hands in the water. “I am here to please you, Tommy. That is my duty.”

“I brought you here so we could be together without the others.” He nuzzled her neck. “I didn’t bring you so you could perform your duty. I brought you here because I wanted you with me.”

“How would you like me to please you?”

Tommy sighed. “By relaxing and enjoying yourself. Yesterday, when we were together . . . Hell, it was the best part of the weekend for me.”

Anna turned her head to look at him. “Why?”

“Because . . . God, Anna. Can’t you tell that I like you? Am I being too subtle?”

She shrugged her shoulders then sighed. She knew he liked her. “I’m afraid of getting hurt,” she whispered.

“I don’t want to hurt you, Anna. It’s the last thing in the world I want to do.”

Anna didn’t say anything.

“I woke up this morning with some girl and I wished it had been you. I looked for you when I got up, but couldn’t find you.”

“I went to clean up at the girl’s dorm and then I saw . . .” Anna closed her eyes and shuddered at the memory of the girls in the field.

“Saw what?”

She shook her head. She didn’t want to think about it.

“You saw the girls?”

Anna nodded. “You knew about them?”

“Dad told me about the fight. They had to be punished. Two of them belonged to us. We had to be involved.”

“Why did they have to be punished?”

“Because they attacked you, Anna. You’re the Elder-Mistress. They can’t get away with something like that.”

“You saw them?”

“I had to help.”

Anna stared at him, mouth opened. She couldn’t imagine Tommy doing such a thing. “Why?” she whispered.

“Because I’m pierced, Anna. I have duties now, too. Dad said it was time I learned . . . about that sort of stuff.” He shuddered. “I hope I never have to do it again.”

“It was awful,” Anna whispered.

Tommy hugged her to him. “I know. But if they weren’t punished, your position wouldn’t be respected and you would be in danger. America’s never had an Elder-Mistress before. Precedents have to be set.”

Anna leaned her head back on his shoulder and sighed. Life was so complicated.

They were silent for a few minutes.

“I wish you didn’t live so far away from me,” he said softly, intertwining his fingers with hers in the soapy water.

Anna swallowed. “Me too,” she whispered

“Think Devin would let you move out east? Elder-Sons can . . . um, be with Mistresses, ya know.”

“Of course they can, Tommy. I can be with anyone who wears a diamond.”

“No, I mean . . . like . . . dating and stuff like that.”

“Devin would never let me move to New York. Believe me, I already asked.”

“You did?”

Anna realized how he might have taken her words. “Well, I mean, I was offered a position with the New York City Ballet Company and Devin said no.” She sighed. “So did Alex.”

“Who’s Alex?”

“My other Master.”

“You have two Masters?”

Anna nodded and told him a shortened version of how she ended up with two masters.

“I didn’t think that was possible.”

“I don’t think Devin did either. But apparently, it is. But Alex moved back to Germany a few months ago and I don’t think he wants anything to do with me anymore.”

“Why Germany?”

Anna shrugged. “He’s German. He’s an Elder-Son like you.”

“Oh.”

There was silence for a few more minutes. Tommy caressed her stomach, then moved his hands up to her breasts, caressing them gently. Anna moaned softly and turned her head to kiss his neck.

“Mmm, Anna,” he mumbled. “I think we should get out of the tub.”

They got out and dried each other off, then Tommy dragged her into the bedroom. He kissed her and they fell onto the bed. Anna giggled as Tommy kissed her neck and it tickled. He was a little scruffy from not shaving over the weekend.

Unexpectedly, there was a knock on the room door. Tommy gave Anna an apologetic look. “It’s probably Tyler.” He pushed off the bed and walked out of the room. He returned a few minutes later, scowling, with Devin behind him.

“Anna, I thought I told you to spend the evening with all the Sons, not just Tommy.”

“I did, Devin. We just got here⁠—”

“Devin, the other guys were drunk or passed out so I brought her back here,” Tommy interrupted.

Devin turned to look at Tommy. “Well, then. Thank you for taking care of her, but she needs to come back to the hotel room with me now.”

Tommy started to protest, but Devin stopped him. “Tommy, I realize you like her, but she is my slave. Her duties are to me, not you unless I tell her to.” He looked back at Anna. “Get dressed.”

Without looking at Tommy, Anna went quickly to the bathroom for her clothes and put them on as fast as she could. Tommy was glaring at Devin when she returned.

“Remember your place, Tommy,” Devin said, then put his arm on Anna’s back and led her out of the room.

They walked down the hallway to their hotel suite. Devin took her immediately to the bedroom and told her to undress. Anna tried not to think about Tommy, but to think about what Devin wanted. Anything to keep his anger at bay.


Seventy-Eight


The next morning after breakfast, they headed to the train station and boarded a train for New York. The trip was three and a half hours long and Devin kept Anna by his side the entire trip. Tommy sat with Tyler in the seat across the aisle from them. She felt Tommy watching her, but she couldn’t bring herself to look at him. She had been so disappointed that she hadn’t been able to spend the night with him and had a feeling that if she looked at him, she would begin to cry.

They spent the day with Tom’s family and spent the night in their house. Ian and Maggie flew home that afternoon. Devin kept Anna with him and away from Tommy.

The next morning Anna, Devin, Tom, Tyler, and Tommy drove up to Massachusetts to drop Tommy and Tyler off for their first year at Harvard.

Tom parked near what looked like a townhouse, but was actually Tommy and Tyler’s dorm. The door was open, with people going in and out of the building carrying boxes and bags and a host of other items.

Most of their things had already been shipped there, but there were several boxes and bags, and everyone helped carry their things inside. Both Tommy and Tyler had their own rooms in the same suite. This, Anna found out, was a rare luxury, and wondered if it was because they were Elder-Sons.

As Anna was carrying a box for Tommy up to his room, a man stopped Tom and Devin in the hallway. He appeared to be in charge of the dorm and knew both of them. Anna looked to Devin for permission to go on with Tommy, and Devin nodded.

“Where do you want this?” she asked Tommy as she walked into the small bedroom. There was a bed, desk, chest, and chair.

“Anywhere is fine,” he said, dropping a heavy suitcase near the window with a dull thud. “Wow, look at this view.”

Anna walked over and put the box carefully down next to the suitcase, then looked out the window. It looked out on a beautiful green yard with trees and grass. The red brick buildings around the yard were old and full of character.

Tommy slipped his arms around Anna’s waist. “I thought I wouldn’t get a moment alone with you before you left,” he murmured against her neck.

Anna leaned her head to the side and Tommy kissed and nipped at the soft skin of her neck and upper shoulder. “Tommy . . . ,” she sighed.

He turned her around to face him and pressed his lips against her, kissing her deeply. She hugged him around his neck and kissed him back.

A throat clearing from the doorway made them jump apart.

Tom stood there with the man from the hallway. Tom gave them both a disapproving look before introducing the man next to him. “Tommy, this is Jake Cloverfield, the House Master of your dorm.”

Tommy walked over to the man and shook his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Jake laughed. “Don’t believe everything your dad says about me. I’m more fun than I used to be.”

“God, please make sure my son learns something this year,” Tom chuckled. “If you’re more fun than you used to be, then I’ll be paying a lot of money for Tommy to party.”

Tommy laughed along with the older men. Anna stood nervously near the window. She was glad Tom had found them together and not Devin.

Jake looked beyond Tommy at Anna. “And who’s this pretty little thing? High school sweetheart?”

Tommy looked back at Anna with an adoring look, and she felt herself blush. “I wish. No, this is Anna. She’s . . . um . . .” Tommy trailed off and looked at his dad.

“She belongs to me.” Devin appeared in the doorway behind Jake, who turned and gave him a strange look.

“I thought Tyler was your oldest, Dev,” Jake said.

“Tyler is my oldest. Anna is not my daughter.” Devin slipped through the door and motioned for Anna to come to him, which she did immediately. He caressed the back of her neck. “She’s my mistress.”

Jake looked at him wide-eyed. “Mistress? Damn. I’m in the wrong profession. Or the wrong city.” He gave Tommy a disapproving look. He had seen Tommy and Anna kissing. “Are you going to be in trouble, Tommy?”

“What? No, I . . . ,” Tommy stammered.

“We walked in and saw Tommy and Anna kissing, Devin,” Tom explained.

Devin chuckled. “You can’t keep your hands off her, can you Tommy? It’s a good thing Harvard’s not in San Francisco.” Devin looked at Jake, who was giving Tommy a look. “I’m very generous with Anna, Jake. Tommy didn’t do anything wrong.” Devin petted Anna’s hair.

The men talked for a while and Anna stared at the floor, trying to contain her emotions. It had felt so good to kiss Tommy again. Something about him made her feel safe.

Unexpectedly, Anna felt something touch her hand and looked up to see Jake reaching for her. The door had been closed and Devin was looking at her expectantly.

Jake took her hand and pulled her towards him. He slid his hand around the back of her hip and walked her back against the wall behind her. He lifted her skirt up to her hips and slipped his hand into her panties.

“God, so fucking hot.” He turned her around, pressing her into the wall, and pulled her panties down to her ankles. A moment later he pushed himself inside her.

Anna closed her eyes as he pumped himself into her, grunting and holding her hips tightly. She moved as best she could, but he pressed so hard against her it was difficult.

To Anna’s relief, he didn’t take long and was quickly groaning softly as he had his release. When he finished, he pulled out and walked back over to where Devin and Tom were standing and talking. Anna leaned her head against the wall for a moment longer, then fixed her clothing and went to stand quietly next to Devin. She could feel Tommy watching her, but didn’t want to look at him for fear of the look in his eyes.

Tyler came in a moment later. “I was wondering where everyone went.” Over the weekend, he had started treating Anna more like Devin treated her. She got nervous every time he came near her for fear he would hurt her. This time was no different. While the others continued to chat, he bent her over Tommy’s desk and fucked her ass hard.

“I wanna go look around,” Tyler said, zipping up his pants and slapping Anna on her bare ass.

She leaned her cheek against the desk, her ass throbbing from Tyler’s assault.

“Do you have all your boxes, Tommy?” Tom asked looking around.

Tommy nodded.

“Good. Shall we look around the campus?”

“Sure,” Tommy answered in a low voice, looking at Devin with a clenched jaw.

The group walked back downstairs, had lunch and then wandered around the campus for a few hours. Tommy tried to get her attention whenever Devin was distracted, but Anna was too ashamed to look at him.
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Devin watched as Tommy tried to get Anna’s attention throughout the afternoon. Anna was polite to Tommy, but stayed by Devin’s side the whole day. Devin was pleased that she didn’t go running off with Tommy again, though he wished she would cheer up a bit. He liked it better when she was happy. When she was happy her whole demeanor changed and she attracted much more attention. Damn women and their moods. Men were so much simpler.

Of course, he wouldn’t be having this problem if Alex hadn’t interfered. Then again, she might not have had as much life in her if he hadn’t. Devin sighed. Having Anna was far more complicated than he’d expected. It wasn’t as if Anna was difficult to please. She was much easier to please than his wife and daughters. It took hardly any effort at all. But though Devin didn’t like having to manage her moods, he knew enough about her, and people in general, to know that you couldn’t command genuine happiness.

Devin looked at Tommy again. He was completely infatuated with her. And she was happy when she was with him. Perhaps allowing Jake and Tyler to fuck her right in front of Tommy hadn’t been the best idea. Devin had simply wanted to show Tommy that Anna was Devin’s, not just some girl. But it hadn’t changed Tommy’s thoughts about Anna. If anything, it had made him more determined to get Anna’s attention and, probably, cheer her up. Fucking Jake against the wall had more of an effect on Anna than it had on anyone else.

Investing in Anna’s happiness took very little. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad if he let her and Tommy spend time together. Anna knew enough to go to Devin when he wanted her. But once they were back home, Anna would have happy memories of Tommy and look forward to seeing him in April. Hopefully, Tommy would have found a girlfriend by then and Anna would be content to just fuck him at the Gathering. It was unlikely that she would begrudge Tommy a girlfriend. Devin would tell her that Tommy needed to begin looking for a wife, but that didn’t mean that the two of them couldn’t be together or even have affection for one another. But Tommy needed to marry after college and would find a suitable woman here at Harvard.

The same went for Tyler, though if Tyler wanted to marry Anna, Devin wouldn’t mind too much, as long as Tyler remembered that he had limited powers until he became an Elder. But with Anna by Devin’s side, that would be a long time from now. A very long time.

Devin put his arm around Anna’s shoulders. “Why don’t you go spend time with Tommy?”

She looked up at him questioningly. “Don’t you want me with you?”

“I always love having you with me. But we’ll be leaving soon and Tommy likes you. And if I’m not mistaken, you like him too?”

Anna’s blush was all the answer he needed.

“Go. You’ll stay at the hotel with Tom and me tonight, but you can spend time with Tommy tomorrow. How does that sound?”

She looked at him warily. “If it would please you, Devin.”

Devin smiled at her. She was sufficiently submissive to him now. “Yes, Anna. Go have some fun.”

Her eyes brightened and she smiled, her beauty emerging like the sunrise. “Thank you, Devin,” she said shyly and bounded off up the path to where Tyler and Tommy were walking.

Tommy’s face lit up when she approached and he took her hand. Tyler frowned and looked back at Devin. It amused Devin that his son was jealous and it would be interesting to see what he did with it. Though jealousy was unnecessary, and ultimately a waste of energy; Tyler could have Anna anytime when he was home.

“What are you doing, Devin?” Tom asked as they walked along the path. “You’re okay with Tommy and Anna together?”

Devin shrugged. “It’s not like she’s staying here for long. Let them have some fun together. It makes her happy and when she’s happy, she’s much more useful to me.”

“You do realize she’s a young woman and very sensitive? If you push them together, when Tommy finds a girlfriend here, she’s going to be hurt.”

“She’s just as likely to find a boyfriend back home. Believe me. I know of at least one young man back home who is dying to date her again, and I’m sure there are several more.”

Tom shook his head. “Messing with her head will only cause trouble, Devin.”

“Messing with her head will solidify her bond to me. She’ll realize eventually that it isn’t wise to date and she’ll be happy with being my mistress.”

Tom snorted. “If you want her to be happy being your mistress, you better start treating her better.”

“I do treat her well,” Devin protested.

Tom cocked his brow. “By killing her? By having the Sons rape her? By having an old friend of yours push her up against the wall and fuck her in front of everyone?”

Devin frowned. “It’s what she’s for, Tom. I had her raised the way I did so she could handle that stuff.”

“Physically, but not emotionally. She’s still human. And barely twenty. She wants to be loved. That’s why she adores Tommy so much, because . . .” Tom sighed. “Because he acts like he loves her and treats her accordingly.”

“Love is for the weak,” Devin said with derision.

“Thanks,” Tom said dryly. “I appreciate your assessment of my mental strength because of my love for my wife and family.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Really? You married Sandy because you loved her. At least that’s what you said when we were here.” Tom motioned around. “I married Kelsey because I loved her, and I still do. Who’s happier now that we’re in our forties?”

“Sandy’s a whiny bitch.”

“And you had nothing to do with that?”

“I don’t control her emotions.”

“Husbands always have something to do with their wife’s emotions. If I treated Kelsey the way you treat Sandy, she’d be a whiny bitch too.”

“So what are you saying? I should go home and try to fix my marriage.”

Tom rolled his eyes. “I’m not telling you to do anything. I’m just suggesting that if you want Anna to be ‘happy’ then you need to at least act like you care about her. If you want Sandy to stop whining, then be nicer and treat her like you did when you guys were dating.”

Devin sighed. He was beyond caring what Sandy did. But Anna . . . “I can’t not have Anna sleep with other men. That’s where her power is.”

“I don’t think that’s what upsets her, Devin. She wants to please you. I can see that. But having her punished because she disobeys you accidentally isn’t the way to keep her affections.”

“If I punish her when she accidentally does something, then there will be fewer mistakes. It’s been effective in the past.”

Tom frowned but didn’t say anything else. He stared hard at Tommy and Anna up the path with a sad look in his eyes.

Tyler stopped and waited for Tom and Devin. “Why’d you have her go to Tommy and not me?”

“Because he likes her,” Devin sighed.

“I like her too,” Tyler protested.

“You want to fuck her, which is fine. Anna needs some . . . emotional connection. Besides, you can have her anytime you’re home. Tommy won’t see her until April.”

“True.” Tyler grinned. “I hope I can find a girl here that can fuck half as good as Anna can.”

Devin chuckled. “Well, if you can’t, call up Oscar. The Manor’s not far from here.”

“I forgot about that. Good. My dick won’t fall off from non-use.” Tyler turned and jogged back to Tommy and Anna.

Tom and Devin walked together in silence for a bit. Tommy said something and Anna giggled, her eyes sparkling at him.

“She’s a good girl, Devin,” Tom said, watching her. “Don’t hurt her too badly, or you’ll break her.”


Seventy-Nine


They ate dinner at a nearby restaurant that evening. Tommy and Tyler had an informal party at the dorm that night, so Anna went back to the hotel with Tom and Devin. It was within walking distance of the dorm and Devin said that she could walk over in the morning.

“Come over when you wake up,” Tommy said, standing close to Anna as they stood by his dad’s SUV.

“I don’t know what time I’ll be up,” she said glancing at Devin.

Tommy grinned. “If you come over early, you can get into bed with me.”

Anna giggled.

“I wish you could stay the night with me tonight.” He ran his hand up and down her arms then pulled her close and kissed her.

“C’mon, Tommy!” Tyler called.

Tommy pulled away slowly, his lips lingering on hers. He rested his forehead on Anna’s and cupped her cheeks. “I’ll miss you tonight.”

“Me too,” Anna said softly.

“Tommy!”

Tommy groaned, then sighed. “All right. I’ll see you in the morning?”

Anna nodded.

“Okay,” Tommy grinned. He kissed her once more on her lips then turned and followed Tyler into the dorm. She watched as he greeted other guys entering the dorm with them. He glanced back and waved at Anna. The guys he was with looked back, too. She smiled shyly as they grinned at her.

“Anna,” Devin said.

She got into the SUV and they drove to their hotel. It was only a few blocks away.

[image: ]


Anna woke early. Devin had given her permission to go see Tommy right away, so she dressed and then made her way through campus and to his dorm. There were people around, but not many. The morning air was cool and refreshing, and as she got closer and closer, her heart beat faster and faster with anticipation.

When she arrived at the door she stared at it for a moment. Did she just walk in? There was an intercom panel at the side of the door, so she looked up Tommy’s name and pushed the call button. It rang a few times, then a groggy voice answered.

“Hello?”

“Tommy?” she said nervously. “Um, it’s Anna.”

“Anna!” His voice cleared and he sounded excited. “Hey. You’re here?”

“Yes.” She bit her lip.

“Okay. I’ll be there in a sec.”

There was a click and then Anna waited nervously on the front steps. She looked around at the street behind her. It was a neat looking street with all sorts of old buildings.

A girl with reddish-blond hair bounded up the steps where Anna waited. Anna stepped aside to let her pass.

“Hi, you get locked out?” she asked.

“What?” Anna asked, looking around.

The girl grinned at her. “Did you get locked out of the dorm? I almost forgot my key this morning.”

“Oh. Um, no,” Anna stammered. “I don’t go here. I was just . . . waiting for someone.”

“Oh. Boyfriend?” She gave her a conspiratorial smile.

Anna blushed. “I, uh . . .” She was saved from having to answer when the door opened and Tommy stepped out, bare chested and wearing a pair of gray sweatpants.

“Hey, Tommy,” the girl said with a bright smile.

“Hey, Lauren,” he said with a warm smile, then looked past her to Anna and beamed. “Hi, Anna.”

Lauren looked back at Anna. “Tommy’s your boyfriend?” she looked disappointed.

Anna looked at Tommy, alarmed.

“Yeah, I am.” Tommy stepped out and took Anna’s hand and dragged her inside. “Hey,” he said softer, bringing her close and kissing her. The way Tommy looked at her made her want to melt.

“Hi,” she said softly with a shy smile.

Tommy grinned. “C’mon. See ya, Lauren.” Tommy dragged Anna up the stairs to his room.

They spent the morning in bed together. When someone knocked on the door, Tommy ignored it. He kissed her when she came to keep her quiet so no one would know they were there. They made love many times and Anna felt like she was in danger of losing her heart completely to him.

Around lunchtime, Tommy’s cell rang. He picked it up off the floor and looked at the screen. “It’s my dad.” He pressed the screen. “Hey, Dad . . . yeah. No, we’re here . . . yeah . . . Yeah . . . okay . . . Let me get dressed and we’ll be down . . . ‘K, ‘bye.”

Tommy smiled at Anna. “My dad and Devin are downstairs looking for us. Apparently, the last person that knocked was my dad.”

Anna giggled. She had been mid-orgasm when they heard the knock.

They dressed and went downstairs. Tommy said hi to people, guys and girls, as they made their way down. He introduced Anna as his girlfriend, which made Anna blush.
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“I wish you didn’t have to go tonight,” Tommy said later that afternoon as they stood outside his dorm. “I’m going to miss you.”

“You shouldn’t, Tommy. You have to find a nice girl to settle down with, remember?”

Tommy took her other hand. “I know who I want to settle down with.”

Anna shook her hand. “No, Tommy. You can’t. Devin would never . . .”

Tommy sighed. “Please don’t bring him into it.” He stepped closer and cradled her cheek. “You can’t stop me from missing you.”

Anna lost herself in his blue eyes. “I’ll miss you too,” she admitted in a whispered voice.

Tommy beamed. “I know. Thank you for being honest.” He leaned in and kissed her.

Anna kissed him back with desperation. She didn’t want to leave him either.

He pulled back slowly, his lips lingering against hers. “Can I call you?”

Anna nodded without thinking about it. He asked for her number and she gave it to him and he beamed again. He leaned in and hugged her against himself. “I wish we had one more night together.”

Anna hugged him back. “Me, too,” she said softly, trying not to cry.

“Anna, let’s go.” Devin stood by the SUV, frowning at her.

Tommy straightened and gave her a smile as he opened the car door for her. She glanced at Tyler and nodded to him in deference, then looked back at Tommy with adoration.

“Take care of yourself. If not before, I’ll see you in April.”

He kissed her one last time, then closed the door. He said goodbye to his dad, then he and Tyler waved as Tom started the car and pulled away from the curb.
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The flight home the next morning was nice. Anna and Devin had stayed the night at the Pendleton’s and left early the next morning. They flew first class again and Anna enjoyed herself. Devin was kind to her, which helped ease her heartache of missing Tommy.


Eighty


Anna called Jenna when she got home, thankful they were friends again, and invited her over after she finished dancing for the day. Her heart ached and she didn’t want to be alone that night.

As evening approached, a knock sounded at the door. Jenna stood there with a big grin on her face. “Omigosh, have you seen your neighbors?”

Anna glanced towards Greg’s apartment and shrugged.

Jenna motioned for Anna to follow her into the hallway and pointed down the hall. At the end of the hall where the two men she’d seen in the elevators weeks ago. They were dressed in suits and looked rather handsome. They glanced back at the two girls, grinned, and then went into their apartment.

Anna shrugged. “I saw them a few weeks ago, but haven’t met them. Did you?”

“I rode up in the elevator with them. Ben and Matt. We should go say hello.”

Anna rolled her eyes. “Jenna . . .” She had just left Tommy. She didn’t want to meet new guys. “Come inside.”

Jenna looked around as she did. “I still love this place. You’re so lucky.”

“Jenna, you do know what I have to do to have this place, right?”

Jenna shrugged. “Have sex? I wish I could get a nice place in exchange for sex.”

Anna shook her head. “You should remember what it’s like.” She sat down on the couch and Jenna sat next to her. Anna was telling Jenna about her trip when there was a knock on the door.

Anna’s heart fluttered. Would it be Zach? He had come over quite a few times since she’d met him at the banquet, and each time he left, she could barely move until the next day. Zach had said he’d come see her when she got home.

She nervously walked to the door and opened it. She sighed in relief when she saw Greg there. Behind him were the two guys that had been in the hallway when Jenna had arrived.

“Hey, Anna,” Greg said with a smile. “How was your trip?”

“Good, thank you.” She glanced behind him. “Did you need something?”

Greg grinned. “Ben and Matt live down the hall. We were going to go grab some dinner and wanted to know if you and your friend wanted to come along.”

“Yes!” Jenna exclaimed from the other room.

Anna blushed. “I just got home . . .”

Jenna walked up behind her. “Yes, we’ll come.” She pushed Anna out of the way and held out her hand to the guys in the hall. “Hi, I’m Jenna.”

“I’m Greg,” Greg said, shaking her hand. “This is Ben,” he indicated the guy with light brown hair and gray eyes, “And Matt.” Matt had the curly blond hair and blue eyes. They both had genuinely friendly smiles.

“Hello,” Anna said softly. “I guess we’ll come.” She glanced at Jenna, who grinned.

They walked to a nearby restaurant. In spite of her being tired, Anna started to have a good time. Matt was easy going and funny. Ben was more laid back. Greg was quiet but very observant.

“So, how long have you lived in the Sapphire?” Ben asked.

“Since June,” Anna answered. “You?”

“A couple of years. We moved in after we graduated college.” Ben laughed. “Matt and I have been friends practically our whole lives. I can’t get rid of him.”

Matt laughed enthusiastically. “You know it, buddy.”

Anna studied them closely. Were they gay? They didn’t seem so. Matt and Jenna were flirting furiously with each other. Greg seemed amused by it.

“So, what do you do for a living?” Anna asked Ben.

“Lawyer. We both are.” He winced. “You don’t have a thing against lawyers, do you?”

“My guardian is a lawyer.”

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” he asked with a sly grin.

She shrugged. “Jenna’s dad is one too.”

“That doesn’t tell me if it’s good or bad.” Ben grinned.

“I prefer to judge someone by who they are rather than what they do.”

“Touché.” He laughed. “Good, diplomatic answer.”

Anna smiled.
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After dinner, they went upstairs to a huge room full of different types of video games. Anna looked around, overwhelmed. She’d never been in such a place. It was so loud! Jenna dragged Matt over to one area of the room. Greg and Ben stayed with Anna.

She looked at them sheepishly. “What do you do here?”

“Haven’t you played video games before?” Ben asked, bemused.

Anna shook her head.

Greg frowned and muttered to himself. Anna looked at him curiously, but he quickly smiled at her.

“Well, then, I’ll have fun teaching you.” Ben took her hand and led her to various games and taught her how to play. A few times he stood behind her and put his hands on hers to help her. Her heart fluttered in her chest when he did so. Greg watched the two of them carefully, almost as if he were a chaperone.

Ben and Greg seemed to be pretty good friends and they joked around while Ben helped Anna learn how to play skeeball. Matt and Jenna came over and they seemed to be getting along well. He seemed like a nice guy, and Anna was happy for Jenna.

By the time they left, Anna had learned that Ben had grown up in Seattle, but went to school at UC-Berkley. He had one older sister and one younger sister. He had graduated top of his class, with Matt a few steps down, and began working at one of the best law firms in San Francisco shortly thereafter.

Anna found him very handsome. He was about six feet tall with warm, slate-gray eyes, and she liked the way his caramel-colored hair fell across his forehead. It looked soft and touchable. He was confident without being arrogant, and very gentlemanly. The corners of his eyes crinkled when he laughed or smiled, which was often.

“When will you be in class, Anna?” Jenna asked as they were heading back to the apartment building.

“Probably Monday. I have to be . . . somewhere early afternoon tomorrow, so I thought I’d just wait until after the weekend.”

“I can’t believe you’re coming in as a soloist. I mean, I can believe it, but that means we won’t get to spend as much time together as I’d hoped.” Jenna stuck her lip out.

“You better put that back in or I might bite it,” Matt teased.

Jenna grinned, then stuck it out more. Matt pulled her to himself and kissed her as they stood on the street corner waiting for the light to change. When the light changed, they were still kissing and Ben pulled Matt across the street with a giggling Jenna at his side.

They rode the elevator up to their floor and the guys walked Anna and Jenna to Anna’s apartment. Greg said good night and went into his apartment.

“So you said you have somewhere to be tomorrow afternoon,” Ben said. “Does that mean you’re free for dinner later?”

Anna bit her lip. “No, I . . . The thing I have to do will be until late.”

“Oh. What about Saturday night?”

Anna hesitated. He was asking her out. Did she want to risk it? But she was feeling lonely from missing Tommy. “I think I’m free. I won’t know until the morning, though.”

Ben studied her for a moment. “Anna, if you don’t want to go out with me, all you have to do is say so.”

Anna’s eyes widened. “No, Ben. I . . .” She smiled. “I’d like to go out with you. My . . . weekends are just kind of up in the air a lot. I’m sorry.”

He gave her a half smile. “So, if you are free Saturday evening, would you like to go out and do something?”

She nodded. “I’d like that a lot.”

“How about you text me Saturday morning and let me know if you’re available, okay?” Ben gave her his number.

“Okay.”

Jenna and Matt were kissing nearby. Ben kissed her cheek. “I’ll hopefully see you on Saturday.”

Anna nodded. “Okay.”

Ben smacked Matt on the back of the head. “C’mon, man. Let’s go.”

Anna unlocked the door and waited for Jenna. Both girls waved to Ben and Matt then went into Anna’s apartment.

They went and sat on the couch and talked and giggled about the guys. About twenty minutes later, there was another knock on Anna’s door.

“Ooh!” Jenna exclaimed. “Maybe they couldn’t stay away from us.”

Anna rolled her eyes as she stood, but was giggling when she answered the door. She stopped when she opened it and saw Zach standing there. A cold shiver ran down her body.

“Hello, Anna,” he said with an amused look. “Devin said you were back in town.” He moved to step forward.

“Wait. Please.”

Zach narrowed his eyes.

“Please,” she whispered. “My friend is here. Just let me get rid of her, okay?” Anna looked at him nervously until he nodded.

She went back into the living room. “Who is it?” Jenna asked with a grin.

“Jenna, you need to go home now,” she said reluctantly. She didn’t want to be alone with Zach, but she didn’t want Jenna getting mixed up in it either, or for Jenna to hear her screaming. “Please,” she said when Jenna didn’t move.

Jenna frowned. “Why? What’s wrong?”

Anna shook her head. “I just . . . have something I need to do.” She went to Jenna and pulled her to her feet. “I’ll call you . . . um, Saturday maybe. I have to see Devin tomorrow night.”

Jenna walked reluctantly with Anna to the front door and saw Zach standing there. “Who’s that?” she whispered.

“Someone I have to . . . talk to. Please go, Jenna.” Anna could see Zach’s impatience.

Jenna looked like she was going to say something, but Anna pushed her out the door. “I’m sorry, Jen. I’ll talk to you later.” She closed the door and turned back to Zach.

“C’mon, baby. Let’s make up for lost time.”
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Two hours later, Zach left and Anna lay on the bed in pain. Zach had brought some toys with him and had tied her to the bed and used them on her. He had done something incredibly painful to her clit and pussy, then fisted her. Her nipples were raw and she had cuts up and down her legs and sides. She knew she had screamed quite a bit and hoped the walls were thick enough that Greg hadn’t heard.

She heard pounding on her door. “Anna!” It was Jenna.

Anna didn’t have the energy to answer the door and hoped Jenna would just go away like Anna had told her to.

She heard a key in the lock and then the door opened. The only people that had keys to her apartment were Alex and Devin. Who was coming in? She trembled in fear.

“Anna?” It was a male voice, but it wasn’t Devin or Alex. But it did sound familiar.

“Anna?” Jenna called. Who was with Jenna and why did they have a key?

She didn’t respond. She was in so much pain and so tired, she just wanted to go to sleep. She was closing her eyes when a tall figure appeared in the doorway. It was . . . Greg? How did he get into her apartment? Did he have a key? Why did he have a key?

“Wha . . . ?” she whispered as he came nearer.

“Shh.” He brushed her hair gently back from her face. “It’s all right, Anna. I’ll take care of you.”

Anna felt light headed and dizzy. She wanted to close her eyes and just go to sleep. She heard Greg and Jenna talking in urgent tones but their voices were going fuzzy. Blackness was overtaking her. Sweet, sweet blackness.

[image: ]


Anna’s eyes fluttered open. She was still in the guest room of her apartment. Her neighbor, Greg, sat in a chair brought in from the living room, snoring softly. His black t-shirt stretched across his muscular chest and biceps. She had to admit that he was a good-looking guy.

A dark mark on the inside of his right forearm caught her eye. A tattoo? Something about it looked familiar. She sat up to take a closer look and he stirred.

“Good morning,” he said, yawning. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine,” Anna said, still looking at his arm. She got out of bed and walked over to him, but he crossed his arms as she approached. “What’s your tattoo?”

He looked at her, stony faced. “Nothing. Don’t worry about it.”

Anna frowned. “Let me see it. Please.”

Greg shook his head. “No.”

“Why not?”

“Because you don’t need to see it. Now forget about it.”

Anna narrowed her eyes. Why was he hiding it? She suspected she knew the answer, and if it were true . . . well, she was not going to be happy. But anger wouldn’t get her anything.

Seduction would.

She smiled at him and went to sit on his lap. She was wearing a cami and shorts, and knew she looked hot and tempting.

“Anna, what are you doing?” He straightened in his chair.

“Nothing.” She repeated his words as she straddled his lap and nuzzled his neck. “Don’t worry about it.” She ran her hands up his chest and kissed his neck, then nipped at his earlobe. He groaned and shifted in his seat. Taking his hands, she put them on her breasts and moaned as he caressed them with strong hands over the thin cotton. Her hands trailed down his biceps, then his forearms. She took his right hand and turned it palm up so she could see his forearm.

On it was a tattoo, about five inches long, of a red striped, crowned, double-tailed lion holding a sword. The Kunze family crest. The same tattoo that Seth had.

She stood suddenly and Greg blinked. “Why do you have Alex’s crest on your arm?” she demanded. Greg looked up at her dazed. Anna hesitated a moment before she slapped him across the cheek.

“Ow! What the fuck?” Greg looked at her with angry eyes. “Why’d you hit me?”

“Why do you have Alex’s crest on your arm?” she repeated.

“How did you . . . ?” He looked down at his arm, which was still facing up. “Fuck. You seduced me,” he accused.

“You wouldn’t answer me,” she retorted.

“For good reason. You weren’t supposed to know.”

“Know what?”

Greg sighed and leaned back in his chair. “Alex brought me here to keep an eye on you. To protect you.”

Anna snorted. “Protect me? From what?”

“From . . . things that he would normally protect you from.”

“Things he’s incapable of protecting me from, you mean? He did a rotten job when he was here. Why do you think you can do any better?”

“I’m just following orders.”

“Orders? From who?”

“From . . . .” He sighed again. “I can’t say. And don’t you dare try and seduce me again,” he warned when Anna took a step closer to him.

Anna hesitated and then frowned, irritation rising to the surface. “Get out. And tell Alex I don’t need his protection. It’s never done me any good,” she added bitterly. She wouldn’t admit that he had protected her from many things in the past. If she wasn’t important enough for him to stay here, then she didn’t want to have anything to do with him. She glared at Greg, who hadn’t moved. “Get out. And stay away from me. I don’t need a useless babysitter.”

“I won’t stay away from you. I don’t answer to you.”

“This is my apartment.”

“Which Alex’s family pays for.”

She narrowed her eyes and clenched her jaw. “So, that gives you a right to be in here?”

“Yes.”

“Fine.” She turned on her heel, stormed into her room and got dressed. As she packed the things she would need at the Manor, Greg came in.

“Where are you going?” he demanded.

“None of your business.”

“It is my business.”

She turned around and glared at him. “Then figure it out yourself.” She picked up her bag and went to find her car keys. Keys, purse, and bag in hand, she stormed out of the apartment. A few minutes later, she was on the freeway, driving toward the Manor.

Why did Greg’s presence bother her so much? Because it reminded her of Alex. She didn’t want to remember Alex. Alex had abandoned her. She didn’t want anything to do with him. He hurt her too much. She’d thought that he was different from other men, but he wasn’t.

He was just the same as the rest of them.
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The ringing phone startled Alex out of his reading. It was Greg.

“Greg, is Anna all right?” he asked hurriedly in German.

“Yeah. I mean, I think so. She kinda . . . stormed out of her apartment.”

That didn’t sound like Anna. “What?”

“Anna had a visitor last night, and when she kicked Jenna out, Jenna knocked on my door and told me what had happened. Said the guy that had knocked hadn’t looked very nice and Anna seemed nervous. So we waited and listened for the guy to leave, and he left approximately two hours later. Jenna went to knock on the door, but Anna didn’t answer. I got the key and let myself in.” Greg sighed. “God, Alex, she was all torn up. I don’t know what that bastard did to her, but she was in bad shape. Cuts all over her body. He had . . . raped her or something. Her pussy and ass were pretty fucked up, too. She passed out as soon as I walked into the room. I patched her up as best as I could and promised Jenna I’d stay with her.”

Alex gritted his teeth. He was going to have words with Devin. This had to be something of his doing.

“I’m sorry, Alex. I fell asleep and she woke up before I did and saw my tat. I tried to keep her from seeing anymore, but damn if she seduced me and made me lose my mind. Then she slapped me.”

“She slapped you?” What was going on in that girl’s head?

“She’s pretty strong. It hurt.” Greg chuckled. “Anyway, she knew that I had something to do with you and she got all mad about it. She, uh, wasn’t very kind when she talked about you. Claimed you abandoned her and wouldn’t protect her.”

Alex’s heart ached. God, couldn’t he do anything right with that girl? No wonder she was angry with him.

“Alex?”

“What?”

“I asked what you wanted me to do.”

Alex ran his hands through his unkempt hair and across his scruffy chin. He had barely been out of the library in days. “Stay there. Stay out of sight, don’t upset her, but keep tabs on her. I’m going to call and have words with Devin.”

“She, uh, met my neighbors, Ben and Matt. Remember them?”

“Yes.”

“They saw her and Jenna in the hallway and wanted me to introduce them.”

“What happened?”

“She and Ben seemed to have hit it off pretty well. We all went out to dinner and he asked her out on a date afterward.”

Alex didn’t know how he felt about Anna dating someone. Devin would only stand for her attention to be drawn away from himself for so long. Alex liked the idea of her being happy but didn’t like the idea of another man touching her. Not that he had much choice in the latter area.

“Is he a good guy? Ben, I mean?”

“Yeah. He is.”

“All right.” He couldn’t do anything about it right now. He would just have to hope that she’d be over him by the time he got back to San Francisco. Or at least that he’d be able to woo her away from him. “Just . . . keep her as safe as you can without her knowing about it.”

“Yes, sir.”

They hung up, and a few minutes later Alex called Devin.

“Why are you allowing men to go to Anna’s apartment and abuse her?” he demanded as soon as Devin answered the phone.

“What are you talking about, Alex?” Devin sounded bored.

“Someone went over to her apartment and tore her up real bad. Was he sent to punish her?”

“Oh, that must have been Zach. He has . . . unusual appetites.”

“And you let him satisfy them with Anna?”

“Why not? She can handle it. Did she call you and complain?”

“No, of course not. My man told me.”

“The babysitter?”

“Devin,” Alex growled, “you better tell this Zach to treat Anna with more respect or I will have Greg tear his head off the next time he tries to touch Anna.”

“You can’t do that,” Devin sputtered.

“I can and I will. You have Red Girls. Have him use them.”

“You can’t tell me what to do.”

Alex gritted his teeth. “If you allow men to go over and hurt Anna like that again, you will start having a tremendous number of unsolved murders in your city. I may not be able to kill you, but I can kill a fuckload of other people that you need in your life.”

“You wouldn’t.”

Alex let his tone reflect the hardness he felt. “I would. Having Anna does not mean you have the right to arbitrarily abuse her.”

Devin was quiet for a long moment, and then he huffed. “Fine. I’ll tell Zach to back off.”

“Good.”

“Anything else?” Devin asked sarcastically.

Alex made him wait for it, then spit out a single word. “No.”

“Good.” Devin hung up.

Alex ran his hands through his hair again. If he hadn’t been making so much progress, he would have given up and gone to steal Anna away. But he was finally getting somewhere in his studies. Finally. The very fact that he had been able to threaten Devin successfully was encouraging.

Alex smiled. Very encouraging.
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One


“I


t’s kinda early,” Ben commented as he and Anna rode the Sapphire’s elevator up to their floor together. “Do you want to come to my place for a bit? We could watch a movie or something.”

“Sure,” Anna said, glancing over at him. She’d had a wonderful dinner date with her neighbor last night, ending with a simple, tender kiss goodnight at her door. Today the young lawyer had followed up with lunch and a sweet Sunday afternoon walk on the beach. Ben was fun and incredibly smart, and he had a way about him that put her at ease, even after a long, rough evening at the Manor with Devin. He had also managed to help her forget, for a while, the reason she had gone to the Manor early last week.

Ben grinned and they walked down the hallway to his apartment. He unlocked the door and they walked into an apartment with a similar feel to Anna’s, but with a different setup. Their living room was in the center of the apartment with the bedrooms on either side. The TV was on and Ben’s roommate, Matt, sat on the couch drinking a beer. Anna didn’t notice Greg at first, but when she did, she stiffened. The man hired by Alex to babysit her was slouched in a chair, looking cool as a cucumber.

“Hey, I thought you’d have Jenna over,” Ben said, pulling Anna further into the room.

“She had something to do with her dad,” Matt answered with a shrug. Anna’s best friend Jenna had hooked up with Matt after their double date last Thursday.

Anna smiled at Matt but gave Greg a dirty look. Dirty, stinking liar. He had pretended to be her friend when all the while he was being paid to watch over Alex’s property.

Greg looked up at her, nodded slightly, and then stood. “I should get going. I’ve got some stuff to do before I hit the sack.”

Anna frowned in confusion. Why was he leaving? She thought he was supposed to keep an eye on her. Was this a trick? Or was it Alex’s way of saying he no longer cared enough to even protect his property?

“Are you sure?” Matt asked, looking surprised. “The movie’s not over.”

Greg gave Anna an understanding smile. “Nah. I gotta go. I’ll see ya later. Thanks for the beer.”

Anna watched as Greg left, then sighed in relief.

“Hey, how was your, what, second date?” Matt asked.

Ben smiled at Anna. “Second or third? Does dinner on Thursday count as a date?”

Anna giggled. “I don’t know. Does it?”

Ben looked thoughtful. “I think it does. Because then I could do this.” He cupped her cheek and pressed his lips to hers, caressing them and giving Anna goose bumps up and down her arms. She kissed him back and lost herself in his touch.

When he pulled away, Anna looked at him shyly. “Are you not allowed to kiss me like that until our third date?”

Ben chuckled. “Nope. It’s too forward.”

Anna giggled. “Then I think I’ll consider it our third date as well.”

“Always the gentleman.” Matt chuckled and stood up. “I’ll finish in my room. Nice seeing you, Anna.”

“Nice seeing you, Matt.”

Ben and Anna sat on the couch and talked for a bit. She loved hearing him talk about his family; so different from her own. She avoided telling him much about her life after her parents died. She didn’t want to tell him what she was but worried about being dishonest. Maybe she should ask Jenna for advice.

“Why don’t you like talking about your guardian?” Ben asked after Anna had deflected the third question about Jack.

Anna flushed. “He . . . wasn’t, er, isn’t, very nice.”

Ben chuckled. “Well, maybe he’s one of those kinds of lawyers. A lot of lawyers aren’t nice. Especially when they get to the top of the mountain.”

“Does that mean you won’t be nice when you get successful?” Anna didn’t think that was possible.

“I hope not. I try really hard to be a nice guy.”

She smiled. “I think you succeed.”

He grinned. “Thanks.”

They looked at each other for a moment, then Anna blushed and looked away.

“Did he hurt you? Your guardian, I mean?”

Anna looked back at him, alarmed. “Why?”

He shrugged. “Gut feeling. When you said he wasn’t nice and didn’t like talking about him, it kinda made sense.”

Anna studied Ben’s eyes for a long moment. How much could she tell him? Would he still like her if he found out what she really was? Tears came unbidden to her eyes. She felt like she was deceiving him by not telling him, but fear kept her mouth shut. She really liked him and it would devastate her if he didn’t want to see her anymore.

“Hey,” he said in a soft voice and pulled her close. “Hey, it’s okay. I would never judge you for something someone did to you, Anna.” He stroked her hair and kissed her head. “He did hurt you, didn’t he?”

Anna nodded.

“I’m so sorry, Anna,” he whispered and hugged her close. “Men like that . . . oh, they make me so angry.” He kissed the top of her head. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I mean . . . I want you to know that if you ever want to talk about it, I’ll listen. And I wouldn’t ever think badly of you.”

Anna looked up into his eyes and smiled. “You’re a really nice guy, you know that?”

He smiled tenderly. “I try.”

She stroked his cheek with her thumb, then leaned up and kissed him. He slid his hand around the back of her head and deepened the kiss, his tongue slipping in between her lips, making her moan softly. They kissed for a long time, then Ben pulled away suddenly, panting.

“Anna . . . .” He searched her eyes. “Do . . . do you want to stay the night?”

Anna nodded. “Yes,” she whispered. “Very much so.”

He nodded and stood, pulling her to her feet. He kissed her again, then took her into his bedroom and closed the door behind him.


Two


Anna slept soundly in Ben’s arms. She awoke to him stroking her hair back from her face. The first thing she saw when she opened her eyes was his smile.

“Good morning, beautiful,” he said with a tender smile.

“Good morning,” she replied, smiling back. It had been a wonderful night. Anna was pretty sure he didn’t know anything about the Brotherhood because he didn’t make any comments about her rings or jewelry. At his age, if his father was a Brother, he would be aware of the organization. She knew he wasn’t because he had no piercings of his own.

Anna glanced out the window. The sun was just rising. “What time is it?”

“Six. I have to get to the office early today, unfortunately. If I had known what a wonderful night I was going to have, I wouldn’t have scheduled such an early morning meeting.” He leaned down to kiss her. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.” She smiled. “I understand.”

“What time do you finish dancing?”

Anna thought for a minute. “I don’t know exactly. This is my first day with the Company. Probably around five, though.”

“You dance all day? Wow.”

“I don’t have to be there until ten. And it’s not like I’m dancing nonstop. I have breaks.” She giggled.

Ben rolled his eyes. “I figured that.” He grinned down at her. “I’ll be home around six. Do you want to have dinner here with me?”

Anna nodded eagerly.

He leaned down and kissed her neck. “Then maybe dessert here in my room?”

Anna nodded and giggled. “Sounds wonderful. What will we have?”

“Mmm. How about you?”

Anna giggled again. “Only if I get you, too.”

“Hon, you can have me anytime you want.” He rolled on top of her. “You have an amazing mouth.” He kissed her. “And body.” He kissed her again. “And everything else.”

Anna felt him hard against her thigh and pressed up against him, which made him groan. He captured her lips with his. “I suppose I could be a little late,” he murmured against her lips.
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Anna arrived at the studio early, hoping to find Jenna. She saw Aaron parking as she walked out of the garage.

“Hey, Anna!” he said, jogging up to her and giving her a big hug. “How was your trip?”

“DC was interesting. I got to see a lot of interesting things, so I guess it was good.” She grinned at him and hugged him again. “I’ve missed you.”

He buried his face in her neck. “I’ve missed you too.”

Anna closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. He always smelled so good.

“Hey, you’re with the Company now. You wanna go out to dinner after rehearsal?”

Anna knew what he was asking and she bit her lip. She was pretty sure that she and Ben were more than just dating at this point. “I . . . I can’t. I have plans.”

Aaron looked surprised. “With who?”

“Um, a guy in my building. His name is Ben.”

Aaron stiffened and pulled away. “Oh.” He looked up at the roof with a pained look in his eyes.

“Aaron . . . please don’t . . . .”

“No, it’s okay, Anna. I just thought . . . well, I thought I’d have at least a chance to ask you out before some other guy did.” He glanced back down at her. “Is it . . . um . . . have you gone out with him before?”

Anna blushed and nodded. “We went out a few times over the weekend.” She winced. “I’m sorry, Aaron.”

“It’s okay.” Aaron shook his head and sighed. “C’mon. Let’s go.”

Anna felt awful. Maybe she shouldn’t have gone out with Ben. But it’s not like she had been looking for someone. It just . . . happened. She glanced at Aaron as they walked together to the studio. His face was inscrutable, but she could sense his hurt.

Aaron opened the door for Anna then disappeared into the crowd of students and professional dancers. She blinked tears away as she looked around for Jenna.

“Jenna!” Anna called when she saw her across the room.

They made their way towards one another. “Hey, how was your date?” Jenna asked.

Anna blushed. “Good.”

“Really good, by the looks of that blush.”

She told Jenna what had happened over the weekend and Jenna squealed. “I’m so happy for you. He seems like a really nice guy.”

“Yeah. I hurt Aaron, though. He’s upset because he didn’t get a chance to ask me out.”

“I know he’d been looking forward to it.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

Jenna shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I forgot.”

Anna frowned, something telling her there might be more than just a lapse of memory going on there.

“Wanna do lunch?” Jenna asked.

Anna nodded.

“Okay, meet you at break.”

Anna headed to the main studio where the soloists and principals had class together. Travis saw her walk in and walked over quickly to hug her.

“Hey, partner,” he said. “Ready to be a professional dancer?”

Anna grinned. “Yeah. I think I am.”
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Time flew by. Anna spent the days in rehearsals and the evenings with Ben. The more time she spent with him, the more she realized she was in danger of falling in love again. She debated the wisdom of it, but Devin didn’t seem to mind and she took that as his approval.

Summer ended and fall began, and life continued to progress in a positive direction. A few months into their relationship, Ben took Anna to a very nice restaurant and told her that he loved her over dinner. She could honestly answer him with her own profession of love.

She felt guilty about hiding her “other life” and, as laid back as Ben was, it was getting more and more difficult. Especially when he wanted to take her out of town one weekend and she couldn’t go because she had to spend time with her “family friend.”

He wasn’t happy about the family friend, and Anna suspected that he didn’t totally buy into it, but he didn’t press her. Too much.

Devin continued to take Anna “visiting” to various political leaders, going to Sacramento a few times as well. She was apparently becoming a favorite of the Governor’s, and Devin took every opportunity to let her spend time with him. Devin frequently asked her to plant suggestions in the Governor’s mind. She once heard him refer to her ability to reel in a shark on a trout hook, but she didn’t really know what that meant.

Greg maintained his distance from her, much to her relief, but every time she saw him, she was reminded that Alex hadn’t called. Her anger at Alex continued as a low-level burn inside her.

There were more than a few nights when Ben almost caught the men going to her apartment, but she avoided most of the problem by staying at his place. Ben didn’t seem to mind. There seemed to be fewer men than there used to be, which Anna certainly didn’t mind, and to her profound relief, she didn’t see Zach at all.

Then, out of the blue, Alex called in the middle of November, telling her he wanted her to come visit after Nutcracker was over and spend the New Year in Germany with him. He didn’t ask her; he told her she was coming. She hated him for that. He had implied that he was so different from Devin, yet he gave her no choice in the matter. She wanted to spend New Year’s Eve with Ben, not the Master she was beginning to despise, but she didn’t have any choice. As if her consent was optional, she told Alex she would be there.

By the time Thanksgiving came around, she was completely head-over-heels in love with Ben and wanted to spend as much time with him as possible. When she asked Devin for permission to go to Seattle to meet Ben’s family, she knew she had aroused Devin’s anger but was happily shocked when he said yes.

Ben’s family was every bit as wonderful as he had made them out to be, and they seemed to really like her. His parents and sisters were very welcoming and instantly put her at ease. It was her first family Thanksgiving since her parents died. Jack never made a big deal out of holidays, and there had been absolutely no trace of celebration after she turned sixteen.

As opening night approached, Anna felt sick with worry about the weekend. Kurt and Wilhelm were coming into town and she needed to spend time with them. But Ben still knew nothing of her other life. How would she explain that she couldn’t see him after opening night because she had to be with her Master’s family?


Three


On the Wednesday before opening night, Anna got a call from Ben. “Hey, love,” Ben said in an excited voice. “Are you in the middle of something?”

“Just hanging out waiting for the first act to finish. Why? Is everything okay?”

“Yes, everything is more than okay. We won!”

“Oh, Ben!” Anna exclaimed, beaming. “Oh, I’m so happy for you! You’ve been working so hard on that case!”

“Thanks, love.”

“We should celebrate,” Anna said, dropping her voice seductively, though she couldn’t hold back a happy grin for the man she loved.

“Yes, definitely. But first, the team is going out for drinks at Massey’s. When do you think you’ll be done rehearsing?”

“This is our last run through for the day. Should be done in about an hour.”

“Wonderful. Do you want to meet me there? You can meet my team.”

“I’d love to.”

“You know where it is?”

“Right around the corner from your office, right?”

“Yep.”

“All right. I’ll text you when I leave.”

“Sounds good. I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

Anna grinned and hung up.

“What’s up?” Travis asked, seeing her grin. “Boyfriend troubles?”

Anna giggled. “Hardly.” Travis always asked her that. He jokingly said it was because he wanted to be the first to know if they broke up so he could ask her out. But she knew Travis was happy for her. “He won his case. His team is going out to celebrate and he wanted me to come along.”

“That’s great.”

Anna nodded and tied the ribbons on her pointe shoes. “It is. I’m so happy for him.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. You’re so much in love, it’s revolting sometimes.” Travis rolled his eyes at her.
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Anna sent Ben a text as she started her car. It would only take a few minutes to get to the bar. Maybe tonight she would tell Ben the truth. No, tonight she had to tell him the truth. There wasn’t any more time to put it off.

She hadn’t wanted to worry him during his case, even though she hated lying to him about so many things. She loved him and wanted to be truthful with him in all things. He always said that he’d love her, no matter what.

But would he still love her if he knew she was a sex slave?

She pulled up in front of the sports bar ten minutes later. There were no spots in front, so she circled the block until she found a spot. When she walked in, Ben rushed over.

“I was getting worried,” he said, kissing her.

“I couldn’t find a spot. Sorry.”

Ben grinned. “I’m just glad you’re okay.”

She liked that he worried about her. He wanted to protect her from her guardian, even though Ben didn’t know who her guardian was. When she was occasionally late, he always worried that Jack had gotten ahold of her.

“Well, c’mon. Let me show you off.”

Anna grinned as he pulled her towards a large group of tables in the back of the room. It was crowded with many men and women in professional attire laughing and drinking.

Someone caught her eye and she stopped dead in her tracks. No, it couldn’t be. Please no. But when he turned around, there was no denying it. Jack was standing with a beer in his hand, laughing with the group of people Ben was leading her towards.

“Anna, love. What’s wrong?”

Anna couldn’t say anything. Her mouth wouldn’t work. Jack turned and saw her. He grinned wickedly and walked slowly towards them.

“Anna?” Ben turned her to face him. “Anna, you’re so pale. What’s wrong?”

“I’m sorry, Ben. I’m so sorry.” She looked up at him with tears in her eyes, knowing Ben would find out the truth tonight whether she wanted him to or not. Jack wouldn’t pass up the opportunity to humiliate her.

“What are you apologizing for? Why are you pale?” He brushed her hair out of her face. “Love, please. Talk to me.”

Anna glanced at Jack, who was only a few feet away. What could she do?

“Ben, I need to tell you something—” she began, but Jack interrupted her.

“Ben!” Jack said, patting him on the shoulder. “Is this the girl you’ve been moon-eyed over for the last few months?” Jack grinned at Ben.

Ben put his arm around Anna’s shoulder. “Yes, it is. Anna, this is my boss, Jack Koslov. Jack, this is my girlfriend⁠—”

“Anna. Oh, yes. I know who she is.”

Ben looked confused. “You do?”

Jack cupped her chin. “You didn’t tell him about me, Baby? I’m hurt.”

Anna tried to shake her head free but he held on too tightly.

“Let her go, Jack,” Ben said with warning in his voice. He pulled Anna away from him. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Jack looked at Anna with amusement. “Do you want to tell him, or shall I?”

Anna looked up at Ben, who watched her with concerned eyes. “He . . . he’s my guardian, Ben,” she said softly.

Ben turned his gaze to Jack and narrowed his eyes. “This is the man who abused you?” His hand curled up into a fist and before Anna realized what was happening, Ben took a swing at Jack and hit him in the jaw. “You fucking bastard.”

Jack grabbed his jaw and looked between Anna and Ben, then burst out laughing. “Oh, Baby. He doesn’t know, does he?”

Fury lit Ben’s eyes. “What the fuck are you talking about?” he asked through clenched teeth.

Anna was vaguely aware that the room had become silent, but was so afraid of what Jack was going to say, she didn’t really think about it. She looked up at Ben. “I . . . there’s something I need to tell you.”

“Anna, you don’t need to defend yourself against what he did to you. We’ve talked about this.”

She shook her head. “No, there’s more.” Tears filled her eyes. “I . . . .” She looked around. “Can we sit down over there?” She pointed to an empty table away from his coworkers. She didn’t think Devin would like it if everyone in the restaurant heard what she was going to tell him. Ben nodded and they went over and sat down.

Anna rubbed her hands together and stared at the table top. Ben reached across the table and put his hands on hers.

“Tell me, love,” he said in a gentle voice. “Tell me anything you feel you need to.”

Anna bit her lip. Where did she begin? She looked around to see that Jack had disappeared. Tears stung her eyes as she tried to figure out what to say.

“Anna, I love you. Anything you need to tell me. I’ll listen. And we’ll work it out. I’ve always promised that. You know that, right?”

Anna looked up at him. Such love shone from his eyes it made her heart ache so badly she wanted to reach in and throw it out of her body. Would he still feel the same way after he found out what she was? “I don’t know where to begin,” she whispered.

Ben smiled tenderly. “The beginning. I’ve always found that a good place to start.” He squeezed her hands encouragingly.

“Do you know who Devin Andersen is?” she asked.

“Of course. Everyone knows who he is.” Ben smiled. “What does that have to do with you? Do you know him?”

Anna nodded. “I’ve known him all my life. He and Jack are very good friends.” She proceeded to haltingly tell Ben about what Devin and Jack did to her and how she was raised. Ben’s face registered more and more shock as she talked. “On my twentieth birthday, Jack took me to . . . a place that belongs to Devin and handed me over to him.” She was reluctant to go on. This is where things got worse.

“What do you mean, Jack handed you over to him?”

“Devin . . . owns me. I belong to him.”

Ben laughed uncertainly. “Anna, you can’t belong to anyone. No one can own you.”

Anna shook her head. “Devin makes his own rules, Ben. He owns me.” She pointed to her necklace. “He gave me this to warn men that he owns me. If I don’t wear it . . . I get hurt.” The memory of the jewelry store incident rushed into her mind.

“Anna, he can’t⁠—”

“Oh, but he does, Ben.” Jack’s voice dripped venom as he sat down next to Anna and put his arm around her shoulder. Anna leaned away and Ben narrowed his eyes at Jack.

“Get out of here, Jack,” he growled. “This has nothing to do with you.”

“Doesn’t it?” he asked in a mocking voice, then leaned into Anna and spoke in a stage whisper. “Did you tell him how often I get to fuck you? Does he know what you do on Friday nights? All those men you fuck all night long? Did you tell him you’re Devin’s mistress?”

Tears spilled over onto Anna’s cheeks as Jack spoke. She didn’t want to look at Ben. She didn’t want to see the disgust on his face.

Ben growled. “Jack, haven’t you done enough to her? Why are you saying those things?”

“Because they’re true,” Jack answered simply. “Tell him, Anna,” he leaned in and kissed Anna’s ear. “Tell him how you knelt between my legs on Friday and sucked me off so good I almost screamed.” Jack looked at Ben. “Please tell me you’ve experienced one of her incredible blowjobs. Don’t they make you want to scream?”

Anna dared to peek up and look at Ben. His face was distorted with rage and disgust, just like in her worst nightmares.

He looked at her with tear-filled eyes. “Anna, tell me what he said isn’t true. Tell me he’s lying.” He trembled and Anna could see his jaw clenching and unclenching as he stared at her with such intensity she wanted to look away.

But this might be the last time she got to see him. He wouldn’t want her after this . . . after he knew the truth about her. And she couldn’t lie anymore. It was over and she knew it.

Her chest ached as she shook her head. “It’s true, Ben,” she whispered, shoulders slumping. “Jack isn’t lying.”

“You told me that you were spending time with a family friend on Fridays.”

“Devin is a family friend. I told you I’ve known him my whole life.”

“She just spends time with him and a hundred of his friends. And she fucks most of them.”

Anna winced and closed her eyes.

“Get out of here, Jack,” Ben growled. “This has nothing to do with you.”

Jack chuckled and stood. “Enjoy your evening. I think I’ll call Devin. He’ll get a kick out of this.” He walked away laughing.

“I’m so sorry, Ben,” she whispered, glancing up at him. He looked so angry and he was staring off into the distance.

“Why didn’t you tell me before?” He shook his head and met her eyes, his own eyes hard. “You go off on Friday nights and fuck other men?”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered again.

“You’ve been doing it the whole time we’ve been together?” he asked in a strained voice.

“I have to, Ben. Devin . . . punishes me if I disobey him.”

“Punishes you? How?” His voice was cold.

“He . . . hurts me . . . however he wants to.”

“You’re trying to tell me that if you don’t have sex with him, he punishes you?”

Anna nodded. “I’m his slave, Ben. I have to do as he tells me.” Her voice cracked as she spoke.

Ben gave her a disgusted look. “Anna, this is a free country. Slavery is illegal. You don’t have to do anything like that if you don’t want to.”

“You don’t understand, Ben. Devin . . . he owns . . . he controls everything . . . .”

He snorted. “That sounds like a really bad excuse, Anna. You must like it or you wouldn’t go to him.” He stood. “I can’t believe you’ve lied to me this whole time.” He looked past her and shook his head. “I can’t be with someone who lies and cheats. You do realize you’ve been cheating on me? Or were you cheating on Devin?” His eyes grew cold. “You were never mine to have, were you? If you belong to Devin, as you say, then you were never . . . .” He sighed and ran his hands through his hair. “I can’t believe I was deceived by you. I should have known you were too good to be true. Is this how you get your kicks? Making men fall in love with you?”

“Ben, please,” she implored. “I do love you. With all my⁠—”

He put his hands up. “Save it.”

He sighed and looked down at her with a pained expression for a long minute, then reached out and stroked her cheek. She leaned into his hand, hoping he had changed his mind and would forgive her.

“Ben, please,” she implored. “I wish I didn’t have to . . . have this other life. I’d give anything to be yours and yours alone.” She took his hands in hers. “Please believe me.”

His eyes softened and hope rose inside her. “I don’t know, Anna,” he said after a long moment of silence. “I . . . I need time to think about all this. I’ll call you later.” He turned and walked away without another word.

She watched him walk away and tried to blink away the tears, but there were too many. She watched the door after he walked out, hoping he’d come back in, but after a few minutes, she realized he wouldn’t be coming back.

Her shoulders slumped and she slowly picked up her purse and walked out of the bar. She made her way to her car and got in, and burst into tears. Her forehead pressed into the steering wheel and she sobbed for an eternity. This fresh pain in her heart hurt all the worse after so many weeks of love and pleasure. How could her heart forget that love always came around to pain?


Four


Anna tried to clear her head long enough to figure out what to do next. Her phone rang and she dug for it eagerly in her purse, thinking it was Ben. But it wasn’t Ben’s picture; it was Kurt’s. She sighed. That was the last thing she needed right now. But she had her duties. Her duties that had just ruined her relationship with Ben. At least Kurt knew who she was.

“Hello, Kurt,” she said in a cracked voice.

“Engel! Are you all right?” Kurt’s voice instantly filled with concern.

“I . . . .” She started to tell him she was fine but burst into tears before she could.

“Engel, where are you?”

She tried to speak, but couldn’t get any words out.

“Anna, are you all right? Are you hurt?”

“I . . . .” She sniffed. “I’m okay. Just . . . sad.”

“You sound more than sad, Engel. Where are . . . oh, never mind. Anna, stay where you are. I will come get you.” He ended the call and Anna tossed her phone on the seat next to her.

Somewhere in her mind, she wondered how Kurt would find her without her telling him where she was, but right now she just didn’t care. She rested her head on the steering wheel again and stared at her knees.

Her mind drifted to the past few wonderful months with Ben as she waited for Kurt to arrive. A knock on the window made her jump and she looked up to see Kurt peering into her car with a concerned look on his face. She opened the door and he gathered her into his arms, and she promptly burst into tears again.

He murmured something in German and helped her around to the passenger side of the car. He put her in and fastened her seatbelt, then squeezed himself into the driver’s side and drove away.

“Where are we going?” she asked in a broken whisper.

“The hotel,” he said in his thickly accented voice. He put his hand on her knee. “I am worried about you, Engel. You are very pale. Are you sick?”

Anna shook her head. “No,” she whispered.

She stared blankly out the window as Kurt drove through the city. A few minutes later, Kurt pulled up in front of the Ritz Carlton, the white palace not far from her apartment.

A valet opened her door and Kurt hurried around to help her out of the car. He took her hand and led her into the hotel, to the elevators, and up to a hotel suite.

“Anna! What happened?” Wilhelm hurried over to her and hugged her to him.

Anna closed her eyes, feeling safer than she had in a long time. She realized that Kurt and Wilhelm, especially, always had that effect on her. And Alex, a quiet voice added, but she shushed it before it took hold. She adored both Wilhelm and Kurt and their presence was a balm to her broken heart. Wilhelm led her over to the couch and sat her down with his arm around her. Kurt sat next to her and caressed her legs.

“Anna, Liebling, tell me what happened,” Wilhelm urged in a gentle voice.

She started crying again as she told them about her relationship with Ben and then the events earlier in the evening. When she finished, they sat quietly together, Anna’s head on Wilhelm’s chest. He stroked her hair and kissed the top of her head.

“I am sure he will call you soon, Anna,” Kurt said in a soothing voice. “No one could give you up so easily. Not if he truly loves you.”

“How could he forgive me for something like that? I cheated on him.”

“Anna, being forced to have sex with another man is hardly cheating,” Wilhelm said. “You did not choose your life.”

She shook her head. “He was so angry and disgusted with me.”

“Anna, what Devin makes you do makes me angry and disgusted,” Wilhelm said. “It does not mean I feel that way about you.”

She didn’t respond. Ben didn’t know anything about the Brotherhood, or Council, as Devin was calling it now.

“Liebling, do you want to stay with us tonight?” Wilhelm asked.

Anna nodded. She didn’t want to go back to her lonely apartment. Too many memories of Ben there.

“Kurt, please call Jim and have him bring some things of Anna’s over so she does not have to go get them.”

Anna frowned. “Who’s Jim?” she asked as Kurt left the room.

“Greg’s replacement while he is out of town,” Wilhelm answered.

“Greg’s out of town?” She hardly saw him, which was fine with her. She didn’t know that there was someone else there while he was gone.

“Ja. Alex was called out of town about a week ago. Otherwise, he would have been here with us. Greg went with him.”

Anna remembered the last time Alex went out of town. It was the beginning of the end between the two of them. That’s when he came back and announced that he was going back to Germany. She didn’t want to think about Alex right now.

“Anna, is there anything special you need from your apartment?” Kurt asked from across the room.

She glanced at Wilhelm. “Do you want me to stay the weekend like we had originally planned?”

“If you would like, Liebling. I always love having you with us.” His blue eyes reflected his words. So much like Alex . . .

Anna turned and told Kurt what she needed, including her dress for opening night. “It’s dark pink chiffon that goes lighter at the bottom and changes to purple.”

Kurt made a face that made Anna giggle and repeated what she said to the person on the other end of the call.

Anna leaned back against Wilhelm. “Why did you get here so late? I thought you said you would be here earlier today.”

“We got a late start. Issues with the jet, but everything is fine now. We have had that one for many years. It is time for a new one.”

“I guess it was good that you were late.” She sighed. “At least Ben knows the truth about me now.”

“I cannot imagine him not understanding, Liebling. But, it is not easy, knowing that the woman you love is being forced to do things that she does not want to do. Does he know about Alex?”

Anna shook her head. “I didn’t even get a chance to explain all that. Jack interrupted before I could.” She shook her head. “Maybe it’s for the best and it should just end now.” But she didn’t want it to end. She loved Ben. She missed him. As much as she adored Wilhelm and Kurt, she loved Ben and would give anything to be with him.

“Anna, if things . . . do work out with you two, please do not feel obligated to be with Kurt and I. We want you to be happy.”

She hugged Wilhelm. “Thank you, Wilhelm.”

Wilhelm ordered up dinner a while later and they ate. The two men did their best to cheer Anna up, but it didn’t work very well. She was quiet and miserable the whole evening. But she did her best to not cry, though Wilhelm told her to cry if she needed to.

“Anna, as much as I desire you, I am not going to make you sleep with me,” Kurt said as the movie they were watching ended.

“But. . . . ”

“Anna, I want to make love to you, but only if you want to. And I do not think you really want that right now, do you?”

Anna bit her lip and shook her head slowly.

“It’s all right, Engel. Really.” He chuckled. “I think it might be better if you sleep with Vati though. I do not know if I could control myself if you were in my bed.”

“Kurt . . . ,” she protested.

“Anna, I do not want to hurt you. I do not want to do something unconsciously and make you regret it in the morning. Vati has far more self-control than I do.”

“That comes from self-discipline, Kurt,” Wilhelm laughed.

In the end, Anna went to sleep in Wilhelm’s room, where he simply held her all night. Anna appreciated his big body wrapped around her, giving her unconditional comfort.
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Thursday rehearsals were long. Jenna told Anna that she’d seen Ben last night and that he’d been miserable. Jenna had tried to fill in the gaps for him, answering questions as best as she could.

“I think he’ll forgive you, Anna. He loves you a lot and misses you. It’s just a lot to process. I told him how Devin is and it’s not your fault. I even told him what Devin did to me so he would understand the type of person Devin is.”

Anna was hopeful after she talked with Jenna. If she had seen him and talked to him, then maybe he really would forgive Anna.

She kept her phone near her at all times in case Ben tried to call, but her phone remained silent.

When she returned to the hotel that evening, she still hadn’t heard from him.

“Anna, you must give him time,” Kurt said, squeezing her hand. “It is a lot to process.”


Five


Friday came at last. Anna not only had opening night jitters but nerves from waiting to see if Ben would call. Would he miss her first ever professional performance in the Nutcracker?

Midday, she checked her phone to find a message from Ben.

“Hey, Anna,” he said. “I’m ready to talk now. I’ll be at the performance tonight and we can talk at the after party, okay? I’ll see you then.”

There was no “I love you” and his voice sounded strained. She couldn’t gather any clues from his message, even after listening to it several times. He was going to end it, she was certain. But then, why would he come to the performance and the party if he was going to end it?

All afternoon she was on pins and needles, anticipating what would happen that night. One minute she was excited and ecstatic, the next she was despondent and in tears.

She tried to focus as she got ready that evening, putting on her stage makeup, fixing her hair, and donning her skimpy gold and green costume. The ritual helped calm her ragged nerves.

A dozen pink roses were sent to her dressing room without a card. She knew they were from Alex and ignored them.

As they waited in the wings for their cue to enter the second act, Travis hugged her and told her everything would be all right. “If he doesn’t forgive you, I’ll go beat him until he does,” Travis whispered in the darkness of the wings.

Anna smiled. “Thanks, Travis.”

She heard their cue and they moved into position. When their music began, she stepped out on stage with Travis behind her, and, like magic, the world fell away until only the dance remained.
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After the show, reality came crashing back, and Anna rushed to her dressing room to get ready for the party. She smiled as she got ready, knowing she would see Ben soon. She had concluded that the only reason he would be coming tonight was that he still wanted to be with her. Coming to a performance to break things off just didn’t make any sense. Jenna and Travis both agreed.

She listened for a knock at the door while she dressed, hoping Ben would come to her backstage. When she was ready, she decided to text him and let him know she would see him at the party and headed over in her own car.

She didn’t see Ben when she arrived but saw Wilhelm and Kurt. She made her way over to say hello.

“You were wunderbar, Liebling,” Wilhelm said, kissing her cheek.

“Ja, you were,” Kurt agreed.

“Thank you,” she said with a smile. She told them about Ben’s message.

“Well, then, don’t just stand there. Go find him.” Kurt said.

She turned to go and saw Devin standing behind her. “Hello, Anna. Wonderful performance tonight.” He kissed her cheek. “I’m glad I allowed you to continue dancing.”

Anna smiled nervously. “Thank you, Devin.” She looked around as she spoke, but still no sign of Ben.

“Looking for someone?” Devin asked. If she hadn’t been so preoccupied, the strange tone in his voice might have given her pause.

Anna looked up at him, caught off guard by his inquiry

“Anna, go find Jenna like you said you wanted to,” Kurt said. “You can find me later.”

Anna smiled gratefully at him. “Yes, Kurt. If you’ll excuse me,” she said to both Devin and Wilhelm.


Six


Devin watched as Anna walked quickly away, eyes scanning the room for her boyfriend. She didn’t know that he wasn’t here; that he wasn’t coming. But Devin knew. He would take care of her distraction once and for all by the end of the weekend. He had warned her about her duties and she chose not to listen. She would certainly listen more carefully after this weekend. Of that, Devin was certain.

[image: ]


“Jenna, Matt, have you seen Ben?” Anna asked anxiously as she approached the couple.

They both shook their heads. “He said he was coming,” Matt said. “We sat next to each other at the theater.”

Anna looked around, fear gripping her heart. Had he changed his mind? She blinked away tears.

Jenna put her hand on her arm. “He’ll be here, Anna. Don’t worry. Maybe he had car trouble.”

Anna’s eyes didn’t stop moving the rest of the night. She searched constantly for Ben, but he never came. When people began leaving, hopelessness seized her heart.

Matt looked at her helplessly. “I don’t know what happened. He was coming, I swear.”

She saw Wilhelm walking towards her and ran to him. “He didn’t come,” she sobbed into his tuxedo jacket. Wilhelm hugged her close.

“Who are you?” she heard Matt ask.

“I am Wilhelm Kunze Herzog von Hesse. I am . . . ah, Anna’s guardian, you might say.”

“Guardian? Then why didn’t you protect⁠—”

“Matt, please,” Jenna interrupted, and Anna knew Jenna had told Matt about her life, too. “Wilhelm is a good man. He does what he can for Anna.”

“Danke, Jenna. And you are?”

“Matt Bolling. I’m Ben’s roommate.”

“Ah. Yes. Do you know where Ben is? You can see that Anna is quite upset.”

Matt shook his head. “No. It’s weird. He said he’d be here. I can’t imagine what happened. I called him a couple of times, but he didn’t answer.” He sighed. “Maybe he just needed more time to himself.”

Wilhelm hugged Anna closer. “I am truly sorry, Liebling.”

“I’m sure he’ll call you, Anna,” Matt said, putting his hand on her arm. “When I see him. I’ll hit him for you, okay?”

Anna gave a half-hearted laugh. “Okay.”

“Kommen Sie, Anna. Let us return to the hotel.”

Anna waved to her friends and let Wilhelm lead her out of the ballroom. “Where’s Kurt?”

“He . . . found a new friend,” Wilhelm answered, shaking his head slightly.

Anna was glad for Kurt. She hated the idea of him sleeping alone because of her.

Wilhelm took her back to the hotel, helped her undress and tucked her into bed. Then he turned out the lights and crawled in next to her, pulling her close.

“Wilhelm, do you want me to . . . ?”

“Nein, Anna. You needn’t worry about me. I am fine. It is you that I am worried about.” He kissed her cheek. “I put your phone next to the bed. If he calls, you will hear.”

“Thank you, Wilhelm,” she said softly.
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Wilhelm lay in the dark room, holding the precious girl against him. He could feel desire stirring inside him, but that was not what she needed right now. She needed a friend and father, something Devin had denied her. Wilhelm was more of a man than that. He would give Anna what she needed instead of demanding what he wanted.

Devin had acted suspiciously at the party. Wilhelm knew Devin to be hard-hearted, but the way he spoke to Anna made Wilhelm suspect Devin knew more than he let on. Wilhelm certainly would never underestimate Devin again. The Chairman would surely do anything to get his way.

Poor Anna. She was just caught in the middle of all this. It wasn’t right. She deserved some happiness.

But at the same time, the idea of Ben breaking up with her was of some comfort to Wilhelm, even though it broke his heart to see Anna suffering.

He was sure Ben loved her. Wilhelm had asked around about the young lawyer while Anna was gone and had only heard good things about him. But Ben could never give Anna everything she needed. She needed protecting. She needed someone who could face Devin and win.

Devin would eat Ben alive.

She needed Alex, but for some reason unknown to himself, she was furious with him. He had asked her about coming out for the New Year and had never seen such a look on her face as when she said she didn’t want to go. He was a little hurt until he realized that her anger was directed toward Alex and not himself.

Alex hadn’t meant to hurt Anna, but it was a good thing he’d left. Wilhelm was very proud of the effort Alex exerted to learn the old ways. There was much more to learn to be able to defeat Devin, but they had discovered a way for Alex to protect Anna in the meantime. That would be taken care of when she came to visit in a few weeks.

If Ben broke up with her, it would be for the best. For all of them. If he didn’t . . . well, they’d have to deal with it some other way. Perhaps Wilhelm could talk to him before he went back to Germany. He could explain to Ben what had to happen. If he truly loved her, he would want what was best for her. He just hoped Anna would cooperate.

[image: ]


Anna slept fitfully. She had nightmares about Ben. That he wouldn’t speak to her. That they tried to be together and they couldn’t. That he was dead. In the morning she apologized to Wilhelm for tossing and turning all night, and he was very understanding.

Anna headed to the theater after breakfast. She sought out Jenna as soon as she put her bag in her dressing room.

“Ben didn’t come home last night,” Jenna told her as she paused mid-stretch at the barre. “Matt said he’s done that before. When he’s upset about something, he’ll just go for a drive and not tell anyone. Then he’ll come back and everything will be fine.”

“Then why did he tell me he’d be at the party? I don’t understand.”

“I don’t know, Anna. But I’m sure everything will be okay.”

The day dragged on. There was no call from Ben. No text. No nothing.

Anna found that dancing in the two performances that day provided the only relief from the ache in her heart; a few, precious minutes of distraction in an otherwise dark day. Her heart twisted and her stomach churned the rest of the time. She couldn’t have said whether she danced well or not, and even her friend’s assurances did nothing to cheer her.

She felt terrible about being poor company for Wilhelm and apologized again and again. “I can go home if you want, Wilhelm. You could find more . . . pleasant company . . . if I did.”

“Nonsense, Anna,” Wilhelm said in response, squeezing her hand. “You are not going anywhere. I want to make sure you are all right.”

Wilhelm once again held her all night as she tossed and turned.

Sunday dawned and still Anna hadn’t heard from Ben. She felt so hopeless she could hardly get out of bed.

“Anna, do not give up hope,” Wilhelm said. “He will call.”

Anna drove to the theater and mechanically went through the motions of warming up and getting ready.

She came alive when she danced, and only when she danced. Aside from that, she stared at her phone while sitting in her dressing room.


Seven


After the last curtain call of the evening, Anna trudged back to her dressing room. She contemplated calling Wilhelm to let him know she was going to go for a drive; she needed some air.

“Hello, Anna.”

Anna jumped when she stepped into the room and saw Ian sitting on her couch.

“Ian? What are you doing here?”

His eyes were hard. Had she done something wrong?

“Devin wants to see you. Tonight.”

Anna took in a shaky breath. What had she done to earn a punishment? “I need to tell Wilhelm⁠—”

“It’s been taken care of.”

She studied Ian closely. He was acting strangely; cold and distant. “Ian, what’s wrong?”

“Please, Anna,” he pleaded softly, breaking through the ice for just a split second. Then he was hard again. “Get ready as quickly as you can.”

Anna moved quickly. She didn’t want to anger Devin more if he truly was angry with her. As she dressed, she wracked her brain, trying to figure out what she’d done. When she was ready, Ian led her out the back of the theater to a waiting Town Car. He opened the back door for her and then got in the driver’s seat and drove away.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“The Manor.”

“Am I to be punished?”

Ian didn’t answer at first. “No,” he said after a few moments of silence.

Something about his manner disturbed her. “Ian. Please. Tell me what’s wrong.” She leaned forward and put her hand on his shoulder.

“Anna, don’t. Just . . . please be quiet and we’ll be there soon.”

That didn’t help any. Ian’s strange behavior just made her more anxious.

She stared out the window and watched the scenery fly past her. What had she done to anger Devin? Nothing came to mind. He had left her alone for the most part the last month or so. She usually knew what Devin was angry about, but this time she honestly didn’t know.

After what seemed like forever, Ian pulled into the drive to the Manor and a few minutes later, they stopped in front of the huge building.

“Leave your bag,” Ian said stiffly as he opened her door. “Someone will attend to it later.”

Anna followed him silently into the dimly lit entryway. She removed her shoes and expected Ian to lead her up the stairs to her room or Devin’s. Instead, he led her down a hallway she’d never seen, through a paneled wooden door and into a room that looked like a large living room. The red-carpeted floor was springy and a lit fireplace graced the far wall. Computer monitors lined one sidewall with a long desk below it. The room was shadowed except in the center where Devin sat in a tall chair, his chin resting on steepled fingers.

Anna looked up at Ian.

“Go greet him properly,” he whispered.

Anna felt odd as she walked towards Devin wearing jeans and a sweater. She’d never gone anywhere in the Manor wearing street clothes. She nervously stopped a few feet in front of Devin, dropped to her knees and bowed before him.

“Good evening, Mistress,” Devin said in a gentle tone. “You may sit up. I hope you don’t mind my needing you tonight.”

“Whatever would please you, Master,” she said quietly, bringing herself to a sitting position.

“Come, Baby. Suck my cock and then we have some things to discuss.”

Anna immediately moved toward Devin and untied his black linen pants. She took his cock into her mouth and began sucking and licking him as best as she could.

He laced his fingers through her hair. “Good girl,” he murmured. “I love how you always suck my cock so well. So enthusiastically.”

Anna closed her eyes to keep the tears from falling. She wanted Ben so badly, she could almost feel him near her. She missed him terribly. Where on earth could he be?

Devin came in her mouth with a low moan and Anna licked him clean, then returned to her knees and awaited his next instruction.

She stared at the floor between his feet as she felt him staring at her. “You don’t seem happy, Baby. What’s wrong?”

She swallowed. She didn’t want to tell him what was wrong, but she had no choice. He had asked. “I miss . . . someone.”

“Your boyfriend?”

“Yes.”

“Anna, you’ve been very distracted with him lately. I don’t like it.” Devin said.

“I’ve tried to perform my duties as always, Master.”

“You’re not as enthusiastic about pleasing the men I bring to you. And you’re never home, so if someone wants you, they can’t find you.”

“If they call I always meet them.”

“That’s not the point, Anna,” Devin snarled. “The point is that pleasing me is to be your primary objective. Not pleasing a boyfriend. And you spend so much time with him, I’m beginning to feel as if you’d rather be with him than me.”

Anna didn’t respond; Devin had hit on the truth. What could she say in response?

“Would you rather be with him than me?” Devin asked in a cold voice.

Anna didn’t answer right away. She couldn’t lie. But if she told the truth, he would be very angry. He would probably punish her. “I-I want to please you, Master.”

“That’s not what I asked, Anna.”

Anna swallowed and looked up at him. “Yes,” she whispered.

“Yes, what?”

Anna closed her eyes and winced. “Yes, I’d rather be with him than you.”

Devin’s eyes flashed with rage and he slapped her across the face. “You little bitch! You leave me with no choice.”

Anna fell to her hip and held her cheek. Devin stood and pulled her up by her hair to stand with him. He turned her around to face away from him and there was movement in the shadows across the room. A moment later, Ben stepped into the light with Ian behind him. He was unkempt and in a wrinkled dark suit. He looked like he hadn’t slept and there were bruises on his cheeks.

“Ben!” she cried out and tried to go to him, but Devin held her back. She struggled against him, but couldn’t free herself.

“Anna,” Ben whispered, reaching for her.

“He didn’t abandon you, Anna. He’s been here since Friday night. He’s been watching all sorts of videos. Watching you please man after man after man. And he just got to watch you suck my cock live.”

Tears fell down her cheeks as she stared at Ben. “Please, Devin,” she sobbed, struggling against him. “Let me go.”

“Anna, I will not allow anyone to come between us. You’re too valuable to me to allow that to happen. So if you really mean that you’d rather be with him than me . . . ,” Devin nodded and Ian stepped right behind Ben and put his hand on Ben’s shoulder. “ . . . then I have no choice but to eliminate the distraction once and for all.”

Time slowed as Anna and Ben stared at each other. Anna saw Ian lift his hand. He was holding something. A syringe.

“NO!” Anna screamed as Ian jammed the syringe into Ben’s neck. “NO!” Anna wrenched herself free from Devin and ran to Ben, catching him as he began to fall to the ground. “Ben! No, please!” She lowered him to the ground as his eyes filled with pain.

His body convulsed and he stared at her intently.

“No, Ben. Oh, God. Please, no.” She brushed his hair back and kissed him, cradling his cheek. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

“Anna,” he whispered. She could barely hear him. “ . . . love . . . you . . . ” His voice trailed off and his eyes fluttered closed as his body gave one last shudder and then relaxed.

“Ben?” she whispered, desperation filling her heart. “Ben, please wake up.” He had to be sleeping. Yes. Ian wouldn’t have killed him. She looked up at Ian who stood over her, face impassive.

Anna’s stomach felt like a stone as the truth settled into her heart: Ian had killed the man she loved. Anna looked back down at Ben’s handsome face, tears filling her eyes. She collapsed onto Ben’s chest and sobbed, crying out his name and clinging to him. “Nooooo!” she wailed. “Ben, come back to me. Please. I need you.”

She heard a soft thump on the floor next to her and looked up through tear-filled eyes to see a square jewelry box lying on its side next to her. She stared at it.

“You might be interested to know what was in his pocket when we took him.” Devin’s cold voice drifted down from above.

With shaking hands, Anna reached for the gray box and opened it. Inside was a diamond solitaire ring; an engagement ring. She stared at it for a long moment and then something snapped inside her. She clenched her jaw and grasped the box tightly in her hand. An unfamiliar sensation bubbled up inside her and she began to shake.

She kissed Ben’s still-warm lips and stood, almost calmly in contrast to the boiling heat inside her. She put the ring box in her pocket and her eyes flicked up, first looking at Ian and then Devin.

Without realizing what she was doing, Anna lunged at Devin, kicking and hitting him wherever she could make contact. She got a couple of good hits in before Ian pulled her off and held her back against his chest. A shriek escaped from her throat as she struggled against Ian, hate lending her strength she didn’t know she had.

“I hate you!” she screeched at Devin, her voice cracking with emotion. “I hate you and I’ll never forgive you for this.”

Devin calmly dabbed at his mouth and arched a brow as he looked at the blood on his finger. His hair was mussed and his lip was bleeding. “I don’t need your forgiveness, Anna. I need your obedience. Which I will have,” he added with a dark voice. He smiled and looked at Ian. “Take her to my room, then get rid of the body. Mr. Durham here is going to have had an accident off the bridge.” He gave a mock gasp and then grinned wickedly. “The same bridge your parents died on. Fitting, don’t you think?”

Anna struggled again to get free. “You fucking bastard,” she screamed. “I hate you!”

Devin shrugged. “Take her, Ian.”

She fought against Ian as he tried to lead her out of the room. When she wouldn’t cooperate, he simply picked her up and put her over his shoulder. She stared at Ben’s body as she was carried out of the room.

Anna kicked and screamed the whole way to Devin’s room. Her screams echoed through the Manor and more than one door opened and heads appeared, looking to see what was going on.

When Ian arrived at Devin’s room, he closed the door and put Anna down on her feet. She glared at him, chest heaving and hands balled into fists.

“Anna, please don’t—” he began.

Anna reached up and slapped him across the face. He didn’t even wince. “Don’t you dare, Ian.” Her eyes narrowed. “I thought you were my friend,” she spat.

“Anna, I told you before. I have to obey Devin as you do. I couldn’t not do it.”

“I hate you!” she screamed. “I never want to see you again.”

“That’s not going to happen,” he said in a stern voice.

She lunged at him, but he grabbed her hands and held them over her head before she could hit him. She kicked at him, but he didn’t flinch when she made contact with his shins. He calmly held her away from him, allowing her rage to work itself out. Finally, she collapsed in exhaustion, dangling from his hold. Ian picked her up and carried her to the bed, gently placing her on the dark green bedspread.

“I’m sorry, Anna. I am truly sorry,” he said in a soft voice, brushing her hair out of her face with a gentle hand. “But you know Devin as well as I do. Could you have done any different?” He gave her a sad look before walking away, closing the door firmly behind him.

Anna stared at the wall across the room as tears fell silently down her cheeks. A painful void took the place of her heart in her chest as she thought about what had just happened. But Ben had forgiven her, which brought a weak smile to her face. She rolled to her side, curled up into a ball and pulled the jewelry box out of her pocket. She hugged it to her chest. He had planned to ask her to marry him. He still loved her!

The thought was both exhilarating and heartbreaking.


Eight


Devin opened the door to his bedroom a few minutes later and walked inside. Anna lay on the bed facing away from him. Her earlier rage had been an interesting sight. And somewhat painful. He touched his slightly swollen lip, smiling at the memory of Anna’s outburst.

“Feeling better?” he asked, stopping next to her. He petted her hair and Anna smacked his hand away.

“Don’t touch me,” she growled.

Devin chuckled. “I haven’t seen this side of you, Anna. It’s intriguing.”

She flipped over and started to kick him, but he grabbed her ankle before it made contact and he held it tight. “Don’t you dare,” he growled. He twisted her leg until she whimpered. “I will break your leg and you will not finish your performances.”

Anna glared at him and he stared back at her. She trembled for a long moment, then went limp.

“Good decision, Baby.” He stepped away. “Why don’t you undress for me?”

“No.”

Devin unzipped her jeans and pulled them roughly off, and did the same with her sweater and underwear. Then he undressed and got on the bed to lie on top of her. She lay unmoving on her back, staring at the ceiling, as he kissed her neck and played with her breasts. “Come now, Anna. You’re still alive. You should enjoy that fact.”

Anna turned her head to the side. Devin bent down and bit her neck, making her cry out loudly. “Ah, you are alive. I was beginning to wonder.”

She didn’t respond and continued to stare at the wall.

Devin frowned and pushed her legs apart. If he guessed correctly, she wouldn’t have had sex since before she and Ben broke up, which was Wednesday. Oh, she would be tight and very enjoyable. He positioned himself against her slit then rammed himself inside her channel, relishing in her squeal and hot tightness. She was wet in spite of herself.

“C’mon Anna,” he whispered seductively as he moved inside of her the way he knew she liked. “I can tell it’s been a while. You needed a cock badly, didn’t you?”

Anna closed her eyes tightly, but her lips parted. She didn’t want to enjoy it, but she couldn’t stop her body from responding.

“God, you feel good,” he moaned as he thrust in and out. Her pussy felt incredible.

He felt her clench around him and knew her body was winning over her mind. Good. He continued moving, listening to her reluctant moans and watching her fight against desire. She squirmed beneath him. She was close. Should he give her release?

“You may not come, Anna. I forbid it.”

She groaned and her face scrunched up in pain. He smiled and thrust hard as he climaxed against her clenching muscles. He pulled out and watched her tremble. Not letting her come was cruel, but she had hit him and deserved it.

Devin grinned and dressed as he watched her continue to struggle against her own body. “I will know it if you give yourself release,” he reminded her, just in case she thought she could test that rule, too.

He left the room and went to find Ian.
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Anna couldn’t stop shaking. She hadn’t had sex in five days and was feeling it. Devin had gotten her so close and then denied her. The only good thing about the situation was that the ache for release was currently stronger than her aching heart.

She thrashed on the bed and didn’t hear Devin return a few minutes later. When she felt herself being tied to the bed, she opened her eyes and saw Ian and Devin working around her.

“What are you doing?” she asked in a raspy voice, almost past the point of caring that her questions might test Devin’s patience.

“Preparing you.”

“For what?”

Devin grinned. “Oh, I don’t want to ruin the surprise.”

Anna watched him in fright as he tightened the bindings and then produced a syringe.

“Don’t worry. This is very different stuff than we gave your darling Ben.” He grinned as he poked through her skin and released what felt like fire into her veins. It spread quickly and soon she was screaming in pain. Everywhere hurt, but especially in her lower abdomen.

“What are you doing to me?” she gasped, tears in her eyes.

“Making you even more useful to me.”

The fire in her body continued for what felt like hours. She struggled and thrashed, praying for relief, but none came.

Suddenly a bright light filled the room, and Kaveh appeared in front of her.

Devin turned and greeted him. “She’s almost ready.”

Kaveh turned his golden eyes to hers. “Good. I’ve been looking forward to this.” He looked back at Devin. “You’ve been with her already?”

Devin nodded.

“Good.” Kaveh walked to Anna’s side and began caressing her, turning the fire into arousal. Her skin was sensitive and his touch felt incredible. She moaned as he caressed her breasts, rolling her nipples into hardened peaks.

He leaned down and kissed the bottom curve of her breasts, then flicked his tongue over her sensitive nipples. “You are beautiful, Daughter,” he murmured against her breasts. He stood and undressed, his long, hard cock made Anna’s pussy clench with desire. She licked her lips as she stared at him.

Kaveh chuckled. “You want a taste, Daughter?”

Anna nodded, wide eyed.

Kaveh made a motion with his hands and Anna felt her bindings loosen. The leather cuffs were still in place, but the ropes were gone.

She scrambled onto her knees on the bed as Kaveh lay next to her and eagerly took his cock into her mouth. There was no way she was getting it all into her mouth, but took in as much as she could. His pre-cum was sweet and he throbbed against her tongue. Kaveh pressed his fingers against her pussy as she sucked on his cock.

He groaned as she tugged on his balls. “Gentle, Daughter. They are full for you.”

Anna didn’t understand what he meant by that but was gentle nonetheless. They were heavy and filled her with even more desire for him. She leaned down and sucked a testicle gently into her mouth, causing him to groan.

She felt him prodding at her pussy, pulling in a painful but erotic manner. He pinched her clit, making her jump and then moan. He probed at her hips and belly and then back at her pussy.

Abruptly, he turned her around and flipped her onto her stomach, spreading her legs with his knee and pressing his cock against her wet entrance. “It may hurt, Daughter, but there is no other way.”

Anna was about to ask what would hurt when he pressed himself forward and entered her, causing her to gasp and writhe beneath him. She moaned as he continued to press forward. She felt him at her cervix and winced. He moved around in a circular motion and continued moving forward.

She groaned in pain tried to pull away, but he held her shoulders and pushed against her. She felt something give way and her stomach cramped and she whimpered. “No,” she groaned. “Please. It hurts.”

“That’s because I’ve entered your womb, Daughter. It’s where I need to be.”

She tried to move away again, wiggling as best she could, but he held her hands behind her back, holding her in place. Her whimpers and groans grew louder as her stomach continued to cramp and the pain increased.

“Just relax and it won’t hurt as much,” the Immortal said in a mild voice. He moved gently, pressing his hips against her. She felt the pressure against her clit and upper channel and moaned. “That’s it. Feel the pleasure. Concentrate on that.” He continued to move, but only slightly as if he didn’t want to lose his position inside her.

Anna cried out as her pussy began to spasm around him and then she stiffened suddenly. The orgasm had been such a slow build, it didn’t register in her mind until she was in the middle of it. It consumed her whole body and she arched her back and screamed. He pumped his hips against hers and she felt him throb inside her. He let out a roar and rammed himself into her body, even deeper than he had been.

Her eyes closed and she felt like she was floating into his body. She could feel his seed pouring into her body. Her pussy convulsed around him, milking him until she had received every drop from his body, then, exhausted, a deep blackness consumed her.
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Devin watched eagerly as Kaveh examined Anna. “Did it work? Is she pregnant?”

Kaveh gave him an exasperated look. “It doesn’t happen immediately. It can take up to a day to conceive. She’ll wake when it’s done.”

“But she will conceive?”

“There is a very good chance. Nothing is guaranteed, but if you made the serum correctly, she should.”

“Of course I made it correctly,” Devin scoffed. “I’m not an idiot.”

Kaveh glared at him. “I may allow you to appear to control me in public, but you would do well to remember that I could crush you in one of your measly little heartbeats.”

Devin clenched his jaw but kept silent. He didn’t like being dependent on Kaveh, but he had no other choice. He couldn’t do this without the Immortal’s help.

A knock sounded at the door and Ian entered. He glanced at Kaveh then at Devin. “It’s your wife, Devin. She’s in labor.”

Devin raised his brow. He’d had Sandy here for the last week, waiting for her to go into labor and it had finally happened. Now the real fun of fucking with her mind could begin.

“I’ll go check on Sandy. Ian, come get me if I’m not back before Anna wakes.”

Ian nodded and Devin left the room.
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Anna slowly opened her eyes. The room was quiet, but it wasn’t her room. Where was she?

Devin’s room. At the Manor. She sat up and looked around. Ian sat in a nearby chair, snoring softly. Memories of the previous evening came rushing back like a tidal wave. Ben! Tears burned her eyes as pain filled her heart again.

She looked around for her jeans and saw them on the floor. She picked them up and sat back on the bed, pulling the ring box out of the pocket. She didn’t open it, but held it tightly in her hands and stared at it.

“I’m sorry, Anna. I really am.”

Anna looked up and saw Ian watching her. “What do you care?” she asked coldly.

Ian grimaced. “I’ll let Devin know you’re awake.” He stood and walked stiffly out of the room.

Anna continued to stare at the ring box, only dimly aware when Devin walked back into the room with someone else entering behind him.

“Anna, Baby. I’m glad you’re awake. I was getting worried.” Devin walked to her and embraced her. She pulled away and glowered at him. “All right. Kaveh wants to take a look at you and then Ian will take you back to your car.”

“Please lie down, Daughter.”

Kaveh stood on the other side of the bed and Anna did as he asked. He put his hand on her head and then stomach. Anna vaguely remembered having sex with him the previous night, but not much else.

Kaveh looked at Devin. “It is done.”

Devin smiled broadly. “Excellent.” He glanced at Anna. “You can go now.”

Anna glared at Devin as she dressed. She was curious as to what Kaveh said was “done,” but didn’t want to give Devin the pleasure of knowing her curiosity. He watched her with an amused expression on his face.

“I’m ready,” she said when she was done, crossing her arms over her chest.

Devin stood. “Good. I’ll take you downstairs to the car.”

She followed Devin through the Manor and out the front door. “I’ll come see you this week since I can’t have you on Fridays while you are performing.”

Anna didn’t reply. She just looked at him with as much hatred as she could muster.

“Hatred isn’t very becoming, Anna. You won’t catch another lover with that expression on your face.”

“I don’t want another lover, you asshole,” she spat. “I want Ben.”

“Oh, sweetheart. Ben’s body has been dredged from the Bay. I’m sure his family is on their way down here as we speak.” He took a step closer and pulled her hair so that her face tipped up to his. “You would do well to remember your place, Anna,” he snarled. “I can make your life a living hell. Remember that.”

“You already have.” She twisted out of his grasp and got into the back of the car, refusing to look at him as Ian drove away.


Nine


It was a silent drive back to the theater garage. When they arrived, Anna didn’t wait for Ian to open the door, but got out on her own without saying a word. She walked to her car, got in and started it without looking back.

Where to go? She needed to tell Matt what happened. She glanced at the clock as she drove out of the garage. Almost three. She wished she had stayed asleep. Sleep was peaceful. Sleep didn’t hurt.

She parked her car and then headed up to her apartment. When she got off the elevator on her floor she hesitated. Glancing down at Ben’s apartment door made the tears start again. Anguish consumed her, making her heart burn, and her legs buckled beneath her. She slid down the wall next to the elevator, sobbing uncontrollably. She needed to get to her apartment, but she couldn’t move. All she could do was sob.

She didn’t know how long she sat there, but unexpectedly, she felt strong arms around her shoulders.

“Kommen Sie, Liebling.” Wilhelm helped her to her feet and guided her down the hallway, but not to her apartment. To Ben and Matt’s.

“No! No! I don’t want to go there,” she wailed, digging her heels into the carpeted floor and struggling against his grip, but he held her tight.

“Anna, Ben’s family is here. They want to see you.” Wilhelm pushed the door open and gently pulled her into the apartment.

“Anna!” Ben’s family embraced her the moment she walked into the living room.

Ben’s mom, Katherine, hugged her tightly. “We were so worried about you. That you had been in the car with Ben. But Wilhelm said you were okay. I don’t know how he knew, but I’m so thankful he was right.”

Anna couldn’t look at anyone. It was her fault that Ben was dead. She shouldn’t be here. She didn’t deserve to be here.

“I . . . I can’t be here.” She turned and fled to her apartment at the opposite end of the hallway. Once she was inside, she closed the door behind her and fell to the ground, sobbing again.

“Anna.” Wilhelm. Dear Wilhelm. He knelt next to her. “Liebling. How did you know?”

“How did I know what?” she sniffed.

“How did you know he was dead?”

Anna looked up into Wilhelm’s face, shame filling her. “It’s my fault,” she whispered. “He killed him because of me. I was so selfish and he killed him.”

“Who killed who?” Wilhelm stared at her for a moment. “Ben?”

Anna nodded. “Devin. He killed him. Right in front of me.” She stared at the ground. “It’s my fault,” she said in a broken voice, squeezing her eyes shut in despair. “It’s all my fault.”

“Anna, it is not your fault. Devin is . . . does bad things, but those things are not your fault.”

She shook her head. “If I hadn’t wanted to be with Ben, Devin would have let him go. He asked me and I told him. He called Ben a distraction. But I couldn’t lie. I told him the truth. And he killed him.”

“Anna, the police found his body in his car early this morning. In the Bay. Are you sure you didn’t just imagine it?”

Anna shook her head absently. “He said he’d put him off the Golden Gate Bridge. The same bridge my parents died under.”

Wilhelm muttered something in German. “Oh, Anna.” He pulled her into his arms and rocked her gently. “Shh, it will be all right, Liebling. It is not your fault.”

“He was going to ask me to marry him,” she whispered after she’d calmed down a bit. She pulled the ring box out of her pocket.

Wilhelm took the box from her and opened it. “Very pretty,” he said with a gentle smile, hugging her close.

“Where’d you get that?”

Both Wilhelm and Anna looked up to see Matt standing in the doorway with an accusatory look on his face.

Anna stared at Matt. “He had it with him when he died.”

Matt frowned. “I know. He showed it to me at the theater. The question is, how did you get it?”

Anna’s mouth moved but there were no words. She didn’t know how to respond to Matt’s accusation.

“Matt, it is not what you think,” Wilhelm said. “And apparently what happened to Ben is not what we were told either.”

“What are you talking about?”

Wilhelm stared at the young man for a long considering moment. “Matt, if I tell you, you cannot tell anyone. Especially not his family. They would be in danger.”

Matt walked in and closed the door. “Tell me.”

Wilhelm gave him a brief history of Anna’s relationship with Devin—reinforcing what Jenna had told him—and then what Anna had told Wilhelm.

“Devin threw it on the ground next to him after he was . . . ,” Anna said softly. “He said it had been in Ben’s pocket when they took him.”

“Oh, God,” Matt said, sitting hard on the floor next to them. “We should call the police.”

Anna laughed bitterly. “Devin controls the police. There’s nothing we can do.” She leaned against Wilhelm. “Nothing.”

“Matt, would you please take Anna back to your apartment. I need to make a phone call.”

“Wilhelm . . . .” Anna clung to him.

“Anna, I need to call Alex and tell him what happened.”

“Is he home?”

Wilhelm nodded. “He got home yesterday.”

A cold chill ran through Anna’s body, but she nodded and allowed Matt to help her to her feet. If Alex really cared, he would be here, not his father.

Anger at Alex mixed with her anger at Devin and Ian and the world.
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Wilhelm watched as Matt helped Anna back to his apartment and then phoned Alex.

“Vati?” came Alex’s groggy voice over the line.

“Alex, wake up,” Wilhelm spoke in German. “I need to speak with you.”

There was a pause. “What happened? Is Anna okay?” His voice had cleared.

“Devin killed Anna’s boyfriend. Right in front of her, as far as I can tell.”

“My God!”

Wilhelm repeated to Alex what Anna had told him.

“That fucking bastard,” Alex growled when Wilhelm had finished.

“My exact sentiments. How are the plans progressing?”

“Slowly. I have to be careful if we’re going to keep it a secret.”

“Will it be done by the time Anna gets there?”

“It will. I will make sure of that.”

“Good. You might want to send Seth out to help Greg get Anna to Frankfurt. She is extremely unwilling to go.”

Alex chuckled. “Who knew she could be so strong willed?”

Wilhelm chuckled as well. “It would be good for her to learn some stubbornness. But Alex, I don’t know what Ben’s death will do to her. She is extremely distressed and blaming herself. She’s . . . different than she was. Devin has been ruthless with her emotions. You’re going to have to be very, very careful with her. You must have your temper under control at all times or you will deeply wound her.”

Alex sighed. “I know, Vati. As soon as she gets here, I will put out word that we are unavailable. I don’t want to do it beforehand or it might tip off Devin.”

“Do you think she might be more willing if she flew commercial? It might be less threatening to her.”

“Maybe. But I hate the idea of her on a commercial jet.”

“Alex, don’t be a snob. Lufthansa does an excellent job in their first class.”

“I know, but . . . I don’t want her getting hurt.”

“That’s why you’re sending bodyguards with her. So she’s watched and kept safe. Greg would never allow anything to happen to her.”

“Neither would any of my men. Seth, especially.” Alex paused. “I think I will send him out. Just don’t tell Anna.”

“I won’t, believe me. Every time I have mentioned it, she becomes hostile.”

Alex sighed. “Poor Anna.” He paused. “Vati, I don’t like the idea of Anna living alone. Do you think you could convince her to have Jenna move in with her?”

“I agree. I’ll speak to her about it.”

“Good. Keep my name out of it and it might go better. I don’t want to command her and make her resent me any more than she already does.”

“I will. All right. I will let you get back to sleep. I know you need it, but I thought you might want to know.”

“Thank you for calling me, Vati. I always want to know if something happens to her.”

“I know, son. Good night.”

Wilhelm put his phone in his pocket and headed back to Matt’s apartment. He hoped that Alex’s plan would work. The poor girl couldn’t take much more before she completely lost her mental faculties.


Ten


Anna sat on the floor in the corner listening to Ben’s family talk about him and make funeral plans. Tears were intermixed with occasional laughter. His sisters, Marcia and Ruth, huddled next to their parents, Dave and Katherine. Matt and Jenna sat together on a chair near the window.

Wilhelm sat in a chair near Anna. He had tried to get Anna to sit on a chair, but she refused. If she had to be here, she wanted to hide in the corner.

The family had decided on Friday morning for the funeral. Anna knew she had a matinee early Friday afternoon, but would ask Isaak if he would let her miss class that morning.

Would it be inappropriate to continue dancing? She couldn’t imagine not dancing, though. Even now, especially now, she felt a need to go somewhere alone and dance. Dancing kept her sane. It was the only thing that had done so through all the years of abuse.

Anna felt the ring box in her pocket. She should give his family the ring, but they would be suspicious if they knew she had it. How could she explain how she got it? She wasn’t supposed to have seen him. She glanced at Matt and then Wilhelm. What should she do with it?

“It doesn’t make any sense, Mom,” Marcia said in a broken voice. “How could he have disappeared on Friday and not . . . been found until this morning?”

“You know how your brother is, Marcia,” Dave said gently. “Maybe he just needed some time alone.”

Anna flushed in embarrassment. Did they know about her? Had Ben told them? She was thankful that she was hidden in the corner and that no one could see her. She didn’t belong here. She should leave. Leave his family to grieve without her tainted presence.

She stood quickly, and the room spun. Wilhelm grabbed her before she could fall. “Anna, are you all right? Have you eaten today?”

Anna shook her head. She wasn’t interested in food right now.

“I think I will take her back to her apartment and have her rest,” Wilhelm said. “Kommen Sie, Liebling.” He put his arm around her shoulders. “I will make sure she is all right. Let me know if there is anything you need.”

“Thank you, Wilhelm,” Dave said. “I appreciate your concern.”

“Anna means a great deal to myself and my family. Anything that concerns her concerns me.”

Anna glanced at Matt. “Matt, can I talk to you for a minute?” she asked.

He nodded and followed her to the door.

“Here,” she said, handing him the ring box. “I . . . I don’t know what to do with it.”

“Anna, you should keep it. He’d want you to have it.”

Anna shook her head. “How would I explain why I had it?” she asked, tears forming in her eyes again. “I’m not supposed to have seen him.” Her voice squeaked as she spoke.

Matt nodded. “I’ll put it with his things. I’m sure his mom will give it to you when she finds it.”

“I don’t deserve it.”

Matt put his hands on her shoulders. “Anna, Ben didn’t care about what you’d been forced to do. He loved you and wanted to marry you. He was gonna ask you at the party. That’s why his family was down here already.”

Anna closed her eyes. Ben had said he loved her before he died.

“I will take care of her, Matt,” Wilhelm said. “I think she needs some sleep. She did not sleep well all weekend.”

Matt looked at him strangely but didn’t say anything and nodded. “I’ll keep you updated.”

“Danke.”
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Anna let Wilhelm help her back to her apartment. Her legs shook as she walked. Wilhelm ordered her some dinner and watched her carefully as she ate.

“Do you want to dance tomorrow, Anna?” he asked, sitting next to her on the couch after she’d finished. “Or shall I call Isaak and let him know that you need some time off?”

“Dancing is the only time I’m free,” she said quietly. “A few minutes of solace.”

Wilhelm touched her cheek as he looked at her closely. Then he nodded. “I understand. Then you need to make sure you sleep well tonight. You look exhausted.”

Anna leaned against Wilhelm. “I hit Devin,” she said without emotion.

Wilhelm stiffened. “You what?”

“I told him that I hated him and I got a couple of hits in before Ian pulled me off him.”

Wilhelm chuckled. “I bet he was surprised.”

Anna shrugged. “He didn’t seem to care. I hit Ian, too.”

Wilhelm petted her hair and kissed the top of her head. “You are full of surprises, Liebling.” He paused. “Anna, with all that has happened . . . I do not know if it is wise for you to live by yourself.”

“Why?”

“Because if something were to happen . . . I worry about you. Would you consider having Jenna stay with you? At least until the end of the year?”

Anna thought about it. Jenna probably wouldn’t mind. She’d be closer to Matt, even though she stayed with him most nights anyway. It would be nice to have someone to come home with. The apartment felt so big right now. Big and empty.

She nodded. “Yes. That would be okay.”

Wilhelm smiled and kissed her temple. “Gut. Go get ready for bed and I will go talk to her.”

“Okay.” Wilhelm left and Anna went into her bedroom. She heard a faint ringing and looked around until she found her phone in the bottom of her bag.

She saw it was Aaron calling.

“Hello.”

“Hey, Anna, how are you doing?” he asked in a gentle voice.

“I’ve been better. You . . . heard what happened?”

“Yeah. Jenna called me. I’m so sorry, Anna. I know you really cared about him.”

“It wasn’t an accident, Aaron. Devin killed him.”

The line was silent for a minute. “How do you know?”

“Because I was there. He did it in front of me.”

“Oh, God, Anna! Oh, God. I’m so sorry. Please tell me you’re not alone.”

“Wilhelm is here. Well, I mean he just went to talk to Jenna, but he’ll be back in a few minutes.”

“Good. Anna, hon, if you need anything, please call me.” His voice was so tender it brought tears to her eyes. Maybe if she hadn’t dated Ben and been dating Aaron . . . .

No, if she’d been dating Aaron, he would be dead instead of Ben. Devin didn’t care who it was, he just didn’t want her loyalties divided. He wouldn’t have hesitated to kill Aaron any more than he’d hesitated to kill Ben. Either way, her affections would have gotten someone killed. She needed to keep her emotions under control from now on. Devin would surely get rid of anyone she cared about too much,

“Thanks, Aaron. I appreciate it.” She sighed. “I need to go. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“You’re coming tomorrow? Anna, Isaak would understand. You should stay home.”

“No. I need . . . sanity. Dancing gives me that.”

He was quiet for a minute. “I guess that makes sense.”

“Does Travis know?”

“Yeah. I called him and told him. I’ll let him know you’ll be there tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Aaron.”

“Try and get some rest.”

“Thanks. Bye.”

“Bye, Anna.”

Anna tossed her phone onto the bed and went into the bathroom to shower. When she finished, she went back into her bedroom and found Wilhelm was sitting on her bed.

He looked up and smiled at her. “Jenna said she would happily move in here.”

Anna smiled as she sat down next to Wilhelm. “I thought she might.”

Wilhelm smiled and pulled her close. “I think, if circumstances were different, she would have been bouncing off the walls.”

She laughed softly. “I think you’re right.” She buried her face in his neck and inhaled. He smelled good.


Eleven


Wilhelm hugged Anna tightly to him. She was so small and vulnerable and it pained him to know she was hurting so badly. He wished there was something he could do to take away her pain, but only time would do that. He rubbed her back and kissed her cheek.

He’d come into town hoping to be with Anna at least a few times, but when she told them about Ben, he realized he couldn’t do that to her. He had a right to her. He was technically her Master, and he desired her, absolutely. But he also cared about her as a person. She needed a friend and father, not a lover. And certainly not now.

He had been tempted to go to the Manor and use one of the girls there but didn’t want Devin thinking Anna wasn’t doing her “duties” by attending to him sexually. He was almost fifty years old. He could control himself for a few days.

But when Anna buried her face in his neck and then pressed her hips against him, his body responded. He heard her breath quicken and felt her press against him more. He knew she was becoming aroused. She moved in that certain way and he swore he could smell her arousal.

He mustered all his strength and pushed her gently away. “Anna, no. We cannot do this. You are grieving. I will not take advantage of you.”

She looked at him with her sad green eyes. “Please, Wilhelm,” she whispered, tears forming in her eyes. “It’s all I know. It’s the only thing that will take away the pain.” She swallowed and a tear rolled down her cheek. “Devin made me this way.”

Wilhelm sighed and wiped her tear away with his thumb. He knew that the first thing Devin had done to her after her parents were buried was arouse her and bring her to orgasm. Wilhelm was sure that it had been a relief. Sex was everything to her; Devin and Jack had ensured that. Sex brought physical pain and pleasure. Emotional pain and relief. How she felt cared for and how she felt used. It was her emotional language.

Wilhelm searched her eyes. She was hurting; more than she had in a long time. Devin had been truly evil in what he had done to her and Ben. He couldn’t understand how Devin could do such a thing to such a sweet girl.

She really did want to please those around her. Devin was breaking her. But why? She wasn’t a rebellious person. At least not until this happened.

If someone had told him a week ago that Anna had hit someone, especially Devin, he would have laughed and told them they were insane. But Anna had freely admitted to attacking Devin. Surely Devin realized what he was doing to her.

It didn’t make any sense. Devin was treading on dangerous ground. An Elder-Mistress out of control was a dangerous thing. Especially to her Master. She could turn on him and destroy him.

Wilhelm had to admit that last thought was rather appealing. But she would likely take it out on Alex as well, and Alex meant only good for her. Her fury towards Alex and her rebellion against his wishes was not a good sign, but Alex would have to deal with that when she got to Germany. Relieving her current pain would help, as long as Devin didn’t do anything else to upset her.

Wilhelm looked back at Anna and cupped her cheek. Maybe his love would help soften her again. He leaned forward and kissed her gently. His cock throbbed at the light touch and he slid his hand around the back of her head to deepen the kiss. He probed at her lips with his tongue and she opened her mouth to him. He groaned as he explored her mouth with his tongue. His tongue danced around hers, tasting and teasing her. It was everything he’d imagined it would be and more.

Her hands moved into his hair as she kissed him back with desperation. He tugged at her robe and it came loose, falling slowly to the floor. He ran his hands gently all over her soft skin as he kissed her mouth. Her nipples were hard as he caressed her firm, youthful breasts. He moved to kiss her neck and she sighed as he bit her neck gently.

He slid his hands down to her backside and kneaded her firm ass cheeks, moving his fingers lower and tracing the cleft of her ass down until he found the hot, wet slit of her pussy. She moaned and arched her back as he dipped his fingers inside her. So tight. So wet.

“Oh, Wilhelm,” she whispered as he slowly thrust his fingers in and out of her.

His pants felt tight and very uncomfortable. When she caressed him over the fabric he groaned in pain and pleasure. He rarely went this long without sex and was eager to bury himself deep inside her. But he would be patient and not hurry her. He would give her what comfort he could.
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Anna moaned against Wilhelm’s neck as he pushed his fingers deep inside her. God, it felt so good. This is what she needed. This is what would take the pain away. Sex had made her feel better when her parents died; it would help this time, too. It had to. She didn’t know how else she would be able to cope.

He spread her outer lips apart and flicked her clit with his fingers, and the pain in her heart settled into a dull ache. She reached for his shirt, quickly unbuttoned it and pushed it off his shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. She kissed his shoulder then neck as she undid his belt and pants. He was so hard his cock practically exploded out of his pants and throbbed against her hand.

He gritted his teeth and breathed heavily as she stroked his length. It was a beautiful cock. So long and thick. She could feel herself almost dripping at the thought of him inside her. She refused to acknowledge that he reminded her of Alex.

He picked her up and laid her on the bed. He kicked his pants off, then lay next to her on the bed, caressing her body and making her moan. His cock brushed against her hip.

“Please, Wilhelm. I need you.”

“Anna, I don’t want to rush you.”

“I need you, Wilhelm,” she begged. “I need you inside me.”

He looked at her tenderly as he positioned himself on top of her. She opened her legs for him and felt him rubbing against her slit. He pressed forward slowly and she closed her eyes, feeling him fill her so completely. His piercings rubbed against the top of her channel and made her shiver with pleasure. More and more he filled her until he hit her cervix and made her hiss in pain.

“Anna, are you all right?” he asked in a husky voice.

She nodded. “Just . . . hurts if you go in too far.”
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Wilhelm frowned, confused. Why would it hurt her? Alex had told him that she had enjoyed and even begged for Alex to push in as far as he could. Something was wrong, Wilhelm could feel it. She felt . . . different, but couldn’t pinpoint what it was. Maybe it was just the stress of the last few days.

“I’m sorry, Wilhelm.”

He smiled tenderly at her and kissed her. “Don’t apologize. Women’s bodies do strange things sometimes.” He masked his concern and moved gently inside trying to erase the pain he’d caused her.

She closed her eyes as the pleasure enveloped her. He would have to be careful with her. She needed the pleasure, not the pain.
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Anna sighed as Wilhelm thrust gently inside her. She wanted more, but it hurt. She’d never hurt like this before and it troubled her . . . for a minute, and then Wilhelm’s movements made her forget.

They moved together in rhythm and soon Anna felt her climax approaching. She wrapped her legs around Wilhelm’s hips and tightened herself around him until her world exploded in bright colors. She heard Wilhelm groan and stiffen as he came. He pressed in a little too much, making her hurt, but she didn’t want to tell him. She knew he didn’t mean to. She knew the last thing on earth Wilhelm would want to do was hurt her.

He rolled off a moment later and held her close. She felt safe. Cared for. Loved. She closed her eyes and let herself relax in his care, quickly falling into pain-dulled sleep.


Twelve


Anna heard a phone ring and opened her eyes.

“Do not worry, Anna,” Wilhelm said softly. “It is my phone.” He got out of bed and picked up his phone out of his pants. “Hallo . . . .” He spoke in German and his face quickly changed from confused to concerned. He sat on the bed next to her and held her hand as he spoke.

Anna glanced at the clock. It was three in the morning. She had fallen asleep when the sun was still in the sky, yet she still felt sleepy. She watched Wilhelm’s face as he continued to talk, then he ended the call and stared at the floor.

“Gretchen is in labor,” he said. “The baby is not due for another month.”

“Is that bad?”

Wilhelm looked at her in surprise, then with incredible tenderness. “Ja. With all the complications she has had . . . .” He sighed. “Ilsa and Alex took her to the hospital. Kurt needs to get home.”

“You need to go too, don’t you?” she asked in a soft voice, trying to ignore the sudden return of pain in her heart.

Wilhelm didn’t say anything at first. “I will stay if you need me, Anna. I do not want to leave you alone.”

Anna pushed aside her own hurt, sat up and caressed his cheek. “You’ve been so good to me, Wilhelm. But you should be with your family.” Anna had come to realize how important parents were to their children over the last few months. Ben had been very close to his dad. Even Travis talked to his dad at least once a week. Families needed to be together in bad times.

“Anna, you are family, too.”

She shook her head. “I’m your slave, Wilhelm.”

He frowned. “I have never thought of you that way, Anna,” he said in a firm voice. “None of us have.”

Anna didn’t say anything. She was pretty sure Alex thought of her that way. She gave him a small smile. “I have Jenna and Matt and Aaron. I’ll be okay. Kurt needs you and if you stay here, you’re too far away if something bad happens.” She squeezed his hand. “You need to go home.”

“Anna, I do not want you to feel that I have abandoned you.”

She looked at him for a long moment. “You wouldn’t abandon me, Wilhelm.”

“Then why do you think that of Alex?” he asked softly.

She was quiet for several minutes trying to come up with an answer. “Because he acted like he loved me.”

“He does love you, Anna. I know this to be a fact.”

“You’re mistaken. He hardly talked to me at all when he was in town the last time. And he supported Devin’s decision about me not going to New York. He⁠—”

“Anna, being in New York without Alex or Devin would be dangerous,” Wilhelm interrupted. “Alex was right.”

“Being here with Devin isn’t that safe either,” she retorted.

Wilhelm sighed. “I know.”

They were quiet for a few minutes.

“You should get dressed, Wilhelm. I’m sure Kurt wants to be going soon.”

“Anna, I will stay if you need me.”

She shook her head. “I’ll be okay. Really.”

Wilhelm stood reluctantly and began dressing. When he was finished, he sat back down next to Anna. “Call me. Anytime, if you need me, all right? And I will see you in a few weeks.”

Anna frowned. “I don’t want to go to Germany.”

“Not even to see myself and Kurt?” he smiled at her, eyes twinkling.

“You’ll be with your wives. I like it better when you visit me here.”

“Alex wants you to come, Anna. You need to obey him.”

Anna narrowed her eyes at him, then realized what he had said. She was a slave and he knew it. She felt the chastisement and looked at her hands.

“Yes, Wilhelm.”
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“Anna, I didn’t mean. . . . ” Wilhelm looked at her changed posture and realized his mistake. He had just treated her as a slave when he promised her he hadn’t thought of her like that. And he didn’t think of her like that . . . did he? He cursed at himself silently.

“I am sorry, Anna,” he said quietly, pulling her into his lap. “I should not have said that.”

She sat stiffly in his arms. “It’s all right, Wilhelm.”

Wilhelm sighed. “Anna, I—” The phone interrupted him. He looked at his phone and saw it was Kurt. “Hello, Kurt,” he answered in German.

“Are you here yet? I called and spoke to the pilot. They’ll be ready by the time we get there.”

Wilhelm could hear the anxiety in son’s voice. “I’ll be leaving in a few minutes.”

“Is Anna all right?”

“Not really.”

“Gretchen always has terrible timing.”

“She does, but you do need to be there for her. For the sake of your son. I’ll be there soon.”

Wilhelm put his phone back in his pocket and looked at Anna.
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Anna held herself still in Wilhelm’s arms, waiting for him to hang up.

He hugged her to him after he put his phone away. “Anna, do you want me to stay?”

She shook her head. “You should go.” He didn’t need to stay for a slave. He needed to attend to his family. She crawled off his lap and stood next to the bed, staring at the floor. “I’ll be okay. Really.”

“Jenna said she would bring her things over tomorrow. Or I suppose that is today?”

Anna glanced up and saw a small smile on his face. She nodded.

Wilhelm stood. “Call me, Anna. Promise me you will if you need anything.”

“I will.”

She put her robe on and walked him to the door. He kissed her soundly, hugged her tightly, and then left. She watched him walk down the hallway and then get into the elevator, waving at her before he did.

Anna closed the door and went back to her bed. She stared at the ceiling and pushed away the pain in her heart from Wilhelm’s leaving. She tried to push away the pain of Ben’s death, as well, but couldn’t. The pain lingered and tears rolled silently down her cheeks.

“Oh, Ben . . . ,” she whispered to the empty room.


Thirteen


“A


nna.”

Anna groaned at her interrupted sleep. She opened her eyes to see Jenna standing over her.

“What?” she asked, irritated.

“We need to get going if you’re going to the theater this morning.”

Anna glanced at her clock. It was eight-thirty. She sat up and rubbed her eyes.

“You can stay here, Anna. Isaak will understand if you’re not up for performing.”

“No, I’m fine,” she snapped. “Just give me a minute.”

“Okay.” Jenna looked at her with concern in her eyes. “I’ll wait for you out in the other room.”

Anna sighed and stood. She dressed quickly and went out into the living room.

“Okay, let’s go,” she said, holding her keys and dance bag. “I’ll drive.”

“Don’t you want to eat?” Jenna asked cautiously.

“I’m not hungry.”

The two girls walked down to the garage and got into Anna’s car. Tears started to fill her eyes. No, she told herself, I won’t cry. She was tired of being weak. Weakness is what got her hurt and she was tired of getting hurt. She would be strong and not let anyone get to her. If she didn’t care about anyone then there would be no weakness to exploit.

“Where’s Wilhelm?” Jenna asked. “I thought he would have stayed with you in the apartment last night.”

“He went home. Kurt’s wife went into labor and they had to leave.”

“Oh.”

Anna drove to the theater garage and parked, all without speaking.

“I’ll get my things this afternoon and take them to your place, if that’s all right,” Jenna said as they walked across the street to the theater.

Anna shrugged. “Sure.”

“Anna, if you don’t want me to move in with you, just say so.”

She shook her head. “No. Wilhelm thought it would be a good idea. I should do as he says.”

“Gee, thanks.”

Anna didn’t respond. She walked with her jaw clenched and her chin held high. She would not show weakness. She would not care; about anyone or anything.

They walked onto the stage where classes were held on performance days. Several dancers ran up to Anna, including Travis and Aaron, to ask how she was doing. She barked that she was fine and pushed them out of the way to get to her position at the barre.
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Aaron stared in shock after Anna snapped at him. He’d never seen her so cold and distant. Her eyes were hard and her jaw was clenched. He and Travis stared at each other as she brushed past them to get to her place. They’d expected Anna to run to them for comfort, not glare at them for showing concern.

“This isn’t good,” Travis said in a quiet voice.

“That fucking bastard,” Aaron muttered.

“Who? Anna?” Travis asked.

Aaron shook his head. “Devin.”

Aaron had told Travis what Anna had told him. Devin was destroying her. He hoped Alex would finish whatever he felt he needed to soon and return. Something was seriously wrong with Anna and only Alex would be able to fix it. Of this he was certain.

“She wasn’t this cold yesterday when I called. She was crying.”

Aaron heard people muttering about her coldness and wondering why she was here instead of home grieving.

“You guys, give her a break,” Aaron said to the dancers around him. “This isn’t her. This is the most recent in a series of tragedies in her life. She’s coping the only way she knows how.”

“By being a bitch?” Lucy, his dance partner, asked coldly.

“She’s not trying to be a bitch. It’s not like her at all. She’s . . . hurting. Really bad. I mean, c’mon her boyfriend just died. Give her a break.”

Lucy looked over at Anna, who was staring at the ground and blinking rapidly. Her tears sparkled in the stage lights. “She’s trying not to cry,” Lucy remarked softly.

“You have no idea the life she’s had, Lucy. She’s only twenty. Please,” Aaron implored. “Don’t judge her. Just be a friend. No matter how she is.”

He could see Lucy’s eyes watering in sympathy as she nodded. “Okay.”

Lucy walked over to Anna and hugged her. Anna reacted coldly, but Lucy squeezed her hand and spoke gently to her

Aaron looked around for Jenna and found her watching Anna with concern in her eyes.

He walked over. “How’s she doing?”

“She snapped at me this morning.” Jenna gave him a wry smile. “Wilhelm asked me to move in with her and keep an eye on her.”

“Are you gonna?”

She nodded. “Wilhelm’s right. She shouldn’t be alone.”

“How’s Matt doing?”

“He’s . . . okay. Do you . . . Anna told him something that was rather disturbing.”

Aaron hadn’t talked to Jenna since Sunday’s performance except for a few texts to ask about Anna’s whereabouts. “That Ben wasn’t killed in a car accident?”

Jenna’s eyes widened. “How did you know?”

“Anna told me when I called yesterday.”

“No wonder she’s so fucked up.”

Aaron looked across the stage to see Isaak speaking quietly to Anna. She nodded and then burst out into tears. Isaak hugged her to him. Her show of emotion would hopefully make the other dancers realize she wasn’t a cold-hearted bitch. The last thing she needed was the cold shoulder from the people she interacted with every day.

“She had the ring,” Jenna said quietly. “Matt said she had it with her then gave it to him. I hope his family lets her keep it.”

“I thought they liked her.”

“They do. A lot, from what I can tell. They were excited that Ben was going to ask her. But she’s feeling guilty and avoiding them.”

“It’s not her fault.”

“I know. But I’m sure Devin is quite content to let her think it was her fault.”

“Yeah.” Aaron continued to watch Anna cry on Isaak’s shoulder. Isaak was like a father to her. It was good. She needed platonic men in her life.

“Do you need help getting your things to her place?” he asked, turning back to Jenna.

She grinned. “I could certainly use a bigger vehicle than my Miata. I hate to ask Matt. His family is supposed to be arriving today and I don’t want to take him away from them.”

“I’ll follow you back to your place and help you out after rehearsal,” Aaron said with a slight shake of the head. Her little car wouldn’t hold more than a suitcase. It was as bad as Anna’s. Girls and their little cars.

Isaak clapped his hands and Aaron hurried to his place. Anna looked more sad than angry now. He took that as a good sign.
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Isaak told Anna he wanted her and Travis to run through their dance, to prove to Isaak that she’d be able to handle dancing tonight. She managed to clear her mind before stepping out onto the stage.

She was prepared to get lost in the dance, as usual, but this time something clicked in her head a few steps in and she felt something she hadn’t felt before. She felt the sensuality in the music, the sweet, pain-relieving sensation, and let it take over. She danced the choreographed steps, but she used her eyes and slight changes in her body, and suddenly she realized she was seducing everyone who watched her. They were mesmerized. She saw Travis’ eyes widen at her soft gaze and felt him react as he held her and danced with her.

None of the steps changed, just the feeling behind it.

The dance ended with Anna bent over Travis’ knee, backward, with her arm over her head and Travis bending over to her stomach. A foggy silence filled the theater.

Anna’s chest rose and fell in the silence and she became frightened that she had upset someone. She hadn’t meant to do it. It just happened.

“Holy shit, you two.” Isaak walked up to them with wide eyes and his mouth slightly ajar.

Travis stirred and helped Anna to her feet. Anna looked at Isaak nervously as he looked between the two of them with dilated eyes. She could tell that he was doing his best to tamp down his desire.

He stared at them for a moment more and then cleared his throat. “I don’t think I’ve seen that dance interpreted quite that way before.”

“I’m sorry, Isaak,” Anna said softly. “I didn’t mean to.”

Isaak shook his head. “It’s all right, Anna. It was beautiful. The, uh, reaction was unexpected, but you danced beautifully.” Isaak’s cheeks reddened slightly, which made Anna blush. “Really, Anna. It’s okay.” He smiled at her. “If you two dance like that tonight . . . you’ll be the talk of the town. Now, go home and rest.”

Anna nodded and went to her bag, avoiding the looks of the other dancers who had stayed to watch.

Travis knelt down next to her to gather his things. “Do you know how hard it is to dance with a hard-on, Anna?” he whispered.

She turned to apologize and saw him grinning at her. “I’m so sorry, Travis. I don’t know what happened.”

“The magic of an Elder-Mistress.” He shrugged and grinned. “I don’t mind . . . too much. But it does make me really horny.”

Anna shrugged. “I could probably help you out with that,” she said without thinking about it. And then she did think about it and the distraction sounded nice.

He looked at her, shocked. “Anna . . . .”

“Sex helps me feel better.”

He stared at her. “Anna, you’re grieving. I don’t want you to regret anything.”

Tears filled her eyes. “If Devin came to my place tonight he wouldn’t care if I were grieving or not. He’d have sex with me anyway. And I think you’d be a bit nicer than him.”

“Does he suck in the sack?”

Anna grimaced. “Not if he doesn’t want to.”

Isaak walked up at that moment. “Anna, has the family decided when the funeral will be?”

Anna nodded. “They were going to try for Friday.”

Isaak nodded thoughtfully. “You should go. If you want to dance in the matinee, just promise me you’ll have a good warm up on your own.”

“I do want to dance, Isaak,” she said, tears in her eyes. “Do you think that’s okay?”

He nodded. “I know you and I know your reasons, Anna. You don’t have to justify yourself to me. If anyone says anything, I will defend your decision.”

She gave him a small smile and hugged him. “Thanks.”

“Go rest. I’ll see you tonight.”


Fourteen


Anna collapsed on her bed upon returning to her apartment after rehearsal. Dancing had helped her feel better. At least for a while. Jenna and Aaron were getting Jenna’s things from her dad’s house and would be here soon.

Anna had gone home to rest, but rest eluded her. She lay on her bed and stared at the ceiling. The relief that she had felt while dancing trickled out of her body like a leaking pipe, only to be replaced by the pain of Ben’s loss. She turned on her side and sobbed until she fell asleep.

Voices in the hallway woke her later. It was Jenna and Aaron. Matt, too. She rolled off her bed and walked out of her room. Jenna sat in the midst of dozens of boxes while Aaron and Matt leaned against the wall, talking.

They smiled at her when she walked in.

“How are you doing, Matt?” she asked with a weak smile.

He shrugged. “Okay. My parents are here. Katherine and Ben’s sisters are working on packing up Ben’s things. They wanted to see you if you woke up in time.”

Anna bit her lip. She didn’t want to go back down to that apartment, but she didn’t want to be rude either. She nodded and reluctantly made her way to Ben’s apartment.

She knocked on the door and a moment later, Katherine opened it. Her eyes were red and puffy. She smiled and hugged Anna, pulling her into the apartment.

“Hey, sweetheart. How ya doing?”

“Okay,” Anna answered. “Depends on the moment.”

Katherine nodded. “I understand. I found something I wanted to give you.” She took Anna’s hand and led her to Ben’s bedroom.

Anna froze at the entrance. She didn’t want to go in. Didn’t want to see his things being packed up into boxes.

Katherine pulled her inside and she saw Marcia and Ruth packing up his clothes. All his suits. He had looked so handsome in them. Tears welled in Anna’s eyes.

“Here,” Katherine said, handing her the ring box.

Anna stared at it as if it was a snake.

“He was going to ask you to marry him,” Katherine said in a cracked voice. “At the party. That’s why we were here.” She opened Anna’s hand and put the box in her hand. “He would want you to have it. I know he would.”

Anna slowly opened the box to see the diamond ring she’d seen while crying over his body. It was a beautiful round diamond solitaire that sparkled in the light.

“The police detective called this morning,” Katherine said and then swallowed. “She said that . . . .” Anna saw the tears in Katherine’s eyes as she cleared her throat. “His car had apparently gotten caught in something under the bridge. He’d been there since Friday night.”

Anna closed her eyes at the horrible image. She knew it wasn’t true, but the picture was gruesome nonetheless. She looked at Katherine again and felt the burden of guilt in her chest once more. “I’m so sorry, Katherine,” she whispered.

“Anna, it’s not your fault. Accidents happen. You can’t blame yourself.”

Yes, I can! Anna shouted to herself. It’s my fault your son is dead! If I hadn’t loved him . . . Anna fell to the floor with a sob and couldn’t stop the wracking sounds. It’s all my fault.

Katherine put her arms around Anna and held her while she cried. Katherine’s shoulders shook as if she were crying as well. Anna’s heart burned with guilt, knowing she was the one to blame for this wonderful family’s grief.

“It’s not your fault, honey,” Katherine repeated, petting her hair. “It’s not your fault.” She held Anna until her tears subsided.

“I can’t keep this, Katherine. It’s . . . he didn’t give it to me.” She tried to hand the box back to Katherine.

“He would have,” Katherine protested pushing her hand gently away. “If . . . he would have, Anna. He would have wanted you to have it. I know he would.” She smiled. “You can wear it if you’d like. You were more than just a girlfriend to him. He died having found the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. I would have been proud to have you as a daughter-in-law.”

Anna looked at her and shook her head. “No,” she whispered. Not once she knew the truth about her.

Katherine took her hands. “Anna, Ben told me . . . a little bit about your argument.”

Anna looked at her wide-eyed and tried to pull away, but Katherine shook her head.

“He had forgiven you, Anna. He knew your heart. He knew it wasn’t what you wanted. He loved you. He even knew he might have to wait a while for you two to be able to marry, but he was willing to wait.”

Anna stared at her. “You know what I am?” she whispered.

Katherine stroked her hair and nodded. “I know you are a beautiful young woman who was abused and made to do things that you didn’t want to do. I know you still have to do some of those things. And I know that you loved my son and that my son loved you.” She opened her arms and Anna crawled toward her and the two women hugged. “I will always refer to you as his fiancé, Anna. Even though he didn’t get to ask you.”

After a few minutes, she pulled back and looked at Anna. “Honey, I don’t expect you to never fall in love again. I don’t want you mourning him for the rest of your life. You are young and beautiful and will make another mother-in-law very happy someday.” She brushed Anna’s hair back from her face. “I don’t want you to feel guilty if you fall in love with another man. Ben would want you to be happy. Our family would never begrudge you love and happiness.” Anna tried to look away, but Katherine cupped her chin gently. “Anna, do you understand me?”

Anna gazed into the other woman’s eyes; so much like Ben’s. Anna nodded but swore to herself that she would never fall in love again. Devin would resent and kill them, too. No more distractions. Ever.

“What time is the funeral?” Anna asked, trying to change the subject.

“Ten o’clock on Friday morning. We’d like you to sit with us, if you’re willing. As part of the family.”

Anna nodded and gave her a weak smile. “I’d like that.”

“Good.” Katherine’s voice cracked. “Now, you should probably go rest for your performance tonight.”

Anna looked at her with the question in her eyes. “Is it wrong for me to dance?”

Katherine smiled sadly and shook her head. “We all mourn in different ways. Matt said you were a very talented dancer and that Ben was enthralled with you.”

“It helps the pain go away,” Anna whispered. “If only for a few minutes.”

“Then you should dance,” she said gently. “I don’t think badly of you for doing so.”

Anna nodded. “Did you . . . I mean, would you like to come while you’re in town? I’m sure I could ask Isaak to see if there are some tickets available.”

Katherine smiled. “That would be nice. To see what Ben saw on his last night.”

“I’ll speak with Isaak tonight.”

“Don’t feel bad if you can’t. But I would like to see it. Perhaps a few minutes of pain relief for the rest of us?”

Anna smiled sadly and turned and walked away.

When she got back to her bedroom, she closed the door and looked at the ring sitting in its gray velvet. She took it out and put it on her left finger. It fit perfectly. It was so much simpler than the ring Devin had given her. Anna loved it because it was from Ben. She would wear it. In honor of Ben. And perhaps to spite Devin. Right now she didn’t care what Devin thought and ignored the warning bells that went off in her head at that dangerous frame of mind.


Fifteen


Anna and Jenna went back to the theater early that afternoon to get ready. Anna sat on the floor of her dressing room and worked her pointe shoes until they were soft enough to dance in. She sewed the ribbons on and put them on to test them. When she was done, she tossed them aside and lay down on the floor with her feet on the couch, staring at the ceiling and playing with her engagement ring.

A knock made her jump.

“Anna?” It was Travis.

“Come in,” she said without emotion.

Travis entered and closed the door behind him. “Hey, how ya doing?” he asked in a gentle voice.

Anna glanced at him. “I’ve had better days.”

“I can imagine.”

Anna laughed bitterly. “I can actually say that now . . . I’ve had better days.” She sighed. “I think it was easier when I wasn’t able to say that.”

“It’ll get better again, Anna.” Travis sat on the couch and rubbed her legs. “It seems like it will never be good again, but life will get better again.”

Anna snorted. “Right. You don’t have to deal with Devin.”

“That’s true . . . but there will be other guys to fall in love with.”

Anna shook her head. “No. There can’t be. Devin would just kill them too.”

“Why do you say that?”

Anna looked down at her feet. “Devin killed Ben because he was a distraction. Because I admitted that I’d rather be with him than Devin. Devin won’t allow distractions.” She sighed. “The whole point of falling in love is because you want to be with them. I can’t do that again.”

“I’m sorry, Anna. I really am. What Devin did . . . it’s unforgivable.”

They were quiet for a few minutes. Anna was lost in her thoughts of Ben. The pain was unbearable and she wanted to carve her heart out with a knife. Tears began to roll down her cheeks and Travis sat down next to her and hugged her to his chest. The stream of tears became a torrent and Travis rocked her and kissed her head.

“Can half-Immortals die?” she asked in a cracked voice. Maybe death would take away the ache in her heart.

Travis was quiet for a moment. “I don’t know,” he said finally. “I know Immortals can’t. I don’t know about you.” He pulled away and cupped her chin. “I would be very sad if you died, Anna. And so would a lot of other people.”

She frowned and then leaned her head back on his chest. “After Ben was . . . gone, Devin had me taken up to his room and he had sex with me. He made me feel when I didn’t want to feel. And then he wouldn’t give me release. Then he tied me to his bed and . . . he gave me a shot. My body felt like it was on fire.” She looked at Travis with tears in her eyes. “Then Kaveh came and had sex with me.”

“Who’s Kaveh?”

“An Immortal. Devin said he was . . . doing something to me, but I don’t know what. He never told me what he did to me.”

“He had an Immortal have sex with you? Why?”

Anna shook her head. “I don’t know. He did it at the Gathering too. When I was out of town. I had forgotten about him fucking me.”

“Devin’s such a fucking bastard. He probably was just messing with your head.”

“Maybe. But he seemed to be . . . I don’t know. Expectant of something? Kaveh said ‘It is done’. But what was done?”

“I think with Devin, sometimes it’s better just not to ask.”

“Have you interacted with him much?”

He shook his head. “No. But my dad has obviously. He says it’s best if Devin just doesn’t know who you are.”

“Does he know who you are?”

“Yeah, but to him, I’m just ‘Brandon’s bastard son’, which is fine with me.”

“Well, you might have progressed to ‘Anna’s dance partner.’”

“Great.” He rolled his eyes and then smiled at her. “I suppose there are worse things to be.” He glanced at his watch and stood. “We need to get ready. It’s going to be starting soon.”

“Travis?”

“Yeah?”

“This afternoon . . . did it make you uncomfortable?”

“Dancing with you while you seduced the entire audience?” He chuckled.

Anna winced and nodded. “I didn’t mean to.”

“It was one of the sexiest things I’ve ever experienced. ’Course, if you do it again, I can’t guarantee I won’t drag you back in here and fuck you against the wall.”

The thought was appealing. “If you want.” It might be a welcome distraction.
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After Travis left, Anna immersed herself in the ritual of preparing for the performance. She pulled her hair into a high ponytail and carefully tied the green chiffon ribbon around the base. She took pains to arrange her costume as though for a photo shoot, not a live performance. The gold sequined bikini halter-top was low cut, tight enough that it stayed in place, yet showed the cleavage of her solid C-cup breasts nicely. The low-hung green chiffon pants—slits on the side, revealing green panties—were gathered at the ankles with gold cuffs. A green velvet belt with gold embroidery sat low on her hips, and the coins attached around it tinkled when she walked.

After she put her makeup on, she pinned a golden circlet in her hair and went out to warm-up backstage. The backstage was busy between acts and somewhat noisy. Aaron and Lucy warmed up along the back wall. Anna saw Travis in the corner talking with a couple of the dancers from the Waltz of the Flowers. Travis gave a bright smile to one of the girls and she blushed. Anna felt certain he didn’t sleep alone most nights. Being raised in the Manor gave him a certain advantage over other men when it came to flirting. He knew exactly how women ticked and how to get them to do pretty much anything he wanted.

Travis saw her and grinned. He said something to the girls and then walked over to greet her. “Damn, you look sexy. Thank God for dance belts.”

Anna smiled. Dance belts kept guys where they needed to be and prevented injury while jumping halfway across the stage. She noticed his costume was a bit higher on his hips than it had been the last time they’d performed. Anna looked at him curiously.

“Preparing for arousal,” he whispered with a grin. “Don’t want to be popping out to say hi in the middle of the show. I think Isaak would be upset if the show turned R-rated.”

Anna giggled and then shook her head. “Oh, I shouldn’t be laughing,” she said with a pained expression and sighed.


Sixteen


The second act music began and the backstage quieted. Anna and Travis did some pirouettes and lifts to get ready and then moved into position shortly before their cue.

“Make me want you, Anna,” Travis whispered in a seductive voice as the Spanish dancers took their bows. “Make me want you and I will make you feel incredible when we’re done.”

Anna glanced back at him, surprised, but shivered at the dark, seductive look in his eyes. She felt a thrill run through her body and the pain in her heart disappeared. Their music started and she stepped on stage into the bright lights.

She moved with grace and sensuality, flirting, seducing, as Travis chased after her for the first part of the dance. Twirling and teasing until he caught her up in the air above his head. He lowered her to the ground, her body sliding down against his, lips almost touching as her toe touched the stage. She bent backward as his fingers trailed down to her hips and he walked around her, turning her as she stood en pointe. She straightened, his hand on the back of her head, eyes locked until she spun around again to escape into an arabesque. But he held her hand firmly in his grasp and he pulled her back to him. She submitted to his desire and they danced, spinning, lifting, seducing, until she lay back on his bent knee, surrendered and submitted to his will.

The music stopped, echoing through the silent theater. Anna’s chest heaved as her mind cleared. The auditorium was silent.

Oh, God, had they been terrible? She didn’t even remember dancing. She only felt desire for Travis coursing through her veins.

Suddenly, the room erupted in applause and shouts. Anna lifted her head and stared, stunned, at Travis, who grinned at her. He helped her to her feet and they took their bows. First, to the audience, then to the Nutcracker Prince and Clara, and then to the audience again. They glided off stage and the applause continued.

Isaak stood there with a big grin on his face. “Great job, you two. I think you need to go out for another bow.”

Anna shook her head. “No . . . I can’t . . . .” But Travis pushed her out and followed close behind.

She curtsied low, humbled by the experience and overwhelmed by the noise. They glided off stage again, the applause subsided, and the ballet continued.

She looked at Travis, shaking and with wide eyes. The pain was threatening to return. Sex. Sex would make her feel better. Anything to keep the pain at bay.

Travis’ brows rose as she looked at him. She gave him a pleading look and he nodded.

“C’mon,” Travis said, dragging her backstage and into his dressing room.

He closed the door and pushed her against it, kissing her passionately. “God, you are the sexiest woman I’ve ever met,” he murmured against her lips, then crushed his mouth against hers again.

Desire ran rampant through Anna’s body, pushing the pain away, and she kissed him back, running her hands up and down his bare chest, damp beneath his gold vest. She pushed it off his shoulders and he reached behind and unclasped her top. He caressed her breasts and she moaned softly. She reached down and caressed his cock over his pants. He was hard. And long and thick. Just like his dad. She groaned and rubbed him harder.

“I need you,” she groaned. “I don’t know how these things work,” she said, trying to pull at his costume.

“I’ll do it. This time.” He grinned and pulled at her belt and pushed her pants down off her hips. He knelt before her and buried his tongue in her pussy.

She shoved the gold turban off his head and tangled her hands in his hair as he lapped at her and sucked on her clit. “Oh, Travis,” she moaned.

He unbuttoned the cuffs of her pants and pulled them off, tossing them on the growing pile of green and gold. He tugged at his pants and pulled them off along with his dance belt, then picked Anna up and laid her on the couch. He positioned himself between her legs and she glanced down at his throbbing cock.

“Yes, please,” she begged.

He leaned down and thrust into her with one long thrust, making her moan and grasp his shoulders.

“Oh, God, Travis!” she cried.

“Shhh,” he said, then covered her mouth with his, thrusting his tongue in and out of her mouth as he did the same with his cock. She met his thrusts with enthusiasm and soon they both spiraled up into the stars and cried out against each other’s mouths.

Travis rested on his elbows with his head on her shoulder as they both gasped for breath. “Holy shit, Anna. You’re fucking incredible.”

Anna smiled. “So are you.” She moved her hips against him and clenched her muscles, making him shudder.

“Fuck,” he said softly, then lifted his head and looked down at her with a smile. “Can we do that again sometime?”

She nodded. “Yes. Definitely.” She was feeling good. Pain-free.

He grinned and stood. “I’m not one to fuck and run, but I know we don’t have long before the finale, and it would be really embarrassing if we missed that.”

They stood to get their costumes. Anna looked down and realized she still had her pointe shoes on.

“That is definitely a first,” she said, wiggling her feet. “I’ve never had sex while wearing my pointe shoes.”

Travis chuckled. “Kinda sexy, if you ask me.”

They dressed quickly and fixed their makeup, then sat on the couch for a few minutes. Travis put his arm around her and she rested her head against his chest. They could hear the music through an overhead speaker and knew they still had a few minutes before they had to be backstage.

“Do you want to stay at my place tonight?” he asked softly.

The offer tempted her. More opportunity to dull the pain. “I’d love to, Travis. I really would. But Jenna moved in with me and I gave her a ride. And Ben’s family is in town. If I came home tomorrow morning . . . they might not like it. I don’t want to disrespect them.”

Travis nodded. “I understand. Maybe some other time.”

Anna turned to look at him. “I’d love to stay in your arms all night long, Travis,” she said softly. She caressed his cheek. “Really. Maybe next week when they’re gone.”

“I’d like that. Or I could stay at your place too. I don’t mind. Whatever you’d be more comfortable with. I live with two of my brothers, but they won’t bother us.” He grinned. “Unless you want them to.” He looked toward the ceiling as they heard the last song of the Sugar Plum pas de deux began. “We should go.”

He stood and dragged her to her feet. She had gotten so relaxed she didn’t want to move, but did anyway, not wanting to miss the finale. They glanced in the mirror one last time to make sure they didn’t look like they’d just fucked on the dressing room couch, then walked calmly out to the backstage area.

Aaron came off stage for a few moments and glanced at the two of them with a raised brow, then shook his head and moved back into position for his next cue.

Travis stood next to Anna with his hand on her hip, stroking the skin above her pants and making her heart pound.

“Travis . . . ,” she whispered. “Your hand is . . . very enticing.”

He rubbed his thumb in a circle. “You like it?” he murmured near her ear.

Anna shivered and nodded. The pain disappeared at his touch.

The music for the finale started and they moved into their position, waiting for their cue. They did their short dance and were applauded loudly. Clara was sent back to her home. They waited for the end of the music and then it was time for their bows. When they walked back out onto the stage, the applause rose to almost deafening levels and Anna saw with shock that much of the audience stood for them. They had received a standing ovation!

Anna gaped at Travis, who grinned at her. She curtsied again, then they moved back into their line and waited with smiles on their face for the rest of the cast to take their bows.

The curtain closed and the stage erupted into excited chatter. Aaron walked up to Anna and Travis with a grin. “I don’t think the Arabian dance has ever garnered so much attention before.” Aaron hugged Anna. “It was spectacular,” he said to her. “And incredibly arousing,” he added in a whisper in her ear. “I know I shouldn’t be thinking about you that way right now . . . but I can’t help it.”

Anna stared wide-eyed at Aaron, who grinned sheepishly at her.

Isaak came up to them. “Excellent job, you two.”

“Thanks, Isaak,” Anna said. She asked him about tickets for Ben’s family.

“Absolutely, Anna. Just let me know what night.”

She nodded. The remembrance of Ben’s family subdued her mood abruptly. Tears filled her eyes and her face scrunched up as tried not to cry.

“C’mon, Anna,” Travis said. “I’ll take her back to her dressing room,” he told Isaak.

Anna managed to keep herself under control until she stepped into her dressing room and then she collapsed onto the floor and sobbed. Travis sat behind her and held her while she cried.

Jenna knocked on the door a few minutes later and came inside.

“Oh, Anna,” she said, sitting on the other side of her.


Seventeen


Being held and hugged by her two friends comforted Anna and her tears eventually subsided.

“Thank you,” she sniffed.

She heard a faint ringing from her bag. It sounded like Devin’s ring. Her eyes hardened and her sadness was replaced with anger as she crawled to her bag and pressed the answer button.

“What?” she snapped.

“That’s no way to answer your phone, Anna,” Devin said with a tinge of warning in his voice.

“What do you want Devin?” she asked coldly. Anna saw the shocked expressions on Travis and Jenna’s faces.

“I heard that you did an excellent job tonight,” he said. “That it was quite mesmerizing.”

“So? Are you going to punish me for it?”

“Anna, I’m warning you. Change your attitude.” His voice was low and threatening. Part of her didn’t care. The other part of her was terrified.

Anna trembled and clenched her jaw. She was so angry at him she wanted to hit him. But she shouldn’t anger him. His anger was dangerous. She inhaled deeply. “Who told you?” she asked in a calmer voice.

“I know everything you do, Anna. I hope Travis doesn’t become another distraction.”

Anna looked at Travis, fear for him filling her heart. “Please don’t hurt him, Devin.”

Devin chuckled. “Is he becoming one already?”

Terror rose in Anna’s heart. “No, Devin. He’s just a friend. Please don’t⁠—”

“I won’t. As long as you behave properly.”

Anna slumped against the couch. “What do you want me to do?”

“I want you to do as you always have. Obey me and be happy about it.”

“I can’t be happy about it, Devin,” she whimpered. “You wounded me.”

“You wounded yourself, Anna,” he spat. “Don’t blame me for your distractions. I only removed it for you.”

Tears spilled down her cheeks. “Please don’t hurt my friends.”

Devin laughed cruelly. “You have vulnerabilities now, Anna. Don’t you see how dangerous that is?”

“I thought you wanted me to go out and have a life.”

“I don’t know how good of a decision that was, Anna. You don’t seem to be able to handle it.” He paused. “Will Jenna interfere if someone comes over to your apartment and you start screaming?”

Anna blinked. “I’ll tell her not to,” she assured him.

“Maybe we should test that tonight. Go home and I’ll be there in forty-five minutes.” He hung up without another word.

She looked at Jenna. “We have to go,” she said as she scrambled out of her costume.

“Anna, what’s going on?” Travis asked.

“Devin’s coming over. I have to get home.” She looked at Jenna. “Are you ready?”

“Let me go get my stuff.” Jenna left the room.

“Travis you should go. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Anna, let me help you,” he said, looking hurt.

“Please,” she implored in a whisper. “Just go.”

He frowned and turned to go.

“Travis?” she said.

“Yeah, Anna?” He turned back around.

Anna hesitated. “Be careful.”

“Did he threaten me?”

Anna nodded.

He looked thoughtful for a moment. “You too.” He gave her a sad smile and then left.

Anna dressed in her street clothes and impatiently waited for Jenna in the hallway. “C’mon,” Anna said when she came around the corner. “Let’s go.”

They walked quickly to Anna’s car.

“Jenna . . . when you’re there . . . ,” Anna began. “I . . . maybe you should stay with Matt tonight.”

“Why?”

Anna gripped the steering wheel tightly as she drove to their building. “Because Devin’s angry at me . . . and I don’t want you to hear what he does to me.”

“Anna, I can handle it. I want to be there for you when he leaves.”

“If he leaves. Sometimes he stays all night.” Anna sighed. “He’s testing to see what you do if you . . . hear me screaming. You have to stay away. You can’t interfere. And whatever you do, do not tell Greg. I don’t want to have anything to do with him.”

“Anna, he’s a nice guy.”

“He has something to do with Alex, and I don’t want anything to do with Alex.”

Jenna gave her a strange look. “Why?”

“Because I hate him. And he hates me. I hope he stays in Germany forever.” Anna was feeling it more now than ever. Alex certainly didn’t care about her. He hadn’t even called after Ben died.

“I highly doubt he hates you, Anna. He wants you to go see him in Germany.”

Anna snorted. “He probably just wants to make me miserable. Besides, I’m not going.”

“You’re not going? How are you going to manage that?”

“He’s certainly not going to bother to come out here and get me. I’ll just ‘accidentally’ miss the flight and then I can stay here.”

Jenna rolled her eyes. “He’s not an idiot, Anna. He’ll make sure you get on that plane.”

“Fat chance,” Anna growled. “I won’t pack. I won’t open the door.”

“I think you should go. It will be good for you to get away.” Jenna smiled. “Don’t think of it as going to see Alex. Think of it as . . . getting away from Devin for two weeks.”

Anna opened her mouth, but her smart remark stuck in her throat. Getting away from Devin for two weeks? That was appealing. “I suppose I could think of it that way,” she said slowly. “But I’m not going to talk to Alex. I’ll sit in my room and lock the door.” She snorted. “Or maybe he’ll just stick me in the Manor and leave me there. He says his dad’s Manor is nicer than Devin’s. That the girls are happy there and stuff.”

Anna pulled into her parking spot a few minutes later. She was exhausted. This emotional roller coaster she’d been on for the last week was taking its toll.

They walked up to their apartment in silence and Anna unlocked the door. “Please, Jenna,” she pleaded as they walked in. “Don’t stay. I don’t want you to hear me.”

Jenna frowned. “Then put your phone by your bed and text me when he leaves so I can come check on you.”

“I can’t guarantee you I’ll be conscious.”

Jenna’s frown deepened. “Then I’m staying.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m here because you need someone to be here with you, Anna. You need someone to watch over you.”

“I’ll be fine. Devin won’t do anything to permanently hurt me.”

“That’s not very comforting.”

Anna sighed. “I have to go shower. Do whatever you want.” She turned and walked into her bedroom and closed the door.


Eighteen


Once inside her room, Anna started trembling. Devin was right. She had vulnerabilities now. Her friends were targets. Anytime she angered Devin, he might go after them instead of her. It would be better if she stayed away from them. But how?

She contemplated avoiding people as she sat on her bed and waited for Devin to come. She didn’t know if Jenna was still here and hoped she wasn’t.

The knock at the apartment door startled her out of her thoughts. She jumped up and quickly walked to the door to answer it. Both Devin and Ian stood in the doorway. She stared at them, trembling and clenching her fists at the same time.

“You gonna stand there all night, Baby?” Devin asked with a seductive smile.

Anna blinked in confusion. He didn’t sound angry. She stepped back to let them inside.

Devin looked around. “Is Jenna here?”

“I don’t know,” Anna whispered, fear and loathing fighting inside of her at the sight of the two men.

Devin wandered out into the living room. “Hello, Jenna,” she heard him say. “And you must be her boyfriend Matt.”

Anna didn’t hear the response either of them gave but Devin laughed. “Anna’s been sharing stories, has she?” He looked back at Anna, who backed away into Ian.

She looked up and scurried away from him, too. Ian opened his mouth to speak, eyes soft, but she turned away and stared at the floor.

Devin walked back to her and pulled her close. “Can’t we kiss and make up, Baby?” he murmured, then kissed her in just that way that made her knees weak.

Her mind rebelled but her body obeyed. His lips caressed hers and he ran his hands up and down her back. He pushed her into her bedroom and onto her bed where he untied her robe and began kissing her breasts, making her sigh and gasp. Ian came up behind and began kissing her neck and teasing her pussy. Anna moaned in response to the stimulation. Her body took over and she gave herself over to the pleasure. At least it would dull the pain.
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Devin did everything he knew to excite Anna. To make her mind give up and her body respond. He kissed and licked and sucked all her sensitive places and Ian did the same.

As angry as he was with her, he couldn’t punish her physically and risk hurting the baby. At least, not punish her in the way she deserved. Her body would protect the baby, but if he couldn’t enjoy punishing her fully, why bother? He would just stick with fucking with her mind until the spring. It was easy enough to do. Making her enjoy herself at the hands of the two men who killed the man she loved. Devin couldn’t imagine a bigger mindfuck than that.

Terrorize her then be nice. Make her body respond to him and Ian. Scare her. Isolate her. That was Devin’s plan. She would be so fucked up in a few weeks she would do anything for him.

Damn her having to go to Germany, though. He would have to work hard to get her so fucked up that even Alex couldn’t get through. Then Alex would get tired of her attitude and send her home to him. He’d see she wasn’t worth it. Hopefully. If not, Devin would find another way.

Devin knelt down before Anna and slipped his tongue inside her sweet wetness. She moaned and grasped at his hair. He knew every single spot of her pussy that made her moan. Ian knelt behind her and rimmed her ass. She cried out and gasped as the two men mercilessly pleasured her.

The two men’s tongues occasionally touched, but Devin didn’t mind. He and Ian had fucked enough times, it hardly registered. To be honest, he kind of liked it. He liked the taste of Anna on Ian’s tongue and by Ian’s reaction, the other man felt the same way.

A few minutes later both men were working her pussy. Ian worked her slit and Devin worked her clit. She wiggled and cried out, but they held her tightly and wouldn’t let her move. Not until she came, which happened a minute later. She screamed and pulled Devin’s hair as she came. Her juices flowed down into their mouths and their tongues fought for the taste.

“Please . . . ,” she whimpered as Devin sucked on her clit.

She was swollen and her clit stood erect and hard. Ian moved back to her ass and began stretching her with his fingers. She would have both of them tonight. He didn’t want it to hurt though. He wanted her screaming in pleasure for hours so that she would be sobbing in the morning, knowing she’d betrayed the man she loved with her body.

Her inner thighs were wet and her pussy dripping. He could feel it on his chin as he sucked harder. Suddenly she screamed again and tried to twist away from his mouth, but he wouldn’t let her. She came hard and he lapped up her sweetness. It was dripping down her thighs and he drew his tongue up from her knees up to the swollen lips. Her knees shook and her hands knotted in his hair.

She groaned as Ian moved another finger inside her. She needed to be stretched good for her to take them both. Devin was almost as big as Ian now and it would be a tight fit. His cock throbbed against his jeans thinking about ramming his cock into her. The swelling should have gone down by now. She didn’t seem to have had any problems with Travis earlier in the evening.

She panted and struggled to stay upright. Devin made eye contact with Ian and they laid her on the bed. After they undressed, each took a breast and sucked on the nipple, causing her to cry out. Devin continued to circle her clit with his hand and brought her to her third orgasm quickly.

He nodded to Ian again and Ian rolled on top of Anna and slowly pushed his way between her legs to lubricate his cock. She’d never had him in the ass with lubrication and was in for a pleasant surprise.

“You feel incredible,” Ian groaned as he thrust into her. His cock was slick and shimmered in the bedroom light. He truly was an impressive sight.

Anna’s eyes were closed and she met his thrusts with soft moans and mewls. Devin leaned down and kissed her and she snaked her hand around his neck and held him tightly.

When Ian pulled out she whimpered loudly and pleaded with her eyes. Ian chuckled. “Patience, hon.” He lay down on his back and pulled her on top of him, facing away.

“No, no, please Ian,” she begged. “Please don’t hurt me.”

“I won’t, hon. I stretched you out and I’m lubed. It shouldn’t hurt.” He held her by her hips and she winced as he positioned himself at her asshole.

She whimpered as he pressed her down.

“Relax, Anna. If you tighten it will hurt. I don’t want it to hurt.”

Anna took a breath and her body relaxed. Devin moved to watch her face as Ian pushed her down onto him. Her eyes got wide and her mouth opened as he slid smoothly into her ass.

She sighed as she sat down on Ian’s hips. The ecstasy was evident on her face.

Ian pulled her back to lie down and he thrust in and out a few times, making her moan loudly.

“Oh, Ian. Oh, God, yes!” she cried as he thrust in hard. She reached back and put her arms around Ian’s neck as he thrust up into her.

Devin stroked his cock as he watched. When he saw she was ready, he moved between her legs and pressed his cock inside her. He could feel Ian’s girth and the fit was tight. But she moaned and writhed in between them as he pressed himself all the way in.

“Devin . . . ,” she sighed, opening her eyes and looking at him lustfully.

“Hey, Baby,” he said softly and kissed her deeply as he and Ian began to move.

They would last for hours and would fuck her until she was exhausted. Anna’s eyes opened in surprise as another orgasm hit her. She arched back and screamed as they pumped themselves into her body, making it last for a long time. She felt incredible. She was made for this.
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Anna screamed out her umpteenth orgasm. Ian and Devin had fucked her every way she could imagine. Together. Separate. Devin fucked her ass and Ian ate her pussy, then they switched after she came. They moved back and forth between her ass and pussy, pain and pleasure, pain and pleasure. She couldn’t remember a night full of more pleasure without some sort of drug. Of course, Devin knew her body. Knew just where to kiss or touch to make her come and come hard.

They were all sweating and panting, and still they continued pulling orgasms from her body. Her throat was sore from crying out so much. Her pussy felt raw, and yet another orgasm built inside her as she rode Devin with his hands on her hips, directing her movements.

She screamed again and ground her hips into his. She saw Devin glance at Ian and then Ian was behind her, pushing his huge cock into her ass.

She moaned as he filled her. The feeling of the two men inside her was overwhelming. They rammed themselves inside her with perfect rhythm and she heard Devin groan. Would he finally come? She was surprised at how long he’d lasted.

Another orgasm built and Anna screamed. She heard Devin and Ian shout out as they emptied themselves into her body.

She collapsed onto Devin’s chest and he ran his hands over her hair. Ian kissed her shoulder before pulling himself out and rolling onto his back. Her bed was only a queen and it was a tight fit with the three of them. Devin lifted her off and rolled to his side, pulling her close. Ian scooted close and put his hand on her hip.

“Go to sleep, Baby,” Devin whispered. “You did well.”

Anna gave them a tired smile and fell asleep.


Nineteen


Anna woke with a start. The sun was up and she was alone in her bed, but evidence of the previous night’s sexual adventures was evident in the twisted sheets and the smell of Devin on her pillow. She looked around; their clothes were gone. They must have left.

Grief hit her square in the face and Anna curled up under the covers and sobbed. She had betrayed the memory of her love by having sex with the men who killed him.

It felt as if her body would explode with grief. She didn’t deserve even Ben’s memory. She was weak. How could she have enjoyed last night so much? A little voice inside her told her that she couldn’t help it, that she’d been trained that way. But she didn’t believe it. If she’d really loved Ben she would have resisted . . . somehow.

Disgust made her stomach churn. She had no self-control.

“Anna?” Jenna knocked on the door and Anna heard her door open.

Anna pushed the covers away from her face, sat up and looked at her best friend with mournful eyes.

Jenna leaned against the wall. “It sure didn’t sound like he hurt you last night.” Her eyes were narrowed and accusatory.

Anna looked down at her hands, shame making her body tingle and her stomach churn. “He didn’t,” she said softly. “He. . . . ” She sighed. “I’m a terrible person.”

Jenna came and sat next to Anna on her bed. “Anna,” Jenna said, putting her hand on Anna’s. “If I didn’t know how you had been raised I would have been disgusted. But I know what Devin did to you. Anna, he’s fucking with your head.”

Anna eyes filled with tears as she looked despondently at her friend. “No, I’m weak.”

Jenna shook her head. “I heard him say it as they were leaving. He’s trying to fuck with your head. I don’t know why.”

“I don’t know why he didn’t just hurt me. He likes to do that.” She buried her face in her hands. “I’m so ashamed. Did Matt hear?”

Jenna winced. “Yeah. He was pissed at you until I gave him more of your background. He doesn’t totally get it, but he doesn’t think you were trampling on Ben’s memory.”

Anna didn’t say anything. What could she say?

She glanced at her clock. “I need to get ready.” They needed to leave in twenty minutes.
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Anna went through the day in a daze. She preferred the numbness to the emotional roller coaster. She did her best to keep any interactions short. She had a five-minute conversation with Katherine in the afternoon about attending a performance. They decided on Thursday evening. The family would head home Friday evening, taking Ben’s body to bury him in Seattle. Anna wouldn’t go. She mumbled something about not seeing Ben in the ground, then just ended the call. Anyone else just got a nod or a head shake.

Anna only came out of her daze when she danced and then went right back into numbness. She didn’t speak to anyone, even Travis, who simply sat with her and held her hand.

Thursday passed in a similar manner. When she returned to the theater for the performance, she stayed in her dressing room except when she was needed on stage.

Ben’s family came backstage after the performance was over. They said she danced beautifully and that Ben would have been proud. She didn’t say much but was polite. Katherine hugged her hard before they left and told her that Matt would drive her to Ben’s memorial service in the morning.

Anna spent most of that night staring out her window at the lights of the city. She couldn’t even feel tired.

The numbness at least felt safe.


Twenty


Anna sat on her bed in her black dress, staring at the floor as she waited for Matt to arrive. She could hear Jenna moving around in the living room, but Anna didn’t feel like moving. She would have to once Matt arrived, but until then, she could be alone.

She twisted the ring on her finger. It was the only jewelry she wore aside from Alex’s bracelet and Devin’s necklace. She didn’t feel worthy to wear it, but Katherine had mentioned that she liked it and Anna didn’t want to disappoint her.

Matt knocked a few minutes later. Jenna answered the door and when Anna walked out into the hallway she saw Greg was there as well.

“What are you doing here?” she spat, her anger rising to the surface.

Greg looked at her sympathetically. “He was my friend too, Anna. I told Matt I’d drive you guys.”

She narrowed her eyes at him, then picked up her purse and swept past him.

“Why don’t you like Greg?” Jenna whispered as they walked together to the elevator. “You’ve been hostile to him for months.”

“Because he’s my babysitter from Alex. I don’t want anything to do with Alex, but still he’s here.”

“You like Wilhelm,” Jenna pointed out. “And Kurt.”

Anna ground her teeth. “It’s different.”

“How?”

“It just is,” Anna snapped.

Jenna put her hands up in surrender. “All right. It’s different.”
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Anna sat in the front seat of Greg’s black Avalanche, staring blankly out the front window. She refused to respond when he tried to engage her in casual conversation. He seemed amused with her, which riled her to no end.

“We’ll leave for Frankfurt right after the last show on the twenty-eighth,” Greg said, switching tactics.

Anna crossed her arms and huffed. “I’m not going.”

Greg laughed. “What do you mean you’re not going?”

She glared at him. “You heard me. I’m not going.”

“And you think you get to make this decision?”

“I’ll make a fuss at the airport and security will arrest me.”

“We’re taking the family’s new jet. There won’t be security to alert.”

Anna huffed again. “I’m still not going. I don’t want to see him.”

“See who?” Matt asked. “Where are you going?”

“I’m not going,” Anna snapped.

“Germany,” Greg answered. “Frankfurt to be exact. To see . . . a friend. And someone who can help Anna.”

Anna snorted. “Like he wants to help me.”

Greg sighed. “He does Anna. He doesn’t hate you. I don’t know where you came up with that idea.”

“Maybe because he left. Because he didn’t even bother to call me when Ben died. Because . . . ,” Anna didn’t finish her sentence. So many things.

“You’re rather rebellious for someone in your situation,” Greg commented dryly.

“I don’t care anymore.”

She turned her head and stared out the window. She wouldn’t go to Germany and that was that. Yes, it would be nice to see Wilhelm and Kurt, but to see them with their wives would be uncomfortable. She adored Wilhelm and it would be hard to be around him and not be able to curl up next to him anytime she wanted to.

She supposed because Greg said “we,” that he was coming with her. Sigh. Twelve hours being stuck with him. Maybe she could get away . . . not go home after the performance. She could go to Travis’ house, maybe. Then Greg wouldn’t be able to find her. He would have to tell Alex that he’d failed. The thought brought a smile to her lips.

“You need to make sure you get some warm clothes. They have snow in the winter.”

Anna kept staring out the window. She didn’t need warm clothes because she wasn’t going.

Greg sighed. “Jenna, can you take her shopping and make sure she has a warm coat and other things you need for snow? Alex says they’re expecting a cold winter.”

“Sure,” Jenna said.

“And she needs a formal dress, too.”

“For what?” Anna asked, curiosity getting the best of her.

Greg looked at her out of the corner of his eye. “For New Year’s.”

Anna grunted and turned away again. “I’m still not going.”

They stopped at a light and Greg grabbed her chin and turned her to face him. “Alex has ordered me to take you to Germany, and I never fail to follow his orders,” he said in a low voice. “You will be going if I have to drag you kicking and screaming onto that plane.”

Anna narrowed her eyes. “He ordered you? Are you his slave too?”

“What?” Matt exclaimed

“Don’t worry about it, Matt,” Jenna said softly.

Anna continued to glare at Greg until the light changed and he released her chin and went back to driving. He didn’t speak again, which suited her just fine.

He pulled into a parking lot about ten minutes later. Just as he did so, it began to rain and Anna sighed. It fit her mood, she supposed. Greg offered her an umbrella before she got out, but she whipped her head around and got out of the vehicle, getting drenched in the process.

She started walking towards the entrance quickly and suddenly the rain stopped falling on her. She looked up and saw Greg walking next to her with the umbrella over her head.

“I don’t need your help,” she snarled and stepped sideways back into the rain.

“Anna, you’re being ridiculous,” he said, stepping closer.

“I don’t care.” She stepped away again.

He grabbed her arm and held her firmly next to him, making her walk in step with him. “Do you want to get sick?”

“I don’t get sick,” she snapped. “I’ve never been sick.”

Greg sighed. “I didn’t know you were so difficult.”

“Then don’t bother with me.”

“It’s my job.”

“Fire your boss.”

“I respect Alex more than anyone else in the world. I will bother with you because he cares about you.” He studied her for a moment and then his face softened. “And I know you’re going through a very difficult time right now,” he added in a softer voice.

Tears filled her eyes unexpectedly and she looked down at the ground. She stopped fighting and let him lead her inside.

When they got inside Anna looked around and saw the place was very full. “Oh, God,” she said, backing into Greg as she spotted Jack across the room. She hadn’t seen him since the night she and Ben had fought.

“It’s okay, Anna,” Greg said softly. “It’s part of the reason I’m here. I’ll keep him away from you.”

Jack looked up and grinned wickedly at Anna as he walked towards her. Greg grabbed her hand and pulled her behind him.

“Who are you?” Jack asked in a cold voice.

“I am here to keep Anna safe.”

“You think I would hurt her?” Jack asked innocently.

“Yes, I do. I have no reason to think otherwise.”

There was a pause. “Ah, you must be one of Alex’s dogs.”

“Better Alex’s dog than Devin’s prince.”

“Why you fucking son-of-a-bitch . . . .” Jack growled.

“You needn’t involve my mother. She’s actually quite a nice woman.”

Anna peeked around Greg to see Jack’s face darken with anger as he glared at Greg.

“You can’t deny me my right to see Anna.”

“I can do whatever the hell I want to. I’m here on Alex’s behalf. You’re here on your own. At least I assume so.”

“Anna!” a voice called across the room. Katherine walked towards her with her arms open.

She smiled timidly at the woman she had grown very fond of since they’d met. Anna went to Katherine and hugged her.

“Oh, honey. You’re all wet. You poor thing.” Katherine looked behind Anna. “Hello, Jack. I’m so glad you were able to come.”

“Hello, Katherine. I’m so sorry for your loss.” Jack spoke to her with a timbre of respect she’d never heard from him.

“Thank you, Jack. Have you met Ben’s fiancé, Anna?”

Anna turned to face her guardian.

“Anna, this is Ben’s direct boss, Jack Koslov. Ben worked under him since he graduated college.” Katherine smiled warmly at Jack. “Didn’t he intern under you as well?”

Jack smiled. “Yes, he did.” He glanced at Anna. “Fiancé?” he raised his eyebrow in subtle mockery.

Anna looked down at the ground. How could Jack deceive so many people? Obviously, Ben hadn’t told his mother everything. She glanced at Greg who was watching Jack like a hawk.

“Greg, I’m so glad you could come as well. Thank you for bringing Anna and Matt.”

“My pleasure, Katherine,” Greg said with a gracious smile.

Katherine took Anna’s hand and led her around the building, introducing her as Ben’s fiancé. Every time she said that Anna wanted to cry. She saw Aaron and Travis in the crowd and introduced Katherine to them. By the time she sat next to Katherine and Dave in the front row of the church, the tears were spilling over onto her cheeks. She stared at the picture of Ben displayed at the front of the room. His handsome smile and bright eyes made her heart ache so unbearably.

Oh, it was so much easier to be angry. Sadness felt so out of control. Anger seemed easier. But it was harder to maintain. Her tears always came anyway.

Many people went to the front to talk about Ben. Several aunts and uncles spoke of his childhood. His colleagues spoke highly of him. His dad broke down and couldn’t finish. It was heart-wrenching to watch.

The whole time they were speaking, the voice in Anna’s head kept up the mantra: It’s all my fault. It’s all my fault. All these people are miserable because of me. It’s all my fault.

The only time she didn’t have tears rolling down her cheeks was when Jack got up to speak. She stared at him with all the hatred she could muster. Surely he had something to do with Ben’s death.

When it was over, she walked with the family out to the foyer.

“Anna,” Katherine said in a quiet voice. “Do you know Jack? You looked like you were going to be sick while he was talking.”

Anna looked at Katherine, debating whether she should tell her the truth. Slowly she nodded. “He’s my guardian.”

Katherine looked at her for a long moment. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

Anna looked away. “We don’t . . . get along very well.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” She looked sympathetic. “Ben always spoke highly of him. Did he know?”

Anna shook her head. “Not until . . . the night we fought. I didn’t know they knew each other.”

Katherine looked thoughtful. “Didn’t you say he raised you after your parents died?”

“Yes.”

Katherine looked across the room at Jack, standing amongst a group of men. She narrowed her eyes. “He abused you, didn’t he?”

“How . . . ?”

“Ben said you’d been abused as a child. It could only be him.”

Anna took both of Katherine’s hands. “Katherine, please. Don’t let him know you know.”

“Why? A child abuser should go to jail.”

“He won’t. Trust me. Don’t confront him. Just . . . let it go. Otherwise. . . . ” Anna swallowed. “I don’t want anything to happen to you.” She stared intently into Katherine’s eyes, willing her to understand.

Slowly, Katherine nodded. “All right, Anna.”

Anna sighed in relief.


Twenty-One


Anna went directly into her dressing room when she got to the theater later that day. She lay down on the couch in the dark and cried. She couldn’t stop.

There was a knock on the door and it opened when she didn’t respond. Anna squinted as the light from the hallway spilled in and she saw Aaron standing in the doorway. When he saw her, he went to her quickly and hugged her.

“Why are you crying?” he asked quietly.

She shrugged.

“I guess that was a stupid question, huh? I’m sorry, Anna.” He closed the door and turned on the light, then went back to the couch and pulled her into his lap. He rocked her as she cried.

Another knock a bit later turned out to be Travis. “Hey, Anna,” he said, sitting down on the couch next to them. He squeezed her hand while she cried.

“Are you okay?” Travis asked when her tears had subsided a while later.

She nodded. She felt better after her cry.

“You’ve been through a lot, Anna. It’s okay to be upset.” Travis squeezed her hand. “If I’m making it hard to manage your emotions, tell me. We don’t have to keep . . . uh,” he glanced at Aaron.

“Keep what?” Aaron asked with a raised brow.

Anna sat up and looked at Aaron. “He helps me feel better.”

“How?”

“Sex,” she answered simply and then winced, waiting for his reaction.

Anna saw a myriad of emotions in Aaron’s eyes. “Are you guys dating?” he asked softly.

Anna’s eyes widened. “What?” She shook her head adamantly. “No. No, I can’t . . . I won’t date anyone . . . ever again.” She twisted the ring on her finger. Never again.

Both guys looked at her strangely. “That’s kinda extreme, don’t ya think?” Travis asked.

Anna shook her head slowly. “I can’t get too attached to anyone. Or Devin will . . . .” She trailed off. “I have to focus on what Devin wants, not what I want. Otherwise, people get hurt.”

Silence filled the room. Anna knew Aaron still loved her. She loved him, too. But she could never date him again, or Devin would kill him, too.

Her eyes filled with tears. “Can you guys leave? I need some time to myself.” She stood up and stared at the ground, twisting her fingers around each other.

They both nodded and stood.

“Anna, if you need anything . . . ,” Aaron said, putting his hands on her shoulders. “You know I still . . . care about you, right?”

Anna nodded and gave him a sad smile. “I know.”

Travis kissed her on the cheek and then they both left.

Anna lay back down on the couch and cried. When would the pain go away? She didn’t remember the pain from her parents’ death. Anytime she got sad, Jack or Devin distracted her. Maybe if she kept distracting herself, this pain would go away, too.

She stood a few minutes later and went across the hall to see if Travis was there. He opened the door and looked at her with a concerned expression.

“Distract me?” she asked in a soft voice, blinking away tears.

Travis peeked his head out, looked around the empty hallway, then pulled her inside.
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Later, Anna warmed up and tried to psych herself up for the afternoon show. She met Travis backstage during intermission and they went through a few steps together. When he ran his finger across her belly along the front edge of her pants, she shivered and felt heat shoot through her veins.

“There’s the expression I was looking for,” he whispered. “I was afraid you wouldn’t seduce me this afternoon.”

She gave him a small smile. Numbness gave way to desire. Desire felt better than anything. Desire took the pain away. This she had been taught by both Devin and Jack.

After their dance, Travis pushed Anna up against the cool brick wall in his dressing room and buried his cock deep inside her. One calf rested on his shoulder while the toes of the other foot barely touched the floor, and she clung to his damp shoulders as they moved together.

“Harder, Travis,” she moaned. “Harder.”

He rammed himself into her, capturing her mouth with his to muffle their moans and cries.

She gave a muffled screech against his mouth as she came and she felt his cock throb inside her. He groaned against her cries, and then rested his head against the cool wall behind her.

“Are we going to do this every time?” she asked, gasping for breath.

Travis chuckled. “I’m game if you are.”

Anna smiled. “I can actually say this is a new experience for me. That doesn’t happen very often.”

“Happy to oblige.” He shivered as he pulled out and brought her leg down to the ground. “We’ll be having a lot of sex if we do it every time.”

Anna bit his nipple. “Is that a bad thing?”

He groaned. “Not at all.” He lifted her chin with his finger. “Although I do have this fantasy about getting you in my shower and taking you from behind.”

“Sounds fun.”

A glint appeared in his eye and he turned her around so that her body was pressed against the cool bricks. He held her hands above her head and slid his other hand down her back and to the cleft of her ass. He went lower and caressed the tight ring of muscle. “I want to take you here,” he murmured against her shoulder.

Anna moaned and nodded. “Yes, please.”

He dipped his finger into her pussy and then pressed against her ass. “You want it?” he whispered.

Anna nodded. “Yes,” she moaned. She sighed as his finger breached the entrance. “Oh, Travis . . . .”

“Come home with me tonight,” he whispered urgently, releasing her hands and reaching forward to caress her breast and finger fuck her ass.

She moaned and nodded.

“Good.” He removed his finger and stepped away. “We need to wash up and get dressed.”

As they were getting dressed, an alarming thought came to mind. “Travis, will you get into trouble for sleeping with me?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, because I’m an Elder-Mistress . . . Devin said only certain men were allowed to touch me.”

He shrugged. “My dad said it’s fine. I asked. I’m kinda part slave and part normal person.”

“I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.” He looked her up and down. “Ready?”

She glanced in the mirror and adjusted her hair, then nodded.

They made their way backstage and waited for their cue for the finale.
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Anna took a nap between performances on the couch in her dressing room. She woke up feeling much more refreshed than she had this morning. She washed her face and went out to get some dinner, then returned and got ready for the evening performance.

When they finished their dance, Anna expected Travis to drag her back to his dressing room as usual, but he smiled at her and took her to the green room and sat down.

She sat down next to him. “Why aren’t we going to your dressing room?”

He grinned. “Because I want to save it for when we get to my house.”

Anna groaned. Her pussy was throbbing. “You’re mean,” she pouted.

Travis laughed. “Hardly. I told you it was hard dancing with a hard-on. I have to do it again in a little while.”

She gave him a seductive smile. “Then why don’t you let me take care of it for you?”

“Tempting. But I don’t want to have to get dressed afterward.” He leaned in towards her ear. “I plan on fucking you until we both fall asleep tonight. I want to keep my brothers awake with your screaming.”
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An eternity later, Travis pulled into the driveway of a cute little three-story house in Haight Ashbury.

“It’s cute,” Anna said. Travis grimaced.

“My dad got a good deal on it,” he explained.

His brothers, Cody and Lane, were watching TV when they walked in. They grinned as Travis brought her inside.

“Lane, Cody, this is Anna. Anna, my brothers, Lane, and Cody.”

Though she could tell they were brothers, their coloring was very different. Lane had red hair and freckles and was shorter than Travis’ six-foot one frame. Cody looked as if he spent a healthy amount of time outside, with blond hair and brown eyes.

Without any further ado, Travis took Anna directly into the bathroom and turned the water on in the shower. As it was warming up, he pulled her close and kissed her, pulling her shirt off as he did so. They undressed each other and then got into the shower.

Anna saw a bottle of body wash and poured some onto a washcloth. She then rubbed the cloth all over Travis, making him groan as her hands explored his body. When she was done, he did the same to her, rubbing her all over. She was panting by the time he was done. They rinsed off under the running water and then Travis gently pushed her against the wall with her front pressed against the warm tiles.

He kissed her neck and ran his hands over her breasts and belly, then dipped his finger into her throbbing pussy several times before moving back to her ass.

She moaned as he moved his finger in and out of her ass, stretching and caressing the muscle until she relaxed. When she was ready, he held her arms over her head with one hand and pushed his cock against her ass as he held her hip.

She winced as he pressed forward, expecting it to hurt, but as he moved in, she sighed. It didn’t hurt at all. His chest pressed against her back as he filled her to the hilt.

“Travis . . . ,” she moaned.

He held her firmly as he began moving in and out. His finger found her clit and he began rubbing the erect nub.

She moaned again as she felt herself on the brink.

“You feel so incredible, Anna,” he whispered in a hoarse voice. “I could do this with you all night.”

“Mmm,” Anna moaned. “Oh, God. I’m going to come!” she exclaimed.

“Come for me, sweetheart. Come hard for me.”

Heat exploded from his caresses and she rose up on her toes as she cried out loudly, bucking her hips against him. She heard him curse and he pressed in deeper as he came as well.

He leaned against her for a moment, then he pulled out of her and they enjoyed more cleansing, relaxing, and caresses before he turned off the water. They dried off and fell onto his bed, which was little more than a mattress on the floor, covered in wrinkled blankets. But the mattress was very comfortable and she snuggled close to him.

“Mmm, I like this better than the dressing room,” Travis said as he pulled Anna against him.

She smiled. “I like not having to rush out to dance right away.”

“I agree.” He turned her over onto her side and pressed his front to her back. He nipped at her neck. “Too bad we can’t play hooky tomorrow.”

“I think people might notice if we’re not there.”

“Yeah. And that photographer’s supposed to be there tomorrow too.”

Anna turned back to him. “Photographer?”

Travis chuckled. “Weren’t you paying attention when Isaak talked to us tonight?”

She shook her head.

“Dance Magazine. They’re coming to photograph the matinee tomorrow.”

“Really?”

“You really are out of it when you’re not dancing, aren’t you?”

Anna sighed. “I’m sorry. I just . . . it’s easier to stay numb.”

Travis pulled her close. “I know. I had a hard time when my mom died. It’s much more pleasant to have sex than feel the hurt. I get it. Probably more than anyone else around here.”

“Your mom died?”

Travis grimaced. “Well, she was eliminated when I was sixteen. I just say ‘died’ because I can’t explain what elimination means to outsiders.”

Anna’s heart ached for Travis’ pain. She cradled his cheek. “I’m so sorry, Travis.”

He shrugged. “It was a long time ago. I knew it would happen and my dad gave me a chance to say goodbye.”

Anna bit her lip. “How does elimination happen?”

Travis gave her a wry smile. “He just gives them a shot. Lethal injection, I guess. And she died peacefully. Dad let me be there because I asked. We held her hand and she smiled at me as she died.” He grimaced again. “I was her only son. She was in her late thirties. They normally don’t last that long, but she kept having healthy babies. And my dad cared about her.”

He was quiet for a few minutes. “Her last pregnancy was really tough and she almost died giving birth. Dad said that they talked about it and came to the decision together.” He glanced at Anna. “She’d given him seventeen healthy girls. And me.” He smiled.

“Were they all his daughters?”

Travis shook his head. “Nah. He rarely parented any of the babies. He would choose different brothers to mate with her. Same as all the breeders. The Elders are very good at getting what they want out of the girls born in the Manor.”

“So how did you end up being a dancer?” Anna asked, changing the subject. She didn’t want to think about parents right now.

“Dad has the girls all learn some sort of dance. So they’re more graceful and stuff. I think it also helps them feel better about themselves. I snuck into the ballet classes when I was younger because my mom liked to go to them, except when she was at the end of a pregnancy. When Dad saw I had talent, he had me start taking lessons outside the Manor and eventually I ended up here.”

“Your dad seems . . . like a really nice guy.” So much nicer than Devin. “I liked him when I met him in DC.”

“He is.”

Anna snuggled close and he wrapped his arm around her. She yawned.

“Tired?”

“Yeah. I hardly slept last week.”

Travis pulled her closer. “I can imagine,” he said softly. “Go to sleep. You need your rest.”


Twenty-Two


As Anna locked her apartment door Friday morning, Greg came out of his apartment. It was after Christmas and they were supposed to leave for Germany on Sunday, and Anna had been avoiding him like the plague.

“Are you packed?” he asked her, leaning casually against the doorframe.

“I think you know the answer to that,” she said in an even voice without looking at him.

“So you’ve been a good girl and bought everything you needed and are packed and ready to go?” he asked in a mocking voice.

“No,” Jenna interjected. “She wouldn’t let me take her shopping.”

Jenna had tried to get Anna to go shopping with her on their Mondays off, but Anna refused. She still planned to refuse the trip to Germany. Travis reluctantly agreed to let her stay with him so that Greg couldn’t find her. He worried about betraying Alex, but he also understood that Anna felt hurt by Alex. Whenever he’d tried to encourage her to give Alex a chance, she grew hostile.

Anna glared at Jenna then looked coolly at Greg. “I told you. I’m not going.”

“Why are you being so difficult, Anna?”

Anna jumped at the unexpected voice and looked towards Greg’s apartment. Seth stood in the doorway, smiling at her with his hands on his hips.

“Seth!” Anna exclaimed and started to go to him, then stopped herself. He worked for Alex, too. Going to him would be conceding to Alex’s wishes. She stood, looking at him and fighting with herself. She wanted to go to him, but didn’t at the same time.

“Ouch,” Seth said softly, his brown eyes sad, his tone wistful. “What happened to you, Anna?”

“Life,” she answered bitterly.

Seth pushed past Greg and pulled Anna into his arms. “C’mon, sweetie. What have I ever done to deserve your anger?”

She allowed him to hold her and she slowly relaxed into his embrace. She knew and trusted Seth. And she adored him.

“Why don’t you want to go to Germany?” Seth asked softly, petting her hair.

Anna shrugged. Seth’s warm embrace made her doubt her resolution to stay away from Alex. Would Seth work for someone who was as awful as she had been thinking Alex was? It was possible, but unlikely. But with how she had been treating Alex . . . . Oh, he would be so angry with her. Would he punish her?

“Alex will be so angry with me,” she mumbled into Seth’s shirt. “I’ve been so disrespectful to him.”

“No, Anna,” Seth said in a soothing voice. “He will be thrilled to have you with him.”

She looked up at him. “But I’ve been so rude. And disobedient. I haven’t gotten anything that I was told to get for the trip.” She swallowed nervously. “He got angry with me at Christmas.”

Alex had called her on Christmas Eve, but she wouldn’t answer the phone. He ended up calling Aaron and had him give her the phone. She had given him a spectacular ice-queen treatment, and he had told her to grow up and behave. She’d hung up on him, and then in retrospective terror at her audacity, she’d cowered in a corner for an hour afterward, afraid he would somehow reach across the ocean to punish her.

Seth stroked her cheek. “And he was furious with himself the rest of the day. As was Wilhelm,” he added with a chuckle. “Anna, he’s been running himself ragged to get everything perfect for your arrival. He was exhausted and, frankly, hurt at your hostility.”

“Hurt?”

She had a hard time imagining Alex being hurt by anything; especially by a little girl like herself. But Alex was human, she supposed. He’d been nervous the first time he asked her to dinner. And he’d been so kind to her before . . . before he abandoned her. She buried her face in Seth’s shirt.

But why hadn’t he called her when all the horrible things happened? Why had he been so cold when he came out for the student performance? If he cared about her, as he claimed, why hadn’t he come back? Why had he left her alone with Devin? Why didn’t he call when Ben was killed?

Did any of her questions really matter? Anna bit her lip.

The bottom line was that she was Alex’s slave. Even Wilhelm had pointed out that she needed to obey him. She was being disobedient and deserved to be punished. Maybe he would do it quickly and then leave her in the Manor. At least she’d be away from Devin.

“I’m not packed,” she said, resigning herself to leaving. “I don’t have any warm clothes to take.”

Seth cupped her chin. “Tell you what. If you promise not to make poor Greg here drag you kicking and screaming onto the plane, I will find someone to get you what you need.”

“Really?” Her eyes glimmered with hope and shame.

“Yes,” he smiled, tapping her nose affectionately. “Now go before Jenna has a heart attack.”

Anna looked over to see Jenna watching her anxiously and tapping her foot. “Sorry, Jenna.”


Twenty-Three


Anna no longer felt angry about going to Germany. Despite everyone’s assurances, she was petrified that he would punish her for her disobedience on Christmas Eve. Her stomach churned at the thought of his anger. It never failed to strike unreasoning terror into her heart.

Anna went home between shows the next afternoon. Her body ached and she wanted to sleep and cry at the same time. She didn’t really have an especially good reason for wanting to cry. Aside from the normal stuff going on in her life, she’d even been able to sleep better this last week.

Seth was in her apartment with a petite blonde woman when Anna arrived home. The woman was putting clothing into Anna’s suitcase.

“Anna, this is Kaitlyn. Kaitlyn, this is Anna. Kaitlyn’s been shopping non-stop since I called her yesterday.”

“Hello,” Anna said softly.

Kaitlyn greeted her with a cheerful smile. “Hello, Anna. How are you doing?”

Anna shrugged. “Okay.”

“Anna, are you getting stubborn again?” Seth teased.

She bit her lip, not wanting Seth to tell Alex she’d been stubborn. “No, I’m just so tired. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think I was getting sick. Jenna got the flu just before Nutcracker started and I feel like she said she felt.”

Kaitlyn laughed. “It’s not unheard of to get sick. Especially this time of year.”

“I’ve never been sick.”

“Never?” Kaitlyn looked at her in amazement.

“Never. I don’t think I can get sick.”

Seth looked at her curiously. “Maybe you’re more human than you thought.”

“Maybe. I don’t know anything about . . . that kind of stuff, though.” She glanced at a portable rack that Kaitlyn had apparently brought in. Hanging on the end was a beautiful pale green chiffon dress with appliqué roses on the full skirt and hips.

“Oh, how beautiful . . . ,” Anna said softly, walking over to it. “This is for me?”

“For New Year’s Eve,” Seth said.

Anna reached out to touch the soft fabric. “It’s one of the most beautiful dresses I’ve ever seen.”

“I was lucky they had one in your size,” Kaitlyn said. “I saw it and thought it would be perfect. Do you want to try it on?”

Anna nodded, grinning suddenly.

“Go ahead. It’s your dress.”

Anna giggled as she took it into the bathroom. She pulled her clothes off quickly and stepped into the dress. She reached behind but couldn’t zip it up. “Kaitlyn?”

Kaitlyn smiled when she saw her. “Beautiful. I had them check the measurements so we’d know if they would need to make adjustments once you got to Germany, but it was perfect for you.” She took the zipper and began zipping it, and then frowned. Anna felt it too. It was tight. Too tight. “That doesn’t make any sense,” Kaitlyn said softly. “I saw them measure it. This is from a very reputable store.”

Anna looked at herself in the mirror. Had she gained weight? The top of her costume had felt a little tight yesterday and this morning, but she hadn’t thought much about it.

“Can you suck in your stomach?”

Anna inhaled and sucked in as far as she could and Kaitlyn got the zipper up over her waist, but it was tight again at her breasts.

“I don’t understand,” Kaitlyn frowned. “Anna, I am so sorry. I don’t know what happened.”

“What’s wrong?” Seth poked his head into the bathroom.

“It’s too tight,” Anna said, looking up at him with frightened eyes. “I must have gained some weight.” Would Alex be angry at her for getting fat?

Kaitlyn unzipped the dress. “There is material here to let it out a bit. Or I can take it back and see if they have a bigger size. They must have measured wrong. That’s the only thing that makes sense.”

Anna gasped for breath. “I can’t wear it like that. It hurts.” She put her clothes back on and went to sit on the bed. She was gaining weight. But how? Whenever she thought about eating, she started to feel sick. She’d hardly been eating.

“Let me call the store,” Kaitlyn said, pulling out her phone and walking into the other room.

“Am I getting fat?” Anna asked Seth.

Seth laughed. “I don’t think that’s possible Anna.” He looked at her. “If anything, you look thinner than before I left. Have you been eating?”

Anna shook her head. “Nothing sounds good.”

He frowned. “You need to eat. Especially dancing as you are.”

“I’ll try. I’ve been so nervous and angry, my appetite is just messed up.”

Kaitlyn returned a few minutes later. “They have one in a size larger. Do you want me to get it?”

Anna looked at the dress wistfully. “It’s so pretty.”

“Anna, women’s clothing is not consistent and things happen. Maybe they accidentally grabbed the wrong dress to wrap or something.” She patted Anna’s knee. “Don’t worry about it. Our bodies are weird sometimes, too. I can’t fit into half of my clothes when I’m PMS-ing.”

Anna smiled at the encouragement, though she’d never had PMS. She began to feel sick again and lay down on her bed as Kaitlyn showed her the clothes she had bought. All warm stuff. Fur lined. Wool. Stuff Anna never worried about in San Francisco.
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When Anna went back to the theater that evening, she was exhausted. She got some dinner on the way, but couldn’t bring herself to eat it.

“Travis, am I getting fat?” she asked after he dragged her into his dressing room.

He undid her top. “No way. Why?” He sucked a nipple into his mouth and Anna moaned.

“I tried on a dress that should have fit today but didn’t.”

Travis stepped back and studied her. “I dunno. You look kinda . . . different, but definitely not fat.” He grinned. “Your breasts seem bigger though.” He stepped forward and caressed them. “I like it.”

“They’re really bigger?”

He picked her up and sat on the couch with her on his lap. He took a nipple into his mouth and sucked on it.

“Yes,” he murmured. “And I like it. Very, very much. I’m going to miss you when you leave.”

Anna leaned forward and hugged him. “I’m going to miss you, too.”
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Anna went home anticipating sleeping alone for the first time in a long time. She was crawling into bed when the door unlocked and opened. Thinking it was Jenna, she poked her head out. But it wasn’t Jenna. It was Devin.

“Devin?” she asked, surprised.

“It’s your last night home, Baby. I wanted to come see you.”

She smiled nervously at him. “O-okay.” She had lost her anger at Devin for killing Ben. It had been replaced with fear. Fear of what he would do to someone else she cared about, what he threatened to do whenever she started to get angry.


Twenty-Four


Anna’s body ached the morning after Devin’s visit. Cruel lovemaking was the only way to describe it. He didn’t hurt her in any specific way that she could remember, she just knew that it hurt.

She took a long hot shower and felt a little better. Maybe she really was getting sick. She certainly felt strange. Pain usually came from sex, not from within her own body.

Anna tried not to think about her departure as she went about her day. Her nerves were raw and she snapped a few times at Travis. Thankfully, he was understanding and distracted her as best he could. He was very talented at distracting her.

When they took their final bows, Anna felt herself close to tears. She was leaving the country for the first time in her life. Alex would certainly be angry at her. Why wouldn’t he be? She had been so rude and disrespectful.

Seth was waiting for her in her dressing room. He had joked about wanting to make sure that she didn’t chicken out on him, but with the way she was feeling, if he hadn’t been there, she might have run away.

“I’ve brought you your things so you can shower,” Seth said, pointing to a bag.

“Shower? I thought I was going to clean up once we were on the plane.”

“There was a delay with the jet being finished so we’re flying commercial. Didn’t Greg tell you?”

Anna shook her head.

Seth laughed. “Well, maybe he did and you just weren’t listening.”

She made a face at him and began to get ready. Kaitlyn had bought her a travel skirt suit, which was a little tight, but manageable. She had to be gaining weight; Kaitlyn couldn’t have bought this in the wrong size too. Even her bras were tight. She was overfilling the cups.

It was another thing that Alex would probably be angry about when he saw her.

She walked out of the bathroom and looked nervously at Seth, who was lounging on the couch and playing with his phone.

“You okay?” he asked.

She nodded, unable to trust that her voice wouldn’t betray her fear. Maybe if she behaved herself, Seth would tell Alex she’d been good and it might diffuse his anger a little.

They made their way through the back of the theater and out to where the limo waited for them. “Two whole weeks?” she asked as they stepped inside.

“Two whole weeks,” Seth confirmed. “I think you’ll enjoy yourself more than you think you will.”

“Is Alex going to put me in the Manor?”

Seth laughed. “Why would he do that?”

Anna shrugged and turned back to look out the window.

“We’ll be at the airport in about twenty minutes,” Greg told her. He’d been waiting in the limo.

Anna’s head drooped, and by the time they pulled up to the main terminal, she was almost asleep. The airport was busy, even though it was after ten o‘clock. They walked up to the first-class counter and Greg handed the lady a handful of documents.

“Lufthansa flies straight through to Frankfurt so you’ll be able to get a good night’s sleep on the flight,” Seth said. “We’ll be there Monday night.”

“Monday?”

Seth smiled. “It’s an eleven-hour flight and there’s a nine-hour time difference. But we’ll gain the day back when we come home.”

“You’re bringing me home, too?”

Seth didn’t say anything for a minute. He looked hesitant. “Yes,” he said after a moment.

Anna frowned in confusion as Seth turned to Greg and spoke in German. Greg shook his head and responded in German, then shrugged.

The lady behind the counter smiled broadly at the two handsome men as she handed the documents back to Greg. “Have a wonderful trip.”

“Here.” Greg handed Anna a small blue book with an eagle on the front.

“What’s this?” Anna asked, looking at the book.

“Your passport. You’ll need it when we go through security.”

“Passport? I don’t have a passport.” Anna opened the book and sure enough, there was her picture along with the necessary personal information.

“You do now,” Seth grinned. “Alex took care of it.”

Anna looked back at the book. She thought it was hard to get a passport.

“Let’s go,” Seth said.

Greg spoke quietly with a man in a security uniform and then accompanied the three travelers to the security line. The man led them right to the front of the first-class security line that she’d gone through with Devin. The man murmured something about diplomatic service to the TSA agent standing there.

“Anna, take your shoes off and your jacket and put them in the bin with your carry-on,” Seth instructed as he did the same thing. When he took his suit jacket off, Anna saw he had a holster with a gun.

“You carry a gun?” she whispered. She glanced at Greg, who was showing the TSA agent some sort of badge and removing his holster from his shoulders.

“Always, Anna,” Seth said.

Anna could hear people talking behind her about them. Her cheeks burned as she took off her jacket and shoes and put them in a bin as Seth had told her. “I thought you couldn’t carry weapons on planes.”

“Most people can’t. We can.” Seth grinned.

“Why?”

“Alex is considered a diplomat. We work for him. We can do lots of things that other people can’t.”

“But I’m not a diplomat.”

Seth smiled at her but didn’t say anything.

The TSA agent finished examining Greg’s document and Greg walked through the metal detector and it beeped. Another agent used a wand on him. He said something to the agent and lifted his pant leg slightly.

“Miss?”

Anna looked back to the first agent who was motioning for her to step forward.

“Identification?”

She nervously handed him her passport. He looked at it and gave her a friendly smile. “Thank you,” he said, handing it back to her. “Go on through.”

She stepped through. Nothing happened, which she took for a good thing. She put her shoes and jacket on as Seth went through the same motions that Greg had. Greg stood nearby and when she glanced at him, he smiled at her. She watched Seth talk to the agent and then he was able to get dressed.

“Ready?” Seth asked, straightening his tie.

She nodded silently. She hadn’t known they carried guns. It was kind of intimidating. Ian didn’t carry a gun. Why would they need to? Especially around her. She was nobody special. At least outside the Brotherhood.

Seth put his arm around her as they walked. “Anna, we have guns to protect you. There’s nothing to worry about.”

“Why would you need a gun to protect me?”

Seth shrugged. “Countless reasons. It’s always better to be prepared.”

“You carry them when you’re with Alex too?”

“Yup.”

“Why doesn’t Wilhelm have bodyguards?”

“He does when he needs one.”

“But Alex needs one all the time?”

Seth grimaced. “Anna, it’s better if you ask Alex these questions.”

Anna pulled away and looked at the ground as they walked. Sometimes she thought it would be better if she just didn’t think up so many questions.

They went to the First-Class lounge. It was nicer than the one she had gone into with Devin. They walked to an area with comfortable looking leather chairs and Anna curled up in one of them.

“It’ll be about a half hour and then we’ll be able to board,” Greg said, settling into the chair across from her.

“Do you want something to eat, Anna?” Seth asked, setting her bag next to her. “You can put your passport away now.”

Anna put her passport in the outer pocket of her carry-on bag. She shook her head. “I’m not really hungry.” Her stomach was churning and the thought of food made her want to throw up.

“Did you eat dinner?”

Anna shook her head. “I wasn’t hungry.”

Seth sighed and stood up. He looked at Greg. “I’m going to go get her something to eat. You want something?”

“Coke?”

When Seth left, she looked at Greg. “I’m sorry I’ve been so difficult, Greg.”

He looked surprised, and then his face softened into an affectionate smile. “It’s all right, Anna. I know things have been tough for you lately. I’m sorry I wasn’t more sympathetic.”

Seth returned a few minutes later with a sandwich for Anna. She eyed it warily. Not because it didn’t look good, but because her stomach felt so queasy. She glanced at Seth and then took a bite for his sake. The taste somehow calmed her stomach and she finished it quickly. Seth watched her with an amused expression on his face.

They boarded the plane a half hour later and walked up a staircase to the first-class section. The area was configured with one seat next to each of the windows and two in the middle. Anna sat in the first window seat, Seth sat across the aisle and Greg sat behind her. After she was situated, she curled her legs under her and stared out the window, blinking to try and stay awake.

The flight attendant came by and offered her a drink while they waited to depart. “I’ll be happy to turn down your bed as soon as we’re in the air,” she said with a pleasantly accented voice.

“That would be great,” Anna responded. “Thanks.”

Anna stood and looked around as people settled in. The flight attendants took coats and brought drinks.

“Anna, why don’t you sit down?” Seth suggested gently. “You can stand while the plane is in the air.”

“If I sit I’ll fall asleep,” she answered, then looked at him, wondering if he thought she was being stubborn. “Is it okay if I stand?” she asked humbly.

Seth nodded, concern in his eyes.

It seemed like forever before the fasten seatbelt light came on. Anna was feeling sick to her stomach again. She was nervous about flying and nervous about the trip.

“Are you all right?” The flight attendant asked. Her name tag read, “Inga.”

“My stomach’s a little upset,” she admitted.

“Have you flown before?”

“Only once.”

Inga smiled. “Let me see if I can find something to settle your stomach. I will be right back.”

She returned a few minutes later with a glass of water and a package of Alka-Seltzer. She also had some peppermints. “This should help. Peppermint is also good for nausea.”

Anna smiled gratefully at her. “Thank you,” she said.

“We will be leaving shortly.” She pointed to a white bag in the pocket next to her. “If you need to vomit, use that.”

Anna hoped she wouldn’t need it. She had only thrown up a few times in her life and it had never been pleasant. As the plane backed away from the terminal she dumped the tablets into the water and watched them dissolve. She was so tired, the bubbles floating to the surface mesmerized her.

Through the overhead speakers came the muffled voice of the pilot, speaking first in German, then in English. They would be arriving in Frankfurt at eight twenty-seven Monday night. Anna’s stomach lurched as the plane moved. She took a drink of the fizzy water and grimaced.

“It will help your stomach, Anna,” Seth said, giving her a sympathetic look. “Just drink it fast.”

Anna nodded, took a deep breath and downed the drink in several big gulps. Seth was right. By the time the plane rose into the air, she wasn’t feeling nauseous anymore. She still felt nervous, but didn’t think she’d need that little white bag anytime soon.

Once they were airborne, the flight attendants set to work adjusting people’s seats so they could sleep. Inga came over to Anna’s seat and Anna stood while her seat was changed into a bed.

“Are you feeling better?” Inga asked as she placed the pillow and duvet on Anna’s seat-turned-bed.

“Yes, thank you. The drink helped immensely.”

Inga smiled. “Good. If you need another one, just ask.”

Anna snuggled into her “bed” and closed her eyes. She was asleep within seconds.


Twenty-Five


Alex tapped his foot impatiently as the limo sped along the highway towards Frankfurt.

“Alex, tapping your foot will not make the car go any faster,” his father said, looking amused.

“I can’t help it, Vati. I’m nervous.”

Vati chuckled. “I’ve not seen you nervous like this in a very long time.”

“What if she’s still angry with me? What if she takes one look at me and gets back on the plane?”

Vati outright laughed this time. “I don’t think that’s legal, son.”

Alex gave him an exasperated look. “You know what I mean, Vati.”

“Didn’t Seth say that she wasn’t angry anymore? His presence seemed to soften her up a little. I’m sure it’s still working. And if she is still angry, then you’ll just have to work harder to win her over.”

“You’ve never had a problem winning a woman over, Alex,” his mother said with a smile.

“Anna’s never been angry before,” Alex said, leaning his head back and looking at the roof. “You said yourself that she was different, Vati. But how different? What if she never forgives me for leaving her?”

“I think you’re being a bit melodramatic, Alex,” Mutti said. “If she didn’t care about you, she wouldn’t be angry. People don’t get angry at people they don’t care about.”

Alex sighed and ran his hands through his hair. Greg had commented on the change in Anna from Seth being there. Alex knew that Anna adored Seth, and Alex was glad that he had sent him to attend to her. Especially now that she had stopped resisting the travel.

And the three of them were safely on the plane and would be arriving within the hour. Alex’s heart pounded in his chest as he anticipated seeing Anna again for the first time since August. This time he would be able to tell her everything.
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Anna’s eyes shot open and she grabbed her stomach. She reached around for the bag that Inga had pointed to the night before and barely got it open before the contents of her stomach lurched up into her mouth. Seth jumped out of his seat and was next to her in an instant. He pushed the call button and helped Anna hold the bag as she coughed and threw up again.

Inga saw what was going on and brought Anna some cool towels to wipe her face after she was finished. The bag was taken away and Seth held her while he wiped her face and neck and hands.

“You okay?” Seth asked gently.

Anna nodded. “I feel much better,” she said with a weak smile. She glanced up at Seth. “I’m sorry. Did I wake you?”

Seth shook his head. “I’ve been up for a while. We’ll be landing soon and I was contemplating waking you anyway. I guess your stomach did it for me.”

“Is she okay?” Greg asked from behind.

“Yeah,” Seth said, without looking at him.

Anna felt shaky, but she felt better rested than she had in weeks. It amazed her how well she had slept on an airplane.

“There are toothbrushes in the bathroom if you would like to brush your teeth,” Inga said softly.

Anna looked up and gave her a grateful smile. “Yeah. I think that would be good.”

Seth helped her to her feet and made sure she made it to the bathroom. When Anna emerged fifteen minutes later, she felt human again. She had even put on some makeup that had been in a little kit she’d received after boarding the plane.

Seth looked up and smiled when he saw her. “There’s my pretty girl. You look much better.”

Anna blushed. “I feel much better.” She walked back to her seat, which had been brought back to the seated position.

“Would you like something to eat?” Inga asked after Anna sat down.

Anna nodded. “Yes, please. I’m hungry.” For the first time in a long while.
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Alex jumped as his phone buzzed in his pocket. It was a text from Greg. He hurriedly pushed the screen to read the message.

Anna’s sick. She threw up but seems okay now.

Alex frowned at his phone. “Vati, can half-Immortals get sick?” He looked at his father.

Vati looked thoughtful for a moment. “Not that I’m aware. Unless they’re away from their home for too long. Why?”

“Seth told me that Anna hadn’t been feeling well and not eating. I just got a text from Greg saying that she got sick on the plane. I didn’t think they got sick either.”

Vati frowned. “That is odd. She’s only been gone for less than a day and she’s coming to you. She shouldn’t be vulnerable. But she’s been under an enormous amount of stress lately. Maybe the human part of her is succumbing to the stress. I can have Heinrich come take a look at her if she’s still not feeling well tomorrow.” Heinrich was Alex’s uncle and a doctor.

“All right.” Alex stared out into the dark night. Poor Anna. Being sick was no fun. He hoped that she would let him comfort her.
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After Anna ate, she felt better. The plane began to descend and she gripped her armrests. Seth reached over and patted her hand, but she didn’t relax until they were on the ground and moving at a much slower pace. When the plane came to a stop, she looked out the window.

“Where’s the terminal?” she asked Seth.

Seth looked out the window. “Looks like we’re deplaning out here. There aren’t that many gates at this airport. Don’t worry. We’ll take a nice van to the terminal. I think it’s actually faster to do it this way.”

The moment Anna stepped out into the open air, she shrieked. “Omigod! It’s so cold!” She hugged her coat around her and hunched over.

Seth chuckled. “Thirty seconds Anna, then we’ll be in a nice warm van.”

Greg climbed into the van first and Anna followed him to the back and sat next to him. Seth sat on the other side of her. When all the seats were full, the van drove off towards the large, lit building that Anna supposed was the terminal.

Anna’s nausea returned as she realized she was minutes away from seeing Alex. She swallowed several times and tried to breathe deeply.
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Alex paced as his parents watched him. He knew they found him amusing tonight, but he didn’t care. The flight had arrived and now it was just a matter of the travelers getting through Customs.

He ignored the women who tried to get his attention. He and his family were well known here; women practically threw themselves at him. A few years ago, he loved it. Now it just irritated him. He only wanted one woman and she was finally in the same building he was.

Tony stood nearby, his posture that of an intimidating watcher, but Alex could see the amusement in his eyes.

“I’m glad I’m so entertaining tonight,” he commented dryly to Tony and his parents.

“Oh, Alex, I think it’s adorable,” his mother said with a smile.

Alex rolled his eyes and sighed.

“Alex.”

Alex turned to see Tony nodding toward the opening across the walkway.

Greg and Seth stood there looking around, with Anna in between them. She looked so small and delicate in between their large frames. A man in an airport uniform waited behind them with a trolley full of luggage. Anna’s mostly, he assumed. Matching blue luggage.

Greg and Seth saw him at the same time and nodded. Seth bent down to say something to Anna. She looked across to where Alex stood and her eyes widened. Alex’s shoulders slumped as she stepped behind Seth to hide.

“Give her a minute, Alex,” Vati said softly, coming to his side. “She’s frightened, not angry. Be gentle.”

Seth put his arm around Anna’s shoulders, and the three of them made their way through the crowd to where Alex and his family waited.

Alex greeted Greg and Seth and stood as patiently as he could, trying to decide the best way to approach Anna. He could see her clearly now. She was thinner than she’d been in August. Her face was pale beneath her lightly applied makeup. She fidgeted, twisting her fingers together, and stared at the ground.

Vati approached her first. “Hello, Anna,” he said in a soft voice.

Anna looked up at him and smiled. “Hello, Wilhelm,” she said quietly.

He opened his arms and Anna hugged him willingly.

Alex’s heart tightened in his chest.

“How was your flight?” Vati asked, holding her head to his chest. Alex glanced at his mother, who was studying Anna.

“I slept almost the whole way over. So I guess that’s a good thing.”

Vati chuckled and released her. “Anna, I would like to introduce you to my wife, Ilsa. Ilsa, this is Anna.”

Alex’s mother gave Anna a warm, friendly smile. Mutti was a tall, elegant woman with dark blonde hair and dove-gray eyes. She wore a simple black skirt, a red sweater, and knee-high black leather boots.

“Anna, it is wonderful to meet you at last,” she said in heavily accented English. “I have heard so many wonderful things about you.”

Anna gave her a timid smile. “Hello,” she said in a voice he could hardly hear.

Alex’s heart pounded as he stepped forward. “Hello, Schatzi,” he said in as gentle a voice as he could. He hoped his use of the endearment would help her not be frightened.


Twenty-Six


Anna turned to face Alex. Her breath caught in her throat as she looked up into his handsome face. Once again, she’d managed to forget how tall and broad he was. His hair looked like he’d just gotten it cut. She looked at his lips and remembered what it was like to kiss them. Firm, yet soft. They were upturned in a nervous smile. What could he possibly be nervous about?

He had called her Schatzi. His treasure. She searched his cobalt-blue eyes, but saw no trace of anger in them. Why wasn’t he angry with her for the way she had treated him? He had gotten angry with her the last time he’d called. Wouldn’t he punish her for her behavior?

“I’m sorry, Alex,” she said and bowed her head in submission.

He stepped forward and she winced in anticipation of some sort of punishment. He cupped her chin and lifted her face to his again.

“For what?” he asked softly.

“For being disrespectful and disobedient. I’m ready for my punishment.” Tears filled her eyes, but she was determined to be brave.

He grimaced and released her chin. But instead of hitting her, he took her hand and led her to a nearby bench.

“Lift up your hair.”

Anna did as he asked, confused. He reached behind her neck. His fingers tickled her neck as he moved them, and a moment later he moved his hands away. He had removed her necklace.

Her chin trembled and she bit her lip and tried not to cry. He was angry with her. She glanced at Wilhelm, who was watching impassively. She looked back at Alex with tears in her eyes.

He took off the bracelet he’d given her as well. He handed the jewelry to Tony who put it in a plastic box, which he then slid into his pocket.

Anna’s heart twisted in her chest and her nausea returned. He had removed her protection! He was leaving her vulnerable to anyone who wanted to hurt her. She looked down at her hands and tried to swallow over the lump in her throat.

“Anna, as long as you are here, I don’t want you to think of yourself as my slave,” Alex said in a quiet voice. “I want you to think of yourself simply as ‘Anna.’”

Anna looked at him, confused. He didn’t want her here as his slave? “Then why did you bring me here?”

His eyes grew sorrowful. “Because I missed you and I wanted to see you.” He smiled. “And I want you to see where I grew up.”

“You missed me?” She blinked in confusion.

“Terribly.” He took her hand and held it in his.

Gazing into his eyes reminded her of the last night they had spent together. And then he left her. Her fear gave way to deep sorrow.

“Why did you leave me?” she whispered, desperation filling her eyes with tears.

Alex pulled her close. “Oh, mein Schatzi. I regretted every day that I had to leave you.” He cupped her cheek. “But I had to do so. I had to learn how to be strong enough to fight for you.” Anna could see tears in his eyes that mirrored her own. He stroked her cheeks with his thumbs, wiping away the tears that fell.

“You are strong,” she insisted.

“Not in the way I needed to be.” He sighed. “Anna . . . I know I hurt you by leaving,” he said in a hushed voice. “But when I stayed . . . Devin made me hurt you that night. He drugged me and made me hurt you. I couldn’t let him do that to us again.” His eyes grew brighter. “But I can fight for you now, Schatzi. I haven’t learned everything I need to know, but I’ve learned a lot.” He spoke urgently. “I can keep Devin from hurting you.”

“How? He’s so powerful. Much more so than he was before.”

“What do you mean, Anna?” Wilhelm asked.

She looked up at Wilhelm. “They did something at the August Gathering. They call him the Chairman now.”

Wilhelm’s face paled. “Are you sure?”

Anna nodded.

Wilhelm looked around. “I think we need to get going.”

“Did I say something wrong?” Anna asked nervously.

Wilhelm smiled kindly. “Nein, Anna. Not at all. It is not a good idea to speak of these kinds of things out in public. We will talk about it later.” He turned to Ilsa and put his arm around her. Anna winced at the affectionate look he gave his wife.

“I won’t leave you again, Anna,” Alex said in a low voice.

She looked back at him and he looked at her with such intensity she wanted to look away, but she couldn’t drag her eyes away from his.

She swallowed nervously and then concentrated so she could read him. He meant it. And he meant it differently than just as a Master. He meant it . . . as a lover? But . . . he’d been so cold to her when he’d visited. And he’d not contacted her when bad things happened. How could the emotions that she was sensing from him be so strong?

“Why were you so cold to me?” she asked softly.

His eyes darkened. “I had to, Anna. I had to let Devin think I didn’t care about you. As I had to when we first met. My leaving made Devin think I was done with you and he let me alone.” His brows twitched. “I don’t have to do that anymore, Schatzi. I won’t ever do it again.”

She could sense his sincerity, and his determination was overwhelming. He would protect her at any cost. He loved her.

The spark that had been kindled the first night they had spent together burst into flame again in her heart. Sitting here next to him for the first time in months was like coming home. She was connected to him unlike anyone else. Even Devin. Especially Devin. And Devin couldn’t take him away. Alex wasn’t vulnerable to Devin like other men were. He was the one person Devin couldn’t hurt.

Anna nodded slowly. “Yes, Alex,” she said softly. She reached up and cradled his cheek with her hand.

His eyes widened slightly and they filled with such emotion it filled her heart with joy. He slid his hand behind her head and leaned down to brush his lips against hers.

“Mein Anna,” he murmured before crushing his lips against hers in a passionate kiss. He held her tightly and she wrapped her arms around his neck.

She had come home. Kissing Alex was more than just their lips meeting. Her soul reached out for his when they touched. The hurts and fears of the past few months melted away as he held her close, sheltering her from the world. He could protect her and he would protect her. Of this she was certain.
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A little while later, Anna snuggled against Alex in the limo as it weaved its way north through the streets of Frankfurt. Seth, Tony, and Greg were relaxing towards the front of the limo and Anna and Alex sat near the back seat where his parents were. Alex pointed out various buildings, but it was hard to see them in the dark. There was a light sprinkling of snow across the city that sparkled in the lights.

“Are you warm enough, Schatzi?”

“Next to you, yes.” She snuggled closer.

“Mutti, can we keep the house cool while she’s here?” Alex asked with a laugh.

“It will probably be cool enough from her point of view, Alex,” Ilsa answered, shaking her head in amusement.

“How far away is your house?”

Alex chuckled. “About twenty more minutes from here.”

The number of lights became fewer as they drove on and eventually there were hardly any lights at all. The moonlight made the snow sparkle like diamonds. She saw the shadows of mountains up ahead and the limo drove upwards on a winding road through a dense forest. They drove by a lake and up above it in the distance she saw sparkling lights.

“That is the Gutshaus,” Alex said, pointing to the lights.

From this distance, it looked large, but Anna had no way of knowing how enormous it was until they were on the long driveway that led up to it.

“Oh!” she exclaimed in awe. It was huge. She felt foolish for calling it a house. It was a castle.

It was four stories high and unbelievably wide, with peaked roofs and multiple chimneys that glinted in the moonlight. Lights shone from dozens of windows. A porte-cochère protected the huge arched entryway that was easily three times as tall as a normal home’s entryway. When the limo pulled up to the front, the massive wooden doors opened and a thin, gray-haired man stood at attention as they exited the vehicle.

Anna shivered in the cold as she walked quickly to the door holding Alex’s hand.

“Lukas, this is Anna Perkins, our guest from America,” Wilhelm said by way of an introduction. “Anna, this is Lukas. He makes sure the haus is running like it should.”

Lukas’ bright, ice blue eyes sparkled warmly as he smiled at her. “Guten Abend, Fraulein.”

“Hello, Lukas,” she said shyly.

They walked into an enormous entrance hall with a series of marble arches around three sides. In the middle of the room, an immense wooden table sat on top of a large woven rug. Massive polished beams atop the arches supported the timbers of the ceiling. To the left a stone staircase with polished wood and wrought iron banisters curved up to the second floor. As they moved further inside, Anna saw a room at a right angle to the hall, beyond the stair. Despite the wall tapestries and antique-looking furniture, the atmosphere was similar to the sitting room at Alex’s home in San Francisco, only four (six, eight, ten?) times the size. Straight ahead one of the arches housed an impressive glass and wood-beam door that closed off whatever lay beyond it. To the right, several arches opened up into some sort of open room.

“Wow,” Anna said softly, trying to take everything in. She had never seen anything so amazing. Alex stood next to her, holding her hand and smiling down on her.

She heard a squeal and footsteps coming from the stairway, and then an excited female voice speaking very fast in German. Alex laughed as a tall blonde, a little older than Anna, bounded down the stairs and ran right to him.

“Anna, this is my little sister, Greta. Greta, this is Anna.”

“Oh, Anna. I am so excited to meet you!” Greta said in a sweet voice with a heavy accent. She hugged Anna hard and then pulled back to look at her. “Alex has been like a madman these last few weeks. I am so glad you are finally here.”

Greta had a bright smile and laughing blue eyes the same color as Alex’s. She was quite a few inches taller than Anna and her hair was long and straight and fashionably tousled. She was beautiful.

“Where are Liesl and Kurt and Gretchen?” Wilhelm asked.

Greta rolled her eyes. “Upstairs. Gretchen did not want to come downstairs.”

Alex rolled his eyes as well, which made Greta laugh.

“Komm, gehen wir,” Greta said with a mischievous glint in her eyes that reminded Anna of Kurt. “Let us go make Gretchen miserable.”

“Greta, that is not nice,” Ilsa said from across the room.

Alex laughed. “In a few minutes, Greta. I want to show Anna something first.”

Greta stuck out her lip and pouted prettily.

“Just a few minutes, Greta. I promise. I haven’t seen Anna in months.”

“Oh, all right. I have been looking forward to this for days.” She cheerfully bounded away and disappeared up the stairs with Wilhelm and Ilsa.

“What has she been looking forward to?” Anna asked.

Alex sighed. “She loves tormenting Gretchen. Mostly because it’s easy to do.”

Anna didn’t understand.

“Gretchen . . . .” He sighed. “Gretchen has had a thing for me in the past. When I came home she was delighted, but when I spoke of you, she got very jealous.”

“Isn’t she Kurt’s wife?”

“Ja, which is even worse, because Kurt spoke highly of you too. If she’s rude to you, I apologize in advance. She can be . . . difficult. But I don’t want you to feel unwelcome, Anna.” He turned to her and looked at her with a firm expression. “You have just as much a right to be here as she does. Don’t let her intimidate you.”

Anna nodded slowly. “I’ll try,” she said with a timid smile.

“Komm mit mir. I want to show you the garden.”

“Garden?”


Twenty-Seven


Alex smiled and pulled Anna through the archways that led to the open room. Once inside, she felt transported to the outdoors. The room was warm and filled with all types of plants. Colorful flowers filled the room with delicious scents. There was even a small rose garden that bloomed in the corner. All in the midst of the German winter.

“Oh, Alex, it’s beautiful.”

Alex pointed up. “The ceiling is glass, but it’s covered in snow right now.”

Anna could imagine how beautiful the garden would look with daylight streaming through the glass panes.

Alex led her to a wooden bench in a small alcove, and they sat down next to each other. “Anna, I know when we were in California, you asked me some questions that I couldn’t answer. I will answer your questions now, and anything else you ask me. I won’t hold anything back.”

Anna tilted her head, curious. “Why?”

“Because I want you to trust me. I know when I didn’t answer you, I hurt you.” He took her hand. “I don’t want to hide anything from you anymore.”

She knew he was talking about when he went out of town. Did she want to know what he did? Was it something bad?

“You asked me what I was doing and where I was going when I went on my business trip. To understand what I did, I need to tell you a little about myself and my history.” Alex took a deep breath. “I’ve always had a fascination with the military. I suppose all boys go through that, but I was obsessed. I read everything I could about the subject. I became an expert in all things military. When I was thirteen, I told Vati that I wanted to go into the army. He . . . said no, very loudly.” Alex chuckled and Anna smiled. “Then he told me that I had more important things to do than be in the army, which I thought strange because he’d always spoken very highly of the military. He took me to the Manor for the first time later that day and told me about being an Elder and the importance of it. At thirteen, I didn’t fully understand it, but I do now.”

Alex stared off into some distant memory. “But I didn’t give up on my dream. I kept learning about the military, practiced shooting, and anything else I could do to prove that I could be a good soldier. My friend Jean Luc is the son of the French Ambassador, and one of his bodyguards was retired from the French army. I spent every moment I could with him, learning everything I could.

“Just before I graduated from secondary school, I took Gaidon, my mentor, with me and spoke to Vati again, telling him I wanted to be a soldier. Gaidon backed me, telling Vati that I was very talented and that I should be given a chance.” Alex smiled. “To make a long story short, I had the opportunity to prove to my father that I had talent and I did so. An Elder-Son is not normally allowed to participate in the mundane aspects of managing the world, but Vati convinced the Brotherhood that not allowing me to use my talent would be a waste. They agreed and I trained with the American military to become a sniper.”

He turned and looked at Anna with a nervous look on his face. “I am an expert sniper, Anna. Seth, Tony, Greg. They’re all my men. There are others, which you’ll meet later, though you’ve already met Sebastian. When the Brotherhood needs someone . . . taken care of, they call me. Or one of the other teams. But mine is the best.” He didn’t look arrogant when he said that. “We do other things too: sabotage, recon, surveillance. Sometimes we even go in and rescue hostages. We work with various governments on occasion as well.”

Anna stared at him. “So, when you went out of town, you were . . . killing someone?”

Alex nodded solemnly. “Ja.”

Anna didn’t know what to say. She had a hard time reconciling the Alex she knew with a cold-blooded killer.

Unexpectedly, a faint memory played back in her head. The night of the bonding ritual. Devin and Alex were arguing. Alex admitted to killing an Elder and he had threatened Devin. Something about the conversation made Anna feel safe with Alex. He had stood up to Devin, and Anna didn’t even know what Devin was capable of back then. But Alex did. And he saved her.

“That’s what the black means on my ring.”

“What?” Anna had barely heard him speak.

“The black stones on my ring. You asked about that when I gave you your bracelet. The black means that I’m a Brotherhood assassin.”

Anna nodded. “Do you do it often?”

“Sometimes. And sometimes we won’t be called out for months.” He frowned. “I never told Mina that part about me.”

“Who’s Mina?”

Alex cocked his head and then gave her a soft smile. “My first wife. She died a few years before I moved to San Francisco.”

“Oh.” She remembered Kurt telling her that Alex had been married and had a child.

“I kept a lot of things from her. I was not a good husband.” He looked at her. “I’ve matured. At least I hope I have. I think I would do a much better job now.”

“A better job of being a husband?”

Alex nodded.

Anna looked down at her hands as dread filled her heart. “Are you thinking about getting married again?” she asked slowly. Is that why he came back here? To find a proper wife? But then why did he bring Anna to Germany if he was going to get married? She hoped he didn’t want her to meet his fiancé. The thought made her nauseous again.

“Ja, Anna. I am.”

“Oh.” She bent her head lower so he wouldn’t see her tears. She didn’t want to cry, but couldn’t stop herself. Why did her heart feel like it had a knife digging into it? There was no good reason for her to be upset about Alex marrying. He was an Elder-Son. He needed to be married; it was required. Just like Tommy would get married soon. And she, as an Elder-Mistress, would attend to their sexual needs as she always had.

She should be content with her life.

Tears dripped down her nose and fell onto her skirt. She tried to hide the spots on the fabric, but Alex took her hand.

“Why are you crying, Schatzi?”

“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “I’ve been an emotional mess lately. I’m sorry.”

“Your emotions are understandable, Anna. You’ve been through a lot.”

“Do you . . . I mean,” Anna stumbled through her tears. “Have you found the girl you want to marry?”

“Ja. I have.”

The knife twisted in her heart and she flinched at the pain. If she hadn’t been so miserable, she would be angry at herself. Why did the thought of Alex marrying hurt so bad? So they had two beautiful nights together. So what? She’d had beautiful nights with Kurt, too. They certainly didn’t want to marry her. Besides, Devin would never allow Anna to marry. That much was certain.

But Alex was a wonderful man. He deserved to be happy. She hoped the woman was worthy of him. “Is she nice?”

“Ja. The sweetest girl I ever met. And the prettiest. I just don’t know if she would want to marry me.”

Anna laughed remorsefully and looked up at him. “Why would any woman not want to marry you?”

“She’s very, very special. And I hurt her very badly in the past. I don’t know if she would forgive me.”

“Oh.”

Why couldn’t she be the one Alex loved? Why did she have to be an Elder-Mistress? The severity of her life hit hard suddenly and she burst out into tears.

“I’m sorry, Alex.”

She stood and ran to the other side of the garden and into the entryway. She looked around and saw a padded bench through the opposite archway. She ran to it and sobbed, hugging her arms around her body.

Life was vicious.

She wished that Alex had just left her alone; that he’d never saved her from Devin’s plans. Then she wouldn’t be been plagued by the excruciating agony of hope. Aaron. Nate. Tommy. Ben. She would never have known them. Never known the misery of heartbreak. She would have lived out her life blissfully unaware of happiness and love in her room at the Manor.

Quick footsteps echoed through the entry way and Alex approached her.

“Anna, why are you crying? Did I hurt you?”

“I’m sorry, Alex. I must still be tired. That’s why I’m crying.” She tried to smile as she glanced up at him through tear-filled eyes. “I’m glad you found someone who you want to marry. I hope you’ll be very happy with her.” She paused. “Do you love her?” she asked in a whisper, and then wondered why she asked. She didn’t want to know!

Alex sat next to her and brushed her hair away from her face. “With all of my heart,” he said softly.

“She’s very lucky,” Anna said in a broken voice.

“Nein. I am the lucky one.”

“Then why are you here with me, Alex?” she asked in desperation. His presence was maddening. “Why aren’t you with her?”

Alex’s eyes widened for a moment and then he laughed gently. “Anna.” He cupped her chin and made her look at him. “I already am with her.”

Anna tried to look around, but he held her chin.

“It’s you, Schatzi. You are the woman I want to marry. You are the woman I love.”

Anna stared at him dumbfounded. “Me? You want to marry me? Why?”

“Because I love you, Anna.” Alex scooted off the bench and dropped to his knee. “I know I hurt you by leaving you. And by keeping my distance. But it was the only way I knew to keep you safe until I could learn how to protect you better. If I hadn’t failed you when you were younger . . . Things would have been so different. But I will make it up to you, Anna. I promise.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a ring. “Anna, I love you with all of my heart. Will you please do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

Anna couldn’t think straight. The whole situation seemed unreal. Alex wanted to marry her? He loved her? It was too good to be true. At least it seemed too good to be true. She searched his eyes and then opened her heart to read him once more. The love that radiated from him stole her breath away.

Alex was the one person in the world that Devin couldn’t take away from her. Alex knew exactly who she was and still loved her. There was no barrier between them like there always would be with other men. He was her Master. Like Devin was. But Alex loved her. Anna felt safe with him. He could stand up to Devin. He could protect her.

Anna looked into Alex’s hopeful blue eyes. “You really love me?” she whispered, afraid she’d misread him.

“Ja, Anna. I love you. With everything that I am. I have for a very long time. I just couldn’t tell you for fear of what Devin would do to you.”

“Will he let me marry you?” Fear rose in Anna’s heart at the thought.

“He doesn’t have a choice.” The determination in Alex’s eyes was almost frightening. But Anna understood that it was determination to protect her, not to hurt her. “But it’s up to you, Anna. I won’t force you. I want you to marry me because you want to. Not because you feel obligated to.”

Alex could easily make her do what he wanted her to do. But he’d never done that. He’d always given her choices. Devin made her do things she didn’t want to do.

“Yes, Alex,” she said, her heart filling with joy. “I will marry you.”

His eyes lit up, unlike anything she’d ever seen. Her heart overflowed with happiness, knowing it was her answer that had made him so happy.

He pulled her down off the bench and hugged her tightly to his chest, then pulled back slightly and cradled her cheeks with both hands. “You have made me the happiest man, Anna.” He crushed his lips to hers, bruising them, but she didn’t care. She clung to his neck and kissed him back with abandon.

He pulled back a while later and took her left hand. “In Germany, we don’t normally give engagement rings, but I couldn’t bring myself to ask an American girl to marry me without a ring. When we went back to San Francisco, my friends would kick my ass.”

Anna giggled softly as he put the ring on her finger. It was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. The center diamond was large and round and perfect. And huge. On either side were three smaller round diamonds, descending in size slightly as they moved away from the center stone.

“It’s beautiful,” she said, smiling shyly at him. Anna wrapped her arms around his neck. “You have made me so happy, Alex.”

“That is my goal. I always want to make you happy, Schatzi.” Abruptly his expression changed and he looked at her nervously again. “Anna, are you . . . okay with what I told you about myself?”

Anna nodded slowly. “You have accepted me for who I am. How can I not accept you for who you are?”

“I won’t do it forever, Anna. Once I am Elder, I will be forced to retire. But I promise you, I will always protect you. Being my wife will keep you safer than you ever have been before. Men will think twice before hurting you.” He stroked her cheek with his hand. “I never want you to be hurt again, Schatzi.”

“But Devin will try, won’t he?”

Alex nodded reluctantly. “I’m afraid so. But he will be severely limited in what he can do with you after we are married. I will have the advantage over him and he will have to respect my decisions regarding you.” He smiled.

Anna gaped at him. “Really?”

“Ja, Anna. I came home to Germany to learn what I could to protect you from Devin and to minimize or get rid of the control he has on you.”

“Is it possible? I mean, for him not to control me?”

“I believe it is, Anna.” He stroked her hair gently. “I have more research to do, but I believe that you can be free of him someday.”

“What about you?”

“What about me?”

“Would I be free from you?”

Alex blinked. “Do you want to be?”

The thought of being disconnected from Alex pained her heart. “No,” she whispered.

He smiled tenderly. “Gut. I want you to be free, Anna. But I don’t want to leave your side. Ever. Our marriage will bond us for life. There is no separation, except in death.” He stroked her hair. “I want to spend the rest of my life with you,” he said softly.

“I’d like that,” she whispered.

“Me too.” He was quiet for a few minutes as he continued to stroke her hair.

Anna would have been perfectly content to stay there all night with him.

“Anna, Devin will not want us to marry. If he finds out about our engagement, he will try to stop us.”

Anna looked up at him, concerned. “What can we do?”

He turned her to face him. “Marry me tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? Isn’t there planning and . . . stuff that needs to be done?” Anna didn’t know much about weddings, but any event had to be planned.

Alex chuckled. “I have been working on it since I found out the best way to protect you was to marry you. For some stupid reason, it is very difficult to get married here. But we must be married here in Germany. And it must be approved in the Schloss by the Elders and consummated there. Everything is ready.” He looked at her tenderly. “I just needed you to accept me.”

Anna grew concerned. “Are you marrying me just so you can protect me?” Did he feel an obligation to marry her?

“Nein, Anna. Nein. Not at all. I wanted to marry you before I found out about the added protections.” His cheeks turned pink. “I had planned on returning from Germany and courting you. Now, if you are willing, we’ll return as husband and wife.” He took her hands. “Anna, even if we waited to be married six months from now, our actual wedding ceremony would not be any different. In Germany, the only way to marry is in a civil ceremony in a government official’s office. Then later there are parties and sometimes a church wedding. It’s very different from in America. But we can have a reception when we get home to San Francisco. And . . . well, my family usually has a New Year’s Eve party here, and my parents and I thought it could be our reception here. Most of the people who would be at the reception will be at the party on Wednesday anyway.”

Alex looked so earnest. Anna could tell he was trying to make her happy. She would have been happy with just marrying him, and he was talking about parties. She supposed that most people had parties to celebrate weddings, though she had never been to one.

She squeezed his hands. “Alex, it’s more than I ever dreamed would happen. I never thought I would marry, especially after what . . . Devin did. He warned me if I had any more distractions, that he would eliminate them. I swore I’d never date anyone again.” She smiled tenderly. “But he can’t eliminate you, can he?”

“Nein, Anna. He cannot. He would only be hurting himself and you if he did so.”

Tears filled Anna’s eyes again, but this time they were tears of joy. “Then let’s get married tomorrow.”

Alex grinned. “I will hardly be able to sleep tonight.” He hugged her again and then stood and helped her to her feet. “Kommen Sie. Let me introduce you to my family.”


Twenty-Eight


Alex held Anna’s hand as they walked up the spiral staircase. She hid behind him slightly as he led her into a long sitting room where his very large family was gathered. She hadn’t realized there would be so many of them. Wilhelm and Ilsa sat near the fireplace in large, comfortable looking leather chairs, each with a book in hand. They smiled as Anna and Alex walked in the room.

Greta had been lounging on a couch and jumped up when they walked in. “Did you ask her?”

“Ja, Greta. I asked.” Alex laughed. “Can I introduce her to Liesl and Gretchen before I make the announcement?”

Greta shook her head and said something in German.

Alex rolled his eyes. “English, please. Greta. Anna doesn’t understand German.” He gave his sister a charming smile. “Would you please go get Sebastian and the others?”

Greta stuck her tongue out at her eldest brother and then bounded out of the room without saying another word.

Alex walked over to a group of couches where Kurt sat with two women in their early twenties. One had dark blond hair and blue eyes and looked very much like Ilsa though without the friendly smile. The other woman had medium brown hair and brown eyes and looked very tired and grumpy. Anna guessed this was Gretchen.

“Anna, this is my sister, Liesl.” He indicated the blonde. “And Kurt’s wife, Gretchen.” He indicated the brunette.

“Hello, Anna,” Liesl said politely, standing and shaking Anna’s hand. She wasn’t overly warm, but at least she wasn’t radiating outright hostility at her like Gretchen.

Gretchen didn’t stand, but nodded sharply and said hello.

“Anna!” Kurt said enthusiastically, standing quickly and walking over to her. He kissed her cheek and looked her over with a concerned look on his face. “Engel, you look pale. Have you been ill?”

“That’s hardly a way to greet a woman, Kurt,” Ilsa admonished.

“I am sorry, Anna,” Kurt apologized. “I did not mean to imply anything. You look as beautiful as ever.”

“It’s okay, Kurt. I haven’t been feeling very well lately. There’s been a lot going on.”

Kurt gave her a sympathetic look. “I remember. I am so sorry I had to take Vati away from you.”

Gretchen murmured something to Liesl in German.

“There’s nothing to apologize for Kurt. You needed to get home. How is the baby?”

Kurt smiled broadly, his face lighting up. “Wunderbar. He is sleeping, thankfully, right now.”

Gretchen said something to him in German, making Anna wonder if she spoke English.

Kurt turned to her and responded sharply. “Don’t be rude, Gretchen. You speak English as well as the rest of us.”

Anna had never heard such a sharp tone come from Kurt and was a little startled. She could almost see the hostility between them that Alex had spoken of.

“How was your flight over, Anna?” Kurt asked. “It is unfortunate that the new jet was not ready for you to take.”

Anna smiled. “It was good, as far as I can tell. I slept the whole time.”

Everyone except Gretchen laughed.

“That is the way to travel,” Wilhelm said, walking across the room to join them.

Ilsa came and stood next to Wilhelm. “Will there be a need for champagne, Alex?” she asked with a smile.

Alex pulled Anna in front of him and put his arms around her waist. “Ja,” he grinned.

Ilsa motioned across the room. Anna looked and saw a woman wearing a black dress and white apron. When Ilsa motioned to her, she curtsied and disappeared through a door behind her.

A moment later, Anna heard the commotion of footsteps coming up the stairs. Anna looked to see Seth, Tony, Greg and several other men behind him. Seth beamed at her.

“Anna, these are my friends. You know Seth, Tony, Greg . . . and Sebastian, of course.”

Anna nodded and the Immortal bowed his head slightly and smiled at her.

“The ones you haven’t met are Jesse, Michael, and Jason.”

Each man nodded as Alex introduced them. They were all tall and muscular, as would be expected from the military-type men Anna assumed they were. Jesse looked like he was of some Hispanic or Caribbean heritage and his head was shaved bald. Michael was slightly shorter with short brown hair and gray eyes. Jason had red hair, light green eyes, and freckles.

“Erich will be here tomorrow with my aunt and uncle. He’s my cousin. Well, our cousin.”

All the men looked at her like they were happy to meet her. She felt no hostility or ill will in them.

“Well, now that everyone is here, I can make the announcement,” Alex said loudly, giving Anna an affectionate look. “I asked Anna to marry me and she said yes.”

There was excited chatter and applause. Anna was instantly surrounded by people giving her hugs and kisses.

Ilsa hugged her tightly. “I am so pleased to welcome you into our family, Anna.”

A champagne glass appeared in her hand and Anna looked at Alex. “I’m not old enough to drink,” she protested.

Alex laughed. “Anna, the drinking age here is sixteen. And you’re in a private home, so it doesn’t matter.”

“Oh.” Anna blushed.

“Zum Wohl!” Alex exclaimed, raising his glass. He glanced down at Anna with a grin. “It means ‘cheers,’ like a toast.”

“Zum Wohl!” everyone else responded, raising their glasses in the air and then drinking.

Anna took a sip of the bubbly drink. She wasn’t sure what she expected, but it tasted sweeter than she’d thought it would. The only time she’d had alcohol before was with Devin. But she liked this better.

Alex hugged her to him and she leaned her head on his chest. Laughter and talking filled the room.

“Alex, you should show Anna to her room, and then we need to leave,” Wilhelm said quietly, stepping close.

“Where are you going?” Anna asked, suddenly afraid. She hadn’t even finished her champagne and he was leaving?

Alex kissed her head. “I have to go to the Schloss tonight to prepare for tomorrow.” He smiled and stroked her cheek. “Don’t worry, Anna. Sebastian will stay with you. His room is right next to yours.”

Alex took her hand and led her up to the third floor and down a hallway, past several doors, and around a corner to a door at the end of a short hallway.

“I hope you like it, Anna. It’s only for the one night.”

Alex opened the door to a beautiful room, decorated in cream and pale green. The dark wood floor had several large rugs covering it, and the cream-colored walls made the room feel bright and cheery. Directly across from the door was a large window covered in heavy pale green and cream brocade curtains.

“You’ll have a beautiful view in the morning,” Alex said.

“It’s beautiful, Alex,” Anna said, turning to him with a smile.

“I want to show you something before I leave.”

Alex took her hand and led her back out into the hallway to a small staircase a few feet away.

“Where are we going?” Anna asked as she walked down the stairs in front of him. They walked down two flights and through a narrow door that opened into a large, dark paneled room.

“Oh!” she exclaimed as her eyes adjusted to the dim light and she saw the rows and rows of books.

“This is our library. I thought you might like to see it.”

An enormous fireplace took up a large portion of one wall in the two-story room. Two wrought iron staircases led to the upper balcony. Red velvet and dark wood furniture made up several cozy reading areas.

Anna walked over to a table with a chair next to it. She ran her fingers along the smooth surface, remembering her vision. “This is where you were when I saw you in August, isn’t it?”

“Ja. I spent a lot of time in that chair the last few months.” He smiled. “And ever since I saw you, I would find myself staring at the spot you had been standing. Wishing you would come again.”

Alex leaned against the table, pulled Anna to stand in front of him, and hugged her close. “I am so glad you are here, Schatzi,” he said quietly, kissing her head.

“Me too.” Anna wrapped her arms around his waist and leaned her head against his hard chest. His heartbeat was soothing.

All too soon, Alex sighed. “I should take you back to your room so you can rest. It will be a long day tomorrow.”

“A good day, I hope.”

“I am sure it will be, Schatzi. We are getting married. No day will ever be better than tomorrow.” He kissed her hand, then stood and led her back upstairs to her room.

Sebastian was waiting in the hallway. “Your father is looking for you.”
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Alex frowned at the look of disapproval on his friend’s face. “I was showing Anna the library.”

Anna smiled up at Alex with a sparkle in her eye. She looked so happy and it thrilled him to know that he was the one who had made her feel that way.

Alex took her small hand in his and walked her to the bedroom door. “If you need anything, you may ask Sebastian or there is a button on the nightstand you can press. Brigitte will be attending to you, and she will come and get you what you need.” He took both her hands in his. “Anna, please do not call anyone at home until after we’re married. If you do, Devin is likely to hear about it and . . . it wouldn’t be good. Do you understand?”

Anna nodded solemnly. “I won’t call anyone, Alex. I promise.”

“Brigitte will bring your breakfast in the morning and help you get ready. I believe my mother has many dresses for you to choose from to wear tomorrow. She’s been enjoying the secret wedding planning.”

“Okay. I hope I can sleep.” She yawned and then quickly covered her mouth, her cheeks turning slightly pink. “I’m still tired, though, so I might be able to.”

“The remote to the television should be on the nightstand. Your bags should be in the closet. Call Brigitte if you need anything.”

“You’re going to be at the Manor all night?”

Alex nodded. It wouldn’t be a very pleasant night for him. “I’ll be back in the morning and we’ll go into town together with my family.” He leaned down and kissed her soft lips. He looked forward to kissing her every day for the rest of his life. “I love you, Schatzi.”

“I love you too, Alex,” she said as her cheeks turned an even more endearing shade of pink.

Alex stared at her for a long moment. She hadn’t said it when they had been downstairs. “You . . . love me, too?” It was more than he’d expected. He had hoped that she would eventually grow to love him, but hadn’t expected it so soon.

“Is that okay?” Her eyes filled with apprehension.

“Anna, it is the best thing I have ever heard or known.” He kissed her again, his heart soaring in his chest. “I will see you in the morning.”

Anna nodded and walked into her room, closing the door behind her.

Alex sighed in contentment. She was here at last. Safe and sound in his family home. She would be safe here. The hard part would be getting into the city undetected. But that’s why his men were here, and others that he trusted implicitly. He turned and walked back to Sebastian.

“Is the guard set?” he asked in German.

“Yes. Up on the roof and foot patrols outside. I also sent a few out to the main road.”

“Do you think he suspects anything?” Alex’s biggest fear was Devin finding out and stopping the wedding. If Devin knew, Alex was certain that he would do anything to stop it. Devin’s control over Anna would be minimized once she and Alex were married.

“I honestly don’t know, Alex. Her anger and hostility at coming was a good thing, though. She begged Devin not to make her go, so he may assume that she’s still feeling that way.” Sebastian frowned. “Your kiss at the airport wasn’t the wisest of moves, though.”

“I couldn’t help it,” Alex smiled in spite of himself. “You try not kissing her,” he chuckled.

“I’m trying to keep my mind in a fatherly disposition,” Sebastian said wryly. “It is difficult. She’s very desirable.”

Alex looked back at the closed door. “She is. Perhaps it’s a good thing that I’ll be at the Schloss tonight.”

Sebastian laughed. “There are multiple reasons why a groom spends the night at the Manor before his wedding. Temptation is one of them.”

“Gretchen hasn’t been opening her mouth, has she? Or Liesl?”

“Surprisingly, they’ve been rather cooperative. Even Gretchen. Liesl may listen to Gretchen about certain things, but she’s still your sister and loves you. Gretchen’s barely left the house since the baby was born and she hasn’t said anything on any calls that I know of. She’s jealous and bitter, but she’s behaving.”

“Good.”

“You need to go to your father. I will take care of Anna.”

Alex looked longingly at the door Anna had disappeared through minutes before.

Sebastian laughed and pushed Alex away. “Go. Your father is in the sitting room waiting for you.”

Alex turned and made his way back down to the sitting room. His father stared out the window into the dark night. Greta and his mother were nowhere to be seen.

Gretchen sat on the couch nursing Otto. She gave him a sweet smile as he walked by. “She’s very young, Alex. How old is she?”

“Twenty.”

“Eight years is quite an age difference.”

“Anna is more mature than most thirty-year-olds,” Kurt said.

“And you would know?” Gretchen snapped.

Kurt gave her a wicked smiled. “Do you really want me to answer that question, wife?”

Liesl narrowed her eyes at Kurt. “You’re mean, Kurt.”

“I was just offering her a choice,” Kurt said innocently.

“Why is the house guarded so carefully, Alex?” Gretchen asked in a way that made Alex suspicious. “Are you afraid someone will come and steal that girl away from you?”

Alex narrowed his eyes at Gretchen. “If anything happens to Anna overnight, I will find out who is responsible and tear them apart, limb from limb,” he growled.

Gretchen’s eyes widened. “I’ve never heard you speak in such a way.” Her tone was light and she laughed, but he could see the fright in her eyes.

“I will do anything to keep Anna safe and happy. You would do well to keep that in mind, Gretchen.”

“Alex, that’s enough,” his father said softly, walking up next to him. “You needn’t pick a fight out of your stress.”

Alex took a deep breath.

“It’s almost over,” Vati said calmly. “She will be safe in less than twelve hours.”

Alex nodded to himself. “Yes, Vati. I know.”

“Are you ready?”

Alex nodded and followed his father out of the room.


Twenty-Nine


Alex walked into the Schloss less than an hour later. He was thankful that he was marrying the right way this time, but was apprehensive about the marriage piercings. Whoever came up with the idea that it was a good thing to stick a bunch of metal balls under the skin of a guy’s cock was insane. He wondered if it really made a difference. Logically, he supposed it would, but he still didn’t like the idea.

He sighed. But he was too old not to have them. An Elder-Son was supposed to be married in his early twenties. His father refusing to let him have them when he married Mina had been humiliating, but Alex understood now. Poor Mina. He should have never married her. She deserved better than he’d been able to give her. They had never connected on the level that he connected with Anna.

He didn’t know why he’d felt a connection to Anna until a few months ago when Vati had told him about the conversation he’d had with Anna’s father before he “died.”

Trevor had gone against every Immortal and Brotherhood rule to come to Wilhelm with a desperate plea to help his eleven-year-old daughter. Trevor had feared that the Elder of the city he lived in, which they now knew was San Francisco, would try and take Anna away from him. He had asked Wilhelm for permission to tie his daughter’s heart to Alex’s.

“I give my daughter to your son, Elder,” Trevor had said as he stood over Alex’s sleeping form. “Their hearts are tied, though not yet bound. He will know her when he sees her. I cannot offer more information than this. If you know too much, the others will grow suspicious and she will be in even more danger.” He closed his eyes for a moment and then opened them again. “I must go. Use discretion when telling your son what I have told you.”


Alex and Anna were meant to be together. Her father had given her to Alex, and Alex had failed them both. He was determined to be everything Anna wanted and needed. He would not fail her again.

“Vati, why are we going down here?” Alex asked as they walked down the steps into the Dirne’s living area. He had no desire to be with anyone except Anna.

“You must choose which women will help you tonight.”

“Help me?”

“To arouse you.”

“Vati, I don’t want to have sex with anyone other than Anna.”

Vati smiled. “I appreciate that Alex. I’m glad. Don’t worry. You’re not having sex. You cannot climax. The Dirne’s job is to arouse you. To . . . make you ready for Anna tomorrow.”

Alex looked at him warily. “I’m going to be teased all night?”

“Not all night. And, you need to be as aroused as you possibly can be before you are pierced.”

Alex groaned. “Will I be able to have sex tomorrow?”

Vati laughed. “Alex, this has been done for hundreds of years and I’m not aware of any man not being able to consummate his marriage the next day.” He put his hand on Alex’s shoulder. “I had the same thoughts when I went through this. It will be all right, I promise. Now, choose.”

Alex looked around the room at women who looked at him with seductive smiles. “Is it better to choose ones who remind me of Anna, or who are the exact opposite?”

“Choose someone who you are attracted to. It will go better.”

Alex sighed and continued looking around. He only wanted Anna. But the more attracted he was to the girl, the faster it would go . . . hopefully. He finally settled on a blonde named Lea, and a brunette named Emily. They had a sweetness about them that reminded him of his beloved. He had briefly considered a redhead, but it reminded him too much of Kirsty.

The Dirne followed behind Vati and Alex to his bedroom upstairs. Vati gave the girls instructions, to arouse him, but not allow him to orgasm, and then he left, saying he would be back later.

Lea began to unbutton his shirt while Emily kissed him. They ooh-ed and ahh-ed as they undressed him, then removed their short dresses.

Their breasts were round and full, their pussies bare. Lea knelt between his legs and took his cock into her pink mouth, sucking and stroking him and making him groan. Emily moved back up to his mouth and kissed him, stroking his chest.

Alex kissed her back, reaching for her breasts and caressing the firm globes. Emily moaned as he pulled on her nipples and then took one into his mouth. His fingers trailed down to her pussy and he slid his finger inside her wet folds. She gasped as he began thrusting in and out of her.

Lea pulled on his balls and then sucked one into her mouth. “Oh, God. . .” he groaned.

She stroked him as she sucked and he could feel himself throbbing. He knew he couldn’t come, but he wanted release. It had been a while since he’d had sex. He had been so busy it hadn’t really crossed his mind all that much. When he needed release, he came to the Schloss and had one of the girls give him a blowjob. But having his fingers inside a woman’s body made him realize how much he’d missed it.

He scooted to lay down and picked up Emily, bringing her pussy to his mouth. He lost himself in her taste, his tongue delving deeper and deeper, her pussy blossoming like a flower around him. She wiggled and moaned above him.

Lea continued to suck on his cock and he reached down and petted her hair.

Emily’s thighs clenched. “Oh, my lord. Please, may I come?”

“Yes,” was all he said before he sucked hard on her clit. She screamed and arched her back, her juices dripping into his mouth. He lapped at them eagerly. When she had calmed down, he released her, and she moved to his cock. He pulled at Lea’s hair and she traded places with Emily.

Alex finger fucked her as he played with her breast and kissed her. Emily took him in deeper than Lea had and he groaned as she took him down her throat.

“Yes, oh, yes,” he groaned against Lea’s mouth. He felt like he was going to explode. When he was on the cusp, Emily backed off and squeezed the base of his cock, not allowing him to climax.

He looked down and glared at her. “What are you doing?”

Her eyes grew large. “I’m sorry, my lord. Master said you weren’t allowed to finish.”

Alex’s head fell back on the pillow as he cursed at himself. He’d forgotten why he was here. He’d forgotten Anna. Guilt spread through his chest like fire.

“Please, my lord. Did I do something to upset you?” Emily asked in a nervous tone.

“No, you didn’t. I forgot myself. You are doing very well. Continue.” He moved Lea above his mouth and ate her until she came, screaming and writhing above him.

When she had finished, he told them both to work his cock. He closed his eyes and thought about Anna. When he was denied his orgasm, he gritted his teeth and reminded himself that this was for her.

[image: ]


Anna sat in her room, unsure what she should do. She was tired but too nervous to sleep. She went into the closet and found her pajamas folded neatly on top of a small dresser, with a pair of slippers on the floor. After she changed clothes, she walked over to one of the windows and pulled aside the curtain to look outside.

The ground was white and sparkled in the full moonlight. A long flat yard stretched out in front of the house, covered in sparkling snow. A dark line, which she thought was the road, made a rectangular border around the snowy ground. Anna hoped that Alex would take her out to explore tomorrow. Or maybe the next day.

A firm knock sounded at her door.

“Come in,” she called.

The door opened and Sebastian walked in. “Hello, Anna. How are you doing?”

She gave him a shy smile. “Okay. Trying to not think about tomorrow.”

Sebastian smiled. “I hope that’s because you’re excited and not dreading it.”

“Oh! Of course I’m not dreading it. Who would dread their wedding day?”

Sebastian shrugged. “You’d be surprised.” He walked over and pulled Anna gently away from the window, closing the curtain. “It’s better to stay away from the windows. Just for tonight. After you’re married, you’ll be safe. Until then, it’s better if you stay out of sight.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“I’m certain Alex will take you out to explore soon. The grounds are beautiful, even in the winter.”

“They look like they are.” She looked wistfully at the curtain then turned and walked to her bed and sat down. She glanced up at Sebastian. “Did you want me to please you, Sebastian?”

He smiled kindly. “That’s not why I came in here, Anna. I wanted to talk to you.”

Anna blushed. “Oh.”

“I will take you to Alex and the Elders. Your wedding at the government office is the legal part of getting married. But what bonds you, what gives Alex the ability to protect you, is what happens at the Schloss. As an Elder-Mistress, you need to be given to Alex. By an Immortal. It would ideally be your father, but he can’t be here. So he asked me to stand in for him.”

“Will I ever see my father again?”

“Yes. But not on Earth.”

“Oh.”

“Getting married for an Elder-Son is a big deal. It shows that the Son is able to be responsible for more than himself. There are things that the Son does in preparation for taking a wife. That’s why Alex is at the Manor tonight. The only time a wife, or bride rather, goes to the Manor is on their wedding day. You, being an Elder-Mistress, of course will be there more than just those times.”

Anna felt ashamed that she couldn’t be a better wife for Alex. A normal wife.

“Anna, your circumstances are different than anything that has been seen in a long time. And none of them are your fault. You needn’t feel ashamed. The Elders have approved your marriage, with no reservations.”

“Elders have to approve marriages?” It sounded so old fashioned.

“Yes. There are high standards for the potential brides. It used to be that it was required for them to be virgins. Nowadays, it’s nearly impossible to find a woman who is a virgin, and accommodations have been made accordingly. But they still must be respectable members of society, not having a poor reputation. They must be strong, but willing to submit to the will of their husbands. Of course, the man has to be strong enough to stand up to their wife when needed as well. Men these days are so weak. It’s sad.”

“Sebastian, I am so far from a virgin it’s not even funny.”

“Anna, that’s not your fault. The Elders know what happened to you. They also know that Alex is whom you are meant to be with. They wholeheartedly approve your marriage. But, there are a few things we need to do tonight to prepare you.”

“Like what?”

He held out his hand. “Come with me.”

Anna looked down. “I’m in my pajamas.”

Sebastian chuckled. “It doesn’t matter. Take my hand. You’ll be appropriately dressed when you arrive.”

Anna looked at his hand nervously. “Does Alex know I’m leaving?”

“I told him I would have you prepared for him. He trusts me.”

Anna searched his eyes, but they revealed nothing except sincerity. She reached for his hand and he grasped it tightly.

“Close your eyes and hold tight.”
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Alex groaned loudly as he was denied an orgasm for the umpteenth time. Lea squeezed him so he wouldn’t finish and it was painful. He grasped the headboard and squeezed, needing release so badly, but knowing he couldn’t have it. They’d been at it for at least an hour and a half. His cock was harder than it had ever been before. His balls felt like they were the size of grapefruits.

When the girls moved, he could see their pink pussies, wet and swollen from the orgasms he’d given them. Somehow watching them come gave him a sense of release. He could see both of them now and wanted so badly to bury his cock deep inside one of them. He reached out and ran his fingers through the silken folds of Emily’s pussy. She squealed and giggled when he pinched her clit.

The door opened abruptly and Vati walked in. Alex was both relieved and embarrassed at the same time. Not that his father hadn’t seen him naked before, even as an adult. And when he was twenty, he had gotten his initial piercing, which came after he showed his submission to his father . . .

God, he did not need to be thinking about any kind of sex right now. His cock was engorged and painful and he was willing to do almost anything to make it stop hurting.

Wilhelm looked at him and nodded. “Girls, you may go.”

They looked disappointed, but obeyed and left the room. After they did, six other men walked into the room. The German Elders. They were dressed in white tunics and pants, as was his father. Alex was beyond caring who saw him at this point.

“Stand, Alex,” Vati commanded.

Alex stood, his bobbing cock throbbing with every movement. He groaned, but stood tall as the Elders examined him.

Vati stood in front of him and snapped a leather ring around the base of his cock.

Alex felt sweat break out on his forehead and he groaned. He clenched his hands, tightening the muscles in his arms as the blood pounded through his body. He looked down and could have sworn that his cock was bigger than he’d ever seen it before. Oh, just a few strokes and he could have relief.

But no, for Anna he would keep himself under control. He was a strong man. This was nothing compared to the years of abuse she’d been through. He could do this. For her.

“Alexander Johannes Kunze Herzog von Hesse, you desire to be married tomorrow,” Vati said in a solemn voice. “Is this true?”

“Yes, it is true,” Alex answered, his voice strained.

“Marriage is not something to be entered into lightly. Although in our society and world, marriage is a throwaway relationship, as an Elder, it is a sacred commitment. A permanent bond that cannot be dissolved by either party. Once you take this step and make this commitment, there is no changing it. Do you accept this?”

“Yes.”

His cock was throbbing even more now. The ring prevented his erection from dying. In fact, he could have sworn that it was getting even larger. God, it hurt!

“You are a strong man, Alex. I am proud to call you my son.” Vati’s eyes gleamed with emotion as he looked his son in the eye. He was one of the few people in the world who could do so without looking up. “You have worked very hard, forsaking many things, to prepare for this day.”

Alex couldn’t prevent the emotion from showing. He knew his father loved him. But hearing him say, in front of the Elders, that he was proud to have him as his son, meant the world to him. Especially in light of how he’d failed his father in the past.

“Thank you, Vati,” he said humbly.

Vati gave him a small smile. “Marrying an Elder-Mistress is not an easy path. She has duties to the Brotherhood as well as you do. Unfortunately, there is also another Master to be taken into consideration. A Master who does not value her as much as you do. He will do whatever he can to destroy your relationship. Are you prepared for this?”

“Yes, I am.”

“We, as your Elders, will support you in any way we can. We support your marriage and believe that your relationship with Anna is the proper one. We believe that you are the one person who can protect her, and ultimately free her. We will hold you accountable for her welfare, and charge you to do everything in your power to ensure her safety, and ensure that she thrives under your care. We are still your Elders and you are still a Son. You must submit to our authority in your life and with your bride. Do you accept this condition?”

“Yes, I do.” Alex hoped this didn’t mean what he thought it would mean.

“Are you willing to show your submission and demonstrate how far you are willing to go to protect your future wife?”

“I am,” he said, trying very hard not to show his hesitation. Not that he was unwilling to show submission. He was just already hurting and didn’t need more stimulation to make his cock throb any harder.

There were men that he was attracted to and would fuck occasionally. He enjoyed a cock in his ass when he was in the mood. But he was so far beyond arousal that he didn’t know how much more he could take.

“Kneel on the floor at the end of the bed, Alex,” Vati said. “Put your hands on the footboard and prepare to show your submission.”

Fuck.

Edwin Reisig knelt behind him a moment later. “Your erection and your release are for your bride tomorrow,” he said quietly as he put his hand on Alex’s shoulder. “Allowing yourself release tonight would be very selfish and make us doubt you are ready for marriage.”

Alex tried to relax his ass as much as he could as the Elder pressed his cock against him. Sweat beaded on his brow and he pressed in.

“We will press you further than you think you can go tonight, Alex. You must take us all.”

Alex closed his eyes and thought of Anna as Edwin began moving. He groaned and strained against his release. He would be strong for Anna.


Thirty


Anna opened her eyes and blinked in the bright light. She was on . . . a beach? With warm white sand between her toes and crystal clear waters just a few feet away. A few palm trees swayed in the wind, under which patches of soft-looking grass grew. Down the beach stood some sort of white, three-sided pavilion.

She looked down to see herself wearing a flowing, white dress. Sebastian still held her hand and wore a white silk tunic and silk pants that flapped in the breeze. The tunic had gold and silver embroidery around the sleeves and neckline. His clothes reminded her of what the men wore at the informal Gatherings, but of a higher quality.

“Where are we?” she asked, looking around in awe.

It was the most beautiful sight she’d ever seen. Something about the place seemed familiar and made her feel comfortable, although she was certain she’d never been there before.

“We just call it ‘The Beaches.’ It’s where we Immortals live.”

Anna’s heart pounded with fear. Would Kaveh be here?

“No, Anna. Kaveh is not here. I wouldn’t have brought you if he were.” He squeezed her hand and smiled at her. “You’re safe.”

He led her towards the pavilion where three men sat on large pillows, talking. They looked up as Sebastian and Anna approached. One stood quickly and walked toward them. He was tall and blond, like the rest of them, but there was something familiar . . .

“Daddy?” Anna exclaimed, her heart pounding. She looked at Sebastian, who nodded and released her hand.

“Anna, sweetheart!” Trevor ran to her and embraced her with the love that only a father could give.

“Daddy,” she sobbed, burying her face in his chest. “Oh, Daddy. I miss you.”

“I missed you too, sweetheart. Oh so much!” He kissed her head and pressed her head to his chest. She could hear his heart pounding against her ear.

When she stopped crying, he pulled her away so he could look at her. His eyes were red. “Oh, Anna. You’ve grown into such a beautiful woman. I’m so sorry for everything that happened.” Tears filled his eyes. “I never wanted anything to happen to you,” he whispered. “I tried to do everything I could . . . But I couldn’t . . . and then you disappeared . . . Oh, Anna, I’m so sorry.”

He pulled her close again.

“Trevor, we don’t have much time,” Sebastian said softly. “What we’re doing wouldn’t be approved of by many.”

Trevor nodded and led Anna to the Pavilion. “Anna, this is Brenton and Gavin. They are other Immortals that watch over Germany.”

“Hello,” Anna said softly. She clung to her father as he brought her to stand in front of the other men.

“Anna, I need to give you to the German Immortals. Kaveh and the others claimed you in the US. But you must belong to the Germans as well for the marriage to be valid. And we don’t have much time. No one can know until after your marriage to Alex is complete.”

Trevor stood her up and turned her to face Sebastian, Brenton, and Gavin. “My brothers. This is my daughter. Flesh of my flesh. Born of love between her mother and I.” Trevor’s voice broke as he spoke. “I offer her in my free will to you. Will you take her and care for her in my stead?”

“We will.” The three Immortals said in unison.

Trevor stood and kissed her head. He cupped her cheek. “Anna, I must leave you in their care. You can trust them. You can trust Alex and the German Elders as well. They will help you.” He gave her a sad smile. “I love you, sweetheart.”

Tears spilled over onto her cheeks. “I love you too, Daddy,” she whispered. He stepped away, gave her a sad smile and then vanished from her sight.

She looked around. “Where’d he go?”

“He couldn’t stay long Anna. Just long enough to offer you to us.” Sebastian took her hand and pulled her close. “You must be ours so we can give you to the Elders and Alex.”

“How does that happen?” Anna asked nervously.

Sebastian cupped her cheek. “How do all bondings happen?” He leaned forward and kissed her. “We won’t hurt you, Anna,” he murmured.

Sebastian and the other Immortals stood and began chanting. Their voices swirled around Anna and she felt dizzy. They circled around her and Anna closed her eyes and fell to her knees. They knelt around her and her dress was raised over her head. Then their hands were on her body. Her breasts were caressed, her pussy explored with long fingers. Her ass cheeks were caressed and spread apart. Sebastian kissed her again as a finger delved into her ass. Her clit was caressed. Her nipples sucked on.

Ecstasy. Anna was teased, touched, kissed, and sucked. She felt like she was floating in a cloud of sex. It felt like hours passed as she lay with her legs open, her pussy repeatedly filled by the Immortals. They didn’t seem to have to recover like mortal men did. Climax after climax. Mouthful after mouthful of cum. They were all big and satisfying. And she learned about them all. She knew them. She was theirs. She belonged to them. More climaxes, more ecstasy. She flew on a cloud of pleasure and didn’t come down to earth. When she couldn’t take it anymore, she gave one last scream of ecstasy and gave into the silken darkness.
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Alex grunted and groaned loudly in frustration and pain and pleasure. His teeth dug into the leather covered stick that his father had offered him and his was body slick with sweat. Over and over again his ass was filled with huge cocks. They pressed against that sweet spot inside of him and he groaned. His head rested against the headboard. His arm muscles cramped from the strain. How many more? How many had he taken?

He was stretched open more than he’d ever been stretched before. His cock was dark purple and engorged. Bigger than he’d ever imagined possible. Was this safe? God, he needed relief. Oh, God, Anna! This was all for her.

The man behind him grunted as he came and pulled out. Alex braced himself for another, but no one came.

There was a hand on his shoulder. “You’re done, Alex. Breathe.” It was his father.

Tears filled Alex’s eyes. He could take a lot of pain and discomfort. This was by far one of the worst situations he’d ever been in. He would call it comparable to what Devin had done to him in the dungeon. He rested his head on the footboard of the bed and breathed heavily.

“Turn around Alex,” Vati said. “Stay on your knees.”

Alex turned around and straightened his back. He was a man, not a boy. He would not slump and show weakness.

His arms were abruptly grabbed and stretched out to his side. One man on each side of him held his arms out and another put his arms around his shoulders and held him still. Another grabbed his hair in a fist, keeping his head up. Vati knelt in front of him.

Alex clenched his jaw again. One of the Elders put the leather stick in front of his mouth and Alex opened his jaw to receive it. At least he wouldn’t break his teeth or bite his tongue.

He looked into his father’s eyes. They were intense, without a flicker of emotion.

Alex took a deep breath and calmed his pounding heart. He knew what was coming next. He closed his eyes and thought of Anna again. His breathing slowed and he relaxed.

Vati reached out and removed the cock ring. If Alex hadn’t been held so firmly by the other men, he would have fallen forward. The throbbing intensified and he grunted against the stick.

Another Elder handed Vati a gun-like object. The piercing gun.

Alex felt his father’s hand on his cock. He couldn’t look down and watch. It was probably better that way.

He heard a click and felt something like molten hot metal pierce through the top of his cock.

“Argh!” His muffled shout echoed in the silent room.

Without warning there was another click and another shot of metal. His eyes watered and he struggled against the men holding him, but he was too exhausted to put up much of a fight.

Vati fiddled with the piercings and then nodded and the men released Alex. Alex slumped over and put his hand on the floor to steady himself. A few minutes later, he heard the door open and close. He looked up to see that the room was empty except for himself and Vati.

“Am I done?” Alex asked in a weary voice.

Vati smiled. “Yes, son. I am very proud of you. Not many men would make it through what you went through. That is one of the toughest tests we can put a Son through. But I knew you could do it.”

Alex gave him a tired smile. “I kept thinking about Anna, and how she was raised. This was nothing compared to what she went through.

“Good, Alex,” Vati said, softly. “You’re putting thoughts of Anna in front of your own. You will be a good husband.”

Alex beamed at the praise from his father.

A woman entered the room carrying a steaming mug on a tray.

“Drink this, Alex. It will help you sleep. When you wake in the morning, you will not be in pain, though you will be uncomfortable until you consummate.”

“Will my cock calm down?”

Vati laughed. “Yes. But you will be of similar size when you consummate.”

“Then I’m glad Anna is not a virgin. I would hurt her.”

Vati shook his head. “She will be as a virgin, Alex. You will have to show extreme self-control with her.”

“What? How is that possible, and why?” Alex didn’t like the idea of hurting Anna on their wedding day.

“Because an Elder’s bride is supposed to be a virgin. And it is another test to see if you will treat your wife properly.”

“How are you going to make her a virgin?”

“Only a virgin physically. We can’t undo what Devin made her. Sebastian and the Immortals will take care of that.”

Vati stood and helped Alex to his feet and to the bed. “Drink and sleep. Tomorrow will be busy.”

“I don’t want to hurt Anna,” Alex protested.

“I know, Alex,” Vati gave him a sympathetic look. “But sometimes we have to hurt the ones we love, as you have learned these last months. We do it as gently as possible.”

Vati left the room. Alex drank the sweet drink and drifted off into a deep sleep.
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Anna felt a hand brush her forehead.

“Anna, wake up.”

Anna’s eyes slowly opened and she found herself in a very feminine bedroom. It reminded her of her room at Devin’s Manor. The walls were covered in painted bouquets of flowers. The canopy above her looked like peach silk, and the bed was incredibly comfortable.

Sebastian sat next to her on the bed.

She sat up. “Where are we?”

“In the Schloss. There is something we must do here, and then I will take you back to the Gutshaus.”

“What do we have to do?”

“I have to give you to the Elders.”

“Elders. Multiples?”

“Generally, an Elder-Mistress belongs to a country with one particular Elder, who is her direct Master.”

“Oh.” Devin did things so differently.

Sebastian stood and held out a white silk robe. “Here. Put this on.”

Anna stood and let him help her with the robe.

He led her through the Schloss to a pair of wooden double doors. He knocked once. There was a response from the other side and he opened the doors.

They walked into a large chamber. The floor was covered in thick red carpet except around the edges where the wood showed. Seven throne-like chairs sat in a large semi-circle in front of what looked like a large white furry rug.

The men who sat in the chairs were dressed in the white robes of the Elders. Brenton and Gavin stood near the door and walked ahead of Sebastian and Anna. They were dressed as they had been at The Beaches, as was Sebastian.

“I will be speaking in German, but I am only telling them that I have brought you to them,” Sebastian whispered. “When I tell you, bow to them as you would to Devin. They are all Elders. Treat them with respect. If they speak to you, address them as Mein Herr.”

“Okay.”

Brenton and Gavin stepped to the side and Sebastian went to stand in front of the Elders with Anna at his side. Anna stood as submissively as she could with her head bowed. Sebastian spoke for a long time in German. The Elders would ask a question or make a comment and Sebastian would respond.

At one point, Sebastian moved behind Anna and removed her robe, making her stand naked in front of the men. For the first time in her life, she felt self-conscious about being naked in front of men. She was getting fat and was afraid of displeasing them. She unconsciously moved to cover herself, but Sebastian held her arms down.

She blinked away the tears as the Elders looked at her. She looked down and could see that her breasts were indeed bigger and her waist wasn’t as small as it had been. She was ashamed, but tried as hard as she could not to cry. She didn’t know what she’d been eating that had caused this, but she would need to be careful from now one. Men didn’t like fat women; Devin and Jack made that very clear.

“Anna,” Sebastian whispered. “Greet them.”

Anna was relieved to be able to move. She took a step forward and bowed low. Sebastian said something in German and the Elders responded in one voice.

“You may sit up, Mistress,” a German voice said. It sounded like Wilhelm.

She sat up, but stayed looking at the ground.

“My lords,” Wilhelm said in English, kneeling in front of Anna. “You have given us a precious gift in your Daughter. We will care for her to the best of our ability.” He brushed her hair back from her face and cupped her chin, lifting her face to his.

She nervously looked into his eyes, hoping she hadn’t displeased him, but he didn’t seem upset. He seemed concerned.

“Will you accept me as your Master, Mistress?” Wilhelm asked.

Anna frowned in confusion. Would she not be marrying Alex tomorrow? Was Wilhelm taking her from him?

Wilhelm smiled, seeming to understand her confusion. “I have a son who is worthy of you and if you are willing, would have you for his wife. He will be a good husband to you.”

Anna smiled in relief and nodded. “Yes, Mein Herr,” she said softly. “I will gladly accept you as my Master.”

Wilhelm said something in German and then led her over to a door that opened up into a small room with a bed. “Anna, we will each come and be with you. Then you will belong to us all. Normally this does not happen all in one night, but we made an exception because of your unique circumstance.” He sighed and lay her down on the bed. “I wish I had time to make love to you properly. I am sorry.” He leaned down and kissed her. “There will be other opportunities to make it up to you.”

Anna smiled affectionately at Wilhelm. “It’s okay.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back.


Thirty-One


Alex awoke as the sun peeked through the windows, surprised he’d slept so well. Whatever was in that mug had certainly worked. He felt uncomfortably engorged, but his cock was mostly flaccid. It would have been embarrassing walking around with an erection all morning. Not to mention extremely painful.

He pushed the covers aside and sat up and looked down at himself. The marriage piercings were in place. He’d had his double ring since he was twenty and hardly thought about it anymore. These new ones felt strange, but he supposed he would get used to them as he had the first one. He hoped Anna would like them.

He stood and stretched, then went to look out the window.

The sun was rising on his wedding day. The day he would become Anna’s husband. Part of him was scared to death. He didn’t want to cause Anna any more pain, physically or emotionally. He wanted to be a good husband to her. But what if he inadvertently hurt her? What if he lost his temper in front of her? She would be terrorized.

As soon as they were married, he would put the word out that he and his team were unavailable for a few months. It would give him and Anna time to get used to each other. They could settle into their new life and new house.

Alex grinned to himself. He couldn’t wait to take Anna to the new home he’d bought her. It was a palatial residence in the Presidio Heights neighborhood of San Francisco. He’d found it when he was out in August and Kurt had signed the paperwork for him when he was there in December. When Alex took her home, he would take her straight there and carry her over the threshold like a proper husband. They could have a wedding reception there and celebrate with their friends.

As much as Alex loved Germany, he missed his friends in San Francisco. It would be difficult to move home when it became necessary. He hoped everything would be settled with Anna before that happened. He couldn’t bear to leave her behind. But as long as she was tied to Devin, San Francisco was her home and he couldn’t take her away.

That was his next course of learning: to find out how to free Anna from Devin once and for all.

Alex hummed to himself as he dressed and went to his father’s room at the Schloss. He wanted to get home and get ready for the wedding. He couldn’t wait to have Anna as his wife.
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Anna’s eye snapped open and she grabbed her stomach.

“Not again,” she moaned and ran into the bathroom, just making it to the toilet before losing what little was left in her stomach.

She rested her head on the cool porcelain of the nearby tub while she regained her breath. A soft knock sounded at the bedroom door.

“Come in,” she called weakly.

She heard a door open and the sound of something being set down on a table. “Fraulein?”

“I’m in the bathroom.”

A girl a few years older than herself walked in. She wore a black dress with a white apron over it. Her brown hair was neatly tucked back into a bun and her bright smile faded when she saw Anna on the floor.

“Oh, Fraulein,” she said earnestly. “Are you all right?” She went to the sink and wet a washcloth and pressed it to Anna’s forehead and cheeks. “Are you ill?”

Anna shrugged weakly. “I don’t know. I’ve never been sick before. I’m feeling better now.”

The girl helped her to her feet. “Let me help you back to your bed.”

When Anna was settled back under the covers, the girl spoke again. “I am Brigitte. I will be attending to you while you are here.”

“Hi, Brigitte,” Anna said softly.

“I have brought you breakfast. Would you like to try to eat?”

Anna looked over at the tray on the table and nodded. She was hungry and it smelled good.

Brigitte brought the tray and positioned it on legs over Anna’s lap. “Is there anything else you need?”

Anna shook her head. “No, thank you. It looks wonderful.”

Brigitte curtsied. “I will let der Herzogin know you are up and that you are not feeling well. I will return in a few minutes.”

Anna dove into her food. As she ate, she began to feel better and even allowed herself to get excited about the day.

She had almost finished eating by the time Ilsa and Brigitte returned. Ilsa immediately went to Anna and felt her forehead. “You do not seem to have a fever,” she said in her accented voice. She looked at her closely. “Alex said that you were ill on the plane as well.”

Anna nodded. “But I felt better after I threw up.”

“Are you feeling better now?”

“Yes, thank you.”

Ilsa sat down on the bed and studied her closely. “Is there anything else going on?” she asked softly, taking her hand.

“When is there not something going on?” Anna gave her a wry smile.

Ilsa laughed gently. “I meant physically.”

“Oh.” Anna smiled, embarrassed. “I’ve been tired, but I also haven’t been sleeping well. Ever since. . .” Anna swallowed and looked down at her hand.

“Ever since what, Liebe?”

“Since Ben died,” she whispered and started crying.

She shouldn’t be crying. It was her wedding day. It wasn’t that Anna didn’t want to marry Alex. She did. But her heart ached for Ben. For his life that had been taken because of her.

Ilsa scooted up and held Anna as she cried.

“I’m sorry. I just . . . I’ve been crying so much lately,” Anna said between sobs. “I feel like such a mess.”

“Oh, Anna. It is all right. It has only been a few weeks since he died, correct?”

Anna nodded.

“Grief does not go away overnight. It might never go away. But it will soften. With time.” Ilsa stroked her hair as she spoke. “It will get easier.”

When Anna’s tears subsided, Ilsa smiled at her. “Would you like to see the dresses I picked out for you? You can choose any of them to wear today.”

Anna sniffed and nodded. “Wedding dresses?”

“Not the elaborate styles that most American brides think of; that would not be practical for a German civil wedding. I understand you have a beautiful dress for New Year’s Eve, though.”

Anna smiled brightly. “Oh, it’s so beautiful.” Her face fell. “But I don’t know if Kaitlyn was able to find one that fit. The one she picked out originally was too small.” Anna burst into tears again. “I’ve gained weight. I don’t fit into any of my clothes anymore.” She looked up at Ilsa. “Will Alex be upset?”

“Anna, if you have gained weight, you were too thin to begin with. You are very thin. Alex said he thought you had lost weight.”

Anna stared at her. “How is that possible? I don’t understand.”

Ilsa was thoughtful for a moment. “Sometimes it just happens, Anna. Women’s bodies have minds of their own sometimes.” She stood. “Let me go get the dresses and you can pick one out. I am sure we’ll find something you like.”
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“Wilhelm? Are you in there?”

Wilhelm looked up at the sound of his wife’s voice in the hall. She sounded distressed. “I’m here, Mausi. What’s wrong?” He stood and walked around his desk to meet her. He had just returned home a few minutes ago.

Ilsa walked into his study and closed the door behind her. “I think Anna might be pregnant.”

“What? That’s not possible, Ilsa.” He didn’t want to discount his wife’s instincts. They were normally right on. But the likelihood of Anna being pregnant was next to zero.

“She was ill this morning. She was ill yesterday on the plane. She said she’s been emotional, tired and not sleeping.”

“Ilsa, she’s been under a lot of stress lately⁠—”

“She says none of her clothes fit her anymore, but Alex said she looked like she had gotten thinner.”

Wilhelm thought for a moment. Anna had looked different last night. Her breasts were fuller for one thing and she just looked . . . different. He’d had a lot on his mind last night and it hadn’t completely registered. But now that Ilsa brought it up . . . But, how? There were ways for her to get pregnant, but they tended to be mystical in nature, though there were physical things that could be done. Perhaps she’d had a particularly intense night with Ben. Intense emotions had been known to make it happen. She had loved Ben, Wilhelm didn’t doubt that.

“Wilhelm?”

Ilsa’s voice pulled him out of his thoughts. “I’m sorry, Ilsa. Yes, I suppose you could be right. I know your instincts are usually correct.” Wilhelm sighed. “Don’t say anything to her. If she is, I highly doubt she knows it. It would never occur to her. I don’t want to upset her.”

“You still want her to marry Alex if she’s pregnant with another man’s child?”

“If it was anyone else except her, I would handle things much differently. But Anna is different. And she is meant to be with Alex. Of this I am sure.”

Ilsa frowned. “His first child will not be his. That’s not fair to anyone involved.”

“Ilsa, I appreciate your concern. But this wedding must take place. Alex will handle it. He loves her.”

Ilsa sighed. “I know. But what will people say?”

“No one has to know. She can’t be very far along. A baby could easily be conceived today, at least in other people’s minds.”

“Should we tell Alex?”

Wilhelm thought for a minute. “Not until after the wedding. Let them have this happy day before life intrudes. Waiting a few days won’t hurt anything.”

“All right. If you think that is what’s best.” Ilsa set her mouth in a straight line.

Wilhelm could sense that she wasn’t happy about his decision, but wouldn’t contradict him. “Ilsa, please. It’s not Anna’s fault. She’s been told her whole life that she will never have children. She needs our support and our love.”

Ilsa looked at him closely. “You love her, don’t you?” she asked quietly.

Wilhelm hesitated. He loved Ilsa with all his heart. He had since he was sixteen years old. She was the best possible wife a man could imagine. And he never lied to her. They were always completely honest with each other, even if it hurt. It was what kept their marriage strong. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt her.

“Yes, Ilsa. I do. But she will be Alex’s wife. I would never, ever replace you for another woman.” He walked over to her and pulled her close. “I love you, Ilsa. I have always loved you. My desire for you is as strong as it was when we were first married.”

Ilsa leaned her head against his chest. “I know, Wilhelm. I suppose it’s only fair. You’ve not fallen in love with anyone else our whole marriage. I suppose I can’t say the same thing.”

Wilhelm had decided when he became Elder that he would give Ilsa the decision to have a lover if she wanted one. It wasn’t fair for him to be surrounded by young women and her to be at home alone in a cold bed.

They had gone to school together with the son of the French Ambassador. Maurice had fallen in love with Ilsa when Wilhelm had, in secondary school, but Ilsa had chosen Wilhelm, and Maurice married a woman from France. Maurice’s wife had died a few years before Wilhelm became Elder and Ilsa had chosen him for her lover. He knew she loved both of them. Wilhelm was thankful she’d found a lover who cared for her as much as he did. Ilsa was loyal and discreet. If plans changed and Wilhelm was to be home when he was supposed to have been gone, she told Maurice that she couldn’t see him that night.

Wilhelm had never found another woman that he loved like he loved his wife. Yes, he participated in the Brotherhood activities, and there were girls that he had cared about and took care of. But he hadn’t loved any of them.

Until Anna. Anna was special. Ilsa would see that as she spent time with her. At least he hoped so. Ilsa wasn’t a jealous woman, and he hoped that his feelings for Anna wouldn’t sour the potential relationship between her and Anna.

“Please, Ilsa. She needs a mother figure. She is so lonely and lost.”

Ilsa smiled up at him. “I know. She is very sweet. I can see why you love her. And Alex too.” She reached up to kiss him. “I love you. I will not say anything until you decide they should know.”

“Thank you, Mausi.” He kissed her again, then stroked her cheek. “I love you too.

Ilsa gave him a last smile and then turned and left the room.

Wilhelm leaned against his desk, thinking about what Ilsa had said. If she was right, this could be a good thing for Anna. He believed that Alex would do the right thing and hoped he wouldn’t be disproved.
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Anna paced in her room while she waited for Ilsa to return. Ilsa hadn’t looked pleased when she left. Had Anna done something to displease her? She didn’t want to upset Alex’s mother. She was more used to being around women now that she had been out of the Manor for a while. Katherine had embraced her and had kept in touch after the funeral. But sometimes, they still intimidated her.

She was staring out the window when someone knocked on the door before opening it. Ilsa walked in followed by Brigitte pushing a rack of white dresses.

“Oh, my!” Anna exclaimed, looking at the rack. There were so many of them.

“I selected a wide variety of dresses since I did not know what style you liked.” She turned to the other girl. “Brigitte, would you please pull them out so that she can take a look at them.” She turned back to Anna. “You can try on as many as you would like. We have plenty of time.”

After trying on several dresses that she liked, and getting discouraged that some she liked didn’t fit, she finally decided on a tea-length lace A-line dress. Brigitte put Anna’s hair up in a loose up-do and put white flowers in her hair.

Ilsa had gone away to get ready and returned as Brigitte was buttoning up her dress. “You look beautiful, Anna.” She laughed softly. “Alex is pacing downstairs like a caged lion. I have never seen him so excited.”

Anna blushed. In a few minutes she would be going downstairs to see Alex. Her groom and future husband. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach and her nausea returned.

“Anna, are you all right?” Ilsa asked with concern in her voice.

“I . . . I don’t feel well.”

Ilsa said something in German to Brigitte, who rushed out of the room, and then led Anna into the bathroom. She wet a washcloth and put it on the back of her neck.

“My mother used to do this to me when I was ill. Breathe deeply, Liebe.”

Brigitte returned a few minutes later with a fizzy drink like Anna had on the plane. Anna drank it quickly and her nausea disappeared a few minutes later.

“Thank you,” she said weakly. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me lately.”

Ilsa gave her a warm smile. “It is quite all right, Anna. Things happen.” She led Anna back out to the bedroom and sat her on the chaise next to the fireplace. “I have something for you.”

Ilsa handed her a necklace. “I wore this on my wedding day. Alexander’s grandmother wore it on her wedding day. It goes back many generations.” She smiled fondly. “Wilhelm and I would be proud if you wore it on your wedding day.”

Tears fill Anna’s eyes as she looked at it. The pendant was a cluster of diamonds in the shape of a flower with a pearl hanging from it. “Thank you, Ilsa. It’s so beautiful. I would be honored to wear it.”

Ilsa smiled and helped her put it on. She gave her matching earrings and a bracelet as well.

Ilsa looked her up and down. “Beautiful. Are you ready?”

Anna nodded nervously as she stepped into her shoes. Brigitte handed her a white satin purse and then Anna followed Ilsa out into the hallway.

[image: ]


Alex paced in the large entry hall. He’d been up for several hours and was dying to see Anna. His leather shoes tapped out a steady rhythm as he walked the length of the room over and over again. He straightened his tie for the hundredth time and turned to stare at the staircase, willing Anna to appear.

Now that the hour was upon him, he also began to worry that he had overlooked some important detail and that something would happen to prevent their marriage.

“Alex you’re going to wear out the marble,” Kurt joked as he reclined on a bench in the hallway. Alex had asked him to be his witness at the ceremony.

Seth, Tony, Greg, and Sebastian stood nearby. They would go in the vehicle with them. Michael, Jesse, and Jason were already in town, keeping an eye on the Standesamt, where he and Anna would be married.

Alex had pulled every string in the book to get this wedding to take place so quickly after Anna arrived in the country. There were benefits to being an Elder-Son. A few requirements were bent, but for the most part everything had been done in the proper fashion, just hurried. It had been tricky to get Anna’s signatures on some documents without her knowing, but Isaak had been helpful with that. He hoped Anna would forgive him for his deceit, but if Devin had found out . . . Alex shuddered to think of what might have happened.

Alex heard footsteps on the stairs and wheeled around to see his sisters and Gretchen coming down. Gretchen had Otto wrapped in so many blankets he looked like a blue bear.

Alex sighed, disappointed, and walked over to the table where a single, perfect pink rose lay that he would give to Anna. Whenever she saw pink roses, he wanted her to think of him.

“Don’t I feel like a valued sister,” Greta teased, walking up to Alex and hugging him. She looked very pretty in her blue silk dress and he told her so. She beamed at him.

“Vati, where is she?” he groaned. His physical discomfort was escalating his impatience.

“I heard that she got sick,” Gretchen smirked.

Alex’s concern rose and he looked at his father.

“All right, Alex. I will go check on her. I’m sure she’s fine.” Wilhelm patted his shoulder and made his way to the stairs. He was just a few steps up when he smiled. “There they are.”

Alex picked up the rose and made his way to the staircase as Anna, holding the railing very tightly, came around the curved section and into view. His heart pounded so hard, it wouldn’t have surprised him if his entire family could hear it.

He couldn’t have imagined a more beautiful picture. Her hair softly curled around her face. Her cream lace dress accented her figure perfectly. It was just low enough to show a bit of cleavage, but not immodestly. Her legs were encased in silk stockings and he could see the calf muscles flexing as she stepped down the stairs. She had fantastic legs. Hell, she had fantastic everything.

Her face, although pale, glowed with happiness and her eyes sparkled as her eyes met his. It humbled him to think that he was the cause of that sparkle and glow.

He must have been staring because she stopped and looked away, her cheeks turning pink.

“Schatzi . . . ,” he breathed.

His precious treasure. Here. Before him. Dressed for their wedding. He felt a little lightheaded and realized he’d been holding his breath. He took two steps to stand before her and swept her up in his arms. She weighed practically nothing and he spun her around and kissed her cheek.

“Oh, Alex, don’t spin her around!” his mother exclaimed. “She’ll get sick again.”

Alex cradled her cheek and gazed into her bright green eyes. “Were you sick this morning again, Anna?”

She looked apologetic as she nodded. “I’m so sorry, Alex. I don’t know what’s wrong.”

He studied her face. Why would she be getting sick? Had he done something? He stepped back and looked her over. His eyes caught at her breasts. Were they larger than they’d been when he last saw her? Yes. They definitely were. She glowed. She was sick. She had said she’d barely eaten though.

Oh, God! It couldn’t be, could it?

Anna searched his eyes. “Did I displease you, Alex?”

He saw her starting to pull away and cursed himself.

“No, no, Anna. I’m just concerned about you.” He gave her a gentle smile and kissed her gently on the lips. “You are the most beautiful vision I’ve ever seen.” His voice cracked slightly at his words.

She blushed again and looked away. He loved how shy she was. A normal woman could have been cold and arrogant because of her beauty. But not Anna. She was an angel. It made sense that Kurt called her Angel. It fit her.

“Here,” he said softly, handing her the rose. “This is for you.”

Her eyes lit up at the sight. She put it to her nose and inhaled deeply, closing her eyes and smiling. “Thank you, Alex. It’s beautiful.”

“It’s nothing compared to you.”

“Don’t we get to say hello to the bride, Alex?” Kurt asked, stepping next to him. “Hello, Engel. You look beautiful.” He kissed her cheek and hugged her.

Alex saw Anna nervously glance behind him to where he knew Gretchen stood, but she smiled warmly at Kurt.

“Thank you, Kurt,” she said in a soft voice.

Alex shook his head to himself. Gretchen was already hostile to Anna; Kurt didn’t need to give Gretchen more reasons. He heard Gretchen murmur something about one man being enough and Liesl giggled. Alex bit his tongue. The rest of the family greeted Anna warmly, except Gretchen.

Seth approached with a white fur coat that Alex had bought for Anna.

“Anna, this is for you,” Alex said, holding it open for her. “It should keep you warm.”

Once again her eyes lit up. “It looks so soft,” she said, reaching out to touch it. She smiled when she did and stepped closer and let him help her into it. “Ooh!” She giggled. “Can I wear this all the time?”

Everyone laughed affectionately. He heard Gretchen make another comment and he whipped around and glared at her. She smirked back.

“Alex, let it go,” his father said softly in German. “Don’t upset Anna.”

Alex looked back and saw the fright in Anna’s eyes. Guilt filled his veins and he sighed. He took her hand and kissed it. “I’m not angry at you, Schatzi.”

She gave him a timid smile.

He looked at his father who nodded, then looked back at Anna. “Shall we go get married?” he asked.

Anna nodded, her eyes sparkling again.

He put on his wool coat and then took her hand and led her out the front door. Tony and Greg got into an SUV parked behind the limo that the family, Seth, and Sebastian piled into. A few minutes later, the car pulled away from the house and they were on their way to Frankfurt to get married.


Thirty-Two


Anna watched the buildings pass by as they drove through the city streets. She felt excited and scared all at the same time. The idea of marrying Alex seemed like a dream. But a very good dream. She held Alex’s hand tightly.

Something occurred to her. “Alex, don’t we need wedding rings?” she asked quietly.

Alex grinned down at her. “In Germany, we wear our wedding rings on the right hand.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out two gold rings with birds and leaves on the outside, as well as the words Myn Genyst. He handed her the larger of the two rings.

“These were my grandparent’s wedding rings. Myn Genyst means ‘my heart’. I thought we could use these rings for the ceremony and wear them on our right hand and then go pick out rings together for our left hands afterward. How does that sound?”

Anna stared at the ring. It was old fashioned and beautiful. She felt honored that he wanted her to wear a family ring. “That sounds wonderful Alex,” she said quietly. “But if you don’t want to wear two wedding rings, we don’t have to.”

Alex shook his head. “We live in America for now. I don’t want anyone to doubt that we are married. In America, if I didn’t have a ring on my left hand, I would feel like I was being disrespectful. I want every woman who sees me to know that I am very happily married.”

Anna giggled. She could see his point and was grateful for it. “Thank you, Alex.”

He leaned over and whispered in her ear. “Of course, that goes for you too. I don’t want men thinking that you’re available either.”

Anna leaned against his shoulder and fiddled with the ring he had handed her. It was so big! It went with the rest of him, she supposed.

“What are you thinking about that turns your cheeks so prettily pink?” he asked quietly.

She glanced up at him and gave him a shy smile. “I was noticing how big your ring was and I. . .” she whispered, then blushed “. . . extrapolated from there.”

Alex threw his head back and laughed. “Oh, Anna. I love you!”

The thought of the size of his cock made her nervous. When Sebastian had taken her back to her room after finishing at the Manor, he had told her that he needed to make her physically a virgin again.

She had begged him not to, but he said it had to be done. That even though it was rare naturally these days, the Son’s wife needed to be as a virgin. But Sebastian has assured her that it wouldn’t be like the cream that Devin gave her. She would stretch as she had the first time and she wouldn’t stay unnaturally tight. That had relieved some of her fears, but not all. It had hurt enough her first time with Devin. She couldn’t imagine being a virgin with Alex.
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The car slowed down and stopped near what looked like an enormous cobblestone courtyard. People milled around a huge fountain in the center of the courtyard in light coats, making Anna wonder how they weren’t freezing.

As she climbed out of the limo, Anna saw that all of Alex’s men were nearby. The men followed the family as they made their way to a line of tall buildings nearby. She squinted in the bright sunlight and looked up at the tallest, steepled building that they walked towards. It was so pretty and looked very “German” to her.

Anna clung to Alex’s hand as they walked through a set of glass doors set in a stone archway. Alex walked up to a lady behind a reception desk and spoke to her briefly in German. She looked at him and the rest of the family standing behind and her eyes widened. She nodded enthusiastically, picked up the phone and spoke urgently.

“Alex, is everything okay?” Anna whispered.

Alex smiled. “Ja, Schatzi. We’re not on the official schedule today. Everything has been done off the record.” He gave her an almost embarrassed look. “My family tends to be in the spotlight socially here. That no one knew I was engaged is rather shocking. Of course,” he said, pulling her close and kissing the back of her hand. “It only happened yesterday.” He gazed into her eyes and stroked her cheek. “Soon you will be my wife,” he said in a hushed tone.

The lady spoke to Alex again and motioned towards a set of glass doors that led to the interior of the building.

Alex grinned at Anna. “Let’s get married.” He opened the door and she walked through.

They climbed up a long marble staircase, brightly lit from the sunshine that streamed through the wall of windows. Wilhelm walked next to Alex, speaking quietly in German.

When they arrived at the top of the stairs, a man in a dark suit and tie greeted them respectfully, first shaking Wilhelm’s hand and then Alex’s.

“Soeren, this is mein Verlobten, Anna,” Alex introduced. “Anna, this is Soeren Stutterheim. He will be marrying us today.”

“Hello,” Anna said with a shaky voice. Nerves flew through Anna’s body making her nauseous again. Her hand flew to her mouth and she swallowed several times, trying to rid her mouth of the increase of saliva that indicated she was going to vomit again.

“Anna, are you okay?”

Anna’s eyes watered and she shook her head.

Alex spoke quickly in German, then picked Anna up and carried her to a door with a silhouette of a woman on it. He opened the door slightly and called inside. No one responded, and he carried her through the doorway and put her down in the largest stall. She fell to her knees and emptied her stomach into the toilet. Several times.

Alex held her hair out of her face and rubbed her back until she was done.

She heard Ilsa behind her. “Give this to her, Alex.”

Alex handed her a wet cloth and she wiped her mouth.

“I’m sorry, Alex,” she said with tears in her eyes as she slumped to the floor. “I can’t keep anything in my stomach.”

Alex pulled her into his lap and flushed the toilet. “Anna, it’s all right. You can’t help what your body does.”

Greta came in a moment later with a glass of clear soda and Anna sipped it slowly. Alex and his mother spoke softly in German and she felt his heart rate increase as they talked.

She looked up at him. “Alex, did something happen?”

He shook his head. “Nein, Anna. Why?”

“Your heart is pounding in your chest and it wasn’t a minute ago.” She put her hand under his black suit jacket and over his heart. “What’s wrong?” she searched his eyes. “Did Devin find out about the wedding?”

“Nein, Schatzi. Everything is fine.” He gave her a gentle smile. “Finish your drink and then we’ll go get married.”

She leaned her head on his chest and tried to drink the soda as quickly as possible. She knew something was wrong; she could sense it. But she didn’t have the energy to ask again.

When she finished drinking, she held up the glass. “Done.”

He helped her to her feet and then stood. “Are you feeling better?” he asked, smoothing her hair.

Anna nodded.

Alex left the bathroom. Ilsa helped her fix her makeup and dress and then they went back into the hallway. She handed Anna a peppermint candy.

Alex was speaking to his father and looked up when they walked out.

“Everything all right?” Wilhelm asked, giving her an affectionate smile.

Anna nodded and then blushed as she felt everyone staring at her. She stared at the ground, embarrassed. What was she doing with these sophisticated people? She felt terribly out of place . . . like a street urchin trying to be a princess. They were very nice, and part of her felt comfortable with them. But the other part of her wanted to run away. She had no idea where to run to, but wanted to just the same.

Alex said something in German and she saw the family walk through a wooden door. Alex took her hand and led her to a bench by the window. He helped her out of her coat and put it beside him on the bench.

She stared at the floor. Was he going to tell her this was a mistake? That they shouldn’t get married? That she had embarrassed him in front of his family? Is that what he and his mother had been talking about?

“I’m sorry I embarrassed you, Alex,” she said softly, tears filling her eyes.

“Anna, you didn’t embarrass me. I’m worried about you. I don’t like seeing you sick.”

“Do you still want to marry me?” she asked with a tremulous voice.
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Alex cupped Anna’s cheek and kissed her. “Anna, whatever gave you the idea that I didn’t want to marry you?” he asked in a soft voice. “Nothing has changed that. I love you and want you to be my wife. I just want to make sure your stomach is all right.”

His mother had the same suspicions that he’d had before they left the Gutshaus. She suspected Anna was pregnant as well. He wanted to ask Anna about it, but he had a strong feeling that she had no idea. Why would she?

He didn’t want to upset Anna by bringing up the subject. He wanted her to be happy and not worry about it for a while longer, as he suspected she would become upset and nervous when she found out. He pushed the thoughts aside for now. He needed to sort out his own feelings about it, too, and it would be better if he were settled with the idea before he broached the subject with Anna. She would need his confidence about it.

She nodded. “It’s okay. I feel better now. I guess maybe it’s just nerves.”

“I’m sure that has something to do with it,” he affirmed. “Come. Let’s go get married.”

[image: ]


Within half an hour, Anna looked up into her new husband’s eyes. They were married. He gave her a tender look and then captured her lips with his. She could feel his love enveloping her entire body and she wrapped her arms around his neck.

Soeren said something in German and Alex nodded. They stood and faced his family, and Soeren said something else and everyone clapped.

“What did he say?” she whispered.

“He introduced us as the new Duke and Duchess of Hesse.”

She looked up at him, bewildered. “Duchess?”

Alex smiled. “Ja, Schatzi. You are a Duchess now. Here, they should call you Herzogin.”

She had a title? Her mind struggled to grasp the idea, but before she could, they were surrounded by Alex’s family. Hugs and kisses and congratulations were received from everyone. Gretchen’s was terse.

“She is still vulnerable, Alex,” she heard Wilhelm say to Alex quietly as they walked outside. “We need to go.”

Alex nodded. “We have some rings to find and then we will be home later,” Alex said to his family.

They said goodbye and then he and Anna got into the SUV with Wilhelm while the rest of the family got back in the limo. Sebastian and Seth rode in the back of the SUV.


Thirty-Three


Greg drove through the city streets until they were on the northern outskirts. He pulled onto a narrow road and drove for quite a while.

Anna felt her purse vibrate and opened it. Her phone was ringing. She looked at the screen.

“Alex,” she exclaimed. “Devin is calling me.”

She had to answer it. Devin would punish her if she didn’t. She was about to push the screen when Alex took the phone from her hands.

“Nein, Anna,” he said sharply. “You cannot answer his call right now.”

Tears came to her eyes. “But he’ll punish me if I don’t answer.”

“I am your Master too, Anna, and your husband. My authority over you outweighs Devin’s.” His voice was clipped and stern.

Anna felt like he had just slapped her in the face. She swallowed and turned to stare outside the SUV to gain control of her tears. Would he change, now that they were married? Would he become mean, like Devin and Jack had after her birthday?

She heard Alex sigh. “I’m sorry I snapped, Anna,” he said in a soft voice, reaching for her hand. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

“It’s fine, Alex,” she said softly. “I’m sorry I contradicted you.”

“Anna, he was probably tracking your phone and got suspicious. You can’t speak to him until after we finish at the Manor. Then my authority will be set and his will be lessened.” He pulled her back against him. “I want you to be safe. You’re still vulnerable until the Elders confirm our marriage.” He kissed her cheek and held her close. “I’m sorry I hurt your feelings, Schatzi,” he whispered.

Anna tried to relax and told herself she was just being overly emotional. Alex wasn’t Devin; Alex was warm and loving, from the inside. It wasn’t a façade like Devin wore.

He stroked her hand and kissed her head. “I love you, Anna.”

She looked up at him and smiled, the pain in her heart easing. “I love you too, Alex.”

His eyes darkened and he cupped the back of her head, pulling her to him and pressing his lips to hers. She felt his arousal through his hungry kiss. It took her breath away.

He pulled away as Greg pulled up in front of a three-story house with peaked roofs like Alex’s home. A wide staircase led up to the arched entryway. Seth and Sebastian got out first and looked around, then motioned for Alex and Anna to follow.

Anna’s phone rang again as they were walking towards the stairs. Alex was carrying it and he frowned at the screen. “Why does he keep calling?”

“Is it Devin?” Anna asked nervously.

Alex nodded. He pressed the button on the side of the phone and it turned off.

Devin was going to be so angry at her for ignoring his calls.

Alex looked around and put his hand on Anna’s back. “Hurry, Anna,” he said softly, pushing her gently up the stairs.

As they were walking inside, Anna heard a shout behind her. She turned and saw three tall men coming up the stairs. One of them looked like Kaveh.

She stopped. “Alex!” she exclaimed.

Alex grabbed her around the waist and pulled her back. He shouted something and someone else grabbed her and pulled her through the doors. The door closed with her inside and Alex outside.

“Alex!” she screamed, fighting against whoever was holding her. “Let me go!”

“Anna, you are safe in here.” It was Wilhelm. “If you go outside, you will be in danger.”

“But what about Alex?”

“They won’t hurt him, Liebling. He’ll be safe.” Wilhelm led her to a nearby couch and sat her down, holding her hand.

Anna stared at the door, wondering what was going on outside.
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Alex turned to face the Immortals after Anna was safely inside. “Stop. You have no authority here.”

The tallest one glared at him. “She is ours. You cannot have her.”

“She’s already mine. We were married in town less than an hour ago.”

The Immortal scoffed. “That doesn’t matter. She is mine.”

Sebastian stepped next to Alex. “Her father gave her to me and I gave her to the German Elders. Your claims are invalid, Kaveh.”

“Her father?” Kaveh narrowed his eyes. “How is that possible?”

“I took her to see him,” Sebastian said matter-of-factly. “My claim to her is more legitimate. You cannot deny that.”

Kaveh turned to Alex. “You dare try to marry an Elder-Mistress?”

“We are married. We will be confirmed shortly. There is nothing your Master can do to stop it now.”

“He is not my Master,” Kaveh growled. “I am no one’s servant.”

Alex smirked. “That’s not what I heard.”

Kaveh reached for Alex, but Sebastian snaked out his hand and grabbed Kaveh’s arm. “Don’t touch him. He is under my protection.”

Kaveh growled again. “You would dare cross Devin?

Alex raised his chin. “I would and I have. You tell him that by the end of the morning, he will have lost his hold on Anna. She is mine now and there’s nothing he can do about it. He will treat her with the respect that she deserves.” He cocked his brow. “Or else,” he growled.

Kaveh looked between Alex and Sebastian. “This isn’t over, human. Devin will not stand for it.”

“He doesn’t have a choice,” Sebastian retorted.

Kaveh clenched his jaw and turned to the Immortals behind him. A moment later they were gone.

Alex breathed a sigh of relief. “I suppose this saves the phone call later,” he said, switching to German and shaking his head. “How did he find out?”

Sebastian frowned. “I don’t know. There’s nothing we did that would have tipped him off.”

“But there’s nothing he can do about it now, right?” Alex glanced at his friend.

“No. Not right now. He can at the final ritual, but that’s years away. By then it will be harder because your bond with Anna will be incredibly strong and very difficult to break.”

“I’ve never been so thankful for the rule about foreign Immortals coming into the Schloss.”

“And that’s why the protection is put in place. Otherwise, there would be no safe place.”

“I’m sure Anna is worried.”

Alex turned and walked through the door. A white blur rushed towards him and held him tightly. His precious Anna.

“Alex,” she sobbed into his coat. “I was so scared.”

He petted her hair and held her tightly. “It’s all right now, Anna,” he said softly in English. “They were just trying to intimidate us. But there’s nothing Devin can do now.”
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“What do you mean it’s too late?” Devin shouted at Kaveh. “How is that possible?”

He picked up a paperweight on his desk and threw it across the room, hitting a potted plant. The pot shattered, spilling dirt all over the floor.

“Watch your tone, human,” Kaveh said with narrow eyes. “We arrived when she was almost to the door. Alex shoved her inside. I think your source was too slow in her information.”

“Fuck!” Devin shouted. Alex had outsmarted him. Oh, he would pay for this. Devin would make sure of it. “How do I get rid of him?”

“You can’t, Devin. If you kill him, you will kill her.”

“There has to be a way,” he growled. “I will find a way and get rid of him. She is mine! I made her who she is!”

Devin sat back in his chair. There had to be a way to get rid of Alex. There just had to be. Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Devin had never been so enraged. Everything he had worked for was crumbling around his ears. It had to be fixed. He would not accept failure. Failure was not an option.

His heart pounded in his ears and his blood boiled. He looked around for something to ease his rage. Something to throw, something to break.

He stood and stalked out of his study at the Manor and down to where the girls were. It was after midnight, but there would still be some up. He needed someone sweet. Someone who would scream loudly and beg him to stop. He stopped at the doorway of the main room where the girls stayed. No. Not an experienced one. He needed one of the younger ones.

He turned and went to another part of the house where the younger girls were. He walked into the large room where they slept and turned on the light. The girls in here ranged in age from six to twelve. There was groaning when he turned the light on, but when they saw who it was, they quickly slipped to their knees.

“Look at me. All of you.”

They all nervously looked at him. He searched the room with his eyes and settled on a tiny girl in the middle with green eyes. Like Anna.

“You!” he said, pointing to her. “Come.”

She quickly stood and ran over to him. Devin searched the room for two more, then turned out the light and left the room. “Come with me,” he growled and walked to the larger dungeon where the girls were trained.


Thirty-Four


Sebastian took Anna up to the room she’d awakened in the previous night.

“Anna, I wanted to talk to you before you go down to the Elder’s Chambers. About being an Elder-Mistress.”

Anna looked at him confused. “What do you mean?” She knew what it meant to be an Elder-Mistress. She did what Devin told her to do. She helped manipulate people and change their thinking so that they wanted to do what Devin wanted them to do.

“Anna, the way Devin has treated you is revolting. Elder-Mistresses are to be respected. They are not slaves. Yes, they have Masters, but that is because they are given to the Elders for a purpose. Elders are married and cannot take second wives. There are occasions when a Son is given a half-Immortal for a wife. Then her husband is her Master. This would have been your case if Devin hadn’t taken you. This is what Alex is working to undo.”

“I’m not a slave?” Had Devin lied to her? Hope rose in her chest.

“Unfortunately, yes, Anna. You are a slave. Devin made you that way.” He sighed. “I don’t know if you could function properly if you weren’t. He fucked with your head too much when you were growing up.”

“Oh.” She stared at her hands, hopes dashed.

“You are not to be raped. You are not to be harmed. Yes, your sexuality is helpful and can be used to gain an edge for the Elder. But Devin should not send you into harm’s way.” Sebastian paused and Anna looked up. The anger had turned his blue eyes slightly golden around the edges. “He should warn those men to treat you respectfully. And if they don’t, they should be punished.”

Anna didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t imagine Devin cooperating with Alex.

Sebastian took a slow breath and looked at her, his eyes returning to their normal crystalline blue, though they were still intense. “From now on Alex will make sure that Devin treats you with respect. When you go in to greet the Elders this morning, you will walk in with your head held high. Not arrogantly, but gracefully. You need to respect the Elders and defer to them. Bowing to them when you greet them is proper. But you don’t need to grovel in front of them.”

Anna gaped at Sebastian. What he said sounded so foreign.

“Do you understand what I’ve told you, Anna?”

“I don’t think Devin will like it.”

“It doesn’t matter whether he likes it or not.” The fire in his eyes blazed briefly once more. “Alex is your husband and Devin must respect that.”

Anna looked at him doubtfully but said nothing.

“Trust me, Anna,” Sebastian said, taking her hand. “And trust Alex. He’ll keep you safe. Life will be very different from now on.”

Anna knew that Sebastian spoke the truth, but she still had a hard time believing him. She gave him a timid smile. “I’ll try.”

“Good. Now, I will go get Jutta and she will help you get ready. I’ll be back to get you in a little while.”

He left the room, and a few minutes later a young woman with dark hair and eyes came in. “Guten Morgen, Mätresse,” she said with a smile and a curtsey.

“Good morning,” Anna replied in English. She hoped Jutta spoke English.

“I am Jutta.” She pronounced it ‘yootah.’ “Der Herzog asked me to attend to your needs while you are here. It is my honor to do so.” She curtsied again.

Her manners and smile were different than the girls at Devin’s Manor. Maggie was very sweet and Anna adored her, but she always had an aura of fear about her. All the girls at Devin’s Manor did. Anna didn’t sense that in Jutta. She seemed genuinely happy.

“Thank you, Jutta,” Anna said, hoping she had pronounced her name correctly.

“I will prepare you for the ceremony and then put you back together to go home with Herzog Alex.”

Jutta had Anna sit at a dressing table and pulled Anna’s hair out of the up-do, brushing it until it shone and fell in soft waves around her face.

When she was satisfied with Anna’s hair, she went to a wardrobe and pulled out a white dress. Anna looked in the mirror as Jutta laced up the back. It was very silky and light. The cap sleeves were lacy and the bodice was a low cut “V.” The back was open down to the small of her back, with open laces below her shoulder blades. It was long and brushed the floor. Jutta gave her white slippers to wear.

Jutta said something with a smile in German and then told Anna that Sebastian would be back shortly to get her.
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Alex paced around the Elder’s Chamber in his white robe. He was disturbed by Kaveh’s appearance. How could Devin have known about the wedding so quickly? Had he missed something? But he was a good planner. He knew how to make a mission go smoothly and was certain he hadn’t missed anything. So what had happened to tip Devin off?

None of his men would have said anything. They would never have betrayed him. The only others that knew about the wedding were Soeren and his family. But even his family hadn’t known the wedding was going to occur so quickly until this morning. Except for his parents, of course. But they wouldn’t have said anything either. How had Devin known?

“Alex, we will figure it out,” Vati said, walking up to him and putting his hand on his shoulder. “The important thing is that you are here and Anna is here. Devin cannot stop the ceremony. She is safe.”

Alex sighed. “I know, Vati. But I don’t like loose ends.”

“Seth and the others are working on it now. Right now you have other things to think about. Like your beautiful bride.” Vati’s eyes betrayed his affection for his new daughter-in-law.

Alex’s mouth turned up into a smile at the thought of Anna as his bride. Sweet Anna. His bride and wife. This was truly the best day of his life. Vati was right. He shouldn’t be worrying about Devin right now. He needed to think about Anna and help her have a wonderful wedding day.

After they finished at the Manor, they would go into town and pick out left-hand wedding rings and then go back to the Gutshaus. His extended family would be there by then. He hadn’t seen them in quite some time and was looking forward to visiting with them.

There was a loud knock on the door and Alex looked up. The moment had finally arrived: Anna was here.

The Elders took their places, standing in a semi-circle. They all wore their white ceremonial robes. Alex stood in the middle next to his father.

At the side of the room, a fireplace housed a snapping fire. A bed in front of it was made up of fur rugs and soft blankets. That was where he and Anna would consummate their marriage. He had managed to keep his mind off sex for most of the morning, but it was finally catching up with him and his cock was beginning to throb at the thought of being with Anna again.

The door opened and Anna and Sebastian entered. She looked nervous and started to look at the ground, but Sebastian said something to her and she looked up and smiled at Alex. Sebastian must have spoken with her about how an Elder-Mistress was expected to behave. Seeing her walk confidently into the room warmed his heart. He hated seeing her act like a slave. Even though she was one, she didn’t need to act like it. Not anymore.

Her hair fell around her face in soft waves. She wore a long white gown that showed off her newly ample cleavage very nicely. His cock twitched at the thought of taking her dress off and kissing those beautiful, full breasts.

Her eyes sparkled as she looked at him and he couldn’t help but grin at her. She was so graceful and poised when she wasn’t afraid. He would do everything he could to make sure she wasn’t afraid ever again. It would be difficult, he knew, but well worth it.

She stopped a few feet in front of him and went to her knees to bow. Alex saw the diamond of her engagement ring sparkling in the light and smiled. He loved that the jewelry she wore was from him and only him. Except for Devin’s piercings, but Alex didn’t want to think about those right now. She would have his piercings again soon as well.
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Anna stared at the red carpet below her nose. How long would she stay in this position? Devin would keep her like that for as long as he could.

She heard speaking above her, but it was in German and she didn’t know what they were saying. Sebastian touched her back and she sat up and then stood. He took her hand and put it into Alex’s outstretched hand. She looked up at Alex as they touched and was overwhelmed by the love she saw in his eyes.

Wilhelm said something in German, and Alex took both of Anna’s hands as he turned to face her. He pulled her hands slightly and Anna turned to face him as well. Another Elder spoke for a few minutes and Alex nodded. Yet another one did the same thing and Alex nodded again. Alex then spoke to Anna in German. It sounded like it might be a vow, but Anna had no way of knowing. She really needed to learn German.

“Anna.” Wilhelm spoke in English. “Alex has vowed to love and cherish you, to protect you from harm and to utilize your gifts in a manner that is both respectful and acceptable to you. Do you accept him wholeheartedly as your husband and Master?”

Anna looked up into Alex’s eyes and nodded. “I do.”

Alex grinned.

“Anna, please kneel at your husband’s feet,” Wilhelm said and Anna did so.

The other Elders who hadn’t spoken yet all spoke, one after the other, with Alex responding in between, and then Wilhelm spoke again.

“Stand, Anna, and receive the gift your husband offers you.”

Anna stood and Alex showed her a necklace like the one that Devin had given her as her mark, but the outside ring was made of black diamonds instead of white. She smiled at him, not knowing if she was allowed to speak.

“This will tell those in die Bruderschaft that you are my wife. And if they hurt you, I will kill them.” Alex’s eyes were full of determination at the last words. He fastened the necklace around her neck.

“Anna, receive the mark of our family, binding you to us as long as you live,” Wilhelm said solemnly. He held a gold bracelet and fastened it around Anna’s wrist. It was a signet bracelet. The signet was Alex’s, but larger.

Wilhelm gave her an affectionate smile, then backed up to stand in line with the other Elders.

“We, as Ältestenrat of Deutschland, do confirm the marriage between Älteste-Sohn Alexander Johannes Kunze Herzog von Hesse and Älteremätresse Anna Lee Perkins. You are now bound by the laws of Deutschland and the laws of die Bruderschaft. You are bound for life, and nothing except death can destroy your union. Alex, you may take possession of your wife.”

Anna expected Alex to kiss her, but instead, he led her over to the pile of furs and blankets in front of a lit fireplace. She looked up at him. Were they going to have sex here?

Alex knelt down and pulled some of the blankets back, then pulled Anna down to kneel beside him. He looked at her with such love in his eyes, her own filled with tears.

He stroked her cheek with his thumb. “I love you, Anna. My bride and my wife. Bound together by love and commitment.”

He slowly brought his lips to hers, slanting his mouth against hers. His lips were gentle, but she could feel the hunger in his kiss.

She hesitantly slid her hands up his chest over the soft linen of his robe. Was she allowed to touch him? He didn’t stop her. She could feel his chest and shoulder muscles rippling under her touch.

She pressed her lips harder against his and he groaned.

“O, mein Schatzi,” he murmured against her lips.

His hands slid down her back to loosen the ties of her dress and then pulled it up over her head and tossed it aside.

Anna looked up into his eyes nervously. Would he think her fat? He looked down at her breasts and she saw a smile tugging at his lips. He looked back up at her eyes and kissed her again, placing his hand on her back and laying her down gently on the soft furs.

“Alex?” she whispered, looking around the room.

“Schatzi, we must consummate our marriage before we leave,” he said gently as he lay above her, resting his weight on his elbows and nuzzling her nose with his. “To make you mine.”

“Oh,” she said shyly. Where did this shyness come from?

He kissed her again, his lips caressing hers, then gently probed until she parted her lips for his tongue. His tongue stroked hers until she moaned. She felt her body awaken as it only did for Alex. Her breasts ached for his touch, her pussy swelled and dampened in preparation of accepting him into her body. He teased her mouth, thrusting his tongue in and out. She writhed beneath him, wanting his cock inside of her. She pressed her hips against his, feeling his erection and making him groan, almost as if he were in pain, rather than out of passion.

She looked up at him in surprise. “Are you in pain?”

Alex looked at her sheepishly. “A little. They . . . last night was rather uncomfortable. I was teased and tormented, but not allowed any release. I’m afraid I might hurt you, Anna, and that is the last thing I want to do. I want to take this slowly.”

Anna shook her head. “Alex, if you’re uncomfortable, then let’s go faster. I want you. More than anyone else I’ve ever desired. I don’t want you to be in pain.” She smiled. “Besides, we’ll have lots of time to take things slowly later, right?”

She wanted nothing more than to make him happy. She was safe now. The least she could do was relieve his suffering.

He kissed her deeply. “I don’t want to go in until you’re ready. I’m . . . uh . . . larger than normal.”

Anna’s eyes widened. “Is that possible?” Alex was plenty big for her already. It was hard to imagine him being any bigger.

“Apparently,” he murmured, kissing her cheek. “But I think you’ve grown as well.” He kissed her erect nipples and looked up at her.

She opened her mouth but didn’t know what to say.

He smiled tenderly. “I don’t mind, Schatzi. Not at all. I like them.” He took her left nipple into his mouth and sucked hard.

Anna moaned loudly and arched her back to press her breast against his tongue. It felt so good and almost hurt at the same time. Her breasts were tender, but his mouth was incredible.

“This is my breast,” he murmured, kissing it all over. “This is my breast, too,” he said, kissing her right breast all over. This was the breast with Devin’s piercing, but Alex taking possession of it felt so right. He kissed down to her belly button. “This is my belly button.” He twirled his tongue inside, eliciting another moan from Anna.

He sat up suddenly on his heels and fiddled at his shoulder and waist and then pulled his robe off, revealing his perfectly sculpted chest. Anna bit back a moan at the sight. He was so incredibly beautiful. His skin glowed bronze in the firelight, and his chest and abdominal muscles flexed as he put his robe on the floor next to him.

Anna eyes trailed down from his chest down to his six-pack-abs and . . . oh, my! He really was bigger. Anna sat up and tentatively reached out and caressed his cock gently with her hand. He was harder than she’d ever felt any man be before and the veins were very visible.

She traced his new piercings. “Do they hurt?” she asked in a whisper, looking up. His eyes were closed and his lips were parted as his chest rose and fell with shallow breaths.

“Not really. My whole cock is aching.”

She leaned forward to kiss the tip of his cock, then lay back down. “Make love to me, Alex,” she implored softly.

He looked down, his handsome face a mixture of shadows and bronze with the firelight to the side of him. He smiled and she could see a chiseled dimple in his left cheek she’d never noticed before. His hair fell across his forehead as he leaned down and kissed her, spreading her legs apart with his knee.

He looked at her as he positioned himself at her entrance. “Anna,” he said in a strained voice. “Stop me when it hurts. I will go as slowly as you need me to go.”

Anna nodded, suddenly nervous. She had forgotten, until now, about her new “virginity” and realized that with Alex as engorged as he was, this was going to hurt. A lot.

He pressed forward slightly, making Anna gasp, and then rested his weight on his forearms on either side of Anna’s head. He nuzzled her lips with his as he pressed forward. Anna grasped the back of his arms and closed her eyes, trying to diminish the pain.

He eased in so slowly, but it did nothing to help Anna from feeling like she was being torn apart. If she didn’t know how much Alex loved her, she would have begged him to stop. Tears filled her eyes and she dug her fingernails into his arms as he moved. She bit her lip to keep from crying out and tasted blood.

“Schatzi,” Alex said softly. He stopped moving. “Anna, look at me.”

Anna turned her tear-filled eyes to his. His eyes were so tender and full of remorse. He hated hurting her as much as she hated the pain.

“Breath, Schatzi.”

Anna took in a shaky breath and tried to relax.

“Concentrate on breathing, Anna.”

Anna nodded and Alex began to move again. She closed her eyes, but the tears leaked out the corners anyway. Alex bent to kiss the tears away and whisper words of encouragement as he continued to move forward. Her fingernails dug into his triceps.

“You’re so brave, Schatzi,” he whispered. “I’m so proud of you.”

She jumped as he hit her barrier. Oh, it really was a complete virginity thing, wasn’t it?

Alex stopped moving. “Try to relax, Anna. I’ll wait a moment until you’re ready.”

Anna was trying very hard to be brave for Alex. She knew he needed release badly, but he was being so patient with her. Sex was often painful in her life, but nothing like this. The only time it had been like this was at the bonding ritual, but there had been no stretching then. Sebastian said she would stretch this time and it would feel good once she had. She hoped he was right because right now it hurt so bad she wanted to cry.

She took a deep breath and was pleasantly surprised to find her body adjusting to Alex’s girth. She took another deep breath and then nodded to Alex.

“Schatzi, this will be very painful. I’m so sorry I have to do this.” His eyes were wet as he spoke.

She gave him a brave smile, but didn’t speak for fear of starting to cry.

“Are you ready?”

She nodded.

He closed his eyes and pulled back slightly, then thrust forward, pushing through the membrane. Anna stiffened and cried out loudly, tears pouring down her cheeks at the pain. Alex wrapped his arms around her and kissed her cheek.

He didn’t move an inch, instead, he held her trembling body whispered in her ear. When the pain subsided she felt herself relaxing.

“I’m so sorry, Schatzi. I hate that I hurt you.” He cradled her cheeks and wiped her tears away. “But you are mine now. I have taken your body as you have given it to me. We are now truly husband and wife.” He kissed her lips gently. “Nothing can separate us now.”

He kissed her more urgently and began moving slowly inside her.

“Oh!” she exclaimed as his piercing rubbed against the top of her channel. She was so full and the metal balls stimulated her.

Alex mumbled something in German and moaned. Anna’s head spun at the sensations filling her body and cried out suddenly in pleasure as she came. Fireworks erupted behind her eyes and her body exploded. Alex held her tightly and groaned as he came, releasing all his pent-up tension into her body.

She closed her eyes and felt their bodies merge into one. Their souls touched, exchanging parts of themselves that would remain forever within the other person. They truly had joined together and would never be separate persons again.
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Alex gasped for breath. He was careful to keep his weight off Anna, but he shook so badly it was a difficult feat. Anna’s arms were locked around his neck and she trembled beneath him.

He nuzzled her neck. “I love you, Schatzi,” he whispered. He sighed in relief. She was safe. She was his. Devin was not yet defeated but had lost a significant portion of his control over her. And there was nothing Devin could do about it.

His climax had been intense. He could almost feel his seed filling her. He wished with all his heart that they would have had the opportunity to conceive when they consummated, but she was already pregnant; he would have to wait. If it was Ben’s child, and there was little chance it would be anyone else’s, she would be happy. He would be happy for her.

He wished their first child could have been his, but maybe this would be best for Anna. Something to make up for Ben’s death. Alex would, of course, raise it as his own. He would never let the child suspect that he wasn’t his. Alex needed to start thinking of the baby as his, or Anna would suspect he wasn’t happy about it and be hurt.

There was one last thing they needed to do before they could leave. Her piercings. He’d never before considered how difficult a wedding day could be for a Son’s wife. He needed to make sure that he and Anna had some quiet time together before they went back to San Francisco.

Anna stirred beneath him. He looked down and into her bright eyes. She looked happy. He kissed her and then slowly pulled out of her, causing both of them to groan.

He lay on his side and traced her breasts with his finger. “How are you feeling, Schatzi?” he asked in a quiet voice.

“Okay,” she answered in a shaky voice. “Are you feeling better?”

“Yes, much better.”

Now that he had come, he could feel the discomfort of his new piercings. But Anna seemed to like them. Once the pain had subsided, she climaxed quickly, which pleased him. He had been concerned that she might not be able to. But then again, she had been trained to come under any circumstance.

“Alex, have you taken possession of your wife?”

Alex jumped at the sound of his father’s voice. He’d forgotten there were other people in the room. Anna had jumped as well, making him think she’d forgotten, too.

“Yes, my lord,” he answered, smiling at Anna and then looking up at his father. “I have taken possession of my wife. Our union is sealed.”

“May we examine the evidence?”

Alex found it amusing that the Elders needed to see her virgin blood on the furs beneath her. As if her cries and screams of passion weren’t proof enough. He sat up and moved Anna’s legs apart to display the pink stain on the white fur.

Her pussy was wet and swollen. Alex could feel his desire for her rising again. He shook his head to clear it. She’d been through enough. He could control himself until tonight. Then he would make her come over and over again until she was completely satiated. He loved the idea of sleeping with her in his bed. For the rest of his life.

Vati nodded his approval and then handed him the piercing gun.

Alex looked apologetically to Anna. “Anna, I need to re-pierce you.”

Anna closed her eyes and nodded.

Vati sat on the floor next to her and held her hand. She opened her eyes and looked at him in surprise. He kissed her forehead and said something quietly to her. She nodded and then looked at Alex, giving him a brave smile. Alex’s chest swelled with pride for his brave wife.

He leaned down and kissed her swollen pussy and then positioned the piercer and did the two piercings as quickly as possible. He saw the strain on Anna’s face, but she didn’t cry out. She clung to Vati’s hands, her knuckles white.

He tossed the gun aside and pulled her into his arms, rocking her and kissing her head. A few minutes later, he felt her relax and looked down to see her sleeping. Alex smiled affectionately, then looked up at his father.

“She’s asleep.”

Vati chuckled. “Good. We’ll let her rest for a bit. It will help her feel better sooner.” He reached out for her. “Let me hold her and you can dress, then take her to your room.”

Alex handed Anna to his father and reached for his robe. “How long can we let her sleep?”

“An hour, maybe. I’ll have a light lunch prepared and you can eat here, then we’ll go back into town to go ring shopping. I’ll call your mother and let her know we’ll be later than expected.”

Alex finished fastening his robe and took Anna into his arms. “All right. I think she expected that anyway.”

Vati chuckled again. “Your mother is a very smart woman.”


Thirty-Five


Anna heard her name spoken and her eyes flew open. She lay in a dark bedroom and the voice she heard sounded familiar. Who was it?

“Anna, are you awake?”

“Alex,” she sighed, smiling and looking behind her.

“Hello, Schatzi. How are you feeling?”

Alex sat on the edge of the bed, dressed in his white dress shirt and pants. His collar was unbuttoned, giving her a glimpse of his firm upper chest.

“Good.” She grinned. “No, very good. I mean,” she frowned, “We are married still, right?”

Alex laughed. “Oh, Ja, mein Ehefrau. We are most definitely married.”

“Then I am very good.” She reached for his hand and intertwined her fingers with his. “I don’t think I’ve ever been so happy.”

She felt . . . confident. Fears that had been her constant companion since her parents died seemed to have disappeared. She didn’t even feel afraid when she thought of Devin. That was most definitely unusual.

“That makes me very happy, Schatzi. I always want to make you happy.”

“Do you . . . I mean, is it okay to be happy with you . . . even though Ben. . .” She felt like she shouldn’t be happy. Her heart still ached when she thought of Ben, but it was not as painful as it had been. And she really was happy she had married Alex. She loved him. She felt . . . like the world was right. For the first time since her parents died.

“Anna, Ben was very good for you. From everything that I heard about him, he was a good man and loved you very much. But Devin would never have allowed you two to marry.” He stroked her hair. “You know that, don’t you?”

Anna nodded slowly. Yes, she knew that. “I just wish that Devin had . . . I don’t know, made me break up with him instead of killing him.” Tears stung her eyes. “Why did he kill him?”

Alex sighed and pulled her close. “I don’t know, Anna. Devin does things that I don’t understand. I wish I could have prevented his death. It was a cruel thing to do.”

“Alex, it’s not that I’m not happy we’re married. You know that, don’t you?”

Alex kissed her head. “Ja, Anna. I know. You feel guilty?”

Anna nodded.

“I understand, Anna. But Ben would be glad that you are safe. And I’m sure he would want you to be happy. The pain will ease, I promise. I hope I can be of help.”

She pulled away and cradled his cheek. “You already have,” she whispered and kissed him.

Alex groaned, then pulled her away gently. “If we’re not careful, we will end up naked again.”

Anna giggled. “Would that be a bad thing?”

“Nein, except that we need to find our other wedding rings. And my extended family has come into town as well. I am eager for you to meet them.”

“You have more family?” she asked, astonished.

He nodded. “My uncles and aunts and cousins.”

There was a knock on the door and Jutta entered carrying a tray. She said something that sounded like a greeting in German. Anna smiled at the way she looked at Alex. A mixture of admiration and lust.

“Herzogin, when you are finished eating, I will return and help you dress.”

“Thank you, Jutta,” Anna said.

Alex stood and brought the tray over to the bed, putting it between them when he sat on the end of the bed. “Eat.”

“Yes, Master,” Anna said with a sparkle in her eyes.

Alex grimaced until he looked into her eyes. “You’re teasing me?”

She paused and bit her lip. “Is that okay?”

Alex grinned. “It is perfectly okay. I want you to be comfortable with me. I’ve told you that. Tease me. Argue with me. Yell at me, though only in private, please. I want to help you find yourself, Anna. To be who you are meant to be. To be the person that was stolen from you.”

“I think I’m the luckiest girl in the world,” she said softly, gazing across the bed at her new husband.

Alex looked uncomfortable. “Nein, Anna. It is I who am lucky. All your pain could have been prevented if I hadn’t been so arrogant.” He looked at her with determined eyes. “I will not fail you again, mein süße Frau.”

“I know, Alex.” She gave him an adoring smile. “I feel safe and without fear for the first time since my parents died. I know you will protect me.” She smiled shyly and looked into his eyes. “I’m not afraid of Devin anymore.”

“You’re not?” Alex’s eyes widened in surprise.

“Is that okay?”

“Ja, Anna. Of course. I’m thrilled.” He gave her a half smile. “Though it does overwhelm me a bit that you trust me so much. But in a good way,” he added quickly. He held a strawberry by the stem and held it out to her. “Eat. I have more diamonds to buy you.”

Anna grinned at him and leaned forward to take a bite of the juicy fruit.
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“Do you like this one?”

“Anna, I want you to pick it out. I want it to be from you.”

“But I don’t know what you like.”

“I will like anything you pick out.”

Anna stuck out her lower lip. “You are very stubborn.”

Vati laughed. “You are just learning this, Liebling?”

Anna narrowed her eyes. “You could have warned me.”

“Would it have mattered?” Vati asked, still laughing.

“No.” Anna wrapped her arms around Alex’s waist and rested her head on his chest. She sighed. “I like that our German rings match. I want our American rings to match too.”

“Schatzi, American rings are different. Men’s and women’s rings are very different. If you want, I will show you which one I picked out for you. Will that help?”

“Yes.” She grinned up at him.

Alex was finding Anna almost as stubborn as himself, though in a different manner. She wanted to please him, which he loved. But he wanted the ring she picked out for him to be from her, not just something he liked.

He turned to the shopkeeper, Jakob. “Will you please get my wife’s ring so she can see it?” he asked in German.

Jakob nodded and disappeared into the back of the store, returning a few minutes later with a small box, which he presented to Alex.

“Thank you.”

Alex opened the box and handed it to his precious wife. Her eyes widened at the sight of the band of round diamonds. He had special ordered it so that each diamond was of the highest quality and sparkled like her engagement ring. The main diamond of the engagement ring was just over one and a half karats and considered as perfect a diamond as could be found. Colorless, flawless, and perfectly cut. Anything larger wouldn’t have been as high of quality.

“Oh, Alex,” she said breathlessly. “It’s beautiful.”

“Just like you,” he said, kissing the top of her head. She was so small next to him, it was the easiest place to kiss her frequently. Plus her hair was like silk and smelled delicious. Vanilla and raspberries. “So, is that enough to help you pick something out?” he teased gently.

Her eyes were wide as she looked up at him. “I just want to make sure you like it.”

“Anna, I told you. Anything you pick out I will love because it is from you.”

Anna did a circuit of the men’s wedding rings again. This wasn’t a large store, but it had very good quality jewelry. And the owner could be trusted.

“What about that one?” She pointed to a thick platinum band with round diamonds inlaid around the entire band.

Jakob took it out of the case and handed it to Alex. It was heavy and well made. It would also compliment her ring very nicely.

“I like it,” Alex said, smiling at Anna. She had good taste.

“Really? You’re not just saying that?” Her eyes were eager as she looked at him.

“Yes, Anna. I like it. I like it a lot.”

She grinned and her eyes sparkled. “I thought it was like a guy’s version of mine.”

He cupped her cheek. “I thought the same thing.” He kissed her and then looked at Jakob. “How long would it take to come in my size?” he asked in German.

“A week, I think. Or I could adjust this one. I would need to add a diamond or two. I have some good ones in the back. I could have that done tomorrow.”

Alex nodded. “Yes, do that. I would also like the inside engraved.”

Jakob handed him a piece of paper and Alex wrote three words on it. “Anna” and “San Francisco.”

Alex looked at Anna. “You like this one? You want me to have it as my wedding ring?”

Anna nodded enthusiastically.

Alex nodded at Jakob, who wrote down some information on a sales slip. “I have your information from your other rings. Would you like to take hers with you today?”

“No. I’ll leave it here and pick it up tomorrow.” He glanced at Anna, realizing it would be unlikely that they would leave their bedroom tomorrow. “Or have someone pick it up.”

“Very good, Herzog.”


Thirty-Six


Anna smoothed her dress nervously as they drove up the driveway to Alex’s family Gutshaus. It was even more impressive in the daytime. The stone walls, yellowed with age, looked majestic. A dozen chimneys stuck out of the roof, and the warmth they radiated revealed copper roofing otherwise hidden under the snow. Stone carvings framed the windows, completing the overall grandeur of the building.

She shifted in her seat. Her new piercings were beginning to ache.

The SUV pulled up to the front door where Lukas awaited them. Tony opened the vehicle door and Alex got out, then turned to help Anna out of the car. Alex swept Anna off her feet, kissed her and then carried her inside.

“What was that for?” Anna asked, giggling as he put her on her feet.

“A groom always carries his bride over the threshold. It’s bad luck not too.”

“Alex, the rest of the family is eager to meet your bride,” Wilhelm said, heading for the stairs.

Anna eyed the stairs with apprehension. Walking was rather uncomfortable at the moment. Alex noticed, swept her up into his arms again and walked quickly up the stairs behind his father.

The sitting room was even more crowded than it had been the night before. It seemed full of Alex and Wilhelm clones with a scattering of women and children. When Alex put Anna down, there were German exclamations throughout the room. Anna saw Gretchen sitting on the couch and her expression was one of surprise, as if she hadn’t expected to see Anna. Anna thought it strange, but the thought was put out of her mind as Alex began introducing her to his extended family.

Wilhelm had three brothers younger than himself, Friedrich, Albrecht, and Heinrich, and Ilsa had two sisters, Lore and Hanne, who was married to Heinrich. Alex rattled off the names quickly and Anna got lost. She smiled as they nodded at her, but she couldn’t for the life of her remember all their names.

It was a huge family and Anna was glad Alex stayed by her side. They were all very nice and friendly, but it was very overwhelming. Most of them spoke English, though some better than others. Apparently, English was required in German education.

Alex guided Anna to a couch and they talked with various members of his family. A while later she saw Seth motion to Alex and he excused himself, kissing Anna and saying he’d be back shortly.

Anna sat quietly and stared at her hands. She might not be afraid of Devin anymore, but she was still shy.

At some point, Gretchen came and sat near her along with Liesl and a couple of the cousins. Anna looked at them with apprehension.

“Don’t you speak any German, Anna?” Gretchen asked in a pleasant tone, which immediately put Anna on guard, though she wasn’t sure why.

Anna smiled apologetically. “I only know a few words.”

“You came here to marry Alex and you didn’t bother to learn his language? That’s rather rude, don’t you think?” Gretchen looked around at the other girls, who nodded in agreement.

“I didn’t come here to marry Alex. I had no idea. . .” Anna looked around desperately for Alex, but he was nowhere to be seen. “I didn’t even want to come. Alex sent for me.”

“He sent for you?” Liesl said in an amazed voice. “What does that mean?”

“I. . .” Anna didn’t know how to answer and blushed. She didn’t think she should say that she was Alex’s slave and had to obey him. She shrugged and looked at her hands. “He wanted me to come see him.”

“Why wouldn’t you want to come see Alex?” a cousin asked, amazed. Anna didn’t remember her name. “I thought all women in America were in love with him.”

“So why did you marry him?” Gretchen asked. “There are lots of women who would love to be in your shoes. Alex never lacked for female companionship.”

The way Gretchen said that made Anna uncomfortable. Alex had said that Gretchen had a thing for him. She obviously still did. Did Alex ever have feelings for Gretchen?

“He loves me,” Anna said softly.

Gretchen looked her up and down. “You’re so young. What could he possibly see in you?”

Tears stung Anna’s eyes. She tried to remind herself that Alex loved her, but without him by her side, it was easy to doubt. After all, she wasn’t sophisticated like his family. She didn’t speak German. She was a sex slave.

“I can’t believe he married an American,” Gretchen mumbled to Liesl, though loud enough for Anna to hear. “I can’t believe your father allowed it. At least Mina was German, even though he didn’t like her, though I can’t imagine why. She was so sweet. Heidi would have been four now.” Gretchen turned back to Anna. “When do you want to start having children?”

Anna stared at her for a long moment, her mind wildly trying to figure out what to do. She had to escape. “Excuse me,” she said quietly and got up and walked away. Gretchen said something in German and the other girls laughed. Were they laughing at her?

She headed for the stairs and hesitated. She didn’t know where Alex was. She didn’t even know where his bedroom was. The only place she knew was the garden, so she went downstairs and sat in a corner chair, hoping she’d be hidden from anyone who came down.

Gretchen’s words brought all of Anna’s doubts back into the forefront of her mind. Anna would never give Alex any children. But it was obviously expected. All of the Kunze women had children if they were married. Even Mina had given Alex a daughter.

Oh, why did Alex marry her? He said he loved her. But he also talked about needing to protect her. Did he marry her out of an obligation? Because his father said he needed to? Or because he felt like he needed to?

She heard male voices echoing in the entryway and leaned forward slightly to peer through the plants. Alex, Seth, Tony, Greg, and Sebastian walked into the entrance hall from the opposite side of the house.

She saw Gretchen walk down the stairs and approach Alex. They spoke in German. Alex nodded to the other men and they disappeared up the stairs, leaving Alex and Gretchen behind.

Anna could tell Gretchen was flirting with Alex by the tone of her voice and the way she looked at him. Alex frowned at her and responded in short tones. Gretchen then said something and Alex laughed, not derisively but as if in delight. Gretchen looked thrilled and said something else to which Alex smiled.

Gretchen took a step forward and put her hand on Alex’s chest and Anna looked away. She didn’t want to see Alex with another woman. Anna knew it would happen eventually, but she really didn’t want to see it. Especially today of all days.

Anna leaned back on the seat and curled her legs beneath her, staring up at the blue sky visible through the glass ceiling. The warmth of the sunny day had melted enough snow to clear the glass, but the early evening shadows had already started to frost the edges.

Just like her day, she thought forlornly.
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Alex walked up the stairs next to Gretchen, his mind busy. Seth had determined that Devin had received some sort of tip that he and Anna had gotten married, but they hadn’t yet figured out who had been the mole. He couldn’t imagine who would have betrayed him like that.

Gretchen was still chatting about what Derek and Sophie had been doing while Alex and Anna had been at the Schloss. As much as Gretchen annoyed him, he did love his nieces and nephews and enjoyed the stories she told about them. They almost always made him laugh.

He arrived at the top of the stairs and looked around the sitting room for Anna. “Do you know where Anna is?”

Gretchen looked around. “No, maybe she went to her room?”

Alex frowned. He could imagine Anna needed somewhere quiet but didn’t like the idea of her wandering around the house alone. He turned away from the crowded sitting area and went up to the third floor to look for Anna, vaguely aware of Gretchen following him. His body ached for Anna and wondered if they could sneak away before dinner for some alone time.

He began to walk down the hallway to the room that Anna had slept in the previous night when Gretchen grabbed his hand. “Alex, why on earth did you marry that silly little girl?”

“Excuse me?” Alex asked, irritated at Gretchen’s tone.

Gretchen stepped forward and put her hands on his chest. For the second time in a matter of minutes, Alex removed her hands from him but she grabbed the lapels of his jacket and kissed him on the mouth.

Alex pushed her away, harder than he’d meant to, but it had the desired effect. She looked at him, amazed, and his eyes hardened as he glared at her. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

“Oh, Alex, don’t look at me like that,” she said. “You never minded before.”

“That was quite a while ago, Gretchen. I haven’t approached you since I got home.”

Gretchen had hinted many times since he’d been home that she wanted to pick up on things where they left off when Alex came to visit a year ago. They’d had a brief affair, mostly because Alex didn’t have anything better to do and he was still angry about Mina’s death. Kurt didn’t care what Gretchen did and it saved Alex from having to go into town for a conquest for the evening.

“And she’s the reason why?” Gretchen rolled her eyes. “She said that she didn’t come here to marry you. That she didn’t even want to come.”

Alex’s eyes narrowed. “How did you get on that topic of conversation with her?”

Gretchen looked innocent. “We were just chatting.”

“Did you say something to upset her?” he asked in a low voice. He wouldn’t put it past Gretchen to try and upset Anna, and Anna was easily upset. Especially now that she was pregnant.

Gretchen maintained her innocent look. “I don’t know. We talked about speaking German and I asked when you two were going to have children.”

“You what?” Alex clenched his jaw. “Why would you ask something like that?”

“Alex, your family always has lots of kids. I figured you’d want to start sooner rather than later.”

Alex took a deep breath to keep from exploding at Gretchen. She had no idea that it would be a sensitive area for Anna. Maybe Gretchen was just trying to have a nice conversation. “Anna has been told her whole life she can’t have children, Gretchen. It’s a bit of a touchy subject with her.”

Gretchen laughed. “Her whole life? God, Alex, she’s only twenty.” Her brow raised and she looked at him closely. “How much fucking could she possibly have done?”

She was baiting him. She knew something. More than she was supposed to. “What do you know about her, Gretchen?”

“How would I know anything about her? I just met her yesterday.”

Alex glared at her. “Then why are you so hostile to her?”

It was Gretchen’s turn to glare. “Maybe because it’s obvious that my husband is completely in love with her. And Wilhelm too. Every man she comes in contact with looks at her that way. She’s a fucking whore.”

“That’s my wife you’re talking about, Gretchen. It’s not her fault that men look at her, desire her. And your jealousy is very unbecoming.”

“So you don’t mind that your wife has fucked both your brother and your father?”

“The only reason you never fucked my father is because he rejected you. I know you tried.”

Gretchen gasped. “How dare you!”

“Do you deny it? Kurt isn’t good enough for you. You want me or my father for our titles. You think by sleeping with us somehow you’ll gain some sort of privilege of rank? It doesn’t work like that.”

“Better the mistress of an heir than the wife of a second son,” she spat.

“You better consider where you are and who you are talking to,” Alex warned. “Kurt loved you. That’s why he married you. Did you marry him in order to get to me? Or my father? If Mina hadn’t died, nothing would have ever happened between us.”

“But it did, Alex. A lot happened between us.”

Alex didn’t like the look on her face. “It was sex, Gretchen. I’ve never had feelings for you.”

“Perhaps not. But I’m quite certain you would have feelings for your son.” A triumphant smile spread across her face. “Especially since you married a barren woman.”

Dread spread through Alex’s chest. “What are you talking about? I have no son.”

“You do, Alex. Otto is your son.”

Alex felt like he’d been doused with ice water and then hit in the chest. She couldn’t possibly be telling the truth. “You’re lying.”

Gretchen shook her head. “I lied about the due date. Otto wasn’t early, he was right on time. Kurt and I hadn’t had sex in months when I got pregnant. I’d only been with you. Of course, after I found out, I made sure Kurt and I were together again. ” She stepped close and took his hand. “Maybe I’m not such a bad thing, Alex. After all, I gave you a son.”

Alex was about to explode when a movement caught his eye at the far end of the hallway. He turned to look and saw a flash of white. Anna!

Without another word to Gretchen, Alex ran down the hallway toward the room where Anna had stayed the previous night.

“Anna!” he called.

When he got to the end she was nowhere in sight. He held his breath and listened. He heard footsteps on the stairs and hurried around the corner to the top of the staircase. He looked down and saw another flash of white.

“Anna!”


Thirty-Seven


Anna hurried down the stairs back to the library. She had seen the intimate moments between Gretchen and Alex and didn’t need to see anymore.

Alex had the right to do whatever he wanted, she told herself, trying to not cry. She just didn’t want to see it. But what if Alex wanted her to see it?

She stopped at the bottom of the staircase. Alex was her husband. She shouldn’t be running away from him. Devin would be furious if Anna had run away from him. Surely Alex wouldn’t like it either.

A moment later, Alex came up behind her and with gentle hands turned her to face him. “Anna . . . ,” he began and then stopped himself. “I was looking for you.”

Anna searched his eyes. He wasn’t telling her the truth. “I was in the garden, and then went through the library to go upstairs. I. . .” She swallowed. “I’m sorry, Alex. I saw you and Gretchen and I . . . I ran away. I shouldn’t have done that.” She looked down at her hands.

Alex sighed. He was troubled, she could sense it. He pulled her to him and held her against his chest, smoothing her hair.

Anna didn’t resist, but didn’t relax into his arms either. “Alex, if you want to be with Gretchen, don’t concern yourself with me. I⁠—”

“Nein, Anna,” he growled. “I have no desire to be with Gretchen.”

“But you’ve been with her before.” It wasn’t a question. She could see it in Gretchen’s body language.

“I won’t deny it, Anna. It didn’t mean anything. She was convenient.” He spoke absently. “It was a year ago.”

“You didn’t when you came back here?”

“Nein. Anna, the last woman I had sex with was you.”

“It was only a few hours ago.”

Alex sighed. “I meant before we got married. While I was here, if I needed release, I would go to the Schloss for a blowjob, but I haven’t had sex with anyone else since I left San Francisco.”

Anna looked up at him. “You haven’t?”

He cradled her cheek. “I haven’t wanted anyone else.”

Guilt spread through Anna’s heart. “I have,” she admitted sadly.

“Schatzi, you were angry with me. I know you dated Ben. I know you had to do things for Devin. I would never hold anything like that against you. But once I met you . . . I just never desired anyone else.”

Anna searched his eyes. He was being truthful, but there was something wrong. She could feel the discomfort in his heart. Almost as keenly as she felt pain in her own heart.

“What’s wrong?” she asked softly, reaching up to stroke his cheek. It was rough with the beginnings of a five o’clock shadow.

Alex pressed his lips together. “Kommen Sie,” he said, taking her hand and leading her into the library. They sat on a bench next to a window and Alex seemed to be fumbling for something to do with his hands. “Anna. . .” He inhaled deeply. “Gretchen . . . told me something rather upsetting.” He looked at her with sad eyes. “I don’t want to ruin our wedding day, Anna. But I can’t hide trouble from you.” He smiled sadly at her. “You can read me too well.”

“Is it what was bothering you at the sht . . . ,” she tried to remember the German name, but had to give up, “the place we got married?”

He shook his head. “Nein,” he said softly, then sighed deeply. “Anna, I don’t suppose you’d be willing to wait until tomorrow to talk about it?”

Anna swallowed. “Whatever you would like, Alex,” she said softly, lowering her eyes. She would be obedient and quiet.

“Anna, I don’t want your day to be ruined,” he said taking her hand in his. “I want you to have a good wedding day.”

“Yes, Alex,” she whispered.

Why should today be any different from any other day? Maybe it would just be better if she didn’t know at all. It was very distressing for Alex; it must be very bad. Her fingers felt raw and she rubbed the backs of them.

They sat silently for a few minutes. Alex put his arm around Anna and hugged her to him. She stared at the floor and wondered what would happen next.

“Alex? Oh, there you are. Where have you been?” Greta walked through the double doors of the library, cheerful as ever. It was a stark contrast to the somber mood of the library. “Mutti wanted to know where you were. It’s time for dinner.”

Alex glanced at Anna and smiled at her. She gave him a nervous smile and stood when he did. He took her hand and led her out of the library, down through a long formal sitting room, past the garden, and into the biggest room she’d ever seen. Anna stopped short in the arched entryway, amazed.

Along the walls, columns three stories high and topped with statues of people supported a vaulted wooden ceiling. Three enormous crystal chandeliers hung from the heights, bathing the room in light. Arched windows high on the walls between the columns let in the last traces of evening sun. An enormous white marble fireplace took up most of the wall at one end of the room, so large that a dozen people could easily stand inside.

In the middle of the room sat the largest table Anna had ever seen. There were enough seats for Alex’s entire family, children included. Despite Anna’s discomfort with Alex in the library, she clung to his hand as he guided her to a seat to the left of the head of the table, where Wilhelm sat. Alex sat between herself and Wilhelm. Kurt and Gretchen sat across from them.

Gretchen gave her a strange smile as she sat directly across from Anna. She held Otto in her lap, kissed the baby’s head and glanced pointedly at Alex, who was talking to his father. Gretchen looked back at Anna with a haughty look and a wicked smile.

A wave of nausea hit Anna as she somehow understood what Gretchen was doing. No! It couldn’t be true. Alex would have told her if he’d fathered a son with Gretchen.

Wait. Would he have? Was it any of her business? No wonder Gretchen was so proud. She had given Alex something that Anna would never be able to give him. Maybe this was what he didn’t want to tell her. How would Alex be willing to go back to the US if his son was here? Was this the real reason he came back in the first place? She thought he’d been telling the truth about why he came back and that he didn’t want Gretchen, but maybe she’d read him wrong.

The look that Anna had seen on Alex’s face when he looked at Gretchen in the hallway haunted her. It was full of emotion; the same way he often looked at Anna.

Anna looked down into her lap and swallowed, willing her stomach to get under control. She didn’t want to embarrass Alex or make him regret marrying her even more. Surely he couldn’t be happy about marrying her if Gretchen had his child. But it would be difficult with her married to his brother. Did Alex have feelings for Gretchen?

Anna looked up to see Alex staring at Otto. There was a longing in his eyes that stabbed at Anna’s heart. Of course he wanted children. He needed children. He was the oldest son. He had to have a son to pass his title to.
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Wilhelm watched Anna and Alex carefully. Something was wrong, but he couldn’t figure out what. They had been so happy when they’d returned home earlier in the afternoon. What had happened in between then and now? Alex kept looking at Anna with concern. Had Alex told her she was pregnant?

Anna sat quietly with her eyes downcast. She was so pale. Wilhelm sighed. She was acting like a slave again. What had happened to make her feel inferior again? Was she ashamed of her pregnancy?

He glanced at his son and noticed him staring across the table at Gretchen. His eyes narrowed. If Alex started things up with Gretchen again, he was going to have a serious talk with him after dinner.

No . . . he wasn’t staring at Gretchen, he was staring at . . . Otto? Was he mourning that Anna was having a child that wasn’t his? Is that why they were having problems already? Wilhelm knew Alex wanted children. He missed his little girl. But there would be chances for other children after they’d rid Anna of Devin’s control. They’d talked about it many times. He thought Alex had come to terms with it. Maybe they needed to discuss it again.
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Alex stared at his soup, his appetite gone. Anna had withdrawn from him. Though she was sitting right next to him, she was as far away as she had been while in San Francisco. She wasn’t cold. That wasn’t in her nature. She was just . . . submissive. She would be quiet and obedient to him, but nothing more. The warmth and joy were gone.

But would it have been better had he told her about Otto in the library? He supposed there was no good time to tell his new bride that he’d fathered a son with his brother’s wife.

Did Kurt know? Alex doubted it. Gretchen wouldn’t have told Kurt until she knew how Alex took the news. Poor Kurt. He really had loved her when they married. Now? Now Alex knew more than he’d wanted to know about Gretchen.

What a mess.

Anna remained silent throughout the dinner unless spoken to, and then she kept her answers soft and short. She kept her eyes downcast and ate all the food that was set before her. He hoped she wouldn’t be sick from eating so much.

She trembled when Alex put his hand on hers or put his arm around her shoulders. Why was she afraid of him?

Dinner was one of the longest he could remember. He intentionally had not looked at Gretchen the entire meal. He didn’t want her thinking that he approved of the news or that he wanted anything to do with her.

When the meal finally ended, Alex and Anna were given leave to go be alone and he eagerly led her out of the room and up to the third floor where his chambers were.

As he walked across the sitting room towards the double doors where his bedroom was, he began to doubt himself. He had been looking forward to tonight. To carrying her into his bedroom and slowly making love to her. Now, as she walked silently, slightly behind him, he didn’t know what to do.

He walked up the few steps that led to the doors and hesitated. He sighed and decided to do what he had planned. He opened the door, turned, swept her off her feet, and carried her inside.


Thirty-Eight


Anna looked around at the massive, rectangular room. The ceiling, twice as high as a normal room, was paneled in dark wood. Three diamond paned windows alternated with three square paned, each rising from about five feet above the floor to just below the ceiling. The wooden floors were covered in several places by red oriental rugs placed about the room. Along the left wall, matching bookshelves flanked a dark wood writing desk. Across the room, two wingback chairs sat on an oriental rug in front of a massive marble fireplace.

At the far end of the room a huge, intricately carved wooden canopy bed sat on a huge red oriental rug, framed by deep red curtains with gold tassels. A coat of arms carved into the headboard presented two crowned, double-tailed lions holding a shield with a crown on it. The shield had another crowned, double-tailed lion on it holding a sword. The whole thing was surrounded by an open tasseled curtain with a crown on top of that.

Anna had been here before, but in the dark. The night she first saw Alex. And now she was here again. As his wife. But it wasn’t the joyous moment she’d been expecting all day. No, she felt nauseous and tired. She wanted to sleep and make everything just go away.

But she was sure Alex had expectations.

She turned to him. “How may I please you, my lord?” It came out her mouth without her thinking about it.

She saw his jaw clench and knew she’d upset him.

“I-I’m sorry, Alex,” she said quickly. The last thing she wanted to do was upset him. “I wasn’t thinking.”
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Alex looked down at his precious wife. He hadn’t meant to get angry at her words. He was angry at himself for making her feel the way she was feeling, not at her.

Alex took a deep breath and took her hand to guide her to the bench at the foot of his bed. “Schatzi,” he said in a soft voice. “I kept what Gretchen told me from you so that it wouldn’t ruin your day, but I can see that not telling you has probably made things worse.” He took another deep breath. “Anna, Gretchen told me that. . .” He hesitated. How best to tell her? “Otto is my son and not Kurt’s.”

She looked up at him with her big green eyes. “I know.”

“I . . . You know? Did you hear us talking?”

Anna shook her head. “Well, yes, I heard you, but I didn’t understand you. But I know he’s your son.”

Alex didn’t know what to say and was quiet for a long minute, trying to understand. “How did you know?” he asked softly.

“The way Gretchen acted at the table. She told me with her actions.”

Alex carefully counted to ten to keep himself from jumping up to find Gretchen and strangle her. How dare that woman! He had half a mind to kick her out of the house right then and there.

But she had his son.

Tears filled Anna’s eyes. “I’m happy for you, Alex,” she said softly. “At least you’ll have a child, even if it isn’t from me.”

“Anna . . . I knew when I asked you to marry me that you were told you could never have children.” He carefully constructed his thoughts before speaking, because when he married her, he knew she could have children. He wanted to be truthful. “Anna, Otto will never be my heir, despite what Gretchen thinks. He is illegitimate and not eligible.”

She nodded absently and stared at the ground. “Are you . . . happy about Otto? That you have a son?”

“Honestly, Anna. I don’t know how I feel about it. I’m furious at Gretchen right now. If you’re sensing any anger from me, Schatzi, please, believe me, it has nothing to do with you, except that I’m furious at her for upsetting you.”

She didn’t say anything. He wondered if this would be a good time to tell her she was going to have a baby. Maybe it would lessen the sting of Gretchen’s actions.

He took her hand. “Anna. . .”

She looked up at him, worry in her eyes. “Yes, Alex?”

He gave her a tender smile. “Schatzi, about you not being able to have children . . . it’s not true. Under the right circumstances, you can get pregnant.”

She looked at him doubtfully. “Are you just trying to make me feel better?”

He shook his head emphatically. “No, Anna. I’m not. I know it’s not true.”

“How?” she whispered. She didn’t believe him, he could tell.

He cradled her cheek. “Because I believe you are pregnant right now.”

Her eyes grew big as she stared at him, then filled with tears. “Why would you tease me about that, Alex?” She stood to walk away, but he held her hand.

“I’m not teasing, Schatzi. My mother is convinced that you are. You’ve been nauseous, tired. . .” He grinned. “Your breasts are definitely fuller than they were the last time I saw you.”

Anna blushed. “I can’t fit into my bras.” She sat down and looked at him. “Are you sure?”

“My mother has known with each of Gretchen’s pregnancies. And a couple of cousins as well. She has excellent instincts.”

Her eyes sparkled for a minute and then grew sad again. “But it’s obviously not yours.”

He stroked her cheek. “I don’t care, Anna. I will raise it as my own . . . if you want me to.” He paused. “Do you . . . well, I thought it might be Ben’s baby. What do you think?”

Her face fell. “It could be any number of men’s, Alex. It could be Devin’s for all I know.”

He shook his head. “Anna, for you to trigger your body into conceiving there must be a deep emotional connection. I would assume that would have only occurred with Ben, am I right?”
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Anna nodded in answer to Alex’s question. “Yes,” she whispered. “He’s the only one I’ve been emotionally connected to for a long time. Until you.”

A tear rolled down her cheek and she put her hand on her stomach. Was it really possible that she was carrying Ben’s child? The thought overwhelmed her with joy and trepidation at the same time. Would Alex really want to raise this baby as his own?

“Schatzi, please don’t doubt me. I love you. I am thrilled that you are pregnant. It gives me hope that we will have children together.”

She loved the idea of giving Alex children. She looked up at him and smiled, even though tears ran down her cheeks. “Ben’s mom would be thrilled.” Would he let her tell Katherine?

He put his hand on hers. “I’m sure she would be.” He pulled her close and kissed her head. “You don’t need to be upset about Gretchen, Schatzi. We will have our own children. Together.”

Joy suddenly overcame her and she flung her arms around Alex’s neck. “I’m really going to have a baby?”

Alex laughed. “Ja, mein Frau. You are going to have ein Baby. Nein, we are going to have ein Baby.” He kissed her firmly on the mouth. “Perhaps we should go practice making them so when it’s my turn we are ready,” he murmured against her lips.

Anna couldn’t help but burst into laughter. She felt so light. So good. She knew now why she’d been sick and tired. She wasn’t getting fat. She was having a baby! And now she wanted nothing more than for Alex to pick her up and take her to bed with him.

“I agree.”

Alex laughed in delight and picked her up and carried her to their bed.


Thirty-Nine


Anna woke with a grin on her face and snuggled closer to Alex. The room was cold, but he was very warm. He had once again proven what an incredible lover he was. She didn’t know how many orgasms she’d had, but they had each been incredible. And Alex . . . ! Oh, my, she couldn’t believe that he fit inside her, but he made her feel so good, once her body had adjusted to his size. They’d made love at least four times last night, each time better than the last.

He promised he’d go back to normal and Anna was somewhat relieved. She didn’t want him to have to go so slow every time they made love. She remembered how hard he had fucked her that one night and wanted him hard like that again . . . once she was satiated with the gentleness.

“What are you grinning at?” Alex asked in a raspy morning voice.

“You.” She traced around his nipple and he shivered. She leaned forward and bit it, making him groan. “Are you feeling better?”

“Mmm,” he mumbled. “Mostly.” He rolled over on top of her and nuzzled her neck. His cock pressed against her inner thigh.

She rolled her hips forward and pressed up against him. He moved forward, stopping at her entrance. She moaned and wiggled beneath him.

“Please, Alex,” she moaned. “I need you again.”

He chuckled and moved forward into her body, making both of them sigh.
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Two hours later, Alex and Anna were in the shower. He had washed her body all over and she was returning the favor. She ran her hands over his hard buttocks and he moaned softly. Kneeling next to him, she moved her hand down and reached between his legs to caress his balls.

He hissed and leaned his hand against the wall for support. She had such talented hands. He felt himself growing hard again. God, they’d made love so many times since last night, and he still could get hard? Even he was impressed with his stamina. Maybe that’s what the teasing at the Schloss was really for.

Her fingers explored backward and brushed against his asshole. It was tender from the previous night, but it felt good at the same time. Aside from the Elders, it had been a while since he’d had sex with a guy.

Oh, he didn’t need to be thinking about that while his sweet little wife caressed him. He loved her. He liked women. A lot. If anything he was selectively bi. And by selectively, he meant that there were only a handful of men he would ever consider being with.

“I’m sorry, Alex. Did I hurt you?”

He opened his eyes and saw her looking up at him. He glanced at his erect cock and smiled. “Not at all, Schatzi. It . . . felt good.”

Her eyes widened. “It did?”

Had he frightened her? “Does that bother you?”

She smiled up at him and brushed the ring of muscle again. His eyes closed and he groaned as she caressed him there. Most women were apprehensive about their own asses, let alone a man’s. But what Anna was doing felt so incredible. And she did it willingly. He was the luckiest man!

He inhaled sharply when she pressed a finger against him.

“Oh, yes, Schatzi,” he breathed as she pressed inside him.

He stepped his legs further apart and hung his head as she finger-fucked him and stroked his cock. He moaned when she slipped another of her slender fingers inside. He didn’t want to consider the possibility that she’d done this before, but she probably had. There was probably very little she hadn’t been forced to do. The thought saddened him and gripped his heart with guilt. He always felt guilty when he thought about her abuse. If only he hadn’t been so stupid, then maybe-

“Do you want me to stop?” she asked quietly, her hands stilling.

His eyes flew open to see her uncertain eyes. “Nein, Schatzi. Unless you want to.” He smiled at her. “It feels very good.”

He saw a spark of curiosity in her eyes before she looked away. He wondered what that was about, until she started moving again and forgot everything except her touch.
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Anna wondered if Alex was one of the guys Travis had hinted about that “swung both ways.” Most men didn’t like their asses caressed unless they did. But he was so manly. She couldn’t imagine him submitting himself to any man or going out and flirting with men.

But he was clearly enjoying what she was doing to him. Heck, she was enjoying what she was doing to him. She liked hearing him moan under her touch. She moved in front of him to take him into her mouth while she moved her fingers inside him. He let out a low guttural moan when she took him down her throat and mumbled something in German.

She glanced up and saw him watching her with dark, hooded eyes. They gazed at each other as she moved her mouth up and down on him and she could have sworn he grew even larger.

Suddenly, he grabbed her under her arms and pulled her to her feet and then up against the wall. He held her up under her knees and pressed her back against the warm tile. His eyes were dark with passion and he slanted his mouth against her, bruising her lips. She wrapped her arms around his neck as he thrust into her.

She cried out in pleasure as he slammed into her over and over again. “Oh, Alex. Yes, please! Harder!”

He obliged, ramming into her so deeply she half expected to feel him in her throat. He was so thick and hard and long. “Yes!” she yelled.

Suddenly he stopped, his cock buried deep inside her. She looked up into his face. His eyes were consumed with passion and he gazed at her as if he wanted to eat her up. She stared back at him with wide eyes.

“I love you, Anna,” he whispered hoarsely, leaning his head against hers.

“I love you, Alex,” she whispered back.

He began moving again, slower this time, but more intense. She closed her eyes as he pressed himself in so deeply she could hardly stand it. It wasn’t painful, but so intense that she felt her entire body respond and shiver.

He began murmuring in German and she felt dizzy. She felt him inside every corner of her body, every part of her soul. And she could feel every part of his body and soul at the same time. If she could have opened her eyes, it wouldn’t have surprised her to find herself inside his body. They were no longer two separate people. They were one body and soul.

She had no idea how long they stayed like that, but she would have been content to stay like that forever. She felt a tingling then an intense orgasm roared through her body. She leaned her head back and screamed out Alex’s name. She heard Alex shout out and felt their bodies separate once more.

She breathed heavily and leaned her head on his shoulder. His chest rose and fell with his breath. He gently released her legs and she wrapped her arms around his waist, unwilling to stop touching him.

He petted her hair and held her close. Their bodies were slick from the water and steam. Alex leaned back and pressed a button and the water stopped.

“Shall we go find some breakfast? Or lunch as the case may be.”

Anna giggled. “I am a little hungry.”

He reached down and stroked her belly. “It would not be good for the little one to miss meals.”

Warmth spread through her body as she remembered that she was pregnant. She put her hand on his and grinned up at him. His eyes brimmed with emotion as he leaned down and kissed her.

“Kommen Sie, let’s get you some food.”

They dried off and dressed then wandered downstairs to the sitting room where his mother was sitting and reading.

“Guten Morgen,” Ilsa said with a warm smile.

Alex walked over to his mother and kissed her cheek. “Guten Morgen, Mutti,” he said with a big grin. “Is lunch almost ready?”

Ilsa nodded and looked at Anna. “How are you feeling, Anna?”

Anna smiled shyly. “Good.” She gazed up at Alex with adoration. “Very good.”

Alex pulled her close and she rested her head on his chest. “I told her, Mutti,” he said quietly.

Ilsa beamed. “I thought so. She’s glowing even more than she was yesterday.”

Anna buried her face in Alex’s soft black sweater.

“You should go tell your father. He was worried about you two last night.”

“Ja. We worked everything out.” He glanced at Anna. “At least I think we did.”

Anna nodded. She’d forgotten about the Gretchen issue, but right now she didn’t care about Gretchen. She was head over heels in love with Alex and knew he felt the same way. Gretchen was a non-issue.

“Schatzi, I need to tell Vati about Gretchen. Do you want to be in there with me when I do or would you rather stay out here?”

Anna looked up at her husband. “I don’t want to leave you.”

Alex grinned. “I don’t want to leave you either.”

He took her hand and led her away to the end of the sitting area where a door stood partially open.


Forty


Alex’s stomach was a little nervous as he walked to his father’s study. He wasn’t sure how Vati would react to the news. The good thing about Anna’s presence is that Vati would be less likely to yell. Not that he was afraid of his father. He just wasn’t in the mood to fight this morning. The morning had been incredible so far and he didn’t want to ruin it. But the Gretchen situation needed to be dealt with. Especially her attitude towards Anna.

He knocked on the door.

“Come in.”

He pushed open the door and allowed Anna in first. She stopped mid-step and looked around at the oval-shaped room, eyes wide. “I’ve been here before . . . ,” she said softly. She glanced back at Alex. “I saw you yelling at each other here.”

Alex arched his brow. “You did?”

Anna nodded. “You were very loud.”

Alex didn’t recall seeing Anna in his father’s office at any time and wondered which fight she saw. There had been many. Had there been other times she’d seen him and he hadn’t known?

Wilhelm sat behind his large wooden desk, typing something into his computer. He smiled when he saw them. “Good morning.”

“Good morning, Vati.”

Wilhelm looked between the two of them. “Everything okay with you two?” he asked in English.

Alex nodded and saw Anna blush. Vati looked at Alex and smiled.

“Vati . . . there’s something I need to tell you.”

Vati’s brow raised. “Oh?”

Alex motioned to the nearby sitting area and sat down on the couch with Anna next to him. Vati sat in a leather chair opposite them.

“What do you need to tell me?”

Alex recounted his conversation he’d had with Gretchen in the hallway. Anna sat quietly and listened.

When he finished, Vati sat quietly with his fingers tented in front of his mouth. Alex could tell he was contemplating what he had told him.

“How do you feel about it, Alex? About Otto?”

Alex sighed. “Honestly, I don’t know. I can’t hold it against Otto, it’s not his fault. I’m furious at Gretchen, for so many reasons.”

Vati nodded. “Her attitude needs to be dealt with. Does Kurt know?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know if she told him or not.”

Vati glanced at Anna. “How do you feel about it, Anna?”

Anna’s eyes widened. Alex suspected she didn’t think she would be part of the conversation. “I-I don’t know either. I don’t understand why she doesn’t like me.”

“She’s jealous, Liebling. That’s probably why she decided your wedding day was the appropriate day to confess to Alex. I honestly don’t know what she thought she would gain by doing that.” Vati sighed. “I don’t understand that woman. But, she’s Kurt’s wife. He has to deal with her.” He turned to Alex. “Alex, regardless of what you decide with Otto, he would never be your legitimate heir. For one, I wouldn’t want to give that to Gretchen. And you are married now and will have children of your own.” He glanced at Anna and smiled when she blushed. “You don’t have to acknowledge him, Alex. There is little chance that anyone would suspect he isn’t Kurt’s son and socially, I don’t believe it needs to be dealt with.”

Alex ran his fingers through his hair. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to acknowledge Otto as his son, but it would be easier on everyone if he didn’t. Otto would grow up thinking Kurt was his father, and things would be much simpler on the little boy. He had no doubt that, even if Kurt decided to divorce Gretchen, Vati would make sure that all the children were taken care of.

“I suppose the next thing to do would be—” A knock on the door interrupted Vati’s words. “Come in,” he called in German.

The door opened and Seth poked his head in. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but we got some new intel on the source of the information leaked to Devin.”

Alex glanced at Anna and then his father. He was reluctant to make Anna leave, but would the information frighten her? She stared at Seth with wide eyes.

“Come in, Seth,” Vati said.

Seth walked in and closed the door behind him. He glanced at Anna then Alex. “Your mom said you two were up. We found out a little bit ago, but I didn’t want to bother you. . .” He smiled sheepishly.

“It’s all right, Seth,” Alex said. “I appreciate it. As long as the source doesn’t know you know.”

Seth shook his head. “I don’t even think she’s aware of what she did.”

“She?” Alex repeated. He couldn’t even begin to guess who he was talking about.

Seth looked at Alex apologetically. “I’m sorry, Alex. But all the intel points to Gretchen being the informant.”

“What!” Alex and Vati both shouted at the same time.

Alex counted to ten again to keep his temper under control. The last thing Anna needed was for him and his father to lose control. He could feel his pulse rising and suppressed the urge to go find Gretchen and beat the shit out of her. And he never hit women. But she had betrayed his family and almost gotten Anna hurt. She had crossed the line.

He thought back to the previous day. He thought he’d seen a look of surprise on Gretchen’s face when they walked in yesterday afternoon, but didn’t think anything of it. God, she really wanted to get rid of Anna that badly?

“What do you mean you don’t think she knew what she was doing?” Vati asked. He took deliberate breaths and clenched his jaw when he’d finished speaking. Alex would be surprised if Gretchen was still here tonight.

Alex noticed Anna trembling and pulled her close.

“We think she was approached by someone who just asked to be kept informed of Anna’s actions. I don’t think she was trying to be especially malicious.”

“No more than normal,” Alex grumbled.

Seth chuckled. “True.”

“Seth, would you please go get both Kurt and Gretchen and bring them here?” Wilhelm asked in an even tone.

Seth nodded and left the room.

Vati stood and walked to the window behind his desk.

Alex watched his father, amazed. He looked so calm, but Alex was certain that his father was as angry as he was. Vati loved Anna too.
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Wilhelm concentrated on his breathing, clenching and unclenching his fists behind his back as he stared out the window. It was snowing lightly and he watched the snowflakes drift lazily in front of him.

Only for Anna’s sake was he able to calm his heartbeat down to somewhat normal levels. He knew Gretchen; he knew how she was, but this was going too far. He wasn’t totally convinced she didn’t know what she was doing.

He counted fifty snowflakes and then walked to the door and opened it. “Mausi?” he called to his wife. “Would you please join us in here?”

Ilsa looked startled. He rarely asked her to come to his study, though she was always welcome. He loved it when she sat in the room with him, but he knew she loved the light of the sitting room better.

“Wilhelm, what’s wrong?” she asked coming near. Seth returned with Gretchen and Kurt and they all gathered in his study.

Seth turned to leave. “Seth, please stay,” Wilhelm said. If Gretchen tried to run, Seth would prevent it. He also had the first-hand information that might be useful.

Ilsa sat next to Alex and Anna on the couch. Gretchen and Kurt sat in the chairs across from the couch. Wilhelm sat in the chair at the end and looked at Gretchen over tented fingers. She at least had the decency to look nervous.

“I understand there is some news you would like to share, Gretchen?” Wilhelm said in a calm voice. He spoke in English so that Anna wouldn’t feel left out. He had spent the last thirty years taming his temper. The same temper Alex shared. For the sake of their wives, he would keep it under control.

Gretchen paled and glanced at Alex, who glared at her. She looked back at Wilhelm. “W-what do you mean?”

Kurt frowned and looked at Wilhelm. “Vati, what is going on?”

Wilhelm’s continued to look at Gretchen. “Ask your wife.” He cocked his brow. “Something regarding Otto?”

Gretchen’s eyes narrowed and she turned to Alex. “You told him?”

Wilhelm could see Alex’s jaw tighten and the veins in his neck bulge as he struggled against his natural inclinations. His eyes flashed and his hand clenched into a fist. Wilhelm could empathize how difficult it was to keep calm in this situation and was very proud of Alex.

“Yes. I told him.” Alex spoke between clenched teeth. “You obviously weren’t trying to keep it a secret anymore, since you hinted as much to my wife.”

“I did you a favor, Alex. You said she couldn’t have kids. Now you have a son.”

Kurt sat up and stared at Gretchen. “What the hell are you talking about, Gretchen?”

Gretchen looked at Kurt arrogantly. “Alex is Otto’s father.”

Kurt’s face turned pale, then green. “What?”

Wilhelm felt bad for Kurt. As poor a husband as he was, he was a very good father and adored his children. Gretchen . . . he sighed. He didn’t know what to do with her.

“You heard me,” Gretchen snapped.

Kurt and Gretchen launched into an argument in German.

Poor Anna’s eyes were wide and frightened. Ilsa stared in shock. Alex glared at Gretchen. Seth looked amused and Wilhelm smiled. At least one person found the humor in the situation.

“Enough!” Wilhelm shouted, his voice echoing against the paneled walls. Both Kurt and Gretchen stopped mid-word. “Gretchen, what made you think it was appropriate to share this news with Alex on his wedding day?” He was careful to keep his voice low.

Gretchen looked flustered. “I . . . I thought he needed to know.”

“Alex has been back since July. Otto was born in November. You couldn’t have chosen another, more appropriate time?”

“I didn’t know he was getting married so quickly.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

Gretchen didn’t answer.

“Perhaps you thought maybe Anna would be out of the picture and he would run to you? Especially since you had a son by him?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” she said, feigning innocence.

Wilhelm raised his brow. “Really? You weren’t feeding information about Anna’s activities to anyone?”

Gretchen’s eyes widened. “How . . . ?”

“There’s very little I don’t know, Gretchen. I have many contacts.” Wilhelm wouldn’t reveal Alex’s extracurricular activities. Especially to her. “Do you know who it was that you were speaking to?”

“He told me he was a friend of Anna’s and wanted to know what she was doing,” Gretchen mumbled.

“Is that all?”

She shook her head. “He said he would take her back to America.”

“Why you little—” Alex began.

“Alex,” Wilhelm interrupted, looking sternly at his son. Alex took a breath and relaxed . . . somewhat. Wilhelm turned back to Gretchen. “Let me tell you about that man who would have taken Anna back home. He is one of the cruelest men I have ever met. He had Anna raised in a home where she was regularly beaten and raped. He turned her into a sex slave at the age of sixteen. If she had been taken back to America, she would have been locked up and punished for daring to think about marrying Alex. He likely would have tortured her until she passed out, and then revived her and tortured her again. And repeated the process until she no longer responded.”

Gretchen’s face turned green and her eyes were as wide as he’d ever seen them.

“Do you know why I know this Gretchen?”

She shook her head.

“Because he’s done it to her before. Anna has gone through things you could not even imagine. Her marriage to Alex will prevent that from occurring in the future.” Wilhelm paused, keeping his eyes locked on Gretchen’s. “And you wanted to send her home?”

Gretchen’s mouth moved, but she didn’t speak right away. She looked at Anna. “I-I had no idea, Anna,” she said in a whisper. “I feel terrible.”

Wilhelm could tell Anna didn’t know what to do or say. Her face was pale and she stared at her hands. Her first instinct was to sweetly forgive, but he could tell she was very hurt. As horrible as things had been in her life, she really didn’t understand how people could do things like what Gretchen had done. It would never have occurred to her that someone would do what Gretchen had done, and that made Gretchen’s actions even worse.

Wilhelm could feel his temper rising again.

Alex leaned over and whispered to Anna. She nodded in response. “Vati, I’m sorry, but Anna needs to eat. She hasn’t eaten since dinner last night.”

“Oh, Liebling, I’m so sorry. Yes, Alex, take her down for lunch. I’ll speak with you later.”

Alex helped Anna to her feet and led her out of the room.

“Is Anna all right?” Kurt asked in German, watching the door close.

Wilhelm smiled. “Yes. She’s pregnant.”

Kurt’s eyes widened. “But I thought. . .”

“There are ways, Son.”

“I thought she couldn’t have kids,” Gretchen said with narrow eyes. “That’s what Alex said.”

“No, I believe Alex told you she was told her whole life she couldn’t have children,” Wilhelm said. “Being told something doesn’t make it true.”


Forty-One


Alex helped Anna downstairs to the dining room. Greta sat at the table with Albrecht and Viktoria. They lived outside of Dusseldorf and were staying at the Gutshaus through the New Year. The rest of Alex’s family lived in the Frankfurt area. Anna felt relieved that there weren’t many people there. She was a bit overwhelmed and just wanted to sit and eat.

The look of horror on Gretchen’s face stuck with Anna. Gretchen really had no idea what she was doing. Anna wavered between sadness, hurt and anger as she thought about the conversation. What would Wilhelm and Kurt do with Gretchen?

A plate of fish and vegetables appeared in front of her and she ate quietly. Conversation flowed around her, mostly in English. Alex leaned over and kissed her frequently, which she liked.

After lunch, they went back up to the bedroom and Anna took a nap. Alex said that they would be up very late tonight and that she should rest. She was more than happy to do so.

Early evening, Alex woke her so she could get ready for the New Year’s Eve Party. She and Alex took a shower together and Alex held her against the wall and made love to her again.

She was still flushed from love making when Brigitte came in to help her get ready. Brigitte styled her hair in a loose updo with curls hanging loosely around her face. As she pushed the final pins into place, Alex walked out of the dressing room looking so handsome Anna could hardly speak.

He wore an elegant black tailcoat and trousers with a white waistcoat and bow tie. A wide blue sash under his coat ran from his right shoulder to his left hip and a neck badge hung from a blue ribbon under his bow tie. The neck badge had the family crest on a four-armed star.

“Oh, my,” Anna murmured, staring at her husband. “You look . . . wow, Alex.”

He stood with his arms held out from his side, presenting himself to her. “You approve?”

Anna nodded enthusiastically. “The more time I spend with you, the more I understand the gossip about you.”

“Gossip?” He raised his brow over his sparkling eyes.

“How women melted at your feet and such. I thought I understood before. . .” She blinked several times. “Wow,” she breathed.

Alex chuckled. “Now you know how I feel every time I look at you.”

Anna blushed. “Alex!”

“Anna, you are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.” He leaned down and kissed her. “I can’t wait to show you off tonight.” He straightened and beamed down at her. “Finish getting ready. I’ll be back in a little bit. I have to go get something.”

She watched him as he strode out of the room. A shiver ran down her spine. “I can’t believe I’m married to him,” she said softly as Brigitte smoothed her hair.

Brigitte smiled. “Many women will be green with envy tonight. I think many men as well for the Herzog.”

Anna smiled shyly. Brigitte applied her makeup and then took her into the dressing room, walking through the massive closet.

She looked at her dress hanging in the corner. “I hope it fits.”

Brigitte helped her into a white silk corset and stockings, and arranged the dress for Anna to step into. Anna held her breath as Brigitte zipped up the dress and sighed in relief when it fit. “I guess Kaitlyn found the bigger size. I’m so glad.”

“It is a beautiful dress, Herzogin.”

Anna stared at herself in the mirror. She hardly recognized herself. Her cheeks were pink, her hair stylish. She looked all grown up and could hardly believe it. She was a grown-up married woman who was going to have a baby. Was it possible to really be this happy? Tears of joy sprang to her eyes.

Alex appeared behind her in the mirror with a huge grin on his face. “You look wunderschön, Schatzi.” He leaned down and kissed the side of her neck and she sighed. “Absolutely beautiful.”

He turned and placed several velvet-covered boxes on the table behind her.

“What are these?” she asked hesitantly.

Alex grinned. “Some things I picked out for you to wear.”

Anna looked down at her dress. “I have my dress already.”

He chuckled. “Accessories. Fit for a Herzogin.”

He opened a flat box to reveal a necklace of diamond flowers.

“Oh, Alex . . . ,” she whispered.

He took off her other necklace and handed it to Brigitte, then fastened the new necklace around her. “No one will know you are anything but my beautiful wife tonight, Anna. You have no obligation but to have fun and enjoy yourself.”

Anna felt herself tearing up again. “Just your wife,” she repeated softly. What a wonderful thought.

He opened a smaller box and handed her the matching earrings and put a matching bracelet on her empty wrist. She still wore her signet bracelet on her other arm. Ilsa wore one as well, Alex had told her.

He opened another box with a three-inch wide blue ribbon similar to what he was wearing. The same badge hung at the end.

“What’s this?” Anna asked as he placed it over her head from her right shoulder to her left hip.

“Mark of rank,” he answered, watching Brigitte pin it into place. “And finally, the most important piece.” He grinned and opened a very large box to reveal a beautiful diamond tiara.

It had seven large pear-shaped diamonds spaced around the semicircle, with other pear and round shaped diamonds that seemed to magically hover beneath.

“It’s beautiful, Alex,” she said breathlessly, looking up at him. “I really get to wear this?”

Alex nodded. “Ja. Mutti helped me pick it out. It’s one of her favorites.”

Brigitte took it from Alex and pinned it into Anna’s hair.

Anna looked in the mirror again when Brigitte was done. Now she really didn’t recognize herself. She turned and flung herself into Alex’s arms. “I feel like Cinderella.”

Alex cradled her cheek and kissed her. “I love you, Schatzi.”

“I love you, Alex.”
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The adult members of the family, as well as Alex’s men, ate dinner in the dining room together dressed in their formal wear. Albrecht and his family were there, as were Liesl and her fiancé, an Irishman named Patrick. Kurt was unusually quiet during dinner and Anna wondered what happened with Gretchen.

Anna thought it was such an elegant dinner. The men were all dressed in tails, white vests, and bow ties. The women in beautiful, fashionable gowns. Wilhelm and Ilsa both wore blue ribbons like Alex and Anna wore. Ilsa, Liesl, and Greta all wore tiaras, though Liesl and Greta’s were smaller than the ones that Ilsa and Anna wore.

After dinner, Wilhelm pulled Alex and Anna aside.

“Gretchen is not attending tonight, which I’m sure you deduced,” Wilhelm said in a soft voice. “I’ve left it up to Kurt whether or not she will stay. She is his wife, after all, and you’ll be returning to San Francisco soon. I have no concern about Gretchen speaking to Devin’s lackey again. She was truly horrified at how you were raised, Anna. Her father wasn’t exactly the nicest man when she was growing up.”

“I don’t want her anywhere near Anna until we leave, Vati,” Alex said.

Wilhelm nodded. “That’s understandable. I don’t think she’ll desire to be very social. I wasn’t very kind to her after you left.”

When it was time, they made their way out to the entrance hall to begin greeting guests. Alex and Anna stood in the receiving line with his parents, and Anna was introduced to German society as Alex’s wife.

It amazed her that Alex knew all these people, even after being out of the country for years. But everyone knew Alex and wanted to meet his new bride. Many were surprised that she was American.

When they were finally able to make it into the great hall, Alex led her out to the dance floor and they waltzed around the room. Anna giggled and grinned the entire time.

“I had no idea you could dance like this, Alex,” she said as he spun her around.

Alex’s eyes sparkled. “Every proper German knows how to waltz,” he laughed. “You look beautiful. I may have a hard time keeping you in my sights, tonight. I can see many men who want to dance with you.”

Anna bit her lip nervously.

“Anna, they won’t hurt you. You are my wife and nothing else. Remember?”

Her face brightened and her heart grew light again. “I forgot.”

He grinned at her. “There’s that beautiful smile. My men are keeping an eye on you, Schatzi. But the people in this room respect my family. No harm will come to you.”

Alex was right. Anna danced every dance and met so many nice people. She had a wonderful time. Part of her kept wondering what would happen to ruin the evening, but nothing did. It was the best night of her life.

At midnight, Alex was by her side and gave Anna her first ever New Year’s kiss. They danced again and then she was swept away by more charming men. She got glimpses of Alex dancing and having a good time as well. He kept bodily distance between himself and the women he danced with, but with Anna, he held her close and kissed her frequently.

The party went very late. Anna was so tired by the end that Alex carried her upstairs, helped her undress and put her into bed. She snuggled close to him and slept.


Forty-Two


Too soon it was time to return to San Francisco. Anna had loved being in Germany, surrounded by a loving family. They arrived home mid-Thursday morning. Alex wanted to give Anna a few days to adjust back to the time zone before dancing again on Monday.

Anna looked out the window as they drove through the city. It looked like . . . “Are we going to Aaron’s house?”

Alex grinned. “Nein, Schatzi.”

“Where are we going?” She was tired and wanted to go home.

“Home.”

Anna frowned. “I’m pretty sure this isn’t the way to your house.”

Alex pulled her close. “It is the way to our house, Schatzi.”

She looked up at him. “What do you mean?”

“I sold my house. I wanted to start fresh with you. So I bought us a house in a nicer neighborhood.”

Pacific Heights was a very nice neighborhood. “You bought a new house?”

Alex nodded. “Is that all right? A house that is only ours. No past memories. A place to make memories together.” He stroked her stomach. “And raise our baby.”

Anna smiled and leaned against his chest. “I think it’s wonderful.”

They had spoken to Heinrich, Alex’s uncle who was a doctor, about the baby. He had examined her and said everything looked great. She would be able to dance for several more months, though whether or not she would be able to perform was up to Isaak. Alex felt confident she’d be able to dance La Bayadere in February, though much beyond that might be difficult.

The idea of not dancing for a while didn’t bother Anna as much as she thought it might. She felt like a new person, being Alex’s wife. She had nothing to fear from Devin anymore. Alex would never hurt her. She didn’t need to dance to keep herself sane. She could dance just because she enjoyed it.

Anna sighed, content and happy.

They were near Presidio when the limo pulled into a neighborhood with a circular road. It parked in front of a white house with arched windows lining the bottom floor and square windows on the upper floor. The cobblestone walkway that lead to the door was lined with flowers. Steps led to the front door, which had an arch made of some sort of vine.

“Oh, Alex!” Anna said, stepping out of the limo, hand in his. He swept her up off her feet and carried her towards the door.

Frau Gersten opened the door with a smile and greeted them warmly. “Guten Morgen, Herzog. Guten Morgen, Herzogin.”

Anna gasped as he carried her into the entryway. White marble floors stretched out before them, welcoming them deeper into the house, past the marble columns on either side of the door. Two additional columns stood on either side of the wide staircase leading to the upper floor. Off to the right, she could see a large dining room, and to the left what looked like a formal living room.

“When did you buy it?” Anna asked, turning her head, trying to see everything at once.

“I was looking around when I was here in August and found this place,” he answered. “I had Kurt sign the papers when he was here in November. I couldn’t risk anyone knowing I was buying, so Kurt ‘bought’ it and then had it transferred into our names after we were married.”

“It’s wonderful,” she sighed.

Alex took her hand and gave her the tour. The main floor consisted of a large living room, a library, a great room, a dining room and a kitchen with a breakfast area. The top floor had a huge master suite and three additional bedrooms, including a small one next to the master that Alex said would be a perfect nursery.

The basement level had a movie theater, a gym, a suite for Frau Gersten, two bedrooms for Seth and Tony, and a three-car garage.

Both Anna’s and Alex’s cars were parked in the garage, along with the SUV. Anna’s things had been moved from her apartment to the house. Jenna, Anna was happy to learn, had moved in with Matt while they were gone.
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Later that evening, Alex and Anna were cuddled up on the couch in the library when the doorbell rang. They looked at each other, surprised. They had decided not to let anyone know they were back in town until the next day so they could have time together alone.

Frau Gersten’s footsteps echoed in the entryway and they could hear her open the door. A few minutes later she appeared in the doorway. “Devin Andersen to see you, Herzog.”

Anna’s stomach lurched and she raised her hand to her mouth. She stared at Alex with wide eyes.

“Do you remember where the bathroom is?”

Anna nodded and ran out of the room. She ran behind the stairs and to the powder room, closing the door behind her.

After she’d thrown up, she rested her head on the wall for a few minutes before standing. She cleaned her mouth out with water from the sink.

Why was Devin here? What did he want? Did he want her already? She wanted to spend her first evening home with Alex, not Devin.

She took a deep breath and reminded herself that she didn’t need to worry. Alex would never let Devin take her away from him.

“I don’t need to be afraid of him,” she whispered to herself as she stood. “I’m not afraid of him.”

She opened the door and walked calmly back into the living room where she heard Alex and Devin talking.


Forty-Three


Devin sat casually in the entryway while he waited for the newlyweds to receive him. Under his calm demeanor, however, his blood boiled. He hadn’t lost his temper this frequently since he was a teenager. The last week and a half had been very trying and he had lost it several times. Several girls at the Manor were dead because of it, but that was no matter. He had plenty of others and could get new ones if he needed to.

Every free moment available had been spent researching a way to get rid of Alex. Damn fucking Alex. He ruined everything Devin had been so carefully putting into place. But Devin was confident he would find a way to eliminate him and get Anna back under his control. He needed her to solidify his power and position and would do whatever it took to make sure that happened.

He heard light, but fast, footsteps and saw Anna dart across the room and into another room. Her hand was over her mouth and Devin wondered if she was ill. Poor Anna. Pregnancy sickness was no fun. He wondered if she knew by now that she was pregnant. He hoped so. Otherwise she would be thinking she had caught a very nasty flu bug.

Alex walked towards him through a wide entryway. He glanced in the direction where Anna had disappeared with a worried look on his face, then looked back at Devin and hardened his eyes. His chin was raised and he walked tall. Confident, cocky bastard. Devin would get Anna back and Alex would not be able to do anything about it.

Devin stood and extended his hand. “Good evening, Alex,” he said with a smile.

They shook hands. “Good evening, Devin,” Alex said cordially. “What brings you to our home?”

Devin gritted his teeth at his use of “our home.” “I wanted to be sure that Anna got home safely.”

“She is home safely. She’ll join us in a few minutes.” Alex motioned through the entryway he’d just come through. “Won’t you come in?”

Devin stood and followed Alex into a richly appointed living room with a marble fireplace at one end. Alex motioned to a chair across from a long couch and then sat down on the couch. He leaned back and crossed his ankles with his arm along the back of the couch.

He’s trying to tell me he’s not intimidated by me.

Devin sat across from him with his ankle crossed over his knee and arms resting lightly on the arms of the chair.

The woman who had answered the door walked into the room. “Herzog, would you like something to drink?”

Alex looked at Devin. “Would you like something?”

“Scotch on the rocks?”

Alex nodded and looked at the woman. “Bring Anna some clear soda and I’ll have a brandy.”

The woman curtsied slightly and left the room.

“I take it you heard the news?” Alex asked, amusement evident in his eyes.

Devin swallowed his irritation and forced a smile. “Yes, I did. Congratulations.”

“Thank you. I am very happy. I believe Anna is as well.”

“She is quite the catch. I didn’t know you felt so strongly about her. Marriage is . . . quite the commitment.”

“It is. I’ve been in love with her since the first time I saw her here. Of course, I’ve thought about her often throughout the years.”

Devin kept his face impassive. “Over the years?”

The woman returned with a tray of drinks. She handed Devin a short round glass with ice and an amber liquid inside it. He took a sip and sighed. Alex certainly knew his liquors, Devin had to give him credit for that.

Alex took a sip of his brandy and held the glass loosely in his right hand. “Oh, yes. I first saw her when she was . . . oh, I believe sixteen? I’m sure you know about that.”

Devin’s jaw clenched. “I didn’t realize you had seen her.”

“It was quite startling, seeing a teenage girl appear in my bedroom. She has a way of sticking in a man’s mind.”

“Yes, she does.”

The amused look on Alex’s face was beginning to piss Devin off. “So tell me, is that why you wanted Anna to visit you? So you could manipulate her into marrying you?”

“I wouldn’t call it manipulation. We connected before I left, although I hurt her terribly by remaining distant afterward. But yes, it was my intention the whole time to bring her to Germany and marry her.”

Devin didn’t respond. He did everything in his power to keep his anger under control. Alex was different now. He was confident against Devin’s position. This was bad. This was very bad. Alex had Anna’s heart and he knew it.

Devin felt Anna before he saw her. He turned and saw the beautiful girl that he knew, but she was changed as well. She looked peaceful and content. She looked at him without fear and gave him a shy smile.

“Hello, Devin,” she said softly walking towards him.

Devin’s heart pounded in his chest as he stared at her. What the fuck was going on? He was responding to her like other men responded to her. He could feel himself losing himself in her eyes. He tore his eyes away and shook his head. No! He had to stay in control. He would not allow himself to be manipulated by her.

But he couldn’t deny that he now understood the power of a truly content Elder-Mistress. Fuck!

He watched as she walked to Alex, gazing at him with total love and devotion in her eyes. Alex looked at her the same way. They had connected. They had bonded. More than just the ceremony at the Manor. Their souls had merged. Fuck!

She settled onto the couch under Alex’s arm with her legs curled up beneath her. She reached for her soda and then leaned her head against his chest. Alex kissed the top of her head and whispered in her ear. She looked up at him and nodded. Her eyes sparkled as she looked at him.

Devin grimaced and took a big gulp of his scotch. Fuck.
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Alex found Devin’s discomfort amusing. Devin wasn’t used to being challenged or not getting everything he wanted. He saw the way Devin looked at Anna when she walked into the room. Anna was no longer the fearful slave that had left San Francisco less than two weeks ago. The time away from Devin and with himself had transformed her into a confident young woman that was more beautiful than ever. He knew Devin saw it too.

Devin watched her walk over to the couch like a teenage boy would have done. Alex sighed silently. Anna was safe now. And would remain so.

“So, Devin, what can I do for you?” Alex asked casually.

Devin dragged his eyes away from Anna and gave Alex a cold look. “As I said before, I wanted to make sure Anna got home safe and sound.”

Alex smiled. “You can see that she did. Very safe,” he couldn’t resist adding.

Devin’s eyes narrowed. “We need to discuss her . . . duties and obligations in light of her new . . . position.”

The subject didn’t surprise Alex. It was a necessary conversation, similar to the one they had after the bonding ritual. However, this time Alex held the upper hand. “Yes, I suppose that is true.”

“I want her at the Friday night Gatherings,” Devin said.

Alex appreciated him getting straight to the point. The sooner they were done, the sooner he could take Anna upstairs and make love to her. “If you have her there, you will treat her with dignity and respect. You will not hurt her or allow anyone else to hurt her.”

Devin glared at him, but Alex knew he had no choice in the matter. “Fine.”

“If she sits at your feet, you will give her something comfortable to sit on, not on the hard floor.”

Devin’s brow raised in amusement.

“Elder-Mistresses are not slaves,” Alex continued. “They are not inferior. You will treat her in such a way that the men know to respect her as well.” And as her pregnancy progressed, she would be very uncomfortable on the ground. Alex wondered if Devin knew she was pregnant.

“I won’t give her a chair.”

“A large cushion would suffice.”

“Fine. I still have social obligations that I need her for.”

Alex knew this would be a difficult issue. “I’m sure there are . . . discreet places you could take her for a dinner meeting where her reputation would not come into question.”

Devin didn’t respond at first. “There are. But what about social gatherings? I do much work there as well.”

Alex smiled. “Then I suppose you should make sure that I am on the invitation list. You will not take her out as your date. As her husband, I will not allow it.”

Devin glared at him and set his jaw. “You’re trying to take away her usefulness to me.”

“I’m trying to make sure she’s treated respectfully. I don’t want her coming home battered and bruised.”

Devin huffed. “Fine. I will make sure you are on the list. It shouldn’t be difficult. You’re a respected member of society.”

Alex grinned. “Thank you.”

“She still has to obey me,” Devin added.

“Yes, but I can prevent her obedience to certain things that I won’t allow. I won't allow you to command her to do something that will hurt her.” Alex leaned forward. “And you best keep Zach and his kind away from her.”

“Zach hasn’t seen her in months.”

“Good. I just wanted to remind you.” Alex relaxed back into the couch.

“I want her for twenty-four hours for the Gatherings. Friday afternoon to Saturday afternoon.”

Alex hesitated. That was a long time for her to be away. But Devin was still her Master, even if it was severely diminished. “All right.”

“And I will fuck her.”

Alex’s jaw clenched. The thought of Anna being with Devin made his stomach churn.

“Feel free to come to the gatherings and utilize my girls.”

He felt Anna stiffen next to him. “Thank you for the offer, but I am quite content to wait for Anna to come home.”

Devin chuckled. “Monogamy? Really? I didn’t think you had it in you. It’s difficult as an Elder to do that.”

“I’m not an Elder yet.”

Devin smiled. “No, you’re not.”

Alex sighed impatiently. “Is there anything else?”

Devin took another drink of his scotch. “No. Those are the basics I wanted to discuss.” He put his glass down and stood. “I would like her tomorrow night if you don't mind. It has been quite a while since she’s been to the Manor. With performances and all.”

Devin was right. To deny him would be wrong. “All right. What time do you want her there?” Alex stood and began walking him to the door.

“Four-thirty is fine.”

“I will drop her off at four-thirty tomorrow and pick her up at four-thirty on Saturday.”

They shook hands and Devin looked back at Anna, who had followed them out into the entryway. He gave her a smile. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Baby.”

Alex opened the door and Devin left.

Anna rushed into his arms. “I really have to go see him tomorrow?” she asked, her voice betraying a heartbreaking sadness.

“I’m afraid so, Schatzi.” He petted her hair and held her tightly.
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Devin got into his car and slammed the door. Damn fucking Alex! Anna had changed. She was completely in love with Alex and there was nothing Devin could do about it. Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!

There was only one solution. He had to get rid of Alex. There had to be a way. There just had to be.

Instead of going home, he headed out to the Manor. He needed to do more research and talk to a few people.


Forty-Four


“I


don't want to go, Alex,” Anna whispered as Alex stopped his car in front of the Manor.

Alex reached over and took her hand. “I know, Schatzi,” he kissed the back of her hand. “But he won’t hurt you. He wouldn’t dare.”

Anna nodded. She had heard the conversation between him and Devin. “I don’t need to be afraid,” she said softly.

“That’s right. You don’t need to be afraid.” Alex cupped her chin and kissed her deeply. “I love you, Anna. With everything I am.”

“I love you too, Alex. I can’t wait until tomorrow.”

He gave her an adoring smile. “Me too.”

She looked out and saw Ian walking towards the car. She sighed and turned back to Alex. She tried to give him a brave smile. “Have fun with Aaron tonight. Tell him I said hi.”

“I will. Perhaps if you’re up to it, we can have a few people over on Sunday evening.”

Anna nodded. “I’d like that. I’d really like to see Jenna.”

“Let’s see how you feel tomorrow.”

Ian stood by the car and waited.

“I should go,” Anna whispered. She leaned over and kissed Alex and then opened the car door. “Good evening, my lord,” she greeted Ian softly.

“Good evening, Mistress,” Ian said gently.

“Anna, remember. You are not inferior,” Alex said, leaning so he could see her. “I love you.”

She turned and gave him an adoring smile. “I love you, too.” She picked up her bag and closed the door. Ian took her bag and she followed him up the steps to the door. She glanced back and waved at Alex, and then walked through the door, which Ian closed behind her.
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Anna took a deep breath and looked around. She half expected that the Manor had changed since she had, but no, it was the same as it had always been. The aura of fear threatened to consume her, but she was determined not to let it. She slipped her shoes off automatically and put them to the side.

“Devin would like to see you in the Hall,” Ian said, leading her in the direction of the Hall instead of her room.

“The Hall? Why?” Anna walked slightly behind Ian but kept her head up. I am not inferior.

Ian shrugged and glanced back at her with a smile. “You look good, Anna,” he said softly, his eyes sad.

Anna swallowed and looked away. Could she forgive him for killing Ben? She was very happily married to Alex. Ian only did what he was told to do. He didn’t have a choice.

Ian stopped at the door to the Hall and opened it. She glanced up at him and gave him a timid smile as she walked by. He smiled back with relief in his eyes.

She walked into the Hall and was surprised to see the room filled with naked women. Devin was sitting on his throne. She picked her way through the crowd to the platform, where she kneeled and bowed to him.

“I didn’t know if you would be willing to greet me in such a way, Mistress,” Devin said sarcastically. “Alex doesn’t think it beneath you?”

Anna sat up and looked at him. “You are still an Elder, my lord,” she said softly. “I greet you as I should.”

Devin looked at her in surprise and then nodded. “I approve.” He stood. “Come,” he said, holding out his hand to her. She stood and he turned her to face the women sitting on their heels in front of the platform. “I want you to pick out a pet.”

“A pet? I don’t understand.” These were women, not animals.

“I want you to pick out a girl that can be your . . . well, pet is the best way I can describe it. Someone you can train.”

“For what?”

“For whatever you want them to be trained to do. I may ask you to train them for something, too.” He put his hands on her shoulders and leaned into her ear. “Choose someone you will be able to manipulate to do your will,” he whispered.

Anna’s eyes closed as a wave of dizziness overcame her.
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Devin held Anna around her waist until she was steady on her feet again. She smelled good. It had been so long since he had been with her, his cock stirred at having her in his arms. He slid his hands up and cupped her breasts over her t-shirt. They were larger than they had been before she left. He squeezed them and she moaned. And beautifully firm and full. Maybe he should impregnate her more often. He liked the feel of her heavy breasts in his hands.

He kissed her neck and her eyes opened, slightly glazed. She was under his control. It was limited control. He had the constraints that Alex had put in place, but he could do this.

“Go, Baby. Choose the girl I need.”

Anna stepped forward and looked around. She stopped in front of several girls and looked them over. She caressed breasts and looked them in the eye. She spent considerable time gazing into the eyes of a redhead named Jamie. Devin had thought she might be the one and was pleased to think Anna might feel the same way.

His cock twitched when Anna leaned forward and kissed Jamie on the mouth, caressing her breasts at the same time. Jamie had very nice breasts, with long pink nipples that Anna tugged on. Devin could hear the girl moan from his place on the platform.

Anna stood and took Jamie’s hand to lead her to Devin. The girl dropped to her knees in front of Devin.

“This is the one?” he asked Anna.

She nodded. “Yes, my lord.”

He dismissed the other girls and had Jamie stand while he sat in his chair. There were a few bruises on her hips and arms, but they would go away. He cupped her breasts and then opened her pussy lips to tweak her clit. She jumped and gasped when he did it and was pleased to feel moisture when he pressed his finger inside her. She was pleasantly tight and responsive to his thrusts.

“Yes, she will do,” he said aloud. “Well, Jamie, how would you like to be our special girl?”

Jamie’s blue eyes lit up. “Yes, my lord. I would like that.”

“You will be exclusively with myself or Anna. You will have a nice room to live in all by yourself. You will not be visited by other men and you won't come to the gatherings anymore, unless Anna wants you there as a pet.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Devin motioned to a man standing along the wall. “Take Jamie to the room I prepared for her. Get her anything she wants.”

The man bowed and led Jamie away.

Anna stood by watching. “What will happen to her?”

Devin smiled and reached for her hand. “She is going to stay in a room similar to yours. We will play with her and make her ours. In a few months she will be willing to do anything for us.” He pulled Anna into his lap and kissed her.

She was hesitant to kiss him back but after a few moments relaxed into his embrace. He caressed her breasts and she moaned softly. “I’ve missed you, Baby,” he said huskily.
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Anna felt her head clear as she watched Devin talking to Jamie. She didn’t know why she had chosen the girl. She just knew she was the one.

When Devin pulled Anna into his lap, she was reluctant at first, but as he gently kissed her, her hesitancy disappeared. He was her Master. She wanted to please him. He caressed her breasts gently and she felt herself becoming aroused.

“Your breasts are fuller than they were before,” Devin commented.

She looked at him nervously. He would be angry with her if he knew she was pregnant. But she couldn’t hide it from him. He would figure it out soon enough. “Devin . . . ,” she began reluctantly. “I . . . I’m pregnant.”

Devin’s brow raised slightly, but he didn’t appear angry. She bit her lip, waiting for his response.

“Do you know who the father is?” he asked.

Anna shook her head. “Alex thinks it must be Ben’s,” she admitted softly. “Something about an intense emotional connection.”

Devin nodded solemnly. “It’s difficult to know in situations like yours. Does Alex approve of the baby?”

Anna smiled shyly and nodded. “He’s excited.” She put her hand on her stomach. “He said he’d raise it as his own.”

“Well, Baby, if he’s happy then I’m happy,” Devin said after a pause.

“You’re not angry?”

“Why would I be angry?”

“You said that pregnancy ruins a woman’s body.”

“It can. But you are Alex’s wife now. I can’t really say much about it.”

Anna looked at him doubtfully. “I thought you would be furious,” she whispered.

Devin kissed her. “How can I be angry when your breasts look like this?” he asked with a smile as he caressed her.

She closed her eyes and sighed. Devin knew exactly how to caress her breasts in a way that felt so good.

He stopped and Anna opened her eyes in surprise.

“You need to go get ready. I’ll be more than happy to play with them some more tonight. I’ll be gentle with you Anna. I promise.”

“You . . . won't use your spikes or anything?”

He shook his head. “I won’t. I don’t want anything to happen to your baby.”

Anna smiled at him thankfully and then stood. “Thank you, De . . . my lord.”

She hurried to the back of the room where Ian waited for her.
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Maggie and Sarah came into Anna’s room later and got her ready for the evening as they did every other time. She hadn’t been here in almost two months and as they asked questions about her trip, she realized that she’d missed them.

When it was time, Ian came to her room to take her down to the Hall. His eyes widened when he saw Anna’s breasts spilling over her dress.

Anna giggled, which made Ian laugh.

“Too bad you’re married now, Anna. I’d be at your apartment tomorrow night.”

She smiled as he led her down to the Hall. When he opened the door, she walked in with her head held high, but was careful not to appear arrogant, as Sebastian had told her. Devin smiled from his place on the platform as she walked towards him. Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw the men watching her. She liked that they stared at her, wanting her.

When she arrived in front of Devin, she bowed and waited for him to tell her she could get up. He did so and he pulled her into his lap.

“God, Anna, you are so sexy in that dress,” he groaned, pulling the front of her dress down and taking a nipple into his mouth. She untied his pants and stroked his hard cock, making him groan even more. He picked her up by her hips and lowered her down onto his cock.

“Oh, Devin,” she moaned softly, leaning her head on his shoulder. His piercings felt so good inside her.

She rode him hard and shortly they both came, pressing their mouths together as they did.

Anna looked into his eyes after. “Master . . . ,” she sighed.

Devin smiled. “Yes, Baby,” he said, letting her rest her head on his shoulder.

As the Gathering proceeded, Anna was pleased to find it unlike what she was used to. Devin treated her respectfully, and only had her please a few of the men. She sat with them and flirted and cajoled, but they were all nice. It was odd, especially when Jack was the same way. Devin didn’t have her do anything with Jack.

When the Gathering was over, Devin took her back to his room and made love to her and she slept peacefully in his arms.

They woke mid-morning and went to visit Jamie. Devin wanted Jamie and Anna to please one another while he watched, and they spent the rest of the morning and afternoon with her. He made love to both girls several times, and in between had the girls play with each other.


Forty-Five


When it was time for Anna to leave Saturday afternoon, she dressed and met Alex downstairs in front of the Manor.

As soon as she saw him, it felt like her head cleared and she ran into his arms. He put her in the car and drove away. As soon as he was out of sight of the Manor, Anna burst into tears.

“Anna!” Alex exclaimed, pulling the car over and leaning over to gather her into his arms. “Schatzi, what’s wrong? Did Devin hurt you?”

She shook her head and sniffed. “No,” she whispered. “No, not at all.”

“Then what’s wrong?”

Anna wiped the tears from her eyes and stared at her hands. “I . . . ,” she burst into tears again. “I enjoyed it,” she sobbed.

Alex got out of the car and Anna’s heart dropped into her stomach. He’s angry.

He opened the car door and pulled her out, hugging her to his chest. He stroked her hair and spoke soothingly to her. “Schatzi, it’s all right. Shh. It’s okay, Anna. Everything is okay.”

She shook her head. “I shouldn’t have enjoyed it,” she said through her tears.

“Anna.” He tipped her head up with his hand. “Anna, despite what I would like, he is still your Master. You have an innate desire to please him. You are still connected to him, even though it is weakened. I would never hold anything you do at Gatherings against you. It’s . . . how you’re programmed.”

She looked up at him with tear-filled eyes. “Really?”

He wiped her tears away. “Ja. It won't always be this way.” He held her close. “I love you, Anna.”

“I love you, Alex.”
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The two of them spent a quiet evening at home together. Alex lay in bed, holding Anna close. He had been so relieved that nothing bad had happened while with Devin; he had kept his word. Alex had to admit he’d had his doubts. He was worried until he saw her.

“What did you and Aaron do last night?” Anna asked with a yawn as they lay naked in their bed after lovemaking. She had showered, they had eaten dinner and then gone up to their room and made love. Several times.

“Drank. We went to the bar with Seth and Tony and I lamented about how you weren’t with me.” Alex chuckled. “I woke up with a headache.” A very bad headache. “Aaron was pissed that I didn’t tell him before that I was going to marry you, but when I told him why, he forgave me.”

“Is he upset?”

“No. Well, maybe a little jealous. He still cares a great deal for you, Anna.” Aaron was still in love with her and Alex couldn’t blame him. Aaron had also said that he was a little jealous of Anna.

Aaron and Alex had become friends shortly after Alex moved to San Francisco. One night they got drunk and woke up the next morning, having fucked several times in Alex’s bed. Alex wasn’t opposed to being with men, but he generally kept it within his team. He wasn’t attracted to men in general, but out in the field, once the battle was over, sometimes the need for release was very strong.

Over the years, their friendship had grown stronger and they slept together many times. Neither of them wanted any more than a friendship. They both liked women. But when the mood struck, they enjoyed one another’s company. Seth and Tony would join in sometimes too.

Now that he and Anna were married, Alex wondered if he should tell her about his . . . varied sexual tastes. Being bisexual was expected amongst the Elders and Brothers as well. Alex had never ventured outside of his team before Aaron.

“Alex? Are you all right?” Anna stroked his cheek.

He took her hand and kissed the palm. “Yes,” he said absently.

Anna sat up on her elbow with worry in her eyes. “Did something happen last night? Did you get a call to go out?”

Alex shook his head. “No, Anna. I’ve put out the word that we’re taking a break. I shouldn’t receive any calls in the near future.”

Anna smiled at him. “I’m glad. I don’t want you to leave me.”

“I don’t want to leave you either.” He chewed his lip, debating whether or not to tell her what Aaron said while they were drinking.

After quite a few drinks, the topic of sex came up. Aaron had mentioned that if Anna was ever interested in a threesome, he would love to be a part of it. Seth and Tony had laughed and said they should make it a five-some. Alex had to admit, at least at the time, that the idea of being with Anna and the three other men was a turn on.

It wouldn’t be a bad thing for Anna to have a lover. His mother had one for when Vati traveled or was at the Schloss for long periods of time.

He turned onto his side and kissed her neck, trailing his hand down her back to her ass. He caressed her hole and she moaned softly.

“Do you like anal, Schatzi?”

She opened her eyes in surprise. “I . . . as long as it doesn’t hurt.” She studied him for a minute. “Do you?”

Alex looked at her intently and nodded. “I do.” He meant it in both ways, but didn’t assume that she would understand it.

He dipped his fingers into her pussy and then returned to running his fingers around her hole until she relaxed the muscles. When she did, he pressed a finger inside her. He knew she’d had anal many times before. Men were rather fond of raping women in the ass. The screams were rather magnificent. When he lost control, it was his favorite thing to do. But he didn’t want to hurt Anna. Not in the least.

Her eyes closed and her lips parted as he gently thrust his finger in and out. Her breathing was shallow and caught in her throat a few times.

Suddenly her eyes flew open. “Alex?”

He stopped his movements. “Did I hurt you?”

She shook her head and then bit her lip. “It feels good,” she admitted with a smile. “I like it.” She bit her lip again. “Do you. . .” She cleared her throat and looked into his eyes and then looked away. “Do you like men?” she asked in a whisper.

Alex’s jaw dropped. Had she been reading his mind?

Her eyes got wide and filled with tears. “I’m sorry, Alex,” she said in a frightened tone. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

Alex blinked. “I’m not angry, Anna. Just . . . surprised. Why do you ask?”

Her cheeks turned pink. “When we were in the shower . . . in Germany . . . when I was . . . um, doing what you’re doing to me . . . you seemed to like it. A lot.”

It was the conversation opening that Alex was looking for, and now he was hesitant to pursue it. Especially with his finger up her ass. He slowly removed it and she whimpered.

“I have in the past,” he admitted slowly.

“Are you gay?” she whispered, almost fearfully.

He gave her a gentle smile. “No. I like women quite a lot. I love you.” He brushed her hair away from her face. “Does that bother you?”

She shook her head. “No,” she whispered. “When was the last time you were with a man?”

“Before I started dating Kirsty.” He and Aaron had shared Kirsty a few times, but never did anything with each other. Kirsty wouldn’t have allowed the attention being taken away from her.

“Do I know him?”

He nodded slowly. “Aaron.”

Anna gasped and her eyes got very wide. “Aaron? I didn’t think. . .” She was quiet for a long minute. “I had no idea.”

“It’s not like we advertised it, Schatzi. And we weren’t dating or anything. It was just sex. Even as open as the city is, I don’t go around bragging about fucking guys. Besides, there are only a handful of guys that I’ve ever been attracted to.”

“Really?” He could see the relief in her eyes.

He nodded.

“You don’t regret marrying me?”

“Anna, why would I regret marrying you? I love you. I care deeply for Aaron. He is my best friend. But I love you and want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

She snuggled close to him. “I’m glad.” She slid her hand down to his hip. “I liked what we did in the shower.”

“Did you? I enjoyed it too.” He slid his hand to her buttocks and caressed them. He felt his cock stirring again and heard Anna giggle.

She reached between them and stroked his hardening cock. “You have very impressive stamina.”

He rolled onto his back and pulled her onto his chest. “It’s all you, Schatzi. I don’t recall being this active since I was a teenager.”

She giggled again and sat up, bringing his cock up and stroking him. “I like it.”

Watching her hands on him made him even harder. He rolled her over onto her back and buried his cock deep inside her. “Me too.”


Forty-Six


The next morning, Anna called Jenna and invited her and Matt over for dinner. Jenna wanted to go but said that Matt was upset about Anna getting married so quickly after Ben’s death and didn’t want to see her. Jenna said that she would see her in the morning.

Anna sat in the great room and stared at her phone with tears in her eyes.

“Anna, are you okay?” Alex asked, sitting next to her on the couch.

“Matt’s angry at me for getting married,” she said softly.

Alex put his arm around her. “I’m sorry, Schatzi,” he said, kissing her hair. “He’ll understand eventually. He knew Ben a long time, from what I understand. If things had been different, I would have come back to San Francisco and we would have dated a while before I asked you to marry me. But I couldn’t wait while there was a way to get you safe.”

Anna nodded and buried her face in his shirt. “I hope so.” She sighed. “Will the dancers think of me the same way tomorrow?”

“Schatzi, we did what needed to be done. I won’t apologize for what I did. If they have a problem with it, then tell them to speak to me about it.” Alex’s voice was firm.

“Aaron’s not mad, though, right?”

“Nein. He’s happy for us. He’ll make sure no one bothers you.”

Anna sighed. She had been looking forward to dancing again tomorrow.

“Do you want me to drive you in and pick you up?”

Anna looked up at him. “I’d love you to, but I don’t want to be a bother.”

Alex smiled. “You’re never a bother. Besides, I should speak to Isaak about getting back on the board and we should let him know about the baby.”

Anna smiled. Thinking about the baby always made her happy. Even when it made her sick. Last night she’d told Alex about letting Devin know about the pregnancy. Alex had been pleasantly surprised that Devin had not gotten upset.
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Aaron came over in the early evening. He greeted them both with hugs. “I’m so happy for you, hon,” he said as he hugged Anna. He leaned back and looked into her face. “You’re glowing.”

Anna smiled shyly and glanced at Alex. “Did you tell him?”

“Tell me what?” Aaron asked.

Alex shook his head. “I thought you might want to tell him.”

She shook her head and blushed.

Alex walked over and put his arm around Anna’s waist. “She’s pregnant.”

Aaron’s eyes widened. “Holy shit, you move fast.”

Alex rolled his eyes. “It’s not mine, you idiot.” He grinned. “I’m good, but I’m not that good.”

Aaron laughed, then stopped. “Wait, I thought you couldn’t get pregnant.”

“There are ways, Aaron. We’re pretty sure it’s Ben’s.”

Aaron raised one brow and looked her up and down again. “That would explain a lot.”

Anna frowned in confusion.

Aaron grinned. “Your body was changing before you left. Travis and I . . . uh . . . talked about it. . .” He drifted off and glanced at Alex sheepishly and shrugged.

“You were talking about my wife’s body?” Alex asked with a glint in his eye.

Aaron’s cheeks turned pink. “It was before you married. She hated you at the time. And you terrorized her on Christmas Eve. We were trying to cheer her up.”

“‘We’?” Alex asked, cocking his brow and glanced at Anna. Anna bit her lip and glanced at Aaron. Alex pulled Anna into his arms. “You didn’t tell me about that last night.” He kissed Anna again and ran his hands down to her ass. “Intriguing . . . ,” he murmured.

Aaron sighed. “You want me to leave you honeymooners alone?”

Anna turned in Alex’s arms to face Aaron. “Of course not, Aaron,” she said, giving him an affectionate smile.

[image: ]


Aaron stayed after dinner and they watched a movie downstairs. She liked having Aaron with them. She hadn’t spent time with him as often as she’d have liked in the last few months. When Anna and Ben had been dating, she mostly hung out with Jenna and Matt.

She couldn’t help but keep glancing at Aaron during dinner and the movie. She couldn’t imagine him and Alex having sex. Yes, many male ballet dancers were gay, but she could usually tell. Aaron always seemed . . . not gay. He flirted with women as much as any guy.

But Alex said they weren’t gay. Alex was the most masculine guy she’d ever met. And Alex definitely liked women.

Anna had no doubt that Alex loved her with everything he was. She was able to read Alex better than any man she’d ever known and he seemed to be able to read her now, too. The only emotions she got from Alex were affection for his friend. But she could feel his love for her very strongly.

She snuggled closer to Alex, and he kissed her head and held her tightly.


Forty-Seven


Alex woke with Anna curled against his side. She shivered in her sleep, so he turned onto his side to pull her closer and pulled the covers up over her shoulders. He loved how she fit right against him. They were a perfect match. He could imagine waking like this every day for the rest of his life and it thrilled him. God, he loved this woman. And she was his.

Alex had doubted that Devin would keep his word and that he would try to hurt Anna in some way. But no, Anna had come back to him Saturday afternoon safely. Part of him was glad that she had been upset that she enjoyed herself. No, he didn’t want her to be upset with herself or feel guilty, but Alex was relieved that, no matter what Devin might be able to do inside the Schloss, when she emerged, she would be her normal, loving self and still be in love with him. He had been worried that being with Devin would put distance between them. But Anna had barely left his side the rest of the weekend. Even in her sleep, she was right next to him.

He chuckled to himself. He wasn’t used to sharing his bed yet, though he loved doing it. He just needed to be careful when he moved. Anna naturally just stayed right next to him all night. He knew he would get used to it eventually.

He was relieved that Anna hadn’t felt awkward around Aaron last night. He saw her watching Aaron, but she still looked at him with affection. She still cared about him. Alex knew Aaron still cared about her as well, which was good. If anything ever happened to him, he knew Aaron would step in and make sure she was okay.

It was a morbid thought, but one he had to consider. Even though he wasn’t going out on missions right now, eventually he would have to return. And when he went out, there was, unfortunately, always the possibility he wouldn’t return. Of course, his family would make sure she was taken care of as well. But Aaron was here in San Francisco; his family was in Germany. Aaron was much closer.

Alex pushed the thoughts aside. He didn’t want morbid thoughts in his head right now. They hadn’t even been married two weeks yet. He wouldn’t go out for at least six months. That was as much time Vati had said he’d be able to get away with. As long as he was home when the baby was born. He wouldn’t miss that for the world.

He glanced at the clock. He had just enough time to make love to her before she had to get up and get ready for class. He kissed her neck and brought his hand up to cup her breast. She moaned softly and turned to face him.

His heart filled with love as she opened her sleepy eyes and smiled at him. “Hi,” she said softly.

He stroked her cheek with the back of his fingers. “Hello, Schatzi.” He leaned forward and kissed her, letting her feel his desire for her. She ran her hands up his side and around his back, pressing her soft body to his. Her hips pressed against his erection and he groaned. He cupped her ass and she hooked her ankle around his hips, opening her pussy for him to delve his fingers into.

He pushed her onto her back and positioned himself at her entrance. She looked up at him with desire-filled eyes.

“Please,” she whispered.

He needed no further encouragement. He sank himself into her hot, silken folds and groaned softly.

“I love you, Anna.”

She gazed up at him with love in her eyes. “I love you, Alex.”
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Anna held Alex’s hand tightly as they made their way to the studio. She was nervous about seeing everyone again. They knew that she had gone to Germany, but most of them thought that she hadn’t wanted to go. Now she was coming back, married to a man they all knew. The girls would be thrilled to see Alex, but how would they feel about her being his wife?

Alex squeezed her hand. “Everything will be all right, Schatzi,” he said softly as he opened the door to the studio for her. She walked inside with Alex right behind her and people stopped to look at them.

“Anna!”

She looked to the back of the room where she saw Travis making his way to her. She grinned and hurried to him to hug him.

“Well, don’t you look happy! What happened?” He looked at her with affection.

Alex strode up behind her. “Hello, Travis,” he said, extending his hand.

“Alex!” Travis exclaimed with a grin, shaking Alex’s hand. “When did you get back in town? Are you staying?”

Alex put his arm around Anna’s waist. “We got back into town Thursday morning and yes, I’m staying.”

“We?” Travis repeated with raised eyebrows.

Alex held Anna’s left hand up, displaying the many sparkling diamonds she wore on her ring finger.

“Holy shit! You guys got married?”

A commotion ensued as they were surrounded by well-wishers. Anna was thankful that Alex stayed next to her and fielded the questions. Everyone was shocked and surprised at their announcement. It was no wonder. There had been no hint as to any affection between either of them. Alex explained that he’d been in love with Anna for months and wanted everything to be a surprise for her.

Many of the girls ooh-ed and ahh-ed over her rings. A few that Anna hadn’t ever really gotten along with hung back and stared at her. But for the most part, everyone was happy.

Anna managed to find Jenna and she gave her a big hug. “I’m so happy for you, Anna,” she said. “I told Matt the reasons behind it. He’ll get over it. He just needs to get used to the idea.”

Anna blinked back tears and nodded. “I hope so. I never wanted to hurt anyone.”

Jenna smiled. “I know. I understand why you guys did it the way you did.” She hugged Anna again. “I’m glad you’re safe.”

“Anna,” Alex called from across the room. He motioned to the stairs.

She looked back at Jenna. “We need to go talk to Isaak. I’ll see you later.” She hurried over to where Alex was waiting and they went up the stairs to Isaak’s office.
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Isaak looked at them with a big grin on his face. “I’m so happy for you two. And I’m very happy that Devin has lost his hold on you.”

“Not completely,” Alex corrected. “But it’s much weaker than it had been.”

“Any weakening is good in my book,” Isaak grinned. “So, what’s your married name now, Anna? I know Alex’s full name is a mouthful.”

Anna glanced at Alex and grinned. “Anna Kunze Herzogin von Hesse,” she said slowly. “Right?” She grinned at Alex.

Alex smiled at her. “Ja.”

Isaak laughed. “That is a mouthful.”

“Isaak, there is another matter we wanted to let you know about,” Alex said slowly. “Anna’s pregnant.”

Isaak was speechless and stared at her.

“I’m sorry, Isaak,” Anna said quickly. “I didn’t know-”

“Oh, Anna, there’s nothing to apologize for,” Isaak interrupted. “It’s fine. Can’t say I’m not disappointed that I’ll be losing my best dancer so soon. But I’d rather you be happy and safe and not dancing, than dancing for me and still under Devin’s thumb.”

“Thank you, Isaak,” Anna said with a smile.

“How far along are you?”

“About six weeks, I think.”

“Are you okay to dance Bayadere?”

Anna nodded. “Alex’s uncle, who is a doctor, said I’d definitely be okay through February. I don’t know how fast I’ll start expanding and how comfortable you’d be with me dancing once I start showing more.”

“I appreciate that, Anna. I don’t want you hurting yourself because your balance is off. Let’s see how you are after La Bayadere is over. I’ll keep you cast and rehearsing as you are in Jewels and we’ll see how things progress. And of course, you’re welcome to dance with us as long as you are comfortable.”

“Thank you, Isaak,” Alex said. “I appreciate your openness.”

Isaak smiled. “Anya danced practically until you were born, Anna. She stopped performing at about five months, but each pregnancy is different. Just take it easy and don’t push yourself.”

Anna warmed at the thought of her mother dancing with Anna inside her. Her baby would have the same experience.
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Anna had never been happier. Every day she fell more and more in love with Alex. He seemed determined to make up for the years of love she had missed. He was gentle with her and found it easy to keep his temper under control at all times around her. Alex kept a very close eye on his bride, watching for any signs that Devin was being inappropriate with her.

Anna excelled in her rehearsals as Gamzatti, and she claimed that being in love with Alex was the reason. Even Isaak was amazed at her abilities. She adored dancing with Aaron; they became best friends as they spent so much time together dancing. This was fine with Alex.

Devin continued to behave himself around Anna, though it was increasingly frustrating to him. He didn’t like playing second fiddle to Alex and didn’t like the strength of his influence on her. He searched everywhere for a way to get rid of him. He and Anna spent Saturdays playing with their new toy, Jamie, who basked in their attention, and at the end of the month Devin decided it was time for their “play time” to increase in intensity. He made sure Anna didn’t know that they were training Jamie for a purpose. For Jamie to become so infatuated with them that she would do anything for them. Even kill herself.

Alex and Anna kept the news of the baby quiet, though it was hard to keep her changing body a secret in the Company. It was a generally known secret that Anna was pregnant, but they respected her and Alex enough not to talk about it.

La Bayadere opened February twentieth and rehearsals intensified. When she had to stay late, Alex would come and watch rehearsals. He couldn’t bear to be away from her more than was necessary, but didn’t want to disturb her dancing. Anna liked having him there. She told him that he helped her dance better.

Alex, Aaron, and Anna spent a lot of time together. Alex and Aaron would go out on Friday nights and then Aaron would come over for dinner on Saturday nights.

Gatherings were still calm for Anna. She was rarely used sexually, and when she was, the men never hurt her. Devin made sure she was treated carefully. With Jamie, however, he was getting rougher. They began introducing Jamie to erotic pain about halfway through the month. Anna and Devin would pinch and bite her and she would respond in ecstasy. Devin told Anna that he was proud of her.

Devin told Alex that he wanted a few hours a week with Anna once performances began. They agreed that Sunday after performances, she would meet Devin at the Manor and go home around two Monday afternoon.

Opening night was a dream for Anna. Alex sat with his parents and Kurt in the audience and she danced, as Alex said, like an angel. Alex, of course, sent her pink roses before the performance. She received rave reviews for her performance and was in heaven.

Kurt had allowed Gretchen to stay in the house for the sake of the children, but she had her own room and he considered himself single. As long as she lived at the Gutshaus, she was not allowed to date, but he was. If she wanted to date, then she needed to leave. And the children would stay with Kurt. She stayed.


Forty-Eight


After Sunday night’s performance on opening weekend, Anna drove out to the Manor to see Devin in accordance with the arrangement that Alex and Devin had made. It was late, but Ian still met her at her car and escorted her inside. Their friendship had returned somewhat to normal.

“He’s waiting for you with Jamie,” Ian said as he led Anna to her room. He waited for her to change into her robe and then took her down the hall to Jamie’s room.

When she opened the door, she saw Devin and Jamie on her bed. Jamie was naked, as usual, and sitting between Devin’s feet sucking on his cock. As she and Devin made eye contact, her feelings settled into what had become the norm. Jamie was a conduit between herself and Devin. He could hurt her and Anna could feel and enjoy Jamie’s pain. Anna was teaching Jamie to give her pain to Devin.

She wasn’t jealous of Devin’s attentions to Jamie. Anna knew her place with Devin and she didn’t feel threatened by a mere mortal girl.

“Ah, Anna,” Devin said, holding out his hand to her. “Greet your mistress, Jamie.”

Jamie released Devin’s cock and bowed to Anna. “Good evening, Mistress,” she said softly.

Anna reached down and petted her hair and then walked to Devin. “Good evening, my lord,” she said. She glanced at his cock and felt herself becoming aroused. Oh, the things that cock could do to her.

Devin smiled warmly at Anna. “Good evening, Baby.”

He pulled her close and kissed her. Jamie watched with rapt attention as Devin lavished attention on Anna. He turned her to lie on the bed and thrust his cock inside her.

Anna moaned as Devin fucked her hard and fast. Within a few minutes, she was crying out his name as she came and Devin groaned out his release. He pulled out and Jamie immediately crawled onto the bed to lick Devin’s cock clean and then licked his cum out of Anna’s pussy, making Anna climax again.

“Good girl,” she whispered, petting Jamie’s head.

“Jamie has been doing very well, don’t you think?” Devin said in a seductive voice.

Anna nodded in agreement. “I do.”

“I think it’s time for the next level of eroticism,” Devin said caressing Jamie’s breasts.
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As Anna drove home the next afternoon, Jamie’s screams still echoed in her ears. At the time, Anna had enjoyed what she was doing, but began to feel sick at what she’d done. Devin had forbidden her from telling Alex what went on, saying it wasn’t any of his business. Granted, some of Jamie’s screams had been due to massive orgasms while they were teaching her. She had begged them to keep going, but Devin said she had to wait until next week. Maybe it seemed worse than it had actually been.

Yes, that must be it.

But for now, Anna just wanted to get home and crawl into Alex’s arms. Home.

Devin had also mentioned to Anna about the Spring Gathering. He had said that Alex was welcome to attend, but that she would have to stay with Devin most of the time. This was where he really needed her, Devin said.

Anna didn’t know how she felt about Alex coming. Yes, she wanted him there with her, but she hated the idea of him seeing her with Devin. But the thought of a whole four-day weekend away from Alex was unbearable.

Anna pulled into the garage of their house. By the time she had reached for her bag and stepped out, Alex was at her side.

He pulled her into his arms. “I heard the garage door,” he murmured against her hair. “I missed you.”

Anna sighed and wrapped her arms around him. “I missed you, too.”

“Did you shower there?” he asked after a while.

Anna nodded.

“Gut,” he said and picked her up and carried her upstairs to their bedroom and made love to her. They stayed in bed the rest of the afternoon, talking and making love.
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The rest of the performances went exceedingly well. Alex was at the theater a lot, mostly just to keep Anna company. She loved looking offstage to see her biggest fan watching, and that he could hold her between scenes. She felt like she was on top of the world.
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Alex and Anna discussed the Spring Gathering and Alex decided he would come. He would stay in the background, but he felt like he needed to be there for her. When Alex told Devin he would be attending, Devin sounded pleased. That made Alex suspicious, but if anything happened to Anna, he would be there. If Devin tried anything, he would be there.

Anna had the first week of the month off, and she and Alex flew to British Columbia and had a mini vacation before she started dancing again. Her pregnancy was showing, but she was still hopeful that she’d be able to dance in Jewels before she had to stop performing. Alex encouraged her to consider dancing again after the baby was a few months old. She didn’t have to perform, but Alex knew how much she loved dancing. He wouldn’t push her and told her he would support her in whatever decision she made.

Devin wasn’t happy that she wouldn’t be back on Friday night for the Gathering, but Alex told him that he hadn’t been able to have her while she’d been performing either and he’d have to deal with it.

By Sunday morning, Anna was much rejuvenated by her time with Alex. It had been such a peaceful week together.


Forty-Nine


Thursday morning, Alex threw his phone across the room at the fireplace as he let out a frustrated shout. He was thankful Anna wasn’t there. He’d have time to calm down before she returned home. He’d even resorted to begging, but it hadn’t done any good. He’d received a call. It had to be his team. He had to go.

What made things worse was that it had to be done over the next weekend, the weekend of the Gathering. Alex was initially suspicious of the timing, but the more he thought about it, the more he realized it had nothing to do with Devin. The target was in Russia. He knew the Elder that had requested it. It was just an important job.

An important job with the worst timing he could imagine. But he couldn’t say no. That was part of the deal. You could put the word out that you weren’t available, but if an Elder called, you went.

Alex stared out the window for a long time, trying to find a way out of his predicament. Anna would be heartbroken. And perhaps a little frightened, considering what had happened the last time he’d returned home from a mission.

He and his team would stop in Frankfurt when the mission was over. It would take an extra day or two to get home, but at least he wouldn’t have to worry about being compromised by Devin. They could relieve their stress there and then be home the next day. Vati could call Anna when he arrived home and let her know he was safe. Her mind would be eased and her body safe from him. Especially now that she was pregnant. He wanted to be sure he was completely in his right mind before he came anywhere near her.

Aaron. Aaron could watch out for her here at home. And Travis. Alex was sure he could convince Travis to go to the Gathering to keep an eye on her. Travis was the only one who would be able to go on his behalf.

Alex glanced at the shattered phone on the floor next to the fireplace. These phones were very durable, but they weren’t meant to be thrown against marble fireplaces. He sighed and stood. He retrieved the pile of plastic and electrical components and made his way downstairs to the theater where Seth and Tony were playing video games.

“I need a new phone,” Alex said, walking down the steps.

The men looked at him with surprised expressions. Seth raised his eyebrow at the pile that Alex dumped on the wooden coffee table in front of him. “What happened?”

“I threw it against the fireplace.” Alex collapsed onto the couch and ran his fingers through his hair. “I got a call.”

“I thought you put out word we weren’t available,” Tony said.

“I did. It’s Vitaly. You know how he is.” The Russian Elder was rather particular when it came to getting things done.

“It’s still cold in Russia,” Tony grumbled.

Alex let out a chuckle. “Yes. It is.” He sighed. “How am I going to tell Anna?”

The other men cursed.

“She’s not going to take it very well,” Seth said quietly.

“I know. It also means we can’t be at the Gathering next weekend.”

“I think I’d rather be in Russia than listen to Devin all weekend,” said Tony.

“No kidding,” Alex mumbled. “But I feel like I’m abandoning Anna to him by leaving.”

“You don’t think . . . ,” Seth began.

“No. I don’t think Devin had anything to do with it.”

Alex played with his wedding band. The one Anna had picked out for him. It had her name and the city they lived in engraved inside. He hadn’t told her, but the reason he did that was for identification purposes. If something happened to him and there was no other way to identify him, her name and the city would give whoever found them enough information to locate her and tell her . . .

Alex shook his head. No, he wouldn’t think about that. He was coming home. To her. To their baby. She needed him. And he needed her.
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Anna’s stomach churned as she drove into the garage. Something was not right with Alex. She didn’t know how she knew, she just did. Alex’s car was in the garage, as was the SUV. They were all home.

She grabbed her bag and hurried inside. Alex was in the great room with a computer on his lap. That was unusual.

“Alex?” she asked softly.

He jumped when she spoke. He put the computer on the table in front of him and hurried to her, wrapping his arms around her.

She felt the desperation in his embrace. It worried her. “Alex, what’s wrong?”

He didn’t say anything, but led her back to the couch. The computer screen showed a map of Russia.

She looked into her husband’s beautiful eyes. They looked worried and sad. She reached up and stroked his cheek. “What’s wrong?” she whispered. A million things ran through her head as to what could be the matter.

Alex swallowed. “I got a call. For a mission.”

Anna’s heart fell to her stomach. “What?” she whispered. “I thought you said you wouldn’t get any for a few months.”

“Schatzi, I can put word out, but they don’t have to listen.”

She was afraid to ask details, but needed to know. “When do you leave?”

“Wednesday.”

“You’re not going to be at the Gathering.”

Alex shook his head sadly. “I won’t make it, Schatzi. I’m so sorry,” he whispered. He grasped her hand and held it tight as he gazed into her eyes.

Tears ran down her cheeks. “When will you be back?”

“I’m hoping to be back the following Tuesday. But I can’t promise that. These things can . . . take time.”

Anna nodded, unable to speak over the lump in her throat. A week. A week without her beloved husband.

Alex gathered her in his arms and they sat holding each other for a long time.

“The house will be a bit crowded until we leave,” he said softly a while later.

“The others are here?”

“Not yet. Greg and Jason should be here soon. Erich will be here tomorrow with Sebastian. Jesse and Michael, too.”

“Okay,” she sniffed.

“I’ll keep my evenings free so we have time together. I’ll try and get the work done during the day while you’re gone.”

Anna nodded, feeling miserable.

“You can call Vati anytime you need to. I’ll speak to Aaron and let him know to keep you company. If you want, he can stay here with you. Or Jenna.”

“I don’t want anyone except you,” Anna said softly.

“I know, Schatzi. But I’d feel better if someone was here with you.”

“Whatever you’d like, Alex. I can’t really think right now.” Her mind felt like a jumbled mess of goo and she couldn’t think straight.

Alex held her tightly until dinner was ready. She didn’t eat much, even though Alex encouraged her. When he mentioned the baby, she gave in and tried to eat.

Greg and Jason arrived later that evening. Alex got them settled in and then he took Anna to bed and held her until she fell asleep.
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To Anna’s misery, the week went too quickly. Devin insisted on her attending the Friday Gathering. They spent time with Jamie on Saturday morning.

Devin said he was very pleased with how Jamie had been trained. She would do anything for them now. Anything. And she would get immense pleasure from it. Devin handed Jamie a wire brush and told her to fuck herself with it. She did it eagerly and bled profusely as she cried out in pleasure.
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Sunday night, after they made love, Anna lay in Alex’s arms. Suddenly, an unexpected, overwhelming feeling of dread came over her that brought tears to her eyes. She turned over and looked intently into Alex’s face.

“I don’t want you to go.”

Alex gave her an understanding look. “Schatzi, I know. I don’t want to go either. But I have to.”

She shook her head. “No,” she said softly. “I have a really bad feeling about it.” Tears came to her eyes. “Please don’t leave me.”

Tears welled up in Alex’s eyes. “Schatzi . . . I . . . I can’t not go. I can get into a tremendous amount of trouble if I don’t.”

Her eyes widened. “You’d get punished?”

Alex nodded. “A disobedient assassin is of no use to the Brotherhood.”

“You mean they’d. . .” She didn’t want to finish the sentence.

“I would definitely not be here next week if I don’t go.”

She swallowed and tried to push away the sickening feeling in her stomach. “I need you, Alex,” she whispered. “I need you to come home to me.”

“I need to come home to you too, Anna.” He wrapped a lock of her hair around his fingers. “I won’t abandon you.”

She clung desperately to him as she fell asleep, and her sleep was troubled with dreams of Alex being taken from her.
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Aaron kept a very close eye on Anna Monday and Tuesday during rehearsals. She was distracted when she danced and anytime there was a lull in the dancing, she just stood silently and stared at the ground. More than once, he had to get her attention to begin the dance.

Aaron was thankful Isaak was sympathetic and let it slide. He knew Alex was leaving in the morning and she was having a hard time coping. Some of the other dancers mumbled behind her back, but Aaron was firm in defending her. They had no idea what she was going through.

Aaron followed her home Tuesday after class. He was going to stay the night at their house so that she was not alone when Alex left early the next morning. He had promised Alex he would watch out for her, and Aaron would keep his promise, no matter what.

Anna stayed quiet all afternoon and evening, holding Alex’s hand and not leaving his side for a moment. Her eyes were full of fear and Aaron’s heart went out to her.

Alex hadn’t told him what he was doing, but he knew that he did special things for the Brotherhood. He’d never wanted to know more. But from Anna’s reaction to his leaving, it didn’t seem very safe. A simple business trip would make Anna miss him terribly, but she seemed fearful that he wouldn’t return.

Alex had told him that he was to comfort Anna in any way he could. If she needed someone to make love to her, then he wanted Aaron to be the one to do it.

Aaron didn’t know if he could handle being that intimate with Anna again, knowing Alex would be returning and he would once again be separated from her. But he loved Anna and would do as Alex asked. She obviously couldn’t drink her way out of misery. Sex would help. It had helped her cope with Ben’s death.

Alex especially told him to be aware of Anna when she returned on Monday. She would return sometime Monday afternoon, and Alex wanted to make sure someone was here when she got home. Aaron had spoken to Isaak and took that day off so he could be at the house when she arrived home.

Aaron felt out of place at dinner. All of the guys gathered around the table were big guys, like Alex and Seth and Tony. He had met Erich and Greg, but none of the other guys. They all looked like they were in the military. Anna’s fears began to make sense if they were doing some sort of military operation. He’d never suspected Alex was involved in something like that, but now that he thought about it, it made sense.


Fifty


Alex lay in the darkness trying to sleep. He needed to sleep, but couldn’t. Anna had cried herself to sleep an hour earlier after a long lovemaking session.

He had spent an incredible amount of time making love to her. He wanted to memorize every part of her to take with him. He wanted to leave her with happy memories to keep with her while he was gone. He wanted her to know she was loved.

He had wracked his brain to death this last week, trying to figure out a way to get out of his mission, but there was no out. He had to go. He had to leave Anna behind. He kept telling himself it was only a week, but it didn’t soothe the ache in his heart every time he looked into her sad eyes.

She was trying so hard to be brave for him, which made him feel even worse. Fuck, there was nothing that would take away his guilt for leaving. Maybe it was time to retire. But retirement wasn’t easy. Not until his father died, and he was in no hurry to say goodbye to Vati. Alex wasn’t ready to be an Elder yet.

“Alex.”

Alex jumped at the whisper. Seth stood over him. He looked at his watch. It was three-thirty. “Fuck, why didn’t you wake me earlier?” They were supposed to wake him at two-thirty so they could pack up the SUVs.

“Relax, Alex. We loaded up already. We wanted to let you sleep and have more time with Anna.”

Alex relaxed and his heart warmed. “Thanks, Seth.”

“Take your time getting up. Everything’s ready. All you need to do is take care of Anna.”

Gratitude filled him as Seth left the room. He had such a great team of men.

He looked at Anna sleeping peacefully next to him. Her face was fuller than it was when they married. He ran his hand over her expanding belly and was overcome with emotion. His eyes filled with tears as he thought about their future together.

She was happy and healthy and safe. The baby was healthy. He couldn’t ask for anything else. The baby would be born at the end of the summer, near his birthday in August. He couldn’t wait to hold the tiny bundle in his arms.

He debated if he should dress first and then wake her or wake her before he got up. He didn’t want to leave her presence any sooner than he had to. He leaned over to kiss her and whispered her name.
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Anna slowly opened her eyes in the darkness. It took her a moment to remember why Alex was waking her this early in the morning. When she remembered, sadness enveloped her heart.

“You have to get up?” she whispered.

Alex nodded. “The SUVs are packed though. The guys took care of it already.”

Anna smiled as her heart warmed. “They’re good guys.”

“Ja, they are.” He leaned over and kissed her. “I need to get dressed.”

“Can I come?”

Alex chuckled. “Of course.”

Anna followed Alex into the dressing room and closet area. She dressed in a t-shirt and sweats while Alex dressed in black BDU pants and t-shirt and boots.

“You look very sexy in that,” she said.

“Do I?” He grinned and turned so she could see all sides of him.

“Oh, yes,” she giggled.

He walked up and put his arms around her. “Oh, Schatzi, I’m going to miss you terribly.”

“Me too,” she whispered. She tried to ignore the dread in her heart as he held her.

They walked downstairs to where the guys were hanging out in the great room. She looked at each of them, knowing and caring for each one of them.

Aaron sat on the edge of one of the couches near Seth. He looked up when she and Alex entered the room and gave her a smile. She was thankful he was here and that she wouldn’t be left in an empty house.

Frau Gersten had laid out drinks and breakfast pastries, which were being eaten. She, of course, would still be here, but Anna didn’t have much of a relationship with her. She was always very polite and respectful, but not especially warm.

Alex held her close as he ate and chatted quietly with Sebastian and Erich. Anna leaned her head on his chest, but didn’t eat. She wasn’t hungry. She just wanted to be with Alex.

Alex ran his hands over her belly. He did that a lot. She loved that he had embraced the baby wholeheartedly.

The dread in her heart continued to grow as time passed and too soon it was time for them to leave. She walked with Alex to the entryway, hugged each of the men, and then returned to Alex.

“I love you, Anna,” Alex said holding her tight against his chest. “I will be with you in your heart while I am gone.” He cradled her cheek and looked her in the eye. “I will return to you, Schatzi.”

Tears rolled down her cheeks as she nodded. “You better,” she said in a cracked whisper.

He smiled as tears filled his eyes. “You’ve made me the happiest man, Anna. I am so proud to be your husband.”

Anna’s smile wavered with her tears. “I love you so much.”

Alex kissed her hard and held her so tight she could hardly breathe.

He pulled slowly away, his lips lingering on hers. She took his hands and kissed both his rings.

“Ich liebe dich,” she said in halting German. She hoped she hadn’t butchered the words.

“Oh, Anna,” he said in a broken voice. “I love you, too. So much.” His eyes showed how thrilled he was at her attempt at his native language. He sighed and looked into her face for a long moment. “I must go.”

Anna nodded, trying not to cry more than she already was. She walked with Alex to the door. The other guys had already gone outside.

Alex hugged her one last time and then stepped away. “I will see you soon, mein Schatzi.”

Anna gave him a brave smile and a small nod. He gave her one last loving look and then walked outside, closing the door behind him.

She stepped to the window and watched as he got into the front seat of the first SUV. He looked back and waved at her. She waved back and the vehicles disappeared around the curved road a moment later.

She stood there for a moment, staring out the window at the empty spots on the street. Aaron came up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders.

A sob escaped her throat and she fell to her knees. Aaron knelt behind her and hugged her as she cried. When the tears had subsided enough for her to be able to walk, he took her up to her bedroom and held her until she fell asleep.
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Aaron once again watched Anna closely during class. She was quiet, but seemed determined to dance as well as she could. She was more focused today than she had been yesterday. Maybe staying busy would help her not miss Alex so much.

Most of the other dancers were extra nice to her. They liked Anna. She was sweet and kind.

Travis, Jenna, and Aaron took her out to lunch. She was quiet, but not overly upset. Aaron admired her composure.


Fifty-One


Anna ate her lunch for the sake of the baby. She wasn’t hungry in the least. But the baby needed food. So she ate.

Her heart ached for Alex. He’d been gone less than twelve hours and it hurt so badly, knowing that he wouldn’t be there when she got home tonight. Their home. The beautiful home that Alex had bought her.

Aaron had offered to stay with her tonight and she accepted. Her dreams had been troubled lately and she was afraid of sleeping alone. She had terrible dreams of things happening to Alex. What scared her most was that her dreams were sometimes real and the thought of anything happening to Alex terrified her. What would she do if something happened . . . ?

No. It didn’t do any good for her to worry about that. He would come home to her. He promised. She rested in his promise.

Her phone ringing interrupted her thoughts. It was Devin’s ring.

“Hello, Devin.”

“Hello, Baby. How are you doing?”

“Okay.”

“Did Alex leave?”

“Yes.”

“I’m sorry he was called away, Anna. I can imagine how difficult it is for you.”

“Thank you, Devin,” she said in a quiet voice, trying not to cry.

“I am having dinner with the Elders at the hotel tomorrow night. I need you to be there. We’ll drive up to Santa Rosa Friday morning.”

“Okay,” Anna said meekly. “What time do you want me at the hotel?”

“Five.”

She would have to leave rehearsal early. “All right. May I change at the hotel after rehearsal?”

“Of course. I’ll be at the hotel around two. Tommy and Tyler are in town as well.”

“All right,” she said softly. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She put the phone down on the table next to her and looked up at her friends with a small smile. Tommy’s presence would certainly help her feel better.
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Anna rode the bus up to the hotel after leaving rehearsal early. Isaak hadn’t been happy about it, but knew better than to question Devin. She’d ridden to the studio with Aaron that morning.

She fiddled with her wedding rings as she waited for her stop. She’d left her engagement ring at home, thinking maybe Devin wouldn’t mind just the wedding bands. She hoped he wouldn’t make her take them off. She felt connected to Alex with them on.

The bus stopped in front of the hotel and she wheeled her small suitcase into the hotel lobby and to the elevators. Devin had texted her the hotel room number and she went straight up to the suite.

She knocked on the door and Devin answered a few moments later. He greeted her with a deep kiss and led her inside.

Tom Pendleton sat on the couch, sipping a drink. He smiled when he saw her and stood to greet her. “Hello, Anna. How are you?”

“Good, thank you,” she replied. “You?”

“Much better now that you’re here.”

Anna giggled, which made him grin. “Tommy will be happy to see you.”

Anna blushed. “I’m looking forward to seeing him as well.”

“Anna,” Devin said. “Why don’t you shower and get ready for dinner?”

“Excuse me,” she said to Tom and turned and followed Devin into the bedroom.

“You have something sexy to wear tonight?” Devin asked as he showed her the bathroom.

Anna nodded and pulled out a purple empire waist dress that was short and low cut. It hid her belly without making her look too pregnant.

“Good. Hurry and get ready. Dinner is at six-thirty.”

Anna showered quickly, styled her hair and did her makeup in record time. She smiled, remembering how long it used to take her to get ready.

“Anna!” Tommy exclaimed as she walked back out to the living room, jumping up and walking quickly to her. He embraced her tightly and kissed her passionately.

Anna gazed shyly into his excited blue eyes. “Hi, Tommy.”

“God, you look incredible, Anna.” He glanced down at her cleavage. “Really incredible.”

Anna blushed. “Thank you.”

“Did Devin make you get a boob job?” he asked quietly.

“I . . . uh.” Devin had apparently not told him she was pregnant. She glanced at Devin, who smiled and nodded. She looked back at Tommy. “No. I’m . . . pregnant.”

Tommy’s jaw dropped open. “How . . . ? But I thought. . .”

Anna shrugged. “I’ve been told it happens sometimes.”

She looked past Tommy to Devin, who was watching them. Something in his eyes made her nervous and she quickly looked back at Tommy. She wondered if she should mention that she got married as well, but decided she should ask Devin first.

“Hey, Anna.” Tyler walked up and grinned at her.

“Hello, Tyler,” she said nervously. When he had been home at Christmas, he had roughed her up and she was a little afraid of him now.

He looked boldly at her breasts and grinned. “Fuck, you do look good, Anna.” He reached out and trailed his finger along the edge of her dress. “Very nice.”

She swallowed and gave him a timid smile.

Devin walked up and took her hand. “Time for dinner.”

[image: ]


The Elders and their Sons met downstairs in the restaurant. They ate their long, succulent meal in a private room. More than one of the younger men came up to Anna and caressed her breasts. But they weren’t hurting her, so she really couldn’t protest that much. If at all. She just had gotten used to being treated a certain way and was uncomfortable with men other than Devin or Alex touching her.

After dinner, Devin took her back to their room.

“Undress, Anna,” he commanded.

Anna did as she was told and then stood in front of Devin. He looked her over. He ran his hands over her breasts and belly and smiled. “Beautiful,” he murmured. “Undress me.”

Anna unbuttoned his shirt and pushed it off his shoulders, then removed the rest of his clothing. She couldn’t help the twinge of sadness, wishing she were with Alex instead of Devin.

She saw a flash of anger in Devin’s eyes and he grabbed her wrists, holding them tightly.

She winced. “Ow,” she whimpered. “Devin, you’re hurting me.”

He pulled her forward onto the bed and turned her on her back. He held her hands above her head and leaned over her. “Alex is not here. I am.” His eyes were black and cold. “Don’t let your attention stray again.”

Anna tugged her arms to try and free herself, but he held her firmly in his grip.

“Yes, Devin,” she whispered, blinking away tears. Would he hurt her? He wasn’t supposed to, but didn’t think it was a good idea to remind him.

He leaned down and kissed her neck and caressed her breasts with one hand. He held her hands with the other one. She whimpered as he twisted her nipple.

“You’ve gone soft, Anna,” he murmured against her breast. He nudged her legs apart and thrust inside her with one swift movement.

“Aack!” she cried out as he forced his way into her body. “Please, Devin. That hurts.”

He gave her a wicked grin and thrust hard while holding her hands. She wiggled, trying to get away from the pain. She hadn’t been hurt in a long time and she wasn’t used to it anymore.

She struggled against his grip and tried to get her knee in between their bodies. “No, Devin. Please don’t.” She was afraid he would hurt the baby. The thought made her indignant and her eyes flashed with anger. “No! I am an Elder-Mistress,” she said in a commanding tone. “You are to treat me with respect.”

Devin narrowed his eyes and slapped her across the face. “Don’t you dare take an arrogant tone with me, bitch.”

She cried out when he hit her and couldn’t stop the tears from rolling down her cheeks. She used all her strength to fight against him, using her legs especially. She managed to get her knee up and pushed him off enough that she could scramble off the bed, but he caught her before she got more than a step away.

She screamed as he pulled her back in bed by her hair and pushed her face down onto the bed. He held down her upper body and she felt him press his cock between her ass cheeks.

“No!” she screamed, but he pressed forward and ripped into her ass. It had been months since she’d had anal and it felt like her first time all over again.

He grabbed her hair and pushed her face into the mattress. She couldn’t breathe and felt herself getting dizzy and she stopped struggling. He pulled her head up and she gasped for air.

“Don’t you dare say no to me,” he said between clenched teeth. He kept his body weight on her, but released her head.

She sobbed as he rammed himself into her ass repeatedly until he came.

He pulled out and stood. “Get some sleep. We leave early in the morning.” He put his pants on and walked out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

Anna trembled as she scooted underneath the covers and curled up into a ball. How could he treat her like that? Didn’t he know that Alex would be furious?

Alex! She cried out silently. Her heart broke with missing her loving husband, but despite the pain in her body, she fell asleep, crying for Alex.
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She stood in a large room. It looked like a study, with bookshelves all around her. Several men in black knelt on the floor with their heads bowed and their arms behind their backs. Three men stood above them, looking menacing and holding large machine guns.


A tall man with dark hair sprinkled with gray entered the room. He had a neatly trimmed beard and blue eyes. He stood for a moment, looking at the men, then pointed to one of the kneeling men. Another man walked behind the kneeling man and pulled him to his feet and then pushed him forward. The man’s face was badly bruised, but his blue eyes were defiant and he stood tall in front of the bearded man. She felt she should know him. Felt . . . something. But her mind refused to identify him. As if some barrier—time, distance?—separated her from the knowledge of who he was.

The bearded man spoke in an unknown language. The blue-eyed man glared at the bearded man and spoke in the same language. The blue-eyed man was angry and spat in the bearded man’s face.

The man who had pushed the blue-eyed man forward put his hand on the blue-eyed man’s shoulder and forced him to his knees. It was a struggle and only after the blue-eyed man had been kicked in the legs and knees several times did he fall to his knees, panting heavily. His hair was pulled to bring his face up to look at the bearded man, but his eyes were still defiant. His eyes narrowed and he spoke in a threatening tone. The bearded man laughed and the blue-eyed man struggled to stand and lunged at the man. The third man hit the blue-eyed man in the head with the butt of his gun and he slumped to the floor.

The room faded from sight.



Fifty-Two


“T


ime to wake up, Anna,” Devin said softly. He nuzzled the back of her neck and Anna opened her eyes, the threads of the enigmatic dream leaving her confused.

“Yes, Devin,” she said automatically. She sat up without looking at him. “How long do I have to get ready?” she rubbed her eyes, willing her headache to go away. She felt sad. She hadn’t been sad in a long time. She didn’t like it.

Devin slid his arm around her waist and kissed her shoulder. “About an hour.”

“Yes, Devin,” she whispered. She didn’t move until he let go of her and then went to the bathroom to get ready.

She didn’t speak at breakfast except to answer questions that Devin asked her. She ate, but only for the baby’s sake.

As they were leaving the hotel room, Devin grasped her upper arm. He lifted her head with his finger and gave her a gentle smile.

“I’m sorry I got angry last night, Anna. I. . .” He sighed. “This is an important weekend and I’ve been under a lot of stress.” He petted her hair. “I shouldn’t have hurt you the way I did.”

Anna blinked in surprise. He was apologizing? That didn’t happen often, if at all. She gave him a small smile. “It’s okay, Devin,” she said softly.

He kissed her gently on the mouth and when he pulled away she was breathless. He certainly knew how to kiss.

Devin took her hand and led her downstairs to a waiting limo, similar to the one they used in Washington DC. Memories of what happened on the way to that Gathering made Anna shudder as she got inside and saw some of the Elder-Sons.

Tommy smiled warmly at her when he saw her and she smiled back.

The rest of the Elders and their sons arrived shortly thereafter, and the limo pulled away from the curb, heading north out of San Francisco.

Devin spoke with the other Elders and kept his arm around Anna. Relief flooded her body as time passed and Devin kept her by his side. She wouldn’t have minded spending time with Tommy, but she didn’t dare ask Devin to do so. She didn’t want to anger him again.

Anna stared out the window and played with her wedding rings absentmindedly. She daydreamed about being with Alex again. Only a few more days and he’ll be home.
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They arrived mid-morning to a heavily wooded and hilly area. Several long lodges lined the road leading up to a gigantic grassy field, similar to the one from the Summer Gathering, only there was no lake. Just trees. A giant, polished-stone eagle sat in the middle of the far side of the field. Large pavilions lined the other three sides of the field. There were more here than at the last Gathering.

They got out and Devin took her to the largest pavilion, set up close to the eagle. Maggie and Ian were there waiting for them.

“Any problems?” Devin asked Ian as they arrived.

“No, sir. The girls are here and getting ready. No one else has arrived yet.”

“Good.” Devin turned to Anna. “Remove your jewelry. All of it.”

Anna stared at Devin dumbfounded. “But Dev-”

His hard eyes stopped her mid word. “You are not Alex’s wife here. You are my Mistress. I don’t want there to be confusion. Take. It. Off.”

Anna sat down on a cushion and removed her bracelet, her necklace, and her rings. Maggie handed her a silk bag and told her she would put it with her clothing after she changed.

“Thank you, Maggie,” Anna said softly. She put the jewelry in the bag and handed it back to Maggie. She felt naked and vulnerable.

Devin stepped behind her and fastened a necklace around her neck like the one she wore before she was married. “Maggie, get her changed and then bring her back.”

“Yes, Master,” Maggie said and took Anna’s hand and led her back through the woods to a large wooden lodge.

Anna could hear giggling and chatting as she approached. The women greeted her in unison and she smiled nervously and said hello. Her confidence in being an Elder-Mistress had been shattered last night with Devin’s rape. Maybe in Germany she could be treated respectfully, but not here.

Maggie took her to a small room and got her ready with oils and perfumes, and then dressed her in a knee length white dress. It was sheer as usual, but with an empire waist to hide her belly. The top barely contained her breasts.
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Devin was in their pavilion lounging on one of the chaises when Anna returned. Kaveh and the two other Immortals were there as well. She glanced at them nervously, wondering why they were there.

Devin smiled. “Good, you’re back.” He stood and took her to the bed in the second room of the pavilion. “Lie down.”

Kaveh had followed them and stood over her like a giant bronze statue.

She glanced at Devin and then lay back on the bed on her back. Were they going to have sex with her?

Devin took hold of her hands and held them while Kaveh sat on the bed and lifted her dress up to put his hands on her belly.

“What are you doing?” she asked in a shaking voice.

“Checking the baby,” he said, closing his eyes and concentrating.

“Why?” A sickening feeling came over Anna as she watched Kaveh smile as he ran his hands over her skin.

“Because I have to make sure it’s ready.” He opened his golden eyes and looked at her steadily.

“Ready? Ready for what?”

A grin spread over Kaveh’s face and he looked at Devin. “You didn’t tell her?”

Anna looked between the two men. Something was wrong. Very wrong.

“It was more fun to let her think what she wanted to think.” Devin chuckled.

Frightened tears came to her eyes. “Devin, what are you talking about?”

Devin looked at her with such cold eyes it chilled her to the bone. “Your baby. I gave it to you. It’s not Ben’s baby. It’s Kaveh’s. He impregnated you so I could have it tonight. I need a . . . sacrifice.”

Anna’s eyes widened in horror as he spoke. Her baby! Hers and Alex’s baby. No, it couldn’t be true. She shook her head and tried to get up. “No, this is my baby. Mine and Alex’s.”

They both laughed and held her down on the bed. “No, Anna. You are carrying it for me. An Immortal baby is very powerful. Exactly what I need to . . . solidify my position in the Brotherhood.” Devin grinned wickedly. “And I am going to take it from you. Tonight. You can’t stop me.”

“No!” Anna screamed and fought as hard as she could to get up. But the two men were much stronger than her.

Devin held her hands down and Kaveh held her ankles with one of his huge hands and pulled out his enormous cock out with his other. “Just some last minute . . . infusion, shall we say?” Kaveh said and opened her legs. He held her knees against her chest so she couldn’t kick and pressed himself inside her body.

Her stomach churned as he pushed further and further inside. She screamed as he went especially deep. “You don’t like me in your womb, Anna?” Kaveh asked sarcastically. “I’m hurt.”

Every thrust sent pain shooting through her body. They held her so tight that she couldn’t do anything but lay there and take it. She sobbed and begged him to stop, but he ignored her. He moaned and enjoyed himself while she cried.

He gave one last thrust as he emptied himself into her womb and groaned.

When he pulled out, she whimpered and rolled to her side when they released her, holding her stomach in pain. Her face was wet from her tears and her heart ached so badly she thought she would die.

Alex wouldn’t have allowed this to happen. Why did he have to get called away this weekend? He would be enraged when he got home and found out what Devin had done.

No, she couldn’t let Devin take the baby. It was their baby. But it wasn’t. It was Devin’s baby.

But what if Devin was lying? Why did he want the baby? How would he take it? Would he take it like he took her? Is that what he meant?

Oh, she couldn’t think straight. She was hurting so badly. Maybe a nap would help clear her head. She closed her eyes and tried to think about Alex. Her beloved Alex.


Fifty-Three


Anna awoke to a cool breeze on her face. She looked up and saw people in the distance, but the pavilion was empty.

Run.

She had to escape. She couldn’t let Devin take her baby. No. She would run. Alex would find her.

She looked around and sat up slowly. Her shoes were nowhere in sight, but that couldn’t stop her. She had to flee. The road wasn’t far and there were shops there. She could call Aaron or Wilhelm. They would help her.

Slowly she stood and backed away to the curtained back of the pavilion. She felt around for an opening and slipped through it. Looking around, she saw a faint path leading into the woods. She crept silently along the path, keeping a watch for any movements. She saw nothing but trees and kept going, quicker this time. Rocks cut her feet, but she couldn’t stop; she had to escape.

She heard a sound and stopped and crouched down. Holding her breath, she looked around and saw a man close by. He looked vaguely familiar, but she didn’t know his name. By his dress, she guessed him to be from Devin’s Manor. She kept low in the bushes and crept away.

She stopped a few minutes later to look back and he was gone. Anna sighed in relief and straightened, but continued walking as quickly as she could. The rocks and twigs cut into her feet, but she couldn’t think about that now. She walked for several more minutes and then the path stopped.

“No!” she exclaimed softly.

She looked around, but saw no signs of the path. As she contemplated what to do next, she heard a shout behind her. She turned and saw the man from earlier walking toward her. Instinct kicked in and she ran as fast as she could through the trees. By the sound of his crashing footsteps, he was not far behind, and she searched desperately for a hiding spot. She couldn’t outrun him. She had to hide. She looked up at the trees as she ran, but she wouldn’t be able to climb fast enough.

Suddenly the ground before her disappeared and she skidded down an embankment into a creek. A very cold creek. She heard the man shout and she looked up to see a shadow across the creek behind some vines.

A hiding place?

She scrambled through the freezing water and found a narrow pathway to what turned out to be a shallow cave. The vines weren’t vines, but blackberry bushes. She ignored the thorns and pushed through the thick leaves, disappearing into the shadow just as the man appeared at the top of the opposite embankment. She could see him through the limbs of the bush, but he didn’t seem to be able to see her. She sighed silently in relief.

Two more men appeared behind him and they looked around.

“I saw her go down,” the first man said. “She had to have gone this way.”

They made their way down the embankment and stood by the creek.

“She couldn’t have gotten far. She’s barefoot.”

They split up, taking the opposite directions on the banks of the creek, and the first man crossed the creek and climbed up the other side, passing very close to where she was hiding. She held her breath until his footsteps disappeared.

Anna sighed in relief. She was safe . . . for now. She leaned forward and rested her head in her hands. She hurt, inside and out. Her feet were bruised and cut, and the scrapes from the thorns started to sting. She shivered with cold and fear; she was still wet from falling into the creek.

How long would she have to wait? She realized she hadn’t planned this well. Or at all. She just ran. She should have looked around for her shoes at least. Then she wouldn’t be at such a disadvantage.

Anna didn’t hear anything for a long while and decided to try to make it further away from the Gathering. She had to get away.

As she crept out of her hiding spot, she heard men shouting. She gasped and flung herself back into her cave just as the men came into view. Devin stopped at the top of the hill. She could see the fury in his face, even from this distance. He looked around for a few minutes, and his eyes locked on her hiding spot. She could feel him looking at her through the cover of the bushes.

“Anna, it was very foolish of you to run away,” he said in a calm voice, making his way down the embankment. “I will always find you. I am still bonded to you. I can feel you.”

She clasped her hand over her mouth to keep from whimpering. Her eyes widened as he walked right to her hiding spot. She scooted back as far as she could, but it wasn’t far enough.

“Get rid of these bushes,” he said, turning back to the men.

Several men came forward and pulled at the vines. They cursed as the thorns bit into their hands, but picked up branches to pull the vines aside.

Anna huddled in the darkness as her protection slowly disappeared. When the vines were gone, and she could be seen, Devin stood at the opening of the cave, frowning down at her.

“Very foolish, Anna.”

He grabbed her arm and hauled her to her feet. She cried out in pain as he pulled her out of the cave and made her stand in the ankle-deep freezing water.

“You look like shit. Clean yourself up.”

Anna shivered and looked at him. “Here?”

“Yes.” His eyes narrowed and blackened.

She bent down with trembling legs and splashed the icy water on her arms and legs.

“Faster,” Devin growled, then pushed her forward so that she fell onto her hands and knees in the water.

She shrieked and stood quickly, trying to escape the cold of the water, but Devin grabbed her hair and pulled her back. He pulled her forward several feet to where the water was deeper and dunked her under the water. She squealed and gasped as the cold enveloped her body. He pulled her out for a moment before wrapping her hair even tighter around his fist. Once more, he forced her down, pushing her face under water. She gasped for air as he yanked her up.

“Devin, pl—” she gasped and Devin pushed her back under again. He held her under and she fought him. He pulled her out of the water just as she felt the blackness overtake her.

He dragged her to the bank and shoved her down onto the rocks and mud. Her hands sank into the mud as she coughed up water. Her wet hair was plastered against her face and body. She trembled from cold and terror.

“Get up,” he snarled, pulling her up by her hair.

Her legs shook so badly, she fell back down. Devin pulled her up again with a growl and pulled her forward by her hair. She struggled to her feet and then he dragged her back up the embankment.

“Walk.”

She wrapped her arms around her shaking body and limped slowly through the trees back to the field. He pushed her when she didn’t go as fast as he liked.

Anna was still soaking when they arrived back at the pavilion. Devin took her into the bedroom and pulled out a pair of leather cuffs.

“Since I can’t trust you to stay where you need to be. . .” He put the cuffs on her wrists and attached them to one of the support poles. “I will make sure you stay in place.” When he was satisfied that she was secure, he instructed Ian to keep watch. “Don’t give her anything. No blanket or food.”

Anna leaned her head against the pole and tears rolled down her cheeks. She was back where she began, but now was cold, wet and bruised. She curled up in a ball around the pole as best she could and closed her eyes. She told herself she’d been in worse situations, but those had merely been worse physically. The pain in her heart was what she couldn’t bear. She dug her nails into the palms of her hands.

Alex! she cried out in her heart. Alex, please! I need you.

The thought of him warmed her heart and she clung desperately to the knowledge that she would see him in a few days. A few days and all would be right with the world. She could survive a few more days. Then Alex would make Devin pay for what he’d done. There was no doubt of that.

She focused her thoughts on Alex’s return as she fell into exhausted sleep.


Fifty-Four


Anna felt her cuffs loosen and she was picked up and put on the bed. Had Devin’s anger subsided? She opened her eyes and found her looking into the golden eyes of Kaveh.

“I heard you tried to run away, Daughter. That was not a good idea.”

Anna grimaced as he stretched out her cold, stiff legs. He pulled her dress off and put the blanket on her.

“I’ll be back in a little bit when you’re warm. Your cold body isn’t something I want to fuck. I prefer warm flesh.”

She watched him walk away and then lay down and stared out at the evening sky. Just a few more days.

When he returned a while later, the sun had set and men had begun gathering in front of the Eagle. She saw many of the politicians she’d seen at the last Gathering.

Braziers were set up in various places throughout the field. For warmth, Anna guessed. The evening was rather cool.

Kaveh closed the side of the pavilion and pulled her blanket off. He sat next to her and stroked her hip. “Much better.” He looked at her sternly. “Don’t scream or I will hit you.”

Anna’s eyes widened and she nodded as he turned her over and brought her hips up. “I like fucking from behind. I can get so much deeper.”

Anna shivered as she felt him invading her body. Oh, God, he was right. She groaned and buried her face in the pillow to muffle her cries.

This couldn’t be good for the baby, she thought. Her stomach cramped as Kaveh’s cock penetrated deep into her body.

He let out a low groan as she tightened around him. Tears flowed down her cheeks from the pain. He thrust hard and she bit the pillow to keep from screaming. It felt like he would never finish, but she felt him throb inside her and moan, and then pulled out of her. She held the pillow to her chest and rolled to her side in a ball. Her stomach still cramped.

He reached around her and put his hand on her belly and looked satisfied. “Ian will bring you up when it’s time,” he said, standing and dressing in a white silk tunic and pants.

Anna winced in pain as she looked up at him.

“Don’t worry. It won’t hurt for very much longer.” He gave her a stern look. “Don’t run away. I will find you if you do. And it won’t be pretty if you make me go chasing after you.”

Anna nodded and he strode away.

Maggie came into the pavilion a while later and helped her clean up. She brushed her hair and washed her face. She cleaned up Anna’s cuts and then dressed her in another white dress, similar to the one she wore earlier, but there was a slit up the side on this one.

When Maggie said that Anna was presentable, Anna went to the other part of the pavilion to watch what was going on.
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She could hear Devin speaking, but from where she was sitting the words sounded garbled. A smoky haze hung over the gathering and the men sat on the grass with their attention locked on Devin. They smiled and nodded when he paused and a few times they applauded. The Elders, wearing their white robes, sat behind Devin on their thrones.

Anna could see the dark-skinned senator that had hurt her in Washington DC. He was sitting front and center in the crowd with an older, white-haired man next to him. Anna remembered something about an election. Was he president now?

Anna could see Jamie sitting to the side of the platform with her normal pleasant, vacant look. The girls from the Manors were naked and sitting along the edge of the men. Everyone seemed to have a slightly glazed look in their eyes.

“What’s with the smoke?” she whispered to Maggie.

“Some sort of airborne drug. It relaxes the men and helps them have a good time. It also helps them with their sex drive.”

“Oh.”

Anna could make out words now and then. Economics. Depression. Socialism. At the end of his speech, the men cheered and applauded loudly.

Kaveh went up on stage and talked about how much the country would achieve with Devin leading the way. “Of course, with any great work like this, there always must be a sacrifice.”

Ian appeared next to Anna and motioned for her to get up. He walked her to the side of the platform where Devin was waiting. She saw Jamie on the platform, standing quietly near a table.

Ian took her arm and guided her onto the platform. Devin saw her standing nearby and gave her a wicked smile.

“Ian. . .” Anna began.

“Quiet,” he hissed.

Anna bit her lip.

Devin went over to Jamie. “Jamie, my love,” he cradled her cheek and she gazed up at him with adoring eyes. “You are willing to do anything for me, aren’t you?”

“Yes, Master,” she replied.

Devin smiled. “Then free yourself from the bonds of slavery.” He motioned to a pole on the side of the platform and then walked her over. He had her stand next to the pole and then attached chains to her nipple rings, belly ring and pussy ring. “Tear the rings from your body.”

Anna’s mouth opened in shock and she gasped as Jamie began backing away from the pole, her rings pulling away from her body. The chains were short enough that she could push herself away with the pole, which she did once the chains were taut.

Anna could hear her moaning, almost in pleasure. The men below watched with hungry eyes. Jamie stepped back and her pussy lip stretched and then the ring was ripped from her body. She cried out in ecstasy and the men cheered. Next came her belly ring and the men cheered again. Blood ran down her leg and belly as she stepped further back. Her breasts extended straight out and, with a final scream, her nipple rings came loose. The men shouted in approval. Anna could see some of them stroking themselves and it made her feel sick.

Jamie stood panting and Devin went to her and kissed her forehead. He raised his hand and the men quieted.

“I am no longer your Master, darling. Will you still do anything for me?”

“Yes. I will.”

“What will you do for me?”

“Whatever you want me to do.” She looked up at him with adoring eyes. Blood dripped from her breasts now as well.

Devin motioned to a table at the back of the stage. Several knives and other sharp objects lay on it. “Hurt yourself,” Devin said in a low voice.

Jamie walked to the table and looked at it. She selected one of the knives and turned back to Devin and looked at him.

Devin smiled. “Will you cut off your nipples for me?”

Jamie beamed at him and looked down at her breasts. She pulled at one bloody nipple and swiped the knife under it. Her breast fell back into place and her nipple stayed. The men cheered. Devin motioned for her to throw it in a stone brazier in front of him. She did the same with the other nipple and tossed it into the fire.

Anna looked at the ground, trying not to throw up. Maybe it was good that Devin hadn’t fed her all day, although she was beginning to get dizzy from not eating.

Devin looked out at the men. “What else shall she do for me?” he asked with a grin.

Shouts came from the crowd and Devin laughed. He sat Jamie on the table with her feet next to her thighs, exposing her pussy to the men. “Won’t you carve off your pussy for me? But leave the clit.”

Jamie beamed again and Anna was thankful that she couldn’t see exactly what the girl was doing. But the men could and cheered and shouted encouragement. Anna saw her hand Devin pieces of skin, which he threw into the fire.

Bile rose in Anna’s throat and she slipped to her knees. Her legs wouldn’t support her anymore and she stared at the ground. She and Devin had spent time with this girl. Why was he making her do these terrible things?

A few minutes later, she heard Jamie moaning and looked up to see Devin behind her with his hands between her legs. Jamie was leaning against him and moving in such a way that he had to be rubbing her clit to make her come. Jamie screamed a minute later. One of her massive orgasm screams. Anna knew them well. It happened when pain and pleasure mixed.

Anna saw a knife flash in the light. Devin moved the knife upwards and Jamie grunted.

“Thank you for your clit, darling.” Devin threw something into the fire. He looked at the men. “Shall she do more?”

The men cheered again. Why were they so bloodthirsty?

Devin handed Jamie the knife again and she proceeded to slice off one breast and then the other. Devin put them both in the fire as well.

He helped Jamie lie down on the table with her legs spread. Anna caught a glimpse of a bloodied hole between her legs before she looked away again.

“Shall I fuck you, darling?”

“Please,” Jamie moaned.

“What shall I fuck you with?”

She didn’t answer and Anna looked up. Jamie was pointing to something on the table.

“This?” Devin picked up a long piece of metal. It had four sides and a sharp point. It began about two inches around and at the other end was about six inches around before tapering down into a handle. It was about three feet long.

“No,” Anna whispered. He was going to kill her.

Jamie nodded and beamed at Devin. “Please. Please fuck me with that.”

Devin smiled slightly and held up the strange sword for the men to see. They shouted and cheered. Devin ran his finger along one razor sharp edge and lifted it up to show the crowd, a line of blood seeping from a cut. The men cheered harder.

Anna saw him position it at the entrance to Jamie’s bloody pussy and press it inside her. She cried out in pain, but begged for more. Anna watched in horrified fascination as Devin slowly fucked her with it. First just a few inches and then more. Jamie begged for more and more and Devin, with each thrust, went deeper and deeper into her body. Blood dripped into a bowl on the ground. Jamie let out an ecstatic scream as Devin pressed in at least a foot of the metal pole. More blood dripped down.

Jamie continued to beg. It had to be in her stomach now and she was still begging.

“More!” she cried, moving her hips as if she was fucking a man.

Devin’s eyes were wide with excitement as he pushed half of the pole inside her. Jamie coughed and blood came out of her mouth. Still, she begged for more.

“Will you give yourself to me completely Jamie?”

“Yes!” she cried out.

Devin pulled back and drove the whole thing into Jamie’s body. She gave one last horrifying scream and then was still. Three feet of sharp metal shoved into her body through her pussy. The area was silent for a moment and then cheers erupted from the seated men. Devin turned the pole a few times and then pulled it out. Blood flowed freely into the bowl, splattering onto the bottom of his white robe.

He sank to his knees and lapped at the blood coming from her body, and then motioned to Ian who dragged Anna to her feet. She resisted and Ian picked her up and placed her in front of Jamie’s body. Devin grabbed her hair.

“Drink her lifeblood. After all, you helped me get her to this point.”

Anna shook her head and Devin forced Anna’s head down.

“Lick,” he commanded.

Anna extended her tongue and took a tiny lick.

“More,” Devin growled.

She dragged her tongue along the bloody flesh and then Devin released her.

Ian took her back to the side of the platform where she sank to her knees, tears rolling down her cheeks. Poor Jamie.

“Let all who want to be bound to me, come and taste her lifeblood,” Devin announced.

Devin picked up the full bowl as the president made his way up to the platform and men lined up behind him. Devin took the bowl and handed it to each of the Elders to drink, and then the Sons.

Anna couldn’t watch anymore and stared at the floor, trying to think of anything except where she was. But the taste of blood lingered in her mouth and nothing else would come to mind.

Eventually the men took their seats once more and Devin stepped to the center of the stage.

“A willing sacrifice is sweet. But an unwilling sacrifice is even sweeter.” Devin nodded to Ian, who pulled Anna to her feet.

She pulled away from Ian as he dragged her to a second table and sat her on it. Concerned murmurs from the men filled the area.

“Oh, I’m not going to kill her,” Devin said with a smile. “She’s too valuable.”

The men laughed.

Anna trembled as Devin walked towards her. She shook her head and tried to back away, but Ian held her in place. Kaveh, Val and Sohrab, the Immortals, walked to her side and Ian released her. Anna made to escape, but the Immortals grabbed her and held her on the table. Val held her arms, Sohrab held her hips. Kaveh stood next to Devin.

Devin lifted her dress and stroked her belly. “Behold this little bump. Inside her belly is an Immortal baby. This is the sacrifice I seek.”

Anna screamed. “No!”

She lashed out at Devin, kicking and screaming. Kaveh had to come and stand on the other side of her to hold her down so she couldn’t move anymore.

She stared at Devin and pleaded with him with her eyes. “Please, Devin,” she begged. “Don’t do this.”

His eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared. “How dare you address me by my name, slave,” he growled.

Anna’s lips parted in surprise. She hadn’t even realized she’d done it. “I’m sorry, Master,” she whimpered.

“The child’s purpose is to be a sacrifice to me, Mistress. You cannot stop it.”

Devin nodded to Kaveh and Sohrab and they opened her legs. She kicked furtively as they tightened their grip on her limbs. Val pushed her elbows behind her back, making her sit up slightly.

Devin reached toward her and she screamed and fought, but to no avail.

“No!” she begged as Devin began working his hand inside her.

She whimpered as she felt his hand move further in. She looked up at the sky and screamed Alex’s name as Devin increased the pain and pressure.

Devin pulled his hand out and Anna wailed as she saw the bloody mass in Devin’s hand. He held it up for all to see and then dropped it into a bowl on the brazier. It sputtered and he watched it for a few minutes before picking up the bowl and bringing it to his mouth.

Anna gagged and one of the Immortals put his hand on her head. The urge to vomit disappeared, but the nausea remained.

Devin turned to her with the bowl in hand and an evil grin on his face. Her eyes widened as someone grabbed her hair from behind and her jaw was forced open.

She shook her head and tried to scream, but Devin tipped the bowl to her mouth and a hot liquid poured in. A large hand covered her mouth to prevent her from spitting it out.

“Swallow, Daughter, and I will release you.”

She shook her head and watched in horror as Devin tipped the bowl to his mouth again.

His eyes narrowed. “Swallow, Mistress.”

It was a command. As his bound slave, she could not disobey. She swallowed and nearly threw up.

Devin returned to Anna and knelt between her legs to lap up the rest of what he desired from her body.

Anna slumped back onto the table and sobbed. “Alex,” she whispered, grief consuming her.

When Devin finished, the Immortals released her. She went limp; her fight was gone. Tears ran silently down the side of her face and into her hair.

“Heal her,” Devin said to Kaveh. “She needs to be punished.”

Kaveh walked over to Anna and began the work of restoring her body to its pre-pregnancy state.

Devin smiled in satisfaction. “And now, gentlemen,” he said to the men in the grass. “Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

Men started grabbing at the surrounding girls and their squeals and screams echoed against the grunts of the men. It was a massive orgy, made violent by the drugs in the air.

Devin came to stand by Anna. She looked up at him, defeated. He yanked her up onto her feet and turned her around so her chest rested on the table. He rammed his cock into her pussy and fucked her hard.

Anna stared at the table and let Devin do as he pleased. She didn’t feel anything. When Devin was done, he removed her necklace and shoved her out into the mass of men.

Throughout the night she was raped and beaten and she didn’t make a sound. Shortly before dawn, the last man left her and she passed out where she lay in the grass, thankful for the darkness that consumed her.


Fifty-Five


Agentle hand brushed Anna’s cheek and she felt a cool cloth on her forehead. Her eyes fluttered open to see Tommy and Travis looking down at her with concern in their eyes. She had been moved from where she’d passed out earlier. The bed was soft and the blanket warm. The white silk of the pavilion fluttered in the breeze.

“Travis?” she rasped. “What are you doing here?”

“Alex asked me to come and keep an eye on you,” he said and then grimaced. “I can’t believe what Devin did to you.”

Anna blinked slowly and looked at Tommy and gave him a weak smile.

“You didn’t tell me you got married,” he said softly, petting her hair.

“I didn’t know if Devin wanted me to tell people.”

“Travis says he’s a good guy.”

Anna nodded. “The best.”

Tommy smiled sadly. “Then I guess I can’t complain too much.” He took her hand and kissed the back of it, then intertwined his fingers with hers.

Anna moved her hand to her stomach without thinking about it. It was flat again and her waist was small. Tears seeped out of the corner of her eyes as she remembered the baby was gone.

“It wasn’t Ben’s,” she whispered, looking at Travis. “Devin said he had Kaveh get me pregnant so he could. . .” Her voice trailed off into silence. She couldn’t say the words. All the daydreams of her and Alex raising the baby together were crushed.

“I’m so sorry, Anna. I know how happy it made you.” Travis leaned forward and kissed her forehead.

“I’m going to get her something to eat,” Tommy said, standing. “Ian said she didn’t eat yesterday.”

Travis nodded and Tommy walked out between the curtains. Travis lay down next to Anna and held her while she cried.

“Alex will take care of him,” Travis said softly. “You know he will.”

Anna nodded. Alex. Her one glimmer of hope.

Tommy returned a while later with a plate of chicken and vegetables. Devin was with him.

“Travis?” Devin exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m allowed to come to these things,” Travis answered, sitting up and glaring at Devin.

Devin raised his brow. “Did your father not teach you respect?” he said in a threatening tone.

Travis clenched his jaw, but didn’t say anything.

Devin’s gaze turned to Anna. “I’m glad you’re awake,” he said curtly. “Eat and then come back to the pavilion. I need you.”

“Yes, Master,” she whispered.

He turned on his heel and left the pavilion. Tommy handed her the plate and exchanged looks with Travis.

Anna stared at the plate. She had no appetite.

“Anna, you need to eat,” Tommy said gently. “You don’t want to waste away before your husband comes home, do you?”

She gave him a grateful smile and began to eat. She would eat for Alex. She could do anything for Alex.

[image: ]


When Anna had finished eating, she thanked Travis and Tommy and walked back to the pavilion. Her dress was filthy, but at least she was clothed.

Devin sat with Oscar, Tom, and Connor on the chaises. Each had a girl between his legs sucking on their cocks.

“Go get cleaned up and return,” Devin instructed. “Maggie is waiting for you in the dorm.”

“Yes, Master,” she said quietly and left to find the path to the girl’s dorm.

On the way there, she saw a small field where women were lying. As she got closer, she realized that they weren’t just lying there. They were dead. Their bodies were bruised and bloody. About twenty of them. Anna hurried to the dorm, trying to forget the image of the dead bodies.

Maggie greeted her somberly when she arrived, took her into a room and drew a hot bath. The water soothed her aching body, but did nothing for her heart and mind. A numbness began to take hold, pushing away the pain of Devin taking her baby. The knowledge that it wasn’t the baby she’d thought it was did little to soothe the ache in her heart.

She missed Alex terribly. Only a few more days. She could make it a few more days. Then Alex would sweep her up in his arms and hold her and kiss her and tell her that everything would be all right. She rubbed her fingers where her rings had been. If only she could rub away the pain in her heart.

When she was cleaned and dressed, she returned to Devin. She did her best to walk tall and gracefully, as Alex had told her to do. She was an Elder-Mistress. She was worthy of respect.
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It was difficult to feel respected when she was being raped. Devin had taken her to the lodge. The president wanted her. He wanted to hurt her and Devin approved. She spent the afternoon in his room and he brutalized her. He used a stun gun, though not as thoroughly as he had before. He fisted her pussy and made her scream. He pinched her nipples with clamps so hard they bled. He dropped hot wax onto her clit and burned it.

She couldn’t walk by the time he was done with her and Kaveh had to heal her so that she could participate in the hunt. The advice that Ian had given her last August came back to mind as the hunt began. Find a place to hide and stay there until the sun comes up. The girls were being herded out into the woods as the evening speeches ended. Anna looked around desperately for a hiding place. After about twenty minutes, she found a clump of bushes and hid just as she heard the men approaching.

She began to hear screams a short time later. Girls and men ran past her spot. One man had brought a whip and caught one of the girls around the ankle as she ran and she fell hard on the ground. Some of the men were nice, but most weren’t.

She saw horrible things as she hid. A few feet away from her a man pinned a girl down while another man shoved big rocks into her pussy. Another man chained a girl to a tree and raped her in the ass as her body scraped against the bark.

The girl with rocks in her didn’t move after they had finished with her. They walked away laughing. Anna watched her to see if she was still alive. The girl moaned and reached for herself to try and pull the rocks out, but fell back, unable to reach.

Anna watched with tears in her eyes as the girl struggled against the pain. Anna couldn’t just sit and watch. She had to do something. It was quiet around her and she snuck out from the bushes and crept over to the girl.

“Hey,” she whispered. “Let me help.”

The girl looked at her with wide eyes. “You’re the Mistress,” she whispered.

Anna nodded. “Can I help you?”

The girl grimaced. “It won’t do any good,” she said with tears in her eyes. “I’m all torn up inside. I’m not gonna make it.” She sounded so defeated it broke Anna’s heart.

“No,” Anna said suddenly. She could help. She was an Immortal. She could heal. She didn’t know how she knew this, but she was sure of it. “No. I’ll help you.”

She gently reached into the girl’s body and pulled the blood-covered rocks out. When Anna had removed all of them, she put her hand on the girl’s belly and closed her eyes and concentrated. Warmth flowed from her body and into the girl.

The girl gasped and her eyes widened. “I feel better,” she exclaimed softly. “Why . . . ?”

Anna smiled. “Because I could. Who do you belong to?”

“My Master is Brandon.”

Anna was relieved that at least she had a nice Master. “See those bushes over there?” she pointed to her hiding place.

The girl nodded.

“Go hide in there. No one will find you.” Anna heard the men behind her. “Go. Hurry.” She helped the girl to her feet and she scrambled away and disappeared into the bushes.

Anna looked around. She saw the flashlights of the men. She had lost her hiding spot. She ran in the opposite direction.

The moon was full but the trees were thick. More than once she tripped on something and fell to the ground. A beam of light found her and she froze, but when the shouts reached her she ran again. But she couldn’t run fast enough in the dark without shoes. She fell and was caught.

The light shined in her face. “Isn’t that the Mistress?” one man asked.

“I think it is,” said another man.

“Nice,” said the first man and she was grabbed and thrown to the ground. She fought back, but the men were too powerful for her. Her legs were spread and her pussy filled shortly after.

That was only the beginning. As soon as they finished with her, another man caught her. This night turned out to be as miserable as the previous night. By dawn, she could hardly move and fell asleep under a tree.
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The room was long and narrow. The walls were paneled in wood and the floor was carpeted in green.


She stood in the entryway. A narrow door stood closed to her left. In front of her, with its side along the short wall was a twin bed. A credenza sat along the long wall across from her with a tall, but narrow, window at the far end. At the opposite end of the room was a fireplace with a wing chair next to it. Opposite the window was a bookcase filled with books.

The room was empty.

Waiting for someone.
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Anna sat up before she opened her eyes. The room. Something about the room haunted her. She shook her head and opened her eyes. Her head hurt. So did the rest of her body.

She stood on shaky legs and looked around. In the distance, she saw naked women walking towards her. There were also several women lying in strange positions on the ground. She looked away, not wanting to think about what might have happened to them. The tree in front of her had a sign with an arrow pointing to her right. Was that the way back to the field? Since other women were coming towards her, she guessed it to be so and began walking in that direction.

The sun was high and warm on her chilled skin, but it did nothing for her emotions. She was grateful for the numbness in her heart; she didn’t want to feel the pain of the loss of her baby.

Within half an hour she walked out of the trees and onto the grassy field. Ian approached her as she walked across the field.

“Devin wants you to clean up and see him in the pavilion.”

Anna nodded. “Yes, my lord,” she said quietly. He walked with her to the pathway to the dorm and then left her.

She cleaned up in the dorm and then made her way to the pavilion to greet Devin. He had meetings all day and Anna spent the day giving blowjobs and being fucked.

Anna spent the night with Devin in the pavilion—more brutal sex—and the next morning they drove back to San Francisco.


Fifty-Six


As Devin drove her home, the numbness in her heart started to disappear. Anna blinked back tears as she stared out the window. How would she tell Alex the baby was gone? Was there something she could have done to prevent it? Should she have fought harder? Could she have fought harder? Maybe if she had run farther away . . .

Anna dug her fingernails into her hands to keep from losing it in Devin’s car. He pulled up in front of her house, and she took her suitcase and ran from the car without saying anything to Devin.

She opened the door to the house, walked inside, closed the door, and collapsed onto the marble floor with a scream and a sob.
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Aaron heard the door close and a scream a second later. He ran from the great room to see Anna curled up in a ball next to the door, sobbing hysterically. He ran over and skidded on his knees to gather her into his arms. What had that fucker Devin done to her?

He wasn’t even sure she knew he was there, but he held her and rocked her, hoping she would calm down enough to tell him what happened. But she didn’t calm down. She kicked her feet and slammed her fists into the floor. Every once in a while she would scream an unearthly scream that gave him chills. God, what had happened to her?

Frau Gersten came in looking concerned. He looked at her helplessly. She pointed upstairs and he nodded.

“Anna, I’m taking you up to your room,” he said in a quiet voice.

He carefully picked her up and carried her up to her bedroom. Frau Gersten pulled the covers back and Aaron lay her down gently on the bed, then lay behind her, holding her as she continued to sob.

Suddenly she stopped crying. She took a deep breath and then was still. Aaron leaned over to make sure she was still breathing. Her eyes were closed and her body relaxed. She’d fallen asleep.

Aaron sighed in relief. He held her for a minute longer and then untangled himself from her. He needed his phone. Travis had been there. He might know what had happened.

Fifteen minutes later, after talking to Travis, Aaron dropped into a chair near Anna’s bed.

No wonder she’d been hysterical when she got home. He glanced over at her sleeping form, thankful she’d managed to fall asleep and get relief from her pain.

Aaron wanted to find Devin and strangle him with his bare hands. How dare he hurt Anna like that! Alex had said that he and Devin had come to an understanding as to how Anna was to be treated. Did Devin think that just because Alex was out of town he could get away with something like that? What kind of sick son of a bitch tore a baby from a woman’s womb?

God, he needed to call Wilhelm. Alex said if something happened to call his dad. Well, this was definitely something. He searched his contacts for Wilhelm’s number and dialed. He hoped it wasn’t too late in Germany, but didn’t think Wilhelm would care once he found out what happened.
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Wilhelm jumped slightly as his phone vibrated in his pocket. He’d been absorbed in a political document and had lost track of time. He pulled the phone out and looked at the screen. Why would Aaron be calling him?

“Hello, Aaron,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “Is everything all right?”

Wilhelm listened in escalating horror as Aaron told him what had happened over the weekend.

He walked quickly out into the sitting room where Ilsa sat, rocking Otto to sleep. The baby had colic and Ilsa was very good at calming him down. Wilhelm paused for a moment, taken back twenty-eight years to when Ilsa had held Alex in the same way.

Ilsa looked up at him and saw the concern in his eyes.

“Thank you for calling me and letting me know, Aaron.”

“Sir, I hate to ask. But . . . I think Anna might need you here. With Alex out of town. . .”

“Yes. I think you’re right.” Wilhelm thought for a moment. “I will be there as soon as I can. Keep her calm if you can. If she’s willing to dance tomorrow, take her. You know how dancing helps her.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ll call you when I land.” They said goodbye and Wilhelm looked sadly at his wife.

“What’s wrong, Wilhelm?” Ilsa asked with concerned eyes.

“It’s Anna. She’s. . .” He sighed, not even wanting to say the words. “Devin took the baby. It wasn’t Ben’s. Devin did it all for some disgusting purpose.” Wilhelm ran his hand through his hair. “I think I need to go to her. At least until Alex gets home.”

Ilsa nodded. “Yes. She needs you.”

“Will you be all right if I go?”

Ilsa smiled. “Of course. I have Kurt and Liesl and Greta. Anna doesn’t have anyone.”

Such a wonderful, understanding wife he had. “She has friends now.”

“But she needs you, Wilhelm. I’m sure of it. You’re the closest thing to Alex she’ll have. You can be strong for her, especially if Alex is delayed. I’m sure she’s clinging to the hope that Alex will be home tomorrow. . .” Ilsa trailed off.

They hadn’t heard from Alex, and Wilhelm could safely assume that his son wouldn’t be home tomorrow. This wasn’t unusual and didn’t warrant concern, but Anna wouldn’t take it well. Not now.

“You go pack. I’ll go put Otto down and be in shortly.”

Wilhelm kissed his wife and hurried to his bedroom, calling the pilot on the way. He wanted to leave as soon as the jet could be readied.
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Aaron kept watch over Anna all afternoon. She finally woke in the early evening. Her eyes were red and puffy and so sad that he wanted to cry for her.

He sat next to her on the bed. He could see faint bruises on her cheeks and arms, which made him sick.

“Hey, Anna,” he said softly, stroking her cheek.

She looked up at him with such sad eyes. “The baby . . . ,” she rasped.

Aaron nodded his head. “I know, hon. I talked to Travis.”

Tears welled up in her eyes and her lower lip trembled. “I’m such a fool,” she whispered.

“No, Anna. You’re not.” He leaned down and hugged her. “Devin is evil. But Alex will take care of him.”

Anna wrapped her arms around his neck and nodded. “Alex,” she whispered.

“He’s supposed to be home tomorrow, right?” he said, trying to cheer her. If anything would cheer her, the thought of Alex coming home would do it.

He was glad to see a small smile on her face and a slight glimmer of hope in her eyes as she nodded.

“He’ll make everything right,” she said in a determined voice.

“Yes. He will.” He brushed her hair out of her face. “Why don’t you take a shower and I’ll tell Frau Gersten that you’ll have some dinner?” He hoped she would agree. He had a feeling she hadn’t eaten much.

She nodded and sat up. There was a bit of color in her face now. Thank God for Alex. Without him . . . Aaron hated to think what Anna would do without him.
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An hour later, Aaron and Anna sat in the kitchen eating dinner.

“Wilhelm will be here sometime tonight,” Aaron told her.

“Wilhelm? Why is he coming?”

“To be here for you.”

Anna nodded, appearing to think about it. Another small smile appeared on her face.

Aaron knew she and Wilhelm were close and was thankful he was coming. He tried to deny the twinge of jealousy that ran through him. But Anna’s needs came first. She needed someone who could stand up for her, and there was little Aaron could do other than hold her and tell her everything would be okay.

He studied her as she ate. She looked as if she’d never been pregnant. Her adorable belly was gone, replaced with that sexy stomach she had before she’d gotten pregnant. Her breasts were back to normal as well. Aaron liked her pregnant breasts. They were full and very nice to peek at when he danced with her. She had scolded him teasingly about his gaze many times. Not that her normal breasts were too small or unpleasant. Quite the contrary. They were very enjoyable. Still . . .

Stop the inappropriate thoughts, Aaron. This is not the time to be thinking about Anna’s beautiful body.

“Will you come to class tomorrow?” Aaron asked, getting his mind off the sordid topic.

Anna nodded. “It will help me feel better.” She gave him a sad smile. “I guess I don’t have to worry about not being able to dance in Jewels now, huh?”

Aaron nodded. “I was really looking forward to dancing with you.”

“And I, you. I love dancing with you, Aaron.”

Aaron beamed at her. Stephanie, his Sugar Plum Fairy, hadn’t been very happy about stepping aside for Anna, but no one could deny her talent. The critics were looking forward to the opening of Jewels and more displays of Anna’s dancing. She was the youngest female principal in the history of the SFBC.

They watched a movie in the bedroom after dinner until Anna fell asleep in his arms. Aaron debated if he should stay with her or not. He decided to. At least until Wilhelm came.
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The alarm went off and Anna didn’t want to wake up. She was held in a cocoon of big strong arms. Her mind registered Alex before she remembered he wasn’t home yet. Besides, Wilhelm wasn’t quite as muscular as Alex, though his limbs were as long.

But Alex would be home today, she told herself. Anna smiled at the thought. She needed Alex. She needed his assurance that everything would be all right. Soon. In the meantime, dancing would help soothe her soul. And Wilhelm’s presence as well.

She stretched her arms and legs and sat up. Wilhelm was still asleep, which made Anna smile. Alex always woke up the second Anna was up, if he wasn’t already awake. One of the many things she loved about him.

Anna scooted out from under the covers and glanced back at Wilhelm as she walked to the bathroom to get ready.

When she emerged a while later, Wilhelm was sitting up in bed and looking at his phone.

“Have you heard from Alex?” she asked. Anna had already checked her phone several times.

“Nein, not yet.” Wilhelm looked up with sympathetic eyes. “Anna, it is very possible he won’t be home today. Things can take longer than expected sometimes and he cannot communicate that to us.”

Anna managed to smile and nod. “I know,” she whispered. But her heart fell. She needed Alex home. Today. She needed his arms around her. She turned around, pretending to be busy with her dance bag, trying to control her tears.

Wilhelm came up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. “Anna don’t be afraid. He’ll be home. He always comes home.”

She squeezed a point shoe in her hand and blinked several times. “Okay.” She turned to look up at Wilhelm. “I should go eat breakfast.”

Wilhelm kissed her forehead. “Don’t worry. Dance wonderfully today. He’ll be home as soon as he can. I know he will.”
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At every break, Anna checked her phone, but the screen remained unchanged.

He’s okay. It’s just taking longer than he thought it would.

She knew he was in Russia and it would take a while to get home as well. She just had to be patient.

When rehearsal was over, there still had been no word from Alex. Since Wilhelm had arrived, Aaron had gone back to his house, but told Anna to call him if she needed anything. Her house was only a few minutes from Aaron’s. She liked being that close to him.
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The next few days, Anna didn’t go anywhere without her phone. She kept it by the barre during class and slept next to it at night. When Saturday came around, fear began to grow in Anna’s heart. Wilhelm tried his best to calm her nerves, but she knew even he was getting nervous.

She sat in the on the couch in the living room and stared out the window, willing the two black SUVs to come driving around the corner. Devin had allowed her to stay home from the Gathering Friday night, though Anna suspected Wilhelm had something to do with it. Devin didn’t sound very happy when he phoned her Thursday afternoon to tell her.

“Anna let’s go do something. Out of the house.” Wilhelm came and sat next to her.

Anna shook her head. “I want to be here when he gets here.”

“Liebling, he’ll call when he gets to Frankfurt. Remember, he’s stopping there on the way home. We’ll have plenty of time to get home before he arrives.”

Wilhelm’s words were reasonable; Alex wouldn’t just show up at the house without calling first. And he wouldn’t arrive in Frankfurt without calling her.
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For Anna’s sake, Wilhelm kept himself calm, but his stomach churned every time he thought about his son. Alex was very good at what he did. He planned his missions down to the tiniest detail and was rarely off on his timing. Maybe a day or two, but he’d never been off this much. Four days late was too long. Wilhelm began to worry.

If he got a minute away from Anna, he would call Vitaly in St. Petersburg. He and Wilhelm had a friendly relationship and if anything had happened, Vitaly would know. Especially since it was Vitaly who had called Alex. He’d at least know if the objective had been accomplished.

Wilhelm took Anna to a movie and they walked around Fisherman’s Wharf and had dinner. She remained quiet and worried. His heart went out to her. She needed Alex home, safe and sound. He didn’t want to think about what would happen if Alex didn’t come home.

But Alex always came home. He and his team were the best of any of the special ops teams the Brotherhood had.
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Anna tossed and turned as she lay in bed with Wilhelm watching TV. She’d been trying to hold out for Alex to come home for sex, but her body physically hurt from lack of sex at this point. Alex had told her that if she needed comfort or release, that she could sleep with Aaron. But what about Wilhelm?

But Wilhelm was her father-in-law. Was that taboo now? She had come to understand that having sex with her guardian was very socially unacceptable, aside from the whole abuse thing. Surely her father-in-law would be in the same category. But he was also an Elder.

“Anna, are you all right?” Wilhelm asked as she fidgeted in the bed. He lay his hand on hers.

Anna stopped moving. “I . . . yeah,” she said lamely. She didn’t want to offend him. She liked having him hold her when she slept. It comforted her. She didn’t want him to think badly of her.

He cupped her chin and turned her face to his. “What’s wrong?”

She gazed into his blue eyes and fought herself from leaning in to kiss him.

His eyes searched hers and then darkened when he saw the desire in her eyes. “Liebling . . . ,” he whispered. “Do you need touch?” He stroked her cheek with his finger and she leaned into his hand.

She bit her lip and nodded hesitantly. “I’m sorry Wilhelm. I . . . I can call Aaron. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

He slid his hand around the back of her head and pressed his lips to hers, his tongue demanding entry between her lips. When they parted, his tongue stroked hers and she moaned and pressed her body to his. His hands tangled in her hair and she wrapped her arms around his neck.

He rolled her onto her back and lay gently on top of her, kissing her passionately and flexing his hips against her thigh. She could feel him, long and hard, against her leg. His lips moved down her jaw and to her neck, where he sucked gently on the skin. She pressed her head into the pillow and sighed as his tongue moved down her neck and to her collarbone. He pulled the straps of her tank top off her shoulders and kissed them, then moved down to the tops of her breasts. Her nipples grew taut and she arched her back, wanting him to take them into his mouth.

He pulled her tank top up over her head and tossed it on the floor. He looked down at her breasts and trailed his fingers around the bottom curve and up to her nipple.

“Wilhelm,” she sighed. “Please. . .”

His tongue trailed around her nipple before taking her breast into his mouth, using suction and his tongue to make her wiggle and moan beneath him. She cried out as he tugged on the ring before moving to the other breast and giving it the same attention.

She tugged on his t-shirt and pulled it off. His chest hair brushed against her stomach, making her giggle.

He glanced up at her with an affectionate smile. “Making love to you is a pleasure I would never turn down.”

She gazed into his loving eyes. “But you’re Alex’s father.”

He shrugged. “Do you desire me less because of that?”

Anna shook her head.

He bent down and kissed her nipple. “My feelings for you haven’t changed. I just keep them hidden so I don’t make you uncomfortable.” He gave her a tender smile. “I never, ever want to come between you and Alex. But I am happy to step in if you need me.” He chuckled and Anna giggled. “Besides, I am technically still your Master as well.”

He kissed down her stomach and then pulled off her sweatpants. He kissed her pubic bone and then licked her clit gently, making her hips flex towards him. He chuckled again and looked up into her eyes as his tongue circled her clit.

Anna’s eyes fluttered closed as Wilhelm lavished attention on her neglected pussy.

“Oh, Wilhelm,” she sighed as he spread her open and pressed his tongue against her slit. She tangled her hands into his hair, pushing his mouth into her swollen folds. He lapped and sucked on the sensitive skin.

“Oh! Oh, yes!” she cried out as sweet release radiated up and out of her body. Wilhelm held her hips down and sucked on her clit as she screamed out her orgasm.

She panted and gazed at Wilhelm as he stood to remove his pants. She licked her lips when she saw his cock, long and hard, jutting out from his hips, and sat up quickly to take him into her mouth.

He murmured in German as he held her head gently. Oh, she loved his cock! She licked him from the base up and sucked on the tip, licking the pre-cum from his slit. She hummed in delight as she took him in as far as she could, making him groan.

He pulled himself out of her mouth and she whimpered. He chuckled and lay her down and positioned himself between her legs. His lips captured hers and he slowly entered her body.

She sighed in ecstasy. He was such a gentle lover. So different than everything she’d been through the previous weekend. She matched his rhythm as he thrust slowly in and out of her body. God, he felt good! Exactly what she needed. He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her as he loved her.

Their movements increased as one and they exploded together. Her legs held him inside and didn’t relax until they had both returned to earth. He rolled over onto his back, bringing her with him and she rested her head on his chest.

He stroked her hair as she listened to his heartbeat slow, and fell asleep to its soothing rhythm.
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Anna’s eyes snapped open as a familiar body slipped into bed behind her. “Alex?” she exclaimed, turning around.

“Nein, Liebling. I’m sorry. It’s Wilhelm.”

“Wilhelm!” She flung her arms around his neck and he held her close. He was the next best thing with Alex out of town. She savored his familiar presence and buried her face in his shoulder. “I’m so glad you’re here,” she murmured.

“Always, Liebling. I will always be here for you.” He kissed her cheek and rubbed her back.


Fifty-Seven


Wilhelm didn’t get a chance to call Vitaly until Monday morning when Anna went to class. He had stayed positive for her sake, but he was very worried. Vitaly told him that he had heard from Alex when they arrived, but hadn’t heard from him since. The target was difficult to find and that could be why it was taking so long. Wilhelm thanked him and ended the call, then sat back on the couch in the living room, tapping the edge of his phone on his lip.

What to do now? Calling Alex could put him in danger and likely wouldn’t do any good even if he tried. They kept their phones off except for emergencies to keep from being traced.

His phone rang a few minutes later. Wilhelm growled when he saw it was Devin. What the hell did he want? “Yes, Devin. What can I do for you?”

“Where are you?” Devin asked cautiously. “Is Anna with you?”

“No, Anna is at class. I am at my son’s house. Why do you ask?”

There was a pause. “I need to speak with you. In person.”

Wilhelm sighed. He didn’t want to deal with Devin right now. His nerves were on edge as it was. Devin’s presence would only agitate them more.

“Please, Wilhelm.”

Devin’s tone concerned him. “You are welcome to come over if you would like,” Wilhelm said in an even tone. He didn’t like Devin one iota, but Devin sounded . . . worried.

“I’ll be there shortly.”
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Anna glanced down at her phone for the umpteenth time this morning. She was sure she would hear from Alex today. She had to. Her last shreds of sanity were quickly unraveling.

It was the end of class. The dancers moved into the center for révérence. She began the slow steps to cool down and stretch before break. As she turned in arabesque and returned to face the side of the room, a movement near the door caught her attention.

She looked up to see Wilhelm in the doorway looking very pale. Devin stood behind him with a concerned expression on his face. Her leg dropped and she stared. The entire class froze and the pianist stopped playing.

Wilhelm held his hand out. “Anna . . . ,” he said softly.

As if in a trance, she walked to where Wilhelm and Devin stood. Wilhelm put his arm around her shoulders and led her out into the hallway.

“Anna. . .” Wilhelm began in a broken voice. “There has been . . . news of Alex.”

“Is he hurt?” she asked in a tiny voice.

Wilhelm’s eyes filled with tears as he shook his head. “He is. . .” Wilhelm cleared his throat. “He is . . . gone, Anna. Devin received . . . a letter and. . .” Wilhelm pulled something out of his pocket. A small silver colored circle.

Anna held out her hand and Wilhelm put Alex’s wedding ring in her palm.

“Some villagers found . . . their bodies outside St. Petersburg,” Devin said slowly. “The letter arrived this morning. I am so sorry, Anna.”

Anna looked back and forth between the two men. They couldn’t be serious. No. Alex couldn’t be gone. But he would never take off his ring. He said the only way it would ever be removed is if he were . . . dead.

Anna shook her head and backed away. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “No,” she whispered. “He can’t. He wouldn’t. He wouldn’t do that to me.” Her voice rose with each thought.

“Liebling.” Wilhelm stepped to her and pulled her close.

“No,” she repeated emphatically.

And then she screamed.
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The scream chilled Aaron to the bone and echoed through the building. He ran out of the studio to see Anna collapsed on the floor with Wilhelm hunched over her. Her wails made him shiver. The entire class followed behind him and heads poked out from the other studios.

“Anna!” he exclaimed and ran over to her and Wilhelm.

“What . . . ?” His words caught in his throat as he looked at Wilhelm’s wet, pale face. “Alex . . . ?” he whispered.

Wilhelm pressed his lips together and nodded. “He is gone, Aaron,” Wilhelm said in a cracked voice and buried his face in Anna’s neck.

Aaron sank to his knees and stared at Anna. There had to be some sort of mistake. He looked up at Devin, who looked solemn.

But Alex was so . . . full of life. He couldn’t be dead. What the hell had he been doing that got him killed? Questions ran through his head even as the tears began to run down his cheeks. His best friend was gone.

He glanced back up at Devin. “What about Seth? And Tony? And the others?”

Devin turned his gaze on Aaron and shook his head sadly. “I’m sorry.”

Aaron stared at the floor and shook his head in disbelief. How could this be possible? How could his best friend be gone? He leaned over and put his forehead on Anna’s trembling back.


Fifty-Eight


Wilhelm stared at the ground as he sat in the chair next to Anna’s bed. His son. His oldest son was gone. And his nephew as well. And Alex’s men. He knew them all. The ache in his heart was unbearable. The bond between Anna and Alex only prevented Devin from being involved with Alex’s death; it didn’t mean he couldn’t be killed on a mission or any other countless ways people died every day.

If only Sebastian could return to tell him what happened . . . but that was unlikely. Mission deaths were not uncommon. There was no compelling reason for the Immortal to risk returning to share the story. Alex’s job was dangerous. Two years ago, another Brotherhood assassin had been killed during a mission. It was just part of the job.

Alex was the best . . . but even the most talented still get killed sometimes. Devin had said he’d tried to get more information on what happened, but no one seemed to have heard anything. It wasn’t unreasonable for that to happen. Alex and the others were good at their jobs. No one would have known they were there.

Wilhelm was torn, even as his heart was aching unlike he’d ever felt. He wanted to go home to his family, but he couldn’t leave Anna here. It had been twenty-four hours since he’d told her and she hadn’t spoken or moved voluntarily since. He’d taken her home and given her a bath and tucked her into bed. She just lay there with her eyes open, staring out into space.

Leaving her here would make her vulnerable. Devin had been kind and sympathetic, but Wilhelm didn’t trust him to put Anna’s needs above his own desires. There was no love lost between Alex and Devin, and Devin was probably glad about Alex. Wilhelm hated to think what would happen to Anna when he left.

No, he couldn’t leave Anna here. Who knew what Devin would do? And now that Alex was . . . well, Alex’s “ownership” of Anna had passed to Wilhelm. It wasn’t as strong as Alex’s, but at least Wilhelm was an Elder. He could match Devin’s authority, if not override it.
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Wilhelm watched with concern as Anna stared out the window of the plane, grasping Alex’s wedding ring where it hung from a chain around her neck. She’d refused to let go of it when he’d given her a bath, so he found a chain so it wouldn’t continue to cut into her palm from grasping it so tightly.

They were on their way back to Germany. Wilhelm had made the decision to take Anna home with him and told Devin to fuck off when he protested. Wilhelm wouldn’t abandon Anna when she needed him most. It would be difficult having both Ilsa and Anna dependent on him, but he would manage. Maurice was with Ilsa now, as were the children. Ilsa was surrounded by loved ones and was a strong woman. The strongest woman he knew.

Anna . . . Anna had strength in her, but it had been so badly beaten down that she didn’t know it was there. But she would survive. Maybe he should encourage Kurt to look after her. With Alex gone, Kurt would have to take his place in the Brotherhood. It wouldn’t be inappropriate for Kurt to take his brother’s wife, after he divorced Gretchen, which Wilhelm would now encourage. He didn’t want Gretchen anywhere near the Brotherhood. Even if Anna wasn’t interested in Kurt, Gretchen was not a good wife for an Elder. It hadn’t mattered before . . .

Anna’s position in the family would not change. If she had been pregnant with Alex’s son, he would have inherited and become Elder after Kurt. Wilhelm had an option to provide Anna with children, if she wanted. Maybe it would help her in her grief . . . But now was not the time to ask. She wasn’t functioning enough to make that sort of decision. She was barely functioning at all. He had to command her to eat and drink.

A memorial service would be held on Sunday for Alex and his men. Wilhelm had told Aaron and Isaak that he would fly over anyone who wanted to come. Many of the dancers had indicated their interest. That was good. Anna would be surrounded by her friends. But he couldn’t leave her vulnerable in San Francisco. Not until she was able to take care of herself.

Lili, the stewardess, walked quietly up to where Wilhelm sat. “Herzog, lunch is ready.”

“Thank you, Lili. We’ll be there shortly.”

She curtsied and walked away.

Wilhelm put his hand on Anna’s arm. He’d learned quickly that he had to physically get her attention before talking to her. She was so lost in her own little world, she heard nothing going on around her. If the plane fell from the sky, he doubted she would notice.

“Liebling?” he said softly.

She blinked, but didn’t turn to him.

“Let’s go eat.” He took her hand and she followed him meekly to the dining room.

When their plates were set before them, Wilhelm touched Anna’s hand. “Anna. Eat.”

She blinked and picked up her fork. He hated commanding her, but it was the only way to get her to take care of herself. She was unable to do anything on her own. Losing a baby or husband was terrible enough, but losing both within two weeks had pushed her over the edge.

She ate half of her food and Wilhelm was satisfied. It was more than she’d eaten this morning.
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The jet landed several hours later in a rainy Frankfurt. It taxied to the hangar and he saw the limo waiting for them. When the jet door opened, Lili handed him an umbrella and he took Anna’s elbow to lead her down the stairs. The door to the limo opened and a distraught Ilsa got out and ran to him.

“Wilhelm!” she exclaimed, burying her face in his shoulder.


Fifty-Nine


Anna felt the cold rain on her head and looked up. It was only for a second and then another umbrella sheltered her. It took her a moment to focus on the face in front of her. For a split second, she thought it was Alex, but no. It was Kurt.

She looked to her side and saw Wilhelm and Ilsa embracing and weeping together. Another reminder that she was alone. Wilhelm had a family to comfort. Why did he bring her back here? She could have been left alone in San Francisco. She wanted to be alone. She didn’t want to be around people.

“Hello, Anna,” Kurt said softly.

She looked up at him, but didn’t say anything. She didn’t smile. She looked back at the ground.

“Kurt, bring Anna to the car,” Wilhelm said, guiding Ilsa back to the limo.

“Kommen Sie, Engel,” Kurt said gently and put his arm on her back to lead her to the limo. He let her in first and then closed the umbrella and handed it to the driver.

“Anna,” Ilsa said, reaching for her hand.

Anna stared at the floor and didn’t say anything, but didn’t pull away from Ilsa. She liked Ilsa. Ilsa had given birth to the man Anna loved.

Memories of her last morning with Alex threatened to surface, but Anna pushed them away. She didn’t want to cry, she didn’t want to think. She didn’t want to feel. Her numbness was her cocoon.

She vaguely felt the limo begin to drive away.

Kurt, Wilhelm, and Ilsa talked around her, but Anna didn’t listen. Instead, she stared out the window.

Too soon, they were driving up the familiar drive to Alex’s family home. A huge lump filled her throat as the memories threatened to overwhelm her. Her eyes burned with tears that she didn’t want to release. Her hands shook as she grasped Alex’s ring hanging from her neck. Why had Wilhelm brought her back here?

They walked into the entryway a few minutes later. Wilhelm was instantly engulfed in the embraces of his daughters. Anna stood to one side and stared at the floor.

Ilsa came up to her. “I’ve had Alex’s room readied for you. If you’d like to freshen up, we’ll have dinner soon.”

Anna nodded absently and walked to the stairs. Greta grabbed her and hugged her before she made it there.

“Oh, Anna,” Greta said, hugging her tightly. “Please, Anna. If you need to talk or anything, come find me?”

Anna nodded absently again and walked up the two flights of stairs to her bedroom. She walked through the door and stared at the bed where she and Alex had made love. The bed where she had first seen Alex years ago.

She couldn’t sleep there.

She walked to the closet, picked out one of Alex’s sweaters and put it on, then curled up on the rug next to the fire crackling in the fireplace. Bathed in its warmth, she instantly fell into the oblivion of sleep.
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Wilhelm went to get Anna for dinner. He knocked on the door and walked in, knowing she wouldn’t answer. His heart stopped when he saw the empty bed. Where had she gone?

He looked around the room and saw her curled in a ball next to the fireplace, wearing one of Alex’s sweaters.

Maybe putting her in this room hadn’t been a good idea, but he didn’t want her to think that because Alex was dead her position in the family had changed.

He sighed. He felt helpless to comfort her. Her grief went beyond anything he could fully comprehend.

His heart was a constant source of pain since he found out about Alex and the others. He loved his son so much, and he had been so proud of the man he’d turned into. Wilhelm couldn’t deny that there had been moments when he’d doubted, but Alex had pulled through his immaturity to become a wonderful man.

Wilhelm blinked back the tears that threatened to fall. He needed to be strong for his family. There were things to be done and if Wilhelm lost it, his family would too. No, he needed to stay in control. For their sake.

Alex had made Anna so happy and vice versa. Watching the two of them together was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. Anna in love was a beautiful sight. She had changed from the scared, beaten down girl he’d first seen in the Hall of Devin’s Manor into a beautiful confident woman who knew her place in the world. Her dancing had been entrancing when he’d watched La Bayadere. It had been beauty in motion.

And now . . .

Her life was just one tragedy after another. How much more could she take?

“Anna?” he said softly. She didn’t lift her head and he walked over to kneel next to her. He brushed her hair back from her face. “Anna. It’s time for dinner.”

She got up without speaking. Her hair was a mess and she wore jeans with Alex’s sweater hanging down past her knees.

Wilhelm took her into the bathroom and brushed her hair, and then went into the closet to find something for her to wear. He returned with a long sweater dress and helped her into it. He stroked her cheek and found her skin cold, so he went back to the closet and returned with a sweater and slippers, put them on her and then led her downstairs to dinner.
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Dinner was subdued. Even Derek and Sofie were quiet. They knew their Uncle Alex wasn’t coming home anymore.

Gretchen sat quietly, feeding Otto some sort of mush. She had calmed down dramatically the last few months, which had surprised Wilhelm quite a bit. He needed to speak to Kurt about her, though. Well, he needed to speak to Kurt about many things.

Anna sat next to Wilhelm in Alex’s place and stared at Otto. Wilhelm had forgotten about the whole fiasco from their wedding day. Perhaps it wasn’t wise to have him at the table.

Maurice sat at the other end of the table, next to Ilsa. Wilhelm had invited him to stay so that Wilhelm could tend to Anna and Ilsa wouldn’t feel neglected. Ilsa and Maurice spoke softly together. A twinge of jealousy twisted his stomach. Maurice clearly adored Ilsa and Ilsa was very fond of him. Wilhelm was glad Maurice was here for her, but he couldn’t deny the tiny bit of jealousy.

Ilsa and Wilhelm had talked before he arrived home and they had both decided that making sure Anna was okay needed to be Wilhelm’s priority. Ilsa would be all right. She was surrounded by loving family. Anna needed someone she could count on and the most logical person was Wilhelm, especially since he was her Master now.

Maybe Wilhelm should take Anna to his bed tonight. He’d gotten used to sleeping with her and rather enjoyed it. He didn’t want her sleeping alone and for some reason didn’t like the idea of Kurt sleeping with her. At least not until he was accepted into the Brotherhood.

Yes. He would keep Anna with him. Maybe with his attention she would feel comfortable enough to start talking again. It worried him that she wouldn’t speak.
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“Anna, would you feel more comfortable staying with me in my room?” Wilhelm asked her after dinner.

She had gone with him to his study so he could finish a few things before bed. He’d said he needed to get in touch with the world Elders. There was a special Gathering when Elders or Sons died.

Anna looked at him with questioning eyes. What would Ilsa do?

“Ilsa is staying with Maurice. I realize that you might not be comfortable staying in the other room.”

The idea of staying in Alex’s bed alone was heart-wrenching. Being with Wilhelm was some comfort. She gave him a tiny smile and nodded.

He sighed. “I’m glad, Anna. I . . . I like having you with me.” He looked down at his desk for a moment. “Do you want to stay here while I send out the email or do you want to go to bed?”

Anna thought for a minute. Sleep was a relief. She wished she could sleep all the time. “I think I’d like to go to bed,” she whispered.

Wilhelm looked at her in surprise and then nodded. “Kommen Sie,” he said, walking around to where she sat. “I’ll get you settled in and then come back.”
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Later, Anna lay in the dark, alone in Wilhelm’s bed. She was thankful for the warm blankets because the room was cold. It was strange, lying in Ilsa’s spot. But Ilsa had come and told her personally that she was all right with her being here. Anna didn’t want Ilsa angry at her.

Anna had fallen asleep briefly, but the strange room made strange sounds.

The door opened and she sat up. Wilhelm walked inside and closed the door.

“I didn’t mean to wake you,” he said softly.

“I was awake,” she said.

He walked into the bathroom and returned a few minutes later in his pajamas. He got into the bed and Anna curled up next to him, resting her hand on his chest and her knee on his thigh.

A wave of desire swept through her body. Sex. Sex would help her feel better. But would Wilhelm think poorly of her if she touched him?

She moved her fingers lightly on his chest over his shirt. When she ran her fingers over his nipple he inhaled sharply and grabbed her hand.

“Wilhelm . . . ,” she whispered, almost pleading. She opened her mouth several times before coming up with something to say. “Please. . .”

He brought her hand to his lips and kissed her palm, then turned onto his side. His lips captured hers and he pulled her close.

In desperation and despair, they shared their grief and found comfort in one another’s arms.
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The room.


Moonlight poured through the window, spilling its silver light over the empty chair. The rest of the room was shrouded in darkness.

Whose room was it? Why was she here?



Sixty


“H


oly shit,” Aaron mumbled under his breath as the Mercedes van drove up to Alex’s family home. He’d known Alex came from a wealthy family, but it never quite hit home. Until now. The other dancers around him were having similar reactions.

Alex never came across as arrogantly wealthy. He could be arrogant about his looks or his abilities with women, but he never made a big deal about his family. The castle-like structure at the end of the drive bewildered Aaron. Somehow the jet they rode in to get here didn’t quite have the same effect, although maybe it should have.

“Did you know about this?” Aaron asked Isaak, who sat next to him.

Isaak shook his head. “I had an inkling, but the reality is far more impressive.”

The van pulled up to the front of the house and a gray-haired man opened the door. Wilhelm stepped out a moment later, dignified as ever, but with grief evident in his face. When the door to the van opened, everyone stood and made their way into the house. Wilhelm greeted each dancer by name and thanked them for coming.

“Aaron,” Wilhelm said simply and they exchanged sad looks and handshakes.

“Thank you for bringing us over, Wilhelm,” Aaron said sincerely. “It means a lot to us.”

“Of course, Aaron. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

While Aaron waited for Wilhelm to greet the other dancers he looked around. Man, this place was impressive! Kurt, Ilsa, and Alex’s sisters came around a corner looking somber, but there was no sign of Anna.

Aaron walked up to Kurt and they shook hands in greeting. Kurt looked more sober than Aaron had ever seen him. He stood taller and had an aura of seriousness that hadn’t been there before.

“Hello, Aaron, I’m glad you could come,” Kurt said. “Have you met my sisters, Liesl and Greta?”

“I think I did once a while ago.” Aaron exchanged greetings with the two girls. They were both very pretty and looked like Alex and Kurt.

Jenna walked up to the group and greeted Kurt and introduced Matt.

“Where’s Anna?” Aaron asked Kurt quietly.

Kurt’s expression fell even more. “In the library. She spends all her time in there. But I’m sure she’ll be glad to see you. Let’s get you to your rooms and then I’ll take you to see her.”
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Anna stared out the window as usual. Wilhelm had said that once the dancers arrived, she needed to stay in Alex’s room. If she stayed with Wilhelm, her reputation would suffer and that he couldn’t do that to her. The other dancers wouldn’t understand the relationship that Anna and Wilhelm had. It was fine with her. Sex wasn’t helping her feel better. Nothing stopped the ache in her heart.

Suicide was once again tempting, but she had a feeling it wouldn’t work since she was half-Immortal. There was no relief. Nothing to take the pain away. Just an empty future of heartache.

Something brushed her shoulder and she jumped and looked up to see Aaron standing above her.

“Hey Anna,” he said softly.

She turned back to the window and hugged her knees to her chest. Aaron sat on the other end of the bench.

“Kurt says you’re in here most of the time.”

Anywhere else hurts too much.

“Do you want to go for a walk outside?”

Anna looked back at him. A walk didn’t sound too bad. She shrugged her shoulders.

“That’s as positive a response as you’ll get,” said a German-accented voice from behind her. Kurt.

Kurt had been very attentive to her since she arrived. Gretchen had disappeared after that first night. She heard Derek and Sofie sometimes, but she didn’t hear any baby’s cries. Where was Otto?

“Kommen Sie, Anna,” Kurt said, taking her hand to pull her to her feet. He put a heavy sweater over her shoulders, and then he and Aaron walked her out the door to the terrace.

The fresh air felt good on her face. It was cold and crisp. Kurt and Aaron walked on either side of her and talked. Anna zoned out, but kept walking with them.

It felt good to walk, but she had no desire to talk.
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They walked around the gardens for about an hour. Aaron listened as Kurt told him about the discussion he’d had with Wilhelm about taking Alex’s place.

“I will be brought into the Brotherhood at the Gathering tonight,” Kurt said. “Then I must start learning everything that Alex has spent the last fifteen years learning.”

“You don’t sound especially excited about it,” Aaron commented. Not that he could really blame him.

“It is my duty now to step into Alex’s place. Someone must take over after Vati.” He glanced down at Anna. “And be able to watch over Anna as well. Vati will not leave her vulnerable to Devin.”

Anna didn’t respond to her name, which worried Aaron. “Has she started talking again?”

Kurt grimaced. “A little. Vati said she talked to him a few times, but I haven’t heard her. She does not hear you unless you get her attention first, either.” He stopped and put his hand on her shoulder. “Anna?”

Anna blinked and looked up at Kurt.

“Are you warm enough?”

She didn’t respond for a moment and then gave a slight nod and went back to staring out into nothing.

Kurt glanced at Aaron and shrugged. “That is all I can get out of her. Vati said they made love and she responded to him. But the next morning was like this again.”

Aaron frowned at the idea of Wilhelm being with Anna. “Why did he do that to her?”

“Do what?”

“Have sex?”

Kurt sighed. “He is her Master now. She initiated it, not Vati.”

“That’s wrong on so many levels,” Aaron snapped. “Your dad shouldn’t be fucking his son’s wife.”

Kurt looked at him sadly. “Perhaps for most people.” He motioned to Anna. “What else would you propose? You know what Devin did to her. You know how she responded to Ben’s death.”

Aaron sighed. “I don’t know. She’s just⁠—”

“She is just really fucked up, Aaron. We’re doing the best we can with her. I don’t know what to do. Vati doesn’t know what to do. She has shut down.” Kurt took a deep breath. “Vati is afraid she might not recover. That this was a breaking point that she can’t come back from.”

“That’s nice of you to give up on her.”

“Again . . . what do you propose, Aaron? She is here. With us. We love on her as best we can, but she just spaces out. She has no idea what is going on around her and does not care. The only way she comes back to life is through sex. But even that is just temporary. She is always worse in the mornings.”

“Maybe because your dad fucked her,” Aaron snapped loudly.

They both looked down at Anna. She didn’t move. She hadn’t moved since they’d stopped walking.

“Vati says that she is talking to someone in her sleep. And when she wakes up, her eyes are wild and then she just breaks down and cries. The rest of the day she is like this.”

“Is it like her dreams before?”

“She does not remember them once she is awake. We have no idea what they are about.”

They started walking again. They went forward a few steps and Kurt went back to guide Anna forward.

Aaron had to admit Kurt had changed. He was very attentive to Anna. When her sweater slipped even the slightest bit, he immediately fixed it. A leaf blew into her hair and Kurt plucked it out. Aaron felt jealousy twist his heart as he watched Kurt with her.

“Where’s Gretchen?” Aaron asked.

“Gone. Back to Berlin to her mother. I will be filing for divorce.”

Aaron couldn’t hide his shock. Was it because of Anna? “Why?”

“She is not a fit wife for an Elder. Did Alex tell you about Otto?”

“Your son that was born in November?”

Kurt nodded. “Except that he is not my son. He is Alex’s.”

Aaron stopped dead in his tracks. Alex hadn’t told him any of that.

“She got pregnant and lied about who the father was. She also admitted . . . well, several disgusting matters, and also decided that the appropriate day to announce her transgressions was Anna and Alex’s wedding day. We have had problems for years, but this crossed the line. Vati gave me permission to seek a divorce. Otto will be well taken care of, but in Berlin. Not here.”

“Wow,” was all Aaron could say. “Do you . . . I mean, with Anna, does your dad want you and her to . . . be together?”

“He mentioned it, but we would never force her into a marriage. It would be a logical match, but she needs to recover first.” Kurt tucked a piece of hair that had blown across her face behind her ear.

Yes, she needed to recover. She had become a shell of her former person. Her face was pale and her eyes were lifeless. It pained Aaron’s heart to see her like this. Especially after being with her the last few months when she was so full of life and joy.

Kurt’s phone buzzed. “Excuse me.” He turned away and spoke in German.

Aaron pulled Anna into his arms and hugged her close. “I’m so sorry, Anna,” he said quietly. She leaned her head against his chest and closed her eyes.

Kurt cursed and turned back. “Devin is here.”

“Devin? Why?” Why on earth would he be here? To take Anna home? Aaron knew that as much as he wanted Anna back in San Francisco, she was much safer here. Far away from Devin.

“He is an Elder. He has a right to be at the service. Most of the world Elders will be there. And tonight as well.” Kurt shuddered. “He gives me the creeps.”

Aaron chuckled darkly. “He makes me want to become a murderer.”

Kurt’s smile was grim. “I know the feeling.”

They led Anna back to the house and into the salon where Devin waited.


Sixty-One


Devin looked up as Anna was brought into the room, flanked by Kurt and Aaron. They both gave him suspicious looks and appeared very defensive of the young woman who stood between them. He sighed inwardly. He was going to have to be careful while he was here. Anna was commanding a great deal of attention, and Devin would have to be on his best behavior to get her back home.

“Hello, Anna,” he said, standing and walking to her.

She didn’t respond and he frowned.

“You have to touch her to get her attention,” Kurt explained and knelt beside her. He put his hand on her shoulder. “Anna. Devin is here.”

She turned her head and it took a moment for her eyes to focus on Kurt. She blinked several times and then looked at Devin. Her face remained impassive.

Devin looked at Kurt. “May I have some time with her?”

Kurt narrowed his eyes. “What are you going to do?”

Impudent son of a bitch! “I just want to talk to her.”

“Good luck with that,” Kurt said, but gently pushed Anna forward. “She only speaks to my father.”

Devin took her hand and led her to the couch. “Maybe I can help,” he said, looking at Anna. He glanced back at the two men who still stood in the doorway and gave them an impatient look.

They both frowned, but turned and walked out of the room.

“Anna,” Devin said.

She looked at him with blank eyes.

Devin sighed. This wasn’t good. She wasn’t even responding to him. She had completely shut down. Well, now he knew her limits.

He trailed his fingers across her forehead and down her temple to her cheekbone. Her eyes closed momentarily and then opened again, this time they were full of grief. Tears welled up and spilled over onto her cheeks.

She began to sob and he put his arms around her. She wouldn’t shut down again. At least not for a while. Her feelings would stay raw until her brain couldn’t take it anymore and she shut down again. But by then she would be home.

He handed her a tissue and she blotted her eyes, though the tears kept spilling.

“Why did you do that?” she asked quietly. “I liked not feeling anything.”

“It’s not healthy to shut down like that, Anna.”

“It hurts!” She rubbed her chest.

“I know, Baby. But avoiding the pain will just prolong it.”

“I don’t want to feel!”

“But if you don’t feel, you won’t feel anything good either.”

“What could possibly feel good?” she spat.

Devin smiled and reached forward to touch her breast. She sucked in a breath and held it while he caressed her in the way he knew she liked. “Does that feel good?” he whispered.

Her eyes closed and her lips parted as she nodded.

“There are good things to feel, even when you’re hurting Anna. If you shut down, you won’t feel like this again.” He slid his hand under her sweater and caressed her breast over her thin cotton bra. Her nipple was taut and he squeezed it, making her gasp.

She moaned softly and then whimpered when he withdrew his hand. She opened her eyes and looked at him. “Please don’t stop,” she begged.

Devin smiled gently. “Baby, as much as I’d like to, I can’t fuck you here on the couch in Wilhelm’s house.”

She looked around as if she didn’t realize where she was. “Oh.”

“When you come home, I promise I will make you feel really, really good.” He cupped her chin and kissed her on the mouth.

“I don’t know when I’m coming home.”

“Anna, he can’t keep you here if you don’t want to be here. I’m leaving Monday morning. I can get you a ticket to come with me if you’d like, but it’s up to you. If you’d rather stay here. . .” He shrugged. He couldn’t force her to leave. He could only make it miserable to stay.

She shook her head. “I can’t leave Wilhelm.”

“Baby, Wilhelm has a family to take care of.” He stroked her cheek.

Anna looked confused and then sad.

“I should go. I know I’m not exactly welcome here, but I wanted to check on you.”

Anna looked up at him with sad eyes. “You’re leaving me?”

“Only because I have to, Baby. I’ll see you tonight at the Manor, or whatever the fuck they call it here.”

“Schloss,” Anna said quietly.

Devin rolled his eyes and stood.

Anna stared at her hands as tears rolled down her cheeks.

Devin reached into his pocket and handed Anna a tiny plastic bag. “Here. If things get too . . . painful, take this. It will help.”

Anna held up the bag and looked at the small white pill. “What is it?”

“Something to help you feel better. It’s only a half dose. You shouldn’t take it without someone being around, but I don’t think Wilhelm would approve. Only take it if you need it.” And she would need it. He was sure of it. He kissed her on the top of her head. “Don’t take it before the Gathering.”

Anna nodded and put the bag in her pocket.

Having accomplished what he came to do, Devin found his way out of the house and drove back to his hotel, confident that Anna would be returning to San Francisco with him on Monday.
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Anna sat for a moment in the salon and then stood to find Wilhelm. The pain in her chest was so agonizing, she thought she would die. She missed Alex so much she could hardly breathe.

She went to Wilhelm’s study and knocked on the door.

“Herein.”

She opened the door and found Wilhelm and Kurt inside.

She looked at both of them for a moment. “What time do we need to leave?”

They both stared at her.

“Em,” Wilhelm said slowly. “In about an hour, I think.”

“I’ll be in my room if that’s all right?”

Wilhelm nodded. “I’ll come get you when it’s time.”

She nodded and closed the door and went up to Alex’s room. As soon as the door opened, the pain in her heart increased to incredible levels. The memories flooded into her brain and overwhelmed her.

She huddled in the corner by the door and wept.
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“Is it me, or did she look coherent?” Kurt asked, staring at the closed door.

Wilhelm also stared at the door, concerned and relieved at the same time. “Yes, she did.”

“That’s good, right?” Kurt said, looking hopeful.

Wilhelm shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m glad she’s . . . alert, but I wonder what Devin did.” He sighed. “I don’t trust that man. He’s going to try to manipulate Anna to go back to San Francisco, I just know it.”

“But she can’t stay here for long, can she? I mean, if Alex were here it’d be different. . .”

It was true. Elder Mistresses were linked to their birthplaces. If Anna stayed here for an extended period of time, she would start to get sick. She had to be in her hometown or with her Master. Only Alex could have kept her here without hurting her. Wilhelm didn’t have enough power to override her need for Devin and San Francisco.


Sixty-Two


Anna sat at Wilhelm’s feet in the Schloss’s Great Hall. There were almost as many white robes as there were blue and green. Elders, Deacons, and Brothers from around the world had come to say goodbye to Alex and his men.

The pain of listening to so many people talk about Alex made Anna want to scream. Wilhelm had done something to her so she couldn’t speak, which was probably a good thing. Otherwise, she would be screaming. As it was, she sat on the pillow and the tears streamed down her face.

The Schloss Dirne were there, as well as the other Elder-Mistresses. She could sense them, though she couldn’t see them.

Men in green robes walked up an aisle carrying black robes, save one who carried a white robe. Alex’s robe. Wilhelm stood and took the robe from the man and then, one after the other, the robes were placed in a large brazier to burn. Alex’s was last. She stared at the fire as it consumed the fabric.

Goodbye, my husband. My Master. My love.

Kurt was brought forward and Wilhelm declared him his Elder-Son. He received his double ring piercing and demonstrated his submission to his father.

When the ceremony was over, the gathering became more like a normal gathering. Wilhelm told her that he hoped the men would respect her grief and not approach, but if they did, she would have to attend to them. She was the first Elder-Mistress to be married in a long time, so the men might not think about the fact that Anna would be grieving. Apparently, half-Immortals were not prone to much emotion. Little affected them.

She saw the other Mistresses flirting and attending to the Elders. They were all beautiful and graceful, and Anna could hardly take her eyes off them. If only she were more like them, maybe she wouldn’t be hurting so badly.
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Wilhelm saw Devin talking with Vitaly in the back of the room. Something about the two of them together didn’t sit right with him, though Wilhelm couldn’t pinpoint a reason. He would have to keep an eye on them.

He patted Anna’s head. He wished there was something he could do to comfort her.

A tall, blond young man was watching Anna from a few feet away. He looked like he wanted to go to her, but couldn’t make up his mind. Wilhelm frowned. Fathers didn’t teach respect these days. He figured if Anna would be approached, it would probably be one of the Sons.

The young man seemed to make up his mind and nervously approached the platform where Wilhelm sat. He looked at Wilhelm and gave him a timid smile.

“Excuse me, my lord. Could I please speak to Ann-I mean, the Mistress?”

Anna’s head lifted suddenly and she looked at the young man.

“Who are you?” he asked sternly.

“My name is Tommy Pendleton. I-My father is Tom Pendleton, of New York.”

Tommy shifted from foot to foot, which amused Wilhelm. He didn’t seem like the typical cocky Elder-Son. And Anna seemed to know him.

Wilhelm nodded, and Tommy stepped forward and knelt in front of Anna.

“Hey, Anna,” he said softly.

Anna looked at him for a long moment. “Good evening, my lord,” she answered formally. Wilhelm had given back her ability to speak after the rituals were completed.

Tommy frowned. “I hate it when you call me that.”

“It’s proper,” she whispered.

He reached out his hand to stroke Anna’s cheek. The tenderness in his eyes made Wilhelm relax. This young man cared deeply for Anna. He wouldn’t hurt her.

“I’m so sorry about . . . everything, Anna,” he said softly.

“Thank you, my lord. You are very kind.”

Tommy looked hurt. Anna was being very formal while Tommy was trying to be kind. Was she afraid of Wilhelm scolding her?

Kurt came to sit next to his father. “My ass hurts,” he said in German.

Wilhelm chuckled. “I’m sorry, son. But that is how it’s done.”

“Even Alex?”

“Of course. Did he tell you what happened the night before his wedding?”

Kurt shook his head.

Wilhelm told him how all the German Elders had taken Alex in the ass while not letting him orgasm.

“Men can really come from that?” Kurt seemed bewildered.

“You’ve never been with a man?” Wilhelm was surprised. He was fairly certain Kurt had done every sexual act there was.

“Only to share a woman. I’ve never been attracted to men, Vati.”

“Yes, men can come from that. Quite nicely, actually.”

Kurt gave his father a startled look. “I think I’ll stick to women.” He noticed Tommy talking to Anna. “Who’s that?” he asked with a touch of defensiveness.

“Tommy Pendleton, of New York.”

“He likes her.”

“I believe you are right.”

Kurt frowned.

“Kurt, you may pursue her now, if you’d like. But you need to be gentle and patient with her. And if you ever treat her like you treated Gretchen, I’ll tan your hide.”

“I wouldn’t do that, Vati.”

“Good.”

Kurt watched Tommy and Anna for a while. Tommy was trying to make Anna feel better, but she remained cool and aloof. Tommy looked up at Wilhelm and Wilhelm gave him an understanding smile.

He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “I’ll let you be alone, Anna. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Tommy got up and walked away. Wilhelm’s heart went out to him.

“Perhaps you should go to her tonight. When we go home.”

“We’re not staying?”

Wilhelm shook his head. “I’m not in the mood. I want to go home.”
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Anna lay huddled on the floor in front of the fireplace. She couldn’t sleep. She stared into the dying flames and thought of Alex. If she could rip her heart of out of her chest she would. Nothing took away the pain.

Suddenly she remembered the pill that Devin had given her. He said it would help her feel better. She jumped up and ran to the bathroom where she had put it in a drawer. She stared at it for a moment and then filled a cup with water and swallowed the pill.

She returned to the fireplace and sat down in the chair. How long would it take? What would it feel like?

After a while, she felt herself relaxing. The ache in her heart dulled. It still hurt, but it was much better than it had been. She might actually be able to get a decent night’s sleep. She glanced at the big bed. It didn’t look so lonely now.

She was crawling in under the covers when she heard a sound coming from the bathroom. Her heart pounded as she saw a shadow emerge and walk towards her.

“Alex?” she whispered. Was it his ghost?

“Nein, Engel,” came the voice from the shadow.

Kurt walked up to the edge of the bed and caressed her cheek. “I wanted to check and see how you were doing.”

She gazed up into his eyes and put her hand on his. She moved up onto her knees and pressed her lips to his.

“Anna,” he groaned and pushed her back onto the bed, kissing her and wrapping his arms around her. “Oh, mein Engel.”

His kisses felt so good. His touch was incredible.

“Make love to me, Kurt,” she whispered. And he did.

She didn’t dream that night.


Sixty-Three


“G


ood morning, Anna,” Kurt whispered. He held her tightly against his chest, her back to his front, and kissed the back of her head.

Anna was awake, but she didn’t know if Kurt knew that. The ache in her heart was back. Kurt’s voice was too much like Alex’s. His embrace was too much like Alex’s. She lay in the bed that she and Alex had shared together in his family’s home. Everything reminded her of Alex and she didn’t want to remember him. It hurt too much.

The pill had worked. She’d felt better, just like Devin had said she would. But now she felt as bad as she did before. She could deal with the pain of life as a dull ache. It was the stabbing pain in the heart that she couldn’t deal with. And that’s what she’d woken up with.

Maybe she could ask Devin if he had more at the service this morning. She could make it through the day if she had another one of those pills.

Kurt’s hand slid down to her breast and cupped it gently. That felt good, too. Sex was enough of a distraction as well. Sex and those little white pills. Yeah, she could do that. She pressed her breast into his hand.

“Yes, Kurt,” she whispered and pressed her ass back against his erection.

He kissed her neck and then turned her onto her back and kissed her breast. “Such a beautiful sight in the morning,” he murmured.
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Once Kurt had left to get ready for the service, Anna hit bottom again. There was nothing to distract her with him gone. She dressed in a black dress and heels and then went downstairs to the dining room for breakfast. The other dancers greeted her with warm smiles and hugs. She hadn’t seen many of them yet. It was nice that they had come, but it didn’t make her feel any better.

She looked at the food and realized she wasn’t hungry. She sighed and walked to the window and looked outside. It was raining again. She leaned her head against the cool glass and closed her eyes.

“Guten Morgen, Anna.” Wilhelm came and stood next to her. “How are you feeling?”

Anna sighed. “I don’t like feeling. It hurts.”

“I can understand that Liebling. Sometimes it seems easier to be numb.”

Anna nodded.

“But I am glad you’re talking again. I was worried about you.”

Anna managed a small smile. “I didn’t mean to worry you.”

She looked up at him and then closed her eyes. Looking at him was looking at Alex. She adored Wilhelm, but being with him was painful. Being here was painful.

“Devin offered to take me home tomorrow,” she said without thinking.

“He did?” Wilhelm asked, his voice shaking slightly. “Anna, you are welcome to stay here as long as you would like. You are part of our family. Alex’s death hasn’t changed that.”

“I know,” she whispered.

“I would rather you stay for a little while. I . . . I do not want you going home alone.”

Being alone sounded rather nice. Nothing to trigger memories, maybe? But Wilhelm was right. If she went home, she’d be in that big empty house full of memories of Alex. And Seth and Tony as well. Which would be worse? Here at least she had people who loved her.

“I don’t know what to do,” she admitted softly.

“I will not force you to stay, Anna. But I do ask you to consider it. I love you. My family is your family and they love you. Maybe just . . . stay until the initial pain is gone.”

“But what about dancing?” she asked. Dancing had always helped before. Maybe that’s what she needed.

Wilhelm paused. “I forgot about that. You are close to another performance, correct?”

She nodded. “Two weeks.” But she had missed many rehearsals. Would Isaak let her perform? It was to be her debut as principal. With Aaron.

The decisions to be made were starting to overwhelm her. She squeezed her eyes shut. She didn’t want to think about anything.
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People began arriving a little while later. Wilhelm’s brothers arrived first. Friedrich and Klara looked as distraught as Wilhelm and Ilsa.

Of course. Erich. How could she have forgotten? Her grief over Alex had overshadowed the realization that there were other men that died that day. But all Anna could think about was Alex.

She stood in the entryway with the rest of the family. She met Seth’s mother and sister, and Tony’s parents, and the other men’s families too. The Elders came as well.

The power those men radiated was overwhelming, and with so many of them in the room, it was suffocating. They were very polite to Anna. She was introduced to several women that she knew instinctively were Elder-Mistresses. They seemed very nice, but . . . ethereal. They didn’t seem to understand why Anna was so upset.

She didn’t even fit in with her “own kind.” What a depressing thought. She felt like she didn’t fit any anywhere.

“Anna,” Devin said, walking up and kissing her cheek. “How are you doing?”

She looked at the three men who walked over with him. Father, son, and grandson? The older man, probably in his seventies, had gray hair and a gray beard. The younger man was in his early fifties and had black hair sprinkled with silver and a black beard. The youngest man was a few years older than Anna with thick black wavy hair and was clean shaven.

“I’m all right,” she answered softly. She wanted to ask Devin about the pills, but wanted to wait until he was alone.

“Anna, this is Vitaly from St. Petersburg, his son, Vlad, and his grandson Peter.”

Anna looked at Vitaly with hard eyes. He was the reason Alex was gone. She knew she needed to be respectful, but wanted to slap him in his face. Her hands curled into fists and she trembled as she fought within herself.

“Anna!” Devin said sharply, but quietly.

“Hello,” she managed to squeak out.

“I am sorry for your loss, Anna,” Vitaly said in a thick Russian accent. “I had no idea that Alex had so recently married or I wouldn’t have contacted him.”

Anna pressed her lips together to keep from being rude. Tears stung her eyes and her jaw trembled. “Excuse me,” she said, and turned and walked away.

She walked to a window and tried to get control of herself. She’d never been so angry before. Devin would be angry, but Anna was beyond caring.

But if he was angry at her, he wouldn’t give her any more pills. She needed those pills if she was going to make it through the next couple of weeks.

She closed her eyes and took several deep breaths. She needed to calm down and be contrite to pacify Devin. When she was sufficiently calm, she returned humbly to Devin.

“I’m sorry I was rude, Devin,” she said softly.

Devin gave her a sympathetic smile. “It’s all right, Anna. I know you’re going through a lot right now. I shouldn’t have introduced you to them. I didn’t think how it would make you feel.”

Wilhelm came up to the two of them. “Anna, the service will begin in a few minutes. We need to go inside.” He put his arm around Anna’s shoulders and guided her into the crowded hall.

It was filled with chairs, and most of the chairs were occupied. There were several hundred people in the room. Wilhelm led Anna to the front row and sat her between Ilsa and Kurt. Kurt took her hand in his and squeezed gently.

A priest of some sort came to the front and began speaking in German. Kurt interpreted for her, but she didn’t pay any attention. She couldn’t concentrate on anything above the pain in her heart.

Many people got up and spoke about Alex and the other men. They were held in high esteem by all present, Alex especially. Friedrich spoke about Alex and Erich as children. Isaak spoke about how much Alex loved the ballet and supported it, and loved a certain ballerina. More than one person talked about how happy Alex was being married to Anna. How he had become a better man because of her. Aaron spoke about his friendship and how much Alex had changed Anna and vice versa.

Anna stared at the floor the entire time with tears streaming down her cheeks. She clutched Alex’s wedding ring in one hand and held Kurt’s hand with the other.

By the time Wilhelm got up to give the closing remarks, Anna’s heart felt like it had been through a meat grinder several times. She wanted to run away and drown herself in a bath of cold water, just so she could numb her brain and heart. God, would this pain ever end?

Wilhelm spoke fondly of the men and then thanked everyone for coming. He sat down again in his chair and the priest dismissed everyone, saying there would be refreshments in the back.

Kurt kissed her temple. “Are you all right?” he asked quietly.

Anna shook her head. “I need to find Devin.” She needed those pills before she lost it.

“Devin? Why?” Kurt looked suspicious.

“I just do.” She stood and looked around the room. He stood in the back of the room talking with Tom. Tommy and Tyler were with them as well. She didn’t want to see Tommy. He was . . . too nice. But her desire for relief outweighed anything else and she hurried to the back of the room.

Devin looked at her kindly. “You okay?”

Anna shook her head and gave him a desperate look. “Can I speak to you for a moment?”

Devin nodded and they walked to the side of the room. “What can I help you with, Baby?”

Anna chewed her lip for a moment. “Do you . . . have any more of . . . what you gave me yesterday?”

Devin shook his head. “No, not with me. I have one back at my hotel room, but that’s it. It’s difficult to travel with those things.”

Anna’s shoulders slumped and she hung her head. There would be no relief from her pain.

“Is it that bad, Anna?”

She looked back up at him and nodded. “I can’t stand it, Devin. I took it last night and felt so much better. But this morning, I felt terrible again. And all this. . .” She motioned around the room. “I can’t . . . deal with it. It hurts!”

“I don’t think Wilhelm would approve of you taking drugs to help you feel better.”

Anna thought for a moment. She loved Wilhelm. But being here was too painful. Devin had something to make her feel better. Devin didn’t look like Alex or remind her of Alex.

“Anna, if you come home with me, I have plenty at home and you can have as much as you want. I have . . . other things that might help as well.”

The thought was too tempting. She was too desperate to get rid of the pain. She made her decision. “I’ll come home with you.”
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Devin smiled, trying to keep himself from looking too satisfied. Anna had done precisely as he knew she would. She didn’t know how to deal with emotional pain. That’s how he made her. He would take her back to the hotel room, fuck her like crazy and promise her a pill when they got on the plane home tomorrow. He really did have a plethora of drugs to offer her. As long as she was coherent when he needed her to be, he didn’t care what she did the rest of the time.

“I’m so glad, Baby,” he said hugging her. “I’ve missed you.”

“I don’t want to go to my house,” she said with a desperate look. “I can’t go home.”

Devin nodded sympathetically. “Why don’t you stay at the Manor for a few days and then we can discuss getting you a new apartment?” If she wanted one. She might be perfectly content to stay at the Manor. Though it was nice to have her in town. Hmm. He would have to think about that.

Anna nodded, relief already showing in her eyes.

“When do you want to leave?” Devin asked carefully. He didn’t want to press her.

“When can we?” she asked.

“My car is out front, but do you want to leave Wilhelm so quickly?” Devin was pleasantly surprised for her to be willing to go so soon. He didn’t want to stay any longer than he had to. The place annoyed him.

Anna nodded. “He’s too much like Alex,” she whispered.

“You need to say goodbye.”

She nodded and went to find Wilhelm. Devin watched as she spoke to him, tears streaming down her face. Wilhelm looked up at him with narrow eyes and then back at Anna. He cradled her cheek and shook his head, speaking rapidly. But Anna shook her head and backed away. She said something else to him and then walked quickly back to Devin and hugged him.

Wilhelm gave Devin a pleading look. Devin smiled triumphantly at him and guided Anna out toward the entryway. “I’ll have your things brought to the hotel,” he said as they walked outside.

He motioned to Tom, who nodded. They had driven out here together with their sons. Anna would have plenty of sex to distract her until they got on the plane in the morning. He just had to warn Tyler to be nice until they were back in the country. Devin wouldn’t risk Anna running away or she might never return to him. Well, at least voluntarily. He preferred her coming to him willingly. It was much easier that way.
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Anna sat between Tyler and Tommy on the drive back into Frankfurt. She felt guilty for leaving like she did, but the longer she stayed, the more painful it got. She didn’t even say goodbye to Kurt or Aaron. Or even Ilsa. She ran. But soon she would feel better. Devin promised.

They arrived at a luxury hotel in Frankfurt and Devin took her up to his room. They walked in and after Devin closed the door, he stood behind Anna and kissed her neck.

“I’ve missed you, Baby,” he whispered in her ear, running his hands down her chest to her breasts. “Let me make you feel better.”

“Please,” Anna whispered and Devin took her into the bedroom.
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Had she made a mistake by leaving the Gutshaus? Should she not have left Wilhelm? Shouldn’t she at least have said goodbye to the rest of the family?

Devin was out in the living room, making arrangements for Anna to return home with him. After the rush of sex was gone, she felt as miserable as ever. Added to that was the guilt of leaving people who cared about her. Maybe she shouldn’t have left with Devin. Maybe she should have stayed.

She rolled onto her back and looked up at the ceiling. She just wanted the pain to be gone.

Devin came in a few minutes later with a bellboy following him. Anna sat up in bed and held the covers over her breasts. The bellboy grinned at her.

“Anna, your suitcases are here.”

The bellboy put her things in the closet, gave her one last look and then left.

“Get dressed. We’ll have lunch in a bit.”

“Devin?” Anna asked in a quiet voice. “Do you have that pill?”

He smiled at her. “I only have one. Do you want it now or do you want it for the flight home?”

Anna gave him a distraught look. “Only one? Can I have half now and half tomorrow?” A half made her feel good yesterday.

“It is half. It’s the other half of what I already gave you.”

Anna looked at her hands. “But you have more at home?”

Devin smiled tenderly at her. “I have anything you could possibly need back at the Manor.” He sat next to her and smoothed her hair. “I’d rather you wait until tomorrow to take it. I’m sure Tommy would be more than happy to help you feel better.”

Anna searched his eyes. She didn’t want to wait, but didn’t want to upset Devin either. Otherwise, he might not give it to her at all. She nodded reluctantly.

“Good girl. Now go shower and get dressed.”
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Tommy and Tyler both helped her feel better for the rest of the afternoon. After lunch, she went to their room and they spent the rest of the day naked in one of the beds. Tyler was surprisingly gentle with her, though he still liked it a little rough. But she found she didn’t mind too much. Tommy was loving as always.

She cleaned up for dinner and then Devin kept her with him for the rest of the night. Tom was there for part of the time as well.

She hadn’t had sex so many times in one day in a very long time. But Devin was right. It kept the pain at bay, and she was grateful for that.


Sixty-Four


Their flight left at 8:30 the next morning, so they had to get up early. Devin told Anna to dress nicely since they were flying first class. She put on her travel suit and presented herself to Devin.

He pulled her onto his lap and ran his hands up her thighs. He grazed her pussy lips and slipped under her panties to slip his fingers inside her body.

“Open your mouth,” he said.

She did and he put the pill on her tongue and handed her a glass of water.

She swallowed and rested her head on his shoulder as he circled her clit gently. By the time she screamed out her orgasm, the pill had kicked in and she was feeling euphoric. It felt even better this time. She even smiled a bit.

They were flying home with Tom and Tommy. There was a layover in New York, and they would part ways at that point. Tyler would leave with the Pendletons so he could get back to school.

Tyler and Tommy were ecstatic about this particular flight. Apparently, Singapore Airlines was the airline for first class. They arrived at the airport and, after checking in, they went to the first-class lounge to wait for their flight.

Anna was content. She wasn’t feeling much of anything and was quite happy about that. Soon, Germany would be far behind her, and she had no intention of coming back. Ever. She didn’t want to be reminded of anything having to do with Alex. He was gone. Nothing would bring him back. She just needed to deal with that and move on with her life.
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Once on board the plane, Anna curled up to watch a movie. Devin sat across the aisle from her. There were only eight seats in first class and they took up most of them. The other three were occupied by two men and a woman.

After she’d eaten breakfast, Tyler walked over and sat on the footrest in her seat area.

“I’m glad you’re coming home, Anna. I was worried I wouldn’t get to see you this summer.” He ran his hand up her leg and under her skirt.

Anna looked around nervously. “Tyler . . . ,” she said, trying to push his hand away.

Tyler grabbed her hand and held her wrist so tightly she thought he would bruise it. “Don’t you dare push my hand away,” he said between clenched teeth.

“Ow, Tyler,” Anna whimpered. “You’re hurting me.” She tried to twist her arm to get away, but he was much stronger than she was.

He took her hand and placed it between his legs, making her rub his cock. “Mmm. That feels good.”

“Tyler, please. There are other people here.” Anna looked up to see the woman glaring at them.

Tyler laughed and leaned forward to kiss her, then pulled her to her feet. “True. C’mon.” He pulled her to the front of the plane and into the spacious bathroom.

He grabbed hold of her hair and pushed her chest down onto the vanity with one hand and lifted her skirt with the other hand. He pulled her panties down and then she felt his cock at the entrance of her pussy. She yelped as he thrust forward suddenly and tried to brace herself on the edge of the sink.

Tyler fucked her hard. His hands fisted her hair to keep her in place. His hips slammed into her ass and he grunted as he rammed himself into her over and over again. He stiffened and groaned as he came, then released her hair so suddenly she fell to the ground.

He looked down at her and grinned as he zipped up his pants. “It feels even better doing it on a plane.”

He opened the door and stalked out, leaving Anna on the floor. She climbed shakily to her feet, found a comb to fix her hair, and then stumbled back to her seat.

The woman walked quickly over to her. “Are you all right? Did he hurt you?” She spoke with an accent Anna couldn’t place, but the concern in her voice was evident.

“She’s fine,” Devin answered for Anna.

The woman whirled around. “How would you know?” she asked in an accusatory tone.

Devin’s eyes narrowed. “Because I’m her . . . guardian. And I know her better than she knows herself.”

“I’m quite certain that young man just raped her in the bathroom, and you think she’s fine?”

“That young man is my son. And yes, she’s fine.” Devin stood and looked the woman intently in the eye. He didn’t blink, but seemed to be conveying some sort of message to the woman.

Anna watched in horrified fascination as the woman’s manner calmed and softened. Her indignant attitude was replaced with one of acceptance.

“I must have been mistaken,” she said softly and returned to her seat.

Anna looked at Devin in awe. “What did you do to her?”

Devin sat down and smiled. “I made her realize that she was wrong and I was right.”

Anna glanced back at the woman, who had put earphones on and was watching TV. How did Devin make her just walk away like that? It was a little frightening.
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By the time the plane landed in New York, Tyler had raped her two more times, she’d had sex with both Devin and Tom, and the two other men that were in first class had also used Anna, with Devin’s blessing. Tommy had laid down with her and was more subtle about them being together. The woman had minded her own business the entire time.

She was also beginning to crash from the pill wearing off. She and Devin had a few hours before their next flight and waited in the first-class lounge after saying goodbye to Tom, Tyler, and Tommy.

Tom had invited Devin and Anna to stay a few days, but Devin declined, and Anna was grateful. She wanted to get home. To the pills Devin promised her. Then everything would be all right.

She huddled in a leather recliner in the lounge while Devin relaxed before their flight. Sleep eluded her and she was jumpy.

“Anna, do you want me to get you a sleeping pill? They sell them in the shops here.”

“Will it help?” she asked with a shaky voice.

“It might. It will let you sleep for the flight home.”

Anna nodded. Anything to stop the pain.

Devin wouldn’t let her take the sleeping pill until they boarded the plane. She was miserable until then. Worse than before, it seemed, though Devin assured her it was just perspective.


Sixty-Five


When they landed in San Francisco that evening, Devin had a difficult time waking Anna. He dumped a double espresso down her throat at the airport and it jolted her enough to make it back to the Manor. She was a jittery mess when they arrived at the Manor, but she wasn’t pining after Alex, which she considered a good thing.

Devin took her up to her room and showed her the cabinet full of various drugs in her bathroom. Anna’s eyes widened at the bottled relief in front of her.

“Ian will answer any questions you have and keep an eye on you,” Devin said. “Don’t take more at one time than what’s written on the bottle or I won’t let you have any more.”

Anna nodded, still staring in awe at the various bottles and boxes. Relief!

Devin pulled out one bottle and handed it to her. “This is what I gave you in Germany. Try the various types and see what you like. If you like something in particular, let Ian know and we can get you more. All right?”

Anna nodded and looked at the bottle in her hand. “What’s the fastest?”

Devin chuckled. “This.” He pointed out a plastic box with some sort of herb in it. “Or this.” He pointed to a box of white powder. “But I want Ian here when you try these so he can show you how to use them. Otherwise, you can get really fucked up.” He pointed to the bottle. “Take a couple of these and Ian will show you this other stuff in the morning, all right?”

Anna frowned, but nodded.

“If you don’t listen to me, I won’t let you have any of it.”

Anna nodded meekly. She didn’t want that to happen.

“Good girl,” Devin said, kissing her on the forehead. “I’ll see you on Friday.” He led her back out to the bedroom and poured her a glass of water.

He left the room and Anna looked at the bottle. Three at once? Oh, thank God!

She dumped three pills into her hand and swallowed them at once, then lay back on her bed. How long would it take to kick in? What would it feel like? If half a pill made her feel good, how good would three feel?
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“How’s she doing?”

Ian looked at Devin with an inscrutable expression. “She’s good. Happy even. Well, at least blissfully ignorant of what’s going on around her.”

“You don’t approve of my decision?” Devin raised his brow at his friend.

Ian’s face remained neutral. “She’s yours to do with as you like. I’m concerned when the drugs stop working.”

“There’s always more to be had.”

The two men made their way to Anna’s bedroom in the Manor. By all reports, Anna had been happy and carefree all week. Only Ian seemed concerned.

“Did you show her how to smoke?”

That got a smile out of the big man. “Yeah. She likes that. We go outside and sit on the grass and get high. Then she jumps my bones and fucks me like crazy.”

Devin laughed. “See, it’s not all that bad. Gives you an excuse to get high too.”

“She’s not as much fun on the other stuff.”

“Well, you can’t have everything. Is she eating?”

“Yeah. Mostly. Not as much as I think she should, but she is eating.”

“Good. I don’t want her losing weight. She’s skinny enough as it is.”

They arrived at her door and Devin opened it.

Anna was lying naked on her bed, staring up at the ceiling with a blank expression on her face. The TV was on, but the volume was low.

“I told her she couldn’t use the heavy stuff on Fridays. I think she must have taken something really heavy last night because she hasn’t moved all day.”

Devin sighed. He needed her coherent on Fridays. “Go get an adrenaline shot from the doc.”

Ian nodded and Devin walked to Anna’s bed. He trailed his fingers across her breasts. Goose bumps appeared and a lopsided smile appeared on her face. She could still feel. That was good. His fingers trailed down her flat belly to her clit. He rubbed across the nub with his thumb and she moaned softly. He could feel the rush of moisture as he continued to caress her.

She moaned and clenched her hands as he pressed a finger inside her now wet slit. It felt good against his finger. She clenched against him and moved her hips to get him to deepen his penetration.

Ian returned a few minutes later with a syringe.

“Has she asked about dancing?”

Ian shook his head. “I asked her about it yesterday and she didn’t seem interested in anything except feeling good.”

Devin smiled. “Good.”

He put the syringe in her arm and pushed the liquid into her veins. A moment later she screamed and sat up, looking around with wild eyes.

“Wha . . . what happened?” she asked.

“It’s Friday, Baby. Time to get ready for the Gathering. You may have a half pill to get through the night.”

Anna turned her grateful eyes on Devin. “Thank you, Master,” she said softly.


Ensnared








The Life of Anna, Part 4
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~Despair~


One


Two Years Later

Anna felt herself rising to a stark and brutal level of consciousness, only dimly aware that she lay flat on her back in her own bed at the Manor.

With lucidity came a dull, aching pain that grew with each breath she drew.

Devin had taken Anna’s baby. A child conceived out of love with Alex. The last vestige of Alex she had clung to. And Devin took it. Again.

Again?

No. It couldn’t be Alex’s baby. Alex was dead. He’d been dead for so long . . . she didn’t know how long. He was dead. But then why did Devin say it was Alex’s baby and get her so upset?

Anna felt the fog of confusion smothering her mind. She was always confused these days. Some days Devin said Alex was alive. Other days, Devin said Alex was dead. Why did he confuse her? It was hard enough keeping hold of reality as it was. But when Devin bothered to speak to her, it got even more confusing.

Focus, Anna. Her inner voice sounded as weak as she felt, but she tried to comply, vaguely remembering back to a time when she could focus . . . when she was much stronger than she was now.

They’d just returned home from another Spring Gathering—her third, she thought. She’d been pregnant before they left. She was not pregnant now. Devin had told her before they left that it was Alex’s baby, and she’d believed him. She’d fought tooth and nail to keep him from taking it, but now it just seemed foolish. Alex had been dead for a long, long time.

Alex! The pain in her heart began again. She ran to the bathroom and tore open her relief cabinet of drugs.

It was empty.

“No!” she cried. “No!” She’d been a good girl. She’d done everything Devin had asked her to do. Why was he withholding her relief?

She ran to her bedroom door and pounded on it, screaming Devin’s name. She didn’t care if he came to punish her. She just needed him to come. Screaming his name always made him come. And it made him mad.

But no one came. She pounded on the door until her fists were bruised and bleeding, and still no one came.

Devin always came when she screamed. Why not this time?

She curled up in a ball on her bed and sobbed. Where was everybody? She’d been a good girl. She’d tried very hard to be obedient. Why was he punishing her? What had she done wrong?

The only time Devin required her to be coherent was during the Spring Gatherings, and even then she wasn’t completely coherent. He didn’t take her to the Summer Gatherings anymore. He said she didn’t need to be there, so she stayed home and got high. He didn’t really need her at all, except for one thing: a baby in the spring. Anna didn’t understand why.

She didn’t remember much of the last two years, except avoiding thoughts of Alex. She hadn’t seen or spoken to anyone since she’d come home from Germany. Except Wilhelm. He came out every few months and visited with her. She didn’t like it when he came. He reminded her too much of Alex.

But when he left, she felt so lonely.

The drugs were seeping out of her system now and she couldn’t avoid thinking about Alex. She missed him. So much it hurt to breathe.

She looked at her right hand. Devin had made her take off her diamond rings, but made her wear her right-hand wedding band. Every time she looked at it, pain stabbed her heart. She tried to take it off one time and Devin got so angry. It didn’t make any sense. Why would Devin want her to remember her dead husband?

Her hand was swollen from pounding on the door and it made the ring tight. Normally it was too loose; she’d lost a lot of weight over the last two years. She didn’t even like to look in the mirror now.

Tommy had been astonished when he saw her last week at the Gathering. She recalled the shock on his face and his concerned exclamation: “You’ve gotten so thin! I’m worried about you.”

“I’m fine,” Anna had protested. She appreciated his concern, but she was fine.

Anna had been astounded to see Aaron at the Gathering. She couldn’t make herself speak to him, but saw him and Tommy talking a lot. Travis was there as well and the three of them seemed inseparable.

Life had changed a lot in the last two years. She rarely left her room, was rarely called upon to perform any sexual duties. Men just didn’t seem interested in her body without the curves, but Anna didn’t mind. Ian stayed with her several nights a week and that was all she needed. Devin only spent the night with her once in a while. If she’d been sober enough to care, she would have been hurt.

The door opened and she flipped over to see Maggie enter carrying a tray.

“Maggie!” she cried. “Where’s Devin?”

Maggie gave her a sympathetic look. “Master said that he would come see you after you ate.”

“Why is my cabinet empty?” Anna demanded.

Maggie’s eyes widened and she flinched at Anna’s sudden, mercurial demeanor. “Master said to take everything out while you were gone. I don’t know, Mistress.”

“I’m not hungry,” Anna huffed. If she couldn’t have her drugs, then she wouldn’t eat.

“Master said he wouldn’t come see you if you didn’t eat,” Maggie said quietly.

Anna narrowed her eyes at the tray of food. “Fine.”

She got up on shaky legs and walked to the table and began eating. Maggie left the room after watching her for a minute and Anna was left alone.

It was too quiet. She looked around for the remote for the TV and saw it on the nightstand. Anna sighed. She couldn’t reach it and didn’t have the energy to get up and get it. Maybe after she ate.
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She was finishing up her meal when Devin came in. She was grumpy and angry by then.

“Why did you take my drugs away?” she snapped.

Devin calmly walked in and sat in the chair by the window. “I suggest you watch your tone, Anna,” he said in a low voice.

Anna stood on her shaky legs and glared at him. “You promised that if I was a good girl you would let me have them when I got home. You lied.”

Devin raised his brow. “Anna, you’ve been high for two years straight. It’s time to come down and get on with life.”

She crossed her arms. “I don’t want to. I have nothing to do. You want me to sit here all day and stare at the wall? That’s going on with life?”

“No. I was going to suggest you start dancing again.”

Anna’s jaw dropped. “Why?” she asked after a long pause.

“Because it’s good for you. Aside from your yearly pregnancy, you’ve become useless to me. I don’t even enjoy fucking you anymore. You’re too skinny and incoherent. Things need to change. Now.”

“You did this to me,” she growled.

“I can take some of the responsibility, yes. But now it’s time to move on. Deal with your pain and start living again.”

His matter-of-fact attitude infuriated her. “No.” She crossed her arms and glared at him again.

Devin was on his feet and in front of her so fast she gasped. He pushed her against the wall. “I am your Master. You will do as I say.”

“Or what?” she mocked. “You’ll punish me?”

Devin’s eyes flashed. “Oh, Anna. You don’t want to push me.”

She put her hands on his chest and pushed him away. Or tried to. She was too weak to actually move him.

He grabbed her hair and yanked open the door. He dragged her, naked, out the door and through the hallways to the dungeon.

She laughed. “Ooh, the dungeon?” she said with as much derision as she could muster. “You can’t hurt me, Devin. Been there, done that.”

Devin cuffed her arms and legs to the wall and then left the room.

Her laughter bordered on hysterical. This was supposed to make her behave? Ha!

A TV flickered to life in front of her. A movie? This was different.

What appeared on screen sobered her faster than anything ever had. It was a video of Alex with three little girls. The volume was maxed out and even though she squeezed her eyes shut, their screams echoed through the room along with Alex’s laughter.

Anna pulled against the chains. “No!” she screamed. “No! Alex wouldn’t do that!”

But the evidence was right in front of her. Tears streamed down her face as the man she loved, the man she thought she knew, did unspeakable things to those little girls.

When the picture faded, she slumped against the ropes and sobbed.

“You mean he never told you about his affinity for little girls?” Devin asked from the shadows, a sarcastic note of feigned surprise in his voice.

“Okay, Devin,” she said in surrender. “You win. You hurt me.”

Devin laughed. “Oh, Baby. I’m not done yet. You mocked me. You defied me. And now you will pay.” He walked up in front of her and held up a syringe. “Do you remember that day when you were with Aaron and you were in incredible pain? The pain that came from nowhere?”

Anna looked up at him with frightened eyes and nodded. Nothing had ever hurt as bad as that.

Devin wiggled the syringe in front of her face. “This is what caused that.” He stepped forward and injected her in the neck with the clear fluid.

She stared at him. “I don’t feel anything.”

“Of course not. It’s not the fluid that hurts.” He trailed his fingers down her chest and she cried out. His fingertips were made of razor blades. “That’s what hurts. It even made Alex scream. I can hardly imagine what it feels like to you.”

He stepped closer and took her nipples between his knuckles. “I am going to make sure you never mock me again.”

He twisted and she howled.
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Hours later, Ian dumped Anna onto her bed. The injection was still active in her body and her bed felt like glass and razor blades. Devin had tortured her like he always did, but each pain was new and heightened.

She tried to sleep, but couldn’t, and tossed and turned until the artificial pain wore off many hours later, and she closed her eyes in exhaustion.


Two


It was the same room she’d seen before. Long and narrow with a chair, a bed, and a bookcase. But there was something different this time. A man stood at the window, looking out into the morning. The sunlight glinted off his tangled golden hair and scraggly beard. His shoulders were broad and he was very tall. He looked like . . .


“Alex . . . ?” she whispered.

The man turned as if he heard her. His cobalt blue eyes widened in shock as he looked in her direction. Could he see her? Their eyes locked on one another and they gazed at each other for an eternity.

The man said something in a harsh language that sounded like a question. Then he smiled hesitantly, but with tender eyes.

“Is it really you?” he asked in English, his deep, baritone voice reverberating in her heart and memory.

“You’re dead. This isn’t real. No!” she shouted.
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Anna sat up straight in bed. Her room was dark and her body ached.

No! She didn’t want to dream about Alex. That was one of the things the drugs kept at bay. Her dreams of him. She had seen him before in her dreams. When Devin wouldn’t let her take her drugs at the Spring Gathering, she dreamed of him. He never saw her, but she stood and watched him look out the window.

It was just a dream; Alex was dead. She shook her head to clear it and reached for the remote to turn the TV on. If she didn’t sleep too soundly she wouldn’t dream. She didn’t want to remember him. She wanted to forget. The video she had seen today must have put him back in the forefront of her memory.

Besides, he wasn’t the man she thought he was. He was a monster that had tricked everyone into thinking he was a good man. But he was really just like Jack and Devin and the other men who liked to hurt girls.

She turned onto her side and watched some lame sitcom until she fell asleep again.
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Devin came with Maggie when she brought breakfast the next morning.

“Are you ready to cooperate, Anna?” he asked as she sat down to eat.

“Yes, Master,” she answered contritely.

“Good. Beginning today, Ian is going to take you for walks around the property. You need to get moving again. You will eat what is set before you. You will no longer be allowed any sort of mind-altering substance.”

“Yes, Master.”

“When you are able to walk a sufficient distance, you will start dancing again. The adult classes like you used to take. I’ve spoken to Isaak and it is arranged.”

“Yes, Master.”

“When you are ready, Isaak will bring you back up to the Company. Probably in the Corps until you prove yourself ready for more. You will take care of yourself and make yourself a presentable member of society again. I don’t care if you’re a bitch to your friends, but if you ever act disrespectfully to me again . . .” He trailed off. “Yesterday will look like a walk in the park. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Master.”

“When you’re at the point you are taking the adult classes again, Ian will take you to find an apartment. Presumably, you’ll be worth fucking again, and I don’t want to drive all the way out here every time I want you.”

Anna looked up at him. “You want me to have my own place?”

“I know you’ll behave yourself,” he said in a warning tone.

“Yes, Master.”
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Within a couple of weeks, Anna was strong enough to go for long walks with Ian. Aside from the occasional shakes, she suffered very little withdrawal symptoms; she supposed it had something to do with the Immortal part of her. She gained weight and looked much healthier by the end of the third week.

When she was ready to begin dancing again, she and Ian went apartment hunting. They found a nice, one-bedroom apartment near her old one. It was nothing spectacular, but it was hers. Ian also told her that her car and other things were still at her house. Wilhelm had held on to it in case she wanted to go back to it.

“I don’t want anything to do with them,” she told Ian. “Can I sell the car and get a different one?”

“Sure. What do you want?”

Anna shrugged. “I don’t know anything about cars. Something basic. Not fancy.”

“I’ll take it a few places and see what I can get you. How does that sound?”
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Anna walked nervously into the ballet studio on Monday night. She hadn’t been here since before Alex died and the rush of memories was painful. She’d been sleeping with the TV on every night and had so far succeeded in avoiding any more dreams about Alex.

It had been two years since she’d danced last. She didn’t know why Devin thought she’d be able to get back into the Company. She was almost twenty-three years old. A little old to start over as a dancer.

But she would obey her Master. She didn’t want to anger Devin and worked hard to keep that from happening.

“Anna.”

She looked up to see Isaak standing by the stairs with a sad smile on his face. He looked somehow grayer since Alex’s funeral. Older, and . . . sadder.

“Hello, Isaak,” she said stiffly.

He walked up to her and hugged her tightly. “We didn’t know what to think when you disappeared from the . . . service,” he said. “I kept hoping you’d come back.”

“I’m only here because Devin wants me dancing again.” She lifted her chin in defiance of the emotions threatening to bubble up inside her.

Isaak looked at her sympathetically. “I’ll take you any way I can get you. Come. Let me introduce you to Julie.”

She assumed Julie was the instructor for the class.

“Julie,” Isaak said when she walked into the small studio. “This is Anna. Anna, this is Julie.”

Julie gave her a warm smile, but Anna greeted her new instructor stiffly. She wasn’t here to make friends. She was here because Devin thought she needed to dance again.

“You can stand wherever you’d be most comfortable.”

Anna went to stand in the corner. She recognized many of the dancers from when she was in these classes before. A few of them tried to engage her in conversation, but Anna ignored them. She wanted nothing to do with them. Or anyone for that matter.

Class began. She was stiff, but soon limbered up and felt at home again. By the end of class, she remembered why she loved dancing so much.

She took the bus home—it was public transport until Ian finished trading off her car—took a shower, turned on the TV and went to bed.
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The next afternoon Ian came to see her and handed her a black plastic square with buttons on it. “For your new car.”

Anna followed him out to the parking garage and showed her a little blue car. “A Prius?”

Ian nodded. “It’s a hybrid and really popular right now. Brand new too. I put the extra money into your account.”

Anna grinned. It was cute. “Thanks, Ian. I like it.” She glanced at him. “Do you need a ride back to the Manor?”

“Nah. I had this delivered here. My car’s outside.”

“Oh. Okay.”

He hugged her. “I need to get back. The Manor’s a lot lonelier without you there.”

She gave him a smile. “You can come visit anytime.”

“I might do that. Oh, Devin said you need to get a cell phone.” He handed her a piece of paper. “Mine and his phone numbers. Call him when you get it.”

“I guess I know what I’m doing this afternoon.”

Ian left a few minutes later and Anna went back to her apartment to get her purse.

She looked in her wallet. Her credit cards were still valid, but the idea of using them made her uncomfortable. She had some money in her old account now. She could live on that.

She stared at her driver’s license. Anna Lee Kunze Herzogin von Hesse. She’d forgotten she had a new name. Ian had signed all the paperwork for her apartment because Devin was paying for it.

She and Alex hadn’t even been married three months before he died. She’d received the news on their three-month anniversary. Should she change her name back to Perkins? Was that even possible?

Anna sighed and put her cards away. She didn’t want to think about it right now. Right now she had to find a cell phone.


Three


Anna had dance class Monday through Thursday because that’s when the studio offered the adult classes. Most students didn’t go every day, but Devin wanted her to. So she did.

After a few weeks, her life settled into a routine. A rather boring routine, but Anna was fine with it. Isaak offered her tickets to see Swan Lake, but Anna didn’t want to go. He also offered her the phone numbers from some of her old friends, including Aaron, Jenna, and Travis, but she didn’t want to see any of them.

One Friday morning there was a knock at the door of her apartment. She knew it was Friday because she’d had her fourth class of the week the previous night. She couldn’t imagine who would be knocking on her door. Only two people knew where she lived: Ian and Devin. Neither of them came over on Fridays because they needed to get things ready for the Gathering.

She sighed and stood, turning down the TV with the remote. She liked it loud because it kept her concentrating on it rather than other, more depressing subjects. She made her way slowly to the door. Maybe whoever it was would be gone by the time she got there.

She took a deep breath and opened the door, then gasped when she saw who it was.

“Wilhelm?” She stared at him for a long time. “What are you doing here?”

The last time he’d come to visit, she ignored him. Well, she did that most of the time when he came. Either she was too high, or it was too painful to look at him.

“Hello, Liebling,” he said with an affectionate smile. “I came to wish you a happy birthday.”

“Birthday?” Anna frowned. What day was it? She didn’t pay any attention past the actual days of the week so that she knew if she needed to be at the studio or not. What was worth celebrating about her birthday anyways? The day Devin claimed her for his own, setting her on a path of misery?

“Ja. Your birthday is Sunday, correct?”

Anna shrugged. “If you say so.”

Wilhelm looked sad. “Anna, what has happened to you?”

She jutted out her chin. “You really need to ask that question?”

He sighed. “May I come in?”

Anna looked past him and saw it was raining and windy. She stepped back and allowed him to enter. “How’d you find me?”

Wilhelm gave a tiny smile as she closed the door. “Your new car. I received notification that the Mercedes had been sold and got your new address through the title of your new car. A Prius, correct?”

“I didn’t want to keep the Mercedes,” she mumbled, looking at the floor.

“That is fine, Anna. I just want you to be happy.”

She shrugged. “It’s a car. Ian found it for me.”

Wilhelm looked around her sparsely furnished apartment. She had a couch, a coffee table, a TV and a stand for the TV. The room was bare of any personal touches. But it was clean. Devin made sure she kept it clean.

Her bowl of cereal was still on the table, half eaten. She never seemed to be able to finish a bowl of cereal. But she tried, because if she didn’t try, Devin would be upset.

“You can sit if you want,” she said, motioning to the couch. It wasn’t pretty; it was an odd shade of teal, but it was comfortable. She had managed to not use the credit cards from either Devin or Wilhelm so far.

Wilhelm removed his coat and looked around for a place to put it. Anna took it from him and hung it in the closet. He looked so out of place standing there. He belonged in fancy hotels and huge castle-like houses, not her crappy little apartment.

“You know, Anna, the house is still yours. You are welcome to live there.”

Anna shook her head. “I don’t want to go anywhere near that place,” she said without thinking.

“Why?” he asked gently.

“I don’t want to be reminded of . . . him.” She didn’t like to say his name aloud.

“Anna, you two were very happy together. Why do you want to forget him?”

So many reasons. “I just don’t want to think about him. And . . .” Anna hesitated. “. . . he’s not the man I thought he was.”

Wilhelm truly looked shocked. “What are you talking about, Anna? He never pretended to be anything other than who he was.”

Anna told him about the video Devin had shown her. Wilhelm’s face paled as she spoke.

He put his hand on hers. “Anna, I know my son. And I know Devin. I am certain that what you saw was not the truth. Alex would never do such a thing.”

“How do you know? People don’t imagine that Jack would do the things he does. People lead double lives all the time.”

“True natures are revealed in time. And there are always signs. I do not believe that Alex would hurt little girls like that. It is not possible.”

Anna sighed. She didn’t want to argue; it took too much energy. She knew what she saw, but if Wilhelm didn’t want to believe it, then that wasn’t her problem.

There was an awkward silence. Maybe he would realize how fruitless it was to visit and leave quickly.

“Kurt came with me. He would like to see you.”

“Oh?” She stared at her cereal bowl, resolutely ignoring the leap of her heart in her chest.

“He is back at the hotel. I thought it might go better if it was just me surprising you, instead of both of us.” He looked at her half-eaten bowl of cereal. “Would you like to go to lunch?”

She looked at her watch. It was time to eat again. She wasn’t ever hungry, so she just decided on times to eat and ate then. To keep Devin happy.

“Sure,” she said without enthusiasm. “Let me get dressed.” She was still in her pajamas.

She put on jeans and a sweater and boots and went back out to the living room. Wilhelm was dressed in his usual dress slacks. Well, if he didn’t like what she was wearing, he didn’t have to go anywhere with her.

He smiled at her. “Ready?”

She shrugged and went to the closet to get their coats.
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Wilhelm told her about the happenings of the family on the way to the hotel. Liesl had gotten married as planned, though the celebration had been much subdued. Greta was engaged and the wedding was in two months.

“I would love it if you could come, Anna. We all would. We missed you at Liesl’s.”

Anna didn’t respond. She vaguely remembered him asking if she’d go to Liesl’s wedding and her laughing and saying no. She wouldn’t go to Greta’s wedding either. She had no desire to go to Germany ever again.

He reached over and took her hand. “Liebling, you are still part of our family. We love you and miss you.”

“Why won’t you just let me go, Wilhelm?” she asked with a sigh.

“Because you are family. There is nothing to let go of. The moment you married Alex, you became a Kunze. Nothing will ever change that.”

“What if I married someone else?”

He paused. “Are you dating someone?” he asked slowly.

Anna snorted. “No. I won’t date ever again.” She stopped and thought for a moment. “I don’t think Devin would like it if I did. I was just asking out of curiosity.”

“Even if you married someone else, Anna, you would still be part of our family. You can try to disown us,” he chuckled. “But we will never disown you.”

They arrived at the Ritz-Carlton a few minutes later. It wasn’t far from her apartment.

She looked up at the huge white palace in awe. She’d been in her bedroom in the Manor for the past two years and, since she’d “woken,” hadn’t really gone anywhere except the studio and her apartment. Walking into the marble lobby, she was reminded of her house with Alex, albeit this was much larger.

That was a long time ago, she reminded herself. Before she’d succumbed to the drugs in her tiny little world. Her safe little world.

Wilhelm took her hand and led her to the elevators. “I spoke to Aaron yesterday and we thought we might take you out for a birthday dinner on Sunday,” Wilhelm said, pushing the call button. “How does that sound?”

Anna looked at her reflection in the brass doors and shrugged. “It’s not necessary, Wilhelm. I don’t see much point in celebrating anything. Especially my birthday.”

The doors opened and they stepped inside.

“I would certainly consider your birthday worth celebrating, Liebling. I am very glad you are here.”

Anna didn’t respond. The doors closed and they were whisked up to the ninth floor.

“Your friends have missed you, Anna,” Wilhelm said as they walked down the hallway a few moments later. “They have been worried about you. We all have. Aaron has kept me posted as best he could, but even he rarely saw you.”

“Aaron?” Anna thought for a moment. “I saw him at the Gathering.” She paused. “Why was he there? He’s not a Brother.” She hadn’t considered that fact when she saw him. She was only annoyed that he kept trying to bother her.

“He is. I brought him in about six months after you disappeared.”

“Why you? He lives here. Wouldn’t it make more sense for him to be with Devin?”

“His father is German. I could do it, and I did. Devin would not have brought him in.”

“He was hanging out with Tommy.”

“Ah, yes. Tommy Pendleton. A good young man.” Wilhelm smiled.

“You know him?”

“I have gotten to know him a bit. He has been concerned about you as well.”

She knew that. Anna suspected he still wanted to be with her, but she had no intention of getting involved with another man. Devin wouldn’t approve and all it would do is make her miserable in the long run, and possibly risk the guy’s life. It wasn’t worth it.

Wilhelm unlocked the door to the hotel room and stepped aside to let her in. She walked into the enormous living room area and stopped when she saw Kurt on the couch. He stood when he saw her and walked across the room to her.

“Hello, Anna.”

She looked up at him. He was different. Older. More mature. Gone was his mischievous smile and glinting eyes. He gave her a genuinely affectionate smile that would have made her melt, if she’d allowed it to. He stood tall and confident with an air not unlike what his father had. And what Alex’d had. An aura of respect and authority.

She couldn’t get her voice to work. Her mouth opened, but no sound came out.

Kurt slowly wrapped her in his arms and held her close. She hesitantly slipped her arms around his waist and leaned her head against his chest. He wasn’t Alex; she knew that. But not being Alex was a good thing, she thought bitterly as she remembered what she’d seen on the video in Devin’s dungeon.

Kurt felt right, and for the first time in two years, she allowed her guard down and let someone hold and comfort her. Tears came unbidden a moment later and great sobs wracked her body. He guided her to the couch and held her in his lap, stroking her hair and speaking in soothing tones. She felt like she cried for an hour, and maybe she did. But Kurt held her patiently, letting her cry as long as she needed.

When she had cried herself out, she lay against Kurt’s chest. Wilhelm handed her a tissue and she dried her eyes. She sat up and saw that the front of Kurt’s shirt was very wet.

“I’m sorry I got your shirt wet,” she said softly, dabbing at it with her tissue.

Kurt chuckled. “It is fine, Anna. It is just a shirt.” He stroked her cheek. “I think you needed to cry. That is more important.”

She looked into his kind blue eyes and smiled. “I do feel a little better.”

“Gut,” he said softly, his hand still on her cheek. He looked intently into her eyes. “I am glad you came, Engel,” he said softly. “I have thought about you often.”

“You have?” That surprised her for some reason. Perhaps because of the playboy that he’d always been. She assumed he’d forgotten about her.

He nodded. “When Vati returned from his visits and told me how you were, it broke my heart. When he told me that you had moved out of the Schloss, I wanted to come with him to see you. Derek and Sofie have had a difficult time with the divorce and I have been hesitant to leave them before now. But they are doing much better now.”

“Are you . . . I mean, is the divorce final?”

Kurt nodded. “It was finalized a few months ago. Gretchen is receiving quite a bit of child support, so she and Otto are well taken care of.”

Anna cringed at Otto’s name. It wasn’t the child’s fault, but it still was unpleasant to think about.

“I am sorry, Anna. I did not mean to bring up unhappy memories.”

Anna shrugged. “I don’t have many good memories.”

Kurt frowned and looked hurt. “I hope that is untrue, Anna.”

She pressed her lips together. Even the “good” memories hurt. She preferred not to think about them. She tried to stand. “I shouldn’t be here. I should go.”

Kurt held her in his lap. “Please stay, Anna,” he pleaded softly. “Please. I have missed you.”

Anna stopped and looked back at him. The emotion that filled his eyes pained her. He cared for her. A lot. It was written all over his face. Is that why he came to San Francisco? To be with her?

“No,” she whispered, trying to back away. She was as fearful of the emotions that were bubbling up inside her as she was of the emotion she saw in his eyes. “Please don’t, Kurt. I can’t deal with that.”

“Deal with what?” he asked, his voice husky with emotion. As much as she struggled, he held her tight and wouldn’t let her go.

“You. Feeling. Anything.”

Unexpectedly, Kurt leaned forward and kissed her. His lips were gentle, but insistent. His hand tangled in her hair and his tongue probed at her lips. She opened her mouth to receive him and let out a little moan as he invaded both her mouth and her heart. After a moment, she stopped fighting him and instead, leaned in and kissed him back. He nibbled at her lower lip and she gasped softly when he sucked on it. She moved her hand to the side of his face, her fingers tracing his cheekbone to his ear and down to his neck.

He slowly pulled away from her, his lips lingering against hers. He kissed her gently on the lips and gazed into her hooded eyes. “Anna,” he whispered, his feelings for her evident in his eyes. “I love you.”

“K-Kurt . . .” she whispered. “I . . . I can’t. I can’t. It hurts too much.”

He brushed her hair away from her face. “I am not asking you to love me, Anna. I am only asking that you let me love you. I can be patient.” He gave her a sheepish smile. “Well, now I can be. I have learned quite a bit the last few years.”

Anna couldn’t stop the small giggle that escaped. The delight she saw in Kurt’s eyes lightened her heart. She traced his cheekbone again and then his lips. “You’ve changed.”

“In a good way or a bad way?”

Anna blushed. “Good, I think.”

“You did not like me before?” He pouted, but there was a glint of mischief in his eyes.

Her blush deepened. “I think you know the answer to that.”

His eyes softened and he smiled. “I do.”

Wilhelm cleared his throat and they both jumped. Anna had forgotten he was in the room. She looked sheepishly over at him, but he was beaming at them.

“I think Anna needs to eat, Kurt,” Wilhelm said.

Kurt looked her up and down. “You have lost a lot of weight, Engel.”

Anna looked down at her body. “I’ve gained a bunch in the last few weeks. Devin makes me eat.”

Kurt grimaced. “I would hate to see how you looked a few weeks ago.”

“Devin said I was too skinny and not worth fucking.”

Both men’s jaws dropped open and Anna covered her mouth. “I’m sorry,” she said quickly. Her cheeks burned as she realized what she’d said. It was true, but crudely stated.

Wilhelm recovered quicker than Kurt did. “It is fine, Anna. I am glad you are doing better.”

Anna smiled. “I think I am too,” she said sincerely. For some reason, she was feeling more like herself than she had in a very long time. Suddenly the idea of celebrating her birthday didn’t seem as ridiculous as it had an hour ago.
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They went to lunch at a little Italian restaurant around the corner from the hotel. Anna felt more lighthearted and content than she’d ever believed would be possible again. Both men were very attentive to her, but Wilhelm seemed to be content to let Kurt take the lead.

Anna decided she liked the attention from Kurt. No one would ever replace Alex. He was her soul mate . . . or at least she’d thought so at the time. But, unexpectedly, Anna found herself thinking about a future with Kurt. After all, he was now an Elder-Son, and an Elder-Son had rights to an Elder-Mistress.


Four


“A


nna, please let me buy you a decent car,” Kurt pleaded for the third time that afternoon. “Or find you a better place to live. Vati says your place is hideous.”

They were walking around a park near the hotel. The rain had stopped and the sun had come out. It had turned out to be a nice day.

“I like my Prius. It’s cute. And my apartment isn’t hideous. Well, at least the complex isn’t. I just . . . didn’t put much effort into furnishing it.”

Wilhelm shook his head. “Do you even have a bed, Anna?”

“Of course I do.” It was a mattress on the floor, but it was her bed.

Wilhelm gave her a look that said he didn’t believe her.

“You don’t think Devin would let me not have a bed, do you?”

Kurt sighed. “Anna, why are you letting Devin run your life? Every time you talk about something, you always include his name in it.”

“Why am I . . . ? Why wouldn’t I? He owns me. I am his.”

“Only half his, Anna,” Wilhelm corrected. “You belong to us as well.”

That was true. But they didn’t have that little syringe that made fingertips turn into razor blades. She shuddered at the thought of Devin punishing her again. “Devin’s made sure I’ve gotten healthy again.”

“After he let you destroy yourself,” Kurt muttered.

“He gave me a way to cope,” Anna protested.

“He bribed you with drugs into returning here with him and then doped you up so bad you could not think straight,” Kurt retorted.

Anna narrowed her eyes. “I couldn’t deal with what was going on.”

Kurt sighed. “We would have been there for you, Anna. If you would have let us. I would have been there for you every step of the grieving process. Do not forget that we were grieving too. You lost your husband. I lost my brother and a cousin. Vati lost a son. We all lost several friends that day.”

Anna’s chest heaved, feeling indignant and guilty at the same time. “I never asked you to come back here,” she huffed. “I explicitly told your father not to visit me.” She glared at Wilhelm. “And you still did. And now you’re angry at me? For finding a way to deal with my grief?”

“But you did not deal with it,” Kurt retorted. “You avoided it and nearly destroyed yourself.”

“It was my choice. You needn’t have cared what I did.”

“Of course I cared about what you did. We all did. We love you, Anna. We want what is best for you.”

“I don’t need your love,” Anna growled and turned to walk away, but Kurt grabbed her around her waist and pulled her close.

“You do, Anna,” he said softly in her ear. “You do need to be loved. You melted in my arms this morning. When was the last time you were held like that?”

Anna pushed at his chest. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Ja. It does. It matters because you are a woman that is meant to be loved and cherished. And as much as you try to deny it, you cannot. You are scared. I understand that. But avoiding people and feelings will not make things any better. You will just be miserable again.”

“I’m always miserable.”

Kurt cupped her chin and kissed her, long and passionately. She was breathless when he pulled away. “Does that make you miserable?”

Anna gasped for air. No, it made her feel alive. But that scared her to death. “Please let me go, Kurt. Go home. Leave me alone.”

“Nein.” He kissed her again. And again. And again, until she relented and relaxed in his arms.

She rested her head on his chest and closed her eyes. She couldn’t fight him anymore. She didn’t really want to.

Her phone rang, interrupting the serenity of the moment. It was Devin’s ring. She pulled away from Kurt and dug in her purse for her phone. “Hello Devin,” she said nervously.

“Where are you?”

Anna looked around. “I’m at a park . . . somewhere downtown.”

Devin didn’t reply.

“Devin?”

“It’s Friday, Anna. It’s four o’clock and you’re supposed to be here.” He kept his tone even, but she could feel the anger radiating through the phone.

Anna gasped and clasped her hand over her mouth as tears filled her eyes. “Oh, God! Devin, I’m so sorry. I’ll leave right now.” She started walking away, but Wilhelm grabbed her hand and took the phone from her.

“Hello, Devin. It’s Wilhelm . . .” Anna watched helplessly as he walked away with her phone.

“He’s going to punish me,” she said weakly, hanging her head and wincing. She’d been trying so hard to be good, and Kurt and Wilhelm came into town and ruined it all.

“Vati will not let that happen, Anna.”

Anna watched Wilhelm as he talked to Devin. His face remained impassive and he seemed to speak with confidence and firmness. At last, he nodded and ended the call.

“Your presence is not needed at the Schloss tonight, Anna,” Wilhelm declared as he walked back to where Anna and Kurt were standing and gave her back her phone. “What would you like to do tonight?”

Anna stood staring at Wilhelm. His ability to stand up to Devin amazed her.

“We had talked about going to the symphony, Vati.”

Wilhelm nodded. “That is true. How does that sound, Anna?”

Anna nodded. She had gone a few times with Alex and had enjoyed it, although it wasn’t as enjoyable as a ballet; there wasn’t much to look at. But she did enjoy the music. “I don’t have anything formal to wear. I don’t have much at all, actually.”

“Finally!” Kurt exclaimed with a grin. Anna looked at him, confused. “I can buy you something!” He took her hand and the three of them walked back to the hotel to get the car Wilhelm had rented.
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Anna stood in the shower, immersed in rose-scented body wash, and sighed. She felt . . . happy. Genuinely happy for the first time in forever. Maybe life didn’t suck as bad as she thought it did.

She liked being with Kurt. He was much calmer than he had been before. He didn’t look at other women and seemed completely devoted to making sure she was happy. Not that she wanted him to revolve his life around her, but she did like the attention. But what did that mean?

Devin surely wouldn’t approve of her getting involved with Kurt. But then again, maybe it wasn’t Devin’s call. After all, she belonged to Wilhelm just as much as she belonged to Devin.

Things just . . . felt right with Kurt. They’d always gotten along well. Maybe Alex hadn’t been her soul mate. After all, she’d met Kurt first . . . as long as you didn’t count all the dreams she’d had about Alex . . .

No. Alex was dead. And a monster like Jack. Kurt was here. And alive. And the son of her Master. A glimmer of hope for a relationship began to take hold.

After dinner, Wilhelm, Kurt, and Anna were driven to the Opera House. Anna was having a fabulous evening with the two of them. Wilhelm doted on her like a father would, and beamed at her and Kurt together.

They walked into the Opera House and found the lobby crowded with patrons eager for the world premiere of a new symphony. Once again, she was drawn to the statue of her parents. Wilhelm spotted a couple he apparently knew and Kurt walked over to the statue with her.

He slipped his arm around her waist and nuzzled her ear. “I am glad you are dancing again, Anna,” he said in a soft voice.

Anna sighed. “I’m not sure if I’m glad or not. It’s frustrating when my body won’t do what it’s supposed to.”

“You will get there,” he said encouragingly. His thumb rubbed against her ribs and she inhaled sharply, surprised to find herself getting aroused. She smiled, remembering him pushing her up against the wall the first time he took her out and Alex getting angry at him.

“Anna? Anna Perkins?”

The unexpected voice from her past sent shivers through her body. She turned reluctantly and smiled politely at Zach. He stood with his arm around a blond pregnant woman. The same woman that he’d been with the first night they’d met.

“Hello, Zach,” she said nervously.

He looked her up and down and grinned. “You look good, Anna,” he said in an innocent tone, though his eyes betrayed his darker thoughts.

“Kunze,” Kurt said in a low voice.

“Excuse me?” Zach said, turning a bright smile to Kurt.

“Her last name is no longer Perkins. It is Kunze.” Kurt’s hand tightened on her waist as if to keep her by his side.

“Ah, yes. I’d heard you’d gotten married, but . . . I thought you were widowed?” Zach’s confusion as he looked at Kurt was evident.

“She was married to my brother, Mr . . . ?”

“Senator, actually. Senator Zach Vail.” Zach extended his hand and Kurt shook it. “Brother, eh?” Zach grinned. “Nothing like keeping it in the family.”

Anna thought she heard a low growl come from Kurt, but he said nothing.

Zach turned back to Anna. “Devin said you were doing better in the last few weeks. I’m glad to hear it.” He looked at the woman. “Patty, do you remember Anna? She’s a friend of Devin’s. Anna, this is my wife, Patty.” He patted her protruding stomach and smiled. “And our little girl.”

The woman smiled brightly at her. “Of course. Anna. From the . . . CFO event, right? How are you?”

“Fine, thank you,” Anna responded quietly.

“You are a friend of Devin’s?” Kurt asked.

“I wouldn’t be where I am today without him,” Zach answered with that politician’s smile of his. “You know him?”

“I do,” Kurt said stiffly. “And that is how you met Anna?”

Zach smiled. “It is. About . . . three years ago, I believe. We lived in the same apartment building as well.”

Kurt’s jaw clenched. “I see. Well, if you will excuse us . . .” Kurt steered Anna away from the couple and back towards Wilhelm. “He hurt you, ja?” he asked quietly.

Anna nodded. “He’s very cruel.”

“Anyone can see that if they look at him,” he growled. “I remember Alex mentioning his name. I cannot believe he is in political office.”

“Devin said he was grooming him for several years.”

Kurt rolled his eyes. “No wonder your country is the mess that it is. If that is the type of man Devin thinks should be running the country . . .”

They returned to Wilhelm and the three of them made their way into the theater. Anna couldn’t hide her smile as they passed by the doors Kurt had pulled her through the last time. She glanced up at Kurt, who watched her with sparkling eyes. He leaned down and kissed her and then caught up with Wilhelm. Wilhelm glanced back and gave an approving nod to his son.

Yes, Anna thought to herself, Kurt has definitely changed.

Their seats were in a box slightly to the right of center stage. Anna suppressed a whimper when she saw Zach and his wife sitting in the box next to their own. Kurt kissed her cheek and took the seat closer to Zach, shielding her from Zach’s view.

Kurt put his arm protectively around Anna’s shoulders and kissed her temple. She sighed contentedly and leaned against him, ready to enjoy a pleasant evening. Kurt wouldn’t let anything happen to her.
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“Anna, do you want to come back to the hotel with us . . . with me?” Kurt asked softly as they waited outside for their limo.

Anna looked up into his eyes and smiled. “Yes,” she whispered.

A grin spread across Kurt’s face. “Gut.”


Five


“Y


ou two go on up to the room,” Wilhelm said as they walked into the hotel lobby. “I think I will have a drink at the bar.”

“Wilhelm . . .” Anna began, but he shook his head.

“Nein, Liebling, you go with Kurt,” he said gently.

She nodded slowly and then allowed Kurt to lead her to the elevators. Her heart pounded nervously as they rode upstairs and walked into the suite.

“Did you want something to drink, Engel?” Kurt asked softly, closing the door behind them.

Anna shook her head. Why was she nervous? She’d slept with hundreds of men. Why was he different?

Because he is different. He’s not “other men.” He’s Kurt.

Kurt took her hand and led her through the hotel suite to an adjacent bedroom. He closed the door softly behind him and gave her a tender look.

“Anna, I do not want you to feel obligated to do anything.”

“I . . . don’t feel obligated, Kurt. I want to.” She took a deep breath. “I want to be with you.”

Kurt grinned and stepped forward to take her into his arms and kiss her soundly.
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He stood at the window again, hair pulled back into a low ponytail. The breeze that snuck through the open window caught a few strands of loose hair caught in his neatly trimmed golden beard. He wore his blue denim shirt untucked from his jeans. The shirtsleeves were rolled up to his elbows, showing the muscles in his forearms tightening and loosening as he grasped the windowsill with his big hands.


He sighed and ran his right hand through his hair. A ring on his finger caught the sunlight as he did so and the golden reflection made her blink. He mumbled to himself and turned away from the window. He froze when he saw her.

“Schatzi?” His eyes glistened with tears as he stepped toward her. “Anna . . .” He stopped a few feet away from her, clenching and unclenching his fists as if uncertain of what to do.

She stared at him, knowing he wasn’t real, but wishing with all her heart that he was. “Why did you leave me?” she whispered as tears spilled down her cheeks. “Why did you abandon me to him?”

“I’m so sorry, mein Schatzi. I didn’t mean to. I had no idea . . . it was a trap.” His eyes grew earnest and he spoke quickly, as if he only had a limited time to speak. “Anna, I’m real. I’m still here. I will return to you. Please, tell my father I’m here.”

“No!” she yelled suddenly, pushing away the ache in her heart. “No! You’re dead! You abandoned me!” She shook her head and searched desperately for a way out.

“Anna . . .” His voice echoed in her ears.

She felt a brush against her shoulder and the vision faded.
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“No!” she screamed and sat up in bed. Her chest heaved as she gasped for breath. Where am I?

“Anna. Engel.” Warm arms wrapped around her and held her as she began to sob.

She shook her head. “I don’t want to dream about him!” she cried, pounding her fists on her legs.

The arms tightened around her. “Shh, it is okay, Anna.” He rocked her and held her head. “It is okay, Anna. Everything will be all right.”

“What happened? Is she all right?”

Anna heard footsteps and then the mattress moved next to her. She felt a hand on hers.

“She was talking in her sleep and then she yelled and woke up. It . . . sounded like she was dreaming about Alex.”

Anna’s sobs quieted and the room became quiet.

“Alex? Anna did you dream about Alex?”

She nodded. “I don’t want to dream about him,” she sobbed. “I don’t want to remember him.”

“What was your dream about?”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to remember.”

“Please tell me, Liebling. I want to know.”

Anna began to tell him about the room and the man she saw. She didn’t want to say his name. “He said it was . . . a trap. That he was real and that he would return to me.” She started to cry again. “Why do I have such horrible dreams?” Alex would never return to her. Why did her mind play such tricks on her?

“Have you dreamed of him before?”

She nodded. “I always sleep with the TV on so the dreams stay away.”

“Did he say anything else, Liebling?”

Anna swallowed. “He said to tell you that he was there.” She shook her head. “I don’t know why I keep dreaming about him. I hate him.”

There was a long silence and then she was gently pulled back down to the bed. “Go back to sleep, Engel. I will turn the TV on.”

She heard the sounds of late night TV and drifted off into a dreamless sleep.


Six


Anna woke to an empty bed the next morning. A white hotel robe lay across the foot of the bed, and she put it on before wandering out to the living room. Kurt and Wilhelm sat on the couch, talking quietly and drinking coffee. A plate of fruit and pastries sat on the coffee table in front of them.

“Guten Morgen, Engel,” Kurt said with a warm smile.

“Hi,” she said shyly.

Kurt held out his hand and she sat between him and Wilhelm on the couch, curled up against Kurt’s chest. She felt content and happy. Kurt had made her feel so good and loved the previous night. He was still an incredible lover.

“Anna, how would you like to come to Germany for a couple of weeks?” Wilhelm asked.

Anna blinked. She’d told herself she never wanted to go back there. Now . . . she wasn’t so sure. After all, Kurt would have to be going back soon. He couldn’t leave his kids for long.

“I . . . don’t know,” she answered honestly.

“I would love it if you came home with us,” Kurt said, nuzzling her ear.

She smiled shyly. “Maybe . . .”

Kurt kissed her behind the ear and she sighed. Oh, what would it be like to be with him all the time? He put his hand on her hip and massaged the area just above her hipbone that he had discovered was sensitive last night.

She giggled. “Are you trying to seduce me into saying yes?”

Both men chuckled. “Is it working?” Kurt asked in a low, seductive voice.

“Maybe,” she admitted and moaned as his hand moved down to her thigh and under her robe. His fingers trailed up her inner thigh and brushed against her outer pussy lips.

Her eyes closed as his fingers found her clit and slowly circled it, making her moan and squirm. She half opened her eyes to see Wilhelm watching Kurt’s hand intently. He glanced up to see her looking at him and cleared his throat.

“I should leave you two alone . . .” he said, standing, but Anna grabbed his hand.

“Why?” she asked

“Anna, it is not right for me to be lusting after you when . . . you and Kurt are getting along so well.”

Anna jumped as Kurt tugged at her clit ring. She moaned softly and pulled Wilhelm’s hand and he sat back down on the couch. She brought Wilhelm’s palm to her lips and kissed it while she loosened her robe, then moved his hand lower to her breast. Wilhelm looked at his hand for a long moment while Kurt continued circling her clit and kissing her neck. She arched her back slightly and Wilhelm responded by caressing her breast gently and leaning forward to kiss her. Kurt pulled her robe off her shoulders and tossed it on the ground. Wilhelm bent down to take her nipple into his mouth.

“Ah!” she exclaimed as Kurt circled faster and faster. She arched her back and cried out as she spiraled up into her orgasm, flexing her hips against Kurt’s hand.

Anna slumped back against Kurt and panted as both men caressed her body. She tugged at Wilhelm’s sweater and he took it off while she turned to pull off Kurt’s t-shirt. She moved to her knees on the floor and pulled Kurt’s sweat pants off and then did the same to Wilhelm so they were both gloriously naked in front of her.

She looked between the two hard cocks in front of her and then took hold of both of them, one in each hand. Both men groaned and she smiled. She leaned forward to suck on Wilhelm while she stroked Kurt, and then switched. Back and forth she went, enjoying herself immensely.

Suddenly, Wilhelm pulled her up into his lap and had her straddle him. Kurt moved behind her and pulled her up on her knees and pressed into her lower back so she would arch her back. Her eyes widened as he gently pushed into her pussy while Wilhelm held her face and kissed her deeply. She moaned against Wilhelm’s mouth as Kurt thrust in and out gently several times and then pulled out.

He rubbed himself against her asshole and pushed forward slowly. She pulled her mouth away from Wilhelm and dropped her forehead to his shoulder, groaning loudly as Kurt pressed his huge cock into her ass.

She stroked Wilhelm as Kurt fucked her slowly and then put his hands on her hips to bring her up so she could impale herself on Wilhelm.

Her back arched and she cried out in ecstasy as her body was filled with the two men she loved. They moved together in an erotic rhythm and the room was filled with the sounds of their lovemaking.

Anna could hardly breathe for the pleasure surging through her body. She kissed Wilhelm and then turned to kiss Kurt. God, she was so full! They were both well-endowed and she was amazed that they fit inside her.

The rhythm intensified and their movements quickened. Anna felt her body tingling and tightening and then threw her head back and screamed out as an incredible orgasm wracked her entire body. Wave upon wave of pleasure rolled along her nerves. Vaguely she heard both men groan and shout as they, too, found their release.

She panted and rested her head on Wilhelm’s shoulder as he stroked her back. Kurt kissed the back of her neck and then slowly pulled out. He sat heavily on the couch next to Wilhelm and Anna leaned over and kissed him.

“I cannot say I was expecting that,” Wilhelm said with a chuckle as he lifted Anna off his lap. She lay on her back with her head in Kurt’s lap and her hips on Wilhelm’s.

Anna grinned up at both of them. “I liked it.”

Kurt brushed her hair back from her forehead and kissed her, but didn’t say anything. Anna looked up at him and he smiled back, but his eyes were troubled.

“I will be right back,” he said, gently scooting out from under Anna. He grabbed his clothes and walked back towards his bedroom.

Anna watched him leave and then looked at Wilhelm. “Is he okay?”

Wilhelm looked thoughtful. “I am not sure.” He shook his head. “I am sure he is fine.” He handed Anna her robe and then dressed himself.

When Kurt didn’t return after ten minutes, Anna glanced at Wilhelm. “Should I go check on him?”

He looked like he was going to say something, but closed his mouth and nodded. Anna got up and quickly walked to the bedroom. Kurt sat on the bed with his head in his hands.

“Kurt?” she asked softly. He didn’t look up. She went and knelt in front of him. “Kurt? Are you okay?”

He looked up at her with mournful eyes. “Anna, I did not . . . want that to happen. I wanted you to know I was different now. That I . . .” He sighed. “I do not want to share you, Anna. With my father. With anyone.”

She cupped his cheek. “I know you’ve changed, Kurt. It’s very evident that you are a different person now.”

He sighed. “Really?”

Anna nodded. “Yes. I noticed it when I first saw you yesterday. I . . . You didn’t pressure me into what just happened. I . . . wanted it. I love your father.”

Kurt frowned. “Oh.” He looked at the ground. A myriad of emotions passed over his face and he shook his head. “I did not want that to happen, Anna. At least, my head and my heart did not. Obviously another part of me wanted it.” He paused. “I cannot share you, Anna. I had a marriage like that, and it failed miserably. She wanted Vati and Alex more than she wanted me.” He gave her a mournful look. “Do you want me? Or Vati?”

“I love both of you. I suppose in different ways, though.” Anna twisted her fingers around each other. “I wouldn’t want you to share me with your father if you didn’t want to. You have been so kind and sweet to me, Kurt. I . . . haven’t felt loved like that in a very long time.”

Kurt didn’t respond.

“I . . . can’t be in a monogamous relationship, Kurt. You know that. Devin has me. Devin owns me. He makes me sleep with other men.”

“What if I took you away from him? We could go to Germany and get married and then you could stay with me.”

“You’d want to marry me?”

Kurt nodded. “I have been waiting for you to get better. Vati suggested it a while ago, but . . . you were unwell.”

“Devin won’t approve.”

“He does not have to know. Our jet is here. We could leave without him finding out. We could stop on the way to Frankfurt in one of the countries without a waiting period and get married. Then it would be too late.”

“Don’t the Elders have to approve my marriage to someone?”

“They will. Vati has spoken to them about it. You are not safe when you are with Devin, and he is becoming far too powerful while he has you.” Kurt went to his knees. “I would protect you, Anna. I do not go on missions. I would make sure that no harm came to you.”

What Kurt said was tempting. She was scared to death of Devin. He had new ways to torture her and she didn’t like being around him. And she really did like Kurt. A lot. Maybe she even loved him, though she was afraid to think about it. Being in love frightened her. But he loved her. This she knew.

Anna slowly nodded. “Okay,” she gave him a timid smile.

“Okay? As in you will marry me?”

Anna nodded again and Kurt grabbed her and hugged her hard. “Oh, mein Engel. You have made me so happy. Kommen Sie, we will go tell Vati.”

Wilhelm was thrilled with the news. “You cannot tell anyone, though. Until we are in the air, Devin can still stop us. We will leave tomorrow after your birthday dinner.”

Kurt kissed Anna soundly. “And Vati, I am not sharing her anymore. She is mine.”

Wilhelm chuckled. “Agreed.”


Seven


Hope filled Anna’s heart for the first time in so long. Part of her disbelieved that she really could be happy again, but when she looked at Kurt, the smile that formed on her face was firm evidence of the long-forgotten emotion.

She put on the new pink silk dress Kurt had bought her for her birthday and looked at herself in the mirror. Yes, she was definitely older now. Today was her twenty-third birthday.

Twenty-three would be a good year. She would marry Kurt and stay in Germany for a while. Or forever, maybe. Yes, she would miss dancing, but if giving it up meant being away from Devin, then she would do so happily. Besides, there were dance companies in Germany . . . just not in Frankfurt.

Kurt walked into the bathroom, looking very handsome in his dark suit, and wrapped his arms around her waist. He kissed her cheek. “Are you about ready to go?”

Anna nodded. They would go to the dinner as planned, but instead of coming back to the hotel, they would go straight to the airport. Wilhelm wouldn’t even check out of the hotel first. He would do it once they were back in Germany and have their things shipped home. He was doing everything possible to keep Devin from finding out they were leaving. He wouldn’t even allow them to talk about it when they were outside the hotel room.

They arrived at the restaurant and Anna was immediately grabbed and hugged by Jenna. And then Aaron. And then Travis. And a whole host of other dancers whom she’d become friends with before Alex had died.

Anna saw something on Jenna’s finger. “You got married?” she asked incredulously.

Jenna smiled apologetically. “I wish you could have been there. But . . . you weren’t well. Dad said he tried to talk to you, but . . .” She shrugged. “We can watch the video.”

“When did it happen?”

She glanced back at Matt. “Nine months ago? September?” Matt nodded and grinned.

Anna hugged her friend. “I’m so happy for you, Jenna. I really am.”

They were seated at a large round table. Kurt sat on one side of her and Jenna the other. Jenna made a big deal about it being Anna’s birthday. Anna blushed and buried her face in Kurt’s shoulder.

“What’s going on with you and Kurt?” Jenna asked softly after the drinks had been delivered. She raised her eyebrow at Kurt’s arm draped across Anna’s shoulder.

Anna shrugged, then blushed. “We just . . . I don’t know. I saw him on Friday and . . . it just clicked.”

“Isn’t he still married?”

“No. His divorce was finalized several months ago.” She smiled. “He’s . . . different now. Settled. And he’s so attentive.”

Jenna giggled. “Yeah, that’s obvious. But if he hurts you . . .” She narrowed her eyes.

“He won’t. If you spend time with him, you’ll see.”

Jenna leaned forward and studied him for a moment. “Well, he’s definitely not flirting like he used to.”

“I told you.”

Anna had a wonderful time with her friends. Aaron told her to hurry up and get back to dancing so they could dance together.

It really felt like a celebration. Her first birthday celebration in many, many years. Since Jack started training her. She couldn’t imagine a more wonderful day.

Jenna took her phone number and promised to call in the next few days so they could catch up. Anna agreed, even though she knew that she would be gone. But she had to play along. No one could know they were leaving.

[image: ]


After dinner was done, she was thoroughly embarrassed by the servers at the restaurant singing happy birthday to her. A little while later, she said goodbye to her friends and Wilhelm, Kurt and Anna got into the limo to head to the airport.

Anna leaned against Kurt and watched the lights of the city fly past the windows. Wilhelm seemed tense.

“What is wrong, Vati?” Kurt asked.

“Just . . . concerned. Devin’s contacts are wide and varied. He knows everything that goes on in the city. I will be much more at ease once we are in the air.”

It was late and Anna was drifting to sleep when she heard Wilhelm curse and Kurt sat up straight.

“What’s wrong?” Anna asked.

Wilhelm didn’t get agitated easily. She looked out the window and saw a black car parked by the Kunze family’s huge jet. Leaning against the back of the car with his arms crossed, was Devin.

“Wilhelm?” she asked in a shaky voice.

Wilhelm took a deep breath and set his jaw. “The jet is ready to go. We will board and fly away, just as we planned.”

The driver opened their door and Wilhelm got out first, followed by Kurt and Anna. Kurt held Anna’s hand tightly and kept her a good distance from Devin.

The tarmac was wet from the rain earlier in the evening. The orange overhead lights reflected on the dark, wet ground, giving the area a spooky look. Devin’s face was lit, though his beard cut strange lines across his face.

“What are you doing, Wilhelm?” Devin asked lightly. He hadn’t moved, though his dark eyes were very alert. He was dressed in black from head to toe, which made him look more sinister than usual.

“Going home. I believe I have a right to do that without asking your permission.” Wilhelm stood a few feet away from him, standing tall and confident. He exuded the power and authority of an Elder. He was a much larger man than Devin. Taller by several inches and broader by the same. The two of them facing off made her think of two opposing ancient gods.

“Of course. You are always welcome to leave my country. However, I do take issue with you taking my slave.”

“I have a right for her to visit me. She is as much mine as she is yours.”

“Ah, but you’re taking her without asking me. Or even checking out of your hotel. It makes me wonder what you are trying to do.” Devin turned and looked at Kurt and Anna. He arched his brow at their intertwined fingers. “Perhaps you have plans for her and your son?”

Wilhelm didn’t answer.

“I’m surprised you didn’t get her a big fancy ring like your brother did, Kurt. Don’t you have access to the same bank accounts?”

Kurt growled and stepped forward, but Wilhelm held up his hand. “They are in love, Devin. I see no problem with their dating.”

“Dating? Or engagement? You think to marry her off to your other son so he can protect her from me?” Devin smirked. “It won’t work. Kurt isn’t her soulmate. He can’t protect her like Alex could.”

“Then why do you care if they marry?”

Devin’s jaw clenched. “Because you’re taking my property,” he said after a pause.

“She is not property, Devin. She is a woman.”

“She’s a slave. My slave. I have a very particular purpose for her and I won’t let you take her from me.”

“Your purpose for her is barbaric and forbidden.”

“For you, maybe. I was made Chairman by the Elders of my country and the Immortals. I didn’t stage a coup.”

“Not blatantly.”

Devin laughed. “It’s not my fault that the Elders of this country are weak and willing to follow rather than lead. I just took advantage of the situation.”

“A situation of your own making.”

Devin shrugged. “Advantages must be seized or lost. I always choose to seize them.”

“Yes, we are quite aware of your propensity to seize opportunities.”

Devin sighed, as though weary of the conversation. “I won’t allow you to take Anna. It’s as simple as that.”

Wilhelm raised his eyebrows. “Well then, consider this. I am taking Anna. She is mine as well. You bribed her into leaving my home two years ago and kept her incoherent during that entire time. I am entitled to some time with her without you watching everything we do.”

Devin chuckled. “It is interesting watching you when you come out to visit. I particularly enjoyed watching your little threesome yesterday. Anna does seem to like her big cocks.”

Wilhelm frowned at Devin. “You stretch your hand beyond where it should be, Devin. What I do in the privacy of my hotel room is not for your entertainment.”

“Oh, but where Anna is concerned, everything is within my reach.”

Wilhelm turned and looked at Kurt. “Get Anna on the plane,” he said in a quiet voice. “We are leaving.”

Kurt nodded and led Anna towards the plane, with Wilhelm following behind. Anna watched Devin nervously, but was eager to escape and held Kurt’s hand tightly.

“Stop!” Devin commanded in a loud tone. The three of them froze mid-step. Something in his tone was positively terrifying and made Anna want to fall to her knees in fear.

Like something out of a nightmare, the night seemed to grow darker. The orange lights dimmed and everything faded except Devin, who seemed to grow larger. His eyes flashed with angry fire.

“You will not take Anna from me,” he said in a deep, commanding tone.

Wilhelm turned back to him and started to say something, but in a flash, Devin was in front of him with his hand around his neck. Anna rubbed her eyes because Devin seemed . . . bigger than Wilhelm, even though she knew that wasn’t possible.

Anna saw Devin’s fingers squeezing into Wilhelm’s neck. “No! Devin, no!” she screamed and ran up to him to pull at his arm.

Devin pushed her away and she fell to the ground. Devin’s evil eyes bored into Wilhelm’s. “You will not take Anna from me,” he said in a raspy, evil-tinged voice. “You will get on your plane, both you and your son, and you will leave this country. I forbid you and any member of your family to have any sort of contact with her. I forbid you from ever stepping foot in this country again. You and every member of your family. No one is welcome here. Leave and never come back.”

Devin released Wilhelm’s neck and, to Anna’s horror, Wilhelm and Kurt both turned and walked to the jet without saying another word. They climbed the steps and disappeared without a single glance back. Devin waved his hand and the door to the jet closed and the engines started.

“No!” she screamed as the jet taxied away.

She ran after it, but it picked up speed and disappeared into the night. She fell to the ground, scraping her knees and burying her face in her hands.

“No,” she sobbed. They were gone. They’d left without her. Her beloved Kurt and Wilhelm.

She heard footsteps behind her and looked back to see Ian walking towards her. She stood to run, but he was too fast. He picked her up unceremoniously and carried her back to Devin.

“I hate you!” she screamed and pounded on Devin’s chest.

He calmly grabbed her wrists and twisted her arms until she fell to her knees and cried out in pain.

“There. That’s how you belong. On your knees in front of me.” He looked at Ian. “Put her in the car.”

Ian picked her up and put her in the back seat. Devin got in next to her. “I believe you need another attitude adjustment.” Ian got in the driver’s seat. “The Manor please, Ian.”


Eight


Anna lay on her bed in the Manor in agony. Everything hurt. Even her toes hurt. Devin had done everything possible to hurt her, including using the “nerve juice” as he called it. When the first dose had worn off, he’d given her a second one.

The sad thing was she’d slept and was feeling better than she had been before she went to sleep. The idea of suicide flitted around her mind again, but the likelihood of it working was slim.

She was condemned to life. Would she ever die? She was only half-Immortal. What did that mean? How long would she live this hell?

The door opened and Devin walked in. He stood above her for a moment, looking down on her with his hands on his hips, then went to sit down in the chair by the window. Anna didn’t move. Her hatred of him rose inside her chest with a vengeance. But then faded just as quickly. He had a new way to hurt her and she was terrified of feeling that pain again.

Devin cleared his throat and Anna slowly sat up and looked at him.

“Yes, Master?” she asked in a hoarse voice. She’d lost her voice from screaming in the dungeon and it hadn’t returned yet.

He pointed to the floor in front of him. She crawled out of bed and stumbled across the floor to collapse on her heels in front of him.

“This is no longer a safe place, Anna. This is merely your room. You will call me Master at all times when you are in the Manor. When I enter the room, you will get on your knees like all the other girls. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Master,” she rasped.

“If I have to discipline you again, there will be three doses of the nerve juice.”

“Yes, Master.” She shuddered at the thought.

“We will try your ‘new life’ again. You will begin dancing again as soon as you are able. You will eat properly. You will dance well. You will take care of yourself. If you don’t, I will discipline you.”

“Why do you want me to dance?” she whined.

“Because if you don’t, you’re useless.”

Anna winced at his words. He was so harsh. He wasn’t even trying to be nice anymore. She supposed without the threat of Wilhelm, there was no need to be nice anymore.

He leaned forward and removed her necklace. He’d given her a new one when she moved out of the Manor. One without black diamonds. “I have half a mind to give you a ruby to wear. Act up again and I will.”

“Yes, Master.”

He produced a solid gold bracelet and put it on her wrist. “This is locked. You may not remove it.” It was thick and heavy and fitted to her wrist.

“Yes, Master.”

“And, finally, Ian will take you to your new apartment when you’re ready to leave. I don’t want to pay the ridiculous rent I was paying in that other place. This one is much cheaper and closer to the studio, so I can get rid of your car as well. I will pay your rent. You have money in your bank account that you can use to pay for everything else. I removed your credit cards from your wallet. You only need money for food and dance clothes. If I decide I want to take you anywhere I will have Ian take you shopping.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Ian will pick you up on Fridays to bring you here.” Devin grinned. “Zach told me he saw you on Friday. He’s looking forward to spending time with you again.”

Anna’s heart dropped into her stomach. How could she have imagined a life that didn’t begin and end with pain and heartache? “Yes, Master.”

He stood. “I believe that is all. Let Ian know when you’re ready to leave. Maggie will bring some clothes in for you to wear home.” He stepped around Anna and walked out the door.

Anna slumped forward and buried her face in her hands.
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Thursday evening, Anna walked to ballet class from her new apartment. It was a tiny studio, but it really was all she needed. It had a kitchen, a bathroom, and a closet. She had her TV to keep her dreams away, her mattress to sleep on, her coffee table and couch. If Wilhelm thought her previous place was hideous, she would hate to think what he thought of this place.

But she would never see him again. Devin made sure of that. Ian told her that they would never dare come back as long as Devin’s permission had been revoked. Devin could destroy them with a word.

“How did he get so powerful?” she had asked Ian as they drove to her new apartment.

Ian looked at her sadly. “The spring rituals, Anna. He uses you and takes your power for his own.”

That depressed Anna. She’d caused her own demise. If only she’d fought him harder . . . well, thinking about that right now wouldn’t do any good. Right now she just needed to concentrate on making him happy. To keep from being “disciplined” again.

It was a fifteen-minute walk from her apartment to the studio. Not bad on a nice night. She was thankful tonight was a nice night.

As she came around the corner, she saw someone standing near the studio door.

“Aaron?” she exclaimed as she got closer and his face became clear in the dim light.

“Anna! I’ve been worried about you!” he exclaimed, grabbing her and embracing her hard. “I’ve been calling you and waiting out here for you every night this week.”

“I must have forgotten to turn my phone back on.” She’d turned it off after they’d left the restaurant and hadn’t thought about it since.

“I even went by your apartment today, but no one answered.”

“How do you know where my apartment is?” She’d just moved in yesterday. “I didn’t hear anyone knock and I was there all day.”

“I . . . someone told me,” Aaron answered vaguely.

“Someone?”

Aaron gave her a strange look. “Yes. Someone.”

Anna was confused. Who would have told him where she lived? “I didn’t hear you knock.”

“You’re in apartment 760, right? In SoMo?”

Anna shook her head. “I was, but I don’t live in that place anymore. Devin moved me . . . closer to here.”

“You only lived there a few weeks.”

“He didn’t want to keep paying that amount of rent.” She shrugged. “I have a little studio on O’Farrell. It’s fine.”

“Fine?” Aaron looked outraged. “Anna, you’re a frickin’ Duchess. You shouldn’t be living in a tiny studio apartment. You should at least be in a decent apartment. I can help⁠—”

“I’m fine, Aaron,” Anna snapped. “And I’m not a duchess. Not anymore. Alex is dead, Wilhelm and his family are forbidden to come here. I am alone. The only thing I need to do is keep Devin happy. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get to class.” She pushed him aside and went inside the building.

“You’re not alone, Anna,” Aaron called after her as she walked away, but he didn’t follow her.

Yeah, right.

She huffed as she went into the studio and sat down on the floor to change shoes. It was better if she just kept to herself. Her only purpose in life was to keep Devin happy. Anything else would just get in the way and cause her more pain.
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Within a few more weeks, Anna had proven herself strong enough to start back on pointe. She worked with the summer students for a few weeks and then was put in the Company Corps. She knew many of the girls and a few of the guys, but she kept to herself. Jenna had recently been promoted to Soloist, so she wasn’t in classes with her.

Anna figured that her friends didn’t know she had joined for at least a week because she wasn’t bothered. But Aaron spotted her coming out of the studio after class on the second Tuesday she was there and ran up to her.

“Anna!” he hugged her.

A few of the Corps dancers mumbled around her. Anna was getting a reputation for being a cold, icy bitch, which was fine with her. Anna suspected that some of her fellow dancers thought that, because she’d been a Principal before, she was unfriendly because she was a snob and was too good for the Corps. This, of course, was untrue, because she just didn’t want to be there in the first place. It didn’t matter what part of the Company she was in. She danced to the best of her abilities because if she didn’t, Devin would find out and punish her.

So when she pushed Aaron aside and walked past him without responding, the dancers were surprised.

“Maybe she’s just a bitch,” one girl muttered.

Aaron turned and stared at the girl. “You have no idea what Anna has been through in her life. Don’t you dare judge her!” He turned around and jogged to catch up with Anna.

Anna turned and saw him coming after her and ran quickly into the bathroom. She poked her head out ten minutes later and was relieved to not see him in the hallway.

When she returned to the studio for the morning rehearsals for Petrushka, she noticed a couple of the girls trying to be friendly and chat with her. Anna glared at them and walked away.

Unfortunately, Aaron caught her at lunch and held her arm to make her go with him. Fine, she thought as he led her out the door. She’d just make him regret he took her.

She refused to admit to herself that she was lonely.

Aaron took her to a deli down the street and tried to buy her lunch.

“I can buy my own lunch,” she snapped. Now that she was in the Company again, she would be getting a regular paycheck. Not a very large one, but enough to keep herself fed.

Aaron protested, but Anna glared at him and stood stubbornly with her arms crossed until he walked away. She ordered her lunch and then walked to sit with him at a table near the window.

“What do you want?” she asked before taking a bite of her salad.

“I’m glad you’re eating,” Aaron said, ignoring her sharp tone.

“I have to eat,” she retorted. “I have to take care of myself and dance well. Other than that, I don’t have to do anything.”

Aaron raised his eyebrows. “Is that what Devin told you?”

Anna nodded. “Pleasing him is my purpose in life. Anything else will just get in the way. Especially people.”

He looked sadly at her. “I miss the old Anna.”

She shrugged and took a sip of her ice tea. “The old Anna was stupid and naïve and . . . just dumb.”

The old Anna had fallen in love with a monster. The more time passed, the more she hated Alex. For lying to her. For making her believe that life could be worth living. If he hadn’t interfered with that ritual . . . well, none of this would have happened. She would have been blissfully ignorant of many things in life.

“I don’t think she was stupid. God, Anna, I’d never seen a happier woman than when you and Alex were together. You glowed.”

“I was pregnant. Pregnant women do that. And . . . well, Alex wasn’t who he said he was.” He was a monster who liked little girls.

Aaron gave her a confused look. “I thought you knew about what he did.”

“You knew? How could you still be friends with him?”

“Anna, I found out . . . after he died. But, I don’t think any less of him. It sure explains all his mystery trips.”

“Yeah, it’s not exactly something you advertise,” she grumbled.

“I imagine it would be dangerous if it was general knowledge.”

“Dangerous? Why would it be dangerous?”

Aaron looked bewildered. “Well, I don’t know . . . like you said, it’s not something you want to advertise. But, I mean, considering all that the Brotherhood does, I don’t see why it’s a big deal. Aside from the whole killing thing, it’s actually kinda cool.”

“He killed them?” she squeaked. The little girls hadn’t looked like they died, but maybe they died later.

“That was his job, Anna. Or part of it anyway. He wouldn’t be a very good assassin if he didn’t.”

His job? Assassin? “What are you talking about, Aaron?”

“You’re upset because of his . . . well, the reason for his black diamonds, right?”

Anna shook her head. “No. I knew about that before he asked me to marry him. I’m upset because I didn’t know he had a penchant for hurting little girls. He lied and pretended that he was⁠—”

“Anna, what on earth gave you that idea about him?” Aaron’s eyes were wide. “He would never do anything like that.”

“Yes, he would,” she said, angry tears filling her eyes. “I saw it.”

“You saw him hurting someone?”

She nodded and stabbed at her salad.

“Anna, he’s been gone for over two years⁠—”

“I saw a video. Devin showed me.”

“A video?” Aaron stared at her. “Oh, God. Anna . . . was it . . . were there three girls? And Alex was . . . ?”

Anna nodded. “You knew?”

“Anna, that video . . . it’s not real. Or, at least . . . God, Devin showed that to you?”

“It is real. He laughed when they screamed.”

Aaron shook his head. “No. Anna, no. It’s not. Yes, he told me.” He sighed. “Do you remember when we were dating? And that afternoon when that pain started. That excruciating pain?”

She nodded. “How could I forget?” Especially now that she’d had the real thing?

“Hon, Devin drugged him and made him do those horrible things. Then Devin tortured him and that’s when you started hurting. Anna, he was drugged. I know. We talked about it afterward.”

Anna shook her head again. “No, even drugged Alex wouldn’t . . .”

But Alex had done bad things another time when he was drugged. When he raped her after a trip. That’s when he told her he was going back to Frankfurt. Maybe the video wasn’t true? Maybe Devin had been just trying to hurt her. He liked to hurt her and didn’t hide it anymore.

“Alex was the man you loved, Anna. He was exactly the man he appeared to be.”

Anna angrily brushed her tears away and looked out the window. “Well, it doesn’t matter now. He’s dead. He left me alone and now all I have is Devin.”

“He didn’t get killed on purpose, Anna. You know that.”

“He promised me he would come home. That he would come back to me.” She shook her head. “He lied.”

“Anna, give yourself time to grieve. He loved you more than anything in the world.”

“And a lot of good that did. I wish I’d never met him. I would have been better off if he’d never saved me.”

“That’s not true, Anna and you know it.”

Anna glared at Aaron. “When you have lived my life, then you can tell me what’s true or not.” She stood, pushing back her chair so hard that it fell backward. “Don’t talk to me again.”

She turned and stormed out of the deli and walked back to the studio where she went into the bathroom and wept. Knowing that the video wasn’t showing the truth didn’t help ease the pain. If anything, it made it worse.

If Alex really was the man she thought he was, then the loss was even greater. There was no hope. There was only Devin.


Nine


The weekend before Petrushka opened, Devin took Anna to the Summer Gathering. She hadn’t been there since Alex died, but Devin wanted her there this year since she was “awake.”

“I don’t want any of your attitude while we’re here, Anna,” Devin warned as they deplaned in Washington DC.

“Yes, Devin,” she said quietly and followed Devin through the airport. Ian and Tyler had traveled with them, but Devin had left Maggie at home because he didn’t want Anna to feel spoiled. She would attend to herself.

They arrived at the hotel a while later and Tyler took her to his room while Devin spoke with some of the Elders that had arrived already.

He pushed her into the bedroom. “Take your clothes off,” he snapped.

Anna immediately began undressing while Tyler watched with a wicked grin that was so much like his father’s. When she was naked, he turned her around and pushed her onto the bed.

“On your knees,” he said, slapping her ass.

She obeyed and expected him to take her from behind. Instead, he just looked at her. He pressed into her lower back and she arched her back.

“Much better.”

Without warning, he smacked her between her legs.

Anna shrieked in surprise but didn’t dare move. He hit her again and again until tears were running down her cheeks. Her pussy felt raw and swollen.

Tyler laughed. “Tommy won’t let me have fun with you, so I wanted to do it before he got here.” He pinched her clit with his fingernails and she moaned in pain. “Hmm, what else can I have fun with?” he mumbled to himself. Anna heard him walk out into the living room of their two-bedroom suite and returned a few minutes later.

She felt something cold against her asshole and pulled away instinctively. He punched her hip. “Don’t move.”

The cold moved inside her and she whimpered as it stretched her hole.

He laughed again. “I’m giving you a beer tail. You like a beer bottle being shoved up your ass?”

Anna didn’t answer his question, but cried out as he pressed forward. The neck was in and the bottle widened faster than her body could respond, but still he pressed forward. She tried to relax her muscles, but the cold made it impossible. She screamed as he hit the bottle, shoving it deeper inside. Her ass gave way and he pressed the bottle almost all the way in.

She cried as he twisted the bottle. It was too cold and too big.

“Aw, Anna. It’s all right. The blood’s helping it spin.”

She felt him press forward more and suddenly her muscles clamped shut and she had a terrible cramp in her stomach. She groaned and rolled onto her side.

“I didn’t say you could move,” Tyler snarled and moved her back to her hands and knees. He unzipped his pants and rammed his cock into her pussy.

Anna screamed as the bottle was pushed aside and moved as he fucked her hard. She gripped the comforter and buried her face in it. Every move made the pain worse. She sobbed, which made Tyler laugh.

Suddenly, her pussy was empty and she heard the sound of flesh hitting flesh. She rolled to her side to see Tommy pulling his arm back and then swung forward to hit Tyler in the face. Tyler cursed and lunged at Tommy, but Tommy was more agile and moved aside. Tyler fell forward and somersaulted back to his feet. They glared at each other, fists clenched. Tommy was ready to swing again if Tyler moved.

“You fucking bastard!” Tyler shouted. “What the fuck did you do that for?”

“You were hurting her.”

“I always hurt her. That’s what she’s for, you idiot.”

“She’s an Elder-Mistress. She deserves your respect.”

Tyler laughed. “God, you sound like that fucking German husband of hers. She’s a fucking slave, Tommy. I can do whatever the hell I want to.”

Tommy swung again, but Tyler saw it coming this time and backed out of the way before his fist made contact. Tyler laughed and didn’t see the next swing coming. Tommy caught him on the temple and Tyler fell to the ground, clutching his head.

Tommy looked back at Anna curled up on the bed. He stepped forward to pick her up and carried her into the second bedroom. He placed her gently on the bed and she immediately curled into a ball again and moaned in pain.

He leaned forward to kiss her cheek. “Anna, what did he do to you?”

Anna’s cheeks burned with shame. “He . . . he shoved a beer bottle in my ass,” she whispered and shifted positions, trying to make the cramping go away.

Tommy’s jaw clenched but he didn’t say anything. He moved to look at her ass. “Holy shit. He pushed it all the way in?”

Anna nodded.

“God, I don’t know what to do.” Tommy looked around and then made a face. “Can you . . . push it out?”

“I don’t want to do that on your bed, Tommy,” she said in a strained voice. Even talking made it hurt.

“How about the bathtub? I could put you in a bath?”

Anna shrugged.

He stood and walked into the bathroom. Anna heard the water running and then there was a knock on the door.

“Tommy?” came a male voice.

Tommy walked to the door and opened it. His dad and Devin stood there with Tyler behind them.

Devin’s eyes narrowed when he saw Anna. “What the hell did you do, Anna?”

“She didn’t do anything. She was screaming when I came in.”

“Tommy,” his dad said softly. “Tyler can . . .”

“Tyler shoved a beer bottle up her ass.”

Tom’s eyes widened and he turned to Devin. “Even that can’t be okay, Devin.”

“Not here at a gathering, no.” Devin seemed to concede. He turned to Tyler and frowned at him. “I brought her for a reason, Tyler. Not for you to fuck her up the first hour we’re here.” Devin turned and pulled Tyler with him towards the door. “I’ll get in touch with Kaveh.” They left the room, leaving Tommy and Tom looking at Anna with sympathy.

“I was gonna put her in a bath,” Tommy said hesitantly.

Tom nodded. “I’m not sure what else to do.” He looked at Anna with sad eyes. “I’m so sorry, Anna,” he said with sincerity.

It surprised Anna that he would feel bad for her. After all, he was Devin’s best friend. Why would he care?

Tommy picked her up and carried her into the large bathtub.
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An hour later, Anna was wrapped in a robe and lying in Tommy’s bed feeling much better. She lay with her head on his chest and watched TV.

“I can’t believe you hit Tyler,” she said, looking up at him.

“He’s changed so much since he got his piercing.” Tommy shook his head. “He’s so . . . I don’t know. He’s just not the same.” He kissed her forehead. “I’m sorry he hurt you.”

Anna grimaced. “It’s okay. I wish I could say I got used to it, but I can’t.” She sighed. “I don’t even heal as quickly as I used to. Devin’s . . . punishments hurt for a lot longer now.”

Tommy stroked her cheek. “I wish . . .” He shook his head and sighed. “I’m sorry, Anna,” he said and kissed her. His hand slid around the back of her head and she turned her body to his.

She ran her hands across his shoulders and down his arms. He had matured in the last few years. He was now a grown man. His shoulders were broader; his arms were bigger. He played football and basketball at Harvard. He had turned into a kind, courteous, thoughtful man. He was going into his senior year of college and would graduate in May.

His kiss was gentle and full of affection. His lips caressed hers and then moved down to her neck and collarbone. She pulled at the tie of her robe.

“Anna, you’re hurt,” he said in a husky voice.

“Please, Tommy,” she implored softly. “Make love to me. It’ll be the last gentle touch I have for a while.”

Tommy’s blue eyes searched hers and then he bent down to kiss her again. “I never want to hurt you, Anna,” he murmured against her lips.

“I know,” she smiled and wrapped her arms around his neck.
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Later, when they were laying together, immersed in post-coital bliss, the door opened and Tyler walked in.

Tommy sat up and covered Anna to her neck with the sheet. “You could’ve knocked, dude.”

Tyler raised his eyebrows at Tommy. “You gonna tell Kim about your mistress?”

Tommy went pale and Anna’s heart pounded. Who was Kim?

“Not cool, Tyler,” Tommy growled.

“Oh, c’mon, Tommy. Anna would have to be an idiot to not know you’ve got a girlfriend by now.” Tyler turned his smirk on Anna. “Or did you think because he defended you, he still wanted to be with you?”

A shame-filled chill ran through Anna’s body. Of course Tommy would have a girlfriend. He had to get married once he finished college. This Kim was a lucky girl.

“Get the fuck out of here, Tyler,” Tommy snarled.

“My dad wants his slave back now. That’s what I came to tell you.”

Anna shakily crawled out of the bed. This was the end of the good part of the weekend. She walked out of the bedroom towards Tyler’s room where her clothes were.

“Anna . . . wait,” Tommy said, following her. “I’m sorry, Anna. I never meant to hurt you.”

Anna smiled as best she could and turned to Tommy. “It’s okay, Tommy. There’s nothing to be sorry for. I . . . should have realized you would be in a relationship by now. I’ve kinda been out of it for a while.” She turned and went to pick up her clothes and started dressing.

Tommy sat on the bed. “Anna, you were the first girl I fell in love with. God, if things were different . . .” He ran his hands through his scraggly hair.

She gave him a weak smile. “If things were different . . . a lot of things would be different.” Her heart ached for Alex so suddenly she gasped and pressed her hand to her chest.

“You still miss him?” he asked quietly.

Anna closed her eyes. “Yes,” she whispered. “So much I can hardly stand it sometimes.”

Tommy stood and hugged Anna, holding her for a long time.

“Your girlfriend’s a lucky girl, Tommy,” she said, pulling away. “You’re a good guy.”

He looked down at her. “Maybe. Although she’ll never have all of my heart.” Tommy brushed Anna’s cheek with the back of his fingers, then leaned down to kiss her again.

Anna reluctantly pulled away from him. “I have to go. Devin will be angry.”

Tommy let her go. “Find me if you have any free time.”

Anna nodded and followed Tyler to the hotel suite she would share with Devin tonight.
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The Gathering was much like the others she remembered, though Devin no longer pretended to be nice to her. He treated her as a slave and passed her around to the cruelest of the men. The only nice thing he did was send her home with Ian on Sunday night rather than taking her to drop off Tommy and Tyler in Massachusetts. She was sad to say goodbye to Tommy without any more time with him but knew it was for the best. He needed to get back to his girlfriend and she needed to get home to rehearsals.
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After she returned from the Gathering, she distanced herself even more from those around her. She snapped at anyone who tried to talk to her. Before the first dress rehearsal in the theater, Isaak pulled her aside and told her she needed to fix her attitude.

“Or what? You’ll kick me out? Devin won’t allow it.”

Isaak sighed. “Anna, this isn’t you. You’re not an ice queen.”

“How do you know, Isaak? Maybe this is exactly who I am.” She stalked off and left him staring after her in the hallway.

Devin was at her apartment waiting for her when she got home that evening. He grabbed her around her throat and pushed her up against the wall.

“I don’t like having to come down here and talk to you about your attitude, Anna,” he said through clenched teeth.

She clawed against his grip and gasped for breath as he held her there. At long last, he released her and she fell to the floor. She grasped her neck and felt the tender skin where Devin had squeezed. She would have bruises in the morning.

“You told me you didn’t care what I did, as long as I took care of myself and danced well.”

“Well, your attitude caused Isaak to call me and ask if he could pull you from the Corps. I told him I would speak to you and that it wouldn’t be an issue any longer.” He pulled her to her feet by her hair. “So I’m talking to you,” he snarled. “Fix your attitude or we will have another attitude adjustment session.”

Anna burst into tears. Desperation made her bold enough to speak out. “I don’t know what you want from me, Master. I’m trying to keep people away from me so they don’t interfere with my devotion to you. If I’m nice to them, they start trying to be my friend. I just want to go there and dance and they won’t leave me alone.”

Devin caged her chin and studied her eyes. She could feel him reading her thoughts.

“Fine. I will take care of things. For now, be polite and cold, but not rude. Opening night is this Friday, correct?”

“Yes, Master.” She paused. “Are you going to come?”

“I will be there. Did you get your dress?” He released her chin.

Anna nodded. Ian had taken her shopping a few weeks ago. The dress frightened her because Devin had insisted on a red dress for the evening. It was slinky, strapless and low cut with a high slit on her right leg.

“If you behave between now and then, I will help you out.” He didn’t need to give the rest of the threat. She would behave.

“Now go clean up. I want to fuck you before I leave.”


Ten


Dress rehearsals ran all that week. The entire company had morning class together on the stage, which made it difficult to avoid her former friends. They didn’t seem to understand she wanted nothing to do with them, so she just ignored them when they talked to her.

Friday morning, there was more buzz than normal. Anna figured it was just opening night jitters until she heard the girls gossiping about a new dancer.

“Omigod, did you see his ass?”

“Is he gay?”

“He’s Russian. He doesn’t have to be gay to be good.”

“And his eyes!”

Anna rolled her eyes and walked to the corner of the stage where she got ready for class. The girls were starting to get really annoying when Isaak clapped his hands for their attention.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I would like to introduce you to our newest dancer, Peter Asimov. He will be hanging around for the performances the next two weeks so he can get to know you all and how the company works. He will, of course, be performing in the Nutcracker with us.” Isaak went on to list his impressive resume.

Anna looked up to see the girls watching the new dancer with bright eyes. As she finished tying her pointe shoe, she glanced at the new dancer.

And gasped.

Oh God, this had to be some sort of trick. Standing not ten feet away from her was Peter, grandson of Vitaly, who had taken Alex away from her.

His warm brown eyes lifted to meet hers and he smiled. He had grown a goatee since she saw him last and looked older, but it was definitely him. Devin hadn’t told her he was a dancer. Not that he’d had a chance. Fuck.

Anna clenched her jaw, but didn’t move otherwise. He was a future Elder and she had to be polite and accommodating to him. Maybe he wouldn’t recognize her. She turned quickly away and got ready for the first warm-up. Thankfully, he went to stand next to Aaron and Stephanie and she didn’t have to think about him anymore.
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She was heading off the stage after class when she felt a hand on her elbow. She turned and looked directly into Peter’s eyes.

“You’re Anna, right?” he said with an accent, though not as thick as she would have expected. His voice was deep and, had he been anyone else and she been in a different life, would have made her knees turn to jelly. “I don’t know if you remember me . . .”

“I remember you,” she interrupted coldly, lifting her chin. “Why are you here?”

“I wanted to have a break from my family and have always heard wonderful things about the San Francisco Ballet Company. You were the first to bring Nutcracker to America, right?”

“You left the Kirov to dance here?” She arched her brow in disbelief. The Kirov was one of the best dance companies in the world.

Peter smiled a megawatt smile and shrugged. “I had an opportunity to come and dance here. I also heard there were very pretty ballerinas here.” He looked her up and down. “They weren’t lying.”

“Yes, well, I’m sure you’ll have your pick,” she said in a dry voice. “They seem quite enthralled with you. Excuse me.” She turned and walked away. He wasn’t technically and Elder-Son yet . . . right?

Throughout rehearsal, she felt Peter’s eyes on her. Why was he watching her? There were plenty of other girls that would be thrilled to have his attention. Had she not made herself clear?

When rehearsal was over, she saw him walking towards her and escaped to the Corps dressing rooms before he caught her. She changed and got out of the theater quickly, walking home in half the time it normally took her.
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Anna walked back to the theater that afternoon carrying her dress and everything she needed to get ready for the after-party. She should have taken the bus.

She paused to catch her breath before she opened the door.

“Can I help you carry your things?” a deep voice behind her asked.

She whirled around to see Peter behind her. Some of the other corps dancers were walking up to the door and they looked at the two of them curiously.

“No,” she snapped and opened the door and walked away as quickly as possible.
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To Anna’s relief, she didn’t see Peter the rest of the afternoon and evening. She stayed in the dressing room as much as possible and kept to herself. The other girls gossiped about him and Anna tried not to listen.

There was a burst of laughter. “Yeah, maybe that’s why he thinks he likes her. She reminds him of his icy home.”

Anna had hidden in a corner, so no one saw her. She had a feeling they were talking about her, and she didn’t care. At least that’s what she told herself. She would not admit that she was lonely and missed her friends.

The show went very well. Standing ovations and all. Anna thought Aaron was spectacular as always. She didn’t realize how much she’d missed his dancing. Without thinking about it, she went up to him after the curtain fell and hugged him.

“Anna . . .” he whispered as he held her.

She backed away suddenly, realizing what she’d done. Several of the other dancers stared. Without a word, she ran away and hid in the dressing room backstage. How could she have been so stupid? She needed to keep herself aloof. Apart from people. For their sake as well as her own. She needed to be wholeheartedly devoted to Devin and no one else.

She began to get ready and soon heard the other girls coming in. She was putting her dress on when the other girls began to enter the room. Anna looked in the mirror and hated how she looked. What would Devin do to her in a red dress?

“Damn, you clean up good,” Cindy, one of the dancers, commented.

Anna didn’t reply and made her way out to the lobby where the party was in full swing.

She felt awkward and self-conscious as she made her way through the crowd. She recognized many of the men and didn’t like the smiles they gave her. Finally, she spotted Devin near one of the tables of food and walked over to him.

“Anna,” he said, kissing her cheek. “You danced well tonight.” He handed her a glass of wine.

“Thank you, Ma . . . Devin,” she corrected herself.

He pulled her close. “You look delicious in red, Baby,” he whispered in her ear. “I’ve noticed many of the men admiring you.”

Anna smiled nervously and looked at the floor. She hated to think about what they were thinking. Jack walked up to them a few minutes later.

“Look how pretty my little Anna is,” Jack said with a grin. “I think we should have put her in red sooner, Devin.”

Anna blinked back the tears of fear as they talked about her with subtle innuendoes at what the color meant.

Devin introduced her to several men, some who looked familiar. He even sent her off with a few of them to find a dark corner where they could push her up against the wall and fuck her ruthlessly. One even went into her ass and she dug her fingernails into her palms to keep from crying out. When he was finished, she walked slowly back to Devin and told him the man had been satisfied.

“Good girl,” he said with a smile.

She’d noticed a few of the dancers giving her strange looks when she was walking with the various men and saw them looking at her as she stood next to Devin. She flushed and stared at the floor as Devin put his hand on her hip and kiss the side of her head.

Why did it bother her what other people thought? She was Devin’s slave and that was that. But at the same time, she had to pretend she was respectable and she felt ashamed that she wasn’t. She had felt respectable when she’d been married to Alex, but those days were long gone.

“Ah, there you are Peter,” Devin said and Anna’s head snapped up. “Anna, you remember Peter, right?”

Peter smiled at her and moved his eyes over her entire body.

“Yes, Devin, I remember,” she said softly.

“We were reacquainted this morning, Devin,” Peter explained. “Anna’s been playing hard to get,” he added with a smile.

Anna looked between Peter and Devin. “You knew he was here?” Anna asked Devin.

“I invited him to come,” Devin grinned. “Anna, I’ve come to realize that you are much more . . . pleasant to be around if you are in some sort of relationship. Therefore,” he motioned to Peter. “I am providing you with a relationship. Peter knows me, knows what I want from you, and has agreed to ‘date’ you and provide you with companionship that I approve of.”

“Devin, you can’t⁠—”

“I am perfectly serious, Anna,” Devin growled. “You will give the appearance that the two of you like each other and all that is involved when two people meet. He will become your boyfriend and eventually you will move in with him. He won’t interfere with any of my needs for you, but will give you some stability and, as I said, companionship.”

Tears of frustration filled her eyes. “Devin, I don’t want a boyfriend,” she pleaded quietly. “Especially not him.”

“It’s not for you to choose, Anna. You are lonely, even though you won’t admit it. You need someone to be with.” He motioned to Peter. “I have provided you with someone I trust.”

Anna’s shoulders slumped. Arguing would just anger him. “Yes, Devin,” she said softly.

“Now, why don’t you two run along and let people think someone has broken through your icy exterior.” He took hold of her arm and pinched it. “You will treat him with respect, Anna.”

Anna winced and nodded quickly, rubbing her arm when he released it.

Peter smiled and reached for her hand. It took every ounce of willpower to not run away, but this is what Devin wanted. He would punish her if she didn’t do as he wanted her to.

Peter led her to a bench near the wall and they sat and talked. If she didn’t despise him so much, she would have admitted that he was very handsome. She guessed him to be about twenty-five years old. His thick dark-brown hair hung over his forehead and he had eyes the color of cognac. He was well built and tall and looked incredibly sexy in his dark suit and tie . . . if she would let herself admit it, which she wouldn’t. She listened politely and was as respectful as she could manage. He explained how he had arrived yesterday from St. Petersburg after receiving a call Monday morning from Devin.

“So, you left the Kirov because Devin asked you to?” Anna asked, coming to fully understand why he was here. There would be no other reason to leave such an amazing dance company.

“I did. My grandfather respects Devin immensely and your ballet company is very good. Plus, an opportunity to date the famous Mistress Anna . . . Well, I couldn’t resist.” He took her hand and kissed the back of it.

A shiver ran through her body, and it wasn’t a good one. She liked his grandfather even less now that she knew he respected Devin.

“You can join me when I look for an apartment if you’d like, since you’ll be living there soon.”

“Don’t you want to really date someone? I mean, don’t you need to get married soon?”

“Ah, I don’t need to get married until my uncle becomes Starshiy.”

“Your uncle?”

“Da, Vlad is my dyadya. My uncle. He had five daughters. My father is next oldest and I am his oldest son. Therefore, I am next in line for leadership after Vlad.”

“Oh.”

“Besides, I have a girlfriend at home. When it is time, I will marry her.”

“She doesn’t mind you coming over here and . . . becoming my boyfriend?”

He shrugged. “She doesn’t really have a choice. She will make a good wife. We’ve been friends since childhood. She knows there are things that I must do in life. This is certainly one of the more pleasant ones, I must say.” He gave her that megawatt smile again.

Anna looked away. “Well, I guess that it’s good that neither of us are looking to have a real relationship.”

When the party was winding down, Peter offered to take her home.

“You have a car, but not an apartment yet?”

“It’s a rental. I’ll get my own soon.”

Anna sighed, resolving herself to the inevitable. “I suppose I should let you take me home?”

Peter smiled. “I would like to, if that is all right with you.”

She shrugged. “All right.”

They went through the backstage so she could get her things and then to the garage to his car.

“A Mustang?”

“I’ve always wanted one, and I couldn’t resist. They’re so . . . American. Though I don’t know if I would buy one. I think I like some other cars better.” He opened her door to let her in and then closed it before walking around to his side and settling into the driver’s seat.

Anna gave him her address and he plugged it into his GPS system. “You live very close.”

Anna nodded. “Devin didn’t want to pay for a car for me.”

“Ah.”

He made his way out of the parking garage and headed towards Anna’s apartment.

“So, what do you do for fun around here?”

Anna sighed. “Devin told you I was doped up for two years, didn’t he?”

“Well, yes. So, what did you do before you got ‘doped up’?”

Anna clenched her fists. “I spent time with my husband.”

“Ah. Yes. Of course.” He glanced at her. “What did you do with him?”

“Nothing that I want to do with you,” she snapped. Maybe being disciplined would be better than having to spend time with him.

Peter didn’t respond, but tapped his thumbs on the steering wheel as he drove through the narrow streets.

Anna looked out the window and leaned her head on the headrest. She knew better than to ask Devin to change his mind. She was stuck with Peter.

He pulled in front of her building a few minutes later and stopped the car. Anna swallowed nervously. She had to invite him up. She hoped he’d say no. “Did you want to come up?”

Peter grinned. “Do you want me to come up?”

No, I don’t want you anywhere near me. “If you’d like to,” she answered softly.

Peter chuckled. “You’re a good liar, Anna. No. I’ll let you sleep tonight. Nothing’s worse than being tired for a performance. Maybe Sunday night.”

“Okay.” She opened the car door.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said.

“Yeah.” She turned and went inside her building without looking back.
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He wasn’t looking out the window this time. He was sitting in the chair reading. Oh, how often she saw him like that when he was alive. No wonder she dreamed about it.


She shifted on her feet and he looked up.

“Anna.”

He said it with such love that it brought tears to her eyes. He walked over to her and knelt in front of her. His eyes were so blue. So kind and full of love. His hair was still long and he still had his beard.

“I don’t want to dream about you,” she whimpered.

“Oh, Schatzi, I know,” he said gently. “But it’s not a dream. I’m real.”

She shook her head. “You’re dead.” She reached for his ring around her neck, but it wasn’t there. Where was it? What happened to it? “I lost your ring,” she whispered.

His eyes filled with tears. “We’ll get a new one when we’re together again.”

“Devin took my other rings. All I have is this.” She held up her right hand where her gold ring was.

He smiled and held up his right hand, showing her his ring. “I still have mine. You’re still my wife, Anna. Nothing will ever change that.”

Tears started running down her cheeks. “The baby . . . it wasn’t Ben’s. Devin . . . he . . .”

“I know, Schatzi. I know. I’m so sorry I wasn’t there for you.” Tears fell from his eyes and caught in his beard. He reached out to her but stopped short of touching her. “I miss you,” he whispered.

“I miss you, too,” she admitted. She hesitantly reached her hand out to touch his cheek, but when she touched him, the room faded to darkness and she found herself reaching out into the dark in her apartment.
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She had been so upset about Peter she’d forgotten to turn the TV on and Alex had invaded her dreams again. She stared up at the ceiling. The mini blinds made weird line patterns on her ceiling.

Why did her mind insist on giving her false hope about Alex? He was dead. Her mind needed to accept that. But, the dreams did give her hope, and she hated it. She didn’t want to hope that maybe it had all been a misunderstanding and that Alex was still alive somewhere. That he stared out the window in the direction of San Francisco and thought about her. That he trimmed his beard in case she showed up in his room in her dreams.

NO! It was just a dream. Alex was dead and that’s all there was to it.

She pushed the button on the remote to turn on the TV. She flipped onto her side and fell asleep crying.


Eleven


Anna tried to avoid Peter all weekend, but inevitably he would find her. When he wasn’t with her, Anna saw other girls shamelessly flirting with him. Even some of the guys tried, but Peter made it very clear he wasn’t interested in them.

“He likes you, Anna,” Aaron said as they were standing backstage Sunday night, waiting for the overture to finish.

Anna looked up at his face, made up to look like a clown puppet. “No, he doesn’t.”

“He watches you constantly. He’s always trying to talk to you. Of course he does.”

“Devin brought him here to ‘date’ me. He’s acting that way because he’s supposed to.”

“Why would Devin do that?”

“He thinks I need a boyfriend.”

Aaron frowned. “Well, hell, Anna. I’d gladly take the job.” He looked at her with all the love he had for her years ago. “And I wouldn’t be faking it,” he added softly.

She shook her head emphatically. “No, Aaron. I couldn’t do that to you. Don’t you remember what happened to Ben? He sent Nate away. He sent Kurt away. Even Alex died.” She gave him a pleading look. “I’d never forgive myself if something happened to you.” She bit her lip and reached out for his hand with both of hers. “I need you too much, Aaron,” she whispered.

She saw tears in his eyes but he nodded. “Okay, Anna.” He sighed. “Then please stop pushing me away. And Jenna. And Travis. We care about you Anna and want—” He stopped and looked behind Anna.

Anna turned around to see Peter looking at Aaron suspiciously. “What are you two talking about?” Peter said in a low voice. He had a threatening aura about him, which made Anna worry about Aaron.

“I was telling Aaron that I was glad he was my friend.”

Peter narrowed his eyes as he looked at the two of them. “He doesn’t look at you as just a friend,” he said slowly.

Would Peter tell Devin? “Please, Peter,” she whispered, stepping to him and looking up into his eyes. “He’s just a friend.” Anna looked around at the other dancers who were watching them now and blushed.

Peter looked back at Aaron and then at Anna. He nodded and then walked away.

Aaron stepped closer. “Is he also a spy for Devin?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Anna said softly, watching Peter walk in the direction of the dressing rooms. She looked back at Aaron. “That’s why I stay away from you.”

Aaron clenched his jaw and sighed. “I don’t like that, Anna.”

“I’m sorry, Aaron. I wish . . . I wish things were different.” She turned and walked away, praying he wouldn’t follow.
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“May I drive you home?”

Anna jumped at the sound of Peter’s voice as she walked out of the dressing room. She looked at him and was about to say no when he gave her a look that indicated she better say yes.

“Yes, thank you,” she said, her cheeks reddening with shame, knowing she was being watched. She just wanted to be left alone and Devin was forcing her into a relationship. Peter would probably tell Devin everything she did, too.

Peter took her hand and they walked outside and across the street to the parking garage. They got to his black rental car and suddenly he stopped and pulled her towards him. He put his hand on the side of her face and kissed her. She kissed him back without thinking about it, sliding her hands up his chest and over his shoulders.

His kiss was confident. He knew she wouldn’t pull away. Not like other first kisses she’d had, where the guy had been hesitant and gentle. Peter probed her lips with his tongue and demanded entry. He held her tight against his chest, as if to prevent her from escaping.

“There, now maybe those women will stop flirting with me,” he murmured against her lips.

Anna opened her eyes and looked up at him, then turned to see several dancers watching them. The girls all looked disappointed. She looked back at his chest.

“I won’t resist you anymore,” she said, hoping he’d loosen his embrace.

His eyes were dark as he gazed down at her. “Good.” He backed away slightly and opened the passenger side door for her. He certainly gave the appearance of being polite. Would he be as demanding in other areas as he was with his kiss?

“Your place or mine?” he asked, backing out of the parking space.

“Place . . . ?” Anna repeated softly. “Oh!” she exclaimed as she remembered he said he’d stay with her Sunday night. “I . . . really should shower before . . . anything happens.”

Peter nodded. “All right. Your place.”

Anna fidgeted as he drove to her place. He produced a parking card for her garage and found a spot a few minutes later. “Devin gave me the card so I wouldn’t have to worry about parking. He says it’s rather difficult sometimes.”

“Yeah.”

He walked around the car and opened her door and they walked to the elevators. They rode and walked to her apartment in silence

It really was a pathetic little apartment. There was a long hallway that led to the back center of the apartment. To the left was a tiny kitchen. To the right a tiny bathroom. Up ahead was the living area where her coffee table, couch, and bed were. Her mattress sat on the floor along one wall with a fitted sheet and a blanket balled up in the middle. Her couch sat perpendicular from the wall facing the TV, which sat next to the window.

Peter looked around with a look of disdain on his face. Well, if he didn’t like it, he could leave, Anna thought to herself.

“Next time we’ll go to my place,” Peter said turning in a circle. “You can keep whatever you need there until we move in together.” He stopped and looked at her. “Are you going to go shower?”

Anna blinked and walked away quickly. Well, at least he didn’t yell or hit her. Yet.

After she had showered and washed her hair, she put her pink satin robe on and walked out to find Peter on her couch watching TV. He had taken off his shirt and was sitting with one hand behind his head, his bicep flexed. His upper body was trim and well defined, with a thick carpet of black hair on his chest that tapered down below his navel to disappear under his pants. He laughed at something on the TV and his mouth opened to reveal straight white teeth under full lips that looked almost too sensuous for a man.

He looked up at her and smiled. “You’re much prettier without all that stage makeup on.”

“Thank you,” she said softly. She glanced at her bed. “I’m sorry it’s . . . like that. I don’t have overnight guests often. They . . . usually just leave after.”

“Who says I’m going to stay the night?”

Her cheeks burned. “Oh. I . . .” She swallowed and turned away. “Of course. I’m sorry I assumed you were. I shouldn’t have done that.” Would he make her leave when they had sex at his place?

The TV turned off and she heard him stand and walk up behind her. “I might,” he murmured against her neck. “I haven’t decided.” He reached in front of her, untied the belt to her robe and pushed it off her shoulders so it fell onto the floor. “You have beautiful breasts,” he said, sliding hands up her belly and to her breasts where he kneaded them gently.

She leaned her head back against his bare chest and sighed.

“You like that?” he asked softly.

“Yes,” she sighed. She wasn’t often touched gently anymore, and his touch was surprisingly gentle.

One hand moved back down her stomach and between her legs. His finger slid between her pussy lips and found her clit. He held her against him with his left hand on her right breast and circled her clit with his other hand. His touch was demanding and she found herself trying to escape his relentless touch. It was too intense to be completely pleasurable. She moaned and writhed against him, trying to get control of her body so she could give him what he wanted. Or what she thought he wanted. But she couldn’t. He kept circling the sensitive nub with just the right amount of pressure that made it not-quite-painful. Her body wouldn’t listen or work the way she wanted it to and her release wouldn’t come.

She screamed in frustration at being so close but not being able to push over the edge. She’d never not been able to come before.

“You want to come, don’t you?” he whispered as she struggled against him. Her forehead was wet with sweat and every nerve in her body was on edge.

“Yes!” she screamed. “Please! Please, Peter!” she begged.

Abruptly he released her and she fell to the floor, panting and shaking.

“Remove my pants,” he said calmly. She trembled as she rose to her knees and pulled at his belt with nervous fingers. It took her much longer than it normally did to unfasten pants. She wasn’t afraid of him, exactly. She didn’t know how she felt other than the need for release was so intense she could taste it.

Finally, she was able to push his pants to the ground and his boxer briefs followed shortly after. She stayed on her knees, with his cock at eye level. She licked her lips as she stared at the long, pierced rod, uncertain as to what he wanted her to do.

“You are well trained,” Peter remarked. “I’m impressed. Most Elder-Mistresses are rather . . . independent.” He sat on the mattress and ran his fingers through her hair. “I’m not a cruel man, Anna. I don’t enjoy hurting women. But Devin has given me permission to punish you if I deem it necessary.”

Anna looked at him fearfully. What did all this mean?

“I will tell you what I expect, and I expect you to do it. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Peter,” she said softly.

“Stand. I want to see you.”

Anna stood and he studied her body. She had gained her weight back and she knew she looked like she had before she let herself waste away on drugs.

“Turn.”

Anna turned around to face away from him. She felt his hands caressing her ass and thighs. “You have hips. Most dancers are so skinny there’s nothing to hold on to. I like it.” He put his hands on her thighs. “Second position and put your hands on the floor.”

She stepped her feet apart and bent over at the waist, keeping her legs straight. She looked back between her legs and saw Peter’s eyes dilate as he looked at her wide open pussy. He reached up and caressed the swollen, wet folds and then slid his thumb up to her asshole.

“Do you like anal?” he asked with a thick voice. She closed her eyes as he caressed the hole.

“I . . . I’ve had some enjoyable experiences, but most of the time, not really.”

His thumb pressed inside and she moaned softly. “Stay still,” he murmured, and she felt his hot mouth on her pussy a moment later.

As he devoured her, she cried out in pleasure. His tongue was everywhere and his thumb thrust in and out slowly. Her knees threatened to give way when he locked his lips around her clit and sucked hard. He held her thighs so she couldn’t escape, not that she wanted to. She gasped and came with such force that she screamed and clawed against the carpet. She was blinded by the fireworks that exploded behind her eyes. She knew nothing but the waves of pleasure that pulsed through her body.

As the waves subsided, she felt dizzy and her knees collapsed, making her fall to the ground. She panted for air and her head hung loosely between her arms.

Peter rubbed her back for a moment and then pulled her back onto his lap. He sucked on her neck. “Did you like that?” he asked, nipping at the lobe.

“Yes,” she breathed and shuddered as aftershocks wracked her body.

“You have a beautiful body, Anna.” He slid his hand between her legs and lightly stroked her swollen pussy. “I am going to enjoy getting to know it better.” She shuddered as his fingers brushed over her clit.

When she had caught her breath, he pushed her gently to the bed on her hands and knees. He rode her hard, but he didn’t hurt her. She cried out as he plundered her body, digging his fingers into her hips. He shouted in an unknown language that Anna guessed to be Russian and pushed himself even deeper as he came.

He stayed where he was for a minute and then leaned forward to kiss the middle of her back before pulling out and collapsing on the bed next to her.

She sat on her hip and looked at him nervously. “Are you staying the night?” she asked softly.

He turned his brown eyes to hers. “Is that okay?”

She smiled hesitantly. “Whatever you would like, Peter.” She glanced at the TV. “I have to sleep with the TV on, though.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Why?”

“I have . . . unpleasant dreams if I don’t.”

“Nightmares?” He sat up on his elbow

Anna shook her head. “No. I just . . . I don’t like the subject matter.”

“What are they about?”

She didn’t really want to tell him. “Is this one of those things that you’re telling me to do?” she asked as respectfully as she could.

Peter smiled. “No. I was just curious.”

“I don’t like talking about it.”

He lay back down. “All right. You don’t have to. We’ll have to talk about that before we move in together. I don’t know if I can sleep with the TV on all the time.”

Anna picked at the blanket. “They don’t happen every night. But I try to avoid them all the same. Mostly if I’m upset about something.”

He looked at her curiously and then reached for the remote to turn the TV back on. “Does it need to be loud?”

Anna blinked in surprise. “Um, no.”

He turned the volume so she could hear it but it wasn’t overbearing and set the remote back on the floor. “Okay?”

She nodded and gave him a grateful smile. She stood to turn the lights off and then spread the blanket to cover the bed. She only had one pillow and told Peter she didn’t need it, which wasn’t true, but she didn’t want to be rude.

He didn’t cuddle with her, but didn’t scoot away either. She turned on her side to face away from him and stared into the darkness. Peter was difficult to figure out. He was kind and intimidating and demanding and thoughtful all at once. He was an enigma.

She tried to ignore the questions in her mind and concentrated on the inane laughter that came from the TV.


Twelve


Anna awoke to feel a warm body shifting closer to her, a gentle hand caressing her back. She knew better than to stiffen in surprise, but she wanted to turn over and look. The body moved above her, pushed her legs apart, and a large cock slowly entered her body. Hands held her arms above her head and she was pressed into the mattress, unable to move. The cock moved in and out, slowly at first, but then picked up speed. It felt good. He moved in such a way that his cock rubbed against the sensitive spot inside her.

She moaned and tried to move her hips against him, but couldn’t. She could only accept him into her body and allow him to work that small spot until she felt the tingling increase into orgasm. He shouted out his climax a moment later, then lay panting on top of her.

Anna hoped he hadn’t fallen back asleep. He was heavy and it was difficult to breathe. When he rolled off a little later, she sucked in a deep breath and turned to look at her new “boyfriend.” He was watching her intently with his cognac-colored eyes and smiled when she looked at him.

“Dobroye utro,” he said quietly and propped his head on his fist.

“Does that mean good morning?” she asked hesitantly.

Peter nodded. “Da.”

“Good morning,” she said with a nervous smile. “Do I . . . I mean, did you enjoy yourself . . . with me?”

His eyes lit up. “Oh, yes. Very much so. If nothing else, we’ll have great sex.”

Anna smiled timidly and then looked down at the bed. He hadn’t hurt her yet. She couldn’t complain.

“I was thinking maybe we could go apartment hunting today, unless you have previous plans.”

“No, I . . . don’t do much. I don’t have to go with you. My input won’t be of much consequence.”

“You don’t have an opinion on where you live?” he seemed bewildered.

“Why would I? As long as Devin approves, that’s all that matters.”

He looked at her for a long moment without speaking. “What if he wanted you to live in a metal box with no windows?”

“Then that’s where I would live,” she answered softly. “I try very hard to obey him. I . . .” She sighed. “My devotion must be to him and him alone. I dance because he wants me to dance. I eat because he wants me to eat. It’s just easier that way.” She looked up to see Peter frowning at her. “You don’t believe me?”

“I think that it is sad that you believe that. He cares about you a great deal. He told me he wanted me to help him keep an eye on you because you needed to be watched at all times.”

She stared for a moment. “I suppose that’s true,” she conceded. “Though I don’t think he cares about me. Not anymore, at least. Maybe I can be a better slave to him if you’re there to remind me.”
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Peter took her out with him to look for an apartment, regardless of her protests that she didn’t care what he chose. They drove around areas that Peter had been told were nice and toured various buildings. Anna had gotten used to her little apartment and the ones they looked at seemed enormous by comparison. Peter liked apartments near the water and they saw several near the Bay that he liked. He always asked her opinion and she told him they were nice. He didn’t seem to understand that she didn’t care.

“I think I like that one by the bridge the best,” he said as they were eating dinner at a Mexican restaurant.

“Okay.” She picked at her rice and reminded herself that she needed to eat or Devin would get angry.

He put his fork down and glared at her. “You know, Anna. I’m trying to be nice and make sure you like the place we’re going to live. And you don’t seem to care.”

“I’m sorry, Peter. But I told you, it doesn’t matter. Your opinion matters, not mine.” She could see he was upset, but didn’t know what else to say. “Why don’t you ask Devin?”

He hit the table and Anna jumped. “I don’t care what Devin thinks.” He cursed in Russian. “Finish eating. I’m taking you home.”

Anna ate a few more bites and then indicated she was done.

He muttered in Russian the entire drive home. He pulled up in front of her apartment and stopped. “No wonder you drive Devin crazy. You can’t even do something as simple as offer your opinion.”

Anna blinked back the tears and reached for the door handle to escape, but snatched her hand back and looked at Peter.

“Get out. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Yes, Peter,” she said and quickly exited the car. His tires squealed as he pulled away from the curb.

She went into her apartment, flung herself on the bed and cried. She couldn’t do anything right. Devin was right. She was useless. She undressed, turned on the TV and turned out the light.
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A pounding on her apartment door woke her later. She stumbled to the door to find Devin glaring at her.

“Dammit, Anna. Why do I have to keep coming here to deal with you?” He pushed her against the wall and closed the door behind him. He grabbed her hair and dragged her further into the apartment where he pushed her down onto the bed. “You fucking pissed off Peter and I promised him I’d deal with your attitude.”

“But Devin, I⁠—”

He slapped her across the face. “I don’t want to hear it, Anna. I’m sick of having to remind you how to behave.” He pulled a syringe out of his pocket and waved it in her face.

“No! No, Devin please,” she shrieked. “Please, I’ll do better. I promise.”

Devin grinned. “This stuff really works on you, doesn’t it?” He grabbed her hair and injected the fluid before she could pull away. “You always promise and always fail, Anna. I just can’t trust you to keep your word. At least I have someone to tell me what you’re up to now. If he can stand you, I’ll have you move in with him sooner rather than later.”


Thirteen


Anna dragged herself out of bed only a couple of hours after Devin left. She hadn’t slept because the injection hadn’t worn off completely and every movement brought pain. She dressed for class and it hurt to put her clothes on. But she had to go. It was a performance day. And she had to apologize to Peter for being apathetic.

She slowly walked to the theater and made her way to the stage. Peter was there, surrounded by girls, and ignored her. She slumped to the ground and pulled her shoes out of her bag. Oh! She just wanted to curl up on the floor and go to sleep. But she had many steps to dance before she could go home and take a nap. Or maybe she’d just curl up in the dressing room and sleep there. Yeah, that sounded like a good idea.

“He lost interest in you already?” Jackie, one of the Corps girls, asked.

Anna shrugged but didn’t say anything. She was too tired, too achy to expend the energy it took to answer.

“Anna, what happened to you?” Isaak squatted down next to her and lifted her chin. “You have a bruise on your cheek and you look like you haven’t slept.”

“I do?”

He nodded. “Did Peter . . . ?”

She shook her head. “No. Just Devin.”

Isaak frowned. “Did you sleep at all last night?”

Anna shook her head.

“Go to Aaron’s dressing room and sleep. I’ll tell him what you’re doing.”

“But Isaak, I can dance . . .”

Isaak shook his head. “I don’t want you to hurt yourself. Go sleep. Just get a good warm up this afternoon, okay?”

Anna nodded and stumbled her way slowly to Aaron’s dressing room. The moment her head hit the couch, she was sound asleep.
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Something brushed Anna’s cheek and she jumped and opened her eyes.

“Aaron!” She sat up quickly and looked around. “Where am I?”

“My dressing room. Isaak sent you in here to sleep, remember?”

Anna blinked several times as she got oriented. “Oh, yeah.”

Aaron reached up to stroke her cheek and she winced. “Devin hit you?”

She nodded. “I . . . misbehaved.”

He grimaced. “I can’t imagine what you did was really that bad. He just wants any excuse to hit you.”

“Does it really matter whether he has a good reason or not? He’s my Master. He can do what he wants.”

“No, it doesn’t matter because he shouldn’t hit you regardless.” Aaron sighed. “What did he say you did?”

“I upset Peter.” Anna twisted her hands together.

“You upset Peter? What happened?”

Anna sighed. “I told him I didn’t care what apartment he picked out.”

“Why would you care about his apartment?”

“Because we’ll move in together eventually. And he wanted to know which one I liked. I told him I don’t care. That my opinion doesn’t matter and if he really wants to know if it’s an okay apartment he should ask Devin.”

Aaron frowned. “It sounds like Peter was just trying to be nice, Anna.”

Anna’s shoulders slumped and she looked at her hands. Yes. Peter was just trying to be nice. Aaron was right.

“I don’t know why Devin thinks I’d be able to be successful in a relationship. But I guess it doesn’t really have to be successful. We just have to stay together.”

“It’s too bad you can’t be with someone who really cares about you,” Aaron said in a low voice.

She turned to look sadly into his eyes. She knew he was talking about himself. “He’d hurt you, Aaron.” Oh, how that hurt to say! She reached out to stroke his cheek. “I’d never forgive myself if something happened to you,” she whispered.

They gazed at each other for a long time and then suddenly their lips were touching. Aaron put his hand on the back of her head to keep her from escaping when she pushed against him, albeit unenthusiastically. His lips seized hers and his kiss was full of every emotion that had plagued him for years. Anna finally relented and let him kiss her, returning his kiss and emotions with abandon.

“Oh, Anna,” he murmured against her lips. “I’ve missed you so much.”

Tears rolled down her cheeks as she wrapped her arms around his neck and held him as tightly as he held her. His lips didn’t part from hers as he pushed her back onto the couch and moved on top of her. He stroked her neck and pulled her leotard off her shoulder before kissing her neck and collarbone and shoulder.

Anna pressed her head back into the couch and sighed as Aaron’s hand moved down to her breast, bringing her leotard down with it. His lips followed his hands and his mouth quickly found her breast.

“Oh!” she cried softly as he sucked on her nipple.

Within a few minutes, they had disposed of their clothing and Aaron’s body covered Anna’s, their bare skin rubbing against each other, sharing desperate emotions that had been pent up for years. She felt his hard cock against her thigh and pulled her legs apart, hoping he’d enter her.

“I need you,” she whispered.

Aaron kissed her and moved his cock to her entrance. When he pressed forward, they both sighed and when he was buried deep inside of her, they moaned collectively.

“God, Anna, I love you,” he moaned as he began moving.

“I love you, Aaron,” she whispered, matching his movements and rhythms. Her legs wrapped around his hips and they made love with desperate abandon. They gazed into each other’s eyes as their bodies moved as one. Pleasure and love mixed together.

The tension built and suddenly both exploded with passionate cries as their orgasms overtook them. Their bodies tensed together for a long moment and then slowly relaxed.

Aaron kissed her neck and then her lips, looking at her with such love she could hardly stand it. The only other man who had ever looked at her like that was Alex. She cradled his cheek and kissed him soundly.

He propped himself on his elbows and smiled at her. “That was better than I remembered,” he whispered.

She giggled and her eyes sparkled. “I agree.” He was still inside her and she moved her hips and squeezed his softening cock, making him shiver and moan softly.

“Anna . . .” he whispered and kissed her again.

Unexpectedly, the door opened and they heard a low growl. Aaron and Anna both jumped and turned to see a very angry Peter standing in the doorway. He glared and stepped into the room, slamming the door behind him.

Aaron held Anna close to him. “Get out, Peter.”

“You’re fucking my girlfriend,” Peter growled. “I think I have a right to say something.”

“If you had actual feelings for her, I’d feel bad. But you’re just with her because Devin told you to.”

Peter’s eyes narrowed and he glanced at Anna and then looked back at Aaron. “Well, then. If you know that, then you know what a dangerous situation you’ve put yourself in.”

“No, Peter!” Anna exclaimed and untangled herself from Aaron’s arms. She fell to the floor in front of him and bowed at his feet. “Please don’t hurt him. Please don’t tell Devin.” She looked up at him with tears in her eyes. “Please,” she begged.

“You beg as his cum drips out of your pussy?” Peter said derisively. “Devin gave you to me. You don’t have the right to let anyone else touch you, Anna.” Peter looked down at Aaron’s cock and then his hand, where he wore a sapphire ring that Anna hadn’t noticed before. “A common Brother dares to fuck an Elder-Mistress? That’s even stupider.”

“My Elder gave me permission to be with her.”

“Devin would never⁠—”

“Devin is not my Elder. Wilhelm is. And Alex, her husband and Master, gave me permission before he died.”

“Alex is dead. His word no longer stands.”

“Maybe. But Wilhelm took ownership of her after Alex died, and he also gave me permission.”

“Wilhelm is forbidden from contacting her.”

“He is still her Master,” Aaron retorted. “Devin can’t change that, no matter how badly he wishes he could. She was given to the Germans by her father before she married Alex. If anything, Wilhelm’s claim is more legitimate.”

Peter stared at Aaron and didn’t speak. He looked troubled. Anna remained on her knees and watched Peter’s changing expressions on his face. Finally, he sighed and spoke calmly. “Don’t touch her again. Keep your distance and I won’t say anything to Devin.”

Anna’s mouth dropped open in surprise. He wouldn’t tell Devin?

Aaron gave Anna a pained look. “Don’t punish her. She didn’t start it. I did.”

Peter nodded stiffly and then looked at Anna. “Get dressed.”

She pulled on her tights and leotard as quickly as possible and Aaron pulled on a pair of sweats.

“Pull your bun out,” Peter barked. “You look like you’ve been fucking on a couch.”

Anna brushed her hair out with her fingers and stood looking nervously at Peter. He studied her face and then reached out to touch the bruise on her cheek. “What happened?”

“Devin was angry that I had upset you yesterday. He . . . gave me an attitude adjustment.”

“Do you see what he does to her?” Aaron growled. “This is nothing compared to the things I’ve seen.”

Peter held up his hand to Aaron and then looked at him. “Keep your distance,” he said, but not unkindly.

When she was dressed, Peter took her hand and led her out of Aaron’s dressing room. “Why were you in Aaron’s dressing room? I didn’t see you during rehearsal.”

“Isaak sent me to sleep. I . . . didn’t sleep last night and he knew it.”

“Why didn’t you sleep?”

“Because Devin came over.”

“All night?”

She shook her head. “But the injection didn’t wear off until I got here this morning and I couldn’t sleep.”

“Injection?”

Anna shrugged. “He calls it nerve juice. It . . . makes the lightest touch feel like razor blades.” She touched her cheek. “This he gave me before he used the syringe.” She turned to Peter. “I’m sorry I angered you yesterday. I . . . think the apartment is very nice.”

He stopped and looked at her. “He really hurt you because of me?” he tucked a piece of hair behind her ear.

“It’s okay. I can handle it.” She didn’t want to make him feel bad.

Peter sighed and looked troubled again. He kissed her gently on the lips. “You should go warm up. I’ll see you later.” He turned and walked away.


Fourteen


Anna went to the dressing room and warmed up in an empty corner. She worried about Aaron. Being with him again had been incredible. But would Peter keep his word? Why wouldn’t he tell Devin? He told Devin that she’d pissed him off yesterday. Why was this different? She’d never forgive herself if something happened to Aaron.

When she had warmed up sufficiently, she began to get ready for the performance as the other girls were doing. They ignored her for the most part, though she saw them whispering and looking at her every once in a while. She lifted her chin and put on her protective icy exterior again.

“Does Peter know you’re a slut?” someone asked as Anna was pulling her costume from the rack.

Anna looked up to see Jackie giving her a look of disdain. “What are you talking about?”

“I saw you opening night. Going off with all those men. You get off on fucking married men in public?”

Anna felt tears coming to her eyes and shame filling her.

Stop it, Anna. She was tired of being a doormat. At least she could stand up to the dancers without getting in trouble with Devin.

She pushed away the shame and narrowed her eyes at Jackie. “Do you want me to share them with you?” She laughed and looked her up and down. “Though you’re probably too skinny to hold their interest.”

“I didn’t know fat girls were the rage these days.”

Anna gave her a wicked smile. “Your dad seemed to enjoy my fat body. Though his cock was so tiny I could hardly feel him.”

Jackie’s eyes widened and she took a swing at Anna, who ducked easily out of the way. “Don’t you dare talk about my dad that way.”

Anna laughed again. “Has he started comparing your pathetic little body to mine? Jealous that he wants me instead of you?”

“Why you little bitch!” Jackie lunged at her, pushing Anna to the ground. “My dad would never do that to me.”

“Because you’re not worth it,” Anna snarled, holding her hands up in front of her face to block the other girl’s blows. She got a hold of one of Jackie’s wrists and twisted it like Devin had done to her. Jackie fell to her knees. She studied Jackie’s face. “Is your dad’s name Mel?”

“How did you . . . ?”

Anna grinned menacingly. “I know your dad,” she said softly, kneeling down in front of her. “I’ve watched him lust after me and lick his lips as he stared at my pussy.” Anna’s voice filled with spite as she lowered her voice even more. “He’s not good enough for me to bother with. I only fuck important men.” She gave Jackie’s wrist one last twist, and then stood and pushed her way through the crowd that had gathered.

“Anna!”

She froze at the anger in Isaak’s voice. Isaak walked to her and gave her a disapproving look. “What the hell is wrong with you? You don’t start fights.”

Anna was about to give a smart remark when she looked behind Isaak and saw Peter standing in the doorway frowning at her. Her anger melted, replaced with fear.

She looked at Isaak. “I’m sorry,” she whispered and ran out of the room, pushing past Peter and running out the nearby exit.

She could feel Peter’s anger as he walked up behind her. “I said I wouldn’t tell Devin about Aaron because you seemed like a lost little girl. But you’re really nothing but a bitch, aren’t you?” He turned her around to face him. “I don’t know what to think of you, Anna. I really don’t. Devin said you might need discipline, and I was beginning to disbelieve him. Did you have Aaron lie for you?”

“Lie?”

“All that stuff about Wilhelm and him having permission to be with you? Is he some past lover that you don’t want to get rid of? Or are you just defiant and like being punished?”

Anna blinked, not knowing what to say. “I would never ask Aaron to lie for me. I know Alex told him he could . . . comfort me before he left. I don’t know what Wilhelm told him. I didn’t even know Aaron was a Brother until recently. I haven’t slept with Aaron since we broke up shortly after I turned twenty. We were dating and then Isaak made us break up because I was a student and he was in the company.” She looked up at Peter. “I will stay away from him to keep him safe. He was my best friend. And Alex’s too. I would do anything to keep him from getting hurt.”

Peter studied her as she spoke. “Why were you fighting with that girl? Jackie, is that her name?”

Anna sighed and told him what happened. He watched her carefully as she talked, weighing her words carefully. “I’m tired of crying at everything. I can’t stand up to anyone without fear of being punished. But I thought I could with her. Though her father is a Brother and I’ll probably be punished anyway.” She stared at the ground.

“I went and filled out the application for the apartment this afternoon. I’ll be moving in this week. I want you to move in with me when I do.”

“Why so quickly? I thought you didn’t like me.”

Peter shrugged. “The sooner you are staying with me, the better I can keep an eye on you.”
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When she was at the theater the rest of the week, she stayed away from Aaron and Aaron stayed away from her. Travis and Jenna avoided her too. She suspected Aaron warned them to. She began to feel lonelier than she had before Devin had brought Peter to the city. She danced her best during classes and performances and hoped Devin and Peter would be pleased.

By Friday afternoon, Anna and Peter were living together in the apartment that Peter had picked out. Anna had to admit it was much nicer than where she’d been staying. It was four times the size, with floor-to-ceiling windows at the end of each room. Half of the apartment consisted of a large kitchen with a breakfast bar, a dining area, and living area. The other half consisted of the bathroom, two huge closets and a bedroom that could easily fit a king-sized bed along with a small desk.

For the first few nights, Peter let her sleep with the TV on, but then said he couldn’t deal with it anymore and made her turn it off. She was so afraid of her dreams that she managed to keep herself from sleeping too heavily and avoided them. When she began to see the room, she managed to wake herself before it fully materialized. She didn’t want to see Alex.

Peter put up pictures of his family and of the St. Petersburg countryside. Every day, Anna had to look at the picture of the man who took Alex away from her. What seemed even worse was that Peter had his eyes, so every time she looked at him, she saw Vitaly. She liked looking at the nature pictures, though. St. Petersburg was very pretty, whether covered in snow or not. Anna was fascinated with the pictures and found herself staring at them at odd times.

Peter kept sex very impersonal. He always approached her from behind and would only have anal with her. He said he would not use her pussy again until she knew with her whole body that he was in control of her, with deference to Devin. They had sex every night and every morning. He used lube, which Anna was thankful for, and did thank him, several times. This seemed to please Peter. At night, he would caress her clit in that special way he had that wouldn’t bring release. When she had screamed and begged and pleaded for a sufficient amount of time, he would put her on all fours and suck on her clit until she came with an orgasm that shook her entire body. Then he would fuck her ass and then go to sleep.

After Petrushka finished, they had a few weeks off before Nutcracker rehearsals began. For the most part, Anna stayed in the apartment. Peter had made friends with many of the dancers and went out with them. He didn’t invite Anna, and she stayed home alone.

Isaak called her one day and told her that she had been promoted to soloist and that she would be one of the ribbon dancers in the second act of the Nutcracker. “Don’t make me regret this decision, Anna,” he warned.

When classes and rehearsals began again, Anna found herself thankful to be around people again, even if they ignored her. She and Peter joined the principals and soloists during morning classes. Peter never held her or even kissed her unless they were at the theater or studio. When they were at home, he ignored her, unless he wanted sex. She began to look forward to being at the studio, just so he would be affectionate towards her, although the schizophrenic relationship was starting to take a toll on her emotions. She became very shy again and wouldn’t speak to anyone. She was no longer the ice queen. She was once again the scared little girl who had left Jack’s house.

She put all her energy into dancing and hoped that both Peter and Devin would see how hard she was trying. When Devin wanted her on Friday nights, she would sit at his feet and do exactly what he asked of her without thinking about it. Peter would pick her up the next afternoon and take her home.

One Saturday, about a week after rehearsals began again, Peter picked her up and Devin walked out with her to speak to him.

“If it’s all right with you, I think I’ll send some men over to your apartment that would like to spend time with Anna.”

Peter shrugged. “Sure.”

Devin didn’t know when they would come, but Anna was supposed to be home in the evenings in case someone wanted to see her.
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A few days later, the first man knocked on their door. Anna opened the door and her heart dropped into her stomach. It was Zach.

“H-hello, Zach.” She hadn’t seen him since the night she’d gone to the Symphony with Kurt and Wilhelm.

Zach smiled broadly at her. “Hello, Anna. It’s good to see you.” He walked in and stopped when he saw Peter sitting on the couch. “Who are you?”

Peter stood and greeted Zach. “I’m Peter. I’m . . . Anna’s keeper.”

“Lucky man,” Zach commented. He turned back to Anna. “Bedroom?”

Anna nervously walked to the bedroom door and opened it.

“In here,” she said softly.

Zach walked in and Anna glanced at Peter, who had returned to watching his TV show.

Zach grabbed her hand and pulled her into the bedroom.
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After Zach left, she huddled on the floor next to the bed, bloodied and bruised from Zach’s “play.” She had tried not to scream, so as not to disturb Peter, but didn’t think she’d succeeded.

She knew she needed to change the sheets and take a shower so she could take care of Peter before they went to sleep. With trembling limbs, she started pulling the blankets and sheets off the bed. She got the sheets into the washing machine and then stumbled into the bathroom to take a shower.

“Anna, why are the sheets off the bed?” Peter walked into the bathroom as she was getting out of the shower and he stopped short when he saw her. He exclaimed something in Russian. “What happened?”

Anna saw herself in the mirror. She had welts and scratches all over her body. Her nipples were bright red from Zach biting and pinching them. Her pussy lips were bright red as well.

“I . . . I’m okay,” she said, reaching with a shaking arm for her towel.

Peter pulled it off the rack and handed it to her. She looked at him warily. Why was he being nice now? He stepped towards her and she instinctively stepped back and nearly fell on the slippery porcelain. He caught her arm before she fell and when she was steady, put the towel on her shoulders and helped her out of the shower.

She trembled with fear and cold as he gently dabbed the towel over her body to dry her and then helped her into her robe.

“Let me put the other set of sheets on the bed,” she said and walked towards the linen closet.

“No, I’ve got it. Come sit down. I’ll take care of it.” Peter led her to the desk chair and then proceeded to make up the bed.

Anna shook with fear as she watched him quickly make the bed and replace the pillows and blankets. He picked her up and placed her gently in bed and then sat next to her.

“What happened?” he asked softly.

“Didn’t you hear?”

Peter shook his head. “I went out. I . . . didn’t want to listen.” He pressed his lips together. “Maybe I should have stayed.”

“To join in?”

Peter gave her a disgusted look. “I don’t get off on hurting women, Anna,” he snapped. “I’ve told you that.”

Anna shrank back on the bed and tried not to cry. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

He inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly. “Do you know him?”

Anna nodded.

“You’ve been with him before?”

She nodded again.

“Has he hurt you before?”

“That’s all he does. He likes it.”

“You looked scared when you saw him. You knew he would hurt you?”

She nodded.

“Why did you let him come in?”

“What do you mean?”

“If you knew he would hurt you, why would you let him come in and be with you? Haven’t you told Devin?”

Anna stared at Peter, not understanding what he was asking.

“Anna, why haven’t you told Devin that he hurts you?” Peter demanded loudly.

“He . . . he knows. Zach’s always been like this with me.”

Peter stood and walked to the window, standing with his hands on his hips and looking out into the night. Anna watched him, not knowing what to expect. Suddenly he wheeled around and looked at her.

“Let me get this straight: Devin knows how that man is, and still allows him to come to you?”

“Of course,” she whispered. “Most of the men who have visited me in the past have hurt me. It’s why I was raised the way I was. They can use me as they want and Devin gets what he wants out of them. I heal quickly . . . or at least I used to.”

“Is this what Aaron was talking about when he said that bruise was the least of what Devin does to you?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t know what Aaron knows.”

“Has Devin always been this way?”

“What way?”

“Abusive.”

“Well, not always. He was nice to me when I was little. And when Alex was alive, he treated me respectfully. Alex made sure of that.” She twisted her wedding ring on her finger.

Peter ran his hands through his hair and looked troubled. “Go to sleep, Anna. I need to go out for a little while.”

Anna knew better than to ask him what he was doing and simply nodded and untied her robe.

“Do you want the TV on?”

Anna gave Peter a startled look. She still didn’t understand why he was being nice. “No, thank you,” she whispered. “I’m fine.”

He kissed her on the head and then left the room. She heard the apartment door open and close a few minutes later. She turned out the lights, curled up under the covers, and cried herself to sleep, hurting and confused.


Fifteen


Arms were around her when Anna woke the next morning. She was on her side and there was an arm across her upper chest and an arm around her waist. She knew it was Peter’s warm body behind her, but why? They’d met over six weeks ago and he had never held her before, except when other people were around. She saw the alarm would be going off in a minute and tried to untangle herself from his arms. He wouldn’t be happy if he woke up this close to her.

“Anna, what are you doing?” he asked as she pulled at his arm.

“I didn’t want you to know you were holding me,” she said softly, not looking at him.

“I wouldn’t be holding you if I didn’t want to.”

Anna didn’t speak for a moment. “You’ve never held me in bed before.”

“Maybe I was wrong not to.”

Anna didn’t know what to say, so she kept quiet, though her jaw trembled slightly.

“How are you feeling?” he asked quietly.

“Okay. I’ll be fine in a few days. You can still . . . I mean, we can have sex this morning. You don’t have to worry about hurting me . . . if you were worried, which you don’t have to be . . .”

The thought of him taking her in the ass made her want to cry, but she wouldn’t tell him. Zach liked to do cruel things to her ass. She rolled onto her stomach, as was their morning custom and braced herself. He still hadn’t done anything except anal, aside from the first night they were together.

Peter grabbed hold of her shoulder and turned her onto her back. He cradled her cheek and then kissed her. Anna froze in shock and her mind went wild trying to understand what was going on. Why was he kissing her? Why was he being nice? Was it a trick?

He continued gently kissing her, his lips softly caressing hers until she got hold of her wits and kissed him back. He stroked her cheek and neck and shoulders as he kissed her. He gently kissed his way down her neck and to her tender breasts. She braced herself for pain, but his kisses remained gentle. He ran his hands lightly over her arms and stomach and kissed her all over.

He moved back to kiss her mouth. “Are you okay if we have sex?”

She nodded and tried to roll over again. He shook his head and kissed her neck, then pushed her thighs apart.

“What are you doing?” she asked nervously.

He smiled gently at her. “Sex?”

“Like this?”

“Is that okay?”

Anna blinked. “Y-yes, if you want to.” She wanted to so badly, but was nervous, too. Her ass had been the primary means of pleasing men for several weeks. Even at the Gatherings, Devin had them using her ass or mouth instead of her pussy.

Peter positioned himself at her entrance and she gasped as he pressed forward. Tears sprang to her eyes and she bit her lip to keep from crying out. She was tight from disuse and it hurt. She was also swollen and sore from the previous night’s activities with Zach.

“Are you okay, Anna?”

She squeezed her eyes shut and nodded. It would be much easier to answer that question if she was facing away from him as she normally did. She didn’t know how she felt about being face to face with him.

“Anna, look at me.”

She obediently opened her eyes and looked at him with fearful eyes.

“Am I hurting you?”

Since when did he start caring if he hurt her? Well, no that wasn’t entirely fair. He never really cared if she enjoyed herself, but didn’t seem to want to hurt her.

“I’m fine,” she said quietly, looking away from his face.

He leaned down to kiss her neck as he pressed forward again. Anna held her breath and clenched her jaw as he slowly entered her body. Her breathing was shallow and she kept her eyes closed and hands by her side, clenching the sheets against the pain.

“God, you feel good,” he murmured against her ear and started moving slowly.

She didn’t dare embrace him or do anything to make it personal for fear of upsetting him. He’d made it clear many times that sex was just a physical act and he reserved the emotions for his girlfriend back home.

She moved as she could to make sure he enjoyed himself, uncertain as to whether he would want her to climax or not. She decided against it since he liked being in control of that and concentrated her movements on what he seemed to like. His movements quickened and he moved so that it was difficult for her to not orgasm, but she kept her mind concentrated on his pleasure. When he shouted out in Russian and stiffened his movements as he came, she winced but smoothed her face as he relaxed so he wouldn’t know she was hurting.

He nuzzled her neck for a moment before rolling to his side, bringing her with him. She lay stiffly by his side, not knowing what to do as he stroked her hair and kissed her head.

After a few minutes, he stretched and sat up. “We should get moving.”

Anna nodded and got out of bed quickly, glad to be away from his confusing touch. She dressed in her long sleeves and pants to hide her bruises and was thankful she didn’t partner yet. That would have been difficult with how she was feeling at the moment.
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“Anna, this was sent to me for some reason.” Aaron handed her a large envelope and glanced at Peter, who was standing next to her.

She looked up at Peter before taking it from him. He nodded and she took it. The return address was a German one. “Do you know who it’s from?”

Aaron shrugged. “I can’t read German.”

“It looks like it’s from a lawyer of some sort,” Peter said.

“A lawyer?” Had Wilhelm finally come to his senses and decided to disown her? She pulled at the flap and found a letter and several smaller envelopes inside. The letter was addressed to Herzogin Anna and indicated that there had been suspected fraud in the Kunze finances and that all the family members were being issued new credit cards and online account information, including her Amazon.com and Kindle account. There were five envelopes with credit cards in them with her name on them. “I don’t think Devin will want me having these.”

Aaron and Peter looked at each other. “It’s not really for Devin to decide, is it?” Peter asked. “Wilhelm is your Master and your father-in-law.”

Anna looked at Peter, once again frightened by his new niceness. Was it a trick so he could tell Devin and get her punished?

“I wanted to thank you for speaking to me last night, Aaron,” Peter said, glancing at Anna. “I appreciate your candor.”

Anna looked between the two men, not understanding what was going on. Peter hated Aaron. Aaron hated Peter. Why had they talked last night?

She shoved the papers and cards back into the envelope and handed it back to Aaron. “Send it back. Tell Wilhelm I don’t need them.” She walked away as fast as she could and sat down in her normal spot to get ready for class.

Peter stood next to his dance partner, Erin, during classes. They were dancing the part of the snow king and queen and Erin was ecstatic. She gazed at him with wide eyes whenever he spoke to her, and he usually would flirt lightly with her and some of the other women as well. Not enough to be thought of as cheating, but enough to keep them interested in him. Though when he was near Anna, he held her hand or had his arm around her waist.

Anna was surprised when she didn’t see him flirting that morning. He was friendly, but there was no sensuous smile offered and he backed away when she touched him. He and Aaron were even acting like friends.

At lunch, Peter paid for her meal, which he never did. He asked her several times if she was feeling okay, to which she always responded with a “yes,” even though her body was aching.

When they got home that evening, Peter handed her the envelope that she had given back to Aaron. “You should read the letter.” He gave her a pointed look and then went to take a shower.

She dumped everything out on the table and picked up the letter again. A line was underlined at the bottom of the letter that she hadn’t noticed this morning. “Purchases made on these cards will be monitored by the Herzog.” What did that mean? Was it a warning not to use them? Then why did Peter give them to her? She sighed and rubbed her forehead. This was one of the most confusing days she’d had in a while and it was giving her a headache.

She heard the water from Peter’s shower turn off and was about to go take a shower when there was a knock at the door. She went to answer it with a churning stomach and prayed it wasn’t Zach. Jayce Corbin, one of Devin’s deacons, was standing there. Well, at least it wasn’t Zach. Jayce could be rough, but nothing compared to Zach and sighed in relief.

“Hi, Jayce,” Anna said softly. “Won’t you come in?” She stepped aside and he walked in.

“Hello, Anna. Nice place.”

“Thanks.” She looked around nervously. “I, um, just got home and haven’t had a chance to shower yet. Do you . . . mind waiting a few minutes?” She winced as she waited for his answer.

Jayce frowned then shrugged. “Yeah. Just hurry.”

She gave him a small smile and hurried into the bedroom where Peter was getting dressed. She glanced back at the door. “Someone’s . . . here to see me. He’s one of Devin’s deacons.”

Peter frowned and cursed in Russian. “Does he hurt you too?”

Anna found that question strange. “Sometimes.”

She went into the bathroom and took the fastest shower she could. When she was done, she braided her hair and put her robe on before going out to get Jayce.

He and Peter were sitting on the couch talking and they looked up when she walked into the room. Jayce raised his eyebrow at her and for a minute she couldn’t figure out why. Then she remembered that he liked her incredibly submissive, and quickly dropped to her knees by the bedroom door.

“Robe,” Jayce said, walking over to her.

She quickly untied her robe and dropped it to the ground.

“It hasn’t been that long, Anna. Is your memory going?”

“No, Sir,” Anna said softly. “I’m sorry, Sir.”

He tugged on her braid and she followed him into the bedroom. “Do you still have the toys?”

“Yes, Sir.” She went to the closet and pulled out a bag of the things Jayce liked to play with and handed it to him, then went back to her knees.

“Naughty girl. I think you need a spanking and a reminder of what I like.”

“Yes, Sir.”


Sixteen


Anna changed the sheets after Jayce left. Peter was nowhere to be seen and she was struggling with the fitted sheet. She was exhausted and sore and just wanted to go to bed, but couldn’t get the fitted sheet to work right.

She cried out in frustration and tugged again, but it still wouldn’t work. Peter would be angry. She knew it. She felt like an idiot, standing and crying over a sheet, but she couldn’t stop herself.

“Here, let me do it.” Peter unclenched her fingers and took the sheet from her. He took it off the bed and started again, doing it as he did everything: perfectly.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered and reached for the other sheet. Tears blurred her vision and she wiped them away.

Peter put his hands on her upper arms. “Have you showered?” he asked kindly.

Anna shook her head. “I wanted to get the sheets changed first.”

He took the sheet from her. “I’ll take care of the bed. You go shower.”

She did as he told her, showering quickly, and then returned to find the bed made and Peter sitting on it, waiting for her. She started to untie her robe for him and he put his hands on hers.

“No, Anna. It’s okay. Do you want some dinner?”

Anna hesitated. She wasn’t hungry, but knew she should eat. “Sure.”

He took her out to the dining table where there were several take out containers. “Do you like Chinese? I got it while you were . . . busy.”

She sat down and looked at him nervously. He got plates and silverware and placed them on the table. Steam escaped as he opened the containers and he pushed them towards her.

“Take what you like. I got a variety.”

Anna dished out some rice and some sort of chicken and vegetable dish as Peter sat watching her. If he told Devin what she was eating, he would have something good to report.

“My parents are coming up for opening night,” he said, scooping out a heaping spoonful of rice and dumping it on his plate. “Vlad and Nina as well.”

“Nina?”

“My aunt.”

“Oh.” She frowned. “Up?”

“Yes. My parents live in Laguna Beach. My mother is American.”

That would explain his excellent English. “I didn’t know that.”

“I grew up in Laguna Beach but went to secondary school in St. Petersburg so I could dance there. I lived with Vlad and Nina. When they gave up the idea of having a boy, I started spending more time with them.”

“You have a thick accent though.”

“I’ve spent the last ten years primarily speaking Russian. And I spoke Russian when I lived at home too. At least to my father. My mom made sure I spoke proper English as well. Being here has helped a lot. She’s happy.” He chuckled.

“Were you born here?”

He shook his head. “I was born in St. Petersburg. So were Sergei and Pavel. But Yuri and Natalya were born in California.”

“Your brothers and sister?” They had “been together” for six weeks and she realized she barely knew anything about him. She knew he had three younger brothers and a sister, but never knew their names.

Peter nodded and smiled. “My mother is thrilled that she doesn’t have to freeze to see me dance Nutcracker this year.”

Anna nodded and smiled.

“Did you read the letter?” he asked, nodding towards the yellow envelope he had given her.

“Yes.”

“I was thinking maybe we could go shopping this weekend. You could probably use some more clothes. And do you have a dress for opening night?”

“Devin buys me what I need if I need anything extra,” she said softly. “Though he hasn’t said anything about a dress. Maybe he doesn’t want me going to the party.”

“I’d like it if you were there.”

Anna stared at her food. “I’ll ask Devin when I see him on Friday. I suppose I have some dresses at the house if Wilhelm hasn’t sold it. I don’t know if they’re still in style though.”

“House?”

Anna glanced up. “Mine and Alex’s house. I haven’t been there since he died.”

“You have a house and you were living in that crappy apartment?”

“I don’t want to live there. I don’t even want to see it.”

“Where is it?”

“Presidio.”

“Why don’t you want to live there? I would imagine it was pretty nice.”

“It was beautiful. I loved living there, but . . .” She swallowed back tears. “I don’t want to be reminded of him. It’s bad enough I dream of him.” She put her fork down and pressed her fingers to her eyes to keep from crying.

“You really loved him, didn’t you?” He sounded almost awed.

“I did. He . . . saved me. He loved me. He told me he wanted to make up for all the years of abuse . . . and he did.” Her voice squeaked.

“I didn’t think Elder-Mistresses felt things so . . . deeply.”

Anna sighed. “I don’t know about the rest of them. They seemed to think me strange at Alex’s funeral. Like, they couldn’t understand why I was so upset about a man dying.” The tears spilled onto her cheeks. “But when he died . . . all the beauty in the world died with him. Devin offered to make me feel better with drugs. I couldn’t stand the pain anymore. That’s why I left Wilhelm. But maybe if I had stayed . . .”

She shook her head and sniffed. Things might have turned out so differently. So many ‘if onlys’ in her life. Maybe Devin wouldn’t have become so powerful. Maybe she and Kurt would have been married by now. Maybe she would have been happy again.

Peter reached for her hand and intertwined his fingers with hers. “I’m sorry, Anna. I misjudged you. I shouldn’t have listened to . . . some people and should have listened to my gut when I met you.”

He tugged at her hand and she went and sat in his lap and cried while he held her.
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Peter became genuinely affectionate towards Anna after that conversation. He held her when they went to sleep and when she woke, he was still holding her. He didn’t ignore her at home anymore, and even took her with him when he went out with his friends, though she still didn’t speak to people much. But when she did, she wasn’t mean or rude.

Among Peter’s group of friends that he went out with regularly was Aaron. Anna didn’t speak to him much, but Peter didn’t get upset when she did. Sometimes he even seemed to be encouraging their friendship, though Anna still kept her distance. She didn’t understand what had happened to make Peter nicer and didn’t fully trust it. Devin had been nice once, too.


Seventeen


Devin gave Peter permission to take Anna to his family’s home for Thanksgiving. The weekend before Thanksgiving, she went to the Gathering at the Manor as usual, but Devin didn’t have sex with her or anyone at the Gathering. He’d had her play with his cock, but wouldn’t let her finish him off. He slept with her in his bed that night, but didn’t have sex with her.

The next morning, he woke her early, sucking on her clit. He brought her to the edge of her climax and then stopped and held her down and fucked her hard, but wouldn’t allow her to come.

Ian appeared and with a strange sense of déjà vous, he and Devin tied her to his bed. Suddenly she realized what they were doing.

“No! No, Devin, please don’t.” Kaveh would come later and impregnate her. It was the same nightmare that happened this time every year.

Devin smiled and held up the syringe. “I thought about mixing it with your favorite fluid.” Anna was about to relax, but then he continued. “And so I did.”

He pressed the needle into her neck and the fire started immediately. It was much, much worse this time and she screamed as it rapidly entered her bloodstream and caused her whole body to feel as if it were on fire. The nerve juice made it worse and everything inside and outside was so painful she couldn’t stand it. She screamed and tugged, which made everything worse.

Devin sat with her and traced patterns on her stomach with his finger, which felt like razor blades digging trenches in her skin. She screamed in pain until she couldn’t scream anymore.

Kaveh appeared as the fire was subsiding, but the nerve juice was still active. When he entered her body and pushed into her womb, it was the worst pain she had ever experienced and had she been able to scream, it would have likely echoed through the whole Manor. Kaveh moved his hips and pressed in deeper and deeper. Tears ran down the side of her face as her stomach cramped and he thrust hard and deep, the pain rising to unbelievable levels. But she couldn’t scream. She could only lay there and feel it. She felt her body tense and explode as if she were having an orgasm, but there was no pleasure. Only pain. Her muscles involuntarily clenched against him and he shouted as he came.

She hoped that once he left the pain would subside a bit, but it didn’t. She couldn’t sleep, she couldn’t think. All she could do was lie there in pain.
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“What’s wrong with her?”

The voice sounded familiar, but her brain was too fuzzy to put a face to the voice.

Anna opened her eyes, realizing with relief that the white-hot pain was gone, though she was still hurting. She was in her bed at the Manor. The light coming through the windows was faint. She must have fallen asleep and slept through the afternoon.

“She’s fine. Just some aftereffects of the morning.”

She brought her knees to her chest as her abdomen began cramping. She groaned and someone pulled at her shoulder to roll her onto her back. Kaveh looked down at her with his golden eyes and put his hand on her stomach.

He smiled. “It’s done.”

Anna closed her eyes and hopelessness swept over her. Another pregnancy to deal with. There was no happiness with this one. No Alex to give hope. The baby would stay inside her until Devin needed it in the spring. And he would once again rip it from her body. She wished she was doped up on drugs again. She didn’t have much memory of the previous two experiences and was plagued with the happy memories from the first time.

“Can I take her home? I have things I need to do this evening.” It was Peter. That was the voice she’d first heard. He sounded . . . irritated.

“Of course. Or you can come get her tomorrow.” Devin sounded amused.

“I don’t want to drive back out here. You could have told me before I came that I’d be waiting. Besides, you had her already last night. I had to sleep alone.”

“You are always welcome to come, Peter. You know that.”

“I appreciate that, but Friday nights are my favorite night to go to the clubs. The women are more . . . willing on Fridays after a long week of working.” He laughed and Devin laughed with him.

So that’s what Peter did on Fridays when she was here. Well, at least she knew that he wasn’t sincere in his changed actions towards her.

“She gets pretty bad morning sickness about a month in . . . just to warn you.”

“Great. And I get to deal with it?”

“You get to fuck her every night. That more than makes up for it.”

“Except for those lovely nights when she’s too beat up to be any good to me.”

“It can’t be helped, Peter. Men have violent appetites.”

Peter sighed. “Where are her clothes?”

Anna felt fabric hit her legs. “Get dressed, Anna,” Devin said. “Your boyfriend wants to take you home.”

“Will I hurt the baby if I fuck her?”

“No,” Kaveh answered. “It’s nearly impossible to hurt the baby. Just don’t stab her in the stomach and you’ll be fine.”

The three men laughed and Anna sat up slowly. She didn’t look at them as she reached for her clothing. She was trembling and it took her a few minutes to get dressed.

As she walked with Peter and Devin out of the Manor she felt foolish. Peter had deceived her like Devin had when she first came to the Manor. The last few weeks she had slowly begun to trust Peter. He had started treating her like a real girlfriend. She thought he had begun to really care about her. But now she saw how stupid that was. She once again saw what a stupid, naïve, too-trusting girl she was. Maybe Peter would let her sleep when they got home.

Suddenly she had an unexplained urge to go to the house she’d shared with Alex. She didn’t know why, but she wanted to see the house again. Maybe it was because that was the one place she’d felt completely safe in the entire city. Maybe she could ask . . . ? No. Peter wouldn’t take her. Did she dare sneak out? It was almost worth it. Besides, how would anyone know where she was?

But no, that would be foolish. She would make Peter angry. And Devin, too. She pushed the thought aside.

Peter helped her into the blue Audi R8 he had bought a few weeks ago and then drove off towards home. Well, the apartment. The only home she’d ever truly had was where she’d lived with Alex.

Peter put his hand on her knee and she tried not to stiffen. “How are you feeling?” he asked in a gentle voice.

“Fine,” she whispered, staring out the window.

“Are you hungry?”

Anna shook her head.

“I talked with Aaron and the others about going out tonight, but if you’re not up for it, we can stay in.”

He really did have things to do tonight. “You can go without me. I’m sure you’d enjoy yourself more that way.” Her voice was faint but there.

“I like going out with you. I have fun with you.”

Anna didn’t respond. She wouldn’t let herself be sucked into his niceness again. She would obey him and please him as she was supposed to. Her hands tingled painfully and she rubbed the backs of them. She wanted to cry and scream at herself for being such an idiot. Why would Peter really care about her? He had a girlfriend at home. He was here because Devin wanted him here to keep her company because that’s what Devin thought she needed. That was it. Nothing more.

“Are you sure you don’t want your uncle to bring your girlfriend to LA for Thanksgiving? I don’t mind staying here.”

Peter didn’t respond and stared at the road ahead of him. Anna looked out the window and watched the buildings fly by. It was getting dark.

“Vlad wants to get to know you,” Peter said after a long silence.

“Why?”

Peter shrugged.

They didn’t speak again until they were in the parking garage. Peter hurried around the car to help her out. She had learned that he didn’t like it when she tried to get out herself.

“Do you want me to carry you?”

“I’m fine.” She walked slowly to the elevators and he pushed the call button.

He stayed by her side the whole time, not rushing her. When they made it to the apartment, he helped her onto the couch then pulled out his phone.

“Hey, Aaron . . . yeah . . . no, I think we’ll stay in tonight . . . Anna’s not feeling well . . . no . . . okay . . . okay, ’bye.”

She looked up at him. “You can go out. I’m fine.”

Peter sat next to her and rubbed her leg. “No, you’re not. Devin told me what he did to you.” He sighed and shook his head. “You sure you don’t want to eat?”

Anna shook her head.


Eighteen


Later, as Anna lay in bed, she couldn’t get the idea out of her head about going to the house. She glanced at Peter snoring softly next to her. He was a sound sleeper. Would he hear her if she got up?

Without trying to overthink the situation, she slipped out of bed and went to her dresser. She pulled out clothes and then went to the bathroom. After she’d dressed and brushed her hair, she went back out to the bedroom and paused to study Peter. He hadn’t moved. After digging quietly through a box of her things, she located a spare set of house keys that she’d seen when she’d moved in with Peter. She grabbed her shoes, snuck out into the living room and silently left the apartment. She put on her shoes in the hallway, then hurried to the elevator, looking up the bus information on her phone on the way down. A bus was leaving in ten minutes two blocks away. She stopped briefly and purchased a bus pass at a kiosk, then hurried to the bus stop.

The bus was pulling up as she arrived and she got on and found a seat. As it pulled away from the curb, she began to doubt her plan. But what was wrong with going to see her old house? She wasn’t trying to run away . . . really. She just . . . wanted to see it. She needed a happy memory to overwrite the horrible ones that were plaguing her.

The schedule indicated that the bus ride would take about a half hour. She kept expecting to hear her phone ring . . . that Peter had noticed she was gone. As soon as she arrived at the house, she would turn the phone off. Somehow, she could be tracked through it, but she needed it to find her way.

Her old neighborhood was about a half-mile walk from the bus stop. It took her much longer to get there than she expected when she set out, but eventually, the entrance to the neighborhood came into view. The gates were closed, but she had a key on her ring to unlock them, and within moments she walked down the circular road to her driveway.

Her heart pounded as the side of the big white house came into view. The house was dark, as she would have expected. She walked up and hesitated at the front door. Was it still her house? Would the key work? Did she really want to go inside?

Part of her wanted to run away. But she wanted . . . something of Alex. She needed his comfort, even if he was dead. Would the house still smell like him?

She bit her lip, put the key in the lock, and turned it. A sigh of relief escaped her mouth as the door opened, but the relief was replaced with anxiety as a beeping sound echoed in the entryway.

The alarm? She searched her memories as she walked to the glowing panel on the wall. After staring at the numbers for a few seconds, she pushed the code she remembered and winced. The pause between the last number punched and the double beep that signaled the correctly entered code seemed to last an eternity.

She flipped the light switch and stared at the marble entryway where she last saw Alex. The table and rug were there, but the white vase that had sat in the middle was gone.

She wandered slowly through the house, basking in the memories of Alex for the first time in two and a half years. An unexpected peace descended over her as she did so. She stopped in the great room and stared at their wedding pictures.

Anna hardly recognized herself. She looked so happy and Alex looked so handsome. She pulled the picture of Alex off the wall and held it to her chest as tears fell down her face. Her heart ached for him. It felt as raw now as it had the day she found out he was dead.

She ran up the stairs and into the master bedroom. The bed was made and the room was clean. So many memories of being with Alex here. What she wouldn’t give for one more chance for him to hold her and kiss her and tell her that everything would be okay.

She walked through the room and into Alex’s closet where his familiar scent filled her lungs and memory. She inhaled Alex’s essence, drawing it deep inside until it rubbed like salt in the rawness of her heart.

Like a thrown switch, fury overcame her and she yanked at Alex’s clothes, tearing them off the hangars until there was a large pile on the floor in front of her.

Chest heaving, she stared at the pile for a long moment before burrowing herself into the pile. She clutched the picture of Alex to her chest and fell into a deep sleep.
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Distant shouting dragged Anna out of her peaceful sleep. She opened her eyes in the dark room and once again inhaled Alex. His clothes were so soft and warm and big. She never wanted to leave.

But her name was being shouted and footsteps pounded nearby. Light suddenly invaded her eyes.

“She’s in here!” someone shouted.

Anna blinked several times before her eyes focused on Aaron coming to squat down next to her. “What are you doing, Anna?” he asked.

“How did you find me?”

Aaron held up her arm with the gold bracelet. “GPS tracker. Peter could track you on his phone.”

“Peter’s here?” Anna looked around frantically. Oh, he would be so angry! He would take her back to Devin. She would get the injections again. What had she been thinking, coming here?

She hung her head for a moment before burying it back into the pile of fabric.

A few moments later, Anna heard more footsteps and she looked up to see Peter in the doorway. She backed away on her hands and feet and huddled next to the wall, still cradling the picture of Alex to her chest. She looked up at him, terrified of going back to the Manor.

“Anna, why didn’t you ask me to bring you here?” Peter asked softly. “Why did you sneak out?” He came to kneel next to her and pulled her into his arms. “Why didn’t you ask me to bring you?” he implored.

Anna didn’t know what to say. Why was he being nice? “I thought I was a bother. I’m sorry I snuck out. Please don’t take me to the Manor,” she begged.

“Anna, you’re not a bother. Why would you think that?”

“Because of what you said to Devin this afternoon.”

Peter’s brown eyes filled with concern. “Anna, are you talking about when Devin was telling me about your morning sickness and such?”

She nodded.

He closed his eyes and sighed. “I was hoping you were asleep. Anna, I . . . I couldn’t let Devin know that I was disgusted by what he did to you.” He took her hand in his. “That night, after that guy came and tore you up, I went to see Aaron and he told me your story. It was very, very different from what Devin had told me. And, honestly, a better explanation of your whole attitude and demeanor. Devin had told me that you were a pain in the ass and needed watching at all times and that he didn’t have the time to do so. That . . . you were a bitchy Elder-Mistress that had gotten too arrogant and needed to be brought down a notch. I could do what I liked to you and just needed to accommodate his need for you.” He looked back at her. “I’m sorry I believed him, Anna.”

“I wasn’t very nice when you came.”

Peter smiled. “No, but there was still something sad about you. And Aaron defended you to the teeth. He didn’t seem like the type of guy that would have been beguiled by you. At least not that much.” He paused and glanced at Aaron. “I heard you tell him backstage that you wouldn’t date him because you were afraid that something would happen to him. I’ve never seen an Elder-Mistress feel as deep emotions as I have you, Anna, and I’ve met them all.”

He stroked her cheek. When he spoke again it was with a soft and gentle voice. “I said those things to Devin so he wouldn’t think that I disbelieved him about you. I hate to imagine what he would do if he didn’t trust me anymore. You’re not a bother, Anna. I’ve become quite fond of you.” He slid his hand around the back of her head and leaned in to kiss her gently, his lips enveloping hers and his thumb stroking her cheek. “Very fond,” he repeated in a whisper.

They gazed at each other and Anna saw that he was telling the truth. She gave him a timid smile. “I’m sorry I snuck out.”

“I was scared to death when I woke up and found you gone. Fortunately, Devin told me about your bracelet when I first got here so I didn’t have to call him. I don’t want to think about what Devin would have done if I’d had to do that.”

Anna swallowed nervously. “You’re not going to tell him?”

“Absolutely not. I have no desire to see you punished.” He shuddered as if he knew what all it entailed.

“Thank you,” Anna said sincerely. She was glad she had been wrong about him.

Peter helped her to her feet and the three of them went back out into the bedroom and sat on the bed.

“When I tracked you, I got to the gate and couldn’t figure out how to get in here,” Peter said. “I drove around for a half hour trying to figure out how to get in. So I called Aaron, hoping he might know.”

“Alex gave me all the information to get in before he left,” Aaron said. “Even a remote to open the gate. I’m glad nothing had been changed.”

“What time is it?” Anna asked, yawning suddenly.

“A little after three in the—” Aaron’s phone interrupted him. “Who the hell is calling?” He pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Oh.” He stood and walked out of the room.

Anna glanced at Peter, confused.

“My guess would be Wilhelm. I believe he gets notified if the house codes are used.” Peter looked pointedly at her. “He gets notifications about a lot of things around here.”

Anna thought for a minute. “So, he knows I’m here?”

Peter shrugged. “I would guess so. I would also guess that he likes it when he sees receipts from credit cards and knows what his family members are purchasing. I think he would be able to see what they are doing by the things that they buy.”

Anna stared at Peter. “You mean by using the cards, I can tell Wilhelm that I’m okay and what I’m doing?”

Peter shrugged again, but his expression said yes.

“You’re not allowed to tell me?”

“No.”

So she could send coded messages to Wilhelm through her purchases? And Devin wouldn’t know? “Maybe I should buy more ribbons for my pointe shoes.” Since she was a “Ribbon Dancer” for Nutcracker, he might understand the code.

Peter grinned. “I think it would be a good idea.”

“Thank you,” she said, reaching for his hand.

“It wasn’t my idea,” he responded, looking up as Aaron walked back in. “Everything okay?”

Aaron nodded. “Yeah, there was a call from the alarm company about unusual activity here at the house.”

“Anna thinks she needs to buy new ribbons for her pointe shoes.”

Aaron grinned. “Appropriate.”

Anna yawned again and Peter stood and pulled the covers back from the bed. “We’ll stay here tonight, if that’s okay?”

She nodded and was pleased when the two men got on either side of her in bed. Snuggled between their comforting presence, she was asleep within minutes.
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“This is a really nice house, Anna. Are you sure you don’t want to live here?” Peter asked the next morning.

Anna shook her head. “No,” she said softly. “Not without Alex.”

While Peter took Aaron home, Anna gathered up some things that she wanted, including some clothes, her memory box and a picture of her and Alex on their wedding day.

Peter had remarked that he hardly recognized her as the same person in the picture.

“It was almost three years ago,” she’d pointed out. But he was right. She had been a different person with Alex and it showed on her face.

“That’s really sad, Anna,” was all that he said, but he looked even more troubled.

Anna had asked Aaron if he wanted Alex’s car, but he declined. “I couldn’t afford the insurance,” Aaron had laughed. “Nah. Maybe you’ll want it for something.”

Anna frowned and told him she wouldn’t, but he still didn’t want the car.

Peter returned a while later. “Ready?”

She looked around the entryway again and then nodded. “I’m ready.”

They walked outside and Anna locked the door.

“Anna, if you want to come back at any time, just ask me, okay?” Peter said, holding out his hand towards her. “Don’t feel like you need to sneak out.”

Anna took his outstretched hand and nodded. “I will.”


Nineteen


The Company only had rehearsals through Wednesday morning. Peter and Anna flew down to LA that afternoon and drove the rental car down to his family’s home in Laguna Beach.

He drove into a very nice neighborhood and parked in front of a wide, pink house with two garages and a gated courtyard. Behind the house, the sky was pink and gold with the setting sun and the air was salty. She could hear the ocean in the distance. As she stepped out of the car, she held Peter’s hand and closed her eyes, absorbing her surroundings.

Peter stepped closer and slid his hands around her back. “You look like you like it here,” he murmured and pressed his lips to hers. They had been getting along very well this week and Anna had begun to feel close to him.

“It’s so warm,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck. “It’s so different from home.” She went up on tiptoe and kissed him passionately.

“I hope my parents let you stay in my room, otherwise I’ll be visiting you in the middle of the night.”

Anna giggled and leaned her head on his chest. “I just hope they don’t hate me.”

“There’s nothing to hate about you, Anna,” Peter protested, though he couldn’t hide the concern in his eyes. He had told her that his father and uncle could be very stubborn and once they got a notion in their head, it was difficult to dislodge. “Let’s get our bags and face the music.”

He closed the car door and popped the trunk. Once he retrieved both suitcases, he led her through the gate and to the front door. He smiled at her and then opened the door.

The door opened into the top of a two-story high white room with windows on the opposite wall that exhibited the magnificent golden sunset over the ocean. Anna stopped and stared. She’d never seen anything so beautiful as that sunset.

“Oh, Peter,” she sighed. “It’s amazing.”

Peter chuckled. “It is. Just look where you’re going and don’t fall down the stairs. Isaak will kill me if you get hurt.”

She glanced at him and smiled, and saw in front of her a curved staircase leading down into a long living room full of people.

Peter said something loudly in Russian and the people downstairs looked up and shouted in excitement. He and Anna made their way down the stairs and a girl ran up to Peter and hugged him hard.

“Peter!” she exclaimed. She was beautiful, about fourteen or fifteen, with long, almost-black hair and blue eyes. She was tall and thin and had dimples in her cheeks. It was clear by the way she looked at Peter that she adored him.

“Natalya,” Peter said with a grin and put his arm around Anna’s waist. “This is Anna. Anna, this is my little sister Natalya.”

“Hi,” Anna said shyly.

“Hi, Anna,” Natalya said with a warm smile. “Welcome to our home.”

The other people walked up to them and Peter greeted them all with hugs and kisses and affectionate greetings.

“I thought I heard you, Dorogoy.” A woman in her late forties with shiny black hair pulled back into a low bun walked in from another room. She was about Anna’s height and smiled broadly at Peter.

“Hello, Mama,” Peter said hugging her tightly.

She beamed at him and tapped his cheek. “I like the beard. You look like your father.”

“Everyone, this is Anna,” Peter said loudly. “Anna, this is . . . everyone.” He laughed. “My mother, Jackie. My brothers Sergei, Pavel, and Yuri.” The three younger guys nodded as Peter said their names. Anna guessed Sergei to be about her age. Pavel was a few years younger and Yuri looked to be about sixteen. “You’ve already met Natalya. This is my Uncle Vlad and Aunt Nina and my father, Mikhail.”

Anna smiled shyly at everyone as they were introduced. Nina and Jackie both smiled at her, but Vlad and Mikhail looked at her suspiciously.

“Dinner is ready,” Jackie said with a smile. “I was hoping you’d make it in time. Let’s eat.”

Peter took her hand and the whole crowd moved into the next room where a large table was set. Steaming dishes sat in the middle of the table and smelled delicious. Anna sat between Peter and Sergei. Peter sat near the end next to his father.

Dinner was a noisy affair. Everyone wanted to hear stories of living in San Francisco and Peter’s dancing. He apparently hadn’t been to visit for several years, though they had gone out to visit him.

“You couldn’t come visit us?” Natalya pouted prettily.

“I’ve been busy, Nati. You know how it is.”

Once Peter finished telling them his stories, the conversations drifted here and there around the table. Anna kept silent. Peter’s father and uncle spoke softly in Russian and looked at her every once in a while. Vlad seemed especially unfriendly and Anna wondered what she had done to offend him. She’d only met him once, at Alex’s funeral, and he’d seemed cordial, though Anna had been less than that. Maybe that’s why he didn’t like her.

“Dariya called me,” Sergei said, looking past Anna to Peter.

Peter’s face went slightly pale. “Why did she call you?”

“You weren’t answering your phone, so she called me to find out what happened to you.” Sergei looked at Anna. “I guess I know now.”

Anna was dying to ask who Dariya was, but she had a feeling she already knew: Peter’s girlfriend.

“Can we talk about this later, Sergei?” Peter asked calmly, though she could tell he was upset.

Sergei shrugged and went back to eating.

Anna took a few more small bites of food and then was done. Since she and Peter had been getting along, she’d forgotten about “the girlfriend.” Did he call Dariya at all? Did he miss her? Anna was glad she wasn’t further along in her pregnancy or she might have gotten sick. As it was, her stomach was churning with the reminder that Peter wasn’t really her boyfriend. They were still only together because Devin wanted them to be. How long would Devin make him stay with her?

Peter put his arm around Anna’s shoulders. “Anna, are you all right?” he whispered into her ear. “Sergei . . . I’m sorry. He shouldn’t have said that in front of you.”

Anna shook her head. “It’s okay,” she said, smiling weakly. “I . . . just forgot about her.”

He gave her a look filled with such affection she had to turn away. She didn’t want him to look at her like that. She liked him. There was no denying that. The reminder of his real life was necessary, she decided. A dose of reality that would keep her from getting hurt . . . maybe. They spent so much time together it was already hard to imagine life without him.

After dinner, Jackie showed Anna to the room she would be sleeping in. She would not be staying with Peter. Instead, she would be sharing a room with Natalya, who had two twin beds in her room. Anna heard Peter arguing with his father in Russian, but Peter didn’t seem to be winning.

[image: ]


Peter stood behind Anna with his hands on the deck railing on either side of her as she gazed out onto the dark ocean in front of her. The house sat on a cliff above the ocean with an amazing view of the beach below. Peter said it was even better during the day.

The air was a little chilly, but Peter kept her warm. “It’s so peaceful here,” she sighed.

“Until my dad and uncle start arguing,” he chuckled. He leaned down and sucked on the side of Anna’s neck, making her sigh again. “You like that, don’t you?”

“Mmm.” She liked it when he touched her, period. She was learning he was an excellent lover.

His hands slid up her arms to her shoulders and he pulled at the fabric of her top so he could kiss her bare shoulder. She leaned her head back onto his shoulder and closed her eyes. When his thumbs brushed the bottom curve of her breasts, her nipples hardened and pressed against the thin fabric of her bra.

“I don’t know if I can go four days without being with you,” he murmured against her neck and pressed his erection against her ass. “My cock will get lonely without you.”

Anna giggled. “I would miss you too,” she whispered, pressing her hips back against him and making him groan. He cursed softly in Russian and moved his hands to cup her breasts. “Oh, Peter . . .” she sighed.

“There’s a reason I didn’t want you sharing a room, Peter.” Vlad came and stood next to Anna and Peter, leaning against the railing. “They can be rather . . .” Vlad looked at Anna with a lustful glance. “. . . addicting. You need some time away from her.”

“She’s not a ‘they’, Vlad,” Peter corrected. “She’s a person.”

“She’s an Elder-Mistress. Their job is to seduce men.”

Vlad’s words pierced Anna’s peaceful bubble. He clearly didn’t like her. Why did he allow Peter to come be with her in San Francisco? Maybe he had to obey Devin because he was an Elder.

“Let’s walk, shall we?” Vlad said, indicating a gap in the railing on the side of the deck.

Anna looked up at Peter, who looked at his uncle with narrowed eyes. “Why?” he asked.

“I told you, I want to get to know Anna. I can’t very well do that in front of the family, can I?”

So that’s what he wanted. He wanted to use her. Anna’s shoulders slumped and she walked in the direction Vlad had indicated.

“Anna, you don’t have to⁠—”

“Yes, she does, Peter,” Vlad corrected.

The three of them walked to the side of the house where there was a small, dimly lit flower garden.

“Keep watch,” Vlad told Peter, then pulled Anna further into the garden and to a bench where he pushed her until she bent over with her hands on the back of it. He pushed her skirt up over her hips and pulled her panties aside to delve his fingers inside her.

She glanced back at Peter, who watched with a helpless look on his face. Vlad smacked her hip. “You are to please me. Don’t worry about him.”

Anna’s jaw trembled. “Yes, my lord,” she said softly, glad he couldn’t see the tears in her eyes. She hung her head and let him touch her as he pleased. She heard a zipper. He pulled her panties down and a moment later he was inside her. His fingers dug into her hips as he thrust into her hard. She clung to the back of the bench and braced herself against his movements.

“Devin said you could come on command,” he said in a gruff voice. “Do it. But softly.”

Anna bit her lip and concentrated on the sensations in her body. It had been a while since she’d done it, especially in this position.

Vlad’s movements quickened and he growled at her. “Do it.”

She closed her eyes and felt relieved when her body responded as he wanted it to. She gasped and covered her mouth as she came, breathing heavily and trying to remain silent. Vlad came with a groan a moment later and dug his fingernails into her skin.

He pulled out, but Anna didn’t dare move until he told her to. She kept her eyes down so he wouldn’t see she was upset, but he grabbed her chin and looked into her face. “Why are you upset? This is what you are for.”

Anna blinked several times. “Y-yes, my lord,” she whispered over the lump in her throat. Would the whole weekend be like this?

He looked at her with narrowed eyes for a long minute and then turned on his heel and left. Peter moved to go to Anna, but Vlad snapped at him in Russian and he turned and followed his uncle out of the garden.

As soon as they were out of sight, Anna fell to the ground and cried. She was apparently due to have many doses of reality while she was here. She cried for a long time, and no one came to the garden. Should she stay here? Vlad hadn’t given her further instructions and she didn’t know what to do. It started to get even cooler and Anna shivered, paralyzed with indecision.

She heard footsteps and saw Peter a moment later. Her heart leaped at the sight of him, and then she pushed the happiness aside.

He walked over to her and kissed her forehead. “I’m sorry, Anna.” He helped her to her feet and led her back inside, keeping a distance between them.

“What do you want to do?” Peter asked in a gentle tone.

“Can I go to bed?”

Peter nodded and led her up the staircase to Natalya’s room. He pointed out the bathroom again. “If you want to shower, go ahead.”

“Is it okay if I do?”

Peter nodded. “Anna, I don’t know why Vlad’s acting this way. He’s usually a really nice guy.”

“He didn’t hurt me,” she said softly.

“Physically, maybe,” he growled.

Anna tried to give him a brave smile. “I’m okay.”

“No, Anna. It’s not okay that he did that. I’m going to⁠—”

She put her hand on his chest. “Please don’t get into trouble for my sake, Peter. I’m okay. I’ve been through much worse.”

“That’s not comforting.”

Anna shrugged. “It’s true.”

“I know. That’s why it’s not comforting.” He sighed. “Go shower. I’ll stay with you until you fall asleep.”

“Peter, you don’t have to do that. You’ll get in trouble.”

“I don’t care. You don’t deserve to be treated this way. I was hoping he’d see that if he got to know you.” He rubbed his face. “Go,” he said in a gentler voice. “I’ll be up in a little while.”

Anna nodded and he headed back down the hallway. She went into the bedroom and opened her suitcase to pull out her toiletries and pajamas and then went to the bathroom and showered. When she went back to the bedroom later, Peter was sitting on her bed.

“Feeling better?” he asked, opening his arms.

She nodded and gladly went into his embrace. His arms were so comforting. She knew she shouldn’t let herself get lost in her emotions for him, but right now she couldn’t help it. She needed comfort. After a while, he pulled back the covers and tucked her into bed, then lay down next to her with his arms around her.

“I’ll let my family know you weren’t feeling well and went to bed early. You remember where my room is?”

Anna nodded.

“Come get me if you need anything.”

“Okay.”

Anna closed her eyes and relaxed, letting his warm embrace lull her into the peaceful oblivion of sleep.


Twenty


“I


s there anything I can do to help today?” Anna asked as she helped clear the breakfast dishes.

She had one year of Thanksgiving experience behind her; the Thanksgiving she’d spent with Ben’s family. Katherine had taken command of the kitchen the whole day and Anna had helped out where she could. She wasn’t very good in the kitchen, but knew a few things. Plus, maybe she could stay busy enough to keep out of Vlad’s presence, though it would mean being away from Peter as well. But that would also keep Peter from getting into trouble.

“Oh, you’re so sweet Anna,” Jackie said with a smile as Anna brought a stack of dishes to the sink. “Do you have any family traditions from growing up we could try to incorporate?”

“No,” Anna said softly. Thanksgiving had been like any other day with Jack and she didn’t remember much from her parents. She didn’t remember much of a celebration from growing up. Her mother didn’t have any traditions and her father . . . well, Immortals don’t exactly have families.

Jackie gave her a kind look. “Peter said your upbringing was kinda rough.” She smiled. “Don’t worry, I have enough to fill the day.”

Nina and Natalya were in the huge kitchen as well and they laughed.

“Poor Jackie has had to teach all of us about the American traditions,” Nina said. “I am becoming quite fond of them. I like coming out here this time of year. For one, I do not freeze.”

Anna laughed. “I was in Germany in December a few years ago and I remember it was absolutely freezing. But St. Petersburg gets much colder, I understand.”

Nina nodded. “Oh, yes. I would consider a German winter to be very nice.”

“What were you doing in Germany?” Natalya asked.

Anna bit her lip. How did she answer that? She picked up a cloth and began wiping the table down. “I . . . was visiting someone. It was a few years ago.”

“Is your family German?” Nina asked.

“No, they’re . . .” Anna chuckled. “They’re Russian, actually. My grandparents settled in the Russian part of San Francisco when they emigrated. But not Russian Hill.”

“Really? That would explain why we get along so well,” Nina smiled. She had been very nice to Anna both last night and this morning. “Do you know where they are from?”

Anna shook her head. “No.” She hesitated. “My parents died when I was twelve.” She worked at a sticky spot on the table.

“Oh, that must have been difficult,” Jackie said. “I’m so sorry.”

Anna shrugged.

“Who raised you?” Jackie asked.

“My guardian, Jack. He was a friend of my parents.”

“Are you close to him?”

Anna stared at the table and considered how to answer the question. “I don’t like him,” she said softly, amazed that she could actually say the words aloud. I hate him! She closed her eyes and took several deep breaths.

“I didn’t mean to bring up unsettling memories, Anna,” Jackie said. “Forgive me.”

Anna opened her eyes and stared at the table. “It’s okay,” she said.

She finished wiping the table in silence. Nina changed the subject, talking about one of her daughter’s upcoming wedding. Anna didn’t pay much attention, instead she immersed herself in memories of Alex and his family.

Jackie kept the women busy all day. She had Anna peel potatoes and cut up fruits and vegetables. Jackie and Nina made pies and Natalya helped with both. Anna handed Nina a bowl of cut apples and Nina caught sight of Anna’s wedding band.

“What a pretty ring. May I?” Nina reached for her hand.

Anna nodded timidly and held her hand out for Nina to see.

“Is that a . . . oh, what is it called in English . . . poesy ring, I think it is called?”

Anna nodded again.

Nina looked at her thoughtfully. “Are you married, Anna?”

Jackie and Natalya both stopped and looked at her.

“I was,” Anna said, pulling her hand away. “He died.”

“When?” Nina asked softly.

“Two and a half years ago. We were together for less than three months when . . . it happened.” She looked away to hide her tears.

“What was his name?”

“Alex.”

“Was he German?”

Anna looked at Nina, surprised at her question. “Yes.”

Nina frowned. “Excuse me a moment, will you?” She walked quickly out of the room and Anna looked at Jackie.

“Did I do something?”

Jackie shook her head. “No. I don’t . . . I don’t know what’s wrong.” She smiled. “Those apples are perfectly cut. Do you cook a lot?”

Anna smiled, thankful for the change of subject. “No. Peter and I eat take out or microwave meals. Though he cooks occasionally.”

“You live together?” Natalya asked with wide eyes. “But I thought⁠—”

“Nati, why don’t you ask Papa to pick out the wine for tonight?”

“But Mama⁠—”

Jackie looked sternly at her daughter and Natalya dutifully turned away and went in search of her father.

“I’m sorry if I said something I shouldn’t have,” Anna said quickly. “I . . . I’ve been told I’m socially awkward.”

Jackie smiled at her. “Don’t worry about it, Anna. You’re doing fine. I’m sorry if we ask you uncomfortable questions. We just didn’t know you and Peter were so serious. He . . . just told us you met when he came back here.”

Anna sighed. “Yeah. It’s . . . complicated.”

Jackie changed the subject and after Natalya returned a few minutes later, the mood in the kitchen lightened quickly.

Vlad strode silently into the kitchen about a half hour later. “Nina apologizes, but she isn’t feeling well and decided to take a nap. She’s hoping to make it for dinner, but we’ll have to see.”

Jackie frowned at Vlad. “She was fine earlier.”

“A sudden headache,” he explained. He glanced at Anna and then left the room as silently as he had entered it.

Jackie stared at the entryway where Vlad had just exited with a puzzled look on her face and then sighed. “Well, Anna. Would you like to learn how to make pie?”

The rest of the afternoon went quickly. Jackie showed Anna how to roll pie dough and prepare it for filling. Anna was amazed at how complicated it was, but enjoyed it all the same. Her apple pie wasn’t as beautiful as Jackie’s other pies, but it smelled good and Anna felt very proud of herself.

When the turkey came out of the oven mid-afternoon, Anna helped set the table and set out the many dishes of food. She grinned, proud of all she had done to help, and felt better than she had in a long time. The men came in a few minutes later, along with a pale Nina, and they all sat down to dinner. Peter was not as boisterous as he had been earlier, but he was affectionate towards Anna.

Dinner was delicious. Peter teased Anna quietly that he would have her start cooking back home.

“Are you feeling better, Nina?” Anna asked as they cleared the dinner plates. Nina looked at her with sad eyes and nodded.

Vlad spoke sharply in Russian and Nina hurried away from her. The rest of the evening, Nina kept quiet and avoided any contact with Anna. Anna wondered what she had done to upset Nina. Or Vlad, as the case might have been. She knew Vlad didn’t like her; maybe he didn’t want Nina liking her either. Or maybe he was concerned that Anna would tell Nina about what happened the night before?

When it was time for dessert, Anna beamed when her apple disappeared before any of the other pies. Jackie praised her and Anna blushed and hid behind Peter.

“You made this?” Vlad asked her with narrowed eyes.

“Yes,” Anna said softly. “With Jackie’s help. I . . . couldn’t have done it without her help.”

Vlad stared at her for a moment and then stalked away without saying another word.


Twenty-One


Peter snuck Anna upstairs to his room later while the rest of the family was occupied with evening activities.

“I hate sleeping alone,” Peter remarked, locking the door behind him. He walked quickly across the room to Anna and kissed her soundly. “We have to be quick, but when we get home, I’ll make it up to you.”

They returned downstairs about a half hour later and watched a movie with his family. She sat with Peter on the couch and he held her close. Anna was drifting off to sleep when Peter’s phone rang.

She looked at the clock on the wall. It was almost midnight. “Who is it?” she asked.

Peter looked troubled when he saw the name on the phone. “I have to take this. I’ll be back.” He stood quickly and answered the phone in Russian.

Only Vlad and Mikhail remained in the room, the rest of the family having gone to bed earlier. Anna glanced awkwardly at them and then stared hard at the TV.

“Dariya,” Vlad commented a moment later. He looked at Anna. “You know he has a girlfriend, right? A proper girlfriend?”

Anna flushed and looked at her hands. “Yes,” she answered softly. She hated the reminder and hated the ache in her heart knowing that eventually Peter would return to St. Petersburg and marry Dariya. Why couldn’t she stay aloof from men and not get attached?

“That bothers you?” Vlad asked, sounding surprised.

Anna looked at him with sad eyes. “It shouldn’t, but yes, it does.” She hugged her knees to her chest and rested her chin on top.

“Did it upset you, what I did yesterday?” Vlad asked abruptly.

Anna bit her lip. “In the garden?”

Vlad nodded.

Anna didn’t know how to answer that without offending him. “I didn’t like it,” she admitted in a voice barely above a whisper, and then winced, waiting for his answer.

Vlad leaned back in his chair and studied her. “How does Devin treat you?”

Anna’s eyes widened. “Is that a trick question?” she asked without thinking.

“No.”

She didn’t know how Devin would want her to respond. Would he be upset if she told Vlad about his abuse? Sometimes Devin freely told people how he kept her in line. Other times he made sure he treated her nicely around certain people. “He is my Master. He can treat me as he wants to treat me,” she answered finally. It wasn’t an answer, but she didn’t know what else to say.

Vlad frowned at her. “Does he treat you well? Is he affectionate?”

Anna hugged her knees even tighter. “Sometimes.”

“Does he hurt you?”

“Sometimes.”

Vlad sighed and frowned. “Do you ever give straight answers?”

Anna swallowed. “I try. I don’t know how he would want me to answer you.”

Vlad narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. “Can’t you answer as you want to?”

“I don’t want to get punished.”

Vlad and Mikhail glanced at each other. “He punishes you?”

Anna nodded. “When I misbehave.”

“Do you misbehave often?”

“I try not to. I try to be good, but . . .” Anna sighed. “I seem to always manage to anger him.”

“You enjoy angering him?”

Anna shook her head emphatically. “No, not at all. I try to be good.”

“What was Alex like?”

Anna’s chest tightened. “Why do you ask me that?”

Vlad shrugged his shoulders. “Curiosity, I suppose. Why would an Elder-Mistress choose to marry? It would seem . . . counterproductive to your . . . natural desires.”

“Natural desires?”

“To be with men. Why tie yourself down with marriage?”

“Tie down?” Anna blinked. “Alex . . . freed me. He kept Devin from hurting me. Or at least he did until he died.” She took a breath, willing the tears away. “They were the happiest days of my entire life.”

“You seemed rather upset when he died.”

She stared at Vlad. Upset was a complete understatement. “My whole world came crashing down around me the day I found out he was gone. Alex . . . loved me, unlike anyone had ever loved me before. He protected me. I thought he was invincible.” Tears welled up in her eyes. “I thought he couldn’t die.” Her voice cracked.

“Everyone dies, Anna.”

“But with the bonding and everything, I thought . . .” She sniffed. “I guess I was wrong.” She wanted to run up to the bedroom and go to sleep. These questions made old wounds feel new and raw again.

“That was almost three years ago. You’re still upset about it? You were only married three months.”

Anna shrugged. Was she overdramatic about it? Should she move on from him? But there was nothing to move on to. “Alex was my only hope. He was the only one that Devin couldn’t hurt. And now . . . there’s nothing left, except Devin. A hell-filled life with him.” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “Nothing.”

Vlad didn’t respond and Peter returned a few minutes later. He looked like the phone call had not gone well.

Anna stood and looked at him. “If it’s all right with you, I think I’ll go to bed,” she said softly.

Peter nodded. “I’ll walk you up.”

“No, that’s okay,” Anna said quickly. “I . . . I’m okay.” She turned quickly and fled up the stairs and to the bedroom that she shared with Natalya, who was fast asleep. Anna buried her face in her pillow and cried herself to sleep.
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He was looking out the window again, his hair glinting in the sunlight. The window was closed and he had his arms crossed as if he were cold. A fire blazed in the fireplace.


She wondered what he looked at. Why was he always there? Was there anything beyond this room?

“Alex?” she said softly.

He turned and smiled at her. “Schatzi. Oh, my Schatzi.” He walked towards her and stopped a few feet from her and sighed. “I want so badly to hold you,” he said with such longing in his voice she felt a lump forming in her throat.

“Me too,” she admitted softly. “I went to the house and piled your clothes in the middle of the closet and fell asleep.” She smiled. “It smelled like you.”

“Are you living there again?”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to live there without you,” she whispered. “I miss you so much. I . . . Devin . . . got me pregnant again. I wish you were here,” she added, her entire body burning with grief.

He frowned and clenched his jaw. “Again?”

“He does it every year.”

He ran his hands through his hair. “Anna . . . I will rescue you. I will get out of here somehow and I will find you.” His face was fierce with determination.

Anna swallowed. “I wish that were true,” she said sadly. “But I’m not afraid to dream about you anymore. At least Devin can’t control my dreams.”

Several emotions flitted over his face and then he smiled gently. “Dream of me. Yes, I like it when you dream of me.”

Anna smiled.

“Have you seen my father recently?”

She shook her head. “Devin told him he couldn’t come back after he tried to take me to Germany. He got . . . scary and forbade your entire family from even contacting me.”

“Scary? What do you mean?”

“He got . . . big . . . tall . . . and he could make your father do anything he wanted him to do.”

Alex looked thoughtful. “How is that possible?” he asked softly.

“Ian said it was because he took my power for himself.” She stumbled as the room spun around her.

“Anna? Anna, are you all right?”

She held her head and winced. “I don’t feel good.”

“Schatzi, I think you need to wake up. You’ve been here too long.”

Anna looked up and shook her head. “I don’t want to leave.” But the room was starting to fade.

“Dream of me again, Schatzi. I love you. So much.”

“I love you, too,” she whispered and closed her eyes.


Anna opened her eyes to see Peter and Vlad standing over her, watching her with concerned expressions. It was still night, but a dim light next to her bed lit their faces.

“What were you dreaming of?” Vlad demanded.

Anna couldn’t speak and just stared at him.

“What were you—” Vlad repeated in a harsh voice, but Peter stopped him.

“Please don’t scare her. It won’t do any good.” Peter sat next to her. “Gentle touch is more effective.” He brushed her hair back from her face and smiled gently. “Were you dreaming of Alex?”

Anna nodded.

“Have you dreamed of him before?”

“Lots of times. But before I met him, they were real. Now they’re just dreams.”

Peter frowned in confusion and seemed to repeat in his head what she said.

“You dreamed of him before you met him?” Vlad asked in a gentler voice.

Anna nodded.

“Why do you say they were real?”

“Because Alex told me he saw me. That I was really there.” She sighed. “But now they’re not real,” she added softly.

“Tell me what you saw,” Vlad said.

Anna told him about the room that Alex was in and how he looked different from he had when he was alive.

She looked up at Vlad and gasped. “I dreamed of you!” she stared at him, terrified. “No! It couldn’t be . . . No, why would I . . . ?” She rubbed her eyes and shook her head. “I don’t understand.” She felt panicky and looked wildly around the room. Why did she dream of Vlad?

Vlad mumbled something in Russian, then pulled out his phone and spoke in Russian to someone. Maybe it was just the language, but he sounded irritated. He put the phone down a minute later.

“Anna. Anna, shh.” Vlad put his hand on her forehead and spoke calm, soothing words that she didn’t understand, but did indeed calm her. “Shh. Go back to sleep.”

Anna tried to protest, but her eyes grew heavy and she drifted off.
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The rest of the weekend was uneventful, but relaxing and enjoyable. Vlad left Anna alone, though she felt him watching her a lot. Peter took her to the Muse Boutique in downtown Laguna Beach where she bought a few things to let Wilhelm know where she was. She remembered her dream about Alex, but didn’t remember waking to find Peter and Vlad looking at her.


Twenty-Two


“I


just made the flight arrangements,” Peter said Monday evening when they were back in San Francisco. Peter had told Anna that he was going to St. Petersburg for a week after Nutcracker was over to visit Dariya.

“Did you tell Dariya?” Anna asked softly.

Peter nodded. “She’s placated for the moment. I need to go. I’ve barely spoken to her since I left and she’s . . . upset.”

“I know.” She didn’t understand why he felt the need to justify himself. It wasn’t as if their “relationship” was real. He needed to maintain his relationship with the other girl. Anna tried to smile and tell him she was okay with it, but couldn’t bring herself to speak the words.

A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts and she went to answer it.

“Jack, what are you doing here?” Anna exclaimed after she opened the door. He leaned against the doorpost with a smug look on his face.

“Why do you think, Baby?” he asked with a grin, pushing the door open. He saw Peter sitting on the couch. “Is this the new boyfriend?”

Peter stood. “I am. And you are?”

“Anna’s former guardian. I don’t believe we’ve met, although Devin told me quite a bit about you.”

Peter’s face remained impassive.

“Jack is a very good friend of Devin’s,” Anna explained as a warning that he would tell Devin about anything that was amiss.

Peter’s face broke into a smile. “Ah, of course.” He walked forward and shook his hand. “I have heard much about you.”

“You’re Vitaly’s grandson, eh?”

“I am.”

Jack nodded and studied Peter for a moment. “You look like him.”

Peter smiled. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Jack laughed. “You should.” He glanced at Anna and then looked back at Peter. “You don’t mind if I use Anna for a bit, do you?”

Peter shrugged. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t hurt her. Opening night is Friday and she’s taking longer to recover these days.”

“Really?” Jack looked at Anna. “That’s too bad.” He sighed. “I suppose I can take it easy on her this time. I’ll just make up for it after the first of the year.”

Anna motioned to the bedroom door and she and Jack walked through it. He wasn’t nice, but he wasn’t as mean as he normally would be and he left, mostly satisfied, an hour later.

Anna heard Peter say goodbye to Jack and then he rushed in to check on her. “Are you all right?”

Anna sat up and nodded. “Yes,” she said softly. As all right as she ever was after a visit like that. Peter sat next to her and she lay her head on his chest. “I suppose this is a reminder that all of this isn’t real,” she said softly.

Peter didn’t answer, but hugged her tightly. After a while, Peter kissed her on the head. “Go shower. I’ll take care of the bed.”

“Thank you,” Anna said. She kissed his cheek and headed into the bathroom.
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Nutcracker opened as a great success. Aaron and Stephanie danced the Grande pas de deux beautifully, as usual. Peter was stunning as he and Erin danced in the snow scene. Anna felt like she performed well, and Peter told her that she outshone her fellow ribbon dancers.

Afterward, Peter escorted her out to the party in the lobby. His parents, brothers and sister, and Vlad and Nina had all come up to see him. They were happy to see them both again and praised Anna for her beautiful dancing. Mikhail thought Peter had been wasted as the snow king, but Peter said he didn’t mind.

“It was nice not to have all the pressure of dancing the prince, like I normally do,” he remarked. “I don’t mind it, Papa. I really don’t.”

Mikhail mumbled something in Russian and Peter laughed.

Devin walked up a few minutes later and greeted everyone. Anna resisted the urge to step closer to Peter. Peter had to play the part. That was all there was to it.

“Peter, you really are an excellent dancer. I would love to see you and Anna dance together. That would be . . . quite a pairing.”

“I agree,” Peter said. “Isaak mentioned the possibility once she’s promoted to Principal.”

Principal? Isaak was already talking about that? Oh, she would love to dance with Peter. And Aaron. Anna was thankful she didn’t have to make her partner decisions. She didn’t know if she could choose between the two.

Devin and Vlad walked away for a bit and the family continued talking. When they returned, Devin looked pleased.

“Anna, may I borrow you for a few minutes?” Devin said, offering her his arm.

Anna nodded nervously and took the proffered arm.

“You danced well, Anna. I was very pleased.”

“Thank you, Devin,” she said softly.

“You have been doing very well in everything lately, Anna. You’ve even managed to charm Vlad, which is not easy to do.”

“I did? I thought he disliked me.”

Devin shook his head and guided her around a corner where there were fewer people. “No. He said he understood why I wanted you.” He looked around before opening a door and pushing Anna through gently, before joining her. It was a small janitor’s closet and Devin closed the door and turned the light on. He turned her around and kissed her neck while pulling her skirt up. “I don’t get near enough of you anymore,” he murmured before delving his fingers inside her panties.

Anna leaned her hands on the wall and moaned softly as he thrust his fingers in and out of her. He straightened suddenly and a moment later was pushing her up against the wall and thrusting his cock into her. They both panted as he rammed himself repeatedly into her body.

“Come for me, Baby,” he whispered, and Anna did a moment later. He drove himself deeper inside her and groaned as he came. “I needed that,” he said in a low voice.

They fixed their clothing and emerged from the room a few minutes later.

“I think I want you to stay with me once a week. Both of my daughters are out of the house, so I don’t have to explain your presence.” He glanced at her. “While performances are going on, I want you Monday evenings. Peter can bring you over and I’ll drop you off at the studio on the way to work on Tuesday morning.”

“Yes, Devin,” she said softly.

“Tell Peter, as I won’t likely have a chance. Come at . . . oh, seven-thirty will be fine.”

“Yes, Devin.”
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Anna told Peter about Devin’s new demand when they got home that night and were lying in bed. “Every Monday?” Peter asked.

Anna nodded. “While there are performances.”

Peter sighed. “I guess it could be worse. He could want you every night.” He turned over to his side to kiss her. “I don’t know if I could part with you more than one night a week.” He slid his hand down her bare hip. “I like having you in bed with me.”

Anna looked up at him. “I’d rather be here with you, too,” she said in all sincerity.

Peter smiled, his brown eyes warm. “It makes me glad to hear you say that.”

Anna didn’t want to think about the fact that he would eventually leave her and go back to St. Petersburg. She just wanted to enjoy what was going on here and now.

Something brushed her hip and she looked down. “Again?” she asked with a smile.

Peter grinned and shrugged. “Can’t help it,” he said and captured her lips with his.


Twenty-Three


The myriad of Nutcracker performances made the next month pass quicker than Anna would have expected. Anna spent Monday nights at Devin’s house. Her morning sickness showed up a few days before Christmas. Anna had woken up and ran to the bathroom before Peter realized what had happened. He wet a washcloth for her and rubbed her face and neck with it as she sat on the floor every morning.

Peter flew to St. Petersburg the day after the Nutcracker closed. Anna found the apartment very lonely without Peter there, but resolved to not sink into another depression. She didn’t want Peter to feel guilty for leaving. She could see it in his eyes that he didn’t want to leave. But Elder-Sons and grandsons must perform their duties.

The next day was what would have been Anna and Alex’s third wedding anniversary. Anna couldn’t make herself get out of bed. She had put his picture on the bed next to her and stared at it, missing him so much she could hardly breathe.
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Anna attended a formal New Year’s Eve party with Devin and Tyler. Several of the Deacons were there as well, including Jayce and Trenton.

“See, Anna,” Devin said as they danced together close to midnight. “You are much more useful to me when you have a stable relationship. Even with Peter gone, you are holding it together. You have been very pleasant to be around all evening, and have charmed the men I told you to charm.” He spun her around and then kissed her bare shoulder. “I like this version of you.”

“What happens when Peter has to go home?” she asked quietly.

Devin smiled. “Maybe you’ll come live with me,” he murmured in her ear. “With the kids all moved out, the house is rather empty. And I would love to have you in my bed every night.”

Anna blinked and stared at his chest. Live with Devin? In his house? She didn’t know what to think about that and just hoped that Vitaly would never die.
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Most of the week that Peter was gone, Anna kept to herself. Jenna came over one afternoon and they hung out, but for the most part, Anna was content to be alone . . . aside from missing Peter. He had sent a text message letting her know he had arrived safely, but she hadn’t heard from him since. She didn’t really expect to, though; he was with his girlfriend. He had told their friends in the Company he was visiting his family.

Friday morning, Anna met Peter at the airport and greeted him happily after he gathered his luggage.

“Peter!” she exclaimed and ran to hug him. She had missed him more than she realized.

“Hello, Anna,” he said with an affectionate smile.

“Did you have a good trip?” she asked as they walked towards the car.

“Yes. How was your week?”

“Good. Not very interesting, but that’s okay.” She smiled up at him. He looked preoccupied. “Are you okay?”

Peter nodded. “Tired. It’s a long flight.”

He wasn’t very talkative as they drove back to the apartment, though he did say that he appreciated the warmer weather here. Anna wanted to ask about his seeing Dariya, but was hesitant. He wasn’t very forthcoming with information about her in general, and now that he was home from seeing her, seemed even less inclined to talk about her.

Anna looked at him as he drove. “You’re growing your goatee out again?” He had shaved it off for Nutcracker. It was very thick already.

Peter shrugged. “Dariya likes it.”

“Oh.”

Anna looked down and noticed a ring on his right ring finger that he hadn’t had before. Three colored gold bands were put together as one ring. Anna stared at it for a moment. “Did Dariya give that to you as a Christmas present?” she asked quietly with the premonition that it wasn’t just a Christmas present.

Peter tightened his hand on the steering wheel and shrugged slightly. “Something like that,” he said softly after a moment.

Something like that? What did that mean? Unless . . . “Peter, did you get married?” she asked softly.

His knuckles turned white. “Why do you have to be so observant, Anna?”

Anna took that as a yes. She turned to look out the window and rubbed the back of her hand, determined to keep silent the rest of the way home. She didn’t want to upset him any further.

She told herself it shouldn’t bother her. It’s not like Peter was ever going to marry her. Sooner or later, he would go back to Russia and get married. He just did the marrying thing sooner than she expected. It wouldn’t make any difference in how they related to one another. After all, their relationship wasn’t real.

Neither of them spoke for the remainder of the drive. Anna was proud of herself for not crying. After all, what good would crying do? It’s not as if it should have been a surprise . . . really.

Peter parked the car in their stall and they walked to their apartment together in silence. He reached for her hand and held it while they walked, but didn’t speak. When they got to the apartment door, he unlocked it and they both went inside. Anna went to sit on the couch while Peter unpacked.

Anna didn’t know what to do. What would happen now? Why didn’t he tell her he was going to get married? Should she move out? No, Devin probably wouldn’t like that or allow it.

She sighed and stared out the window. Why did she feel the need to be loved so much? Why couldn’t she be like the other Elder-Mistresses and not care about things like love and marriage?

“Anna? Can we talk?” Peter asked a few minutes later, sitting down next to her.

She forced a smile. “Sure.”

Peter played with his ring. “She accused me of falling in love with you,” he said. “And said she didn’t believe me when I said that I would come back and marry her.”

Anna shook her head. “Why would she think that? All this is just to keep me . . . sane.”

“Because I did fall in love with you, Anna.”

Anna looked at Peter in shock. “You . . . you can’t. Dariya . . .”

“I couldn’t help it, Anna. I tried not to, but the more I got to know you . . .” He sighed. “You’re a difficult woman not to love.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

He took her hand in his. “She told me if I didn’t marry her while I was there that she would end things. We’ve known each other since we were children. I couldn’t lose her.” His expression was pained. “She knows enough about the Brotherhood that she doesn’t complain about me being gone, as long as I visit her often.”

“Doesn’t she mind you being here with me?”

“Yes, but she knows it’s only temporary. She is a good choice for a wife, Anna. A proper wife is difficult to find.” He paused and looked at his hands. “If I thought I had any sort of chance to take you for a wife, I never would have married her. But Devin will never let you leave here, and I have to return to Russia sometime in the near future. Dedushka isn’t going to live forever and he’s . . . been sick lately.”

“Does she know you . . . love me?”

“I didn’t tell her in so many words, but I didn’t deny it when she accused me of it.”

“She must hate me.”

Peter laughed sadly. “I wouldn’t recommend meeting her in a dark alley.”

Anna was quiet for a few minutes. “When did you get married?”

“Monday. We flew to Gibraltar.”

“Didn’t you have to go through the Elders? Germany is very strict about approvals and stuff.”

Peter shook his head. “Germany is strict about everything. No, as long as Dedushka approves, that’s all that matters. It’s not as big a deal since I’m not next in line for Elder yet.”

“Did you . . . get your piercings?” Anna bit her lip, but was curious.

He nodded and then grinned. “You want to see them?”

Anna had never had issues with sleeping with married men, but she felt awkward with Peter having been married less than a week ago. “Do you love her?”

“I do.” He shrugged. “We’ve been together for so long, I suppose I couldn’t imagine my life without her.” He glanced at Anna. “But being with you these last few months has been . . .” He sighed. “I hate to imagine my life without you either, but we both know this can’t last.”

Anna nodded. “I know,” she said sadly.

“I want to enjoy the time we do have together. I don’t want anything to change . . . if that’s possible.” He gave her a tender smile.

“I don’t want anything to change either.”

He leaned forward and kissed her. “I missed you,” he whispered.

“I missed you too.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back.

He stood and tugged her to her feet. “Shall we see how you like my new jewelry?”
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Monday morning, Anna saw Peter staring at his wedding ring as he sat on the bed.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, kneeling behind him and kissing the back of his neck.

“I don’t know if I should wear this while I’m here. I don’t want there to be questions asked.” He turned to look at her. “I don’t want people to think badly of you.”

“I don’t know if anyone would think of it as a wedding ring. We don’t wear ours on our right hand.”

“You do,” he pointed out.

“I married a German. I had other rings . . . I don’t know what happened to them.” She paused. “But, no one’s ever taken much notice of my ring.”

“Would you be uncomfortable if I wore it?”

“It doesn’t change anything if you wear it or not.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“Peter, it’s not my place to tell you to wear it or not. I’m only a slave.”

Peter frowned. “You’re not a slave to me.” He cradled her cheek and kissed her. “I’m sorry I ever made you feel that way.”

Anna smiled. “It’s okay. You don’t anymore.”

“Good.” He kissed her again. “I’d like to make you feel something else,” he murmured against her lips and pushed her back onto the bed.

“Did I mention I like your new jewelry?” she asked in a husky voice.

“You did. Several times.” He laughed and kissed her neck. “I’ll have to make sure you tell me again tonight.”

Anna reached her hand down. “Or now?”

Peter groaned. “I wish we had time.” He sat up and pulled her with him. “But we need to get moving.”


Twenty-Four


Rehearsals passed quickly and soon it was time for opening night of Swan Lake. In the afternoon before the performance, Peter and Anna went home to relax before they had to be back at the theater. They were naked in bed with Peter poised to thrust into Anna when there was a loud knock at the apartment door.

Peter shook his head and Anna moaned as he pushed into her body. “Whoever it is can come back later,” he groaned and kissed her as he thrust in and out. Anna wrapped her legs around his waist and met his rhythm with her hips.

A few minutes later, the knocking repeated. Anna looked up at Peter who shook his head again. “You feel too good to leave,” he said in a breathy voice, quickening his movements. A few minutes later, as they moaned and thrust hard against each other, Peter’s phone rang.

It was Dariya’s ring. Peter cursed. “I’ll call her back,” he said and kissed Anna as he thrust even harder. They both cried out loudly a few minutes later and Peter rested his head on her shoulder, breathing heavily. “This is a really strange time for her to call,” he mumbled and rolled off Anna. He picked up his phone from the nightstand and looked at it.

There was another knock at the door. Peter cursed in Russian and stood. “Whoever it is, I’m going to fucking kill them,” he mumbled. He pulled on his sweatpants and went to answer the door.

“Dariya!” Anna heard Peter exclaim a moment later, and then he proceeded to speak rapidly in Russian.

Oh, no! Anna stood and looked for her clothes that had been discarded. She found her pants, but her shirt and bra were out in the other room. She pulled another shirt out of the dresser and dressed quickly.

It didn’t sound like Dariya was happy, and Anna was hesitant to go out into the living room. But she was curious about what Peter’s wife looked like.

A few minutes later, Peter walked into the bedroom. “I’m sure you heard?” he asked quietly.

Anna had sat down on the bed and nodded. “Why is she here?”

He frowned. “She wanted to see me dance, and surprise me.”

“She doesn’t seem very happy.”

“Well, I did just answer the door in a sweat from making love to you.”

“Doesn’t she know we live together?”

“I told her that, but I don’t think she put two and two together. She⁠—”

Peter stopped as a beautiful woman with long blond hair and sapphire blue eyes stepped into the doorway. Her skin was flawless with expertly applied makeup and fashionably highlighted and styled hair. She was tall and curvy, wearing tight jeans that showed off long, thin legs and a red low-cut peasant blouse that showed off impressive cleavage. Anna couldn’t help but stare. Peter fell in love with her when he had Dariya waiting for him at home? Why?

Peter ran his hand through his hair. Anna could tell he was upset and uncomfortable with the situation.

“Peter, do you want me to leave?” she asked softly. She didn’t want to be in the way.

He sighed. “Dariya, this is Anna Kunze. Anna this is Dariya.”

Anna stood and gave her a timid smile

Dariya looked her up and down and then looked back at Peter. “She’s rather fat for a ballerina, don’t you think?” Her voice was low and thick with an accent.

Peter gasped. “Dariya! That was rude.”

Anna put her arms around her stomach. Her face had filled out and she imagined she did look rather fat for a ballerina.

Dariya shrugged. “Is true.”

“She’s pregnant. Give her a break.”

Dariya’s eyes got wide. “You got her pregnant?”

Peter narrowed his eyes. “What if I did? It was before you gave me your ultimatum.”

She snapped in Russian and then proceeded to speak very rapidly, pointing to Anna several times.

Anna stood silently looking at the ground as they argued. Oh, this was not what she wanted for Peter. Who could she stay with while Dariya was here? Aaron? Travis? Devin? She supposed she could stay at the house. Yes, that would be the best option. She could use Alex’s car to get around.

Peter raised his voice at Dariya and pointed to the door. She narrowed her eyes and then left the room.

“Peter, I’m so sorry,” Anna said softly. “I don’t want to cause trouble. I was thinking maybe I could go stay at the house for a few days . . . or however long she’s in town.”

He looked at the door and then at Anna and stepped close. “I don’t want to lose you,” he said softly, cradling her cheek.

“It’s not real,” she whispered with longing in her eyes. “Take me to the house and fix things with her. I can use Alex’s car to get around.”

“You shouldn’t be in that big house all by yourself.”

“I’ll be okay. Aaron lives close by.” Peter didn’t mistrust Aaron anymore and, in fact, they had become good friends. He always cautioned Aaron about getting too close to Anna because of Devin, though.

Peter sighed and thought for a few minutes. “I won’t tell anyone she’s my wife. She said she wants to stay for a while. She can be . . . an old friend or something and we had a fight over her or something like that. I’ll be the bad guy.” He gave her a sad look. “I never wanted to hurt you, Anna.”

“I know.”
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An hour later Peter dropped Anna and two suitcases at the house in Presidio. He was hesitant to leave her, but she insisted she’d be all right. Now that he was gone, though, she wasn’t sure. The house was so big and empty. She wondered if Frau Gersten was still around. She decided to call Aaron. Maybe he would know.

Aaron told her that Frau Gersten had moved back to Germany, but there was a woman who came and cleaned the house every few weeks. “Are you thinking about moving back in?”

Anna looked around at the great room. “I’m here right now. Peter and I . . . had a fight.”

“Oh, Anna. I’m so sorry.”

She tried to smile. “It’s okay. I forgot how big this place was.”

“Do you want some company?”

It was tempting, but she didn’t want anything to happen to him. “I’m okay.”

“I’ll . . . make some calls about a housekeeper for you and let you know. Do you need a ride tonight?”

“Alex’s car is here. Do you know if it runs?”

“Everything in the house has been kept in order, just in case you needed it. The car should be running perfectly.”

“Thanks, Aaron.”

“Come see me when you get to the theater tonight, okay?”

“Okay.”

Anna went upstairs and unpacked. She noticed that Alex’s clothes had been put away. Strangely, it didn’t hurt as much to be here. She missed Alex terribly, but didn’t feel the stabbing pain in her heart. It was more like a dull ache and it was almost comforting. She pulled one of his sweaters down and put it on, and then went to watch TV until she had to leave for the theater.


Twenty-Five


Anna carefully parked Alex’s silver Mercedes Roadster in the parking garage. It was such a powerful car that it was a little scary to drive. But she’d done well, considering how little she drove these days.

She got out to retrieve her things from the trunk and Aaron walked up. “Hey,” he said giving her a hug.

She smiled. “Hey.”

“How ya doin’?”

“Okay.” She closed the trunk and stroked the car. “It’s so him, you know?”

Aaron nodded. “I always thought so.” He took her garment bag from her and they walked across the street to the theater. “What did you and Peter fight about that made you leave? And does Devin know?”

Anna’s heart sank. She didn’t know what to tell Devin. “I haven’t told him.”

They made their way through the backstage halls until they came to the row of dressing rooms for the soloists and principals. “At least you’ll have privacy for this performance,” Aaron pointed out.

“Yeah.” She opened the door and turned on the light.

A vase of red roses sat on her vanity. She picked up the card. They were from Peter. “I’m sorry,” read the card.

Anna smiled to herself. She missed him, but she knew how things were. Peter would stay as long as Devin wanted him to and then go home to his wife. He needed to make sure things were good with Dariya. That was more important than his fake relationship with Anna.

“Holy shit. Is that what you two were fighting over?”

Anna turned to see Aaron gaping at something in the hallway. She hurried to the door and saw Peter walking down the hall with Dariya, who was looking even more beautiful than she had earlier in a slinky black dress.

“Who is that?” Aaron asked. “She’s fucking hot!”

“A . . . friend from St. Petersburg.”

Aaron looked at Anna apologetically. “Sorry, Anna.

She shrugged. “She’s very beautiful.”

“So are you.”

Anna shook her head. “Not like that.”

Aaron turned and put his hands on her shoulders. “Anna, you are a knockout. Guys follow you with their eyes wherever you walk. Yeah, she’s hot. And you are too. But you have . . . I don’t know . . . there’s something about you that makes you even more beautiful than that.”

“The fact that I’m half Immortal?” she asked wryly.

Aaron laughed. “Well, that could be part of it. But tonight at the party, see who gets more attention. You or her.”

“Men like blondes. And I don’t care if they find me more attractive. Sometimes I wish they didn’t.” Anna sighed. “I just . . . why would he love me if he has someone like her at home?”

“What are you talking about?” Aaron asked suspiciously.

Anna’s eyes widened and she clapped her hand over her mouth. “Nothing.”

Aaron frowned. “Who is she?” He closed the door and crossed his arms over his chest. “Tell me.”

Anna told him the whole story with Peter getting married when he went to St. Petersburg, and Dariya showing up that afternoon at the apartment.

Aaron got angrier as she spoke. “That fucking bastard.”

“Aaron, you know our whole ‘relationship’ is fake. So we’re having a fake fight. He’s not going to tell anyone they’re married.”

“I thought he loved you.”

Anna sighed. “He does. But . . . c’mon. You know Devin will never let me leave. He has to get married.”

Aaron sighed and reluctantly conceded the point.

“I left of my own free will. He didn’t kick me out.” He looked at her doubtfully. “I did. Please don’t be angry at him. He did what he needed to do.”

Aaron sighed. “All right. For you,” he added, giving her a stern look. “I’ll back him up.” He glanced at his watch. “I gotta go get ready. I’ll see ya later. Come get me if you want to talk.” He kissed her on the forehead and left.
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Peter knocked on the door a while later. “Hey, you okay?” he asked, closing the door behind him.

Anna nodded. “I miss you.”

He sighed. “I miss you too. She’s . . . gone to the lobby. Man, did I get some looks when I came in.”

“Why did you bring her?”

“She wanted to see. I told her that she couldn’t let anyone know we were married or I’d ship her back to Russia and not visit her.”

Anna smiled shyly. “That might be nice.”

Peter rolled his eyes. “Yes, but I do have to live with her the rest of my life.” He walked to Anna and put his arms around her waist. “And when I move back to Russia, I will come here and visit you,” he said softly and kissed her, and what started out as a playful tease quickly progressed to a kiss filled with hunger.

He walked her backward to the couch, laid her down and settled on top of her. He pressed his hip against her thigh. She reached down into his sweatpants and stroked his hard cock.

“Do we have time?” she asked.

Peter sat up and pulled at Anna’s sweats. “Always.”

When her pants were on the floor, Anna took his cock in her hands and guided him into her body, sighing as he entered her.

“I love being with you, Anna,” he murmured against her neck as he began moving in and out of her.

They made love quickly and quietly. He crushed his lips against hers as she began to cry out her climax, keeping her quiet. A moment later he groaned and stiffened as he came.

“I love you,” he whispered and kissed her again.
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“I’ll tell Devin about Dariya,” Peter said as they made their way out to the lobby for the after-party hand in hand. “Dariya said she was planning on staying the week. I told her I would be busy most of the time, but she said she still wanted to stay. I also told her she can’t come to the theater to hang out during the day, but she still insisted on staying in town.” He kissed Anna’s head. “So, we’ll have time together here.”

Anna nodded. “I’m glad.”

The other dancers had accepted their word that Dariya was just a friend, and that she and Peter had a fight about her but were getting over it. So Peter could be affectionate, but it explained why Anna wasn’t at their apartment.

When they got to the lobby, Peter spotted Devin and went to talk to him. Anna went to get something to drink.

“Anna,” a familiar female voice said from behind.

Anna turned to see Peter’s parents behind her. She nearly spit out her drink, but recovered before it left her mouth. “Jackie! Mikhail! W-what are you doing here?”

Mikhail smiled. “We came to surprise the both of you,” he said with his deep, booming voice. “We don’t get to see Peter dance as much as we’d like and wanted to take advantage of his being close.”

They both hugged her warmly. Mikhail had warmed to her the last time they’d been in town and was quite affectionate with her now.

“Where is Peter?” he asked.

Anna looked around nervously. “He . . . had to speak to someone.” Oh, what would they do when they found out Dariya was here?

She spotted the tall blonde across the room. Dariya saw her at the same time and narrowed her eyes at Anna. Her blue eyes widened when she saw Peter’s parents and a malicious grin spread across her face as she made her way over to them.

Anna looked around and saw that Peter was still talking with Devin, who didn’t look happy.

“You danced beautifully, Anna,” Jackie said with a warm smile. “I can’t wait to see you and Peter dance together.”

“Thank you, Jackie,” Anna said sincerely. “Isaak hasn’t promoted me yet, though . . .” She drifted off as Dariya approached.

Dariya spoke in Russian and a surprised Jackie and Mikhail turned to see her. Their expressions were one of complete shock. Mikhail spoke in Russian to her and didn’t seem very happy.

Jackie looked back at Anna. “Anna . . . do you know Dariya?” she asked a bit warily.

Anna smiled nervously and nodded. “We met this afternoon.”

Jackie looked back and forth between Anna and Dariya, clearly confused.

Anna saw Peter approaching with an inscrutable expression on his face.

“Mama, Papa,” he said, greeting them with kisses on the cheek. “I didn’t know you would be here,” he said.

Mikhail frowned at Peter and spoke in Russian.

Peter nodded and put up his hand, then looked at Anna apologetically. “Devin would like to speak to you.”

Anna nodded and hurried away, glad to be away from the family tension. As she approached Devin, though, her apprehension rose. His face was impassive as he looked at her. That didn’t usually bode well.

“Why didn’t you call me when you left Peter?” Devin asked with a frown.

“I’m sorry, Devin,” she whispered, terrified at what he would do to her for upsetting him. “I was . . . settling in.”

Devin looked at her for a long time without speaking. “He’s been married for a while now. How are you doing with that?”

Anna knew he wasn’t asking to be nice. He was asking to make sure she wouldn’t lose it and go crazy again. “I—I’m okay.” She smiled sadly. “We went into it knowing it was just for appearances. I can’t begrudge him wanting a real relationship. Especially with someone that looks like her.”

Devin didn’t respond and Anna stayed silent.

“He assured me she would be gone by the end of the week. I want you back in the apartment the day she leaves. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Devin.”

“You’ve matured, Anna. You’re much more stable than you used to be. I’m pleased to see it.”

“Thank you, Devin.” She paused. “Do . . . do you know what happened to my wedding rings? And Alex’s band?”

Devin studied her with narrowed eyes. “Why?”

“I’d like to know where they are, if they can be found. Not to wear, but . . .” She sighed. “I know I belong to you and I’ll never have any sort of real relationship. I just . . . would like to have them. For the memories.”

“You are getting quite a collection of diamonds from men.”

Anna blushed in shame. “I know,” she whispered.

He sighed. “I know where they are. I’ll get them for you next time I’m at the Manor.”

“Oh, thank you, Devin.” Anna smiled brightly.

Devin looked amused. “Maybe I’ll have you come stay with me this week since Peter is busy. It’s a shame to let your pussy go unused.”

“If you’d like, Devin,” she responded. It frightened her a bit to think about being with him every night. But he was her Master.

“I understand you have access to a car?”

She nodded. “Alex’s.”

“Good. Yes, get what you need for the week and plan on staying with me this week.”

“Yes, Devin.”
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Devin was a cruel lover. He didn’t use the spikes on her, but he always made sure he hurt her in some way. And for some reason, Anna enjoyed it, at least at the time. She came so hard when he hurt her. She was always sore the next day and was reluctant to let Peter touch her. The pain compounded, and by the time the next weekend came around and Anna was back at the apartment, she didn’t want to have sex with Peter because she was hurting so badly.


Twenty-Six


Spring arrived and Anna started to get antsy. She knew another Gathering was coming and she knew what would happen. She had become attached to the baby, even though she had tried not to because of its fate. She became quiet and depressed and Peter worried about her. She didn’t tell him what happened at the Gatherings because Devin had told her not to. Peter said he didn’t intend to go because it wasn’t his place to be, but Anna overheard Aaron encouraging him to attend.

Anna arranged to have the week surrounding the Gathering off from dancing. Isaak worried about her, but she assured him she would be back. Devin would make sure of that.

Thursday before the Gathering, Anna went to the hotel with Devin and Tyler. Anna watched Tyler carefully and hoped desperately that Devin wouldn’t let him take her to his room.

“Dad, can I have Anna for a bit?” Tyler asked as they took the elevator up to the floor where their suites were.

“No. She needs to be in one piece for me.” Devin put his arm around Anna and rubbed her belly. She hated when he did that but didn’t dare change her facial expression. “You can hunt for her tomorrow night like all the other men.”

“I’m not ‘all the other men.’ I’m your son.” Tyler pouted.

“Tyler, you’re almost twenty-four years old and going to be married in a few months. Stop pouting.”

Tyler huffed. “I hate the ‘no sex ’til you’re married’ shit.”

“Only with April. If you need a fuck, go to the Manor.”

“It’s a pain in the ass to do that.”

“If you don’t stop complaining, I’ll give you a pain in the ass.”

Tyler crossed his arms and frowned, but stopped complaining.

Devin sighed. “You can have her on Sunday before you fly back to school. How does that sound?”

Tyler grinned. “Cool.”

Anna swallowed and stared at the ground. She hated these weekends. It was times like these she especially missed Alex. He would make sure she wasn’t hurt. He wouldn’t allow . . .

But he wasn’t here to save her anymore.

There was no one to stop Devin from using her as he pleased, both her body and her powers of persuasion. She had to work harder to be persuasive for him; it didn’t come as easily as it used to, which upset Devin. He’d punished her several times since she’d sobered up for not being able to convince a man to do something. Now he rarely bothered to use her in that capacity. He said he could do it fine on his own. But he liked to remind her that he only kept her around because, despite her uselessness, she was still a pretty face, and having her with him made him look good.

Devin opened the door to their suite and he and Anna walked inside. Tyler had gone to his own room.

“Thank you for not letting Tyler take me,” Anna said softly.

Devin frowned at her. “You don’t like my son?” he asked with a raised brow.

Anna blinked. “He hurts me.”

“So do I.”

“You’re my Master. And you don’t always hurt me.” Anna looked up at him, hopeful that she hadn’t upset him.

Devin’s frown deepened. “When I am no longer Elder, Tyler will become your Master.”

Anna’s mouth opened in surprise.

He laughed. “Didn’t think about that, did you?”

Anna shook her head, feeling defeated. She didn’t know what she had expected after Devin died, but she hadn’t considered the possibility that Tyler would become her Master.

“I think if you fear Tyler more than you fear me, I’m doing something wrong.” Devin took a step towards her, his face inscrutable, but his voice was low. “Remove your clothing.”

Anna hastily took off her dress and undergarments.

He slapped her hard and she grabbed her stinging cheek, tears in her eyes. “You used to fear me, Anna.” He sighed. “Unfortunately, I can’t fully remind you why you should fear me until after tomorrow night. I need that baby healthy and alert.” He grabbed her chin and held it firm. “But after this weekend, I think we’ll take a trip out to the Manor and remind you just how much you should fear me.”

“No,” Anna pleaded in a shaking voice. “Please, Devin. Don’t. I do fear you.”

Devin smiled wickedly. “You do now, but I think I need to reinforce it a bit.” He stepped back and slapped her again. “That’s for calling me by my name.” He backhanded her and she fell to the floor. “That’s for insulting my son.”

He pulled her up by her hair, dragged her into the bedroom, and threw her on the bed. “I can’t do everything I’d like to, but I can do some things.” He rummaged around in his bag until he produced a syringe.

Anna’s eyes widened and she backed up on the bed. “Please . . . no . . .” she whispered imploringly, staring at the needle.

“Oh, Anna,” he said in a soft voice. “I’m just going to make love to you.” He grabbed her hair and pushed the needle into her neck, pressing the stopper to empty the liquid into her veins. He put the syringe down on the table and undressed, giving the liquid a chance to disperse in her body.

She began shaking a moment later and he lay down next to her and made love to her in the slowest possible manner he could. By the time he was finished, she was hoarse from screaming in pain. He sent her into the shower and turned on the water, which felt like needles hitting her skin.

“Stay in here until it doesn’t hurt anymore.”
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By the time she stopped hurting, Anna was exhausted and had no voice. She dragged herself out of the shower, wrapped a towel around her and collapsed onto the bed. The sun had set and she could hear men talking out in the other room. She was about to fall asleep when Devin came in.

“Feeling better?” he asked with a wicked smile.

Anna nodded.

He sat her up and slapped her face. “You got the bed wet, you stupid bitch.”

Anna held her cheek and turned to see that the comforter was slightly damp where she had been laying. She opened her mouth to apologize but no sound came out.

Devin frowned. “If you hadn’t wasted all that energy screaming, you’d still be able to speak. Get dressed and come out to the other room. Dinner will be here soon and then you have men to attend to.”

Anna could barely keep her eyes open and he wanted her to go out and tend to the Elders? She tried to protest but Devin hit her again.

“Do as I say or I will give you another shot.”

Anna took a deep breath, stood on shaky legs, and went to get dressed and brush her hair. She emerged ten minutes later, not noticing the concerned looks on Tom and Brandon’s faces, which disappeared as quickly as they had appeared. She kept her head down and went to sit at Devin’s feet.

She struggled to keep her eyes open as the men talked around her. When dinner arrived a little while later, Devin had to hit her on the side of the head to get her attention.

She looked up at him with questioning eyes.

“Dinner,” he said, pointing to the table.

Anna stood and followed Devin to the table and sat next to him. The men talked around her, but she had a hard time concentrating on any part of the conversation. All she wanted to do was curl up in bed and go to sleep. Her cheeks throbbed from being hit and her body ached from the shot.

“Tommy is eager to see you, Anna,” Tom, who was sitting next to her, said.

Anna nodded. She would like to see him again too. She liked him.

“Are you not allowed to speak?” he asked, glancing at Devin.

“She lost her voice this afternoon,” Devin explained.

“Ah,” Tom said.

Anna ate her dinner, trying to stay awake which became more and more difficult as time went on.
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“Devin, she’s obviously exhausted. We’re fine. Let her sleep.” They had moved to the seating area after dinner and Devin had pushed Anna into Tom’s arms.

Devin frowned at Tom. “Are you growing soft towards her, Tom?” he said in a nasty voice. “You needn’t concern yourself about her comfort. She’ll be fine.” He looked at Anna with a pointed look. “Won’t you?”

Anna gave him a timid smile and nodded, then turned to Tom and smiled at him, too.

“Just tell her what you want. She can’t ask.”

Tom cradled her cheek and kissed her. “I want to take you to my room,” he murmured against her lips and pulled her into his lap. Her dress pushed up to her hips and he cupped her ass. “No panties?” he asked with a grin.

Anna smiled and shook her head. She reached for his pants and worked at freeing his hardening cock. When it was free, she stroked him up and down and glanced up at him. She raised her eyebrows to ask what he wanted.

“Ride me,” he whispered huskily.

Anna smiled and sat up to take him into her body.

When she had pleased him, she moved onto the other men. Javier and Brandon were gentle with her. The others were not. They held her hair and fucked her from behind. Oscar jabbed his cock unceremoniously into her ass, making her mouth gape open in silent screams.

When they had finished with her, Devin still wouldn’t let her go to sleep. Instead, he made her sit at his feet until the Elders were done talking. By the time the men left, Anna was delirious and could hardly stand. Devin pulled her into the bedroom by her hair, pushed her onto the bed, and fucked her hard, but she hardly noticed. When he finished, he pushed her to her side of the bed and she was able to sleep at last.
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Anna giggled and stared adoringly at her husband. “Alex, what are you doing?” she asked. She was so unbelievably happy; she could hardly believe it was real. How could someone like him love someone like her?


Alex kissed her, his bare chest muscles flexing as he leaned forward. “Kissing you,” he murmured against her lips. “I want to have a baby with you.”

“I can’t. Alex, you know that.” She was sad that they would never have children.

“Oh, Baby, there is a way. I told you that, remember?” He kissed her neck and pressed her down into the bed. “Give yourself to me and we’ll have a child. Just like we always wanted.”

Anna smiled. “I would love to have a baby with you,” she whispered and pulled him close. He entered her body and they moved together, their hips grinding against each other until she cried out in pleasure and felt him empty himself into her body. “Oh, Alex!” she cried. “I love you.”

“I love you, too, sweetheart.” He nuzzled her neck and they drifted off to sleep in each other’s arms.

The next thing she knew, she was several months pregnant. She was so happy. Alex kissed her belly and told her how beautiful she was.

He took her hand and pulled her up on stage. “Look how beautiful my wife is,” he announced to the audience.

Anna blushed and buried her face in his chest. He pulled away and led her to a bench.

“Lay down, Baby,” he said softly. He trailed his fingers up her thighs and caressed her nether lips.

Anna sighed and closed her eyes as he caressed her. He pressed harder and it started to hurt.

“Ow. Oh, please stop.”

Excruciating pain erupted between her legs and Anna opened her eyes to see Devin standing there with a wicked grin on his face.

“Give me your baby, Anna,” he said.

Anna shook her head and screamed. “No!”

She struggled against firm hands that held her in place. She screamed again as Devin reached inside her to take the baby.

She struggled even harder and screamed louder. No, he couldn’t take her baby. It was Alex’s baby. It was her last link to Alex.

“No!” she screamed. “Alex! Alex!” she screamed and sobbed at the same time.

The pain and pressure increased, and Devin moved his hand further in. She continued to struggle and scream but Devin just laughed. She felt a movement inside her and Devin pulled his hand out, holding a bloody mass of tissue. Alex’s baby!

“No!” she screamed again. Anna closed her eyes and turned away, sickened by the sight. She fell back on the table and sobbed. “Alex,” she whispered before the darkness consumed her.
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A sharp pain erupted from Anna’s cheek and she opened her eyes. She was outside. The sky above her was dark, but a large eagle glowed in the firelight above her.

“It’s time to wake, Mistress.” Devin walked into her line of vision with a wicked smile. “The men want you.”

Anna blinked and sat up. She was on the platform on a table. She gasped and looked down at her body. Her stomach was flat once again. “Ma—Master?” she asked in a weak voice.

“Did you like your dream?” he asked.

She stared at him for a long moment. “A . . . a dream?” She could almost still feel Alex’s presence.

Devin pulled her to sit up and then stand. Down in the grass below, men and women were naked and fucking in a giant orgy. She winced when she heard screams of young girls.

“They want you, too,” he murmured and took her down the stairs. She saw the president standing there looking at her. “Especially him.” Devin pushed her into his arms and the president grabbed her by her hair and tossed her down to the ground. “Enjoy.”

She tried to get away, but the president held her by her hair and pushed her face into the ground. She felt him behind her and then a ripping pain in her ass tore through her body and she screamed as he fucked her into the ground.

When he finished he sat her up and pushed her forward into another man’s arms. She was pushed and pulled from man to man all night long.

Near dawn, a familiar voice and presence was near and she felt gentle arms around her. “Anna. C’mon.”

Peter.

He pulled her to her feet and led her away on shaky legs from the mass of humanity writhing on the ground. He took her to a pavilion and closed the curtains. He helped her lie down in a soft bed and wrapped his arms around her.

“You’re safe,” he whispered.

Anna smiled weakly and fell asleep.
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“. . . ’s gotten progressively worse each year.” A familiar voice in a hushed tone.


“Why?” Another familiar voice with a slight accent.

“I don’t know. I don’t understand him. He’s changed.” A sigh. “She was such a sweet thing. Dad said he was awful to her on Thursday night. That she was really fucked up. I didn’t get to see her until she was up there. Normally Devin lets me be with her before things start.”

“You fuck her too?” he sounded disgusted.

“No. I make love to her. I make sure she knows how much I care about her. When we were in DC, she begged me to. She said it would be the last gentle touch she’d have.” A pause. “It was true.”

“I wish there was something we could do,” a third voice chimed in.

“How does your dad feel about all this?” the accented voice asked.

There was a long pause. “It’s dangerous to dissent.”

“Why do you ask?” the third voice asked.

“Others have begun to take notice of what he’s doing. Yes, to her, but also politically. Your president literally worships him. That’s not a good thing.”

“There was only one person who could stop him. He’s dead.”

A pause. “He needs to be weakened.”

“She’s where he gets his power.”

“Then she needs to be removed from his hands.”

“She’ll get sick.”

“Maybe.

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying . . .”

Darkness crept in and captured her once more.



Twenty-Seven


“W


here the hell is she?”

Devin’s angry voice brought her wide-awake at once.

“I brought her in here because she wasn’t well,” Peter said.

“Of course she wasn’t well. She’d been raped all night. It’s not your concern what I do with her. Your concern is to keep her sane the rest of the time.” Devin grabbed Anna by the hair and pulled her out of bed. “Go clean up. I need you in my pavilion in twenty minutes.”

Anna looked up at Devin. “I—I don’t know where to go, Master.”

Devin’s eye narrowed. He pulled her out into the sunlight and across the field to a path. “Go down this path to the dorm. Clean up and come right back. You don’t need clothes to wear, so don’t worry about that.”

Anna hurried to the dorm and did as Devin ordered.
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When she returned to the pavilion, the curtains were closed. Anna hesitated at the entrance, wondering if she should go in.

“Come in, Anna,” she heard Devin call.

Anna searched for the opening and entered. The room inside was dimly lit, warm and smelled of sex. It took a moment for Anna’s eyes to adjust, but when they did, she was very surprised to see Devin sitting naked on the couch with the president between his legs, sucking on his cock.

“Ah, there you are,” Devin said with a smile. The president looked up and smiled at Anna as well, his dark hands stroking Devin’s cock. His own dark cock was hard and glistened in the dim light.

The president’s hand snaked out and grabbed Anna around the waist, pulling her down to her knees. He grabbed a handful of hair and pushed her face down to his cock. She opened her mouth and he pushed her head down until he was in her throat. He held her head and fucked her mouth as he returned his own mouth to Devin.

“Anna,” Devin said. “Use your pussy to lube and stretch his ass for me.”

Anna hesitated for a minute, trying to understand what Devin was asking of her, and then understood. She dipped her fingers between her legs and then began working them around and into the other man’s tight hole. He groaned as she invaded his body and sucked on his cock. When her fingers dried, she re-moistened them and continued pressing her fingers in and out until he began to relax and moan softly.

Devin stood and the president pulled her back by her hair. Devin led her to the bed and pushed her down on her back. “Open your legs, Anna.”

Anna felt a little dizzy as she spread her thighs apart. The president knelt between them and pushed himself in with one swift thrust. Anna gasped. She was still sore from the night before.

She felt the bed move and saw Devin over the other man’s shoulder. He was looking down and murmuring to himself, and then the president groaned, his neck muscles bulging as if he were in pain. His dark eyes widened and then rolled back into his head. Devin took Anna’s ankles and wrapped her legs around the president’s waist, holding them in place as he slowly began to fuck the president’s ass.

The weight of both men pressed Anna into the bed and she struggled for breath. The president didn’t brace himself for Devin’s thrusts and his body moved with Devin’s movements. The president groaned and raised his head back. Anna wasn’t sure if it was in pain or pleasure. He seemed . . . out of it.

“Anna,” Devin said.

She looked up into Devin’s black eyes and felt him inside her mind. She could feel him drawing part of her out and consuming it. She groaned and the room began to spin. Her body stiffened as she physically climaxed, though she didn’t really feel it.

Devin grinned maniacally and threw his head back, shouting out “Yes! Yes!”

The president groaned and then gave out a primitive scream as Anna’s muscles clenched around his cock, squeezing him tight and milking him dry.

Devin released Anna’s legs and stood up. The president collapsed on the bed next to her, eyes open, but unseeing. Anna looked up at Devin with frightened eyes. What had he just done?

“He’s completely under my control,” Devin said in a low voice, coming to sit next to Anna on the bed. “Thanks to you, my love.” He brushed her hair gently away from her face, then leaned forward to kiss her.

What had she done to give him this kind of power? What did she possess that allowed him to control other people? To make them obey him? To make Wilhelm and Kurt walk away from her without a single glance back? She didn’t want to help Devin become a scary person. He was already scary enough.

Devin pulled back and looked at her. “You fear me now, don’t you?”

Anna nodded slowly. “Yes, Master.”

He gave a satisfactory smile. “Good. Don’t make me remind you again.”

“Yes, Master,” she whispered.
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“It’s worse than I thought.”


“How so?”

“He uses her. He . . . God, he took her baby. She was pregnant and he took it right on the platform in front of everyone.”

“What did he do with it?”

The younger man hesitated. “He . . . ate it.”

There was a long pause. “What else?”

“Another girl killed herself for him after first mutilating herself. She laughed and shrieked in pleasure as she died.” He shuddered. “This can’t continue.”

“I agree, but I’m not the one you must convince. He won’t be swayed easily.”

“How can he not . . . ?”

“He’s known Devin since he was a boy. And knew his father before him. He’s hesitant to believe that he’s changed so much.”

“But he tortures her.”

“It’s unfortunate. I know. But her plight isn’t his concern. Even I would be hesitant to step in if it was just a concern about abuse. But what you saw may make him realize there’s more to it than a sweet girl being hurt.” The man sighed. “It might help if he met her. Spent time with her.”

“If he came here, Devin would be suspicious.”

“You could bring her here.”

“I don’t think Devin would like that. She might sense him.”

“They can be . . . put away while she’s here. I’m sure she would love to see the Mariinsky. Perhaps a dance experience. It’s a month off from dancing in September, yes? Devin wouldn’t want her to become unstable from not dancing, would he?”

“That might work. I’ll have to think about that.”

“If it’s as bad as you say, you need to come up with some sort of excuse.”
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Ian dropped Anna back at the apartment late Monday morning. The apartment was empty because Peter was at the studio. Anna took a long hot shower, trying to soothe her aching body and mind. She didn’t know what Devin did to her mind, but she was exhausted and he was happy. She knew what he did to her body and what he allowed other men to do to her body, and if he was happy what did it matter if she was sore?

She collapsed onto the bed and slept until Peter came home. She woke long enough to eat dinner and then went right back to sleep. Peter woke her to eat breakfast the next morning before he went to the studio. He brought her lunch during break and woke her again. By the time he was home for dinner, Anna was awake and feeling much better.


Twenty-Eight


Life progressed without much incident. Class, rehearsals, time with Peter. Fridays she went to the Manor. Peter came sometimes. He said it was to keep an eye on her, though she always spent the night in Devin’s room. She spent Monday nights at Devin’s house. Tuesdays became long days for Anna because Devin was always rough on her.

In the middle of April, Anna performed as a principal for the first time. She danced with Travis because Peter and Aaron both danced with the more experienced principals. Anna didn’t mind. She liked Travis. They flirted and joked around during practice, and Peter would turn around and give Anna a look, but when he turned back around, Anna saw the smile and glint in his eyes in the mirror and knew he wasn’t angry. He was happy when she was happy.

Much to Anna’s delight and Isaak’s satisfaction, her performance received rave reviews. She danced exceedingly well and her friends all said it was clear she would soon be a star of the company. Isaak said she would be dancing as Juliet in the next performance of Romeo and Juliet, with Peter and Aaron alternating as Romeo.

In June, both Tommy and Tyler got married. Devin took her to both weddings as his guest. She didn’t mind Tyler’s wedding. Tommy’s was hard. His new wife, Kim, was very sweet and pretty. Anna was happy for him, though a little sad. The way Tommy looked at her didn’t help her separate her heart from him, and she missed Alex dreadfully. Anna had a feeling that Kim knew about her, though she was very nice to Anna. She seemed to feel bad for her, especially when Devin was harsh.

Anna helped with both Tyler and Tommy’s before-wedding rituals, though they were different. Tyler’s was a night of debauchery with as many women as he could get his cock into. Tommy’s was a night of discipline; Anna stayed with him and teased him all night, but he wasn’t allowed any release. Alex hadn’t told Anna what his night was like and wondered which one was more like his. Neither was pleasant to think about.

Anna hadn’t dreamed of Alex since the Gathering.
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The morning of opening night for Romeo and Juliet, Isaak pulled everyone on stage after rehearsal. “I have an announcement to make . . . a rather bittersweet one at that.” Isaak nodded to Aaron, who went to stand next to him.

Aaron had been acting strange all week. He’d hardly spoken to Anna, except when necessary, and wouldn’t make eye contact with her. Was he in trouble?

“It is with mixed emotions I inform you that when this run closes, Aaron will be moving to New York to dance there.”

There were many gasps and murmurs throughout the company. Anna gaped at Aaron, who was staring at the back of the stage.

“Aaron and I have spoken about this a great deal. I encouraged him to audition and he was accepted into the New York City Ballet Company. I hope you will all be happy for him and wish him well. That is all.”

Many of the dancers went to congratulate him, but Anna was hurt and angry and turned to walk off stage without speaking to him. Peter caught up with her.

“Are you okay?” he asked, putting his arm around her.

“No.” Anna shrugged off his arm and walked quickly to her dressing room, shutting the door behind her. She collapsed on the couch and started sobbing.

She didn’t hear the door open, but felt arms around her. They weren’t Peter’s. She looked up to see Aaron sitting next to her with a sorrowful look on his face. “Anna, I⁠—”

“How can you do this to me, Aaron?” she asked in a harsh whisper. “How can you abandon me?” Her voice got louder. “You promised Alex you would watch out for me . . . and you’re leaving!”

“Anna, please believe me. I . . . wouldn’t go unless I needed to.” Aaron spoke softly, with earnestness.

“Why? Why do you need to go?”

Aaron sighed. “I can’t stay here and not be with you. It’s been eating at me for years.” The sadness in his eyes begged for her understanding.

“You promised,” Anna whispered.

“I’m sorry, Anna,” he said softly. For a moment, Anna thought he would kiss her, but he stood and looked at her. “I’m so sorry, Anna.” He turned and walked out of the dressing room.

Anna stared at the door for a long minute. She couldn’t believe that he would leave her like that. He’d promised Alex he would take care of her! And he was leaving? She didn’t know if she wanted to scream or cry. Neither would do any good.
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“How’d she take it?”


“She thinks I’m abandoning her.”

“You didn’t tell her . . . ?”

“Of course not. But I hate hurting her like that.”

“If there were any other way, you know we would.”

“I know.” A sigh. “I’ve been her rock. The one thing that has stayed through all the shit she’s been through.”

“And that’s why you need to go. She’ll need you. It won’t be for very long and then she’ll understand.”

“It doesn’t make it any easier.”

“At least you know you’ll be able to be with her again. I’ll have to leave someday soon and won’t be able to be with her anymore.”

“We have to get her out of here before that happens. She won’t be able to take it.”

“I know. The plans are almost finalized. This is the first step.”

“I hope it works.”

“It has to. We cannot fail.”



Twenty-Nine


Anna forced herself to act warmly to Aaron on stage, but as soon as she stepped off, she was as cold as ice to him. It was difficult, but she’d had plenty of practice at hiding her true feelings lately. And she refused to let herself feel the pain of his leaving. She decided that if she hated him, it would make it easier.

But it didn’t. By the time closing came around, she knew she couldn’t let him leave thinking she hated him. He looked so miserable.

After the last performance, she showered and then went to knock on Aaron’s dressing room door. Peter was busy, so she knew she had a few minutes to say goodbye. Aaron was leaving in the morning.

“Come in,” Aaron called from inside.

Anna walked in and closed the door behind her. Aaron looked surprised and a little wary to see her.

“Aaron . . .” she whispered. “Why?”

He grimaced. “I told you why,” he said in a broken voice.

“Please don’t. Don’t leave me.” Fat tears ran unchecked down her cheeks.

Aaron was on his feet and had her in his arms before the first tear hit her shirt. She leaned her head against his chest, closed her eyes and breathed in his scent. She hadn’t been in his arms for so long.

When she looked up at him, his eyes were stormy with emotion. She opened her mouth to speak and he crushed his lips against hers. She moaned softly as his mouth took possession of hers, his arms holding her tightly against his body.

“Anna . . .” he groaned as she kissed his neck and chest.

“Love me,” she begged softly. “One last time.”
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Aaron kissed Anna’s neck as he softened inside her. “I love you, Anna. I will always love you.”

“I love you, t⁠—”

The door opened and Peter stood in the doorway. He closed the door quickly and stood frowning at the two of them, naked together on the couch.

Aaron sat up and looked at him nervously. “Peter, I⁠—”

Peter held his hand up and sighed. “Don’t.” He looked at Anna. “Get dressed.”

Anna quickly stood and retrieved her clothes. Peter’s jaw was clenched and he stared at the wall, not moving.

When Aaron and Anna were dressed, she looked at Peter. “Peter⁠—”

He held up his hand. “Say goodbye. I’ll be in the hallway.” He opened the door and walked out of the room, but left the door open.

Aaron looked at her with true remorse. “I’m going to miss you terribly, Anna,” he said softly.

Anna tried to smile. “Me too. You’ve always been there for me. I don’t know what I’ll do without you.”

He looked towards the doorway. “Peter’s here. He’ll take care of you.”

Anna nodded and looked at the ground.

Aaron took a step forward and hugged her tightly. “Goodbye, Anna,” he said, kissing her on the forehead.

“Goodbye, Aaron,” she said softly. She looked at him one last time and then walked out the door. She glanced back to see him watching her with a pained expression. When he saw her look at him, he gave her a sad smile and waved. She waved back, then moved so that the wall blocked her view of him before she walked away.
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Peter was silent as they drove home. He was leaving in the morning as well to go to St. Petersburg for the week. Anna was not really looking forward to the next week when she had to spend every night with Devin.

“Are you angry?” she asked when they walked into the apartment.

He didn’t answer right away. “I have to leave tomorrow, too, Anna.” He paused. “I didn’t really want sloppy seconds for my last night with you for a week.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. She could tell she had hurt him. “I’ll go shower.”

“Don’t bother,” he said softly, but not angrily.

Anna thought she’d rather he be angry at her than hurt.

He went to the fridge, pulled out a bottle of beer, opened it and sat down on the couch. “I think you should go to bed,” he said without looking at her.

Anna nodded and went into the bedroom. She undressed and lay down in the dark, staring at the window out into the dark night. Peter came to bed a while later and got into bed without touching her. After a while, he began snoring. Anna curled up around her pillow and closed her eyes, willing herself to go to sleep.
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The room came slowly into view, but it was empty. She looked around the tiny room, willing for him to appear, but it remained empty. The bed was made, the window was open and morning light streamed through the opening. Dust danced in the sunlight, making it look almost solid.


She walked to the window and looked out onto a huge grassy yard. The window was very high from the ground, five stories maybe, and the wall below was smooth. The room seemed to be in a tower at one end of a large, castle-like structure. A high stone wall stood out at a fair distance from where she stood and seemed to surround the building. At least as far as she could see. In the far distance were high mountains. She wished she could smell the air; it looked so clean and crisp.

A door opened behind her and she turned to see Alex’s large frame filling a door. His hair was pulled back in the customary ponytail but his beard was a little shaggier than she’d seen in a long time.

“Anna,” he said softly with a smile. He closed the door behind him and sat down on the bed. “You haven’t been here in a long time.”

Anna nodded. “I don’t know why. I don’t even know why I keep dreaming of you.”

Alex smiled, his eyes crinkling at the corners. Anna realized that if he were still alive, he would be thirty-two years old. “I like that you do. I look forward to seeing you. I’ve missed you.”

“I always miss you, Alex.” She smiled. “Devin gave me your ring back. I keep it on the nightstand next to my bed. My wedding rings, too.”

Alex nodded. “I’m glad.” He studied her. “You look sad.”

“Aaron’s moving to New York.”

“Why?” He frowned.

“He said that he couldn’t deal with being near me and not being able to be with me.”

Alex’s frown deepened, but he said nothing.

“I told him he was breaking his promise to you by leaving, but he said he had to go.”

“He wouldn’t go without a reason, Schatzi,” he said softly, seeming to contemplate his own words. “Trust him.”

Anna winced as her head began to hurt and the room spun.

Alex stood and came to kneel next to her. “You need to go, Schatzi.”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to,” she whispered, holding her head. “I just got here.”

“Please, Anna. I don’t want you to hurt. You’ll come again.” He reached out to caress her face and she felt the faintest touch before the room dissolved from her vision and she awoke.
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Anna sat up in bed. The room was still dark.

“Anna, are you okay?” Peter asked, sitting up and putting his hand on her back.

“I dreamed of Alex,” she whispered. She stared into the darkness. “I told him Aaron was leaving.”

“How did he respond?”

“He said that I should trust Aaron. That he wouldn’t leave without a good reason.” Anna shook her head, tears filling her eyes.

Peter didn’t say anything, but pulled Anna to him. He lay back down in bed and wrapped his arms around her. “Your dreams are wise, Anna,” he said softly. “I’m sorry I was angry at you. I shouldn’t have begrudged you saying goodbye to Aaron.”

Anna snuggled closer to Peter. “I should have asked. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize. I was jealous. I’m sorry.” He kissed her forehead and she closed her eyes, asleep in minutes in his warm embrace.
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Peter left the next morning to go to St. Petersburg. Anna drove him to the airport, after they’d made up that morning.

“I will see you Saturday,” he said, kissing her goodbye. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” she said softly and waved as he walked into the airport. She waited until he was out of sight and then drove back to the city and to Devin’s house.

When she arrived, she parked Alex’s car out front and went to ring the doorbell. Devin wouldn’t be home until evening, but he wanted her there during the day. She was surprised when Tyler answered the door.

“Tyler?” she asked, surprised. He had a condo downtown where he and his wife lived. “What are you doing here?”

He grinned. “April’s job hunting today. Dad suggested I come over and make sure you settled in all right.” He stepped aside to let her in, then slid his hands around her waist, biting her neck. He pressed his hips against her ass. “God, I need a woman who knows what she’s doing.” He reached under her shirt and tweaked her nipples hard.

Anna gasped, followed by a sigh that had nothing to do with pleasure. It would be a long day.

By the time Devin arrived home, Anna was hurting from Tyler’s abuse. She was bruised from his slaps and punches, and her ass was stretched to the limit from his fist. Before he left, he tied her to Devin’s bed. Devin wasn’t especially sympathetic to her situation. They ate dinner and then he used her until she passed out.

She slept the entire next day until Devin came home in the evening and did much the same as the day before. The entire week passed in a similar fashion and when Anna went to get Peter on Saturday afternoon after leaving the Manor, she was exhausted.

“Anna!” Peter exclaimed with concern in his eyes. He held her for a long time when they got home.

She wanted to stay awake and enjoy Peter’s return, but she fell asleep far too soon, and slept all day Sunday, too.


Thirty


Before Anna knew it, August had arrived and she was flying to Washington DC with Devin and Tyler. She had asked, humbly, if Devin would allow her to skip it this year because of the opening of Giselle, and was rewarded with a Saturday full of pain from the nerve juice.

“Whatever happens, I will have Kaveh heal you so you are able to dance properly next week,” Devin said as he stood over where she lay, nearly unconscious on the floor of her room at the Manor. “I won’t let you embarrass me.”


“Yes, Master.” She had mumbled through bleeding lips before crawling into the bathroom to get ready to go home.


When they arrived at the hotel, Tom and Tommy were waiting in the lobby. Tommy walked up quickly to embrace her. She gazed up at him in awe. He had matured into one of the most handsome men she’d ever met. He had the kindest eyes. He reminded her of Alex. Pain clenched her heart as she acknowledged that she would never be with Alex again, and Tommy was now married. Very happily as far as she could tell. Kim was a lucky woman.

Anna entertained a fleeting wish that Devin would give her to Tommy when he died, instead of Tyler.

Tommy greeted Tyler stiffly with his arm around Anna’s waist. Ever since their fight the previous year, their relationship had been strained.

The Elders met that Thursday evening to discuss the events of the weekend and issues in the country. They spoke a lot about the upcoming election, but Devin assured them that the president would be reelected.

Devin brought girls for the Elders to partake of that evening, so he said that Anna could go spend the evening with Tommy. She hurried down the hallway to Tommy’s room fearful Devin would change his mind before she got there. He was not sharing a room with Tyler this time, instead he was with his father.

“Anna!” he exclaimed when he opened the door and looked around. “What are you doing here?”

“Devin said I could stay with you. They have . . . other girls for the evening.”

Tommy pulled her inside and kissed her soundly. She ran her hands down his sculpted arms as she kissed him back, then up to his shoulders and down his muscular chest. A thrill shot through her body as he held her close.

“These last weeks have gone by so slowly,” he murmured. “I couldn’t wait to see you.”

Anna smiled shyly. “How’s married life?” she asked as he led her to the bedroom.

He grinned. “I like it.”

“Kim seems very nice,” Anna said softly, a twinge of jealousy running through her body.

“She is.” He turned to look at her. “She’s not you, but she’s a good wife,” he said softly. He caressed her cheek. “I wish . . .” He sighed. “I wish I could have married you and taken you away from Devin.”

Anna’s eyes filled with tears and she nodded, but didn’t dare speak the words.

He opened his mouth as if he were going to say something else, but closed it and shook his head. He leaned forward to kiss her again and led her to the bed.

“At least we have tonight,” she said softly.

Tommy nodded and laid her down on the bed.
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Anna needed healing before she left on Sunday evening to fly home. She wasn’t in any shape to travel. Devin had allowed the men to do anything they wanted to her, and her body simply couldn’t heal quickly enough.

Peter picked her up at the airport and took her home. He was surprised that she was in such good shape. She told him it was because of Kaveh’s healing. The weekend had been tough. Very tough. She was very glad to be back home in Peter’s loving embrace.


Thirty-One


The next day began dress rehearsals for Giselle and before she knew it, she was warming up for opening night.

She paced en pointe backstage as she waited for her cue, and worried that she wouldn’t do a good job. That she would lose focus and all sorts of horrible things. But when she stepped into the stage lights, she forgot everything except the dance. She didn’t even think about the steps. She was just . . . Giselle. Happily dancing around the stage in love and then tragically dying because of Duke Albrecht’s betrayal.

In the second act, she felt ethereal as she moved across the stage in the fog and danced with Duke Albrecht until dawn. When she backed back into the wings and the curtain closed, the round of applause that exploded from the audience was deafening. Isaak beamed at her and Peter picked her up and swung her around in circles. When she and Peter went out for their bows, the audience leaped to their feet and Anna’s heart nearly exploded with joy.

If only Alex were here . . . came the sobering thought. Or Wilhelm or Kurt or even Aaron. But there was no one here only for her. There was only Devin.

She hoped her tears would be mistaken for tears of joy as loneliness attacked her at the height of the applause. There were multiple curtain calls and Anna smiled bravely and curtsied humbly, but inside her heart was broken. Alex wasn’t here to see her dance. He was the reason she had made it here, and he would never know.

When she was finally able to escape, she managed to avoid the well-wishers and ran to her dressing room. She fell to the floor and wept.

The tears fell in steady streams to form dark spots on the rug beneath her face. “Oh, Alex,” she sobbed. “Why did you leave me here alone?”

The sadness and despair wrung her heart and tears dry until she could cry no more. Then she stood, dried her face with a tissue and began to get ready for the party. She was glad she’d chosen a simple, blue satin dress for the occasion. A more embellished dress would have made her feel over-the-top celebratory, and as much as she knew she should be ecstatic, her demeanor remained sober. She felt so unbelievably lonely she could hardly stand it.

When Peter knocked on her door, she had managed to get rid of her red eyes and appear calm. That didn’t stop Peter from worrying about her.

He stroked her cheek and gave her a loving look. “Why did you run away?” he asked softly.

She didn’t answer right away. “Lonely,” she finally choked out.

Peter murmured something in Russian and pulled her close, holding her tight.

She felt warm and comfortable in his arms. They had been together about a year now, and she couldn’t imagine being without him, even though she knew she would be sooner or later.

Just enjoy the time together now, she told herself.

Together, they walked out to the party and into a swarm of well-wishers, including Peter’s family. For a while, she was distracted enough to forget about her loneliness. At least a little. Even Devin seemed pleased, which was more relieving than a cause joy.

Later, as she lay in Peter’s arms after lovemaking, she stared into the darkness and the loneliness consumed her again.
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Anna felt relieved that Alex was in the room when it came into view. He came and sat down on the bed next to where she was standing.


“Hello, Schatzi,” he said in a gentle voice that brought tears to her eyes.

Now, more than ever, she wished this was more than a dream. She gazed into Alex’s loving blue eyes, longing for him to be alive again. She desperately wanted his arms around her. To hold her and tell her that everything would be all right. But it was just a dream. She was alone, no matter how real the dreams felt.

“Schatzi, what’s wrong?”

She smiled weakly as tears began to fall. “I danced Giselle tonight,” she squeaked. She took a deep breath. “And I was so lonely. There was no one there for me. Even Aaron left.”

Tears filled Alex’s eyes as he looked at her, his face filled with such sorrow that Anna could almost imagine him really there with her.

“Mein armer Schatzi,” he murmured. “I’m so sorry. But it won’t be like this forever, Anna. I promise.”

Anna looked at him and swallowed. “Promises of dead men . . .” she said softly and shook her head. “Promises that can’t be kept.”

The hurt and sorrow on Alex’s face pained her heart. She could almost imagine that she had hurt him, but it was only her imagination.

“You’ve been dead for three and a half years, Alex. We were only married for three months. Why can’t I let you go?”

“Don’t give up, Anna. I will come for you.”

“Why do you say that?” she exclaimed. “You are dead. You can’t come for me!” She shouted in frustration. “No!” she screamed.
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“No!”

Anna sat up in bed. Peter awoke and his arms swiftly wrapped around her and pulled her close. “You were dreaming of Alex, weren’t you?”

She nodded. “How did you know?”

“You were talking in your sleep.”

“He always tells me he will come for me. To not give up hope.” She buried her face in the soft hair on his chest. “Promises of dead men,” she said softly.

Peter didn’t say anything, but lay back down, bringing Anna with him. He stroked her hair and kissed her head.

“Why can’t I let him go?” she whispered.

“‘The heart has reasons that reason knows not,’” Peter quoted softly. “Maybe you’re not supposed to.”

Anna sniffed. “He’s dead.”

Peter hugged her to himself. “Go to sleep. You have a busy day tomorrow.”


Thirty-Two


The next week was busy with performances. The newspapers wrote rave reviews of the performances and the shows sold out quickly. Isaak was thrilled and so proud of Anna.

“Your parents would be so proud Anna,” Isaak said after class Sunday morning. The show closed that night after nine days of performances.

“Thank you, Isaak,” Anna said softly. She glanced at Peter, who stood at the side of the stage frowning at his phone.

Devin appeared suddenly on the other side of the stage and walked towards Peter. His face was inscrutable, though when he glanced at Peter, he frowned slightly. Peter looked up with sad eyes and saw Devin. There was a moment of unspoken communication between them then Peter nodded and followed Devin towards Anna.

Anna looked between the two men. Why was Devin here? He never came to rehearsals.

“What’s wrong?” she asked Peter softly. Her heart pounded as she waited for one of them to speak.

Peter glanced at Devin who nodded. “Anna, my grandfather is dead. He died this morning.” He looked at her sadly. “I have to return to St. Petersburg,” he added softly.

“Now?” she asked, trying not to let her voice tremble.

He shook his head. “I’ll fly out in the morning. I won’t leave until we’re done here.” Peter looked at his phone. “I just need to book a flight.”

“We’re taking a flight that leaves at eight-thirty tomorrow and gets in a little before two. If you’d like, I can have Ian book you on the same flight.”

Peter looked at Devin in surprise. “Yes, that would be fine. Thank you.”

“You’re going too?” Anna asked Devin softly. Would she be alone?

“As are you, Anna. This is . . .” Devin glanced at Isaak. “A funeral of an important man. And Vitaly was a friend. I don’t travel without you, you know that.”

Isaak looked at Peter. “I’m so sorry for your loss, Peter.”

“Thank you, Isaak. I trust you know what this means?”

Isaak nodded and smiled sadly. “I’m glad you got to dance Giselle with Anna. I couldn’t imagine a more perfect pairing. You will be missed.” They shook hands and then Isaak left.

Devin looked pointedly at Anna, and then at Peter. “We will pick you up at six tomorrow morning.” He glanced at Anna. “We will discuss your living arrangements later.”

“Yes, Devin,” she said softly.

Devin nodded curtly at Peter and then turned and walked away.

Anna looked up at Peter. “I’m so sorry he’s gone, Peter.”

“Dedushka and I were not close, but I will miss him. I regret having to leave you, Anna. I will miss you terribly.” He pulled her close. “At least we can travel together. We don’t have to say goodbye yet.”

Anna danced her very best for Peter. Her death scene and the second act were even more emotional than they had been before. She was saying goodbye with her dance. Her small comfort was that she at least got to say goodbye to Peter and that there would be closure.
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“My mom will come up and pack the rest of my stuff,” Peter said as they were packing for the trip to St. Petersburg. “You are welcome to stay here until the lease is up.” They’d just signed another year lease a few weeks ago.

Anna swallowed nervously. “I don’t know what Devin will want me to do. Thank you, though.” She didn’t know if she wanted to stay, but it wasn’t up to her. It was up to Devin.

Anna finished packing her things and sat on the bed, watching Peter.

He looked up at her and gave her a sad smile. “Wilhelm will be there,” he said softly. “And most likely Kurt as well.”

Anna’s eyes lit up. “They will? Why?”

“It’s an Elder funeral. Same reason we were at Alex’s, though this is a bigger deal.”

“Wilhelm,” she breathed. It had been so long. Over a year. “Will I be allowed to speak to him?”

“It would be unwise for Devin to prevent you from speaking to your second Master in front of everyone.”

Anna’s spirits lifted as she thought about being able to see Wilhelm again. And Kurt. Oh, her heart longed to see them both.
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Ian knocked on their door at exactly six a.m. the next morning. They were ready to go, as directed; Peter didn’t want Anna getting in trouble and Anna herself didn’t want to get in trouble. Ian was especially nice to her as he carried her suitcases downstairs to the waiting limo. Devin and Tyler were waiting for them. Peter knew how Tyler treated Anna and kept his arm around her in the car. Devin watched, but didn’t say anything.

The flight to St. Petersburg was long. There was a stop in Chicago, where Elder Marcus and his son Joel joined them. Joel eyed Anna while they were waiting for their flight, but Peter kept her close to him.

“I will keep you safe for as long as I can, Anna,” he whispered as they were getting on the plane.

It was an overnight flight to Frankfurt and then a three-hour flight on to St. Petersburg.

They arrived early afternoon and Vlad met them at the airport, more for Peter’s sake than the Elders’. Peter and Vlad greeted one another affectionately, and then Vlad greeted each of the other travelers. He searched Anna’s eyes when he greeted her and gave her a warm smile, which confused her. He’d never been warm to her before.

“I’ve arranged for a car to take you to your hotel,” Vlad said as their luggage was gathered. “Most of the Elders are staying at the Grand Hotel and there will be a dinner in the ballroom tonight so everyone can greet one another. Tomorrow morning is the church funeral and the next evening we will go to the pomest’ye.”

“Have many arrived?” Devin asked.

“Yes, most of the Europeans and Asians have already. I expect the rest this afternoon.” He smiled sadly. “It can be a long flight.”

“Yes.” Devin gave Vlad a look. “I trust that everything has been taken care of?”

“Of course, Devin,” he answered with a touch of defensiveness. “I’m not an idiot.”

“I would never accuse you of that,” Devin said formally. He turned to Anna. “Say goodbye, Anna. We need to go to the hotel and Peter needs to go spend time with his family.”

Peter’s wife. Yes, Peter was no longer Anna’s . . . not that he ever was. She turned to look up into his warm brown eyes. The eyes she had gazed into almost every day for the last year.

He cupped her cheek. “I love you,” he whispered. “I will do whatever I can to help you.” He leaned down and kissed her deeply. Anna clung to his arms and kissed him with all the love she had for him.

“I love you, too,” she said as quietly as she could, and smiled bravely at him.

“I’ll see you soon.”

Anna nodded. Yes, they would see each other over the next few days, but it wouldn’t be the same. She would be back in Devin’s complete possession and control.

Peter gave her one last loving look and then turned and walked away with his uncle.

Devin put his hand on her back and guided her into the limo waiting to take them to the hotel. “I hope that you have become stable enough that you will not become useless to me while we are here or when we return home,” Devin said softly in her ear as the limo pulled away into the traffic.

“Yes, Master.” Her chest ached, knowing she was now separated from Peter, but if she became an emotional mess, Devin would not be happy and she didn’t want to anger him.

“Good.” He stroked her neck with his fingertip and then kissed it. He took her hand and placed it on his hardening cock. “We have a long drive.”

Anna looked up and he raised his brow. She took that to mean he wanted a blowjob and set to work unfastening his pants. When his cock sprang free, she took it into her mouth and Devin groaned softly and settled back in his seat with his hand on the back of her head.

She heard the men talking as she worked Devin’s cock. They spoke about Vitaly and speculated as to the type of leader Vlad would be.

“He is softer than Vitaly,” Devin remarked. “We’ll have to keep an eye on him.”

Devin’s breathing shallowed and he pushed Anna’s head down as he came right into her throat. She didn’t dare move for fear he would choke her or extend his spikes. When he had finished he pulled her up by her hair and fixed his pants. They were almost to the hotel.


~Hope~


Thirty-Three


Wilhelm paced in the hotel lobby. He knew Anna would be here soon; Vlad had texted him to let him know they were on their way. He also knew he couldn’t approach her, and it broke his heart to be so close to her and unable to make contact. But at least he would be able to see that she was all right.

Kurt sat nearby with his fingers tented and tapping on his lips. He stared at the hotel doors with an intensity Wilhelm had come to see often in his younger son’s eyes. Kurt had done well stepping into Alex’s shoes. He had changed from the immature, happy-go-lucky boy into a serious young man whom Wilhelm was confident would lead the country well after his death. Now all he needed was a wife. Unfortunately, Kurt had lost his heart to Anna and no one else would satisfy him. Not that Wilhelm could blame him. He would likely feel the same way in his son’s shoes.

Every person that walked through the doors caught the attention of both Wilhelm and Kurt. They had waited in agony for Vlad’s text and then had been waiting for an hour downstairs in the lobby.

“Why are you pacing, Wilhelm?” came a question in German. Wilhelm turned around to see his friend, Edwin Reisig, Elder of Bavaria, standing behind him with an amused look on his face. “You are never anxious.”

“Anna is on her way.”

A look of understanding spread across Edwin’s face. “Ah.” He glanced down at Kurt. “You are both on pins and needles waiting?”

“It’s been over a year and the reports I’ve received are not good.”

“Perhaps you should bring it up to the other Elders. She is yours as much as she is that bastard’s. You have a right to see her.”

Edwin was right, but Wilhelm didn’t want to turn the funeral into a political meeting. Though he had to admit, it might be the only chance he had to get Anna back. With the other Elders backing him, he might be able to pressure Devin into removing his banishment. The only way it would work is if he had the majority behind him, and even then, with Devin’s powers . . . it still might not be enough.

“Do you think the others would back me?”

“Devin has not been making friends these last few years. Everyone saw how distraught she was at the funeral, which they all found disturbing. Elder-Mistresses aren’t supposed to be capable of such emotion. If it is obvious that there has been mistreatment, there is a high likelihood that they will back you. If she’s better off . . .” Edwin trailed off. “You might be on your own.”

“So I am to hope she looks terrible?” Wilhelm understood what Edwin was saying, and he was torn between wanting to see that Anna was all right and his desire to have her back in his life.

“It would go a long way in gaining traction for your complaint. Devin’s actions haven’t gone unnoticed, but they have a right to do as they see fit in their country, as long as it doesn’t affect anyone else.”

“How can it not? Their economic mess is affecting the entire world.”

“Yes, but America has been losing power for many years. It’s not as big a deal as it would have been twenty years ago. Some might say Devin’s strong hand is the only hope they have.”

“Americans are too independent for what he wants.”

“Yes, but they are influenced by the media. They paint things very differently than the reality. Things work over here that I doubt would work over there.”

“Vati,” Kurt exclaimed, leaping to his feet and looking at the door.

A group of men had walked into the hotel with a woman. Anna. Wilhelm’s heart leaped when he saw her. Her shiny, thick sable-brown hair hung down her back. It had grown longer since he’d seen her last. She wore a black skirt and jacket with heels that showed off her sexy legs. He didn’t see a necklace, which concerned Wilhelm. Here, of all places, she should have her Mistress necklace on. Otherwise, she might be mistaken for a common Dirne.

She was calm and walked gracefully next to Devin. But Wilhelm could see the difference in her. She was almost a shadow of what she had been even the last time he saw her. It wasn’t that she was pale or thin, though she was. It was her spirit; the Immortal part of her was severely diminished. And when he looked at Devin he understood why.

Devin radiated with Immortal power. It was in his expression and his demeanor. It wasn’t tangible, and the average person wouldn’t have any idea. But Elders would know. Elders from several countries were seated around the lobby and they all stopped and stared at him.

Devin had become a Chairman; of this, there was no doubt. A powerful Elder with amazing powers of persuasion. Chairmen had controlled society using Immortal powers in the distant past; before the Elders and Immortals decided to work together instead of against each other. And if they bothered to look, the others would be able to see where he was getting his power.

Wilhelm caught the expression of longing on Kurt’s face and hurt for him.
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Anna followed Devin through the lobby to the reception desk. She kept her face and demeanor calm. She would not upset Devin, or at least she’d try not to. She would be a good slave, get through the few days here, and then go home and face the rest of her life. This time without Peter, though. Of course, she had several weeks off until Nutcracker rehearsals began, so she really had nothing to get back to in San Francisco. Just sleep. Maybe Devin would let her have a few of those pills . . .

Devin went to check in at the reception desk and Anna took the opportunity to look around the enormous lobby. She felt someone watching her and turned and looked around.

“Wilhelm,” she whispered. “Kurt.”

On the far side of the lobby stood the two men she most wanted to see. They both stood, staring at her, and she at them. The only thing that kept her from running into their arms was the fear of punishment from Devin. Her heart pounded as she fought her desire to run to them.

Tyler suddenly stepped in front of her and grabbed her chin. “I don’t think you’re allowed to see them,” he said in a nasty voice. He leaned down to whisper in her ear. “I can’t wait to have you in a room.” He ran his hand down her hip and pressed her body to his.

“Tyler, can’t you wait . . .” Devin trailed off as he saw Wilhelm and Kurt across the room. “Ah.” Devin looked down at Anna. “You want to go to them, don’t you?”

Anna nodded, not daring to hope he would let her.

“I don’t think I could allow that, Baby. They might try and take you away from me again.” He turned to look at the bellhop. “Bring her, Tyler,” he said and followed the bellhop to the elevators.

Tyler snaked his arm around her waist and led her to the elevator. She caught a glimpse of Wilhelm over her shoulder as she was steered around the corner, and then he disappeared from her view.
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Wilhelm’s heart stopped when his eyes locked on Anna’s. Her face filled with a desperate longing, but she didn’t come to him. She just stood there, looking frightened and sad as she looked between himself and Kurt.

“Anna,” Kurt whispered and took a step forward. Wilhelm grabbed hold of Kurt’s shoulder.

“We can’t, Kurt,” he said softly. He watched Anna until a young man stepped between them and grabbed her chin. Wilhelm could tell by the nasty smirk on the man-child’s face that this was Devin’s son.

Seeing Devin’s son handle her so roughly made Wilhelm’s hands curl into fists. He’d seen the look on the young man’s face and it was enough to make Wilhelm concerned about Anna’s safety.

Wilhelm caught Devin’s eye from across the room. The man’s black eyes narrowed momentarily. Then he smiled at Wilhelm, spoke to his son, and walked away towards the elevators. His son put his arm around Anna’s waist and led her away. The look in her eyes when she looked back at Wilhelm broke his heart. She was terrified.

Wilhelm sat heavily in the chair behind him and put his head in his hands.

“Vati, we can’t just let him⁠—”

“Kurt, there is little I can do.” Wilhelm stared at the floor between his laced fingers.

“You think she is in danger?” Edwin asked softly.

“What are your thoughts?” Wilhelm sat back as Edwin took a chair next to him.

“She’s grown into a beautiful young woman,” Edwin said slowly. “But so sad. There is little life in her.” He motioned to another part of the room where two women sat talking.

The women were as different as night and day, though both were fiercely beautiful and shared an ethereal quality about them. One was tall and slender, with chocolate brown skin and multiple black braids that ended in rows of multicolored beads in the middle of her back. Her black eyes sparkled as she laughed at something the other woman said. The other was more voluptuous and slightly shorter, with long, golden-blond hair and sky-blue eyes. They sat easily together, talking and laughing and flirting occasionally with the Elders next to them. Other men who walked by them stared, and a few tripped over their own feet. They both wore the same necklace; three concentric diamond circles of the Elder-Mistress. Raissa, Mistress of Brazil and Madison, Mistress of Australia.

They were so different from Anna. The only time Wilhelm had seen Anna so confident and Mistress-like was when she was married to Alex. It was obvious that Devin had trampled on Anna’s spirit and had done severe damage.

“What do you think I should do?” Wilhelm didn’t want to cross Devin. That could be dangerous, for him and for Anna. At this point, he would be content simply to be able to speak to her again. Maybe Devin wouldn’t be threatened if he approached it like that. Little steps.

“I will talk with some people. You know your countrymen are on your side. She was given to you by her father. That is a more valid claim than Devin stealing her.” Edwin smiled. “Be the upstanding man you always are and I will talk to you at dinner tonight.”

Wilhelm looked at his friend with grateful eyes. “Thank you, Edwin.”

“I know you and Kurt have been miserable since all that happened. Perhaps this is your chance to undo some of it.” Edwin stood. “I’m sure many of the others will be on your side.” He bowed his head slightly and then walked away.

Wilhelm leaned back in his chair and looked at Kurt. “Maybe this is our chance after all.”

Kurt nodded. “I hope so.”


Thirty-Four


Anna slowly dressed for dinner. Moving fast hurt too much. Devin had brought a long white chiffon dress for her to wear. It had a crisscross back and a very low v-neckline that showed the inner swell of her breasts. When she walked, her right thigh was exposed. She did her hair and put the dress on. Bruises from the afternoon showed on her arms and lower back. She bit her lip and nervously walked out to the living room where Devin sat with his tablet on his lap.

He looked up at her when she walked in. “Why are you frowning?”

“I . . . there are bruises that show with this dress.” She pointed to her arms and turned so he could see her back.

Devin cursed and stood. Anna backed away in fear, nearly tripping on the length of the dress. It was meant to be worn with very high heels.

He grabbed her arm and turned her around to examine her back. His hands slid over the bruises and Anna winced. His hand continued up her back and pushed her curls aside so he could kiss her neck. “Maybe you need to wear your hair down.” He yanked on her hair, making her gasp in pain. “A simple fix, don’t you think?” His other hand trailed up her side and under the dress to caress her breast. “If anyone asks, just tell them you like it rough.” He bit the back of her neck. “Don’t you?”

“Y-yes, Devin,” she whispered in fear.

He pushed her forward by her head. “Go fix your hair. We need to go in a few minutes.”

Anna hurried to the bathroom to pull her hair down and brush it until it shined.

“Anna!” Devin yelled. She grabbed her shoes and ran out to the living room.

Tyler stood next to his father and grinned when he saw her. He walked to her and pulled her close, pushing on the bruises he had given her earlier. “Fucking sexy,” he murmured against her neck before biting it and making Anna cry out in pain.

“Let’s go,” Devin growled. “You can fuck her up again later. Just make sure she can walk tomorrow.”

Devin took Anna’s hand and they walked down the hallway to the elevators.

They made their way down to the ballroom. As she walked in, she saw many men that looked familiar, though the only ones she knew by name were the Americans. Every culture in the world was represented in this room. There were tensions between some groups and friendliness among others. A handful of women in white were spread among the more than one hundred and fifty men, mostly wearing dark suits, though some wore clothing more suited to their culture. The other women would come later. Only the Elder-Mistresses were allowed to be in the room during dinner.

As Devin led her to their table, she saw Wilhelm and Kurt across the room. Kurt smiled at her and nodded, as if he were trying to assure her of something, though of what, Anna couldn’t even begin to imagine.

The other American Elders and their sons joined them at the table. Tommy smiled at her warmly and tried to sit next to her, but Tyler quickly took the seat next to her, with Devin on her other side. Tyler looked smug and Tommy grimaced and took a seat next to his father who had sat next to Devin.

Dinner was uneventful for Anna, aside from being leered at by the other men at the table. But no one tried anything and she was able to sit quietly and look around a little bit. Peter was sitting next to his uncle at a nearby table. Their eyes met and he gave her a warm smile.

After dinner, Vlad stood and spoke to the men in English, thanking them for coming and announcing the itinerary for the next few days.

“Is there any business that needs to be attended to?” he asked when he had finished.

Anna was surprised when Wilhelm stood and waited for Vlad to acknowledge him. She saw a small smile on Vlad’s face before nodding to Wilhelm and sitting down.

“My brothers,” Wilhelm began in English. “You all know that my son, Alex, was killed while performing his duties to the Brotherhood. He left behind a sweet, beautiful wife.” Wilhelm met Anna’s eyes and smiled.

Anna felt Devin stiffen next to her.

“You also know that she is an Elder-Mistress. What you might not know is that she is also a slave. A slave with two Masters.” He paused and there were murmurs around the room.

Devin growled next to her. “What the fuck is he doing?”

“Devin Andersen is one Master. Alex was her second Master and when he died, I took his place. I have not been allowed to see or speak to my daughter-in-law in almost a year and a half because Devin decided I should not have that right. I ask you, my Brothers, to pressure Devin into removing the ban prohibiting my family to contact Anna, and restore my rights as her Master.”

Devin stood and threw his napkin on the ground. “You were trying to steal her away from me,” he shouted in anger.

Wilhelm remained calm. “How can I steal what is rightfully mine? I had my reasons for wanting to take her to Germany.” He didn’t go into details, which seemed to surprise Devin.

A tall man with very dark skin stood. “Why is an Elder-Mistress a slave?” His voice was very deep and resonant. A beautiful dark-skinned woman sat next to him with gold threads running through her braided hair. The man put his hand on the woman’s shoulder. “That is not right.”

Wilhelm didn’t comment and Devin fumed but kept quiet.

A heated discussion ensued about Elder-Mistresses being slaves. The general consensus went against what Devin had done and he became furious.

After a while, Wilhelm raised his hand and the room quieted. “Brothers, I did not bring up the subject to debate the issue of Anna’s slavery. It is done and there is little that can change it. My sole concern is that I am unable to have any contact with her. As you can imagine, I am quite fond of my daughter-in-law and I simply wish to be able to contact her and visit her.”

Devin narrowed his eyes at Wilhelm. “Why isn’t he taking advantage of the discussion to contest what I did?”

“He seems to just want to be able to see Anna,” Tom commented, trying to calm his friend. “Is that so unreasonable? How would you like to not be able to be with her?”

Devin turned his narrowed gaze to Tom and studied him for a long time. Finally, Devin relented and sighed. “You’re right. He only wants contact. That isn’t unreasonable.” Though he didn’t seem happy, Devin stood and held up his hands. The room quieted again.

“Perhaps I was a bit . . . hasty in forbidding contact with Anna,” Devin admitted slowly through gritted teeth. The room had turned against him and he knew it. “I lift my ban on your contact with Anna.”

Anna looked up at Devin with frightened, but hopeful, eyes.

“And visitations?” Wilhelm asked with an arched brow.

Devin’s jaw clenched but he nodded.

Wilhelm smiled broadly and looked at Anna. “I thank you for your willingness to change your mind, Devin.”

Devin sat down and looked directly into Anna’s eyes. “You may go to him. If you embarrass me or misbehave in any way, I will punish you when we return home.”

Anna couldn’t hide the happiness in her heart, even in the face of Devin’s anger. “Yes, Devin,” she said quietly.

“I forbid you from marrying Kurt or from making me look bad in front of any of the Elders. You may not tell anyone what goes on at the Gatherings or in my private meetings. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Devin.” Anna tried to sit still, but wanted to run across the room so badly, her legs ached to stand.

“Go.”

Anna hesitated for a moment, looking at Devin, but he nodded stiffly and Anna ran as quickly as she could across the room and into Wilhelm’s open arms. She could feel Devin’s disapproving stare, but she couldn’t help herself. Wilhelm held her tightly and kissed her head, stroking her hair and whispering in German to her.

Vlad stood to speak again and Wilhelm sat down, pulling Anna into his lap. She leaned her head against his comforting chest and listened to his heartbeat. She looked up to see Kurt looking at her with longing. She reached out her hand to him and he smiled brightly. Wilhelm pushed her gently up and she went to sit with Kurt.

“Anna,” Kurt whispered, stroking her cheek. She rested her head on Kurt’s chest and reached behind her for Wilhelm’s hand. Anna closed her eyes and sighed. This is where she wanted to be.

When the dinner was over, the plates were cleared and the tables were pushed to the sides of the room. The girls were led in wearing short dresses similar to what they wore at the spring and summer gatherings and the revelry began.

Anna stood nervously and looked at Wilhelm. “How may⁠—”

Wilhelm shook his head. “Nein, Liebling. You are not to be used tonight. Kurt and I are going to take you to our room and make up for the last year and a half. We have a lot of catching up to do.” He gave Anna a heart-melting smile and nodded to Kurt.

Kurt took her hand and they followed Wilhelm to where Devin sat with Tom and Oscar.

“I want to thank you for changing your mind, Devin,” Wilhelm said in a humble tone. “I did not want to start any trouble. I just wanted to be with Anna. I hope you can understand that.”

Devin narrowed his eyes and lifted his chin. “She will return to me.”

Wilhelm nodded. “As much as I detest the thought, I will not argue. She cannot stay with me for long periods of time. This I know.” Wilhelm paused. “I was wondering if you would be willing to let her return to Germany with me. I believe she has some time off dancing? I will return her before the end of the month. You have my word.”

“I was looking forward to having her to myself for a few weeks,” Devin protested.

“You have had her for a year and a half without any interference from me.”

“She was with Peter.”

“That is not my problem. I have been forbidden from any sort of contact with her. You owe me.” Wilhelm’s eyes flashed and Anna could sense his anger. Anna had never seen him fully angry before but knew that he and Alex had similar tempers; she knew enough to be afraid.

Devin’s jaw clenched. “Give me a date you’ll return her.”

“I will let you know before you leave.”

They glared at each other for a long minute before Devin nodded. “Fine. But if you try anything⁠—”

“I am not you, Devin. I keep my word.” Wilhelm turned and walked away before Devin could say anything else.

Anna stared wide eyed as Devin’s face turned red in rage. He turned his gaze to Anna before Kurt tugged at her hand and led her away.


Thirty-Five


Kurt opened the hotel room door and Anna walked into a room of gold and blue. She immediately spotted a picture of Anna Pavlova on the far wall.

“Oh!” she exclaimed walking over to it. It was the picture of the famous ballet dancer in her Giselle costume.

“This is the Mariinsky suite,” Kurt explained. “We were hoping you would be able to come and see it.” He moved to stand behind Anna and put his arms around her waist, pulling her close.

Anna turned in his embrace and looked up at him. She stroked his cheek, rough with evening whiskers, and looked into his dear face. “I’ve missed you so much,” she whispered.

Kurt’s gaze intensified as he looked down into her eyes. “And I, you, mein Engel. So much.” He leaned down and gently brushed his lips against hers. She pushed up onto her toes and kissed him hard. She wrapped her arms around his neck, determined to show him how much she missed him with her kiss. He backed up until his legs hit the couch and sat down, pulling Anna down to straddle his hips. She pressed her hips forward, making him moan softly against her mouth. Oh, how she had missed him.
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Wilhelm knocked softly and opened the door of the adjoining suite. He had called Ilsa and given her the joyful news that Anna would be returning home with them for a few weeks. Ilsa was ecstatic and assured him that all would be ready for their return in a few days.

He looked around the living room and didn’t see any sign of his son or Anna, and wandered closer to the bedroom doors when he heard soft moans and gasps.

Wilhelm’s heart gave a twinge of jealousy, but he pushed it away. It was right for Kurt to be with her. He was young and unmarried. Kurt would be a good husband to her. Wilhelm needed to accept the fatherly role to her again. That is what she needed. Not a fifty-three-year-old lover. Still, her soft moans aroused him and he turned to go back to his room, determined to think with the proper head.

He took a cold shower and lay down in bed, trying to sleep. To have Anna so close and in his son’s bed was proper, but painful. The shower hadn’t done what he had intended and now his cock was throbbing with desire for her. He wrapped his hand around himself and stroked himself slowly, imagining Anna’s sweet body next to him.

He heard a whisper of sound and opened his eyes to see a slender shape in his doorway, illuminated by the moonlight. He sat up on his elbows. “Anna?”

She stepped forward, wrapped in a robe, dark hair streaming around her face. She was a vision of pure beauty.

“Why are you here? Is Kurt all right?”

She smiled timidly and walked slowly toward his bed, untying her robe and letting it fall to the ground. “He is. He thought I should come be with you.”

“Anna, he is young and good for you. I am an old man.” His voice cracked like a pre-teen as he gazed at her perfect breasts, the circles of her nipple piercings glinting in the moonlight that trickled through the curtains. His eyes trailed down her perfectly toned stomach and the gentle swell of her hips and thighs. He licked his lips as his eyes strayed to her bare pussy lips.

“You’re not old, Wilhelm,” she said softly, coming to sit next to him on the bed. She reached out and cupped his cheek. “I love you both,” she whispered. “I need both of you.”

His cock throbbed at her words. She trailed her hand down his chest and stomach, pushing aside the blankets and gazed at his cock. Before he could stop her, she bent down and took him into her hot, wet mouth. He fell back on the pillow and moaned low as she sucked on him. His hand came to rest gently on the back of her head, stroking her silky hair and whispering words of encouragement and love. God, he loved her.

“Anna, it is not right that Kurt sleeps alone.”

She looked up at him and backed her mouth off his cock. “I’ll go get him when we’re done, if that’s okay. I want to sleep between you two.”

“Anna, you do not have to do this,” he protested and then groaned as she swallowed him down her throat.

“I want to,” she said after a few minutes. “I’ve missed you both so much.”

Wilhelm fought within himself. She came to him willingly. If he rejected her, she would be hurt. If he allowed her to continue, he would feel that he went back on his decision to remain fatherly. But her throat made it hard to stay determined. Sex was, after all, how she felt things. To reject her sexually would hurt her unlike it would a normal woman. It would hurt her to the core. Sex was her love language.

He tugged on her hair gently and she looked up at him with nervous eyes. “I want to kiss you,” he said in a husky voice and pulled her up his body and pressed his lips to hers. He would show her how much he loved and cared for her. He would show her how much he’d missed her.

Wilhelm rolled her to his side and then onto her back and kissed her and explored her body with his hands. When he reached her pussy, he gently pressed a finger inside her core and she sighed and arched her back.

“Oh, Wilhelm. Please!” she begged, spreading her legs wide.

“Not yet, Liebling,” he murmured against her mouth. “I must explore every inch of your body and see where you have changed since we were last together.”

Two hours later, Anna tiptoed back to get Kurt and found him fast asleep in bed. She turned to go tell Wilhelm and found him right behind her.

“We can stay in here,” he whispered. He kissed her and led her into Kurt’s bed and lay down next to her. She curled next to Kurt and Wilhelm curled his body around her, so thankful that he was hers again.
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Anna felt herself waking, but desperately clung to her dream. She was safe in Kurt’s embrace. Devin had relented and let her be with them again.

But no, awareness took hold and she sighed unhappily and opened her eyes.

“Why do you sigh so sadly, Engel?”

Anna turned her head and laughed in delight when she saw Kurt lying on his side next to her. His head was propped up on his bent arm, his blond hair disheveled from sleep. It hadn’t been a dream; it was real!

She looked behind her, but Wilhelm wasn’t there.

“He had to make a phone call,” Kurt explained when she looked back at him. “Is that why you sighed?” he asked, looking hurt.

Anna shook her head emphatically. “I thought . . . all this . . . was just a dream. That I was in Devin’s room and not here.”

Kurt grinned. “Nein. You are here, and here you will stay.”

“I’m so glad,” Anna whispered. She reached out to touch his face, now very scratchy, and smiled. Her heart swelled with emotion as she gazed into his eyes.

He curled a piece of her hair around his fingers. “Still so beautiful, mein Engel.”

A discreet cough made Anna turn to look at the doorway. Wilhelm stood there wearing only pajama bottoms, no shirt, with a broad smile on his face.

Anna smiled at him.

“We need to get dressed and get breakfast. The service begins at ten.”

Anna bit her lip. “I don’t have my clothes. They’re in Devin’s room.”

Wilhelm smiled. “I spoke with him and he is sending them over. The front desk sent up some toiletries so you could begin getting ready.” He held out a white gift bag and then set it on the dresser near the door.

Kurt grunted as he sat up. “I would rather stay in bed.”

Wilhelm chuckled. “Duties, my son. They are never ending. But at least we have our Anna back.”

Kurt leaned over and kissed Anna. “That is true. The day cannot be bad if she is here.”

Anna blushed and looked down at the bed.

“I will send your clothes in when they come,” Wilhelm said, and turned and walked away.

Anna turned to look at Kurt.

“Shall we shower?” he asked with a glint in his eyes.

“Together?”

“We can save water.” He laughed and pulled her to her feet.
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Wilhelm was shrugging on his shirt when he heard the knock on the door. He went to open it and saw Ian standing there, holding a large suitcase.

“I’ve brought Anna’s things,” he said in a deep voice, looking around.

Ian wanted to see her? “She is in the adjoining suite getting ready,” Wilhelm said slowly, watching the big man’s face. He stepped back and allowed the man inside.

The slightest hint of disappointment flashed through his eyes but was gone instantly, and he nodded. “I believe the maid got everything, but if something is missing, let me know.” He put the suitcase down and looked at Wilhelm. “She’s . . . okay?” he asked quietly.

Wilhelm was surprised at the question. This was Devin’s right-hand man. Why would he care about Anna’s well-being? “I would never hurt her,” Wilhelm said, lifting his chin defensively. “Neither would Kurt.”

Ian hesitated. “I know,” he said quietly, almost gratefully, which again surprised Wilhelm. “She got pretty banged up yesterday afternoon.”

Wilhelm raised his brow. “Did you have anything to do with it?”

Ian shook his head. “I would only do so if Devin ordered me to,” he said intently, as if trying to convey something unspoken. “He generally prefers to do it himself.”

Wilhelm nodded. “I could see that being the case.” Maybe Ian wasn’t the evil monster he’d always assumed him to be.

“She . . . doesn’t heal like she used to,” Ian said. “She had bruises on her back and arms last night.”

Wilhelm nodded. He’d seen them this morning. “I will make sure she is all right, and keep her by my side. No harm will come to her while she is with myself or Kurt.”

Ian looked like he wanted to say more, but just nodded with a grateful look on his face.

Anna walked into the room and smiled when she saw Ian. “Thank you, Ian,” she said softly.

Ian looked at her, searching her face for something, and then he smiled. “You’re welcome, Mistress.” He glanced at Wilhelm and then back to Anna with a tenderness Wilhelm had never seen in the man’s face. He looked back at Wilhelm. “If you need anything . . .” He trailed off and then nodded and left the room.

“Did you get your—” Kurt walked into the room and smiled. “Ah, good.” He pulled her suitcase into his room and Anna followed.

She glanced back at Wilhelm. “He’s not a bad man, Wilhelm,” she said motioning to the door. “He only does what Devin tells him to do.”

Wilhelm nodded and she disappeared into the other room. He stood for a moment, thoughtful. Ian’s care for Anna surprised him. Wilhelm tucked the information into his brain to think about another time. Perhaps it would prove useful later.

He returned to the bedroom and finished dressing.
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Anna leaned against Kurt as they rode down in the elevator to the main floor. Wilhelm stood on her other side and would occasionally reach out and touch her, as if to assure himself that she was really there. She liked the assurance that he was there as well.

They walked to the ballroom where they would eat breakfast. The tables were back in place and most of them had men sitting around them. The other Elder-Mistresses were there as well, dressed in pale-colored dresses that made them look elegant and aloof. Anna looked down at her black dress and wondered if she’d dressed appropriately.

“Anna, you are not like them,” Wilhelm said softly. “It is all right. You look beautiful.”

They sat down at the table they’d sat at the night before and within minutes had plates full of delectable breakfast foods in front of them. Anna sat between Wilhelm and Kurt.

Several other men sat at the table. Wilhelm and Kurt introduced them to Anna after greeting them in German. Three of the men were younger. Sons, Anna assumed. She looked at them warily until Kurt put his arm around her and gave assurance that they wouldn’t hurt her. She ate quietly while the men spoke around her in German. She might not have understood what they were saying, but she still felt more comfortable at this table than she had at Devin’s table.

Anna could feel Devin’s gaze from across the room and looked up at him. She gave him a timid smile and he frowned, his eyes cold and disapproving. Tommy sat next to his father and he smiled at her, but she only returned a timid nod. She didn’t want to upset Devin any more than he already was.

After breakfast was over, she walked with Wilhelm and Kurt out to a line of waiting limos. The distance was short, just over a river and onto a small island to what Kurt said was a former fortress. The line of cars and limos awaiting their turn to drop off their passengers was long, though, and extended to the bridge, which made Anna nervous.

She stared out the window at the water below and shivered.

Kurt put his arm around her. “I know you do not like bridges, Engel. I am sorry.” He nuzzled her neck. “We will be moving soon.”

Anna leaned her head on his shoulder and traced the blue ribbon that crossed his chest diagonally. The same ribbon Alex had worn to the New Year’s Eve party after they were married.

“We should have brought yours, Anna. I am sorry,” Wilhelm said softly, remorse evident in his eyes. He wore the same ribbon as Kurt. “Ilsa would have remembered.”

“It’s not necessary, Wilhelm. I’m not⁠—”

Wilhelm frowned. “Do not even say it, Anna,” he said in a stern tone. “You are. Your position in our family has not changed. You are still Herzogin.”

Anna shrank back at his tone and he softened his gaze.

“I should not have said it like that, Anna. Forgive me.” Regret filled his eyes as Wilhelm reached out and stroked her cheek. “I hate what he has done to you,” he added in a whisper.


Thirty-Six


Anna walked next to Kurt, their fingers intertwined, across a large courtyard to a huge yellow and white cathedral that sat in the middle of the fortress-island. It felt so right, being with him. Kurt’s care diminished the pain of losing Peter.

The courtyard was filled with people: dignitaries, heads of state and, of course, the Elders and their sons. There were very few women; the Elders did not attend events like these with their wives.

“Anna!” She heard a female voice call to her and turned to see Jackie walking quickly to her.

Anna smiled brightly and stepped forward to greet her. The two women hugged and Jackie looked up at Kurt with narrowed eyes and glanced at Wilhelm.

Anna introduced Jackie to both men and she eyed them suspiciously. “Jackie is Peter’s mother,” Anna explained and Wilhelm nodded. She looked at Jackie. “They are Alex’s father and brother.”

Jackie looked at the two men again and then at Anna. “So, everything between you and Peter was fake?” she asked with a pained expression.

Anna chewed her lip. “He came to keep an eye on me. I . . . I care for him a great deal, but we went into it knowing it wasn’t real.”

Jackie nodded. “He told me a little bit about what went on. I didn’t even know he’d gotten married until yesterday.” There was hurt in her eyes. “I had hoped . . .” She smiled grimly. “You’re a good girl, Anna. If you ever need anything . . .” She gave Kurt a fierce look. “If you ever hurt her . . .” she began in a firm voice.

Anna stopped her and put her hand on his. “They’ve never hurt me, Jackie. Quite the contrary.” Anna swallowed back tears. “They saved me.”

Jackie hugged her again. “Would you mind if we came to see you dance again sometime? We can’t always get out here to see Peter and we loved watching you.”

Anna nodded and smiled. “I would love that,” she said sincerely.

“Be sure to find Peter, if you can. He’s been looking for you. If I see him, I’ll let him know you’re here, if he hasn’t already found you.”

Anna nodded and then watched her walk away.

Kurt kissed her cheek and they made their way slowly to the cathedral. Wilhelm stopped every so often to speak to someone. Kurt held her hand tightly in the increasingly tighter crowd.

Tommy made his way over to them. “Hey, Anna,” he said kissing her cheek and then glancing up at Kurt. “Sorry.”

Kurt grunted.

“It is good to see you, Tommy,” Wilhelm said, extending his hand.

Tommy smiled and shook it. “It’s good to see you, sir. I understand you’re now able to come to the country again.”

Wilhelm nodded. “I plan on doing so often.”

“I hope you do.” He glanced at Anna. “I haven’t seen her smile like this in a while. It’s nice.”

“Your father is around, I assume?” Wilhelm asked with a strange look on his face.

“He is,” Tommy answered solemnly. “He’s trying to keep Devin’s temper at bay. Devin’s not . . . happy about yesterday’s dinner.”

“Understandable. But necessary.”

“I agree, sir.”

They exchanged looks again and then Tommy said goodbye and walked away.

It was a strange exchange, Anna thought. “Have you met Tommy before, Wilhelm?” she asked, looking up into his thoughtful eyes.

Wilhelm’s face became impassive. “Briefly, at Alex’s funeral. He came to comfort you, remember?”

Anna vaguely remembered Tommy trying to talk to her and her coldness to him. She was thankful he hadn’t held it against her.

They made their way through the crowd towards the building. She saw Vlad and Peter standing near the doorway, greeting people. Their wives stood next to them, looking sad but composed.

Dariya saw her before Peter did and smirked at her until she noticed Kurt and Wilhelm. Her eyes widened as she looked at the tall men standing like soldiers on either side of her.

Peter saw her and smiled broadly. “Anna,” he said, walking toward her. He seemed to have changed since yesterday, a new dignity overlying his dancer’s grace. He looked like an Elder-Son now. A nice one, though. He kissed her on the cheek, and then greeted Wilhelm and Kurt.

“How are you doing, Peter?” Wilhelm asked in a friendly manner. They appeared to know each other already.

“I’m doing well, sir. As well as I can.” He glanced at Kurt and then Anna. “You okay?” he asked her softly.

She nodded shyly as Kurt put his arm around her. “You?”

He gave her a sad smile. “I miss you already.”

“I miss you.” She looked up when she saw Dariya approach.

“You certainly do not waste time, do you, Anna?” Dariya said her low, thickly accented voice, eying Kurt’s hand on Anna’s shoulder.

“Dariya, Anna was married to Kurt’s brother before he died,” Peter explained softly. “She’s an Elder-Mistress.”

Dariya looked at Anna, then looked around the crowd at the other women. “You do not look like one,” she commented coldly.

“She’s not supposed to be one,” Kurt said shortly. “Her father raised Anna as a normal girl until Devin interfered and forced it upon her.” He paused for effect. “She is also a gertsoginya.”

Dariya started at the last word and curtsied slightly. “I did not know. I am sorry.”

Anna looked up at Kurt, who smiled at her.

“I didn’t know that,” Peter said. “I suppose it makes sense . . .”

“Didn’t know what?” Anna asked.

“That you were a duchess. You never told me.” He looked hurt.

“I don’t think about it. I—” She looked up at Wilhelm. “It seems just a part of my past that died with Alex. I’m sorry, Wilhelm.”

Wilhelm gave her a sympathetic smile. “It is all right, Anna. I know it is difficult.”

“Wilhelm,” Vlad said, walking over to the group. He extended his hand in greeting, which Wilhelm took and shook. Nina was with him and gave Anna a sad smile.

“Hello, Vlad. I am sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you, Wilhelm.” Vlad cleared his throat. “I hope that you will not hold my father’s rudeness against me. We . . . did not see eye to eye on many things these last few years and I hope I can undo some of the things he did.”

“Thank you, Vlad. I would not⁠—”

Wilhelm was interrupted by Devin’s arrival.

“Hello, Vlad,” Devin said, his voice cold with a hint of warning. “I see you are looking to rekindle past friendships?”

Vlad clenched his jaw at Devin’s words. “My family and Wilhelm’s have been friends for a long time. I hope to undo some of the things my father did.”

Devin’s eyes narrowed and he arched a brow. “That is an interesting idea,” he said slowly. “Your father was a wise man. I hope you can also learn from things he did.” There was an air of a threat in Devin’s tone and the air grew cold around them.

Anna shivered and Kurt put his arm around her. “Are you all right?” he whispered.

“Cold.” She stepped closer to Kurt for his body warmth, but the cold seemed to come from inside her.

Devin looked around the group and stopped his gaze at Anna. His black eyes beckoned her and she tried to step forward, but Kurt held her close and wouldn’t let her go.

Devin looked sharply at Kurt. “You only have her for a few weeks.”

“And I will cherish every moment and strive for more,” Kurt said coldly.

Devin laughed. “So idealistic.” He reached out and stroked Anna’s cheek with long, cold fingers. “I can’t wait to have you home with me, Baby,” he said softly, and ran his fingernail down her neck, stopping where he normally gave her the painful injections. He looked around and then gave Vlad a pointed look. “I will see you all inside.” He strode away with purpose, people stepping out of his way as he walked.

Vlad looked at her with sadness and then inhaled deeply. He glanced around. “We must return to greeting people.” He gave Wilhelm a sad look before turning and leading Nina back to the side of the building.

Peter bowed his head slightly at Wilhelm and smiled apologetically at Anna. “I’ll see you later?”

Anna smiled and nodded, and he and Dariya walked away.

Wilhelm and Kurt spoke softly in German above her as Kurt held her close. The coldness had not dissipated when Devin walked away and she stepped even closer to Kurt, pressing her body against his for warmth.

“Anna, you look pale. Are you sick?” Kurt ran his hand over her forehead and frowned. He glanced at Wilhelm. “Does she seem feverish to you?”

Wilhelm leaned down and pressed his lips to her forehead, and then frowned. “That is not right. Devin is still here. She cannot get sick this quickly.”

“I’m okay,” Anna said softly. “I’m just tired and cold.” She giggled softly. “I was up late last night.”

Wilhelm smiled and looked at his watch. “Let us take her into the sunlight. We have a little bit of time.”

They moved and Kurt stood with his arms around her, her head leaning against his chest and the sun’s warmth on her back. It felt good. She closed her eyes and listened to the rumbling in his chest as he and his father talked softly in German.
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Wilhelm sat in the large cathedral contemplating the exchange between Vlad and Devin. The service was in Russian, which he spoke fluently, but his thoughts still strayed. What did Vlad want to undo that Vitaly had done, and why did Devin care? He had seen Vitaly and Devin together several times over the years, but Wilhelm couldn’t imagine the stubborn old Russian doing something for Devin.

Anna shivered next to him, despite being wrapped in Kurt’s jacket and her own. Her face was pale and a sheen of sweat glistened on her forehead.

How could she be sick? It wasn’t supposed to be possible. Was it because of Devin? Should he not have insisted on taking her to Germany? Was it his fault? But Wilhelm loathed the idea of Anna being with Devin any more than she had to. Maybe he and Kurt should take her home to San Francisco and visit with her there. Ilsa was looking forward to seeing Anna, but she would understand if Anna needed to go home.

Maybe he should speak to the other Elders that had Mistresses. Perhaps they could shed some light, though none of the Mistress’s were owned like Anna. As far as Wilhelm knew, the bonding ceremony was not practiced anymore, the general consensus being that it was cruel and unnecessary. Wilhelm agreed with the general consensus, especially after seeing what it did to Anna. Well, to be truthful, it wasn’t as much the actual bonding as it was to whom she was bonded.

Pain twisted his heart at the remembrance of that time. When Alex was still alive. His beloved son. Not that he didn’t love Kurt. He loved all his children with all the fatherly love he could muster. But Alex was to be his heir, the man who followed in his footsteps. Kurt was doing a wonderful job at learning what he needed to know, but it was a struggle for him. Wilhelm admired his tenacity. Tenacity he didn’t know that Kurt had.

Oh, Alex. The pain was no longer raw, but it was still pain. He would never stop missing Alex. He often wondered about the dreams Anna had, wondering if they were perhaps real; that Alex was still alive somewhere. It was painful to hope. The dreams of a half-Immortal could be significant. But Anna was also desperately in love with Alex, and perhaps part of her was just loathe to let him go. Even Wilhelm dreamed of Alex sometimes. Dreams were sometimes just dreams.

He had come here after the funeral to see the graves, frozen in the ground. There had been eight graves, not nine. Sebastian wouldn’t have died, but would have had to act as though he had. And he was forbidden from coming back for a long time. Long after he and Kurt, and even Kurt’s children, were gone he could return. But it wouldn’t matter then. Wilhelm had hoped that he would send a message like Anna’s father had, but none came. The other Immortals didn’t speak of it; it was also forbidden. Times like these made him hate the rules of life. But they were there for a reason. Did he really want to know the details of his son’s death?

The service concluded a while later and Wilhelm inhaled sharply when he saw that Anna’s face had turned almost gray, with dark circles under her eyes. Something was desperately wrong. He looked around as people began to make their way towards the back of the building.

Devin. He caught the man’s eye and motioned for him to come. He hated the man with a passion, but he might know what was going on. Anna was more precious to him than his hatred for Devin.

Kurt held her tightly against his chest as she trembled with half-open, glassy eyes that stared into nothingness.

Devin had that disgusting amused look on his face as he sauntered over, but it disappeared when he saw Anna. “What happened?”

“She complained of being cold and tired when we were outside, and she has grown progressively worse,” Wilhelm said. He stood suddenly, glaring down at the man he detested with all his being. “What the fuck did you do to her?”

Devin’s eyes widened and he backed away slightly. He looked down at Anna with genuine concern on his face, though the true object of his concern was debatable. “I . . . I haven’t done anything. She’s . . . she shouldn’t be sick.”

“I know,” Wilhelm growled. “What did you do?”

Devin shook his head. “I didn’t do any—” He looked up suddenly and turned around, searching for someone in the crowd. “I’ll be back.”

Devin strode quickly to Vlad and Wilhelm watched as they had a heated conversation. Vlad repeatedly shook his head and held up his hands. He glanced over at Wilhelm and his face paled when he saw Anna. He turned away and took out his phone to make a phone call.

Devin walked back to where Wilhelm stood glaring at him. “We’ll take her to Vlad’s townhouse. It’s nearby.” He reached for Anna and Kurt pushed his hand away.

“I will carry her,” he growled. Kurt picked her up and she moaned softly, then closed her eyes and trembled.

Wilhelm looked at Devin. “What is wrong with her?”

Devin didn’t answer, but turned and walked toward a side door. Kurt looked at his father, who nodded, and they both followed Devin outside.
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Cold. So cold. She couldn’t get warm, no matter how close she pushed herself to the body next to her. She trembled and moaned. She hurt, but not like she usually hurt. The pain came from inside her own body. Her own body was fighting itself. Why? Why did she hurt?

“Go. Go, Anna. Heal.”

Anna tried to open her eyes, but couldn’t. A warm hand touched her forehead and she became dizzy.

“Go.”


Thirty-Seven


She stood in a dimly lit room. It wasn’t the normal room she went to in her dreams. This was more like a cement box. It was cold and damp. This is where the cold inside her originated. This was the source of her hurt. She looked around. Men huddled in blankets while lying on small cots. She couldn’t see any faces, but could see them shivering.


A low moan escaped from one man in the corner. She hurried to him. The pain increased as she walked to him, but she knew she had to get to him.

She knelt by the bed and pulled the blanket away from his face. It was gray and damp with sweat. His wet hair was plastered to the side of his head. He trembled and his teeth chattered.

What could she do? If she touched him, she would disappear. But if she didn’t touch him, he would die. The fever was so high. She could feel the heat radiating from his body. And yet he shook with cold.

His eyes opened slightly and vaguely focused on her face. His eyes were dull and glassy. “Y-y-you c-c-came,” he said with chattering teeth. “They s-s-said you w-w-w-wouldn’t, but y-y-you d-d-did.” He attempted a smile and then groaned in pain.

She reached out hesitantly. What little healing she possessed, she had to use. He couldn’t die. She couldn’t let him.

Tentatively, she touched his face and winced, but he didn’t disappear. She cried out in relief and stretched out on the bed next to him to give him her warmth. She wondered how much her tiny body could do to his large one, but she closed her eyes and concentrated. She embraced him and felt her healing flow into him as she pulled the sickness from his body.

At first, nothing happened. Then slowly he began to relax. His body cooled and he stopped trembling. She smiled faintly. She was so tired and beginning to feel cold again. But he was safe. That was what mattered.

Suddenly her body exploded in pain and she cried out. She trembled and shivered. She felt a large hand on her cheek and opened her eyes to see the concerned look on his face.

“You can’t get sick. You can’t.”

She felt herself fading and she heard him cry out her name as darkness consumed her.
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Wilhelm heard Anna cry out in pain and shook the doorknob. “Devin! Let me in!” he shouted.

Devin had locked himself in the bedroom with her, insisting that he needed to be alone with her. He and Kurt had reluctantly gone into the hallway to let him do what he needed to do. They paced and Wilhelm heard Devin speaking softly to her, though he couldn’t understand the words.

Wilhelm banged on the door. “Devin, open the door!”

He continued banging on the door until Devin opened the door.

“You needn’t be so obnoxious,” Devin said coolly.

“Maybe if we could trust you,” Kurt muttered.

Wilhelm looked past Devin into the room. “She looks worse,” he said pushing Devin out of the way. Her face was so pale and damp. “What did you do?” he demanded, turning to face Devin.

Kurt pushed past him and knelt by her bed, stroking her damp hair back from her face.

“She can be healed now,” Devin said. “Do you know the Immortals here?”

Wilhelm glared at Devin. “You are killing her. She should not even be able to get sick.”

Devin’s face remained impassive. “Sacrifices are necessary sometimes.”

Before he realized what he was doing, Wilhelm had swung back and smashed his fist into Devin’s nose.

Devin spun sideways and fell to his knees, grabbing his face. “Ow, you fucker!” he shouted in a slightly nasal tone.

“Vati!” Kurt exclaimed.

Blood trickled down Devin’s face as he held his nose. Wilhelm’s chest heaved as he stood over Devin, glaring down at him.

Ian appeared in the doorway seconds later and looked around in shock. He saw Devin kneeling on the floor and looked at Wilhelm, confused.

“He might need a doctor,” Wilhelm said calmly, though feeling oddly triumphant.

Devin looked up at Ian. “Get in touch with Vlad. Tell him we need one of his Immortals.” Devin pushed himself to his feet and stalked out of the room.

Wilhelm walked over and stood behind Kurt, staring down at Anna’s pale face.

“I can’t believe you hit him, Vati. It’s something Alex would have done.”

“Except if Alex had done it, Anna would have suffered. I am thankful I don’t have that restriction.” Wilhelm chuckled. “Where do you think Alex got his temper?”

The men were quiet for a few minutes, staring at Anna and remembering Alex. Kurt continued to stroke Anna’s forehead.

“Will she be okay? She’s so feverish.”

“I hope so. The Immortals will heal her . . . I hope.” Wilhelm gritted his teeth as a great shudder shook Anna’s frail body.

“Alex,” she muttered. “. . . better . . .”

Kurt looked up at his father. “Why does she dream of him still?”

Wilhelm saw the hurt in his son’s eyes. In Kurt’s head, he understood the connection between Anna and Alex, but in his heart, it hurt. Kurt longed for that same connection between himself and Anna. He was so in love with her.

Wilhelm put his hand on Kurt’s shoulder. “I don’t know.” He had asked the same question hundreds of times since he’d found out. Did the dreams mean anything? Or was it just Anna’s way of coping with her hurt?

Kurt leaned forward and kissed Anna’s pale cheek. “She’s so hot.”

Ian returned a few minutes later. “Vlad will be here in a few minutes.” He walked over and looked down at Anna. He glanced behind him and then looked at Wilhelm. “She will be all right, won’t she?” he asked in a hushed voice.

“I hope so.” Wilhelm hated this feeling of helplessness.
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Vlad arrived about twenty minutes later with a large, obvious-Immortal next to him.

“I am Patya,” said the man with golden hair and sapphire eyes.

Elders rarely had contact with the Immortals of other countries. Every country had them, but they did not venture outside the national boundaries unless there was a dire need. The Elder’s power was also limited when outside their own country, which was probably why Wilhelm had not been pulverized. Devin’s powers, despite their magnitude, were limited outside his own country.

Wilhelm bowed his head respectfully. “I am Wilhelm of Hesse. This is my son, Kurt.”

Patya turned his eyes to look at Kurt. “A younger son?”

“My eldest son was killed three and a half years ago,” Wilhelm explained, with a twinge in his heart. He hated saying the words.

Patya looked at Wilhelm for a long time. “I see,” he said finally.

Devin walked in a moment later. Wilhelm stared at him. The only hint that he had been hit was the bit of blood on his collar. There was no bruise, no disfigurement. Wilhelm was certain he had broken the man’s nose. He’d felt the bones give way as his fist made contact with his face. Wilhelm’s blood boiled at the realization that Anna suffered because of Devin. Devin was the reason she couldn’t heal herself. Wilhelm clenched his fist and trembled, fighting every instinct within him to keep from hitting Devin again.

Patya turned his gaze on Devin. There was a slight hint of disapproval on his face as he studied him, but he didn’t say anything. “Where is the girl?”

Wilhelm motioned to the bed. Patya strode across the room and looked down at Anna. “Who is her Master?”

“I am.” Both Wilhelm and Devin answered.

The Immortal turned in surprise. “She has two Masters?”

“Yes.” Both men answered in a growl.

Patya studied both men and frowned. He pointed at Devin. “You stay. Everyone else leave.”

Wilhelm started to protest, but the Immortal frowned. The men filed out of the room and the door was closed.

“Would you like something to drink?” Vlad asked nervously.

Wilhelm sighed. “Thank you, Vlad. But I don’t want to leave.”

“I understand,” Vlad said. He ran his hand through his thick black hair. “I’m sorry, Wilhelm.”

Wilhelm arched his brow. “Why are you apologizing, Vlad? You didn’t cause Anna’s sickness.”

Vlad smiled weakly and shrugged his shoulders. “If you’ll excuse me for a moment.”

Wilhelm watched Vlad walk away with a frown on his face. Vlad was acting strangely. Why would he feel the need to apologize for something he had nothing to do with?

Kurt paced back and forth in the wide hallway. Wilhelm sat in a gilt-edged chair and tried to make sense of everything that had happened today.

When the door opened a half hour later, Wilhelm stood and Kurt froze mid-step. Devin stood in the doorway. “She’s fine. Sleeping.”

Wilhelm pushed past him and sighed in relief when he saw the color in Anna’s face. Kurt went to sit on the bed and held her hand.

Wilhelm turned and stood tall, glaring at Devin. “You should leave. You do not need to be here anymore.”

Devin smirked. “Even Patya recognized my claim to her was more legitimate than yours.”

“You relented when the other Elders pressured you. My claim is as legitimate as yours.”

“For now,” Devin said. He glanced at Anna. “I’ll leave. But you better bring her back to me.”

“I already said I would, as much as it disgusts me to do so.”

Devin shrugged. “The problem with being honorable. Doing things you don’t want to do.” He laughed and walked out of the room.

“I hate that man,” Kurt grumbled.

“You aren’t the only one, son.”
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Anna moaned and slowly opened her eyes. She was in Kurt’s hotel room.

“Anna,” Kurt said.

She turned onto her back and saw him sitting next to her in the bed. “Hi,” she said softly.

“How are you feeling?”

Anna thought for a moment. “Good. What happened?” The last thing she remembered was being so cold while she sat in the cathedral.

“You got very sick. You were healed by an Immortal.”

“Oh.” She didn’t remember anything about being sick, though his words triggered a memory of a dark room. She concentrated on the memory but couldn’t decipher anything more than cold and darkness. “How long have I been asleep?”

“All afternoon. It is past dinner time. Are you hungry?”

She nodded and he stood.

“I will call for some room service.” He left and returned a few minutes later and sat on the bed next to her. “I was so worried about you,” he said tenderly, stroking her hair back from her face.

She looked up into his eyes. She hated that she’d caused him pain. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

He gave a little half smile. “Do not do it again,” he teased.

Anna giggled softly.

“Vati got so angry at Devin, he punched him in the face.” Kurt looked amused.

Anna gasped and clasped her hand over her face. “Are you serious?”

He nodded. “And the weird thing was that he left the room and returned with his nose completely healed. I saw it before he left. It was definitely broken.”

Anna nodded sadly. “He’s got that from me.”

“How, Anna? How is he taking your power?”

She opened her mouth to speak, but couldn’t. She was forbidden from telling them about what went on in the Gatherings. “I can’t tell you. He forbade me.”

Kurt frowned. “It is not right. You are far too precious to steal life from.”

Anna took his hand and kissed his palm, then looked up at him. Emotion swelled through her heart. He still loved her. She could see it in his eyes. She wanted to love him. Wanted to be with him. Time hadn’t changed that. She wished . . .

“Have you . . . met anyone?”

“I have met lots of people, Anna,” he said with a slight smile. “It is part of being a Sohn.”

Anna blushed. “I mean . . . women? A woman. That you like?”

“You are asking if I have fallen in love with another woman?” he asked, smiling.

She nodded.

“Nein, Anna. I kept hoping . . . that I would be able to see you again someday. Yes, I have met lots of women, but none have interested me.” He sighed. “I still love you. I believe I always will.”

Anna smiled. “I’m glad I get to spend time with you again.”

“Me, too.” He leaned down to kiss her and a knock sounded at the door. “Dinner.” He straightened and went to answer the door.

Anna looked down to see she was wearing a big t-shirt. It must have been Kurt’s. She wiggled out of bed and wandered into the living room.

Kurt looked up. “I would have brought it in there.”

Anna shrugged. “I can get up. It’s easier to eat at a table.”


Thirty-Eight


The next day, Anna went sightseeing with Wilhelm and Kurt until they had to go to the Manor, or pomest’ye. Anna was taken up to a large room where the other Elder-Mistresses were getting ready. She stood shyly near the door, watching them. They were so elegant; so beautiful; so aloof.

“You are Anna?” a Japanese woman asked her. “I am Sakue. It is wonderful to meet you, Sister.”

Anna smiled shyly. “Hi.”

The other women noticed her and introduced themselves. Raissa from Brazil, Creda from Britain, Madison from Australia, Halima from Egypt, Bisala from India, Yalda from Iran, and Irina from Moscow.

Anna felt so out of place among these confident half-Immortals. Other women scurried around the room, helping them get ready. Anna stayed quiet and listened to them gossip as she got ready. They seemed to find Anna amusing and didn’t quite know what to do with her shyness. They asked about being married and were amazed that she still missed Alex.

“Aren’t there other interesting men around you?” Creda asked. “Why would you want to settle for just one man, when you can have any man you want?”

“I loved Alex,” Anna said softly. “My heart aches every time I think about him.”

Yalda looked at her. “You are so different from us. Perhaps it is we who are missing out. That kind of love sounds wonderful.”

“And painful,” Halima said coolly. “Do you regret it?”

“Regret what?” Anna asked, stepping into a white gown that a girl held out for her.

“Regret marrying. The hurt? “

Anna shook her head. “Alex was the most wonderful man I’d ever met.” She sighed. “I am fortunate to have been with him for the short time I had. Sometimes, yes, I regret it, but only because of the pain of losing him.”

“He was very handsome. I remember him.” Irina smiled. “He came with his father to visit sometimes. A very good lover.”

Anna flushed and looked away. She didn’t want to think about other women being with Alex. Yes, she knew it happened. Obviously. But she wanted to remember Alex as hers and hers only. She didn’t want to share her memories.

The girl helping her adjusted her dress and finished her hair.

“You arrived in St. Petersburg with an American Elder, but are now with the German Elder?” Irina asked. “I didn’t think Americans shared.”

“They are both my Masters,” Anna answered quietly.

“Both? How can you have two masters?” Irina asked.

“I—” Anna began.

“Did I hear that you are actually a slave?” Halima asked, her gold-threaded braids catching the overhead light as she gazed disapprovingly at Anna.

“You’re not slaves?” Anna asked in awe.

“Immortals are not slaves,” Halima snapped. She looked at Madison, who also watched Anna with a similar expression of disdain on her face. “That is an insult.”

“I highly doubt she did it on purpose, Halima,” Yalda scolded.

“But you have Masters,” Anna said, confused.

“Of course,” Madison said in a haughty voice. “But we serve them willingly. By our own choice. We are not like the other girls who are mindless bodies for sex.”

“She is hardly mindless, Maddy,” Sakue defended. “She has a depth of emotion we could never hope to have. I envy her.” Sakue smiled kindly at Anna, who flushed uncontrollably at the harshness of some of the women.

Anna rallied and smiled timidly back.

Madison rolled her eyes. “Why would you want to be subject to such human emotion?”

“Why would you not?” Sakue asked with an arched brow. “It might be nice to feel love for once instead of just watching it.”

“You don’t feel love?” Anna asked in awe.

“There’s no need,” Irina answered. “Why waste the energy? You certainly don’t seem to have benefited from it. An excellent example of why we stay how we are.” She studied Anna carefully. “You are not like us, and yet you claim to be one of us. Why?”

Anna’s eyes widened. “I never asked to be. I didn’t even know until . . . until I met Alex. He told me.”

“How could you not know?” Creda asked. “How can you be so human?”

“Alex said I shouldn’t be one,” Anna said softly. “I wasn’t raised to be one.” Tears filled her eyes but she wiped them away. “I don’t know anything about it.”

She stood there, staring at the floor, wishing she could disappear into it. She didn’t belong among her ‘own kind.’ She almost wished she was back in Devin’s Manor, but she would miss Kurt and Wilhelm desperately.

Disgust mixed with sympathy filled the room and Anna was at a complete loss. She had no idea what to do. She saw a couch in the corner and went to sit on it, hands clasped in her lap, head down. The other women began chatting again and Anna was forgotten.

A few minutes later, someone sat next to her. She glanced sideways to see Sakue smiling at her, a sympathetic look on her face.

“They just do not understand, Anna. Do not be ashamed of who you are.” She put her hand on Anna’s and squeezed. “I was honest when I said I envy you. I would like to know what it is to love a man and to be loved back.” She sighed. “Well, I suppose we all know what it is like to be loved, but we simply don’t know how to return the emotion.”
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The Elder Mistresses were led out of the dressing room and into the main hall. The hall was very much like Devin’s, with the Eagle in the corner and the platform in front. But the room had an older feel. The walls were made of gray stone, as was the floor, though it was covered in thick red carpets. Three huge iron chandeliers hanging from the ceiling held hundreds of candles that lit the room. Windows at the very top let in the golden light from the setting sun. Iron sconces around the walls were being lit as the sunlight faded.

Men in white robes filled the room, making it appear lighter than it really was. The Mistresses all walked with grace and confidence. Some of the men even bowed slightly as they walked by. This was such an unfamiliar setting, to be held in high respect. She had felt it briefly when she was at Wilhelm’s Schloss, but that all disappeared when Alex died.

Anna was the last in line and felt very out of place. Walking gracefully, she could do. But being confident in a Manor was so far removed from her thought pattern, she didn’t even know where to begin. So she walked as she always did, with her head down and eyes averted. She could feel Devin watching her and gave a sideways glance in his direction. He jerked his chin upwards, which Anna took to mean to look up, not at the floor. She lifted her head, keeping her eyes on him and he nodded even while he frowned.

Oh, she just wanted to run away and hide. She didn’t belong here. She should just be with the common girls. She was no Elder-Mistress. At least not as the others were. She just happened to be a half-Immortal prostitute. That was all. If only Devin had told her she would be participating in . . . whatever was going on.

The other Mistresses had talked about it. They speculated on who would be chosen. Chosen for what, she didn’t know, but Irina was certain she would be the one. After all, this was her country.

Anna watched as the women took their place at the edge of the platform and knelt with their hands in prayer position. When Anna assumed the same position they all bowed as one, with Anna a split second behind them. She could feel Devin’s anger as she stared at the floor and trembled. She was embarrassing him. But no one had told her what to do or what would happen. She had no idea what was going on.

Sakue, who was next to her, touched her arm lightly and she looked to see the other women sitting up. Anna followed suit and put her hands on her thighs as the others did. A man began speaking in Russian, and Anna stared at the diamonds sparkling on the backs of her hands.

She had been adorned in her normal diamonds, save the necklace. Devin hadn’t returned hers yet. The other Mistresses were dressed in white, though of different styles, suited to their culture. Anna’s dress was the sheerest. They also were draped in diamonds, Irina’s headdress being the most elaborate and the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. It was in the style of the Russian crowns and sparkled like the summer sun on San Francisco Bay. In fact, Anna’s entire outfit was very simple compared to the other girls. Anna sighed internally, realizing how silly she had been, thinking that Devin had been overly generous with her jewelry. If the jewelry was a sign of how much their masters cared for them, Anna was severely neglected.

Not that she cared that she had less “sparkle” than the other girls. It was just a strong realization of the differences between their relationships with their Masters. But then again, Anna was a slave. That was the fundamental difference.

Patya, the Immortal, came and stood before them. He pointed at Irina and Halima, and they stood and followed him to where Vlad was kneeling, naked, in the center of the platform. His chest heaved and he looked slightly dazed. Peter stood to one side, watching him. He glanced up and saw Anna looking at him and smiled tenderly at her. Anna smiled back, though nervously.

The two Mistresses undressed and knelt next to Vlad. They began kissing him and stroking his body and cock, which quickly hardened and stood erect. Each of the women took turns sucking on him until he groaned, in what almost sounded in pain. His cock was purple and throbbing. His hands were clenched into fists and his face was strained.

Patya knelt in front of him and wrapped his hand around Vlad’s cock, making him groan loudly. He stroked him a few times and then nodded to a man in a white robe that Anna believed was another Elder. In his hand, he held a piercing gun. The Mistresses stood aside as two other men came to stand next to him, holding his arms to the side. Another man knelt behind him and held his hair in his fist and put another hand under his jaw. He whispered something in Vlad’s ear and Vlad nodded and closed his eyes.

The man with the gun knelt and took Vlad’s cock in his hand and pressed the gun to the side. She heard two clicks and Vlad grunted, but otherwise made no sound. Another man took the gun and pierced the other side, and then a third man pierced the underside of Vlad’s cock. Vlad’s body was visibly shaking, and his jaw was clenched so tightly Anna wouldn’t have been surprised if he broke his teeth. The third man put his hand on Vlad’s shoulder and Vlad opened his eyes, watery with pain.

The Mistresses returned and began kissing him again. Vlad kissed them with a fervor and pushed Irina down on the ground. He kissed her deeply as Halima moved to lie down with her hip next to Irina’s head. Without ceremony, Vlad pushed himself into Irina and a look of relief crossed his face. He tugged at Halima and spread her legs, lifting Irina’s head to lay back on Halima’s thigh. He kissed Irina once more and then buried his mouth into Halima’s pussy, eating with a fervor Anna wouldn’t expect after he had been in so much pain.

Anna wondered about what was going on when she saw Patya kneel behind Vlad, his huge cock golden in the candlelight. He positioned himself at Vlad’s asshole and pressed in with one thrust. Vlad grunted in Halima’s pussy and Anna saw his knuckles whiten, but Vlad made no other noise.

Patya began great long thrusts in and out of Vlad’s body. His biceps bulged as he held himself above Vlad. He moved to hold Vlad’s chest so he wouldn’t move. Every movement pushed Vlad’s cock in and out of Irina and Anna could see Halima’s dark, wet pussy when he was pulled backward.

The movements continued for what seemed like an eternity. Anna watched in fascination as Vlad leaned his head back and Irina pushed his mouth back onto Halima and held him there. Patya’s movements quickened and suddenly he roared and stiffened as he came. Vlad let out a primal scream, his back arching and face looking almost straight up, despite Irina’s hand in his hair.

They stayed in that position until Patya relaxed and slowly slid out of Vlad, kneeling behind him with his head hanging down for a moment. Vlad resumed his feast on Halima and thrusting in and out of Irina until both women screamed out their release.

Patya stood and spoke loudly in Russian. He pulled Vlad to his feet and seemed to make some sort of declaration to which everyone in the room applauded.

Vlad spoke a bit and then motioned for Peter to come forward. Peter undressed and knelt in front of Vlad. Vlad’s still hard cock disappeared slowly into Peter, who stiffened and panted but didn’t cry out. Peter’s cock was hard and Anna licked her lips as she watched it bob up and down as he moved. Vlad released himself with a cry into Peter and then stood and pulled Peter to his feet. He put his arm around Peter and made a declaration and the room broke out into applause again. Vlad grinned and put his hands in the air. He motioned to the Elder-Mistresses and then around the room. He shouted and the other men shouted and cheered.

Anna was shocked to see the room break out into a great orgy. The only women in the room were the Elder Mistresses, but that didn’t seem to matter. The men seemed to like each other as much as they liked women. Anna turned to look at Sakue but just saw her disappearing into the crowd. Anna felt a hand on her shoulder and turned to see Peter standing next to her.

“Peter,” she sighed in relief. “What . . . ?”

He shrugged. “It is how these things end. Bonding and brotherhood and the like.” He pulled her close and kissed her. “I want you, though.” Peter kissed her and pulled her to the ground.

He kissed his way down to her breasts and her eyes fluttered open and saw Kurt looking at her with hurt in his eyes. She opened her mouth to speak, but he turned around and walked away. Tears stung her eyes, but she wiped them away quickly and pushed the emotion aside. The only thing she was good at as a Mistress was sex. This was the duty she knew and could perform well. She clutched at Peter’s hair and sighed as he made love to her.
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“I didn’t think I’d get another night with you,” Anna said softly as she and Peter lay in his new bedroom at his uncle’s Manor. She traced his bare chest along his pectorals and then lightly ran her fingertips over his nipples, turning them hard and dark. He’d brought her here after they’d made love on the floor of the Hall. Everyone else was occupied and he told her he wanted time with her again. One last night.

“Me either,” Peter said, shivering under her touch. He caught her hand and pulled her on top of him, her hands propping up her chin on his chest. He put his hand behind his head to look at her and smile. “I wish you didn’t have to go back.”

Anna smiled sadly. “I’m sure Dariya’s happy,” she said changing the subject. She didn’t want to leave either. She’d been with him for so long, it hurt to think about not being with him every day.

His smile was wry. “Yeah. She is.”

“I’m going to miss dancing with you.”

“I’m going to miss everything about you, Anna. I wish . . . things were different.”

“I’ve wished that so many times about so many things. It never does any good.” She spoke softly, but the bitterness still came through.

“Don’t be bitter, Anna. It will just make you miserable. You’ve had enough misery.” He smiled. “At least you can see Wilhelm and Kurt again.”

Her heart pained at the mention of Kurt’s name. The hurt in his eyes last night still haunted her. He had told her long ago that he didn’t want to share her with anyone. But that was long ago. Did he still feel that way? He had sent her over to be with Wilhelm their first night together, so what did that mean? She had her duties. Devin would never allow her to stop. Surely Kurt knew that.

“You like him, don’t you?”

Peter’s voice snapped her out of her thoughts. “What?”

“Kurt. You like him.”

Anna shrugged. “I think I hurt him last night.”

“It takes a while to get used to the sexual aspects of the Brotherhood.” He smiled. “It’s not easy being in love with an Elder-Mistress.”

“Peter, you shouldn’t—” A knock on the door interrupted her.

Peter called something in Russian and the door opened. Wilhelm stood there with a frown on his face.

“Wilhelm!” Anna exclaimed, blushing slightly. She didn’t know why she was embarrassed to be caught in bed with Peter, but she was.

“We need to leave soon, Anna,” he said in a gruff voice, and looked at Peter. “Will you please bring her down to the entrance when she is dressed?”

“Yes, sir,” Peter answered hesitantly.

Wilhelm turned and left the room without another word, closing the door behind him.

Anna looked nervously at Peter. “He’s upset with me. What did I do?”

“I doubt he’s upset with you, Anna,” he said but didn’t look especially confident.


Thirty-Nine


Fifteen minutes later, Peter walked Anna downstairs to the main entry hall. Wilhelm, Kurt, and Devin all sat there and none of them looked happy. Devin stood when she entered and walked over to her, slapping her on the cheek. She clutched her cheek and fell to her knees in abject submission, scrambling to avoid further punishment.

Peter began to protest, but Devin turned his glare on him. “This is none of your concern, Peter. Go home to your wife.”

“Devin . . .” Peter began.

“Go, Peter,” Wilhelm said from his seat. “Devin is right.”

Peter looked between the two men and lifted his chin. “I will not leave if you intend to hurt her.”

“She is no longer yours to worry about,” Devin growled. “You are a Son, not an Elder, and would be wise to listen to your superiors.”

Peter knelt next to Anna. “I will take you with me, Anna. Just tell me and we will leave together.”

Anna shook her head with tears in her eyes. She wouldn’t let Peter get into trouble because of her. “I’m okay, Peter,” she whispered. “Please go.”

Peter sighed. He kissed her on the temple, then stood and left. With him left all the warmth in the room. She trembled at the coolness, especially from Wilhelm and Kurt.

Devin pulled her to her feet by her hair and glared at her.

“You do not need to get violent, Devin,” Wilhelm said coolly.

“I warned her if she misbehaved or embarrassed me, I would punish her,” Devin said in a low voice.

Anna looked up at him. “What did I do?” she whispered desperately. She didn’t understand why he was so angry.

“You acted completely inappropriate last night.”

“I did?” Anna was in shock. “What did I do?” She normally didn’t ask questions about her punishments, but she honestly didn’t know what she had done to upset him. Or Wilhelm. She tried to look at Kurt. “Was it because of Peter?” she asked softly.

Kurt looked away.

“That and everything else,” Devin spat. “Your behavior the entire time was an embarrassment. You looked and acted like a foolish girl who didn’t belong there.”

Tears came unbidden. “I didn’t know what was going on. I had no idea what to do or how to act.” She started to cry. “I didn’t know.”

Devin hit her again, but he still held her hair, which made her take the full impact of the blow. She shrieked and tried to get away, but he held her tight.

“I tried, Devin, I promise I did.”

Devin growled and pulled his hand back to hit her again, but Wilhelm grabbed his hand. “What do you mean you did not know what was going on?”

“I didn’t know,” she cried. “I was sent up to a room full of women and dressed and sent down to a room full of men. I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t understand what anyone was saying.” She was blubbering, but she had become so afraid of Devin’s punishments, she would try anything to avoid them. “Please don’t punish me, Devin,” she begged.

He frowned. “That’s the second time you’ve called me by name in this place. If nothing else, that deserves punishment.”

“She is terrified, Devin,” Wilhelm said calmly. “Let her go.”

“Of course she’s terrified,” Devin said. “That’s the point.” But Devin let her go and she fell back to the floor.

“Nobody told you what would happen yesterday evening?” Wilhelm asked, crouching next to her.

Anna shook her head.

“You should have known not to sneak out of a Gathering, Anna,” Devin said. “Even you’re not that stupid.”

“I wasn’t trying to sneak. Peter said it⁠—”

“Peter isn’t your Master!” Devin shouted, his voice reverberating throughout the room. “I am! You don’t listen to him. You listen to me!”

Anna winced and huddled on the floor. “I’m sorry, Master. I didn’t know.”

“Anna, you should have at least realized that leaving was not a good idea,” Wilhelm said. Though his words were soft, his rebuke was ten times more terrifying than Devin’s shouting. He was angry with her.

She looked up at him with frightened tears on her cheeks. “I’m sorry, Master. I’m so sorry.”

“She must be punished,” Devin said firmly.

Wilhelm sighed and Anna held her breath as she waited for him to speak. “If one of my Dirne had left a gathering without permission, she would be disciplined.”

The air rushed out of Anna’s lungs at his words and she gasped for air. Wilhelm was going to give her back to Devin.

“If she is to be disciplined, I will do it,” Wilhelm said, straightening.

“You?” Devin scoffed. “You think yourself capable of punishing her?”

“I do not think it takes as much as you think it will. I will not have her tortured for a mistake in judgment. I will discipline her and then it will be over.” Wilhelm’s voice was firm and Anna held back a sob. He would punish her.

Devin grunted, but nodded.

“I will return her to San Francisco the last Wednesday of the month.”

“That’s almost a month!” Devin exclaimed.

“I have not seen her for a year and a half. I think I deserve much more, but I know she has rehearsals to get back to.”

“You can’t keep her away from me that long,” Devin growled.

“If she becomes unwell, then we will return to San Francisco. But I will not relinquish her until that day.” Wilhelm frowned at Devin. “She should be able to be here a month without becoming ill.”

Devin didn’t answer and Wilhelm’s frown increased. “Mein Gott, Devin. Why do you want to hurt her?”

“It’s not a matter of wanting to hurt her. It’s simply a byproduct of what I must do.” He smirked. “I expect I’ll see you sooner rather than later,” he said as he walked out of the room.

Anna hunched down on the ground and waited for Wilhelm to begin.

“Kommen Sie, Anna. Let us go back to the hotel.”

Anna looked up in surprise. “The hotel? But . . .” She shouldn’t press it. “Isn’t this place more conducive to punishment?”

“Ja,” Wilhelm agreed. “But I am going to discipline you, not punish you.”

“What’s the difference?” Anna asked as he helped her to her feet.

“Discipline seeks to correct a behavior. Punishment . . . well, punishment just hurts.”

She glanced at Kurt, who stared at the floor, and then back at Wilhelm. She didn’t understand. Devin punished her to change her behaviors.

Wilhelm said something quietly to Kurt, who stood and followed them out of the building. The drive to the hotel was long and silent. Anna stared at her hands and tried not to tremble. The waiting was horrible. She was beginning to wish he’d taken her to the dungeons at the Manor.

When they arrived at the hotel and went up to the hotel rooms, Kurt went to his own room and closed the door, still without speaking to her. Anna’s heart broke. He hated her and wanted nothing to do with her.

Wilhelm took her into his bedroom and sat her down on the bed. “Anna, do you know why I am disciplining you?”

“Because I embarrassed you and acted like a fool,” Anna said softly.

“Nein, Anna. You did not embarrass me. Do you know you are not allowed to leave the Gatherings without permission?”

Anna nodded.

“Then why did you?” Wilhelm sounded sad.

She glanced up at him and back at her hands. “I didn’t want to be there,” she said without thinking, and then realized it was true. She would have done anything to get out of that room. Not because she didn’t want to do her duties, but because she was ashamed. “I felt . . . like I didn’t belong.”

Wilhelm was quiet. “That was quite selfish of you, Anna. I am disappointed.”

Anna’s heart ached and her shoulders drooped. She never wanted to disappoint Wilhelm. Ever. He was so kind to her. And now he had to punish . . . er, discipline her.

“Remove your skirt and panties, Anna,” Wilhelm said solemnly.

Anna did so as quickly as she could and stood before Wilhelm. He looked up at her with sad eyes and then took her hand and lay her across his lap. “Count.”

He smacked her bare ass with such force she jumped and cried out in surprise. He was strong.

“Count, Anna,” he said in a low voice.

“One, Master,” she whispered. She was so humiliated that Wilhelm had to do this.

Smack!

“Two, Master.” Oh, his hand was big and strong!

Smack! Smack! The blows continued until she reached fifteen. By that time, she was crying, knowing she’d made Wilhelm hit her. When he promised he would never do it. But he had to, or else Devin would have punished her. She had failed him. Not to mention her bottom was on fire.

When she had announced the last count, he turned her over and held her close. He was trembling.

“I’m sorry, Master,” she whispered, truly ashamed and sad.

He kissed her head and held her tightly. “I am sorry too, Anna.”

They were quiet and Anna’s tears slowly dried.

“You wounded Kurt by leaving with Peter.”

Anna’s head snapped up. “I . . . I never wanted to hurt Kurt,” she whispered, wide-eyed. “I . . . I’m sorry, Master,” she said softly. “I truly failed you.” She felt horrible. Much worse than angering Devin.

“Anna, I failed you as well. I should have made sure you knew what would happen. I assumed . . .” He sighed. “I assumed Devin had talked to you about it.”

She shook her head. “The Elder-Mistresses . . . I’m not like them. I don’t think they like me.”

“They do not understand you. There is a difference. But that was still no reason to leave. You neglected to do your duties.” He sighed. “But you understand that now and we will speak of it no more. You have had your discipline and the matter is closed.”

“Yes, Master,” she said quietly.

“No more ‘Master,’ Liebling. We are not at the Schloss.” He tipped her head up and gazed into her eyes. “I like the sound of my name on your lips,” he said, his voice husky.

He brushed his lips against hers and she sighed. “Wilhelm,” she whispered. His lips pressed harder and she was made breathless by the passion in his kiss.

“I wanted you last night too, Liebling,” he said breathlessly against her lips. She could feel his cock hardening against her hip and moved against him, making him gasp and then moan.

She worked at the buttons on his shirt and pushed it off his shoulders and onto the floor. When she reached for his pants he groaned and murmured in German.

Quickly, they removed each other’s clothing and fell back onto the bed. He sucked on her neck and nibbled his way down to her breasts, taking a nipple into his mouth and sucking on it as she moaned loudly. The passion in his touch and his eyes lit her on fire and made her desire him more than anything in a very long time.

“Wilhelm!” she cried as he kissed his way down to her pussy and sucked her into his mouth. She moaned loudly and buried her hands in his thick hair as he licked and sucked her intimate place. “Oh! Oh!” she cried and then screamed out his name as he brought her to her release. She held his head against her tightly and flexed her hips against him.

When the waves of pleasure subsided he slid up her body and thrust into her with one smooth movement. They both sighed at the sensation of being joined together.

“Mein Anna,” he murmured. He lifted his face and gazed deeply into her eyes. They were full of such passion it overwhelmed her. “Open yourself to me, mein Liebling,” he whispered, almost hypnotically.

He kissed her and began moving. His movements were long and languid and she did what he asked. She felt herself opening up to his body, allowing him in deeper than any other man, except Alex. Immediately, she felt light headed and felt as if he were melting into her body and she into his. She was no longer accepting him into her body; there was only one body. One body and one mind.

A rush of sensation that she hadn’t experienced in a very long time tingled in her body and slowly built as Wilhelm’s movements quickened. She heard him groan and thrust very hard and she screamed out his name again and floated in mid-air as he emptied himself into her.

“Yes!” she cried out, though she didn’t know why. She wanted him, all of him, inside her. She wanted him to own her, to take possession of her body like Alex had long ago.

They floated together as he throbbed inside her and she accepted him deep inside. When he had emptied himself he shuddered slightly and then rolled to his side, pulling her with him.

She snuggled close to him and fell into a deep, peaceful sleep.


Forty


Kurt barely spoke to Anna during the rest of their time in St. Petersburg, and she didn’t blame him one bit. She’d resigned herself to his coldness as the limo approached the driveway to the Gutshaus. But when the home that Alex had grown up in came into view, tears started running down her cheeks and she couldn’t stop the sobs from wracking her entire body. Kurt practically leaped across the distance he’d put between himself and Anna in the vehicle and wrapped his long arms around her. She sobbed into his chest while he held her tightly, kissing her head and apologizing for being so cold to her.

He rarely left her side after that and doted on her as much as any woman could hope for.

They walked around the gardens most afternoons, talking and just being together. Derek and Sofie walked with them most of the time. Anna couldn’t believe how much the children had grown. Derek was now eight and Sofie, who had been a toddler when she’d first met her, was now five. Derek spoke fluent English and he loved showing it off in front of his father and Anna. Although Sofie was still learning the second language, she eagerly showed Anna all the pretty flowers that were still blooming.

Three weeks into her stay, Anna was relieved to find she could walk the halls of the Gutshaus without bursting into tears with every turn of the corner. Yes, she missed Alex terribly, but she finally felt at peace with his death. Perhaps it was because of Kurt’s loving presence. She stayed with Kurt in Alex’s old room, which he had moved into shortly after Alex had died.

One particularly fine day, Kurt and Anna sat on a bench in one of the gardens while Derek chased Sofie around, both giggling and shouting.

Kurt held her close. “I still love you, Anna,” he said softly. He turned to her. “Do you know that?”

Anna nodded. “I do.” She smiled tenderly at him.

“You are so different from the girl I met at Devin’s place all those years ago. You have turned into a beautiful woman.”

She smiled at the memory of their first meeting. She would have never in a million years imagined she would end up here. She looked up into his eyes, bright blue and kind. He was a very different man now, too.

“Anna, I . . . my feelings . . . from when I visited you in California . . . they are the same. Or perhaps stronger.”

Anna nodded. She could see that. She still adored him as well.

He took a deep breath and took her hand. “Anna, would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

Anna inhaled sharply and stared at him. She opened her mouth but nothing came out. Oh, how she wanted to say yes! To stay here forever in the peace that surrounded them. But Devin had forbidden it and she couldn’t disobey.

“Kurt . . .” she said, tears coming to her eyes. “There is nothing in the world I would like more than to be your wife.” His eyes lit up and he smiled broadly. “But I can’t.” His face fell, breaking Anna’s heart.

“I see,” he said softly. He swallowed and stared out at the trees across the path.

“No, Kurt, you don’t understand.” She cupped his cheek and turned his face back to hers. “Devin forbade me. Before he let me go to you that night at Vitaly’s funeral.” Anna’s heart ached for the sadness in his face. “He forbade me from marrying you. That is the only reason I can’t accept. I promise.”

Kurt looked at her doubtfully and then sighed sadly. “I know you would not lie about something like that.”

Anna shook her head. “There’s nothing else I could imagine wanting more,” she said softly. “But I can’t do what is forbidden.” She didn’t want to find out what would happen if she even attempted to do so.

He took her hand and entwined his fingers with hers. “He cannot stop me from loving you, though.”

“No, he can’t,” she said with a soft smile. “Nor me from loving you.”

They were silent for a few minutes. “Maybe he will change his mind.” But they both knew that would never happen.
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A few days later, Wilhelm took Anna to the Schloss.

Anna heard Kurt and Wilhelm arguing in Wilhelm’s office before they left. She didn’t know what was said because they were speaking German, but she could tell by their tones that Kurt was very angry.

Anna was waiting in the sitting room near the office and looked up when the door opened. Kurt’s face was red and he glared at his father.

He stopped short when he saw Anna and his eyes softened. “I am sorry you had to hear that, Engel,” he said stooping and kissing her on the temple. “I will see you tonight.” He turned and frowned at Wilhelm and then quickly made his way up the circular staircase to the third floor.

Wilhelm watched Kurt with a sad expression. She stood and walked to him. “Is everything okay?”

Wilhelm absently stroked her hair. “Ja, Liebling. I told him he could not come and he became angry. He accused me of not trusting him and thinking less of him than I thought of Alex.” Wilhelm looked at her. “It is not true, Anna. I think him very capable. He has worked so hard these last few years. I am so proud of him.” His face flinched and Anna guessed that he was thinking about Alex.

She wrapped her arms around his waist and he hugged her. “I know you are, Wilhelm. I can see it. He knows too.” She leaned her head against his chest. “Why can’t he come along?”

“Because it is a matter for Elders. If Alex were here . . . well, he would not be there either.” Wilhelm sighed. He stared into nothing for a few moments and then shook his head. “We must go. They will be waiting.”
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Anna was taken to a room to prepare when she arrived. Her hair was brushed and she was given a simple white silk gown to wear. She looked down and noticed her breasts looked fuller. Or was it just her imagination? It was almost as if . . . but, no. She hadn’t been with Kaveh and she’d been apart from Devin for almost a month. She rubbed her face, worried. What was going on? She couldn’t be pregnant. Who would have . . . ?

Her mind drifted back to the last time she’d been with Wilhelm. After he had disciplined her and they’d had a very, very passionate lovemaking session. He had said years ago that a pregnancy could happen if she was particularly emotionally attached. She had felt Wilhelm and herself floating together; becoming one body. Had she inadvertently opened herself up to get pregnant? Oh! What would Wilhelm say? What would Ilsa say? What would Kurt say? Oh, God! Devin would be furious!

But she hadn’t meant to do anything like that. It had just happened. She⁠—

“Mistress?”

Anna jumped at the male voice that interrupted her disturbing thoughts. She looked up and saw an Immortal standing in the doorway. She couldn’t remember his name, but he had been here the night of her wedding to Alex.

“I am Gavin,” the Immortal said with a gentle smile and a deep, resonating voice. He had no accent, which surprised Anna. “I will take you to the Elders.”

Anna stood nervously and smoothed her dress, conscious of how her breasts strained against the fabric. Gavin’s eyes flickered down her body briefly and he smiled when he looked back at her face.

“You are with child?”

“H-how did you know?” she asked softly, crossing her arms across her stomach, which was still as flat as it normally was.

Gavin smiled. “You look as you did when you married Alex, though you are not as far along. A few weeks maybe.”

“I didn’t know. I didn’t mean to!” She blinked back tears of fright.

“Mistress, no one would be upset here. They are not your other Master.”

Gavin motioned to the hallway and Anna walked with him down the dim hall.

Anna stared at the ground as they walked. An Immortal wouldn’t gain anything by lying to her, but she still didn’t think anyone would be happy with it.

Gavin led her into the same chamber where her marriage to Alex had been confirmed and consummated. She glanced over at the fireplace where she and Alex had become one person. It was cold and dark.

She bit her lip and blinked away the tears as she tore her eyes away and looked at the ground. When Gavin stopped, she looked up to see all seven of the German Elders in front of her. What had she done to bring them all together?

She knelt quickly and lowered herself into a bow.

“You may sit up, Anna,” Wilhelm said softly after just a few seconds.

Anna sat up and stared at the ground with her hands resting lightly on her thighs. She was ashamed to look at Wilhelm.

“Anna, we gathered today to speak to you about your dreams.”

Anna looked up in shock. “My dreams?” she asked without thinking and then clapped her hand over her mouth. She had spoken without being given permission. Frightened tears welled up in her eyes as she stared, terrified, at Wilhelm.

Wilhelm smiled tenderly at her. “You may speak freely here, Anna,” he said gently, glancing around at the other Elders. They all looked at her kindly and nodded. “And be at ease. We just ask that you be respectful.”

“Yes, mein Herr,” she said softly, looking back at the ground.

Wilhelm introduced the other Elders to her: Edwin, Gerhard, Justin, Juergen, Hansjoerg, and Oswin.

“How long have you been having dreams about Alex?” Wilhelm asked.

“Since I was twelve,” she answered to the ground.

“Please look at who is addressing you, Anna,” Wilhelm rebuked lightly.

She looked up, ashamed. “Yes, mein Herr.”

“And they began after your parents died?”

Anna nodded. “Yes, mein Herr.”

“Tell us about it,” Hansjoerg said.

Anna told them about seeing Wilhelm and Alex fighting, and then appearing in Alex’s room. The memories were sad, but not as painful as they had been.

“And this was what really happened?” Hansjoerg asked Wilhelm.

Wilhelm nodded. “Ja. Alex saw her that night. We didn’t see her in my office but . . .” He gave a wry smile. “It was a heated argument.”

“Did you have other dreams?” Edwin asked.

Anna nodded and told them about seeing Alex throughout the years, including the few days before they met in real life.

“Did you dream of him once you met?” Oswin asked.

“A few times,” she answered. “When he left to come back here, I dreamed of him, but they weren’t dreams. They were real. He called me after one because he was worried about me.” Anna swallowed back tears. It was getting difficult to maintain her composure.

“And then you began to dream of him once . . . you learned he was dead?” Wilhelm asked in a very gentle voice.

Anna nodded. “I started dreaming of an empty room for several nights and then . . .” She looked at the ground. “I went home and . . . wasn’t in touch with reality for a while.”

The Elders continued to ask questions and Anna tried her best not to get upset. But when they started asking for more details about what Alex did and said, she broke down and sobbed. A woman came in a few minutes later and took Anna back to her room to rest and eat lunch. She lay on the bed for a while after she ate.

Wilhelm came in a while later and sat behind her on her bed. He stroked her hip. “Are you all right, Anna?”

Anna rolled onto her back and looked at him. “I’m sorry, Wil . . . Master,” she said softly. “I tried not to cry.”

He nodded and smiled sadly. “I know, Anna. I know. It is all right.” He stroked her hair. “I know the questions are difficult, but they are necessary. We are not trying to hurt you. Do you understand that?”

She nodded. There was no sign of malice in their faces as they asked their questions. If anything, they looked very sympathetic. “May I ask why you are asking?”

Wilhelm grimaced. “You may ask, Anna, but I do not have an answer to give you. Your dreams are . . . intriguing.” He sighed. “We just need to know about them. Does Devin know you dream of him?”

“No. I’ve never told him. He’s never asked.”

“Gut.” Wilhelm looked pleased. “I would ask you to keep it that way.”

“Yes, Master.”

He studied her face carefully and then his eyes traveled down her body. She was reminded of her pregnancy. Should she tell him? He had a right to know, but would he be angry?

“Master?” she whispered.

“Ja, mein Liebling?” he responded, a strange, passionate, look in his eyes.

“I . . .” Anna bit her lip. Her stomach churned as she imagined his disappointment. “Do you . . . remember the last time we made love?”

Wilhelm smiled. “Of course. It was wonderful.”

A brief smile fluttered across her face and then she bit her lip again. “Master, I’m so sorry,” she said in a broken voice. “I’m so sorry!”

Wilhelm pulled her to a sitting position and held her close. “Anna, what are you apologizing for?”

She pulled away slightly. “I—I did something and . . .” She took in a shaky breath. “I’m pregnant.”

Wilhelm inhaled sharply and froze. “How do you know?”

“I’ve been pregnant enough to know my body, and Gavin confirmed it.” The tears rolled down her cheeks. “I’m sorry.”

“Why are you apologizing?”

“I didn’t mean to, Master. But when we . . . I guess I did that trigger thing and . . . I mean, I think it’s yours.” She trembled. “Will Ilsa hate me?”

“Anna, you did nothing except what I asked you to do.”

“What?” She blinked at him several times. “What you asked me to do?”

“Liebling, I made love to you with the intention of conceiving a child. Perhaps I should have spoken to you first, but I did not want Devin to think you complicit in the act.”

She could do nothing but stare at him.

“Anna, I know this is near the time Devin gets you pregnant, and hurts you and increases his powers through it. If you are already pregnant, he cannot fulfill his plans. It may weaken him enough to . . . to help.” He stroked her cheek. “It will also give me an heir to follow Kurt.”

“You know it’s a boy?” She was still trying to recover from her shock. He knew! He had done it! She was carrying his child and he wanted her to do so.

“There is a very high likelihood. Elders can . . . do that sort of thing in certain circumstances.”

“But what about Ilsa? Won’t she be angry?”

“She knows already. I told her when we returned home.”

Anna paused and looked at him, his beloved face that looked so much like Alex. And she would likely bear him a child that looked exactly like him. “Oh, Wilhelm!” she cried softly and leaned forward into his arms.

He held her for a long time. “You and Kurt can marry and raise the child here and he will become Elder after Kurt, as is proper.”

Anna shook her head. “I can’t marry Kurt,” she whispered. “Devin forbade me.”

“There are ways around that, Anna. Do not worry about it. We will find a way.”

Anna slumped into his arms and sighed. Wilhelm would take care of it. She could be sure of that.

“I promised I would look after you, Anna, and I will.”

“Does Kurt know?”

“Ja, I told him after he told me what you said when he asked you to marry him.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because the longer you did not know about it, the safer you would be from Devin. Your ignorance would keep him from learning about it. But,” he chuckled. “You are too smart.”

Anna giggled softly and Wilhelm hugged her tightly and kissed the top of her head. “I love you, Liebling.”

“I love you, Wilhelm.”

They sat together for a few minutes in silence.

“Anna, will you do something for me?”

“Anything.”

“I want to try to induce a dream when we go back downstairs. Will you allow that?”

“Why?” Her stomach churned at the idea of her dreams.

“I just . . . need to. Will you trust me?”

After a pause, Anna nodded. “I trust you.”


Forty-One


Down in the Elders’ Chambers, Anna sat on her heels with Gavin behind her, his body pressed against hers, his arms around her waist. She looked up, scared, at Wilhelm.

“Gavin will be able to guide you, Anna. Listen to his voice and do as he says. We will be able to hear you when you speak.”

Anna trembled and nodded.

“Close your eyes,” Gavin said softly.

Anna obeyed and she felt his hand on her forehead. Slowly the sensation faded and she knew nothing.

It was the same room she always saw. She looked around for Alex but he was nowhere to be seen.


“Do you see him, Anna?” Gavin asked in her head.

“No, he’s not here.”

“Tell me what you see.”

She described the room in detail, from the bed to the bookshelves.

“Is there a window?”

“Yes.”

“Look outside and tell me what you see.”

She described the mountains and what she could see of the house and the yard.

“Have you even been outside this room?”

“No. He’s always been here.”

“Go out into the hallway.”

Anna walked to the door and looked at it. She reached for the doorknob, but her hand went right through it. “I can’t open the door.”

“You do not need to. Walk through it.”

Anna stared at the door and put her hand to it. To her surprise, it went right through like the doorknob. She squeezed her eyes and walked forward. She felt a brush against her skin and opened her eyes to see herself in a large, rectangular room with a wooden staircase in the middle of it going down. Several doors lined the area and it was lit by wall sconces and a ceiling light. Gavin asked what she saw and she told him.

“Go down the stairs.”

She did as she was told and made her way slowly down the wooden steps. Her feet made no sound as she wound her way around and around, down several flights. There were no more doors, only open, empty rooms below. When she came to the stone floor she saw two wooden doors, one on either side of the room.

She told Gavin what she saw.

There was a pause. “Go through the west door.”

Anna looked around. West door? But something told her that the door right in front of her was the proper door and she walked to it, squeezed her eyes shut and walked through. There was resistance and she groaned as she pushed through, but at last, she was free and opened her eyes to look around.

She stood in a long, very wide hallway with thick blue carpeting on the floor. The walls were made from rich wooden paneling and chandeliers hung from the ceiling at intermittent distances. Tall doors lined both sides of the hallway.

“What do you see?”

Anna spoke of what she saw as she moved forward. At last, she came to what looked like an entryway, where the carpeting ended in a large, round room with a marble floor and a huge wooden door with beautiful decorative ironwork along the back of it. A marble staircase circled the room and led to the upper floor. Windows and glass doors along the back of the wall let in the afternoon sun, and she could see a large, grassy yard outside.

“Keep going.”

She walked across the entryway and then jumped when the door to her right opened. Vlad stood there looking at her, or at least she thought he was looking at her. She froze and stared.

He looked troubled as he looked at her. “Why are you here?” he asked softly.

“I . . .” She swallowed nervously. “Wilhelm . . . he wanted . . .”

“Wilhelm? He knows you dream?” Vlad looked around. “You cannot be here. Devin will . . . Devin is here. You must leave.”

“Devin?” she said softly.

She heard a voice calling in the room behind Vlad.

“Please Anna, go!” he whispered urgently. He reached out and touched her shoulder and the image faded.


Anna collapsed forward onto the floor. What had just happened? Why hadn’t she seen Alex? Where was he? Why did she dream of Vlad?

“Anna?” She felt a gentle hand on the back of her head. She looked up to see Wilhelm crouching next to her. “Anna, what did you see?”

“Vlad . . . Vlad was there and he said that Devin was there and that I had to go. He looked upset.”

Wilhelm frowned. “I spoke with Devin yesterday. He is in San Francisco, awaiting your return.” His shoulders slumped and he ran his hand through his hair. “I am sorry, Anna. You did well. Thank you.” He helped her to her feet. “Let me take you back to your room and I will have someone take you to the Gutshaus.”

“You’re not coming?”

“Nein, I need to speak with the other Elders for a while.”
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Wilhelm didn’t return for dinner that night. As far as Anna knew he wasn’t home before she and Kurt went to bed either. He had returned sometime that night because he was at breakfast the next morning. His face was very pale and he looked as if he hadn’t slept. Ilsa kept looking at him with a worried expression on her face.

He was like that for the next few days. He stayed in his study and his eyes were red as if he’d been crying, though Anna had a hard time imagining Wilhelm crying.

The night before they were to fly her home, she knocked on his study door. He responded in a sharp voice, but in German. She opened the door slowly and poked her head in.

He growled and threw something at the door that shattered. She gave a little cry, closed the door quickly and ran down the hallway to the back staircase that led to the library. She sat on the bottom step and stared at the ground. Wilhelm upset like that frightened her. She’d never seen him lose his composure, and he had been upset for four days now. What had happened?

A few minutes later she heard footsteps behind her and someone sat behind her.

“I am sorry, Anna. That was you at the door, ja?”

Wilhelm. “Yes, Wilhelm. I’m sorry I disturbed you.” She stood and turned around. His face was etched in grief, his eyes were bloodshot. She’d never imagined he could look so miserable. “Wilhelm, what’s wrong? Did I do something to upset you?”

“Nein, Liebling. I did it to myself.” He sighed. “Anna . . . your dreams . . .” He looked up at her with tremendously sad eyes. “Your dreams had given me hope that Alex might still be alive somewhere.”

Anna’s jaw dropped at his words and her heart lightened. “Oh, Wilhelm!” she said, hope bubbling to the surface. “I hated to dream, but they kept coming and I couldn’t stop them . . .” She spoke quickly, but stopped when he held up his hand and shook his head.

“It was a false hope, Liebling.”

Anna’s heart stung at the look on his face.

“I am sorry, Anna. I had hoped that maybe . . . maybe he was still alive and that you were able to keep in communication with him.” He paused. “That is why I took you to the Schloss. To find out if it was true.” He shook his head sadly. “I was wrong. So wrong, Anna.” His face contorted into deep grief. “I had held onto the hope for so long, and now . . .” Tears began rolling down his cheeks and his great shoulders shook as he began to sob. “I was wrong, Anna. He is gone.” He buried his face in his hands. “He is gone.”

The grief consumed him and Anna wrapped her arms around him as he sobbed. Anna wanted so desperately to help him . . . to heal him of his hurts. She had finally come to some semblance of acceptance of Alex’s death. The hope that had kept Wilhelm going had been ripped away and his heart was raw once again.

She felt something inside her start to grow warm. She could heal his heart.

“Wilhelm,” she said softly next to his ear. “Wilhelm, come with me.” She took his hand and led him upstairs and into the room she had stayed in the night before her wedding. She closed the door and led him to the bed. “Sit,” she said softly.

He sat and she began to unbutton her sweater. He stared blankly at her hands as they moved swiftly down her torso and then pulled the sweater off her shoulders and let it fall to the ground. His eyes moved to her swollen breasts and he gazed at them like a hungry man.

“I will heal you, Wilhelm,” she whispered, reaching behind her and unfastening her bra, letting it fall to the ground as well. “I will take away your pain.” She quickly removed her jeans and panties and then moved forward to capture his lips with hers. He kissed her desperately, running his hands over her body. Anna continued to whisper to him, telling him everything would be all right. She felt the warmth inside her radiate out and spread to him.

She slowly undressed him and he groaned softly as she lay down and pulled him on top of her. She kissed him again, trailing her hands down his back to his buttocks and caressed them, then moved around and stroked his hardening cock slowly. When he was fully erect, she guided him into her body and the warmth spread from her body to his. He moaned as he began to move inside her.

“Oh, Wilhelm!” she cried softly as he filled her over and over again. He wrapped his arms around her and held her tightly as he thrust harder and harder into her. Deeper and deeper he went until they both exploded into a hot fireball, the heat consuming their flesh and melting their separate souls into one. Her heart reached out to touch his, the searing heat healing the wounds gently and making him whole again. They were one body, one soul. Everything she was, she gave to him.
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Anna awoke later, shivering in the cool room. Wilhelm was sound asleep next to her. The sun had set and the room was lit by bright moonlight that snuck in through the open curtains.

She turned on her side and ran her fingers through his hair, now more white than gold. He had aged these last years. She could see it in his face. But the grief that had consumed him earlier was gone and he slept peacefully. She hated to wake him.

She should tell Ilsa where he was. Ilsa had been so worried about him for the last few days. And Kurt would be wondering where she was.

Anna slipped out of bed and dressed quietly. She saw a blanket on a chair near the window, and she covered him as best as she could. He was a large man and it was a small blanket. She kissed his cheek and then slipped out of the room silently and went in search of Ilsa.

In the dimly lit sitting room where Ilsa normally spent her evenings, the clock over the mantle said it was after midnight. Ilsa was nowhere to be seen. She glanced at the double doors that led to their chambers and hesitated. What would Ilsa think? He was lying naked in a guest room. They couldn’t hide what they’d done. Anna had just wanted to help.

Anna took a deep breath and walked to the bedroom doors and knocked. A few minutes later, a sleepy Ilsa answered the door.

“Anna? Is everything all right?”

Anna bit her lip and nodded. “Wilhelm is . . .” She flushed and looked at the ground. “He was in so much pain . . .” She looked back up at the woman she thought of as a mother. “I wanted to help. To heal him.” She spoke, ashamed at what she had to tell her.

Ilsa looked at her for a long moment without speaking.

“I’m sorry, Ilsa. I never wanted to violate your home.”

“I know he loves you, Anna,” she said softly. “He has never denied that.” She sighed. “Did he tell you what was troubling him? I have been so worried. He has not acted this way in so long.”

Anna nodded and told her what Wilhelm had told her. “He was hurting so badly and I knew I could help him.”

“Did you help him?” Ilsa’s question was gentle.

“I think so. He’s sleeping peacefully.”

“That is more than he has done in several days. Where is he?”

“In the room I was in before Alex and I married.”

Ilsa nodded slowly. “Thank you for telling me, Anna. You should go to Kurt. He was worried about you.”
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Anna made her way upstairs to Kurt’s room. She went in as quietly as she could and saw the light by the bed was still on.

“Anna!” Kurt jumped out of bed and walked quickly to her. He hugged her. “Where have you been?”

“With your father. He . . . was very upset.”

Kurt’s face fell. “You helped him feel better?” he asked in a low voice.

She looked up at him. “He is my Master, Kurt. It is my duty to aid him where I can.”

“You fucked him?” He backed away a step.

“I healed him,” Anna said softly.

“By fucking him.”

Anna hated how crudely he put it. “Yes.”

Kurt looked at her for a long moment. “I love you, Anna. More than any other woman I have ever known.” He shook his head. “But I cannot deal with you fucking my father. It . . .” He sighed. “Gretchen wanted him.”

“I love your father. I love you. He is my Master. I can’t not be with him. It’s part of my duties.”

“Duties,” he snarled and Anna jumped. “Mein Gott, Alex, why did you have to ” It was a wailing question shouted into the night air. He fell to his knees. “I cannot do this, Anna. I am not my brother.” His eyes were wild and sad at the same time. “I am not meant to be an Elder. I am meant to be the irresponsible little brother who drives his family crazy with his antics.”

Anna’s heart went out to him. She felt the same way sometimes. “I understand, Kurt,” she said softly, walking slowly to him and kneeling next to him. She lifted her hand to his rough cheek. “I’m not meant to be an Elder-Mistress. But I am, and it’s terrible.” She smiled gently at him. “Wilhelm is so proud of you,” she said earnestly. “You have done so well. Don’t give up.”

“He is proud of me?” His voice was strained.

“Yes. I see it in his eyes when he looks at you. And he’s told me so. You have made him so happy.”

Kurt pressed his lips together and shook his head. “I want to make Vati proud. I want to do right. But it is so against my nature.” He stroked her cheek. “I do not want to share you with anyone,” he whispered. “It breaks my heart thinking of you with other men. Even men who love you.”

“I’m sorry, Kurt. I don’t want to hurt you. I love you.” The warmth began to grow inside her again and she looked at him. She could help him too. Take away his ache. Make him strong. Make him . . . let her go. The thought pained her, but it would help him. She could never stop being what she was. But she could make it so he could find a good wife to make him happy. And let her go. She leaned up to kiss him.

“Let me heal your pain,” she whispered hypnotically. “Come.” She stood and led him to bed and healed him as she had healed his father.


Forty-Two


She flew back home with only Wilhelm. Kurt had decided to stay home. Anna could see in his eyes that he had let her go, and now he would be able to find a suitable wife. One he didn’t have to share.

Anna stared out the window and ached for Kurt. But this was for the best. He deserved to be happy. Genuinely happy. He was a kind, strong man and would make any woman proud to be his wife. It just wouldn’t be her. It couldn’t be her.

Wilhelm came and sat behind her on the couch and nuzzled her neck. His grief was gone and he was once again the strong, confident man she knew. Ilsa had thanked her before she left.

“We will be landing soon,” he said softly, running his hand down her thigh. They had made love many times on the jet. She would miss his gentle touch. He kissed her neck and she closed her eyes and sighed. “I will miss you.”

“I’ll miss you too, Wilhelm,” she said softly, leaning back against him.
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It was Tuesday afternoon in San Francisco when they landed. Wilhelm would take her to Devin tomorrow and maybe stay a few more days, depending on what Devin had planned. They would spend today getting settled back into the house. Anna was at peace with living there now, content with the memories of Alex in her heart. He would have wanted her to be there.

Her phone rang Devin’s ring as they were driving into the city from the airport. Wilhelm frowned but nodded when Anna told him who was calling.

“Hello, Devin.”

“Hello, Baby. I see you’re back in town.”

Anna frowned. “How did you . . . ?”

“Anna, I know where you are at all times. Did you enjoy your time with Wilhelm and his family?”

“Yes. I did.”

“Good. I hope you’ve gotten them out of your system for a while. Where are you heading now?”

“To the house. Alex’s . . . er, my house. I didn’t know what had happened to the apartment and thought I might like to stay at the house for a while.”

“‘You thought you would like?’” Devin repeated coldly. “Oh, Anna. You have grown far too independent for your own good. Stay where you’d like tonight, but as of tomorrow, you are living with me at my house.”

Anna gasped. “At your house?”

“Yes, Anna. I don’t think I get the full benefit of our relationship when you live on your own. The kids are all grown now, Sandy is . . . gone and I have an empty house to come home to every night. I don’t like it. You will live with me. I expect to see you at my house tomorrow before lunch.”

“Yes, Devin,” she said softly and he hung up. She looked up at Wilhelm. “Devin wants me to live with him.”

“With him? What about his wife?”

“He said she’s gone.”

“Gone?”

Anna shrugged. “She’s been having . . . issues since she lost a baby a few years ago.” Anna didn’t mention that it was Devin who took the baby. “She’s been unwell. Maybe she finally left him.”

Wilhelm frowned. “That is not good. Elders are supposed to be above reproach and respectable.”

“But what about Chairmen?”

He sighed. “There are reasons that we outlawed those ways long ago. The Chairman can do as he pleases and be blunt about it. He is manipulative enough to be cheered on by the people he is supposed to be serving. But the Chairman does not serve. He takes and demands.”

That sounded like Devin, all right. “That is why the old ways were outlawed?”

Wilhelm nodded. “We decided . . . or rather, our ancestors decided hundreds of years ago that the way to move civilization along was to encourage its development rather than pushing it. People are more easily led if they respect their leaders, not fear them. We have seen examples of what happens when Elders strive for more power than is natural. The dictators in the past who have killed their own countrymen. It was not that they hated people, but that the people tried to stand up to them and were punished. We in Germany are very aware of our past and know not to go down that road again.”

“What will Devin do?”

“He seeks power. That is obvious. I do not know what he hopes to accomplish with his power grab, but it inevitably leads to world problems. They have started already because of him. He put into place poor leaders and your country is suffering for it.”

“It is?” Anna knew very little of what happened outside her very limited world.

“Your country is collapsing economically. Devin puts into place weak leaders that he can control, but they are also selfish and seek their own gain. As long as they do what Devin wants, he does not care what else they do. If the economy collapses . . . Devin is in a very good position to take total control of the country. Your democracy may become a thing of the past.”

“Oh.” Anna shivered. “And I . . . help him, don’t I?”

Wilhelm took her hand. “Ja, Anna. You do.” He gave her a sad smile. “You cannot help but do so.”

Anna’s eyes welled up. “But . . . but, I don’t want that to happen! What can I do? Can you kill me? Would that help?”

Wilhelm stilled himself at her question, but he did not do her the disservice of downplaying her willingness to sacrifice herself. “It is not easy to kill an Elder-Mistress. If I tried, your Immortals would be here within minutes to stop me. Devin’s power is still limited. Until he is completely in control of you, he is limited in what he can do.”

“Until?”

“On your twenty-sixth birthday, there is another ritual to be performed. A finalizing of the bonding ceremony, if you will. Alex . . . will not be there to stop him. He will take total control of you and then it will be impossible to stop him. You know what he did to me when he banished me and my family.”

“Oh, Wilhelm! What can I do? I don’t want that!” Anna remembered the sight of Devin that night. It was truly terrifying.

“I do not know, Anna.” Wilhelm looked at her with such sorrow she could hardly stand it. “I do not know. Perhaps there is someone else who can step into Alex’s shoes. Perhaps it is even Kurt.” He shook his head. “Or someone we do not even know. But there is always a chance to stop it, Anna. Always. We just have to be on the lookout to seize the opportunity before it is too late.”

Anna leaned into his arms and wept. She would be the downfall of her own country. “Tell me what I can do,” she said earnestly when she had finished crying. “Wilhelm, please. There must be something.”

Wilhelm cupped her cheek. “The best thing you can do right now, Anna, is to forget what I told you. If Devin suspects you know . . .” He sighed. “I should not have told you anything. If Devin suspects, he would lock you away for the next year and a half. We cannot let that happen.”
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The town car pulled into the driveway of Anna’s house and Wilhelm looked out the window. “Kommen Sie, let me help you forget.”

He led her into the house, and after greeting the new housekeeper took her upstairs and used everything within him to bind up the knowledge and tuck it away, deep into her mind so that Devin wouldn’t know what she knew. It was the only thing he could do as an Elder to protect her.


Forty-Three


Anna had been dreading this moment, and it had finally come. They were driving to Devin’s house for Wilhelm to drop her off. She’d had such a wonderful time in Germany. She had felt so at peace and now it was back to the harsh reality. She tried to hide it from Wilhelm, but he knew she was nervous. To be living with Devin frightened her. A few years ago she wouldn’t have said that, but now . . . he had been getting progressively crueler as time went on.

“I will be out for opening night, Anna,” Wilhelm promised as they pulled up to Devin’s house. “I cannot wait to see you dance again.”

“I will be counting the days until I can see you again, Wilhelm,” she said, trying to hide the fear from him.

“I will do what I can for you, Anna. Call me if you need anything. The house is yours, Anna. It will always be available to you.”

Anna nodded and leaned forward to kiss him. “Thank you, Wilhelm.”

He patted her hand. “I will walk you to the door.”

The driver removed her suitcase from the trunk and Wilhelm pulled it up to the front door. Anna rang the doorbell and the housekeeper answered it. They walked inside and Anna huddled next to Wilhelm while they waited for Devin.

He came downstairs a few minutes later, wearing snug jeans, a black polo shirt and an arrogant smile on his face. “Anna, I’ve missed you,” he said, fisting her hair and kissing her hard. He pulled back to study her face and frowned. He turned to Wilhelm and gave him a curt nod. “You may go now. Thank you for returning her to me.”

Wilhelm set his jaw. “I will be out for opening night of Nutcracker. I expect to find her healthy and whole.”

Devin grinned. “Of course, Wilhelm. I wouldn’t destroy my prime asset, would I?”

Wilhelm’s eyes narrowed. “I expect to be able to call her as well.”

Devin shrugged. “Go ahead.”

Wilhelm held his arms open to her and she ran to him and hugged him. “I love you, Liebling,” he whispered. “Call me. Anytime. Do not worry about the time difference.”

Anna blinked at the tears that were blinding her and nodded. “I love you, Wilhelm,” she whispered and gave him a brave smile.

He leaned forward, kissed her on the cheek once more and then turned and walked to the door. The housekeeper had obviously been instructed to wait for his departure, and she opened the door for him. He glanced back with a smile to Anna and then left.

Anna’s shoulders slumped as he disappeared from sight and Devin came up behind her and sucked on her neck. She moaned softly as he bit the tender skin gently and then harder. “Ah!” she cried out in pain.

“Come upstairs. We need to get reacquainted.” He took her hand and led her up to the master suite on the third floor. “If I don’t want you in my bed, you will sleep in Sandy’s old room. Your things have been put in there, including your things from the apartment.”

“Thank you, Master.”

“Your time, when you are not dancing, will be devoted to me. You will not go anywhere without asking me for permission. You will not date anyone. You will not let anyone inside your body without my permission.” They walked into the second bedroom of the master suite. “Your pussy is mine and it will only be used by me and men I designate. If I find you fucking someone I’ve not given you permission to fuck . . . well, I will make sure to remind you of the consequences of that action.” He was talking about Ben. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, Master,” she said softly, looking around to hide the tears that threatened to start in her eyes. The room had large picture windows that looked out onto the bay, making it light and airy. French doors led out onto a terrace that had Devin’s bedroom on the other side. It was a nice room.

“The general public will know that you are my mistress. Your fellow dancers will know that you are my mistress. Everything you do will reflect on me, so you’d better learn to behave properly.” He left the threat hanging in the cool air of the room.

“Yes, Master.”

“I would have you change your name back to Perkins, but you are too well known to do that.” He tapped his fingers on the marble mantle of the fireplace that stood across from the bed. “Men will come here to fuck you, as they did in the other places you lived. You know how to deal with that. We may travel more, though I will take your dancing schedule into consideration. Your dancing is quite captivating and I will use it to my advantage.”

“Yes, Master.”

He turned and walked out of the room. Anna ran to catch up with him as he walked into his bedroom. “I get home around six every evening. I expect you to be here,” he pointed to the bottom corner of the bed. “Naked and on your knees, prepared to satisfy my needs. Then we will eat dinner.”

“Yes, Master.”

“I may occasionally have you meet me downtown for a dinner meeting. In that case, I will tell you what to wear and you will show up on time and ready to do whatever I ask of you.”

“Yes, Master.”

He walked across the room to her and lifted her chin. “Do you know why an Elder-Mistress is so alluring?” he asked, his voice suddenly softer.

Anna blinked. Did he want her to answer that? “B-because we’re half-Immortal?”

Devin smiled. “Yes. Partially. Your mere presence is alluring and seductive and can be used to manipulate and control, as you’ve seen.” He trailed his fingers down her throat. “Your body gives me that power and for that I am grateful.” He traced around her breasts with his index finger and then brushed against her nipple, making it harden instantly. He smiled and grasped it between his knuckles and squeezed.

Anna cried out in pain and he smiled at the tears in her eyes.

“I like it when you’re in pain, Baby,” he said quietly. “It turns me on.” He released her nipple and she took in a shaky breath. “Of course, I also like watching you come.” He turned and walked to the bed. “Remove your clothing and lay down on the bed.”

Anna quickly undressed and lay her clothes on a chair next to her.

“Did you also know that an Immortal’s cum has the same qualities that you have? By taking it into my body, it gives me an . . . infusion . . . of Immortality and the powers associated with it. That’s why Elders are fucked by the Immortals when they become Elders. They all have an element of the Immortal in them. I happen to have more because . . .” He laughed. “Well, because I wanted it and I took it.” He sat on the bed next to her. “When you combine an Immortal and an Elder-Mistress, it becomes even more powerful. That’s why the pregnancy every year. That’s why I can do the things I do. But,” Devin traced circles around her breasts. “Being with the Elders made me realize how limited my powers are outside the country, and I can’t have that. Eventually, I will need to manipulate the world Elders and I can’t do all that from here.” He looked deeply into her eyes. “I need more of you, more of your essence and the essence of the Immortals.”

Anna became more and more frightened as she listened to him speak. “Will you kill me again?” Not that death seemed like a bad thing.

“Oh, no. That wouldn’t do any good. The powers wear off after a while, which is why I need you here with me and why the spring ritual must be performed each year. But I need more than that if I am to succeed. I don’t want to have to fly to DC every time the fucking president decides he doesn’t want to listen to me. My very words need the power, not just my body.” He smiled and slid his fingers down her thighs and then up again, then slid a finger inside her body and pulled it out, holding up his wet finger. “This is your essence, Anna. Your power in liquid form.” He sucked on his finger. “By itself, it can make men want to do what you want them to do. It can reinforce my own manipulative skills for a time. But combined with an Immortal’s cum, it’s almost as good as your dead babies.”

Anna forced herself not to react to his words, but the way he spoke so callously both broke her heart and terrified her.

He chuckled. “I didn’t fully understand that until my trip to Vitaly’s funeral. He has some very interesting books at his disposal. Books that aren’t supposed to exist. I have a few of the same, but his collection is truly amazing. One spoke of a man who had multiple Elder-Mistresses and Immortals under his control. By using their own powers against them, he was able to control the Immortals and everyone around him.” He sighed. “I can never hope to have multiple Elder-Mistresses, but I can use the one I have and suck her dry . . . literally.”

He leaned down and licked at her pussy for a few minutes. Anna squirmed and moaned. He sat up and licked his lips.

“Mmm. So sweet.” He leaned his head against her knee and pulled at her rings. “It won’t be all unpleasant, Baby. Orgasms create more juices. I think you might begin to enjoy yourself. And,” He grinned. “Kaveh will be a common bedmate.” He smiled with wicked eyes. “Kaveh likes a good chase, though. Your passiveness bores him. So, from now on, you will fight him like mad and he will get off on subduing you. Feel free to do whatever you’d like to avoid him. I’m sure he can give you motivations if you don’t fight hard enough.”

Anna looked at him with sad eyes. “Is this all I’ve ever been to you, Master?” she whispered, not knowing where the question came from.

His eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?”

“When I was younger, I thought you adored me.” She swallowed. “Was it all a lie?”

She saw a flicker of emotion in his eyes and then it was gone. “I did care for you, Anna. More than I should have. But, this was my ultimate purpose. Why I claimed you at birth. Why I . . .” He paused and studied her. “Why I killed your parents.”

Anna’s eyes widened and filled with tears. Her mouth moved in shock until she strangled out her words. “You..? You..? But . . .” She shook her head. “No, they crashed. Off the bridge.”

Devin grinned. “Of course they did. A huge SUV slammed into them and helped them off.”

Tears filled her eyes and she trembled. “Why?”

“Because your father was beginning to get suspicious. I couldn’t allow him to take you from me. My plans were already in motion. That, and it was time to start turning you into a sex addict. Your whole life has been in my hands, Anna. From the moment I met your mother I knew she was special. When she met your father and married, I knew I had to take advantage of the opportunity.” He gave her a wicked grin. “Don’t feel bad. I killed my own parents as well.”

Anna stared at him in horror. Why was she horrified? He had killed Ben in front of her. Why should it surprise her to learn that he had killed her parents? He would kill and do whatever it took to . . . do whatever he wanted to do. “Why?” she asked again. “Why do you need so much power?”

Devin laughed. “You want me to soliloquize like an evil villain? Tell you how horrible my father was? How my mother neglected me? No, my mother loved me and my father was good to me. But he was weak. The other Elders manipulated him into doing things he knew were weak decisions, which would diminish the role of the Elder. I detest weakness.” He looked at her. “You would have been a strong woman, which is why it pleases me to see you beg and plead and cry. To see you terrified when you look at me.” He stood and rolled his eyes. “Fuck, I do sound like an evil villain.” He turned her over and knelt between her legs. “Oh, well. Might as well enjoy the moment.” She heard him unzip his pants and felt his hard cock press against her ass hole.

“Please, Master. Don’t.”

He laughed and thrust forward, ripping her open. Anna screamed in pain. He held her hair, pulling her head back and ramming himself over and over into her bleeding hole, and he didn’t stop until he shouted out his climax. He fell to her side and lay on his back.

“Fuck that felt good,” he murmured and caressed her ass cheek, making her wince in pain. “Go clean yourself up,” he said, smacking her ass hard enough to leave a red mark.

Anna limped to the bathroom and found a washcloth, wet it, and pressed it against her torn opening. She leaned forward and put her head down on the vanity and cried. How quickly things changed.

Devin yelled to her from the bedroom. “Bring a towel. I don’t want you bleeding on the bed.”

She grabbed a hand towel and limped back into the bedroom. Anna saw Devin’s cock had dried blood on it. From her. Was this what it would be like from now on?

He pulled her onto the bed with the towel under her hips and then lay down between her legs. “Kaveh will be here later, but I want a taste now.” He began eating her with a fervor. He bit and sucked and licked. Occasionally he would bring a finger down and tap at her sore hole, making her cry out in pain. She struggled to get free and he held her arms down over her thighs to hold her in place. He licked her until her skin was raw. Then he stood and went into the bathroom.

He came out a few minutes later dressed in a suit and tie. “I have to go in to work for a few hours. Kaveh will be here sometime to fuck you. Be in position on your knees when I get home.” He turned and strode out of the room. She stared at the empty doorway for a minute and then began to sob.

She cried for her parents, for Wilhelm and Kurt, for Alex. She always thought things couldn’t possibly get any worse, but they always did. She was tempted to call Wilhelm, but didn’t want to bother him with her troubles. It would just make him feel terrible that he couldn’t do anything to help. So she just lay there and cried until she fell asleep.


Forty-Four


“W


ake up, Daughter.”

Anna’s eyes snapped open at the unfamiliar voice. She looked up to see Kaveh standing at the foot of the bed wearing white linen pants and no shirt. His broad chest gleamed bronze as he stood there, watching her with his golden eyes.

“K-Kaveh,” she stuttered, afraid of the way he was looking at her.

He grinned. “I am here to play.”

“Play?”

“Yes. You fight me and I end up with my cock in your pussy after I subdue you.”

“Oh,” she said softly. She looked up at him, saw the impatience in his eyes, and scooted off the bed, keeping her eyes on him the whole time.

“If you fight me well, I will keep my cock a normal man’s size. If you don’t, I will make sex with me very painful in many ways.”

“I don’t know how to fight,” she said softly.

Kaveh frowned. “You start by running, trying to stay away from me. When I catch you, you try to get away using all your strength.”

“It seems a rather pointless exercise,” she commented.

“For you, maybe, except to keep the sex less painful than it could be. For me, it is play. I like to play.”

Anna glanced at the door. “Run?”

Kaveh nodded.

Anna took a breath and ran out of the room. She heard Kaveh laugh and then his footsteps behind her a few minutes later. She ran down the stairs and into the family room, hiding behind a couch and catching her breath.

“Oh, hiding. Very good.” He laughed again. She saw him in the reflection of the window coming closer. When he stepped around the back of the couch, she leaped up and ran around the other side and out of the room.

He chased her for an hour, all through the house. He caught her a few times and then let her go. Finally, Anna collapsed in the entryway, exhausted. She lay her head on the cool floor and waited for Kaveh to find her. She couldn’t run any longer.

He picked her up and carried her, over his shoulder, back upstairs and into “her” bedroom. He flopped her onto her back on the bed and looked down at her.

“Good playing. I may even allow you to enjoy yourself.”

He pulled his pants off and Anna stared, exhausted, at his hard cock. So thick and long. She was so tired, she couldn’t think of anything except sleep, but he didn’t care. He turned her over onto her hands and knees. His fingers brushed her tender hole.

“Looks like Devin had some fun with you already today.”

Anna hung her head, but didn’t say anything.

He grabbed hold of her hips and rammed himself inside her with one strong thrust. Anna’s head came up and she grunted as he pounded himself into her. She was still raw from Devin’s tongue. He reached around her and played with her clit and she moaned.

“Come, Daughter,” Kaveh commanded.

Anna strained and then felt her orgasm crash over her. Kaveh pulled at her hair and she lifted up her upper body. He held her against him as she squirmed and cried out a long, drawn-out orgasm. He let her fall forward and pumped himself deep inside her and then shouted out as he came. She could feel him pulsing inside her, emptying his cum deep into her body.

When he was done he pulled out and she collapsed onto the bed. He didn’t say anything before he walked away and out of the room. Anna glanced up at the clock. It was five-thirty. Devin would be home soon. She could close her eyes for a few minutes . . .
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Anna’s eyes snapped open as she heard footsteps on the stairs. Devin!!

She jumped off the bed and sprinted into the other room, skidding to her knees on the carpet seconds before Devin walked in. Her chest heaved from the exertion and he came to stand in front of her. He unzipped his pants and pulled her up by her hair so she could take his cock into her mouth. He held her head still and moved his hips to slowly fuck her mouth. He groaned as he hit her throat and pushed down into it.

Anna swallowed, trying not to choke, and he moaned loudly. His movements quickened, fucking her throat hard and hurting her, but she just squeezed her eyes shut and took it. What else could she do? Finally, he groaned loudly and came in her mouth, and she swallowed his cum then licked him clean.

“Good girl,” he murmured. “Did she please you?” Devin asked to the room.

“Yes, and I rewarded her.” It was Kaveh. She hadn’t realized he was there. Did he know she was late? “Her pussy is delightful.”

Devin pulled her by her hair to her feet. “Yes, it is, isn’t it?”

He pushed her back onto the bed and spread her thighs apart. “Beautiful,” he murmured, tracing his finger along the tender lips. He leaned down and licked slowly from her slit to her clit, making her shudder. He straightened and smiled. “Put a robe on and come to dinner. I’ll have dessert after.” He glanced at Kaveh. “Dinner?”

Kaveh shook his head. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” And he disappeared.

Anna stood in shock, still not used to Immortals and their disappearing. Devin slapped her face. “Robe. Dinner. Or you won’t eat.”

“Yes, Master,” she said softly and walked quickly into the other room for her robe.

They ate in the kitchen. Devin read on his iPad and Anna stared at her food. She needed to eat. For strength and for the baby. Wilhelm’s baby. She allowed herself a tiny smile and felt her appetite return. She carried Wilhelm’s precious child. That would keep her going.

When they went upstairs, Devin lay her down on the bed and licked at her pussy for what seemed like hours. When she started struggling against him because it was hurting, he tied her ankles to her wrists and held her down. He fucked her hard when he was done and then allowed her to go to sleep in his bed. He left the room and she was asleep instantly with her hand on her stomach as a reminder of the happiness she’d had only that morning.

[image: ]


The next morning, Devin woke her by pulling her head down to his cock by her hair. She sucked him off, swallowed and then he left to get ready for work. She fell back to sleep and he woke her before he left.

“You are not to go anywhere or talk to anyone. Kaveh will come sometime this afternoon. Please him well.”

“Yes, Master,” she said softly and he turned and left the room. She put her head back on the pillow and fell back to sleep.

She woke early afternoon and went downstairs to find something to eat. Julie, the housekeeper, made her a sandwich and a salad and Anna ate it silently at the table. When she was done, she went upstairs to take a shower and then lay back down in Devin’s bed to await Kaveh.

When he arrived, he immediately got on the bed and went after her, but wouldn’t let her escape. She fought him as best as she could and he just laughed at her, like he was having a good time. She didn’t have the strength to fight for long and it angered him. He turned her over and pressed an enormous cock inside her sore pussy. She screamed in pain and tried to get away as he stretched her wide and delved slowly into her body.

“You’re going to feel me in your throat, Daughter,” he growled and pressed in until she cried out in shock as he hit something. “What the . . . ?” he pulled out and thrust in and was stopped at a point. He repeated the motion, each time with incredible pain to Anna.

He grabbed her shoulder and turned her over, eyes flashing golden fire. “You may not refuse me entry,” he snarled.

“I’m not,” she whimpered.

He spread her legs and pushed in to the point where it hurt. Anna tried to wiggle away, but he held her still. “Stop.”

He put his hand on her stomach and then glared at her. “You are with child. Your body is protecting him.”

“It’s a him?” she asked with a faint smile.

“You knew?” he snapped

Anna stared at him in fright and then slowly nodded.

A sickening grin spread over his face. “Devin will not be pleased. You will be punished.” He put his hand in the air and a golden chain appeared. He wrapped it around her wrist and then around the bedpost. “You cannot run away, so do not bother trying.” He stood and disappeared.

Anna reached for the covers and huddled beneath them, awaiting her fate. What would Devin say? He would be angry, of course. But he couldn’t do anything about it. It was done, and obviously well protected. “Wilhelm,” she breathed and closed her eyes.


Forty-Five


Wilhelm grumbled as he heard his phone ringing. He looked at the clock. Who the hell would be calling at two o’clock in the morning? Anna! He reached quickly for his phone. It was her. And a video call?

Ilsa stirred as he pushed the button. “Anna? Is everything okay?” he asked, worry filling him.

He saw her pale face and then the picture blurred and Devin appeared. “Hello, Wilhelm,” he said with a wicked smile.

Ilsa sat up next to him. “Why are you calling me from her phone, Devin?” Wilhelm demanded.

“Because I wanted to make sure you woke for an important event.” The picture jiggled again and Wilhelm could see Anna restrained on a large bed. Her wrists and ankles were tied to the bedposts and her eyes were closed.

Devin appeared again, but further away. Someone else was holding the phone. “You thought you could get her pregnant to what? Have an heir? Prevent me from getting her pregnant?”

“The baby is well protected, Devin. Let things be.”

“Oh, no. I can’t do that. I need her baby, Wilhelm. But in order to do that, I need to get rid of yours.”

A sickening feeling spread through Wilhelm’s stomach as he saw Devin walk to the bed. “Anna, say hello to Wilhelm.”

Anna’s eyes opened and he could see the terror in them. “Wilhelm,” she whispered, tugging at her bonds.

“Ian, move so he can see everything,” Devin instructed.

The picture moved so he could see Anna’s pussy. It was red and swollen. What had been going on?

“You are so naïve, Wilhelm. You think a pregnancy would really stop me from doing what I need to do?”

“No, Devin. Don’t!” Wilhelm shouted as Devin’s hand moved towards Anna’s slit.

Devin grinned back at him and began working his hand into Anna’s body. She writhed and groaned as his fingers disappeared. Wilhelm watched and listened in horror as his hand disappeared into her body and Anna began to groan in pain.

Wilhelm felt so helpless, watching from a distance. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Devin was going to take her baby with his bare hands. He knew he’d done it at the Gatherings from Aaron’s reports, but to see it firsthand . . . it was revolting.

Anna sobbed and begged Devin to stop and Wilhelm’s eyes filled with tears. He wanted to turn it off, to hang up the phone. But he couldn’t. He could only sit and watch this disgusting person take his child from Anna’s womb.

Suddenly Devin frowned. He pushed forward and Anna screamed in pain. His lips pressed together. “I can’t get in.”

Wilhelm saw his forearm muscles flexing and Anna try to jerk away from him.

“Fuck.” He removed his hand and frowned.

Relief spread through Wilhelm’s body. Anna’s body was protecting the baby. He was about to say something when Devin spoke again.

“Get the knife.”

Both Anna’s and Wilhelm’s eyes widened. He heard Ilsa gasp next to him.

“Ilsa,” he said very quietly in German. “Don’t. You shouldn’t watch.”

She crawled behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist, leaning her head and naked breasts against his back. He knew by her movements that she was trying not to cry.

Anna was moaning in pain and Devin sat between her legs and looked at him. “Wilhelm. You should know better than to cross me. Especially in my own territory. Now, Anna will suffer because of your arrogance.”

“Her body is protecting itself. Let the baby be, Devin.” He spoke in a commanding tone.

Devin laughed. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? That’s what you were counting on?” he laughed again. “No, Wilhelm. I need that womb in a few weeks and your DNA is in my way. It must be removed.”

“You said yourself, you can’t get in. You’ll kill her if you use a knife.”

“That’s why I have Immortals with me. If she dies, they’ll bring her back. Or just prevent her from dying in the first place. That’s better. Less energy wasted.” His cavalier attitude sickened Wilhelm.

His poor Anna. She was already in so much pain. He could hear her still moaning. God, had it really been in arrogance that he got her pregnant? His own pride over her well-being?

“Please don’t,” Wilhelm said softly. “Please Devin, have mercy on her. For once.”

“Mercy is for weak men, Wilhelm. I am not weak.”

“It takes a strong man to offer mercy.”

Devin laughed. “You keep telling yourself that.”

A man walked into the room and handed Devin a knife. He held it up for Wilhelm to see. It looked like a ceremonial knife. Its blade was long and thin with a jeweled handle.

“Say goodbye to your son,” Devin said and knelt between Anna’s spread legs. He flicked her clit as he inserted the thin blade between her swollen folds. She jumped and jerked with every flick and cried out in pain as her body moved around the blade.

Ilsa whimpered behind Wilhelm’s back.

Suddenly Anna let out an ear-piercing scream and her body stiffened. “No!” she screamed.

The blade was almost all the way in and Devin gave it a final thrust, making Anna scream again. He thrust in and out several times and blood began to trickle out of her body. Anna kept screaming and moving, making the blade cut her even more than it already was. Devin pulled it out and the trickle became a stream.

Wilhelm swallowed back vomit as he watched Devin, once again, push his hand inside Anna’s body and she screamed even louder. Her screams pushed the limits of the phone’s speaker and echoed in his dark bedroom. He wanted to turn the volume down, but couldn’t bring himself to. It would be denying Anna’s suffering. He couldn’t imagine the pain she was in. Her screams and struggle became stronger and her body stiffened and Devin grinned. He pulled his arm out, holding a bloody mass.

“God, no,” Wilhelm pleaded uselessly.

“Here is your son, Wilhelm,” Devin said holding up his bloody hand to the phone. Anna was sobbing in the background, blood streaming out of her. She strained against the cuffs, though with less energy than before.

Wilhelm couldn’t hold himself back. He dropped the phone onto the bed and fell to the floor on his hands and knees and vomited multiple times. He could hear Ilsa sniffling and Devin laughing while Anna sobbed. He had failed Anna. God, the poor girl.

“Turn off the phone, Ilsa,” he pleaded in a soft voice. “Please.” He stared at the black floor, surrounded by the sour smell of the contents of his stomach. There was movement on the bed and the room became silent. The blue glow of the phone faded and then the room went dark.

“Wilhelm . . .” Ilsa said softly. She turned on the bedside light and knelt beside him. “Oh, Wilhelm.” She stroked his head for a few moments and then stood and went into the bathroom.

He heard the water running and she returned a few minutes later and ran a cool cloth over his forehead and over his face. He sat up and leaned back against the bed, his heart shredded. Ilsa spoke softly on the phone, telling Lukas that Wilhelm had been ill.

Wilhelm couldn’t push the horrible images from his mind. Anna. His precious baby. He had even been thinking of names this morning. Tears ran down his cheeks and onto his bare chest.

Ilsa left again and returned with his robe. “Come, let’s sleep in another room.” He stood absently and let her help him into his robe. She took his hand and led him out of the bedroom into a nearby guest room.

He sat down hard on the bed and stared at the ground, utterly in shock at what had happened. He rarely used the word evil, but that was the only word he could come up with to describe what he had just seen. Devin was evil. To reach into a woman’s body and abort a baby with his own hands? Only an evil man could do such a thing.

“Poor Anna,” he whispered. “My poor, poor Anna.” He looked bleary-eyed at his wife.

Ilsa sat next to him and held him tightly. “He really . . . did that to her?”

“Yes. He’s a monster and must be stopped.”

“But how? Alex is . . .”

“I know, Mausi. But there is always a way. We just have to find it.” He would avenge his son’s death. It would be Wilhelm’s pleasure to kill Devin with his bare hands. Once again, he was thankful that Anna wasn’t bonded to him. Maybe they needed to call in the assassins.


Forty-Six


Anna huddled in her bed at the Manor, eyes blankly staring out the window as the sun rose. Her baby . . . Wilhelm’s baby . . . gone. Her pillow was wet from her tears. Her hair was a tangled mess around her face. Though the Immortals had healed physically, her mind and heart were a pulpy mess.

Her baby . . . Wilhelm’s baby . . .

She hugged her knees to her chest, wishing she could die.

But as she lay there, her anger toward Devin grew. He had taken away everything good in her life. Everything! In a sudden fit of rage, she stood and looked around for something to throw. She picked up the lamp next to her bed and threw it across the room. The sound as the ceramic shattered against the marble fireplace was fiercely satisfying. She smiled as she pulled trinkets off the shelves and threw them across the room, filling the air with the sounds of wreckage. She threw a metal statue and hit the mirror, and it exploded into tiny pieces that caught the light as they fell to the ground.

Anything she could pick up, she threw. The wooden clock on the mantle went through one of the windows. The brass vase on the table made a satisfying clang as it hit the fireplace, but she liked the sound of glass hitting the masonry, and went into the bathroom to find more items to throw. She gathered up a bunch of glass bottles, dumped them on her bed and hurled them one at a time at the fireplace. The room filled with the scents of roses and musk and vanilla.

Midway through the arc with one of the larger bottles in her hand, her forearm hit a barrier. She whirled around to see Ian holding her arm in the air with a tight grip.

“Let me go,” she growled through gritted teeth, struggling like a wild animal against him.

She gave him a ferocious glare and yanked with all her might and was shocked when she pulled loose. Stepping back, she hurled the bottle at Ian’s face, missing him by millimeters as he ducked out of the way. She gave a vicious roar and grabbed another bottle to hurl at him when he lunged for her, pushing her to the ground and holding her hands above her head.

She cursed and yelled and screamed at him, using all her strength to escape. She had almost slipped away when two other men ran in and grabbed her. Each held her by an arm and Ian held her legs, panting. There was a bruise on Ian’s face where she had gotten in a swing.

She continued to struggle, once again almost freeing herself when more men came in and put cuffs on her wrists and ankles and chained her, spread eagle, to her bed. She continued to curse and scream, yanking at the chains, making them dig into the wood of the bed.

Ian stood over her with a bewildered look on his face as she pulled and cursed at him. He looked in alarm as a crack was developing at the bottom bedpost and shouted something at one of the men who ran out of the room.

Anna heard the crack and looked down at her feet. She grinned maniacally and gave a great yank with her leg, and the bedpost cracked and fell over. Ian leaped forward and kept it from falling on her. She continued to kick and scream. The other post was cracking and he lay down on her legs, but her rage consumed her, making her stronger than she’d ever been before and she kicked him off.

Her arms weren’t nearly as strong as her legs and all she could do was pull at them. A searing pain shot through her arm from her right elbow at one yank and she screamed in pain and frustration when her right arm wouldn’t work anymore.

The man Ian had yelled at rushed back in with a syringe. Anna saw it and screamed in primal frustration. Three men held her down as Ian pushed it into her neck. A moment later she felt dizzy and her eyelids drooped.

Thirty seconds later, she was still.


Forty-Seven


Devin looked around the destroyed room. Glass lay everywhere. One bedpost lay diagonally on the bed, another one had a thick crack running halfway up the post. The wood was worn away at the top where her arms had been cuffed.

He turned to Ian and looked at the bruises on his face and arms. “She did all this?” he asked, bemused.

Ian nodded. “She was like a wild animal. I’d never seen anything like it.”

It had taken multiple men as strong as Ian to subdue her. A twinge of fear ran through Devin’s body and he quickly pushed it aside. He would fear no woman. He needed to subdue Anna and subdue her quickly before she realized what she had done.

“Have the room cleaned up and put back together as best as can be,” Devin said, looking at the shattered mirror and window. He shuddered. This hadn’t been expected. He needed to stop it before it got out of hand. “Where is she?”

“Shackled in the dungeon. She was still passed out when you arrived, but it won’t last for much longer.”

Devin nodded. “Make sure the gossip isn’t spread. I don’t need the other girls getting unhealthy ideas in their head.”

“Yes, sir.”

“She’s healed?”

“Her arm? No, sir. I didn’t want to do that without your permission.”

“Her arm? What happened to her arm?”

“I believe she dislocated it when she was pulling against the chains.”

Devin frowned. “No. Leave it be for now. But the rest of her? From the abortion?”

“Yes, sir. She’s fine as far as that goes. Physically.”

Devin nodded. “Good. Give orders for the room and then meet me in the dungeon with the juice. I will not allow her to think that what she did is okay.” He turned on his heel and walked out of the room, heading down to the dungeon.
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Devin took a deep breath before opening the heavy wooden door to the dungeon. It was dimly lit, with stone walls and sconces that gave a dull yellow light. It was good for setting the mood for torture.

Anna lay on the floor across the room. She was naked, lying on her side with one arm stretched upward to cushion her head. One leg curled up towards her chest and the other stretched out below. Her wrists and ankles were shackled and attached to thick chains coming out of the wall. Her arms and upper body were covered in bruises and cuts.

She was sleeping, or at least he thought she was. Her chest rose and fell with deep breaths and her eyes were closed. But as he walked forward, he saw her body tense slightly. Maybe she wasn’t asleep. He paused and watched, but she didn’t relax again.

He eyed the chains and shackles again. They were made from thick metal, not often used anymore, but Devin was glad to have them. He’d used them on Alex. Devin smiled at the irony.

“Anna?” he said softly.

Her eyes snapped opened and he could see the wildness in them. They glowed green in the dim room as she stared at him with such hate it almost gave him chills. Almost. Devin lifted his chin in defiance. He would not be intimidated by a little girl. He moved to the side of the room and pulled a bullwhip from the wall. She watched his movements and gave a small shudder when he turned around, whip in hand.

Devin smiled. Her sweet, human nature was still there; she still feared the bite of the whip. For a moment, he saw the fear in her eyes and then she shook her head and it disappeared, replaced with the glowing, green rage. She sat up slowly, her chest heaving beneath her perfect breasts. Her nipples were tight and dark and the thought of subduing her made Devin’s cock twitch. Yes, he would subdue her and then rape her. How satisfying would that be? Make her cry out in passion as he took her body back as his own against her will. The corners of his mouth lifted slightly at the thought.

He took a few steps forward and he heard her growl. His brow arched. He had never imagined seeing her like this. Perhaps he should invite Kaveh. He would certainly enjoy watching. Maybe helping. It would be interesting to see Immortal battle Immortal.

He loosened the whip in his hand, preparing to use it, and stepped forward. She bared her teeth at him and growled again. Suddenly she lunged at him and only the heavy chains stopped her from grabbing him. He didn’t leap back. He wouldn’t give her that satisfaction. She looked behind her in bewilderment and pulled at the chains while glaring at him and growling.

“Down girl,” he said, snapping the whip and catching her across her stomach.

She didn’t flinch and her eyes flashed with more anger.

Fuck.

He snapped the whip several more times, hitting her breasts and belly and thighs. The only flinch he was rewarded with was when he hit her across the cheek. He was very good at using his whip and knew exactly how to hit what he aimed at. He could snap her head off if he wanted to, but that would be counterproductive.

Her cheek split open and she fell to her knees and held it. He looked her over with satisfaction. She looked up at him, the glow softer and seductive. Such beautiful eyes. So sad. So alluring . . .

“No!” he shouted, startled to realize he was being sucked into her seduction. He stepped back and whipped her several times, cutting into her skin. She howled and pushed back against the wall, huddling there like a cornered tigress. She didn’t seem to notice her dislocated shoulder.

He leaned against a heavy wooden table, arms crossed, and watched her. She was fascinating like this. Wild beauty. Wild rage. God, he wanted to fuck her right now. But he had to subdue her first, or he might lose his cock when he tried. He wasn’t stupid.

She growled, eyes glowing with rage again. He lifted the whip but before he could strike, the door opened and Ian walked in. He stopped short when he saw Anna and stared with his mouth open.

“Holy shit,” Ian mumbled and looked at Devin with wide eyes. “Did you know this could happen?”

Devin smiled, amused. “No, but it’s quite intriguing, isn’t it? Go find Kaveh and invite him to watch. He might like it.”

Ian handed him a leather case and bowed his head slightly. He glanced once more at Anna’s wild form and then backed out of the room.

Devin opened the case to find four syringes. Three were his ‘nerve juice’ and one was something to knock her out in case things got out of hand.

He held the case up so Anna could see. “Do you see these, Anna? You recognize these syringes, don’t you?”

Anna’s head jerked as she stared, wide-eyed at him. Her pupils were nonexistent and her irises were like two emeralds. Her dark, tangled hair stood out at odd angles, making her look inhuman, which she was at the moment. She glanced at the leather case and bared her teeth again, chest heaving.

He would give her the shot, but first, he had to figure out how to get close enough to do it. He watched her as he walked to the wall and hung up the whip. She didn’t blink, but stared at him with her disturbing eyes. He picked up a cat-o’-nine-tails and walked back to Anna. This would make him get closer to her, but would also cause more pain.

She lunged at him again and he whipped the cat at her, catching her breasts with the knots at the end. She howled and pulled against the restraints, but didn’t back down. He whipped her again and again until her body was a mass of welts and cuts. She let out a last scream and then fell to her knees, panting and whimpering.

Devin quickly pulled out a syringe and jabbed it into her neck. She screamed and reared up, but fell backward and lay still on the ground, staring up at the ceiling, afraid to move.

“I’m impressed, Devin.” Kaveh came to stand next to him and looked down. “Not many humans can subdue them when they’re like that.”

“It happens often?” Devin asked, staring at the shivering form beneath him.

“No. Not anymore. It used to. She will respect you for subduing her.”

“I’m not done with her yet.” He chuckled. “Oh, no. we’ve only just begun.” He glanced at Kaveh with a wicked smile. “Would you care to join me?”

Kaveh grinned. “Of course.”
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When they left her, hours later, Anna lay on the ground of the dungeon in a puddle of her own blood. She was still alive, but barely. She had been raped repeatedly and beaten mercilessly. There were few places on her body that weren’t red or bloodied. Her jaw was dislocated and her pussy and ass were torn and bleeding. She had cuts on her belly and legs. They had whipped the bottoms of her feet and dislocated a hip as well. Her nipples were bleeding from being pulled and squeezed and stuck with needles. She had three puncture wounds at her neck from Devin’s syringes. He had used all three injections on her at once and even breathing hurt. The blood trickling down her body hurt. Not to mention the pain of the wounds he’d inflicted.

She stared up at the black ceiling, unmoving. She couldn’t move even if she wanted to. Her limbs wouldn’t work. She didn’t remember what had caused Devin’s anger, but knew it was severe. She’d come to her senses with severe pain coursing through her body to find herself fighting against Devin. She’d stopped fighting instantly, but he continued to punish her. Kaveh and the other Immortals had raped her over and over again until she bled. And oh, the pain! Incredible pain that had been far worse than anything before.

But they had left, finally. Left her here to die. At least she hoped so. She wanted to cry, but it would do no good.

She had a vague memory of anger and rage. Fighting against Devin and Ian. And she had won! And then she had lost. Devin had won in the end. He would always win. There was no hope.

Once again, she resolved, if she lived, that she would be a good slave and try not to anger him.

She hoped she would die though.


Forty-Eight


Anna lay on the cold floor in pain. The blood had dried and stuck to her skin. When the nerve juice had worn off, she was able to sleep fitfully, but the pain of her joints made it difficult. She couldn’t turn onto her side; she couldn’t call for help. Would she die? Would she get her wish? Maybe she would be reunited with Alex in death. The thought warmed her and she let the darkness consume her.

He looked up as she appeared in the room, a book in his hands.


He smiled, his white teeth peeking out from beneath his thick golden beard. Did she remember what he looked like without his beard?

“Anna . . .” he said softly, closing the book and putting it on the table next to him. He walked to her and sat on the bed near her.

She didn’t speak, but just looked at him. She didn’t know if she could speak, her body felt so mangled.

“What’s wrong, Schatzi?” he asked softly.

“I got angry,” she said, not knowing why or where the words were coming from. “I got angry and frightened Devin. And he punished me.”

His eyes widened in surprise. “You frightened Devin?”

She spoke as if she were in a trance, staring into his eyes. She didn’t know if what she was saying was true, but she spoke the words anyway. “I was carrying your father’s child and Devin took it. He told me he had killed my parents.” She closed her eyes. “I got angry. I became inhuman. I attacked Ian. He couldn’t hold me and I almost got away.” She opened her eyes and gave him a faint smile. “I was so strong I broke the bedposts on my bed. Three men had to hold me down.” She shuddered. “They chained me to the wall and Devin punished me. I fought him, but he punished me. And won.” She fell to the floor on her knees. “There is no hope. I cannot fight him again. He won. My body lies in the dungeon, broken and bleeding.” She looked up. “Am I dead with you?” she asked with hope in her eyes.

Alex looked into her eyes with such sadness it brought tears to her eyes. He slid off the bed and went to his knees in front of her.

He reached out hesitantly. “You are with me,” he whispered.

He brushed her cheek with his hand and his eyes widened when she didn’t disappear.

He leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers, kissing her with abandon. His hands tangled in her hair and he held her close to him. His heart pounded in his chest and she could feel it. She could feel his arms around her and she wept with joy.

“Alex,” she sobbed. “Oh, Alex . . .”



Forty-Nine


Anna screamed as her body was lifted from the floor. The sound of the dried blood being torn from her back was sickening. Her eyes opened and she saw Ian’s face, his handsome face marred by a bruise on his cheek. She lost strength and her head lolled back. He lifted his elbow to bring her head to rest against his chest.

He carried her like a limp ragdoll up several flights of stairs to her room. It had been cleaned and the bed and window replaced. The mirror was still gone and the shelves were bare. He carried her into the bathroom and put her in the bathtub filled with warm water. Maggie was there and she held Anna upright as Ian removed his jacket and shirt and then took her from Maggie.

The maid gently washed Anna as Ian held her head above the water. Maggie scrubbed the blood off Anna’s body and soon the water was littered with brown dots. Maggie emptied the tub and refilled it with clean water before Anna was completely clean. When Anna’s hair had been washed, Maggie held a towel open and Ian lifted her from the water and carried her to the bed in the other room.

Anna tried to speak, but her jaw wouldn’t move.

“Don’t try to speak, Anna. Your jaw is dislocated. Can you swallow?”

Anna’s eyes widened, frightened of what he wanted from her.

“I was going to have Maggie get you some soup, but if you can’t swallow, I won’t.”

Anna closed her eyes in relief. She swallowed several times and gave a shallow nod. Ian looked behind him and nodded.

“I gave you a shot of painkiller before I picked you up. Are you in pain?”

She shook her head slightly. Her mouth lagged open.

Ian smiled sadly. “I had no idea you were so strong.”

Anna frowned with her eyebrows, the only part of her face she seemed to have control over.

“Do you remember fighting me?”

Anna shook her head. She didn’t remember anything after Devin . . . tears filled her eyes when she remembered the lost baby. Wilhelm!

Something stirred inside her. A red-hot heat. But she quickly doused it. She didn’t know what it was, but knew it was dangerous.

Ian watched her carefully. “Devin said if you had . . . reformed . . . he would have Kaveh heal you this afternoon. He’ll be here in a little while.”

Anna closed her eyes, thankful not to be in pain anymore. She didn’t remember what exactly had happened, but she remembered the pain. Severe pain and chaos.

Maggie returned a few minutes later and Ian fed Anna soup, one spoonful at a time. He made sure it was cool, put the spoon into her mouth and held her jaw so she could swallow. It was slow going, and Anna looked at him repeatedly with gratefulness in her eyes.

She had eaten half of the soup when Devin walked in. Maggie quickly grabbed the tray and left the room. Ian stood and walked to the other side of the room while Devin looked down at her and frowned. He gazed deeply into her eyes, reading her thoughts. Anna trembled and tried not to look away. Finally, he nodded. “Are you in pain?”

She shook her head.

He looked back at Ian. “How long will the pain medicine last?”

“Another hour or two.”

“When she’s hurting again, call for Kaveh.” Devin turned back to Anna. “I want her to remember what it feels like to have a broken body. Then he can heal her.” He turned to leave. “Bring her back to my house this evening.”

“Yes, sir.”

Devin left the room and Ian came back to sit next to her. “Do you want to rest?”

Anna nodded. It felt so nice being in a bed.

He carefully lifted her and put her under the covers. “Sleep. I’ll be back in a little bit.”
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The pain returned fiercely, waking Anna in an instant and making her cry out in a pathetic mewling whimper. Everything hurt. Her feet were on fire, her jaw, arm, and hip throbbed. Her ribs felt like they were disjointed and even her insides hurt as if they had been jostled around. She strained against the pain and shifted her position, trying to find one that didn’t hurt, but there was none.

Ian was by her side a moment later. “I will get Kaveh.”

Anna’s eyes watered as she lay there, desperate for release from the pain.

Kaveh came a while later and stared down at her. Anna cowered under his glare. He reached out to touch her jaw and the pain subsided and she could move it again. Slowly he worked his way down her body until there was no more pain and she relaxed.

“You will repay me for healing you,” Kaveh stated.

“How?” Anna asked softly.

“I will fuck you now. Turn over.”

Anna turned onto her belly and Kaveh knelt behind her. “I can go fully into your body now that there is no child.”

He shuddered in ecstasy and nudged her legs apart. He stretched out on top of her and she felt his cock at her entrance. He held her hands above her head and held her body down with his as he slowly pushed himself inside of her.

She sighed at first. His girth felt good and she wiggled her hips beneath him. But he kept pushing in, deeper and deeper, like when he would impregnate her. Anna gasped in pain as he pushed deeper.

“Oh, yes,” Kaveh moaned. “That feels good.”

Her stomach cramped and she groaned in pain. “Please,” she gasped. “It hurts.”

“It hurts you. To me, it feels . . . heavenly.” He began to move inside her and she groaned. “There are no female Immortals. If we want sex with a female, we must come here and find a human woman.” He bit the back of her neck. “You half-Immortals are the most desirable.” He thrust forward. “You can take us fully and recover. If I did to a human woman what I do to you, I would kill her. Not that killing a woman with sex now and then isn’t appealing.” He chuckled and Anna shivered. “But it’s not repeatable. I can use you over and over again. Devin promised me I could use you as I liked. And I intend to.”


Fifty


Ian drove her back to Devin’s house that evening. Devin met her at the door and dismissed Ian.

“Have you eaten dinner?” he asked.

She wondered at the question. “No, Master.”

He took her into the kitchen and Julie brought them dinner.

Anna ate silently and Devin watched her.

“I trust there will be no more problems between us?” he asked as she was finishing.

Anna looked up into his obsidian eyes. “No, Master,” she said softly.

He nodded in approval. “Good. Because if I ever see a hint of you acting like that again, I will make your life even more miserable.”

“How is that possible?” she asked softly and then looked up at Devin, afraid that she’d angered him, but he merely smiled at her.

“You have friends, Anna. I know I can do little more to you, but I can go after your friends. Jenna was quite the treat all those years ago. Perhaps I would rape and kill her in front of you. You know I would have no qualms about doing so.” He spoke so matter-of-factly, it made Anna shiver.

“I will be good, Master,” she said hurriedly. “I promise.”

He narrowed his eyes. “I hope so.”

He took her upstairs and Anna was surprised to see cuffs hanging from the ceiling above a table that wasn’t there before. Chains hung from the table and a chair was next to it.

Devin grinned. “Do you like it? You moved too much the last time I ate you, and my shoulders grew sore laying between your legs, so I came up with this. Undress and crawl on up there.”

Anna did as he told her to and clambered up onto the table. He reached up and cuffed her wrists above her head and adjusted her height so she had just a little bit of weight on her knees, which were spread apart and chained down to the table. Devin sat down in the chair and smiled. “Perfect. It’s much more proper to eat at a table than in bed, don’t you think?”

Anna didn’t answer and he leaned forward and began licking at her. Despite her discomfort, she found herself moaning as he flicked at her clit with his tongue.

“Stop wiggling, or I will shove a stick up your ass to keep you still,” Devin growled against her.

She held as still as she could, but found herself leaning into him, desiring release even as he ate her raw. But whenever she was close, he would move his tongue away. She grunted in frustration when he continued to deny her.

“Your orgasms are mine to give you, Anna. Your pussy is mine, remember? You don’t get an orgasm unless I say so.” He looked up at her with his mouth wet with her juices. He licked his lips and smiled. “You are delicious.”

He continued to lick and suck at her and her eyes filled with tears as it began to hurt. She grew tired and hung limply from her wrists. It felt like he was sucking the life out of her. Maybe he was. Her eyes closed and her head fell backward.

When he finally uncuffed her, she fell backward and would have hit her head, but Devin caught her and carried her to the bed. He undressed and fucked her as she lay limp on the bed.

Kaveh showed up a while later and looked at her. “You got it all out of her,” he commented.

Anna looked up at him with hooded eyes. She felt . . . empty. Not dead or sick just . . . like a part of her was missing.

“You do know she needs some of it to survive,” Kaveh said, frowning at Devin.

“So, give her some. What you give her, I want. I can’t help it if I drain her dry.”

Kaveh grunted in disapproval, but sat next to Anna and lowered his pants to reveal his cock. Anna’s eyes lit up as she saw him and reached for it with a heavy hand.

Devin laughed. “She knows what she needs. Just like a baby for its mother’s tit.”

Kaveh moved Anna down and lay next to her, his cock at mouth level. She pushed herself forward and lay her head on his muscular thigh and sucked eagerly on his massive cock. She was surprised when she tasted his cum almost immediately. He groaned and put his hand on her head as she sucked him eagerly, like a baby nurses his mother.

She felt her energy returning as she sucked him. Kaveh’s hand tightened on her head and he fucked her mouth and exploded in her mouth. She eagerly swallowed every drop he offered and then rolled onto her back. Was she glowing?

Devin looked at her hungrily and lunged at her, but Kaveh put out his hand. “If you want her to survive this, especially long term, you need to let her rest. Fuck her all you want, but don’t take any more of her essence. She needs to replenish.”

Devin growled but sat back. “Fine.”

Kaveh looked at her. “Sleep, Daughter.”

She lay down and heard Devin and Kaveh arguing as she drifted off to sleep.
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“How am I supposed to get her out of there? She’s living with him.”


“When did that happen?”

“As I understand it, when she came home.”

“Fuck.” A pause. “You have to try. We only have a few weeks before he gets her pregnant. We can’t let that happen. He won’t be able to protect her if she’s pregnant. His powers are limited and we need them to be able to last. He can’t hide both.”



Fifty-One


Devin nudged Anna’s legs apart as she slept and thrust inside her. She opened her eyes in surprise as he held her hands by her head and fucked her hard and fast. She moved her hips, feeling the build inside her but he came before she found release. She hissed in frustration and he slapped her face.

“They are mine to give, Anna. Don’t forget that.” He rolled off her and stood. “Your car is in the garage. Your ballet things are in the other room. Use your family credit cards for lunch and whatever else you need. You will come home immediately after rehearsal, clean up and be ready for Kaveh when he arrives. Then you will wait for me in here as instructed previously.” He looked her up and down. “Make sure you eat properly. I don’t want you losing weight again.” He turned and walked away.

Anna stood shakily next to the bed for a moment. It was seven. She had an hour and a half before she needed to get to the studio. “Shower,” she whispered to herself and headed into the other room.

She stood in the large shower and watched the glass steam up. So much had changed since she’d left a month ago. Could life become so completely different in so short a time? She’d lost Peter and a baby but gained Wilhelm and Kurt. She made Kurt let go of her so he could find someone and be happy. And now she was in the prison of Devin’s life and home. Would this be the rest of her life?

With Peter, she’d had some semblance of happiness, albeit not “real,” even though it felt real most of the time. If only Devin were kinder, it would make this so much easier. Maybe if she was good, he would become nice again. Yes, that’s what she would do. Be perfect for him and not give him a reason to be angry.

With that resolve, she finished her shower, got dressed and went downstairs to eat. Devin had already left for the day, but the housekeeper fixed Anna breakfast and then disappeared.
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Anna drove Alex’s car to the studio and went over Devin’s rules in her head. Eat properly. Go home immediately after rehearsal. Behave. Let Kaveh chase her to please him. Don’t go anywhere without permission. Don’t fuck anyone. She sighed. She thought she could do it, but how often she had failed in the past!

Her phone beeped as she turned off the car. She pulled it out of her bag and looked. “Holy shit,” she murmured. Thirty missed calls. Fifteen messages. Twenty texts?

She read through the texts. Most were from Wilhelm, wanting to know if she was okay. There were a few from Travis, also wanting to know if she was okay. She listened to the messages. Travis and Wilhelm again. Each message from Wilhelm’s got more urgent. She hated that she’d caused him anxiety and quickly called him.

“Anna!” he exclaimed. “It is you, right?”

“Yes, Wilhelm. It’s me. I’m sorry I didn’t call. I just checked my phone and saw all your calls. I’m so sorry,” she repeated.

“It is all right, Anna. I was just so worried about you.” He sighed and said something in German off the phone. “Ilsa and Kurt are glad you are all right. Well, as all right as you can be.”

“Yeah, I’m okay. Are you?” She blinked back tears at the loss of their baby. The events of the last few days had made her forget, but she remembered now and wanted to sob.

“I am much better now have heard your voice,” he said tenderly. “What he did, Anna . . . it is inexcusable . . . barbaric.”

“It’s Devin,” she said by way of explanation. It was what Devin did.

“Yes. It is.” Something in his voice gave her chills.

“Wilhelm, please don’t cross him. He’ll kill you. You know he will.”

Wilhelm didn’t answer and it frightened her.

“Wilhelm? Please. Promise me.”

“I cannot promise you, Anna.”

Her heart froze. “What did you do?”

“I will not tell you that, Anna. Please do not ask.”

“Please,” she begged. “Please Wilhelm. Don’t. Whatever you did, don’t. Undo it. Please, he’ll kill you. I can’t lose someone else I love. Think of your family.”

“I am thinking of my family, Anna,” he said in a low tone. “I am thinking about my son who was ripped out of your body. I am thinking about you, at his mercy and tortured for years.”

“Please undo it, Wilhelm,” she whispered.

“I am sorry, Anna. I cannot do that.”

Anna stared at her steering wheel. “I love you, Wilhelm,” she said softly. “Please be careful.”

“I love you, Liebling. So much.”

She looked at the clock on the dash. It was after eight thirty. “I have to go. Please . . . reconsider whatever it is you did, Wilhelm.”

“I will talk to you soon, Anna.” He disconnected before she could say anything else.
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Anna walked into the dance room and sat down next to her customary place at the barre, blinking back tears. She had to get her mind off whatever Wilhelm had done or she would go crazy.

Nutcracker. Yes, she could think about that. Rehearsals began today. Who would dance the Nutcracker Prince now that Peter was gone? Travis maybe? He had been Snow King. Maybe Isaak would bump him up. She looked around at the other principles. They were all capable men, but they weren’t Peter. Or Aaron for that matter. Both Peter and Aaron had that extra special “something” that made Anna wonder if there was Immortal blood running through their veins.

Her eyes caught on Justin. He was a very good dancer. He had been with the company for several years, but joined after Alex had died so he hadn’t known her as she was before Alex’s death. He seemed friendly enough but, because Peter hadn’t been friends with him, they’d interacted very little.

He looked up from a stretch and saw her looking at him and smiled. His long brown hair flopped into his gray eyes and he brushed it away. Anna flushed and looked away. That was the last thing she needed, the attention of another man.

Travis arrived a few minutes later and dropped his bag next to her. “Anna! You’re here. Why didn’t you call me?”

“I just got your messages this morning. I’m sorry.” She didn’t look up at him.

“Are you okay?”

Anna shrugged. “Yeah.” And a host of other things.

“I’m so sorry, Anna.” He squeezed her hand. “Wilhelm was so worried about you. He called and asked if I could get in touch with you since he couldn’t.”

“I was . . . busy,” she said evasively. She still didn’t remember everything that had happened. The memories were so fuzzy.

Travis made a face at her. “You missing Peter, too?”

Anna grimaced. “You know the whole thing was fake, right? I mean, we were together because Devin wanted it to be that way.”

“Yeah, I know. But I also know you guys ended up falling in love. You can’t fake that.”

She shrugged. “Story of my life. I wish I could stop these stupid feelings and be like a real Elder-Mistress,” she said softly.

“Oh, Anna. I’m so glad you’re not like them. I would hate to see you like that. So cold and distant.”

“I’ve tried that, haven’t I?” she laughed bitterly. “Never could pull it off. Too emotional.”

“Emotions make you human, Anna.”

“But I’m not supposed to be human.”

Travis looked at her sadly. “Anna, it’ll turn out all right, okay? Just . . . stay sweet. It’ll be okay.”

Anna gave him a bewildered look. How could he say that? There was no hope. There was only Devin. She shook her head and went back to stretching.


Fifty-Two


It happened in slow motion. Something told him to move and Devin pushed his chair back and bent down just as his window shattered and something hit his desk, sending splinters flying everywhere.

He looked up to see a bullet hole at the edge of his desk; the trajectory suggesting that it would have hit his head if he hadn’t moved. He backed away quickly from the window. “Holy Fuck,” was all he could say.

His secretary opened the door and gasped when she saw the shattered window. “Mr. Andersen, are you all right?” she asked in a frightened voice.

Devin looked at his desk and the window and began to laugh. Oh, this was rich. Someone had called out a hit on him.

Madison looked at him as if he were a madman. “I’ll call the police,” she said in a shaky voice and backed out of the office.

He nodded absently, but knew the police would never find the shooter. The Elders never gave up their assassins. They only did what they were told to do. Whoever the shooter was might even have done a job for him once before. If Devin hadn’t moved, he would be dead.

He knew better than to go to the window and look out. Most likely the shooter was still there, so he went out and sat in the waiting area near Madison’s desk.

He watched as she hung up the phone and looked at him nervously. “May I get you something, sir?”

His eyes trailed down her curves and back up to her blond hair. Nothing like an attempt on one’s life to get the blood flowing. She was a fair fuck, though getting a little old for his taste. He’d been more interested in her before Anna came along, though when Anna was doped up, he’d used Madison when the need came.

“Sir?” she said with a strange look on her face.

He stood and motioned to the private bathroom near his office.

He emerged a few minutes later to find dozens of people in the waiting area.

Trenton rushed up to him. “God, Devin, what happened? And where were you?”

Devin motioned to the bathroom where Madison was coming out of, limping slightly. He’d taken her hard and fast in the ass, but she wouldn’t complain; she never did.

Trenton looked at him. “Really? At a time like this? You were shot at. I saw the hole in your desk.”

“There’s never a bad time for sex. It calms me.” He smiled. “Yes, someone tried to kill me. And I believe I know who.” He had thought about it as he was fucking Maddy. The only person who would be stupid enough to cross him would be Wilhelm. “I think the Kunze’s are going to lose yet another family member.”

Trenton put his hand on his arm. “Dev. Think about it before you make the call. You’ve said yourself you’re starting to make enemies. Be sure it’s Kunze before you do anything.”

Devin frowned, but Trent was right. Assassinating an Elder was a huge deal and had to be approached carefully. He had to admire the balls on Wilhelm; he would have never guessed him to be the one to call the shot. Literally.

“You’re right, Trent.” A mistake like this could cost him more than he was willing to give up. Besides, he had no doubt Wilhelm would admit to making the call. Then Devin would make his own call and Germany would have a new Elder.

Devin scoffed at the thought of Kurt as an Elder.
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After the police had interviewed him, Devin went home. His anger had been simmering below the surface and he wanted to call the mother-fucker and find out the truth.

Kaveh was waiting for him when he walked into the lower living area. “Your imbuement of Immortality saved your life,” the golden man commented.

“It was Wilhelm. I know it.”

Kaveh nodded. “Most likely. You did kill his son.”

They looked at each other for a moment, amusement filling Devin’s eyes. “I never thought Wilhelm would be so ballsy. It will give me great pleasure to return the favor.”

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Kaveh warned.

Devin whirled around and glared at him. “What the fuck are you talking about? I have every right⁠—”

Kaveh held up his hand. “Yes, but you’re forgetting an important person.”

“Who?”

“Anna. She won’t take it well if you kill Wilhelm.”

“She’ll get over it,” Devin scoffed. “She got over Alex.”

“She didn’t know that was you. This she will know and you will be unlikely to subdue her again.” Kaveh shook his head. “If you want to continue using her, let Wilhelm alone.”

Devin clenched his jaw. “I’m supposed to just let this go? Like he didn’t try to kill me?”

“You’ve already meted out enough grief in his life. Consider it . . . paying it forward. Once Anna is fully bonded to you, then you can get even if you so desire. But I warn you, if you do anything else to Anna, she will change permanently and you will not be able to contain the beast.”

Kaveh was right, though Devin hated to admit it. If Anna hadn’t been chained to the wall, she would have killed him on Thursday. He had never seen anything so feral, so primal, as Anna in a wild rage. It had given him such pleasure to conquer her. But he couldn’t leave her chained to the wall all day long. He needed her free. He would have to let Wilhelm alone.

Fuck.
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Wilhelm raised his brow at the name flashing on his phone. He wasn’t supposed to be alive. “Hello.”

“He missed,” came Devin’s voice.

Wilhelm stood and clenched his fist. Why was this man still alive? He knew the assassin. He was very, very good at his job, second only to Alex. “How?”

Devin laughed. “I chalk it up to my Immortality. Something just told me to duck and I did. And I’m so glad.”

Wilhelm closed his eyes, expecting a bullet to come crashing through the window and into his skull. Only that would dull the pain in his heart. “So when can I expect mine?”

“Oh, we’ll just call it even, as long as you don’t try again.”

Wilhelm’s mouth dropped open and it took him a minute to recover. “What is your angle, Devin? Please, if you are going to do it, just tell me so I can prepare my family.”

“Aren’t you so diplomatic?” Devin sighed. “No, I won’t be making any calls. It occurs to me that Anna has had enough tragedy for the month and I need her coherent. Killing you would make that impossible. She loves you for some fucking reason and that would send her over the edge.”

Yes, it would. Wilhelm let out the breath he was holding and slumped in his chair.

“So, let’s leave her out of this, shall we?”

“She knows.”

“What!”

“She knows I did something, but she does not know what. Do not punish her. She tried to call me off but I would not listen.”

“She’s a wise woman.”

“Amazing, considering her childhood,” Wilhelm said dryly.

Devin laughed again. “Well, I won’t detain you any longer. I just wanted to share the good news that I’m still alive.”

Wilhelm growled and disconnected the call. He ran his hands through his hair. Anna had saved his life, and he wouldn’t risk it again.
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Devin was waiting for Anna when she got home that evening. She saw him in the living room and froze. “M-Master?” she looked at her watch. “Am I late?”

Devin stood and put his iPad on the table in front of him. “No, you’re not late. I came home from work early.” He made his way around the couch and walked toward her. “Someone tried to kill me this morning.”

Anna’s eyes widened and watered. “Oh, no.”

Devin knew better than to think the tears were for him. “I spoke to Wilhelm and he admitted to sending the assassins.”

Anna shook her head. “No, please. Don’t kill him, please!” She fell to the floor on her knees and bowed low.

“I’m not going to kill him, Anna, though nothing would make me happier than to see his bloody skull in a picture.” He sighed. “He is alive and will remain so.”

Anna looked up, relief evident in her face. “Oh, Master!” She hugged his legs. “Oh, Devin. Thank you!”

He was so shocked when she bent over and kissed his feet that he didn’t think to reprimand her for using his name.

She looked up at him with wide, innocent, eager eyes. “How may I please you, Master?”

Devin arched his brow. This was unexpected. Perhaps the decision to let Wilhelm live was a good one after all.
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Anna walked quickly upstairs to shower, incredible relief in her heart. She didn’t know what she would have done if Devin had killed Wilhelm. She wouldn’t have handled it well. Anna would do everything in her power to show how grateful she was to Devin.

She wanted to call Wilhelm, but it was late and she didn’t think Devin would approve. Maybe tomorrow before she went into the studio.

She took a deep breath as she reflected on her day. Isaak had selected Justin to dance with her. Anna had been hoping that it would be Travis. He knew her and understood her. If she was having a bad day, he knew how to deal with her. Justin didn’t know anything about her.

But maybe that was a good thing. He was an excellent dancer and she liked dancing with him. He was very nice and considerate, not to mention handsome. But she didn’t need to think about that. He stayed professional with her, but friendly. She was actually a little confused about that. She didn’t know what to do with men who didn’t want her. She couldn’t even remember the last time she’d been around a man who didn’t want something from her.

She had watched him carefully as he danced. Was he gay? But no, she’d seen him with women the few times she’d gone to the clubs with Peter.

Anna came back to the present and finished her shower. Would Kaveh be waiting for her? Would he let her orgasm? Would Devin let him let her orgasm? She needed one so badly, but she wanted to please Devin. What if he changed his mind about not killing Wilhelm because of her? She couldn’t bear the thought.

She dried herself off, braided her hair and went out into the bedroom with her robe on. Kaveh was sitting on the bed, naked, and stroking his massive cock absently. He smiled when he saw her.

She smiled nervously back. “I-I’m ready to play, Kaveh,” she said softly.

“Good,” he grinned. “Robe off.” She slipped it off her shoulders and it fell to the floor. “Go.”
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“She is eager to please,” Kaveh commented as he looked at the sleeping woman between them.

Anna had been exceedingly obedient this evening. She barely moved as she hung from the ceiling, even though Devin could tell she wanted to. He’d rewarded her with an orgasm.

“That was unexpected,” Devin agreed. “But pleasant.” He stroked Anna’s soft skin that glowed faintly in the low lighting. “I’m glad I listened to you.”

“We are here for guidance. I only want to help you succeed.” He glanced back at Anna. “She is most satisfactory.”

“Mmm. She is.” He looked at Kaveh. “Worth the shit I put you through?”

“Yes. I haven’t fucked a half-Immortal in centuries. It is very pleasing. Human women are weak. She is very strong.”

“As I found out the other day. I will have to be careful from now on.”

“You must treat them carefully. I tried to warn you.”

“You did. I didn’t think she had anything left to lose.”

“Perhaps you should make her the willing sacrifice? I think if you treat her right and train her properly, she would willingly give you her child.”

Devin narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. “You think so?”

“You have to get her to care for you. I think it will be difficult for you, but the results would be worth it. Kill off one of the younger girls for the unwilling.” Kaveh grinned. “Or kidnap someone. That would get a fight for sure. Your girls are too well trained to put up much of a fight.”

Devin was quiet while he contemplated the Immortal’s words. He had pretended to be loving to her before. It really wasn’t that hard. She was easy to please. He chuckled to himself. Wouldn’t it just kill Wilhelm if he saw her in love with him? Wilhelm would shit bricks.

“It would also help with the bonding ceremony. Her bond with you needs to be very strong in order for it to work.”

“That’s still years away.”

“True, but bonds are not easily formed and broken. Her heart is still tied to Alex.”

Devin frowned. Damn Alex!

“But when that is done, you will be able to treat her as you’d like.”

The thought had merit. Devin needed to think about it more. Anna had proven more difficult than he’d expected. What made her so strong was her capacity for emotion. What was so difficult to handle was her capacity for emotion. She was as bad as other women, with the years of abuse piled on top. But the abuse made her vulnerable. A wound that would never heal. She was desperate for love and would do anything for it. He had tried to push that emotional capacity off onto others because the burden of being that focus annoyed Devin. But she was under his control and she feared him sufficiently. He could make her think he loved her without her demanding much. A few acts of kindness here and there and she would do anything for him, as demonstrated tonight.

He needed to think about this more.


Fifty-Three


Anna felt light kisses down her back, waking her gently. Her eyes slowly opened and she saw Devin sitting over her, kissing her back and stroking her skin softly.

“Good morning, Baby,” he said with a gentle smile.

“Good morning, Master,” she whispered, confused and scared at his demeanor.

She turned on her side when he lay down beside her and twirled a piece of her hair around his finger. “You pleased me immensely last night, Anna. I am very happy.”

She smiled nervously. “Thank you, Master. I tried my best.”

“You did very well, Baby.” He leaned forward and kissed her gently on the lips. “Perhaps I’ve been too harsh on you in the past. All you want to do is please me, right?”

“Oh, yes,” she said with growing enthusiasm.

He pulled her close, pressing her body against his, and kissed her again, this time with more passion. When he pulled away again she swallowed nervously and looked into his eyes. They were still black as night, but there was a hint of warmth that radiated throughout her whole body. He studied her eyes for a moment, smiled and kissed her again.

She kissed him eagerly, warming to his approval and affection. His kisses became more insistent, but not in a cruel way, as Anna expected. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d kissed her.

His hand slid up her side and caressed the side of her breast as he continued kissing her, nibbling on her lower lip and sucking on it gently. She felt a rush of warmth and hesitantly touched his chest.

“Yes, Baby,” he whispered. “You can touch me. I like it.”

She ran her hands gently across his chest. He was still lean and well built, but the black hair on his chest had strands of silver dotted here and there. She noticed the same thing with his hair as she ran her fingers through it. It was still thick and soft, but tiny bits of silver caught the morning light. Anna guessed him to be forty-six or forty-seven now.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” he asked with a smile.

She pulled her hand away. “I’m sorry, Master.” He caught her hand and kissed her palm.

“Don’t apologize. I was just wondering what was going on in that pretty little head of yours.”

Anna bit her lip and looked up at him. He didn’t look angry. Was he vain enough to get upset if she told him? “I was noticing the silver in your hair,” she said softly and carefully.

He gave a boyish half-smile. “I am getting older, aren’t I? Time seems to go fast at this age.”

Anna smiled shyly. “There’s not that much. It looks . . . debonair.”

He laughed. “Thank you, Baby. You have changed too. You’re definitely not a girl any longer.” He slid his hand down her waist to her hip. “Definitely a woman now,” he murmured, rolling on top of her and kissing her again. He moved down to her neck and sucked on it until she squirmed and moaned. “Though just as sweet.” He nudged her legs apart and groaned as he buried himself slowly in her body.

Anna arched her back and gasped as he filled her. “Master . . .” she sighed.

“My name, Anna. Call me by my name.”

“Devin . . .”
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Anna smiled to herself as she showered later. Devin had changed since last night. He was kind and gentle again. It was . . . frightening in some aspects, but she liked it. Maybe he would be nice for a while. She liked him when he was nice. She would continue pleasing him as best she could, and try to keep him happy. Then maybe he wouldn’t get angry anymore.

He came into her bathroom as she was stepping out of the shower. “I’ll see you tonight, Baby.” He kissed her. “At the foot of the bed when I get home, right?”

Anna nodded and smiled. “Yes, Devin.”

He gave her an affectionate grin and then left.

He was happy with her! He was her Devin back again. She would do whatever she could to keep him that way.
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She drove downtown later, still smiling and happy. She would still be careful to behave properly. Eat properly. Dance well. Everything that would make Devin happy. Then everything would be okay.

“Hey, Anna.” Travis greeted her as she walked to the barre.

“Good morning, Travis,” she said softly and sat on the floor. She felt him looking at her and glanced up. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

“You looked so upset yesterday, but today you seem really happy. What happened?”

Anna flushed, remembering Devin’s lovemaking and her multiple orgasms. “Devin’s nice again. I’ve pleased him.”

Travis frowned. “He’s being nice?”

“You don’t believe me?”

“No, I believe you. I just wonder why.”

Anna frowned, hurt. “I pleased him. He’s happy with me.”

Travis clenched his jaw but didn’t say anything else. Justin arrived a few minutes later.

“Hey, you look happy. Come to terms with dancing with me?”

“I was never upset at dancing with you.”

“Did ya win the lottery?”

“Lottery? What’s that?”

Justin looked at her like she was crazy. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Not likely, Justin,” Travis interjected. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she didn’t know what it was.”

Justin studied her and shook his head. “So, why’re you so happy?” he laughed. “You got a new boyfriend. That must be it.”

“He’s not my boyfriend,” she mumbled and turned away to stretch.

Travis sighed. “We’ll see how long that lasts.”

Justin looked confused.

“Her lover.” Travis rolled his eyes. “Asshole.”

“Travis, please don’t say such things,” Anna said, looking up with a horrified expression on her face. “Please. You’re the only one I have left. You and Jenna.”

Travis frowned and continued stretching, muttering under his breath.
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The room was dark, but she knew where she was. There were dying embers in the fireplace by which, after her eyes adjusted, she could see a little. She saw the shadow on the bed and walked to it.


She smiled at his sleeping form. She wanted nothing more than to run her fingers through his hair. But . . . hadn’t she had a dream where they did touch? She sat down carefully on the bed and reached out to touch him when his hand snaked out and grabbed her wrist.

“Oh!” she exclaimed in surprise at his touch. It was firm and warm.

His eyes snapped open and he looked just as surprised as she felt. “Anna?” He sat up, not letting go of her wrist.

She stared at his hand and then looked up in amazement. He was staring at his hand and then slowly brought her hand to his cheek.

“Alex,” she sighed as her palm grazed his beard. It was scratchy, but she didn’t care. She didn’t care that the dreams weren’t real anymore. His phantom touch was better than anything in real life.

He let go of her wrist and tangled his hand in her hair, as he had last time, and pressed his lips to hers. They were the same lips she had kissed so many times, only now they were surrounded by tickling hairs. If the kiss hadn’t been so desperate, she would have giggled at the sensation. As it was, all she could think of was his lips against hers, his hand in her hair, her hand on his face.

“I love you, Anna.” It was the cry of his heart, spoken in desperation.

“I love you, Alex,” Anna whispered with the same level of desperation.

They gazed into each other’s eyes, their foreheads resting against each other. He looked like he wanted to say something, but hesitated.

“What is it, Alex?” she asked, stroking his cheek.

“I will be free soon. I will come for you.”

Anna backed away. “Why do you say such things?” she asked with tears in her eyes. “You will never return, Alex. I’m okay with that now . . . I think.” She didn’t feel so okay with that at the moment. “I miss you,” she whispered.

He grimaced and closed his eyes for a moment. “You’re right, Schatzi. I shouldn’t say such things. I’m sorry.”

A pain seared her head and she grabbed it and bent over.

“You need to go, Anna. Dream of me again.”

She looked up and was filled with all his love. “I love you,” she whispered as the room faded.
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Anna opened her eyes and rolled onto her back. Rehearsals had finished early, but she was still tired. She had decided to take a nap before Kaveh arrived.

She stared at the ceiling and thought about Alex. It was true she was more at peace with his death, but she still missed him. Would the ache ever totally go away? Part of her wanted it to disappear. Part of her was afraid of it going away. She didn’t want to lose him totally. She liked dreaming of him now; it was like returning to a favorite book.

She allowed herself the luxury of thinking about Alex for a little bit. Her memories of him. She still wore her wedding band and twisted it around her finger. She didn’t know why Devin allowed her to, but she was thankful he hadn’t asked her to remove it. Maybe it really was “better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.” Maybe.
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She heard Devin’s car and hurried down to his bedroom, undressed and got herself into position. He came in a few minutes later.

“Hello, Baby. What a good girl you are.”

Anna smiled slightly, keeping her head down. She was thankful he was pleased. He disappeared into the closet and returned a bit later in casual clothes to stand in front of her.

“You know what to do, Baby,” he said in a gentle voice.

She reached for his jeans and unzipped him and sucked his cock with enthusiasm. He was still happy with her. She wouldn’t do anything to change that. Even though her body ached, she ignored it and did everything she could to make sure he enjoyed himself. His hand rested on her head, but he, surprisingly, let her control the movements. She was even more thankful and swallowed him eagerly when he came in her mouth. She licked him clean and then looked up at him adoringly.

“Good girl,” he murmured, petting her hair. “Get dressed and we’ll go have dinner.”

At dinner, Devin asked how her day was. She looked at him in shock before answering nervously. Was she supposed to have done something that she had forgotten? Why did he want to know about her day?

He smiled at her. “Next time, if you are done early, call me. I may have you come visit me.”

“Should I have done that today?” Her voice was shaky.

“There’s no reason you would have thought about it, Anna. I hadn’t said anything to you about it. I didn’t realize your rehearsals were shorter sometimes.”

“Justin had to rehearse first act. Nutcracker rehearsals tend to be shorter than others. At least for the second act.”

Devin nodded. “That makes sense.”

He would have seen enough Nutcrackers to know about it. Ballet was one of the things that the respectable people did in the city to be seen. It harkened back to before the technology era and stuck. Opera, Ballet, Symphony. They were all important aspects of the city culture.

Anna looked at him. “Did your office get fixed?” she asked hesitantly. He had asked about her day. She should ask about his.

He looked pleased that she asked. “It will be tomorrow. The window was being fixed today and they delivered the new desk this afternoon. I was working out of an extra office today.” He made a face. “Makes me appreciate my own office. The windows were small and had no view.”

She studied him for a while. He didn’t seem upset about the situation and assumed Wilhelm was still safe. “I’ve been having lunch with Jenna every day. Is that all right?”

Devin looked up. “Of course. As long as I don’t ask you to come down and see me or some other task.”

She sighed in relief. “Thank you, Devin.”

“Has your partner, Justin is it? Has he been treating you well?”

“Yes. He . . . well, he doesn’t seem interested in me. It’s . . . unusual.”

Devin chuckled. “It is. Is he gay?”

“I don’t think so. I’ve seen him with women.”

“Maybe he’s just a smart man. He’s a good dancer?”

“Oh, yes. Very much so.”

“Good. I wouldn’t want you dancing with someone not worthy of you.”

They ate quietly for a while. In some ways, Anna felt more at ease than she had since she moved in a week ago. But she kept glancing up at him, wondering if he would change again.

“Why do you keep looking at me?”

She looked down at her plate for a moment while she thought about how to answer that. He waited quietly.

“I want to please you, Devin. I don’t want to make you angry. I . . . I like it when you’re nice.”

He stared at her for a long minute and she wanted to fidget under his gaze but was afraid to move.

“I know I’ve been hard on you in the past, Anna. I know you only want to please me. I will . . . try to be more patient.”

“I will continue to do my best, Devin.”

He reached over and patted her hand. “I know you will.”

When they were finished eating, Anna hurried up to the bedroom, undressed and was waiting for him on the table when he arrived. He smiled at her enthusiasm.

“What a good girl,” he said, walking over and cuffing her wrists. He kissed her on the mouth as he attached the chains to the table. He sucked on her nipples on his way to his seated position. When he sat down in the chair, he opened her folds with his thumbs and leaned forward to lick her.

“Mmm,” he exclaimed. “Kaveh seems to have been . . . enthusiastic today.”

“Yes, Master. He said I pleased him immensely.”

“Good girl,” he murmured against her pussy and resumed his task.

She was sensitive and enjoyed every flick of his tongue, but didn’t dare move or make a sound. She wanted to come so badly, but didn’t let herself. She wanted to make him happy. When he had licked and sucked her raw and she began to fade he gave her permission to come and locked his lips around her clit. She came for him and then, as she had the previous night, hung limply. Once again, he uncuffed her and carried her to the bed, but he didn’t fuck her. He lay down next to her and stroked her skin and told her what a good girl she was.

She looked at him with lifeless eyes, vaguely wondering why he was being so kind. He kissed her cheek and neck, but she barely felt it.

“You don’t feel that, do you?” he asked softly.

“I’m sorry, Master,” she said in a weak voice.

“You have done well, tonight, Baby. I am pleased.”

“You need release,” she whispered.

“When you’re ready. Wait until Kaveh has restored you.”

Anna closed her eyes and wondered at his kindness.

Kaveh came a while later and she rested her head, as before, on his thigh as he gave her life back. Devin scooted behind her after a few minutes and penetrated her as she lay on her side. It took her a few minutes before she felt him. Kaveh leaned forward and she felt his mouth on her clit as Devin fucked her slowly and gently.

“God that feels good,” Devin mumbled, cupping her breast.

Kaveh chuckled. “You like me playing with your balls?”

“Mmm,” Devin muttered.

She saw Devin’s hand next to her face as she continued to nurse at Kaveh’s cock. He massaged and tugged gently at the Immortal’s sac. Both men moaned and quickened their movements. Anna felt the rush of cum in her mouth as Kaveh groaned and sucked very hard on her clit. She cried out against his cock in her throat and nearly choked. Devin groaned loudly a moment later and she felt him throb inside her.

Devin chuckled lazily. “I could get used to this.”

Kaveh gave a last lick, sending a shudder through Anna’s body, and then sat up on his elbow and looked at Devin. “Your cock is very nice, Devin. As is your ass. I have nothing more to offer you, but if you would like some additional pleasure, I would be happy to oblige.”

Devin was quiet for a moment. “I would only let an Immortal fuck me.”

Kaveh grinned. “Of course. Anyone else would be . . . degrading.”

Anna’s eyes widened as Kaveh’s cock hardened once again and he crawled to the back of the bed. Devin moved away from her and she turned to watch as Devin moved onto all fours and groaned loudly as Kaveh pushed into his body.

“Just let me fill you, Chairman. Let me pleasure you.” He looked up and met Anna’s eyes. “You allow me such pleasure with my Daughter, it’s the least I can do.”

Devin’s head hung limply as Kaveh held his hips and began moving.

“Yes,” he moaned. To Anna’s amazement, Devin’s cock hardened again as well.

She tried to keep her eyes open, but they were so heavy. She didn’t hear them cry out in intense pleasure a few minutes later.


Fifty-Four


The next morning, after rehearsal, Anna found a message from Devin on her phone. He sounded angry and wanted her to come to his office at lunchtime. She quickly changed shoes and ran out of the studio, shouting to Jenna that she couldn’t have lunch with her that day.

It was only a few minute drive to Devin’s office and Anna tried to figure out why he was upset. He had been very . . . loving . . . to her this morning, waking her with gentle kisses again and making love to her slowly and gently. What had happened this morning? She parked Alex’s silver sports car in the guest parking and tried to remember how to get to his office. She’d only been here a few times, and it had been over two years since the previous time. She texted Devin as she walked into the building, letting him know she was here and making her way to his office.

When Anna stopped at the security desk to ask for directions, she was given a strange look. She must have looked very out of place wearing spandex short-shorts and a loose t-shirt and flip-flops. Very out of place for an office building, especially in October. But when she told the security guard her name, his demeanor changed to more respectful and he gave her directions to Devin’s office.

She emerged from the elevator and saw that Madison was still Devin’s secretary. The woman’s eyes narrowed as Anna approached.

“Is Devin in?” she asked, slightly breathless. More from nerves than exertion though.

“Miss Perkins?” Madison asked in a disapproving tone.

“Kunze, actually,” she said, lifting her chin. Madison had no right to act condescendingly toward her. She wasn’t Devin’s Mistress.

“You changed your name?”

Anna smiled. “Yes. And became a duchess, but that’s not important. Is Devin in or not?”

Madison frowned at her and then pressed a button on her phone. “Miss Per . . . er, Kunze is here.” She looked back up at Anna. “You can go in.”

Anna bit her lip and walked to the large, double wooden doors and pushed the nickel-plated handle to open the door.

Devin was standing at the window with his hands behind his back, legs apart in a strong stance.

“Devin?” she said tentatively.

He turned and she could see his eyes blazing. She took a step back in fear without thinking about it. He looked her up and down and then pointed to the table in the corner. She dropped her purse on the couch and walked to the table, afraid. He took large strides as he crossed the room and turned her around, pressing her chest firmly into the table. He pulled her shorts down and rammed himself into her pussy a moment later.

She gasped in pain and surprise, but kept quiet as he fucked her hard. What had she done to anger him? She dug her fingernails into the wood to keep from crying out and prayed that he wouldn’t use his spikes. She had hours of rehearsal left this afternoon . . . if he let her go.

He grunted loudly as he came, and then was still. She could hear him panting heavily behind her as he flexed and relaxed his fingers on her hips.

After a long pause, he put his hands on the table on either side of her head and leaned down to kiss the back of her neck. “I’m sorry if I hurt you, Baby.”

Anna froze in shock. He pulled out slowly and pulled her shorts back into place. She didn’t move for fear of upsetting him, but he took her hand and led her to the couch. He sat down heavily and pulled her into his lap, cradling her head against his chest. She trembled, not knowing what to expect.

“I’m not angry at you, Anna. I’m sorry if I made you think that.” He lifted her chin with his index finger and kissed her gently. “Thank you for helping me calm down.” He kissed her again, stroking her cheek with his thumb.

When he pulled away she could see his eyes were no longer blazing. She gave him a nervous smile. “What happened?”

He frowned. “Fucking Jerry. He vetoed a bill he was supposed to sign.”

“Jerry?”

“The fucking president. I told him I needed the banking bill signed and he gave into peer pressure and vetoed it. Fucking idiot.” Devin ran his hand through his hair. “We need to go to DC on Friday. I need to see him face to face. And with your help,” he smiled gently. “We will be able to show him his wrongs.”

“Oh.” Whenever they went to DC, she inevitably ended up hurting. “Do I need to take time off of rehearsals?”

“See if you can get out of there after lunch. It’s a long flight and the time difference is a bitch.”

“Yes, Devin,” she said softly.

“Are you hungry?” he asked, changing the subject.

She nodded. He pushed her gently off his lap and stood. “Let’s go eat. I’m starving.” Before they walked out of the office, he pulled her close and kissed her again. “Don’t let Maddy intimidate you. She’s just jealous.”

“Jealous?”

“I’ve fucked her in the past, but she doesn’t arouse me like you do. And you can take my anger. She gets pissy when I fuck her like I just fucked you.” He kissed Anna’s neck. “You know me and help me feel better,” he murmured against her neck. “You can take what I give you.” He chuckled. “Feel free to make her jealous.” He opened the door and let Anna go out first. “Maddy, is Trent in his office?”

“I haven’t seen him leave, sir,” she said, giving Anna a wary look.

Devin led Anna down a wide hallway. “Let’s see if Trent wants to come.” He stopped at a desk where a pretty redhead sat with a headset on her perfectly styled hair. “Hey, Hailey. Has Trent gone to lunch yet?”

Hailey shook her head and looked at Anna with a raised brow. “He just got back from a meeting.”

“Okay. Hailey, this is Anna. Anna, Hailey, Trenton’s secretary.”

“Hello,” Hailey said, still looking at her with slight disdain. Devin kissed Anna’s neck and then nudged her towards a set of double doors like his own. He opened the door and guided Anna inside.

“What the f—Anna?” Trenton looked at her with surprise until Devin walked in behind her. “Devin. You fucker. You know I don’t like being barged in on.”

“Ah, but I bring gifts,” he laughed.

Trenton smiled and pushed back from his desk. “Hey, Anna. What are you doing here?”

“I had her come. Did you hear about the bill?”

Trenton growled. “Yeah.”

“I’ll take care of it this weekend. Anna and I are flying out on Friday to . . . have a discussion.”

Trenton chuckled. “If that’s what you call it.”

“It’s PC.”

Trenton stood and walked around to the front of his desk. He looked down Anna’s bare legs. “You in the middle of rehearsals?”

She could feel his arousal. “Yes.”

Devin pushed her toward him and he opened his arms. She smiled. She liked Trenton.

“I can’t say I haven’t imagined having you bent over my desk,” he murmured, running his hands down her ass.

“Feel free,” Devin said, sitting down on the black leather couch across the room. “Maybe you can make her feel better than I did. I had to release some steam.”

Trenton looked down at her. “Was he rough with you?”

“It’s okay. He needed to.”

Trenton kissed her and ran his hands down her neck and cupped her breast. Anna sighed at the gentle touch as he massaged it and pressed her hips against his erection with his other hand.

“God knows I could use some release too,” he said quietly. “But I’ll be gentle.” He tugged at her shorts and Anna pushed them down her hips. After moving some items around on his desk, he guided her chest onto the hard surface and took a step back. “That is a beautiful sight, isn’t it?”

Anna clenched at his words, knowing both men were looking at her wet pussy. She heard a zipper and Trenton slid into her.

“Oh, yeah,” he murmured. “Fuck.” He held her hips and gently thrust in and out.

She moaned softly and pressed her hips towards him.

“Feel good, hon?” he asked softly.

She nodded and scratched at his desk as she felt a tingling deep inside. “Please, may I come?”

Trenton chuckled. “Absolutely. Just keep it quiet.”

She pressed her lips together and moaned, scratching at his desk as the orgasm overtook her. He grunted and quickened his movements. She squeaked as he rammed himself deep inside.

There was a beep and then. “Mr. Needham?”

Trenton gave a hard thrust and Anna held her breath.

“Yes, Hailey?” he asked in a very strained voice.

His fingers dug into Anna’s hips and he throbbed inside her. He was coming as his secretary called him. Something about that aroused Anna and her eyes rolled back into her head as another orgasm overtook her. She bit her lip and tasted blood as she tried to keep silent.

There was a pause. “Um, your wife is on line one.”

“Thank you,” he said, his voice still strained. There was another beep and Trenton groaned. “Fuck!” he exclaimed softly. “Did you come again, Anna?”

“Yes,” she said nervously.

“I could tell. Damn, that was erotic.” He bent forward. “Your lip is bleeding.” He kissed her cheek and then pressed a button on his phone. “Hey, love,” he said loudly.

Anna’s eyes widened. He was talking to Maki while his cock was still semi-hard inside her now very wet and swollen pussy.

“Hello, dear. How are things?”

Trenton smiled and grunted softly as he pulled out of Anna. “Good, now.” He caressed her ass. “Devin brought Anna over to see me.”

Maki laughed lightly. “Ooh, should I be jealous?”

“Never, love.”

“Hello, Maki,” Devin said, walking up to the desk.

“Devin, how are you?” Anna could hear the smile in her tone.

“Better than I was. I have to go out of town this weekend.”

“I heard about the bill. That’s not the way it was supposed to go, is it?”

“No. But I’ll deal with it.”

Trenton caressed Anna’s pussy and slipped a finger inside. She was still bent over his desk and she arched towards him. She buried her face in her hands to keep silent.

“Is Anna still there? I don’t hear her.”

“She’s trying very hard to be quiet, love, and I’m making it very difficult for her.”

Maki laughed again. “Lucky girl, Anna. Devin, we need to get together again soon. I haven’t had the pleasure of tasting Anna in a long while. Is she still as sweet, Trent?”

Trenton knelt down and licked at Anna’s pussy. “Oh, yes,” he said and licked her again.

Anna gasped in surprise and pleasure. She desperately tried not to moan, but one escaped anyways at Trenton’s insistent tongue.

“Let me hear you, Anna,” Maki said. “You make the most beautiful sounds when you come.”

Anna looked up at Devin and he nodded. She allowed a soft moan as Trenton sucked on her clit. “Oh!” she cried. Knowing Maki was listening turned her on even more. She mewed and moaned as Trenton sucked and lapped gently at her pussy and then kept her cries as quiet as she could as another orgasm exploded in her body.

Devin petted her hair. “Good girl, Anna.”

She panted, her sweat-damp forehead pressed against the desk as Trenton continued to kiss her pussy.

“How was that, love?” he asked between kisses.

The sound of panting and moaning came through the phone and then Maki cried out loudly as she came, but how, Anna didn’t know.

“I think she liked it,” Devin commented with a smile. “Was that by yourself or with your assistant?”

“Myself. Brady’s gone to lunch. I was hoping for some phone sex,” she giggled. “Thank you, Trent.”

“Always my pleasure.”

“So, Devin,” Maki said, and Anna could picture her composing herself behind a desk somewhere. “What is your schedule like? I want a turn to play with Anna.”

Devin laughed. “We’re leaving Friday afternoon, so either before or after that.”

“Tonight?” she asked.

“I love your eagerness, Maki,” Devin said. He glanced at Trenton, who was still teasing Anna with his tongue. Trenton nodded. “Sounds good. Your place or mine? Anna’s living with me now.”

“How wonderful. Either is fine. Discuss it with Trent and let me know.”

“Sounds good. I think he’s having lunch without me.”

“Lucky man. I will see you all tonight.”

The call ended and Devin looked at Trenton. “Care to join us for lunch?”

Trenton gave Anna’s wet pussy one last kiss. “Sure.”

“I’m going to lunch, Hailey,” Trenton said as the three of them walked out of his office a few minutes later. Anna felt a little weak-kneed.

“Yes, Mr. Needham.” She narrowed her eyes slightly at Anna, making Anna wonder if she had heard anything.

Devin put his arm around Anna and the three of them walked to the elevator. “How about Shea’s?”

“Devin, I’m not exactly dressed for that place.” Anna had been to the upscale restaurant a few times and knew a certain level of dress was expected.

He looked her up and down. “Hmm. Yes. You need to keep a change of clothes in your car for situations like this.”

“I will from now on. I promise.” She looked up at him earnestly.

“I know you will,” he smiled.

“But if you two want to go without me, it’s okay. I can grab a sandwich on the way back to the studio. I don’t want to ruin your lunch.”

Devin was quiet as they stepped into the elevator. “You probably need to get back to rehearsal soon as well?”

Anna glanced at her watch and nodded. “I’m sorry, Devin.”

He kissed her head. “It’s all right. You helped me feel better. I can let you go. But make sure you eat.”

“I will.”

They exited into the lobby.

“I’ll call you and give you the details about tonight,” Devin said as he kissed Anna goodbye.
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“Why the change of attitude?” Trent asked as the two men walked out the front door of the office building.

“It makes her happy.”

Trenton arched a brow. “You care about making her happy now?”

Devin shrugged. “It’s a means to an end. When I told her I wouldn’t have Wilhelm killed, she literally kissed my feet and was incredibly obedient for the rest of the night. Kaveh pointed out that, if I treat her right, she might become my willing sacrifice.”

“You’re going to kill her?” Trent exclaimed a little too loudly.

Devin frowned. “Of course not. The child, you dumbass.”

Trent sighed in relief. “You scared me for a minute. You’ve put so much work into her.”

“And I need her. No. You’ve seen how happy she is. By just . . . being nice to her, she’s willing to do anything. I suppose there is something to be said about a happy slave. And I only have to do it . . .” He sighed, “. . . until the bonding ceremony. God, can I last that long?”

“Is it really that difficult to keep her happy? She glowed when you told her she was a good girl after I fucked her.”

“No, I suppose not. But if she starts getting demanding it will be.”

“She’s not that type, Devin, and you know it. She wants to please you. It’s written all over her face.”

Devin sighed again. “Yeah. I can always apologize if I use her too hard like I did today. I just bent her over my table and fucked her like there was no tomorrow. I think she was terrified that she had done something to upset me. I just needed some release.”

“See? It’s not that hard.” Trent grinned as he opened the door to the restaurant. “Being nice to her won’t ruin your reputation. It might actually help it.”

Devin walked in the door and looked back at his friend. “It needs helping?”

Trent shrugged. “You can do whatever you want. But you might find you actually like the girl.”

Devin frowned. Anna was a slave and nothing more. A conduit for his powers. But she wasn’t unpleasant to have around. “Maybe.”


Fifty-Five


Anna saw that Devin had left a message and listened to it during break. “Hey, Baby. Trent and Maki are coming to our house tonight, so be ready for them when I get home. I’ll be bringing Trent from the office. Be downstairs in the living room in something sexy. See you then.”

Our house? Anna thought as she put the phone down. The thought made her feel funny. She wasn’t sure if it was good or bad. It made her smile, albeit nervously. She still wasn’t sure about his new attitude, but she did like it.

She smiled to herself as she returned to the back of the studio for the beginning of the dance.

“Something made you happy,” Justin said looking curious.

“Oh . . . just . . . a message.”

“Your new boyfriend?”

Justin had been trying to figure out her relationship status in a roundabout way, though it didn’t seem that he wanted to date her. He was just . . . curious.

Anna shook her head. “Not a boyfriend.”

Justin grinned. “Why are you so secretive about this guy?”

Anna flushed. Why was she secretive about Devin? It’s not like Justin wouldn’t figure it out when opening night came around; Devin was a well-known figure in the city.

Was she ashamed of Devin? No, that wasn’t right. It seemed okay to have a boyfriend. But to be a mistress? It seemed . . . antiquated. Wouldn’t he be just a lover? But, she would be his lover, but he wasn’t necessarily her lover, though she was . . . oh, it was so confusing!

She was his slave, but she couldn’t say that. Slavery wasn’t a real thing in today’s world, even though it was. But the girls at the Manor were slaves. They had no identification; they didn’t exist to the outside world. Anna was a slave because Devin took her. There was no escaping, no changing her life. There had been a chance with Alex . . . but he was gone.

She looked down at her wedding ring. Alex.

Justin reached out and touched her hand. “Hey, I’m not trying to judge you or anything. I’m just trying to get to know you.”

Anna looked up at him. His gray eyes were sincere and looked sad for her. She gave him a small smile. “Do you know who Devin Andersen is?” She didn’t know if he’d been here long enough to know who he was.

“Who doesn’t?”

“He’s . . . the one I . . . spend time with.” Somehow just coming out and saying she was his mistress seemed weird.

Justin nodded. “Ah.” He tilted his head. “Isn’t he old?”

Anna shrugged. “I think he’s in his mid-forties.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-four.”

“Guys your own age aren’t interesting enough?”

“I was with Peter for over a year,” she pointed out, a bit defensively.

“And then you jump into a relationship with one of the richest men in the city?”

Anna opened her mouth but didn’t know how to respond to that. “I’ve known Devin my whole life,” she finally said.

Justin raised his eyebrows in shock. “That doesn’t make it sound any better.”

Anna looked back down at her ring and didn’t respond. It wasn’t like she had a choice, and he was unlikely to understand that. Fortunately, Isaak came in at that moment and she didn’t have to continue the conversation. She tried not to feel awkward and deliberately pushed Justin’s comments to the back of her mind.

When they were done with rehearsing, Justin sat next to Anna as she hurried to get her pointe shoes off.

“I wasn’t trying to make you feel bad, Anna.”

She looked at him skeptically but didn’t say anything. Her ribbon was knotted and being stubborn.

“You’re just a really sweet, pretty girl and I don’t get why you’re . . . I dunno. You seemed really happy with Peter. It sucks he had to move away.”

“Yeah,” she mumbled.

“But then you jump into . . . whatever . . . with Andersen?” He shook his head. “It’s okay to be single for a while, ya know. Play the field or something.”

Anna stared at him for a long minute. He genuinely felt bad for her.

“Travis doesn’t think very highly of him,” he added.

Anna shrugged. What could she say? Travis knew what Devin did to her.

“Did he give you that?”

Anna looked up and saw him looking at her ring that she was fidgeting with. She hadn’t even realized she was doing it. She blinked back tears. “No,” she said softly. “It’s my wedding ring.”

Justin stared. “You’re married?”

“Was,” she said just as softly. “He died almost four years ago.”

“I’m sorry. I think I remember people talking about that.”

Her knot finally gave way. “I kinda lost my mental capabilities after that.” She pulled her shoes off and put them in her bag.

“How long were you married?”

“Three months . . . well, not even.” She stood up and slipped her flip-flops on. “I need to go. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She felt him watching her as she walked away.
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Anna looked at herself in the mirror before she went downstairs to wait for Devin when he came home from work. She was wearing a short, dark-green dress that flared around her hips. Thong, garter and stockings, push-up bra and heels completed the outfit. She hoped Devin would be pleased. The clock on the vanity said it was almost six so she made her way downstairs to the living room. Looking around, she contemplated how she should present herself. Kneeling would probably be the safest course of action, but where?

She settled onto her heels by the door just as she heard male voices in the stairway. Hands on thighs, head down, she waited for the men to appear. Devin took two steps into the room and looked around. Trenton sat down on one of the couches.

“There’s my girl,” Devin said in a pleased tone.

Anna relaxed just a bit.

“Let me see you.”

She stood carefully and looked straight ahead as he examined her. He didn’t say anything, but walked out of the room. Anna blinked rapidly. She had displeased him. She had tried so hard, and she had displeased him. She lowered her head so Trenton wouldn’t see her eyes watering. She wanted to fidget, but was determined to stay still. Nothing else to displease her Master.

Devin returned a few minutes later and stood in front of her. “Anna,” he said softly.

She looked up cautiously and was surprised to see him smiling at her. “Did I displease you, Master?” she asked softly.

“No. Not in the least.”

He held up a silver-colored chain with a pendant. Her Elder-Mistress necklace! She looked up into his eyes in shock. “Master?”

He walked behind her. “Hold up your hair,” he said softly. She did so and he clasped the necklace around her neck and then kissed her neck at the clasp. “I am very proud of you, Baby. You deserve this back.”

She hadn’t worn this since Wilhelm had been banished. She reached up to touch it softly. “Thank you, Master,” she said and then swallowed. She had pleased him!

He turned her around and traced the circle. “My Mistress,” he said quietly and kissed her. He pulled her close and her hands slid over his shoulders.


Fifty-Six


“T


urn over, Anna.”

Anna turned over onto her stomach, still half-asleep. She had been sleeping hard, but woke at Devin’s voice. He stretched out on top of her and pressed his cock inside her.

Anna moaned softly as he moved inside her. He held her hands above her head and his body was heavy above her.

“You were a naughty girl last night, Anna,” he murmured in her ear.

Anna’s eyes snapped open and she was wide awake. What had she done? “I’m sorry Master,” she whimpered.

He thrust in deeply and Anna stiffened and cried out as she felt the pinch inside her body. Devin had extended his spikes. She kept her breathing shallow and froze. He didn’t move either.

He sucked on her neck, but kept still. “Do I belong to you, or do you belong to me?”

“I belong to you, Master.”

“I know what you were doing when you made Maki come last night. After we’d finished fucking.”

Anna swallowed nervously and tried desperately to remember what had happened the previous evening. Her memories were fuzzy from the drugs, but she had a vague remembrance of feeling possessive of Devin’s cum inside Maki’s pussy. Yes, Devin had fucked Maki and Anna had not liked the idea of Devin leaving any part of himself inside the other woman, so she had eaten the cum out of Maki’s pussy without his permission.

“I do not belong to you, Anna. I can stick my cock in whatever woman I damn well please. I can come inside of any fucking woman I want. Do you understand?” His voice was soft but insistent.

“Yes, Master,” she whimpered.

“You took what didn’t belong to you, Anna. That’s a very bad girl.” He moved a fraction of an inch and Anna cried out in pain. “You were aggressive when I hadn’t told you to be.” He moved again and tears began running down her cheeks.

“I’m sorry, Master! I’m sorry!”

Devin retracted his spikes. “I don’t want to punish you, Anna,” he said quietly. “I want things to be good between us.” He began moving slowly, which felt good except for the cuts that he rubbed against. “Give me your pain, Anna.”

Anna closed her eyes and concentrated. He rubbed the sore area and she cried.

His movements increased. “Give it to me, Anna!” he demanded.

She tried. She tried so hard, but it wouldn’t work. She arched her back and screamed in pain and frustration.

“Give it to me!” Devin yelled, pushing up away from her and pressing her wrists down deeper into the mattress and bruising them as he squeezed. He thrust hard over and over again. Anna’s body jerked with his movements. Finally, she felt something tingle within the pain and the next moment her mind and body exploded into tiny shards. She screamed in painful ecstasy as Devin drove himself deeper and deeper inside her. He gave a last hard thrust and screamed out above her.

Anna panted as she lay with her face buried in the sheets below her. Devin had collapsed on top of her and the weight of his body made it hard to breathe. He didn’t move and she wondered for a second if he was asleep. But just as she worried she would pass out from lack of oxygen, he groaned and rolled to his side.

He looked at her and brushed her hair back away from her face. She turned to look at him, her face still wet from tears. “I’m sorry, Master,” she whispered, unable to keep a frightened quiver from her voice.

Devin pulled her close. “You took your punishment well, Baby. All is forgiven.”

She rested her head on his chest and wanted to go back to sleep, but knew she had to get up and get to the studio. “I’ll do better next time, Master. I promise.”

“I know, Baby. I know.”

Anna didn’t notice the bruises until she got into the car. Her pussy hurt too. She wasn’t bleeding but the cuts Devin had given her hadn’t healed yet. Stupid, stupid girl! She always ended up doing something wrong and making Devin punish her. No matter her resolve, she always failed.
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Anna plopped down on the floor next to Travis. He immediately saw the bruises on her arms.

Travis frowned at her. “What happened?”

“Devin had to punish me,” she said quietly.

Travis let out a low growl and muttered something about “fucking bastard.”

“I misbehaved, Travis. What else is he supposed to do?”

“You’re justifying it now?”

Anna shrugged. “He doesn’t usually hurt me just for the fun of it. He always has a reason.”

Travis snorted. “Yeah, you tell him you don’t like his shirt and he tortures you for the rest of the afternoon.”

“He’s never punished me for that.”

“Yet.”

“What is he supposed to do, Travis? I misbehave. I don’t mean to, but I do.” She sighed. “Even Wilhelm had to punish me when I was in Russia.”

Travis’ jaw dropped open. “Wilhelm punished you?”

“Well, he called it discipline . . .” Anna thought back to the spanking. “I guess it was different. But Devin was nice afterward this time.”

“This time . . .” he muttered. “Dammit, Anna. Don’t you ever wish you could just . . . run away?”

Anna looked at him in bewilderment. “Run away? He’d find me. He always finds me.” She shuddered. “You don’t know what he did to me when I tried to kill myself when I was younger. I can’t imagine what he would do if I tried to run away.”

Travis took her hand and looked at her with incredible seriousness. “What if there was a way? If you could get out of here and be somewhere safe?”

Anna laughed. “That doesn’t exist, Travis. He knows everything. He always knows where I am and what I’m doing. He’d know if I was at the airport or out of the city.”

Travis glanced down at her wrists. “You don’t deserve this life, Anna.”

“Deserving or not, it is my life. If Alex was still alive there might be hope. But he’s dead and has been for many years. He was the only one Devin couldn’t hurt and he’s gone. And Devin’s . . . more powerful now. I don’t know if Alex could even get me away from him now if he was still alive.” She shook her head and played with the ribbons of her pointe shoes. “No, Travis. I just need to concentrate on being a better, obedient slave. He doesn’t hurt me if I’m good.”

Something moved next to her and she looked up to see Justin standing over her with a disturbed look on his face. “Who hurts you?”

“No one.”

Justin knelt down and took hold of her hand. “Who did this?” he demanded.

Anna shook her head. “Don’t get involved, Justin.”

“Was it Andersen?”

Anna pulled her hand away from him. “Please, Justin. Stay out of it. I don’t want you to get hurt.” She turned to Travis. “Travis, tell him. Please.”

Travis frowned. “Yeah, man. You can’t do anything about it.”

Justin’s face turned red and he clenched his jaw. “I thought you were her friend,” he growled. “This doesn’t bother you?” He held up Anna’s arm again.

“Fuck yeah, it bothers me. I’ve been watching it for years. You don’t understand though. There’s nothing you can do and you’ll only end up hurt . . . or worse.”

“I can’t fucking believe this, Travis. What kind of fucking friend are you?” Justin glared at Travis and balled his fist.

Anna jumped up and ran out of the studio and up to Isaak’s office. Isaak could make Justin understand . . . she hoped.

The secretary wasn’t at her desk so Anna went to Isaak’s door and knocked.

“Anna?” Isaak stood and walked around his desk. “What’s wrong? Why are you upset?”

“Justin . . . he’s . . . he saw my bruises and he’s pissed at Travis because he told him not to get involved.”

Isaak looked down at Anna’s wrists. “Devin?”

She nodded. “Justin’s really angry, Isaak. I’m afraid⁠—”

There was a commotion in the hallway and Anna heard yelling from downstairs.

Isaak walked out and looked down. “Wait here,” he said, then disappeared around the corner.

He returned a few minutes later with Justin and Travis. Travis had a bruise on his cheek and Justin was huffing and glaring at him.

“Oh, no!” Anna exclaimed staring at the two dancers. “What⁠—”

“Anna, go back downstairs,” Isaak said calmly. “Delia will start class if I’m not back.”

Anna nodded and went back to the studio. One of the dancers told her that Justin and Travis’ argument escalated and Justin hit Travis, explaining the bruise. She appreciated Justin’s caring, but if he wasn’t careful he was going to get Devin’s attention. That wouldn’t be good.
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“We might have someone new to help us.”


“New? How the hell did that happen?”

“She showed up with bruises on her wrists this morning and Justin got really defensive of her. Was fucking pissed that I wouldn’t do anything about it. He hit me.”

“He hit you?”

“He had a friend whose dad was really abusive and his friend ended up dead. Justin knew about the abuse but was afraid of doing anything about it. He swore he’d never let that happen to anyone again.”

A sigh. “I know the feeling.”

“Did you know he’s from New York?”

“I think I must have at some point. I think he mentioned something about dancing out here but wanted to get away from his family. That could be convenient.”

“Devin would never suspect him and he’s her partner now.”

“You trust him?”

“Yeah, I do.”

“What does he know?”

“Not much. Isaak convinced him that people are trying to help her, but that it’s a delicate process and if he wanted to stay alive, he should stay out of it. That didn’t make him happy but hearing it from Isaak helped. I . . . mentioned leaving to her this morning. She laughed at me. Not that I blame her. But she won’t come willingly.”

Another sigh and then a curse. “God, I don’t know what to do. Her living with him really fucked up the plans.” A pause. “What’s Justin’s last name again? I’ll see if anyone knows him around here.”

“Sawyer.”

“Sawyer? Fuck.”

“What? Why?”

“I think there’s a Deacon with that last name.”

“Is that good or bad?”

“I don’t know. I guess we’ll find out.”



Fifty-Seven


Early Friday afternoon, Anna rode in a limo with Devin on their way to the airport. She hadn’t told him about the fight between Justin and Travis. She didn’t want to get Justin in trouble.

Her wrists were still a little sore, but were healing. Devin had been back to his “nice” self since he punished her, though she was still scared of him. Right now she was leaning against him and he was nibbling on her neck.

Anna sighed and squirmed, trying to control herself. His hand slipped up under her silk shirt and cupped her lace-covered breast. He massaged it gently and then reached in and tugged on her nipple ring.

“Oh, Devin,” she sighed. They were almost at the airport and she wanted him so badly. He’d been teasing her the whole time and she was going crazy with desire. “Please . . .” she whispered.

“Please what, Baby,” he asked, chuckling.

“Please fuck me,” she moaned as he pinched her nipple painfully. But the good pain that made her clench her pussy.

“We’re almost there, Baby. There’s no time.”

She squirmed in her seat again. He hadn’t seemed upset that she was doing it and so she had continued showing him her frustration that way.

His hand moved to her leg and he lightly trailed his fingertips up her inner thigh. “Your legs are wet,” he remarked and kissed her ear. “I imagine your panties are soaking.” His hand moved up a few inches more and he skimmed his fingers over her swollen sex. She moaned loudly and he chuckled. “Very wet. So wet for me, Baby?”

“Yes,” she said breathlessly. He continued to skim his fingers over her panties and she cried out in frustration.

“Mmm, I can’t wait to dive into your hot body, Anna, though you might burn my cock off.”

He continued to tease her until Anna noticed that they had passed the terminal. “Where are we going?”

“A private hangar. I finally broke down and got a private jet. I didn’t have a need before now. I liked fucking the flight attendants. But since you are with me now . . .” He bit her neck. “I find a need for more privacy.” He removed his hand from between her legs. “And, I didn’t want to be pinned to a schedule.”

Anna watched out the window as they pulled up to a small jet. Well, small compared to the monstrosity of the Kunze family jet. That was the size of a regular airliner. This was smaller, more like the conventional idea one would have thought about private jets. There was a ‘G’ on the back tail followed by a number, but Anna couldn’t read it from this angle.

“Kaveh will be joining us and I promise you, Baby,” Devin turned her around to look at her. “You will not be screaming in frustration when we land.”

The limo stopped near the base of the stairs and Ian appeared at the entrance of the jet. He hurried down the stairs as the driver got out and opened their door. Devin took her hand and led her up the stairs and into the spacious passenger compartment.

The floor was carpeted in royal blue, and windows lined the entire length of the enclosure. There were two small tables with light-brown, leather chairs flanking them, two leather couches in the middle and a larger table behind that with four seats around it. In the back was a wall and a partially opened door.

“Bathroom and bedroom,” Devin explained. “Do you like it?”

“Oh, Devin,” she said, running her hands over the leather chairs. “It’s wonderful.”

A petite woman with red hair tied up in a neat bun walked up to them. She wore a crisp white blouse and navy blue pencil skirt and heels. “Hello, Mr. Andersen. Ms. Kunze. The captain is ready to leave whenever you are.”

“Thank you, Vanessa,” Devin said. “I see Kaveh’s not here yet. We can take off after he arrives.”

“Yes, sir,” she said with a slight curtsy.

Devin led Anna to the couch and they stashed their bags nearby. Their suitcases were being loaded by Ian and the driver.

A shadow darkened the entryway of the jet and Anna looked up to see Kaveh stooping as he walked down the aisle. He sat down on the couch across from them wearing khaki pants and a white linen shirt. Anna had never seen him in regular clothes and stared. He looked like . . . a human. A very large, incredibly sexy human, but human nonetheless.

“Hello, Anna,” he said with a smile.

Anna blinked at his use of her name. He’d never called her that before. “Hello, Kaveh.”

Devin and Kaveh engaged in small talk and Anna looked out the window. She fidgeted and hoped that her arousal would be taken care of soon. Ian came in a few minutes later, the doors closed, and soon they were soaring through the air.

“You’re going straight to the White House?” Kaveh asked.

Devin nodded. “Fewer people around in the evening.”

“Good.”

Vanessa came by to let them know lunch was ready and the four of them moved to the table to eat.
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“Is the bed set up?” Devin asked as they were finishing up their meal.

A hint of surprise flickered through the redhead’s eyes, but she nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Good. Thank you. After you clean up you may stay in your quarters. I will ring you if we need anything.”

“Yes, sir.” She took the pile of plates away to the front of the jet.

Devin stood and pulled Anna to her feet, kissing her. He glanced at Ian. “You can have her when we’re done if you’d like.”

Ian glanced at Anna and smiled. “Thanks.”

Anna nervously followed Devin to the back of the plane to the small bedroom.

“Undress, Anna,” he said, unbuttoning his shirt.

She did as she was told, looking between Devin and Kaveh nervously. What was going to happen?

As soon as they were both naked, Devin pulled her close and kissed her, pushing her gently to the bed. He kissed her neck and breasts and belly, slowly making his way down to lap at her pussy.

“Devin . . .” She gasped as he began sucking on the swollen folds.

“I’m not taking all of you, Baby. Just some and then I will replenish you.”

Anna closed her eyes and enjoyed his touch.
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Devin worked his mouth and tongue hungrily over Anna’s pussy, sucking and licking her and making her moan. God, she was so sweet. He needed to empty her enough that he could replace her essence with his own so that they could work in synergy with Jerry tonight. As well as the people they met with the rest of the weekend.

“Enough, Devin,” Kaveh said, looking up at Anna’s face. It was slightly pale but not as pale as she got when he took everything.

He sat up. “Is she awake?”

Anna’s eyes fluttered open, but they were dull and couldn’t quite focus.

“It is enough. You will fill her and bring her life back.” Kaveh stood next to the bed. “Are you ready?”

Devin would take Kaveh’s essence directly into his own body. It was too much for his human body to take on a regular basis, which is why he used Anna as a conduit, but he needed the full strength this weekend. Jerry needed to be reminded of who was in charge.

He moved onto his hands and knees and Kaveh knelt behind him.

“My balls are heavy for you, Devin. It is the amount I usually use for impregnating Anna. It will serve you well.” The Immortal pressed his large cock against Devin’s hole and slid inside.

“Fuck!” Devin groaned as the massive rod invaded his ass. He was long and wide, a mix of pleasure and pain and his cock throbbed even more than it had been as the head pressed against the sweet spot.

“You need to contain your orgasm and keep it for Anna.”

“I know,” Devin growled between gritted teeth. Fuck! It hurt and felt incredible at the same time. Is this how Anna felt every night? He’d die if he had to take it every night. It was honey right out of the hive, the purest cocaine from Colombia, a lightning bolt straight through his ass and out the top of his head . . . .

“Argh!” he groaned as Kaveh flexed his fingers into his hips and began thrusting in and out. He was getting high on the sensations. The Immortal essence was beginning to seep into his body and he leaned his head back in painful ecstasy. Tears came to his eyes as the feelings intensified with every thrust. God, could he keep himself from coming? “Fuck, can’t I fuck her now?” he groaned.

“Your body needs time to absorb it,” Kaveh said, intensifying his thrusts. He pounded into Devin’s body and then gave a great shout as he exploded.

Devin screeched as he felt the cum shoot into his body so hard it was painful. His fingers dug into the sheets and he gasped for breath. Kaveh pulled out and Devin fell to his side, groaning as his body tried to absorb the offering. He curled into a ball and shook uncontrollably.

The Immortal put a hand on his hip. “It will subside soon. This is why we use Anna, yes?”

Devin nodded, unable to speak. His heart raced as his blood grew golden with Immortality.
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Anna watched as Devin shook on the bed next to her. She had never seen him so weak. He looked . . . ill. His skin was pink and slick and his neck muscles bulged. She looked at Kaveh, who watched him without concern.

Finally, Devin took a deep breath and relaxed, the fire inside him gone. He opened his eyes and they locked on hers. Golden flecks dotted his normally black eyes.

“You must give her life, Devin. Your body can’t contain everything I gave you.”

Devin nodded and rolled on top of Anna, crushing his lips to hers. His tongue slipped between her lips and she could taste something different in him. Spicy like cinnamon and rich like cream. It was intoxicating. She kissed him back hungrily, sliding her hands around his neck and into his hair. Her tongue caressed his and she sucked on it, making him groan, sending shivers down her spine.

His hands trailed down her body, caressing the side of her breast and thumbing her nipple. He pulled his mouth away to trail his kisses down her neck and she gasped in pleasure. Every kiss branded her skin with his passion. He nipped at her collarbone and slid his tongue down to her breast, taking a nipple into his hot mouth.

“Devin!” she cried out as he suckled the peak, harder and harder until she felt like he was going to suck the rest of the life out of her through her breast. Her mind whirled in incomprehensible colors, coherent thought impossible as long as his mouth was on her. He sucked on her other nipple, making her cry out in pleasure and pain as he positioned himself at her entrance.

“Please,” she begged softly, wiggling beneath him. She needed him so badly she could hardly breathe.

He pressed into her hot wetness and she screamed in pleasure. Every thrust sent waves of pleasure coursing through her body. Her fingernails dug into his back and she arched up to him, meeting every thrust, wanting to take everything he had to give her.

“Yes!” she cried. “Oh, Devin. Yes! Deeper! Deeper!” She wrapped her legs around him, wanting more.

He stopped moving for a moment and his golden-flecked eyes met hers. She whimpered and writhed beneath him.

“Mine,” he said in a deep voice and thrust forward.

“Yes!” she screamed.

He stopped again, looking intently at her. Why did he stop?

“No!” she screamed as he pulled out, but when he flipped her onto her stomach and pulled her hips up she understood. Deeper.

With one solid thrust, he rammed himself deeper than he had been. He pressed against her cervix and she screamed in pain and pleasure. Over and over and over he pounded her. The colors whirled in her mind and then everything was blinding white as Devin gave one last painful thrust. She couldn’t even scream as her body shattered in pleasure. She heard Devin yelling and felt his fingers dig into her hips, but the overwhelming light of the explosion in her body overtook everything else and she soared out of consciousness.
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Devin slowly regained awareness of his surroundings and looked down to see Anna fall to the bed below him. She shuddered and then was still. He pulled himself away from her and leaned forward, concerned that he had killed her.

He saw her breathing and relaxed.

“What the fuck happened?” he asked, turning to Kaveh, who had watched everything from a chair at the foot of the bed. The Immortal’s eyes were wide, which gave Devin a tremor of concern.

“You took her,” Kaveh said softly, not taking his eyes off the fallen form. “You took possession of her.” He turned his golden eyes to Devin. “You may have broken her bond with Alex.”

Devin looked back down at Anna’s limp body. “How will I know?”

“You will see it in her eyes when she awakes. If it isn’t broken, it is at the least covered over and buried.”

Devin smiled. “Did you know it was possible?”

“I have heard of such things, but they are rare. You . . . have become very powerful, Devin.”

Devin’s smile turned into a grin. “That makes me very happy to hear you say that, Kaveh.”


Fifty-Eight


Wilhelm sat in the dark theater in San Francisco, restless for the Nutcracker performance to progress. The second act had begun and it seemed that the dancing slowed more and more as he anticipated Justin and Anna’s Grande Pas de deux. He hadn’t spoken to Anna since the assassination attempt over a month ago. He had assumed that Devin had been keeping her on a tight rein, though she still should have been able to call him. When he and Kurt had arrived in town on Wednesday, they had hoped to have time with her before the performance as they usually did, but she hadn’t returned his calls. He was concerned.

He had called Travis to make sure she was all right, though Wilhelm was fairly certain that Devin would have called if something was severely wrong. Then again, the two men had different ideas about when something was ‘wrong’ with Anna. Travis said that Anna seemed okay, but distant and sometimes confused. She kept to herself and seemed content. Travis hadn’t seen any sign of abuse in several weeks, which was very relieving. She was just . . . quiet. He did mention that he had tried to take Anna out one afternoon and she flipped out, screaming about not leaving Devin. Violently flipped out and nearly made Travis crash his car.

Mood swings with Anna weren’t unusual, though Wilhelm couldn’t imagine Anna getting violent. He would have to see her for himself.

Wilhelm leaned forward as the long awaited music began and Anna stepped out of the oversized music box and took Justin’s hand. The delicate dance began, and she was beautiful. He smiled and leaned back in his seat to enjoy being closer to her than he had been in months. She and Justin danced well together and he couldn’t help but smile broadly as he watched. When the dance was over, he applauded loudly, as did the rest of the audience.

He saw Devin a few boxes away nodding in approval. Jack sat next to him with a sickening grin on his face. Wilhelm had nodded politely at intermission but hadn’t spoken to them. He would avoid Devin as much as possible. He hated the man with a passion, but he knew he would have to speak with him about spending time with Anna while he was in town.

When the performance concluded, he and Kurt slowly made their way down to the marble lobby.

“She was wonderful, wasn’t she, Vati?”

Wilhelm looked over at his son and smiled. Was he still harboring feelings for her? “She’s always wonderful.”

“I still don’t understand why she didn’t call you back. It’s so unlike her.”

“Yes, it is.” Wilhelm frowned as he thought about it. Something wasn’t right and he would make sure he discovered what it was before he left town.

Kurt and Wilhelm milled around the lobby, chatting with people they knew while they waited for Anna to appear. She and Justin had received a very long standing ovation and were the talk of the lobby. The dancers slowly started trickling in and Wilhelm kept a close eye on the door they walked through. He saw Jenna and she came and said hello along with her husband, Matt.

“Have you spoken to Anna?” she asked.

Wilhelm shook his head. “No. I called but have not heard from her. Why?”

Jenna looked around the room. “She’s . . . different, and I was hoping her seeing you would . . . help.”

He frowned at her words. “Different how?”

Jenna squinted as she thought for a moment. “Nothing obvious, really. I mean, depending on what’s going on in her life, she reacts differently, but, well, she’s . . . not herself. We’d been eating together every day for two weeks and really, I don’t know, becoming friends again. She didn’t share a lot of what went on with Devin, but she was . . . willing to be friendly. But she went out of town with Devin and . . . she came home and just said she didn’t want to go anymore. She wasn’t angry or upset, just . . . uninterested. And she’s just . . . God, I don’t know. It’s hard to explain.” She looked up into his eyes intently. “I think Devin did something to her, but I don’t know what. You’ll have to see her. Or maybe I’m just paranoid.”

Matt shook his head. “No, something’s different,” he agreed. “Just . . . off.”

Wilhelm looked up to see Justin and Anna walking into the lobby. She wore a beautiful, green silk, strapless gown that made her eyes glow. She paused for a moment, looking around the room. She looked in his direction but didn’t seem to see him.

A big smile spread across her face and she walked quickly towards . . . Devin? He opened his arms and embraced her. He said something to her and then kissed her on the lips, and stroked her cheek. She smiled at Jack and kissed him on the cheek, then leaned her head against Devin’s chest.

“What the . . .” Kurt muttered.

“Holy shit,” Jenna exclaimed.

Wilhelm’s stomach tied up in knots. What had Devin done to her? That was not normal. Jenna was right.

“Excuse me,” Wilhelm said and walked as calmly as he could to the trio.

Devin looked up and saw Wilhelm approaching. The smile on his face did nothing to reassure Wilhelm that Anna was all right.

“Hello, Wilhelm,” Devin said politely.

They shook hands and then Wilhelm looked at Anna. His beloved Anna.

She looked up at him and smiled, but there was no warmth in her eyes. “Hello, Wilhelm,” she said softly. Her voice had a seductive, yet sweet, tone that was very alluring and made his blood tingle. She didn’t reach out to him or do anything that would indicate that he meant anything to her.

“Hello, Anna,” he said after a moment. His eyes flickered to Devin, who was watching the exchange carefully. “Might I have a word with Anna alone?” he asked Devin.

Devin smiled. “Of course.” He lifted Anna’s chin and looked into her eyes. “Go spend time with Wilhelm.”

“Yes, Devin,” she said softly.

Wilhelm took her to a bench across the lobby and sat down next to her. “Anna, are you all right?”

“I’m fine, Wilhelm. How are you?”

He saw a vacancy in her eyes that hadn’t been there before. “I am worried about you.”

She laughed. “Why would you be worried about me? Everything is fine.” She smiled. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

He could tell by her tone she was asking about sex. God, what had happened to her?
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Devin watched Wilhelm’s face as he spoke with Anna. He was worried about her. How touching. And unsurprising.

“Can he undo it?” Jack asked.

Devin took a sip of his wine. “It is unlikely that he knows how. And he risks hurting her if he forces her.”

After the mind-blowing sex in the jet on the way to DC, Anna had changed. She had turned into the perfect little slave he’d been hoping for at the bonding ceremony. They’d gone to the White House that night and gotten the president back under control, and several other rogue politicians as well. She followed his orders perfectly now. No more crying or emotional bullshit that he’d dealt with for four years. She was perfectly content.

He kept her at his home because he liked having her there. He’d brought a few women home, just to test her reaction, and she went happily into her own bedroom while he fucked the women in the place she normally slept. She had no emotional reaction to it. But to be honest, he didn’t crave any woman but her. She pleased him sexually more than any other woman had in his life. She anticipated what he wanted and sought to please him in every area.

When it came time to impregnate her, he didn’t even have to use the serum to force her body to conceive. Kaveh spoke to her as he fucked her and she did it all by herself, and now there was a healthy little sacrifice growing inside that sexy body of hers. The only problem with her pregnancy was his limitation on how much life he could take from her. Kaveh said it would turn sour when he needed to stop, and it did. But, he told himself, that just meant the baby would have everything that he would need when he took it.

They had bonded in the way that he had desired for years. It wasn’t permanent; it had to be maintained, but he wasn’t complaining. He fucked her every night anyways. Kaveh had said this bond would last for several months before they needed to repeat what happened in the jet.

It would become permanent when the final ceremony had been performed. But this was a nice taste of the future.

[image: ]


“How would you like to stay with me tonight?”

Anna blinked and looked around. Where was she? Theater. Nutcracker. Yes, she remembered now. At least she thought she did. She was so confused these days. She vacillated from dream to dream, never certain of what was real or not. She found herself in the middle of activities, unaware of how she got there. It was always that way when she danced. She ‘woke’ every morning at the studio, feeling as if she had dreamed her way there. It was very disconcerting, but as soon as she stopped dancing she started dreaming again. Or was she dreaming that she danced and her dreams were the reality?

“Anna? Did you hear me?”

The familiar gentle voice made her heart pound. She looked up to see a worried Wilhelm looking down at her. “Wilhelm,” she exclaimed. She wanted to reach out to him, but her body wouldn’t obey her thoughts.

His eyes widened in surprise. “Anna?”

She clasped her hands together and clenched her fingers. Why couldn’t she reach out to him? She wanted to touch him, but she couldn’t make her body obey him. She looked up with tears in her eyes. “Wilhelm,” she pleaded softly.
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Wilhelm watched Anna carefully. She had looked at him the way she normally did and his heart leaped. He waited to see what she would do next but she only wrung her hands together as if battling within herself.

“Wilhelm.” She said his name so softly he could barely hear it, but the despair in her eyes was very evident.

“Anna, what is wrong? Why are you so distant?” He reached out to cradle her cheek. “What did he do to you?”

She leaned into his cheek and closed her eyes. “I dream. I dream all the time. I don’t even know if this is real, but I like it.” She opened her eyes. He could see the internal battle raging within her. “Help me,” she whispered and then closed her eyes again as if she were in pain.

He looked up to see Devin walking toward them, his face inscrutable. “Anna,” he said in a firm tone.

She opened her eyes and they were distant again. Wilhelm dropped his hand and she stood and went to Devin’s side.

Wilhelm stood and glared at Devin. “What did you do to her?”

Devin grinned. “I finally made her into who she is supposed to be. And she’s much happier now, don’t you think?”

“Who she is supposed to be?”

“Yes, the way she would have been had your son not interfered in the bonding ritual.”

Wilhelm stared. How was this possible?

“She’s much happier now, Wilhelm. Why don’t you just let her be?”

The irony of the question wasn’t lost on Wilhelm. Devin hadn’t let her alone; did he really expect Wilhelm to do the same? It occurred to Wilhelm that Devin might not have seen Anna’s internal struggle. Maybe there was still hope. He calmed his features.

“I would like to spend time with her while I am here.” He glanced at Anna, who was watching him with a pleasant though vacant look in her eyes.

“You are still technically her Master. I suppose you still have a right to be with her.” He paused. “She needs to rest between performances. I will have her come to your hotel Sunday night after the evening performance. I am establishing her place in society tonight, and I don’t want anyone to be confused as to who she belongs to.”

“She still belongs to me.”

“Technically, yes. But she won’t likely respond to you as she does to me. I am her sole Master and she does as I want her to.”

Wilhelm saw that was true. Everything in her demeanor spoke of devotion and loyalty to Devin. They gave the appearance of being a couple, but Wilhelm knew better. Devin had gotten his mindless slave. But Wilhelm had also seen that Anna was still in there. Maybe, with enough time, he could bring her out again.

Devin having control over her was dangerous. If Devin was wielding that much power, the stories he’d been hearing from other Elders and on the news made a lot more sense now. Even the slightly vacant look in their president’s eyes made more sense now.

He had to get Anna away from him.

“We are staying at the Ritz presidential suite. I expect her there immediately after the performance.”

Devin smiled. “Of course.” He turned and walked away with his arm around Anna.

Kurt rushed over. “Vati, what’s going on?”

Wilhelm shook his head as he watched Anna walk away with her head inclined to Devin. “He’s . . . made her his puppet.” He looked at Kurt. “But she’s still in there. I saw it for a short moment. She asked me to help her.” Wilhelm turned to look at the wall, his heart aching at the pain he’d seen in her eyes. He ran his hands through his hair. “I don’t know what to do.”

“She’s still there?”

Wilhelm turned to see Travis standing casually next to him with Justin. He looked as if he had just asked about the weather, except for the intensity in his eyes. “She’s not completely gone?”

“What do you know about it?” Wilhelm asked.

“He’s taken control of her. She doesn’t act like herself. I don’t know how he did it, but he did.”

“Why did you not tell me before now?”

“Because we thought she’d be gone by now,” Travis sighed. “And we didn’t want to risk . . . others . . . finding out.”

“Gone?” Wilhelm frowned.

Travis looked around. “Out of the city,” he said in a very soft tone.

Wilhelm’s eyes widened. “What? How?” How could he do that without Devin knowing?

Travis and Justin looked at each other. “Have you ever been to O’Brien’s Pub on Market?” Justin asked.

Wilhelm shook his head, not understanding what a pub had to do with Anna.

“We like to go there for a late breakfast after morning rehearsals.” Justin gave him a pointed look.

“Irish, eh?” Wilhelm commented, forcing a smile. “I have an Irish son-in-law. Good food.” He glanced at Kurt. “Sounds like a good place for breakfast.”

Kurt nodded in agreement.

Justin nodded. “You should try it.”

“We might just do that.”

“Good,” Travis said. He looked at Justin. “We should go.”

The two dancers walked away, walking almost shoulder to shoulder. Travis leaned over and whispered something to Justin, who laughed and put his hand on Travis’ shoulder in a rather intimate way. Were they a couple?
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Wilhelm watched Anna the rest of the evening as he socialized in the elegant lobby. She gave all appearances that she was in love with Devin and if he hadn’t seen her up close, Wilhelm would have been devastated. But he knew something was wrong. Anna was still in there, fighting to survive. He had to help her, but how?

She smiled and flirted with the men Devin spoke with and the men were smitten with her. A few times she walked away with a man and disappeared. Wilhelm hated to think about what she was doing.

Kurt growled next to him.

“What’s wrong?”

“That man Anna is talking to? That’s the senator that hurts her.”

Wilhelm looked across the room to see Anna smiling at a man about Kurt’s age with dark blond hair and a politician’s smile. The way he looked at her sent shivers down Wilhelm’s spine. No wonder Devin liked him.

“I don’t know how much more of this I can stand,” Wilhelm muttered, and looked at Kurt. “Should we be relieved that she probably doesn’t know what’s going on?”

“You think it’s that bad?”

“Her eyes are almost vacant. She said she dreamed all the time.” Wilhelm shook his head. “I feel so helpless.” He looked at the ceiling. “I feel like I’ve failed Alex. He entrusted me with her and she’s suffered so much while she has supposedly been under my care.”

“Vati, there’s little you can do. Alex was the one who was supposed to be able to deal with Devin. I spoke with Travis and Justin a bit more.” He shrugged when Wilhelm arched a brow at him. “I’m their age. It’s not as obvious as you talking with them.” He looked across the room at Anna. “She hasn’t shown up with bruises or anything that would indicate he’s abusing her. Aside from the distance, she seems okay. We need to go to breakfast tomorrow.”

“Yes, Kurt. I understood that.” He smiled to let Kurt know he wasn’t rebuking him. He was just anxious. “It’s painful being in the same room with her and yet . . . not.”

“I know the feeling.”


Fifty-Nine


Devin stroked his cock slowly as he watched Anna hang from the cuffs from the ceiling of his room later that night. It was late, but Kaveh would be here soon to nurse her back to health. It was an odd cycle, but one that worked. Kaveh gave her his essence, which Devin then took from her, and then took every ounce she had managed to replenish since the night before. Then Kaveh gave her enough to awaken her and Devin finished revitalizing her with a hard fuck. Odd, but not unpleasant for any of them. By Kaveh only partially reviving her, Devin was able to keep her under his control using her own life-force, or essence, against her. It was no hardship to fuck her nightly. He had to be gentler in the mornings, but even then, he could get away with not being overly loving.

She obeyed him exquisitely. He knew she wouldn’t move if he lay her on the bed while he consumed his nightly ‘meal,’ but he loved watching her hang there when he was finished, pale and limp with bright red pussy lips raw from his mouth. Most times her eyes weren’t even open and he wondered how much she knew of what went on. Did she pass out, or was she just so spent that she couldn’t respond, yet felt everything?

He had a feeling it was the latter because he had used a riding crop on her a few times to see if she reacted. She jumped slightly and her eyes opened just enough for him to see the pain in them. She never said anything about it, though. Momentary pain all but forgotten a few minutes later. The thought was appealing.

He reached out and pinched her nipples between his knuckles, a move that would normally make her cry out in pain. Her body jerked slightly and her eyes fluttered, but no other reaction. His cock throbbed at the idea of ramming himself into her ass to see what happened, but he needed to keep himself ready for later.

He looked around his room and spotted an empty beer bottle on the table next to the fireplace. He had finished it while Anna sucked him off earlier in the day. That had potential. He picked it up and walked back to Anna.

“I think you have fond memories of beer bottles, don’t you Baby?”

Her eyes fluttered slightly and filled with fear. So she was conscious.

He grinned wickedly as he spread open her ass cheeks and began working the bottle into the tiny hole. It went in surprisingly easy. She couldn’t move her body and likely wouldn’t be able to tighten these muscles either.
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Anna saw Devin hold the brown bottle up in front of her. After his ‘feeding’ times, she was surprisingly lucid, even though she couldn’t move her body. She knew the difference between reality and dreams when she hung from Devin’s ceiling. This was certainly reality, but it looked like it was going to turn into a nightmare.

No, Devin. Don’t! She struggled to make her body move, to show him she was afraid. Why did he want to hurt her? She loved him. What had she done to make him want to inflict pain on her?

The cool glass breached the ring easily and her body put up no resistance, but it was dry and the friction burned. He continued to push inside, placing a hand on her hip when she began to move forward from the pressure.

Oh, the fire! The burn! The tapered neck of the bottle gave way to the wider body and she screamed in her head. She tried to scream out loud, but couldn’t. It surprised her when she felt tears running down her cheeks at the fiery pain. Deeper and deeper he pushed and then stopped at the widest part. The most painful part and there was nothing she could do about it but hang there in agonizing pain.

“Does that hurt, Baby?” he asked with a wicked smile, tapping the bottle with his fingernail.

Her eyes fluttered and her body jerked. It was the only thing she could do. What had she done to anger him?

She watched him through hooded eyelids as he studied her. “It hurts, doesn’t it?”

Yes, it hurts so much.

He smacked her ass several times, her body swaying from her wrists. The bottle jerked against the stretched ring, increasing the burn. He laughed in delight.

“Are you punishing her?” Kaveh’s deep voice interrupted the silent torture.

“No,” Devin answered. “I was just curious if she could feel anything.”

Kaveh came into her line of sight and studied her. “Yes, she is in an incredible amount of pain.” He moved away. “Is that what you want?”

“The tears make my cock throb with desire.”

Kaveh chuckled. “You are a sick man to torture one who cannot scream.”

“Then maybe we should make it so she can scream.” Devin uncuffed her wrists and carried her to the bed where Kaveh offered her his cock.

She lay on her side, drinking in Kaveh’s offering and Devin tapped on the bottle and twisted it, causing agonizing pain. Finally, she pulled back from Kaveh and screamed.

“There she is.”

“You want to torture her while she’s half revived?”

“She won’t react if she’s fully revived, will she?”

“No.”

“Then yes. It’s been a while since I’ve heard her scream in pain.”


Sixty


Wilhelm watched Kurt tap the table with his fingertips and stare out the window of the Irish pub. Kurt still cared for Anna a lot, though his feelings weren’t as strong as they had been. Wilhelm suspected that Anna had more to do with his faded feelings than a natural decline on Kurt’s part. At one point, Kurt had even asked him if he could somehow step into Alex’s shoes and fight Devin himself.

Wilhelm had honestly been shocked at the question. Kurt was a good man. A very good man, but he wasn’t a fighter like Alex had been. To be willing to risk his life to fight for someone else was a new trait that Kurt was picking up. Wilhelm didn’t know if it was possible, but they had begun looking through the old books that Alex had used, and Alex’s notes to see if they could find a way. Kurt was making progress but Wilhelm was afraid to hope too much, although he would never discourage Kurt in his endeavor. He was so proud of his son.

They had ordered their breakfast, since he had a feeling the meeting was supposed to look like a chance encounter, and it arrived a few minutes later. A few bites into their meals, Justin and Travis walked through the doorway holding hands. They looked around casually and greeted the hostess as if they frequented the establishment. She gave them a big toothy grin and led them towards a table near Wilhelm and Kurt’s.

“Kurt!” Travis grinned and they walked over. “Took our advice, huh?”

Wilhelm smiled and wondered what he would learn that necessitated such subterfuge.

“It is good food,” Kurt grinned. “Care to join us?”

The two dancers glanced at each other and nodded. They smiled at the waitress and she handed them their menus and walked away. Kurt moved to the seat next to Wilhelm and the other two men sat down and opened their menus.

They chatted casually until the waitress came over. The waitress seemed to know them as well and flirted while she wrote down their order.

Wilhelm thought it best to let Travis and Justin take the lead on the other topic and didn’t have to wait long before the subject of Anna was brought up.

“She wasn’t well this morning,” Justin commented. “She didn’t complain about anything, but she seemed to be . . .” He glanced at Travis. “Uncomfortable?”

Travis nodded. “Like she was in pain, but didn’t know it, if that makes any sense.”

“Yeah. I lifted her onto my shoulder and she whimpered, but when I asked her about it, she seemed completely unaware that she had done it.”

Wilhelm took a sip of his coffee and considered their words.

“Has she acted like this before?” Kurt asked.

“Not in a really long time,” Travis said. “The reason I assume pain is that when she had obviously been abused, she acted in a similar manner, though tried to hide it better. This time . . .” He shook his head. “It’s like her mind’s disconnected from her body.”

“I would not be surprised. Did either of you know about her relationship with Devin?”

Justin frowned and Travis grimaced. “We knew she was living with him,” Travis said. “But we didn’t know she’d fallen in love with him.”

“I have a feeling it is more of an induced feeling than actual love,” Wilhelm said. “Devin claims to have—” He stopped and looked at Justin. “Are you a Brother?”

“Not technically, though I’ve learned quite a bit about it. My father is a Deacon in New York. I just learned about all this a few weeks ago.” He shook his head. “Things make so much more sense now.” He gave a grim laugh.

Wilhelm frowned. “New York?” He knew that Tom was Devin’s best friend. Tommy had shown concern about Anna, but what about his father?

Travis nodded. “It’s okay, Wilhelm. Loyalties have . . . shifted.”

Wilhelm tilted his head. Was Tom no longer loyal to Devin? By Travis’ reaction, it would appear so, but perhaps unwise to vocalize it. Wilhelm looked at Justin. “You have an older brother?”

Justin nodded. “Two.”

“Ah, and Devin does not make the connection?”

“Not that we can tell,” Travis commented. “Justin’s been out here for several years and rarely goes home. Sawyer’s not that uncommon of a name.” Travis grinned. “He’s our ‘outside’ man.”

Their food arrived and they began eating.

Wilhelm leaned forward after a few minutes. “Please tell me what is going on.”

Travis nodded. “I’m going to leave out names because it’s better that way. And I want to tell you up front, the reason we haven’t told you about anything was because we knew Devin watched you because of your relationship with Anna. He pays us little mind.”

Wilhelm nodded. It made sense.

Travis glanced at Justin, who nodded. “There are . . . people . . . that have been concerned about Devin’s treatment of Anna. At first, it was just concern over the abuse, but when he started . . .” He shuddered, “. . . the whole pregnancy thing and Devin started getting more powerful. It became more evident that she needed to get away from him.” Travis frowned. “There were plans to get her out of the city in September, but when Peter’s grandfather died and she moved in with Devin, things got complicated. Remember how I told you I tried to get her to go out with me and she flipped out?”

Wilhelm nodded.

“I was going to take her and leave, but her bond with him is so . . . strong, I couldn’t. She was screaming and crying. I couldn’t get her onto public transportation like that. And then he called her, wanting to know where she was. For some reason she didn’t tell him she was with me, but . . . shit,” Travis frowned. “I had taken off that bracelet and her necklace. They both have trackers in them. I think he can sense her or he’s put something inside her.”

“He has trackers in her jewelry?”

Travis nodded. “That gold bracelet at least. I took the necklace off just to be sure.”

“How do you know about the bracelet?” Kurt asked.

“Someone who knows told me.” He sighed. “The next weekend he got her pregnant and we can’t move her when she’s pregnant. The . . . person who is helping us can only shield one person from Devin’s eyes. Devin would be able to find her because of the baby.”

It had to be an Elder who was helping them. No one else would be able to provide a shield except an Elder. “Where are you trying to get her?”

“New York. Vincent already said he’d happily take her into his Company. She needs to keep dancing, especially if she’s away from Devin. It will keep her from going insane.”

Wilhelm nodded. Tom was helping them. Interesting. “But if she is gone from him for too long, she will begin to get ill.”

Justin nodded. “We know, but we’ve been assured that will be taken care of.”

“How?” Kurt interjected.

They both shrugged their shoulders. “No idea,” Travis said. “But I trust the person who told me.”

Wilhelm thought for a moment. “Is that why Aaron left?”

Travis nodded. “He wanted to be there when she got there. It was only supposed to be a few months, but now . . . I don’t know. The ‘powers that be’ are discussing it and trying to come up with a new plan. We’re just waiting and will do what we’re told.”

“Is it only you two?” Kurt asked. “Here, I mean.”

Travis shook his head. “There are two others here that are helping. One is . . . sometimes able to distract Devin and can keep us posted on what’s going on, but the communication is limited because of his position.”

“Ian.” Wilhelm spoke without thinking.

Travis nodded. “How did you know?”

“When we were in St. Petersburg, he said some things that made me think he might not be totally loyal to Devin anymore.” Wilhelm frowned. “Devin will kill him if he ever finds out.”

“If she disappears, Devin will very likely know Ian helped. He’s prepared to die if it means she can get free. He says it’s the least thing he can do after what he’s done to her.”

“He is a brave man,” Kurt remarked.

“Yeah,” Justin agreed.

“Is there anything I can do?” Wilhelm asked earnestly. More than anything else, he wanted Anna to be free and Devin taken out. The only way Devin would be able to be taken out was if Anna were away from him. She was the source of his power.

“Actually, you’ve helped already,” Travis said. “Knowing she’s still ‘in there’ is really helpful. I made a call last night and was told that they could work with that.”

“Other than that, just play ignorant,” Justin said. “We knew you were concerned last night and wanted to let you know that there are others who feel the same way. Of course, we’ll let you know when she’s . . . away.”

“Thank you. Both of you. My heart is a little bit more at ease knowing I am not the only one concerned. And please let me know if there is anything I can do.”

Justin smiled. “She’ll need a new name for her new life. Maybe you can come up with something.”

Wilhelm looked at Kurt. “I think we could manage that.”
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“She’s lucid when she’s out of range of Devin’s influence.”


“How do you know that?”

“Wilhelm did . . . something to his hotel room to keep Devin from spying when she came to visit him last night. As soon as she walked into the suite, she apparently woke up.”

There was a long pause. “That is good. That is very good. He is not completely in control of her yet.”

“She seems to react to Wilhelm unlike anyone else.”

“That’s not unexpected. He is Alex’s father. Same blood. And he is still her Master, even though she may be unaware of it most of the time. I think he needs to be there when she arrives.”



Sixty-One


Moments of clarity were rare. Half the time when Anna was aware of her surroundings, she was in excruciating pain. The other half of the time she felt so happy she could hardly stand it. The schizophrenia of her life confused her to no end. But then the pain became less frequent and then disappeared altogether, replaced with kind words and loving touch.

He told her he loved her. That he was so proud of her, that he needed her so much. That she made him feel good.

He loved her! Finally, after all these years, he loved her. Truly loved her.

Dreams and reality melded together even more now, but neither were bad. A few times she saw the other man. The man with the cobalt blue eyes. But those times were rare. She felt comfort in the black eyes with the golden specks. They loved her. They cherished her. They didn’t hurt her anymore.
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Anna felt the warm breeze on her face lift a few stray tendrils of hair and tickle her nose. She scrunched her face and rubbed her nose. Was this a dream? Was this reality? She wasn’t even sure she could tell the difference anymore. Did it really matter anyways?

A warm hand brushed her hair away from her face. She opened her eyes and saw Devin crouching next to her wearing a white linen tunic.

“Hello, love,” he said in a soft voice.

A smile crept across her face as she gazed at him. “Hi,” she whispered.

He smiled, his eyes crinkling at the edges. “How are you feeling?”

“Tired.”

He chuckled gently. “That’s to be expected. You usually are this time of year.”

This time of year? She looked down and saw him rubbing her protruding stomach. The baby. She had forgotten.

“But it will be over soon, love. Remember?”

Anna smiled and nodded. “A gift for you,” she said softly, remembering.

“Yes, love. A beautiful gift for me.” He leaned forward and kissed her tenderly on the lips. “I love you so much.”

Warmth spread throughout her body. “I love you, too.”

“Kaveh is here. He wants to be with you and help make your gift to me extra special.”

“Yes, Devin,” she said softly. “I want your gift to be very special.”

“Good girl,” he said kissing her cheek. “I will see you soon.” He stood and disappeared from view.

A moment later the mattress she lay on shook. She looked behind her to see the large, golden Immortal sitting on the bed, his cock jutting out from his hips like a giant steel rod.

“Hello, Daughter,” he said rubbing her hip over the soft blankets that covered her naked body.

She turned onto her back. “Hello,” she said softly.

He leaned forward to kiss her neck. She sighed and lifted her chin, exposing more of her neck for him to suck on. He pulled the blanket down and stretched out beside her.

Kaveh sat up slightly to take a taut peak into his mouth, swirling his tongue around her nipple. She moaned softly and kicked off the rest of the blanket. His hand strayed down her belly and between her legs. “You are ready for me?”

Her body tingled as she nodded. Being with Kaveh was unlike any other sexual partner she’d had. He made her feel things that no one else could.

He pulled her to her hands and knees and slowly slipped inside her silken folds. She arched her back more as his girth stretched her open.

“Open your womb to me, Daughter, so I can give my offering to your daughter.”

Anna didn’t know how she knew to do as he asked, but she closed her eyes and concentrated. She felt an ache as his cock pressed in deep and groaned. “You won’t hurt her, will you?”

Kaveh chuckled. “No. Not at all.” He began moving slowly in and out and Anna pressed her head down into the pillow as pleasure engulfed her.

“Yes,” she breathed, raising her hips up to take more of him in.

Kaveh leaned down and nuzzled her neck. “Let me do the moving, Daughter. I will bring you great pleasure.”

Anna relaxed and tried to keep still, but her hips moved slightly in pleasure. She sighed and moaned, grasping the pillow as he gently pumped himself over and over inside of her.

The tingling increased. “Please, may I come?” she said breathlessly.

“Yes, Daughter. She will like that.”

The waves increased and increased until she exploded into a million pieces, arching her back and screaming out Kaveh’s name. She felt him press in and release himself deep inside her.

She cried out as the room began to spin and she grabbed her head.

“Shhh,” Kaveh whispered soothingly. “Close your eyes and let yourself relax. Everything is fine.”

Anna felt a void as Kaveh pulled out and pulled the blankets back up. “Sleep, Daughter.”
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Anna stood next to the platform wearing a long white dress. Ian stood behind her, his hands heavy on her shoulders. Devin spoke to the crowd of men in the grass and Anna watched him with adoration. He looked so handsome in his white robe with his black hair and tan skin in such a contrast. He glanced over a few times at her and winked, making her flush with emotion. He normally didn’t pay her much special attention during the Gatherings, but he had been very attentive all afternoon.

Ian pushed her forward gently as Devin looked at her and smiled. He extended his hand to her and she reached for it, feeling dizzy, but Devin supported her as she walked. He spoke again to the men sitting on the grass, but his words sounded muddy in her ears. The men cheered and Devin led her to a short stone table, where the Immortals stood watching her with golden fire in their eyes.

Kaveh smiled as he helped her onto the table and then moved behind her, acting as a backrest. His hands spread out over her stomach and she felt his chest rumble as he spoke in a language she didn’t understand.

Suddenly a shooting pain shot through her stomach and she whimpered.

Devin stood in front of her and took her hand. “It’s all right, love. He’s helping you give me your gift.”

She squeezed her eyes shut as her lower belly cramped. Devin knelt down between her legs and pushed her feet back to her thighs, her dress falling aside and exposing her naked pussy to him.

“Anna, it’s time to give me your gift.” He looked at her intently and she nodded and tried to give him a brave smile.

Kaveh held her knees near her shoulders as another pain erupted in her belly and she groaned. Devin thumbed open her pussy and leaned forward to lick her. The pain of the cramps mixed with the pleasure of his mouth and she could hardly tell up from down.

“Close your eyes, Daughter,” Kaveh said. “Close your eyes and give it to him. Give him your daughter.”

Oh, the pain was excruciating. Only the feel of Devin’s mouth on her kept her from screaming. But this was for him. He needed her baby and she wanted to give it to him.

The pain grew along with the pleasure. She opened her eyes and they met Devin’s. He nodded his head at her and she closed her eyes and released everything to him. Her orgasm. Her pain. Her child.

“Yes, Anna,” Devin said in a low, excited voice.

A few moments later, the pain subsided and Anna opened her eyes to see him stand with a bloody mass in his hands. He dropped it into the bowl on the brazier as he did each year. She could hardly keep her eyes open as she felt her life, her essence, diminished significantly. Everything she had, she’d given to the child that Devin had taken from her.

Anna’s eyes fluttered closed and the world spun around her. She felt mouths on her pussy again, licking and sucking on her until she writhed in pain. There was no pleasure in this touch. She tried to open her eyes, but they felt glued shut. She had no idea what was going on. The little essence that was left in her body was taken and she lay limply in Kaveh’s arms, hoping he wouldn’t let go.

She felt herself lifted and carried for a few moments before she was in a large lap and something was forced between her lips. Kaveh. She knew his taste. She eagerly sucked at him as he rubbed the back of her head.

“Devin wants you healed, but you don’t have to participate in the orgy tonight,” Kaveh said after she had finished. He didn’t come, but she felt revived as she looked up at him.

Anna was about to speak when she heard a blood-curdling scream from the platform. She looked up to see a teenage girl tied between two pillars, naked. Devin was in front of her with a long knife with a jeweled handle. There was a bloody streak across her belly and the girl struggled to escape from her bonds.

Anna watched in horrified fascination as Devin drew the knife across her body in strange patterns. It must have been a very sharp knife because he wasn’t pressing very hard and blood came quickly after his movements. The girl continued screaming, but it was being drowned out by the men’s shouts and cheers.

Anna looked down at the ground, nauseous. She kept herself calm because she knew Devin would be disappointed in her if she made any sort of movement that would be seen as disapproval.

The girl’s screams continued, some higher and louder than others. Finally, a last scream was cut short by a gurgling sound and Anna looked up. The girl’s head hung backward, blood streaming from a gash across her neck. Blood flowed freely from her nipples, below her breasts and down her inner thighs. Devin bent to suck on a bloody nipple and then invited several of the men to come up and “partake of the sacrifice,” including the president.

Anna swallowed hard to keep from throwing up. The look in Devin’s eyes was powerful and frightening. He looked at her with fierce eyes; the warmth that had been there earlier was gone. Anna dropped her gaze and blinked back tears.

When the other men returned to their places, the president didn’t. Instead, he knelt before Devin and took Devin’s cock into his mouth. Devin put his hands on the dark man’s head and leaned his head back in ecstasy. Anna could see Devin’s cock in the man’s throat. After a time, Devin leaned his head back and gave a primal scream as he held the man’s lips against his hips and pumped hard into his mouth.

The orgasm seemed to last forever and the man looked up at Devin with dazed adoration.

Devin made some sort of declaration and all the men bowed to him as he held his hands up in the air and smiled in triumph.

“Now go and celebrate,” he said. The women made their way into the crowd and the orgy began.

Ian came to her. “Anna, come. I will take you where you can sleep peacefully tonight.”

Anna looked up at Kaveh who smiled and nodded. “Sleep. Rest, Daughter. You did well.”


Sixty-Two


Anna walked on shaky legs as Ian led her along the outskirts of the crowd to the opposite side of the field from hers and Devin’s pavilion. It was much quieter over here.

He opened the curtain of a small pavilion in the far corner and let her pass through first. The curtain dropped back into place and Anna jumped as two men walked out of the dark corner.

Travis and Tommy.

“What are you doing here?” she asked nervously. They had always been her friends. Were they after her now?

“Anna, there’s not much time,” Tommy said, stepping to her and holding out a bundle of clothes. “Put these on.”

Anna took it. “Why?”

He gave her a tender smile. “Please, Anna. It will be explained later. Do you trust me?”

“Of course.”

Anna pulled off her gown and dressed in the jeans and black long-sleeved t-shirt. Travis handed her a pair of socks and black boots.

“I don’t understand,” she said.

“You’re leaving,” Ian said from behind her.

“Here, get her jewelry off,” Travis said. “I’ll do her boots.” Travis knelt down and tied her boots as Ian stepped closer.

“What do you mean, leaving?” Anna said looking up into Ian’s hazel eyes. “I can’t leave . . . I don’t want to leave,” she added, though not very convincingly.

Ian looked at her intently. “He’s not going to stop hurting you, Anna, or controlling you. Do you even remember the last few months?”

Anna looked away. Hazy memories from the last few months flitted through her mind. “He told me he loved me.”

“And he tortured you for the fun of it.”

Anna winced. “Not at the end.”

“Because he needed you to voluntarily give him . . .” Ian trailed off. “Do you want to live like that? Do you want to keep being beaten and raped at his whims? Do you want him to take your powers so he can control you and everyone around you?”

Anna shook her head slowly as he produced a key and unlocked her bracelet. He quickly pulled it off her wrist and re-locked it.

Ian looked at her with pained eyes and then reached out to stroke her cheek. “You deserve a better life, Anna. And Devin . . . needs to be stopped. We can’t stop him if you are with him.”

“We?”

“Don’t ask too many questions right now, Anna,” Tommy said, handing her a ponytail holder. “Ian’s been helping us. He’ll make sure Devin doesn’t realize you’re gone until at least tomorrow afternoon, and by then you’ll be out of the state. Hopefully, he’ll be able to buy you more time, but that’s what we’re working on.”

Anna looked back at Ian. “He’ll kill you if he finds out.” She looked around. “All of you.”

“He won’t know any of them were involved, Anna. Only me.” He held up the key to her bracelet. “I’m the only one with a key besides him.”

“He’ll kill you,” she whispered again, tears in her eyes.

“Probably.” He stepped forward and cradled her cheek, brushing away a tear with his thumb. “Anna, I have done horrible, terrible things to you. If you getting free means I have to die, then so be it.” His warm hazel eyes glistened with moisture. “I hope you can forgive me,” he said in a broken voice. “Knowing that will allow me to die in peace.”

“Oh, Ian!” Anna threw her arms around his neck and hugged him tightly. “Of course I forgive you. I don’t hold anything against you. I know you wouldn’t have done it on your own.”

He hugged her back for a moment and then released her. He removed her necklace. “You are empty of him right now. He won’t be able to trace you.”

Travis and Tommy both hugged her.

“Go, Anna. I’ll see you in a few days,” Tommy said, pushing her towards Ian. “You need to get moving.”

Few days?

“Ian’s gonna take you to the road where Justin is waiting for you. He’s gonna take you to your destination.” Travis grinned. “I’ll come visit you.”

Her two friends disappeared through a back panel and Ian took her hand. “We have to hurry.”

Ian led her slowly and quietly through the dark woods. The sounds of the Gathering quickly faded as they climbed down a hill and up another one. When they were far enough away, he pulled out a flashlight and they were able to move easier. After about twenty minutes, they came to the end of the woods and Anna saw a black sedan parked a few feet away. The door opened and Justin stepped out.

“Any problems?” Justin asked.

“Nope, it all went as planned,” Ian answered.

Justin extended his hand. “Thank you, Ian. For everything.”

The two men shook hands and then Ian turned to Anna, whose eyes filled with tears. “Anna, it’s all right. It will be okay. I’m ready to be free of him.”

Anna swallowed and nodded. She reached up onto her toes and kissed him. “You’re a good friend, Ian.”

Ian stepped back and nodded. “Be free, Anna.” He gave her a last smile and then disappeared back into the dark woods.

Justin opened the passenger side door. “Get in, Anna. We have a long drive and not much time.”

She stared into the shadows for a moment more, heart full of thankfulness for Ian, and then turned and got into the car. Justin pulled onto the road and accelerated quickly.
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Anna stared out the window as the trees sped by. “Where are we going?”

“Martinez, California, to catch a train.” He reached over and took her hand. “It’s okay, Anna. Everything has been taken care of. We’re catching a train tonight to Portland and Devin will have no idea where you went.”

“We’re going to Portland?”

“Only to catch another train to Chicago and then New York.”

Anna’s heart pounded. “We’re going to New York? You’re taking me?”

Justin nodded. “Tommy’s dad can protect you there. And yes, I’m taking you. We wouldn’t let you travel alone.”

Anna looked out at the stars. “I still don’t understand what’s going on. Devin will find me. He always knows where I am.”

“Not now. Your bracelet and necklace had a GPS tracker in it, and they’re back at the field making it look like you’re sleeping. Devin would never imagine that you’d take a train. No one takes trains anymore and the security on them is minimal at best. Especially out here.”

Anna doubted he wouldn’t be able to know where she was and she felt queasy with nerves. “Why are you doing this, Justin? You’re not a Brother, are you?”

He shook his head. “I’ve learned a lot about it though. My dad’s a Deacon under Tom. By not being part of it, Devin doesn’t pay any attention to me. At least, as long as I’m not trying to flirt with you.”

“Flirt? Why would you flirt with me? You’re gay.”

Justin laughed. “Because of Travis?”

“Yeah.”

“No, Anna. I’m not gay. Bi-curious maybe, but I like women.”

Anna stared at him. “But you and Travis are dating.”

He shook his head. “We made it look that way so we could plan without making Devin suspicious.”

“I’ve seen you kiss him.”

“A few times. But really, Anna. He’s a very good friend. We got really close, but it was all for appearances.” He gave her a sideways glance. “You know how that goes.”

Anna sighed, her head swimming. “You did all that for me?”

“Hon, that day you walked in with the bruises on your wrists just set me off. Travis took me aside a few days later and told me about the Brotherhood and Devin, and how he used you to control people. I didn’t totally understand it, but I did understand the abuse he’s put you through for years. I guess the powers that be decided Devin was finally getting out of control sufficiently enough to get involved with your abuse. But Anna . . .” He glanced at her. “Tommy and his dad and Travis’ dad . . . they’ve all been concerned about you for years. They care a lot about you. They just . . . couldn’t do anything about it. They didn’t have the right to, as much as it disgusted them.”

“Tom? But he’s Devin’s best friend.”

Justin shrugged. “As far as I know, Tom hasn’t been comfortable with what Devin’s been doing for a while but was afraid to do anything about it. When Tommy met Peter, the two of them, and Aaron, started⁠—”

“Aaron? He’s involved?”

“He was the first one. He found in Tommy a kindred spirit in their disgust with how Devin treated you. Then Tommy started talking with his dad and it went from there.”

“But Aaron left.”

“Only so that he could be in New York when you got there. Peter was going to take you in September, but then his grandfather died and the plans fell apart. Travis tried to take you in December, but you flipped out on him.”

“I did?” She didn’t remember that.

Justin chuckled. “We had a feeling you didn’t know what was going on. Yeah, you almost made him crash his car.”

“Oh, no!”

“Yeah . . . do you even remember Nutcracker? Or any of the February programs?”

Anna shook her head and looked out the window. “I have vague memories of dancing, but nothing else.” What had happened to her? She remembered only bits of dancing and pain.

“Wilhelm said your eyes looked vacant when he saw you at Nutcracker, but the real you asked for help.”

A memory flashed into her mind of the lobby after opening night. One of the rare moments of clarity. “Does he know what you guys have been doing?”

“A little. We told him that there were people helping you but didn’t want to tell him that much because Devin keeps pretty close tabs on him. He’ll be in New York when you get there.”

Anna’s heart leaped. The idea of being near Wilhelm filled her with joy. “Wilhelm . . .” she whispered.

“He said that Devin had turned you into his puppet.”

“Puppet?” She had heard that term before. Tears filled her eyes as she remembered the talk with Alex the night after the bonding ceremony.

“The ritual from last night, it was a bonding ceremony. A uniting of a master and a slave. If I hadn’t interfered . . . Anna, your mind would have been completely his. You would have lost . . . you.” Alex grimaced. “You would have become his puppet.”


“‘ . . . your mind would have been completely his,’” she whispered. “But . . . why am I not . . . I mean, I don’t remember a lot since before Nutcracker, but I know what’s going on now.”

“Wilhelm wasn’t sure either. He said something about a final ceremony and it might not fully take hold until then. Tommy said because of what happened tonight, you would be more yourself now than any other time recently.” He glanced at her again. “Seems right. I haven’t heard you speak this much since . . . well, since you went to DC.”

“Devin and Kaveh . . .” Anna said. “They did something on the plane. Devin consumed me . . .” She shook her head. “I don’t know. But, yes. Those are the last clear memories I have, too. Everything else seems like a dream.”

She used to wish Alex hadn’t interfered, but did she really want to live her life like she had been these last months? It was March. She’d gone to DC in October. She’d lost five months of her life. Like when she’d been on drugs for two years. Did she want to just exist for Devin and nothing else? Yes, there had been a tremendous amount of pain, but good things, too. Friends like Jenna and Aaron and Travis. Ben. The glorious precious months being Alex’s wife.

Anna burst into tears. For the first time, she felt thankful for what Alex had done that night; for saving her. But she would never be able to thank him. Did she dream of him still?

Justin put his hand on her leg for comfort while she cried. He turned onto a highway and quickly accelerated to eighty miles an hour. When they drove through a town he had to slow down, but as soon as they were out he sped up again.

“The train leaves at a quarter to eleven. We’re gonna cut it close, but we’ll make it.”

“You’re gonna leave your car at a train station?”

“It’s a rental. Travis will pick it up.”

“Oh.” She leaned her head back and looked out the window. “Devin will kill Tom,” she said softly.

“Maybe. Tom’s been keeping up appearances for several years, though. He has help from several other Elders, though. Including Peter’s uncle.”

“Vlad?”

Justin nodded. “When Peter came into the picture and realized that Devin had fed him a bunch of lies about you, he started working with Aaron and the others,” Justin continued. “His uncle was concerned about a bunch of stuff, too, and was helping. Peter’s grandfather died and the plan to get you out got scrapped, but Peter said it was the best thing that could happen. His uncle could help Tom protect you. We just had to figure out how to get you out. You living at Devin’s made things hard, so Tom suggested this weekend. Devin and everyone else are very distracted and you’re yourself.” He shrugged. “So, we catch a train to Portland and head out to New York. We’ll be there Tuesday evening.”

“What about . . . What ballet were we practicing?”

“Rite of Spring.”

“You’re going to miss a bunch of rehearsals.”

“I’m not going back. You and I are the newest members of the New York City Ballet Company.”

Anna stared. “How did that happen?”

“I forgot to mention, Isaak’s been involved too. He talked with Vincent and he’s very excited to have you coming out. Me . . . well, hopefully, he’s forgiven me for being young and stupid.”

“What did you do?”

Justin shook his head. “I don’t want to talk about it. But, I guess bringing you out has redeemed me a bit.”

“You danced in New York?”

“I went to the School of American Ballet and was in the Corps for a couple of years before . . . well, before I came out to San Francisco.”

“Do you know Nate?”

“Nate Devereaux? Yeah, great dancer. Why?”

“He was my partner during the summer intensives.” Oh, sweet Nate.

“He left you to go to New York?”

“I told him to. Devin would have . . . it was safer if he left. Devin threatened him.”

“Ah.”

“The Ballet Master wanted both of us, but Devin wouldn’t let me go. Devin probably would have killed Nate if he had stayed.” Like he had killed Ben.

They were quiet for a while. Anna stared out at the sky. Freedom. Away from Devin. Was it really possible? Could she really be her own person like Alex always wanted her to be? It seemed too good to be real.

After a while, Justin turned onto a larger highway and picked up even more speed.

“I went to your house and packed up some of your clothes. I also packed up your . . . what did Wilhelm call it? Your memories box?”

Anna gasped with joy. “Oh, Justin! You’re wonderful!”

He smiled sheepishly. “Wasn’t my idea, but I’m glad you’re happy. I put everything in a backpack so it’d be easier to take.” He glanced at her.

She leaned her head back and looked out the window again, still holding Justin’s hand. Though he hardly knew her, he was still willing to do all this for her. They’d danced together for months, but . . . she didn’t even know his last name.

“Thank you, Justin,” she said sincerely.

He glanced at her and then looked back at the road. “You’re welcome, Anna. I’m glad I could help.”
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They arrived in Martinez about fifteen minutes before the train was due to leave. Justin pulled two suitcases and two backpacks out of the trunk. He handed one of the backpacks to Anna. “You have a new ID. I couldn’t get to your current stuff because it was in Devin’s house, so I bought you a new wallet. It has a New York driver’s license and new Kunze family credit cards, though with your new name on them.”

“I thought Devin couldn’t find me.”

“He can still track your name and figure out where you are. Devin’s abilities are far more pronounced than Tom’s and he might be able to break the protections Tom’s put in place. But first, he has to find you.” Justin closed the trunk and locked the keys in the car. “Hence, the new name.”

“What is it?”

“Katrina Engel. Wilhelm picked it out.”

Anna smiled. Kurt must have had something to do with it as well. “I like it.”

“C’mon. The train’ll be here soon and we need to check in.”

Anna nervously followed Justin into the building, thankful to be indoors, away from where she could almost feel Devin’s eyes.

Justin walked up to a kiosk and swiped a credit card and pushed some buttons on the screen. A few moments later several tickets printed out and Justin handed them to Anna.

Anna and Justin sat down on a hard wooden bench. She tried to grasp all the changes that were about to take place. Her mind was whirring a million miles an hour and she wasn’t even sure what questions to ask.

A few minutes later, a loud horn blew and then there was a very loud rumbling sound.

“Train,” Justin said standing. “Stay close.”

They headed for the front of the train as it drew up alongside the platform. Anna looked from one end to the other. The silver sides gleamed in the orange light of the station. A few people got off, but there were more lining up to get on.

A man in a uniform walked up to them. “Tickets?”

Anna handed them the stack. He looked at her curiously, flipped through them and took out the ones he needed before handing them back to her. She stared at him, afraid he would somehow know she was running away and felt herself influencing him without meaning to.

He stared at her for a moment before swallowing. “Uh, s-second car all the way to the f-front,” he stuttered.

She gave him a bright smile and he practically melted in front of her. He handed her tickets back to her and they walked down the platform.

“Holy fuck, An-Katrina,” Justin mumbled under his breath. “Is that what you do? Make men melt?”

Anna’s head cleared and she glanced at him. “Sometimes.” She stared at the ground as they walked.

“Remind me never to try and make you do something you don’t want to do.” He grinned. “Or maybe I should try.”

Anna smiled and then giggled at the face he made at her.


Sixty-Three


Devin woke mid-morning in his pavilion with a cool morning breeze on his face and smiled. Last night had gone exceedingly well. Fucking the president’s face in front of everyone made it very clear who was in charge now. At last, he was where he wanted to be. For now. ‘Ruling’ the country would work for now. When he had sufficient power, he would expand.

Anna’s ‘gift’ to him had been extremely gratifying. It was much more powerful than simply taking it. He could feel the Immortal powers from it coursing through his blood. He needed to make sure Anna was back under his control before they left tomorrow, but it could wait. She had been very useful to him these last months and he hadn’t had to deal with the shit that he’d had to deal with for years with her. The emotions, the crying, the need for love. No, she was content to do whatever he told her to do, be it seducing the Mayor or bending over so he could fist her ass and make her scream in pain. He loved hearing her scream.

His cock stirred at the thought of it. Maybe he should go find her. But no, he needed her in shape to be fuckable and suck cock today. He could make men do what he wanted them to do, but Anna’s influence helped ease them into it and the memories lasted longer. Who could forget the feel of her lips around his cock?

Devin opened his eyes and saw one of his girls asleep next to him. A brunette named Cecilia. She was barely eighteen and extremely talented. He pulled down the blanket to look at her full breasts, and she stirred and opened her brown eyes.

“Good morning, Master,” she said with a seductive smile. “How may I please you?”

Devin grinned. Anna didn’t wake up asking that, but she didn’t need to. She knew what he wanted.

“Turn over,” he said, and she immediately obeyed.

He nudged her legs apart and spread open her ass cheeks, exposing her tight hole. It would stretch open easily for him but remain snug. Going in dry would make it hurt. Did he feel benevolent? No, not really. He leaned forward and pressed his throbbing cock against her hole and she whimpered.

“I want to hear how much it hurts,” he said in a raspy voice as he pressed forward.

She whimpered again and then screeched as he thrust forward, ripping her open with a single movement. He leaned back, his cock slipping out so he could look at the damage. Yes, this would do nicely. He thrust back in, making the girl scream again.
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Devin cleaned up and then went to have lunch. He joined Tom and their sons at a table under a tree.

Tom grinned at him. “I have heard good comments about last night. They’re all very impressed with what you did with the Prez.”

Devin grinned. “Good.” He inhaled deeply. “Things are very good. All my planning has paid off.”
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After lunch, he wandered around talking to people, making sure they understood what he expected from them. Mid-afternoon he was to meet with the Elders and so made his way back to his pavilion.

“Ian,” he said sitting down on the couch. “Is Anna up?”

“I don’t know, sir, I haven’t seen her yet.” Ian looked up from his tablet. “Do you want me to go find her?”

“Yes, please. The Elders will be here soon and I want her here.”

“Yes, sir.”

Devin sat back and people-watched as Ian wandered off in search of Anna. It wasn’t unusual to see a girl walking across the grass and a man grab her and fuck her on the grass right there. He loved how . . . uncouth the men were becoming.

Half an hour later, the Elders had gathered, but Anna wasn’t there. Devin was getting irritated. She should know better than to keep him waiting, no matter how well she did last night. He looked around and caught Ian’s eye as the big man strode back to the Pavilion.

“Where is she?” he growled.

“I don’t know, sir. I’ve been looking. Perhaps the president took her?”

Devin shrugged. It was possible. Jerry was still a bit too arrogant. He would have to continue to work on that. “Go find him and bring her here. You might warn her I am not happy.”

“Yes, sir.”

Forty-five minutes later, Ian returned, but no Anna.

“Where the fuck is she?” he yelled.

Ian looked at him evenly and remained silent. Devin stopped short of yelling again and stared at his lifelong friend. He narrowed his eyes. Ian had never looked at him so . . . defiantly. His hazel eyes were firm and cold. Ian looked at other people like that, not him.

“What’s going on, Ian?” he asked in a low voice, rising to his feet to face Ian. His anger was simmering just below the surface. Ian knew something.

“She’s not here,” he answered simply.

“What do you mean she’s not here?”

“Just what I said. She’s. Not. Here.”

Rage lit in his body, but he kept it contained so he could find out precisely what was going on. “Where is she?”

“I don’t know.”

Ian’s calm was pissing him off. “Stop playing fucking games with me!” he growled. He had told himself he would not lose control, but it was dangling by a very thin thread.

Ian gave him a defiant smile. “She’s gone. Away from you. Safely far from you.”

The thread dissolved as his blood boiled. “You betrayed me?” he asked slowly through clenched teeth.

The Elders stared, afraid to move and catch Devin’s attention. But there was no need to be afraid. Devin knew exactly who had betrayed him.

Devin shook with rage and his hands balled into fists. “Tom, go get me the knife,” he growled from behind clenched teeth.

Ian’s eyes never left Devin’s as Tom got up and walked away. He was so calm and sure of himself. Devin would make sure he suffered for betraying him. Very, very slowly.

“After all I’ve done for you, you dare cross me? Send Anna away from me? Where did you take her?”

“I only helped her out of the camp. She was on her own after that.”

Devin let out a scream of rage and the entire gathering turned to look. Ian backed out of the Pavilion and into the sunlight. Devin followed.

“She needed to be free. You had no right to have her and treat her as you did.” Ian’s eyes narrowed. “You made me do horrible things to her because of your arrogance. She is gone and there is nothing you can do. You will grow weak and be defeated.” He put his hand to his mouth, then dropped it to his side. “I’ll see you in Hell, Devin.” His mouth began to foam and he dropped to the grass on his side, dead.

Devin screamed out again, rage consuming him. Tom knew better than to go near him, and dropped the requested knife nearby.

He picked it up and turned to his Elders. “Find her,” he growled.


Emerged






The Life of Anna, Part 5



One


Aaron paced around Penn Station, stopping to stare at the arrivals screen every few minutes. The train that Anna and Justin were on was supposed to have arrived over two hours ago. Yes, this particular train had a reputation for being late, but every minute that ticked by made Aaron’s anxiety grow. The lack of communication was killing him.

He hadn’t seen or spoken to Anna in nine months. Their goodbye had been passionate and he couldn’t stop himself from wondering if things could maybe get going between the two of them again. She was a free woman now. No obligations to the Brotherhood, other than staying out of Devin’s sight. What would she do?

The overhead speaker blared and he was pretty sure he heard the train number he was waiting for. God, he hoped so! He didn’t know if he could stand waiting any longer.

He turned and headed back to the arrivals area and, sure enough, he saw a notification of the Number 48 train. As he sighed in relief, he anxiously scanned the crowd for the beautiful face of the woman he still loved after all these years.

Justin’s tall, thin frame was easy to spot and Aaron looked around for Anna but didn’t see her. A panic arose in his heart as he and Justin made eye contact. Justin grinned and then bent over to the small person wearing a hat next to him. The hat lifted and Anna’s green eyes appeared, her gaze moving quickly around the room. She looked for a second and then Aaron’s heart took a nosedive as she found him. A big smile appeared on her face and she said something to Justin who nodded.

The next thing Aaron knew, Anna was in his arms, hugging him tighter than he’d ever been hugged before. It felt like heaven.

“Aaron!” she cried against his chest.

Justin approached, watching Anna closely with a troubled look on his face; the other dancer had grown feelings for her. It wasn’t really surprising, though. Aaron suspected that anyone who spent time with Anna developed feelings for her. It couldn’t be helped.

Justin and Aaron shook hands and Aaron reluctantly detangled himself from Anna’s embrace.

“What’s with the hat?” Aaron asked, tapping the brim and grinning down at Anna.

Justin looked around. “She’s all over the news as a missing person.”

Aaron frowned. “She is? I haven’t seen anything.” Fuck, that wasn’t good. But he watched the news and he hadn’t seen anything. “Where did you find that out?”

“In Chicago,” Anna said, looking up at him with anxious eyes.

Aaron’s heart raced as he gazed into her eyes. Oh, he just wanted to lean down and kiss her, but she looked away before he could decide if he would or not.

“C’mon, let’s get going,” Aaron said with a heavy sigh as he took Anna’s backpack from her. He would take them to the Ritz tonight where Wilhelm was staying. Tomorrow they would start dealing with her new life.

They went outside and he flagged down a taxi.
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Anna stared out the window of the taxi, amazed by all the tall buildings. They went on and on and on. “Where are we going?” she asked. Aaron had told the cab driver, but she had been overwhelmed with her surroundings and hadn’t been listening.

“The Ritz. Wilhelm is there.”

Anna inhaled sharply and then sighed with a smile. Wilhelm. “Is Kurt with him?”

Aaron shook his head. “He couldn’t risk bringing Kurt.”

“Why?”

Aaron glanced at the cabbie. “Traveling difficulties.”

“Oh.”

She sat between Aaron and Justin. Both men wanted her attention and she wanted to give attention to them both. Justin had risked his life by bringing her out here and they’d connected on the train. Aaron . . . Aaron was Aaron. Her best friend and first love. She intertwined her fingers with both of them and smiled at each of them.

They arrived at the hotel, went up to the Royal Suite and knocked on the door. A few moments later Wilhelm opened the door and smiled at her with tender blue eyes.

“Mein Liebling,” he said in a soft tone and opened his arms.

She rushed into his arms and sighed as he held her tight.

Wilhelm stepped back without letting go of Anna. “Come in, please.”

Justin and Aaron stepped inside and Aaron closed the door behind him.

Justin let out a whistle as he looked around. “Fuck,” he murmured under his breath.

Anna buried her head in Wilhelm’s chest. “You’re here,” she mumbled.

“Of course, Liebling,” he murmured, stroking her hair. “I wanted to be here when you arrived.”

Anna looked up and saw his eyes were wet. She reached up and stroked his cheek. “Why are you upset, Wilhelm?”

He shook his head sadly. “I should have done this years ago. I should have kept you in Deutschland and never returned you to him.”

“Wilhelm, you know you couldn’t have done this alone,” Aaron said softly. “How many Elders did it take to get her out?”

Wilhelm chuckled. “Several.” He smiled and looked at Justin. “Thank you, Justin, for bringing her.”

“You’re welcome, sir,” Justin said.

Wilhelm led them into the living room and sat down with Anna on the couch. She curled up next to him and rested her head on his chest. Aaron and Justin took seats on opposite sides of the couch.

“Are you hungry?” Wilhelm asked, looking at Justin and Anna.

Anna nodded and glanced at Justin, who nodded as well. “There wasn’t dinner on the train,” she said. “It was supposed to arrive earlier. Even when the train is late, they close the dining car mid-afternoon for the end of the line.”

Wilhelm reached beside him on the table and handed Anna a binder with a picture of the hotel on the front. “Let me know what you want and we will order it.”

After the orders were placed, Justin told Wilhelm and Aaron about the trip.

“There weren’t any issues, except Anna showing up on the news as a missing person in Chicago.” He shrugged. “I don’t get it.”

“Tom is most likely preventing the story from airing here,” Wilhelm said. “Anna’s face plastered all over the city’s TVs would not be good.”

“He can do that?” Justin asked surprised.

Wilhelm nodded and smiled almost sheepishly. “Part of being an Elder and running a city.” He kissed the top of Anna’s head. “Would any of you like something to drink?” He motioned to a wet bar in the corner. “Feel free to help yourselves. I would get it for you, but . . .” He smiled down at Anna. “I do not think she will let me up.”

Anna shook her head. She tightened her arms around his waist and snuggled closer. “Nein,” she whispered.

Wilhelm’s eyes dilated slightly. “I like it when you speak German. It is very sexy.”

“That’s about all I remember.”

He looked down at her intently and stroked her cheek with his thumb. “I have missed you so much, Liebling,” he whispered. He slid his hand around the back of her head and captured her lips with his as Aaron and Justin made their way to the wet bar.

After a relaxing dinner, Anna followed Wilhelm into the master bedroom after saying goodnight to Justin, who was staying in the second bedroom of the suite.

“Why isn’t Kurt here?” Anna asked, hurt that he wasn’t.

“An Immortal transported me here. They can only do that with Elders.” Wilhelm glanced down at her. “He is very sad that he could not be here, but sends his love.” He took her into his arms. “Did you learn what your new name is?”

Anna couldn’t stop the grin from appearing on her face as she nodded. “Justin said you picked it out.”

“Ja,” he smiled. “Kurt picked the last name. I picked the first name.”

“Katrina Engel,” she said softly and gazed up at him. “It makes me feel like I belong to you,” she said softly.

He brushed her hair back from her face. “You do belong to me,” he said softly and brushed his lips against hers. “Always.” He slowly pulled her shirt off and stroked her bare back. “I have missed you,” he murmured.


Two


As Justin, Anna and Wilhelm were finishing breakfast the next morning, someone knocked on the door. Wilhelm looked at his watch before standing and going to answer it.

Tom and Tommy walked into the room with another man that Anna recognized as Wayne Sawyer.

“Dad?” Justin exclaimed, standing as the men appeared.

Tommy smiled brightly at Anna and she stood quickly and went to him. He sighed contentedly as he pulled Anna close. “For the first time I don’t have to worry about you getting hurt,” he murmured against her hair.

She looked up at him and smiled. “Thank you,” she said softly.

He brushed her cheek and leaned down to kiss her. “I can’t believe you live here now,” he said softly.

“Tommy,” Tom said in a warning tone. “She’s a free woman now. And you have a wife.”

Tommy grimaced and released her. “You’re right, Dad,” he said, though the longing remained in his eyes.

Anna looked at the ground, ashamed at her excitement at seeing Tommy. Tom clearly didn’t approve of Tommy approaching her. What did that mean?

Tom came up and hugged her in a fatherly manner and then kissed her on the top of the head. “You don’t have any more ‘obligations’, Anna. Er, Katrina.” He grinned down at her. “Katrina is a free woman who can do as she pleases, as long as she stays in Manhattan.” He released her and went to shake hands with Wilhelm.

Wayne, whom she had met several times, came to her and kissed her cheek. “Hello, Anna,” he said with an affectionate smile. He then went over to Justin and embraced his son. “I’m really proud of you, Justin.”

Justin’s eyes widened for a moment before he smiled at his dad. “Thanks, Dad.” He beamed and glanced at Anna, who smiled encouragingly at him. She knew their relationship had been difficult. Maybe this would be a new beginning for them.

They settled down in the comfortable seating area in the living room. Anna curled up on the couch next to Wilhelm.

“So, Anna,” Tom said with a sigh. “You’re here. I’m so relieved. It’s been a stressful few days. We just got back into town yesterday afternoon. Devin’s . . . not taking your disappearance well.”

She chewed her lip. “Ian?” she asked softly.

Tom’s face fell. “He took a cyanide pill after he told Devin that he’d helped you escape. Devin . . .” He paused and glanced at Wilhelm. “Devin was ready to kill him, but Ian knew that a quick death was preferable to the torture that Devin would have put him through. He also didn’t want to risk revealing any information about your whereabouts, even though he didn’t officially know anything.”

Tears ran down Anna’s cheeks. At least he hadn’t suffered.

“Anna’s face was all over Chicago’s news,” Justin said. “Why isn’t it here?”

“I control the news here. Devin won’t know.” He looked at Anna. “Anna, like I said, as long as you stay in Manhattan, you are safe. Just don’t go around telling people who you are. Katrina is from California and was just accepted into the New York City Ballet Company. You have no obligations to anyone here like you did when you were Anna. You have a chance to make your own life and do as you please. Just, please, be careful. New York can be a dangerous place.”

Anna nodded.

“I have put a type of shield over the city, with the help of several other Elders so that Devin can’t find you here. He won’t know the shield is in place unless he were to try to come here, but there’s no real reason for him to come, so it won’t be an issue.” Tom smiled. “Technically, he’s still your Master and we won’t be able to do anything about that until next year. We just need to keep you safe until then. But Katrina is not a slave, not a Mistress, not anything except a normal, beautiful young woman.”

Anna liked the sound of that.

“You can call any of us, though it would probably be safer if you had Aaron call,” Tom said. “But in an emergency, don’t hesitate to call me. If you see something that doesn’t look right, like someone you know from San Francisco, call me immediately. Devin is the only one blocked from seeing you, but I can put up temporary protections if needed.”

“So, I don’t have to go to your Manor?” Anna asked softly.

Tom shook his head. “It wouldn’t be a good idea if you did.”

“Aaron has a second bedroom in his apartment that is set up for you unless you want your own place,” Wilhelm said. “Though I would prefer it if you stayed with him so you are not alone. If something were to happen to you, he has the authority to take care of things.” Wilhelm looked at Justin. “You are also now a member of the ballet company. I know Aaron has a place for you to stay as well. If there is anything you need, please let me know. I would like to help you in any way I can as a thank you for bringing Anna out here.”

Justin blinked. “Thank you. That’s really nice of you.”

Tom smiled. “I’m sure you’ll do fine here, Anna. Just be careful and remember to say no if you don’t want someone’s advances.” He stood with Tommy and Wayne. “I’ll let Wilhelm help you settle in. Vincent would like you both to stop by the studio today so you can get a feel for it. Performances begin at the end of the month and he would really like you to be able to perform in the spring program.”

Anna gave him a hesitant smile and Justin grinned.

“Cool,” Justin said, bringing his hands together with enthusiastic force.
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Justin went with his father so they could spend time together, and he and Anna agreed to meet at the studio at two.

Wilhelm took Anna to the apartment she’d be sharing with Aaron. It was only two blocks from the theater on the fortieth floor of a tall blue-glass building.

“There is a second master bedroom in here, which is one of the reasons Aaron liked it,” Wilhelm said, leading her to the back of the apartment. “I wanted to buy you a place, but Aaron pointed out it would draw a lot of attention to you if you showed up in the Company living in a multi-million dollar penthouse.” He smiled. “You will be garnering enough attention once you begin dancing. You do not need more due to where you live.”

Her room was beautifully decorated in purples and creams and she had her own private bathroom. One wall had floor to ceiling windows, and she had a beautiful view of the city and the Hudson River.

Wilhelm stood behind her and put his arms around her waist. “So, since I cannot spoil you with a condo, I will spoil you other ways.”

He kissed her neck and she turned and wrapped her arms around his neck. His hands moved to cup her breasts and kneaded them gently.

Anna pressed her lips against his and moaned softly as he moved his hands down to cup her ass. It felt so good to be in his arms again. Last night, she’d been reminded what an incredible lover he was.

“Anna . . .” he whispered, and picked her up and carried her to her bed.
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“So, what is your relation to Katrina?” Anna asked as she and Wilhelm lay naked together in her new bed. She ran her fingers through his white chest hair and across his chest.

“I have been trying to figure that out. I will not be able to come out very often and see you, but I do not want to hide it when I do.” He twirled her hair around his finger. “I think a guardian of some sort. Or, perhaps we should just make it simple, and I can be who I am, the father of your deceased husband.”

“I don’t think people would approve of us sleeping together.” She had learned enough when she’d been allowed “out into the world” that most people would find the sexual activities of those in the Brotherhood odd at best, and revolting at worst.

Wilhelm tweaked her nipple. “Definitely not. But I was not planning on revealing our sexual relationship to anyone.” He grinned. “I do know how to play the part of a gentleman in public.”

Anna smiled. “I know. You are the perfect gentleman.”

“As I was brought up to be and brought my sons up the same way.” He paused for a moment and continued to play with her hair. “Anna, if you . . . I am sorry for what I did to you . . . with getting you pregnant. I should have asked, but I thought⁠—”

She gave him a warm smile. “Wilhelm, I would have loved to have carried your child. I still would.”

He splayed his hands over her stomach. “We will wait until you are ready to stop dancing for a while. I want you to get used to being free before I put any burdens on you. And, if that does happen, I would really prefer you to be in Germany with me. But that cannot happen until your bond with Devin is broken.”

“When I’m twenty-six?”

Wilhelm nodded. “Besides, you may decide you want Kurt for a husband after all.”

Anna softened at the mention of Kurt’s name. “It would be right for us to marry, wouldn’t it?”

He sighed. “Ja, Anna. It would. Kurt still loves you, even though you tried to help him get over you. You are an Elder-Mistress. It is good to marry an Elder-Son. But I do not want you to think about that right now. I want you to enjoy your freedom. Kurt can court you as any other man.” He chuckled. “And probably will. You will have to learn how to say no, Anna. Many men will want to date you. A benefit of being a half-Immortal. You will attract attention from men. It cannot be helped. But Aaron will help you if you ask.”

They dressed a while later and Wilhelm took her shopping for electronics, toiletries, clothing, and of course, dancewear. The highlight of the shopping trip was finding a dress for the City Ballet’s Spring Gala. She picked out a strapless lavender, silk taffeta gown with a sweetheart neckline and full skirt. The fitted bodice was decorated with crystals.

Shortly before two o’clock, Anna waited for Justin outside the studio. Wilhelm had dropped her off so she could establish herself on her own, and they planned to meet for dinner later. Justin came sauntering around the corner a few minutes later.

“Aren’t you nervous?” Anna asked.

Justin shrugged. “A little. Just trying to act brave.” He laughed.

Anna giggled as he opened the door.

Justin led her through a small lobby where dancers were standing around chatting. The dancers glanced at them as they walked by, but didn’t say anything.

Down a white hallway and around a corner, Anna could hear piano music and a man speaking loudly. “. . . Two . . . three . . . four . . . and up . . . yes, good . . . turn, turn, turn . . .”

Anna’s stomach was in knots when they finally walked through the door and stopped just inside the room. The music finished and a dozen heads turned and looked at them. Anna flushed and looked at the ground.

“Justin, Katrina, I’m so glad you came.” The man Anna vaguely remembered as Vincent Marsellis approached them with a big smile on his face.

Movement caught Anna’s eye in the corner and she saw Aaron with his hand on another man’s arm, holding him in place and whispering to him. The man looked directly at her and she found herself lost in a pair of whiskey-brown eyes. Nate? He was older now, but still had the same warm eyes. Anna didn’t have a chance to reflect on much more because Vincent blocked her view of him.

Vincent shook hands with Justin and gave him a knowing smile. He kissed Anna’s cheek and gave her a fatherly smile. “I’m so glad you are both here.” He turned around and spoke loudly to the dancers in the room. “I’m sure some of you remember Justin Sawyer, who has returned to dance with us.” Vincent put his arm around Anna. “And this is Katrina Engel,” he introduced with a smile. “I’ve been trying to get her out here for years,” he added in a slightly softer voice.

Anna looked at him wide-eyed and then blushed, which made his smile grow even wider.

“I wanted them to come and see a rehearsal before they begin dancing tomorrow. Yes,” he said over mumbles around the room. “They will be dancing with us in the spring program and I expect you all to help them as much as you can.”

“Are they principals?” a Spanish-looking woman asked.

“Yes,” Vincent affirmed. “From San Francisco.”

Anna glanced at Aaron, who nodded in assurance. She didn’t know if she was supposed to be from San Francisco or not. Tom had only said California.

She could feel Nate’s gaze on her and tried to avoid looking in his direction, but she succumbed to temptation and found her eyes locked onto his. She hadn’t seen him since the evening of their student performance, so many years ago.

Justin pulled at her arm and led her to the side of the room where they sat along the wall and watched rehearsal progress. The dancers were mesmerizing. Some had better technique than others, though the ones with lesser technique danced with a heart that she could almost feel.

Nate had gotten even better since she’d last seen him. His jumps were magnificent and she loved watching him soar across the room. He and Aaron danced a bit together and they were both amazing.

When Nate wasn’t dancing, he was watching Anna. She tried not to look at him, but would inevitably look up and find herself lost in his brown eyes.

Watching him dance with one of the women brought so many memories floating to the forefront of her mind. Oh, he was still so handsome! She wondered what he had been doing all these years, aside from dancing. Had he thought of her at all? Was he dating anyone? She didn’t see a wedding ring on his hand, so she assumed he wasn’t married.

When rehearsal was over, she stood nervously next to Justin as Vincent gave the dancers last-minute instructions. Vincent dismissed the dancers and several of them hurried over to her and Justin. They seemed happy to see Justin; two girls, in particular, were not subtle when flirting with him. He grinned sheepishly at Anna, who smiled back.

“Justin, I arranged for you to stay with Dave and Kris for now,” Aaron said. “They have a three-bedroom and just lost a roommate.”

Dave and Kris seemed to know Justin and there was much hugging and back-slapping.

Anna stepped away slightly and backed into something solid. A man. She swallowed nervously, turned around and found herself looking up into Nate’s eyes again.

“I can’t believe you’re here,” he said softly. His hand twitched at his side, as if he wanted to reach out to her. “How did you get here?”

“I ran away with some help,” she said with a shy smile.

“Aaron?”

She nodded. “And Justin and a bunch of others.”

He stared at her for a long minute. “It’s been so long,” he whispered, his eyes filling with longing. He had lifted his hand slightly when someone called out to him.

“Nate, man. C’mon, I’m starving.”

Anna turned to see one of the dancers with his arms crossed and making a face at him.

“That’s Lance, my roommate,” Nate explained. “Okay, man. Just hang on a sec.”

Lance walked over to them. “Katrina, right?” he asked with a seductive grin.

Anna briefly wondered who Katrina was before she remembered she was Katrina. She nodded and gave a hesitant smile.

Lance glanced at Nate with a grin. “You know her or just making fast moves?”

“Yeah, I’m so like that,” Nate said, rolling his eyes. “Yeah, I know her. I’m from San Francisco too, remember?”

“Oh, yeah. I forgot.” Lance grinned and looked at Anna. “Wanna join us for dinner?”

“Thanks,” Anna said softly, “But I have plans already.”

“You do?” Nate asked, surprised.

Anna looked over at him. “Yeah. With Wilhelm.”

“That’s . . . Alex’s dad, right?” he asked, squinting thoughtfully.

Anna bit her lip and nodded, wondering what he knew about her relationship with Wilhelm.

“Nate, can I talk to you for a sec?” Aaron said, walking over to them.

Nate nodded and followed Aaron to the other side of the room.

“So, how do you know Nate?” Lance asked, his dark brown eyes slightly mischievous.

“Oh,” Anna glanced at Nate, who was listening intently to Aaron. “Um . . . we danced together before he came here.”

“Is that all?”

Anna looked back at Lance and flushed.

“I thought not. I could see how he watched you during class.” Lance tilted his head. “Did you come hoping to get back together with him?”

“I . . . No,” she said, shaking her head. “No, I’d forgotten he was here.” But how could she have forgotten Nate? It all happened so fast she wasn’t sure what she was hoping for.

“He’s got a girlfriend. Not sure how serious they are, but thought you might want to know.”

Part of Anna was relieved, part was sad. At least she didn’t have to worry about hurting Nate since he was already involved with another woman. “That’s good,” she said after a moment with a smile. “He’s a great guy.”

Lance grinned. “If you’re too broken-hearted over him, I’d be happy to cheer you up.”

Anna looked at him for a moment and then laughed. The mock seductive look on his face was priceless. She liked Lance.

Aaron and Nate walked back over to where she was standing.

“We doing dinner?” Aaron asked Anna who nodded.

“You know her, too?” Lance asked, bewildered.

“He’s from the same place, dumb ass.” Nate laughed.

“I’ve known An . . . Katrina for a really long time,” Aaron smiled affectionately at her. “Too long, I think.”

They chatted for a few more minutes and then Lance dragged Nate away. Nate smiled at her before he walked out the door of the studio and Anna sighed.

“He’s got a girlfriend,” Aaron said. “Just so you know.”

Anna nodded. “I know. Lance told me.”

“He would.” Aaron chuckled and rolled his eyes. “Hey, Justin,” Aaron said, turning to the small group of dancers nearby. “You comin’ to dinner?”

“Do I need to?” Justin asked.

Aaron shrugged. “I didn’t know what you had planned.”

“I think I’ll go see my new place.” He grinned at his new roommates and the girls standing next to him. “And catch up with some old friends.”

“You coming, Aaron?” a woman asked. Kim, Anna thought her name was.

Aaron shook his head. “Gotta get Katrina settled in.”

Kim and the other women raised their eyebrows. “She’s living with you?”

“She’s a really old friend. Have to watch out for her and keep her safe.”

Aaron took her arm and led her out of the room. “Did you get a phone?” he asked as they walked outside into the cool evening air.

“Top of the line, as I understand it.” She shook her head. “Wilhelm always insists on the best for me.”

“Why shouldn’t he? You deserve it.” Aaron’s eyes were filled with longing as he looked down at her.

Anna blushed and didn’t respond. She was too overwhelmed with everything going on at the moment to know whether she wanted to start things again with Aaron. They walked across the street and down a block to their building.

The doorman greeted Aaron by name and Aaron introduced Anna. “James, this is Katrina, my new roommate. Katrina, this is James.”

“Hi.” Anna smiled and gave a little wave.

“Hi, Katrina.” James smiled back.

“So, what’s up for dinner?” Aaron asked as they got on the elevator.

“I don’t know. I told Wilhelm I’d call when we were home.” She smiled. Home. She liked the sound of that.
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“I’m gonna shower,” Aaron said as they walked into their apartment. “Why don’t you call Wilhelm and find out what’s ”

“Okay.”

Anna went into her room and called Wilhelm.

“Hello, Anna, er, Katrina.” Wilhelm laughed. “Perhaps I should just call you Liebling.”

Anna giggled. “I like it when you do.”

“As do I. How was your afternoon?”

“Good.” Anna sighed. “Their dancing is so different from Isaak’s. I mean, not foreign, but . . . I don’t know. Different.”

“Do you like it?”

Anna shook her head. “I don’t know. I’d heard that Balanchine was different but . . . it will take some getting used to.”

“I am sure you will do wonderfully, Anna. You are one of the finest dancers I have ever seen.”

“Thanks, Wilhelm,” she said softly, appreciating his encouragement.

“So are you hungry?”

“Yes. Justin went to spend time with old friends, but Aaron is showering right now.”

“Alright. Well, how about I pick the two of you up in about twenty minutes?”
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After a very nice dinner, Wilhelm walked Anna and Aaron back up to their apartment.

“Anna, I must return to Frankfurt.” Wilhelm stood in the middle of the living room and Anna turned to him in surprise. “If Devin knew I was here he would become suspicious, and Tom is shielding me. I would rather him put his energy into protecting you than me.”

“Oh,” she said, sitting down on the couch. “When?”

“Tonight. Gavin is waiting for me in my hotel room.”

“Oh,” she repeated, looking down at the ground.

Wilhelm sat next to her, wrapping his arms around her. “I am sorry, Liebling. But we will speak often.”

“You can’t come back?” she asked, hoping it wasn’t true.

Wilhelm frowned. “Eventually, ja. But I do not know when for now.” He stroked her cheek. “You do not need me hanging around here, Anna. You need to find your new life.”

Anna tried to blink away tears as her heart burned in pain. “I like you being here,” she said softly. “I hate the idea of you being absent from my life.”

He smiled gently. “Anna, I will always be a part of your life. But you need to stay safe and my being here may draw Devin’s attention. Once he is weaker it will be easier. But he is too strong now. The longer you are away from him, the better.”

Anna nodded in understanding, though she didn’t like it. “I’ll miss you.”

“And I, you, Liebling. Tom is available if you need anything. And Aaron.” He leaned down and kissed her. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

Wilhelm didn’t linger, but gave her another kiss and left the apartment. His quick exit made it easier to maintain her external calm, but it still hurt.

She went into her room and lay down on her bed and cried. Aaron came in a few minutes later, lay down behind her and held her until she fell asleep in his arms.


Three


Anna nervously followed Aaron into the large dance studio where classes would be held every day except Sundays. Justin was surrounded by several people and laughing. Anna envied the ease with which he had already gotten settled in. She, on the other hand, hovered behind Aaron, trying to hide.

Aaron put his arm around Anna and chuckled. “C’mon, Kat. You can stand by me.”

“Cat?” Anna asked.

“Nickname?” Aaron said with a grin.

“Oh.” She smiled. She hadn’t had a nickname like that before. Shortening Anna wasn’t really necessary.

Aaron took his place in the back center of the room and Anna stood next to him, uncertain of what to do. It was such a large room and full of so many dancers. The New York City Ballet was much larger than the one back home.

Several dancers said hi to Aaron and looked curiously at Anna, but didn’t speak to her.

“Don’t worry, Kat. They looked at me the same way when I came. They’ll respect you once you start dancing.”

“It’s so different,” she whispered. Anna fiddled with her wedding ring. The women looked so sophisticated, even though they wore simple workout wear or dance attire. There was just something about them that screamed elegance. They were all tall and thin, making Anna feel very fat.

She sat down on the ground and slowly began softening her pointe shoes. They were new and she had forgotten to do it last night. Everyone else’s were well worn. She sighed silently and hoped Aaron was right.

Vincent came in a while later and caught Anna’s eye. He smiled warmly at her and then spoke quietly to the pianist. While Aaron talked to the other dancers around them, Anna stayed on the floor and stretched quietly. She felt someone watching her and looked up to see Nate had arrived and was looking at her, eyes full of emotion.

He has a girlfriend, she reminded herself as she smiled timidly at him. He smiled back and made his way over to her.

“Hi,” he said quietly, sitting down next to her. “I never thought I’d get to do this again.”

“Do what?”

“Sit next to you in a studio.” He glanced at her and she bit her lip nervously. “Hell, just to be near you.”

“Nate . . .” she said softly but his roommate Lance walked over and plopped down next to them.

“Hey, Katrina,” he said with that mischievous smile of his. His mannerisms made her think of Kurt.

“Hi, Lance,” she said softly and bent forward into a stretch to hide her nervousness.

“How was your dinner last night?” Nate asked.

“Nice.” She held back a sigh. Wilhelm was gone now. She missed him already and not knowing when she would see him again made her sad.

Vincent clapped his hands and the room fell silent as the dancers took their places.

“Just a reminder, you need to be at the airport Sunday morning by seven to catch the plane. Please don’t be late.” The room erupted in laughter as Vincent arched a brow at a male dancer across the room.

“I know! I know!” the dancer said with a grin. “I’ll have three alarms to make sure I’m there.”

Vincent smiled and then looked around. “I’m sure many of you have noticed the new faces this morning. Some of you met them yesterday, but I’ll introduce them to the rest of you. Justin Sawyer has returned to us after spending some time in San Francisco, and along with him came a new principal, Katrina Engel.”

Anna smiled shyly and then looked back at the ground, very aware of everyone staring at her.

“They will be dancing this upcoming program with us, so please help them out when they need it.” Vincent looked at the pianist. “Let’s begin.”

The music began and Vincent hurried over to her. “The warm up is similar to what you are used to, Katrina, but I’ll guide you through it once.”

Anna began the series of plies and relevés as Vincent stayed close to make adjustments and call steps.

She was frustrated and discouraged by the end of the first warm up. Vincent kept correcting her arm position and Anna hated that he had to do that.

The warm-ups progressed, increasing in speed. Even though the steps were similar, it felt so foreign to move her body the way Vincent directed. Vincent was patient with her and didn’t, in any way, make her feel inferior; to the contrary, he was very encouraging. But things she was used to doing slowly this company did twice as fast. In fact, everything seemed twice as fast as she was used to. Anna was nearly in tears by the end of the barre work.

Aaron touched her arm as she hung her head, sweating profusely and trying very hard to hide her tears. “It’s all right, Kat. You’ll get used to it. I promise.”

She saw several smirks as she took her place for center work and kept her face lowered. She couldn’t even close her eyes and just dance because it was so . . . different. The only thing that made her feel better was the cross-room jumps. She easily out-jumped all the women in the room and allowed herself a tiny smile after she even out-jumped one of the men. She heard murmurs from the back wall where the other dancers watched. After that, her confidence grew . . . a little. Her balance was exquisite and her pirouettes perfect. Many of the smirks were replaced with looks of respect by the end of class. She still felt out of place but felt a glimmer of hope that she would eventually fit in.

She went to lunch with Aaron, Nate, Lance, Justin, and several other dancers. The girls that came with them stared as Anna sat down with a tray full of food. Anna noticed they had small salads and vegetable soup, whereas Anna had gotten a Caesar salad wrap and French fries.

“Should I not be eating this?” she whispered to Aaron.

Aaron laughed. “Nah. You always eat like that, don’t you?”

“Well, yeah . . .”

She ate self-consciously at first and then stopped altogether when she overheard one of the girls comment on Anna’s hips and what she was eating.

“Why aren’t you eating?” Aaron asked.

“I’m fat,” Anna said softly, tears burning her eyes.

“Who said that?”

“Come on, Aaron. You know I don’t look anything like the other female dancers.”

“You never have, Kat. They’re just jealous because you actually look like a female.” He grinned. “You look the same as you did when we danced together and . . . did other things.”

Anna blushed and looked back down at her plate.
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Rehearsals that afternoon were exhausting. The City ballet didn’t just do one ballet. They did snippets of several modern ballets of Balanchine’s, most of which Anna hadn’t even heard of. Vincent paired her with different men to see how the chemistry worked. Some she felt more comfortable with than others. When she danced with Aaron, though, it felt like coming home.

“You two have danced together before, correct?” Vincent asked.

Aaron nodded. “Not as much as I’d have liked, but yes.”

“You work well together. Probably because you trained at the same school.” Vincent looked at them again and then walked away to work with another couple.

Anna didn’t know if it was good or bad, but Aaron assured her that it was okay.

“Where are you going on Sunday?” she asked.

“The Netherlands. The whole company is going, including you and Justin. We go on tour every few months.”

Anna shook her head. “I can’t go. I can’t leave Manhattan.”

Aaron chewed his lip. “I forgot about that.” He glanced at Vincent. “I’ll let him know after we’re done.”

Vincent wasn’t happy about Anna not being able to travel, but he understood. “We’ll be gone all week. I can talk to the school if you want to dance there.”

Anna shook her head. “It’s okay, Vincent. I can practice on my own. I don’t want to be a bother.”

Vincent glanced at Aaron. “How long will the restriction be in place?”

Aaron shrugged. “I don’t know.”

Vincent pressed his lips together and nodded curtly. “All right.” He turned and walked away and Anna looked at Aaron.

“He’s upset.” Anna sighed.

“You’ve only been here a couple of days and you’re gonna miss a tour. It’s okay. He knows why and would rather you be here and not tour, than not be here at all.”

At the end of rehearsal, Vincent called Anna aside. He stood with one of the male dancers she hadn’t been introduced to yet. The tall dancer’s black hair was cut very short and his mahogany skin looked so smooth Anna wanted to run her hand over his clean-shaven cheeks. A dimple appeared when he smiled at her and his eyes were a surprisingly light brown that reminded her of a topaz.

“Katrina, this is Hugo Sintzenich. Hugo, this is Katrina Engel.”

Anna shook hands with Hugo and said hello.

“It’s wonderful to meet you, Katrina,” Hugo said with a slight accent. His name sounded German. “I’ve enjoyed watching you today.”

“Hugo was not going on tour with us because of a family issue, and he has agreed to work with you while we’re gone,” Vincent explained.

“Oh!” Anna exclaimed. “Thank you, Vincent. I’m sorry to be a bother.”

Vincent smiled. “You’re not a bother. I understand why things are the way they are. I had forgotten Hugo wasn’t going until halfway through rehearsal. It works out well since he also choreographed one of the ballets we’re performing for the upcoming program.”

Anna looked back at Hugo, who smiled modestly. “I’m honored you’re willing to work with me,” she said softly.

“I’m looking forward to it,” he smiled, his white teeth standing out in contrast to his beautiful dark skin.

Most of the men she had contact with were “white guys,” with the exception of the president. Anna thought Hugo was very handsome.

“We can work out a schedule tomorrow if you’d like,” Hugo said as Vincent walked away. “Unless you’d like to tonight, over dinner,” he added with a boyish grin.

“Oh . . . I . . . um . . .” She glanced over at Aaron, who was talking with Justin and another girl. She looked back at Hugo, who smiled at her hesitation. Was he asking her out on a date or was he just being friendly? She reminded herself that she was a free woman now and could do as she pleased.

“I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable, Katrina.” Hugo chuckled. “It’s just eating. You do eat, right?”

Anna smiled and nodded. “More than I should apparently,” she added softly.

Hugo arched one eyebrow. “Why do you say that?” He looked her up and down and smiled, but not in a way that made her uncomfortable.

Anna blushed, which seemed to amuse Hugo. “Dinner would be nice,” she said decisively. She could try this freedom out. She didn’t have to ask Aaron if she could go out with someone . . . did she?

“Great.” He smiled broadly. “I . . .” He trailed off as Aaron approached. “Hey, Aaron.”

“Hey, Hugo.” Aaron touched Anna’s arm. “You ready?”

Anna glanced at Hugo, who looked between the two of them with thoughtful eyes. “Aaron’s my roommate,” she explained.

A hint of relief showed in Hugo’s face as he nodded. “What time is good for you?”

“Um . . .” She glanced at her watch. “An hour?”

“Sounds good. I’ll pick you up.”

“Okay, I live at⁠—”

Hugo shook his head. “I know where Aaron lives. I’ll see you in an hour,” he said with a smile and walked away.

“You’re going out with him?” Aaron asked incredulously as Anna went to pick up her bag.

“Is that okay?” she asked nervously. “Vincent is having him work with me next week while you all are gone. Hugo said we could work out the schedule over dinner. Is he an okay guy?”

“Hugo? Yeah, he’s a great guy.” Aaron grimaced. “I guess I need to be quicker about asking you out and not assume you’re going to be home.”

“Oh, Aaron, did you want to do something tonight? I’m sorry.” She felt bad for not checking with him first.

“I was thinking about doing something, but I didn’t ask and you have no reason to feel bad. How about tomorrow night though?” They made their way out the back door of the theater and headed towards their apartment building.

“Sounds wonderful,” Anna said, grinning.
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Anna stood in front of the mirror an hour later, smoothing her new blue dress over her hips. A knock sounded at the door and Anna went to answer it, but Aaron got there first. But it wasn’t Hugo; it was Nate.

“Wow, Anna. You look great.” Nate walked over and kissed her on the cheek, lingering next to her a second longer than necessary but long enough to heat her blood.

She looked up at him, wide eyed and startled. “Thanks,” she said softly.

“Here,” Aaron said, handing Nate a beer. “Anna’s got a date already.”

Nate raised his eyebrows. “Really? Who?”

“Hugo,” she answered.

Nate smiled. “Good guy. I approve.”

There was another knock at the door and Anna went to answer it. Hugo stood in the doorway wearing a black button-down dress shirt and khaki dress pants. He smiled broadly when he saw her.

“Hi, Hugo,” she said, stepping aside to allow him room to enter.

“Hello, Katrina,” he said with an appreciative grin. “You look fabulous.”

“Thanks.” She smiled shyly.

Hugo greeted Aaron and Nate. The three men chatted for a few minutes and then Hugo looked at Anna. “You ready?”

Anna nodded with a shy smile. She went quickly to her room to retrieve her purse and then returned to the living room.

Hugo opened the door and the two said goodbye to Aaron and Nate. “Do you like Italian?” Hugo asked as they made their way to the elevator.

“Yes,” Anna answered with butterflies in her stomach. How long had it been since she’d been on a date? A real date? It had to have been Ben, but this time she didn’t have to worry about what Devin thought about it.
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Hugo and Anna settled into a cozy table for two in a small Italian restaurant across town. Or at least that’s where Anna thought they were. This city was so different from her own.

“So how come you’re not going on tour?” Hugo asked after they had ordered their dinners.

“I . . .” Anna hesitated. “I can’t travel right now.”

“Oh? Why not?”

Anna’s eyes widened. How did she answer that? “I . . . just can’t.”

“Are you sick?”

Anna shook her head.

“Are you a criminal?” He grinned.

Anna smiled and shook her head.

“Are you . . .” He thought for a moment. “A secret spy undercover as a dancer who has duties here in New York?”

Anna laughed. “No.”

“Are you going to tell me or should I give up now?”

Anna laughed. “I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.” She gave him a sly look.

Hugo leaned his head back and laughed. “All right, all right. I give up.”

“So, why aren’t you going?”

“My mother broke her leg a few weeks ago and I need to keep an eye on her.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry! How did she break it?”

Hugo chuckled. “Skiing.” He rolled his eyes. “I warned her that a seventy-year-old woman shouldn’t be going skiing, but she didn’t listen. She’s a bit stubborn.”

Anna laughed again. “Are you disappointed you can’t go?”

“I love traveling, but it’ll give some of the younger principals a chance to dance in roles not normally available.” He shrugged. “Do you like to travel?”

Anna paused. “I suppose it depends on the activities involved and who I’m with.”

“Interesting answer. You’ve traveled with unpleasant people?”

Anna shrugged. “You could say that.”

“Where have you gone?”

Anna thought aloud. “Frankfurt . . . St. Petersburg . . . Washington, DC . . .” Alex had never gotten to take her on a honeymoon that he’d wanted to. Her hand went unconsciously to her wedding band.

“Katrina?”

Anna shook her head. “I’m sorry. I . . . got lost in a thought.”

He grinned. “It’s all right. You’re German, correct?”

“Why would you . . . oh, um . . . yeah.” Her name.

“Were you born here or in Deutschland?”

“In California. Your name sounds German as well.”

“I was born outside of Dusseldorf, but came here as a teenager.”

“To dance?”

Hugo nodded and then smiled. “Your name suits you. Engel.” He nodded. “Unusual last name, though.”

“Is it?” Was it obvious it was made up?

Hugo smiled. “Like I said, it suits you.”

Their food arrived and the conversation turned to more basic topics, such as movies and books; Hugo didn’t believe her when she said that she couldn’t remember the last movie she’d seen. They talked about their favorite ballets: Hugo’s was Swan Lake; Anna’s was Giselle.

Dessert was served before they started discussing a schedule for the following week. After a few minutes, they just decided to meet at the studio mid-morning each day and go from there.

They took a cab back to Anna’s apartment and Hugo walked her up to her apartment. She fidgeted with her keys as she looked up at him. “Did you want to come in?”

He grinned. “Not tonight, Katrina.” He leaned down and kissed her cheek.

Anna felt her cheeks warm at the simple kiss. “I had a really nice time,” she said sincerely. “Thank you.”

“Me too. I’m looking forward to working with you. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Hugo waited until Anna had unlocked her door and opened it before turning back to the elevators. She waved and then went inside.

Aaron was sitting on the couch. “So, how was it?” he asked.

“Nice,” she smiled. “He seems like a great guy.”

Aaron grinned. “Yeah, he is. There’s talk of him taking Vincent’s place when he retires.”

“Really? Wow.”

“He’s an incredibly talented choreographer. It’s good you can work with him while we’re gone.”

Anna fidgeted. “Is he safe?”

Aaron gave her an affectionate smile. “Yeah, hon. He’s safe.”

Anna sighed in relief.

“Hon, I think you know if someone’s safe or not. You just need to be brave enough to say no if they’re not safe.”

It was true; she knew men. “Thanks, Aaron. I’m gonna go to bed.”

“G’night Anna.”

Anna smiled at his use of her real name. “Good night, Aaron.”
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The next few days flew by. Friday was another exhausting, frustrating day of dancing. Anna hoped that Hugo would be able to help her next week. The style was so different and it frustrated her to no end.

Friday night, Aaron took her out to dinner and they had a wonderful time. It was so nice being with him again. They cuddled up on the couch when they got home and watched a movie.

Saturday night Anna lay in her bed fidgeting. She’d spent the day with Aaron as he packed. They didn’t have class and it was wonderful to spend time with him, especially since he was going to be gone for an entire week.

She tossed and turned but couldn’t find a comfortable position. It had been several days since she’d had sex and she was feeling it. She needed to be touched; more than just a hug. She sighed and got up out of bed.

She crept into Aaron’s bedroom. He was illuminated by the outside lights, his sheets tangled around his hips. One arm was slung over his head and the other rested on his stomach. His chest moved slowly up and down as he snored softly.

She smiled, remembering how he slept like this when they’d been together. Her heart squeezed at the memory. How she had missed him!

Anna pulled her pajamas off and crawled onto the bed at his feet. She slowly made her way up until she could kiss his chest. He groaned softly as she kissed her way up to his neck and straddled his hips. The hand that had been on his stomach moved to her hip and caressed her lightly.

She kissed his mouth and his eyes snapped open. “Anna,” he whispered hoarsely. “What are you doing?”

She leaned to the side and nipped at his earlobe. “I can’t sleep,” she whispered.

His arm above his head moved to pet her hair gently as he gazed into her eyes. “You need touch?” he asked gently.

Anna nodded and he rolled her onto her back and moved the sheets so his body was against hers. His cock was hard against her hip as he leaned down to kiss her, gentle at first, but with an increasing hunger as the minutes passed. His hands roamed her body and they both felt their desperation for each other. She stroked his cock and he circled her clit with his finger.

“Please, Aaron,” she rasped, wiggling beneath him. She opened her legs and he groaned in appreciation.

“God, I’ve missed you,” he said and thrust inside her with one movement.

Anna arched her back and cried out softly as he filled her. He kissed her as he began moving. She wrapped her legs around his waist and met his thrusts, both of them quickly climbing the road to ecstasy and reaching the peak together. Aaron cried out Anna’s name and clung to her as he pumped her full of himself.

He kissed her again as their heart rates slowed and he rolled to his side. She rested her head on his chest and wrapped her arm around his waist as he kissed the top of her head. “I’m so glad you’re finally here,” he whispered.


Four


“W


hat will I do while you’re gone?” Anna asked as she sat on Aaron’s bed early the next morning. He was cramming a few last-minute things in his suitcase.

“Haven’t you ever masturbated before?”

Anna’s eyes widened. “You mean touch myself?”

Aaron chuckled. “Yeah. Most people do it.”

Anna shook her head. “I would be punished if I did that.”

Aaron made a face. “Hon, Devin’s not here. There’s no one to punish you.” He grinned. “You should try it. You might like it.”

Anna frowned at the thought. “I don’t know if I could.”

“When I get back I’m gonna buy you a vibrator.” He paused. “Or maybe not. If you use that you won’t need me.”

“I’d much rather have flesh and blood inside me than plastic.”

He grinned. “Good.” He leaned down and kissed her deeply. “I’m gonna miss you.”

“Me too,” she murmured against his lips, wrapping her arms around his neck.

He pulled away and zipped up his suitcase. “We’ll be back Sunday afternoon. Call Tom if you need anything.”

Anna nodded and reached for her pajamas so she could walk him to the apartment door. “You . . . will return, right?” she asked in a shaky voice.

Aaron looked at her with sad eyes. “It’s just a ballet tour. Nothing dangerous.”

She took a deep breath. “Yeah.” Everything would be fine.

“Would you feel better if I called you every few days?”

Anna’s heart lightened and she nodded. “Yeah, that might help.”

“Okay. I’ll do that. I’ll call you when we land too.”

“Thank you for understanding, Aaron.”

“I remember Alex. I know what you went through. I never want you to feel that way again.”

They hugged one last time. Aaron repeated his admonitions about being safe and not going out alone after dark and then he left. Anna went to his bed and fell back asleep, hugging his pillow.
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Later that morning, Anna woke up feeling refreshed and decided to go exploring. She had heard of the big New York City library and decided she would go find it.

According to the map on her phone, it was a thirty-five-minute walk. Forty-five if she went through Central Park. She had all day to herself and decided to take the scenic route.

She was glad she did. Central Park was amazing with the first hints of spring breaking through the winter barrenness. It smelled so good and was filled with interesting people. Maybe she would find a good book to read and return and spend some time reading here. The air was cool but not cold.

Anna walked slowly down Fifth Avenue admiring the stores and restaurants. She imagined she looked pretty silly, mouth open in awe of the “big city” but she was having an incredible time and didn’t care.

A mile down the road she finally reached the library. What a magnificent building! White marble with regal columns and lions and stairs. She stood outside for a good ten minutes just taking it all in before walking slowly up the steps and into the historic building. She’d arrived just in time for the library to open and was thrilled to find out that there was a tour available in an hour. She bought a ticket and kept herself busy by wandering around the first floor. She hadn’t been in a library in years and was excited to learn about “her new library.” She even got a library card after silently thanking Tom for the New York driver’s license.
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At dinnertime, Anna settled onto the couch with a sandwich she’d bought at a deli on the way home. She was laughing at the sitcom she’d flipped on when there was a knock at the door. She jumped at the sound and cautiously walked to the door and opened it.

“Tommy?” she asked with astonishment.

Tommy grinned sheepishly. “Hey, Anna. I just . . . wanted to see how you were settling in.”

“Oh, well, come on in.” She stepped aside and Tommy walked in and looked around.

“Nice place,” he commented.

“Thanks. I live with Aaron.”

“Yeah.” Tommy nodded. “Is he here?”

She shook her head. “No, he’s flying to the Netherlands. He’ll be back next week.”

“Oh.”

Anna looked at his handsome face and smiled tenderly. “How are things with you?”

“Good.” He blew out a breath and shoved his hands into his pockets. “Found out that Kim’s pregnant.”

Anna blinked and tried to ignore the stabbing pain in her heart. “Oh, that’s . . . that’s great, Tommy.” She smiled weakly. “Are you happy?”

He shrugged. “Yeah. I mean, it’s good. It’s time to start the family. I just . . .” He sighed. “It’s just weird, knowing I’m gonna be a dad.”

“I bet you’ll be a great dad,” she whispered, struggling to keep her emotions in check.

Tommy stepped closer to her and she could smell his cologne, bringing so many memories to the forefront of her mind. He ran his knuckles gently across her cheek. “I miss you,” he whispered. “It kills me, knowing you’re in the city and . . . not with me.” He sighed. “I wish I’d waited for you.” His blue eyes filled with emotion as he stared intently into her eyes.

Anna’s lips parted and she trembled at his words. “Me too,” she whispered.

He slowly slid his hands around the back of her head and bent his head down to hers. His lips brushed hers lightly, waiting for permission to kiss her. Anna hesitated. She wanted him to, oh so much, but . . .

“We shouldn’t,” she said in a hoarse voice as she leaned forward slightly.

His lips enveloped her bottom one gently. “I know.” His tongue traced her bottom lip as his thumb caressed the sensitive spot behind her ear.

“Tommy . . .” she whispered, pleading for him to continue; pleading for him to stop. She didn’t know what she wanted.

“Anna . . .” He stepped even closer and captured her lips with his, holding her head gently with both hands. Her hands slid up his hard chest and over his shoulders. His tongue slipped between her parted lips and past her teeth, stroking, caressing, dancing and taking her breath away. His arms wrapped tightly around her, holding her close.

She clung to him as if he were a life vest in the middle of the ocean. His kisses became more insistent, his embrace, tighter. He slid his hands down her back and pressed his fingers into her ass, her hips against his.

“Tommy,” she moaned softly as she felt him hard against her.

“Where’s your room?” he asked against her lips, his voice husky.

She pointed down the hall and he picked her up and carried her around the corner and to her room, placing her gently on her bed. He stretched out next to her and pulled her close to kiss her again. His kiss was deep, passionate, loving. He caressed her back, her ass, her hips and finally moved his hand up to cup her breast gently. She broke the kiss to gasp as he thumbed her nipple over her cotton camisole. The heat from his hand scorched her skin.

He kissed her neck when she leaned her head back, sucking on the skin above her collarbone. She moaned softly as he kissed her nipple over the soft material and sucked on it through the fabric. It puckered under his skilled mouth and she arched her back to press her breast deeper into his mouth.

She cried out softly as he pulled the camisole away, exposing the sensitive skin and softly bit her now engorged peak. Her hands got lost in his hair as he swirled his tongue around and around, the nipple ring being jostled with the movements.

She caressed his cock over his jeans and he moved his hips in rhythm against her hand.

“Touch me,” he rasped.

Anna quickly unfastened his jeans and wrapped her hand around his cock. She caressed his piercings and smiled at the throbbing hardness. They quickly disposed of their clothing and Anna knelt next to his hips and took him into her mouth, moaning at his taste.

“Oh, God, Anna!” He pulled at her hips and adjusted her legs so that she was straddling his head.

He held her hips and buried his tongue into her swollen pussy. She gasped against his cock as he sucked her clit hard, kneading her ass and brushing his fingers against her asshole.

He knew her body well. Knew how to make her moan and scream in passion. And he did both. She tried to concentrate on his delicious cock, but his tongue lapped at her clit as he sucked on it. She felt herself tingling and then she leaned her head back as her orgasm rushed through her body.

“Tommy!” she cried, trying to pull away, but he held her firm until he sucked every ounce of pleasure out of her.

Tommy pushed her to her side and moved quickly above her, her head at the foot of the bed. In one swift move, he was inside her and kissing her. His tongue mimicked the movements of his cock, thrusting slowly in and out. Anna moaned loudly and met his rhythm enthusiastically. His movements were deep and deliberate, making her moan with each deep thrust. Her fingernails dug into his back as she felt another orgasm building.

“God, Anna!” he shouted and cursed as his cock throbbed deep inside her. She followed quickly and her muscles clenched around him.

He held her tightly and kissed her as he softened inside her. He nuzzled her neck and then rolled to his side, stroking her arm as he gazed lovingly into her eyes. “You’re amazing, you know that?”

Anna grinned and turned to face him. “I think you’ve learned some new moves.”

He chuckled. “Maybe.” He kissed her again, sliding his hands down her back and hips. “Perfect. Absolutely perfect.”

She ran her hand slowly over his chest and abs, loving every inch of him. She’d missed him so much.

Music sounded loudly, making them both jump.

“Fuck,” Tommy said, sitting up and reaching for his jeans. He pressed the screen and stood, running his hand through his hair. “Hey, baby,” he said in a gentle tone that wrenched Anna’s heart. “Yeah, just getting some air . . . yeah . . . I can do that . . . okay . . . yeah, be home soon . . . love you, too.”

Anna sat up and stared at her blanket. His wife. She swallowed back tears and blinked rapidly.

Tommy shrugged his clothes on. “I’m sorry, Anna. I have to get home.”

Anna nodded but didn’t trust her voice to say anything. He paused after he’d dressed, standing next to the bed.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. He leaned down to kiss her head and then left the room. She heard the apartment door open and close a moment later and she kept staring at the blanket, trying to understand how she felt. To put words to the pain in her heart.

Used. She felt used. She was a cheap prostitute for him to use and then go home to his wife.

No, Tommy truly cared for her. He helped her escape.

But he had a wife and a child on the way. A family to go home to. Anna was a distraction from his responsibilities.

She rubbed her face. Confusion filled her heart. She’d never felt like this before. Intellectually, she knew she’d been used for years; since Devin first touched her after her parent’s funeral. Maybe even before then. Why did it bother her now?

She was an Elder-Mistress. Her body was to be used as the Elders pleased. She was trained to please their every desire.

Then why did she feel so empty? Was it the illusion of freedom? Was her freedom just an illusion? Or was it real? Did pretending something was true make it true? Was she a prostitute? After all, wasn’t that what they all really were? Slaves. Sex slaves. Unpaid prostitutes.

What was she? Was she a Mistress or a free woman? As an Elder-Mistress, what just happened shouldn’t bother her. As a free woman, what just happened broke her heart. Katrina was the free woman. Anna was the slave. Was she Anna? Or was she Katrina?

Who did she want to be? Did it matter what she wanted? The reality was that she was Anna. Katrina was an illusion to keep Devin from finding her.

Part of her wanted to embrace Katrina. To find out what it was really like to be “free.” But could she? Could she dare try to be something she’d never been before? And what did that mean anyway? Saying no to men? She didn’t know if she could do that.

What did it mean to be free?

The answer eluded her and made her head hurt. She was too tired to think about it right now. She went into her bathroom to take a shower and then watched TV until she couldn’t keep her eyes open and fell asleep on the couch.
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Devin stared out the window of his downtown office. Where the hell was Anna? How was she eluding his search? Someone, somewhere, had to know where she was. Someone had to be helping her. There’s no way she could have done this on her own.

Who was helping her? Surely Wilhelm had something to do with this, but his activities showed nothing suspicious.

Damn Ian for his betrayal.

If Anna was hiding, he had to get her to reveal herself. But how? What could compel to her to come out of hiding?


Five


Anna leaned her head on the barre and gulped for air. She’d never been so tired from practicing before. Then again, she’d never had so much one-on-one attention before.

It was Monday afternoon, and she and Hugo had been dancing since ten-thirty that morning with a brief break for lunch. She didn’t know how much more she could take.

“C’mon, Kittycat. One more time and then we’ll call it a day.”

She smiled at the nickname he’d come up with for her. If nothing else, her new name certainly allowed for interesting variations. A new experience indeed.

Hugo handed her a towel to wipe her face. “You’re doing fantastic, Katrina. Don’t give up.”

Anna gave him a doubtful look as she patted her face. “I don’t understand how you move so fast. I don’t think my body was made for that.”

He gave her that brilliant grin of his. “You’d be surprised. You’ll get it. We have all week.” His eyes glinted with humor.

“A week, huh?” She couldn’t help but grin back. His smiles were contagious. “All right.” She groaned as she straightened.

“After we’re done, I’ll buy you dinner. How does that sound?”

Anna gave him a shy smile. “Okay.”

He chuckled and walked to the front of the room and nodded to the pianist. The music began and Anna danced. She hoped it would soon become as exhilarating as it seemed it should be.
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By Saturday afternoon, Anna was feeling more confident in her dancing. Something had clicked that morning and she finally “got it.” Hugo cheered as she finished the dance.

“That was . . . amazing, Katrina. Truly amazing.” He came to stand in front of her with a huge smile on his dark face. “Good job,” he said in a softer tone. “I knew you could do it, Kittycat.” His eyes glowed as he looked at her.

Anna gazed up into his topaz eyes and her heart fluttered. They had spent hours and hours and hours together this week, and she had grown quite fond of him. She smiled shyly and turned to get her water bottle but he grabbed her hand.

“Dance with me,” he said, his voice low. He looked at Suzie, the pianist. “Giselle, second act.”

Anna shook her head. “No, I can’t . . .” She had spent all week trying to immerse herself into Katrina and that dance was too much a part of Anna. She was afraid of slipping back.

The music started and she stood with her eyes closed. It swirled around her like a silk ribbon and she was powerless to resist. Her body moved of its own accord, her eyes still closed, remembering. She danced for Alex. She mourned for him through her dance, as if dancing could somehow heal the wound his death had left. She and Hugo danced as one and he lifted her effortlessly and supported her with his strong hands.

When the music ended, she opened her eyes and realized she had danced the entire thing with her eyes closed. Tears burned her eyes and she turned away so Hugo wouldn’t see.

“Who was he?” he asked softly, holding her hand to keep her from walking away.

She turned back to him, surprised. “Who was who?”

“The one you danced for. I could . . . feel your emotions. You were mourning.” He shook his head. “I’ve never seen anyone dance like you do, Katrina.”

He watched her expectantly as she wiped her eyes. “My husband,” she said softly. “Alex. He died four years ago . . . almost exactly four years ago.” It was the beginning of April. Almost to the day when Wilhelm came to tell her that Alex was gone.

“You must have married very young.”

“I was twenty.” She looked down at her ring and shook her head. “We weren’t even married three months when he died. I keep asking myself why I still wear my wedding ring.” She felt kind of silly still wearing the ring, but she couldn’t bring herself to take it off, even though Devin wasn’t around to make her wear it. “He meant the world to me,” she said softly. Alex had saved her.

“I’m so sorry.”

“Thanks.” She sighed. “You must think I’m silly, hanging on to him for so long.”

“Sometimes people leave such a deep imprint on our hearts that they never go away.” Hugo gave her a sad smile and the pain showing in his eyes made her wonder if there was someone who had made him feel the same way.

Maybe that’s what it was. Alex had touched her in such a way that her heart was permanently altered. Did moving on . . . really moving on . . . betray his love? Betray her love for him? It had been four years. Perhaps it was time to really let him go. Letting him go didn’t mean she didn’t love him anymore. It didn’t mean that he hadn’t touched her; Alex had touched her unlike anyone else had. And that was okay.

She smiled up at Hugo, her chest lightened by the thought. “Thanks.”

“For what?”

“What you just said. It . . . made sense suddenly.”

Alex would want her to be happy. He’d told her that many times. And now that she was free from Devin . . . maybe she really could leave her past behind her and start over.
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Anna lay in bed later that night, pensive and rubbing the indentation on her right ring finger. When she’d returned home from rehearsal that afternoon she’d decided it really was time to move on, and she removed her wedding ring for the first time. She had kissed it and put it in her new memory box, next to Alex’s wedding ring. It was a bittersweet moment.

Hugo had taken her out to dinner and a movie and she’d had a wonderful time. He was sweet and funny and a “normal” man.

When he’d walked her to her apartment door that night, she didn’t invite him in. She reminded herself she was under no obligation to sleep with him. They’d only known each other for a week and normal, free people didn’t sleep with each other so quickly.

But he had kissed her.

Anna touched her mouth, remembering the feeling of his soft lips on hers. He’d tasted of the popcorn they’d gotten at the movie. The kiss was gentle, tentative even, and made her head spin a little. He hadn’t pressed himself against her or done anything other than hold her hands. Strange, foreign, but exhilarating.

She smiled and drifted off to sleep.
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It was the room again. Anna hadn’t seen it in months. But it was different; it was empty. The bed was stripped down to the mattress. The bookshelves were cleared off. Alex was gone.


Anna’s eyes snapped open in the dark room. Alex was gone? How could someone be gone from a dream? But there was no doubt about it. No one lived in that room anymore.

Maybe that was a sign that she’d made the right decision; that she’d finally let him go. She didn’t need him in her dreams any longer.

The thought was bittersweet.

Alex would always be in her heart, but she could move on now. Her mind had released him.
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Anna went for a walk late Sunday morning and, after she’d eaten, found herself at the library. There was something about the big white marble building that soothed her whirring mind. She had finished the book she’d borrowed the previous week and wandered around the third floor until she found a section on ballet. She settled down on the floor between the bookshelves and pulled one of the picture books into her lap.

“You can check those books out, you know.”

Anna looked up to see an older, wiry man with thin gray hair and wire-rimmed glasses looking down at her.

“Or we have more comfortable chairs over there.” He motioned behind him.

Anna smiled shyly. “I know . . . I just . . . it’s quiet here.”

The man chuckled. “Yes, it can get a little noisy on the weekends. People don’t seem to understand what quiet means anymore.”

Anna smiled. “I can imagine.”

“You were just here last week, weren’t you?”

Anna’s eyes widened and she flushed. “Yeah. I liked it so much I came back. It’s a beautiful building.”

The man leaned his shoulder against the end of the bookcase. “It is. I couldn’t imagine working anywhere else.”

“You work here? What a wonderful job to have!”

He tilted his head and studied her then nodded with a smile. “I’m Max. Max Richardson. I’m the head librarian here.”

Anna stood and shook his hand. “A . . . Katrina. I just moved here from California.”

“California, eh? That’s quite a change. What brought you here?”

“Oh, uh . . . dancing.” She shrugged sheepishly.

“Ballet?” he asked with a grin.

Anna looked down at the book she was holding. “Yeah. I just joined the City Ballet.”

“Wow. That’s quite impressive.”

Anna didn’t feel that Max was trying to flirt or come on to her at all. He was just a nice, older gentleman who was very friendly. “Thank you.”

“I take my granddaughters to the Nutcracker every year. They love it.”

“I understand the Nutcracker is very different here than what I’m used to.” She laughed. “Well, everything is very different here.”

Max laughed with her. “Yes, the East and West coasts do tend to be quite different. We’re a bit more . . . uptight.”

Anna decided she liked Max. He was funny and didn’t seem uptight in the least.

Max studied her for a long moment. “Why is a pretty thing like you hanging out in a library on a weekend?”

Anna blushed again. “I like reading. I haven’t been to a library in years and . . .” she sighed. “There’s nothing like it.”

The man chuckled again. “You’re an unusual young woman.”

“I’ve been told that.”

He smiled. “Have you been on the tour?”

“Oh, yes. It was wonderful.” Anna sighed. “I was going to go again but I got here too late.”

Max chuckled. “I’ll let you get back to your reading. I was just curious about you. Most young people don’t come in two weeks in a row.” He gave her a last smile and then walked away.

Anna smiled and then sat down again where she had earlier and finished looking through the book, happy at finding a new friend.
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Aaron was there when she got back to her apartment. She laughed and ran to him, hugging him tightly. “I missed you,” she said, gazing up at him. “How was your trip?”

He smiled, but not as enthusiastically as she’d expected. “Good. Interesting. Dancing went well.” He glanced at the kitchen table. “Who got you the flowers?”

Anna followed his gaze and smiled, remembering Hugo standing at the apartment door with the huge bouquet of different types of beautiful flowers. “Hugo. He brought them last night before he took me out to dinner.”

“Oh.” Aaron frowned and stepped away from her. “Are you guys dating?”

She blinked in confusion at his sudden coldness. “I . . . I don’t know. We went out a few times after practice. Why are you upset?”

Aaron turned and walked to the window, hands in his hair on top of his head. After a pause, he lowered his hands and turned around to face her, his eyes pained. “God, Anna, you get here, I have to leave for a week—one week!—and when I get home you already have a boyfriend.”

“I don’t think he’s⁠—”

“I have waited and waited for another chance with you.” He stormed across the room and grabbed her upper arms. “I was your first boyfriend and we never got a chance to try again like we said we would. You kept pushing me away. I thought . . .” He paused and swallowed. “I thought with you moving out here, we could give ‘us’ a chance. But no!” he spat. “You have to go out and—” He turned away again. “God, don’t I ever get a second chance?” His voice softened.

Anna stared at his back, speechless. “Aaron, I didn’t know you wanted⁠—”

“You didn’t know?” he exclaimed spinning around. “Anna, you can read men like a billboard, and you think you can claim you don’t know I’m still in love with you?”

Anna’s chest tightened. “You’re my best friend⁠—”

“I don’t want to be your best friend, Anna,” he snapped. “That’s a death sentence to a guy.”

Anna blinked, now hurt by his words and his tone. He was so angry. At her. He’d never been angry with her before.

“I am the one Alex asked to watch over you. I am the one Wilhelm asked to watch over you. God!” He whirled back around and looked out the window. “Can’t you just be single for a while before you go off fucking some new guy?”

Anna winced as if he had struck her. “I haven’t fucked Hugo,” Anna retorted after a pause. “He kissed me. That’s it.”

Aaron snorted and turned back around to look at her, derision in his face. “Anna, you can’t go a week without fucking someone. You don’t need to lie about it.”

Anna pressed her hand hard to her heart as the air rushed out of her lungs. She gulped for oxygen. “Why would I lie about something like that?” she asked softly. After Tommy had left her, her desire for sex had faded. He had used her and then left. She didn’t want to feel that way again. She had successfully deflected the physical need with her own hand several times but hadn’t really been tempted to go out and find someone.

He looked down. “You took your wedding ring off?” he asked softly, blinking in surprise.

She glanced down at her right hand. “It was time.” She looked back up at Aaron. “I didn’t mean to hurt you, Aaron. I’m sorry I did. But you are my best friend, Aaron. You’re one of a handful of people here who know what I really am. Please don’t be angry with me. I need you.”

Aaron sighed and shook his head. “I’m not angry. I’m jealous.”

“Jealous?”

He nodded. “I was thinking about you all week and was looking forward to coming home and . . . being with you and then I saw the flowers and I thought I’d missed my chance. Again.” His jaw clenched. “I wanted the chance to ask you out again. To see if there is still anything between us.”

Anna reached up and cupped Aaron’s cheek. “I love being with you. I love spending time with you. I love that I live with you.” She smiled. “I do love you, Aaron. With all of my heart. I can’t imagine being here without you. You broke my heart when you left me before.” She looked up into his denim-blue eyes. “I want to find out, too. But I also want to . . . figure out who I am. To find out what it means to make my own choices. To not be defined as ‘Devin’s Mistress’ or ‘sex slave’ or even ‘Alex’s wife.’’’ She swallowed. “I’ve never just been me.”

“You’ve never had a chance to be you,” Aaron affirmed softly with a tender smile. “I understand. I’m sorry for getting upset. It was very wrong of me.”

“You’ve put up with a lot from me, Aaron. From the very beginning. And I am so thankful for you. You’ve always loved me for who I really am.” She sighed. “But just to be honest with you, I think Wilhelm will expect me to marry Kurt when I’m freed from Devin.”

Aaron winced. “Oh.” He was quiet for a few minutes and then started to smile. “Then you’re like the runaway princess that is grabbing for her last few minutes of freedom before she’s forced into a loveless marriage.”

Anna grinned. “Marriage to Kurt wouldn’t be a loveless marriage.”

He shrugged with humor in his eyes. “I know. But the story doesn’t work that way. What’s the point of running away from a love-filled marriage?”

“Because even though the princess knows that her future husband will make her happy, she still was imprisoned by an evil sorceress . . . er, sorcerer.” She giggled. “And she wants to see the world before she assumes her new duties.”

Aaron laughed. “I suppose that’s a legitimate story plot.”

They grinned at each other.

“Of course, the princess has to have her trusty best friend to watch out for her during her explorations,” Anna added. “And that may come with some side benefits if the best friend is interested.” She grinned mischievously.

Aaron grinned. “What kind of benefits?”

Anna took a step forward and ran her hands up his chest and around his neck. She went on tiptoe and kissed his ear. “Fantastic sex.”

Aaron pulled her closer. “You really went all week without sex?”

Anna nodded. “My fingers are a very poor substitute, but yeah. That and . . .” She told Aaron what had happened with Tommy and how she had felt afterward.

“Oh, hon. I’m so sorry. Why didn’t you tell me when I called?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “I didn’t want to bother you while you were out of town. I . . . it’s still my duty to please the Elders, isn’t it?” Doubt reared its ugly head.

Aaron frowned. “Katrina isn’t an Elder-Mistress.”

“But Anna is.”

“Then don’t be Anna.”

She smiled wryly. “You make it sound so easy, but I was doing pretty well before . . .” She trailed off with a sigh. She didn’t want Aaron to feel bad.

“Until I started yelling at you?” He shook his head. “It was so wrong of me to do that, Anna. I’m so sorry. If I do that again, slap me.”

Anna shook her head with a smile. “I don’t know if I could do that.”

A grin spread over his face. “If I were your Master, I would command you to.”

She grinned. “Katrina doesn’t have a Master,” she said mischievously.

“That’s true.” He grinned. “So me and Katrina will be friends with benefits?” He brushed his lips against hers.

“What does that mean?” she asked softly, heart racing at his touch.

“It means . . .” He ran his hands down her back. “We go into my room and fuck because it feels good, but no one else knows because I don’t want Katrina to get a reputation, but I also know that Anna really needs to be touched on a regular basis.”

“That’s quite a definition.” She trailed her fingers down his chest, circling a finger around one of his nipples, making him moan softly.

“It seemed appropriate. I really want you to be respected, hon. You don’t need gossip spreading about you. Not here.”

“Thanks, Aaron.” She kissed him again. “I think I could do that. Can you?”

“Mmm,” he murmured against her lips. “Yeah.” He kissed her again and then took her hand and led her to his bedroom.


Six


Anna walked confidently into the studio on Tuesday morning. The company had Monday off to recover from traveling and she and Aaron had spent much of it in bed. She was eager to show Vincent what she’d learned.

“Katrina,” Vincent called as she walked through the door.

Anna didn’t respond and Aaron nudged her and motioned to Vincent. “He’s calling you, Kat,” Aaron grinned.

“Oh!” Anna exclaimed. “I forget . . . things.” She grinned at Aaron and then walked across the room.

Vincent and Hugo were both watching her as she came nearer and she bit her lip nervously.

“Good morning,” she said quietly.

“Good morning,” they both responded.

Vincent studied her for a moment then nodded. “You look good, Katrina.” He smiled. “Hugo says you did magnificently this last week and is very impressed with your dancing.”

Anna glanced over at Hugo. “Thank you.”

Hugo shrugged with an affectionate smile. “You did it.”

Anna’s cheeks turned slightly pink as she looked back at Vincent who gave her an amused smile. “He said you were working on Firebird a little bit?”

Anna nodded.

“Good. I want you to concentrate on Firebird and Arches.”

Anna widened her eyes and looked at the two men. Those were two very difficult pieces. Arches was Hugo’s new ballet and the world premiere was the night of the Gala. “Vincent, I . . . you think I can do it?”

“Hugo thinks so. I know you’re capable. Besides,” he smiled. “Arches is more his decision and I can’t override the choreographer.”

“I want you for the premier, Katrina,” Hugo said. “Dancing with me.”

Anna smiled up at him. “Really?”

“You’re perfect for the role, Kittycat.”

Anna’s cheeks warmed, which seemed to amuse Vincent.

“I also want you for Titania for Midsummer Night’s Dream, but concentrate on the others first,” Vincent said. “Midsummer isn’t until the end of the season.”

“Okay,” she said slowly in a shaky voice. She was overwhelmed by the confidence they had in her.

“That’s all,” Vincent said with a smile. “You can go warm up.”

“Okay.” She felt a little dazed as she made her way to the barre next to Aaron.

“What’d he want?” Aaron asked as she sat next to him.

“Letting me know the ballets I’m supposed to be working on.”

“What are they?”

“Firebird and Arches. Then Titania in Midsummer.”

Aaron arched his eyebrow. “Wow. You must have really impressed Hugo.”

Anna pouted at him. “You don’t think I can do it?”

“Oh, hell, Kat. You know I think you’re the best I’ve ever seen. No, I’m just . . . I’m glad they see it, too.” He smiled at her affectionately. “I hope I get to do Firebird with you.”

“Me, too.”

Hugo had taught her all the warm-ups and other common steps used in class so when the music began, Anna felt much more confident than she had the first two days of class. She finally felt the exhilaration that she thought she should feel. Vincent nodded to her several times, which Anna took to mean she was doing well.

“I think the others are impressed by your improvement,” Hugo whispered in her ear as they moved to the center of the room for floor work.

Anna looked up at him, surprised. “Really?”

He smiled and nodded but didn’t say anything else. Anna did notice that most of the other dancers actually smiled at her now.
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After lunch, Anna read over the list of rehearsals for the many ballets they would perform over the course of six weeks. Anna was dancing Firebird with Dave, Arches with Hugo and Midsummer Night’s Dream with Aaron. It seemed that each dancer had their own parts and the ballets were scattered across the season. It was so different from what she was used to, but it also meant she wasn’t dancing every night for six weeks. Several nights a week, but not all. It would be interesting to see how it all panned out.

Firebird was primarily the first two weeks. Arches was second, third and fourth weeks with the premiere the first week. Midsummer was every night of the sixth week plus matinees. She had little to do the fifth week but would more than make up for it the following week.
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The next afternoon, Anna had her first official rehearsal for Arches with Hugo. He had already taught her quite a bit of the piece. They worked on the pas de deux for most of the afternoon. She adored dancing with him.

He held her in the final pose longer than Anna expected and she caught his eye in the mirror, smiling. “Is it really held for this long?”

He chuckled. “No. It was just nice.” He set her back up in arabesque and turned her to face him. “Have dinner with me tonight,” he said softly, holding her around her waist.

Her heart fluttered as she nodded. “Okay.”

His eyes sparkled as he grinned. “Pick you up at eight?” Anna nodded again, making Hugo laugh. “Did I make you speechless?”

“It’s not that hard to do,” she admitted softly.

“I’m learning this. You don’t talk nearly as much as most women.” He chuckled. “Maybe that’s why I like you.”

Anna’s cheeks turned pink as she gave him a last shy look and went to get her things together. “Eight?” She paused by the door and turned back to look at him.

He gave her a bright smile. “Eight.”
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“I had a really nice time tonight,” Anna said softly as she and Hugo stood by her apartment door. She smiled. “I guess I always have a nice time with you.”

He grinned and leaned against the doorpost, crossing his arms over his broad chest. “Is that a bad thing?”

“Not at all.” She chewed her lip as she saw him watching her. “What?”

His eyes turned soft as he gazed at her. “I was thinking about how much I enjoyed kissing you the other night.”

Anna’s body tingled and her heartbeat quickened. “I liked it too.”

“Aaron said you just got out of a bad relationship. I don’t want to scare you away by moving things along too fast.”

Anna’s eyebrows furrowed. “He did?”

Hugo’s eyes narrowed. “Is it not true?”

Anna hesitated. “It’s really complicated, but yeah, I suppose that’s the easiest way to explain it,” she said slowly. How else could she explain Devin?

He rubbed the back of his neck. “It wasn’t with Aaron, was it?”

“What? Oh, no. No, of course not. He’s . . . a really good friend.” She looked up. “Are you upset?”

“No. You’re just reluctant to talk about your past and it makes it hard to get to know you.”

She looked down at her feet. “I’m sorry. It’s not easy to talk about.”

“Was he abusive?”

“Aaron?” she exclaimed, looking up.

Hugo smiled. “No. I know him better than that.” He shook his head. “I meant your past relationship.”

“Oh. I . . .” She sighed sadly. “I don’t really want to talk about it.”

Hugo’s eyes became sad and he pushed himself away from the doorpost. He stepped close and cradled her cheek. “I wish you would trust me, but I understand. If you ever want to talk, I’m a good listener.”

“Thanks,” she said softly, putting her hand on his.

He took a small step closer and Anna’s breath hitched in her throat. “Is it okay if I kiss you again?” he asked quietly.

Her whole body tingled as she nodded. He smiled tenderly as he bent down and gently caressed her lips with his. His hand moved from her cheek to the back of her head where it tangled in her hair. She stepped forward and put her hands on his upper arms for support. He slanted his mouth against hers with slightly more pressure, teasing her lips with his tongue and put his other hand on her lower back. Anna held back a soft moan as his tongue explored her mouth, drawing her own tongue to him and caressing it, sending delicious shivers through her body.

Their bodies touched as he held her close and she could feel his heat radiating into her. He had held her to himself many times today and Anna realized the intimacy he created with her while they danced. But this was more intimate than dancing together. She slid her hands up his arms, over his shoulders, and around his neck as he deepened his kiss.

Her phone rang in her purse and they ended the kiss reluctantly. Anna gave him an apologetic look as she went to ignore the call. “It’s Aaron,” she said, frowning. Aaron knew she was out with Hugo. Why would he call her? She silenced the call and looked up at Hugo. “He wouldn’t call unless it was important.”

“Is he home?” he asked.

“I don’t know.” She pushed the screen on her phone. “Aaron? What’s wrong?”

“Where are you?” Aaron asked. He sounded upset.

“Outside the door of the apartment.”

He didn’t say anything but a moment later the door opened and he looked between her and Hugo. “Something . . . happened.”

Anna didn’t like the look on his face. “What happened?”

Aaron looked hesitantly at Hugo and back at her. “Tom’s here.” He looked back at Hugo. “I’m sorry, Hugo. But I really need to talk to Kat alone.”

Hugo looked a little bewildered as he nodded.

Anna bit her lip. “I’m sorry, Hugo.”

Hugo recovered enough to offer a weak smile. “It’s okay.” He leaned forward and kissed Anna on the cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” He and Aaron shook hands and then Hugo turned and walked to the elevator.

Aaron grabbed her hand and pulled her into the apartment, closing the door behind her. Tom was sitting on the couch with a very unhappy look on his face. He looked up as Anna walked into the room.

“Did you tell her?” he asked.

Aaron shook his head and then turned to Anna. “Hon . . . it’s Jenna. She’s . . .” He swallowed and looked up at the ceiling. “Devin took her a few days ago and said if you didn’t come home that he’d kill her.”

Anna’s heart fell into her stomach. “A few days ago? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because you would have gone home or gotten in touch with him,” Tom said, standing and walking over to her. “We can’t let Devin have you back.”

“Is she okay?” she asked, afraid she already knew the answer.

Tom shook his head. “No. He killed her.”

Anna struggled for breath as she stared at him. “You let him kill her?” She glowered at Aaron. “I could have stopped him and you didn’t tell me!”

“If I’d have told you, you would have made contact with him,” Aaron said quickly, coming close and putting his hand on her shoulders. “Anna, he would have found you.”

“So what!” she yelled, backing away and slapping his hands away. “She would still be alive. You should have let me make the choice. It’s my life!” she shouted.

“No, Anna, it’s not just about protecting you,” Tom said calmly. “It’s much bigger than you. He’s using you to take over the country. He’s eroding our democracy. He’s got control of the president, for God’s sake. Even you should realize that’s not good.”

Anna turned to walk away but Tom grabbed her by her shoulders. “He wants control of the country, Anna. If you return to him, there is nothing we can do to stop him. He will continue to grow more and more powerful and then he will control everything. Freedom, what you’re just beginning to taste, will be gone. Do you want everyone in this country to be Devin’s slave?”

Anna paused, chest heaving. “That’s what he wants?”

“Yes, Anna.”

No. Being Devin’s slave . . . she wouldn’t wish that on anyone. She took in a shaky breath and turned back around to look up at him. “Why didn’t you stop him earlier?” she asked softly.

“We didn’t realize what he was doing. I never took his claims that seriously. We thought . . . we just thought he knew better. He’s a smart guy and our politicians are pretty dumb. But when he came back from Vitaly’s funeral, his plans escalated and we saw he was trying to become Immortal. Yes, we should have done something earlier. We know that now . . . should have listened to the Germans.”

“Can you still stop him?”

“If you stay out of his reach, yes.”

“Okay.” She walked slowly to her room and closed the door.

Poor Jenna . . . poor Matt! Matt had lost two loved ones by Devin’s hand now.

Anna closed her eyes and wept.
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Anna stared out the window as she lay in her bed in the dark room. She was angry. Angry at Devin. Angry at Tom and Aaron for letting this happen. No, it wasn’t really their fault, but . . . why did so many people have to die because of her?

She sat up, grief consuming her. She was half-tempted to call Hugo and ask him to come back, but she didn’t think that would be appropriate. Instead, she got out of bed and headed into Aaron’s room. The lights were out; it was after midnight. But his head turned when she walked in.

“Hey,” she said softly, walking across the room and stopping by his bed.

He looked up at her and sighed. “I can’t believe she’s gone.” He pulled aside the blankets and she cuddled in next to him.

“I can’t believe it either,” she said, tears running down her cheeks.

“I called Justin. We’re going to fly out tomorrow for the funeral.”

Anna nodded. “I can’t go, can I?”

“No.”

Anna took in a shaky breath. She hoped that Devin killed Jenna quickly like he had with Ben. She was afraid to ask. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to know.


Seven


Hugo rushed over to Anna when she walked into the studio the next morning. She was calm and trying not to think about things too deeply. It had been a quiet morning in the apartment. Aaron stayed home to pack and she fought the anger at not being able to go with him.

“Is everything okay?” Hugo asked as she dropped her bag on the ground.

Anna looked up into his concerned eyes. “My best friend was killed.”

His eyes widened. “Oh my God, Katrina. I’m so sorry.” He looked around. “Why are you here? You should go home and . . . I don’t know . . . pack to go back to the funeral?”

Anna shook her head. “I can’t go.”

Hugo stared at her and then he exhaled. “Does it have something to do with that relationship you don’t want to talk about?”

Anna nodded. She squeezed her eyes shut and grasped the barre tightly, trying to maintain control of her emotions. Her heart hurt and she didn’t know what to do.

“C’mon,” Hugo said, putting his arm around her and leading her out of the studio. He paused by the door to tell Vincent what happened and then led Anna into his office. He sat her down on a leather couch along the side wall and put his arms around her.

His caring warmed her heart and she leaned her head against his chest as he stroked her arm. “You could have called me last night,” he said softly, leaning his cheek against her head. “I would have come back over.”

“I didn’t want to bother you. You looked kinda upset when Aaron said he needed to talk to me.”

“He had interrupted a really nice kiss. I was a little irritated with him.”

Anna couldn’t help but let out a soft laugh. “It was a nice kiss,” she agreed.

“I feel bad now, though. Did he know her?”

Anna nodded. “She was like a sister to him.” She leaned her head against his chest. “Have you ever lost anyone?” she asked softly.

“Yes. My father died when I was fifteen. That’s when my mother and I moved here.”

“How did you . . . get over it?”

He chuckled. “I don’t know if I ever ‘got over it.’ I still miss him. I loved my father dearly. He was a good man.”

“How did he die?”

“Cancer. Mercifully, it went quickly, but it still was very difficult, watching him die.”

“You got to say goodbye, though, right?”

“Yes. My mother and I were there when he died.”

“I’ve never gotten to say goodbye to anyone,” Anna said softly.

“You say that as if you have lost many people, Katrina.”

She had lost quite a few people in her life. Her parents, Ben, Alex and his men, hers and Wilhelm’s baby, and now Jenna. “A few.”

“Are your parents alive?”

“No. They died when I was twelve.” Devin killed them. She had almost forgotten that he had admitted to it.

“How did they die?”

“A car accident.”

“I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine the grief you must have felt to lose both of them at once.”

“I don’t really remember it.” Devin and Jack had started touching her afterward, dulling the pain. Had she actually ever mourned for anyone? Mourned like normal people? Probably not. She wasn’t exactly normal. She used sex to distract herself from the pain. She looked up at Hugo with wet eyes. “How do you mourn?”

He stroked her hair and gave her a sad smile. “It’s different for everyone, Anna. How did you deal with your husband dying?”

She flushed. “I was doped up for two years.”

“Oh.” He gave her a gentle smile. “I wouldn’t recommend that.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Good,” he smiled. “I’d hate to see you on drugs. You wouldn’t be able to dance and I wouldn’t have you for my premiere.”

She gave him a half smile. “I wouldn’t want to let you down.”

“I can’t imagine you doing such a thing.”

They sat quietly together for several long minutes. His presence was comforting and she slowly relaxed into his arms.

“Do you want to go home?” he asked softly. “Vincent would understand.”

Anna shook her head. “Dancing . . . dancing helps. Helps me feel better.”

He nodded. “I could see that about you.” He stood and helped her to her feet and then hugged her tight. “I’m here for you if you need anything.”

“Thanks, Hugo,” she said softly.

They went back to the studio. Class had just started a few minutes prior and Anna slipped her shoes on and joined in. Hugo spoke with Vincent for a few minutes then slipped onto the barre behind her. She knew that people had watched her and Hugo walk back in together and hoped they didn’t think badly of him.
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Aaron was gone when she got home that evening. He and Justin had flown out earlier that afternoon. She was sad that they couldn’t tell Jenna’s dad that she was sorry for what happened. Neither of them could let on that they knew where she was. Anna understood but the knowledge didn’t make it any easier.

Hugo promised to keep her company while Aaron was out of town. He took Anna out to dinner Friday night and then they went back to Anna’s apartment and watched TV. He’d suggested going out to the club with the other dancers, or even a movie, but she wasn’t in the mood to be around a bunch of people.

Anna liked being in Hugo’s embrace on the couch and snuggled closer to rest her arm on his solid stomach and her head on his chest. He played with her hair, brushing her neck every once in a while. She wasn’t sure he was doing it on purpose, but found herself lifting her chin so he had better access to her neck.

She heard his heartbeat increase in tempo as he glided his fingers down her neck from behind her ear to her collarbone and back up. Anna fisted his t-shirt and swallowed nervously as he repeated the motion. She wanted him. Wanted him to touch her, more than just on her neck, but would he think poorly of her if they did have sex? She was pretty sure he thought of her as a sweet, innocent girl by the things he said, and how he treated her. But that’s how she was supposed to appear; she even felt that way sometimes.

He had no idea she could give him the best blowjob of his life and she wanted to badly. She wanted to taste him, to have him in her mouth first and then in her body.

But she liked that he thought of her as innocent. She supposed she could justify it by thinking about the fact that ‘Katrina’ hadn’t slept with many people.

His fingers caressed just above her collarbone at her neck and she sighed and lifted her chin even more.

“Katrina,” he whispered. She slowly opened her eyes and saw him gazing down intently at her. He wanted her. She could feel it.

She leaned forward and pressed her lips to his, sliding her hand up his chest and around his neck. His hand came up to cup her neck and he deepened the kiss, delving his tongue into her mouth urgently. He turned his body towards her and deepened his kiss while caressing the side of her neck.

When he pulled away a few minutes later, they were both breathing heavily. Anna watched him nervously with wide eyes as he stroked her cheek, wondering what he was thinking. She was hesitant to read him. Katrina didn’t read men like Anna did.

“I should go,” he said in a husky voice.

No! Her lower jaw trembled. “Did I do something to upset you?”

He frowned. “Why would you think that?”

“You don’t want to stay.”

Hugo closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Kittycat, there is nothing more I would like to do than stay, but . . .” He cleared his throat and looked at her sheepishly. “I don’t want to do something you’ll regret.”

“Regret?”

He studied her. “Katrina, I am very, very attracted to you, in case you didn’t know.” He grinned. “But pushing too fast . . .” He sighed. “I like you. A lot. But, I don’t want you to resent me for . . . moving too fast.”

“Why would I resent you? I’m attracted to you, too.” She leaned forward to kiss him again, but he moved back. Tears burned at her eyes and she looked down at her hands.

He lifted her chin. “I like you, Kittycat,” he said softly and then shook his head gently. “I’m going to be a gentleman and leave before things go too far.” He kissed her chastely on the lips and then stood. She could see his erection straining against his jeans and she licked her lips.

“Hugo,” she said softly, feeling herself going into seduction mode. She looked up at him for a moment and then turned away. No, she didn’t want to seduce him. She just wanted him to stay.

He kissed her on the top of the head. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

She stared at her hands and heard the apartment door open and close, and then burst into tears. Part of her understood why he left, but the other, larger, part of her felt rejected and lonely.

She looked at her watch. It was eleven-thirty. She wanted to call Wilhelm. It was, what . . . nine-hour difference between them? It was early but not too early . . .

She got her phone out of her purse and made the call.

“Anna?” his voice was very gravelly. “What is wrong?”

“Wilhelm,” she said softly. “I’m sorry to wake you so early, but I . . . just wanted to hear your voice.”

“Liebling, I do not mind you calling, but I am much better at conversations that do not occur in the middle of the night.”

“Middle of the night? Isn’t it six there?”

Wilhelm paused and then laughed. “Anna, you are in New York, not San Francisco. It is three in the morning.”

“Oh, God! Oh, Wilhelm, I’m so sorry! I forgot.” This night was not improving. “I’ll call you later, then. I’m sorry.”

“Nein, Anna. It was important enough for you to call. Hang on a moment and I will go into the sitting room.” She heard him speaking in German, assumingly to Ilsa. “All right, Liebling,” he said a few minutes later. “What happened?”

The tears began to flow and Anna told him what had happened between Hugo and herself. When she was finished, he was quiet for a while. She knew he was thinking and respected his silence.

“It sounds like he is an honorable man, Anna. He left because he respects you and cares for you. Do you remember how long it took for Alex to make love to you?”

“Yes,” she sniffed. Months! And why did he have to bring up Alex?

“Do not be angry with him for waiting, Anna. Most men do not take the time to rein in their desires without thinking about how it will affect the woman he is with.”

“But what do I do now?”

“Is Aaron there?”

“No. He went to California for Jenna’s funeral . . . Did you hear about that?”

“I did. I meant to call but . . . things have been very busy here the last week. I’m so sorry, Liebling. I should have remembered.”

Wilhelm knew and he hadn’t called her? That hurt worse than Hugo’s rejection. “It’s okay.” She said softly. “I’ll let you get back to sleep. Thank you for listening to me. Good night.” She pressed ‘end’ on the phone before he could say anything else. She went into her room, put her pajamas on and lay down in bed. Well, her hurt had dissipated her need for sex. At least she’d be able to sleep now.
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Wilhelm stared at his phone in disbelief. Anna had hung up on him. Not that he blamed her. He should have called her and he was properly rebuked. Things had just gotten . . . crazy here all of a sudden. She would forgive him once she found out what had happened. He hoped.
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“I’m sorry I left like that last night, Katrina.” Hugo sat down on the floor next to Anna the next morning and spoke softly. “I didn’t want to hurt you, but I probably did anyway, didn’t I?”

Anna looked up from her stretch and gave him an understanding smile. “It’s okay. I understand. I . . . appreciate what you were trying to do.”

Hugo let out a deep breath. “I was afraid you’d be angry with me.”

She shook her head. “I’m not.” She smiled. “But I’m not as delicate as you may think I am.” She grinned mischievously, with a hint of seduction, at him.

His eyes widened for a split second and then he shook his head and laughed. “Not nice to look at a man like that before dance class.”

Anna giggled. “Sorry.”

He smiled, his dimples deepening. “I am determined to remain a gentleman,” he said quietly. “If that’s okay with you, I’d like to take you out again tonight.”

Anna nodded. “I’d like that.”
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Aaron returned Sunday night and Anna greeted him at the door with a passionate kiss.

“Are you okay, Anna?” he asked taking a step back, surprise evident on his face.

“Please don’t reject me, Aaron. I . . . I just need you to fuck me.”

Aaron grinned. “That’s what every man wants to hear when they walk in the door.” He kissed her back and they undressed as they kissed their way to his bedroom. They fell naked into his bed and Anna rolled on top of him, straddled his hips and impaled herself on him.

“Argh!” she cried, not having expected it to hurt.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

Anna winced and nodded. “It’s been a few days.” She hung her head and tried to relax around him.

“We didn’t have to go so fast, hon,” Aaron said, pulling her hand and bringing his lips to hers. “I’m not in a hurry.” He held her as he rolled her onto her back, still inside her, and kissed her neck.

Anna closed her eyes and relaxed as he kissed her. When the pain subsided, she moved her hips, wanting him to move.

“Better?” he asked, moving slowly inside her. She gasped and nodded. “Good.” He grinned. “You feel so amazing.”

[image: ]


“How was the funeral?” Anna asked later as she ran her fingers over Aaron’s chest while they cuddled together.

“Sad.” He sighed. “Matt wasn’t taking it very well. He looked like he wanted to jump into the casket with her.”

Anna stopped moving her hand. “I feel awful for him . . . and guilty. First Ben’s death and now Jenna’s. Does he hate me?”

“No. He knows where the blame lies: with Devin. He did ask about you, though.”

Anna looked up at him, expectantly.

“I told him it was better if he didn’t know. He accepted that.”

“Did you see Devin?”

“Yes. He was there but, surprisingly, he kept in the background. He watched me a lot so I was careful about what I said and warned Justin to do the same.”

“What about Jenna’s family?”

Aaron shook his head. “Luke’s not well at all. He’s so angry and I don’t blame him. I saw him and Devin arguing. I assume it was about Jenna.”

Anna was quiet. So many people dead because of her. She hoped Tom knew how to stop Devin and would do it soon.
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“Have you found her yet?” Devin growled as Jack walked into his study at his house. Anna hadn’t taken the bait of taking and killing Jenna. He didn’t know what else to do. He supposed he could keep killing off her friends, but that would get messy. He wasn’t that desperate. Yet.

“No. She’s . . . disappeared into thin air.” Jack frowned. “There’s no trace of her anywhere.”

“That’s not possible!” Devin shouted. “She’s a fucking Immortal. She can’t just disappear.”

Devin stood and walked to the window. Fucking Ian. Devin would have gotten the information out of him if he hadn’t killed himself.

“They’ve run the security footage at all the airports in the area, Devin. She didn’t show up in any of them. Could she have teleported somewhere?”

Devin shook his head. “No. Not without an Immortal. Half-Immortals don’t have that power.” He’d scoured his books, trying to find any sliver of information as to how she disappeared.

“What about the missing dancer. Justin? He didn’t have anything to do with it?”

Jack shook his head. “Isaak caught him smoking pot and fired him. He’s back home in New York.”

“Is he dancing?”

“I don’t know. There’s no indication that he is.”

Devin growled and looked out his window to the street below. His powers were safe for now, but soon they would start failing without Anna to renew him.

“He’s from New York?” Devin asked thoughtfully.

“Who?”

“Justin.”

“Yes. Danced for the New York City Ballet until he came out here a few years ago. After Anna stopped dancing.”

“What about her other friend . . . Aaron? The one who was friends with Alex.”

“I believe that’s his name. Yes, he’s in New York.”

Something told him there was some connection, but he didn’t know what it was. She’d been invited to go to New York before. Maybe she ran away to there? But how the hell did she get there, if she was there? And why couldn’t he sense her?

Devin rubbed his eyes. This wasn’t supposed to happen.

“Did you check Germany? With Wilhelm?”

“Yes. There’s no trace of her there either.”

“Someone, somewhere has to know something,” he said, more to himself. “She wouldn’t stop dancing. She has to be somewhere where there’s a dance company.” He turned around and looked at Jack. “You’ve checked security footage around New York?”

Jack nodded.

The logical place for her to go would be there, but Tom had said repeatedly that she wasn’t there. None of the Elders were sensing her in their areas and while there were a few that he didn’t completely trust, there was no reason Anna would go to LA or Houston. New York was the best option, but how the hell was he supposed to find her there? Someone had to be protecting her from him.

He looked at Jack. “Go to New York. Stake out the ballet companies. I want firsthand knowledge whether she’s there or not.”


Eight


The days flew by and before she knew it, opening night had arrived. Anna didn’t dance until the next night, so she was able to sit in some empty seats in the house and watch the performance. Both Hugo and Aaron were dancing and she was eager to watch them.

Just being in the audience was thrilling. She felt so elegant and was reminded of when she went to the ballet with Kurt in San Francisco. Alex and Wilhelm had been there, too, and she got lost in the memories, not noticing when someone sat down next to her.

“Hello, Anna,” the man said softly.

Anna opened her eyes in surprise. There were only a few people here that knew her real name. Anna’s heart pounded as she stared at the man next to her. “Jack?”

Her guardian gave her a wicked grin. “Surprised to see me?”

Anna didn’t know what to say. Devin couldn’t be far behind. Oh God, what was she going to do? “How did you find me?”

“Logical deduction. New York City Ballet. Not that hard to figure out where you would go.”

Anna started trembling. “Where’s Devin?”

Jack smiled. “At home. Waiting for my call to tell him I found you.” He put his hand on her leg and slid up her skirt. “He’s been awfully selfish with you, though. I thought I might have some fun with you before I called. For old time’s sake.”

Anna pushed his hand away. “Don’t touch me,” she snapped. She tried to stand but he held her wrist tightly and twisted, making her whimper.

“Oh, no you don’t. I’ve been here for weeks trying to find you. You’re not getting out of my sight so you can disappear again.” He stood and pulled her to her feet. “But I can have more fun with you in my hotel room rather than sitting and watching a ballet with you, so let’s go.” He twisted her wrist and she began making her way to the aisle. She looked around, desperate for a familiar face, but there was no one she recognized.

Jack pushed her up the aisle and into the promenade. Tons of people milled about, but she still didn’t see anyone she knew. He led her outside and down the stairs to a taxi.

“Mandarin,” he told the driver.

It was only a few blocks away and they arrived at the hotel within minutes. Jack paid the fare without letting go, then pushed her out of the taxi, into the hotel and up to his room.

Anna stood in the middle of the hotel room, watching Jack as he removed his tie and jacket. She wracked her brain, trying to figure out a way out of here. She glanced at the door, wondering if she’d make it before he could catch her, and Jack laughed.

“I’m not that stupid, Anna.” He strode across the room and pulled her further away from the door and pushed her to the bed. “Undress, unless you want me to rip that dress off of you.”

She blinked back tears as she stepped out of her shoes. With shaky hands, she unzipped her dress and removed it, laying it across the back of a chair. She looked back at Jack who raised his eyebrows at her. “All of it, Anna.”

She removed her panties and bra and lay them on her dress.

He walked over to her and ran his hands down her breasts and she shuddered. “You don’t like my touch anymore, Baby? I’m hurt.” He squeezed her nipples and she whimpered.

“Please let me go, Jack,” she whispered. She didn’t want to go back to Devin or her old life. She wanted to stay here. The last few weeks had solidified that. She and Hugo had grown very close and he had invited her over to his place after the show tonight.

She closed her eyes and tears burned behind the lids. She would never get to make love to him.

Jack pushed her onto the bed and held her hands above her head. She felt something around her wrists and she realized he had tied her to the bed. The ties were unyielding as she pulled against them.

A glimmer of hope poked a hole in the darkness of her heart. Devin didn’t know she was here. Maybe she could still get away before Jack told him.

Jack laughed and kneaded her breast. “Sweetheart, I know how to tie you. Though I’m kinda turned on that you’re trying to get away.” He arched his brow. “I have more where those came from if I need to tie your legs.” He grinned. “Maybe I should anyway.” He trailed his hand up her thigh. “Spread you open nice and wide.” He brushed over her pussy and she squeezed her legs together and kicked at him.

He laughed and stood to finish undressing. “Oh, Anna. I always wondered what it would be like if you had more spirit in you.” He stroked his hard cock. “I guess I get to find out.”

He knelt on the bed and she kicked at him, but he grabbed her ankles and laughed again, spreading them apart. “Who’ve you been fucking since you got here Anna?” He bent down and kissed her pussy while he held her legs apart.

The feel of his mouth on her both sickened and aroused her, and she squirmed to try to get him off, but he just laughed. He pushed her knees into her chest and held her tight as he licked at her clit.

She bucked her hips, but her body was betraying her and she moaned softly. He locked his lips around her clit and sucked. Her legs relaxed and she closed her eyes as he lapped at her. She squirmed again, but this time to open her legs wider. He released her legs and they fell open on the bed. She arched her back as she felt the orgasm building. He slid his fingers inside her and she moaned loudly as her orgasm overtook her.

“Good girl,” he murmured as she came back down to earth.

Her body lay limp and she closed her eyes as shame filled her. She’d given in so easily. She deserved to go back to Devin.

Jack moved her legs and quickly tied them to the upper corners of the bed, spreading her legs into a V above her head.

“You’re so easy, Anna. Of course, we made you that way.” He kissed her swollen pussy again and then positioned his cock at her slit and pressed inside. Her eyes snapped open as he entered her body and she cried out in pain.

“How long’s it been since you’ve been fucked, Anna?” he asked, not stopping to allow her body to adjust to him. She whimpered and cried out as he rammed himself against her hips.

She pulled furiously against the ties, trying to get free. No! She wanted to go home to Aaron and Hugo, not be here with Jack. She didn’t want to go back to Devin.

Jack laughed and Anna looked up at him, suddenly angry.

Very angry.

“Get off me!” she screamed.

Anna pulled at the bindings that held her in place with all her strength and then screeched in fury when she couldn’t get free. Jack froze and looked down at her. She’d never seen fear in his eyes before.

“You will not take me back to Devin!” she growled and a white-hot rage consumed her.

[image: ]


A knock sounded on Aaron’s dressing room door.

“Come in,” he called.

Hugo opened the door and poked his head inside. “Have you heard from Katrina?”

Surprised, Aaron shook his head. “I thought you guys were going out tonight.”

Hugo nodded. “We are. She said she’d come backstage at intermission and she didn’t, and I haven’t seen her since the show ended.”

Aaron knew how much Anna had been looking forward to going out with Hugo tonight. She’d been anticipating staying the night with him for the first time since they’d started dating. It pained Aaron to, once again, see Anna happy with someone besides himself, but Hugo was good for her. He treated her like the princess she was without the baggage of her past.

Aaron glanced at his watch as nerves filled his stomach. The show had ended twenty minutes ago. Something was wrong. “Where was she supposed to meet you?”

“Back here. In my dressing room.”

Aaron rubbed his neck, not knowing what he should do. He couldn’t risk Hugo finding out about Anna’s past. “Did you call her?”

Hugo made a face. “Of course. Several times, but it goes to voice mail.”

Aaron picked up his phone and dialed. It rang several times and then went to voice mail.

Stefanie walked past his door. She wasn’t dancing tonight, but she was here. Maybe she’d been in the audience. “Stef!” he called, pushing past Hugo. “Did you happen to see Katrina out in the audience tonight?”

Stefanie frowned. Aaron knew she wasn’t very fond of Anna, but when she glanced at Hugo with a hesitant expression, it made his heart rate triple. “Stef, please. Did you see her?”

She rolled her eyes and nodded. “I saw her get up and walk away with some older guy who was holding her hand.”

Alarm filled Aaron’s veins with ice. “What did he look like?” Maybe it was Wilhelm?

“A little taller than Katrina, with dark brown hair and a goatee.”

Aaron rubbed his face. “He wasn’t very tall?” Devin was definitely tall.

Stef shook her head. “I mean, he wasn’t short, but it wasn’t like ‘wow, that guy is tall’.”

Aaron felt the blood rush from his face as a suspicion came to him.

“Aaron, what’s wrong?” Hugo said softly. “Do you know who she left with?”

“Fuck!” Jack. Aaron spun around and went back into his room, calling Tom with one hand and pulling his shoes on with the other.

“Hey, Aaron—” Tom began.

“Anna’s gone. I think she may have been taken by Jack.”

“Jack? How is that possible? I didn’t know he was here.”

“Can you track her phone?”

“Um, yeah. Give me a few minutes and I’ll call you back.”

Aaron went back out to the hallway. “When did she leave?” he asked Stef.

“Before the performance started.”

“Security cameras!” he exclaimed and then ran down the hallway with Hugo behind him.
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Anna heard a faint buzzing sound and she jumped. Her body ached and her head throbbed. She opened her eyes and sat up. Where was she? It looked . . . like a hotel room? But it was a mess, like there had been a fight. She looked down to see herself covered in bruises and cuts and blood.

Her heart beat rapidly in her chest as she looked around. Jack. She had come here with Jack. But where was he? He wouldn’t have left her alone.

She heard the buzzing sound again and realized it was her phone. She stood on shaky legs to retrieve her purse from across the room and pulled out her phone.

She looked at the screen. “Aaron?” she asked weakly, sitting down on the bed.

“Anna! Where are you?” he sounded out of breath.

“I-I don’t know.” She started crying. She was so afraid.

“Hon. Take a deep breath and look around. Is Jack there?”

“I don’t know,” she whispered. She looked around. “It’s a hotel.” She looked behind her. The headboard was broken into pieces and the bed was a mess. Glasses were broken on the floor and it looked like there was even a crack in the window. She walked to the table that had been overturned. “Mandarin?” she read, looking at the cover of a binder that had fallen on the floor.

She heard him repeat it to someone. “What room, hon? Look at the back of the door.”

She walked across the room and saw a diagram of the hotel floor. “Thirty-oh-six” she read and turned to go back and she saw feet in the bathroom. She stepped inside and saw Jack lying on the floor in a pool of blood. “Oh, God, Aaron! I think Jack’s dead.”
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“I think Jack’s dead,” came the words over Aaron’s phone. He had been running down the sidewalk and he stopped mid-step. Hugo ran into him from behind.

“Dead?” Aaron repeated.

“There’s blood . . . oh, God, Aaron. What happened?” The panic in Anna’s voice frightened him more than anything else.

“Anna, are you okay?” He started jogging again

“I don’t know,” she whispered.

“Okay. Just . . . wait, Anna. We’re almost there.”

“Okay.” Her voice was so tiny he could barely hear her.

Hugo caught up to him. “Who’s Anna? I thought we were trying to find Katrina?”

Aaron realized his mistake and looked up apologetically. “I’m sorry, man. I’ll try and explain later. Yes, we’re going to Katrina. She’s at the Mandarin.” He swerved around a group of people.

“Is she okay?”

Aaron shook his head. “I don’t know. Will you call her? I need to call someone.” He put the phone back up to his mouth when Hugo nodded. “Anna, Hugo’s gonna call you and stay on the line with you until we get there.”

“Okay.”

Aaron nodded to Hugo, who called Anna. Aaron hung up and called Tom to let him know he’d gotten a hold of her and her room number.
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Anna’s phone beeped. It was Hugo.

“Hugo?” she said in a tiny voice.

“Katrina? Oh, hon, are you okay?”

“I don’t know.” She stared at Jack’s body, unable to move. Blood seeped from a gash in his head, and scratches and bruises covered his body. His head rested in an unnatural position. “I don’t know what happened,” she whispered.

Hugo didn’t say anything, but by his breathing, it sounded like he was walking very fast.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. Tonight was supposed to be their night together. She should have fought Jack harder. Then she would be in Hugo’s arms right now instead of naked and bloody in a hotel room with her guardian. She fell to her knees and started sobbing. “I’m so sorry, Hugo,” she sobbed.

“Katrina, why are you sorry? What happened?”

Anna felt too ashamed to tell him that she’d had sex with her guardian. Hugo would never see her the same way and their relationship would be over.

“Katrina?”

Anna didn’t answer and hung up the phone. Her nerves tingled as she got up and looked for her clothing. They’d fallen to the floor and her dress was wrinkled, but she put it on anyway.

Her body ached. What had happened to Jack? How did he end up dead? She only remembered him fucking her and getting angry.

She was zipping up her dress when someone pounded on the door. “Anna!”

Anna walked slowly to the door and opened it. Immediately, she was in Hugo’s arms. “God, Katrina. Are you okay?” She could sense him looking around. “What happened?” He held her at arm’s length and looked her up and down. “What happened?” he repeated in a softer tone.

Anna didn’t answer. Instead, she looked at Aaron. “He found me,” she whimpered.

Aaron nodded. “Tom’s on his way. Where is he?”

Anna tilted her head to the bathroom. Both men looked and jumped. Aaron stepped into the bathroom and looked down at Jack. “Pretty sure he’s dead. But I’m not touching him.”

“Did someone come in with you two?” Aaron asked.

“I don’t know. I don’t remember anyone. He . . .” Anna tried to pull away from Hugo but he held her tight. She looked up at him with tears in her eyes. “You should just let me go now, Hugo.”

Hugo shook his head. “Who is he?”

“My guardian.”

“Your guardian?” he exclaimed.

“He’s been abusing her since she was twelve, Hugo,” Aaron said. “She didn’t come here voluntarily.”

“Oh, Katrina,” Hugo said softly, pulling her back into his arms. He kissed the top of her head and petted her hair.

There were voices in the hall and Tom and Tommy appeared in the doorway seconds later. “Holy shit,” Tommy exclaimed. “What happened?”

Tom walked over to Jack’s body and put his hand on his neck. “He’s dead.” He looked up at Anna leaning against Hugo with her head on his chest. “Does Devin know?”

Anna shook her head. “Jack said he . . . he wanted to have fun with me before he called him.”

Tom exhaled and stood up. “I’ve never been so thankful for his perversion.” Tom looked at Hugo. “Who are you?”

“Hugo. Katrina’s . . . boyfriend.”

Anna looked up at him with wide eyes. “Really?”

He stroked her cheek. “After what I had planned for tonight, I certainly hope so.”

“He’s a dancer and choreographer with the City Ballet,” Aaron added.

“Oh! Hugo Sintzenich! I know you, though we’ve never officially met. I’m Tom Pendleton.” Tom extended his hand.

Hugo’s eyebrow raised as he shook Tom’s hand. “You’re Tom Pendleton? You know him?” He looked at Aaron, clearly surprised.

Aaron shrugged. “It’s a really long story.”

“One that doesn’t need to be told right now,” Tom said. “I got another room to take her to.” He pulled a card out of his pocket. “Next door.” He handed the card to Hugo. “Can you stay with her while I look around?”

“Of course,” Hugo said, taking the card from Tom. He kept his arm around Anna and led her next door. He sat her on the bed and held her close. “Did he rape you, Katrina?”

Anna didn’t know how to answer that. “I suppose some would qualify it as that.”

Hugo stiffened. “Did you want to come here with him?”

“No. I never wanted to see him again. I wanted to see you dance.” Anna clasped her hands in her lap. “You don’t have to stay with me if you don’t want to.”

“Why wouldn’t I want to, Kittycat?” He lifted her chin to look her in the eye. “I was so worried about you. I still am. Please trust me.”

Anna bit her lip. “I don’t know what I can tell you. I’ll have to ask Tom.”

“Is your guardian the relationship that you didn’t want to talk about before?”

“He’s part of it.”

“Katrina’s not your real name, is it?”

Anna shook her head slowly. “They changed it so I couldn’t be found.”

“It’s Anna, right?”

She smiled. She liked the sound of her real name on his lips. “Yes.”

“It suits you. Though I think your other name does too. Whoever picked it out did a good job.”

The door opened and the others came in. Tommy sat down next to Anna. “Are you okay?” he asked, taking her hand.

She hadn’t seen or heard from him since the night he’d left her after having sex with her. She pulled her hand away and watched as first hurt, then sorrow filled his eyes.

Tom leaned on the dresser across from where she was sitting on the bed, arms loosely crossed over his chest. “Tell me what happened,” he said in a gentle voice.

She glanced at Hugo and then back at Tom and told him what happened, up to the point where she got angry and didn’t remember anymore. “The next thing I knew I was lying on the ground and my phone was buzzing at me.” Tears spilled down her cheeks and Hugo handed her a tissue. He hadn’t moved the whole time she spoke, even when she talked about having sex with Jack.

“Anna, do you remember getting angry any other time and not remembering what happened after?”

“Yes,” she said softly.

“Was it after Devin . . . er, you lost the baby? A few months ago?”

She looked up at Tom, thankful he didn’t say what had really happened and nodded. “Do you know what happened then?”

He gave her a wry smile. “You were defending yourself. Anna, sweetie, I think you killed Jack.”

“What?” she exclaimed, looking around wildly. “I couldn’t have done that. He’s so much stronger than me.”

“There is a part of you that is very strong and is starting to emerge when you need to defend yourself. It took Ian and two other men to subdue you when it happened before.”

Anna remembered Ian talking about it and the bruise on his cheek. She was saddened at his memory. Another death because of her. She stared at her hands. “What should I do now?”

“Go home, take a bath and get a good night’s sleep. I’ll take care of things here and come up with a story for Devin. I can honestly say he got attacked in his hotel room.”

“You’re not going to call the police?” Hugo asked incredulously.

Tom gave him a sympathetic look. “This is beyond the police, Hugo. Involving them would only endanger Anna . . . er, Katrina.”

“I know her real name.”

“What else do you know?” Tom asked, his face inscrutable.

“I know that she was raped by her guardian tonight and you don’t seem to care much about how she’s going to deal with it.”

Tom inhaled deeply and looked at the wall behind them. “I do care that Jack came and got her. Unfortunately what he did to her was rather . . . well, I’ve seen her go through much worse.” He looked back at Hugo. “I know you’re concerned about her and that’s good. She needs that. I am too. There’s just more going on here than I can explain right now and frankly, it would be dangerous for me to tell you any more.” He straightened. “What I can tell you is, by being here in New York, she is safer than she’s been in her entire life, and there are many people working to make that safety a permanent reality for her.”

Hugo looked at him for a long moment and then nodded. “Please tell me if there is anything I can do.”

Tom smiled at Anna and then looked at Hugo. “You’re doing it. Please continue to call her Katrina. If her name gets out, I don’t know how long I’ll be able to protect her.” He crouched down and looked Anna in the eye. “You can tell him what you’re comfortable with about your personal experiences, but keep names out of it, all right?”

Anna nodded. “He knows a little about Alex.”

Tom looked surprised and pleased, then took her hand. “You took your wedding ring off,” he commented softly and looked approvingly at Hugo. “You’re obviously doing many things right, Hugo.” He kissed Anna on the cheek and stood. “Take her home, get her cleaned up and put her to bed. Are you healing again?” he asked Anna.

“I don’t know. I haven’t been injured in a while.”

“That’s good.” He chuckled. “A good problem to have. Don’t worry about this, Anna. Devin won’t find out you’re here.”

“Thank you, Tom,” she said quietly and stood. Hugo finished zipping her dress and put his arm gently around her. She looked down. “My shoes are in the other room.”

“I’ll get them,” Aaron said, walking quickly out of the room and returning a few minutes later.

Hugo cleared his throat. “Do I, uh, need to be concerned about . . . defending myself?”

Amusement filled Tom’s eyes. “Are you planning on raping her or dragging her back to people who want to hurt her?”

“Absolutely not!”

“Then you have nothing to worry about. She’s not the Hulk where she’ll turn into a monster if she gets angry. She’s just finally learned to defend herself against people who want to hurt her.”

“Are there a lot of people who want to hurt her?” Hugo asked.

Tom frowned. “Unfortunately, yes. But there are many who want to help her too.” He smiled encouragingly. “Take her home. She’ll be all right.”

Anna put her shoes on and glanced at Tom. “Thank you, Tom.”

Tom nodded. “Anytime, Anna. It’s the least I can do.”
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Hugo and Aaron flanked Anna as they walked down the hallway and into the elevator down to the lobby. The doorman hailed a cab and they went back to Anna’s and Aaron’s apartment. Hugo kept his arm around her the whole time.

“What can I do to help, Katrina?” Hugo asked as they walked inside.

She looked at him, searching his eyes. “Do you still want to be with me?”

He cradled her cheek. “I’m not going anywhere, Kittycat,” he said softly.

“You could get killed,” she squeaked, grief hitting her like a ton of bricks.

Hugo caught her before she could fall to the floor and led her to the couch. He held her in his lap with his long arms wrapped around her body.

Aaron gave Anna a sad look and then came to kneel next to her on the floor. “Anna . . . Kat,” he said softly, glancing at Hugo. “Kat, nothing’s gonna happen to Hugo. We’re not in San Francisco anymore, remember? You’re safe. He’s safe.”

“But Jack⁠—”

“. . . got lucky and now he’s gone. Hon, it’s okay to be happy for once. Don’t let your fears ruin it.”

She blinked back tears as she gazed at Aaron. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, trying to apologize. She knew he was wishing that he was the one making her happy.

He brushed her hair out of her face. “I’m just the doomed best friend, destined forever to be shoved aside for your boyfriends.” He chuckled. “Maybe I should just become gay, or rather, lean further in that direction.”

Anna gasped. “Aaron!”

“What? I’ve gone out with guys before. And no other girls ever interested me.” He shrugged and then laughed. “Then I can see you naked and Hugo won’t get pissed.”

Hugo narrowed his eyes, partially mocking. “I haven’t even seen her naked.”

Anna blushed as Aaron laughed. “You really should change that.”

Hugo shook his head. “I don’t want to know why you would say that.” He laughed. “I was going to try tonight, you know.”

Anna buried her head in Hugo’s chest, blushing furiously. “I’m sorry, Hugo.”

“Nothing to apologize for, Kittycat.” He kissed her head. “Do you want to go take a shower and clean up? We can watch a movie or something afterward.”

Anna nodded. She felt gross and knew she was sticky from blood and other things. She stood and went to her room.


Nine


“S


he’s worth it, you know,” Aaron said after Anna disappeared around the corner.

Hugo nodded. “I know. I just had no idea . . . she was always reluctant to talk about her past. I guess I understand why now.” He grimaced. “That was really her guardian?”

Aaron nodded. “He started sexually abusing her after her parents were killed.”

“God,” Hugo mumbled, shaking his head. “And he came after her for that?”

Aaron shook his head. “It’s much bigger than just his abuse, Hugo. There’s . . . someone out there who wants to control her and he wants her back. That’s why she’s here. To keep her from him.”

“Why?”

Aaron hesitated. “Because she’s very special. It’s the easiest way to explain it.”

“Anyone can see that she’s special just by looking at her.”

Aaron smiled. Hugo was a good guy. He’d watched him as Anna told Tom what happened, looking for any sign of disgust, but all he saw was sadness for Anna. Aaron couldn’t help but approve of the guy as being worthy of Anna. “She is.” He cleared his throat. “The thing is, with what happened tonight . . . she really will be okay.”

“I think that’s one of the most disturbing things I’ve heard in a long time. I can’t imagine what she’s gone through to make tonight look like nothing to be concerned about.”

Aaron shook his head. “You don’t want to imagine it, Hugo. Trust me.”

“You know?”

“I know almost everything about her. I’ve known her since she was eleven. I danced Giselle with her when she was that age. I was there when she found out Alex was dead. I was there . . .” He stopped. “I’ve seen her go through hell so many times I don’t even want to count them.”

“Why didn’t you help her?” It was an accusation and rightly so, for someone who didn’t know Devin.

He leaned back on the couch. “Because the person who is behind all this is very powerful, and getting killed would have hurt her worse than trying and failing to get her out of a situation that she couldn’t get out of. I would have been dead and she would still be where she was. As it is, I am alive and I’ve been able to help get her out of that situation by playing an extremely high-stakes game of cat and mouse. I hope you can understand that someday, Hugo.”

Hugo stared at him for a long moment and then nodded. “I know you, Aaron. I know you’re a good guy and I will trust what you say, even though I don’t understand it.”

Aaron smiled grimly. “Thank you, Hugo.” His phone rang and was surprised to see it was Wilhelm. “Hi, Wilhelm.”

“Hello, Aaron. Tom told me what happened. Is Anna all right?”

“As all right as can be expected. Did you try to call her?”

“Ja, it went to voicemail and I thought she might be still ignoring my calls.”

“Why would she do that?”

“I believe she is angry with me. I have tried to call her a few times and she has not answered.”

“Why would she be angry with you? She loves you.”

“I did not call her when I heard about Jenna, and I hurt her feelings.”

“You didn’t call?”

“Things have been . . . very crazy here. I forgot to call. I feel terrible, but, as I said, I have not been able to get in touch with her.”

“That’s really unlike you, Wilhelm,” he accused.

Wilhelm sighed. “Please do not start, Aaron. You will understand in a few months, but I cannot go into it right now.”

Aaron heard the rebuke in his voice. “I’m sorry, Wilhelm. I was out of line.”

“Is Anna there?”

“She’s in the shower.”

“Please have her call me when she gets out. I want to hear her tell me she is all right. Tell her it is a command if necessary.”

“Isn’t it late there?”

“Nein, it is very early. I do not care. I want to hear from her.”

Aaron winced at Wilhelm’s irritated tone. “I will have her call you, Wilhelm, as soon as I see her.”

“Danke.”

They said goodbye and ended the call. Aaron stared at the floor. What on earth would make Wilhelm forget to call Anna?

“Who was that?” Hugo asked.

“Her . . .” It wasn’t his place to explain she was a slave. “Her father-in-law. Alex’s father.”

“Wilhelm . . . sounds German.”

Aaron smiled. “He is. He’s the Duke of Hesse.”

Hugo’s jaw dropped and then shook his head. “No, the German state outlawed titles years ago.”

“Except for a few families.”

Hugo looked like he was going to protest and then stopped. “That’s true.” He leaned back in his seat. “God, I’ve learned more about Katrina tonight than I have in the entire month I’ve known her. Which son was Alex?”

“The oldest.”

“Did he have brothers?”

“One brother, two sisters.”

Hugo looked at the ceiling with sad eyes. “I’m not going to get to stay with her for long, am I?” He turned his eyes to Aaron. “Unless the brother is married already?” he asked hopefully.

“He was. He divorced a few years ago.”

“Divorced? I didn’t think that was allowed in those families.”

“Gretchen was a bitch, to say the least.”

“An unmarried brother,” Hugo said softly and shook his head. “She’ll be expected to marry him. Unless the father has decided against it because she’s American?”

Aaron felt terrible as he shook his head. “No, Wilhelm is quite fond of Anna. He’s the one who came up with her new name.”

“Does she know what’s expected of her?”

“She’s guessed.”

Hugo sighed and rubbed his face. “What do I do with that?” he asked softly.
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Anna stepped out of the shower feeling much better. She was glad to find out that most of the blood was not hers, though she had quite a few bruises. Part of her wished she knew what had happened. How had she managed to kill her guardian? How could she possibly be that strong? Maybe it was better if she didn’t know and didn’t remember.

She put on a comfortable pair of sweats and a cotton camisole and went back out to the living room. She could hear the deep voices of Hugo and Aaron as she approached but they stopped talking once she entered the room.

Hugo saw her and stood. “How are you feeling?” he asked softly.

She shrugged. “Okay.” She stood in the hallway, not knowing what to do. Did he still want her? He hadn’t left, but . . .

“Anna, Wilhelm called,” Aaron said. “He wants you to call him.”

Anna grimaced. “I don’t want to talk to him. Besides, it’s the middle of the night there.”

Aaron gave her a look. “He wants you to call him.”

“I don’t want to talk to him,” she retorted.

Aaron sighed and shook his head. “It’s not a request.”

Wilhelm had commanded her? “Fine,” she snapped and reached for her phone. She pressed his picture on the screen and waited for him to answer. She hoped maybe he’d gone to bed and wouldn’t . . .

“Hello, Anna.”

“Hello, Wilhelm,” she said coldly. “Aaron said you wanted me to call you.”

There was a pause. “I wanted to make sure you are all right,” he said softly.

“I’m fine.”

“You do not sound fine. You sound angry.”

Anna turned and walked to her room and sat on her bed with her head in her hands. “I’m fine. Aaron and Hugo are taking care of me.”

“Hugo?”

“My boyfriend. The one I called you about several weeks ago.”

“Ah. I remember. You have gotten serious with him, then?”

“I guess so. Is that okay? Do I need your permission to date someone?” She was snapping but really didn’t care at the moment.

He was quiet for a few minutes. “Anna, I am sorry I did not call you when Jenna died. It was unthinking of me.”

“Are you going to come see me dance tomorrow?”

“I cannot do that. Showing up in New York, especially now, would arouse Devin’s suspicions.”

Anna clenched her jaw and blinked back angry tears. She wanted to yell at him, to tell him how much he was hurting her by not being here for her. Any other time he would have been here in a heartbeat. Now that she was safe in New York, he seemed to think she didn’t need him anymore. Well, maybe she didn’t need him anymore. “Is there anything else you need, Wilhelm?” she asked coldly.

“Nein, Liebling,” he said, not responding to her coldness. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay and that you know that I love you.”

“I’m okay.”

“I love you, Anna.”

She didn’t respond and he was quiet.

“I will let you get on with your evening, Anna,” he said after a long pause. His voice was strained.

“Good night,” she said and ended the call.
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Anna threw her phone down on her bed and sat down hard on the floor, drawing her knees to her chest. She felt abandoned by Wilhelm. He had his own family and he was probably realizing that he needed to attend to them first. She was just a side distraction. A plaything.

She stared at the floor in front of her until there was a soft knock on her door. She looked up to see Hugo standing in her doorway, looking concerned. “Is everything okay?”

Anna shrugged. “As okay as it ever is.”

He walked over and sat behind her, hugging her to him. She sighed and relaxed into his embrace. “I’m glad you’re here. Thank you.”

He kissed her cheek. “As long as you need me, I will be here for you,” he whispered and kissed her cheek. They sat together in silence for several minutes. “Do you want me to leave so you can go to sleep?”

Anna thought for a moment. “I don’t want you to leave,” she whispered. “But I understand if you need to.” She didn’t want him to be uncomfortable.

Hugo hesitated. “I don’t want to leave you like this, Kittycat,” he said softly. “I’ll stay if you want me to.”

Anna nodded. “I want you to.”

“All right. Let me tell Aaron,” he said standing and helping her up. “And I’ll be right back.”

Anna sat on her bed. This wasn’t exactly how she’d envisioned the night going, but she was glad he was willing to stay. He’d been adamant about not staying with her for weeks. Was it because he knew what she was now? No, he didn’t know what she was. He just knew that she’d been abused by her guardian. He wanted to take care of her and she was grateful for it.

He returned several minutes later, closing the door softly behind him and held up a pair of sweats. “Aaron lent me something to sleep in. Jeans aren’t very comfortable.”

“Oh! I hadn’t even thought about that.” She smiled shyly. “What do you normally sleep in?”

He grinned. “My underwear or sweats.” He wagged his eyebrows and she giggled. “What do you normally sleep in?”

She looked down. “Something like this, I guess. Or naked.”

His grin widened. “I can’t say I’m not looking forward to the second.”

Anna blushed.

“I’ll go change if that’s okay?”

She nodded. She changed into shorts while he was in the bathroom. She realized she hadn’t even seen him with his shirt off. That was so weird to her. She was used to seeing guys naked first and then getting to know them.

The door opened and she turned, nervous for some reason. Well, there was reason to be nervous, she supposed. They were spending the night together, although she had a feeling there would be no sex involved, which was fine with her. She was still sore from Jack and really wanted to be able to enjoy their first time together.

He smiled and walked to her bed, pulled down the covers and looked at her. “You sleeping over there?”

Anna shook her head and walked across the room and stood by the bed, looking at him. Hugo. Her boyfriend. She smiled at the thought.

“What’s that smile for?” he asked sitting down and patting the bed next to him.

“I was thinking about you being my boyfriend.”

“I’m glad that made you smile.”

“Me too.” She was stretching out her legs under the covers when she remembered the light. “Oh, the light!” She moved to stand and he put his hand on hers.

“I’ll get it,” he said.

He turned the light off and then made his way back to the bed slowly. “It’s dark in here,” he commented with a chuckle.

Anna giggled. “It happens at night.”

“Mmm.” She felt the bed dip beside her and him moving around, getting comfortable. He reached for her. “Come here,” he said softly.

She moved under the blankets and stretched out on her side next to him, head resting on his chest as he lay on his back. He played with her hair. “I’m glad you’re okay, Katrina. I was so worried about you. Especially when Aaron freaked out.”

“I’m sorry I worried you.”

“What matters is that you’re safe, Kittycat. I can’t ask for anything more than that.” He tucked her in closer to his side and she rested her hand on his bare stomach. When she moved her hands she could feel the ridges between his abdominal muscles. There was no chest hair to tickle her nose and he smelled good. A spicy vanilla scent of some sort. She closed her eyes and was sound asleep within minutes.
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“You’re kidding, right?” Devin asked, pushing away from his desk in shock.

“I wish I was, Dev.” Tom’s voice was tense. Devin could tell he was shaken even through the phone lines. “It was . . . really a disturbing sight. His skull was caved in, his neck was broken, and his dick . . . I can’t imagine what happened. He must have put up a fight, though. His room was all torn up and . . . God, did he have mob connections or something?”

“With him, you never know.” Jack didn’t think things through sometimes. Devin stood and paced over to the window, gazing out at the downtown skyline.

“Why didn’t you tell me he was here? I could’ve offered him a place to stay or something. Kept whoever wanted him dead off of him.”

Devin sighed. “I wanted him to see if Anna was there, and keep out of sight until he confirmed either way.”

“I really don’t think she’s here, Dev. I’ve looked. I don’t sense her here.”

“I can’t figure out where she went, though. I should be able to sense something from her. The bond is still active.”

“I’ll keep looking, Devin.”

“Thanks, Tom. Let me know if you find out anything else about Jack’s death.”

“I will.”

Devin tossed his phone on his desk. Jack was a smart man, but sometimes his passions got ahead of his brain. He couldn’t imagine what trouble he could have gotten in to deserve such a horrible death.

Shit. Now who would train his red girls?


Ten


Safe. Warm. Strong arms around her. Happy.

Anna stretched her arms and legs and Hugo jumped slightly behind her. She turned over to face him and gave him an adoring look. “Did I startle you?” she asked softly.

“No . . . well, maybe.” He grinned. “I’m not used to sharing a bed with someone.” His voice was gravelly and lower than usual.

She ran her hand over his rough cheek. “I’m glad you stayed with me.”

“I have to say, I slept very well.”

“Me, too.”

“How are you feeling?”

Anna thought for a minute. She wiggled a little bit. “Better.” She still felt a little achy but knew she’d be better after moving around a bit.

He moved closer and kissed her softly. “I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

She felt his erection brush her thigh and bit her lip, looking up into his eyes.

“Sorry. I’m a guy.” He shrugged sheepishly. “It happens.”

Anna smiled. “I know.” She stopped herself from offering to help. It just didn’t seem appropriate to say that to him.

He kissed her cheek and then stood. “Bathroom,” he said, turning away from the bed. She watched his back muscles ripple as he stretched while walking across the room.

She stood and walked to the floor-to-ceiling window that looked out across the city and river. It was nice being here. Even with what happened last night, she still felt safe. She felt more and more like “Katrina” every day. And tonight, she would debut as Katrina the dancer.

Butterflies invaded her stomach as she thought about tonight’s performance: The Firebird. She still had a hard time believing Vincent gave her that part. It was so . . . demanding, but in a good way. He trusted her, she supposed. She loved the part. It was fun, but it was still nerve-wracking. Her comfort was that she knew once she was on stage, she would lose herself and become the character. Hugo was dancing tonight, too, and she was thankful he would be backstage with her.

She felt his warmth before he put his arms around her. “This is an incredible view,” he murmured, kissing her cheek.

“It is,” she agreed. “I like seeing it in the mornings. It reminds me . . .” She paused. “That I’m not in California. That I’m safe.”

He gave her a little squeeze. “I’m very glad for both of those things.”

She smiled and they stood together, watching the boats in the river.

“Do you want to come to my place tonight?” he asked softly after a while.

Tingles shot through her body at his question. “Yes,” she whispered. “If you want me to.”

“I do.”

She felt her nipples harden at the thought of him touching her, kissing her everywhere, and making love to her. She closed her eyes and her breaths came in little bursts.

His hands lifted to her upper arms and he kissed her shoulder. “I should get home so I can get ready for the day.”

“But . . .” she began, turning around.

“Katrina, I can feel your desire. It matches mine. But I don’t want to just throw you down on your bed and fuck you.” He brushed her hair away from her face. “If I stay, I will. I want to make love to you slowly tonight and then fall asleep holding you close to me.”

Anna nodded, understanding. She gave him a tentative smile. “You’re such a different type of man,” she whispered, moving to her toes and kissing him gently on the lips.

He smiled boyishly. “I try.”

“You succeed.”

He went into the bathroom to change back into what he wore last night and then Anna walked him to the door. “I’ll see you in a little while,” he said after kissing her goodbye.

After Hugo left, Anna went into the kitchen and ate breakfast. Aaron came out a few minutes later and poured a bowl of cereal.

“So, did you?” he asked with a grin.

“Did I what?”

“Did you guys fuck?”

“Aaron!” she exclaimed, hitting his arm, and then rolled her eyes. “You would know the answer to that. I’m not exactly quiet.”

“I didn’t hear any screaming, so I’m guessing the answer is no.”

“Correct. We’re . . . I’m going over to his place tonight.” She smiled. “Providing I’m not kidnapped again.”

Aaron shook his head and rolled his eyes. “You shouldn’t even joke about that. You nearly gave me a heart attack last night.”

“Sorry.”

Aaron chuckled. “I know you didn’t do it on purpose and I’m glad you were able to defend yourself, however freaky it may be.”

“I’m just glad that Devin won’t find out I’m here.”
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“So who was the hot guy you ran off with last night?”

Anna looked up in surprise as Stefanie walked up to her. “Hot guy?”

“Yeah, I told Aaron about it and he freaked out.”

Anna swallowed. “That was my guardian.”

Stefanie looked at her doubtfully. “You let your guardian feel you up?”

Anna blinked. “What?”

“I was sitting above you, Katrina. I saw his hand go up your skirt. Does Hugo know?”

Anna looked down at the ground and then she stood and looked Stefanie in the eye. “Yes, Hugo is aware that my guardian has sexually abused me since I was twelve,” she said coldly.

Stefanie’s dark brown eyes widened and her dark skin went ashen. “Oh. Oh, God, Katrina. I had no idea. Omigod! I’m so sorry.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “How did you . . . He took you . . . ?”

Anna set her jaw and nodded.

“Aaron found you okay? Did your guardian . . . ?”

“Yes, but I’m okay.” She found herself softening under Stefanie’s remorse. Stefanie had treated Anna with contempt since she’d arrived. At least the other dancer was showing that she was human and Anna gave her a small smile. “He won’t bother me anymore.”

Stefanie let out a long breath and looked at her nervously. “I thought the worst of you, Katrina. I’m so sorry. Had I not . . . God, it might not have happened.”

“I’m okay, Stefanie. Really.”

Hugo walked up with a troubled expression on his face. He knew she and Stefanie didn’t get along. “Everything okay?”

Anna nodded and gave Stefanie a kind smile. “Yeah.”

Stefanie glanced up at Hugo and then walked away with her head hanging in contrition.

“What happened?” Hugo asked.

Anna told him what had happened.

Hugo sighed. “I hope she didn’t go blathering her mouth about it.”
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Anna had butterflies in her stomach all morning and afternoon. The dress rehearsal went very well.

Hugo beamed at her when they were done. “You’ll be the talk of the ballet world after tonight,” he murmured in her ear while Anna waited for Vincent to adjust some scenery.

Anna blushed and looked down.

He jumped back and laughed. “Your feathers tickle.”

Anna giggled. Her elaborate red-feathered headdress was always getting in the way. Dave said he got a mouthful of feathers every time they danced together. Hugo wrinkled his nose and Anna laughed. “Sorry.”

He rolled his eyes. “Poor Dave,” he laughed.

Dave was standing a few feet away. “What?”

“I just got a face full of feathers. I know why you make the face now.”

Dave laughed and shrugged. “I’ll try not to tonight.”

When Vincent was satisfied that they were ready for tonight, he dismissed them so he could rehearse the other ballets for tonight. Anna headed back to her apartment after carefully hanging her costume in her dressing room.

After showering, she lay down on her bed and stared out the window across the room. She could see the tops of several buildings from her bed and was fascinated by the number of tall buildings in the city. Her eyes slowly closed and she fell asleep.
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“Anna.”


Anna’s eyes opened at the sound of the long-dead voice. Alex stood next to the window and she sat up straight in her bed. “Alex!”

She shook her head. No. He was gone. He had left her dreams. She looked at him watching her. Tall and handsome as ever. Her heart pounded in her chest. “You left. You were gone.”

He nodded. “I had to. But I’m here again.”

She shook her head. “I’ve given you up. I’ve moved on.”

The sadness in his eyes made her want to cry. “Don’t give up on me, Anna. Please. We’ll be together soon.”

“How can we be together? You’re dead.” She shook her head again. “No, Alex. It’s time to stop dreaming of you. I have a wonderful man in my life. He’s alive and he cares for me.”

“Do you love him? Does he love you like I love you?” Anna could hear the angst in his voice.

“I . . . I don’t know if I love him. I might. It’s all so . . . different now. I’m different.” She looked up at him. “I killed Jack,” she whispered.

Alex walked over and knelt next to her. “Does he love you as I love you?”

Tears filled her eyes. “He’s alive,” she whispered.

“What if I were still alive, Anna? What if I walked back into your life tomorrow? Would you take me back?”

“But you’re not,” she whimpered.

“But if I was?”

Her mind filled with memories of Alex. He truly knew her. He knew every single thing about her and had loved her regardless. Would Hugo still want to be with her if he knew what she really was? Hugo cared for Katrina. Could he care for someone like Anna?

Hugo was the most honorable man she had ever met, next to Alex. Before they took the next step in their relationship, he deserved to know the truth.

“Anna?”

She closed her eyes at Alex’s deep, melodious voice. The voice she had wanted to hear again for so long. She opened her eyes again and looked into the eyes of the man she had loved for so long. “I don’t know,” she answered honestly.

Alex searched her eyes. “I will always love you, Schatzi.” He reached out to touch her cheek and disappeared.
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Anna stared at the ceiling. Why did she see Alex again? Was her mind telling her that she needed to be honest before she went any further with Hugo? Was she afraid to go deeper with Hugo? She adored him and the last thing in the world she wanted to do was hurt him. He meant so much to her.

But last night was a reality check. Even though she was “Katrina” now, wasn’t she really just pretending? Hugo thought of her as someone who was abused, and while it was true, there was so much more than abuse. Once she was freed from Devin, would she cease to be an Elder-Mistress? Would she just become Wilhelm’s Mistress? Or would she be free to live her life as she wanted to? There was only one person that could answer those questions.

She picked up her phone from the nightstand and dialed Wilhelm.

“Hello, Anna,” Wilhelm said in an even tone. He didn’t seem surprised to hear from her.

“Hello, Wilhelm.”

“What can I help you with?”

She hesitated. Did she really want to know the answer to the questions? She sighed. For Hugo’s sake, yes. “Once I’m free from Devin . . . will I be free?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean . . . like, will I be free to live my life as I want to, or . . . will I still be an Elder-Mistress?”

“Ah.” There was a pause, and then a sigh. “You will still be an Elder-Mistress. Your father gave you to us, to protect you, ja, but that gift cannot be undone. You will still belong to me.”

Anna swallowed several times. “So . . . I’ll never be free?” she whispered.

“Nein, Anna. I am sorry.”

“Oh.”

“My son is not a cruel Master, Liebling,” he added softly. “I think you will be happy when all is said and done.”

Anna tried to smile through her tears. “Yes . . . I know.” Kurt was a good man. He loved her. She loved him. “I’m sorry for how I spoke to you, Wilhelm.”

“Thank you for saying that, Anna. I know I hurt you terribly by not being there for you. I am truly sorry for that.”

“I wish you were going to be here tonight.”

“I wish I could as well. I had been planning on coming and surprising you, but with what happened with Jack . . . it is too risky.”

“I understand.” And she did. She knew that he would be here if he could. “Well, I need to get back to the theater. Thank you for answering my questions.”

“Anytime, Liebling,” he said tenderly. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

She ended the call and put the phone down on her bed. Now she just had to figure out how to tell Hugo.
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Anna ate dinner and then went back to the theater. She wasn’t sure where Aaron was, but he wasn’t dancing tonight, so he’d maybe gone out. Hugo wasn’t in his dressing room so she went to hers and began breaking in her pointe shoes. He came by later and they chatted for a while.

“Are you nervous?” he asked.

“Yeah. I mean, a little. I’m feeling nervous now, but I know once I’m on stage I’ll be fine.” She grinned. “It’s weird, but it works for me.”

Hugo laughed. “I understand. It doesn’t happen to me all the time, but I’ve had that before.”

“Do you get nervous?”

“Yeah. Sometimes. I’m a little nervous about next Thursday.”

“It’s a fantastic ballet, Hugo. I’m honored you’re having me dance with you.”

“You help make it great, Kittycat. It wouldn’t be the same without you.”

Anna blushed. She had decided she would talk to him after the performance tonight and was thankful he was being sweet and kind as usual, but not as touchy-feely as she had expected, considering they were planning on having sex tonight. But she didn’t know if that would still happen. She looked up at him and gave him an adoring smile. She truly cared for him and wished things were different. The story of her life. But at least this time she didn’t have to worry about him getting killed.

He left a bit later to get ready for the show. Firebird wasn’t until after intermission, so she had a while to wait, although she wanted to watch him dance from the wings. After her hair and complicated makeup were done, she stretched for a bit until she heard the music beginning. She wandered out to the wings and saw Hugo doing some last minutes stretches. He grinned when he saw her.

“Hi, Kittycat,” he said walking over to her.

“I wanted to see you dance since I missed it last night.” She chewed the inside of her lip. “Is that okay?”

“Of course. I’m glad to have you in the wings for me.”

She grinned and then he winked at her. “See you soon.”

Anna watched, enthralled, at the dancing. She loved watching it as much as she loved doing it, and before she realized it, Hugo was taking his bows with the other dancers and Anna was clapping hard for him.

“You were wonderful,” she beamed as he walked to her.

“Thanks,” he grinned. He kissed her cheek lightly, to keep her makeup intact.

The other ballets flew by as well, then came intermission and then it was time for Anna to step on stage for the first time as a City Ballet dancer. And oh, it was exhilarating! She felt herself transformed into the Firebird, flying across the stage, flitting around as the exotic bird, and saving the Prince.

When she ‘flitted’ off stage for the last time, Hugo crushed her in an embrace. “You were amazing!” he whispered in her ear.

She looked up at him. “Really?”

“Yes, Kittycat,” he said, stroking her upper arm. He looked up as the applause began and smiled. “I bet that’s for you.”

Anna shook her head and held his hand until it was time for her to take her bow.

Dave came over and grinned at Hugo. “Can I take her?” he laughed.

“Of course,” he laughed.

Anna was nervous for the two seconds it took her to get from Hugo’s embrace to the side of the stage, but when she and Dave walked on stage the applause became louder and even included some shouts. She blushed and made a low, humble curtsy. She glanced back at Hugo in the wings, who had been joined by Vincent and they both beamed at her. The audience stood and Anna grinned at Dave.

Several minutes later, when the applause had finally died down, the curtain closed for the last time and Vincent rushed over to her. “Fantastic job, Katrina,” he said, hugging her.

There were hugs and kisses and congratulations all around and then Anna was finally able to head back to her dressing room to change and wash her face.

She tried not to think about what she had to say to Hugo. Now that the performance was over, her nerves were kicking in, though.

Hugo knocked a few minutes later. “You ready?”

Anna smiled. “Yeah.” She picked up her bag and took his outstretched hand.
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They were quiet as they walked the block to Hugo’s condo. She’d been here just a few times. Just a little one bedroom with a balcony and a beautiful view of Lincoln Center.

“Do you want something to drink?” he asked as he locked the door behind them.

Anna shook her head and looked around. She had so been looking forward to tonight. Even now her body reacted to the idea of being with Hugo. But her heart ached and for once, she would listen to her head and heart instead of her body.

He walked by her and took her hand, leading her to the couch. Always the gentleman, Anna thought to herself. Of course he wouldn’t take her straight to the bedroom. He would make sure she was okay with everything before taking the next step. Especially after last night.

“You’ve been quiet tonight,” he said, still holding her hand. “Is everything okay?”

She looked at him as she tried to decide how to begin. Oh, how she wished things were different! “Before we . . . progress with . . . stuff, there are some things I need to tell you,” she said softly.

He squeezed her hand and gave her a gentle smile. “Okay. I’m listening.”

She looked down at their hands, fingers intertwined. Dark, light, dark, light, dark, light. How could she have let it go this far? She should have stopped it from the beginning so that he wouldn’t get hurt.

“Katrina?” he said softly.

She glanced up at him and swallowed. “I . . . I’m not who you think I am. Or rather what you think I am.”

His brow twitched, but his gentle expression remained unchanged.

“I don’t know how to say it . . .” She paused, looking at their hands again and then looking up. “There is a man who decided he wanted me when I was born. I’m . . . different from most girls and I have something he wants. He was the one who arranged my parent’s death and for my guardian to raise me as he did. When I was twenty, he took me from my guardian and made me his . . .” She hesitated. “. . . his slave.” She paused and looked away. “His sex slave,” she added softly.

Hugo’s mouth opened in surprise, but he didn’t say anything. He simply nodded and gave her an encouraging smile.

“Alex . . . he . . . saved me from being totally taken by him and as a result, I became both of theirs. Alex did it to keep the other man from gaining complete control over me. He married me so that he would have an advantage over the other man. The upper hand, if you will.” She smiled softly. “Alex loved me and I loved him. So much.” She shrugged slightly. “Alex would have married me if he hadn’t loved me, but his . . .” She swallowed. “He knew everything about me, and still loved me. He could have had any woman in the world, and he chose me . . .” She trailed off.

Hugo squeezed her hand gently, encouraging her to go on.

“When we married . . . well, De . . . I mean, the first man had taken me by force . . . by unscrupulous means. When Alex married me, I was given to him as . . . it should be done. It’s rather complicated.” She gave Hugo an apologetic look.

“It’s all right, Katrina. You don’t have to tell me more than you want to.”

“Thanks,” she whispered. Why did he have to be such a good guy? “So, I was given to Alex in marriage by his father who is the one who actually legitimately ‘owns’ me, I suppose is the easiest way to explain it. When Alex died, I returned to Wilhelm’s care.” She stopped, not knowing what to say next. After a long pause, she continued. “By me being here, it . . . weakens the other man and eventually I will be freed from his ‘ownership’. But not Wilhelm’s. I will belong to him for the rest of my life.”

“And you’re expected to marry Alex’s brother.”

Anna’s head snapped up. “How did you know?” she asked, astonished.

“I know a little bit about how the higher German families operate, and Aaron told me a little bit about you last night.”

“I called Wilhelm to ask him if I would ever be free and he said I wouldn’t.” She blinked. “Wilhelm is a good man, as is Kurt. I’m not being forced into a horrible marriage. Kurt had actually asked me to marry him before but . . . we couldn’t.” She looked at Hugo with sorrow. “I’m sorry things . . . got so far. I suspected that I would have to marry Kurt, but . . . I like you. A lot. I suppose because I didn’t know for certain, I didn’t think about it much. But now that I know for certain . . .” She shook her head. “I never wanted to hurt you, Hugo. You are one of the best men I have ever known. But I had to tell you before we . . . slept together.” She blinked back tears. “I’m so sorry.”

Hugo was quiet for several minutes, making Anna nervous, but he deserved her quiet respect.

“If I were a callous man and didn’t care about the future, I would say ‘fuck it’ and take you into my bedroom right now. I would stay with you as long as I could have you and then let you go when it was time.” He paused. “But I’m not a callous man. When we began getting serious, I started imagining a future for us.”

Tears burned at Anna’s eyes. She had thought of a future with him as well.

“I know that, if I did hold on to you, it would kill me when I had to give you up. I don’t know if I could let go of you.”

Tears slipped down her cheeks as she looked down at her lap. Her chest was tight and she could hardly breathe. She tried to pull her hand away, but he held her tight.

“Katrina,” he said, lifting her chin with his hand. “I don’t regret a moment of the time I spent with you. I will always cherish it. And I will cherish our time together in the future as well.” He smiled. “I’m not going to stop dancing with you. And I certainly can’t stop caring about you.”

She let out a choked laugh through her tears. “I don’t want to stop dancing with you either.”

“Don’t feel guilty, Kittycat. I understand why you kept things from me. And you didn’t lead me on when you found out what would happen in the future. I would have been far more hurt if you had told me next week. Or even tomorrow.”

Anna nodded, though she couldn’t erase the guilt from her heart.

“But I do think we should end things now, before either of us gets more hurt than we already are. At least romance-wise. Then we can remain friends and have a good friendship instead of parting as hurt lovers later.”

She nodded again. He was right. But it still hurt.

“Katrina?”

She looked up.

“I was going to talk to you about what Aaron had told me last night. Either way, we would have resolved it tonight. It’s okay.”

“I’m sorry,” she said and then the tears fell freely. Hugo pulled her close and let her cry on his shirt.
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Hugo walked her home a while later. They were quiet, but Anna was feeling better. Hugo had taken it well. He said he’d been thinking about it all day and had already gotten his head and heart around not being with her.

When they got to her apartment door, he kissed her on the cheek. “We have rehearsals for Arches tomorrow, don’t forget.”

Anna managed a smile and nodded. “I can’t wait.”

He waited for her to unlock the door and then said goodbye and walked to the elevators.

Anna went inside and saw the living room light was on. Was Aaron home?

She walked around the corner and froze in surprise to see Aaron on the couch kissing another guy. She stared for a moment, fascinated, and then cleared her throat.

“An—Katrina. What are you doing home?” he asked, looking as surprised as she was. Anna didn’t recognize the other guy. He was good looking in a feminine way, with thick auburn hair and blue eyes. “I thought you were staying with Hugo.”

She blinked rapidly and shook her head. Aaron was at her side in a flash. “What happened?” he asked putting his arm around her and leading her to the couch.

“We broke up,” she said softly. “We . . . had to. I told him . . .” She looked at the other guy and back at Aaron. “I told him what I was and what was expected of me in the future. We decided it was best to end things now. Well, Hugo decided and I agreed.”

“Oh, Kat, I’m so sorry.” He hugged her tightly.

“I know it’s for the best, but it still hurts.”

Aaron nodded. “I know.”

She glanced at the other guy again. “I think I’ll just go to bed. Give you some privacy.”

“You don’t have to. Cam’ll understand.”

“Oh, yes, it’s totally fine,” Cam said gently. “You shouldn’t be alone after a breakup.”

Anna shook her head. “I just want to go to sleep.” As if to justify her claim, she yawned. “I danced hard tonight.”

“How did it go?”

Anna flushed with pleasure. “Good.”

“Standing O?”

She nodded. “Two curtain calls.”

He grinned. “That’s my girl!”

“Thanks. I’ll see you in the morning.” She hugged him and then went to her room.


Eleven


After a few days, seeing Hugo didn’t hurt as bad. She began to be able to enjoy his company as a friend. The other dancers seemed to be surprised that they’d broken up, even though they hadn’t been overt in their dating. It was just known that they were together. Questions were asked, but Hugo just said they’d had their reasons and to let it go. When a rumor began that Anna had cheated on him, he got angry and squashed it immediately.

Anna danced both Friday and Saturday nights and received standing ovations both times. Wednesday she danced again and Thursday was the Spring Gala and the premiere of Hugo’s Ballet.

She fidgeted backstage, waiting for the music to begin.

Hugo came up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. “Katrina. It’s all right.”

His touch was calming and she took some deep breaths. Sometimes when he touched her, sparks flew through her veins, making her wonder what it would be like to be with him, but it was getting easier to be around him without feeling that way all the time.

Although opening night had been last week, the Gala was the really important event of the season. The audience was filled with celebrities galore, as well as the whos-who of New York society. After the performances, there was a dinner where the dancers would intermingle with the guests. She knew she was sitting at Tom’s table, which made her feel much better about going, but she was still nervous.

The music began and Anna took another deep breath as the curtain opened and the blinding stage lights came on. She closed her eyes and allowed herself to become one with the music and the dance.
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The ballet was met with resounding applause. Hugo grinned at her as he led her out for their bows. Her heart soared at the appreciative audience. She was so happy for Hugo she could hardly stand it.
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The good thing about being the first ballet of the evening was that there was plenty of time to get ready for the dinner. She dressed in the lavender gown that Wilhelm had bought her, wishing he was here. She comforted herself by remembering that there had been people to see her dance tonight. Tom and his wife were there and cared about her. Tommy, too, although she doubted his wife cared very much. She knew Hugo cared and Aaron too. She didn’t feel lonely like she had when she’d danced Giselle.

The hallway got noisy and she supposed that the dancing was completed for the evening. Those in the audience who were staying for the dinner would be heading out to the promenade and the dancers were supposed to be there as quickly as possible.

There was a knock at the door. Anna opened it to find Aaron standing there with a goofy smile on his face.

“Wanna head out together?” he asked.

Anna nodded. She and Hugo had talked about going together, but their emotions were still raw and they decided they still needed a healing separation.

She and Aaron made their way through the theater and Anna gasped when she walked into the dim lobby. The ceiling, four stories above, was draped with beautiful sheer fabrics and flowers. Dozens of round tables had tall vase-like centerpieces with cascades of colorful flowers hanging down from them. Anna could smell the flowers as she walked through the room. Hundreds of people meandered around the room, talking and laughing. The men’s black tuxedos were a sharp contrast to the elegant, colorful gowns of the women.

“Oh, Aaron. It’s so beautiful.” She looked around. “How are we supposed to know where to sit?”

“Over here.” Aaron led her to a table where one of the dancers was sitting. “Hey, Mindy. Where are we sitting?”

She smiled. “Let’s see.” She looked at a clipboard in front of her. “Aaron, you’re at thirty-three. Katrina, you’re at . . .” She looked up at Katrina. “Wow. Table one. You’re with the Mayor. And that hot blond guy everyone’s been gossiping about.”

Anna glanced at Aaron. “Tommy?”

He shrugged. “Guess you’ll find out.”

Mindy pointed to the direction of their tables and they walked away.

“I’ll find you for a dance later,” Aaron said and went to go find his table.

The occasional woman’s laughter was heard above the din, making Anna feel awkward. Socially awkward wasn’t an apt description of her any longer; she was much more comfortable in social situations now than she’d ever been, but she was also used to having ‘duties’ in these types of situations. Was that why Tom wanted her sitting with him? So that she could help influence the attending men as she had for Devin? She glanced at the men as she wandered through the large round tables. Would she be expected to fuck any of them?

Anna looked around and spotted a number one on a table near the dance floor. It made sense that Tom was at table one with the mayor. After all, he ran the city. It had to be Tommy who was the ‘hot blond guy’ being gossiped about. Tommy was very good looking and charming. But she imagined he usually attended these types of events with his father. Was he always gossiped about? How did New York gossip work? Anna didn’t usually pay much attention. Either she was too out of it or it was just uninteresting. Who really cared who was fucking who or how someone’s hair was a disaster?

She met Tom’s eye and he smiled and stood as she approached. “Katrina, the star of the night,” he said with a big grin and kissed her cheek.

“Tom . . .” Anna blushed, shaking her head.

“Katrina, you remember my wife, Kelsey?”

“Hello, Katrina,” Kelsey said with a kind smile. Her brown hair was pulled up in an elegant twist and she wore a strapless, blue chiffon gown. “I’m so glad to see you again.”

“Hello, Mrs. Pendleton,” Anna said softly with a timid smile. “Thank you. It’s good to see you again, too.” Kelsey had always been kind to her after she understood why Anna had been with Devin.

“And of course, Tommy and his wife Kim.”

Tommy gave her a sad smile. Anna nodded stiffly and glanced at Kim. She was watching Anna with a sad, although somewhat suspicious, look. Kim’s face was fuller than it had been when Anna had met her. Anna supposed it was the pregnancy. Her straight and amazingly shiny dark hair and bangs glimmered in the lighting from above.

Tom introduced the other couples at the table: Mayor Timothy Craig and his wife, McKenna, and Scott and Jennifer Moody, important people of some sort in the city. Vincent and his partner, Walter, would be joining them shortly.

Anna became alert as she saw someone familiar making his way through the crowd towards their table. Tall and blond, she couldn’t quite see his face until he was closer, and when she was finally able to see it, she inhaled sharply.

“Kurt?” she whispered.

Kurt smiled at her as he strode across the dance floor and stopped in front of her. “Hello, Engel,” he said softly.
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hat are you doing here?” she asked, bewildered.

“I came to see you dance. And to see firsthand how you were doing.”

“But . . . I thought you couldn’t come.”

“Vati cannot. I can. At least more easily than he can.”

She stared up into Kurt’s blue-gray eyes. Well, he would definitely be the one that was being gossiped about. He was as handsome as ever, and more relaxed than she’d seen in a while.

He grinned. “Shall we sit?” he asked, pulling out her designated chair beside Tom.

“I . . . um, yeah,” she stuttered and sat down. Kurt sat in the chair next to her. She looked at Tom. “Did you know he was coming?”

Tom smiled and nodded.

“How are you fortunate enough to know our new favorite dancer, Kurt?” the mayor asked.

Kurt put his arm around Anna’s chair and smiled in his relaxed way. “She was married to my brother before he . . . died.”

Anna didn’t know how she felt about Kurt putting his claim on her so quickly. She supposed he had a right to, but . . . well, she didn’t want Hugo to find out this way. She’d rather tell Hugo than him find out by seeing her across the floor.

She looked around to see if she could find him, and spotted him across the room with Vincent and some other men.

Anna stood suddenly. “Excuse me,” she said and made her way to the other side of the room as quickly as she could, considering the crowd. She could feel Kurt’s eyes on her back as she walked away.

Hugo saw her walking towards him and said something to Vincent and then walked towards her. “Katrina? What’s wrong?”

“Kurt’s here.”

He stared at her. “Here? Why?”

“He came to surprise me, I guess. I just . . . I didn’t want you to think I called him to come or anything. I . . .” She swallowed and looked up at Hugo’s kind eyes. She wanted his arms around her again. She knew why they broke up and, now especially, it was obvious it was the right decision, but that didn’t mean she cared for him any less.

The look in his eyes told her he felt the same way. If they had been alone, he might have even kissed her. “I know you wouldn’t have done that, Kittycat,” he said softly, reaching for her hand. “Where is . . . oh.”

“What?” She was focused on his hand holding hers.

“Is that him?”

Anna whirled around and saw Kurt weaving his way through the crowd with a determined look on his face. “Yes.”

Hugo chuckled. “He looks like a Duke’s son.” He took hold of Anna’s wrist and pulled his hand away from hers. “I won’t keep you from him, Katrina. This is why we broke up.”

She looked back at him. “But Hugo . . .”

“Katrina.” Kurt’s voice was low and almost . . . warning-like? That was so unlike him.

“You must be Kurt,” Hugo said with a smile and extended his hand. “I’m Hugo Sintzenich.”

Kurt eyed him suspiciously but shook his head in surprise. “Sintzenich? You are German?”

Hugo said something in German to which Kurt responded in kind with a laugh, lightening the mood. Kurt slipped his arm around Anna’s waist and the two men chatted in German for a few minutes. Anna looked between the two men, bewildered. What were they saying?

“Holy shit. Kurt?” Aaron appeared next to Anna.

“Aaron. It is good to see you.” Kurt smiled broadly in greeting. “You were great tonight. As usual.”

Aaron grinned. “Thanks. What are you doing here?”

“Came to surprise An—Katrina.”

Several of the dancers walked by their little group, and Anna saw them looking at her and Kurt as they passed. She wondered what they were thinking and tried to step away from Kurt, but he kept a firm grip on her waist.

“I think you succeeded,” Aaron commented dryly, glancing at Anna.

Anna didn’t know how she felt about the whole thing. She still had feelings for Hugo, and Kurt lived thousands of miles away.

Kurt was . . . different. Possessive, even. He had been before, but not like this. He was usually more . . . gentle with her. What had gotten into him?

Kurt kept his hand on her back as he led her back to the table a little bit later. “I did not realize Hugo was German.”

“Does it matter?” she asked, the coolness in her voice coming through a little more strongly than she’d intended. “Am I allowed only to date Germans?”

“I would rather you fuck a German over anyone else.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Anna could feel her anger rising. “You live thousands of miles away and I just found out from your father that no matter what happens, I’ll still end up with you owning me.” She knew deep inside that she didn’t dislike the idea of being with Kurt, but she was angry at his attitude.

“I just think that if you are going to have a boyfriend here, I am glad he is German.”

Anna glared at him. “So you don’t mind me fucking around as long as he’s German?”

Kurt shrugged. “I know you have needs and I am not here enough to fulfill them properly. I am not saying he has to be German, I am just saying I am glad he is German.”

Anna shook her head in bewilderment. “So you and I are ‘together’ now?”

“I suppose you could see it that way.”

“Were you planning on telling me this? I was under the impression that I was free to do as I liked.”

“You are . . . when I am not around.”

Anna stopped and stared at Kurt. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She squinted in disbelief and shook her head. “You’re as bad as Devin,” she whispered and turned to walk away, but he grabbed her arm.

He forced a smile onto his face, though his eyes were chilled. “I am going to pretend I did not hear that,” he said looking around and then locking onto her eyes. “I am not Devin and you know it.”

She opened her mouth to retort, but the MC began speaking and Kurt pushed her gently to her seat. She sat down and crossed her arms over her chest. Kurt gave her a look and she sighed and dropped her hands into her lap.

During the dinner, she remained silent except when asked a direct question. Kurt was very affectionate, at least physically, ignoring her coldness and keeping his arm around her between courses or leaning in to whisper something in her ear, which she ignored in turn.

The dancing began after the final course and Kurt led her out to the floor as it filled up with couples. He held her close, intertwining his fingers with hers and holding them to his chest.

“Why are you being so hostile?” he asked softly.

“Why are you being an ass?” she retorted.

“I am not trying to be an ass, Anna. I am trying to . . . get control of the situation. To establish your boundaries.”

“Don’t you think you’re making me look like a bitch? Lavishing my affections on the handsome foreigner while ignoring my boyfriend?”

He looked down at her, startled. “I . . . had not thought of it that way. But you should not have a boyfriend anyway,” he added quickly.

Anna huffed. “When did all these rules come into play and why wasn’t I told about them? If I had known . . .” She sighed. “God, Kurt, if I’d known I would never have gotten involved with Hugo. I could have saved us both a tremendous amount of hurt.”

“Us?”

“Hugo and I.” She sighed. “We broke up last week because of what I learned talking to your father. Don’t worry. I won’t get into any more relationships. I don’t want to hurt someone else.”

“I thought you were just fucking him.”

“We haven’t been together like that, Kurt. We were going to and then Jack showed up and . . .” She swallowed. “Because of everything, we decided it would be better if we ended things sooner rather than later.”

“You have not fucked him?” he said softly. “Really?”

“He was determined to be a gentleman and not push things too far. He didn’t know what I was until I told him last week.”

They danced in silence for a while then Kurt broke the silence. “When was the last time you had sex?”

She shrugged. “I dunno. Couple weeks I guess.”

Kurt’s eyes widened in surprise. “I did not think you could go that long.”

Anna frowned. “Thanks,” she said bitterly. Kurt was just really trying to endear himself to her, wasn’t he?

“No, I meant . . .” He sighed. “I think it is good . . .” He trailed off as the music ended.

“Can I go?”

Kurt nodded and she left him standing in the middle of the dance floor. She needed some fresh air and headed outside.

“Katrina!”

Anna turned to see Stefanie walking quickly to her. “Are you okay? Is he another bad guy from your past?”

Ever since Stefanie had learned about Jack, she’d become Anna’s protector. If Anna was unhappy, Stef was the first one by her side to make sure she was okay. Anna was grateful to have a friend. A female friend.

“No, he’s actually a good guy from my past. He’s just acting like an ass tonight.”

“I’m glad. Because he’s yummy and I’d hate to have to take him out behind the theater and kick his ass.”

Anna smiled.

“Is he why you and Hugo broke up?”

Anna shook her head. “Well, indirectly yes.” She sighed. Her heart ached for Hugo. “I was married to Kurt’s brother a long time ago. He died and now I’m expected to marry Kurt.”

Stef grinned. “That doesn’t seem like such a bad thing . . . to be stuck with someone like him. But . . . I mean, why are you expected to marry your husband’s brother? That seems so . . . old-fashioned.”

“They’re a very old German family and that’s the way things work. Even Hugo, once he found out, knew eventually I’d have to go to Kurt. That’s why we broke up. Because we care about each other too much to have to end things later under duress.” Anna sat down next to the fountain and rested her chin on her hands. “But Kurt’s being a jerk tonight and I don’t understand why. He’s usually so sweet and laid back.”

“He’s hot!”

“You should have seen his brother,” Anna said fondly. “He was the most handsome man I’d ever seen.”

“Damn, girl. Any other brothers?”

Anna shook her head. “No, but several cousins, though I can’t remember who’s married and who’s not. It’s been years since I’ve seen them. They all look alike. It’s bewildering.”

“You better invite me to the wedding,” Stef laughed.

“Of course, though German weddings are very different from American ones.” Anna told her about getting married at the JP’s office and the lack of a big church wedding.

“That is fucked up,” she said. “How can an American girl not have a big white wedding?”

“Did I mention he’s a Duke?” Anna grinned.

Stef hit her in the arm. “Shut up!” she laughed. “Damn girl. Stop complaining and get back in there and jump his bones.”

Anna sighed and leaned back, looking up at the starless night sky. “I don’t know what’s gotten into him.” She had a feeling she needed to get back inside and she reluctantly stood with Stefanie and headed back across the cement courtyard to the theater.

Kurt was near the door, talking with Aaron and a few other dancers. The girls were flirting with him shamelessly and he laughed with them, almost flirting back, but not quite.

Anna sighed. This is what it would be like, being married to an Elder-Son. They were free to do as they pleased while their wives stood by and made sure everything stayed perfect at home for them. Anna just happened to have other duties to perform in addition to the wifely ones.

Stef smiled sympathetically. “I’m sorry he’s being a jerk. Maybe you should make him jealous.” She grinned. “You look fantastic tonight. You could have any guy here.”

Anna knew that was true. Even if the man wasn’t interested at first, she could seduce him. But did she want to? Was she angry enough to play that game with Kurt? What would he do if he were jealous? She’d didn’t recall seeing him angry before. Had his temper grown to be like his father’s?

Kurt turned towards her and she quickly turned away so he wouldn’t see her watching him. Over Stefanie’s shoulder, she saw Hugo dancing with a woman wearing a slim red dress and laughing with him. Her heart twisted in her chest and she turned further away.

“There you are, Katrina.” Tommy appeared in front of her. “Dance with me?”

She looked at him with a blank expression for a moment before nodding with a small smile. Stefanie winked at her. If nothing else, it might make Kurt jealous. It was petty, she knew, but she didn’t care.

“Where’s Kim?” Anna asked as Tommy held her close on the dance floor.

“With my mom, I think, getting some fresh air.”

“Oh.”

“Anna, I’m sorry for what I did to you . . . a few weeks ago. I hated leaving you the way I did, but I couldn’t ignore the call.”

Anna shrugged. “I know. It’s just part of being a Mistress, I guess.” She glanced at Kurt across the room. “I guess I’ll understand that more, eventually.”

Tommy turned his head and followed her gaze. “I thought you liked him.”

Anna stared at the buttons on Tommy’s tuxedo shirt. “I did. But he’s . . . different now.” She glanced up. “He’s actually being an ass tonight.”

Tommy frowned. “I can’t imagine him doing that. He was enthralled with you when you were dancing.” He shrugged. “I guess we all were. You’re rather captivating when you dance.”

She half smiled at the compliment and then looked up at him. “If you want to stop by sometime again, you can.”

He arched his brow. “Are you sure?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “The freedom I thought I had isn’t real, so I might as well get used to having my duties again. At least I don’t have to worry about abusers coming to see me.”

Tommy gave her a sad look. “I’m sorry, Anna. I thought . . . I thought you were supposed to be free to do as you pleased, but Dad’s been talking with Wilhelm a lot lately. Something’s changed.”

“I wish I knew what it was. Then I might understand my freedoms being taken away.” She sighed. “I don’t like fighting with Kurt. I don’t like thinking of him as a jerk.” She watched Kurt continue to laugh and joke around with the women around him. What had caused this change in him?

When the song was over, they saw that Kim had returned to the table and Tommy went to be with her. Anna wandered around the outskirts of the party, wondering when she could go home. Being tied to Kurt made her feel lonely. Her new “free” life was now over and it was simply a waiting game until they would marry and she would move to Germany.

“Where have you been?” Kurt asked as she finally approached him a long while later. The circle widened for her and he put his arm around her waist, taking possession of her again.

She’d made a long, slow circuit around the promenade. “Wandering.”

The conversations continued around her and she stared off into space. There were worse things than being possessed by Kurt. Devin, for example. Kurt didn’t hurt her like Devin did. She should simply be grateful for that. But she wished she’d been told instead of just being expected to know what was going on. She’d had a month to be herself and now it was over. She would just have to accept that and hope to figure out whatever was going on with Kurt.

When the party finally began to break up, well after midnight, she went to the table to get her purse.

“Where is your apartment?” Kurt asked as he stood behind her, rubbing her upper arms in an affectionate manner.

“It’s just a couple of blocks away.” She turned. “Where are you staying?”

“The Plaza.”

“Oh.” Did he expect her to go with him? It would surprise her if he didn’t.

“Do you need anything from backstage?”

Anna shook her head. She could get it tomorrow. She just wanted to go home and sleep.

Kurt took her hand and led her out to the valet where many guests were waiting for vehicles. “Do you want to have dinner tomorrow night?”

Anna frowned in confusion. “You’re asking me out for tomorrow night?”

He shrugged. “I did not know if you had plans or not.” His expression made her suspect it didn’t matter if she had plans or not.

“Are you asking me out or telling me we’re going out?”

“Which would you prefer?”

“Does it matter?”

“I am trying to be nice, Katrina.”

Anna huffed. “What time do you want me ready?”

“When are you done with rehearsals?”

“Six at the latest.”

“I’ll pick you up at seven-thirty then.”

“Fine.”

A limousine pulled up and Kurt led her to it and they got in. “What is your address?”

“You’re not taking me back to your hotel?”

Kurt clenched his jaw. “Do you want to come?”

“No.”

He closed his eyes for a long moment. “Then what is your address?”

Anna told him and he repeated it to the driver.

A few minutes later they pulled up to the front of her building. He went with her up to her apartment, but they didn’t speak until they were outside her door.

“Here.” He handed her a small box. “So people know the status of our relationship.”

Inside was a beautiful diamond ring. Anna looked up at the strained look on Kurt’s face. “So, we’re engaged?”

Kurt nodded.

“When are we going to get married?”

“We cannot marry until after you are freed from Devin. It will be a long engagement.” The manner in which he spoke about it seemed so businesslike. “I will keep my . . . private time private. No one will think me a playboy here.”

Anna gasped and tears sprang to her eyes. Her jaw trembled as she stared, bewildered, at Kurt. His jaw was clenched and his eyes were hard.

“I do not care what you do, just keep it private,” he added softly.

“Don’t you think people will think it strange if I don’t stay with you?” she asked in a trembling voice.

“Do you want to come and watch?”

Anna felt the knife in her heart and she turned to unlock her door before he could see her cry. “I’ll be ready at seven-thirty.”

She slipped inside the dark apartment and leaned against the door, sliding down to the ground. Her body shook with grief. It would be a loveless marriage. He was marrying her out of duty and nothing more. As angry as she was, it stemmed more from hurt than actual dislike. This was not the Kurt she knew and fell in love with.

Maybe if she hadn’t been so cold she’d be in his bed instead of on a cold wooden floor. She curled onto her side and sobbed.
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Somehow, she had made her way to her bed the night before, because she woke up in it. The horrible memories from the previous night flooded back into her memory and she sat on her bed staring at the floor. She hadn’t even changed into her pajamas and her dress was a wrinkled mess.

She went to take a shower and stood under the hot water for an eternity, hoping it would erase the pain. She turned it hotter and hotter until she was dizzy from the heat and knew she needed to get out.

She dressed in her practice clothes, put her hair up and put the ring on. It was a very impressive diamond, a few karats at least, and sparkled in the sunlight that streamed through her windows. The main round diamond was flanked by two smaller round diamonds and even more round diamonds were channel-set around the band. It was heavy. If he had given it to her out of love, she would have adored it. But it was given to her out of obligation and it seemed a gaudy, taunting reminder of her lost freedoms.

But she needed to pretend to be happy and in love. Easier said than done. She decided a quiet contentment would be as much as she could manage and went out to have breakfast. Aaron came out as she was finishing.

“Holy fuck!” he exclaimed staring at her hand. “Kurt?” he questioned.

Anna nodded and put her bowl in the dishwasher.

Aaron came over and took her hand. “That is mighty impressive.”

“Yeah,” she mumbled and went to sit on the couch.

“What’s wrong?” he looked around. “And what are you doing here? I thought you’d be with Kurt.”

“I think he had other plans.”

“Other plans . . . ?” Aaron shook his head. “He went and fucked someone else?”

Anna shrugged. “I think so. I mean, he implied it. He said I could watch if I wanted to.”

“What the hell is wrong with him?”

She shrugged again. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll play the part and he’ll leave . . . soon, hopefully.”

Aaron frowned but didn’t say anything else.
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Her ring did not go unnoticed at the studio and there were many admirers surrounding her, both for the ring and for Kurt. She smiled as best she could and answered the questions, but was thankful when class began. Hugo had smiled kindly at her but hadn’t said anything, and he stood on the other side of the studio.

Anna was miserable but didn’t dare show it. She looked around during warm-up, seeing the girls who had been around Kurt last night and wondered which of them he’d slept with. He did have a thing for ballerinas. Then she realized she didn’t really want to know and set to work losing herself in her dancing.

Her rehearsal went a little long and she was late getting home but managed to be ready when Kurt knocked on the door. She barely looked at him when she opened the door and went to get her purse.

Kurt took her to a nice restaurant in Times Square. She didn’t speak unless he asked her a question, but tried not to radiate dislike to him. She was just quiet.

A thought occurred to her as dinner was brought out. She waited for the server to leave and then looked at Kurt. “Are you not sleeping with me because of the whole Elder-Son’s-wife-has-to-be-a-virgin thing?”

He looked at her for a long moment and then nodded. “We’re not supposed to sleep together until we’re married.”

“You really expect me to wait over a year to have sex again?”

Kurt sighed and took a sip of his wine. “I don’t really care what you do. Just keep it private.”

Anna looked down at her hands, ashamed. For a moment she had thought maybe he’d been keeping her at a distance because he didn’t want to be tempted to be with her. But it was obvious he just didn’t want her. The knife in her heart twisted again and she didn’t speak for the remainder of the dinner.

“When are you leaving?” she asked as they rode back to her apartment after the long, uncomfortable dinner.

Kurt stared out the window. “Tonight. I was going to stay and watch you dance again, but . . .” He shrugged. “I don’t think it’s necessary.”

“Oh.”

The remaining few minutes in the car were even more uncomfortable than dinner.

“Can you please let me know when you’re coming back into town so I can be prepared?” she asked as she stood outside the limo. She had asked him not to walk her up to her door because she just wanted to get away from him.

Kurt nodded. He looked at her with a pained expression for a moment and then turned impassive. “I don’t know when it will be, but yes, I will call you.”

Anna nodded and then slowly walked away with her head down.

She heard footsteps and then Kurt’s arms were around her and he spun her around. He looked at her for a minute and then pressed his lips to hers in a hungry, passionate kiss.

She pushed against his chest, trying to escape but he was too strong. He held her against his chest and she could feel his heart pounding against her hands. One hand held her around her waist and the other tangled in her hair, trying to deepen the kiss, but she kept struggling, tears in her eyes now. She didn’t understand what was going on and she was scared and confused by his changed attitude.

He loosened his hold slightly and held her head to look him in the eye. “I’m so sorry, Engel,” he whispered. He kissed her one last time and then released her.

With a trembling hand, she touched her swollen lips and stared at him. “I don’t understand,” she whimpered.

He opened his mouth but closed it before he said anything. He gave her a sad look and then turned and walked back to the limo. He got in and the door was closed. She stared as the limo drove away moments later.

What had just happened? The way he’d looked at her . . . it was the old Kurt. The one she fell in love with. But why was he so cold and why was he leaving her again? Why did he apologize?

She turned and ran into the building.
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When Aaron came home later she was still crying in bed. He lay down next to her and pulled her close.

“What happened?” he asked softly, stroking her hair.

Anna told him about the events of the night.

“That doesn’t even make any sense,” Aaron commented.

“I don’t know what’s going on. I’m so confused. It was the old him who kissed me, but then he just left.”

“I’m sorry, hon. I wish I could help, but I’m as confused as you are.”

There was a knock on the door and Anna looked at Aaron. “Expecting someone?”

He nodded. “Cameron.”

“Oh.”

“Let me go let him in,” he said sitting up. “Be right back.”

She heard muffled voices and a few minutes later Aaron returned. “You want to come watch a movie with us?”

Anna shook her head. “No. I’m okay. I didn’t sleep well last night. I think I’ll just go to bed.”

He leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Come get me if you need anything.”
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Anna didn’t hear from Kurt until a few weeks later when he called her to wish her a happy birthday. It was a short call.

Aaron threw her a party the night of her birthday and most of the dancers attended. Those that were performing that night came after they were done.

Anna had a good time, despite the strained phone call from Kurt.

Most of the time, Anna was too busy or tired to think about sex, but it had been weeks now and she was starting to feel it. Everyone in the company knew her to be engaged and for her to even flirt more than just innocently would not be a good idea. She briefly entertained the idea of approaching Hugo, but they had finally come to a point where their emotions were under control and they were able to be themselves again around each other. She didn’t want to ruin that. She valued Hugo too much. And with Aaron in a pretty serious relationship with Cameron, she couldn’t even approach him. God, she needed to get laid!

She stood at the edge of the terrace looking out at the lights of the city, wracking her brain for a solution.

“How’s the birthday girl?” Hugo came to stand next to her at the railing.

She inhaled deeply. “I’m okay. One of my better birthdays.”

“What do you usually do for your birthday?”

“Not much.” She thought for a minute. “I had a birthday dinner for my twenty-third birthday. Last year my fake-boyfriend threw me a surprise party.” She shrugged. “That’s about it.”

“Fake boyfriend?”

“Someone I pretended to date because . . . someone else thought I needed some sort of stable relationship, even if it was fake.”

“The same someone who wants to control you?”

Anna nodded, smiling about Peter. “It wasn’t so bad. He was a really nice guy after a while. Once he got to know me, I suppose.”

Hugo nodded. “Did Kurt call?”

“Briefly.” She looked up at the sky. “I still don’t understand what happened to him. He used to be so caring and nice.”

Hugo put his hand on hers. “I’m so sorry, Katrina. I wish . . . I wish there was something I could do.”

“Me too,” she said softly. She looked up into his kind eyes. One of the best things about dancing with him was the ability to show how she cared about him in an acceptable manner. Most of the time she was “over” him, but there were sometimes that her heart ached for him. Especially when she was feeling lonely. Like now.

He gazed into her eyes, his eyes darkening as their bodies moved closer together. “Katrina . . .” he whispered.

Anna blinked and looked away. It wasn’t fair to him to encourage him. “I’m sorry, Hugo.”

“I miss you, Kittycat.”

Anna fought against everything inside her to not look at him. She wanted to throw her arms around him and kiss him until she couldn’t breathe anymore. But she couldn’t. “I need something to drink,” she said softly, pulling her hand away and going back inside the apartment.
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The first week in June marked the last week of spring performances. Midsummer Night’s Dream came together and ended out the season nicely. She had received a standing ovation at every performance of the season and had become a favorite with the press.

The company had a couple of days off dancing but started again on Wednesday so that they could get ready for their July tour to upstate New York. Anna still couldn’t travel with the Company. Vincent had spoken to Tom in hopes that something could change, but Tom apologetically told him that there was nothing he could do. On the bright side, this would give Anna an opportunity to learn a bunch of the repertoire without the pressure of an upcoming performance.

Near the end of June, Anna got sick. She woke up not feeling very well but didn’t think much of it. She hadn’t been feeling especially good the last few weeks, but it was mostly just tired. That morning she felt like she had the flu, or was pregnant, but she knew she wasn’t pregnant. The only sex she’d had was with a vibrator she’d purchased a while back.

But she didn’t “get sick,” so she shook it off and headed off to class. She was shaky and pale when class started, but she kept telling herself she didn’t get sick and tried to ignore it. But by the time they’d begun their center work, Vincent and Aaron were keeping a very close eye on her and Aaron caught her when she collapsed.

“Why didn’t you stop, hon?” Aaron asked as she lay on Hugo’s office couch with her head in his lap. He wiped her face with a cool cloth.

“I don’t get sick,” she protested.

“Well, I think this proves you wrong.”

She shook her head. “I’m not supposed to get sick,” she said weakly.

“Maybe your humanity finally caught up with you.”

She gave a weak laugh. “Maybe.”

After she’d rested a bit, Aaron took her home and settled her in bed with the remote and a cooler full of drinks.

She remained in bed for the next week without getting any better or any worse. Aaron called Tom because he didn’t know if he could take her to the doctor. Tom came over that afternoon.

“No. It wouldn’t be a good idea to take her to the doctor. A doctor would do tests and find out she’s not fully human.

“So what do we do?”

“I don’t know.”

She had a low-grade fever and was very pale. She trembled and sweated as if she had the flu. Tom promised to stay with her while Aaron was out of town. The day he left she fell asleep and didn’t wake.

She dreamed strange dreams. Of beaches and men in white tunics. Of Devin and Alex. Of California and Germany. She floated on a cloud over the earth as it spun.

Days passed, unmarked by Anna, and then one day she woke up.


Fourteen


Anna sat up in her bed and looked around. What time was it? She remembered being sick, but now she felt better. All better. She smiled and stretched and then got out of bed and went to get something to eat in the kitchen. Aaron had gone to Saratoga Springs. She remembered that.

“Anna?”

Anna spun around and was shocked to see Tom standing in her kitchen wearing pajama pants and nothing else. He rubbed the back of his neck and his lean muscles contracted in his chest. He looked as surprised as she felt.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“I’ve been here for a week watching over you. You’ve been sleeping.”

“A week?” Anna leaned on the counter. “Wow. I think I’m better. I mean, I remember how I felt and I feel much better now. Normal. Actually better than I have in a while.”

Tom chuckled. “Maybe your body figured out how to fight whatever bug you had caught.”

“I didn’t think I could get sick, though. How did it happen?”

Tom shook his head. “I don’t know. You do tend to be more human than Immortal. Maybe that’s what it is.”

“So I’ve been sick for a week?”

“Three weeks, actually.”

“Oh.” She looked at the counter. “Was Vincent terribly angry?”

“Vincent? No, he was very concerned. As were all your friends. Aaron left reluctantly and only after I promised I’d stay with you. Once you fell asleep, you stayed pretty steady.”

Anna scratched at some dried jelly on the counter. “Did Kurt call at all?”

“I spoke with Wilhelm several times, but no, Kurt didn’t specifically call.”

The knife in her heart she had begun calling “Kurt” twisted again. Though she hadn’t felt it since she’d been sick, it was obviously still there. “I think I’ll shower and go out for a while,” she said softly.

“Anna, are you sure? You’ve been sick for quite a while.”

“I want to go outside. I want to walk.” She glanced up. “I bet you’ve missed quite a bit of work because of me. And your family.”

“I could work from here. Kelsey understands why I’m with you.”

Anna nodded. “I appreciate you watching over me. It couldn’t have been very interesting.”

He shrugged. “It’s all right, Anna. I kept busy.” He chuckled. “I think I actually might have gotten more done while I was here than at the office. Fewer distractions.”

Anna laughed.

“Well, if you’re going out, I think I might head into the office for a while.” He stepped closer to Anna. “If you start feeling sick again, call me and I will come get you,” he said firmly. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, Tom,” she said softly, astonished at the concern in his eyes.

“Where are you thinking about going?”

Anna thought for a minute and then smiled. “The library.”

Tom stared for a moment and then threw his head back and laughed. “You are a strange girl, Anna.”

Anna flushed.

“Do you want to call Wilhelm or do you want me to?”

“You can,” she said softly. Since Kurt had visited, she had felt disconnected from the family. She didn’t want to open herself up to more hurt than she already felt. She’d asked Wilhelm about Kurt’s attitude and he had brushed her off.

“All right. You should call Aaron and let him know you’re awake.”

“I will.”
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After a nice long shower, Anna dressed and headed downstairs. Tom had gone to the office and said he’d call her later. She called Aaron and left a message. He was probably in class or rehearsals.

She slowly made her way down the street, not wanting to push herself too hard, although she felt better than she had in a long while. Even before she got sick.

After stopping to get something to eat at a bakery on the corner, she headed towards the park. She loved walking through the park to the library, even though it added ten minutes to her walk. It was worth it. Especially on a weekday when it wouldn’t be too crowded.

She heard a whisper of a sound and froze, croissant halfway to her mouth. She could have sworn she’d heard Alex’s voice. She turned around slowly, half expecting to see his ghost behind her. There was no one there. She looked around for a minute and then shook her head, chiding herself for the ridiculous thought.

She relaxed as she got to the park, inhaling the somewhat fresh air and smiling at the somewhat peaceful oasis in the middle of the bustling city. Every time she walked into the park it amazed her. Maybe she would stop on the way home and read here for a while. It was quiet and a perfect place to get lost in a book.

Fifth Avenue was just a few minutes away when she caught sight of the Plaza. The place where Kurt had stayed and fucked another woman after he gave her the engagement ring. After she had crossed the street she stared up at the beautiful building, plagued by unanswered questions about Kurt’s behavior. She hated her ring. It reminded her of him every time she looked at it. She twisted it on her finger, contemplating “losing” it, but just sighed and continued on, knowing she could never lose something on purpose.

By the time she made it to Rockefeller Center, she had recovered from her sad memories and went to get a soda at one of the restaurants. She usually stopped in on her way to the library and the bartender knew her by name.

“Haven’t seen you in a while, Katrina,” Levi said with a smile, pouring her drink without having to ask what she wanted. “Where ya been?”

“Sick.”

He handed her the Styrofoam cup with a smile. “I’m sorry to hear that. Feeling better?”

Anna nodded. “Much better. Thanks.” She gave him a big smile and put a five-dollar bill on the bar. “I’ll be around more,” she promised as she turned to walk away.

“Your fiancé come visit you yet?” Levi asked.

Anna’s face fell. “No.”

Levi gave her a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry. He’s really stupid, in my humble opinion. Shouldn’t let a pretty woman wander around the city alone. It’s . . . uncivilized.”

Anna laughed. He had asked her out a few times before Kurt had come to town. She paused and looked at him. His dark brown hair was wavy but pulled back into a ponytail, contrasting nicely with his electric blue eyes. He’d always been nice to her. Kurt said he hadn’t cared what she did as long as she kept it private. Maybe she should test that theory.

She stepped back to the bar and wrote her number on a napkin and slid it across the slick wood at him with a shy smile. He raised his eyebrows when he saw what was on the napkin.

“Really?” he asked.

Anna blushed and shrugged her shoulders. “If you want.” She glanced up at him and then quickly left the restaurant, not quite believing what she’d done.

She looked up and met the eyes of a man with chocolate-brown puppy dog eyes and looked away immediately as her heart pounded. He reminded her of Seth, and she walked towards him slowly. He had turned around and was casually looking up at the building with his hands in his pockets. His brown hair was long and he had a neatly trimmed beard. She paused behind him, debating if she should speak.

But Seth was a military guy through and through. He’d never let his hair grow long or have a beard. “Stupid,” she said to herself. “He’s dead. They’re all dead.” She mentally kicked her own ass and walked away before she embarrassed herself anymore today.

She wandered further down Fifth Avenue until she reached the lion-flanked steps that led to the entrance of her favorite building in the City. After stopping at the information desk to have them tell Max, the librarian, that she was here, she headed upstairs trying to decide what she was in the mood for. She headed to the dance section and settled on the floor with her favorite ballet book. Max had told her a hundred times she should just check the book out and read it at home in comfort, but there was something comfortable about sitting on the floor of the library reading a book. Max teased her about it, but he respected it.

She heard footsteps and looked up to see Max’s smiling face. “How’s my favorite reading ballerina today?”

She smiled back. “Much better and glad to be here.”

“You haven’t been around, or have I just missed you?”

She shook her head. “I was sick for a few weeks, but I’m better now.” She motioned to the book in her lap. “And back with my favorite book.”

Max chuckled. “I’m glad you came. We have an exhibition that I wanted to make sure you saw.”

Anna’s eyes sparkled as she looked up at him. “What of?”

“Old photographs of dancers from Cambodia. The exhibit closed this weekend, but the photos are still here if you’re interested.”

“Oh yes!” Anna leaped up and put the book carefully back in its place and followed Max to the back rooms where the photographs were.
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Later that afternoon, Anna bought lunch at a deli and found a comfortable patch of grass to sit on and eat and read the book she’d borrowed from the library. She’d looked at the German language books, wondering if she should begin to learn to speak German, but her heart just wasn’t in it. She passed by the selection of German poetry and was tempted when she saw a copy of a book that Alex had read to her when he was still alive, but she couldn’t bring herself to take it. Even though she’d thought she was over him, this whole mess with Kurt had her resolve and confidence dangling by a string and she was missing him again. She almost wished she’d dream of him again, just to see his face and kind eyes. At least when she moved to Germany, she’d have pictures of him again. And if Kurt remained as cold as he had been when he visited, she would keep a picture of Alex by her bed so she’d remember the one man who truly loved her.

She wiped away the tears that threatened to fall and unwrapped her lunch and immersed herself in the trashy romance novel she’d picked out. Max would have been shocked by her selection of book, but she was feeling sorry for herself and didn’t care.
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Tom called her as she was walking home.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

“Physically fine. Emotionally lonely,” she admitted.

“Do you want some company tonight?”

“Oh, Tom, you’re so sweet. But you’ve been away from Kelsey for a week. I’m okay. Go home to your family.”

“I promised Aaron I’d make sure you were a hundred percent better before I went home.”

“Then you’d be with me for a very long time. Really. I’m okay. I have a couple of books to read and I’ll order take out.”

“That makes me feel even worse,” he chuckled.

“Go home, Tom. I’m fine. Really.”

He sighed. “All right, but call me if you need anything.”

“I will. Thanks. Tell Kelsey I said thanks for lending you to me.”

They hung up a few minutes later and Anna took the elevator up to her floor.

Aaron called her and they spoke for a few minutes before he had to go onstage. “I’ll call you in a few days to check on you.”

It was Monday. The rest of the week she spent doing, well, not much. It was nice for a change. She went to the studio to practice every day and then was a couch potato the rest of the day. When the company got back, it would be full force practice for the fall season. She figured she should rest while she could.
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Aaron called on Friday morning and heard the loneliness in her voice.

“I’m going to call Cam and have him take you out tonight.”

“Aaron, really. I’m fine.”

“It’s Friday night in New York City. You haven’t experienced the nightlife yet and you should . . . if you’re feeling okay. Cam knows all the good places.”

“Aaron . . .”

“If you’re better, then I’m not going to listen to arguments. You need to get out.”

“I did get out. I went to the library.”

Aaron huffed. “That doesn’t count and you know it. Are you still feeling good?”

“Yes, but⁠—”

“Then I’m calling Cam. Find something hot to wear. You need to get laid.”

“Aaron! I’m engaged!”

“To a nice-guy-turned-jerk who fucked another woman the night he threw your engagement ring at you.”

“We’re only getting married because we have to.”

“Then live a little before you do. God, Anna, if he was the same Kurt I knew, I wouldn’t be encouraging this, but you’ve been miserable since he gave you that ring and that asshole deserves to be showed up.” He laughed. “I might even have Cam take a picture so I can send it to him.”

“Oh, Aaron don’t. I’ll get in trouble.”

He grunted. “Fine. So, go pick something out to wear, get showered and all that good stuff you girls do and have fun tonight.”

“I don’t know if I have anything that would qualify as hot. I’m a jeans-and-t-shirt kind of girl now.”

He laughed. “Oh, Cam will love to take you shopping. Okay. I’m going to call him. He’ll be there soon.”

“Aaron . . .”

“Love you. Have fun tonight.”

He hung up before she could protest again and then she smiled. Okay, maybe going out sounded like fun.

Ten minutes later Cam was knocking on the door. He lived in their building, which is how he and Aaron met. It was weird to think about Aaron in a relationship with a guy, but he was happy and that’s what mattered.

“Oh, honey, I’m so glad you’re all better!” Cameron exclaimed as Anna opened the door. “You look fabulous!” His flamboyance was an endearing quality. “Okay. Get your purse. We’re going shopping!”


Fifteen


“I


can’t wear this, Cameron! I’m half naked!” Anna stared at herself in the mirror. The white micro-mini skirt was so micro it barely covered her ass. Her pink lace top was held together between her breasts with a single tie. She could see her nipples through the sheer lace. Granted when she was acting as Elder-Mistress, she wore a sheer white dress that showed everything, but that was different.

Cameron laughed. “You’ll have more clothes on than most of the women there. Haven’t you ever been to a club?”

“I . . . well, a few times back home.”

“And what did you wear?”

“I dunno. A skirt and sweater or something.”

“God, girl, how did you get laid?”

“I had a boyfriend.”

Cameron rolled his eyes. “You have the body most women would die for and men will want to touch. You should show it off.”

“But . . . I’m not good with men. I mean,” she added seeing Cameron’s doubtful face. “. . . I don’t know how to say no to them.”

“Just say ‘no’ and back away. The place we’re going to has good security and if they see you in trouble, they’ll rescue you.”

She pleaded with Cameron with her eyes. “I don’t think I can do this.”

“Yes, you can. Stop worrying so much and relax. Or I’ll get you so drunk you won’t remember the evening and wake up with a hunk in your bed.”

Anna rolled her eyes. One thing nice about being who she was. She didn’t have to worry about getting “knocked up” or getting any sort of STD. The Elders had immunizations for all those things. Too bad they didn’t share them with the rest of the world.
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“Omigod, did you hear about the condo that was just sold down the street?” Cameron asked as they walked into Anna’s apartment.

Anna didn’t pay much attention to the gossip of the city. The women of the company talked endlessly about the celebrities and rich men from the gala, but Anna was never really interested in gossip. She supposed she just didn’t know enough about the normal world to understand it. “No.”

“Well, it was the most expensive condo in the city and he, yes it’s a he, paid cash for it. Was okay’d by the building’s approval board and everything, even though he’s a foreigner.” Cameron wiggled his eyebrows. “He’s supposed to be incredibly hot. Don’t you read the paper?”

“Cameron, I’ve been sick for three weeks.”

“He just moved in Sunday. It was the front page of the gossip rags.” He put his hand up in the air, emphasizing each word. “Handsome, rich, unmarried European buys billion dollar condo!” Then he giggled.

Anna rolled her eyes. “New fodder for the other dancers.”

“Maybe he’ll be out tonight. Maybe he’ll see you and sweep you off your feet.”

“If he’s European, my father-in-law will probably know him and if word gets back to him, I will be in so much trouble. Cam, please remember that I’m supposed to keep my private stuff private.”

“What happens in a New York club, stays in a New York club.” He grinned.
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Several hours later, Anna had passed Cameron’s dress screening and they were in a taxi on their way to the club. Cameron apparently knew the bouncers and when they exited the taxi they bypassed the line and went right in.

“I’ll make sure you get a good guy, Katrina,” Cameron shouted over the music as he took her hand. They sat down at a table near the dance floor. “What do you want to drink?”

“I don’t know,” she shouted with a grin. “Surprise me.”

Cameron winked and sauntered away towards the bar.

She looked around nervously. It was a classy place, decorated in dark woods with lighter accents. The music was loud and people ground themselves against each other on the dance floor, but it wasn’t like the clubs she’d been to in California. The men were dressed nicely, although the women wore clothing that made Anna feel overdressed, even with her breasts practically exposed.

A man approached her and asked her to dance. She hadn’t had a drink and wasn’t ready to move yet. She shook her head and offered him an apologetic smile. He asked a second time, but she shook her head again and he walked away.

Cameron returned a few minutes later with shots and martinis. He handed her one of the shot glasses. “For bravery,” he shouted

Anna laughed. They clinked their glasses and she poured the alcohol down her throat. “Oh, God that burns!” she said, wiping her mouth and coughing, but within a few minutes, she could feel herself relaxing. She sipped her martini as she watched people dance.

“Oh! I almost forgot to tell you!” Cameron said excitedly. “He’s here!”

“Who’s here?”

“The mystery man. The one who bought the condo!”

Anna found herself looking around for a handsome European. “Where?”

Cameron motioned over to a curtained archway. “There. He’s watching!” His eyes sparkled as he said it, making Anna laugh.

“Can he not dance?” she asked, gazing at the sheer red fabric that only allowed a slight glimpse of several silhouettes.

Cameron shrugged. “Maybe he’s just getting the lay of the town.”

Another man approached her a while later. He looked Italian, with thick black wavy hair and dark eyes. Anna glanced at Cameron who grinned and nodded and Anna took the Italian’s hand, letting him escort her the few steps it took to get to the dance floor.

He pulled her close, putting his hands on her lower back and swayed with the music. “I’m Rob,” he shouted close to her ear. She felt his warm breath on her ear and she shivered. She hadn’t been held this close to a man in a really long time. Ballet rehearsals didn’t count.

“Katrina,” she shouted back.

He gave her a boyish smile. “Very glad to meet you.”

“Likewise.” She grinned back.

The floor was crowded and even if she’d wanted to, there was no room to back away. He pushed his thigh between her legs and she gasped softly. God, she hadn’t been touched in ages and was feeling it. She looked at him, trying to decide if he would be worth fucking and gave him a seductive smile as she put her arms around his neck. Yes, he would do nicely. But when his hand slipped down and his fingers started caressing the skin at the top of her thighs, she pulled away.

She shook her head. “No. I’m sorry. I can’t.” She turned to walk away and the man tried to pull her back. She felt her heart pound with anger as she turned and gave him a warning look and he released her, wide-eyed, and hurried away.

She sank back into her seat next to Cameron.

“What happened?” he asked, holding out her martini to her.

She took it and took a big gulp, then coughed as it burned her throat. “I just . . . can’t, I don’t know. It felt wrong.”

“That’s okay, darling. There are plenty of fish in the sea.”

Anna danced with several other men, all of whom seemed nice enough and definitely handsome enough to pique her interest, but the moment they started making moves on her, she escaped. Maybe she was nervous about being caught. Maybe she just felt guilty. Whatever the reason, she was beginning to accept that she wouldn’t be getting any tonight.

Cameron, on the other hand, was having a fabulous time, flirting and talking with old friends. There was an eclectic mix of people in this place, which made it very interesting for people-watching, though if Anna sat for too long, Cameron went and found someone for her to dance with.

She had just sat down after turning another guy down when a man in a suit walked along the side of the room in her direction. He looked like he had just stepped out of GQ. His perfectly cut and styled light brown hair perfectly matched the obviously expensive suit that perfectly fit his broad shoulders. Anna stared at him as he confidently approached their table and stopped in front of Anna. Even Cameron stopped and stared.

“Hello, my name is Simon,” he said with a slight accent that she couldn’t quite pinpoint. “May I sit?” he asked politely. He didn’t appear to be coming on to her. In fact, he looked like he was coming to discuss business with her.

Anna nodded and scooted over to give him room to sit down, curious about his presence. She smiled and extended her hand. “I’m⁠—”

“Katrina. Yes, I know.” He shook her hand and then released it. All business. Okay . . .

Anna blinked nervously. “H-how can I help you . . . Simon, is it?”

“Yes.” He smiled, showing perfectly even white teeth. He glanced around and then returned his gaze to Anna. He didn’t look down her shirt or at her legs, which Anna thought very odd for someone in a club. “I will get straight to the point if you don’t mind.”

“Okay . . .” Strange way to approach a woman.

“To put it succinctly, my employer is new in town and when you walked into the building, you caught his attention . . .” A smile reached his eyes as he paused. “. . . to say the least. Your friend here mentioned that you were, how shall we put it delicately, looking for companionship for the evening?”

“Cameron!” she exclaimed, hitting his arm.

“Ouch!” He winced and pouted jokingly. “I was just trying to help.”

“Is it true?”

Anna bit her lip. After dancing with all those men, her libido was very active. She was almost to the point she would fuck the next guy who walked up to her, if only to get some semblance of release. “Y-yes, I suppose it’s true.” She winced, anticipating his reaction, but he merely nodded as if checking something off his mental list.

“My employer is also desiring companionship tonight, although because of circumstances beyond his control, his need for anonymity overrides his ability to approach you himself.”

Anna frowned. Anonymity? “He wants me to have sex with him without knowing who he is?” She felt like she should be indignant, but she couldn’t muster the energy. “How is that possible?”

“You would be blindfolded and he would remain silent.” Simon looked straight into her eyes. “I assure you, complete discretion is assured. Your reputation would be unharmed, unlike if you were to openly leave with a man you met here.”

“Why do you think I would worry about my reputation?”

Simon looked down at her hand. “That is a very beautiful ring. Not something purchased at the local jewelry store.”

She bit her lip again. An anonymous encounter. She felt her body responding at the thought. “How do I know I’d be safe?”

The man smiled as if she asked the right question. “Although his name remains hidden, he is quickly becoming well known in the city. He is the ‘mystery European’ that the gossip papers have been writing about.”

“Ooh, Katrina!” Cameron exclaimed. “You should go! And that whole privacy thing will be taken care of too.”

“Privacy thing?” Simon asked.

“My fiancé told me he didn’t care what I did, as long as I kept it private.” She looked at her hands and blinked rapidly. Crying would make her look foolish and ruin her makeup. Besides, she had come to the conclusion that Kurt didn’t deserve her tears.

But that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt to think about.

Simon smiled. “Then perhaps this is the perfect situation for both you and my employer. If you two . . . get along well, then there may be more opportunities in the future. Physical needs can be demanding, yes?”

Anna laughed, almost in relief. “You have no idea.”

“Then you are willing to meet with him?”

She glanced at Cameron who was nodding emphatically.

“Okay,” she said timidly.

“Good.” Cameron smiled broadly as Simon continued. “There will be a limousine outside waiting for you in fifteen minutes. It will take you to the hotel and I will be waiting for you in the lobby. I will give you further instructions at that time.” He stood and took her hand. “I will see you soon.” He kissed the back of her hand and strolled away in that confident manner of his.

Anna glanced back at Cameron, eyes wide. “What did I just get myself into?”

Cameron giggled. “Hopefully a night of great sex.”
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The next fifteen minutes were filled with such conflicting thoughts, Anna had half talked herself out of going by the end of the wait. If Cameron hadn’t been there, she would have chickened out. But the man promised discretion. That’s what she needed to protect herself. If something happened to her . . . well, she’d been through worse things. If she wound up dead . . . Well, again, she’d been through worse things. If it was terrible sex . . . she had her vibrator at home. She wouldn’t be any worse off than now. And she could smile at the fact that the “mystery European” had chosen her, without her even trying to seduce him.

When it was time to go, Cameron practically shoved her out the door with a huge grin on his face. “Aaron will be so pleased!” he said, clapping his hands. “Enjoy yourself, darling.”

She gave him the dirtiest look she could muster before walking out the door. As she stood at the top of the stairs, a man in a black suit and tie approached her. “Miss Katrina?” he asked politely.

Anna nodded.

The man smiled and motioned to a limousine behind him. “If you are ready . . .”

She nodded again and slipped into the back of the long vehicle, nerves churning at a million miles an hour. The limo started a few minutes later and Anna pushed the button to lower the partition between sections of the car. “Where are you taking me?” she asked, trying to sound braver than she felt.

“The Library Hotel, Miss.”

“There’s a Library Hotel?” she exclaimed. “Really?”

“Yes, Miss.”

“Is it . . . part of the library?”

“No, Miss. It’s a block away from the library. The theme of the hotel is the library. The floors and rooms are decorated based on the Dewey Decimal System.”

“Wow.” She thought for a moment. “Do you know why he picked this particular place?”

“No, Miss.”

Anna stared out the window. A psychopath wouldn’t choose a library-themed hotel, would he? He had to be cultured to even consider a place like that . . . right? Anna couldn’t imagine a more romantic rendezvous, even if he hadn’t planned it that way. She resolved to just enjoy herself. The old Kurt might have done something like this, but not anymore. She still hadn’t heard from him and that stung.

A while later, the limo pulled up in front of a tall narrow building at the corner of 41st street and Madison. The entrance was a gothic marble archway with library-type windows around it that glowed yellow from interior lights. When she stepped inside, she felt like she had, indeed, walked into a library. The walls were paneled in dark wood and shelves of books surrounded her.

A few people gave her strange looks as she walked in and she crossed her arms over her chest and blushed, remembering what she was wearing. She looked like a prostitute. And she would have to go home like this tomorrow.

Oh, this was not a good idea. She turned to leave when Simon appeared at her arm. “Miss Katrina. I’m so glad you came. Right this way.”

Anna flushed again but allowed Simon to guide her to the bank of elevators. She couldn’t help but stare at the room. “It’s beautiful.” She glanced sideways at him. “How did . . . he . . . choose this place?”

Simon grinned. “He had a feeling you might like something . . . unusual.” He pushed the call button for the elevator.

“Does he have a name?” she asked as they stepped into the wood-paneled elevator.

“All people have names,” Simon answered with a smile. “You may call him Mr. J.” He pushed the button for the eighth floor.

“Mr. J?”

“Anonymity, Katrina.”

“Oh. Right.” Mr. J? What did the J stand for? Jones? Johnson? Jerk? Anna smiled to herself at the last one. Unlikely, though one could never tell. “Have you worked for him long?”

“I have known him for more than half my life.”

“Is he a good man?”

Simon smiled. “One of the best I have ever known.”

Tears burned unexpectedly. Alex had been referred to as that many times. Oh, she missed him.

The elevator doors slid open silently and she followed Simon down the hall. “Eighth floor . . . eight hundred,” Anna murmured to herself. “Literature.”

“Smart girl.” He stopped at the end of the hallway.

“Mystery.” Anna read the plaque next to the door and then grinned. “I love it.”

“He will be pleased to know you approve.” Simon produced a black silk scrap of fabric from his pocket. “You will wear this the entire time you are with him. If you take it off, I will be forced to contact your fiancé and tell him of your escapades.”

Anna gasped.

“I have no wish to do this, Katrina. But you must realize how serious he is about staying hidden.”

“Okay,” she said nervously. Maybe this was a bad idea. “You know who my fiancé is?”

“You are fairly well known in this town. It’s not hard to find out information.”

“Oh.” She stared at the ground.

“Katrina,” he said in a gentle voice. “I will not call him. I only said that so you understand. My employer desires to stay as hidden as you desire to keep this from your fiancé.”

“Okay.” She swallowed nervously.

“He will not speak to you. You will not touch him unless he initiates it. You may speak to him, but his silence limits the questions he can answer. ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ questions work.” Simon grinned. “If the answer is no, he will tap you on the nose. No, nose? Get it?”

Anna giggled and nodded. At least he seemed to have a sense of humor.

“If he strokes your cheek, it means ‘yes.’”

“Okay.”

“He will not hurt you. If you don’t like something he’s doing, tell him and he will stop. He wants this to be a mutually enjoyable experience.”

“Okay.”

“When you two are . . . done, he will leave and you may stay the rest of the night in the room and leave whenever you are ready in the morning. There is a change of clothing in the bathroom for you and a car will be available to take you home. Just speak to the front desk.”

“How will I know when we’re done?” She blushed at Simon’s arched brow. “I mean . . . sometimes men like to do things multiple times.”

Simon chuckled. “He will hand you something before he leaves. After he hands you the item and you hear the door close, you may remove your blindfold and do whatever you wish for the remainder of the night. However,” He turned serious again. “If you attempt to follow him, I will again be forced to contact your fiancé.”

Anna nodded in understanding.

“I will be in touch with you within a few days to see how you enjoyed yourself. Like I said at the club, if the two of you enjoy each other’s company, we can arrange more evenings like this one.”

Anna took in a shaky breath. “Okay.”

Simon held up the blindfold. “Are you ready?”

Anna nodded and bit her lip. What was she doing?

Simon walked around behind her and tied the soft fabric across her eyes. “Can you see anything?”

“No,” she answered barely above a whisper.

She heard Simon knock on the door and her heart pounded as the door opened. Mr. J. didn’t move for a moment and she began to tremble as she felt his eyes take her in. A large warm hand enveloped hers and she was led into the room, the door closing behind her with a soft click.


Sixteen


Mr. J. took her by her two hands and led her across the room slowly. Not being able to see made her rely on her other senses. She smelled something sweet, roses perhaps? Yes, definitely roses. And something else . . . vanilla. She could hear Mr. J’s breathing, steady and above her head as if he were quite tall. Her heart quickened and she gave a small smile. She did have a thing for tall men.

He stopped and put his hands on her upper arms and squeezed gently as if to say ‘stay.’ She felt the heat of his body come close and then felt the gentle scratch of a beard as he kissed her cheek. Shivers ran down her arms at that simple touch and she swallowed hard.

The mattress made a noise as if he sat down on it and then he took her hands again, pulling her closer to him with several small steps on her part. He took hold of her ankle and she shifted her weight so he could slide the strappy sandal off, and then did the same with her other foot.

“Thank you,” she said softly. She felt much steadier on bare feet while blindfolded. Did she just hear him smile?

His fingers touched her jaw line and trailed gently down her neck and along the deep neckline of her shirt. Goosebumps emerged in the wake of his touch. She heard the sound of fabric sliding against itself and realized he was untying her shirt.

She let out a very shaky breath as he parted her shirt and let it fall off her shoulders. She heard the rustle of fabric as it settled on to the floor. When he didn’t move, she trembled. Did he know what her piercings meant? She stepped back unconsciously but he grasped her hand and held her in place, then traced the underside of her breasts with a finger. Her nipples tightened into hard pebbles at his touch and she sucked in short, stabbing breaths. He pulled her skirt and thong down and she stood in front of him, naked. She wasn’t normally ashamed of how she looked, but she couldn’t see his face to see if he was pleased or not, and it made her nervous.

When he finally cupped her left breast in his large hand, she moaned softly and parted her lips, gasping for breath. It had been far too long since she’d been touched. How had she survived?

He plucked gently at her nipple and tugged at her ring, still holding her other hand. The heat that had already been forming between her legs roared into a blazing inferno and she squeezed her legs together.

He squeezed her breast gently and pulled her even closer with the ring. She could feel his hard thighs on either side of her own legs, covered in soft material. Finely woven wool perhaps.

“Oh, God!” she cried as he took her nipple into his mouth. She instinctively reached out for his shoulders but he caught her hands before she could and held them at the small of her back.

“I’m sorry,” she said breathlessly. “I didn’t mean . . . Oh!” He sucked at her breast with increasing pressure and she felt like she could have come right then and there. His hands caressed her back slowly as his tongue swirled around her nipple.

He released her breast, the air cold after his hot mouth, and kissed his way to her other breast, lapping at it with his tongue a little before taking it into his mouth like the other.

“Oh, God!” she moaned, tilting her head back. If his hands hadn’t been there, she would have fallen backward. As it was, she was having a difficult time making her knees stay straight. His hands separated and ran around to the side of her ribs. His thumbs caressed the side of her breasts and her knees buckled. He caught her and released her breast.

“I’m sorry. It’s been a while . . .” She swallowed nervously. He caressed her cheek gently. “Is that okay?” she whispered. He paused and then stroked her cheek again. She blushed and smiled shyly.

He moved his hand and his thumb brushed her bottom lip. She fisted her hands at her sides, itching to touch him, but knowing she couldn’t. He took her hands in his and intertwined his fingers with hers. Her heart pounded at the intimate gesture and when his lips brushed hers, she whimpered slightly at the quiet intensity of the moment. She tilted her head slightly, letting him know she wanted to kiss him. He hesitated for a moment and then nibbled on her lower lip, making her lips part. He pressed his lips to hers and his tongue darted between her teeth.

He tasted of sweet red wine and man. His scent was very masculine, in an outdoorsy way. A hint of lemon and cinnamon, and cypress. His facial hair tickled her lips as she groaned against his mouth and leaned in against him. Her nipples came into contact with a hard chest. He didn’t pull away and she increased the pressure; her breasts now firmly against his bare chest.

She heard a growl in his chest and he snaked his arms around her and pulled her to the bed, rolling on top of her. His kisses became intensely passionate and she gasped for breath as he released her mouth and kissed down her neck and between her breasts. He lavished attention on one breast with his mouth as his hand kneaded her other breast. He rolled her nipple between his fingers and pulled slightly, eliciting another deep moan from her.

She could feel his erection at her thigh. It was very, very hard beneath the soft wool of his pants. Unthinking, she reached for him and he caught her hands and held them above her head. He pushed them gently and then released them. She took that to mean to keep them up there. His hands trailed down her sides and his mouth kissed down between her breasts and to her belly where he swirled his tongue around her belly ring.

He kissed across her stomach and down to her hips and then trailed his tongue along her hip bone. She squirmed and he held her hips gently and traced her other hip bone with his tongue.

Her pussy was on fire. She wanted him inside her so badly.

She wanted his mouth between her legs, but when he kissed the top of her mound gently, she jerked and cried out “No!” Horrible memories of what Devin had done to her every night flooded in and she twisted to get away.

Mr. J. released her, though whether it was from shock or concern, she wasn’t sure. She rolled to her side and curled up in a ball.

She felt him looking at her and could almost feel his concern. She felt bad. “I’m sorry,” she whimpered. “Just . . . give me a minute.”

After a moment, Mr. J. lay down behind her and tucked her in close. She could feel his heart pounding against her back. He stroked her arm gently and she slowly relaxed. She swallowed nervously and turned over, even though she couldn’t see him. “I’m sorry. I just . . .”

He pressed his finger to her lips and then caressed her cheek. She smiled at his kindness. She leaned forward and searched for his mouth using his breathing as a guide. She pressed her lips gently to his. “I’m okay now. Just . . . don’t kiss me there. Please.”

He didn’t move and she began to worry that she’d offended him, but she felt his gentle fingers on her cheek and his lips pressed gently against hers. All at once, the fire returned as he slid his hand down her back and to her ass. They moved to the side of her hip and stopped.

“It’s okay if you use your hand,” she said in a strained whisper. That she could handle. She just didn’t want to remember the pain of what Devin had done with his mouth.

He pressed at her hip and she rolled onto her back. He tickled her belly gently and stroked her inner thighs, running them lightly and slowly up and down. Every time he approached her pussy, she held her breath but he didn’t touch her. After several minutes of teasing on his part and wiggling on hers, his fingers lightly brushed the outer lips of her sex.

She moaned as his fingers traced the swollen lobes. They went lower and gently probed the wet inner petals. She spread her legs apart, wanting more. He sat up and then tugged at the rings.

Anna wondered what he thought of all her piercings. “I . . . like rings,” she said lamely. He tapped her nose and she jumped. “I don’t like rings?” He tapped her nose again. Did she dare ask? “Do you know what they are?” she whispered.

He didn’t move for a long minute. She could feel his hesitation and then a gentle caress on her cheek. She inhaled sharply and blew it out. “Did you know before you . . . asked for me?”

Another hesitation and then a gentle tap on the nose. “I won’t tell if you don’t.” She smiled nervously.

He caressed her cheek and then leaned in to kiss her on the mouth again while he slid his fingers slowly inside her. She broke the kiss as she gasped at his large fingers entering the tight space. “Oh!”

He took her hands and held them above her head as if he knew she was about to reach for him, which she was. She wanted to touch him as he touched her. He slowly pressed his fingers in and out of her as he kissed her deeply. When her body had adjusted to that, he slipped in another one. She arched her back in pleasure, breaking the kiss once more. She gasped for breath and he kissed her neck. Her eyes rolled back into her head as she moved her hips in sync with his hand.

“That feels so good,” she breathed.

He kissed her cheek and then his fingers were gone. She whimpered as he moved off the bed, but when she heard the zipper, she smiled. “Oh.”

Fabric rustled to the ground and she clenched her muscles in expectation. Her hands were still above her head and she clenched them together.

She heard a sound that sounded like something tearing and then smelled latex. “A condom?” she asked, wrinkling her nose.

The bed moved as he reached to stroke her cheek.

She started to protest that he didn’t need to use one, but he knew what she was and was still using one so she supposed he had his reasons. Maybe the girls in Europe weren’t . . . fixed the way Devin took care of his girls. Maybe he thought that she⁠—

The thoughts disappeared as he moved back onto the bed between her legs. She could hear him breathing heavily as he leaned forward and pressed his cock against her very wet opening. It felt weird. She’d never had sex with a condom before and wondered why anyone would want to. But when he began to press himself inside her, once again all thoughts disappeared from her mind.

“Oh God!” she exclaimed as his girth became apparent. She clutched at the pillow above her and almost tried to scoot away. But he leaned forward and kissed her, moving slowly inside and letting her body adjust to him. Kaveh had been bigger than this when he raped her, but he didn’t care about hurting her. Mr. J. was very kind and considerate, not pushing himself faster than she could adjust.

As Mr. J.’s considerable girth filled her she felt an orgasm building as he scraped against the ceiling of her tight channel. She gasped for breath and dug her fingernails into her palms.

“Oh, God! I’m going to come!”

He briefly stroked her cheek and the explosion erupted in her body. She screamed out in ecstasy and wrapped her legs around his hips, pulling him deeper. The slight pain of his size accentuated the pleasure and she reached another level of pleasure. He held her hands with his as he moved, making the orgasm last for what felt like an eternity. It wasn’t more than a minute before Anna heard him grunt and let out a deep groan as he stiffened against her and came. He squeezed her hands so tightly she felt like he would rip them off. They rode the rocket of pleasure together, bodies moving as one as each gained intense pleasure from the other’s movements.

When Mr. J. finally collapsed on the bed next to her, Anna’s heart was pounding so hard she thought it would break a rib. “I haven’t had an orgasm like that in a really long time.”

Mr. J. let out a breathy chuckle and squeezed her hand.

She grinned up at the ceiling she couldn’t see. “I’d do that again,” she offered, cautiously.

He moved and kissed her deeply, stroking her cheek the whole time.

“I’ll take that as an agreement?” she grinned.

Another gentle caress on the cheek. He kissed her again and then moved off the bed. She heard the rustle of fabric again and guessed that he was dressing. She lay quietly, listening to his quiet movements until she could feel him looking at her again. She blushed and smiled in the direction of his sounds, wishing she could see him.

He pressed something thin and cool into her hands. The leaving token. “Will I ever get to see you?”

There was a hesitation and then he kissed her on the mouth gently. He pulled away and she heard him walk across the room and then the door opened and closed. He hadn’t answered her question.

She cautiously pulled the blindfold off and blinked in the dim lighting of the room. There were candles lit throughout the room and rose petals on the bed that she hadn’t felt, but had certainly smelled. She looked at her hand to see what he had given her.

A single pink rose.

She stared at it for a moment and dropped it, shaking her head. No. Pink roses were Alex’s to give.

But Alex is dead. It wasn’t Mr. J.’s fault that pink roses reminded her of her dead husband. She put it on the pillow and went to blow out the candles and turn out the light.

She could pretend it was Alex. If she never got to see him, it would be easy to do. It would give her a face to imagine. But was that wise?

She sighed and crawled under the covers, staring at the rose for a long minute before taking it and bringing it to her nose. She rolled to her back. It smelled so good. Maybe she could just allow this mystery man to give her new memories. He seemed to want to see her again. It would be a year before she married Kurt. One last romantic fling with a mysterious stranger. In the Mystery room of the Library hotel.

How fitting.


Seventeen


Anna’s phone rang, dragging her out of a wonderful dream about mystery men with hard chests and enormous cocks.

She looked around for her purse and found it on the nightstand next to her. She smiled at Mr. J.’s thoughtfulness and dug out her phone. It was Cameron.

“Hi, Cameron,” she said, her face splitting into a goofy grin.

“You sound happy,” Cameron said. “I was worried when I didn’t hear from you last night.”

Anna looked at the clock. Almost eleven. She rarely slept this late. “Sorry, Cam. I . . . forgot.”

“That good, eh?” He laughed.

“Oh, God yes!” she groaned.

“Are you home? I want to hear all the juicy details.”

“No, I’m at . . .” She grinned again. “The Library Hotel. In the mystery room.”

“How romantic!” Cameron squealed.

Anna laughed. “I’ll get moving and call you when I get home.”

“Do you need me to bring you clothes so you don’t have to take the walk of shame?”

“No, I was told there were clean clothes for me here somewhere.”

“Wow. He thought of everything, didn’t he? Wait, don’t tell me any more. Get home fast!”

Anna laughed as she went into the bathroom to shower. A pair of denim shorts and a pink tank top hung on the back of the door along with a pair of panties and a bra. On the floor sat a shoebox with white sandals inside. All the right size. Mr. J. was good. She wondered if he did this often and then pushed the thought aside. It would ruin the fantasy if she thought about it that way.

After a luxurious shower, she braided her hair and dressed in the clothes. How did he know her style? Last night’s attire wasn’t exactly her norm. Come to think of it, she had this exact tank at home . . .

Had he seen her before last night? She’d worn that tank on Monday when she’d walked to the library. Cameron said he’d moved in on Sunday and she’d walked right by the condo. Had he seen her? Did he go to the club looking for her? The thought thrilled her.

And he knew what she was, or at least partially. She almost looked like a common girl, with both nipples pierced. Was he a Brother? Was he a politician that was manipulated by the Brotherhood? Was he just as much a victim of them as she was? The thought saddened her. She knew what it was like to be manipulated by them.

She sighed. She wouldn’t come up with any answers until she knew him better. If she got to know him better. Part of the thrill was not knowing who he was. She grinned as she gathered her things. Maybe she’d check out a mystery novel at the library tomorrow.
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“Okay, spill the beans, missy!” Cameron demanded.

They sat at an organic restaurant a few blocks from their apartment building and Anna said she wouldn’t tell him until they’d ordered. The tortured look on Cameron’s face when she told him that was priceless.

They’d walked past the condo where Mr. J. lived and she’d looked up, wondering which floor was his. It wasn’t a very tall building; eleven or twelve stories at the most. Too bad her apartment faced the opposite direction so she couldn’t spy on him.

Anna giggled and began telling him all that had transpired. She left out the part about the rings. Cameron had promised he wouldn’t tell anyone and she trusted him. Of course, she would tell Aaron when he got home tomorrow though.

They had their entrees and were halfway through them before he’d asked his last question.

He stared at her in awe. “That is so awesome. I’m so happy for you.”

Anna rolled her eyes. “It’s not like anything is going to come from it.”

“Fantastic sex is nothing to sneeze at, girlfriend,” he said, jabbing a piece of lettuce at her. “Maybe it’ll wake Kurt up if he knows you have a . . . what’s a male mistress called?”

She laughed and shrugged. “A lover?” Mr. J. was European. Maybe he was even German. That would please Kurt. “Maybe Kurt will let me keep him.” After all, even Kurt’s mother had a lover.

They both giggled at the thought.

[image: ]


Later that afternoon, Anna had finished her trashy romance novels and decided to go to the library today rather than tomorrow. Aaron would be home tomorrow and she wanted to spend time with him. Besides, she wanted to read something new. She put her books in her backpack and headed out.

As she passed Mr. J.’s building, she looked up, again wondering who he was. She shrugged her shoulders and crossed the street to the park. She glanced back again and looked up at the top of the building. She could see the tops of trees. Was it a terrace of some sort?

A shiver ran through her body as she felt someone watching her. Someone from up there. Was it Mr. J.? She squinted and could just make out the outline of two people standing between two trees. The sky was overcast, making a gray background and she could just see them moving. Was it him?

She waved and then blushed, feeling foolish. But her heart skipped a beat when she could have sworn he waved back. Anna covered her mouth in shock, and turned and walked away quickly.

She berated herself all the way through the park. What if it wasn’t Mr. J.? What if she’d just waved to a complete stranger and looked foolish? What if she’d just waved to a statue?

Anna stopped at Rockefeller Center as usual and went to buy a soda from Levi. He gave her a big grin. “Hey Katrina. I was gonna call you when I got off. Wanted to know if you wanted to go out tonight.”

Anna blushed. “Really?”

“Yeah. I meant to call you Thursday, but I got called into work and had a double shift yesterday too.” He shook his head. “If you have plans already, I understand.”

“ No. I was just heading to the library.”

“Today’s Saturday.”

Anna gave him a mischievous grin. “I’m daring to do something different.”

“Different is good.” Levi laughed. “Anyway, a buddy of mine is doing a show at a comedy club and got me tickets. I wanted to ask if you were interested in coming with me.”

“That sounds like fun. What time?”

“It starts at ten-thirty. I get off at seven and we could have dinner first.”

“Sounds like fun.”

“Cool.” He grinned. “I’ll pick you up at . . .” He looked at his watch. “How about eight?”

Anna nodded. She took a napkin and wrote down her address and apartment number. He raised his eyebrow when he saw the address. “Nice place.”

“It’s near the studio.”

Levi leaned his hip against the bar. “Ya know, I’ve actually never found out what you do.”

“I never told you?” She was surprised. She certainly didn’t hide it.

He shook his head. “Studio would imply some sort of artist . . .” He stroked his chin mockingly and laughed. “Singer?”

Anna laughed and shook her head.

“Painter?”

She shook her head again, giggling.

He peered at her over the bar. “Dancer,” he said firmly.

She nodded. “Ah, but what kind?”

He grinned. “Exotic?” he said hopefully.

Anna laughed again. “Sorry, no.”

“Darn,” he said laughing. “Okay. What kind of dancer are you?”

“Ballet.”

His eyes widened. “Wait. Is your last name Engel?”

“You didn’t know?”

He rolled his eyes. “This is the longest conversation we’ve had.”

“True. Yes, that’s my last name.”

“I read about you in the paper. You’re really good.”

Anna blushed. “Thanks.”

“Well, see, now I have to take you out. I have a thing for dancers.” He grinned.

“Well, I wouldn’t want to disappoint you. Eight?”

He nodded.

“What does one wear to a comedy club?”

“Whatever you want.” He gave her a mischievous look. “Less is always better.”

Anna laughed. “I’ll see you tonight.” She picked up her soda and walked towards the exit.

“Looking forward to it,” he called.

She glanced back with a saucy smile and then walked out into the sunshine.

She turned to head to the library and stopped. Did she really want to go to the library right now? She had a date tonight. “I’ll go shopping instead,” she told herself.

She wandered down Fifth Avenue, looking in windows and sipping her soda. She spotted a flowered sundress in one of the windows and wondered if that would be appropriate for a comedy club. It was cute but not very sophisticated. She walked past another shop and saw something that might work. A black satin strapless top and a short pink skirt. It wasn’t a micro-mini like she’d worn the night before, but it was short. She matched some pink-heeled sandals with it and headed home.
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Levi arrived a little before eight wearing nicely fitted jeans and a red button-down shirt. Anna had known he was good looking but hadn’t seen him in anything other than the light blue t-shirt he wore tending bar. Yum-my!

They had dinner in the West Village and then headed to the club nearby. As they waited in line, Levi stood behind her and put his arms around her waist. When he kissed her neck gently, electricity shot through her veins and down to her pussy.

“Is that okay?” he whispered in her ear and nipped the lobe gently. “How long has it been since he visited you?”

“Months,” she said, tilting her head slightly. He brushed her hair away from her neck and she shivered.

“Stupid man,” he said quietly, nuzzling behind her ear. “You smell delicious.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, pressing back against him. Her hardened nipples strained against her strapless bra.

He chuckled. “I like the view.”

Anna looked up to see him looking down her top and giggled. “Glad you like it.”

“I’m glad that you’re glad.” He sucked gently on her neck and she let out a shaky breath.

The line began to move suddenly and he released her, but held her hand as they showed their IDs and walked inside.
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After many drinks and a whole lot of laughing, they emerged two hours later, Anna clinging to Levi’s arm.

He pulled her to him and pressed his lips to hers. “Come back to my place with me,” he murmured.

Anna gave him a lazy smile and nodded. He flagged down a taxi and kissed her one last time before helping her in.

She giggled and stumbled slightly as he led her into his apartment that he shared with two other guys; one of them was the comedian they’d seen tonight. They were alone and Levi pulled her to himself and kissed her deeply.

“God, you are so beautiful, Katrina. I’ve wanted to do this since the first day I saw you.”

Anna was pretty sure she was tipsy, if not drunk, and was feeling very good. “Then you should do it.”

He grinned and kissed her again as he walked her backward into his bedroom.


Eighteen


The pounding in her head wouldn’t stop. Anna groaned and opened her eyes. Levi opened his eyes a second after hers.

“I’ve got a helluva hangover,” he mumbled, but smiled at her.

There was that pounding again. Anna looked up and realized it wasn’t her head, even though there was a definite pounding going on in there too.

Levi frowned. “Fucking roommate.” He kissed her. “Probably forgot his key. I’ll be right back.”

He stood and pulled on his jeans and walked out holding his head.

Anna laughed and rolled to her back and then winced. Oh, she didn’t remember ever feeling like this before. She rubbed her face and then heard loud voices from the living room. What had happened?

“Where is she?” came a familiar voice.

Anna’s heart dropped. Kurt.

“You’re the fiancé?”

“You know about me?”

“Why do you think I took her out, you fucker?”

Anna didn’t hear Kurt’s response as she quickly reached for her clothes. But it was too late and Kurt slammed open the door and took in the sight of her naked, in another man’s bed, and probably with just-fucked hair. His eyes narrowed and he threw something at her.

“Get dressed.”

Anna looked down and saw it was a pair of shorts and a t-shirt. She narrowed her eyes at him. “How dare you barge in here on me like this!”

Kurt’s eyes flashed. “How dare I?” he growled. “What the fuck were you doing going out with him anyway?” Between his anger and his accent, it was difficult to understand what he was saying, but Anna got the picture. He was angry. It was quite frightening.

Levi appeared behind Kurt. “I’m not going to let you take her and hurt her,” he said calmly.

“I will not hurt her,” Kurt mumbled, glaring at Anna. “Get dressed,” he ordered.

Anna pulled on the clothes before standing nervously by the bed. She glanced at Levi and gave him an apologetic smile. “He won’t hurt me.” She hoped.

There was a pair of flat sandals in the bundle Kurt had thrown and she slipped those on before trying to comb out her hair with her hands.

“You are fine.” He growled and pulled her hand.

“Let me get my things,” she said pulling her hand away. She picked up her rumpled clothes and purse and stalked out of the room. “I’m sorry, Levi,” she whispered as she walked past him, giving him a sad smile.

“If you ever touch her again, hell will rain down on you,” Kurt threatened, jabbing his finger at Levi’s chest.

Kurt was slightly taller than Levi and much broader, but Levi refused to shrink beneath his glare. “If I find out you hurt her, I will rain hell down on you,” he retorted.

Kurt looked taken aback, blinked, and then turned with a growl and pulled Anna out of the apartment.

It was a silent ride through the city to Anna’s apartment. When they finally walked into her place, she walked away from him, went to her room and got into the shower without a word.

She was so angry. He hadn’t shown up for two and a half months, even when she was sick, and then showed up the one night she went out and did something “wrong?” Was he having someone follow her? The thought riled her to the core. How dare he!

When she was dressed, she stalked out to the living room where he was pacing. “What the hell is wrong with you?” he asked, turning to face her.

“Me? What the hell is wrong with you?” she shouted. “You don’t even bother to call me when I’m sick but decided that today is a great day to come visit me? Or did you know I went out last night?”

“Of course I knew you went out last night. Why else would I be here?”

“I don’t know, maybe because you actually cared about me? That you had recovered from whatever bug had gotten up your ass that turned you into a fucking bastard?”

Kurt’s eyes widened at her words. He was clearly shocked by her attitude. Gone was sweet, docile Anna. Present was Katrina, strong woman of New York. She smiled a little at the image of her standing in the middle of Times Square with her hands on her hips with a red cape streaming out behind her.

“I told you to be discreet.”

“Oh, like you were discreet, meeting up with Jasmine after you threw my engagement ring at me?” Through Stef, Anna had learned that it was her fellow principal dancer, Jasmine, that had met Kurt at his hotel after the Gala. “You fucking asshole,” she shouted as the anger welled up inside her.

“How did you know?” he asked, having the decency to look a little ashamed.

“It’s a fucking dance company, Kurt. I think everyone knows. No wonder I was getting sympathetic looks a week later.”

“There are different standards for men⁠—”

“Oh don’t give me that bullshit, Kurt. I’ve probably fucked three times as many people as you have. I’m not sweet and innocent and you know it. Why are you making me pretend to be? Why the hell did you give me a ring this far from when we could actually get married? You could have at least let me have some fun before crushing the life out of me again.”

“I am trying to keep you safe.”

“From what? Having a good time?”

“No. From getting hurt.”

“Ha!” She snorted. “You failed.” She shook her head in disbelief. “You have hurt me far more than any other man ever has,” she said quietly, glaring at him. “I never had expectations for men to treat me other than as a plaything. But you spent years pretending to be nice, and I had expectations of you. God, I was so stupid.” She walked to the window. “You’re all the same,” she said bitterly. “Even Alex abandoned me.”

“How dare you speak about Alex that way! What happened was not his fault.”

“I told him I had a bad feeling about it. That he shouldn’t go.” She clenched her jaw. “But he went anyway.” A sob escaped from her throat. “He broke his promise to me. He didn’t come home.”

Kurt stepped behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. “Anna . . . look, I am sorry about coming here like this,” he said gently. “I know I have been an asshole. But I can explain⁠—”

She turned and pushed him away, shooting daggers with her eyes. “I will play your game, Kurt,” she said evenly. “I will be your perfect fiancé. The one that all the Elder-Sons need. I will keep you well pleased in bed and make you feel things you’ve never imagined.” Her eyes turned ice cold. “But I will never love you.”

Anna was surprised at the pained look in his eyes when she looked up into them. “Anna . . .”

She stepped away. “Don’t. If you want sex, just tell me. I will make all your fantasies come true,” she added in a seductive voice. “Are there any other indiscretions that you are aware of that I need to be more careful about?”

“M-more indiscretions?”

She nodded sweetly. “Do you know about the other men I’ve fucked since you’ve been gone?” Not that there was anyone except Mr. J., but he didn’t need to know that.

“How many are there?”

“You said you didn’t care.”

“Maybe I do care.” He stepped closer with a heated look, reached his hand around her waist and pulled her close. “I care, Anna,” he whispered before crushing her lips to his. She resisted for a moment before remembering that it was her duty to please him and pushed him to the couch. He sat down heavily and she knelt between his legs.

She smiled up at him as she unfastened his jeans. “Just like when we met, huh?” she said bitterly and pulled his cock out to take it into her mouth. She sucked and licked it, running her tongue along the bottom and then swirling it around the head. He groaned and laced his hands through her hair, mumbling in German.

She put forth her best effort and his balls were quickly tightening against his body and he groaned loudly as he came in her mouth. She swallowed everything he gave her and he lay his head back on the couch as she put him back in his pants.

“Is there anything else I can do for you, my lord?” she asked quietly.

He raised his head and looked at her as if he couldn’t believe what she’d just done. He cursed in German and stood quickly. He took two steps away and then turned back around. “Do not make me have to come back and pull you out of another man’s bed, Anna. Use more discretion next time.” He huffed as he turned around and walked out the door.

She stared at the door and then curled up in a ball on the floor and burst into tears.
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After she’d calmed down, Anna decided to return her library books and get some new ones to get her mind off of what had happened> She took the shorter route down Columbus Avenue, avoiding Rockefeller Center entirely. When she finally reached the library, she sat down in the atrium, feeling numb. She wanted to forget everything that had happened and bury herself in a book. She buried her face in her hands. How had things turned so bad so fast?

She caught a glimpse of pink on the floor by the staircase as she approached. She walked slowly over and confirmed what she thought it was: a single pink rose. Much like the one Mr. J. had left her. She looked around, wondering who had dropped the rose, but there was no one around. Most people took the elevator, but Anna preferred the carved marble staircase. She looked at it as she walked by, but didn’t touch it. The owner would return for it, but she caught its scent as she stepped by.

The rose triggered the memory of the wonderful night she’d had with Mr. J. She wondered what he was doing. What had brought him to New York? Why did he want to remain anonymous? His kindness stood out in her mind after Kurt’s . . . tantrum.

She smelled the second rose before she saw it at the landing between floors. It didn’t look as if it had been dropped: it was propped up against the wall. Anna frowned at it and looked around. She saw another one at the top of the next set of stairs.

What was this? She went to where the third rose stood propped up against the marble wall. Curiosity got the better of her when she saw another rose at the end of a table and instead of going on up to the third floor, she walked to the end of the table. She looked around, half expecting to see another rose and saw it down the way at the end of a bookshelf. Was this some sort of romantic trail left for someone to follow? And if so, what was she doing following it?

The roses are the same as the one given by Mr. J.

But it was just a coincidence, right?

Of course it was. But she walked to the next rose. When she looked at the plaque identifying the genre for that bookcase, she nearly choked. Mysteries.

She spotted another rose about halfway down the aisle and she walked slowly to it. It was lying on top of a book that had a note card sticking out of the top. She looked around cautiously before pulling out the book. She would replace the rose and hopefully no one would know she’d been there.

Her heart pounded when she looked at the book. It was about a ballet instructor who solves murders. Her hands shook as she pulled out the card. It was written in beautiful calligraphy on very expensive card stock.

Friday night was magical. — Mr. J.

Anna nearly dropped the book and the rose. The trail was for her! A smile crept across her face and she put the rose to her nose and inhaled deeply. After her terrible morning, she needed this. A romantic gesture from a strange man. Her . . . lover, maybe? She could trust him to be discreet since he wanted to keep things quiet. Kurt hadn’t heard about it, so obviously Simon hadn’t called him. And whoever was following her for Kurt hadn’t figured out what she was doing.

Maybe a little bit of romance and mystery would help her cope with the horrible person that Kurt had become. Take her mind off of him. It was already lifting her spirits.

She hugged the book to her chest with a grin on her face and picked up the other roses that were in the room. She brought the flowers to her nose, inhaling their scent as she wandered around, picking out other interesting-looking mysteries. She finished picking out her selections and went back out to the staircase to pick up the rose at the top of the stairs. She saw another rose at the bottom of the next staircase. She giggled and quickly picked it up, following a new trail of roses up to the fourth floor.

She grinned when she saw the next rose and followed the trail to the biography section. The rose led to a book about Anna Pavlova, which made her smile. There was no card in this one, but it didn’t matter. She knew the trail was for her and he was talking to her through the books. Her heart swelled to be understood like this. And by a stranger no less.

A third trail of roses led to a book on the history of New York City with lots of beautiful pictures. She looked around but didn’t see any more roses. And was rather relieved. She wasn’t sure how she was going to get these home as it was. Her hands were full of roses and books. She might have to take a taxi. This is not a bad problem to have.

She practically skipped down the stairs to the checkout counter and beamed as she scanned her books with the self-checkout machine. She was humming happily to herself as she tried to decide what to do to get home when she looked up and saw Simon smiling at her.

“Simon!” she exclaimed in surprise.

“I see you found the books Mr. J. wanted you to find.”

“Oh, Simon! It was . . .” She sighed, happiness filling her heart. “It was just what I needed today. Please tell Mr. J. I said thank you from the bottom of my heart.”

“Bad day?” he asked, taking the books from her.

“Yeah, you could say that.”

“Mr. J. will be very pleased to know he made you smile.”

“This was . . . wonderful.”

“Can I offer you a ride home?”

Anna was about to accept when she remembered Kurt’s anger from the morning. “I . . . I can’t. I’m sorry.”

“Katrina, I’m just going to take you home.”

Anna shook her head. “My fiancé wouldn’t like it.” She took her books back from Simon. “I’ll just take a taxi.”

Simon frowned but didn’t protest. He started walking with her to the doors when she stopped and looked at him. “Please just let me go by myself,” she pleaded. “I don’t want to anger him further.”

“He was angry with you? For what?”

“Very angry. I’ve never seen him like that.” She blinked away tears. “I was . . . indiscreet last night and he flew all the way from Germany last night to yell at me and make sure I don’t do it again.” She didn’t want to admit to Simon that she’d slept with someone else and that Kurt had practically dragged her out of Levi’s bed.

“I’m sorry to hear that. I assure you I didn’t call him.”

Anna gave him a timid smile. “I know. I’ve learned my lesson. Freedom gone,” she sighed.

“I was going to ask if you wanted to see Mr. J. again, but I’m not sure if that’s a good idea.”

Anna swallowed. “I want to. Terribly. But I’m afraid of getting caught.”

“Did your fiancé know about Friday night?”

She shook her head. “No.”

“Do you trust me to keep things as discreet as they were before?”

Anna looked up at him. “Yes,” she whispered.

Simon smiled. “Good. I will be in touch and let you know where and when.” He gave a little bow and walked away.

Anna watched him for a moment and then turned to go outside and catch a taxi home.
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Aaron was home when she got there. “Where’d ya get the roses? They’re pretty.”

“Oh . . . somewhere.” She said vaguely and went to her room to put her books down. Did she want to risk telling Aaron? Would he tell Kurt?

After finding a vase in the kitchen, she filled it with water and arranged the roses and put them on her dresser in her room.

“What’s wrong, Anna?” Aaron said sitting down on her bed. She hadn’t realized he’d followed her.

She told Aaron about going out with Levi and Kurt showing up the next morning.

“He flew all the way from Germany to pull you out of some guy’s bed?”

Anna nodded.

“I never thought he was that much of a control freak.”

“I didn’t know a lot of things about him.”

“It’s so unlike him.” Aaron shook his head. “What the hell happened to him? Have you tried talking to Wilhelm?”

“He doesn’t care. He’s . . . busy.” She laced her fingers together. “Sometimes I wish I’d just stayed with Devin. At least I knew to expect cruelty.”

“Oh, Anna. Don’t say that.”

“Well, there is one bright thing that happened while you were gone.” She told him about the mystery man and the trip to the library that afternoon.

“Wow,” he said when she finished her story. “Do you know who he is?”

Anna shook her head. “Simon told me to call him Mr. J.”

“It’s kinda romantic,” he grinned.

Anna nodded and smiled shyly. “It’s nice.”
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Monday morning, the female dancers, and some of the guys, were all abuzz with the gossip of the Mystery Man who moved in while they were out of town. Anna listened with amazement at the amount of information they had gathered in the short day they had been home.

“He went out to a club, but stayed unseen.”

“I wonder if he’s terribly ugly. Maybe that’s why he doesn’t want to be seen.”

“I heard he’s Russian.”

“No, I heard he’s British.”

“Russia isn’t part of Europe, silly.”

“A friend of mine saw him at the club. Well, his silhouette. He’s really tall.”

Anna smiled, listening to them. She knew a little bit more, but not much. She knew he tasted of wine when he kissed her. That his touch was gentle. That his cock was huge! Anna grinned to herself.

“I overheard Vincent talking about him in the office.” Anna looked up to see Jasmine wide-eyed with excitement as she spoke. Anna immensely disliked the woman but was still curious enough to listen to her. “He’s apparently given the Ballet a huge donation. So much so that he can pretty much come and watch us whenever he wants to.” She sighed. “I’d love to dance for him.”

Anna growled at the thought of Jasmine taking another one of her men . . . not that Mr. J. was hers, per se. She got up and walked out of the room to calm down, and then laughed at herself, dispelling her anger. She was beginning to get a temper like Alex had.
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Rehearsals were intense that week and Anna left the studio each night feeling as if the day would never end. She loved what she was doing, but there was so much to do it was hard to get her head wrapped around it. They were not only rehearsing for the fall, but she was also trying to learn some Nutcracker pieces as well. Learning so many different dances was difficult, but Vincent wanted her to learn everything she could so he could use her wherever he wanted.

She loved crawling in bed after showering and reading until she fell asleep. By Thursday night, she was on her last book and was about ready for a new round.

That evening, as she was getting ready to curl up with a good book in bed, a knock sounded at the apartment door. Aaron called that he would get it but called her name a minute later. She trudged out on tired feet, but was energized when she saw the pink rose with a note card tied to it in the hand of the doorman.

“A gentleman asked me to deliver this to you, Miss Engel.”

“Thanks, Sam.” She grinned and took it.

Aaron closed the door. “What does it say?”

Anna unfolded the note card to find the same calligraphy from the note in her mystery book. “Dinner at eight-thirty with trusted friends. Drinks and dancing after. Romance at one.”

Her pussy clenched at the last sentence and she blew out a long breath.

“Wow. At least he’s a nice control freak.”

Anna laughed. “What does he mean by trusted friends?”

As if in answer to that question, her phone rang. “Hello?”

“Hello, Katrina. It’s Simon.”

Anna grinned. “Hi, Simon.” She glanced at Aaron who grinned back at her. “How did you get my number?”

“I have my ways. Sometimes it’s better not to ask.”

She giggled. “Okay.”

“I wanted to call and give you my number. Mr. J. wants you to enjoy yourself with your friends on Saturday. I just need to know how many to make the reservations for.”

“Oh, um . . .”

“You can think about it and give me a call tomorrow. Or text if you’re more comfortable. I’ve called from my mobile so you have my number, correct?”

“Yes.”

“Do the plans sound pleasing to you? You can bring as many friends as you’d like.”

“Absolutely. He’s very kind.”

“An astute observation. Have a good evening Katrina. I will anticipate your numbers tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Simon.”

Anna told Aaron what Simon had said. “Please, can I come?”

She laughed. “Of course. And Cameron. And Stef. I need to think about the rest. Do you think Hugo would want to come?”

“I don’t see why not.”
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She called Simon the next day to let him know that there would be eight friends. “Is that too many?”

“Absolutely not, Katrina. You could invite more if you wanted.”

“No, these people are good.”

“Excellent. The limo will pick you all up at your place at eight. Does that work for you?”

“Yes. Thanks.”

She’d told her friends that Kurt had arranged all this. How else would she explain it? And the look on Jasmine’s face was priceless when she overheard. Anna briefly wondered if she had Kurt’s number and would call him, but the wonder hurt too much and she pushed it aside. She didn’t really want to know.

She suppressed an urge to text Kurt and tell him that she hated him. Maybe if she got drunk enough on Saturday . . . but she didn’t want to get drunk. Not with meeting Mr. J. afterward. She wanted to feel everything with him. Mr. J. was becoming a life vest in the sea of hurt. Anna knew it was dangerous, but she didn’t want to give it up. Not yet.


Nineteen


“D


amn, Katrina,” Hugo whispered in Anna’s ear Saturday night. “That’s not fair.”

“What?”

“What you’re wearing.” He slid his arms around her waist and kissed her cheek. “Not nice to tease the ex-boyfriend.”

Anna giggled and pushed him playfully away. The feelings that came up when he touched her were still strong sometimes. She’d had to give Hugo up for Kurt. The thought made her so angry.

“I thought that was what exes were supposed to do to each other,” she teased, both of them knowing full well that they’d been forced apart by outside influences and would be back together in a flash if those influences were gone.

Hugo was the first to arrive for their night on the town. Well, except Cameron, but he didn’t count. He was always at their apartment.

“You should have seen her last week!” Cameron teased. “Even I was tempted.”

“Hey!” Aaron exclaimed, hitting Cameron’s arm playfully. Then he grinned. “Eh, well. Yeah. I could imagine.”

“What were you wearing?” Hugo asked with a smile.

Cameron rattled off the designers and the fabrics, but Hugo raised his eyebrows at the words “sheer” and “micro-mini.”

“Damn summer tour,” he muttered and then laughed. “Maybe it was good that I wasn’t here.” He shrugged. “Or maybe we’ll have to go to a less classy place next time so I can see it.”

Anna rolled her eyes playfully. “Don’t you know it’s unbecoming to wear the same club-wear twice?”

Hugo’s eyes glinted. “Then maybe we should have a private club here.” His voice turned husky and made Anna shiver.

“You shouldn’t tempt me like that, Hugo,” she whispered, eyes wide.

They stared at each other for a long time, the electricity between them undeniable, until Hugo shook his head and looked away. “I’m sorry, Katrina. I shouldn’t have said that.” He cleared his throat. “You do look really nice though.”

Anna looked down at the spaghetti-strapped black dress she’d bought the other day. Its low V-neck was covered in sheer lace, so it wasn’t incredibly modest but not outright whoreish either. The back had the same sheer lace to the waist and the skirt hit her slightly above mid-thigh. Her favorite thing about the dress was that it was made from incredibly soft silk and it tickled her skin every time she moved.

Hugo’s words and gaze had made her nipples harden against the soft material and she was glad the dress was black so they were mostly hidden.

Stef, Jamie, Rachel, and Tanner arrived a few minutes later and the apartment became noisy with the girls’ chattering. Cameron joined in, but Hugo, Aaron, and Tanner stood on the other side of the room shaking their heads and laughing at the girls’ excitement.

A few minutes later, the doorman called to inform them that their transportation had arrived and they all crowded into the elevator.

They oohed and ahh-ed about the elegant limo that waited for them and scrambled in, excited to begin the evening. Dinner took place at an exclusive French restaurant with melt-in-your-mouth everything in a private dining area.

They were taken to the same club that Anna and Cameron had gone to the previous week. As they walked inside, Anna wondered if Mr. J. would be there like before. She glanced slyly over at the private area he’d been in before and her heart leaped when she saw that the curtains were closed, allowing only a glimmer of a silhouette behind. Was he here?

Cameron nudged her and motioned to the side of the curtained opening where Simon stood hands clasped together in front of his hips. He was watching her and smiled when she saw him. He bowed his head slightly and then disappeared into the curtains.

“He’s here,” she squeaked to Cameron, butterflies floating in her stomach.

Anna didn’t know if she should behave herself or give him something to watch, but realized when they sat down at their table that he would have a perfect view of her and her friends as they enjoyed themselves.

Drinks were ordered and delivered. Anna glanced in the direction of the curtained room and smiled before she took a sip of her martini. She could almost feel his eyes on her and it gave her shivers that ended right in her clit.

Hugo pulled her onto the dance floor a while later and slid his hands down her hips. “This is the one place I’m expected to molest you,” he grinned as he ran his thumbs over her hipbones.

Anna smiled and put her arms around his neck as he swayed with her to the music. “Then maybe we should come here more often,” she teased.

“Tempting,” he grinned, showing off his even white teeth. He pulled her close and his hands went lower on her ass and her heart pounded.

Was it wrong that she wanted his hands on her? It wasn’t like Mr. J. was expecting anything other than sex. Maybe he was the watching type. Why else would he send her to a dance club where he watched her dance with men the previous week?

She pressed her hips to Hugo’s and she faintly heard him groan as she leaned backward, leaning her head back so she could smile at Mr. J. Hugo’s fingers trailed down her neck as she was leaning back and ran against the edge of her dress. She brought herself upright when he skimmed the very edge of her areola and looked at him with wide eyes.

“Did you mean to do that?” she asked breathlessly as the blood drained back into place from her head.

He grinned. “Did you like it?” His hands went back to her ass, moving her hips with his.

“Yes,” she admitted, making him grin.

She pressed her chest to his and he looked down her dress. “You’re not wearing a bra.” His hand skimmed up her side and brushed the side of her breast.

Anna gasped softly and closed her eyes. “I can’t with this dress.” Was dancing like this considered indiscreet? She pulled back, suddenly uncertain. She had two men tonight to take into consideration, and Hugo wasn’t one of them. She gave him a timid smile. “I need to use the ladies’ room.”

Hugo looked crushed as she pulled away and walked towards the other side of the room.

Damn Kurt! She swallowed nervously and dodged dancing couples as she made her way to the bathroom. The line extended out the door and into the hallway, so she continued down the dimly lit hallway until she reached an open door that led outside to a gated patio. A few club-goers had a similar idea. She walked to the end and gripped the metal railing, looking up at the starless sky.

“Do you know the man you were dancing with?” Simon had walked up silently and stood next to her.

“Yes.”

“You looked like you were having a good time. Why did you walk away?”

Anna didn’t answer immediately. “I had a feeling I was being indiscreet,” she finally said, fingers tingling with discomfort. “If Kurt saw me dancing like that with my ex-boyfriend, he would probably fly out here again to yell at me, and then lock me in my apartment.”

“Your fiancé is that temperamental?”

“He used to be one of the kindest men I knew, but since I moved here . . .” She shook her head. “He’s become volatile. And cruel. Well, no, not cruel, but mean.”

“Then why are you marrying him?”

“Because I have to.”

“In this day and age? That seems unlikely.”

Anna glanced at Simon. “I’m in a . . . position that comes with duties. I must perform those duties.”

Simon chuckled. “Are you a runaway princess?”

Anna smiled at the reference that she and Aaron had made months ago. But now she really was trying to enjoy herself before she got into a loveless marriage. “Something like that.” If it weren’t for the whole Devin-wanting-to-control-the-world thing, she’d fly back to him tomorrow. At least with him, her life would fly by without a care. She wouldn’t be aware of anything. It sounded blissful.

“Mr. J. was enjoying watching you dance. Envious, perhaps, of the other man’s hands, but comforted in the fact that his will be there soon enough.”

“I don’t understand why he stays hidden. With the amount of gossip going around, at least in the Company, he could have any woman he desired.”

“He has the woman he desires.” Simon gave her a pointed look. “At least in a way.”

She laughed. “Has he seen the other dancers?”

“Yes.”

“Oh.”

“Enjoy yourself. I will . . . keep your fiancé’s hawks away if that will comfort you.”

“You know who’s watching me?”

Simon nodded. “Consider your dancing . . . foreplay.” He smiled and walked away.

Anna followed him a few minutes later and went to find Hugo. He was dancing with another woman and she mouthed, “I’m sorry.” He grinned at her and nodded and she went back to her seat and took a big gulp of her martini.

“Did you hear?” Stef squealed. “He’s here!”

“Who?” Anna asked, putting her drink down.

“Him. Euroman.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The rich European who donated all that money to the Company.”

“Oh!” She tried to look surprised. “How do you know?”

“I overheard someone talking about it in the bathroom. He’s over there.” She motioned to the curtained doorway.

Anna laughed when she noticed a crowd of women dancing in front of Mr. J.’s private room. A moment of doubt plagued her as she watched the beautiful, sophisticated women dancing for him.

“C’mon. Let’s go dance.” Stef said, pulling her up. “Rachel and Jamie are there already.” She grinned. “We have an advantage over the other women there.”

“What’s that?”

“We’re ballet dancers. He obviously likes ballerinas.”

“Or the guys.” Anna laughed. “Maybe he’s gay.”

Stef stopped and frowned. “Bi?” She looked around. “Just in case . . .” She grinned and grabbed Aaron’s hand. “Come dance with us for Euroman.”

Aaron rolled his eyes but followed along.

Anna felt very silly, dancing with all the other women trying to get the man’s attention. But she wasn’t trying to get his attention . . . really . . . well, maybe she had doubts that he was truly watching her.

Dark hands slid around her waist and she turned to see Hugo grinning at her. “You owe me the rest of a dance.” His hands slipped down to her ass and cupped it as he pressed her hips to his. She clung to his upper arms, becoming dizzy as the alcohol caught up with her.

She gazed up into his eyes and he smiled at her. He grazed her neck and she leaned back, letting his hands trail down her chest as before. His palm subtly grazed her nipple and her breath caught in her throat. When she straightened, he held her close, one arm around her upper back, the other hand at the side of her breast.

“Come home with me tonight,” he whispered, leaning in to her and nuzzling her ear.

“Hugo . . .” She whimpered as his thumb brushed her nipple, sending jolts to her pussy. “I can’t. We can’t.”

“You don’t sound very convinced.”

“Kurt found out I did something last weekend . . .” She told him the basic story and he looked at her, horrified. “I don’t want to get into trouble again.”

“God, he’s an ass,” he commented.

Anna shrugged. “I don’t want to think about him anymore. But that’s why . . .” She looked up at him. “And I don’t think I could stay with you without falling for you again.”

He gave a little smile and nod. “I understand.”

She nodded.

“Maybe some other night,” he said in a low voice and turned her around, guiding her into Aaron’s arms.

She looked back in surprise and he grinned at her and winked.

“Hey sexy,” Aaron said. “Trying to steal me away from Cameron?”

Anna laughed, looking to see Cameron dancing between Jamie and Rachel. “He looks to be having fun.”

Aaron rolled his eyes. “Yeah.”

The next few hours were spent drinking and dancing and Anna had a great time. She didn’t have to worry about Kurt, and Mr. J. was enjoying himself. At least she assumed so. With all the beautiful women in front of him, how could he not? As it approached midnight, she began to wonder how she was going to get away from her friends without them being suspicious. Only Aaron and Cameron knew what was happening next.

She knew she could just slip out the door without being noticed, but how would she explain her absence in the limo home? Not that it looked like everyone would be going home with her . . . Stef was practically fucking the guy she was with on the dance floor.

She went to get a drink and sat down for a few minutes. Cameron came over and sat down next to her. “When are you supposed to leave?”

“I don’t know exactly. Simon hasn’t said anything.” She looked at him with doubt. “How do I explain why I’m not in the limo on the way home?”

“Get sick?”

Anna laughed. “That might work, though I hate lying.”

“Don’t lie. I’ll do it for you. Let me know when you get the go-ahead, slip out and when we get ready to leave, I’ll tell ‘em you weren’t feeling good and took a cab home.”

“I can’t ask you to lie for me, Cameron.”

“You’re not asking, I’m offering.”

Anna’s phone vibrated in her purse and she pulled it out. “The limo’s outside,” she told Cameron nervously.

He looked around. “Go. Everyone’s busy. I’ll take care of it.”

Anna gave him a goofy grin. “Thanks.” She kissed his cheek and walked around the perimeter of the room and out the door.


Twenty


Anna walked into the Hotel Elysee feeling more comfortable than she had the week before. For one, she was dressed. Also, she kind of knew what she was getting into.

Simon met her in the lobby. “Have you enjoyed yourself so far tonight?”

Anna smiled. “Yes.” And then blushed, thinking about what was coming.

He chuckled and walked towards the elevators.

“Is he sure he wouldn’t rather have one of the other women he was watching tonight?” she asked, following him. “I mean, there were many vying for his attention.”

“He was only watching one woman tonight,” Simon said with a serious face, and then chuckled again. “In fact, he was getting quite irritated when he couldn’t see you.”

“Oh.” They stepped into the elevator. Simon pushed a button and the doors silently closed.

“Same rules as last week. Do you remember?”

“Don’t take the blindfold off. Don’t touch him.” She bit her lip, remembering how she’d tried to touch him a few times. She wasn’t trying to be rebellious and hoped he knew that. “Yes, stroked cheek. No, tap on the nose.” She giggled. “If he kisses me, he wants me to shut up.”

Simon laughed. “I’m sure there are other reasons he kisses you.”

She looked at him in the reflection of the brass doors. “Do you know what I am?” she asked quietly.

His eyebrows twitched slightly. “I know you are a beautiful woman that is in an unfortunate relationship.” He turned his head to look at her. “Anything else is irrelevant.”

Anna blinked several times. “But is . . . is it why he wants me back again tonight?”

“No. As I said, anything else is irrelevant.”

Anna shook her head. “I don’t understand. How could that not be a factor?”

“Mr. J. is an unusual man.”

“Does he know my fiancé?”

“I won’t answer that Katrina.”

Anna sighed. “Does he know who I belong to?”

“Yes.”

The elevator stopped and they exited. He turned to look at her. “I assure you he will not do anything to jeopardize your safety. He . . . likes this arrangement and doesn’t want it to end just yet.”

They walked down the hallway together. “Is he handsome?”

Simon smiled. “Does it matter?”

“No, I suppose not. The girls in the company have been speculating about him.”

“Oh? What do they say?”

“That he made a sizable donation to the City Ballet.”

“Yes.”

“That he’s either British or Russian.”

He laughed.

“Is he?”

Simon shook his head. “You ask many questions.”

“I’m curious.”

“I’m not going to answer that either.” He stopped at a door. “And we’re here.”

Anna looked at the nondescript wooden door with a mixture of nervousness and excitement.

Simon pulled out the blindfold. “If you would like, the car can take you to the library tomorrow so you don’t have to walk.”

“I like walking. Wait . . . will there be more roses?”

Simon smiled but didn’t say anything. He motioned for her to turn around and then tied the blindfold around her head, covering her eyes. “Can you see?”

“No.”

“Clothes for tomorrow are in the bathroom. Call for breakfast when you are up. Or lunch.” He knocked on the door and a moment later, the door opened.

The large hand enveloped hers again and gently tugged, pulling her into the room. It was a longer walk around several corners before he stopped her.

Anna’s heart beat fast in anticipation. Thoughts flitted here and there about the evening, last week, wondering what would happen tonight.

He pulled her forward a few more steps and she heard a noise and assumed he had sat down on the bed in front of her as he had last week.

When he didn’t touch her she swallowed nervously. “Thank you for tonight,” she said softly. “It was a lot of fun. The food was delicious and . . .” She blushed. “I kinda liked dancing, knowing you were watching.”

He stroked her cheek and she took it to mean he liked it too.

“Did Simon tell you how much I enjoyed the rose trails at the library?”

Another touch on her cheek. “I’d had a really bad morning and it cheered me up. Thank you.” She smiled. “And I really enjoyed the books as well.”

He took her hands in his and held them at the small of her back and kissed her gently, slowly, as if wanting to explore every recess of her lips and mouth. Her head spun and it had nothing to do with the martinis at the bar. His lips alone were enough to make her dizzy.

Slowly one hand went up her back and then pulled at her zipper, loosening the dress until it fell from her shoulders and was trapped at her elbows. His fingers trailed down her neck to her exposed breasts, taking one in his hand and squeezing gently. Anna moaned against his mouth.

He released her hands and her dress fell to the floor as she straightened her arms. He helped her step out of it and then removed her shoes and thong. Then he stood and picked her up as if she weighed nothing and placed her gently on the bed. He didn’t hold her long enough to feel anything except smooth skin.

The mattress sank beneath the additional weight next to her, and something cool touched her nose. She inhaled and smelled roses and smiled. He dragged the rose across her cheeks and nose and lips. He trailed it down her neck and between her breasts, and then sideways over one nipple and then the next. The rose was cool but it left trails of fire behind. Anna wiggled and giggled as he moved it gently across her skin. He moved it down her belly and thighs and then back up and brushed her aching mound, making her gasp for breath. He went slowly up her arms and over each finger, down to her feet. He made her giggle as he trailed it to the bottom of her feet. She thought she might have even heard him chuckle softly, which made her tingle all over, even more than from his activities with the rose.

He stood and walked away, returning a minute later and lying down beside her. It was a good thing the mattresses were high quality or she would have been rolling over to meet him. Not that that would have been a bad thing . . .

Something cool and hard touched her bottom lip. Instinctively she opened her mouth slightly and he pushed the object into her mouth. Her tongue darted out and tasted . . . chocolate? She licked at it and smiled. It was really good chocolate. She took a few more licks and then he pressed it against her bottom teeth. She took it to mean he wanted her to bite and slowly brought her teeth together, in case she was wrong.

She bit through the crisp chocolate and into a cool, soft center. It was sweet and juicy. He pulled it away and let her chew and swallow. “Chocolate covered strawberries?”

He stroked her cheek and she grinned. “Yummy.”

He gave a breathy chuckle and pulled her to a sitting position. The strawberry was put to her mouth again and he made her take a big bite, making her giggle when it dripped down her chin and to her breasts. He kissed where the juice was on her chin and licked the remaining juice off her breasts.

“Oh!” Anna sighed.

He put a new one to her lips and she opened her mouth. He pushed it in and she bit, juices dribbling to her breasts again. “You’re doing this on purpose,” she said with a soft giggle. He gave a soft chuckle again and stroked her cheek.

Something cold touched her nipple and she jumped. He spun it around her nipple and then took her nipple into his mouth.

“Was that a strawberry?” she whispered with a moan as he sucked on her nipple.

Cheek stroke.

Slowly he fed her several more strawberries, each one juicy enough to require his tongue to clean up the juices. After the strawberries stopped coming, he got up from the bed and Anna listened as fabric rustled and foil ripped.

“You don’t have to use one of those, you know,” she said softly, referring to the condom.

He tapped her nose and lay down on the bed, taking her hands in his and putting them above her head.

She was wet and ready for him when he slowly slid inside her. It stung a little, as it had the week before, but turned quickly to pleasure as he gently moved inside her.

“Oh, God!” she cried, pressing her head back against the pillow and feeling the stirrings of an orgasm deep inside.

His hard chest pressed against hers as he kissed her and increased his movements. She rocked her hips against his and panted as the fire built inside, exploding moments later. She screamed against his mouth until he pulled his mouth away to breathe heavily as he came silently, squeezing her wrists. His hips jerked against hers as she returned to earth, squeezing against his girth inside her. God, he felt incredible!

He kissed her and then fell heavily onto the bed next to her, breathing hard.

She wondered again why he kept himself hidden but couldn’t think of a way to ask it in such a way he could answer with a yes or no.

“You like the ballet?”

She felt him move a little closer and he stroked her cheek.

“Will you come to a performance this season?”

Cheek stroke.

Anna hesitated. “So you’ll be in public then?”

Cheek stroke.

“Will I get to see you?”

Cheek stroke.

“Will all this end? I mean, our meetings and stuff, once you . . . present yourself to the public.”

Pause. Cheek stroke.

“Oh.” She gave him a smile, hiding the disappointment. “Then I’ll just have to make sure I enjoy it while I have you to myself.” She paused. “Do you want to see me again?”

He cupped the back of her head and kissed her deeply. If she’d been standing, he would have had to catch her. When he pulled away, he stroked her cheek one last time and then got up from the bed. Fabric rustled and the mattress moved. He kissed her gently on the lips and placed what she assumed was the stem of a rose in her hand.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Moments later, the door opened and closed. She sat up and took off the blindfold. In her hand was a pink rose. On the nightstand was a single red rose that looked a little crushed, next to a plate of strawberry stems.

Anna yawned and looked at the clock. She’d arrived almost two hours ago. She turned out the lights and went to sleep with a smile on her face.
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Anna woke late the next morning. She smiled, remembering the previous night, though the knowledge that all this would end soon saddened her. But at least she knew it would end and could prepare for it.

She showered, dressed and ate lunch before allowing the car to take her to the library, her mind full the entire time with thoughts of Mr. J.

She saw Max at the information desk and went to say hi.

“Did you enjoy the roses last week?” he asked with a grin.

“You knew?” she exclaimed.

“Of course. I wouldn’t let just anyone throw flowers around my library.”

Anna laughed. “Well, good thing because it would be difficult to walk around here if there were roses all over the place.”

“Yes, but it would smell good.”

Anna nodded in agreement.

“Have you found today’s roses yet?”

She shook her head.

He grinned and winked at her. “Then go. Enjoy yourself.”

The roses were placed in much the same manner as they were the previous week, but this time leading to The Phantom of the Opera, a biography of Marius Petipa, and a book on the Paris Opera Ballet. Anna noticed a French theme and she practically hit herself when she remembered the French restaurant and hotel. Her heart warmed when she realized how much thought he had put into her evening and felt the delight building up in her as she wondered what he would do next time.


Twenty-One


Tom called her on Tuesday to let her know that the Summer Gathering was in a week and a half. The same weekend that the Company was going out of town.

“You need to stay in the apartment while Devin is so close, Anna. Do you understand? You can’t go out, not even on your terrace.”

“But I have . . .” She sighed. “I have something I do on the weekends.”

“I’m sorry, Anna. I won’t let you put yourself in danger. If I have to have someone stay with you to make sure you don’t leave, I will.”

“All right, fine. I’ll stay inside.” No matter how badly she wanted to see Mr. J., she didn’t want Devin to find her.

“He’ll be arriving in DC next Thursday and leaving the following Thursday. He might even be coming here to the city. You must stay inside until I call you and tell you he’s gone.”

“I’ll miss rehearsals.”

“I will talk to Vincent, Anna. My power to protect you is growing weak. I need you to please do as I ask.” The urgency in his voice made her realize how serious he was.

“I will stay inside until you say it’s all right to leave. I promise, Tom.”

“Thank you, Anna.”

“Is he . . . getting weaker?”

“Yes. And he’s not happy about it. I have a feeling this will not be a pleasant weekend.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’d rather this be an unpleasant weekend for me than for you.” He sighed. “Thank you for understanding, Anna. You doing this will take a load off of my mind.”
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Saturday night, she, Aaron and Cameron went out for Moroccan food, a theater showing of the movie “Casablanca,” and then Anna was taken to the Hotel Casablanca, all courtesy of her mystery man. Anna was sure to tell Mr. J. how much she enjoyed the themes he picked out, and he seemed to appreciate her thanks. After a wonderful evening of lovemaking and a peaceful night’s sleep, she visited the library and followed Mr. J.’s roses to a travel book on Morocco and two other biography-type books about the country. Anna couldn’t wait to get home and read them.

She had told Simon when he called to make the arrangements for the weekend that she wasn’t allowed to leave the apartment the following weekend. Simon said Mr. J. would be disappointed, but would understand. But when Anna looked at the calendar for the following weekend, she realized it was Alex’s birthday. If she didn’t go to see Mr. J., it would be two weekends of not being with him. Would he lose interest if she didn’t go? Would he think she had lost interest? But she didn’t think she could bring herself to go have sex with someone on Alex’s birthday. She’d rather stay home alone and think about him.

Sunday afternoon she gathered up the courage to call Simon.

“Hello, Katrina. How are you?”

“Bored,” she laughed. “Being stuck in here kinda sucks.”

Simon laughed. “Is that why you called me?”

“No, although it is nice to talk to somebody. I . . . needed to tell you that I’m not available to go out next Saturday.”

“Oh?” He sounded wary. “May I ask why?”

Anna hesitated. She had made up her mind, but now was having doubts. “I was married when I was twenty and my husband died just a few months into our marriage.” She paused. “Saturday would have been his thirty-third birthday and . . . I don’t think I’d be good company that night. I’m sorry,” she added quickly.

“I see.” There was a long pause and Anna started feeling a little queasy. “Have you eaten dinner?”

“What?”

“I asked if you had eaten dinner.”

“No.” What a strange question.

“Good. Don’t. I’ll talk to you soon.” He ended the call and Anna frowned. What was that about?

She found out half an hour later when there was a knock on the door. The doorman stood there with two paper bags that smelled amazing and a bunch of pink roses. A grin spread across her face as she took the roses and the bags. “Thank you.”

She put the bags on the kitchen table and pulled out an Italian dinner, complete with breadsticks and salad. In the second bag was a box of chocolate-covered strawberries with a note that read, “Think of me when you eat these.” Like she could think of anything else when she was eating chocolate-covered strawberries. There were also two DVDs: Pride and Prejudice and An Affair to Remember. Anna’s heart beat when she saw the second movie. Was he trying to tell her something? Was he engaged as well? Is that why he had to keep things hidden?

No, she told herself. It was just a classic romantic movie. They’d only been together for physical enjoyment, right? Although he treated her romantically, he barely knew her. Some guys were just romantic-types.

“Don’t over-think it, Anna,” she told herself and went to put Pride and Prejudice in the DVD player while she ate.
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Aaron and the rest of the company returned home on Monday afternoon.

“Where’d all this come from?” he asked, pointing to the empty containers from the previous night.

“Mr. J. sent them over.”

He grinned at her. “I think someone likes you.”

Anna rolled her eyes. “We’ve spent three nights together. And he’s never spoken to me.”

“Maybe not with words, but he certainly has with his actions.”

“I’ve been told he is a very good man.” She shrugged. “Maybe he treats all his lovers like this.”

“He has multiple lovers?”

She shrugged again. “I wouldn’t be surprised. He’s very . . . virile.” She blushed.

“Is that code for ‘has a big schlong’?”

Anna laughed. “Maybe. But I can’t imagine him being happy with sex just once a week.”

“I dunno, Anna. You are that good.”

“But he doesn’t let me do anything. He does it all. I’m not allowed to touch him.” She realized what he had said. “Thanks.”

“Well, then. I’d just go with it. Does it matter if he fucks other women?” Aaron threw away the empty containers and rooted through the fridge.

The thought of him being with someone else made her cringe, but it wasn’t like she had a right to demand anything else. “It shouldn’t.”

“Yeah, you’re right. It shouldn’t. You’re gonna marry Bastard-Kurt eventually. I say just enjoy your time with Mr. J. so you have happy memories of your time in New York.” He raised his eyebrows. “Those Kurt can’t take away from you.”

“I wish he wasn’t such an ass. Kurt, I mean.”

“Yeah, I figured. Is he coming out for the Gala?”

Anna shrugged. “I haven’t talked to him since he yelled at me.”

“Maybe you can talk to him . . . see what the hell is wrong with him. I just can’t believe the nice, laid-back Kurt is acting like he is.”

“Maybe you could talk to him. You know, before he goes off and fucks Jasmine again.”

Aaron growled. “I can’t believe he did that to you. Fucking asshole. She’s so fucking arrogant about it now, too. Whenever you’re not around . . .” He rolled his eyes. “I want to hit her sometimes.”

“Did he go see her when he came to yell at me?”

He shrugged. “Maybe. Dunno. I can’t believe he’d rather have her over you. I mean, even if he is not liking you for some reason, you’re still really, really good at sex.”

“We can’t have sex until we’re married. It’s not allowed.”

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”

Anna shrugged. “It’s the way it is.”

“Well then, doubly enjoy your time with Euroman. Kurt deserves it.”


Twenty-Two


Aaron was pulling his slippers on when Hugo sat down next to him. “How’s Katrina holding up?”

Aaron smiled at the talented dancer/choreographer. He had it bad for Anna, poor guy. Aaron knew how that felt, which is why he had given up trying to find another woman like her. Or even halfway like her. Hugo even knew her secret and still cared deeply for her.

Hugo and Anna danced very well together, so Aaron wasn’t surprised when Hugo chose her for his partner in his new ballet. Again. Jasmine had been his primary partner before Anna showed up and she was pissed, which probably contributed to Jasmine’s dislike of Anna, and her justification for the way she tormented her. Aaron was glad Anna got to show that . . . woman . . . up somewhere, though he wasn’t certain that Anna knew Jasmine had been Hugo’s partner. Wasn’t sure if telling her would be helpful or hurtful.

“She’s doing okay. She feels awful about missing rehearsals.”

“I’d rather her be safe, though. Maybe I could stop by tonight and we could dance a little in the living room there. She might not feel so left out if we did.”

Aaron nodded. “If you want, I’m sure she’d be thrilled. There’s not a ton of room, but we could move the furniture.”

“Sounds great. I’ll call her at lunch.”

Vincent clapped his hands and warm-ups began. Aaron closed his eyes, enjoying the movement of his body and his mind drifting to thoughts of Cameron.

Unexpectedly he began to feel like he was suffocating. He opened his eyes and held his chest. The other dancers didn’t seem to notice. Was he having a heart attack? The room felt dim, even though sunlight streamed in from the windows as it always did. His stomach churned and he turned to stare at the doorway of the studio.

“What’s wrong?” Hugo whispered.

Aaron just stared. Something was coming.

Five seconds later the door slammed open. Tom walked in, eyes searching the room until he locked on Aaron’s. He shook his head slightly and then the darkness appeared in the room.

“Devin,” Aaron whispered.

The music stopped abruptly and the dancers all turned and looked. Devin stood in the doorway, an invisible cloud of darkness around him. He was beyond angry. He stood with arms crossed over his blue dress shirt as he searched the room. Nate and Justin knew who he was. Vincent, too. But everyone else was clueless that the most powerful man in the country had just walked into their studio. Some of the women even gave him flirtatious smiles.

Idiots.

“Can I help you, Mr. Pendleton?” Vincent asked politely, walking over to the men. “You’re Devin Andersen, correct?”

Devin looked at him with cold eyes. “I am. You wanted to take Anna away from me.” He spoke softly, but his tone was ice cold.

“I wanted to have one of the best dancers I’d ever seen in my company. It had nothing to do with you.”

“Anything she does is my business.” He turned and looked around the room again and then pulled something out of his pocket. “I’m looking for someone,” he said loudly, his voice silky. He held up a picture of Anna. “Have you seen this woman?”

The dancers looked at each other. Everyone in the room would have recognized her, but the power that Devin radiated made them hesitant to answer.

Hugo strode over and took the picture from him. “She’s pretty,” he commented lightly.

“Yes, she is. Have you seen her?”

Hugo handed the picture back to him. “No. I haven’t.”

The room was silent. Hugo was well respected and for him to declare he hadn’t seen Anna made the others reluctant to say otherwise.

But then Aaron saw Jasmine looking at Hugo with narrowed eyes, and he felt sick as she opened her mouth. “I’ve seen her.”

An evil smile crept across Devin’s face. Hugo and Aaron both cursed as they watched Devin walk slowly over to Jasmine with hungry eyes. “Where?” he asked softly.

She looked around nervously, meeting Aaron’s eyes. Aaron shook his head slightly.

“I mean . . . I think I did,” she stammered.

Devin stroked her cheek seductively. “Anna always has women as enemies,” he said softly. “She tends to steal men away from their women. She likes the power she has over them.” He gazed into her eyes and trailed his fingers down her neck. “Did she steal one from you?”

Jasmine blinked, clearly frightened, but as she gazed into Devin’s eyes, she began to relax. She smiled and nodded her head. “But I got even⁠—”

“All right, Devin,” Aaron said loudly before Jasmine could say anything else. “Yes, she was here.”

Devin wheeled around. “Was?”

He nodded. “We went on tour last week. She didn’t come along because she told me she was leaving. She didn’t want anyone else to know, but she got accepted to the Paris Opera Ballet.” That would be believable to everyone here. She was that good.

Devin’s eyes flashed but didn’t make any other movements. His hand was still on Jasmine’s neck. “And you didn’t think it strange that she was here without me?”

Aaron shrugged, trying to remain casual. “I didn’t think she’d run away. She’s not stupid.”

Devin shook his head. “No, I can still feel her. She’s still here. Where did she stay?”

Aaron glanced at Tom, who nodded. “With me.”

“You are a very, very stupid man, Aaron,” he said in a low voice, releasing Jasmine and walking over to him. “You would dare hide Anna from me?”

“How was I supposed to know she ran away? She just . . . showed up.”

Devin looked around the room again. His eyes stopped on Nate and then on Justin. “I thought you had been fired in San Francisco,” he said suspiciously.

Justin frowned. “It was a bogus charge. I left of my own free will. Isaak just didn’t want to admit he was wrong.”

“Something is off.” Devin turned back to Aaron. “Take me to your apartment. Now!”

Fuck. “I need to change shoes.”

Devin frowned at him and then nodded and walked back to the doorway.

Aaron sat down and pulled his slippers off. “Hugo,” he whispered.

“Yeah.”

“I’m leaving my bag here. Get my phone. Call Wilhelm. Tell him what happened. As soon as I’m gone, do it. I don’t know how to keep him from finding her.”

“Do you want me to call her and tell her to get out?”

“Call Wilhelm first. He’ll tell you what to do.” Aaron stood and slipped his flip-flops on, giving Hugo a desperate look. “Hurry.”

Hugo nodded slightly and Aaron turned and walked away. How would they keep Devin from getting her? He glared at Jasmine as he walked by. He would personally strangle her if Anna was hurt. She had the decency to look ashamed.
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Anna huddled on the couch, hugging a pillow to her chest. Her mind felt hazy . . . unfocused . . . As if it were being scrambled from outside forces. Her body trembled uncontrollably. She couldn’t put a coherent thought together to even try to figure out what was going on.

Her phone vibrated next to her and she stared at it. What did she do with that? Press the green button.

“Anna? Anna?”

She heard Wilhelm’s voice faintly. “Wilhelm?”

“Pick up the phone, Anna. Put it to your ear.”

Anna did as she was told. “Wilhelm?”

“Where are you?” His voice was clearer now.

“At my apartment,” she said in a shaky voice.

“Go into your room and shut the door. Lay down on your bed and stay there until I call you back.”

He ended the call and Anna stared at the floor.

Room. Anna stood on trembling legs and slowly made her way to her room. She closed the door and then stumbled to her bed. She curled up in a ball and trembled, staring at the door.
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Aaron walked in front of Devin and Tom.

“I can’t believe you didn’t know she was here, Tom,” Devin growled.

“I’m not as powerful as you, Devin. I don’t know everything that goes on in my city.”

“You should have known.” He growled again. “But I can still feel her. She hasn’t left yet.”

Aaron prayed that Hugo had gotten a hold of Wilhelm and that somehow Anna wouldn’t be there when they got home. Stalling was the only thing he could think of to do.

“Ow! Fuck!” he exclaimed hopping on one foot like he’d stepped on something. He stopped and brought his foot up to his knee, taking his shoe off.

“What the hell?” Devin snapped. “Why’d you stop?”

“I stepped on something.” Aaron peered at the bottom of his foot as if he were searching for something.

“You’ll live. Get moving.”

“Hey, these feet are how I make a living. Just give me a sec.” He ran his hand over his foot, stalling for as long as he could and then put his shoe back on. Even a few seconds could make a difference.

“How far away is it?” Devin asked.

Aaron straightened and pointed. They could see his building from here.

“Then let’s go,” Devin said, striding off ahead of him.
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Anna was terrified. She could feel Devin’s presence now. After being away from it so long, the return of darkness and fear was heavy in her heart. She resisted the urge to run, and hugged her pillow to her chest, shaking so badly her teeth chattered.

Then, suddenly, she felt a warm glow flowing over her. It surrounded her like sunlight on a warm spring day, seeping in through the pores in her skin, relaxing and soothing her. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

The apartment door opened and Anna stared at the door. Male voices were in the hall and one of them was . . . Devin! He was here! He was going to take her!

The warmth intensified, making her relax against her will. Her eyes were wide as Devin’s voice got closer.

“What’s this?” she heard him ask, and the door opened. She saw his angry face as he looked around. “Closet,” he mumbled and closed the door again.

Anna’s heart stopped. He hadn’t seen her? He hadn’t seen her!
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Aaron’s heart pounded as he opened the door to his apartment. Devin stepped inside and looked around. He went into the living room. The pink roses were still on the table where Anna had put them. When Devin asked about them, Aaron shrugged and said, “Cameron. My boyfriend.”

Devin stared at him for a long moment. “You’re gay?” He looked him up and down like he was evaluating him.

“Gotta problem with it?” he asked, more defensively than he felt.

Devin smiled, almost warmly, and shook his head. “Not at all. I appreciate men who appreciate other men.” He swept his eyes over Aaron again and then turned to search the rest of the apartment.

Aaron blinked in shock. Was Devin gay too? Or was it just the whole ‘Brother Love’ part of the Brotherhood? He shuddered at the thought of Devin fucking him and followed Devin and Tom out of the living room.

Devin searched Aaron’s room and then the guest room. Anna’s room was last. He opened the door, took a sweeping glance, and muttered “Closet” to himself.

Aaron’s mouth dropped open in shock at Devin’s words, but he quickly recovered. There was no reason to be shocked at anything in his apartment. But when Devin opened the door, Aaron could see Anna’s brightly lit bedroom. Why did Devin see a closet?

Devin closed his eyes and then opened them, looking at Aaron. “When did she leave?”

“I-I don’t know. She wouldn’t tell me.”

Devin nodded and frowned. “She’s gone now. Fuck. She must have been at the airport when we were.”

Tom’s face was impassive and nodded. “Can we go now? I’m dying to see Kelsey and the kids.”

Devin rolled his eyes. “Yeah, you hopeless romantic.” He turned his cold eyes on Aaron. “I should kill you for what you did.” The words were spoken in an almost offhand manner that made them even more terrifying, and then Devin strode away and he and Tom left the apartment.

Aaron leaned against the wall and slid down to the ground. His legs had turned to jelly and wouldn’t hold him anymore. What the hell had just happened?

He heard a phone ring in Anna’s room and then heard her voice. A moment later, she ran out of the room and into his arms.

“Aaron!” she exclaimed and lunged into his lap. He held her tightly. She was shaking like he was. “What happened?”

“I have no idea. He thought your room was a closet . . . I don’t know but I’m so glad.”

They sat for a long while like that and Aaron told her what had happened at the studio. “I think I still may strangle Jasmine. Fucking bitch.”

Anna didn’t argue.

After a while, he pushed her away. “I should get back to the studio and let everyone know you’re okay.” He stood and helped her to her feet. “Hugo wanted to stop by tonight and practice a little here. Would you be up for that?”

Anna’s face softened and she nodded. “Yeah. That’d be nice.”

“Call me if you need anything. Even if it’s in the middle of rehearsal. Vincent will understand.”

She nodded and smiled. “Thanks, Aaron.”

“I didn’t do anything, but I’m glad you’re okay.”

Aaron walked back to the studio as quickly as he could. He knew Hugo would be extremely worried and meant to give him an assuring smile when he walked into the room, but when he saw Jasmine, his temper exploded and he stomped over to her.

“You fucking bitch!” he shouted over the music, which promptly stopped. “You almost got her taken by him!” He pulled back to hit her but someone pulled him away before he could swing his arm. Yeah, a guy hitting her probably wouldn’t be a good idea, a small rational part of his mind told him. He struggled against whoever was holding him but searched out Stef, who was standing next to her. “You remember about her guardian? That’s nothing compared to what that man did to her. A walk in the park.”

Stef’s eyes widened and then narrowed on Jasmine. The resounding crack as her hand hit Jasmine’s cheek was one of the most satisfying sounds he’d ever heard. Aaron knew he could count on Stef to get indignant for him.

Jasmine struck back and a catfight ensued, which Aaron watched gleefully. Stef outweighed Jasmine by twenty pounds and she got in some good throws before Vincent, seemingly reluctant, stepped in. “Enough!” he shouted.

Everyone stopped. Vincent didn’t yell often, if ever.

The two women looked at him, as did everyone else in the room.

“Jasmine, did you hear Hugo tell that man that he hadn’t seen Katrina?”

“Yeah, but⁠—”

“Did you know it was a picture of Katrina?”

“Yeah, but⁠—”

“Don’t you think there might have been a reason why Hugo lied about seeing her?” Vincent’s stare became very harsh. “Katrina came here to be protected. From him. That man . . .” Vincent shook his head and dragged his hand through his hair. “Your jealousy of her has gone far enough. It’s bad enough you’ve stolen the attention of her fiancé from her.”

Jasmine’s olive complexion paled into an ugly ash color. “You knew?”

“Yes.” He looked around the room. “Anything you hear or see today will absolutely not be repeated at anytime, anywhere. If I find out anyone has spoken about these things, they will be fired immediately and not given a good reference for their next job.”

“What the hell, Vincent?” Jasmine whined. “What’s so special about her?”

Vincent breathed in deeply. “Do you know what torture is, Jasmine? I mean real torture. The type that takes you to the brink of death and you pray that death will finally take you?”

Jasmine wisely didn’t say anything, but shook her head.

“That is what that man has done to Katrina. Many, many times. If you had taken even a sliver of what she’s gone through, you wouldn’t be here today.” He glared at Jasmine. “I think you need to go home for the day or I will fire you.”

Jasmine picked up her bag and quickly ran out of the room.

Vincent rubbed his face. “Let’s continue this after lunch, shall we?” He turned and walked out of the room.

Aaron was bombarded with questions, but he didn’t answer most of them. But he was pleased to see that everyone was on Anna’s side instead of Jasmine’s. He would be surprised if Jasmine was still here at the end of the week.


Twenty-Three


Anna fidgeted as she waited for Hugo to arrive. She’d been nervous all day, unable to stay still for long. After Devin was gone, the glow diminished, then disappeared and the nervousness returned, though she wasn’t terrified anymore. Tom had even texted her, telling her that Devin had decided to go home early and she could return to rehearsals tomorrow.

She was thankful for that. Being stuck in the apartment for so long was driving her crazy. She was afraid her vibrator would give out and then where would she find release?

Hugo arrived ten minutes later and she told him she’d be back tomorrow. “We don’t have to practice if you don’t want to,” she said.

“What else did you have in mind?” he asked with a boyish, yet seductive, grin.

Anna blushed. “Oh, I meant . . . I just thought . . .”

He stepped forward and in a flash, his lips were pressed to hers in a hungry kiss. She stood in shock for a second and then wrapped her arms around his neck. His tongue delved into her mouth, stroking hers, making her moan softly.

He held her tightly, chest pressed against chest. Her mind swirled with sensation and thought. It warred against itself about whether or not she should be kissing Hugo like this. Oh, but it felt so good. Desire had been building for months. The affair with Mr. J. would be over soon. Then she would only have Kurt. Why shouldn’t she have Hugo too? They both knew it couldn’t last, but maybe it was possible to just enjoy one another while they could. Find comfort in one another’s arms.

But then what? For Hugo? He could be out trying to find someone he could really be with, instead of holding onto something that could never be.

She pulled away slightly, and looked up at him and shook her head. “Hugo, we can’t.”

“Can’t what?” he said, nuzzling her neck. “I want you, Katrina. So badly.”

“I want you too, Hugo, but . . .” She pulled away. “I can’t do this to you. You should be out finding someone special. Someone you can settle down with. Not wasting time with me.”

“Time with you is never wasted, Kittycat,” he said softly.

She gave him a pleading look. “I won’t be able to keep myself from falling for you again if we . . . make love. And then I’ll have to leave. You know that. I won’t be here forever.”

“Katrina, I’m a big boy. I can take care of myself. Going into this, I would know that it was only short term. But it would be a wonderful short term.”

“But what if you met the love of your life in the middle of it and didn’t pursue her because of me?” She took his hand. “You are a wonderful man, Hugo. One of the best I’ve ever known, and I’ve known many men.” She smiled. “But my life is already laid out for me, and I don’t want to start this if I have to leave you soon.”

“Do you know when you’re leaving?”

Anna shook her head. “Things will be . . . settled after my next birthday. Kurt will probably take me home then.”

He stepped away and sat heavily on the couch. “We could just be fuck buddies.”

“I couldn’t do that with you, Hugo. I care about you too much. I’d end up falling in love with you and my heart would break even more when I had to leave.”

He sighed and rubbed the top of his head. “Yeah. I know. You’d take a piece of my heart with you back to Germany.”

“I’m sorry, Hugo.” She sat down next to him and took his hand. “But I love dancing with you.”

He smiled warmly. “I love dancing with you too. Nothing will change that.”

“Good.”

Hugo left a little while later. Since she would be at the studio in the morning, they didn’t really need to practice tonight. She curled up in bed with one of Mr. J.’s books and tried to get her mind off everything.

When Anna went to the studio the next day, the other dancers were very kind to her. Aaron had told her what they had found out about her, and their kindness melted away the awkwardness she felt walking into the room.
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On Thursday, they were to practice in the theater and Stef ran up to her as she walked into the wings. “Omigod, did you hear?”

“Hear what?”

“Do you know why we’re in here this afternoon?”

Anna shrugged. “Staging purposes?”

Stef shook her head excitedly. “He’s here. He wanted to watch us.”

“He? He who?”

Stef rolled her eyes. “You are so dense sometimes. Euroman!”

Anna’s heart dropped to her stomach. Mr. J. was here? “Where?” she asked, trying to act calm.

“First Ring. I already looked. It’s pitch black out there. Can’t see anything. But isn’t it exciting?”

Anna shrugged, trying to act nonchalant. “I guess.”

Stef rolled her eyes again. “Well, the rest of us are excited. We’re going back to the club on Saturday. Wanna come?”

Anna shook her head. “I’m staying home that night. Personal reasons.”

“Is it because of Hugo?”

“What? No. It’s . . . Saturday would have been Alex’s birthday. I just don’t feel right going out.”

Stef looked like she wanted to say something but changed her mind. “Okay. Then next week?”

“Maybe.”

The female dancers were preening themselves before walking out on stage. If Anna hadn’t been so nervous, she might have laughed. But this would be the first time Mr. J. would see her dance and it filled her stomach with nerves; nerves that were more aggressive than butterflies. Frogs maybe.

She chided herself for being nervous. Why did she care what he thought? He was a lover, that’s all. It was purely a physical relationship. Maybe he was having one last fling before he got married too. She vehemently denied that she had any feelings for the man she’d never seen.

Anna successfully forgot about the stranger watching rehearsal . . . for a few minutes . . . every so often. With amusement, Vincent declared it one of their best rehearsals.
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Saturday evening finally came and she was relieved to be able to stop hearing about Mr. J. but had to admit it was pretty lonely in the apartment by herself. Aaron had gone out and she was alone, as she’d wanted to be. She went to her room, pulled out her memories box and took out Alex’s ring.

“Oh, Alex. I thought I had given you up, but you still hold on to my heart, even after all these years. I don’t think I’ll ever really get over you. Especially when I have to go back to your home and live there. Sleep in your room. Eat at your family’s table. Sit in the library we sat in together. You will haunt me forever.”

She had been over him, until that last dream when he pleaded with her. It made her doubt all her resolve and now she was an emotional mess again.


Twenty-Four


Devin put his phone down on his desk and stared out the window in shock. He’d just finished a phone call from a distraught Connor Diaz, the Elder from Philadelphia. His son had been shot earlier in the day. In the head. It looked like an assassination, but who would call out a hit on an Elder-Son?

There was no reason to call hits on Sons. They wielded no power, had no authority. They simply were next in line. But Chris was harmless. Yes, he was a jerk sometimes, but no more than Tyler or any of the other Sons.

Why the hell would someone kill Chris?

This had not been Devin’s best week. The Summer Gathering had not gone as well as it should have. It wasn’t as bad as it could have been, but he was definitely losing his power. Anna had been gone five months now and he was feeling it. The president, idiot that he was, was not listening as well as he should be.

He would kill whoever had helped Anna escape with his bare hands. They’d apparently managed to smuggle her out of the country as well, though he’d spoken to the French Elders and there was no sign of her in Paris either. Where the hell had she gone?

She had been in New York. Fucking Aaron. He’s who should have been killed, not Chris. Devin’s fingers itched to call an assassin, but Brotherhood assassins weren’t to be used for ‘common’ people. And killing someone who belonged to Wilhelm probably wouldn’t be the smartest thing to do right now.

The Philadelphia kill made no sense. No sense at all.
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Monday evening, Anna received a phone call from Tom.

“Anna, I need you to stay in your apartment starting on Wednesday,” Tom said.

“What? No . . . I can’t.” Anna had been looking forward to going out and seeing Mr. J., even though she hadn’t heard from Simon yet.

“Anna, Devin is going to be here on Wednesday. You need to stay in the place where I can protect you.”

“Why is he coming here?” Anna was confused and then scared. Why would Devin be coming to New York again? He’d just been here last month. Had he found her?

“There is a funeral on Friday in Philadelphia. He’s stopping here on the way. Chris Diaz, Connor’s son, was killed on Monday.”

“Connor . . . ? The Philadelphia Elder?”

“Yes.”

“He was killed? What happened?” Anna had no fond feelings for Chris. He was a cruel man, like his father.

“He was killed by a Brotherhood Assassin.”

“Omigosh!” Who would want Chris dead? “Is it . . . like Alex’s funeral?”

“Yes. Wilhelm said he and Kurt will try and stop by and see you.”

Anna’s jaw clenched, anger mixing with her fear of Devin finding her. She didn’t want to see Kurt and Wilhelm, but knew she couldn’t avoid them. She sighed. “Will you call Vincent about rehearsals?”

“Of course.”
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Tuesday morning, when she got to the studio, she gave Hugo an apologetic look. “Did Vincent tell you?” she asked.

Hugo frowned. “Yeah.” He sighed. “I suppose it’s better than you being found, but it sure does make it difficult.”

“I’m so sorry, Hugo. Could we . . . maybe practice in my apartment?”

He got a mischievous look in his eyes. “Just practice?”

Anna bit her lip. “Hugo . . .”

Hugo smiled. “I was kidding, Anna. When do you have to be holed up?”

“Starting tomorrow.”

“Okay. How about Thursday and Friday?”

Anna nodded. “Okay.”
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Wednesday and Thursday dragged on and on. Simon called her on Wednesday and told her that Mr. J. was unavailable this weekend, but assured her that he had plans for her for the next weekend. Part of her was relieved. At least she didn’t have to say she couldn’t go, but she couldn’t help but wonder if Mr. J. was losing interest in her.

Hugo came over on Thursday afternoon. They moved the furniture to the side of the room and went through the parts of his ballet that they could manage in the small space.

“Too bad we can’t go onto the terrace,” Anna said, catching her breath. “There’s more room out there.” Tom had put the same restrictions on her as before.

“We’ll just do what we can,” Hugo said, taking a drink of water. He walked over to the stereo. “Ready to try again?”

Anna nodded. She moved into position and they began the dance again. She loved dancing with him. She loved also that he asked for suggestions when something wasn’t working quite right, and even used some of them. They worked together to make the dance as beautiful as it could be.

“Do you think this pose?” Hugo asked, holding her wrists as she extended them behind her back. “Or this?” He turned her around and put his hands on her waist, holding her close.

Anna’s heart pounded as she stared into his kind eyes, rapidly darkening with passion. He brought his hand to her cheek and leaned his head towards her. “Hugo . . .” she whispered, lifting her face to his. She shouldn’t kiss him. She shouldn’t . . .

His lips brushed against hers for a moment before he captured her lips with his own. Anna ran her hands up his damp t-shirt and over his shoulders. His tongue probed her mouth and she moaned softly. She was feeling lonely and his attention was very welcome. She didn’t know if she could resist him tonight. She didn’t know if she wanted to resist him tonight.
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Aaron was looking forward to getting home and calling Cameron. He never expected to be in a relationship with a guy, but it had happened and he liked it. He liked Cameron. A lot. Sometimes he missed the softness of a woman, but Cameron was so loving and accepting . . . he really couldn’t complain.

He walked out into the lobby and stopped short. “Wilhelm?” he exclaimed. “Kurt?”

The distinguished Germans turned and smiled kindly at him. “Hello, Aaron,” Wilhelm said. “How are you doing?”

“Good.” He went and shook hands in greetings with both men. Why were they here? He thought they were supposed to be in Philadelphia.

“We thought we would catch you after rehearsal and walk over to your apartment with you. Anna . . .” He sighed. “Anna is ignoring our calls again.”

Aaron pressed his lips together. He knew exactly why she was doing that. Kurt was an ass and Wilhelm wasn’t acting very sympathetic towards her. But, Aaron knew better than to rebuke his Elder. “All right.” They walked outside and headed to his apartment. “I thought you guys were going to Philly.”

“We do not have to be there until tomorrow and thought we would stop by and visit,” Wilhelm said. “I have not seen Anna since she got here.”

Aaron didn’t need to be reminded of that fact and grunted in reply.

“How is she doing?” Kurt asked.

“Okay. I think she gets lonely when she has to stay in the apartment all day. But Hugo went over this afternoon, so at least she has some company.”

“Hugo?” Kurt asked. “I thought they broke up.”

Aaron frowned. He knew how hard that had been on Anna. “Yeah, but they still dance together. Hugo’s having her dance in his new ballet.”

“Oh.”

They arrived at the apartment a few minutes later. Aaron unlocked the door and was surprised to not hear music playing. He looked in the living room and didn’t see Anna. Where was she?

Wilhelm and Kurt looked around the room. “Where is she?” Wilhelm asked.

Aaron shrugged. “Probably in her room. Must have finished early. I’ll go get her.” And warn her that they were here. Aaron invited Wilhelm and Kurt to sit down and went to go get Anna.

He lifted his hand to knock on her door and heard something . . . unexpected. A moan. A moan from a man . . . and then Anna moaned, too. Who was she with? And how did he keep the Germans from finding out?

He winced as he knocked loudly. He hated interrupting something like that, but he really didn’t have a choice. Anna didn’t answer and he knocked again, cursing to himself.

“What do you want?” Anna called, her voice impatient and annoyed.

“Anna . . . I . . .” Aaron cursed again. “Can I open the door?”

“No!” she yelled and then giggled.

Aaron took a deep breath and opened the door and then gasped. Hugo was in bed with Anna, naked and on top of her. Anna’s pale legs and arms wrapped around his dark body tightly. He closed the door quickly and Anna looked over Hugo’s shoulder at him.

“Aaron!” she shrieked.

Hugo jumped and reached for the blanket, but not before Aaron found out that what they said about black men was true. Wow! Suddenly he wished Hugo was gay.

“What the fuck are you doing, Aaron?” Hugo exclaimed, covering both himself and Anna with the blanket.

“Wilhelm and Kurt are here,” Aaron said, closing his eyes.
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Anna gasped at Aaron’s words. She had thoroughly been enjoying Hugo’s attentions when Aaron barged in. She was furious until Aaron told her that her father-in-law and fiancé were here.

“Oh, no!” she exclaimed and looked at Hugo with frightened eyes.

Hugo grimaced. “The Germans, right?”

Anna nodded and looked over at Aaron. “Why are they here?”

“Because you’ve been ignoring their calls.”

Anna rubbed her face. “Oh, this is not what I need right now.” What would they say when they found out that she had been in bed with Hugo? She was afraid and then her fear turned into anger. They had no right to be upset. She was being discreet. If they had a problem with her being with Hugo, then . . . well, that was their problem. She looked at Aaron. “I’ll be out in a few minutes.”

Aaron gave her a sad look and then nodded and left.

She looked at Hugo. Ending up in bed with him had not been planned. At all. But, oh, was he an amazing lover!

“You okay?” he asked, running his fingers down her neck.

Anna grimaced. “Yeah. Irritated.”

Hugo leaned down and sucked on her neck. “We can finish later.”

She slid her hand around the back of his head. “I want to finish now.”

Hugo kissed down to her breast and licked her nipple. “Mmm.” He sucked the taut peak, making Anna moan again. “Do you think it wise to leave them waiting?” he murmured.

“I want you back inside me,” she whispered, reaching down for his very impressive cock that was slick from being inside her just moments ago. “I didn’t invite them over,” she said, pulling him until he moved back to her. “They can wait.”

Hugo grinned and kissed her as he pressed himself back inside her. “God, I’ve wanted you for so long, Kittycat,” he moaned.

Anna wrapped her arms around him, loving the feel of him inside her. “Me too.”


Twenty-Five


Wilhelm sighed and looked out the window. Would Anna avoid coming out here? He knew she was upset with him. He hadn’t been as attentive as he should have been, but he had his reasons.

“Hello, Wilhelm. Hello, Kurt.”

Wilhelm spun around to see his precious Anna and was shocked to see her wearing a robe and a frown on her face. What was more surprising was to see a man standing behind her with his hand on her shoulder. He assumed this was Hugo.

Kurt stood, looking upset. Wilhelm stared in disbelief. It was quite obvious what they had been doing. His jaw clenched, and he took a deep breath to calm his anger. How could she stand there so defiantly with Kurt in the same room? Had she grown that cold? He knew Kurt had told her that they couldn’t be together until they were married and that Kurt hadn’t exactly been nice to her the last few times he’d seen her. But to continue seeing her ex-boyfriend? That didn’t seem like her at all.

“Hello, Anna,” Wilhelm said in a strained voice.

“I thought you were going to Philadelphia,” she said softly.

“We do not have to be there until tomorrow morning. You have been asking when I was going to come visit you . . .” He shrugged. “This was a good opportunity.”

Anna grimaced and looked at Kurt. “I thought you were going to call me when you were coming out.”

Her attitude worried Wilhelm. And irritated him. He took another deep breath and walked over to where she was standing. “Hello,” he said to the man. “I am Wilhelm Kunze Herzogin von Hesse.”

The man smiled and extended his hand. “I’m Hugo Sintzenich. It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”

Wilhelm thought he detected a hint of a German accent. “You are German?” he asked.

Hugo nodded and glanced at Kurt. “Yes,” he responded in German. “I grew up in Dusseldorf.”

Wilhelm chuckled. Anna certainly liked her Germans.

[image: ]


Anna frowned as Wilhelm and Hugo spoke in German above her. She hated not knowing what they were saying. She was also irritated that Wilhelm was here. She huffed and turned to leave the room. “Let me know when you want to talk to me,” she snapped and began walking away.

“Anna.” Wilhelm’s voice was low and full of warning. Crap. But she wouldn’t back down. She and Hugo were finally together the way they wanted to be. She wasn’t going to let anything change that. She turned back around and her eyes widened slightly at the sternness in Wilhelm’s eyes.

“Would you mind excusing us, Hugo?” Wilhelm said politely. “I need to speak with Anna for a bit.”

Hugo glanced at Anna and then back at Wilhelm. “Of course.” He turned to Anna. “I will see you tomorrow afternoon?” he said, affection in his eyes.

Anna smiled softly at him. Oh, how her heart swelled at his affection. “I’ll walk you to the door.” She stopped at the door, just out of view of Wilhelm and Kurt. She reached up and caressed his cheek. “I really enjoyed this afternoon.”

He pulled her close. “I did too.” He bent down and kissed her deeply. “Call me if you want me to come back over tonight,” he said softly.

A thrill ran through her body at the idea of him staying the night with her. Of being with him again. “I might do that,” she said with a smile.

He grinned and kissed her again. “I will await your call,” he murmured, and then left.

Anna returned to the living room and raised her eyebrows at Wilhelm. “What did you want to talk about?”

Wilhelm frowned. “I thought you two broke up.”

Anna shrugged. “We did.”

“And yet you are sleeping with him still?” Kurt asked, his voice accusing.

She glanced at Kurt and rolled her eyes. “Still? It was our first time together, Wilhelm.”

Wilhelm’s frown deepened as if he didn’t believe her. “So you admit to cheating on Kurt?”

Anna’s mouth dropped open in shock and then her eyes narrowed. “Cheating? Really?” She glared at Kurt. “What would you call fucking Jasmine?”

Wilhelm’s brow raised and he looked at Kurt. “What is she talking about?”

Kurt’s eyes narrowed. “I have not been with her since the first time I came out.”

“Yeah, you just did it the same night you threw my engagement ring at me. Why the hell do you care what I do? You told me if I was discreet, you didn’t care what I did.”

“So, you hook up with your ex?” Kurt snapped. “How can I trust that it is not just physical?”

“Why does it matter what I feel about him?”

Kurt sighed and got a pained look on his face. “Look, Anna. I know I have not handled things well, but⁠—”

“Handled things well? You flew all the way here from Germany to yell at me!”

“I found you in another man’s bed!”

“You said I could do what I wanted to!”

“You were not being discreet!”

Anna growled. “I was this time. It’s not my fault you came uninvited.”

“Enough!” Wilhelm’s deep voice filled the room as he stared, unbelieving, at Anna. “What has gotten into you, Anna?”

“Me?” she exclaimed. “Kurt’s the one who’s turned into an asshole.”

“I told y—” Kurt began.

“He is your fiancé, Anna,” Wilhelm said. “He deserves your respect.”

“I didn’t ask for him to be my fiancé. In fact . . .” She glared at Kurt. “. . . he didn’t even ask me. He just told me and threw the ring at me.”

Wilhelm frowned at Kurt.

“I did not throw it,” he muttered.

“Regardless of how it happened, Anna, you are still engaged to him and you need to act accordingly.”

“I don’t want to be engaged to him!” She threw her hands up in disgust. “I was told that I was free! You told me, and Tom told me, that I was free. Then Kurt shows up and tells me I have to marry him? Not ask. Tell.”

“Anna, things have changed,” Wilhelm said softly. “I need you to trust me.”

“Why?” she huffed. “So you can ignore me again?”

“Anna, that is enough.” Wilhelm gave her a warning look. “You have no idea what is going on, and I need you to trust me.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. “No.”

Wilhelm’s jaw clenched and he took a very deep breath. She knew she’d made him mad. Good. Then he’d know how she felt.

She put every ounce of her anger and frustration into the look she gave him, then turned on her heel and stalked toward her bedroom.

“Anna, come back!” Wilhelm commanded in a loud voice.

Anna froze. She had to obey. She didn’t want to obey. She trembled as she fought within herself. “No!” she yelled, and took another step away and then screeched and fell to her knees as her head exploded in blinding pain.
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Aaron ran out into the living room to see Anna curled up in a ball, holding her head. He’d heard the shouting and had been rather impressed at Anna holding her own, but the scream had concerned him.

“What the hell did you do?” he asked, running to Anna to comfort her.

“Aaron, stay away from her,” Wilhelm ordered sharply. “She has been disobedient.”

Aaron gave Wilhelm an exasperated look. “You can’t be serious.”

“Aaron, back off,” he growled, and picked up Anna and carried her to the couch.

Her face was screwed up like she was in a tremendous amount of pain and tears ran down her cheeks. Aaron looked at Kurt, who watched her with pained eyes.

Wilhelm stroked her hair back from her face. “Anna, will you stop rebelling?”

She didn’t answer right away. She started to shake her head and she shrieked again and grabbed her head.

“What the fuck is going on?” Aaron growled. “What are you doing to her?”

“He is not doing anything, Aaron,” Kurt said softly. “She is doing it to herself.”

Aaron could hardly bear to watch her and turned around. “What is she doing?”

“She ignored a command from her Master,” Kurt said. “The pain will not stop until she stops rebelling.” He gave Aaron a small smile. “I never knew she could be so stubborn.”

Aaron frowned. “I did.” Anna shrieked again and Aaron winced. “I suppose I never imagined her acting out to your father, though.”

Kurt sighed and pressed his lips together. “Aaron, please believe me. I never wanted to hurt her.”

“Then why did you?”

“I did not mean to . . . I just . . .” He shook his head. “I cannot explain it right now.” He gave Aaron a pleading look. “Please encourage her to trust us. I promise everything will make sense soon.” He turned back to look at Anna with such longing on his face, Aaron hurt for him.

“All right,” Aaron said after a few minutes. “But can you stop being such a jerk?”

Kurt nodded. “I never wanted to be a jerk.”

[image: ]


Wilhelm stroked Anna’s hair back from her face as she slowly calmed down. He was truly amazed at the amount of stubbornness in this little girl. Well, she wasn’t a girl anymore. She was twenty-five. Oh, how time flies.

“Are you going to punish me?” she asked in a raspy voice, eyes full of fear.

“Do I need to?” he asked gently.

She swallowed nervously. “You are my Master,” she said softly.

He pulled her up into his lap and cradled her head against his chest. “I think you have learned your lesson.” He kissed her forehead and held her until she was completely calm, and then set her on the couch next to him.

Kurt and Aaron had disappeared a while ago, and he was alone with Anna in the apartment.

“Do you love him?” he asked quietly.

“Hugo?”

Wilhelm nodded.

She didn’t answer right away, instead twisting her hands in the tie of her robe. “I don’t know. I might. I care for him immensely.”

Wilhelm was fairly certain that Hugo cared for her just as much.

“We broke up because of what you told me about marrying Kurt. That was the only reason.”

“Ah.” He hoped she would forgive him for what he was about to say. “Anna, I must forbid you from having sex with him anymore. It is not a good idea for you to become attached to him, or anyone for that matter.”

She stared at her hands. “Yes, Wilhelm,” she said after a moment.

He saw something hit the side of her hand resting in her lap and realized it was a tear.

“May I go?” she asked quietly without a hint of rebellion.

He knew he had wounded her by his command, but he knew it was the right thing and hoped she would understand someday.
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“Ja, Liebling,” Wilhelm said in a gentle voice. “You may go.”

Anna was trying to contain her tears. She had learned her lesson. A painful lesson about rebellion. She would never do that again.

“Would you like us to stop by on our way home on Monday?”

“Whatever you would like, Wilhelm.” She turned and gave him a respectful nod, and then walked quickly to her room and fell onto her bed. Her pillow still smelled like Hugo and she cried herself to sleep.
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“I’m so sorry about Chris, Connor.”

Devin and Tyler sat in Connor Diaz’s large living room in the suburbs of Philadelphia. His wife and four younger children were somber, sitting together on the couch. The second youngest son, Chad, was in his mid-twenties. How would he be as an Elder?

“Thank you, Devin,” Connor said more sober than Devin had ever seen him. He sat in an easy chair, staring out the window.

Devin didn’t want to imagine what it would be like to lose his son. He suppressed a smile, remembering what Wilhelm went through.

Devin and Tyler had stopped by and offered to accompany them to the funeral. Tonight would be the Gathering for Chris and to make Chad the Elder-Son. Once more he was reminded that Anna had run away and there would be a struggle to maintain his leadership. No one had said it outright, but there was the question of how he could remain Chairman without an Elder-Mistress. He assured the other Elders that he would find Anna. And soon. And oh, how he would punish her!

Twenty minutes later, it was time to leave. His limo waited outside and the group made their way outside. He walked next to Connor, asking him a question about Chad, and suddenly there was a loud bang. A moment later, Connor fell to the ground.

Devin stared in astonished horror at the hole in the center of Connor’s forehead. Screams from his family echoed in the area as he dropped to the ground and pulled Tyler down with him.

“What happened?” Tyler asked in a shaky voice.

Devin couldn’t pull his eyes away from his friend’s clearly dead body. First Chris and now Connor? What the hell was going on?


Twenty-Six


Anna woke feeling incredibly lonely. She stared at the window for a long time. There was no reason to get out of bed. She couldn’t go to rehearsal, or anywhere for that matter. She would be here until next week.

Should she even let Hugo come over tonight? Would that be disobeying Wilhelm? Should she just avoid Hugo? Maybe she should just avoid everyone. Go back to being on her own, like when she was in San Francisco. She never wanted to feel that searing pain in her head again.

She’d never disobeyed Devin like she’d tried to disobey Wilhelm last night. Now she knew what would happen if she did. The pain didn’t subside until she had decided to stop disobeying. Her mind would punish her if she tried to be blatantly rebellious.

Great. She didn’t need Devin to keep herself in line. Her mind did it for her.

Anna reached for the remote and turned on the TV. She wanted something to distract her. Anything.

She stared at the TV at the special news report about a shooting in the suburbs of Philadelphia. Wilhelm and the other Elders would be there today! Had one of them been shot?

She sat up and stared at the TV until the name was announced: Connor Diaz.

Connor? Connor had been shot? The reporter said that he had been on his way to his son’s funeral when he’d been shot in the head. She didn’t like Connor by any stretch of the imagination, but she wouldn’t wish the loss of a father and son in one family on anyone. His poor wife.

Anna stayed in bed until after lunchtime. She wasn’t hungry; she wasn’t motivated to do much of anything. It was a surprise when there was a knock on the door. She went to answer it and found Hugo standing there with a tender smile on his face.

“Hey, Kittycat,” he said, leaning towards her to kiss her. “I missed you last night.”

Anna stepped away and shook her head. “I can’t.” She blinked back tears and hated the ache in her heart. She could see the hurt in Hugo’s eyes as he straightened. The tears won the battle, running down her face and she turned away. She walked into the living room and sat down on the couch.

“Katrina? What’s wrong?” Hugo followed her and sat down next to her. “Do you regret what we did?”

“No,” she said, burying her face in her hands. “No, not at all. I . . . Wilhelm has forbidden me from being with you again.”

“Forbidden you? What does that mean?” He put his hand on her leg and she scooted away.

Anna sniffed, feeling miserable. “He knows what we did and he told me I couldn’t have sex with you anymore.”

“Who the hell does he think he is?” Hugo exclaimed. “It’s none of his business what we do!”

Anna shook her head. “It is,” she said sadly. “Everything I do is his business. He’s my Master, remember?”

Hugo growled. “You don’t have to tell him. He doesn’t have to know.”

“Hugo, I can’t. I can’t disobey him. I feel . . . physical pain if I do.”

He looked at her and she wasn’t sure if he believed her or not. “Are you just saying that because you don’t want to be with me?”

Anna’s heart ached even more. “Hugo, if I could run away with you this moment, I would. I would go anywhere with you, to escape my life and spend the rest of it with you.” She swallowed. “But I can’t.”

“Why not?” He cradled her cheek in his hand and stared deeply into his eyes. “Run away with me. We’ll go somewhere where no one will find us.”

Anna let out a sob. “I want to, Hugo. I want to so badly, but I can’t. My . . . my life is not my own.” That was the ultimate truth. She was not her own person. “I’m a slave. I can’t do what I want. I can only do what my Masters want me to do.”

“Slavery is illegal, Katrina.”

She shook her head. “Not in my world,” she said sadly.

Hugo rubbed the top of his head and leaned back into the couch. “I don’t know whether or not to believe you,” he said softly.

“Why would I lie?” she whispered, hurt. Damn Wilhelm and Kurt! Why did they have to come last night? “If you don’t believe me, ask Aaron,” she said softly.

Hugo didn’t say anything for a few minutes and then shook his head. “Regardless, we should rehearse.” He stood. “Do you need to change?”

Anna looked down at her pajamas and nodded sadly. She understood why he didn’t believe her. He didn’t know anything about the Brotherhood. He was lucky.

Rehearsal was productive but sad. They only spoke of dancing, both ignoring the hurt in their hearts. When they were finished, Hugo gave her a sad look and left without saying much. Anna went back to her room and cried.

Aaron found her in the same position she’d been in when Hugo left. He lay down behind her and held her. She slowly told him what had happened with Wilhelm and Hugo.

“That is really fucked up, Anna,” Aaron said.

“Story of my life.”

Aaron sighed and kissed the back of her head. “Too bad you can’t go out tonight.”

“If I was allowed to go out tonight, none of this would have happened.”

“True.”

Anna turned over and looked at Aaron. “I hate this. I had gotten to the point where I wasn’t resenting what Alex had done in saving me when I came here. Aside from the Devin power thing, I’m beginning to resent it again.” She sighed. “I wish it was all over now. Just . . . ya know, move on with my life. No more possibilities, just . . . life.”

“I’d miss you, though.” He smoothed her hair back from her face. “I like having you here with me.”

“I like being here with you too.” She sighed. “I don’t know how Wilhelm expects me to go without sex until I marry Kurt.”

“Does he know about Mr. J?”

Anna shrugged. “I certainly didn’t tell him. But, I don’t know if Mr. J. is still interested in me. It will be three weeks tomorrow that I haven’t seen . . . er, felt him.”

Aaron chuckled. “If he’s found someone better in the sack than you, I want to meet her.”


Twenty-Seven


On Wednesday, Anna was allowed to go out again. She hadn’t seen Hugo since Friday and he avoided looking at her when she arrived at the studio that morning. She blinked back tears as she went to her place at the barre. Hugo had moved across the room. She felt miserable the entire class.

“Okay, girl,” Stefanie said at lunch, trying to cheer her up. “We need to go out this Saturday. You’ve been cooped up for too long.”

Anna hesitated. “I don’t know if I’m up for going out.” Would Wilhelm disapprove if she did that? She hated the uncertainty, not knowing what she was supposed to do. It would be easier if Wilhelm were here. Then he could tell her exactly what she was to do. Or maybe she should just go live in Tom’s Manor. She’d know what to do there.

“I will drag your ass out if you don’t come voluntarily. Being alone isn’t good, Katrina. You need to get out and have some fun. You look so depressed.”

Anna wished she could tell her friend more about her life, but didn’t know if she was allowed. Tom had given her permission to tell Hugo. Was she allowed to tell her new best friend? How was she supposed to have a friend if she couldn’t tell her anything about her own life?

She hadn’t even told Stef about what happened with Hugo. As wonderful as it had been, making love to him, the knowledge that it wouldn’t happen ever again made the memory painful. She was afraid she’d finally fallen in love with Hugo and now could do nothing about it.

She hadn’t heard from Simon yet. Maybe it was a good thing. Was she up for a “date” with Mr. J.? Maybe Mr. J. really had lost interest. Wilhelm had forbidden her from being with Hugo. He had also said she shouldn’t get attached to anyone else. Had that been a command? It didn’t feel like one. Besides, she wasn’t getting attached; she was just enjoying sex with him. That didn’t involve emotions. Much.

Oh, she hated all the confusion! Resentment towards Wilhelm and Kurt was growing steadily.

“Euroman wasn’t at the club last week,” Stef continued. “I wonder if he found another place to go.”

“He wasn’t?” Anna asked, surprised. “Was he the week before?”

Stef nodded. “Yeah. Boy were the women showing off for him. I saw a few of them flash their breasts at him.”

Anna denied the stab in her heart. No wonder Simon hadn’t called.

“So, you wanna see if he’s there Saturday?” Stef asked.

Anna shrugged. “Aren’t there other clubs to go to?” She didn’t want to see other women vying for his attention. But she agreed with Stef that she needed to get out.
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In the end, Anna and Stef and some other dancers ended up at the same club as always on Saturday night. Stef had invited Hugo, but he said he was busy. Anna wondered if he was busy or just avoiding social situations with her. She didn’t blame him. It was more painful being separated from him this time than it had been the first time.

Simon had called Wednesday evening to make arrangements for Saturday, but Anna told him that she’d already made plans. When he asked about the following week, she told him that she didn’t know. He didn’t seem happy about her answer, but she didn’t know what else to say. She hesitated to do anything.

Anna found herself dressing carefully for the evening out, but she wasn’t exactly sure why. The denim miniskirt and white baby-tee were very sexy. Was she trying to make Mr. J. jealous? Or just trying to make sure she had a good time at the club? She tried not to think about what Kurt or Wilhelm would do if he found out what she was doing. They’d probably be furious. But then again, they hadn’t forbidden her from going out and having fun.

For some reason, she smiled at the idea of making Kurt and Wilhelm mad. She knew she’d been forbidden from being with Hugo. Rebellion bubbled inside her. Fuck Wilhelm. Fuck Kurt. If these were her last few months of freedom, then she was going to enjoy them.

They walked into the club and Anna’s eyes unconsciously went immediately to where the red semi-sheer curtain hung, shielding Mr. J. from prying eyes. Did he even notice her?

What did it matter? She could have any man here if she wanted, and she was determined to have a good time. The music was loud and the dance floor crowded. A large crowd of women had gathered in front of the red curtain.

She joined Stef and the other girls on the floor but stayed as far away from the curtain as she could. She drank and laughed and flirted, attracting attention from many of the men and feeling almost high on the endorphins.

Aaron found her later as she was resting at their table. While the flirting had been fun for a while, it wasn’t really doing anything for her tonight. She was beginning to wish she’d stayed home.

“Come dance with me,” he shouted over the music, pulling her to the dance floor. He pulled her close and they began to move with the music. “Why aren’t you doing the Mr. J. thing?”

“I think he has other interests besides me,” she answered with a frown. She glanced over at the crowd of women. Two blondes were kissing and groping each other right in front. He was surely enjoying the show.

“He asked you out.”

“After not seeing me for three weeks.”

“You were busy too.”

“He went out when I stayed home for Alex’s birthday and apparently had quite a show.”

“He still asked you out.”

Anna frowned. “No, Simon asks me out. What if he’s pushing Mr. J. into doing it?”

“Kat, seriously. Do you know how ridiculous that sounds?”

She was about to retort with a smart comment when she realized he was right. “I was really stupid, saying no tonight, wasn’t I?”

Aaron rolled his eyes. “You said it.”

Anna sighed. “I probably blew it.” She glanced over to the curtain, wishing she could see inside. Mr. J. had been nothing but kind to her and she was taking her anger at Wilhelm and Kurt out on him. “I’m an idiot.” In hopes that he was somehow watching her, she gave him an apologetic look and mouthed “I’m sorry,” and then turned back to Aaron. “I don’t think I’m much in the mood to be here.”

“Kat.” Aaron motioned with his head to the curtained room. “I think he’s been watching you.”

Anna turned and saw Simon standing next to the room in his customary stance. He tilted his head slightly to the back of the club where they’d talked outside several times. She nodded slightly. “I think Simon wants to talk.”

Aaron pushed her away. “Then go. At least you’ll be getting laid tonight.”

She rolled her eyes and walked away.
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“My employer was quite disappointed that you turned him down for tonight,” Simon said, walking up to her as silent as usual. Anna glanced up at him and saw a glint of amusement in his eye.

Anna leaned against the railing in front of her, hands clasped tightly on the metal bar. “I’ve had a bad week and . . . I thought he had lost interest,” she said softly.

“Quite the contrary. He regrets that he was unable to see you last week. He had business to attend to.” The glint of amusement showed in his eyes again as he stared out at the brick building across the alley.

“My friend said that the women were making quite the impression on him the week before.”

Simon chuckled. “Yes, well, his companions enjoyed the show. My employer was not impressed. Let’s just put it that way.”

“He has friends with him?”

“Yes.”

Something about that made her smile. He wasn’t sitting behind the curtain all alone. “Why doesn’t he come out in public? Why all the secrecy?” She turned to Simon. “Do his friends go out?” She tilted her head. “Are they men or women?”

“You are a very curious woman, Miss Katrina.” He looked at her. “Does it matter if he is with other women?”

Anna felt her cheeks warm. “I don’t know. I guess not.”

“You are engaged to another man.”

She turned back to the railing and looked at her hands. “Is he married?”

“Yes.”

“Oh.” An unexpected pang touched her heart. Why did it matter if he was married or not? It wasn’t as if this were going anywhere. “Is she a bitch?”

Simon laughed. “Again, does it matter?”

Anna shrugged. “I was just wondering. I’ve learned that many men don’t like their wives and seek out companionship elsewhere to keep up appearances.”

“I can only say that it is complicated.”

“Will I ever get to see him?”

“I expect so.”

Anna rolled her eyes at his ambiguous answer. “Should I stop asking questions?”

“I find them amusing, but I will not reveal more than I am permitted.”

They didn’t speak for a few minutes. The music from inside seemed to rattle the bricks behind them.

“Are you willing to meet with him tonight?”

“He wants to?”

The amusement appeared in his eyes again. “He was quite pleased when you showed up tonight and hoped you might have changed your mind.” He smiled. “It’s the only reason he came out tonight.”

“Really?”

“There are many women in New York, Miss Katrina, but you are the only one who has his attention.”

Anna thought back to the day after her first encounter with Mr. J. “Did he see me when I was walking to the library the day after we . . . met?”

“You turned and waved to him,” Simon answered with a smile.

Anna smiled. “I was hoping I wasn’t waving to a statue.” She froze. “Wait, did he see me the week before too?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Because the clothes that were in the room . . . it was the same outfit I wore that day.” Simon didn’t answer right away and Anna wondered if she’d asked something wrong. “Was that an impertinent question?”

“You’re a smart girl, Katrina. Yes, he saw you. It’s how he knew you liked the library.” He turned and cocked his head. “I think that’s enough questions for the night, aside from: Will you meet with him tonight?”

Anna smiled shyly and nodded. “Yes. I’d like that.”
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The next week went by so fast, Anna could hardly believe it. There were only two weeks until opening night, and Anna was feeling a little worried since she’d missed a week of rehearsals. She fell into bed each night exhausted and didn’t even have enough time to read the books on New York that Mr. J. had picked out for her at the library.

Simon called Monday to make arrangements for the following Saturday. She liked that he called early in the week. It made her feel like Mr. J. really wanted her.

Mr. J. came to two rehearsals that week, sitting in the auditorium in pitch blackness. The girls all primped before going out on stage and Anna did a little, too. Stef grinned at her when she saw Anna primping.

Anna spent an amazing Saturday night with Mr. J. in the Winston Churchill Suite at the Waldorf Astoria. He seemed tense for some unknown reason, but since all she could do was ask yes/no questions, it was hard to make sure he was all right.
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Monday as she was walking to lunch with Aaron and Stefanie, Wilhelm called and Anna reluctantly answered. “Hello, Wilhelm,” she said in an even tone. She was still angry at him but was trying very hard to be polite.

“Hello, Liebling. How are you doing?”

“Okay. Busy.” She hoped he would take the hint and keep the call short.

“I can imagine. Did Kurt tell you he is coming out for the Gala?”

Anna kept herself from sighing. “I haven’t spoken to him since you two were here.”

“Ah. Well, he will be there.”

“Okay.” She really didn’t care, except that she’d have to spend time with him and she wasn’t looking forward to that. “Is that all?”

“Nein. There—” Wilhelm paused. “There was another shooting this morning.”

Anna stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. “Another one? Who?”

“Joel.”

“Marcus’ son? From Chicago?”

“Ja.”

Anna couldn’t say she was sad about the news. She had no fond feelings for either man. “Was it . . . the same as last time?”

“We believe so.”

“Oh, Wilhelm. Why . . . why is this happening?”

“Perhaps someone is taking advantage of Devin’s weakening.”

“Will he come here? Devin, I mean.”

“I do not believe so. If he does, Tom will get in touch with you. Chicago is far enough away for you to be safe.”

“Thank you for letting me know, Wilhelm.”

Aaron looked at her curiously as she put her phone in her pocket. “What happened?”

“Do you know who Marcus is?” she asked, glancing at Stef and hoping Aaron would understand her vagueness.

“Chicago?”

Anna nodded. “His son was killed this morning.”

“Holy shit.” He grinned. “Maybe they’ll take out Devin and you’ll be free.”

“That’d be nice.”
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Devin stared in disbelief at Tom. “You’re kidding, right?”

Tom shook his head. “I was just a few feet behind him when it happened.”

Another Elder killed. This time, Marcus. In the same manner as Chris and Connor.

“What the fuck is going on?” Devin muttered to himself. “Who is calling hits out on American Elders?”

Devin didn’t want to think about the possibility that he might be on the list too. But no one would dare try to kill him. Would they? It hadn’t worked the last time. Would he be so lucky if it happened again?

He’d borrowed Irina, the Russian Elder Mistress, at Connor’s funeral and was able to gain some of his powers back, but didn’t know if he’d be able to do so again. It wasn’t the same as having it from Anna, but it was enough to help him. He’d had a firm discussion with the President earlier in the month.

But even the “recharging” didn’t ease his mind. He was still mortal.


Twenty-Eight


Anna sat, ill at ease, in the Russian Tea Room with Aaron, Cameron, and Stefanie on Saturday night. The elegant décor and atmosphere did nothing to ease the ache in her heart. She was feeling the loss of Alex keenly at the moment and wasn’t sure why.

Perhaps it was because of the shooting of Marcus. What if there was some rogue Brotherhood Assassin out there, killing off Elders? Would Wilhelm be next? What about Kurt? What would she do if she lost them? Oh, she was furious at them, but that didn’t mean she wanted them dead.

“You okay?” Aaron asked.

Anna shrugged. “Missing Alex.”

Aaron gave her a sympathetic look. “Yeah, the Russian Tea Room might not have been the best choice for him to pick, but it’s not like he would have any idea what it would mean to you.”

“I guess I can just focus on Peter.”

“True. At least you have a fond memory of him.”

“But then it just makes me feel even lonelier.” She shook her head. “I don’t know if I’ll be very good company for him tonight.”

“Anna, you go to him for sex. There’s no relationship, remember?”

It was hard to remember when he seemed to put so much effort into her nights with him. “His wife must be truly awful for her not to realize what a great guy he is.”

“Maybe. Maybe he doesn’t try with her.”

“Or maybe he has tried, and she brushed him off.”

“What woman would brush off romance from her husband?”

“I might with Kurt,” she said sadly. “I don’t know if I could ever fully trust him after all this.”

Aaron squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry. It really sucks that he’s turned into such a jerk.”

Anna shook her head. “The same thing happened to Tyler when he became a Son. He was a pretty nice guy and then all of a sudden he turned into a mini-Devin.”

“I can’t imagine Wilhelm allowing Kurt to treat you that way.”

“But you saw how distant he was when he visited.”

He nodded his head. “You want me to kick Kurt’s ass on Thursday?”

Anna laughed. “Maybe.”
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Anna had fun at the club, dancing with Aaron and some of the other dancers, but she felt a constant ache in her heart for Alex. Why of all nights couldn’t she get her mind off of him? She was in for a wonderful evening of sex with Mr. J. Why was she thinking of her dead husband?

“You’re rather subdued tonight, Miss Katrina,” Simon said as they rode the elevator up to the eleventh floor of the Library Hotel.

“I’m sorry, Simon. I just . . . have a lot on my mind.”

“Anything I can help with?”

“Not unless you know how to bring the dead back to life.” She gave him a sad smile and then shook her head. “I’ll be okay. Mr. J. is good at getting my mind off of things.”

Simon studied her for a long moment and then nodded. “I hope so. I believe he has a lot on his mind as well. Perhaps you can distract each other.”

“Simon, if he’s not up for tonight . . .”

He shook his head. “He’s very much looking forward to it. He just had some business to attend to yesterday and is having a hard time letting it go.”

She smiled. “Well then, maybe we really can help each other.” They walked down the hall to the room at the end. “The Love Room?” she asked doubtfully.

Simon shrugged and held up the blindfold. “Ready?”

Once again, her vision was removed and she was led into the hotel room. The room smelled delicious, as it usually did, but there was something off, though she couldn’t quite pinpoint it. Maybe it was just the stress from both of them.

She inhaled as she walked, smelling vanilla and roses, and smiled. “It smells good in here.”

He gave a breathy chuckle and squeezed her hand. The bed squeaked slightly as he sat and he intertwined his fingers with hers. She could hear him breathing deeply and could feel him watching her.

She could sense his tension as she stood in front of him, and was tempted to try to read him. Would that be a violation of their privacy agreement? But if she did, it wasn’t like she could do anything about what she got from him. He was quick to keep her from touching him.

“Simon said you had some stressful business to deal with this week,” she said softly. His tension increased and she bit her lip.

He didn’t move. Had she upset him with her comment?

Finally, he released one hand and ran his fingers across her bare stomach beneath the black halter-top she wore. He put his hand on her hip, pulling her closer, and then began to kiss across her stomach with soft, caressing touches of his mouth.

“Oh!” she exclaimed softly as he swirled his tongue in her belly button. His fingers flexed the flesh of her hips, making her wince slightly. He nipped at her hip and then kissed up between her breasts and captured her mouth in a passionate kiss. A desperate kiss.

Something was off, Anna was certain now. She knew it was him, but something was different. His tongue thrust forcefully into her mouth, stoking her own passion and she moaned softly. He pulled her closer, her body pressed against his chest. Her hands moved unconsciously to his shoulders and she was shocked when he didn’t pull them away. What was going on?

She kissed him back with as much passion as he kissed her with. She grasped the soft material of his shirt over his shoulders and felt hard muscle beneath. Why was he letting her touch him? Why did she care?

Her hands moved up his neck and into his hair, but it was caught in something. He had a ponytail? It wasn’t very long, but long enough. He growled and pulled her to him, twisting his body so that she was on her back on the bed and he was on top of her.

The fire in her body grew hotter and she pulled at the elastic band, freeing his hair and tangling her hands in it. His own hand tangled into her hair as the other held her around her upper body.

His kiss never faltered in intensity and he continued invading her mouth with his tongue. He pressed his hips against hers and moved his hand down to her neck, stroking her cheek just in front of her ear.

He broke away from her mouth, leaving her lips throbbing as he kissed his way down to her neck. He nipped gently and she gasped. His hand moved down to her breast and pulled at her shirt until it tore open and he could cup it with his hot, bare hand.

She moved one hand around to his face, feeling the scratchy hair of his beard. He was letting her touch him; she was going to take advantage of it. He sucked hard on her nipple and she arched her back and cried out, tangling her hands in his hair once more to pull him harder against her breast.

Her hand moved down to his shoulder and, feeling a collar, surmised he was wearing a dress shirt and moved to unbutton it. He pulled her shirt off and she heard a soft noise as the shirt hit the ground.

She unbuttoned as many buttons as she could reach as he kissed her breasts and then tried to sit up so she could undo the rest.

He put his hand on her shoulder to hold her down. “Nein,” he murmured in a low voice and she froze as a chill ran through her body. He froze as well.

He spoke. In German. In a voice that haunted her dreams.

No! This was some sort of cruel trick her mind was playing on her. Lots of men have low voices. And speak German.

Grief overwhelmed her and she tried to push him away. He didn’t move and she kicked at him. “Let me go!” She pushed harder and he moved. She rolled to the side of the bed and fell to the floor on her hands and knees, head hanging down and breathing heavily.

After a moment, she shook her head. “I have to go,” she whispered and pulled the blindfold off, looking around on the floor for her shirt. It had dropped over here and she spotted it in front of her.

She didn’t dare look at the bed. “I won’t look at you,” she said in a broken voice. “But I need to leave.”

He didn’t speak as she pulled her shirt on as best she could and held it together as she stood, facing away from the bed. “Thank you. For everything. But I think we should end things now.” She would never be able to be with him again without thinking of Alex and she couldn’t deal with that.

She put her hand to the side of her face so she wouldn’t see him as she made her way to the door. Her hand was on the knob when he spoke again, his voice full of pain.

“Anna. Don’t leave.”

It wasn’t surprising he knew her real name. He knew who and what she was. But, she wanted to open the door and run out of the room screaming. This was worse than her dreams of him. Of Alex. Now there was a man alive who sounded like him. And felt like him . . .

But she couldn’t move. Why wouldn’t her body listen to her mind?

“Schatzi,” he whispered. She heard the bed move and felt him coming closer.

“No,” she whispered. “No, you’re dead.”

He was standing right behind her, his body heat dissolving the chill in her body. He put his hands on her upper arms and turned her around. “Nein, Anna. I am alive.”
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Alex stared down into the face of his beloved wife. Her green eyes filled with tears and she began to shake. “Alex?” she whispered, disbelief written all over her face.

His heart swelled at the sound of her voice saying his name. For the first time in so many years, she recognized that he was still alive. “Yes, Schatzi. It’s me.”

She blinked several times and shook her head. “How . . . how are you here?”

He cradled her soft cheek with his hand and smiled. “It’s a very long story, and I will tell you everything, but for now, know that we escaped several months after Vlad became Elder, and arrived in New York in July.”

“July?” she asked in a broken voice. Her lower lip trembled. “You’ve been here since July?”

“Yes, when you got sick, I had to⁠—”

A crack sounded in the room and it took Alex several seconds before he realized that she had slapped him in the face. It took him another few seconds to register the look of anger on her face. The sting of the hit was padded by his beard, but it still hurt. “You’ve been here for two months and didn’t tell me?” Her eyes widened and then narrowed with her jaw trembling at the same time. “Why am I just finding this out now?”

“Anna, there were things I had to do before I could let you know I was here . . . and alive. I had to⁠—”

“Were you just using me?” she asked in a squeaky voice, motioning around the room. “Why did you lie to me? Why all the secrecy? Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you come see me in person?” Her voice got louder with each question until she was yelling at him. “What the hell is going on, Alex?”

He could hardly believe this was really Anna standing in front of him. The fire in her eyes bewildered him, and he didn’t know how to answer her questions. This was certainly not how he had envisioned their reunion. He’d imagined it thousands of times, but it had never involved her being angry with him. Or hitting him.

She had hit him! And yelled at him! He felt his own anger rising beneath the surface. “You never believed me when I told you I was alive, Anna. If you’d believed me, we wouldn’t be going through all this shit.”

“You were dead, Alex. Devin told me. Your father told me. Everyone told me you were dead! I spent two years doped up out of my head rather than grieve for you. How the hell was I supposed to believe my fucked up dreams?”

“I tried to tell you,” Alex snapped. “I tried to tell you and you refused to accept my word. Didn’t you notice I aged? That I changed? Why wouldn’t you believe me?”

“So I was supposed to believe a dream over what people in the real world were telling me? Even your father accepted my dreams were just dreams.”

Alex stared at her, his chest heaving. He shouldn’t be angry with her. It would only harm their future relationship. But this was a different Anna than he knew before. Who was this angry woman standing in front of him? Angry tears streamed down her face as she glared at him while clutching her shirt between her breasts; a reminder of how the evening had started.

He took a deep breath to calm himself. “Anna, Schatzi. Please. Let’s not start things like this.” He took a step towards her and she stepped back and shook her head.

“You lied to me.” Her voice was softer but filled with anguish. “You lied!” She turned on her heel and stalked to the bathroom, slamming the door closed behind her.

He stared at the door, completely baffled at her behavior and at a loss for what to do. He’d never seen her angry before.

She emerged a few minutes later, changed into the clothes he’d brought her for the morning. She walked over to where he’d put her purse on the dresser and headed to the door.

“Where are you going?” he asked, his voice sharper than he intended.

“Home.” She opened the door and walked out of the room, slamming the door behind her.

Alex stared at the door and rubbed his chest, his heart broken. This was not how it was supposed to go. He took a deep breath and then reached for his phone to call his father.

“Vati, we have a problem.”


Twenty-Nine


Anna ran out of the hotel, tears streaming down her face. She was given strange looks by multiple people as she ran down the sidewalk, but she hardly noticed. Her mind was going a million miles a minute and she didn’t know what to do. She ran blindly, not paying attention to where she was going, only wanting to run away from the pain in her heart.

She wanted to scream! She wanted to cry! She wanted to run back to the hotel and fling herself into Alex’s arms. She wanted to run away and never see him again, even though she hadn’t seen him in years.

He was alive! Alex was alive! And been here two months without bothering to see her. He hid behind red curtains and blindfolds, keeping her from knowing he was there. Why? Was he ashamed of her? Where had he been?

Fear gripped her heart and she stopped short in the middle of the sidewalk. Had he found someone while he was gone? No, was that where he had gone? Had he fallen in love with someone and faked his death so that he could be with her? His father would never have allowed Alex to divorce Anna.

Wait, did Wilhelm know Alex was alive? Had he known the whole time?

No, she knew Wilhelm thought Alex was dead. She had felt his grief and healed him of it. Had Alex deceived his family?

Then why come back? Why find her and become “Mr. J?” No, it didn’t make any sense. Why would he run off with another woman and then come back to her? No, that wasn’t it. She started walking again.

What had he first said? That he’d escaped? From where? After Vlad became Elder. Vlad? Had he escaped from Vlad? Had he been in Russia the whole time?

Her dreams . . . she’d dreamed of him . . . but Alex had said they were real. He’d gotten angry at her because she didn’t believe him in her dreams. He’d always been in the same room. No, he hadn’t run away to be with another woman. He’d been imprisoned by . . . Vlad? Vitaly?

Peter! Peter had to have known Alex was alive! And he hadn’t told her?

Anna stopped cold in the middle of the sidewalk again. Peter, the man she’d lived with for a year. The man who loved her . . . he knew her husband was alive, and he’d never told her.

How many people knew Alex was alive and didn’t tell her? How many people had lied, letting her continue in her grief?

“Hey, sweetheart. What’s a pretty thing like you doing out alone this time of night?”

Anna looked around and saw a man walking up behind her with a creepy smile on his face. The street was small and surprisingly devoid of people. She backed away, looking around and trying to figure out where she was. None of the buildings looked familiar.

She walked away from him quickly, breaking into a run when she heard him following her. It was the middle of the night. Where were the bars that stayed open all night? Wasn’t anyone out this late?

Arms wrapped around her waist and she shrieked, kicking and screaming, then suddenly she was on the ground and the sound of flesh hitting flesh was behind her. She turned and saw the man who had been following her up against the wall and another man with long dark hair and a beard punching him in the face.

Anna didn’t stop to find out what would happen. She ran down the sidewalk as fast as she could and waved down a taxi at the corner. She gave the driver her address and slumped into the seat, wrapping her arms around herself and trying to stop trembling.

By the time she unlocked her apartment door, Anna was an emotional mess. Anger, fear, hurt, confusion, all filled her, leaving her emotionally raw. She closed the door behind her, and fell to the ground and sobbed.

“Anna?” Aaron walked out of his room, bare-chested and running his hand through his hair. “What are you doing home? I thought you were going to see Mr. J.”

She stared at Aaron. What would he say about the news that Alex wasn’t dead?

Concern immediately filled his eyes. “Anna, what’s wrong? Did he hurt you?”

She laughed bitterly. “You could say that,” she said, anger rising inside her again. She stood and lifted her chin, wiping the tears away. “I found out who Mr. J. is.”

Aaron’s brow raised and she heard quick footsteps behind Aaron. Cameron appeared beside Aaron. “You saw him?” he asked excitedly.

Anna looked back at Aaron, her jaw trembling. “It’s Alex.”
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Aaron stared at Anna’s tear-streaked face. “Mr. J. is Alex?” He shook his head. He couldn’t have heard her correctly. Alex was dead. “What do you mean?”

“Who’s Alex?” Cameron asked.

“Alex, Aaron,” Anna said in a strained voice. “Alex is alive and hiding behind the persona of Mr. J.”

Aaron shook his head. “No . . . he’s . . . dead . . .”

Her face screwed up, but he wasn’t sure if it was in anger or grief. “He’s been in the city since July,” she spat. “And he’s been pretending to be someone else.”

Aaron didn’t know what to say. Alex was alive? How was that possible? A million thoughts crammed into his head. He, too, didn’t know if he should be angry, happy or what. How did you deal with finding out someone you thought was dead for four and a half years was alive?

He felt a gentle hand on his and he looked down to see Cameron holding his hand. “Aaron? What’s going on?” he asked in a gentle voice, his blue eyes full of concern.

“Alex,” Aaron choked out over the lump in his throat. “Anna’s husband. The one we thought was dead. He’s apparently not.”

Cameron’s eyes widened. “Omigosh!” He slapped his hand over his mouth.

Aaron had told Cameron about his physical relationship with Alex before Anna came into the picture, and that they had been best friends. Cameron at least kind of understood why Aaron was upset.

Anna’s phone rang in her pocket and she looked at it. Her eyes narrowed and she hit the ignore button and put it down on the ground. “Wilhelm,” she said, looking up at him. “He probably knew too. He had to have known.”

Suddenly, Aaron felt the anger that he saw on Anna’s face. He had trusted Wilhelm. Why hadn’t Wilhelm told him? Why all the secrecy? “I need some air,” he growled and went into his room to get dressed. He slipped his flip-flops on and stormed out of the apartment.
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Back at his condo, Alex ran his hands through his hair as he slumped down on the white couch in his dark living room. Oh, what a mess. This is not how it was supposed to go. Not at all. Anna was supposed to be happy to see him, not hit him in the face.

Anna had been so angry that she had hit him! He’d never seen her like that . . . never imagined she could be that way. He would strangle Devin for what he’d done to her . . . once she was freed from him.

But once she was freed from Devin, she would be freed from Alex as well. Would she stay with him? He hadn’t doubted before but did now. Vati had told him she’d changed, but Alex hadn’t realized how true it was.

He heard the door to the condo open and close and looked up to see Seth walk into the room.

“Did she get home okay?” Alex asked in English. He’d insisted on speaking English since he arrived in New York. He was rusty and he wanted to be sure that Anna could understand him when they were reunited.

“I think so,” Seth answered and held up his hands, palms out, at the dirty look Alex gave him. “Some guy attacked her on the sidewalk and I took care of him. She ran away and got into a taxi.”

How would he find out if she made it home? It wasn’t as if he could just call Aaron and ask. Aaron would freak out.

“So what happened?” Seth asked, turning on the light.

Alex sighed. He’d just told Seth to follow Anna and make sure she made it home. He didn’t have a chance to tell him what happened. “I blew it.” He leaned his head on the back of the couch and looked up at the high ceiling. “I was . . . passionate, I suppose, and I was letting her touch me. It felt so good to have her touching me.” He looked at his friend, who gave him a sympathetic look. “I was being stupid, but I couldn’t stop her. Couldn’t bring myself to pull her hands off me. But then I spoke and she froze. I don’t think she knew it was me, but she knew something was off. She tried to leave, but . . .” He shook his head. “I couldn’t let her leave like that.” He closed his eyes. “She knows it’s me.”

“Oh, fuck, Alex.” Seth sat down hard on the couch across from him.

“She hit me. She was so angry, she hit me and then she left. That’s why I told you to follow her.” He looked back at Seth. “Did the guy hurt her?”

Seth shook his head. “He grabbed her and I got hold of him before he could do anything.” His brow raised. “Anna hit you?”

Alex nodded and rubbed his cheek where she’d hit him. “She’s strong.”

Seth chuckled. “She’d have to be to survive everything she’s gone through.”

“She hates me,” Alex said, scratching at his beard. “She yelled at me.”

“Alex, think about it. She’s in shock. She doesn’t hate you. She couldn’t. She just . . . needs some time⁠—”

“You didn’t see the look in her eyes, Seth.” Alex felt the tears burning his eyes. “She accused me of lying to her.” He grimaced. “She’s not wrong.”

“You have your reasons for doing so, Alex. They’re good reasons. She would never have let you out of her sight to do what you need to do before you can face Devin.”

“Now I wonder if she’ll let me into her sight.”

“She will. I’m sure of it. She just needs some time to process it.”

Alex’s phone rang. “Hello, Vati.”

“She’s not answering her phone,” Wilhelm said and then sighed. “She’s so stubborn now.”

“So I’ve seen.”

“I can’t get there until Monday. Marcus’ funeral isn’t until later today. But I don’t know if it will do any good. She’s angry at me, too.”

“She wouldn’t have been angry at you if you two had been more careful with her,” Alex snapped. “Kurt’s been treating her like shit, too. How is she supposed to trust either of you?”

“I know, Alex,” Wilhelm snapped back. “I was going to try and make amends on Tuesday.”

“It’s a little late for that.”

Wilhelm sighed. “Perhaps she would respond better to your mother.”

The Penthouse phone buzzed and Seth went to answer it. Who would be coming here in the middle of the night? Maybe Anna changed her mind! Everyone knew where he lived.

“Someone’s here, Vati,” he said, standing and looking at Seth, whose face wasn’t very encouraging. He looked expectantly at Seth who turned and grimaced.

“It’s Aaron,” Seth said.

“Aaron?” Alex exclaimed. “Vati, Aaron’s here. Maybe he’ll be able to talk some sense into Anna.”

“Call me in the morning and let me know.”

Alex tossed the phone on the wooden coffee table in front of him and looked at Seth. “Is he coming up?”

Seth nodded. “Ken said he didn’t look very happy and was hesitant to let him up, but I said it was all right.”

Alex nodded and sighed. Another friend angry that he was alive. No, that wasn’t fair. It was unlikely that Aaron was upset that Alex was alive. He was probably upset for the same reason Anna was. Oh, what a mess. But at least he could assume that Anna got home all right.

“When’s your dad coming in?” Seth asked.

“Monday. Funeral’s tomorrow, er, today.”

“It’s too bad they can’t let on that they know what’s going to happen already. What a waste of time, having to hang around Chicago until the real funeral.”

“Devin can’t know I’ve escaped yet. I wish I could go punch him in the face.” He shook his head. “Poor Anna. It’s not going to be as easy as I thought it would be, getting back into her life.” The thought of not having Anna in his life made his heart feel like it had been stabbed with a dull knife.

A knock a few minutes later announced Aaron’s arrival. Alex’s stomach churned as he waited to face his best friend after so many years.


Thirty


Aaron’s fists clenched as he waited for the door to open. He had no idea what he would say to Alex. Right now, he just kinda wanted to hit him like Anna had. How could Alex have not told them that he was here? That he was alive? Why had he hidden?

The door opened and Aaron stared at the broad man with long, dark hair and a beard. “Seth?”

Seth smiled nervously. “Hey, Aaron.”

“You’re alive too?” What the hell had happened?

“And Greg and Tony. And Erich.” His face darkened. “We didn’t all make it.”

Aaron’s anger abated at Seth’s words. He didn’t know the other guys as well, but he knew them. “Jason, Michael, and Jesse?” Sebastian was Immortal. Was he allowed to come back?

Seth nodded, grief in his eyes. “C’mon in.” He stepped aside and Aaron walked inside.

The entry foyer was round, with dark wood floors and white paneled walls and ceiling. He followed Seth around a corner and into a large living room with a very high ceiling and two long couches. At the end of one couch stood Alex.

Aaron stared at his dead friend for a long moment. He was older, with messy, long blond hair that brushed his shoulders and a neatly trimmed beard, but it was him. There was no doubt about it. He was just as tall as he had been when he’d left, though not quite as broad. The cobalt-blue eyes that watched him nervously were the same.

A myriad of emotions flitted through Aaron’s mind. He wanted to hug Alex and punch him at the same time. Having been in a relationship with a guy for several months, he couldn’t help but see him through the eyes of a man who liked men. Damn, he was still fucking hot.

“Hello, Aaron,” Alex said in a quiet voice. His accent was very strong and different from before.

“Alex.” Aaron blinked, still having a hard time believing Alex was standing in front of him. “I don’t know whether to punch you or hug you,” he admitted.

“Please don’t hit me. Anna already did.”

Aaron nodded. “I know. She told me.”

Alex grimaced. “I’m sorry.” His eyes filled with pain and his shoulders slumped. He shook his head sadly. “This was not how it was supposed to go.”

“Why didn’t you tell us?” Aaron asked in a hoarse voice. “Why didn’t you come see us as soon as you got here?”

“Because . . .” Alex ran his hands through his hair. “Because I have to do some things before I can confront Devin, and I didn’t want you and Anna to think I was leaving you again.”

“What do you have to do?”

Alex hesitated and then inhaled slowly. “You know what I do . . . what I did for the Brotherhood.”

Aaron nodded.

“I assume you’ve heard about Connor and Marcus?”

He nodded again and then inhaled sharply. “That was you?”

Alex nodded. “Once Devin’s supporters are gone, I can confront him, in front of the world Elders, and he will face judgment. I was going to come to you and Anna in just a few weeks. After I took out Oscar.”

It amazed Aaron how casually Alex could talk about killing a man, but then he remembered what these men did to Anna and clenched his jaw. “Can I help?”

Alex laughed. “If there was something you could do . . .” He stopped, growing serious, and his brow twitched. “Help me with Anna,” he pleaded.

“She’s changed.”

“I know,” Alex whispered. “I’ve missed so much . . .” He took a step forward and stopped. “Please forgive me, Aaron. I had my reasons for staying hidden. I have to leave in a few weeks and take out Oscar. Anna won’t like that . . . if she forgives me.”

Aaron sighed. “She will. I’m sure of it. She still cries herself to sleep sometimes.” He pressed his lips together. “What the hell is wrong with your brother?” If she wasn’t so angry at Kurt and Wilhelm, she probably would have taken Alex’s appearance better. Although Wilhelm’s command to stay out of Hugo’s bed made more sense now.

“He doesn’t want to give her up,” Alex said simply. “I showed up and suddenly the woman he was in love with belonged to his brother again.”

“He’s been an ass.”

“I know. He knows. He regrets it. He hates that he’s taken his anger out on her.” Alex chuckled. “Believe me, we’ve had words. And fists.”

“You two fought?”

Seth laughed from behind him. “Kurt’s picked up some impressive moves. He beat Alex the first couple of fights.”

“I wouldn’t say beat . . .” Alex said with a frown.

Seth walked into Aaron’s sight and leaned against the wall. “I would.” His eyes glinted with amusement.

Aaron looked at the two men. His friends. His friends that were dead and now were alive. “Fuck this,” he mumbled and walked over to Alex and hugged him.

Alex hugged him back, patting his back. A guy hug. Aaron knew how much Alex had loved Anna before, and was certain he still did, but it didn’t prevent a twinge of disappointment as Alex hugged him as a guy friend.
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Alex sighed in relief as Aaron hugged him. His friend wasn’t furious at him. One down, one to go. At least here in New York.

Aaron pulled away and went to hug Seth and then leaned back against the couch, looking between the two of them. “I can’t believe you’re really here.” He looked around. “Nice place.”

Alex smiled. “Thanks. I hope Anna likes it.”

Now that Aaron had seemed to accept his presence, Alex felt like he could relax. At least a little. Like Anna, Aaron had changed in the years he’d been gone. Still tall and lithe, Alex had enjoyed watching him dance when he’d hidden in the darkness to watch the rehearsals. Especially when he and Anna had danced together. His best friend and his wife in the same spot on the stage were wonderful.

And, oh, watching Anna dance! So graceful. It was beauty in motion. She also danced well, exceedingly well, with . . . what was his name, Hugo? Her ex-boyfriend. He grimaced at the thought of her sleeping with another man, though she’d told Kurt they hadn’t slept together. Had they?

Alex couldn’t blame Anna for wanting a boyfriend, but he was still possessive of her, even if she didn’t know it. That was the reason for having Sebastian help him appear to her in a dream after Jack had been killed. He didn’t like that she’d gotten over him. That she’d taken her wedding ring off.

He’d seen the indention on her finger the first night they were together with him disguised as Mr. J. and oh, how it had hurt. Intellectually, he knew it was good that she’d moved on . . . except that he was still alive and still in love with her. His wife.

“Alex?” Aaron’s voice cut through his reverie.

He shook his head to clear it. “Sorry.”

“I can imagine there’s a lot on your mind.”

“You could say that.” He ran his hands through his hair. “I guess I can cut my hair now,” he said with a wry smile. “And my beard. I kept it to keep from being recognized.”

Aaron laughed. “Like you could disguise yourself.”

Alex shrugged. “As much as I could.”

Seth laughed. “I don’t know. I kinda like not having to shave every morning.”

Aaron glanced at Seth and shook his head. “I’m not used to either of you guys being that hairy.” His eyes widened slightly and his cheeks turned a little pink and he rubbed his neck.

Alex glanced at Seth, wondering why Aaron was embarrassed. Seth gave him a look, and through some sort of unspoken language they’d had forever, Alex understood. At least, he thought he did.

Did Aaron have feelings for him as more than a friend? Alex knew he had a boyfriend. That was such a strange thought. He and Aaron had shared women in San Francisco. Many times. But they’d also fucked. Many times. Once he’d started dating Kirsty, they shared her a few times, but were never together alone. Then Anna entered the picture and Aaron backed off sexually, though they’d spoken lightly about sharing her sometime. He wondered what had finally pushed Aaron over to the other side. He had no problem with his best friend being gay. He just hoped Aaron’s feelings wouldn’t get in the way of their friendship.

“So, I understand you’re dating someone?” Alex had learned that the man he’d first seen Anna with at the bar was Aaron’s boyfriend. A good guy and very flamboyant. Alex had never imagined Aaron as a dominant partner with another man, but seeing them interact with one another, it was obvious he was. Oh, how time changed things.

“Yeah,” Aaron said slowly. “Cameron.” He looked at Alex nervously. “Does that bother you?”

Alex cocked his brow. “Why would it bother me?”

“Well, I wasn’t . . .” Aaron shrugged. “. . . gay when you left.”

Alex laughed. “You were bi.”

“There’s a difference. I never went trolling for other guys.”

“Aaron, it doesn’t matter how I feel about it. If you’re happy, that’s what I care about. And if Cameron makes you happy, then I’m happy for you.”

Aaron nodded, staring at the floor and then looked back up at Alex. “I’ve never met another woman like Anna,” he said softly, his eyes pained.

He was still in love with her. After all these years, he still loved her. Alex nodded. “She’s special.”

“I kept hoping . . .” Aaron said, shaking his head. “I guess I know why things never worked out between us.”

“But you’ve been there for her. She’s had you to depend on while I was gone.”

“I didn’t keep her very safe.”

“You did what you could. You got her out here and away from Devin.” He stepped forward and put his hand on Aaron’s shoulder. “Thank you, Aaron. Anna is here and safe, because of you.”

“I hardly did anything.”

“You told Peter the truth. If you hadn’t . . .” Alex shuddered. “I don’t want to imagine what would have happened.”
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Anna hardly slept, tossing and turning. One minute she wanted to run and find Alex and fling herself into his arms. The next minute she wanted to find him and hit him again. Her heart ached for him and she hated him at the same time.

The questions that raced through her head when she left the hotel continued. He lied! He hid from her! Was he trying to get his jollies off by taking advantage of her need for sex? How many other women did he sleep with while he was here? Why didn’t he call her as soon as he’d escaped? How could he claim to love her if he kept himself away from her?

At long last, the sun came up and she stared at the light growing brighter on the ceiling above her bed. She hadn’t heard Aaron come home last night. Where had he gone?

She got up and went to his bedroom. Cameron was there, asleep, but no Aaron, so she went to find her phone and called him.

It took a few rings before he answered in a very groggy voice. “Hello?”

“Aaron, are you okay?”

“Huh? Oh . . . yeah . . . fine . . .”

“Where are you?”

“Um . . . Alex’s place.”

“You’re with Alex?” What was he doing there?

There was a pause. “Yeah, I came here last night and we started talking until I couldn’t keep my eyes open. I slept on the couch.” Another pause. “Anna, he has a really good reason for not coming to us when⁠—”

Anna felt her temper flare. Aaron had already talked to Alex. Alex had talked to Aaron, but not her? “I don’t care, Aaron.” She ended the call and tossed the phone on her bed. At least, she told herself she didn’t care.

But she did. She wanted to know why he hid.
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Anna was lying on the couch staring blankly at the TV in the living room when Aaron walked in around lunchtime. Cameron had gone home earlier. She half expected Alex to be behind him and wasn’t sure if she was glad or disappointed that Aaron walked in alone.

“You okay?” Aaron asked, sitting down next to her on the couch.

Anna shrugged. She wasn’t sure how she was feeling, aside from resentment that Alex had spent time with Aaron instead of her. Granted, she had run away from Alex, but that didn’t stop her feelings.

“I have his number if you want to call him. Or you can go see him. He said you could come by anytime.”

Anna snorted. “I’m supposed to chase after him? He’s the one who disappeared for years.”

“Anna, he’s trying to respect your feelings. If he thought you would accept him, he would have chased you home, but he doesn’t want you to resent him. If he forces himself on you, your relationship won’t work.”

“What relationship?” she asked bitterly. “We barely knew each other when we got married, and it only lasted for three months.” She paused. “Not even three months. “

“That wasn’t your fault or his. And you know you two are supposed to be together. You’re soul mates. Literally.”

Anna looked at Aaron. “What if I don’t want to be with him?” she asked. “What if I’d rather be with Hugo?”

Aaron’s eyes widened. “Hugo? I mean, yeah, he’s a good guy. A really good guy, but . . .” He grimaced. “Anna, Devin would kill him without a thought. Alex is the only one who can protect you. Tom’s protections are growing weak. He’s not sure he’d be able to keep him from sensing you if Devin came again.”

“So I’m stuck with Alex, then?”

“Anna, you don’t mean that⁠—”

“I don’t?” Her temper flared again. “I was brought here and told I was free. Free to be my own person, and then within a few months, I’m told that I’m not really . . . that I have to marry Kurt, whether I want to or not. I have to break up with a really good guy, a guy that I—” She stopped herself before she said that she loved him and sighed. “I wish I’d known all this when I arrived. Then I could have been prepared.”

“The only ones who knew that Alex was alive when you got here were Vlad and Peter. Wilhelm didn’t know until Alex showed up at their house one morning.” Aaron sighed. “That’s when Kurt came and you two got engaged. They were trying to keep you from getting involved with anyone until Alex was able to come see you.”

“So, Peter really did know that Alex was alive?”

Aaron nodded. “I had no idea when we started talking. But he did some investigating, as did Vlad, and they realized that what Devin had told them was a lie, and began working to undo what Vitaly had done. Anna.” Aaron looked at her with serious eyes. “They killed Vitaly so they could get Alex free.”

“Vitaly had Alex?” Her musings were confirmed.

“Yes. Vitaly captured Alex and his men because Devin asked him to.”

Anna stared at Aaron, not knowing what to say, her lungs squeezing in her chest. It was Devin? Devin did this? Her lower lip began to tremble and the rest of her body followed.

Devin. Devin had taken Alex away from her. Why did that surprise her? After all Devin had done to her, why would he have hesitated to get rid of Alex the only way possible?

“Why didn’t he escape? He’s . . . he can do anything.”

“Three men died trying to find a way out of that castle. Jesse, Michael, and Jason all died the first year they were captured. Vitaly had them watched like a hawk. Jason was shot just because the word ‘escape’ was spoken.”

Tears came to Anna’s eyes. Those poor men. “What about Seth? And Tony and Greg?”

“They’re here with Alex. Seth followed you home last night, or partially home. He’s the one who stopped the guy who attacked you.”

Seth protected her? Alex sent him to make sure she got home okay? Even after she yelled and hit Alex, he still made sure she made it home okay? “But how did they escape?”

“After Vitaly died, and you’d escaped from Devin, Vlad had to go out of town, and he took most of his guards with him. He hinted to Alex how to escape.”

“Oh.”

“Peter worked very hard on trying to get you away from Devin. He was going to take you to visit Vitaly last September, to try and convince his grandfather that Devin was wrong, but he died first. Vlad had been slowly poisoning Vitaly so no one would suspect his death was intentional. Especially Devin.”

“Did you know all this?”

“No. But it’s because of Peter that you’re here. He saw firsthand what Devin was doing and what his goals were. He worked with me, and Travis and Justin. We got you here eventually, but had no idea Alex was alive. We didn’t know how you’d be able to be away from Devin without getting sick, but Peter assured us that he’d take care of it. I guess Alex knew he’d have to come and establish his ‘home’ sooner or later so that you’d be okay. It just happened faster than they’d expected.”

“Why didn’t they tell me?”

“Because Devin would have found out that they weren’t loyal to him anymore, and killed them. Then you would never have been able to escape.”

Anna’s thoughts went back to the Thanksgiving she’d spent with Peter’s family. “That must have been why Nina got so upset at Thanksgiving. She must have known about Alex.”

“Nina?”

“Vlad’s wife. She got really upset when she found out that I’d been married to a German named Alex . . . and then Vlad wouldn’t let her be around me the rest of the time I was there.” It made sense now. But it still didn’t explain why Alex had hidden from her.

“Anna, Alex still loves you. Desperately loves you. He . . . knew what Kurt was doing, and heard what Cameron said about you needing to get laid. He was trying to help you by posing as Mr. J.”

“Why didn’t he just tell me? Why didn’t he just come to me? Why did he lie?”

Aaron sighed. “You know those Elders who’ve been killed recently?”

“Marcus and Connor? Yeah.”

“That was Alex’s doing.”

Anna’s mouth dropped open in shock. She knew what Alex had done . . . in theory, but never fully comprehended it . . . until now. “He killed them?” she whispered.

“Yeah. And their sons. Partially to get revenge on what they did to you, but mostly to kick Devin’s legs out from under him.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Alex is taking out Devin’s supporters, one by one. It will screw with Devin’s head, and make him more vulnerable. Then Alex can confront Devin.”

“He’s not going to kill Tom, is he?”

“No. Alex knows Tom isn’t loyal to Devin anymore. But he has to pretend to be.”

“What does that have to do with him not seeing me?”

“Anna, if he revealed himself to you, and then told you he had to go out on a job, would you have let him go? Would you have forgiven him leaving you?”

Anna stared at the ground. “No,” she said softly. She would have been furious at him for even thinking of leaving her.

“He wanted to get things taken care of so that he wouldn’t have to leave you again. As it is, he has to go out next month.”

Terror rose up in her heart as she thought about Alex going out on a job. “No!” she whispered, eyes wide with fright. “No, he can’t!”

Aaron put his hand on hers. “See why he stayed hidden?”

“He can’t, Aaron. He can’t. I can’t go through that again.” She jumped up and ran to her room, burying her face in her pillow. No. If she stayed away from him, if she protected her heart against him, then it wouldn’t hurt. She wouldn’t care if he came back after this job.


Thirty-One


Alex sat on his rooftop terrace looking out to the treetops of Central Park. He’d been sitting there for hours as the sun passed overhead and slowly began the descent into evening. Aaron called a few hours ago, letting Alex know that he had shared Alex’s story with Anna and explained why Alex had stayed hidden. Alex had hoped it would have gone better.

He hoped that she would have called or, even better, come to see him. Maybe he should go see her, but he didn’t want to press her. He wanted to give her time to accept the fact that he was alive.

There was a flash of light next to him. “Hello, Sebastian,” he said without turning his head. Ever since his friend had given Alex some of the Immortal essence, he’d been able to sense his, or any other Immortal’s presence. He could also sense Anna when she was close enough. Her apartment was too far away for him to feel her now. But if she walked by his building, as she had on the day he arrived in the city, he knew it.

The tall Immortal settled himself on the wooden chair across from Alex. “Have you talked to her?”

“You know?” Alex hadn’t spoken to Sebastian since he’d returned from the job in Chicago.

“I do. She’s quite upset. I can feel it.”

Alex ran his hand through his freshly cut hair. It was a strange feeling after years of long hair, but he thought it might help Anna accept him if he looked more like himself. His face felt extra sensitive after shaving off his beard as well. “She hit me.”

Sebastian’s eyebrows rose high on his face and amusement lit his eyes. “Really?”

“I’ve never seen her so angry.” Alex grimaced. “I guess I’ve never seen her do a lot of things.” He looked at Sebastian. “She’s so . . . hard, so stubborn. Not at all like the sweet girl that I married.”

“Is that a bad thing?”

Alex stared at the ground. “I don’t know. I’m glad she’s become her own person. But it’s sad to see her sweetness diminished.”

“She’s still sweet, Alex. But she’s hurt and confused. Did your father tell you she blatantly disobeyed him?”

“She did what!”

“He gave her an order and she willfully did the opposite and found out what happens when a slave disobeys her Master.”

“Don’t call her that,” Alex growled.

“I didn’t mean it disrespectfully, Alex.”

Alex huffed and crossed his arms over his chest. “What happened?”

“Extreme pain in her head.”

“No, I mean, why did she do it?”

“Wilhelm didn’t tell you?”

Alex shook his head.

“He and Kurt went to visit her on the way to Connor’s funeral, or Chris’ at that point. She didn’t come out right away to see them, and when she finally did, it was obvious that she’d been in bed with her ex-boyfriend.”

Alex’s heart squeezed. He thought they hadn’t slept together.

“She was very . . . stubborn. She and Kurt fought. Loudly. She was ready to storm out of the room and your father told her to stop and she didn’t.”

Alex sighed. Could anything go right? No wonder she was ignoring his father and brother.

“He forbade her from being with Hugo again. She cares for Hugo a great deal, and he for her. Wilhelm was trying to keep them apart so she would accept you when you went to her. She was very compliant when he left.”

“And somewhere between then and now, she’s become angry again,” Alex muttered. He wanted to have words with his father. He and Kurt were supposed to take care of Anna, not drive her to anger. Maybe if Kurt had been kinder to Anna, this Hugo thing wouldn’t have happened.

“You’re right,” Sebastian said, reading his mind, and Alex looked up in confusion. “If Kurt had handled things better, she would have accepted your presence easier.”

“I should pummel him again.”

“It won’t do any good. What’s done is done. You must decide what to do from here.”

Alex stood and went to the side of the terrace to look down the street at Anna’s apartment building. “She has feelings for Hugo?”

“Yes.”

He closed his eyes. He knew she’d had relationships with men since he’d been gone. Peter and Kurt included. Could she ever love him again? Would she want to be let go once she was freed from him? Or would she just stay with him because she had to?

“I wish I could torture Devin to death.”

Sebastian chuckled. “Perhaps once the bond is broken.”

“Will it really dissolve on its own?”

“I believe so. If the final ritual is not performed, the bonds will not be strengthened and she should be freed from both of you.”

“But not our marriage?”

“Marriage bonds you for life, Alex. Nothing can destroy that.”

“What if she doesn’t want me?”

“You will have to work hard to make her want you again. You two can’t be separated. Kurt could divorce Gretchen because he wasn’t an Elder-Son. You and Anna were married and bonded by the Elders. Only death destroys that bond.” He gave him a sad smile. “It’s why she could never get over you. If you had really died, she would have been able to.”

There was comfort in Sebastian’s words. It gave him hope. “But I don’t want her resenting me.”

“Maybe you should set her free and trust that she’ll come back to you.”

“I can’t, can I?”

“Technically, no, but you can give her the freedom to choose you. Have your father lift his restrictions, or override them yourself.”

“I can do that?”

“You shouldn’t, but yes, you can. With her.”

Alex nodded. “‘If you love something, set it free . . . ’.”
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Anna’s phone rang that evening and she ignored it. It was Wilhelm. Again. She didn’t want to talk to him. What else would he forbid her from doing?

Her phone rang again. This time it was Aaron. “Hey, Aaron.” He was out with Cameron.

“Anna, Wilhelm’s trying to get ahold of you.”

“I don’t want to talk to him.”

“He says he needs to talk to you.”

“Is he ordering me?” she asked bitterly.

“No. He said he wouldn’t command you, but asked you to please call him.”

He wouldn’t command her? “Really?”

“Yes. Please call him Anna. He sounds concerned.”

Anna sighed. “All right.” Perversely, she was more inclined to call him knowing he hadn’t commanded it.

She stared at her phone for a long minute before tapping on Wilhelm’s picture on the screen.

“Hello, Liebling,” Wilhelm answered in a gentle voice. “Thank you for calling me.”

He didn’t sound angry. Was it a trick? “Hi, Wilhelm,” she said timidly.

There was a pause before he spoke. “Anna, I know I have been . . . distant and hard on you these last few months. I am very sorry about that. Now that you know that Alex is back, I do not have to hide anything from you anymore. The last few months have been very, very busy and I am so sorry I pushed you aside.”

Anna didn’t respond. She didn’t know what Alex’s return had to do with his pushing her aside. He had hidden Alex’s return from her too, and it hurt.

“Anna, I am lifting any commands I have given you since you arrived.”

She blinked in shock. “What?”

“When you arrived, you were told you were free, and then I began to remove your freedoms without telling you why. That was unfair of me. Obviously, you are no longer engaged to Kurt, but I . . .” He hesitated. “I remove the ban on you being with Hugo as well.”

Anna was stunned. Alex had returned . . . her husband had returned, and Wilhelm was telling her it was okay for her to be with Hugo?

“Alex will respect your wishes about whether or not people learn that he is your husband. He will not demand you return to him.”

Anna didn’t know what to say.

“Anna, I only ask that you at least give him a chance to win you back. That is not a command.”

“He’s leaving again,” she whispered.

“For jobs given to him by myself, Tom and Vlad. There is no trap. They are simple jobs and, if you want, he can remain in contact with you while he is gone. Aside from a few of us, no one knows he is alive.”

“Anyone who sees him will know he’s related to Kurt.”

“If you want him to remain hidden, he will. Though it will be difficult for him to take you out if he does.”

“Take me out?”

“How else do you court a woman?”

“Oh.”

“Is it all right if he asks you out on a date?”

“I . . .” Alex wanted to ask her out? He wouldn’t demand her return? He would even hide that they were married if she wanted him to. She could go out with Hugo, too. “Y-yes, I suppose so.”

“Gut.”

“What if I decide I don’t want to be with him?”

Wilhelm didn’t answer right away and Anna grew nervous in the silence. “Then I will permit a divorce,” he said softly.

Anna inhaled deeply. He really meant what he was saying. She really was free. Free to choose whether or not she wanted to be with Alex. Tears came to her eyes at the thought of not being with him, but she didn’t want to think about that now. “Thank you, Wilhelm,” she whispered. Freedom.

“I love you, Liebling. I want you to be happy.”

Anna’s jaw trembled. “I love you, too, Wilhelm.”

Anna stared at the engagement ring she held in her hand. The one that Kurt had given her. She no longer had to wear it. She was no longer engaged. Yes, she was married, but only technically. If she didn’t want to stay with Alex, she didn’t have to. The thought was both heart-freeing and sad.

Now what did she do?


Thirty-Two


Alex smoothed his blue dress shirt and khaki dress slacks nervously as he walked into the theater Monday morning. Today he was going to watch the City Ballet’s rehearsals again, but not in the dark balcony. No, today he was sitting in the orchestra section with Vincent. He would be seen.

He heard Seth chuckle behind him. “Nervous?” his friend murmured.

“Do you blame me?” Alex asked. “You would be too . . .” He had told Aaron he was coming, but he still hadn’t talked to Anna. Wilhelm had called him and told him that Anna had taken his call and that she’d seemed to have softened.

Alex sensed Anna as he walked down the aisle, but didn’t see her at first. His eyes searched the dancers on the stage and he finally spotted her talking to the tall, dark-skinned man he knew was Hugo. She gave Hugo an adoring smile and Alex felt like he’d been punched in the stomach. Maybe watching rehearsal today wasn’t such a good idea. But he was here, and he couldn’t leave. In fact, he planned on being there a lot. She would get used to him being alive one way or another, though he would maintain his distance.

As Alex, Seth, Greg, and Tony made their way down the aisle towards the stage, he knew when he became visible to those on stage as whispers erupted from all corners. He could see the women looking at him and giggling, and he sighed. He had to maintain his distance from women, or Anna would never trust him. But at the same time, he wasn’t supposed to know Anna. What had he gotten himself into?

Vincent noticed the whispers and grinned as he turned to greet Alex. “I should have realized the whispers could only be about you.” Vincent didn’t know exactly who he was, except that he had some sort of familial relationship with Kurt. Alex had kept the information from him to protect him. Vincent didn’t know that Alex knew Anna.

Alex chuckled. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be. They dance exceptionally well when you are here. Do you mind if I introduce you? If I don’t, they won’t pay attention to anything this morning.”

Alex nodded, glancing quickly at where Anna was standing, still talking to Hugo. She apparently hadn’t noticed the whispers. Hugo reached out to caress her cheek and Alex growled.

“Alex . . .” Seth murmured.

Alex took a deep breath. “I know,” he muttered.

Vincent led them up onto the stage, clapping his hands to get the dancers’ attention. Anna turned to look at Vincent and her eyes widened as she made eye contact with Alex. His heart pounded as he gazed into her beautiful green eyes for just a moment before dragging them away. Was this really such a good idea? Could he keep himself from walking over to her and kissing her until she couldn’t stand straight?
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Anna debated all night whether or not she should tell Hugo what was going on. She’d almost called him after she finished her call with Wilhelm, but didn’t. The knowledge that she was allowed to be with him thrilled her, but should she really just go jump back into bed with him, not knowing how she felt about Alex?

She woke Monday morning, determined to speak to Hugo. She walked out on stage and found him at the side of the stage, talking with Vincent. She could go to him. She could go to him and kiss him and go out with him and anything else she wanted. Her heart both swelled and ached as she looked at him from the shadows of the wings. Maybe she could finally admit that she loved him. Maybe.

Did she love Alex? Alex was just such a part of her . . . could she not love him? But did she have to love him? Did she want to love him? She honestly didn’t know.

Taking a deep breath, Anna walked out on stage as casually as she could. She and Hugo had barely spoken since the night they’d made love, and only when they had to. It hurt to gaze into his loving eyes.

Hugo glanced up as she walked towards him and raised his brows. Her feelings must have been showing on her face. She gave him a small smile and dropped her bag on the ground.

“Katrina?” Hugo’s large body blocked out the stage lights behind him. “Are you okay?”

“Why do you ask?” she asked softly.

“You look . . . troubled. Did something happen over the weekend?”

She gazed up into his topaz eyes, trying to contain her emotions. “I . . .” She was so torn, so conflicted.

“Kittycat . . .” he murmured. “What’s wrong?”

“Wilhelm lifted his ban on us being together,” she blurted out quickly.

Hugo blinked several times, looking at her as if he wasn’t quite sure he’d heard correctly.

She held up her empty left hand. “I’m not engaged anymore,” she added softly. Just married. But only if she wanted to be, she reminded herself.

His eyes widened. “You mean . . . we can . . .”

She gave him a shy smile and nodded, pushing thoughts of Alex out of her mind. She didn’t want to be thinking about Alex right now. Who knew the next time she would even see him?

“Why are you not engaged anymore?” he asked softly.

“Wilhelm decided not to force me into something I didn’t want to do.” That was true.

“I’m glad he changed his mind.”

Anna heard people beginning to whisper around them and hoped she and Hugo weren’t being too obvious. She continued to gaze up at Hugo. Oh, how wonderful to be able to look at him without feeling like she was disobeying Wilhelm.

He reached out and caressed her cheek. “Have dinner with me tonight,” he said in a quiet voice.

She leaned into his caress and nodded. “Okay.”

His gaze intensified and she thought he might lean down and kiss her, but Vincent clapped his hands and the moment was broken. She glanced over to see Vincent walking onto the stage with several men behind him. Tall men. Men that . . .

“Oh, no!” she exclaimed softly, eyes widening as she stared into Alex’s cobalt-blue eyes.

He’d shaved off his beard and cut his hair, making him look like the handsome man she’d fallen in love with so many years ago. He was not as broad as he’d been, but was obviously still very muscular, as she’d felt on Saturday night. She’d barely looked at him on Saturday, but now she could see that he’d grown older, as she certainly had as well. Her heart pounded as she stared at him, barely believing that he was really here.

He stopped and gazed at her for a moment and then turned away from her and said something to Vincent next to him. She stared at him as he followed Vincent to the center of the stage.

Anna looked around and saw the female dancers gazing at him, star struck. Is this why he’d come? So he could get the attention of the women since she was avoiding him?

Aaron walked on stage at that moment and stopped short when he saw Alex. Alex saw him and shook his head slightly, making Anna wonder what that was all about.

“Everyone!” Vincent called.

The whispers stopped, and everyone was free to gape at her husband as if he were a piece of meat. A very handsome piece of meat. Anna was having a hard time keeping her heartbeat at a normal level.

Alex smiled and she, along with every other woman on stage, melted. Hugo stiffened beside her and Anna closed her eyes. This was not good. Not good at all.

“Everyone,” Vincent repeated. “I’d like to introduce you to Alex Kunze. A new and,” Vincent smiled at Alex. “. . . very generous donor. I believe you all gave him the name Euroman?”

The stage instantly became filled with a hundred people whispering and giggling to each other. Alex looked amused, and smiled politely, but didn’t seem to give flirtatious smiles to any of the women. He simply nodded his head in greeting.

Stef walked over to Anna and grabbed her hand. “Omigosh! He is so hot!” She giggled and then glanced at Anna. “Doesn’t he look like Kurt a little?”

Anna shrugged and glanced up to see Hugo pressing his lips together.

“So, he will be watching rehearsal today and spending time around the theater. Please be polite,” Vincent continued in a slow voice. “And let’s begin our warm-up.”

Hugo turned on his heel and walked off the stage. Anna followed him.

“Hugo? Hugo, what’s wrong?”

He stopped in the wings and turned around, hurt in his eyes. “I never thought you so shallow, Katrina,” he said in a harsh whisper.

“What?” What was he talking about?

“I saw how you reacted to . . . him . . . when he walked up. I thought you were different than the other women.”

It took Anna a moment to understand why he was so upset. She’d tried to mask her reaction to Alex’s appearance, but had apparently failed to do so. And now she’d hurt Hugo. Before she realized it, Hugo had spun around and walked away. “Hugo!” she called, running after him into the dressing room area. “Hugo, wait. Please?”

He stopped, hands on his hips, but didn’t turn around. “That hurt, Katrina.”

Anna put her hand on his arm and walked around in front of him. “Hugo, please . . . I can explain . . .” But did she want to? No, but Hugo deserved the truth. “Hugo . . . I—” She took a deep breath. “That is Alex. My Alex. The Alex whom I was told was killed.”

Hugo frowned and stared at her. “You expect me to believe that’s your dead husband out there? Then why the hell didn’t you tell me?”

“I just found out on Saturday. Wilhelm called yesterday, telling me that I was free to do as I wanted.” She told him about “Mr. J.” and how she discovered it was really Alex, and her conversations with Aaron and Wilhelm. By the time she was done, she was in tears. “I don’t know what to do, Hugo. I love you. I want to be with you. But . . . Alex . . . I don’t know what to do about him.” She looked up into his eyes. “Please believe me.”

He was still frowning, but let out a sigh. “I don’t think anyone could make up a story like that.” He closed his eyes and then pulled her to him, stroking her hair. “I don’t want to keep you from him, Kittycat.”

“I don’t know what I want, Hugo. I’m so confused.”

“I don’t feel right, going out with another man’s wife.”

“But I don’t have to be . . . that if I don’t want to be.” She looked up at him with sad eyes and caressed his cheek.

“You said you loved me?” he asked in a soft voice.

Anna inhaled sharply. Had she really said it out loud? “I do,” she whispered.

He gazed down at her for a long moment before bending his head and gently kissing her. “I love you, too.”
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Vincent introduced Alex to several of the principal dancers and then went to sit in the audience. He and Aaron weren’t going to hide that they knew each other but were trying to keep it low key. The less the other dancers knew about how much he knew Anna, the better she would take his presence . . . he hoped.

Shortly after Vincent had introduced Alex to the Company, Anna had disappeared. Was she upset that he’d come? Well . . . that was just too bad. He’d made the donation so he could have access to the company and was going to take advantage of the situation. Especially sitting with her at the Gala on Thursday night. Big donation equaled a seat at the first table with Tom and the Mayor.

The women had treated him as they normally treated him, and he tried to keep his annoyance hidden. He used to savor the attention; he no longer did. He just wanted one woman . . . the one woman he couldn’t see right now. Hugo was gone too. Fuck. He didn’t like the idea of her wandering off with her ex, but . . . what could he do? Commanding her to be with him would be counterproductive. He’d just have to convince her that she wanted to be with him. Somehow.

The two missing dancers showed up on stage a few minutes later. Alex growled when he saw Anna’s lips were slightly swollen. What the hell was she doing, kissing that man when she was supposed to be warming up?


Thirty-Three


Alex found himself mesmerized by Anna’s movements. Being this close to her, he could watch her individual muscles flex and relax as she moved her body. Her skin was so smooth and he wanted to rush up on stage and grab her, but he kept in control of himself . . . mostly. He didn’t like the way she gazed into Hugo’s eyes as they danced, but had to admit that they danced exceedingly well together.

Finally, at lunch break, he stood. He wondered if it would be imprudent to go out to lunch with some of the dancers. Should a donor do that? He’d heard someone say once that if it weren’t for the dancers who slept with rich men, there would be no money for the productions.

Aaron walked up to him a few minutes later and grinned at him. “You wanna come to lunch with us?”

“Is that okay?”

“You’re my friend. We did it when we were in San Francisco.”

“But this isn’t San Francisco.”

“True. Do you know how difficult it is to understand you?” Aaron laughed.

Alex rolled his eyes. “I’ve hardly spoken English the last four and a half years. I’m working on it.”

“So you gonna come? Anna always comes with us.”

“Oh.” Alex thought for a moment. “All right then.”
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“Hey, Katrina. You coming?” Aaron called to Anna from the edge of the stage as she was untying her shoes.

Anna glanced at Hugo. “You want to come to lunch?” she asked with a shy smile.

He smiled back and her heart fluttered. “Love to.” He held out his hand and helped her to her feet, not taking his eyes off hers.

“Katrina?” Aaron asked in an irritated voice.

“Yeah, we’re coming,” she called, frowning at Aaron’s tone. She dropped her shoes in her bag and slipped on her sandals. “Ready?”

Hugo nodded and they walked to the edge of the stage where Aaron was waiting for them, talking with . . . Alex? She stopped short, Hugo running into her, as she stared at Alex.

He gave her a brilliant smile. “Hello, Katrina.”

Anna pressed her lips together and Hugo stiffened slightly, then moved around her and jumped down to the audience level. He extended his hand in greeting to Alex. “Hello, I’m Hugo Sintzenich. You’re Alex, correct?”

Alex gave him a stiff smile and took his hand. “Yes, Alex Kunze.” He glanced up at Anna, who was still on the stage. “I’ve enjoyed watching you work these last few weeks. You are truly a gifted choreographer.”

“Danke,” Hugo said something in German that she couldn’t understand.

Alex looked surprised and glanced at Anna again. “You speak German?”

Hugo smiled. “Didn’t your father or brother tell you?”

Alex began to shake his head and then stared. “You know who I am?”

“Katrina told me.”

“Ah.” Alex looked between Anna and Hugo, confusion in his eyes. “I see.”

“Kat, where are we going . . . ?” Stef walked up and trailed off as she seemed to sense the tension in the group of people. She glanced around at the tense faces. “We doing lunch?”

“Yeah,” Aaron said. “C’mon.” He dragged Alex by the elbow and Hugo followed after them, speaking in German with a serious look on his face while Alex listened intently.

Anna crossed her arms and huffed. Was Hugo trying to make friends with Alex?

“Kat, what’s wrong? Do you know Euroman?”

Anna sighed and glanced at her friend. “Yes. He’s my husband.”

“What!” Stef exclaimed loudly and then clapped her hands over her mouth. “What? Why didn’t you tell me?” She stared. “When did you get married?”

“I . . . no, my husband that I thought was dead. I . . . I didn’t know until Saturday night . . .” She began to tell Stef about her trysts with Mr. J. when Aaron turned around and looked at her.

“You coming?” he asked.

Anna saw the pleading look in Alex’s eyes and bit her lip and nodded. She and Stef both jumped down off the stage and hurried after the men.

They stayed well behind them and Anna finished telling her story to Stef. “I didn’t think anyone could be hotter than Kurt, but man . . .” Anna saw Stef drag her eyes all over Alex’s backside. “Damn, girl.”

Anna frowned. She didn’t like her friend ogling Alex. But she had a point. ‘Course, all three men ahead of them were worth looking at, not to mention the three men, Seth, Tony, and Greg, walking behind the whole group. She suddenly realized she hadn’t greeted them, nor thanked Seth for saving her on Saturday night. She stopped and turned around, giving them a timid smile. “Hi,” she said softly, looking between the three of them. They, too, had aged in the last four and a half years. Tony and Greg both had a bit of gray at the temples but were as handsome as they’d been when they’d left her that morning all those years ago . . .

“Hey, Anna,” Seth said, walking up and giving her a bear hug. Tony and Greg did the same thing and Anna found herself blinking back tears. Her past was surrounding her. These guys watched out for her and Alex. They suffered years of imprisonment because of her.

Suddenly, Anna wasn’t hungry. She glanced at Stef. “I’m gonna go back to the theater. I’m not hungry.” She squeezed her way between Tony and Seth and ran back to the theater. She needed to be alone.
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Alex found himself reluctantly liking Hugo. He was a good, honorable man and cared about Anna deeply. He half suspected he was in love with her. It would have been so much easier to hate the man he was competing with for Anna’s heart, but he couldn’t.

“I want Katrina to be happy,” Hugo said in German as they walked out of the theater. “I don’t know everything that she’s gone through, but I know enough to want her to be happy, even if it’s not with me.”

Alex glanced at Aaron. “We can speak in English. I’ve known Aaron longer than I’ve known Anna, er, Katrina.”

Hugo gave Aaron an apologetic look and Aaron grinned. “It’s all good,” Aaron said.

Hugo looked back at Alex. “I don’t want to stand in your way. You are her husband and . . .” He grinned. “. . . from a very powerful family that I don’t want to mess with.”

Alex chuckled. “I appreciate your understanding, Hugo. I . . .” Alex glanced back at Anna, who was speaking softly and intently with her friend. “I want her to be happy, too. I don’t want to force her into anything and resent me.” He sighed. “But I love her. I’ve spent the last four and a half years longing for her. I will do whatever I can to win her back.”

Hugo nodded, understanding in his eyes. “As much as it kills me to say this, I will back off and let you and her get to know each other again.” He was quiet for a moment and then chuckled. “I hope you’ll let me continue to dance with her, though. It would be difficult to find a new partner two days before the performance.”

“That’s not my decision. That’s hers.” Alex twisted his wedding band on his hand. Anna had chosen well in Hugo. “If she decides against me, I’m glad to know that you are sincere in how you feel about her.”

“I had asked her out to dinner for tonight before we knew you were coming. I’ll talk to her . . .” Hugo looked behind them. “Where’d she go?”

Alex whipped around and saw Stefanie jogging towards them. “Where’s Katrina?” he asked, a little harsher than he meant.

Stefanie’s eyes widened.

“I’m sorry,” he said, with a soft smile. “I worry about her.”

“She said she wasn’t hungry and went back to the theater,” she answered, narrowing her eyes.

“Stef is Katrina’s defender,” Aaron said, walking over and putting his arm around her. “Stef, Alex is as protective of Katrina as you are. Maybe more.”

Alex smiled, glad to learn that Anna had surrounded herself with good people who cared deeply about her. Maybe if he could win them over, Anna would be more receptive to his advances.
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“Katrina,” Hugo sighed as they talked after rehearsal. “I don’t want to get in the way of you and Alex. I think you need to give him a chance . . . give yourself a chance to get to know him again.”

Anna stared in disbelief at Hugo. He’d just told her he didn’t think they should go out to dinner tonight and now he was telling her that she should give Alex a chance?

Anna had been looking forward to having dinner with Hugo. After all, she was free to do as she liked now. And, when she didn’t remember Alex was there, or look at him, she really wanted to spend time with Hugo. The problem was that Alex seemed to always be somewhere she could see him and it tortured her heart.

She saw the other female dancers come up with excuses to go over to him and flirt, but he never flirted back. He was polite and friendly, but nothing beyond that. There was an element of relief in seeing that.

Alex stood at the edge of the stage, talking with Aaron and Vincent. Seth, Tony, and Greg were all surrounded by female dancers and appearing to enjoy it very much. She could imagine they hadn’t gotten out much since they’d arrived.

“Katrina?” Hugo touched her shoulder. “Are you upset?”

Anna turned her gaze back onto Hugo’s kind, handsome face. “Hugo . . . I . . . I want to go out with you.”

“And I, you, Kittycat.” He stepped closer. “But you need to figure things out with Alex first. If you decide you don’t want to be with him, I will welcome you back with open arms. But you need to give yourself a chance to find out.” He inhaled deeply. “He loves you, Katrina. It’s written all over his face when he watches you dance. And he is your husband, like it or not. He should have the first chance with you.”

Anna grimaced at the reminder that Alex was still her husband, though she wasn’t exactly sure why. She nodded slowly. Hugo was right. If nothing else, it wasn’t fair to Hugo to be uncertain of how she felt about Alex.

Hugo leaned down and kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” He straightened and walked away.

Anna stared at the pointe shoe in her hand. She felt lonely again, but at the same time, felt like she wanted to be alone. She dropped the shoe in her bag, picked it up and walked into the wings to head home.

Footsteps sounded behind her and she turned to see Alex jogging in her direction. “An—er, Katrina.” He gave her a sheepish smile. “I don’t know if I should call you Anna or Katrina.”

Anna stared at him for a moment. “Whichever you’d like to call me, I guess.”

“You’ve always been mein Schatzi,” he said in a low voice, filled with emotion.

Tears sprang to her eyes. “Alex . . .” She shook her head. Why were her emotions so raw?

“Please, just give me a chance,” he whispered, stepping closer. “I know that I wounded you terribly by hiding from you.” He cradled her cheek. “But I couldn’t bear to tell you I had to leave again. I didn’t want to put you through that again. I knew it would be incredibly difficult for you if I did.” He stepped closer and she tipped her head up to gaze into his eyes, brimming with tears. “I was going to tell you as soon as I came back from this next job. Vati is fairly certain that . . . I will be able to retire once the others find out what happened.”

Anna closed her eyes. She could hardly stand to look at his eyes, they were so filled with emotion. “I’m afraid, Alex. I’ve been hurt so badly . . .”

“I know, Schatzi,” he murmured. She could feel his breath on her face and knew his face was just inches from hers. His arm slipped around her waist and he pulled her close. “I will do everything in my power to make sure you’re not hurt again.”

Fear bubbled up inside her and she pushed him away. “No . . . no, Alex. I can’t.” She clutched her chest and ran away from him as fast as she could.
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Alex stared through his tears as his beloved wife ran away from him. He took a deep breath, chest expanding as he sucked air into his lungs. Maybe the cool air would soothe the burning pain in his heart.

He’d pushed her. Pushed her too fast. He hadn’t meant to, but he did. The fear he’d sensed from her as she ran away was heartbreaking. Once again, she was afraid of him.

“She’s not afraid of you, Alex.”

Alex looked up to see Sebastian walking towards him from the backstage area. “What are you doing here?” he asked in a hoarse voice.

“Wanted to see how you two interacted today.”

“Hardly at all,” Alex muttered, running his hand through his hair. “I tried to kiss her and pushed her too fast. I felt her fear.”

“Fear of being hurt, Alex, not of you. Her heart is battered. The very fact that she’s not a cold-hearted bitch is attributable only to her heritage.”

“Why are the other ones like her so . . . cold then?”

“They’re not cold, they’re just above emotions.” Sebastian stopped in front of him. “She was born of love between her parents. She was raised, at least her first few years, in a home of love. Even Jack and Devin loved on her when she was younger. That is why she’s able to feel things other women like her could only dream of. That’s what makes her so powerful. That’s what makes her so vulnerable.”

Alex felt his rage oozing through his veins like molten lava. A slow-burning hatred and abhorrence of the abomination that was Devin Andersen. No pain, no punishment would ever make up for what that man did to Anna. But he would pay. Alex would personally oversee it. Death was too kind for someone like him.

“Alex, calm down,” Sebastian said softly, putting his hand on Alex’s shoulder. “You will have your opportunity to deal with Devin.”

Alex’s eyes were hard as steel. “And I will savor every moment.”


Thirty-Four


“H


ey, Anna you want to come out to dinner with us?” Aaron asked, standing in her bedroom doorway.

Anna sighed, assuming the “us” included Alex. She didn’t want to see Alex. He made her feel things she was afraid to feel. Every relationship she’d ever been in ended in heartbreak. Why would she want to go through that again? Yes, she’d been about ready to try to start things with Hugo, but . . . Hugo was different. He had nothing to do with the Brotherhood and Devin didn’t know he existed.

She sat on her bed and frowned at Aaron. “Not really.”

“He’ll leave you alone if that’s what you’re afraid of.”

Anna’s stomach growled and she clutched her stomach with her arms.

“We’re going to Rinaldi’s,” he said in a sing-song voice.

Anna huffed. Leave it to Aaron to pick her favorite restaurant.

“You have to come. There are too many guys and I can’t handle them on my own.”

At that, Anna laughed and rolled her eyes. “Okay, fine. But only for you. And because of where we’re going.”

Anna dressed quickly in a dark green sheath dress. After she fixed her hair and makeup, she went out to the living room and was relieved to find that only Cameron was there, standing in the kitchen with Aaron.

Cameron’s blue eyes were sparkling as he walked over to her. “I can’t believe I get to meet Mr. J. tonight!” he shrieked, and Anna couldn’t keep herself from giggling at his enthusiasm.

Aaron rolled his eyes. “If you start flirting, I’ll be jealous,” he muttered.

Cameron grinned and kissed Aaron full on the mouth. “Only as I would flirt with any celebrity.”

“Not encouraging.” He kissed Cameron back as though trying to brand him, and Anna watched their easy relationship with frank envy.

They took a taxi to the small Italian restaurant across town. When they walked in they were led to a large table in the back where Stef, Jamie, and several other dancers including Hugo, were sitting with Alex and his men.

Anna was not happy to see Jasmine there, sitting next to and blatantly flirting with Alex. Jasmine had been behaving herself lately and had even apologized to Anna for the Devin incident. Anna had a feeling it had more to do with fear of losing her position with the company than any remorse on her part, but the other dancers had slowly been allowing her back into the social circle.

Anna sat between Stef and Aaron after greeting everyone. Alex gave her an affectionate smile that made her heart flutter, but she quickly looked away.

Aaron introduced Cameron to Alex, and Cameron greeted him wide-eyed and breathless, to which Aaron looked a little grumpy. Alex greeted Cameron with an amused but genuine smile. It would be a strange event, meeting your best friend’s boyfriend.

“I can’t believe Jasmine!” Stef whispered behind the menu.

Anna looked over at Alex who was smiling politely and nodding, but there was no hint of flirting in his face. “She doesn’t know who he is.”

“She flirts with anything with a cock. Aaron, did you warn Alex about her?”

Aaron shook his head. “No, but Alex is a smart guy.”

“Does he know what she did with Kurt?” Stef asked Anna.

Anna shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve barely spoken to him.”

“Why?” Stef looked shocked.

“It’s . . . uncomfortable.”

“It’s uncomfortable looking into those gorgeous eyes and beautiful face?” Stef asked with a grin.

Anna smiled, knowing Stef didn’t mean anything by her comment. “Well, kinda. I’m not used to him being alive. It’s something I never dared to hope would happen and I’m not sure what to do with it.”

“Take him home and jump his bones. That’s what I’d do.”

“It’s complicated,” she said softly. Alex was not only her husband, he was also her Master. He could make her do anything he wanted.

Anna watched him throughout dinner as he interacted with her friends. He was polite and friendly with the women, but didn’t flirt back when they flirted. To the guys, he was more relaxed, telling jokes and laughing a great deal. She found herself gazing at him as he did laugh, noticing the crinkles at the corners of his eyes, wondering when they’d appeared. His lips were as perfect as ever, and she remembered the feel of them against her own mouth and body. His hands were large and powerful as he waved them in the air while he talked, and she remembered how those hands had made her feel.

Even after being imprisoned for all that time, he was still an easy-going, charming man who knew how to interact with people in such an admirably easy way. It awed her. He listened to each person carefully, asking questions and clearly making them feel as if he sincerely cared about what they were saying.

Alex would glance at Anna frequently, giving her gentle smiles and making her heart jump in her chest. He asked her questions along with the other dancers, but didn’t single her out. Anna wasn’t sure how she felt about that. She had a feeling he was trying to be unobtrusive, but part of her was indignant that he treated her like all the other dancers.

“That’s a pretty ring,” Jasmine said as the dinner plates were being cleared. She grabbed his right hand and stroked his ring finger. Anna narrowed her eyes.

“Danke. It’s my . . . wedding ring.”

“Wedding ring?” Jasmine exclaimed and then gave a strained smile. “Your wife is a lucky woman. Where is she?”

“We are . . .” Alex glanced at Anna. “We have been separated for a long time and are trying to see where our relationship is at the moment,” he said softly, taking his hand away from Jasmine and twisting the ring on his finger. “I am hoping we can work things out.”

“Why did she leave you?”

“Nein, it is I who left her.” He blinked several times. “I . . . made a mistake in leaving. I should not have left and have regretted it every day since.”

Anna stared at him, heart aching. He thought he made a mistake in leaving?

“She doesn’t want you back? Is she crazy?”

He looked at his ring. “She’s been through a lot and is a different person than she was when we were together.” He paused. “She may have decided she’s better off without me.” The pain in his eyes stabbed directly into Anna’s heart.

“Do you still love her?” Stef asked.

Anna elbowed her in ribs.

“Ja, I do,” he said, voice cracking. “More than anything in the world.”

The table grew quiet. Anna stared at her hands as she twisted them in her lap. If Aaron or even Stef had brought the original subject up, she would have thought it planned. But Jasmine wouldn’t do something like that. She was probably just wanting to know how available he was.

Anna closed her eyes and concentrated. It had been a very long time since she’d read a man. She hadn’t needed to when she was under Devin’s control and before that, she’d lost her ability when he’d drained her every night. But her long separation from Devin had allowed her powers to return to almost normal levels again, and it didn’t take but a few seconds before she could feel Alex.

The force of emotion that erupted into her heart and mind from Alex shook her to the core. She exhaled sharply, feeling as if her heart would explode. How could he possibly still feel like that about her, after all these years? She felt his fierce determination to avenge her; he was taking out Devin’s supporters, not only to hurt Devin, but to take revenge on what they had done to her. His remorse about having to leave in a few weeks was keen, but knowing he was doing it for her made him determined to do it.

She stopped reading him and looked up to see him watching her. Did he know what she had just done? Her eyes were wide as she tried to understand what she was feeling about him. She was scared, but knew how he truly felt about her. It overwhelmed her. How could he still love her like that?

She shook her head, not able to look away from him. She wanted to run: run away and run into his arms at the same time. She twisted her fingers together, not knowing what to do. If he came to her, she didn’t think she would resist . . .
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Alex watched the conflicting emotions flit across Anna’s face. He saw her reading him and felt overjoyed that she was opening herself up to him. Now she would know his feelings, that his desires were for her, and her only. He wanted to run over, pull her into his arms and kiss her senseless, but held himself back.

He’d been very careful about how he interacted with her throughout the dinner. The last thing she needed was him trying to force himself on her like he had that afternoon. No, he would continue to give her space.

The waiter approached, asking if anyone wanted dessert and the tension around the table was somewhat broken.

“If you want some company while you’re waiting for your wife to come around . . .” Jasmine said in a quiet voice that no one but him could hear.

Alex looked at her, not quite sure he’d heard her correctly. She gave him a seductive smile and he bit back a retort. She slid her hand onto his thigh under the table and he frowned and removed her hand. The touch of a woman was something he’d severely missed the last few years, but he had no intention of jeopardizing his relationship with Anna for a fling. Especially with one of her fellow dancers.

Jasmine was a pretty woman, with smooth olive skin and long, dark hair. Her dark eyes would be more alluring if they didn’t hold a hint of desperate seduction. They were in sharp contrast to Anna’s warm, sincerely bright eyes.

“Thank you, Jasmine, but I am content to wait.”

She tilted her head and looked at him closely. “Do you know Katrina’s fiancé, Kurt?”

Alex cocked his brow. Did she? And if she did, Kurt had a lot of explaining to do. “Why do you ask?”

She smiled. “You kinda look like him.”

“Is that a good thing?” He wasn’t sure if it was wise to admit Kurt was his brother.

“It’s certainly not a bad thing.”

“Do you know him?”

Jasmine glanced towards where Anna was sitting talking to Stefanie and nodded. “Katrina doesn’t treat him very well, so he visits me when he comes out.”

Alex clenched his jaw and took a breath to control his temper. Oh, he and Kurt would have words tomorrow.

“Why do you say she doesn’t treat him well?”

Jasmine rolled her eyes. “She’s not even wearing her engagement ring today. Maybe she thinks you’re better than Kurt. You might want to be careful around her. She, like, lures men in and then ignores them. Kurt doesn’t even bother to come visit her anymore.”

Kurt didn’t visit her because every time he did, she ended up getting hurt and Alex had told him to stop. Alex thought it was better if she thought he was ignoring her than being mean.

“She’s cheating on him, too,” Jasmine said in a conspiratorial whisper. “I’ve heard her talking about Kurt setting up elaborate evenings out, but when I called Kurt, he said he didn’t know anything about them. I don’t know who’s doing it, but it’s not Kurt.”

“How do you know it’s not Kurt who’s treating Katrina poorly?”

Jasmine huffed. “I know Kurt loves her, but she’s hurt him really bad.”

Alex’s eyes narrowed. “And you open your bed for him when he’s in love with a fellow dancer? Don’t you think it would maybe be nicer to him if you encouraged him to work on the relationship, rather than cheating?”

“He said he has to marry her. He has to. I just . . . comfort him.”

“So if you’re interested in Kurt, then why are you coming on to me?”

She smiled and shrugged. “He’s not here very often.”

Alex was disgusted but was determined to remain polite. He had a feeling that Jasmine wasn’t a friend of Anna’s, but they still danced together. “Thank you for your offer, Jasmine, but I’m content to wait and work things out with my wife.”

Jasmine put her hand on his again. “Well, if you change your mind . . .” She gave him a flirtatious smile. “Let me know.”

Alex heard a whimper and then a crash and turned to see Anna walking away from the table.

“Fuck!” Alex muttered, pushing his chair back and going after her.
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Aaron had watched the interaction between Alex and Jasmine with narrowed eyes. Did Alex know what Kurt had done with that woman? Anna wasn’t paying any attention and didn’t see Jasmine’s arm move in such a way that Aaron was pretty sure she was stroking Alex’s leg. Alex removed it quickly and shook his head and Aaron was glad, otherwise, he would have gone over and punched Alex in the face.

But when he kept talking to her, it began to bug him. Alex was a smart guy, but Jasmine was manipulative, and he’d been out of the game for a long time. Anna noticed them talking after a while and when Jasmine grabbed Alex’s hand, she gave a soft, strangled cry and pushed away from the table so hard her chair fell backward.

Aaron had watched the whole interaction, and Alex had not flirted, but Anna didn’t know that. All she saw was Jasmine touching him. Jasmine was a sore spot in her new life and seeing her touch Alex was not a good thing.

Alex cursed and went after her, leaving a bewildered Jasmine staring after him.

She caught Aaron’s eye and raised her brows. “She’s manipulated him already?”

“You’re such a fucking bitch, Jasmine,” he growled and turned to see Alex catching up with Anna halfway to the front door and grabbing her around the waist from behind. He pulled her hard against him and spoke into her ear.

Anna shook her head and Aaron could see tears streaming down her face. She struggled to get away, though, Aaron was pleased to see, not as hard as she could.

“I thought he was going to give her space,” Cameron said, watching the couple.

“He won’t let her go, thinking that he’s interested in Jasmine. She doesn’t need to be worrying about that.”

The incident had gained the attention of the others at the table. Those that knew their relationship had slight smiles on their faces. Those that didn’t were as bewildered as Jasmine.
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“Anna, what I said at the table is true. I love you. More than anything else in the world. I have no desire for anyone except you.”

Alex’s hot breath tickled Anna’s ear as she tried half-heartedly to get away from him. Being held against him felt good . . . so good . . . and so right.

“You were holding her hand,” she whimpered.

“She was trying to convince me to sleep with her. I said no, several times.” He loosened his grip slightly and he turned her around to face him. “Kurt hurt you with her, didn’t he?”

Anna gazed up into his concerned eyes and nodded slowly.

Alex frowned. “I didn’t know until she started talking, otherwise I would have avoided her. And I will be having words with my brother about it tomorrow.”

“Kurt’s coming tomorrow?” she asked between sniffs.

He nodded. “And Vati. They’re traveling back from Chicago.”

“Oh.” She stared at Alex’s broad chest beneath his blue dress shirt. It was a similar blue to the one he wore the night after the bonding ceremony. The one that made his eyes almost glow.

“Anna, Schatzi,” he said quietly, cupping her chin and lifting her face to his. “I will back off if you want me to, but . . .” He smiled softly. “I don’t think you want me to.”

She blinked away the tears, his face coming into focus, and gazed into the eyes of her husband. Her husband whom she thought was long dead. Who was alive. And just as kind and wonderful as he’d been when she’d known him before. “I don’t know you anymore,” she whispered.

“I’m not saying I’m going to take you home and force our relationship to work. Just . . . give me a chance. Spend time with me. Let me share what happened and you tell me about what you’ve been doing. I know you are a different girl than the one I married, Anna. I’m very proud of the woman you’ve become.” He gave her a heart-melting smile. “I saw you say no to men at the bar. Several times. You’ve become the strong woman I always knew you were, and am proud to know you are my wife. But we can take things as slowly as you need to.”

He cradled her face and wiped away her tears with his thumbs. “I love you, Anna. With everything that I am, I love you. I will make sure Devin pays for everything he did to you. And it will happen very soon.”

She knew he was being truthful, but part of her was still frightened.

“I know you’re scared, Schatzi. I promised myself I would give you space, not pressure you, not . . .” He ran his thumb over her lower lip. “. . . not kiss you.” His voice was hoarse. “Tell me not to, and I will stop.” She searched his eyes as he began to lower his face to hers. “Tell me to stop, Anna,” he whispered when their lips were a scant centimeter apart.

She leaned forward and pressed her lips to his. She didn’t want him to stop.
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Aaron grinned as several dancers gasped when Anna and Alex began kissing. He glanced at Jasmine, who would have been shooting daggers at Anna if looks could kill.

“That fucking liar,” Jasmine snarled.

“Who?” Aaron asked, amused at her anger.

“Alex. He said he was going to wait for his wife, and then he goes running after that cunt?”

“I would watch what you call Katrina, Jasmine,” Hugo said in a dry voice. “She is Alex’s wife.”

Jasmine’s eyes widened as she stared at Hugo. “You knew? You were dating another man’s wife?”

“I didn’t know until this morning that he was still alive. She didn’t know until Saturday.”

“And, yes, Jasmine,” Aaron said. “That is Kurt’s older brother. If you know what’s good for you, you will stay away from Kurt. You don’t want Alex angry at you. Trust me.”

Jasmine’s eyes narrowed. “Maybe I should just call Devin,” she said with a wicked grin.

Immediately, Seth, Tony, and Greg stood and all walked over to her, menacing looks on their faces.

Seth very casually lowered himself until he was inches from her face. “I’m not one to hurt women, but if you even so much as look up Devin’s number, I will slit your throat.”

Aaron had never seen those three men so aggressive. Seth, a normally very easygoing guy, was truly terrifying, and his voice held no hint of bluff.

Jasmine frowned. “What the hell is so special about her?”

Alex returned at that moment, arm around Anna’s shoulders, and gave his men questioning looks. “What’s going on?”
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Alex was concerned about the threatening looks on his men’s faces as they stood around Jasmine.

“She threatened to contact Devin,” Greg answered in German.

Alex took a deep breath, knowing he needed to keep in control of his emotions.

“Seth told her he’d slit her throat,” Tony said with a grin.

Alex smiled at Seth, appreciating his protectiveness. He turned his gaze to Jasmine and she shrank under his glare. Good. “I don’t take threats against my wife lightly,” he said to her in a low voice, pulling Anna closer to him. He hated catty women. It was sad, really. Jasmine was a very talented dancer and a pretty woman. What on earth was his brother thinking?

He kissed Anna’s head. “Anna, stay here with Aaron for me, all right? I’ll see you in the morning.”

She looked up at him. “Where are you going?”

“I’m going to deal with Jasmine.” Her eyes widened and he felt her fear again. “Anna, she’s threatened you. I won’t allow her to do that.”

“What did she do?”

“She threatened to call Devin.”

Anna gasped and looked at Jasmine, eyes filling with tears. “Why would you do that?” she asked, truly bewildered. Her tone made Alex even more adamant about making sure Jasmine didn’t talk to Devin.

Alex tried to guide Anna back to her seat, but she turned and glared at him. “You can’t seriously think I’m okay with you going anywhere alone with her.”

“I’m not going alone. My men will come.”

Her eyes narrowed and she crossed her arms. Alex’s brows raised at this new, defiant Anna. It was kinda sexy and he grinned, which made her frown. He stopped smiling, though his heart still pounded with desire for her. That lower lip sticking out like that . . .

He shook his head slightly and gave her a firm look. “Anna, I don’t want you to see what happens.”

Her brows arched. “What are you going to do? Sleep with her?”

“What? No, of course not.” He glanced over and saw Aaron watching him, an amused look on his face.

“I warned you she was stubborn,” he said with a laugh.

“Anna, please trust me . . .” He trailed off when her brows raised even higher. Okay, that probably wasn’t the best choice of words, but she didn’t need to see him reprogramming Jasmine’s mind. At least, that was his plan, if Sebastian would help. Since he wasn’t an Elder yet, he couldn’t do a lot of things without Sebastian’s help. If Sebastian refused, he would just wait until Vati arrived tomorrow. Vati would take care of it.

He looked around, realizing that they were being watched. After having just kissed Anna, it probably wasn’t a good idea to go off with Jasmine, even if he had absolutely no intention of doing anything except removing a threat. He ran his hands through his hair and looked down at Anna, who was looking at him with a defiant expectation in her eyes. He liked this new Anna, but was careful to keep his face impassive. “All right. Fine. Do you want dessert first?”

[image: ]


Anna stared up at Alex in surprise. He’d given in to her? Well, good. He should have. There was no way in hell she was letting Jasmine near him alone.

“Anna, do you want dessert?”

She had been looking forward to dessert, but had lost her appetite when she’d seen Jasmine touching Alex. “Yes . . . I guess so.”

Alex grinned at her and then looked at his men and said something in German. Seth leaned down to say something quietly to Jasmine and her eyes widened and he helped her to her feet. When they had gone, Alex took Anna to Jasmine’s place and sat down.

“What was that about?” Lara asked.

Alex’s face turned firm. “She threatened Anna, er, Katrina. I won’t stand for that.”

Lara’s eyes widened and then she smiled. “I figured her apology was full of shit.” She shook her head and looked between Anna and Alex. “So, you two are really married?”

Anna glanced up at Alex, who was looking at her carefully. “Is it okay if they know?”

“It’s a little late for that,” she said with a smile, her heart swelling with affection for him. “It’s not . . . dangerous, is it?”

Alex shook his head. “Sebastian’s reinforced Tom’s protections, and I can protect you.” His eyes grew firm. “I will protect you,” he added in a soft voice and then looked at Lara. “Ja, this is my wife.” He put his arm back around Anna’s shoulders. “I went on a business trip and there was an accident. She was told I was dead.”

“But you’ve been here for a few months, though,” Lara asked. “Haven’t you?”

Alex nodded. “And I had my reasons for doing what I did, which I am not at liberty to discuss. But I have spoken to Anna about them.” He gave Anna a tender smile. “We will work through those issues.”

“So, should we start calling you Anna, now?” Lara asked with a smile.

Anna shook her head. “At least, I don’t think so.”

Alex shook his head. “Please continue to call her Katrina. I will try and remember too,” he added with a smile.

Dessert arrived and the conversation moved to other subjects. Anna glanced at Hugo, who gave her a sad smile. Her heart ached for him, but she couldn’t deny the fact that she felt like she was where she was supposed to be. With Alex.

To everyone’s surprise, Alex insisted on paying the massive dinner bill. “I am so happy that Anna has good friends around her,” he said. “It is the least I can do.”

“You gonna throw some parties?” Aaron asked, leaning back in his chair and grinning.

Alex grinned. “Maybe, but not like our old ones.” He looked at Anna. “Perhaps a wedding reception? We never got to have ours.”

Anna sighed. “That’s true.” They’d begun planning it before Alex left, but it never happened.

“Kommen Sie,” Alex said softly, helping Anna to her feet. “Let me show you the home I purchased for us.” He caressed her cheek. “I don’t expect you to stay with me, but I would love for you to see it.”

Anna’s heart fluttered at his touch. And his understanding. “I’d like that.”

They said their goodbyes and headed towards the exit. Alex had promised Aaron he’d not have her out too late, to which Aaron told him that maybe he should.
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Anna curled up next to Alex in the back of the town car, resting her head on his chest and sighing. She traced his fingers on his right hand, running her finger over his wedding ring. “You still wear it,” she commented, feeling guilty that she’d taken hers off.

“Hugo is a good man, Anna. I understand why you removed yours. But,” he took a deep breath. “I hope you will be willing to put it back on someday in the near future.” He cupped her chin and brought her face up. “But only when you are ready. I don’t want you to feel obligated.”

“Your father told me that if I . . . didn’t want to be with you, that he would permit a divorce.”

“Ja, I know. I asked him to.”

Anna gasped. “You did?”

“Schatzi, love forced is not love at all. I spoke to him and told him that you needed to know that you were totally free to choose me. To choose us. You needed to know you could walk away. Then, and only then, would I know that you truly wanted to be with me.”

“But you are still my Master,” Anna said softly.

“Ja, Anna. I am. But, unless your life is in danger, I will not command you to do anything. I give you my word.”

Silence filled the car for a few minutes as Anna continued to trace his ring. “Did you . . . I mean, is there a way for me to be free?”

She heard his heartbeat increase and he took a deep breath. “I believe so,” he said softly. “It’s never been done before, but Sebastian believes it will work.”

“What is it?” She tensed, afraid of what it involved.

“To simply not perform the final ritual. I could perform it, but then you would be permanently bonded as a slave to me. You would be my mindless slave instead of Devin’s. I don’t want that. I want you free.”

“But your father said I would always belong to him.”

Alex sighed. “It’s true, to an extent. Your father gave you to him. But that is a different gift. Devin forced you to be his slave, and I did as well. To prevent him from totally controlling you. Those bonds, we believe, will dissolve once your birthday passes and no final ritual is performed. You were given to Vati as an Elder-Mistress, not as a slave.”

“Can that be undone?”

Alex hesitated. “Nein, but Vati and I spoke extensively and agreed that if you do not want to continue to be an Elder-Mistress, we would not use you as such. Technically, you still would be, but just . . . unused in that manner.”

“So you just hide me away until after my birthday?”

“Nein. I must confront Devin. I must . . . demonstrate before the Elders that I am more powerful than he so that my decisions are not contested.”

“You’re really going to confront him?”

“I must.”

“He’s so powerful, though.”

“Not as he was when you were with him. And I have the element of surprise in my favor. He believes I am still in St. Petersburg. Neither Vlad nor Peter will tell him different.”

“So . . . when do you have to confront him?”

“It can be done anytime before your birthday, but we have chosen a time.” His voice lowered and he became very somber.

“When?” she whispered.

“At Tyler’s funeral.”

“Tyler?” Anna exclaimed. “But Tyler’s not . . .” She trailed off. “You’re going to kill him?”

“He is my last target.”

“Oh.” Anna shuddered. “When?”

“The first week in November.”

“And sometime between now and then, you’re going to . . . take care of Oscar?” she asked in a quiet voice.

“Ja.”

“Oh.” Anna’s mind felt a little numb. To hear him speak of killing people was so . . . he was so dangerous. It was a little frightening.

“Anna, I know what Oscar did to you. The night Devin killed you.”

She inhaled a shaky breath, horrible memories flooding her mind.

“I know what the Sons did to you, that’s why they’re included on my list.”

Anna blinked back tears, emotions threatening to overwhelm her. Alex was the only person who could truly protect her. Could truly avenge her. Could truly confront Devin and win.

“Devin will suffer, Schatzi, for what he did to you. I promise you. If Jack were alive, he would be right there next to him.” Alex gave a small smile. “But you already avenged yourself on him.” He cradled her cheek and kissed her gently. “You are a strong woman Anna. A woman worthy of an Elder.”

“I’ve never felt strong before,” she whispered, gazing into his eyes.

“That’s because Devin never wanted you to. He beat you down so that you would not know the strength inside you. I admire your strength.” He grinned. “I liked that you stood up to me tonight.”

Anna’s eyes widened. “You did?”

He nodded. “It was very sexy.”

Anna let out a giggle and Alex’s grin broadened. “My favorite sound.” He brought his face close to hers. “I love you, Schatzi. I loved you when you were young and scared. I love you still, now that you are older and strong. You are the most beautiful woman in the world. Both inside and out.”

His lips caressed hers lightly and Anna slid her hand up his hard chest and around his neck. He traced the outline of her lips with his tongue before slipping between her parted teeth. She let out a soft moan and his kiss deepened. He held her tightly against him and she could feel his desire; it matched her own. When he pulled away, as the car stopped in front of his building, her lips were swollen.

She traced his cheekbones and ran her fingertips over his smooth cheeks with a smile. “I like that you shaved.”

“I thought you might,” he kissed her gently and then stepped out through the open door, extending his hand to assist her. “Kom mit mir, mein Liebe.”

They rode in the elevator up to the top floor. Anna looked at him for a moment in the reflection of the elevator doors and then reached up, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Kiss me again,” she whispered.

He grinned and did so. She barely heard the elevator ding and didn’t register that it had stopped until he picked her up and carried her to a door set in an angled wall. “Is it all right if I carry you in?” he murmured against her lips.

She wrapped her arms tighter around his neck and nodded. She didn’t want to be put down, she didn’t want to leave his arms. She wanted . . . she wanted him to make love to her. She looked up into his face as he opened the door and walked into a circular entry hall.

He smiled and moved to put her onto her feet but she shook her head. He raised his brows, questions in his eyes.

She cradled his cheek and leaned up to kiss him. “Make love to me,” she whispered.

He stared at her for a moment, studying her eyes, and then nodded. She saw in his eyes that he understood. She needed to be with him. Needed to reestablish their bond. She was his wife, and there was no one in the world who could take his place. She may have loved other men while he was gone, but he had her heart and always would.
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Their lovemaking was long and sweet and earth shattering. Alex gazed into her eyes as he joined his body with hers. The sensation of him inside her, filling her, without the barrier of the condom he’d used as Mr. J. brought tears to her eyes.

“You are mine,” he whispered. “I have taken your body as you have given it to me.” He wiped away the tears that slid down her cheeks and smiled gently. “We are husband and wife. Nothing can separate us.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck as he began to move. His piercings rubbed her in just the right way and she moaned loudly. He kissed her deeply and then murmured in German. Her head spun as a powerful orgasm began deep inside her.

Her eyes closed as she felt herself melding with him, as they had on their wedding day. Their souls touched once more, renewing the bond between them, stronger now because Anna was a stronger woman than before. She felt his strength wrap around her like a shield and it was a welcome sensation.

They were one once again.


Thirty-Five


Alex gazed tenderly at his beloved wife, his treasure, sleeping peacefully in his bed. He ran his hand down her exposed arm, marveling at how soft her skin was. He caressed her flushed cheek and smoothed her hair back from her face.

Making love to her had not been expected, but had been oh-so welcome. He felt whole again. For the first time in a long time, he felt like himself. His whole self. They completed each other. It was as simple as that.

She’d fallen asleep over a half hour ago and all he could do was lay there and watch her sleep, his heart full of love and gratefulness that they were together again. He knew she’d felt the bond restored as he had. He smiled, anticipating seeing her wedding ring back in its proper place soon.

A soft knock sounded on the door. “Come,” he called softly, hoping he wouldn’t wake Anna.

The door opened and Tony peeked his head in. He saw Anna lying there and grinned. Not in lust, but in happiness that she was back where she belonged.

“Are you going to deal with Jasmine?” Tony asked in a quiet voice.

Fuck. He’d forgotten about that woman. He grinned at the idea that she’d heard Anna scream out in passion as she came, and then he shivered in blissful memory of the sensation of being inside her body. Oh, he would do that every day for the rest of his life and still not get enough.

“Yes. Is Sebastian here?”

Tony nodded. “He seems pleased.”

“He better be.” Alex grinned and sat up. “I’ll be out in a moment.”

Tony nodded and closed the door behind him softly. Alex stood and walked to his closet to get dressed in something other than the wrinkled dress clothes that had been tossed aside earlier. He glanced back at Anna’s small form in his large bed and sighed in contentment.

Only a few more weeks and she would be safe from Devin forever.
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Alex walked into the family room and saw Jasmine sitting on the couch, staring blankly at the TV that his men were watching and laughing at. She looked up as he walked into the room and started to give him a flirtatious smile, but he frowned and she bit her lip instead.

Sebastian, standing in the back of the room, gave him an amused smile when he walked in. “Feeling better?” he asked.

Alex couldn’t suppress his grin and nodded. Having Anna back in his life made him feel like he could take on the world. “Is that a bad thing?”

Sebastian chuckled. “Not at all. She seemed to enjoy herself.”

“These walls aren’t as soundproof as my last house, eh?” Alex chuckled.

“No. And she’s quite an enthusiastic lover.”

Alex frowned at his friend. “You didn’t . . . while I was gone, did you?”

“Alex, I wasn’t here, remember? If I could have been here, you would have been freed long before you were.”

“I hate those rules.”

Sebastian shrugged. “I didn’t make them.”

“You slept with his wife?” Jasmine asked, turning around on the couch.

Alex smiled. “Yes. In fact,” he motioned around the room. “All of my men have. Granted, it was before we were married.” He smiled, knowing Jasmine wouldn’t remember any of it in the morning.

“She really is a slut,” Jasmine spat.

“And what makes you any better?” Alex retorted.

She opened her mouth and then closed it, clearly uncertain on how to respond. “I’m not a cock tease.”

Alex stared at the woman in disbelief. “You do realize you’re speaking of my wife, right?”

Jasmine shrugged and stood, a seductive glint in her eye. “C’mon, Alex. She can’t be that good.”

Alex stared at her for a moment and then looked around the room. The other men were suppressing laughs and the amusement struck him and he laughed. “She could make your legs turn weak, and she doesn’t even like being with women all that much.”

Jasmine rolled her eyes. “I doubt it.”

In a shallow moment, Alex wished Anna was awake so he could prove her wrong. “You can’t have been that good, otherwise my brother would have mentioned you.”

“She couldn’t be that good, or else Kurt wouldn’t have come to me.”

“If my brother had slept with her, I would have kicked his ass.” His eyes narrowed. “If I’d known he was so desperate that he slept with you, I would have allowed him to be with Anna.”

“You would have let your brother sleep with your wife?” Jasmine’s eyes were wide.

“I know my brother cares deeply for her, despite his behavior these last few months. He’d asked her to marry him before, but⁠—”

“Alex, why are you justifying yourself to her?” Sebastian asked quietly in German. “You don’t need to prove anything to her.”

Alex sighed and ran his hands through his hair. Sebastian was right. He was acting shallow and foolish. “How should we do this?” he asked in English, wanting to frighten Jasmine before making her forget everything.

Sebastian shrugged and walked towards Jasmine, studying her. “How far do you want to go?”

“What are you talking about?” she asked in a nervous voice.

“You are a threat to the woman I love,” Alex said in a menacing voice. “I will not allow any harm to come to Anna.”

Jasmine’s face turned pale. “I wouldn’t really do anything to her,” she squeaked.

“I won’t take your word for it,” Alex growled, making Jasmine jump.

“Please don’t kill me,” she whispered.

Alex gave a wicked smile. “You haven’t done anything to deserve that. Yet.” He felt his anger bubbling to the surface. “And you won’t be allowed to get to that point.”

He glanced at Sebastian. They were going to erase all memories of Devin and hopefully, make her into a more pleasant person to be around. He was glad Sebastian was here. The last thing he wanted to do was fry her mind.


Thirty-Six


Warmth surrounded Anna like sunlight on a warm day. She stretched and then smiled at the sound of a deep chuckle next to her. Alex! He was alive! She was with him, snuggled up close in bed.

She slowly opened her eyes, wanting to cherish every second of waking up next to her beloved husband for the first time in years. The smile on his face and the love in his eyes made her heart pound.

“Guten Morgen,” he said softly, leaning down to kiss her gently on the lips. His arm was bent at the elbow, head resting on his hand and his hand rested heavily on her ribs. A good heavy.

“Good morning,” she responded. The corners of his eyes crinkled as he smiled at her and she noticed a round scar on his right side, just under his clavicle near his shoulder. Her hand ran up his chest to trace the light spot with her finger. “What happened?”

He looked down and frowned for a moment. “I pissed someone off and they shot me.”

Anna’s eyes widened. “Oh, Alex.” She leaned up and kissed the spot. “Did it hurt?”

Alex chuckled. “Hurt like hell, but no permanent damage.”

Anna’s body tingled as she ran her tongue over the slightly raised skin and pressed her body to his, sliding her hand around his back.

“Mmm,” he rumbled and rolled to his back, bringing her with him.

His cock teased her pussy and she squirmed and tried to lower herself on his body to take him inside her. Grasping her hips, he obliged, pushing her down; her wet, swollen folds separated and allowed him in.

They both sighed as he filled her completely and lay there for a few minutes, feeling each other in the most intimate fashion. Anna’s head lay on his chest and she heard his heart pounding. She shifted her hips slightly and the pounding got louder and quicker.

She grinned and lifted her head to look at him with mischief in her eyes.

“You did that on purpose,” he accused with a smile. She shrugged innocently and his smile turned into a grin. He mumbled something in German and grasped her hips, holding her still as he slammed up into her.

“Oh!” she exclaimed in surprised passion and sat up slightly, hands on his smooth, hard chest. She tried to move with him, but his strong hands held her firm as he repeatedly pounded his full length inside her. His abdominals contracted with every thrust and the muscles in his upper body flexed as he held her immobile. Her head fell backward and she moaned loudly as he took her with loving force. “Oh, God, Alex!” she screamed as she came with such force it nearly blinded her. The colors exploded inside her like fireworks, consuming her every thought and nerve. His hands tightened on her waist, his fingers digging into the soft flesh as he exploded inside her, shouting, “Oh, mein Anna!”

She slumped forward onto his chest, her muscles unable to hold her body upright. Alex stroked her back slowly and she listened as his heartbeat slowed. “I think that’s my favorite sound,” she murmured, tracing a finger around his nipple in front of her face.

“What is?”

“Your heartbeat. The most wonderful sound in the world.”

“Schatzi . . .” he murmured, squeezing his arms around her.

“Can we stay here forever?”

His chest rumbled as he chuckled. “I would love to, but you have class this morning and, as much money as I donated to the Company, I don’t think Vincent would appreciate me keeping his favorite dancer in bed all day.”

“You really donated a lot?”

He chuckled again. “I wanted to make sure I could have as much access to see you as I could. Vincent offered to rename the theater after me, but that’s not why I did it.”

“Does he know who you are? I mean, that you’re my husband?”

“He knows that I know you and Aaron, but not much more than that. I believe he will learn the truth this morning.” He tugged gently on her hair and she lifted her head to look at him. “Is that all right?”

Anna knew he was asking if she needed more time to decide if she wanted to be with him. But she didn’t. She knew that she was where she belonged. Her heart twinged with sadness when she thought of Hugo, but she couldn’t change the truth. She belonged with Alex.

She nodded. “You don’t need to hide who you are. I am your wife. You are my husband.” She gave him a tender smile. “I think I’d like to put my wedding rings back on.”

His eyes lit up and he grinned. “Oh, Schatzi. You have made me the happiest of men.” He kissed her full on the mouth and then rolled her to her side. “Does that mean you’re willing to live with me?”

“A wife should live with her husband, shouldn’t she?”

“Ja. Most definitely.”
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“I don’t have a housekeeper,” Alex said apologetically, handing her a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt. “Tony’s the shortest one among us.”

Anna barely heard him, her eyes transfixed on his chest. He was wearing only a snug-fitting pair of dark blue jeans and he looked unbelievably sexy. She could hardly think of anything else. “Huh?”

He chuckled and walked over to her, bending down and kissing her on her mouth. “I like how you look at me.”

She shrugged sheepishly. “You are very nice to look at.” She glanced up into his face. “What did you say?”

He laughed. “I said, I don’t have a housekeeper. At least, not a live-in one. Frau Gersten would have had your dress cleaned already.” He handed her the clothes again and this time she took them. “I know they’re big, but I don’t have anything smaller. I didn’t expect you to stay the night so soon.”

Anna bit her lip. “Should I not have?”

Alex knelt down in front of her and cradled her cheek. “I am very happy that you did. Very happy. I am even happier that you’ve decided to stay with me.”

“Me too.”

Alex’s phone rang on the nightstand and he reached for it. “Vati,” he said, looking at it. “Get dressed and I’ll take you home so you can get to class.” He answered the phone in German and stood and walked to the window.

After she pulled on the much-too-big clothes, Anna went to the spacious bathroom and found a comb to work through her hair and then washed her face as well as she could. Alex had good skincare items, but they were not designed to remove makeup.

Alex came in a few minutes later and wrapped his arms around her waist. “Tomorrow you will have your own stuff here.” He kissed her cheek and turned her around. “Vati and Kurt arrived a little while ago. They left Chicago as soon as the funeral Gathering was finished. They’re going to rest and then perhaps we can meet them for lunch?”

Anna bit her lip. She still felt the sting of hurt when she thought of Wilhelm and Kurt. “If you’d like,” she said softly.

Alex cocked his head. “Anna, if you don’t want to, say so.”

She swallowed nervously and stared at his chest. “They . . . I know they didn’t do it on purpose, but they hurt me. The last time I saw your dad . . .” She sighed. “I know I should see them, but I don’t really want to.”

Alex tilted her head up and gave her a gentle smile. “Thank you for being honest with me.”

“You can go, though.”

He made a face. “I’d rather have lunch with you than them.”

Anna giggled, making him grin.

“How about I go to lunch with you, and then while you are rehearsing this afternoon, I will go see them?”

Anna nodded. “I shouldn’t have rehearsal too late, though. I’m not in Swan Lake.” Swan Lake was all this week, except Thursday night, which was the gala and Hugo’s ballet. “Hugo’s ballet will probably be right after lunch.”

He nodded. “I was thinking that I would call Simon and have him arrange some movers to bring your belongings over here, hopefully, this evening. But if that’s not possible, then tomorrow.”

“Okay.” She grinned. She liked that idea. “Who is Simon? I mean. I know who he is, but what is his relation to you?”

Alex chuckled. “Simon is the youngest son of Edwin Reisig, Elder of Bavaria. He’s lived here for several years, working for Deutsche Bank, and when I was planning on moving out here, Edwin suggested that I get in touch with him. He agreed to be my face-man.”

“I’ve met Edwin,” Anna said softly. “He’s very nice.”

He nodded. “My father and he are good friends. It was Edwin who asked around, seeing who would support Vati in trying to reclaim you at Vitaly’s funeral.”

Anna smiled softly. “Then I must thank him doubly the next time I see him.” Alex frowned, making Anna giggle. “I just meant to give him a sincere thank you, not a mind-blowing blowjob.” She giggled again. “Will you be this possessive forever?”

“Ja.”

She grinned. “I don’t mind at all.”
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Alex felt very different walking into the theater today as opposed to the day before. Today he was holding Anna’s hand: her right hand with her wedding ring back in its proper place. She had even given him his ring back that she’d been given when she was told he was dead.

Vitaly had yanked it off his finger, telling him that he would send it to Anna so she’d know he was dead. The tears in her eyes when she’d put it back on his finger showed him how difficult that had been for her. Its heavy weight was comforting and he would never, ever take it off again.

Anna was shaking slightly as they walked through the backstage area and he squeezed her hand gently. She was nervous about what her friends would think about her and Alex being together. Especially since she hadn’t told anyone that her engagement with Kurt had been called off. It was never supposed to be a real engagement, only for her to have some security while Alex was taking care of things. It hadn’t worked out the way it was supposed to.

They walked into the wings and Anna stopped, looking out onto the stage from the shadows at her friends. Aaron hadn’t been home this morning when they’d gone to her apartment.

“Ready?” he asked gently, squeezing her hand again.

She took a deep breath and nodded. “At least, I think so.”

He kissed her soundly and then walked out to the audience area with Seth while she made her way to the stage. The bright smile on her face made his heart melt, knowing he had at least something to do with that. She certainly had something to do with the smile on his own face.

Greg and Tony had the day off. He decided he didn’t need to walk around with three armed men. If there was trouble, they were only a few blocks away. Few people knew he was alive, no one would come looking for him.

Vincent saw him and walked over to greet him. “You look happy this morning,” he commented with a smile.

Alex couldn’t keep the grin from spreading across his face and he shrugged sheepishly. “I am.”

Vincent’s brow raised high. “Would it be impertinent to ask why?”

Alex chuckled and nodded in Anna’s direction. “Look at her hands.”

“Katrina?” Vincent gave him a strange look and then squinted.

It was difficult not to notice the sparkles on her left hand. She wore several karats of high-quality diamonds on that left ring finger.

“That’s not her engagement ring, is it?”

“It is. It’s her real engagement ring. And wedding ring.”

Vincent squinted again. “She is wearing the other ring she wore when she arrived . . .” He glanced at Alex. “She got married?”

“She’s been married. She is my wife and has been for almost five years.”

Vincent stared at him. “Wait, I thought . . . you were supposed to be dead.”

“Yes. I was, but I’m not. She was told I was dead, as was everyone else. Aaron, too.” Alex smiled as he glanced at his friend stretching on stage. “You’ve met Devin Andersen?”

Vincent’s face turned dark. “Unfortunately, yes.”

“He had me taken so that he could have Anna to himself. The reason she came here was so that we could be reunited and I could . . . take care of Devin.” It was nowhere close to the whole story, but Vincent needed to stay ignorant of the details.

Vincent studied Anna for a long minute. “She seems . . . lighter than I’ve ever seen her.” He smiled affectionately at her. “She’s practically glowing.”

“Anna in love is the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen,” Alex said softly, gazing at his beloved.

“I can’t disagree with that.” He turned his smile to Alex. “You can keep her safe?”

Alex nodded solemnly. “When Devin came here a few weeks ago, I kept him from finding her.”

“Good.”

They chatted for a few more minutes and then Vincent went onstage to speak to his assistant. Alex settled into the seat next to Seth. He gazed at Anna as she moved into position and began the warm-ups. God, he loved that woman! “How am I going to leave her to go out on another job, Seth?”

[image: ]


Aaron could tell, just by looking at her, that Anna and Alex had gotten back together. She radiated happiness, which made her even more unbelievably beautiful. He would see the straight guys watching her from time to time, she was so fucking sexy, but today, they almost couldn’t take their eyes off her.

‘Course, the sparkling left hand also made it painfully obvious that she and Alex were together again.

Hugo walked up to him with a resigned look on his face. “If I were a selfish man, I would be angry,” he said in a quiet voice, looking at her with longing in his eyes.

Aaron’s heart went out to him. He knew exactly how Hugo felt. “It’s not easy getting over her.”

“Did you get over her?”

He shook his head. “I still love her.” He gave Hugo a lopsided grin. “I gave up trying to find someone like her.”

“Are you saying I should give up and try playing for the other team?”

Aaron laughed. “Have you ever had any inclination towards that?”

Hugo shook his head and grinned. “Never been attracted to men.”

“There are some nice girls out there,” Aaron said encouragingly. “There’s not another Katrina, but . . . there couldn’t be.”

Hugo stiffened and Aaron followed his gaze to where Jasmine had just come out on stage. A few people that had been out with them gave her dirty looks, but she didn’t seem to notice. She had a slight smile on her face and she looked . . . happy?

Aaron instantly searched out Alex and stormed over to him. “Did you fucking sleep with Jasmine?”

Alex’s eyes widened. “Why the hell would you ask me a question like that? Of course not.”

Aaron motioned up to the stage where Jasmine was sitting quietly and changing shoes. “Why is she . . . happy?”

“Did you know that her father was an alcoholic?” Alex asked calmly.

“What? I . . . no.” What the fuck did that have to do with anything?

“He was very neglectful and emotionally abusive.”

Aaron gave Alex a look. “What the hell does that have to do with anything? And how do you know?”

“Sebastian and I were going to erase her memories of Devin to eliminate the threat for Anna, but when we began to do so, we saw the hurt that caused her to act the way she does.” Alex smiled. “Sebastian healed her.”

Aaron stared at Alex for a long moment and then turned to look at Jasmine, who was talking to Anna with a kind expression on her face. She was definitely different today. “He can do that?”

“Immortals can do all sorts of things.”

Anna hugged Jasmine and gave her a friendly smile and Jasmine looked . . . sincerely happy. He’d never seen that woman look that way.

“Give her a chance, Aaron. If you do, the others will. She acted out from her past hurts.”

Aaron made a face. “Fine.”
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Anna looked around with a hint of nostalgia at her empty room. She would miss living with Aaron, but Alex being alive changed so many things. All for the good.

The movers had come as soon as she arrived back at the apartment after rehearsal. They’d helped her pack and were delivering her items as she stood there. Alex was out in the other room talking to Aaron, giving her a few minutes to herself.

Her friends in the company had been very supportive of her relationship with Alex, especially when they found out that Alex was the person who could keep Devin away from her. Everyone knew who Devin was and more than one said that they never wanted him to visit again.

Jasmine had been a big surprise this morning. Anna could see that something was different about her. She seemed more peaceful. When she came to apologize to Anna for her behavior, she seemed genuinely sincere. Not like before. Anna would still be a little wary around her, though.

Tonight she had to face Wilhelm and Kurt. She wasn’t looking forward to that. For one, she and Alex hadn’t had much time alone. She still hadn’t heard how he had escaped or what he’d gone through while he was captured. She didn’t know what would happen between now and Tyler’s funeral.

“Anna?” Alex walked into the room and gave her a bright smile. “Ready?” He glanced over at the window with a slight smile on his face.

Anna followed his gaze and realized he was looking at the spot where he’d appeared to her in her dream. Or rather . . . “That wasn’t a dream, was it?” she asked. “When I dreamed of you.”

Alex looked a little ashamed. “No. Sebastian helped me. I . . . I couldn’t let you get too involved with Hugo. I knew I was returning soon, and⁠—”

“You came to keep me from getting too close to Hugo?” Anna gave him a bewildered look. “That’s why you came? You were jealous?”


Thirty-Seven


Alex saw that Anna was upset about why he’d come to her, but he couldn’t have not come. He thought back to that afternoon . . .

“She has a what?” Alex exclaimed loudly. Vati had just told him about Anna killing her guardian, which, to be honest, was a little frightening. Then Vati told him that she now had a boyfriend. That was more disturbing than the thought of Anna committing murder. At least Jack deserved it.


Vati gave him a sympathetic look. “I know, Alex. Tom says he’s a good guy⁠—”

“That’s my wife!” Alex shouted. He studied his father for a moment. Something about his expression made him wonder what else happened. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Wilhelm sighed. “Tom said that she’s taken off her wedding ring.”

Alex stared at his father as his heart broke. She’d moved on. She’d given up on him. He looked down at his right hand and twisted the ring that he’d worn for so long. He shook his head and left his father’s study without saying another word.

He found himself in the rose garden a few minutes later. He sat down hard on the cement bench and stared at the ground, twisting his ring on his finger.

Was he being selfish? Should he just let her go? If she found a man who would take care of her⁠—

“No!” he exclaimed. He wouldn’t give up on her without a fight. He’d come too many miles to give up so easily. What would happen if Devin found her? This other man wouldn’t be able to protect her. He would likely get killed. Then she would be even worse off.

No, he had to convince her to return to him. He had to! But how?

He heard a movement behind him and turned to find Sebastian walking towards him.

“I heard what happened,” Sebastian said as he stopped in front of him. “She’s strong, Alex. She’ll be okay.”

“She has a boyfriend,” he growled.

“Ah. They’ve become serious.”

Alex shook his head. “I should have gone back already.”

“You can’t Alex. You’re not ready. Soon. You have to be patient.”

“What if he falls in love with her? What if she falls in love with him?” He looked up at his friend. “I need to talk to her, but she doesn’t dream of me anymore . . .”

Sebastian looked troubled. “I know.”

“You know she shouldn’t be with him?”

The Immortal nodded. “He won’t be able to protect her.”

“Then what can I do? Can I make her dream of me? Can you make her dream of me?” The look on Sebastian’s face made his heart pound. “It’s possible?”

Sebastian pressed his lips together. “I’m not supposed to do that sort of thing.”

“But you can?”

“I could with an Elder. It’s possible. I can’t teleport you. You don’t have any Immortal in you.”

Alex cocked his brow. “What?”

“When Elders become Elders, they . . . we imbue them with a bit of ourselves. That’s why you become an Elder the way you do.” He paused and looked thoughtful. “It would give you the ability to protect her,” he said softly. “I need to speak to your father.”

Sebastian disappeared suddenly and Alex sighed. How could he get through to Anna?
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Wilhelm sat back in his study and listened to Sebastian explain his thoughts on giving Alex a share of Immortal essence.


“I won’t do it unless you are all right with it, Wilhelm. I know my brothers won’t approve, but I’m most concerned, at this point, of offending you. Your son would have some Elder abilities.”

“Is there anything dangerous about it?”

Sebastian shook his head. “Not unless you are concerned about him challenging your leadership.”

Wilhelm chuckled. “No. I know my son respects me.”

“I agree. I trust him completely.” Sebastian chewed his lip for a moment. “I think it would also be helpful when he confronts Devin.”

Wilhelm tilted his head. “Would he be more of Devin’s match?”

“I believe so. Nothing like this has ever happened before, but it seems logical. Unless Devin’s other Elders band together with him against Alex.”

“Then maybe we need to remove those other Elders.”

Sebastian raised his eyebrows. “That would not be a decision I am allowed to be involved with. That is a human decision.” He smiled. “I’m sure a certain assassin wouldn’t mind getting some revenge on men who have hurt his wife, though.” He stood and nodded respectfully before disappearing.

Wilhelm contemplated Sebastian’s words. Elders coming together can be very powerful, as evidenced by the multiple Elders ability to get Anna away from Devin. If the Elders that were loyal to Devin gathered around him, he would be difficult to defeat. If Devin was the only one left⁠—

He needed to discuss this with Alex. After Alex somehow convinced Anna to break up with her boyfriend.
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Alex waited in his bedroom for Sebastian to return. Alex was going to become like an Elder. The thought thrilled and frightened him at the same time. Would it hurt? It never looked comfortable when he saw it at the Gatherings. How would it feel? He’d never asked a new Elder. It had never occurred to him.


Sebastian appeared a few minutes later with . . . Irina? The Russian Elder-Mistress?

“What is she doing here?” Alex asked, irritated. There would be only one reason an Elder-Mistress would be here. He had no desire to fuck her. Irina was beautiful and sensual, but cold. Like all the Elder-Mistresses. He wanted his sweet, warm Anna.

“Alex, I can’t give you my essence straight. You wouldn’t be able to handle it. Irina will be able to . . . make it palatable.” Sebastian gave him a sympathetic smile. “I know she’s not Anna, but she is a Mistress we can trust.”
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An hour later, Alex felt . . . different. And guilty. Sebastian had fucked Irina and then Alex had ‘partaken’ of both of their essences from Irina’s body. Then he’d fucked her senseless. He wasn’t thinking straight. He just had to do it for some reason. Lust had consumed him.


Sebastian had taken Irina back to Russia and Alex sat on his bed, staring at his wedding ring. Is this what it would be like when he became Elder? Becoming so consumed with lust that he would fuck anyone? Is that what the Immortal essence did? He couldn’t do that to Anna. It would kill her. Why, oh why did he have to be his father’s son?

But he was. And she was an Elder-Mistress. They would always have to share one another with others. Maybe he could fake his own death after he took care of Devin. Then he and Anna could⁠—

“Ready?”

Alex jumped at the sound of Sebastian’s voice. He turned and looked mournfully at his friend. “I can’t believe I did that.”

“Did what?”

“Fucked Irina.”

Sebastian studied Alex for a few minutes. “Alex, the first time is . . . difficult.” He chuckled. “We’re sexual beings. It can be a bit intense the first time. Your body doesn’t quite know what to do with it. But it will get more comfortable.” He took a step towards Alex. “Once you and Anna are reunited, you’ll need to do that with her.”

Alex gave him a horrified look. “I can’t use her like that.”

“With the right relationship, it’s not using. She will want to give of herself.”

Sebastian’s words triggered a memory from long ago. Before they had married, they had made love and Anna had tried. She’d tried to give him of herself. He didn’t know how he knew, or even if she knew at that point, but he had told her not to. That he didn’t need it. How had he known?

“She loves you, Alex. She will want to give it to you.”

“Will you fuck her first?”

“It would be a good idea if I did every once in a while. Maintaining it is much easier than re-doing it. And it will give you the strength and power to fight Devin.”

That perked Alex’s ears. “Really?”

Sebastian nodded. “That is what he was taking from Anna that made him so powerful. You will still be limited until you become Elder, but you will be . . . more than yourself.”

Alex thought for a moment and then nodded. “Okay. But I won’t force her.”

“It’s much more potent if she does it voluntarily. The two of you together . . .” Sebastian raised his eyebrows. “She is a very powerful half-Immortal, though she doesn’t know it. You will be able to do great things.”

“I don’t want to do great things. I just want to be with her.”

Sebastian smiled. “That’s okay. For now. You’ll change your mind eventually.”

Alex sighed. “So, how does this work?” he asked, changing the subject. He was close to seeing Anna again and he was becoming anxious.

Sebastian chuckled and came to stand behind him. “She won’t see me. You can move as you normally would.” He put his hands on Alex’s shoulders. “Close your eyes.”

Alex did so, and felt dizzy and squeezed at the same time. He sensed the difference in his environment and slowly opened his eyes. He was in a sunlit bedroom. The scene outside the windows was one of a city. New York. He could see the Hudson River from where he stood.

He turned and saw Anna lying on her bed, sweetly sleeping. The indentation on her right ring finger made his heart ache and he swallowed over the lump forming in his throat. She looked different. She looked peaceful. He hadn’t seen her sleep in years. When they were together, he had loved waking up before her and watching her sleep. She’d been pregnant then. Oh, how his heart ached for the memories.

He could stay here forever and watch her sleep. He longed just to watch her, to see how she’d changed. She was changed so much from the twenty-year-old girl he’d married. His hands clenched into fists. Devin would pay for what he’d done. As soon as he was able to, he would destroy that man, that animal. It was an insult to humanity to call him a man.

But for now, he needed to concentrate on the task at hand. “Anna,” he said softly. He reminded himself that he needed to speak English and hoped she could understand him.

Her eyes snapped opened and she stared at the ceiling for a moment before turning her head in his direction. Oh, his sweet Schatzi! She sat up and stared at him.

“Alex!” she exclaimed and then shook her head. “No. You left . . . you were gone.”

He nodded. “I had to. But I’m here again.”

She shook her head. “I’ve given you up. I’ve moved on.”

His eyes unconsciously turned to her empty ring finger and sorrow filled his heart. “Don’t give up on me, Anna. Please. We’ll be together soon.”

“How can we be together? You’re dead.” She shook her head again. “No, Alex. It’s time to stop dreaming of you. I have a wonderful man in my life. He’s alive and he cares for me.”

Her words were like a dull knife in his heart. “Do you love him?” he asked softly, his voice cracking slightly. “Does he love you like I love you?”

“I . . . I don’t know if I love him. I might. It’s all so . . . different now. I’m different.” She looked up at him. “I killed my guardian,” she whispered.

Alex walked over before he realized what he was doing. How he wanted to hold her and tell her everything would be all right. Instead, he knelt next to her bed. “Does he love you as I love you?”

Tears filled her eyes. “He’s alive,” she whispered.

“What if I were still alive, Anna? What if I walked back into your life tomorrow? Would you take me back?” His questions were desperate.

“But you’re not,” she whimpered.

“But if I was?”

She didn’t answer right away. She stared out the window, her lower lip trembling. He could almost sense the turmoil in her heart and it pained him to no end.

“Anna?”

She closed her eyes for a long moment and then opened again. His heart leaped at the love in her eyes. “I don’t know,” she answered honestly.

Alex searched her eyes. She hadn’t rejected him outright. Her hesitation troubled him, but what else could he do? Forced love was no love at all. Winning her back would be more difficult than he’d imagined. “I will always love you, Schatzi.” He reached out to touch her cheek and she disappeared from his sight.
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Alex realized he was back in his room and he fell to his knees in grief. Would he be able to gain her love back? Gain her trust back? Was she really reluctant to love him, or was she afraid to? After all, he’d been gone for so long.


“Alex?” Sebastian brought him back to reality.

“She doesn’t know if she’d take me back,” he said in a cracked voice.

“She’s afraid.”

Alex nodded. “What do I need to do to get ready?”
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“Alex?”

Alex blinked, realized he’d become lost in his thoughts. He looked at Anna and saw her, frowning at him with her arms across her chest. “Anna, if I hadn’t come, and you and Hugo had become even more involved . . . what would have happened when I returned? What if I had given up on you? Devin would have found you when he visited and you would be back with him now, instead of here.” He inhaled slowly. “Yes, perhaps my motives weren’t totally pure. Yes, I was jealous. But⁠—”

“You manipulated me,” she said in a low voice.

“I kept you from getting hurt.”

Her eyes narrowed. “What would have really happened if I decided I didn’t want to be with you?”

Alex hesitated. She would be angry at the truth. “Anna, please—” He stepped forward and she stepped back.

“What would have happened?”

“You wouldn’t have chosen him,” he said softly after a long pause. He wouldn’t lie to her.

“What do you mean?” Her eyes narrowed further.

“You may have tried for a while to be with him, but ultimately, you would have been with me. We’re bonded, Anna. Sebastian said that’s why you could never get over me, even though you desperately wanted to. If I had truly been dead, the ties would have been severed and you would have been free. But because I was alive, the bonds remained active and eventually, you would have returned to me.”

She stared at him, anger and hurt in her eyes. “You mean I never really had a choice?”

Alex grimaced. “I did whatever I could to let you have that choice, Schatzi. But . . . no, you didn’t.”

She stared at him a moment longer and then left the room without another word. He heard the apartment door open and close and his shoulders slumped.

“Seth!”

Seth’s curious face appeared in the doorway.

“Follow her. Make sure she’s okay, but don’t be seen. I want her safe, but she needs some space.”

Seth nodded and disappeared.

Alex sat heavily on the bed, head in his hands. Would it have been better had he lied to her? No. She needed the truth. It was the only way she would be able to trust him. He would tell her the truth, no matter how much it hurt.


Thirty-Eight


Anna slowly walked to the park and sat down under a tree. It was getting late and the sun was going down, so she only went a little way in. She knew better than to wander around the park at night. It wasn’t as peaceful as she’d like, but it was about as peaceful as it got in the middle of the city. She sat quietly, watching the people hurry by as she tried to sort her mind out.

She leaned her head back against the uneven bark and sighed. She never really had a choice to make? She would have ended up back with Alex regardless? She didn’t know how she felt about that.

Part of her—no, all of her knew that she belonged with Alex. But once again she was reminded that she wasn’t really free. She had Masters. She was a slave. She had a cruel Master and a kind Master. At least she was with the kind Master now.

Was it really so bad to be stuck with Alex? He loved her, he was good to her, and he was the sexiest man she’d ever seen. As a slave, she couldn’t ask for more.

That was it, wasn’t it? She didn’t like being a slave. That was the bottom line. That was the crux of it. She wanted to be free, even if she was married to Alex. Being married didn’t take away freedom; being tied to him and Devin as their slave was what took away her freedom.

Alex was working to free that part of her. That’s why he did what he did. If it weren’t for him, she would have had no happiness in her life. She would have belonged to Devin and he would have consumed her.

She shouldn’t be resentful towards Alex. It wasn’t Alex’s fault things were the way they were. It wasn’t really anyone’s fault, save Devin. And Alex promised he would take care of Devin. He was the only one that could.

Anna looked up past the trees in the park. She could see Alex’s building from here and saw the lights on inside his condo. Had he gone home?

She needed to apologize.
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Anna stared at the building from across the street. The building was intimidating, even though it wasn’t very tall. The elaborately carved entrance was guarded by four two-story banded columns. And a doorman.

Could she get in? Was this her home now? Would Alex let her in? There was only one way to find out.

The light changed and she crossed the street, and then paused at the bottom of the marble steps that led to the large wrought iron and glass door. A man in a black suit and hat stood there and watching her curiously.

“Can I help you?” he asked politely.

“I—” Anna paused.

“Sam, this is Anna, Mr. Kunze’s wife.” A familiar voice said from behind and she turned to see Seth walking up behind her.

“Seth? What are you doing here?”

“Making sure you’re safe.”

“Were you with me the whole time?”

Seth nodded. “Only to keep you safe, Anna,” he said, putting his hand on her shoulder. “Alex knew you needed space, and respected that. But after what happened when you ran away from the hotel . . .”

Anna nodded and gave him a grateful smile. “He will do whatever he can to keep me safe, won’t he?”

Seth’s eyes softened. “Yes. As will the rest of us.”

Anna wrapped her arms around his waist and buried her face in his chest. “Is Alex mad?”

Seth chuckled and hugged her back. “Not at all.”

She closed her eyes and savored Seth’s embrace. She’d grown close to him, Tony and Greg when they’d lived together in San Francisco. She hadn’t known the rest of Alex’s men as well but was grieved to hear that they hadn’t made it back. “I’m glad you made it back, Seth,” she said softly.

Seth squeezed her gently. “Me too.” He pulled away. “C’mon. It’s getting a little chilly, and Alex is worried about you.”

The doorman nodded politely as they went through the doors and into the marbled lobby with the stained-glass arched ceiling.

“It’s so pretty!” Anna exclaimed as they walked, her voice echoing slightly on the hard walls.

“You didn’t see it last night?” Seth asked with a laugh.

She felt her cheeks warm. “I wasn’t paying any attention.”
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Anna walked nervously into the living room where Alex was visiting with his father and brother. It was really a beautiful apartment, with carved columns and paneled walls. Huge windows overlooked Central Park that would be nice to look out in the morning.

Alex stood when he saw her and gave her an apologetic smile as he walked over to her. “Anna, I’m so⁠—”

Anna shook her head. “I’m sorry I left. I was angry, but I know—I understand why things are the way they are. Considering the circumstances, I couldn’t ask for, or expect, things to be more than they are. I belong with you. I know this, and I don’t want to be anywhere else.”

Alex’s eyes brimmed with tears. “I know the truth was difficult, but I didn’t want to lie.”

“I know.” Anna smiled and then reached up on tiptoe to kiss him. He still had to bend over for her lips to reach his, but she didn’t think he minded.

A throat cleared behind Alex and he pulled away slowly. “I think someone wants to say hello,” he said softly.

“Your dad?”

Alex nodded and straightened. He took her hand and led her the rest of the way into the room. Wilhelm and Kurt sat on either end of a long couch and they stood when they saw her.

Anna twisted her rings as she looked between the two men who had both hurt her and loved her for so long. They were caring for her long before she’d married Alex. Oh, how long ago all that was. How different she was. How different they were.

Kurt’s hair had grown out longer, like he’d worn it when she’d met him. His goatee was scruffier than it had been, though fashionably so. He still had some of the seriousness he’d gained over the last few years, but seemed to be relaxing a bit. His eyes were apologetic.

Wilhelm was as debonair and noble as ever, though he had aged as well. The aura of sadness that she’d grown accustomed to seeing him with was gone. She supposed with Alex alive “again,” that burden had disappeared.

“Hello,” she said softly, clinging to Alex’s hand and hiding behind him slightly.

Wilhelm’s face broke into an affectionate smile. “Hello, Liebling,” he said in a gentle voice.

He opened his arms and Anna looked up at Alex. Alex nodded and Anna nervously walked over to him. Once she was in his arms, though, she relaxed, inhaling his scent and warmth. He stroked her hair gently and kissed the top of her head.

He released her after a few minutes, turning her towards Kurt.

Kurt, who had loved her and hurt her so much. She gazed up into his sad eyes. “Why?” she whispered. It was all she could bring herself to say without erupting in tears.

He closed his eyes, as if in pain, and took a deep breath. When he opened them, they were even more pain filled. “I can never apologize enough for hurting you the way I did, Anna. I—” He swallowed and glanced at Alex. “I was angry that I was losing you and I took it out on you. I am so sorry.” His brow twitched and his jaw clenched. He was trying to stay in control of his emotions. “I am so sorry,” he repeated in a whisper.

Tears filled Anna’s eyes and she went to him, wrapping her arms around him tightly. He held her so tightly she couldn’t move, even if she wanted to.
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Alex’s jaw clenched as he watched his wife and brother embrace. He’d known Kurt cared for her, but didn’t realize how much until now. And watching Anna cling to him didn’t make him feel any better.

His head told him that he shouldn’t be surprised. She’d spent more time with Kurt than she had with himself.

Alex’s heart was being torn apart. Anna had loved Kurt. Did she still? If it weren’t for Devin’s interference, they would be married and Alex would be out of the picture. It was the only thing Alex would ever thank Devin for.

Alex stood there for a few minutes and then walked into the library and poured himself a drink. Maybe he shouldn’t have had Kurt come. Maybe he should have told Vati and Kurt to just go home after the funeral was over.

He walked to the window that overlooked Central Park and stared out at the orange lights that dotted the huge rectangle. Was it possible that he was actually jealous of his little brother? He’d never felt that before. Kurt was always popular with the women, but given the choice, the woman would choose Alex over Kurt. More than once, he’d taken advantage of that fact.

Kurt’s anger made more sense now. A lot more sense. Alex would probably feel the same way if he were in his brother’s shoes. Hell, Kurt had even divorced Gretchen so that he could marry Anna. Not that the divorce was necessarily a bad thing. It got rid of a blight in the family.

He heard footsteps behind him and turned to see Vati striding into the room.

“He loves her, doesn’t he?” Alex said in German.

“Yes, son. He does.”

Alex sighed and looked back out the window. “I realize there is one thing I can thank Devin for.”

“Oh?”

“For interfering and not letting the two of them get married.”

Wilhelm chuckled softly. “Yes, I suppose you could.”

“If they had gotten married . . . I would have lost her, right?”

His father sighed. “Yes. Although I could have forced a divorce. Or just declared the marriage annulled. I’m glad it didn’t come to that.”

“Me, too.”
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Anna gave Kurt a sad smile as they sat on the couch. “I’m sorry you’re hurting Kurt. It’s the last thing in the world I want for you.”

Kurt grimaced. “I love my brother, but sometimes I wish he had not returned.”

She understood. Although she belonged with Alex, she couldn’t help but miss Kurt. Kurt, Hugo, Peter . . . all men that she had spent time with . . . that she had fallen in love with while Alex was gone. Was it wrong for her heart to ache for them?

Suddenly, Kurt smiled and got a glint in his eye. “You know, Alex and I used to share women . . .”

Anna giggled. “I don’t think he’d be keen on sharing me anymore, though we did talk about it before he . . . disappeared.” She took his hand. “You’ll make a wonderful husband for a good German wife.”

He grimaced. “I think I have slept with all the women in Frankfurt.”

Anna laughed. “So you can’t marry them?”

“None were interesting enough to call again.” He gave her a half-smile. “Guess I will have to look around here.”

Anna rolled her eyes but was glad to see the old Kurt emerging.

Kurt leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “If Alex ever hurts you, let me know. I can almost keep up with him in a fight now.”

Anna laughed and then looked up to see Alex frowning at them. She sobered immediately. Kurt saw her looking and turned around.

“Do not worry, big brother. I will not try and steal her away.”

“Gut.” Alex sat down heavily on the couch with a drink in his hand. He gave her a pointed look and she went to sit next to him.

He pulled her close and she felt a tremor of fear. Was he jealous? Would he lash out at her?
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Later, as Anna was changing for bed, Alex came into the walk-in closet with an apologetic look on his face. She clutched her top to her chest, covering her breasts, more out of habit than anything else.

“I’m sorry I was acting jealous,” he said softly. “I scared you, didn’t I?”

She nodded.

“I don’t recall ever being jealous of my brother before. I’ve always had confidence, never doubting my place in the world. After being gone for so long . . .” He shook his head. “I’m having trouble figuring out where I fit. Everyone moved on, which they should have. But, it leaves me a little lost.”

Anna’s heart ached, listening to his humble confession. Confidence had always been part of him, and to hear him struggling was heart-wrenching. She let her top fall to the ground and stepped closer, taking his hand. “I know exactly where you fit,” she said softly and walked out of the closet and to their bed, pulling him gently behind her.


Thirty-Nine


Alex smiled politely at the blonde and redhead walking past him, Greg, Tony, and Seth. Their eyes traveled over each man, giving them knowing looks and then walked slowly away, swinging their hips seductively.

Tonight was the Fall Gala for the City Ballet, and everyone who was anyone was in attendance. He was doing a lot of polite smiling. He’d forgotten how vulture-like women could be in social situations.

It was finally intermission and Alex was eager for it to be over so he could see Anna dance. Hugo’s new ballet was the second half of the program.

“You know, you can pick up women,” Alex said to his men with a chuckle. “As long as one of you is available, I don’t care.”

Greg rolled his eyes. “I’ve been out of the game for so long, I’m not even sure where to begin.”

Alex laughed, though Greg’s comment made him a little sad. It was his fault his men had been locked up. “I think smiling and saying hello is all you need to do.” He grinned. “Or do we need to go out to a bar?”

Seth grinned back. “Might be nice to go out, not hiding behind a curtain.”

“Or Anna and I could stay in this weekend and give you a few days off to carouse and conquer.”

“Might be easier to pick up women without you around,” Tony said with a laugh.

The idea of staying in all weekend with Anna was very appealing. Last night he’d been reminded of how magnificent her mouth was and he felt his cock twitch just thinking about it. Down boy. She certainly helped his confidence, letting him know exactly where he fit in her life: in her heart and in between those amazingly sexy legs of hers.

Simon approached with a lovely blonde on his arm; his wife, Emma. “Suffering through the attention, Alex?” he asked in German. They were sitting with Alex and his men in the theater, but had arrived just before the performance began and hadn’t had a chance to speak.

Alex rolled his eyes. “You could have kept it quiet about who I was.”

“It’s easier to just put it out there. In the end, you will garner less attention. I did say that you were married.”

“I don’t think that part has gotten spread around as much as it should,” Alex grumbled, politely smiling at another woman trying to get his attention.

“There was a time when Alex reveled in this attention,” Seth remarked with a laugh.

“That was a long time ago. A very long time ago.”

Simon smiled at Alex. “Things are going well, I presume?”

Alex gave Simon a goofy grin, making him laugh. “Yes. I can’t wait to see her dance tonight.”

Simon grinned. “I think I like this connection to you. I’ve never been able to attend the Gala before.”

“It’s the least I could do in repayment for all you’ve put up with these last few months.”

Emma laughed. “He’s enjoyed it more than he will admit. I think he may have developed a crush on your pretty wife.”

“She’s a sweet girl,” Simon said with a shrug. “But not tempting enough to lure me away from you.” He kissed Emma on the cheek and she beamed.

The lights flickered and Alex’s heart pounded. “It’s time.”

They made their way to their seats in the first balcony, known as the first ring. Alex had hidden up here when he first came to watch Anna dance. Alex settled in as best he could. There were disadvantages to being six and a half feet tall and broad shouldered, especially when the men next to him were the same. Maybe not as tall, but he and Seth were about the same width now, and Tony was about where Alex was before they’d gotten captured.

Anna didn’t seem to mind though. He loved catching her watching him as he did something without his shirt on. He’d barely worn his shirt at home the last few days, just so he could know she was watching him. Then again, he found himself surreptitiously watching her in the shower, finding some excuse to be in the bathroom. It had been so long since he’d seen a live, naked woman, he couldn’t help himself.

He hadn’t been with a woman since the second year of his imprisonment, save as Mr. J. with Anna, and while that had been nice, it had been less than satisfactory. Lovemaking without Anna’s arms around him had been difficult, but satisfied his itch temporarily. He did everything he could to make sure Anna enjoyed it too, but always had to be sure to hold her hands down. She wasn’t trying to be rebellious, but whenever he didn’t hold them, they inevitably strayed to his body. It was sheer hell pulling her hands away from him, but he’d kept telling himself that it wouldn’t always be that way.

At first, when he was captured, he’d shunned Vitaly’s offers of Dirne. But despair hit him hard after the first year. There was no escape. He’d lost three men trying to do so. The guards watched them like hawks over mice and had even shot him in the shoulder for looking suspicious. After finding out Anna had been drugged up for two years, it made more sense that no one had noticed her hurting from his injury. He’d never seen that guard again after it happened, and wondered if the guard had gotten into trouble.

Anna didn’t come, and after a year, he was desperate for anything to feel better. But sex hadn’t worked. Nothing worked, although when one of Vlad’s daughters had snuck up, he took her with pleasure, thinking Vlad wouldn’t be happy with it. When Vlad found out, several months later, he’d been furious. Alex had savored the look of horror on Vlad’s face when Yelena told her father that she was pregnant with Alex’s child.

The memory hit Alex in the stomach and he nearly doubled over. He ran his hand through his hair and shuddered. He had forgotten about that. Yelena lost the baby before it could be born, and Alex had wondered if it had happened naturally or not.

Vlad had tried to blame Alex, but what could Alex have done to prevent it? Besides the obvious one of not fucking her? It wasn’t as if he had access to condoms in his prison. He’d told Vlad that he couldn’t tell the difference between his daughter and a Dirne, and Vlad hadn’t taken that very well, but Alex enjoyed the fury on the other man’s face. It matched his own.

After Vitaly died, Alex had asked Vlad what had happened and Vlad confessed that he had “arranged” for Yelena to lose the baby; she didn’t know that the miscarriage had been induced. It was for the best all around that the baby hadn’t been born. Especially in light of Alex’s escape. He didn’t need reminders of his captivity, nor did Anna. Yelena had married last year and was happy. She was a sweet girl, but Alex had no feelings for her. He had used her to get revenge on his captors.

After the incident with Vlad’s daughter, there were no more Dirne for quite a while. Punishment, he supposed, but it wasn’t much of one. Yelena being pregnant just reminded him of Anna. That she had been glowing with pregnancy when he’d left. Despair and depression had crept in again and he did very little except sit in his chair and stare at the spot where Anna had stood, willing her to come back, but she didn’t.

“You okay?” Seth asked quietly as the lights began to fade.

“Yeah,” he said, rubbing his face. He had told Vati about the baby and they decided that Anna didn’t need to know about it. At least not right now. There was too much for her to absorb at the moment. Maybe he would tell her about it later. He wasn’t trying to hide it. He was just trying to be sensitive to Anna’s level of acceptance.

Alex needed to get control of his emotions before he saw Anna at the Gala dinner. She was beginning to be able to sense his emotions, and the last thing she needed was to find out about Yelena.

The music began and Alex became lost in the ballet. Watching Anna was beauty in motion. Something had been elevated in the last few days. Her dancing became even more beautiful, if that were possible. She was captivating.

The story was a simple boy meets girl story, set to music by a Russian composer Alex had not heard of, but it was entrancing. Anna and Hugo had a true synergy when they danced together, making Alex wonder briefly if Hugo had some Immortal in him. When she danced with Peter it had felt similar.

He tried to deny the jealousy that began to stab at his heart. The look on her face as they danced together was beautiful, and heartbreaking. She loved Hugo, and he looked at her the same way. He held her like the precious gem she was, gazing adoringly into her eyes.

Alex shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Had he made a mistake coming back? Trying to renew their relationship? Was it fair to Anna? After all, she’d moved on. Hugo was the only man she’d taken her ring off for.

But Hugo couldn’t protect her the way Alex could. No, Anna was where she needed to be. With Alex.

But was he being cruel, taking her away from her lover?

Alex didn’t like these doubts. He wasn’t used to doubting his place, doubting his decisions. Since he’d escaped, he found himself doubting almost everything he did. It was very uncomfortable. He didn’t like it one little bit.
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Anna hummed as she put on her long, black lace dress. The corset top had thin lace straps at the edge of her shoulders and the skirt was fitted, though not obscenely so. She checked herself in the mirror, wanting to look perfect for Alex.

Alex. Her heart swelled with love for him. She loved dancing with Hugo, but the whole time, she was thinking about how Alex was in the audience, watching her dance. She danced for him and him only. The more she thought about him, the more she felt like she was floating in mid-air.

There was a knock at her door and she went to answer it, knowing it was either Hugo or Aaron. She smiled when she saw both, looking very handsome in their tuxedos.

Aaron smiled and then groaned, glancing at Hugo. “You don’t get used to it.”

“Get used to what?” Anna asked.

“You. Not being mine. Not being Hugo’s.”

Anna’s face fell. “I’m sorry,” she said, not knowing what to do. She didn’t want to upset her friends.

Aaron chuckled and hugged her. “I was teasing . . . somewhat. Don’t feel bad.”

She glanced at Hugo, who gave her an affectionate smile. “I would love to still be with you, Kittycat,” he said in a soft voice, hugging her. “But seeing you the last few days makes me realize how much you belong with Alex. You glow.” He kissed her cheek and released her.

“Disgusting, isn’t it?” Aaron said with a laugh.

Anna’s mood lifted at their laughter. They were happy for her, not angry.


Forty


The three dancers arrived in the promenade a few minutes later. Hugo and Aaron went to find out where they were sitting. Anna already knew where to go: Table One, with Alex.

The huge room was decorated in the colors of fall: green, gold, yellow and red. At the center of each table sat a tall golden urn with strands of autumn leaves hanging over the edge. The tablecloths were white, but the underskirts were different fall colors at each table. It felt as if she had walked into the middle of Central Park, except that people were dressed in formal wear instead of jeans and jackets.

Anna nodded greetings to people she recognized as she made her way to table one. Tom, Tommy and their wives were there, as were Vincent and his partner, Walter, the mayor and his wife, and another couple she didn’t know. She didn’t see Alex and she frowned. There were two empty seats, so she knew she was heading to the right table, but she didn’t see her tall, handsome husband anywhere.

Tom spotted her as she approached and stood to greet her. “Katrina,” he said kissing her cheek. “You were even more wonderful than in the spring, if that’s possible.”

She greeted the others around the table and then looked around. “Where’s Alex?” she asked Tom.

Tom looked around. “He mentioned something about getting some air.”

“Oh.” Anna sat down next to Tom, disappointed. No, hurt was more like it. Why would he not be here when she arrived?

“Hello, Miss Katrina.”

Anna looked up to see Simon standing next to her. She smiled and stood. “Hi, Simon. I didn’t expect to see you here.”

Simon grinned. “Alex helped.”

Anna’s smile wasn’t as bright as it would have been, had Alex been next to her.

“Katrina, I’d like to introduce you to my wife, Emma. Emma, this is Katrina.”

The beautiful blond woman standing next to Simon extended her hand. “Hello, Katrina,” she said with a slight accent. German probably. “It is wonderful to meet you at last. I’ve heard much about you.”

Anna greeted her, wondering what she’d heard about her. “It’s nice to meet you, too. It never occurred to me that Simon was married.”

Emma gave a playful look to Simon and laughed. “Pretending to be single again?”

“It never was an issue. I was merely conducting business on behalf of my employer.” Simon gave Anna a friendly smile and looked around. “Speaking of . . . where is he?”

Anna bit her lip. “I don’t know. Tom said he went out for air.”

Simon frowned and looked behind him. She saw Tony and Greg sitting there. “Where’d Alex go?” Simon asked.

Tony shrugged. “Outside somewhere. Seth is with him.”

Simon looked thoughtful for a moment. “Excuse me for a few minutes.” He kissed Emma’s cheek and walked away.

Anna gave the others at the table a sad smile and then sat down in her chair again next to Tom. She fidgeted with the lace on her dress, not knowing what to do. Had she done something to upset Alex? But she hadn’t seen him since the early afternoon and he’d seemed fine then. Even when she was dancing, she hoped that he would sense her love for him. He seemed to always know how she was feeling and she wondered if his “imbuement” of the Immortals had something to do with that.

Where was he?
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“Alex, is there a reason you’re out here instead of inside with your wife?”

Simon had found Alex and Seth around the side of the theater. Alex had been there since the end of the performance. He didn’t want to see the way Anna looked at Hugo up close. It was bad enough watching it on stage.

Seth told him he was being ridiculous, but it didn’t help. Alex felt like he didn’t belong anywhere and for the first time in his life, he was avoiding a social situation because he was afraid. Knowing that he was afraid made him feel even more insecure and more determined to avoid the situation. It was a vicious cycle.

“She doesn’t want to see me,” he said softly in German. “I should have stayed away from her.”

Simon looked at him like he’d grown a second head. “What are you talking about?”

“Anna. She . . . God, I should have just left her alone in her new life. I could have confronted Devin on my own and she would have been free to live her life, believing I was dead.”

“Alex she loves you,” Seth said. “I don’t know where you got this ridiculous idea that she’d rather be with Hugo than you.”

“She took her ring off when they were dating.”

“She put it back on.”

“She knows she has to be with me. That she didn’t really have a choice after all.”

“She chose you before she knew that.” Seth frowned and crossed his arms over his chest. “Although if you keep acting like a pussy, she might change her mind.”

Alex closed his eyes at his friend’s words. “Maybe I should let her.” He turned and walked away, heading away from the theater.

“Where are you going?” Seth and Simon caught up with him.

“Home.” He looked at Seth. “Make sure she gets home okay.”

“You will hurt her if you leave,” Simon called after him. “She was very disappointed when you weren’t in there when she arrived.”

“She’ll be more disappointed if I went back in,” Alex muttered, skipping down the shallow steps that led to the street. His condo was only a few blocks away. Just a few blocks until he could be alone in his misery.
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Anna knew something was wrong when Seth walked in with Simon, but not Alex. Dinner was being served, but she pushed away from her chair and hurried over to the two men. “Where’s Alex?”

They looked at each other. “He . . .” Seth began, then sighed. “He went home.”

Anna couldn’t believe what Seth had just said. “He went home?” she whispered, not believing what she heard.

Seth nodded sadly. “I’m sorry, Anna.”

Anna blinked back tears, unsure of what to do. She looked out through the glass doors, hoping to see Alex walking towards the building, but he wasn’t there. “Why?”

Seth grimaced. “He’s having trouble adjusting to being here.”

Was he really saying that Alex was having doubts about being with her? She didn’t understand what was going on. She’d so been looking forward to dancing with him tonight. To see the proud expression on his face when she walked in.

But he left and went home? Who was this man? Did he not want her anymore? Was that it? He’d spent time with her and realized that she wasn’t what he wanted? The thought was a knife through her heart. Did he not love her anymore?

She went back to her seat and sat down hard, staring at the elegant china place setting in front of her.

“Where’s Alex?” Tom asked as an entrée was placed in front of Anna.

She looked at the delicious smelling salmon and vegetables. “Seth said he went home.” She blinked away tears again. “He’s having problems adjusting to being here.”

“Alex?” Tom asked, disbelief in his voice.

Anna nodded, unable to speak, for fear of bursting out into sobs.

“He looked a little uneasy when we came in, but,” Tom shook his head. “I don’t understand why he would leave. I saw him before the performance began and he was looking forward to tonight.”

Tom’s words didn’t help. What had happened between then and now? A knot formed in Anna’s stomach. Had he met someone during the performance and he was going to meet her?

Doubts from all directions began to assault Anna and she was beginning to feel ill. But she couldn’t leave, even if it was to chase after Alex. She represented the Company to these people who spent thousands of dollars to be seen and meet the dancers tonight. She’d left a social occasion early once and had been punished for it by Wilhelm. Anna doubted Tom would punish her, but she didn’t want to take the chance.

She took a deep breath and began to slowly eat, trying to ignore the pain in her heart.
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Anna ate and socialized and danced throughout the evening, all with a dull ache in her heart. She quickly got tired of answering the “Where’s Alex?” question. She even tried to call Alex a few times, but he didn’t answer, making her feel even worse.

She and Alex had never fought like this before. Were they fighting? That’s what made it worse. She had no idea what was going on. She didn’t know what had upset Alex. She tried getting angry at him, but couldn’t. All she could do was push away horrible images of him leaving her to be with another woman, or him leaving her period.

By two o’clock Anna was exhausted and her head was hurting. She just wanted to crawl into bed and curl up next to Alex. Would he even be there when she got home? Should she go home? Was that still her home? She’d only lived there a few days. Should she go back to the apartment?

She looked around for Seth and found him flirting with one of the corps dancers. He saw her looking at him and said something to the girl, then walked over to Anna.

“You okay?”

“I think I’m going to go home.” She gave him a questioning look. “Or should I go back to my apartment?”

Seth shook his head. “No, hang on a minute and I’ll take you home.”

Anna shook her head. “You seemed to be having a good thing going with Crystal. It’s only a few blocks.”

Seth frowned. “It’s the middle of the night and I told Alex I’d get you home safe.”

“Then just walk me to the building and come back. There’s no reason you can’t have some . . . company, like Tony and Greg.”

Seth thought for a moment and then nodded. “Alex is probably asleep and will wake up in the morning regretting leaving you here.”

Seth walked her the two blocks to their building and made sure she got in okay, then headed back to the party.

Anna greeted the doorman and then went to the elevators. She fidgeted in the elevator and then hesitated at the door to the condo. After taking a deep breath, she opened the door and walked inside.

The lights were off except in the library, at the far side of the living room. She kept her shoes on, wanting to alert Alex to her presence with her steps on the hardwood floor. She didn’t want to startle him. Was he in there?

She peeked inside and saw him slouching on the brown leather couch, wearing black sweatpants and holding a drink in his hand. He stared blankly at the lit fireplace, unmoving except for the slow rise and fall of his bare chest.

“Alex?” She was careful to keep her voice soft.

“I didn’t think you’d come home,” he said in a low voice.

Anna inhaled sharply. “Did you not want me to come home?” Tears burned her eyes again.

“I didn’t think you’d want to.” The hopelessness in his voice made Anna want to cry.

She walked over quickly and sat next to him, taking his hand. “Why would you think that Alex? Why did you leave?” Her voice squeaked on her last word.

Alex gripped the glass in his hand tighter. “I thought you’d prefer it if I wasn’t there.”

Anna stared at him. “Why on earth would you think that? I was crushed when you left.”

Alex finally looked at her with bloodshot, sad eyes. “I saw you . . . when you were dancing with Hugo . . . you love him.”

Anna was taken aback. She’d barely been thinking about Hugo while she danced. No, she hadn’t completely gotten over Hugo yet, but she was certain of her love for Alex. “Alex . . . I know I’m still working out my feelings with Hugo, but I love you. This is where I want to be. With you.” She held his big hand with her two much smaller hands as her eyes filled with tears. “Is that why you left? Because you thought I’d rather be with Hugo?”

Alex nodded slowly and the tears spilled over onto Anna’s cheeks. “Why, Alex? Why would you think that?”

She saw the tears in his own eyes and he blinked rapidly. “I saw how you looked at him . . . how he looked at you. You . . . I could feel your emotions.”

Anna’s heart broke. Never in her wildest dreams would she ever imagine Alex being so insecure. The tears in his eyes made her own flow harder. Devin had done this to him. Devin had made the most confident man she’d ever met insecure.

Suddenly, Anna was hit full force with what Devin had done to them both and she felt her rage rising to the surface. She knew what Devin had done to her, but she hadn’t realized the full extent of what Devin had done to Alex. Until now.
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Alex wasn’t exactly drunk, but not exactly sober either. He’d been sitting here for hours, imagining Anna dancing and having a good time at the Gala, all while being thankful that he’d left. Images of her in Hugo’s arms broke his heart. But if she’d rather be with Hugo, Alex didn’t want to stop her.

He was very surprised, then, when he heard the door open and her light footsteps in the hall. His heart had pounded, fearing what he would see in her face: Disdain? Disgust? Hatred? He didn’t even want to look at her.

She hadn’t responded to his accusation that she’d rather be with Hugo and he felt even more defeated.

Her hands suddenly clenched into fists and she began to shake. He looked up and saw a frightening sight; not disgust, but anger. No, not anger. Rage. Pure, unadulterated rage in her eyes.

“Anna?” he whispered. He exhaled sharply when her pupils began to disappear. “Anna!” he exclaimed, dropping his glass on the floor and grabbing hold of her shoulders.

“Devin . . .” she growled. “Devin . . . destroyed you . . .” She let out an inhuman scream and Alex leaped back.

She was going into a rage, like she had the night she’d killed Jack. Yet he was pretty sure she wasn’t angry at him.

Fuck. What had the tomes said about this? He . . . he needed to get control of her. Theoretically, it would be easier if he caught her before it completely took hold.

He sat back down and took her head in his hands, turning her face toward his. “Anna. Anna, look at me.”

She shook and jerked, trying to get free.

“Anna, Schatzi, look at me. Devin will pay. Devin will pay, I promise. Don’t lose control, my love. Please.”

She grabbed hold of his wrists, growling and digging her fingernails into the tender flesh. He winced, but thought he’d seen a glimmer of humanity in her eyes.

“Anna, look at me.” He hesitated. He had to command her. It was the only way. “Anna! Look at me.” He spoke in a firm, commanding tone, praying it would get her attention.

It did! Her eyes locked onto his. “Anna, Devin will pay for what he did. Please, please come back to me.”

She growled, but her pupils were starting to show again. He held her head firmly, keeping his eyes locked on hers and watched as she slowly, oh-so-slowly began to relax.

Her jaw trembled and she let out a sob and collapsed into his arms, tears drenching his chest and heart-wrenching wails breaking his heart. He leaned back in his seat and pulled her into his lap, holding her as tight as he could without hurting her.

She cried and cried and Alex held her. His chest was as wet as if she were showering him with her hot tears, but he didn’t care. He stroked her silky hair and whispered to her in German as the sobs wracked her body.
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Grief overwhelmed Anna, making her wail unlike she had in a very long time. She thought she had passed out for a few minutes because she remembered getting angry and then the next thing she knew, she was on Alex’s lap, crying. She tried to stop, not wanting to impose on Alex while he was upset, but she couldn’t.

Devin! Devin had destroyed her handsome, confident husband. The anger wasn’t there anymore, just grief. Intense grief.

An eternity later, when her tears ran dry, she looked up at Alex. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I made you feel like that, Alex.”

He wiped away her black-mascaraed tears with his thumbs. “I’m sorry I got jealous.”

“I was dancing for you,” she whispered. “I was barely thinking about Hugo as I danced. It was all for you . . .”

Alex’s eyes widened and she saw tears forming again. “Oh, Anna. Oh, mein Schatzi.” He grimaced. “I am a fool.”

“Devin . . . he hurt you so badly.” She cradled his smooth cheek. “Alex . . .” She leaned forward and kissed him, dragging her hands through his hair and thrusting her tongue into his mouth.

He groaned loudly and kissed her back with a passion. His hand tangled in her hair and met her tongue’s thrusts.

“Make love to me, Alex,” she murmured against his mouth. She felt him grin against her mouth and suddenly she was in the air.

Alex stumbled slightly and she opened her eyes to see him giving her a sheepish smile. “I’ve had a bit to drink.”

Anna giggled and wiggled out of his arms and onto the floor. “Are you up for lovemaking?” she teased.

He grinned. “Always.”

Feeling playful suddenly, she gave Alex a mischievous smile before running out of the room. She heard Alex laugh and his heavy footsteps followed behind her. She figured this would be the only time she might be able to outrun him.

He laughed and said something in German as he chased her down the hall and she screamed in delight and ran to their bedroom. His legs being so long, he easily caught up with her and grabbed her around the waist as she reached the door. She screeched and laughed, trying to get away, loving the light in his eyes. He tossed her onto the bed and jumped on after her, making the bed squeak.

“Little minx,” he murmured as he crawled over her and kissed her.

“I love you,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck.

Alex’s gaze softened. “I love you, too.”


Forty-One


Alex lay on his back with Anna lying on top of him, her green eyes full of love as she gazed at him. He’d been so unbelievably stupid the night before. It was a wonder Anna had forgiven him. But he was very thankful. So thankful.

She ran her fingers across his chest, giving him goose bumps and he shivered. The delight in her eyes made him want her to do it again. He couldn’t imagine a better morning than this: waking up, making love, and then gazing at his beautiful wife for as long as he wanted. Technically, she should be in class right now, but he was glad she’d stayed home. She wasn’t dancing until Tuesday so missing today wasn’t too big of a deal.

It was late morning and neither of them were inclined to get out of bed. He reached out to twirl a lock of sable-silk hair around his finger.

“I missed you,” he whispered, trying to maintain control of his emotions. “I didn’t mind being imprisoned so much, but it was torture being away from you.”

Regret filled her eyes. “I’m so sorry, Alex. I should have listened to you. I should have⁠—”

He pressed his finger gently to her lips. “Anna, I understand why you were troubled. Yes, things might have been different, but what matters is we’re here. Now. I don’t hold it against you. None of my men do.” He felt a flash of pain as he remembered his fallen men.

She stroked his cheek, sorrow in her eyes. “How is Erich doing?” she asked after a moment.

“Adjusting. He’s looking forward to coming out in November to confront that son-of-a-bitch.”

“November?”

Alex closed his eyes. “First Monday in November. The day I will kill Devin’s son. Friday will be the funeral. He’ll be expecting a bullet to the head. It won’t come. Saturday at the Funeral Gathering, I will confront him.” He opened his eyes to see Anna staring at him, eyes wide. He grimaced. “I don’t mean to upset you, Schatzi.”

She shook her head. “No, it’s . . .” She bit her lip. “Can I come?”

Alex didn’t want Anna anywhere near Devin. He wanted her here, safe and far away from that monster. He must have frowned because she narrowed her eyes. “I’m not letting you go anywhere without me.”

He carefully kept his face impassive as his heart swelled with affection for his stubborn wife. He must not have kept his face as impassive as he thought, though, because her eyes narrowed even more.

“I mean it, Alex. The last time you went out of town, you disappeared for almost five years. If you disappear, I’m disappearing with you.”

“Anna, you can’t come with me. I’ll be on a job.”

“Then tell the Elders that your wife won’t let you go.”

“Anna!”

Her brow raised. “I know who the Elders are who are sending you.”

“I have to go to Boston in three weeks.”

“Boston?”

“Oscar.”

Anna looked thoughtful for a few minutes. “That’s my last week of performances.”

Alex nodded. “I was going to come to you that Saturday after your last performance.” He grinned. “Bring you a bunch of pink roses.”

She grinned. “You still could.”

“I might.”

She gave him an affectionate smile and pushed forward to kiss him, her soft lips caressing his. Her leg brushed his cock and he felt it come to life. She smiled, letting him know she knew it too.

“I want to come with you,” she murmured against his lips. She nipped his bottom lip and he inhaled sharply, wrapping his arms around her and rolling her to her back.

“Come with me where?” He was feeling very relaxed.

“To San Francisco.”

He chuckled and kissed her again. “You should stay here, where it’s safe.” Why was he feeling dizzy?

“You want to leave me?” she pouted.

“Of course not, Schatzi. I—” Alex stiffened and pulled away from her. Suddenly, he realized what she was doing. “You’re manipulating me.”

Her eyes widened and she shook her head, but he put his hands on both cheeks. “Anna, don’t you dare try and manipulate me.” He gave her a stern look and she blinked rapidly a moment before bursting into tears.

“I’m sorry,” she whimpered. She gazed up at him, all hints of seduction gone. “I’m sorry, Alex, but I can’t stand the thought of you leaving me.” The tears slid down the sides of her face and on to his hands. “Please,” she whispered. “Please don’t leave me. I’ll be a nervous wreck the entire time.”

“You can call me while I’m gone.”

“But what if you don’t pick up? What if something happens to you?” Her green eyes were filled with grief. “Please, Alex. Please don’t leave me here.”

Alex rolled onto his back and ran his hands through his hair. The thought of leaving her didn’t sit well with him either. He knew she’d be a mess with him gone. But what could he do?

“Anna, even if I take you to San Francisco, I still have to go to Boston.” He sighed. “I don’t want you seeing what I do.”

“It’s okay if I know, but not okay if I see?” She sat up on her elbow and frowned. “Alex, Devin killed Ben in front of me. Tyler is as cruel as Devin. Oscar nearly killed me. Rylan raped me so many times I can hardly count. Seeing you ‘work’ can’t be any worse than that.”

He grimaced at the truth of her words, but he couldn’t take her with him. “Anna, you have to dance while I’m in Boston. I can’t take you away from that.”

“Change the date.”

“What?” he exclaimed. “Anna, we’ve worked out the details. I can’t just call my father and tell him I’m pushing off the job. You don’t do that to Elders.”

“Fine.” She rolled over and stood up. “I’ll call him.”

She started to walk away and Alex jumped up and lunged at her. “Anna, you can’t do that.”

She spun around. “Why not? Why are they making you leave me? Don’t they know what that will do to me?”

“I’m doing this for you, Schatzi,” Alex said in a raspy voice. “I know your country will be better off without these men, but the only thought that will be going through my head as I pull the trigger is how much they hurt you.”

She began to shake and Alex briefly became concerned that she was going to rage again. He hadn’t told her about the previous night yet. He studied her eyes, but there was no anger. Only what could be described as insane grief.

She dropped to her knees and hugged his legs. “Please, Alex. I can’t lose you again. I can’t. I won’t survive.”

“Nothing’s going to happen to me, Schatzi.” He bent down to pull her arms from around his legs before crouching down next to her and hugging her tightly.

“That’s what you said the last time,” she sobbed into his shoulder.

He stared out the window behind her as he stroked her hair. “I will talk to Vati. If he believes it is a possibility, I will approach Tom and Vlad.” He pulled her away slightly and gazed lovingly into her eyes. “But we must obey our Elders, Anna. I cannot go against their wishes.”

Anna nodded and sniffed. “Okay.” She gave him a brave smile through her tears.

Alex hoped Vati had a solution for this. He had no idea what to do.


Forty-Two


“W


hat was it like?”

Alex looked up from his lunch. “What was what like?”

“Being in Russia.” Anna’s fork was halfway to her mouth, holding a cluster of romaine lettuce and Parmesan cheese. They sat together upstairs, in the windowed conservatory that overlooked his terrace and Central Park.

Alex thought for a moment and then gave a half-smile. “Boring.”

Anna giggled. “Boring?”

He shrugged. “There wasn’t much to do. After we realized there was no chance of escape, we just . . . accepted it . . .”

[image: ]


I sat in my room next to the window, reading, most days. There wasn’t much else to do. Three and a half years passed sitting by that window. The world went on, but still, I sat there. For a prison, it wasn’t so bad. We had good meals every day down in the well-appointed dining room, unless there were guests. We were given time outside and time in the library when requested. Vitaly even had a gym downstairs for us to use.


You had appeared in this room when I first was captured but you were faint, and I hadn’t been certain you were real. You didn’t speak very coherently, and when you disappeared, I wondered if it had been a dream. Then there was nothing for two years.

Those were my dark days. My men tried to cheer me, but it didn’t work. Despair and depression crept in and I did very little except sit in my chair and stare at the spot where you had stood, willing you to come back, but you didn’t. Vitaly wouldn’t tell me anything that was going on, though sometimes he hinted that you were dead, or married to someone else and happy. Anything to torment me. That fucking bastard. And to think he had been a family friend.

Vlad was just as bad when he visited, though he seemed more reasonable on some levels. Vitaly seemed as bad as Devin. Vlad at least tried to understand and was sympathetic . . . a little.

It was one of my darker days when I sensed you again. I was staring out the window at nothing when I heard a wisp of a sound. I was afraid to look; I had looked so many times before. But when you said my name . . . my heart leaped and I turned to see you, my beautiful sweet wife, older, thinner, sick-looking even. But you were there. It took everything inside me to not run over there. I knew you would disappear at my touch, so I just looked, gazing into your beautiful green eyes, willing you to feel my love and longing.

“Are you really there?” I asked in a raspy voice, but you frowned, and I realized I’d spoken in German. Same mistake I’d made so many years ago. I smiled at my foolishness and tried again in English.

Your eyes widened and you took a step back and shook your head. “You’re dead. This isn’t real. No!” you shouted and disappeared.

I slumped in my chair and stared at the spot. You had come, but you didn’t want to be there. Did you no longer love me? I looked at the ceiling and let my tears flow freely. My beloved Schatzi. Did you hate me? Why had you come? Was it something Devin had cooked up to torment me?

I still had no answers to my questions when Seth came into my room later to get me for dinner.

“She came,” I said in a broken voice. “She came and she hated me.”

Seth walked into the room and knelt down next to my chair. “Alex, she would never hate you. What happened?”

I told Seth what had happened.

“You’ve been gone for two years and you haven’t seen her since you first got here. She was probably scared and hurting. I know Anna. She would never hate you. Never.”

I gave my friend an uncertain smile and swallowed. “You think so?”

Seth grinned. “Either that or your appearance scared the shit out of her. Have you looked at yourself lately?”

I shook my head. “Do I look that bad?”

“Well, you look better than a bum on the street. But only just.”

I chuckled. “Maybe I should trim my beard.”

“Maybe. Or at least brush it so you make sure there aren’t any rats living in it.”
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Seth had been right; I looked like shit. From then on, I kept my hair combed and beard trimmed in hopes that you would come. It was several months later when you did. I had almost not bothered that day, but was glad I did.


The hurt in your eyes was evident when I turned to see you. God, it broke my heart. You accused me of abandoning you. You were hurt and angry. I thought trying to assure you that I was real would help, but I was wrong. It only made you more upset. Without thinking, I reached out to you and you were gone. I fell to my knees and wept.

When you came again, you seemed reluctant to be there, but calmer. God, you were so beautiful. You looked healthier than before, which made me feel better. You refused to accept that I was real, and I didn’t push it. I was thrilled to see you still wore your wedding ring, as I did. You might not know that I was still your husband, but I certainly knew you were still my wife, and knowing you still wore my ring . . . it made me want to fly.

It killed me that I couldn’t comfort you when you started crying about the baby. I had been adamant about finding out about the baby and had been stunned when Vlad told me what Devin had done. But that had been years ago, and you were still grieving? It didn’t make any sense. Not that what happened wasn’t traumatic, but I was confused until I found out, much later, that you had been on drugs for two years until Devin had demanded you get sober. I swore that when I got out of there I would make Devin pay for what he had done to you.

But you had reached for me before you left. The briefest touch and you were gone, but it warmed my heart. Maybe you would forgive me after all.

The next time you came, I accepted that I needed to let you think it was just a dream. You were calmer and didn’t get upset if I let you think you were dreaming. You stayed much longer and I was able to find out a lot about what Devin had been doing. He was taking your powers from you for his own, and it frustrated me to no end that I couldn’t do anything about it. I made you leave when the contact became too burdensome and you began to hurt. I liked that you didn’t want to leave. You told me you loved me, and I lived on those words for a long time.

Shortly after that, Vlad began visiting me more often. He seemed to genuinely want to know about my relationship with you, and about Devin. Vlad, in turn, gave me news about you. That you still loved me and⁠—

“Do you see her?” Vlad asked one morning after a lengthy question-and-answer time.

I narrowed my eyes at him. “What do you mean?”

“She says she dreams of you but they’re not real, like they used to be.” Vlad’s eyes softened. “Are they real?”

I studied him for a few minutes. “Yes,” I said finally. “Yes, she comes here. I let her think they’re dreams because she gets upset when I try to tell her I’m real.”

Vlad nodded and left a few minutes later.

The next time Vlad came, Peter was with him. I was appalled at first at what Devin had done, making you “date” someone, but as Peter spoke, I realized that Peter cared for you deeply. Peter spent a few hours with me, telling me about what you had been doing and reassured me several times that you still missed me and that if I ever got free, you would willingly return to me.

“Ever got free?” I snorted when he said that. “Not as long as your grandfather is alive.”

Peter looked at me impassively and then stood to leave. “He is an old man, Alex. Old men die.”
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“Peter really said that?” Anna asked. She vaguely remembered Aaron saying something about Vitaly being killed.

Alex nodded. “Honestly, I think his death was . . . artificially induced.”

Anna’s eyes widened. “Peter killed him?”

“I think it was more Vlad. Peter was with you, remember?”

“Oh, yeah.”

“Vitaly slowly started getting sick, and towards the end, I didn’t even see him. Vlad seemed . . . unsurprised and rather unemotional when he came to tell me . . .”
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Time passed, Vitaly was still alive and even Vlad didn’t come to visit anymore. You came every once in a while and, as long as I didn’t try to convince you I was real, you were fine.


I’d seen you just a few days before and you looked so dejected. You said you were lonely. Promises of dead men, you said. Those words tore into my heart. I longed to prove that I would come, but how could I? It was too painful to hope.

I realized that I had been staring out the window. Not that it mattered. I had the rest of my life to finish the book in my lap. I could stare at the Russian blue sky all I wanted, and still, have time to finish my book.

I sighed and stood, placing the book on the table next to me. Maybe I’d ask for some time outside. It would get cold soon; too cold to go out. I ran my hands through my hair and interlaced my fingers on top of my head as I looked out the window to the small world I had inhabited for so long.

A sharp rap sounded on the door and then it opened. I turned to see Vlad standing in the doorway with a very somber expression on his face.

“My father is dead,” he announced without emotion.

“I’m sorry to hear that, Vlad,” I said sincerely, for Vlad’s sake. It would be tough to lose a father, even one as harsh as Vitaly.

“Yes, well . . .” Vlad looked at me uncomfortably. “Anna will be here in a few days and I must take you all down to the cellar until she’s gone.”

The cellar was a freezing cement room that we were taken to whenever there were guests in the house. It was also where I and my men spent our first few weeks in St. Petersburg.

“Anna’s coming here?” I asked, with more emotion than I’d expected to show.

“I don’t think she’ll come here to the house, but she will be in town. If she senses you here . . . Devin will not like it.”

Devin won’t like it? I studied Vlad carefully. “What about you?”

“I don’t want her to be hurt,” Vlad said slowly.

I snorted. “If you don’t want her hurt, let me and my men go.”

“When the funeral is over, I will reconsider many things my father did.” He gave me a pointed look. “But until then, the protections on the house must be strengthened. There cannot be a hint of anyone knowing you are here, or Devin would be very upset.”

I nodded slowly, trying to decipher what Vlad was saying. Was he saying that he would let us go? Would Vlad not be upset if anyone knew we were here?

“Once the funeral is over . . . things may change. Tomorrow I will take you to the cellar.” He turned to leave but paused. “I almost forgot to give this to you.” He handed me a portable DVD player. “Peter sent this to me. I thought you might like to see.”

When Vlad left, I powered the device on and my heart pounded as I heard the first strains of the music of Giselle. My Anna! It was your performance of Giselle with Peter. I watched the entire thing without moving, and then began it again before I realized the others might want to see it. I hurried out into the hallway and called for them.

Though the stairway was blocked off, we had the tower floor to ourselves. Seth, Tony, Greg, and Erich came out of their rooms. You would have laughed at all the beards and long hair. A pain hit my heart, knowing I had lost three men trying to find a means of escape the first year we were there. There was no way out. The deaths of Jesse, Michael, and Jason had proven that. Sebastian hadn’t died, of course, but had been banished to wherever he came from.

I put the DVD player on the ground and began it again. No one spoke as the ballet progressed, but we all watched. When it was over, Seth started it over and we all sat and watched it together again. And again.

I looked around at my men. My family. I would have likely killed myself if it hadn’t been for them all this time. They were subdued, but not unhappy. There just wasn’t much to talk about after all this time; nothing really happened. We had exhausted all possible escape routes and lost three good men trying. Life was monotonous.

Vlad chuckled a few hours later when he came up and saw us all sitting on the floor in the hallway. “I didn’t know you were all so fond of ballet.”

If it had been Vitaly, I would have had a smart remark ready for him, but Vlad had been kind enough to give us this, so I held my tongue. Besides, his comment seemed genuine.

“I can ask for more if you’d like,” Vlad offered.

I nodded. “Please,” I said, my voice raspy.

Vlad gave me a sympathetic look. “She’s a wonderful dancer and a wonderful young woman.”

The men all nodded. Not once had they complained or suggested that you were the reason they were there. Seth, Greg, and Tony still adored you. Erich didn’t know you as well, but knew me enough to know you were something special. I was so grateful for them all.

It pained me to know Vlad had contact with you when I couldn’t, but . . . there was something different about Vlad now that Vitaly was gone. More than just him becoming an Elder. It gave me a glimmer of hope for the first time in a very, very long time.



Forty-Three


Anna stood and walked around to the other side of the table and embraced Alex. Knowing her refusal to believe him had hurt him made her feel so guilty. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you, Alex,” she whispered, settling on his lap and leaning her head against his shoulder. “I was so consumed with grief⁠—”

“Anna, I’ve told you. It’s all right. I understand. If you had believed me, and Devin had found out . . . who knows what would have happened? I might still be in that cellar.”

His words brought to mind a memory unbidden. “The cellar . . .” She sat up. “You got sick. You got sick and . . . Devin sent me to heal you . . .”

Alex nodded.

“But . . . why did I get sick too?”

“I was down there because Devin wanted me down there. I got sick because of being down there. So you did too . . .”
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The cellar was freezing as usual. There were blankets and cots, but they did little to abate the cold. I hated being down here in the windowless box. Not to mention I was starting to feel like crap.


As time went on, I started sweating and shivering at the same time. Seth put me down on the bed and did what he could for me, but all I could do was shiver. Tony pounded on the metal door but no one came. God, would I die down there?

No relief came and the room seemed to grow even colder. Even the other men huddled in their beds against the cold. They had done all they could for me. I put my head under my blanket and wondered about death.

I felt you before I could see you. A warmth spread throughout the room before you even came to me. My thoughts were scattered, though I was surprised you were there. Vlad had said this room was sealed against your presence.

You pulled the blanket away from my face and I opened my eyes. My teeth chattered as I mumbled something about your presence and I tried to smile at you but all I could do was groan in pain. I felt your cool hand on my forehead and stared at you in wonder as you sighed in relief and then stretched out in the bed with me. I wanted to reach out to you, to wrap my arms around you and keep you there forever, but I couldn’t move. Instead, you wrapped your arms around me and I felt the fever leaving me. My body relaxed and I moved closer to you, but opened my eyes in alarm when your body became hot with the fever I’d just had.

“No, Anna. No, you can’t get sick.” I put my hand on your head and willed you to give me my sickness back. You cried out and I saw the pain in your eyes before you faded away.

“Anna!” I screamed, sitting up. “Anna!”

But you were gone.

I looked around but knew you were gone. I caught Erich’s eye. “Did you see her?” I asked wildly.

Erich nodded. “Felt her first. The room is warmer.”

The other men had sat up.

“You okay?” Greg asked.

“She took my fever,” I rasped, staring at the ground. “She healed me.” I squeezed my eyes shut and fell back onto my cot. I could almost feel you still next to me. Your warm body against mine. It was torture.

I didn’t know how long we were down in the box but when Vlad finally appeared, I charged at him. “Is she all right?”

Vlad looked at me, surprised. “Yes, Alex. She’s fine. She’s much better than she was. Your father challenged Devin, and she is with him and your brother now.”

I slumped against the wall in relief. I could feel my men relax as well. But I stiffened again as Vlad’s words sank in. “You think she is better because she is with my family?” I knew that my family had been forbidden to have contact with you and I was thrilled that the ban had been revoked.

Vlad didn’t answer right away. He looked away, emotions flitting across his face. “If I were to answer that in the positive, my family would be in danger.” He looked back at me. “The look of joy on her face when she was allowed to return to your father . . . was very pleasing.”

I read between the lines. Vlad didn’t approve of how Devin treated you, and maybe even what Devin was doing, period.

“You can return to your rooms,” Vlad said, stepping aside. As I stepped by him, after the others had left, Vlad spoke again. “You should spend some time in the library soon.”

I arched an eyebrow at the new Russian Elder, but nodded my head. “Perhaps I should go now?”

Vlad nodded and walked away.

I made my way to the large library on the second floor of the huge mansion. Vlad was definitely different from Vitaly and I wondered about the changes he had mentioned a few days ago.

One change I did notice as I made my way through the house was the lack of security. Vitaly had kept armed guards throughout the house; I couldn’t go more than a few steps without seeing a guard watching me with a gun ready to shoot me if I or any of the others acted suspiciously.

Now, I couldn’t see any in sight, which made me more nervous. Was Vlad tricking me? I stopped in the hallway and listened. I didn’t hear or sense anyone around me. It was odd. I looked around and didn’t see any new cameras, either. What was going on?

I arrived in the library and looked around to search for what Vlad obviously wanted me to find. Nothing caught my eye as I stood at the double-door entrance of the two-story library. I wandered slowly around the perimeter, looking for any differences. I knew this room almost as well as my own family’s library. My Russian had certainly improved since I’d been here; almost all the books were in Russian.

Your presence still haunted me as I walked around the room. I missed you now more than ever. I was glad that you were able to see my family again, but a part of me couldn’t help but wonder if something might develop between you and my brother. My heart squeezed at the thought, though Kurt was the logical person to take my place in your life.

I stopped by a floor-to-ceiling window and leaned my head against the cool glass. What if you fell in love with Kurt and married him? Yes, I wanted you happy, but I wanted you happy with me, not my brother. Vlad, by his actions and words, had lit a glimmer of hope in my heart that we might actually get out of here someday. I felt the desire to fight growing inside me again. Something I hadn’t felt in a long time.

I looked around the room with new eyes. What was different? What was it that Vlad wanted me to find? A bookshelf in the corner caught my eye. Something was odd.

I crossed the room in a few short strides and saw that the edges of some books were closer to the edge of the shelf than the surrounding books. I bent down and looked but there wasn’t anything behind them. So what was here?

The dust cover on a large book was slightly bent and ill fitting. I pulled the book out, opened the front cover and was astonished when I saw the elaborate script of an ancient Elder book.

There were three volumes of the Books of the Elders that had been banned centuries ago. I had found the first two when I had searched before we were married. This was the missing third volume! This was the volume that should tell me how to free you from Devin’s grip!

I ran my hands through my hair as my pulse pounded in my head. I was certain that this book had not been here before. Had Vlad put it here? He had to have done so, otherwise, why would he have told me to go to the library?

Changes . . . You . . . Devin . . . Freedom?

I closed the book and made sure the dust cover was in place, then turned and carried it out of the room. Vlad came around the corner and I stopped dead in my tracks, blood chilling in fear of what Vlad would say.

“Did you find anything interesting?” Vlad asked conversationally.

“I . . . uh, yes, I did,” I answered hesitantly.

Although Vlad didn’t smile, I saw his gaze soften. “Good. I hope you find it . . . educational.” He nodded his head and continued past me down the hallway.

I stood in the middle of the hallway for a split second more and then hurried to the staircase and up to my room. It would take me a while to decipher the book, but it would be easier since I was familiar with the language already. If Vlad had left this book for me to find, would he also provide a means of escape?

One thing at a time, I told myself. I needed to learn what I needed to know before I thought about anything else.
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I immersed myself in learning what I needed to know. Seth and the others would drag me out of my room every day to make sure I got exercise.


“Anna won’t like it if you’re skinny,” Seth teased.

I rolled my eyes, though my vanity winced. I had lost a lot of muscle tone over the years. What was the point of working out if I was never going to leave? But finding the book had renewed my desire for life. There was a chance that I would see you again! My heart pounded every time I thought about it.

The mood had lightened significantly since Vitaly had died. We found ourselves joking around and talking about what it would be like to be free again; something we hadn’t dared to even dream about for a very, very long time.

Winter came and went and I studied diligently. Vlad told me that you were living with Devin after you went home and, from what Vlad had heard, you weren’t doing well. When Vlad would bring your performances for us to watch, I could see you weren’t yourself, though it was subtle. My heart ached for you, and my determination to get free increased.
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At the beginning of March, Vlad came to my room early one morning.


“Anna is gone.”

I was still in bed and I sat up straight. “What? What do you mean gone?”

Vlad’s face was inscrutable, as it was most of the time when he came to speak to me. “She ran away from Devin.”

My jaw dropped and I stared at Vlad. I could hardly comprehend his words. “Ran away?” I repeated. “How? Is she safe? Where is she?” Questions shot through my head like a bullet ricocheting off steel plates.

“She had help. Yes, she is safe.” Vlad’s eyes softened. “She’s with friends.”

“Do you know where?”

Vlad didn’t answer, but strode to the window and looked out. “Our Gathering is next week in Moscow.” He turned to look at me. “I, of course, must attend and will have to take much of my household with me.”

My heart pounded in my chest. Was this our opportunity to escape? Was it a trick? “Oh?” was all I could come up with.

Vlad nodded. He looked like he wanted to say something, but hesitated. “Have you explored much of the house?”

I shook my head. “Your father kept us on a tight leash.”

“I hope you have noticed I am more . . . relaxed than he was.”

“I have,” I admitted. “I was used to guns pointed at me wherever I went. It’s . . . nice.”

Vlad allowed a smile to breach his face. “I can imagine.” He turned back to the window. “My father liked to keep things he thought could be useful. He kept them in a locked storage room under the house.” He paused. “It has a door to a tunnel that leads outside the property.”

My heart pounded even harder. Escape? “Th-that’s interesting,” I said, trying to sound nonchalant. Was our gear in there?

“Of course, the room is guarded, but only by one man.” He turned around. “Midnight snacks are tasty, aren’t they?”

I blinked, hardly daring to believe what I was hearing. Vlad was telling me how to escape? “It can be dangerous, wandering a house at night.”

Vlad nodded. “It can be. If you’re not careful. But rewarding as well.” His eyes were pleading. “Sometimes someone else’s safety is worth the risk. Elder protections can only last so long against stronger men.”

I swallowed. I needed to find out where you were.

“We leave on Monday. I know I can trust you to . . . do the right thing.” He put his hands in his pockets and then drew them out again, and something hit the ground with a soft thud. “You’re a good man, Alex. I’m sorry I distrusted you.”

I nodded, still disbelieving my ears.

Vlad strode out of the room and closed the door behind him.

I sat for a moment, looking at the closed door and reflecting on what I had heard, and then walked over to the cloth bundle that Vlad had dropped. Inside were several keys. Praying this wasn’t a trap, I went to tell my men what I had learned and to make plans for Monday.
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“Vlad really did that?” Anna asked, eyes wide. She’d put her fork down and listened intently as Alex told her his story. Vlad really had risked everything to let Alex escape. “Devin doesn’t know?” she whispered.

Alex shook his head. “No, Vlad and Peter only have to hide it for a few more weeks, and with all the funerals, Devin’s a little . . . well, he’s started to get a little paranoid.” Harsh amusement lit his eyes. “I can’t wait to see him going to Tyler’s funeral.”

Anna bit her lip. She understood Alex’s feelings; hers weren’t much different. But the years of imprisonment had hardened him. She could see it in his eyes. Or maybe this was what he went through when preparing for a job. Then again, this job was personal.

She reached across the table and put her hand on his. He looked down, his eyes softening as he looked at her hand. “Alex, I will respect what the Elders decide about me going along,” she said softly. “But please consider the fact that it’s my fight, too. I want to see you stand up to Devin. I want to see the look on his face when he realizes he’s lost.” She paused. “I’m the one who had to live with him, who dealt with him every day.”

Alex pressed his lips together and nodded. “I understand, Schatzi. I will speak to my father tonight.”

Anna smiled. “Thank you.”

They ate in silence for a few minutes and Anna’s curiosity got the better of her. “How did you escape?”


Forty-Four


Alex took a breath, thankful for Anna’s desire to hear his story. They’d missed so much of each other’s lives. It was a way he felt that he could share of himself.
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Monday morning, I watched from my window as Vlad, Peter and an enormous entourage climbed into several SUVs and drove down the road and through the gate that guarded the property. If I counted correctly, there were only a handful of guards left in the house. I inhaled deeply and went to discuss last-minute plans with the others.


At midnight, dressed in the darkest clothing we had, I unlocked the door to the stairs and the five of us crept silently downstairs. We carried a few possessions in pillow cases, including the Book of the Elder that I had “found.” Though we were out of practice, we moved as silently as ever, prepared to attack whomever we came across. I was operating without a full team, but it would have to do.

At the bottom of the stairs, we paused outside the door to the house. I listened at the crack and heard movement. I motioned to my men that there was someone out there and they moved into position. I pressed myself against the wall to the side of the door and turned the handle and let the door swing open. The guard grunted and poked his head through the doorway and I grabbed his head and twisted his neck, breaking it with a satisfying twist of my hands. Tony and I dragged the guard into the corner of the stairwell and searched his body, coming up with a pistol and several magazines. There was also a wallet and a throwing knife, which I tossed to Erich, who grinned. I stuck the pistol in the back of my waistband and we slowly crept along the side of the dimly lit hallway, keeping to the shadows as much as possible. There were no other guards until we reached the corner that led down to the kitchen.

The man was too far away to sneak up on, so Tony charged the guard and broke his neck, and we dragged the body to a side closet, stripping him of his wallet and weapons.

We crept down the stone staircase silently, unsure if there was another guard in place. The kitchen was dark except for the moonlight streaming through the windows. I listened for a long while and when I was satisfied there was no one in there, we made our way through the narrow doorway and began searching. The only thing I knew was that the storage room was in there. We gathered as much food as we could, dropping bread and fruit into the extra pillowcases. I chuckled as I remembered doing something similar with Kurt when we were children.

A low whistle from Greg told me the door had been found. It was in the back of the pantry. I produced the key and unlocked the door. It wasn’t quiet, but not loud enough to overly concern us. Once the door was closed, Tony found a light switch and the room lit brightly. We had to wait for our eyes to adjust before looking around in amazement. All our gear was in here, plus some.

We took a quick inventory and shrugged into our darker “sneaking” clothes before divvying up the extra gear from our deceased friends. Once we were somewhere relatively safe, we could check our weapons, but the important thing was to get out of there. Quickly. I located the door across the room and opened it. It smelled of wet dirt and something else unpleasant, but I trusted that it went where Vlad said it did. Once our flashlights were on, Greg turned out the light and we filed into the tunnel, closing the door behind us.

It was long and straight, with damp stone walls and floor and a wooden ceiling. Our boots made little sound as we quickly jogged through the narrow passageway. After about fifteen minutes we came to a rusted metal doorway. I studied the door. There was no visible keyhole or latch. I poked around a little and found a hidden latch near the bottom and pushed the door open. Fresh, cold air rushed into my face and I took in deep gulps.

“Freedom,” I whispered in a husky voice. I looked back and grinned at my friends. They returned the grin and filed out into the dark forest, closing the door quietly behind us. As much as I wanted to savor our newly found freedom, we had to keep moving.

We were south of the mansion and I knew there was a town a few miles away that had a local train into the main city. We had to get into St. Petersburg to catch the train to Warsaw, and then to Frankfurt. Train was the easiest way to travel. Our ultimate destination was my father’s house. Vati would be able to help me figure out what to do next. Maybe he even knew where you were.

The five of us took off in a southeasterly direction, not talking but concentrating our energy on getting where we needed to go. A few miles into our journey we were huffing more than we ever had in the past; confinement had taken its toll.

By the time we made it into the town, we were exhausted. The plan was to “borrow” a car and take it to the closest train station. Seth and Tony would go find a suitable vehicle while I waited on the edge of town with Greg and Erich. Two men walking around weren’t as noticeable as five.

We didn’t speak much, but ate a snack as we waited for Seth and Tony to return. If there was one thing they knew how to do, it was getting in and out of places without being noticed. That was never the issue with getting away from Vitaly. The issue had been guards that watched our every move, prepared to shoot to kill if we even looked like we were trying to escape. I closed my eyes at the memory of my friends’ deaths.

After what seemed like an eternity, a dark sedan pulled up next to us and I heard the signal whistle. We shoved our things into the trunk and squeezed into the small car.

“Think you could have picked a smaller car, Tony?” I asked in English. “I feel like a sardine.”

“Beggars can’t be choosers,” Tony responded. Seth laughed.

“What are you laughing at?”

“You better practice your English. Anna won’t be able to understand you.”

I growled. “She hasn’t had problems before.”

Seth rolled his eyes. “Maybe the dreams interpret better. I’m having a hard time understanding your English, and I’ve been with you for the past several years.”

“Is it really that bad?” I asked Greg.

“You have an interesting mix of a Russian and German accent.” Greg shrugged. “She’ll figure it out, I’m sure.”

“Or you won’t need to speak at all,” Erich laughed. “Just kiss her.”

I groaned softly and remembered kissing your soft lips. Somehow, we had been able to touch the last few times you’d come. Feeling you against me had been heavenly. Feeling your lips against mine . . . I sighed thinking about it. I would never let you out of my sight again once I found you. Never.

The drive was a short one, and Tony parked the car in the back of the parking lot. We pooled our cash and Greg went to buy the tickets. We always kept plenty of local currency with us when we went on missions, as well as pre-paid debit cards with extra. But I wanted to be out of the country before we used those. Cash was always better.

Greg returned a few minutes later. “The trains don’t start for a few more hours. It might be better to just drive into the city. The train to Warsaw doesn’t leave until almost midnight.”

I ran my hand through my hair. I’d wanted to get out of the city as soon as possible. “Does anything else leave earlier?”

“There’s a train to Helsinki, but we’d be trapped there. I think it’d be better to find a place to stay for the day and wait for the Warsaw train. Unless you want to go through Moscow.”

I shook my head emphatically. “That would be walking into the lion’s den. All right. Let’s go find a place to stay, get rid of the car and get the tickets to Warsaw.”

We found a hotel near the station and stayed there until it was time to go. Tony went out and purchased us new clothes so we didn’t look like criminals or, well, assassins. The hotel clerk had looked at us nervously as she checked us in.

Nine nerve-wracking hours later, we were finally aboard the train to Warsaw.

I shared a sleeper berth with my cousin, who was snoring next to me. I was exhausted, but couldn’t sleep. I missed you with everything that I had and was impatient to get to you. Would you want me back? When you thought I was a dream, you certainly wanted me, but what about the reality? Would you still think I’d abandoned you? What was the best way to approach you? Just show up wherever you were staying and say hello? Could you handle such a thing? Or should I ease you into it, giving you hints that I was there and then revealing myself?

No answer came to me and I drifted off to sleep still wondering.

The train arrived mid-afternoon in Warsaw with several hours until the next train left. I relaxed a bit, knowing we were more than halfway there. Erich and I would have to keep a low profile once we were in Frankfurt. It wouldn’t be good if we were recognized. Our beards and hair helped, but the Kunze family members were all well known, and our height alone could give us away.

Arriving in Frankfurt early in the morning was only beneficial if it was the weekend. It wasn’t. The train station was busy on that Thursday morning, though not overcrowded. Erich and I both wore hats and kept our heads down. For once, I wished I weren’t so tall.

Fortunately, Uncle Friedrich and Aunt Klara lived only about a half mile from the train station and we headed out as soon as we found our bearings. My stomach churned as we walked through the familiar streets. I was so thankful to be home, but now the real challenge began. Staying out of Devin’s sight and finding you.

I glanced over at Erich. “You all right?” I asked.

Seth, Tony, and Greg walked behind us.

Erich let out a big breath. “How can I be so nervous about seeing my family?”

“I’m glad I’m not the only one who feels that way.”

Erich looked at me, surprised. “I didn’t think you got nervous about anything.”

“Maybe not before, but now, yes.”

Erich’s childhood home came into view and our steps slowed.

“What’s the best way to approach?” Seth asked. “Knock on the door or walk right inside?”

“Do you have your keys?” I asked with a grin.

Erich thought for a moment and then dropped his bag on the ground. “I just might.” After a few minutes of rummaging, Erich made a triumphant sound. “I hope they didn’t change the locks.”

Traffic was increasing and we carefully made our way down the street. Most likely, both my aunt and uncle were awake, but Uncle Friedrich would still be home.

We walked around the back of the house and Erich unlocked the door. I could hear voices in the direction of the kitchen. Familiar voices of loved ones. Tony closed the door behind us and I motioned for the three non-Kunzes to wait there while Erich and I announced our presence. I nodded to Erich and we crept into the kitchen. Dishes clinked and Uncle Friedrich spoke about a legal case he was researching.

We walked slowly into the spacious kitchen. “Hello, Mutti. Hello, Vati.” Erich spoke loud enough to be heard, but not loud enough to startle them. Too much.

Klara screamed and dropped her coffee mug. It crashed to the floor and porcelain and coffee scattered across the floor. Friedrich stood, pushing his chair back and took a defensive stance. His gaze went back and forth between us. “Erich?” he whispered in wonder. “Alex?”

Klara put her hands to her mouth and then rushed to Erich, embracing him and crying. She reached for me as well. Friedrich was quickly behind her and we were hugged and kissed and stared at in wonder.

“We were told you were dead,” Friedrich said in a hoarse voice.

“That’s what you were supposed to believe,” Erich said. “I’m sorry you suffered.” He kissed his mother’s head.

“The others are here,” I said softly. “May I call for them?”

“Oh!” Klara said. “Of course.”

I quickly went to gather the others and returned to the kitchen. My uncle and aunt knew them too and hugged them with just as much enthusiasm.

“Have you spoken to Wilhelm?” Friedrich asked.

I shook my head. “We only just got in. Your house was closest to the station.”

“I should call him,” Friedrich said, reaching for his phone.

“No, Uncle. I need to see him in person. Soon.”

“Of course.” He looked around at the group of men. “If you don’t mind being uncomfortable, we might be able to squeeze into the SUV.”
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“We surprised Vati and Mutti and the others,” Alex said with a soft smile. “To say the least.”

Anna was staring at him with a mix of awe and sadness. It must have been a shock, hearing him speak so casually about killing a man. Another reminder of how little time they had together before he was captured.

“Why . . .” she said in a soft voice. “Why didn’t you come right away?”

“I wanted to, Schatzi . . .”


Forty-Five


“Vati, I need to see her. I’ve waited years to see her.” I ran my hands through my long hair as I stared out the window of Vati’s study at the first Frankfurt sunset I’d seen in many years. I had spent the whole day with my family, sharing and learning what had happened since I’d been gone. The families of Seth, Tony and Greg would arrive tomorrow. They were being brought here so they could be reunited, but also so Devin wouldn’t know. My whole family knew I was still alive by now. I would get in touch with the families of Jesse, Jason, and Michael soon as well. My whole family, save you, my beloved wife. “My heart can’t stand it much longer.”


Vati stood behind me and put his hand on my shoulder. “I know, Son. But the situation needs to be handled very carefully. Devin is still very strong. If you go announcing you’re alive, he will find you and likely find Anna. You’re not ready to confront him yet.”

I frowned and wanted to lash out at my father, but I knew Vati was right. You had only just escaped. Devin was still very strong and would remain so for several months.

“I miss her,” I whispered after a long silence. “My heart aches for her . . .” I turned suddenly. “I could touch her. The last few times . . . I could touch her. I could kiss her.”

Vati’s eyes widened in surprise. “You could?”

I nodded. “Ever since I got sick . . .” I paused. “Did Devin know she dreamt of me?”

Wilhelm shook his head. “No, I told her not to tell him. When were you sick?”

“During Vitaly’s funeral.”

Wilhelm pressed his lips together. “Anna was sick too. She must have been . . .” He paused and then chuckled. “When you’re bonded, you’re really bonded, aren’t you?”

I cocked my brow, not understanding why my father was amused.

“Because Devin arranged for your disappearance and insisted on you being put in the cellar, Anna got sick with you.”

“Devin must have done something so she could touch me without disappearing. He likely wouldn’t have thought to remove the ability because he didn’t know she visited me.”

Wilhelm nodded and we were quiet for a long time.

“What have you learned from the third book?” Wilhelm asked, breaking the silence.

I sighed. “Not as much as I hoped to. As I understand it, the final bonding ritual is very similar to the first one, with some subtle differences. The most important element seems to be the strength of the bond that has formed between master and slave since the first ritual.” I gave my father a sad look. “Vati, I don’t want to take Anna like that. I don’t want her to be a mindless slave. I want her to be free.”

“The whole point of that ritual is to get the mindless slave,” Wilhelm said thoughtfully.

“I want my wife, not a slave.”

“What would happen if it wasn’t performed?”

The room was silent while we both contemplated Vati’s words. “Is it possible?” I whispered.

“You would know better than I, Alex.”

I turned back to the window. What would happen if the final ritual simply wasn’t performed? Would your bond to Devin simply dissolve? Would your bond to me dissolve? Would something even worse happen? Would you be free? “I need to study more.” I turned to leave, but my father stopped me with a hand on my shoulder.

“Alex, you can’t bury yourself in the library again.” Vati gave me a sad smile. “We’ve missed you too.”

I nodded. “You’re right.” I had missed my family terribly. “Please help me find a balance. I’ve been isolated for a long time.”

Vati chuckled. “Your mother will drag you out if you try.”
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I studied as much as I could without neglecting time with my family. I read and read, but found nothing about breaking the bond or what would happen if the ritual wasn’t performed. The only thing it said, and what I knew already, was that the final ritual solidified the bond. Logic told me that the bonds would dissolve, but I was hesitant to take the risk. I didn’t want anything to happen to you.


I was lying on my bed in my old room. According to the clock, it was almost midnight. Kurt had moved into Greta’s old room a few days ago. Sophie and Derek both had rooms on this floor and he didn’t want to move them back into the wing he’d lived in with Gretchen.

I had stayed in one of the guest rooms until Kurt was ready. I didn’t want to push my brother. Kurt was having a difficult time adjusting to my return. I had a feeling it had more to do with you than just my presence. Kurt had said that he was glad he didn’t have to worry about becoming an Elder, but I had seen regret in my brother’s eyes.

Vati had said Kurt had been doing very well trying to step into my shoes. I’d never seen Vati so proud of Kurt, and I hoped Vati would continue to support Kurt in the way he had obviously supported him while I had been gone.

Kurt had certainly changed. I would never have imagined my younger, carefree brother ever feeling so responsible for so many things. But he did. And he had taken his adopted role as eldest son very seriously. I didn’t imagine for a minute it had been easy; I knew it wasn’t. But it wasn’t in Kurt’s nature to be so serious. I hoped Kurt would learn to be himself again.

We hadn’t talked much since I had returned, aside from light family conversation. But every time your name was mentioned, Kurt got quiet and his jaw clenched. Kurt had fallen for you hard. Harder than the first time. Vati had said he’d asked you to marry him twice, but both times Devin had prevented it. I was torn to hear this. What would I have done had I returned home to find you married to Kurt?

The stabbing pain in my heart brought to mind what Vati had told me a few days ago. You were dating someone. I rubbed my chest at the pain. That is why I had wanted to go to New York immediately. What if you fell in love with this guy? Where would that leave me? It didn’t help that Tom said that this Hugo person was a good guy. You are my wife!

I growled and imagined punching the guy in his face if he touched you.

Laughter from behind me made me jump. I was out of bed and in a defensive stance before I realized what I was doing.

“Sebastian!” I exclaimed. I hadn’t seen my Immortal friend since we’d been taken by Vitaly’s men. He looked exactly as he had the last day I’d seen him. We embraced. “What took you so long to come?”

Sebastian gave me an apologetic look. “I had to get out without Kaveh knowing.”

I had forgotten about that Immortal’s involvement. “Does he know you’re gone?”

Sebastian shook his head. “I finally convinced the leaders that what Kaveh was doing was wrong. Since the humans have finally realized what Devin is doing, Kaveh and the others needed to be dealt with. They’re protecting me and staying out of it until you deal with Devin. But I promise you, Kaveh will be dealt with.”

I nodded. “Good.” I felt a grim twist to my mouth that couldn’t really be called a grin. “I can’t shoot him, can I?”

Sebastian chuckled. “Well, you can, but it won’t do any good. Don’t worry, Alex. He, and the others, will pay for what they’ve done.”

I set my jaw and nodded again. “Good.” I ran my hand through my hair. It was still long. For some reason, I was reluctant to cut it and shave my beard off. I supposed it made me feel less vulnerable. I wasn’t immediately recognizable, even though I had no intention of leaving the estate until I was ready to go to New York. How long would it be?

“Not long, Alex,” Sebastian said sympathetically. “You have to be patient.”

“I hate it when you do that,” I grumbled, not altogether seriously. Sometimes it was nice not to have to talk.

Sebastian laughed and then sat down on a chair near the fireplace. “How are things going? Why do you want to punch someone in the face?”

I stood and walked to the chair opposite Sebastian. “Anna’s dating someone.”

“Ah.”

“He’s supposedly a good guy.”

“You’re rather amusing when you’re jealous.”

I growled. “How can I not be? That man is fucking my wife.”

“Alex, she thinks herself a widow. She’s finally accepted it and moved on.” Sebastian’s smile was gentle. “You have to woo her back.”

I slumped in my chair. “Is it possible? Will she be able to love me again?”

“I firmly believe so. But you’ll have to be careful with her. She’s likely changed quite a bit from the girl you married.”

“I hope it’s in a good way.”

Sebastian shrugged. “Gavin told me she’s been through a lot. She has more emotional scars than before. Your death being the biggest.”

“How do I approach her?”

“Slowly and carefully. Talk to Tom and Tommy. See what you can glean from them. Did you know she’s living with Aaron?”

I nodded, my heart squeezing again. I missed Aaron, too. I felt guilty that I hadn’t thought of Aaron’s reaction to my return. And all my other friends. They’d suffered too. Oh, what a mess Devin had made. He would certainly pay.


[image: ]


With Sebastian back, planning became more rounded. Sebastian had a different perspective, and while he couldn’t tell me exactly what to do, he did give guidance and kept us going in the direction we needed to go.


I wanted to get information from Tom as well, but couldn’t call directly. We didn’t want Tom to know I was back for as long as possible because of how close he was to Devin. Tom was no longer loyal to Devin, but he kept up appearances to be able to feed information to Vlad. Vlad was the only one who knew everything that was going on. The central contact. It was safer that way. Although, now Vati and I knew most of what was going on as well. But keeping Tom in the dark kept him safe.

Tom spoke to Wilhelm occasionally, but too much communication would be noticed by Devin. Their relationship had to retain the appearance of how it had always been. More often, their sons were the ones who maintained the communications. It was less obvious that way.



Forty-Six


Anna tried very hard to be understanding and supportive of the decisions that had been made, but it seemed that everyone got to know Alex was alive six months before she had. It wasn’t fair.

She leaned back in her chair and twisted her fingers around each other.

“Anna?”

She looked up to see Alex studying her.

“Are you all right?”

Anna grimaced. “I just don’t understand why you couldn’t come see me. Or have me go see you.”

“It was too risky, Schatzi. If Devin had found out . . . I couldn’t protect you.”

“But you came to New York earlier than expected.”

“You were sick. I had to. It was difficult getting in under Devin’s radar.”

“But you bought this place,” she said, looking around.

Alex shook his head. “Simon actually purchased it. I paid for it, but Simon did the purchase.” He sighed. “And I was stuck in here for a few months.” A smile crossed his face. “I remember the first time I saw you here . . .”
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I was waiting to hear that you were better, pacing the floor and driving Seth crazy. I was trying to figure out how to occupy myself the next few months, besides studying everything I could so I’d be able to protect you when the time came.


“You’re going to wear out the floor before Anna even gets to see it,” Seth said, rolling his eyes.

“Once I know she’s better, I’ll be able to calm down.”

Seth snickered. He knew better than that. I wouldn’t calm down until you were in my arms again.

I glared at him and Seth threw up his hands and went outside to the terrace.

My temper was short those days, though I didn’t lose control like I used to. I was just irritable. The guys were sympathetic, but even they had their limits.

I stared at the wall and then jumped. I sensed . . . something . . .

“Alex!” Seth called urgently from the terrace. “Come here. I think I see Anna.” Seth had the binoculars up to his eyes and was looking down at the street.

“What?” Was I feeling your presence?

“I swear that’s Anna. Every man she passes by does a double-take.”

My heart swelled as I took the binoculars and focused in on where Seth was pointing. You were walking across the street from my building and I could see you walking towards my corner. Your brown hair hung down your back in a long braid and glimmered in the morning sunlight. I remembered the silky feel of those sable strands in my fingers. You wore a pink tank top and denim shorts. Your legs were just as sexy as they had been when we’d been together. The muscles in your legs flexed as you walked away from me. Your shorts weren’t overly short, but most of your thighs were visible, and your ass . . .

I groaned as my cock twitched. I remembered the feel of your soft skin against mine, the way your nipples puckered at my seductive smile when you entered the room. The taste of you . . . “Schatzi,” I whispered.

My heart skipped when you stopped and turned around, looking almost as if you had heard me. I willed you to look up, but you just shook your head and continued walking slowly down the street.

“Go!” I said suddenly and without thinking about it. I looked at Seth. “Go! Follow her. See where she’s going.”

“I—” Seth grunted. “All right. Why?”

“Because I want to know what she’s been doing. The things she likes to do. She’s been sick, she goes for a walk. Where does she go?” I glared at my friend. “You still know how to be stealthy, don’t you?”

Seth frowned and headed quickly to the stairs that led back into the condo. “I’ll call you when I’m downstairs,” he called. “Keep an eye on her until I catch up.”

“With pleasure,” I murmured, turning back to the beautiful love of my life. I grinned at myself, watching a girl in secret like a horny teenage boy with his first crush.

Seth would forgive me. He cared about you, too. At least he would get to follow you. I couldn’t risk going out yet. My height was too noticeable. Even though Seth was tall, he was still good at blending into crowds.

You walked across the street and disappeared into the park. My phone rang moments later. “Where is she?” Seth asked.

“Still on the same street, I think.”

Seth was quiet, though I could hear him breathing. “Okay. I see her. What do you want me to do?”

“Just follow her at a distance. I just . . .” I sighed and swallowed over the lump in my throat. “I just want to know her again.”

Seth was quiet for a moment. “I know, Alex. I’m sorry I got irritated. I will let you know everything she does. Do you want pictures?”

I grinned. “Yeah.”
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Anna burst out laughing. “You can’t be serious. You were really thinking that?”

Alex grinned, glad she seemed less upset than she had a few minutes ago. “Even from twelve stories up, you are an incredibly sexy woman.”

Her cheeks turned slightly pink. “Simon said that you’d seen me that day. I . . .” She chewed her lip for a moment. “I thought I heard your voice.”

Alex’s heart leaped in his chest. “You did?”

She smiled shyly and nodded. “If I had only listened to myself . . . we could have been saved so much grief.”

“Anna, what happened is in the past. We can’t change it. We can only change the future.” He reached across and took her hand. “I know you were upset because I was in Frankfurt and didn’t come to you right away. But you don’t have to share me with my family. I had several months with them, and they don’t resent me being here with you. You and I can just be together, without me having to be concerned about hurting my mother’s feelings.”

She chewed her lip for a few minutes and then nodded. “I suppose I can look at it that way.” She moved to sit on his lap and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “I don’t have to share you,” she murmured against his neck.

Goose bumps spread from the touch of her lips. “I don’t want to share you. At least not for a while.”

“I don’t want to be shared. I only want you.”

Alex wished he could keep her to himself, but knew the likelihood was slim. Monogamy was not easy to maintain as an Elder, and impossible as an Elder-Mistress. But he would keep her to himself as long as possible.

Heavy footsteps sounded and Seth poked his head around the corner. “Ah, you’re here.”

Alex cocked his brow. “We are.”

“You weren’t downstairs.” Seth shrugged. “Just wanted to make sure everything was okay.”

“I was telling Anna about what we’ve been through.”

Anna giggled. “He was just telling me about when he had you follow me.”

Seth grinned. “A very pleasant assignment . . .”


Forty-Seven


“I was glad I hadn’t shaved my beard,” Seth began. “My tailing skills were rusty, and the last thing I needed was for you to know we were here. Not yet anyway. Not until that rat-bastard Devin was weak enough to be pushed off a cliff. At least that’s what I hope is going to happen.”


Seth chuckled. “No, to be honest, I remember thinking I wanted to slice that man apart piece by piece, starting with that fucking cock of his. Slice it into deli meat. Maybe a meat grinder . . . yeah, that might make up for the hell he’s put everyone through . . . “

I remember smiling at the image of Devin howling in pain as I shoved his cock through a meat grinder, and then realized I was getting too close to you. The park wasn’t very crowded and I needed to be sure to keep my distance.

You meandered down the walkway slowly, as if you weren’t in a hurry to get anywhere. I couldn’t help but notice your shapely legs and tiny waist. Your figure had filled out slightly and you looked more like my idea of a real woman than ever before. It was wrong to think about it, but I wished you would turn sideways so I could get a look at your luscious breasts under that tank top. Alex is a damn lucky man.

You stopped and inhaled deeply, looking up at the trees and smiling. You gave a little skip and took off through the park, walking slowly and looking around, skipping every once in a while.

I chuckled, then. Despite all the shit you’ve been through, you could still skip through a park like an eight-year-old.

I’d expected you to just wander around the park, but you eventually turned and walked out of the park. You stopped at the corner next to the Plaza and stared up at it with a sad look on your face, twisting a ring on your finger as you looked up, and then hung your head and continued on. The change in your demeanor was heartbreaking. I realized it was your engagement ring you were playing with. Kurt really fucked with your head, didn’t he? I could sympathize with Kurt’s feelings, but still . . .

You walked down Fifth Avenue and I wondered if you were going shopping. I grinned at the businessmen who smiled at you and looked you up and down. You ignored most of them, but when you did see one, you gave them a shy smile and walked away quickly.

Still shy after all these years. It’s an endearing quality. Most women with your looks would be sauntering down Fifth Avenue, swaying their hips and making eye contact with every custom-made suit they passed. But not our Anna.

After a few blocks, you seemed to have recuperated from whatever had bothered you in front of the Plaza, but you still didn’t saunter. You headed into Rockefeller center where I almost lost you in the crowd. I expected to be here a while, but you just went into a restaurant and emerged a few minutes later with pink cheeks and a Styrofoam cup. I was wondering what caused the pink cheeks when I realized you were heading right towards me.

Shit! I turned around quickly to admire the building behind me. I felt you stop behind me, hesitating, and I prayed you wouldn’t talk to me.

“Stupid,” I heard you say to yourself, just loud enough for me to hear. “He’s dead. They’re all dead.” You walked away and I let out the breath I’d been holding.

I knew you were thinking about Alex. Maybe you even thought you recognized me, but your logical mind kept you from going there. I waited a few minutes and then jogged to catch up.

You kept walking and walking. You looked in windows as you moved, but never stopped or went into a shop.

“Where on earth is she going?” I muttered under my breath. You hadn’t been what I consider a normal woman when I’d known you before, and I was pleased to see you hadn’t changed. When you finally headed towards the entrance of a particular building, I laughed out loud. I should have known!

I reached for my phone. I had to call Alex.

“Is she okay?” Alex answered, obviously worried since his accent was so thick you could cut it with a knife. He’d insisted on speaking English ever since we got here, you know, so you would be able to understand him when the time came. Speaking Russian for several years hasn’t helped him speak English intelligibly. Not that he ever could, mind you.

I laughed. “She’s fine. I’m pleased to let you know she has finally reached her destination.”

“It’s been an hour. She’s been walking the whole time? Where did she go?” The barrage of questions made me smile.

“The library. The big one on Fifth.”

There was silence on the other end of the line. “The library?” He sounded astounded.

“Yup.” I followed her up the stairs casually, ignoring the flirtatious smiles of the college girls coming down the steps. Another time maybe . . .

You stopped at the information desk briefly and then headed to the stairs.

“Seth?” Alex broke my concentration.

“Sorry. I’ll follow a while longer and let you know what she’s doing.” I ended the call and put the phone in my pocket.

I finally found you on the third floor, sitting between bookshelves, absorbed in a book. I positioned myself in between some shelves where I could see you but you couldn’t see me. An older gentleman went directly to the row you were sitting in and spoke to you.

Your eyes sparkled as you laughed at something he said, and you chatted for a few minutes. The man leaned against the bookshelf as you talked like old friends. I was contemplating moving closer so I could hear what you were saying, half wondering if you were having some sort of secret rendezvous with him.

Suddenly you gave him a big smile and hopped to your feet and followed him to a back room, eyes sparkling as he talked to you. I couldn’t help feeling suspicious. What was he going to do with you in there? And how did he have access to a locked door?

I spotted a librarian putting books away and approached casually. “Excuse me,” I said with the kind of charming smile that worked with women. This time was no exception. Several minutes later, I knew the man’s name was Max and that he was the head librarian. The woman didn’t know you, but knew that the closed exhibits could be accessed through that doorway.

Well, at least the guy wasn’t a sleazeball who wanted to hurt you. At least it didn’t seem like it. The woman had spoken of Max as if she held him in the utmost respect. Of course, many “respectable” men take advantage of younger women. Just look at the Elders. Sorry Alex, but it’s true.

I tried to decide what to do. Part of me thought I should find a way through that door to make sure you were okay, but my gut told me that Max was a good guy and there was nothing to worry about.

The question became, then, where would you emerge? The building is huge and who knew if you would even come back up to this floor. The only sure thing was that you had to leave through the main door, so I headed downstairs to stake out the door.

About an hour and a half later, I saw Max come through a side door and walk towards the information desk. Maybe I could learn something from him. I meandered towards the information desk and gave him a friendly smile.

“Hello,” Max said with an equally friendly smile. “How may I help you?”

How best to approach this? “I noticed you speaking with a woman upstairs a while ago . . .” I hesitated. “You seem to know her quite well.”

“Yes,” Max said cautiously. “You might say that.”

“What can you tell me about her?”

Max’s brow furrowed and his eyes narrowed. He was protective of you. Good. “Why do you ask?”

I grinned. “She’s a beautiful woman.” I gave a little shrug. “I’d like to know more about her.”

The older man studied me for a while. “She’s engaged.”

“I see.” I paused. “Whoever he is must be a very lucky man.”

Max frowned. “I don’t know if he realizes how lucky he is.”

“Why do you say that?”

He sighed. “It’s not my place to spread rumors, but he doesn’t seem to appreciate her the way she should be appreciated. Let’s just put it that way.”

“She’s a special girl?”

Max nodded with a fond smile. “Not too many young women spend their days off in the library. But she comes every week, either on Sundays or Mondays. Well, up until a few weeks ago. I thought maybe she’d gone off and gotten married, but she came back.” He smiled. “She’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever seen, and a spectacular dancer.”

“Dancer?” Of course, I knew this already.

“She’s a ballerina with the City Ballet. Made quite a stir in the Arts world during the Spring Season. But the company’s on tour now. Not sure why she’s not with them, unless it was her illness that kept her here.”

We’d only arrived in the city yesterday and hadn’t had time to learn much about what you had been up to, so I was quick to ask more questions.

“What kinds of books does she look at?”

Max smiled. “All sorts, though she stays away from the popular modern fiction. She always looks at the ballet books. Sometimes she’ll go to the classics. Sometimes she’ll stay in nonfiction. I saw her in the German language section a little bit ago.”

“German language?” That was promising.

“Apparently her fiancé is German.”

“Ah.” Back to Kurt. “And she doesn’t seem happy to be engaged?”

“No, not really. When she told me she was engaged I pointed her in the direction of the wedding books and she just shrugged and asked about something else. That’s not normal.”

“Well, Germans don’t get very romantic about their weddings.”

“That’s a shame. She’d make a beautiful bride.”

I nodded thoughtfully. You were radiant the day you married Alex.

Max eyed me carefully. “She’s got a very pretty rock on her finger. He must be pretty wealthy. Although she doesn’t seem the type to marry for money. Maybe someone could steal her heart away from him.” He gave me a pointed look.

“Maybe.” I shook my head. “Please don’t tell her I was asking about her.”

“Why not?”

“Because . . .” I hesitated. “It’s my employer who is interested in her and he’s . . . shy.”

“Employer, eh? You seem pretty interested yourself.”

Max was a smart man. “Who could resist someone like her?” I smiled. “Thank you for your time.” I turned to leave.

“Is your employer a good man?” Max asked.

I turned around with a serious face. “The best man I’ve ever met.”

The older man smiled. “If there’s anything I can do . . . I’d love to see her happy.”

“Thanks, Max.”
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“S


o that’s why Max was okay with the roses in the library,” Anna said thoughtfully. She gave Seth an affectionate smile. “I should have said something to you.”

Seth shook his head. “It was better if you didn’t know, Anna.”

Anna sighed. “I guess so.”

Seth laughed suddenly. “Did you tell her about the first time we saw her at the club?”

Alex’s face turned red and he shook his head.

Anna giggled. “Tell me?” she pleaded, intrigued by the embarrassed look on her husband’s face.

Alex sighed. “All right.”


Forty-Eight


I had been in my condo for a week. I’d been cooped up on my family estate for the prior four months. Before that, I’d been imprisoned for four years. I needed to get out. Get out and be around people. Being in the city, watching the hustle and bustle made me restless, not to mention having to wait a few more weeks for the start of my mission to destroy Devin.


I’d been officially “called out” but this was a mission I was looking forward to fulfilling. As a Brotherhood assassin, I couldn’t just go out and start shooting people. I’d be killed. Me and my team. But, if given an assignment by Vlad, Tom, and my father to take out some Elders and Sons, then I was simply acting as a proper Assassin. It didn’t matter that I had helped in the planning of the assignment. It didn’t matter that I was itching to see these men through the scope of my rifle. All that mattered was that I’d been given an assignment and I would gladly fulfill it.

My assignment: Take out the Elders and their Sons from Boston, Philadelphia, and Chicago. One city at a time, each month. Take the Son on Monday and the Elder the following Friday. By the time I got to the third Elder, Devin would be freaking out and wondering who was next. No, I couldn’t kill Devin, but I could kill his son. And then, at Tyler’s funeral, I would show myself and he would be condemned by the world Elders who would, of course, be there. Then I would gladly take him off to live the rest of his life in the same prison where I’d spent the last several years. Russians know how to run prisons, even private ones.

The idea of simply killing Devin wasn’t satisfying. No, I want Devin to feel the pain and humiliation of defeat. That would be far more satisfying than simply a bullet to the head. If I hadn’t been able to get out of Vitaly and Vlad’s prison on my own, there was no way Devin would be able to.

Three weeks. Three weeks until the Summer Gathering and then I’d be able to begin my mission. Once Devin was safely in prison, I would go find you and we’d live happily ever after. I had argued to take them all out at once at the Gathering. But doing it slowly would break Devin. His perfect plans would be falling apart around him and he wouldn’t be able to stop it. It might even drive him insane. I liked that idea.

But I was restless. Very restless. I paced up and down on my rooftop terrace. I felt like a caged lion. I needed to do something. Something other than cleaning my rifle and working out.

Tony came up and sat in one of the chairs. “I need a drink and a fuck.” Tony grinned. “And by fuck, I mean a woman.”

I chuckled. “I can appreciate that.” I only wanted you, but I could understand the needs of my men. We’d been very busy the last few months and had been restricted from going out in public. We hadn’t been out to a bar or club since before we were captured.

I thought for a minute. “Call Simon. Maybe he can offer a suggestion.”

“You’re willing to go out?” Tony asked with a brow raised.

I shrugged. “I need to get out of here. I’m going stir crazy. Maybe there’s a place we can go and remain unseen?”

Tony rolled his eyes. “Doubt it.” But he stood and made the call anyway.

My new personal assistant, Simon, was the one person in New York who knew who I was and why I was here. Simon was my “face” whenever I needed to transact business. He was the youngest son of Vati’s friend, Edwin, who was another German Elder. Devin wouldn’t know him. He spoke excellent English and was completely trustworthy. And he’d lived in New York for several years.

Simon knew the perfect place. This particular club was classy and very discreet. There were several private seating areas off the main floor where we could see without being seen. Seth, Tony, and Greg could hopefully find some girl to fuck anonymously and get some relief.

I thought it was a good course of action, but as Seth, Greg and Tony and I walked in through the back door and took our seats in the room to watch the activities of the night, I groaned. Before Irina, it had been a really long time since I’d been with a woman, and the mostly naked women gyrating on the dance floor were not helpful. But I didn’t desire anyone but you and had no intention of sleeping with anyone else. Especially after seeing you earlier in the week.

Of course, I wouldn’t expect the same level of control from the others, though I did tell them to keep it anonymous. They also couldn’t go out on the dance floor in case someone recognized them. It was a small chance, but I couldn’t risk it. I was thankful for the loyalty of my men.

“Holy shit,” Tony said, choking on his beer.

I was talking to Simon and had just taken a swig of my beer when I looked in the direction Tony was staring. The mouthful of beer I’d just taken sprayed across the table.

It was you. Half-naked and extremely sexy. Hell, sexy was an understatement. My pants became very uncomfortable very quickly.

You were wearing a scrap of white over your ass and a sheer pink top that I could almost see your delicious nipples through. I became indignant as I thought of the other men in the room seeing my wife’s breasts like that, and nearly stormed across the room to shield you from the stares that followed your every move.

In fact, when I looked down, both Tony and Seth’s hands were on my arms holding me back.

“What the fuck is she doing, dressed like that?” I growled, shifting in my seat.

“That’s Anna?” Simon said, letting out a wolf whistle, and I turned to glare at him. “Sorry.”

My only comfort was that you seemed oblivious to most of the stares, and even shy when you caught a man’s eye. “Who is she with?” I muttered. The man you stood next to took your hand and led you across the room to a table. I was thankful I could still see you.

The man you were with winked at you and sashayed across the room, making me relax slightly. He was obviously gay, but could he protect you from these . . . savages who were ogling you like you were a piece of meat? They’d be drooling if they knew how good you tasted . . .

“Fuck,” I muttered and ran my hands through my hair. Why did Simon have to pick the one club you were at? If I stayed, I would likely wind up killing someone for touching you. If I left, my mind would be filled with all sorts of horrible scenarios, most of which ended up with some guy’s cock in your pussy. I growled again.

“Alex, relax,” Simon said, resting a firm hand on my shoulder. “This is a very safe, discreet club. Nothing will happen to her.”

“Except she looks like she wants something to happen. Why the fuck is she dressed like that?”

“She’s dressed like all the other women in the club,” Seth pointed out. “She has more clothes on than at least half of them.”

“That’s not much comfort.”

The other men chuckled, making me growl again.

A man approached you and spoke to you. I was pleased when your cheeks turned pink and you shook your head. He said something else, to which he was given a head shake; he walked away dejected, and I grinned. “She’s learned to say no.”

The gay man returned with several drinks in hand. Two shots and two martinis. You clinked your shot glasses together and drank. You giggled and wiped your perfect pink mouth.

“I need an ice bath,” Greg mumbled.

The man spoke excitedly and you looked around. When he pointed in my direction, you turned around and my heart skipped a beat.

“She knows you’re here,” Seth commented.

“She probably found out that the rich mystery guy is here,” I grumbled.

“Oh, Alex, you know she’s not the money chasing type,” Tony pointed out. “God, she’s got your family’s fortune. What does she need to chase rich guys for?”

I shrugged. Tony had a point. You weren’t the type, as Seth had found out this afternoon. That pleased me immensely.

We watched you like starving men watch a chef preparing a juicy steak.

“I can see about arranging some companionship for you if you’d like,” Simon offered.

I shrugged again. Simon knew I wasn’t in the market for a cheap fuck. Oh, how I just wanted to walk over there, pick you up and bring you back here. I would fuck you hard until you screamed so loud the entire club heard you over the music. A grin spread across my face at the thought.

“Shall I see if there’s any gossip about her?” Simon suggested after a few minutes.

“Yes,” I said quickly.

As Simon walked away, another man approached the table and this time you nodded and went onto the dance floor with him. He pulled you to his body and put his hands right on your ass. A moment later, you gave him a seductive smile and put your arms around his neck.

I growled. “How can she do ” I exclaimed, gripping my beer bottle tightly.

“Alex, you’ve been gone for years,” Seth reminded me gently.

“But she’s engaged to my brother.”

“Who is treating her like shit.”

I didn’t like the reminder of what Kurt had done to you. But still . . . had you turned into the type to go out and cheat? Was it cheating if the engagement wasn’t real? From what I understood, Kurt had made it clear that you could do whatever you wanted when he wasn’t in town. Did you go out every weekend and find a different guy to fuck?

I could feel my anger rising, and when the man you were dancing with leaned down to kiss you, I squeezed my beer bottle so tightly it broke.

“Whoa!” Seth said, grabbing my arm. “I’m thinking this wasn’t a good idea.”

“We didn’t know she’d be here,” I snapped, and stood with my fists clenched. It would have been fine, had you . . . God, the man’s hands were on your ass and crawling up your skirt.

I had taken two steps forward when Greg and Tony grabbed me at the same time you pulled away from Groping Man. You shook your head and stepped further away. The man grabbed your hand, but you pulled away and went back to your seat.

“Good girl,” I breathed, and collapsed back on the couch.

“Apparently . . .” Simon trailed off as he looked at the glass on the table. “What happened?”

“Someone groped Anna’s ass,” Tony said with a chuckle.

Simon let out a small smile, but didn’t allow more expression than that. “Well, I hope this doesn’t cause more beer to be wasted, but I got the information as requested.”

I turned quickly. “What’s going on?”

He shook his head. “According to the bartender who is a friend of Cameron, the guy she’s with, she’s engaged to a fuckhead and is in desperate need of a cock between her legs.”

I didn’t know whether to laugh or curse. To hear my brother referred to as a “fuckhead” was extremely amusing. That you were desperate for a fuck angered me. Kurt should have been visiting you. You have needs. You have the strongest sex drive I’ve ever seen in a woman.

A plan formed in my head. “What’s the closest hotel?”

“What are you thinking Alex?” Greg asked in a wary tone.

“She wants sex.” I shrugged. “I’d rather her be with me than some asshole she picks up here.”

“You can’t!” Greg protested. “You can’t reveal yourself this soon.”

“She doesn’t have to know it’s me. She can be blindfolded. Isn’t that the big thing in romance novels now? The mystery and all that shit?”

“You’re a big guy, Alex. How are you going to keep her from knowing?”

“It’s been years. She’s absolutely convinced that I’m dead.”

“What about your piercings?”

“I won’t let her touch me.”

“She’ll know your voice.”

“I won’t speak.”

Seth raised his eyebrow. “You won’t speak? How will you get her into bed if you don’t speak?”

I glanced at Simon. “Simon can make the arrangements with her. Kurt told her things had to remain private. I can offer her privacy. Something likely these men can’t. It will be noticed if she goes off with one of them.” I glanced at Greg. “Go find a hotel with a suite and have it made up nicely. Good smells since she’ll be blindfolded.” I looked at Tony. “Go find a good blindfold.” I looked at Seth. “Stay with me to make sure I don’t kill any of the guys who approach her.”



Forty-Nine


Anna did not have the amused expression Alex had imagined she’d have when he finished his story. He would have thought her to be giggling at his silly jealousy, not staring at her hands in her lap.

He glanced at Seth who shrugged. Seth was as confused as he was.

“Anna?” Alex’s voice was soft.

“You slept with Irina?” she whispered.

“I—” Fuck. He hadn’t realized he’d mentioned her name. Until now. “It happened when I came to you. I had to take in the Immortal essence, but I couldn’t take it straight and⁠—”

“I’m very familiar with the process, Alex,” she said bitterly and stood.

“I didn’t ask for Sebastian to bring her,” he said softly.

“You fucked her so you could come and manipulate me into breaking up with my boyfriend.” It wasn’t a question and Alex realized how bad it sounded.

“It wasn’t like that. I— I didn’t know what was going on when I’d finished⁠—”

She shook her head and put her hand up, palm out. “I know exactly what happened. You don’t need to tell me.” Her jaw was clenched and she took a deep breath. “I need some air.” She turned and glared at him. “Don’t send Seth to follow me. It’s the middle of the day.”

Anna turned on her heel and left the room, her light footsteps disappearing down the staircase.

Alex looked at Seth. “Is it wrong that I don’t understand why that upset her so much? She would have to know I’d slept with the other Elder-Mistresses before.”

Seth frowned. “I dunno. How she put it sounded really bad.” He sighed. “I understand why you did it, but . . . yeah, I don’t know why either.”

Alex ran his hands through his hair. “I can’t do anything right with her.”

“Did you tell her about Yelena?”

Alex shook his head. “She won’t take that well either.”

“Who’s Yelena?” Anna’s soft voice came from the stairway.

Alex glared at Seth and then turned to look at Anna. “I thought you were getting air,” he said, a little too defensively.

“I realized I was being oversensitive and came back to apologize.” She stepped towards him. “Who’s Yelena?” she repeated.

Alex sighed. “Peter’s cousin. Vlad’s middle daughter.”

Her face stilled, and he was a little in awe that he couldn’t tell what she was thinking. “What should I know about her?”

Alex cursed to himself again. “She came to visit me when I was imprisoned. She . . . posed as a Dirne, but I knew who she was. She . . . became pregnant.”

Anna’s face paled, but her expression didn’t change.

“She lost the baby. She got married last year. I only used her to get even with Vlad. I didn’t have any feelings for her at any time.” Anna nodded, face unchanged, and Alex started feeling defensive. “You were pregnant while I was gone, too, you know.”

Her eyes widened slightly. “You think I wanted Devin to do that to me?”

“I meant with Vati’s child.”

Her mouth opened in shock. “I didn’t ask him to get me pregnant,” she said after she recovered from his low blow.

“But you went along with it.” Why was he picking a fight with her?

“I didn’t know what was going on.” Her eyes widened. “I didn’t know what was going on!” Her voice rose higher until it squeaked on the last word. “I didn’t know!” Anna fled the room. He could hear her crying in the stairwell as she went back down to the lower floors.

Guilt immediately flooded his heart and he looked at Seth, full of shame.

“It’s gonna take a while for you guys to get used to each other again.” Seth gave him a sympathetic smile. “You want me to follow her?”

Alex shook his head. “It’s daytime. I will respect her wishes.”
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Anna ran to the bedroom to dress quickly and then left the condo and wandered around the park for a good hour before sitting down under a tree and staring at the ground.

Alex’s words had opened a wound that hadn’t healed. Her insecurities from not being a proper Elder-Mistress. She hadn’t known what was going on the day that she became pregnant with Wilhelm’s baby. Either at the funeral or after Wilhelm had disciplined her. Alex sleeping with Irina shouldn’t bother her, but her name reminded Anna of that horrible day. A reminder that she didn’t fit in. Anywhere, really.

Alex had slept with Irina so that he could tell her to break up with Hugo. That made her mad.

She pulled her phone out and called Hugo. She didn’t know if he’d still be in rehearsals but figured she’d try anyway. He picked up after the third ring.

“Katrina? Is everything okay?”

She tried to talk, but suddenly burst into tears.

“Katrina? Are you okay? Is Alex okay?”

Her voice squeaked. “Are you home?”

“Heading there now. Why?”

“Can I come over?”

He hesitated. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

Anna sniffed. “Please? I . . . I can’t go home. I just need to talk to someone.”

Hugo sighed. “All right. Where are you?”

“In the park.”

“Do you want me to come find you?”

“No.” Her crying began to subside. “No, I’m okay. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”
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Anna sat on Hugo’s comfortable, black leather couch, remembering the last time she was here. The subject on her mind was much the same as it was presently.

Hugo handed her a glass of water and then sat down next to her. “What’s going on?” he asked in a gentle voice.

Anna held the cool glass in both hands and studied it. “Alex and I spent the morning talking,” she said in a soft voice and smiled slightly. “He told me about what went on while he . . . was gone . . . and stuff.” Her jaw began to tremble. “He told me that he slept with . . .” She stopped. How much did Hugo know about her life? About what she was? His expression was one of surprise. “He . . .” She stopped again and leaned forward on her legs.

“Katrina, you don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

How could she explain without confusing him? “The day you and I broke up . . . I . . . had a dream about Alex. He pleaded with me to not give up on him returning, which is why I called Wilhelm and found out the truth of my future. Or, at least kind of the truth.”

Hugo’s brow raised. “Okay . . . ?”

Anna chewed her lip for a moment. “It . . . it wasn’t a dream. He . . . really came to talk to me, though I didn’t know it was real at the time.”

Hugo’s expression hadn’t changed. He looked confused, but supportive.

“In order to . . . do that, he had to . . . do something. That something involved him having sex with . . . someone I don’t really . . . get along with.”

“He used sex to visit you?”

Anna sighed. “It’s hard to explain without going into a lot more details, but in a roundabout way, yes. He did it to manipulate me into breaking up with someone I really didn’t want to break up with.” She took a sip of water and stared back at the table in front of her.

“Ah.” Hugo rubbed his head. “That seems . . . not nice.”

Anna smiled at his diplomacy. “Then I found out that he got someone pregnant when he was there, and threw in my face that his dad got me pregnant.”

“His . . . dad . . . ?”

Anna exhaled sharply. She realized how that sounded. To someone outside the Brotherhood, that would sound really bad. Her shoulders slumped and she closed her eyes. “In the world that I live in, he has a right to do that . . .” she said lamely.

“You’ve slept with your husband’s . . . dad and brother . . . ?”

Her face burned. She shouldn’t have gone to Hugo. She should have gone to Aaron instead. He at least understood the strangeness that was the Brotherhood. “I haven’t slept with Kurt in a while . . .”

“But you were engaged.”

“He wouldn’t sleep with me.”

“Oh.”

The room was quiet and Anna felt awkward. “I’m sorry, Hugo. I shouldn’t have come to you about this . . .” She stood, but he grabbed her hand.

“Why did you come to me?” he asked in a hoarse whisper.

Anna turned to look at him, her heart aching. She never had a chance with him. Their relationship was doomed from the beginning. “We never had a chance . . .” she whispered, eyes full of grief. “I’m so sorry, Hugo. If I’d known⁠—”

“I don’t regret a moment of time I spent with you, Kittycat.”

Tears burned her eyes at his use of his pet name for her. “If Alex hadn’t come . . .”

They gazed into each other’s eyes. Damn Alex! Damn him for coming back. Why couldn’t he have stayed where he was? Why did he have to come back and ruin things? She’d had a life. She’d been happy. And he had to come back and ruin it all.

Anna slowly sat back down. “I miss you,” she whispered.

Hugo reached out and caressed her cheek. “I miss you, too.”

She leaned forward, brushing her lips against his. He jumped slightly at her touch, but didn’t back away. “I didn’t want to break up with you,” she whispered, running her hand over his shoulder and around his neck. “I didn’t want to leave you.”

Suddenly, Hugo’s arms wrapped around her and held her tightly against him. He cupped the back of her head and crushed his lips against hers. She opened her mouth, letting him thrust his tongue in and out slowly, sensually. She moaned softly and clung tighter to his shoulders.

He pulled her onto his lap, her legs straddling his, and she pressed her hips against him. His cock was straining against his sweatpants and he groaned when she pressed against him. She smiled against his lips.

His hands slid under her t-shirt as he kissed her and she shuddered as he caressed her back. She slid her hands down his torso and brushed his cock, making him jump.

“Katrina . . .” he murmured.

She sat up and pulled her shirt off. His eyes widened as he gazed at her bra-covered breasts. She took his hand and placed it on her right breast and he inhaled slowly. He squeezed gently and she closed her eyes and sighed. “Yes . . .” she sighed as desire coursed through her body.

Hugo leaned forward, pulling her bra down, and took her nipple into his mouth. Anna moaned softly and held his head to her. His tongue swirled around and around her nipple and her arms moved to his shoulders and pulled at his shirt.

Thoughts of Alex came unbidden to her mind and she pushed them aside. She didn’t care that he wouldn’t like what she was doing. He could kiss her a⁠—

A shooting pain shot through her head and she grabbed hold of it and screamed.

“Katrina!” Hugo exclaimed. “Katrina, what’s wrong?”


Fifty


Alex paced on the rooftop terrace. He went back and forth between anger and hurt at Anna’s departure. How dare she get upset about something he did when he never thought he’d see her again! He hadn’t done it against Anna. He did it to Vlad.

And how many men had she fucked while he was gone? How many men had she fallen in love with? How could she get upset about him keeping her from being with Hugo? Alex was returning. He couldn’t let her be with someone who wouldn’t be able to protect her. She was his wife, dammit! His wife! His slave! She belonged to him.

“Alex?”

Alex spun around to see Greg standing near the door, holding his phone out. “You need to take this.”

“Was?” he snapped into the phone.

“Alex? It’s Hugo.”

Alex barely contained a growl. This was not a person who should be calling him right now. Hugo was at the top of his shit list. “What do you want?”

There was a slight hesitation. “It’s Anna. She’s⁠—”

“Anna’s with you?” Alex growled.

“I . . . yes. She’s in pain. She holding her head and crying.”

Her head? “What was she doing when it started hurting?” Hugo didn’t answer right away and Alex’s stomach began to twist into knots. “What the hell were you doing with my wife?”

“We . . . shit, Alex. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for anything to happen.”

Alex felt his temper snap. “Tell her to stop fucking rebelling and get her ass home as soon as she can fucking walk. And you better stay the fuck away from her from now on or I will have you fired.” He ended the call and threw his phone down in the middle of the terrace.

“Argh!” he yelled at the sky. What the hell had she been doing? No, he knew what she’d been doing. She was being intentionally rebellious, which is why her head was hurting. Fucking stupid woman. Why was she acting this way?

He stalked downstairs to the library for a drink. What the hell was he going to do now?
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An hour later, Anna walked through the door of the condo looking very pale and weak. Alex stood in the doorway of the library and glared at her. “Go take a fucking shower and rinse that motherfucker off of you.”

“Yes, Alex,” she said meekly and hurried to their bedroom.

He walked into the bedroom a few minutes later and was pleased to hear the water running in the bathroom. She wasn’t rebelling anymore. Good.

When she came out of the bathroom in her pink cotton robe a while later, he was sitting at the foot of the bed, waiting for her. She froze in the doorway when she saw him, fear evident in her eyes. He flinched, seeing the fear. He didn’t want her afraid of him . . . did he? But he didn’t want to feel the hurt right now. He wanted to be angry, not hurt.

They stared at each other for a moment before Anna slowly approached him and knelt at his feet, head down. “I’m sorry . . .” she said softly, trailing off as if she didn’t know what to call him.

The angry part of him liked the idea of her calling him Master, but that would wound her. His rational side didn’t want to wound her. His irrational side wanted to wound her as she’d wounded him.

She’d gone to her ex-boyfriend and started having sex. The only reason she stopped was because of the pain of rebellion.

“How could you do that to me, Anna?” he asked in a soft voice.

She looked up at him, hurt and anger in her eyes. “I didn’t ask you to come back.”

Alex felt as if she’d slapped him across the face. He stared at her, hardly believing what he’d heard. “Do you wish I hadn’t?”

She sighed and looked down at her hands. “It doesn’t matter what I wish,” she said in a broken voice. “You are here. I belong to you.”

Alex lifted his chin and clenched his jaw. “Yes, you do.” He reached down and tipped her face up to his. “You never had a problem with it before.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You weren’t around long enough for me to have a problem with it.”

Alex barely kept himself from wincing.

“Perhaps you should perform the final ritual. Then I would be like the other Elder-Mistresses. Cold and beautiful.”

“I like your warmth,” he said before he could stop himself.

Anna didn’t respond, but looked back at the floor.

He felt his anger rising to the surface again. “I will allow you to continue dancing with Hugo for this season, but once Devin is dealt with, we will be returning to San Francisco. I expect you to keep your interactions with him strictly professional.”

“Yes, Alex.”

He wasn’t commanding her, he rationalized to himself. He was just laying out his expectations.

“When I am out of town, I expect you to go to class and then return here. No going out to clubs or spending time with other men. I obviously can’t trust you.” He wondered briefly if she would be glad if he disappeared again.

“Yes, Alex.” Her voice was getting softer with each response.

“If you need to go somewhere, I expect you to ask me first. If you disobey me, I will put a tracker on you.”

“I won’t disobey you,” she whispered.

He continued to look down at her and she looked up after a moment. “Do you want me to sleep in a different room?” Her eyes were remorseful.

“Why would I want that?”

“That’s what . . . I mean, in case you want to bring another woman home.”

Was she going to say that’s what Devin would have her do? He closed his eyes. He was angry, yes, but he wouldn’t do that to her. “No woman could satisfy me like you do.” It was true.

She made no response to that.
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The next two days were filled with tension. Alex hardly spoke to Anna and she didn’t dare approach him. She went to class and rehearsals each day and kept to herself for the most part. If she wasn’t dancing, she was at home. Alex and his men spent most of the time in the study, planning their trip to Boston, and their interactions were kept minimal.

Anna didn’t say much to him and she understood why he was angry. He had a right to be. She’d hurt Alex terribly by what she’d done with Hugo. Alex didn’t come to rehearsals anymore. They had sex every night, but he kept it impersonal. He wouldn’t even kiss her.

Tuesday night was her first regular performance. She went home after rehearsal that afternoon to rest. As she was getting ready to leave, she knocked on the study door.

“Herein.”

She opened the door and saw the men standing around a large table with maps and computers covering it. Alex didn’t look up as she stood there.

“A-are you coming tonight?” she asked softly. Before their fight, he said he would attend as many performances as he could, tonight being one of them.

He looked up and stared at her with hard eyes. “I told you I would be there,” he snapped.

Her mouth moved to speak, but no sound came out. He cocked his eyebrow at her, impatiently waiting for her to speak. “Okay,” she finally squeaked out and left the room quickly, blinking away the burning tears. Would he ever forgive her?
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She arrived at the theater and went straight to her dressing room. Slowly, she began to get ready and jumped when there was a knock at the door a while later. She stood and opened the door, half-afraid it was Alex.

It was Hugo. “Are you okay, Katrina?”

She smiled. “Of course. Why?”

“You don’t seem okay.” He frowned. “Is Alex hurting you?”

She shook her head. He wasn’t being abusive. Just . . . ignoring her.

“You don’t need to lie for him.”

“I’m fine, Hugo. Please . . .” She looked down the hallway. “I can’t be seen talking to you.”

Hugo frowned. “He’s no better than Kurt.”

“I hurt him, Hugo. What else is he supposed to do?”

“He made us break up. Him and his stupid family.” His gaze softened. “Otherwise I wouldn’t have let you go.”

She gave him a longing look. The more Alex ignored her, the more her heart ached for Hugo. “It doesn’t do any good to wish things were different,” she said bitterly.
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The ballet Anna was dancing in was the first one of the evening and she went straight home after she was done. She took a shower and curled up in bed to read until she fell asleep or Alex came home, whichever came first.

She finished her book around ten-thirty and Alex still wasn’t home, so she wandered into the library to find another one to read. Ignoring the pain in her heart was getting easier. Sometimes.

Nothing looked good in the library and she went back to the bedroom to look around for her Kindle. There was always something interesting to download.

The door opened and she heard male voices as she was settling back into bed. And then she heard female voices and her heart dropped into her stomach. Multiple female voices.

Should she go out there? Should she hide so whomever Alex brought home wouldn’t know she was here? Did he want her to know that he’d brought someone home?

She bit her lip and then decided to go out, using the premise that she wanted some water. Her cup was by the bed and she grabbed it before walking out into the hallway and to the living room. Her stomach churned as the voices got louder.

When she walked around the corner, she saw three nicely dressed women, along with the four men sitting in the room. Alex was sitting on one end of the couch with Greg and another woman. The woman reached for Alex, but he shook his head and brushed her hand away.

Alex looked up at that moment and their eyes met. Emotions flittered across his face as he looked at her. Anna held her cup up with an apologetic look and hurried to the kitchen.

One of the women giggled as Tony kissed her neck. The one sitting between Alex and Greg saw her and raised her eyebrows. “Who’s that?”

Everyone turned around to look at her. She felt awkward, standing in her pajama pants and chemise, obviously ready for bed, while the women were dressed elegantly and hanging on the men.

“That’s Anna,” Alex said, staring at her. “She . . . lives here.”

The third woman laughed. “Live-in maid?”

“Something like that,” Alex said in an even tone.

Anna bit her lip to keep from crying out and walked into the kitchen, quickly filling her cup and almost running back to the hallway and out of sight. It was obvious that Alex didn’t want the women to know he was married to her. Should she sleep elsewhere tonight? Probably.

She made a fast decision and went upstairs to the conservatory. There was a couch up there and, if the door was closed, it was fairly quiet. She wrapped the blanket around herself on the couch and cried herself to sleep.
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Alex awoke to an empty bed. He’d gone out with the other men after the performance and they’d found some women at the bar they went to. Alex didn’t flirt; he had no desire to, but the idea of making Anna jealous appealed to him.

He had no intention of sleeping with any of them. They were there for the other guys. But he couldn’t resist the jab about Anna’s purpose in the household. He saw the pain in her eyes and felt satisfied that she was hurting as much as he was.

But when he came to bed and Anna wasn’t there, he realized he might have gone too far. He found her upstairs in the conservatory, her face still wet from her tears. She’d slept up there to give him the opportunity to be with someone else.

His whole body tingled with guilt. How many times had Devin done that to her? The very fact that she offered to sleep somewhere else after they first began fighting made him realize she’d probably experienced that with Devin more than a few times. Was he no better than Devin?

Alex just wanted her to feel his jealousy. For her to know how much she’d hurt him by running to Hugo after they’d fought. He was angry and hurt and wanted to punish her so she’d never do it again. But had he gone too far? Had his anger done irreparable harm?

She’d been incredibly submissive these last few days, coming home immediately after rehearsals and reading quietly in the library, or napping in their bed. When she was asleep, he would stand in the doorway and watch her. Even though he was angry, he still woke up early and watched her sleep until her alarm went off.

Maybe he should just get her free of Devin and then let her be with Hugo. She wouldn’t be in danger anymore. She could have her new life; the new life she’d begun here.

He was still contemplating his thoughts when there was a soft knock at the door.

“Come.”

The door opened a tiny bit and he saw Anna’s eyes, red from crying. “I need to get ready for class,” she whispered. “May I come in?”

Alex nodded and she opened the door further. Her eyes widened when she looked at the bed. She glanced at him and then back at the empty spot next to him, biting her lip and then glanced at the bathroom door. “Is she in there?” she asked softly.

“Is who in there?” Alex asked.

“The . . . woman you slept with last night.”

“I didn’t sleep with anyone last night.”

Her mouth formed an “O” and she blinked rapidly as she turned and hurried into the bathroom. She emerged a while later and approached him slowly. “W-would you like me to give you a blowjob?”

Alex studied her for a long moment. She fidgeted with the hem of her shirt. Would rejecting her make her feel worse? Would accepting make her feel used? If he accepted, at least she wouldn’t think that he was off with another woman.

“Do you have enough time?” he asked.

She glanced at the clock beside him and nodded.

He nodded stiffly and she nervously walked around the other side of the bed. She gave him a mournful look before pulling at the blanket.
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The rest of the week passed much as the start of the week had. Anna knew Alex was still upset with her, and she tried to keep him as happy as she could. He still spent much of his time in the study and Anna felt very lonely.

Stef was not happy about how Alex was treating Anna, but Anna knew Alex wasn’t wrong in his treatment of her. She had done wrong and was lucky he wasn’t abusing her like Devin would do.

When she arrived home on Friday after rehearsals, Sebastian was there with Alex. She greeted them respectfully and hurried to her bedroom. She went back out into the living room after showering and saw Sebastian there, alone. He studied her quietly.

“I-is there something I can do for you, Sebastian?” she asked quietly.

“Alex needs you.”

“I won’t run away from him.”

“I didn’t think you would.” He motioned for Anna to sit on the couch and she did. “He’s miserable, you know.”

Anna raised her brows. “Why?”

“He misses you.”

Anna grimaced. “Right.”

Sebastian’s cool blue eyes bored into hers. “Would you rather be with Hugo than Alex?”

Anna blinked, surprised at his direct question. “I-I don’t know.” She sighed. “If life is going to be like this . . .” She motioned around the room. “Yes. I would.” She twisted her hands together. “But I don’t really have a choice, do I?”

“You have a choice in whether or not you want to be happy.”

“Will he ever forgive me for what I did?”

“It’s not so much what you did, but why you did it that upsets him. He thinks you’d rather be with Hugo than him.”

Anna thought for a few minutes. “I want things to be good between Alex and I. I belong with him.”

Sebastian looked at her for a long moment and then nodded. “He needs you.”

“You said that already. I will do what I can to help him.”

“I suppose I should really say he needs you and I together. He needs our essence if he’s going to defeat Devin.”

Anna paled and stared at her hands. She never wanted to do that again. “Why doesn’t he ask Irina?” she asked, cringing at the thought of him being with Irina again.

“You are his wife. It is your duty.”

Anna stood and walked to the window and looked, unable to hold back the horrible memories of Devin and Kaveh that flooded her mind. Tears trickled out of her eyes as she thought about what Sebastian was asking of her.

For her to be raped and sucked dry each night. To become a means to an end, a tool in Alex’s pocket. Would he hang her from the ceiling like Devin did? Would his eyes have golden flecks in them? Would he begin to treat her like Devin treated her? Would he torture her while she was half-conscious, unable to even scream?

Would Sebastian chase her around the condo? Make her run until she couldn’t run anymore? Tear her apart while he raped her?

She exhaled slowly. Sebastian was right. It was her duty. Maybe Alex would forgive her if she did this.

“When do you want to do it?” she asked quietly, before she lost her nerve.


Fifty-One


Alex was leaning over the table, studying a map of Boston when Sebastian walked in. He stayed in the study most of the time because it was too painful to be around Anna. She was quiet and respectful, as if resigned to the fact that she was stuck with him. His anger had worn off, replaced with sadness and longing for their relationship to be restored.

“She’s willing to help you,” the Immortal said.

“I don’t want to force her,” Alex sighed.

“I listened to her thoughts as she contemplated what I asked. She’s terrified of doing it, because of Devin, but hopes that maybe you’ll forgive her if she does.”

“I have forgiven her,” Alex said in a broken voice. “I want things to be better between us.”

“Have you told her that? She thinks you’re still angry.”

“She doesn’t seem to be interested in talking with me.”

“She’s afraid, Alex. Devin tortured her for the slightest infraction. I don’t even know if she realizes how afraid she is.”

Alex straightened and stared at his friend. “She’s equating me with Devin?”

“She doesn’t know what to think. He’s the only Master she had for several years. There is no other frame of reference.”

“My father wasn’t cruel.”

“Being with your father a few days here and there can’t undo what Devin did to her.” Sebastian leaned against the back of the couch. “Did you even ask her why she went to Hugo?”

“I—” Alex paused. “No.”

“I think what we did with Irina and her terror of what I’ve asked her are related. Devin—” Sebastian shook his head. “Do you know how Devin did it?”

Alex shook his head. Did he want to know?

“Kaveh brutally raped her every afternoon and then Devin hung her from the ceiling and consumed her until she couldn’t move. Sometimes he tortured her while she was hanging there, coherent but unable to move. Then she was half-way revived so Devin could rape her.”

Alex closed his eyes, sick to his stomach at the abuse Anna endured. Every new thing he learned about Devin made him more determined to make him pay. His poor brave, sweet wife. “She thinks if she lets me do that to her, that I’ll forgive her?” he whispered.

“You can show her it can be different. That it can be enjoyable.”

“You’ve been itching to fuck her again.”

Sebastian shrugged. “I won’t deny the appeal this has, but I wouldn’t make up the need just to do it. I won’t rape her, either.”

“She might prefer you to me after you’re done.”

“Only if you continue to be a fuckhead.”

The irony of Alex being called the same name that his brother had been called was not lost on him. He wasn’t acting much better than Kurt had. Had he been wrong about being angry?

“You had a right to be angry, Alex. She was wrong about what she did. But just because she’s stood up to you a few times, doesn’t mean she’ll confront you when she knows you’re angry. She’s not that confident. Not yet.”
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Alex walked into the library and found Anna reading. She was curled up in the big brown leather chair near the window where she usually spent her afternoons at home, if she wasn’t napping.

He stood in the doorway watching her for a few minutes. She was absorbed in a book. He was pleased to see her still using the Kindle he’d bought for her. It wasn’t the one he’d given to her in San Francisco. That one had been left behind when she’d escaped.

“Anna?” he said softly, not wanting to frighten her. At least not more than he would just being there.

She looked up at him, eyes wide with fright, and put the e-reader on the table next to her as she stood up. “Yes, Alex?”

“Sit,” he said gently, walking to the chair next to hers. She followed him with her eyes and didn’t sit down until he had done so. “Anna, why did you run to Hugo after . . . last week?”

She stared at her hands for a long time before answering. “I was angry . . . I was hurt.” She twisted her fingers together. “I wanted to talk to someone. I don’t know. I was sitting in the park and just . . . called him.”

“You were in the park?”

Anna nodded. “I wandered around the park for a long time, thinking about stuff, and then I just called. I was angry at you for interfering in my life.”

Alex kept his face impassive. He didn’t want her to stop talking because she thought he was mad at her. He had thought she’d gone straight to Hugo, but apparently she hadn’t. That made him feel a little better. “What upset you before you left?”

She glanced up at him and shook her head. “It shouldn’t have upset me.”

“But it did. What was it?”

“Irina . . . I met Irina at Vitaly’s funeral. It was obvious that I was very different from the other Elder-Mistresses. Painfully obvious. Irina had made a comment about sleeping with you once before, and then she was chosen for the ritual. She thought me silly for loving you. The other Mistresses were perfect. I . . . I had no idea what was going on that day.” Tears formed in her eyes. “I was so confused, so lost. Devin got so angry at me for embarrassing him, but he hadn’t told me what would happen. Your dad had to punish me for doing something stupid . . . I didn’t know what he was doing when he got me pregnant. That whole day was horrible.” She sniffed. “When I found out that you’d slept with her again . . . it reminded me of how much I don’t fit in anywhere. Not with my own kind . . . Even Hugo was appalled at some of the stuff I told him . . .” A tear slid down her cheek. “I don’t fit anywhere. I’m not a normal girl. I’m not a normal Elder-Mistress. They were all disgusted with me.”

Alex took her hand and pulled her into his lap. He held her against his chest and she cried as he rocked her gently. After a few minutes, she put her arms around his neck and hugged him like he was a lifeline in the middle of a raging river.

“I’m sorry, Alex. I’m so sorry. Please don’t get rid of me. You’re the only one who really understands me.”

“Shh. Shh, Schatzi. I would never get rid of you.” He stroked her hair and held her tightly against him. “I love you. I love you so much.”
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Anna clung to Alex, fearful that he’d decide that she wasn’t worth the trouble.

“I love you, Schatzi,” he repeated.

She leaned back slightly and looked at him through tear-filled eyes. “I’m sorry I ran to Hugo. I . . . I was jealous of Irina. She’s . . . a perfect Elder-Mistress. I’m not.”

“Schatzi,” Alex said gently, smoothing her hair. “The Elder-Mistresses are beautiful, ja, but I would much rather be with you than any of them. They are cold, you are warm and loving and beautiful.” He brushed his lips against hers. “I’m sorry I hurt you. We hurt each other, and I regret that deeply.”

Anna nodded. “I don’t want to be with Hugo, Alex. I mean, it’s not that I don’t care for him. I do. A lot. But you . . . with you is where I belong.”

He smiled down at her and kissed her again. “Ja. You belong with me.” He stood and carried her into their bedroom.
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“I missed kissing you,” Anna said as she rested her head on Alex’s bare chest, tracing the ridge of his pectoral muscles.

“I was trying to keep sex impersonal. I didn’t want to let myself go.”

Anna winced. Peter had done the same thing before he got to know her.

“But I didn’t want you to think I was sleeping with someone else.”

“What about those women the other night?”

“The other guys picked them up. Even though I was angry at you, I had no desire for any woman except you.” He turned on his side and grinned at her. “You are very, very good at sex.”

Anna smiled. “I guess I don’t have to worry about you leaving me because I don’t satisfy you in bed.”

He chuckled. “Definitely not.” He leaned down and nibbled along the outside of her breast.

“Alex?” she asked after a few minutes.

“Ja, Schatzi?”

“Sebastian said that you . . . needed us to help you defeat Devin.”

“Ja, it’s true.”

She closed her eyes and took a breath. “I will do it whenever you want to.”

Alex cupped her cheek. “Anna, the way Devin did it to you . . . that is a cruel way to do it. I will try my best not to hurt you. And Sebastian will certainly not rape you.”

She searched his eyes. “It’s okay if you have to.”

He shook his head. “Nein, Anna. If I had to hurt you, I wouldn’t do it.” He kissed her gently and then smiled. “I hope you don’t decide that you like Sebastian better than me.”

“Why would I . . . oh!” She would have to have sex with Sebastian so Alex could have them both. “Is there any other way to do it?”

Alex grimaced. “Yes, but I don’t need that much power. And I would risk taking control of you.” He traced her jaw with his finger. “What Devin did to you on the plane.”

“Oh.” Anna sighed in relief. Alex wouldn’t have golden flecks in his eyes.

“Besides, I don’t think my father would approve of me having that much Immortal in me without being an Elder first.”

“Haven’t you had sex with Sebastian before, though?”

Alex nodded. “Ja, but it’s different when it’s just . . . sex. He wasn’t trying to ‘imbue’ me, it was just for enjoyment.”

“Oh.” She vaguely remembered Kaveh and Devin having sex just for enjoyment. “Will it bother you? I mean, me having sex with Sebastian?”

Alex was quiet for a moment. “In a perfect world, I wouldn’t have to share you with anyone, Schatzi. But unfortunately, we don’t live in a perfect world. After I deal with Devin, though, I will have more control over who I share you with. And it certainly won’t be with Devin’s friends.”

The idea of Devin not being in her life, of not being afraid anymore was wonderful. But was it really possible that she would be free of the two men who hurt her? Jack was already dead. Devin would be soon. What would her life be like when that was done? “Are we really going back to San Francisco when all this is done?”

Alex sighed. “I don’t know. I know I said that, but I was angry and wanted you away from Hugo. Honestly, Schatzi, I don’t know how long Vati will let me stay out of Deutschland. Having been in Russia for so long . . . I have a lot of time to make up for.”

“Would I have to stop dancing?”

Alex turned onto his side and cradled her cheek in his hand. “Not until you’re ready to stop.” He smiled affectionately and moved his hand down to her stomach. “Although, I would love to start our family soon.” His eyes turned sad. “I’m thirty-three and have no legitimate children. That is very unusual in my family.”

Sadness for Alex squeezed her heart. She hadn’t thought about that fact. He was eight years older than she was. Of course he needed to start his family. Their family. If he hadn’t been captured, perhaps they would have had a child already. A son.

She put her hand on his. “If you want to return to Germany after Devin is taken care of, I will go willingly.”

His eyes brightened. “You would do that for me?”

Anna nodded. “I would miss dancing, but there are other things more important than that.” She didn’t mind the idea of living with Wilhelm and Ilsa. It would be nice to have family around her.

“Anna, we don’t necessarily have to live in Frankfurt. At least for a while. Stuttgart has a very good ballet company and it’s a little over 200 kilometers away from Frankfurt.”

Anna looked at him blankly. “Kilometers?”

Alex smiled and then narrowed his eyes with a thoughtful expression. “About . . . 125 miles. That would be close enough to keep Vati happy.”

Anna nodded. “That wouldn’t be too bad.” She inhaled sharply. “What about Aaron?”

Alex’s eyes became sad again. “I’ve hardly seen him since you and I got back together,” he said softly. “I don’t know . . .”

“He’s not dancing tonight. Why don’t the two of you go out?”

Alex looked away. “He’s probably with Cameron.”

Anna giggled. “I’m sure Cameron wouldn’t mind seeing you.” She studied him. “Are you okay with Aaron having a boyfriend?”

He shrugged. “I guess it’s kind of weird. I was the first guy he was ever with.”

“I didn’t know that.” That would explain the longing looks Aaron gave him when Aaron thought no one was looking. But Anna saw them.

“Does that upset you?” Alex asked softly.

“That you were the first guy Aaron was with? Why would that bother me?”

“I think he still has feelings for me. When he came here that first night . . . he acted kind of strange.”

Anna swallowed. “Did you two . . . ?”

Alex quickly shook his head. “I haven’t been with him since . . . well, since before I met you. Met you in real life, that is.”

“Oh.”

“Maybe he’d want to move with us, if you’d be okay with that. After all, he is part of the German Brotherhood.”

“As a friend or as a lover?”

Alex’s eyes widened. “As a friend. Anna, you are my lover.”

“What about at a Gathering? Would you be with him there?”

Alex blinked and then frowned. “I don’t know. It’s been so long since I’ve been to a Gathering.” He sighed. “Maybe. But the world of the Brotherhood is different than the normal world.”

“I know. I wasn’t trying to make you feel bad. I guess I was just wondering.” The idea of the two of them being together didn’t bother Anna overly much. She’d rather him be with another guy than one of the Elder-Mistresses.

“We have a while before we have to decide anything like that, Schatzi.” He gave her an affectionate look. “If you want, I will speak to him. I’m certain the Stuttgart Ballet would welcome both of you.”

Anna nodded and cuddled up next to him. They lay quietly together, Alex slowly stroking Anna’s back and arms.

“Anna, would you be willing to be with Sebastian today?” Alex asked in a soft voice.

“I . . . If you want me to.”

“He says that it wouldn’t be wise to wait much longer. What Essence I have is fading and it’s easier to do a ‘refill’ than to start over.” He shuddered slightly. “The first time wasn’t very pleasant.”

“Really?” Anna smiled slightly. “Why?”

“Well, first of all, I wasn’t with you. And secondly, it made me feel . . . weird. I felt out of control.” He gave her a sad look. “I didn’t plan on fucking Irina. I didn’t want to. But I just . . . had to.”

Anna pressed her lips together and nodded. “As I understand it, it can be rather strong.” She looked up at the ceiling.

“When I become Elder, you will be the one up there with me.”

“Will someone tell me what to do next time?”

Alex nodded soberly. “Ja, Anna. I will make sure you know what is happening.”


Fifty-Two


“I


f I hurt you, I will heal you,” Sebastian said walking towards Anna later that evening. “I’ll try not to, but I’m not often with an Elder-Mistress.” He grinned sheepishly. “I’m a little excited.”

Anna smiled nervously and nodded. She didn’t want to be hurt. She glanced at Alex, who sat on the bed watching. He gave her an encouraging smile. This was it. She would be giving of herself to Alex. Willingly, save her fear of being hurt. She had no idea if it really could be a pleasurable process, and Sebastian’s words weren’t exactly encouraging.

Sebastian sat on his heels on the floor on the soft rug and pulled Anna down between his legs. He pulled her close to him between his thighs, her back to his front. His hands ran up and down her thighs and she heard him murmuring in another language. She closed her eyes, melting back against him as he brought his hand slowly up to her breasts. He pinched her nipples and she gasped at the pleasurable pain his fingers produced. He held her nipples, the pain as sharp as a knife, and kissed her neck before biting the junction of neck and shoulder hard. He released her nipples and they throbbed as his teeth dug into her neck. He released her and soothed the bite with his tongue. Goose bumps appeared all over her body as he ran his hands up her arms, to her shoulders, and once again grasped her nipples in the knife’s grasp.

She moaned softly as he pulled and twisted. The pain was doing something to her head and she felt dizzy.

“Good girl,” he murmured. “Let yourself feel.”

It was all she could do: feel his breath, hot on her neck; his fingers running up and down her arms and legs; his cock pressed into her back.

She shivered and moaned as he explored her pussy with long fingers. He spread her open, pinched her clit, pulled the inner folds of skin and then finally pressed inside her.

“So wet and swollen, Anna,” he whispered. “Beautiful.”

She was dazed. She couldn’t open her eyes if she wanted to. Her body was under his control. He circled her clit with wet fingers once . . . twice . . . three times, and a sharp orgasm hit her like a wall and her body shook as she screamed in pleasure. He held her back against his body and played with her clit again, making her come over and over again. Tears streamed down her face at the intensity of the sensations.

“This was just our warm-up, love,” he whispered, then lay her down on her belly.

He kissed her back and shoulders and made his way down to her waist and ass. His tongue swirled around her ass and she moaned as he pressed his fingers inside her pussy and tongue-fucked her ass. He rubbed the roof of her pussy and made her come again with a shudder. The orgasms were melding into one continuous pleasure wave of sensation.

His hot body stretched out over her and they intertwined fingers. He bit her neck again and she felt him take control of her; take her body for his own. Their minds melded as she anticipated their bodies joining.

Bright colors blocked her vision as he brought her to her hands and knees and began to enter her. She stretched around him, amazed at his girth and she whimpered as her body struggled to accommodate him. He leaned over her, kissing her back and shoulders as he filled her.

“Feel, Anna. Feel the pain and the pleasure. Together, they make ecstasy.”

She stiffened and cried out in pain as he reached her cervix. She tried to pull away, but he held her firm. He massaged her breasts and kissed her back as he pressed forward. More pain, cramping as he went deep into her body.

Fear gripped her. He was hurting her, just like Kaveh did. She struggled to get away again as her tears fell to the ground beneath her face. The pain intensified as she felt him swelling inside her and she screeched as she felt her entrance tear.

“Yes, Anna. I know it hurts. But I will heal you. Trust me, Anna. You were made to take me as I am.”

She stiffened and screamed again as she felt him go deeper and widen more. Her arms were trembling and she could hardly hold herself up. Sebastian put one hand on the ground and supported her with his other arm. Her body was on fire. Her stomach cramped. She whimpered and cried, trying to get away, but he held her tight.

He pulled out slightly. “Feel the pleasure in the pain, Daughter,” he said and slammed back into her body. Her eyes rolled back into her head at the instant orgasm that came from his violent thrust. He did it again and again and again. Her body was pure sensation. Pure pleasure. Pure orgasm. She flew in the light of pleasure; waves rolling over her that took her higher and higher. There was no pain, there was no body. There was only orgasm.
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Alex watched Anna’s face contort in pain, tears streaming down her face. She scratched against Sebastian’s grip and Alex stood to pull her away from the Immortal. Sebastian was hurting her. He had promised he wouldn’t, and he was.

He walked around the bed towards them. Sebastian held up his hand and Alex was pushed by an invisible force back onto the bed and held there.

“Let her go, Sebastian!” he bellowed. “You’re hurting her, let her go!” Irina hadn’t reacted like this. She’d been writhing in ecstasy the entire time.

Anna screeched and Alex’s eyes watered. He struggled against the invisible force holding him on the bed. What the hell was Sebastian doing to her? Why was he hurting her?

“Anna!” he shouted. “Sebastian, let her go!”

Sebastian pulled back slightly and Alex relaxed, thinking he would let her go, but then he slammed back into her and Anna stiffened and screamed again. But this scream was different. Her mouth was wide open and her eyes tightly closed as if . . . she was climaxing? Her face flushed and her neck muscles strained as Sebastian pounded into her over and over again.

Sebastian growled and let out a primal yell as he thrust deeply into Anna’s body. Was Anna breathing? Her back was arched as if Sebastian was pulling her up by her hair, but Sebastian’s fingers were pressing hard into her hips. Their bodies seemed frozen in a permanent orgasmic state and Alex could only stare. It had not been like this when Sebastian had taken Irina. Sebastian hadn’t seemed to have lost control with the Russian Elder-Mistress like he had lost it with Anna.

After what seemed like hours, Anna slumped forward, her chest on the ground. Alex lunged forward, surprised that he could and gathered her into his arms. She was limp and barely breathing. Sebastian sat back on his heels, hands resting on his thighs and chest heaving. His cock was still large and semi-hard, but dripping with Anna’s juices and . . . was that blood?

“What the hell did you do to her?” Alex growled, punching at Sebastian’s chest with one hand while he cradled Anna with the other arm.

Sebastian grabbed his fist before it made contact and looked at him with glowing blue eyes. “Don’t,” he said in a low voice, filled with warning. His skin was glowing slightly and he looked very . . . Immortal.

Alex pulled his hand away, never having seen his friend like this. Sebastian leaned forward, resting his forehead on the floor in front of him. His rib cage expanded and contracted as he gasped for breath. Another thing Alex had never seen in his friend. What had happened?

He looked down at his beautiful wife with regret. She was so pale, the dark hair sticking to her face a sharp contrast. Her chest and face were covered with a sheen of sweat. He smoothed back her wet hair and rocked her gently. “Anna?” he whispered to the limp body. He put his fingers to her neck and was relieved to feel a pulse. “Anna . . .”

“She’ll be okay, Alex,” Sebastian said in a hoarse voice after a few minutes. “I’ve never . . .” The Immortal shook his head. “I didn’t realize how powerful she was before . . . No wonder Devin was able to do what he did.”

Alex glared at Sebastian and noticed, although he was glowing, his face was slightly pale. “What do you mean? Why did you hurt her?”

Sebastian sat down on his hip and reached out for Anna. Alex pulled her away. “Let me heal her. I tore into her pretty hard.”

Alex growled. “I know.” But he allowed Sebastian to touch her.

Sebastian placed his hand on her lower stomach and closed his eyes. Anna groaned slightly, but didn’t awaken. “I took her,” he said softly. “I took her as I took Irina, but her power overwhelmed me. I couldn’t . . .” He gave Alex a sorrowful look. “I couldn’t control myself. She came inside me and consumed me. I had to get control or I would have killed her. That’s why I hurt her, Alex. Her pain pulled her away from me enough for me to get control. I’m sorry. I had no intention of doing that, but if I hadn’t, I would have killed her.” He stroked her thigh slowly. “I still lost it at the end. Her orgasms are very strong. I could feel her coming, but she didn’t feel the pain at that point. She was in . . . what some humans call sub-space. Beyond knowledge of anything except feeling.”

Alex looked down at Anna again. Part of him was proud that her power overwhelmed Sebastian. Another part of him was frightened. “Why is she so powerful?”

“She’s in touch with her humanity. That’s the simplest way to explain it. Her ability to love combined with the powers of the half-Immortal. It can be powerful and it can be dangerous. I’ve not known a half-Immortal to rage in centuries. Not since we changed how the humans interacted with them.”

“You know she killed her guardian?”

Sebastian nodded. “That was one of the things I brought up to my brothers. The very fact that she was pushed that far was a stunning piece of evidence.”

“She almost raged the night of the Gala.”

“She did? Why?” Sebastian’s head tilted. “And how are you still alive?”

Alex shrugged slightly, trying not to jostle Anna too much. “I saw what was happening and got control of the situation. I think she was angry at Devin, though, not me.”

“It doesn’t matter who she’s angry with. She’ll kill anyone around.” Sebastian studied him carefully. “You are very powerful, Alex, to be able to control that.” He smiled. “You would have to be to battle Devin. What we are doing will strengthen your natural . . . strength.”

“I didn’t tell her about her rage. I didn’t know if—Sebastian?”

Sebastian didn’t appear to be paying attention, instead, he was staring at Anna.

“Sebastian?”

“You can control her. That—” He paused. “That would be good for the others to see when you confront Devin. The very fact that you can control her supports your claim to her as more legitimate.”

“You want me to take her and induce a rage at a funeral gathering?” He couldn’t be serious.

“I think simply seeing Devin will be sufficient for her to do it herself.”

“She’s not been given permission to go. I was going to speak to Vati about it, but we ended up fighting . . .” Alex trailed off. Why bother asking if she wouldn’t want to go?

“I think she should be there. She has a right to see the end.”

“That’s dangerous. She could kill everyone. Devin could get ahold of her.”

“That would certainly induce a rage. And if she does rage, you’d best make sure your relationship with her is solid. And that you . . . partake . . . of us regularly.”

Alex shook his head. “I can’t make her go through this again.”

“It won’t be like this next time. I wasn’t prepared. I know now what to expect. I can keep control of the situation.” Sebastian grinned. “She had a fantastic orgasm, and if you make the next part pleasant, she will be more willing.”

“How do I do that?”

“You don’t know how to pleasure your wife with your mouth?”

“I—Of course I do, but is there more?”

“Stop when you see her fading. It will show her you care about her. She’ll want you to take it all, but you don’t have to. Show her you’re different from Devin. Once you’re done, I’ll revive her and then you can make love to her.” He grinned. “Or we both can.”

Alex frowned.

“You might be surprised what you’re in the mood for.”

“If you and I start having sex on a regular basis, my men might get jealous. We were each other’s only lovers for the last few years.”

Sebastian smiled and stood. “Get her onto the bed. She should awaken soon.”


Fifty-Three


Anna moaned softly as she felt a mouth on her breast. Her body felt extra sensitive; she wanted more, more touch, more sexual touch. The tongue lapped at the nipple and she shuddered and opened her eyes.

Alex’s face was there next to hers, and she smiled. “Alex . . .” she said in a soft voice.

He turned to look at her and kissed her gently. “Mein Liebe,” he murmured and rolled to stretch out on top of her. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled herself up towards him so she could get him inside her, but he shook his head. “Not yet, Schatzi.” He kissed her again. “Will you give yourself to me?” His eyes were full of love and it brought tears to her eyes.

He was asking for permission to consume her. Devin had never done that. She began to tremble, remembering what that had been like. She remembered freaking out when he tried that as Mr. J. But she wanted to give of herself to him, and she nodded and clenched her fists.

He took both fists in his hands and kissed them. “I know you’re scared, Schatzi. Tell me at any time, and I will stop. All right?”

Anna nodded and he kissed down between her breasts and down her belly. When he reached the junction of her legs, he paused and Anna froze. “Stop me at any time, Anna.”

He bent his head and gently kissed her pussy lips. “Oh!” she exclaimed softly as desire coursed through her body at that simple touch. He dotted tiny kisses all over before gently dragging his tongue between her nether lips.

Anna moaned softly and spread her legs wider. He kissed and licked in such a gentle manner, she couldn’t even compare this experience to the one with Devin. “Oh, Alex . . .” she whispered, squirming beneath his gentle touch. He gently spread her open and buried his tongue deep inside. He let out a groan and his movements became more insistent. She wanted to give him more . . . more of herself.

She closed her eyes and felt herself relaxing into his kisses. As she did, she became slightly dizzy as she released herself to Alex. He groaned louder and sucked on her clit until she screamed out in ecstasy. He eagerly lapped up her juices and then repeated the processes until she was floating in a sea of pleasure.

After a while, Anna felt herself fading. She was too weak to move, but she didn’t care. She was helping Alex. Making him strong. She wanted to smile at him and struggled to get her eyes open. They met his and his blue eyes were instantly filled with concern.

He pulled away and scooted up next to her and stroked her cheek. She hardly felt it.

“Did I take too much, Schatzi?”

She shook her head slightly and gave him a weak smile. “Can . . . take . . . more . . .”

“Nein. I’ve had enough. We have plenty of time.”

There was a flash of light and Sebastian appeared. “How is she?”

Anna turned her head slightly and gave him a weak smile.

“Different from previous experiences, huh?” Sebastian smiled.

Anna nodded slightly.

He undressed and lay down next to her, bringing his cock near her mouth. She hesitated until Alex kissed her cheek. “It’s all right, Schatzi,” he said in a soft voice. He rolled her to her side and helped her get Sebastian’s semi-hard cock into her mouth. She immediately began sucking and tasted the golden nectar a moment later.

As feeling returned to her body, she felt Alex pressed against her back, kissing her neck and caressing her breasts. She groaned as she felt Alex’s hard cock against her ass. She pressed back against his hips, wanting to feel him inside her.

“Are you sure, Schatzi?”

Anna nodded and closed her eyes when he brought her leg up and positioned his hard cock at her pussy. She jumped slightly when she felt a mouth on her pussy as Alex pushed slowly inside.

“Does that hurt, Anna?” Sebastian asked from the general direction of her hips.

“Uh-uh,” she mumbled over his cock.

“Is that a no?” he asked with a chuckle.

Anna nodded and moaned as she felt the hot mouth on her again.

Alex wrapped his arms around her and slowly pumped in and out of her. “I love you, Anna,” he whispered.

Anna mumbled that she loved him too against Sebastian’s cock, but doubted Alex understood. Sebastian’s cock hardened to arousal and Anna sucked fervently. This was much more pleasant than when she’d been between Devin and Kaveh. She wasn’t worried about either of them hurting her, even though she had a vague memory of pain from being with Sebastian. The orgasm had more than made up for it.

Anna grabbed at Sebastian’s hips and pulled herself to him, needing more of him to consume. He pumped his hips in rhythm with her mouth and let out a groan. Anna looked up to see Alex’s hand fondling Sebastian’s balls and wondered if Sebastian was doing the same to Alex.

Within a few minutes, they had all reached their climax and Anna was feeling herself again. Alex nibbled on her neck. “I have the best wife,” he murmured, cupping her breast gently.

“I couldn’t disagree with that,” Sebastian said, sitting up and flipping around so that his head was in the same direction as Alex and Anna’s. “Was that all right, Anna?”

She grinned and nodded. “That was nothing like . . . what I experienced before.”

“Gut,” Alex said from behind her, pulling her tight against him. “That was unlike my previous experience as well.”

“Really?” Anna turned to face him, surprised. She hoped it wasn’t better with Irina.

He tapped her nose and gave her an affectionate smile. “This was much, much better.” He chuckled at Sebastian. “I think even he would agree.”

“I would.”

“You’re sure you’re not just saying that?” she asked Alex, feeling a little insecure. She didn’t want him lying to make her feel better.

“Anna, I love you. You love me. That makes everything better. I was in control this time, too, which was better. I don’t feel as . . . weird. Or guilty.”

“Guilty?”

“I felt awful after I . . . you know. But this was very nice.” He grinned. “You are tastier.”

Anna giggled and kissed Alex on the mouth.

“I would concur with that conclusion as well,” Sebastian said, sliding his hand around her waist and kissing the back of her neck.

Anna looked up at Alex, concerned he would be upset about what Sebastian was doing, but he just kissed her deeply, thrusting his tongue in and out of her mouth as both men caressed her breasts and hips. She felt herself getting aroused again.

“Did I mention that the process can heighten your sexual desires?” Sebastian asked as he rolled her nipple between his fingers. Anna gasped softly against Alex’s mouth. “Both of yours. Well, all three of us, really.”

She wasn’t totally surprised when she felt Sebastian hard again, pressing against her ass. But she was a little surprised when Alex followed suit.

“Ready for a bit more fun?” Alex murmured against her lips.

Anna nodded and moaned as Sebastian pressed his long fingers into her ass. This would be an interesting night.
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Alex hugged Anna to him as he awoke before the sunrise. Last night had been different than anything they’d experienced together before, but he thought that Anna had enjoyed herself. Alex certainly had. The Immortal essence certainly had a strong effect on his libido. He hadn’t been that horny since they’d gotten married. He liked being able to make love to Anna over and over again last night, but his cock was a little sore this morning. Sebastian had kept both of them busy and Anna had watched with wide, fascinated eyes as the Immortal fucked him in front of her.

Alex had watched her nipples harden and her cheeks flush, which just turned him on more. She’d looked up at Sebastian and they seemed to communicate without words. Sebastian pulled Alex up onto his knees and Anna had given him an incredible blowjob while playing with both of their ball-sacs. His cock twitched just remembering that experience.

The question was, though, how would she feel this morning? Sebastian hadn’t left until after three this morning, and she’d passed out before he’d disappeared completely. She had a beautiful smile on her face, though.

Alex watched the sky turn from black to gray to blue while he held Anna close to him. He knew Anna needed to go to class this morning; she was performing tonight. The tickets had sold out for the performance and Alex wondered if he could watch from the wings. He didn’t want to leave her side.

But he’d have to eventually. There was still more planning to be done for the Boston job. Maybe he could come back during the week so Anna wouldn’t worry so much. They had to move positions anyway. Even if he only came home for one night, it would probably help Anna considerably.

With the last two jobs, he hadn’t needed the use of a red girl. He was more aggressive with Anna when he’d returned from Chicago, which is why she’d found out who he was, but it had turned out for the best. After the first job, they’d kept their stress relief within the team. They had to.

But Alex was concerned about hurting Anna. He didn’t want to lose control and hurt her, even though she said she could take it. Or at least, she had in the past. He ran his hand through his hair. They needed to talk about it before he left.

He dozed for a while, inhaling Anna’s sweet, musky scent until the alarm went off and she groaned. “Don’ wanna,” she mumbled, and his heart swelled with affection for her.

“I’m sorry for keeping you up so late, Schatzi,” he said softly. “You can sleep tonight.”

Her eyes snapped open. “Don’t we have to do it again tonight?”

Alex frowned and shook his head. “Sebastian said only about once a week.”

“Really?”

He cocked his brow. “How often did Devin do it?”

“Every night.”

Alex stared at her. No wonder she’d lost her powers, or at least, that’s what his father had said. When Vati had first seen her at Vitaly’s funeral, she’d been a shadow of herself. To be drained completely every night . . . how had she survived? Damn Devin!

She kissed his cheek and then crawled out of bed and walked to the bathroom. His cock twitched again as he watched her ass sway gently as she made her way across the room. How on earth could he possibly be able to still get hard? Damn, even his ass hurt.

He stroked himself a few times and winced. He didn’t remember ever being so sore from a night of passion. Maybe he needed to practice more.

Anna giggled from across the room and he looked up to see her standing in the doorway, still naked.

“What are you giggling about?” he asked.

“The expression on your face. You went from looking like you were in pain to a very seductive smile.”

“I am sore from last night,” he admitted with a sheepish smile.

“Your ass?” Her grin was adorable.

“No, well, yes, partially. But I think my cock is out of practice.”

Her grin widened and she walked back to the bed, her eyes dark with lust. “Maybe I should kiss it and make it better?” She knelt on the bed and pulled the covers back.

“Oh, Anna . . .” he murmured as she lowered her head to his throbbing cock and took it into her mouth. “I love you . . .”
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Anna smiled as she did her warm-up at the barre. Last night had been . . . unexpected. Amazing and unexpected. She had no idea that Alex consuming her could be so erotic. She almost didn’t want to wait a week. But then again, if they did that every night, she wouldn’t be able to dance. She was having a hard time garnering her energy today.

And Sebastian! She’d only been with him the one time, the night before her wedding, but being with him and Alex together was unbelievable. Unexpectedly, she’d been incredibly turned on by watching the two men together. It made her wonder what it would be like to watch him and Aaron together.

“Anna?” Vincent’s voice dragged her out of her daydream and she blushed, realizing she’d stopped dancing.

“Sorry, Vincent.” She turned to face the direction the other dancers were facing and began the steps again.

Vincent walked over to her and chuckled. “I’m glad you and Alex are getting along again.”

Anna smiled shyly. “Is it that obvious?”

He gave her an affectionate smile and nodded before walking away.


Fifty-Four


The days passed too quickly and before she knew it, Alex was packing to leave for Boston. It was Sunday morning and Anna sat on their bed, watching him pack his things and trying not to cry.

“I will come home on Wednesday to see you,” Alex repeated for the hundredth time with an understanding smile on his face. “I will come home to you, Anna.”

Anna swallowed back her tears. She didn’t have bad feelings about this one like she had before he disappeared, but it didn’t make it any easier. “I know,” she finally whispered.

“You can call me at any time. I will turn my phone off only when I must.” He smiled. “You wouldn’t want my phone to vibrate when I’m taking my shot, would you?”

Anna let out a mix of a laugh and a cry as she shook her head.

“Sebastian will keep an eye on you. If there is an emergency, close your eyes and think of him. He will feel you.”

Sebastian was going with Alex, but he could stay connected to Anna while he was gone. Boston wasn’t that far away. Too far for Alex to feel her, but not too far for Sebastian.

“Remember, I don’t mind if you go out with your friends,” Alex said, coming to sit next to her. He put his arm around her and kissed her temple. “I trust you, Anna. Please don’t betray my trust.”

Anna nodded and sniffed. She had no desire to do so.

“I don’t know when Devin will arrive in the area. When he’s here, please stay in the condo, just to be safe. On this floor.”

“What if he’s here Thursday night?”

“Tom will do what he can to shield you from Devin. Sebastian flashing into town would be noticed by Devin. Keep your phone with you. Tom will call if there’s a problem.”

Anna nodded, trembling. Alex held her tightly.

“It will be all right, Anna. I won’t let anything happen to you. We’ll be back Friday afternoon.”

It was only a few days at a time that he’d be gone. She could handle that. Aaron would keep an eye on her while Alex was gone. She could be brave for Alex. He would come home to her.
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Alex stared out the window of the business jet that was taking him and his team to Boston. The jet was registered under Simon’s name, but like the condo, it was actually Alex’s. After everything was finished, then he could put his name on his property again. That would be nice.

Anna had tried to be so brave when he left. She’d been trying very hard not to cry and succeeded for the most part. Though as soon as the door closed, he heard her start to sob. He and his men had looked at each other with sad eyes before turning and walking to the elevator, but they were doing this for her.

He didn’t have the sick feeling in his stomach that he’d had when he’d left her the first time. He was confident he would see her on Wednesday.

Erich was not along for this trip, but he would be out for the one on Tyler. It was too risky for his cousin to fly into the country every month. But for the last one, it was worth it. He would deny no one who wanted to come see the “final showdown” as he thought of it in his head.

As Alex understood it, Rylan, his target for tomorrow morning, was the cruelest of the Sons, save Tyler. He was looking forward to seeing his dark-haired head in the crosshairs of his rifle.

Three more dead bodies until he could confront Devin.
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Rylan is dead.

Devin dropped his phone after he’d read the text. He didn’t drop it on purpose. He dropped it because he’d begun shaking.

Another killing? What the hell was going on? Why were they being picked off? Who the hell was targeting the American leadership?

If Anna were here, he could figure out what was going on. But she’d been gone for so long, he had little of his former powers he’d gained from her. He still had his natural talents, but the enhancements were nearly gone. He was no longer a Chairman. When he found Anna, he would punish her severely. He had no doubt he would find her. He had to.

There was one thing that the text had brought. Relief that it wasn’t Tyler. His son was still alive. He didn’t know what he would do if Tyler died. But no one would dare kill Tyler . . . would they?

[image: ]


Anna was distracted. It was after lunch on Wednesday and she hadn’t heard from Alex. She’d been afraid to call for fear of him not answering.

The performance last night hadn’t been her best, but it certainly hadn’t been bad. Hugo could tell she’d been distracted, but had been understanding. He didn’t know why Alex was out of town, but knew Anna was nervous.

She tried to lose herself in the rehearsal and finally managed to succeed. When she opened her eyes at the end of the dance she gasped. Alex stood at the side of the stage with a big smile on his face. She ran to him and hugged him tightly, relief sweeping over her.

“You’re here,” she said, her face buried in his chest.

“Ja, Schatzi. I am here.”

Anna sighed in relief to have Alex’s arms around her. “I saw the news,” she said softly. “You really did it in one shot?”

“It’s how I’m trained. You often don’t get a second chance. The hardest part is finding the place to shoot from.”

Anna’s heart was much lighter as she finished rehearsal, and it showed in her dancing.

Hugo shook his head in disbelief as they walked to the edge of the stage when they were finished. “I don’t think I could ever begrudge you being with Alex. Your whole countenance changes when things are good between you two.”

Anna touched his hand. “You made me happy too, Hugo.” She didn’t want him to think otherwise.

He gave her a sad smile. “And you made me happy, too. But it’s obvious where you belong.”

Alex walked up from the audience seats to where they were sitting on the edge of the stage, his eyes slightly suspicious.

Hugo nodded in greeting. “I was just telling Katrina that it was very obvious that you two belong together.”

Alex studied him for a moment before nodding. “I’m glad she has supportive friends around her,” he said sincerely.

Hugo chuckled. “I wouldn’t want you as an enemy.”

Alex laughed. “I’m sorry for getting angry at you on the phone. I was . . .” He shrugged. “It’s difficult, adjusting to so many changes.” He put his hand on Anna’s leg. “But we’re getting there.”

Anna beamed and nodded. “Yes, we are.”


Fifty-Five


Aaron was pleased to see Anna handling Alex’s second departure better than the first one. Monday and Tuesday he’d hardly seen her smile at all. Today she smiled a few times.

After lunch, they ran through Hugo’s ballet. Aaron was in it as well. He especially liked the part where both he and Hugo got to dance with her.

It was in the middle of this dance when Aaron began to feel a little dizzy. He thought he was getting sick until he saw Anna stumble and grab her head.

“Katrina?” Hugo said, putting his arm around her.

Anna looked up, fear filling her eyes as she stared at Aaron. Her jaw trembled as the fear turned into terror. “Devin . . .” she whispered.

He stared for a split second before shaking his head to clear it. “Hugo, find someone to rehearse with so it doesn’t look like we’re missing.” He ran to grab his and Anna’s bags.

“Wha—why? What’s going on?”

Aaron turned to look at Hugo. “Devin’s coming.” He saw Hugo’s face turn ashen as Aaron grabbed Anna. “I’m taking her to her place. I’ll call you later.”

He dragged a stumbling Anna off stage and a second later heard Hugo calling names. Aaron knew he could trust Hugo to do what needed to be done.

Aaron felt his phone vibrate and glanced at it as he pulled a stumbling Anna through the maze of the backstage. He didn’t recognize the number but answered it anyway. “Hello?”

“Aaron, oh, thank God. It’s Kelsey, Tom’s wife. I’ve been trying to call you for a half hour.”

Aaron froze. “Kelsey?” He’d met Tom’s wife a handful of times.

“Tom and Devin are on their way to the theater. Tom told me to call you since he couldn’t.”

“I’m dragging Anna out as we speak. We felt him.”

“Oh, thank God. Take her to her condo and into Seth’s bedroom. That’s all I know.”

“Thanks, Kelsey. I will.” He shoved his phone back into his bag and looked at Anna. Her face was pale and she could barely walk. How was he going to get her home?
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“I know she’s fucking here, Tom. What the hell is going on with you?” Devin stood in Tom’s kitchen and yelled at his friend. “Why can’t you feel her?”

Tom frowned. “Watch your tone, Devin. My kids are home.”

Devin had flown into New York to spend the day with Tom before flying into Boston in the morning. He hadn’t told Tom he was coming. He might be paranoid, but he was beginning to not trust anyone. Even his oldest friend. Someone was calling hits on his loyal supporters. He wouldn’t rule anyone out. Who would be next? He had a horrible feeling he knew what was going to happen in the morning and didn’t want to be anywhere near Boston until it was done.

As soon as he landed, he felt her. Anna. His elusive prey. She was here.

“I think you’re being paranoid, Devin,” Tom said with a sigh.

“Am I?” Devin glared. “I don’t think so. Let’s go visit the ballet company again. I would bet anything she’s there.”

Tom rolled his eyes. “Fine. Let me tell Kelsey I’m leaving.”
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Tom double-parked his Lexus behind the theater and Devin had his door open before he’d turned the ignition off. Devin could feel Anna as easily as he could feel the cool breeze on his face. They strode in the back entrance, the security guard balking until he saw Tom’s nod.

He heard the music coming from the stage as they approached, and didn’t bother to wait for the dancers to stop before striding onto the stage. That black man was in the middle of the stage, dancing with the woman he’d manipulated the last time he’d been here.

The music stopped suddenly and everyone turned to look at him and Tom. Anna was here, somewhere. He looked around as the ballet master approached.

“Hello, gentlemen,” he said pleasantly. “May I help you?”

Devin glared at him. “Where is she?”

“Where is who?” The older man glanced at Tom.

“Anna,” Devin answered, walking up to the woman standing in the middle of the stage. He gave her a small smile and she smiled nervously back. “Where is she? Where is the woman who stole the man from you?”

“I . . . I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She was clearly terrified of him, which pleased him to no end.

“Anna.” He turned to the black man and narrowed his eyes. “You lied the last time I was here. You’re lucky to be alive.”

The man narrowed his eyes at Devin. “She’s not here.”

Devin clenched his hands and looked around, noticing Aaron wasn’t around. “Where’s Aaron?”

“He went home sick,” Vincent answered, walking over with a firm look on his face. “If you don’t mind, we are in the middle of rehearsals. Whoever you are looking for is obviously not here.”

Devin grabbed him around his neck and stared into his eyes. His powers weren’t as strong, but if he concentrated, he could glean a little bit of information from his mind. He saw Anna dancing and . . . Devin growled. “You fucking bastard. You will pay for hiding her.” He shoved the man away and stalked back towards Tom. “She was here. She left with that fucking Aaron.”

Without a backward glance, Devin strode off the stage. He needed Kaveh.
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Anna huddled in the corner of Seth’s room with Aaron’s arms around her. She was terrified. She could feel Devin searching for her, and Alex wasn’t here to protect her.

“Shh, Anna. It’s okay.” Aaron held her tightly and stroked her hair. “It will be okay.”

There was a flash and Sebastian appeared, immediately kneeling in front of them. He lifted Anna’s chin and studied her eyes. “It will be okay, Anna,” he said in a soothing voice and then stood and closed his eyes.

She felt the warmth surround her and she was able to relax. She leaned her head on Aaron’s chest, knowing she was safe. She felt Aaron relax, too.

Sebastian stood like a sentinel in the middle of the room, not moving, but glowing. He would keep Devin from finding her and then Alex would be home tomorrow night and everything would be okay.

Suddenly, Sebastian’s eyes shot open and there was another flash of light. Anna screamed as Kaveh appeared. He was broader than Sebastian and clearly angry. He snarled to Sebastian in a language she didn’t understand. Sebastian replied in the same language.

Aaron pulled her to his other side as a flaming sword appeared in Kaveh’s hand.

Kaveh swung at Sebastian, who jumped out of the way and a similar sword appeared in his hand as well. Sebastian swung at Kaveh and Kaveh blocked it. The two Immortals moved so quickly it became a blur of light and fire as they fought furiously. The wall blasted open and they moved out into the hallway.
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Devin stood outside the building where Kaveh had said Anna was hiding. It was a luxurious private building with a doorman. He couldn’t feel Anna but trusted that Kaveh wouldn’t steer him wrong. Kaveh had missed Anna as much as he had.

Suddenly he could feel Anna fully and looked back at Tom with a malicious grin. “She’s here. Get me in.”

“Devin, this is a private building with three dozen apartments. How the⁠—”

Devin grabbed his collar. “If you don’t get me into this building, I will have to question your loyalty.”

Tom pressed his lips together and pulled away from Devin. “My loyalty? After all we’ve gone through?”

Devin was losing his patience. “Then get me inside.”
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Anna winced at the sounds coming from the hallway. Something shattered and she jumped. A sound like a wall being blasted open made her jump and then it was quiet. After a moment, there was still no sound and she looked at Aaron. His eyes were wide as he looked at her.

They crept to the door and peeked out. The hallway was a mess and the Immortals were gone.

“Where’d they go?” Aaron whispered. “And will they be back?”

Anna shivered. “I don’t know.”

A chill ran through Anna and she stared at the mess. “Devin . . .” she whispered and looked at Aaron. “He’s here.”

They stared at each other, unmoving, until Aaron suddenly grabbed her hand and began pulling on her rings.

“What are you doing?”

“If he sees you wearing your wedding rings, he’ll know Alex is alive. He can’t find out yet. Alex needs the element of surprise.”

With tears in her eyes, she pulled her rings off and handed them to Aaron. He was right. If she was going back to Devin, he couldn’t find out that Alex was alive.

“C’mon. The less he sees of the apartment, the better.” Aaron dragged her out to the living room.

Anna was shaking so badly she couldn’t move. The darkness that surrounded her was suffocating. She didn’t want to go back to Devin. She wanted to stay with Alex. They had a plan. This wasn’t part of the plan.

“I’m scared,” she whispered as she sat, curled up next to Aaron on the couch.

“Alex will get you back, Anna. Stay strong.” He turned her to face him and she saw tears in his eyes. “You are so strong, Anna. Don’t forget that. Don’t let him tell you differently.”

Tears streamed down her face. “Tell Alex I love him.”

Aaron nodded.

They heard a knock on the door, but neither got up to answer it.

The knock became a pound and then it sounded like someone was kicking the door. Anna jumped at each sound. Finally, there was a crash, and Anna whimpered. Aaron grabbed her face and kissed her passionately.


Fifty-Six


Devin kicked in the door after several attempts and stalked into the luxurious apartment. He walked into what had to be the living room and saw Anna on the couch. Kissing . . . Aaron? He thought Aaron was gay.

“Anna.”

The couple froze and he saw Anna shaking. Good. She should be terrified. He would torture her for leaving him.

She turned and looked at him, terror filling her eyes, and Devin smiled. “Stupid girl, Anna. Stupid, stupid, stupid.” He walked towards her slowly, glaring at her and making her shrink away. He grabbed her by her hair and she shrieked as he pulled her over the back of the couch and onto the floor.

Aaron reached for her, but Devin pushed him away. “You will pay for hiding her, you fucking twat.”

“No, Devin, please.” Anna whimpered. “He wasn’t hiding me. Th-this is my place. I didn’t like Paris so I came back. Aaron didn’t know anything about me running away.”

Devin twisted his hand in her hair and she shrieked again. “Please don’t hurt him,” she begged.

She didn’t want him hurt? Oh, he would hurt him. He released her hair and reached for Aaron.
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“Aaron.”

Aaron groaned and rolled to his side, coughing. He saw splatters of blood on the floor and realized he was coughing up blood. Fuck. Devin had started punching him as soon as Anna hit the floor. The last thing he remembered was hearing Tom tell Devin that he would deal with him and to get Anna out of there.

He opened his eyes and saw Tom crouching down next to him.

“Anna?” Aaron whispered.

Tom pressed his lips together and shook his head. “Devin took her. But he won’t kill her. He would have killed you.”

“You let him take her?”

“I didn’t have a choice, Aaron. Devin’s defeat depends on him not knowing about me or Alex.”

“He’ll hurt her.”

Tom sighed. “I know, and that thought kills me. But he won’t do anything until the funerals are over. He wouldn’t want her to look bad in front of the other Elders. He’ll wait until he’s home.”

“You can’t let him take her home!”

“I won’t be able to speak to Wilhelm or Vlad until after the funerals are over. I don’t know if they’ll find out about Anna before then.”

“I’ll call Alex and tell him.”

“No, Aaron. You can’t. We have to stick with the plan. Alex has to kill Oscar in the morning. If you call and tell him . . . he’ll lose it. I can’t let that happen.”

“Fuck the plan, Tom. You can’t let him have Anna for that long. He’ll get his powers back.”

Tom shook his head. “We’ll modify the timeline, but we have to get rid of Tyler, or Tyler becomes Elder when Devin is removed. Tyler’s no better than Devin.”

“So call Alex and tell him to take out Tyler.”

“The jobs were given to Alex by myself, Vlad and Wilhelm. One of us alone can’t modify it and as I said, I won’t be able to speak to them until after Devin’s gone. Devin will be on the lookout for anything suspicious.” He helped Aaron to his feet. “Let me get you to a hospital. I told Devin I would deal with you. I’ll check you in under a different name. Once you’re released, you need to stay out of sight. You need to pretend you’re dead until Devin’s back in San Francisco.”
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Alex opened the door to the seedy motel room he and his team were staying in. They could pay cash here, no questions asked, and wandering in and out at odd times of the day and night wasn’t questioned either.

He smiled to himself. Oscar was dead. One more person to attend to in just a few more weeks and then Anna would be safe. He sighed in relief as he put his bag down and walked farther into the room.

“Where’s Sebastian?” he asked, looking around. Sebastian was supposed to stay here with Greg. Seth and Tony had returned from their secondary lookout points. Greg was here, but not Sebastian.

Greg gave him a look that brought chills to his body. “He left suddenly yesterday afternoon. Just disappeared.”

Alex dug in his bag for his phone and impatiently waited as it powered on. Damn smartphones took forever to start up. There were no new messages so he called Anna. She would be in rehearsal and likely wouldn’t pick up.

“Pack up, we’re leaving ASAP,” he said to his men as Anna’s phone rang. It went to voicemail. “Anna, Schatzi. Please call me as soon as you get this. I will be home in less than two hours. Please. Call me.” He couldn’t hide the panic in his voice.

They were packed and on their way to the airport within twenty minutes. Alex called every person he could think of. Unfortunately, they were all in rehearsals. Simon!

He punched his phone a little harder than he should have, but sighed in relief when Simon answered. “Simon! Have you . . . have you heard anything about Anna?”

“No . . . Should I have?”

“Sebastian left suddenly yesterday and hasn’t returned. Everyone is in rehearsals and no one is picking up. I don’t know if Anna is all right.”

“Do you want me to go over to the theater?”

Alex thought for a moment. He wanted to see for himself that Anna was all right. “Do you have time?”

“I can make time.”

“Call your father first. See if he has heard anything. He’s in the country, right?”

“Yes. He arrived yesterday.”

“Call and let me know what you find out.”

“Will do.”

Alex laid his phone on his knee and closed his eyes. Anna had to be all right. She just had to be.
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Anna stared at Devin from across the room as he talked and joked with Tom, Tommy, and Tyler. Somehow knowing that Tom and Tommy were on her side was comforting, even though they couldn’t even give a hint that they were. Devin and Tyler both had been merciless to her last night. If Devin had brought his syringe, he would have used it on her, but thankfully he hadn’t.

As it was, she had bruises on her torso and hips, but nothing that would be seen at the funeral or Gathering on Sunday. She would not be participating as an Elder-Mistress at the Gathering, which was fine with her. She had no desire to spend time with those women. Especially Irina.

She had flown with the three men to Boston this morning. Devin had looked a little shaken when the news was sent out that Oscar had been killed. Anna carefully kept her expression guarded. Devin couldn’t suspect she knew anything about what was going on.

So far, she’d managed to keep her spirits up. She constantly twisted the wedding ring on her right hand, thankful for once that Devin had made her wear it all these years. Now it didn’t cause pain, but assured her that Alex wasn’t far away and that he would rescue her. He was probably still in town and would be busting through the door any minute.

He had to be. She didn’t know how long she would survive with Devin once he got her back in San Francisco.
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Alex ran through the back door of the theater, not acknowledging the guard, but walking as quickly as he could to the stage. Simon had called him back a little while ago, telling him that his father hadn’t heard anything. The drive from the airport had been torture and he’d gone straight to the theater.

He burst onto the stage and looked around, desperately searching the faces for his beloved wife. She wasn’t there. The music had stopped and everyone turned and looked at him. The sadness in their eyes did nothing for the knot in his stomach.

His eyes met Hugo’s. “Anna?” he whispered, walking towards the dancer.

Hugo swallowed and his eyes filled with grief. “She’s . . . Aaron said that man, Devin, was here.”

Alex’s jaw trembled and the rest of him followed. He stared into the brown eyes of the man who loved Anna almost as much as he did. “This isn’t some sick idea of a joke?” he whispered in German. He couldn’t think straight.

Hugo’s brow twitched as he shook his head.

Alex looked around. “Where’s Aaron?”

“I heard he was in the hospital. He got beat up pretty bad.”

Alex’s grief doubled. “Where?”

Hugo gave him the name of the hospital and Alex thanked him and shakily turned and walked off the stage.
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Alex couldn’t call any of the Elders to find out what was going on. Not with the possibility that Devin could be near anyone he would call. He had to wait to be called. In the meantime, he went to the hospital and visited Aaron.

Cameron was sitting next to Aaron’s bed, holding his hand when Alex walked in. Cameron’s face was full of worry.

“Alex!” he exclaimed. “Oh, thank God!” The smaller man rushed over and hugged him around the waist.

Alex looked down at him for a moment before hugging him back. It was obvious how much Cameron cared for Aaron. He couldn’t begrudge the guy some affection.

“What happened?” Alex asked, walking over to Aaron. His face was covered in bruises and he had a tube coming out of his mouth. He looked to be sleeping.

“I don’t know exactly. He was conscious when he arrived, but has been sleeping since. He’s got some pretty bad internal injuries.” Cameron sat back down and took Aaron’s hand. “Tom Pendleton brought him in.”

Alex sensed his men entering the room and they stopped and stared at Aaron. Cameron looked up with wide eyes. Alex realized they probably looked rather intimidating. They hadn’t stopped to shower and were in their black outfits still. Shit. He hoped he hadn’t tipped anyone off at the theater as to what he had been doing.

“You have my number?” he asked Cameron.

Cameron shook his head. Alex grabbed a piece of paper from the table next to Aaron and scribbled his number on it. “Call me the moment he’s awake. I have to go find out what’s going on.”

Cameron nodded, tears in his eyes.
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Alex and his men cursed as they saw the mess in the condo.

“What would do this?” Seth asked, crouching down and looking at the damaged wall of his room. “It’s not an explosion.”

Alex looked around. Seth was right. There were no signs of fire or anything that would normally accompany a scene like this.

Alex blew out a breath when he saw dance bags in the far corner. He walked over and realized with sadness that they were Aaron and Anna’s bags. Why had they come into this room? Anna’s phone showed his missed calls, as did Aaron’s. He looked through their call history and saw an unknown number from Thursday afternoon on Aaron’s phone. He tossed it to Greg. “See if you can find out who called Aaron.”

Greg nodded and walked away. Alex looked around and saw a slash in the wall and on the bed. “Fire?” he muttered to himself.

If Anna had been here and Sebastian had disappeared, the logical conclusion was that Sebastian had come here to protect her. But why would Sebastian have left? He wouldn’t have left Anna unprotected unless there had been another threat besides Devin. Who could that have been?

He would have to wait until Aaron woke up.


Fifty-Seven


Anna watched nervously as Devin greeted the American Elders and their sons that evening. With three Elders recently assassinated, there were three new men she hadn’t met. Chad Diaz was Connor’s second oldest son. Jonathan Reece was Marcus’ second oldest son, though he had an older sister between him and Joel. Anna could tell who Noah, Oscar’s younger son, was the moment he walked in: his eyes were wide with nervousness and filled with grief.

Brandon was the first newly arrived Elder to spot Anna sitting in the corner. He was clearly surprised and stumbled slightly, causing his son, Ethan, to run into him. Ethan had apparently just received his piercings at the last Gathering.

Brandon recovered quickly and smiled smugly at Devin. “You found her?” Brandon had helped in her escape.

Devin motioned for Anna to come to him and she quickly crossed the room and stood next to Devin with her head down. “Yes, she hid in Paris for a while and then returned to New York.” Devin stroked her hair and then pulled it, bringing her head up. “A pleasant treat for the evening, I think?”

Brandon stroked her cheek. “I would have to agree.”

Anna gave him a small smile.

Devin had the American leaders in his room for dinner, and so he could get to know Noah. Anna wondered if the new Elders were as cruel as their fathers and brothers.
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Alex walked into Aaron’s hospital room for the second time that day. Cameron had finally called him after dinner and Alex and his men had rushed over to see him.

Aaron gave him a weak smile as he walked in and Alex’s heart squeezed to see the pain in his friend’s eyes. He was relieved to see the tube had been removed from his mouth. “Aaron,” he said in a soft voice. Cameron moved so that Alex could sit down. “How are you feeling?”

“Oh, been better,” came Aaron’s raspy voice. “You?”

Alex pressed his lips together. “I’m so sorry, Aaron,” he said after the lump in his throat subsided a bit. “Who did this?”

“Devin. Had no idea that guy was so strong.”

Alex’s jaw clenched and he heard the guys behind him mumbling. “Why?”

“He thinks I had something to do with Anna’s disappearance. Wasn’t wrong. Tom saved my life, but Devin got away with Anna. There wasn’t anything else to do.”

“Had you seen Sebastian?”

Aaron nodded. “Kelsey called me and told me to take Anna to the condo. Sebastian showed up a few minutes later. Then some big guy appeared and Anna seemed to know who he was. She screamed when he showed up. He and Sebastian started fighting with these fire swords that appeared in their hands.” He glanced behind Alex. “They blasted out your wall, Seth.”

The destroyed wall made more sense now. But who was the other Immortal? If Anna knew him . . . Kaveh maybe? It was the only thing that made sense.

“There was a bunch of crashing and stuff in the hallway and then nothing. They’d disappeared.”

So why hadn’t Sebastian returned? He really could use Seb’s help right now. Alex took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. What a mess. He couldn’t have not gone to Boston though. There wasn’t another choice. But was there something that he could have done to prevent all this? Oh, his poor Anna. He wished he could call Vati and make sure she was all right. But had he even seen her?

Aaron told him about Devin’s appearance and how Devin laid into him. “She told me to tell you she loved you before he came.”

Alex blinked back the tears that burned his eyes. He felt so helpless. There was nothing he could do right now. He couldn’t go back up to Boston until he knew what was going on, and he needed to talk to his father to find that out. Or Tom, or Vlad. Someone! Why hadn’t someone called him?

Alex squeezed Aaron’s hand gently. “Thank you for doing what you could.”

“I hardly did anything. Oh, her wedding rings are under the couch in the living room. I thought if Devin saw them, he might suspect you’re around.”

“Good thinking, Aaron.” Grief filled him as he looked into his best friend’s bruised face. He was hurt because of him. “I will make him pay for this, Aaron. I promise.”

Aaron was starting to fade. “I know. Hope I get to watch.”

“If it is humanly possible, I will make sure you’re there.” He watched as Aaron closed his eyes to sleep, and sighed in sorrow.
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Wilhelm was sitting in his hotel room with Kurt, eating dinner when they heard a knock on the door. He was surprised to see Edwin standing there. “You have a moment?” he asked.

Wilhelm nodded and stepped back, allowing the Bavarian Elder to enter. Once the door was closed, Edwin made a motion with his hands, making Wilhelm assume he was putting a shield over the room. That brought his blood pressure a bit higher than it had been.

“I received a call from Simon a few minutes ago. Have you heard from Alex?”

Wilhelm shook his head.

“Anna’s been taken. By Devin.”

Kurt gasped from across the room and Wilhelm grabbed hold of the wall. “Oh, God. Is she all right?”

“There’s no way to know until tomorrow. We can’t go barging into Devin’s room. How would we explain that we knew?”

Wilhelm stumbled over to the couch and sat down heavily. Kurt’s face was pale and Wilhelm was certain his was the same.

Edwin sat down across from him. “Is there anyone you can call to find out?”

Wilhelm shook his head. “If I call Tom, Devin would know.”

Edwin looked thoughtful. “What about the Elder with the son that helped? Brandon?”

“I can’t call him.”

“No, but you could call his son.”

Wilhelm gave Edwin a grateful smile. He was thankful to have a level-headed friend at this moment. He certainly wasn’t thinking straight. “I should find out if Anna’s all right before I call Alex. Does he know?”

Edwin nodded. “He called Simon this morning. I had my phone off all day without realizing it and missed his calls. My wife was not happy with me either.”

Wilhelm gave him a small smile as he searched his phone for Travis’ number.

“Hello? Wilhelm?” Travis’ voice was filled with concern.

“Travis, Devin found Anna. Can you call your father and find out if he knows anything about it?”

“Oh, no. How did . . . never mind. I’ll call you back as soon as I talk to him.”

Wilhelm leaned back and closed his eyes. This meant that Anna was very close to him; in the very same hotel. But he couldn’t go to see her. He doubted that Devin would let her out of his sight over the weekend. If he could get her away from him . . . but, no. It would do more harm than good. They had to protect the knowledge that Alex had escaped at all costs.

Devin wouldn’t kill Anna . . . though that was a small comfort, knowing how Devin was. The thought that Devin would likely torture her brought tears to his eyes. Could he have prevented this? He should have gone into New York while Alex was gone. He could have put some protections over her. Or taken her out of the city, or . . .

“What will you do?” Edwin asked. He knew of their plans, but didn’t participate in the actual planning.

Wilhelm shook his head. “I don’t know. We can’t do anything until the funeral is over. Devin would notice if we were talking. He likely blames me for her disappearance. I hope we can accelerate the plans, though. Instead of waiting the month. Alex will be unable to wait that long, but he will wait for instructions.”

Edwin nodded. “You have a good son.” He glanced at Kurt, who had walked outside to the balcony. “You have two good sons.”

“Thank you. I am very proud of them both.” How long would it take for Travis to get in touch with his father? The wait would surely kill him.
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“Don’t leave marks on her,” Devin called as the new, younger Elders took Anna to the side of the room. “She needs to look healthy on Sunday.”

Anna screeched as Noah plowed into her ass and took hold of her hair. Serves her right. She would likely look back on tonight with fondness once he got her home to San Francisco. It was good to see the new Elders took after their fathers.

Another scream from Anna brought a smile to Devin’s face as he chatted with his friends. Though the thought came unbidden as to whose funeral would be next. He shook his head to push the thought away. He didn’t need to be thinking about that. He needed to keep his head clear and get Anna back under control. Then he could work on getting everything else under control.

The most concerning thing was that Kaveh was nowhere to be found. The other American Immortal that he had semi-regular contact with, Val, was not as loyal to Devin as he would like. He wasn’t as interested in Anna as Kaveh was, which made it difficult to manipulate him, as much as a human could manipulate an Immortal. Kaveh had been with Devin from the beginning and had influenced Val and the other Immortals into helping him. With Kaveh gone . . . would Val step in and rape Anna so that Devin could have their essence?

Brandon’s phone rang, bringing Devin out of his thoughts. The LA Elder smiled. “Travis.” He stood and walked out to the balcony.

Devin rolled his eyes. He didn’t understand why an Elder would be so interested in a bastard son. But Brandon was soft. He hoped Ethan wasn’t, though it didn’t look hopeful. Tommy and Ethan were sitting on the other side of the room from where Anna was being hurt. Tommy winced every time Anna screamed. He’d always had a soft spot for Anna. Probably always would. Weakling.
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Alex paced the length of his terrace. It was the longest straight path in his condo, and there was no damage to make him wince every time he looked at it. Poor Anna, poor Aaron. Poor Anna, poor Aaron. His heart ached like it was torn in half for his beloved wife and best friend. He felt impotent in the face of this waiting, but any other course would mean disaster.

If he went after Devin now, he risked the ultimate punishment for going after an Elder without permission. His claims, his confrontation with Devin would be invalidated because of his rogue status. The world Elders would question everything he’d done if he went out on his own. To save Anna, in the long run, he had to stay away from her now.

It was killing him.

His phone rang and Alex ran across the terrace to answer his father’s ringtone.

“Vati! Anna’s been taken!”

“I know, Alex. I know.”

Alex fell to his knees and began to weep. “I’ve failed her, Vati. I let her get taken.” The grief was so excruciating, he wanted to stab his own heart to dull the pain.

“Alex, it’s not your fault. You were doing what you needed to get done. Devin shouldn’t have been able to sense her as strongly as he did.” He paused. “I spoke with Travis a few minutes ago.”

“Travis?” Why would . . . ? “His father?”

“Yes. Brandon was in Devin’s suite with her. She’s . . . doing all right.”

“What does that mean?”

“She’s strong, Alex. You know this.”

“That’s not comforting.”

“Devin’s not going to damage her too severely for the time being, but we both know it’s only a matter of time.”

Alex’s fingers tore at his chest, wishing he could rip his heart out. “Can’t you do something, Vati? Can’t you take her away from him?”

“I can try, Alex, but I am unlikely to succeed. She ran away from Devin. Devin has the right to punish her.”

Alex threw his head back and screamed in helpless rage, the sound echoing off the neighboring buildings. Dogs barked in response. The echoes had scarcely died away before he spoke again.

“You can’t . . . you can’t let him do that, Vati.”

“I will try and prevent him from taking her, but I will be contested. Like it or not, she is a slave. Devin’s slave. As much as the others find it distasteful, they won’t contest his right to punish her.”

“Then let me confront him now. Let me come up and⁠—”

“You must get rid of Tyler first. Otherwise, Anna’s ownership passes to him and you will be no better off than you are now.”

“Then give me the order,” he growled.

“You know I can’t, Alex. I can’t change the plans without the consensus of Vlad and Tom. We will talk as soon as we are able, but I cannot give you the order without their consent.”

“He attacked Aaron, Vati,” Alex said in a low voice. “Aaron’s in the hospital with massive injuries because Devin attacked him.”

Wilhelm was quiet. “I can do something about that. It’s not much, but it is something. He attacked someone who belongs to me.”

“Anna belongs to you.”

“It’s different, and you know it.” He paused. “Kaveh has disappeared. At least that’s what Devin believes.”

“Kaveh disappeared?” Maybe that’s where Sebastian went. Without Kaveh, Devin likely couldn’t get his powers back. “Would Sebastian be able to take Kaveh out of the picture and keep him in the . . . Immortal place?”

“It’s possible. Why?”

“Sebastian was here, battling with someone whom I suspect was Kaveh. According to Aaron, they just disappeared.”

“If that’s what happened, I will be eternally thankful to Sebastian.”

“It’s the only explanation as to where he is.” Alex told Wilhelm everything he had learned from Aaron.

“If that’s true, Sebastian will return with Kaveh when you confront Devin.” Wilhelm sighed. “Son, rest. Make tentative plans for an earlier attack on Tyler. Keep calm. Anna will survive. She’s a strong woman. You will have your revenge.”
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Anna could hardly move when she awoke. After the young Elders and Tyler had their way with her, Devin made her please the other Elders, and then he had taken her to bed and consumed her until she couldn’t move. It terrified Anna to think of Devin becoming powerful again.

Should she have run, tried to escape? Maybe if she hadn’t gone to the condo, maybe she wouldn’t be here. It was Kelsey who had told them to go. Was Tom really as loyal as he claimed? Maybe it was a trick to get her back to Devin.

She heard voices outside the door and then the door opened.

“See, there she is.” It was Devin, but she couldn’t see who he was talking to.

“I’m impressed, Devin,” said a male voice with a thick accent. Russian, maybe? Vlad? “I’m glad you were able to find her.”

“When she’s able to move, you’re more than welcome to her.”

“Bah, she’s not my type. I prefer my Irina. Peter may be interested. He did have a soft spot for her.”

“Do you trust him?”

“He is my heir. Of course I do.”

“He fell in love with her.”

“What did you expect? You made them live together. He realizes how foolish he was . . . that he was under her spell. But he did say she was a good fuck. I will let him know.”

Tears burned Anna’s eyes. Peter thought that of her?

Devin came into her view. “How are you feeling, Baby?” he asked with a sickening smirk on his face. He caressed her face. “I can’t wait to get you home in a few days. We are going to have lots of fun.” He grinned back toward the door, and he and Vlad both laughed.

With effort, Anna turned onto her side, away from Devin. He grabbed her shoulder and pulled her back onto her back. “Don’t you dare turn away from me, bitch.” He slapped her face, but all she could do was look up at him. “We need to find you some clothes this afternoon. Rest well. The next few days will be busy.”


Fifty-Eight


By dinner time, Anna was able to get up and move normally, except for being tired and sore. Devin had the concierge bring clothes up to her since she hadn’t been able to get up and go shopping.

Vlad and Peter came to eat dinner with Devin and Tyler. She carefully kept her head down, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible. Peter greeted her warmly, to which Vlad snapped at him in Russian and he stepped away with an apologetic look on his face. Why was Vlad being so mean? Had he changed his mind about helping her? If he had, she would be stuck with Devin forever.

Devin made Anna give Peter a blowjob after dinner since Vlad didn’t particularly care for her. She knelt between Peter’s feet and, with shaking hands, released his cock from his pants.

“Suck it, Anna,” Peter growled, bringing tears to her eyes. She sat up on her knees and took him into her mouth, sucking on the cock she’d been so fond of not so long ago. He put his hand on her head as if to control her movements, but he really just followed her movements. She was confused.

When Vlad and Devin were deep in conversation about the American Elders, and Tyler had left the room, Peter leaned over and whispered in her ear. “Anna, everything will be all right. Forgive us for our actions. We must keep Devin from suspecting us.”

Anna nodded as best she could with his cock in her mouth, but her enthusiasm for the blowjob increased after that.
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Wilhelm and Kurt arrived at the cathedral on Sunday morning and immediately began to search surreptitiously for Devin, and more importantly, for Anna. What he had learned from Brandon had relieved some of his fears. At least temporarily. But he would feel better when he saw her. He made brief eye contact with Vlad and gave a subtle nod of greeting, wishing he could go speak to him openly and discuss their next move.

He saw the other Elder-Mistresses, cool and aloof, talking and smiling with each other and the men around them. Suddenly, they all turned, almost as one, and looked towards the street. A limo stopped, the back door opened and Devin stepped out, an arrogant look on his face. Behind him was a very pale Anna, dressed in a simple black skirt suit. She had a bruise on her cheek, but looked otherwise unharmed.

Wilhelm noticed the various expressions on the other Elder-Mistresses’ faces. Most looked at her with disdain. A few had subtle, though genuine smiles on their faces, almost as if they admired her. Irina looked at her curiously, but otherwise remained impassive.

Devin’s eyes met Wilhelm’s and he barely contained himself as the other man smirked at him. He put his arm around Anna and walked her toward the entrance of the cathedral.

“A word, Devin?” Wilhelm said in a calm voice as Devin walked by.

“You won’t be getting Anna anytime soon, Wilhelm, so don’t even ask.” Devin gave him a cool look.

Wilhelm saw Anna studying the ground intently. He winced at the bruise on her cheek. It was much worse up close. “You can’t treat her like that, Devin.”

“Why not? She’s a runaway slave. She’s lucky she can walk.”

“She’s an Elder-Mistress,” Wilhelm growled.

“Who ran away from her Master.” Devin smiled. “You have no right to contest her punishment and you know it.”

Anna shuddered next to Devin, which broke Wilhelm’s heart. “Perhaps not, but I can contest how you treated one of my own.”

Devin raised his brow. “Oh?”

“You attacked Aaron and put him in the hospital.”

“He’s lucky to be alive,” Devin snapped.

“It’s not your right to attack my Brother. He belongs to me. My country.”

Edwin walked up at that moment, as well as Oswin and Jürgen, two other German Elders.

Devin’s eyes widened. “All right. All right. I apologize. But he was harboring my slave.”

“As I understand it, she was in her own home when you found her. How could he be harboring her in her own home?”

“Fine. What do you want?”

“Stay away from him from now on.” Wilhelm smiled. “And I would like a few minutes alone with Anna.” He had figured out a way he could give Anna an element of protection. It wouldn’t keep her from getting hurt, but it would keep Devin from torturing the information out of her. At least to an extent.

“Absolutely not,” Devin snapped. “I will not allow you to take her out of my sight. For all I know, you helped her run away.”

He forced a lightness he was far from feeling into his tone. “How could I do that from Germany, Devin? Really!”

The other Elders chuckled, and Devin frowned. “Fine. As long as she stays where I can see her.”

“Fair enough.” He extended his hand. “Liebling?”

Anna looked up with hope in her eyes, and he gave her a kind smile. She glanced at Devin, who nodded begrudgingly, and walked away with him as Wilhelm hugged her to him. She began to sob and Wilhelm felt his heart squeeze in his chest.

“I’m so sorry this has happened, Liebling,” he said softly. “I will speak to the others as soon as I am able and we will get you away from him as soon as we can.”

She looked up at him with mournful eyes. “Will it have to wait until next month?”

Wilhelm shook his head. “I don’t think so, but I cannot make that decision on my own. Don’t give up hope. He will come for you.” Wilhelm leaned down and kissed her head. “Anna, for your protection, I am going to bury many of your memories since you went to New York, especially of Alex, all right? Devin cannot know he is in the country.” He cupped her chin and made her look up. “Do you trust me, Liebling?”

“Of course, Wilhelm,” she said softly. “Will they return?”

“Yes, Anna. I will release them when it is safe. I will also hide the memories of your escape so you can’t tell him who helped you.”

Anna nodded and gave him a brave smile. “Peter told me that everything would be all right last night.”

“Thank you,” he whispered. Another memory to block. He leaned down, as if to kiss her head again and began to murmur the ancient words that would protect her mind from Devin’s probing. He gave her new, temporary memories that would conceal the truth of what happened in New York with his son and her escape. They only had to last a week or so.

He hoped.
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Anna felt as if she were trying to hold on to smoke. Her mind was desperately clinging to something that was rapidly disappearing. A faint memory of . . . something. Something good . . . she thought. It was gone now. She sighed, having felt that she lost something of importance, though she had no idea what.

She looked around. She was in a courtyard of a cathedral. Elders surrounding her . . . a funeral. Oscar and Rylan’s funeral. But why was she here?

She looked up at the person who was holding her. “Wilhelm? Why am I . . . ?” As she continued to look around her, she spotted Devin. Devin. He had found her. In New York. Oh, God, he found her!

Suddenly she remembered everything that had happened the last two days and her knees buckled. Wilhelm held her close. “It will be all right, Liebling,” he whispered.

She shook her head. “He found me . . . he’s going to punish me.” Terror filled her heart. There was no hope. No hope of escape. He’d found her in New York and he would take her back to San Francisco. He would never let her out of his sight again.

Devin glared at her from across the courtyard. “He’s angry,” she whispered and looked up at Wilhelm.

“Anna, it will be all right,” Wilhelm said, cupping her cheek. “I promise.”

“Wilhelm, can’t you keep him from taking me?” she whimpered, seeing Devin walking towards them.

“Anna, you ran away from him. There is little I can do.”

Anna stepped away, her face contorting as she tried to control her emotions. Her immense hurt and disappointment. “I thought you cared about me, Wilhelm,” she whispered, incredulous that he would do nothing to help her. She hadn’t seen him in what seemed like forever, and he wouldn’t help her? She didn’t even remember the last time she’d seen him. Why were her memories so fuzzy?

“I do, Liebling. So much. Please trust me. Everything will be all right.”

Tears filled her eyes as Devin approached and dread filled her heart. “Please Wilhelm . . .” she whispered. “Please don’t let him take me.”

Wilhelm’s eyes filled with grief.

“Come, Anna,” Devin said sharply.

Anna’s jaw trembled as she stared at Wilhelm. Why wouldn’t he do anything? Had Devin done something to him?

Devin grabbed her elbow and Wilhelm grabbed her hand.

“Devin, please . . .” Wilhelm said softly. “Please, let me spend some time with her. I haven’t seen her in⁠—”

Devin laughed and pulled her away, but Wilhelm held onto her hand. “What, days? Surely you helped her run away from me. She couldn’t have done it on her own.”

Anna was being pulled between the two men and the crowd was beginning to take note of them.

“She belongs to me just as much as you,” Wilhelm snapped.

“I’m not saying I won’t share her, but she must be punished for what she did,” Devin snapped back.

“Gentlemen!” Neither man released Anna as the respected British Elder, Shaw Wilson, walked into the circle. “Why are two grown men fighting over a woman?”

“She ran away from me. I have a right to punish her,” Devin snarled.

“She knows she did wrong, let her be,” Wilhelm countered.

“Release her, both of you,” Shaw commanded.

“You have no jurisdiction here, Wilson,” Devin growled, but he released Anna’s elbow and Wilhelm let her go as well.

“You are attracting the attention of outsiders, and even you should know how dangerous that is, Devin.”

“He’s trying to take my slave away from me,” Devin said in a soft, snarling voice.

“He’s going to torture her,” Wilhelm protested in an equally soft, intense voice.

Anna saw Creda, the British Mistress, standing next to Shaw and studying her. Anna gave her a pleading look. She was desperate enough to reach out to a fellow Elder-Mistress for aid in getting away from Devin, even though she knew Creda didn’t care for her.

“It’s disrespectful to call her a slave, Devin,” Shaw reprimanded.

“Whether you like it or not, it’s the truth and you know it.”

Shaw turned his gaze on Anna. “Who brought you here today, Anna?”

“D-Devin. Devin brought me.”

Shaw studied her intently. “You ran away from your Master?”

Anna’s eyes widened in fear. She had run away. She knew she had, but the memories were so fuzzy, she really only remembered arriving in New York. She finally nodded timidly.

“What is it that you want?” Shaw asked, looking back at Devin and Wilhelm.

“I want my sl—I want Anna back,” Devin snapped. “She ran away in March and I just found her a few days ago.”

“I would like time with Anna as well,” Wilhelm countered. “And I would like assurance that Anna will not be tortured within an inch of her life.”

Shaw looked around and sighed. “This needs to be discussed somewhere more private. Anna, stay with Devin since he brought you. Those of us with Mistresses will discuss the situation after the funeral and make a decision.” He gave Devin a firm look. “Do not begin your discipline until then.”

[image: ]


Devin did everything he could to remain calm. How dare that British son-of-a-bitch interfere and tell him what to do! And in his own country, no less. But Devin knew he didn’t yet have the power to do anything different. Damn Anna for running away!

“I won’t take the pleasure of . . . discipline until I return home.” He pulled Anna away from Wilhelm, almost satisfied by the old man’s look of despair.

“You have embarrassed me, bitch,” Devin whispered as he pulled Anna through the crowd and toward the cathedral. “You will pay for that.” He grinned as she shuddered next to him. He had discovered some interesting new uses of the pain juice while she was gone and was looking forward to trying them on her.

For now, he just had to get her home and to do that without much fuss, he had to behave himself. He took a deep breath. He could stay in control for a few more hours. As soon as the funeral Gathering was over, he would be in his jet and heading back to San Francisco. Once he got Anna back to the Manor, he could lose control to his heart’s delight.
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Wilhelm watched as Devin dragged Anna away, and then looked back at Shaw as the crowd dispersed. “You realize that if you let her go home with him, he will torture her.”

“As distasteful as it is, Wilhelm, she is his slave,” Shaw said sadly. “Yes, she is your Mistress as well as his, but his claim of ownership is stronger. No one likes it, but it is what it is. If we decide that he may take her home, we will put limits on what he may do to her, but⁠—”

“You think he will listen?” Wilhelm spat, disgusted at the man’s naiveté. “He performed the forbidden ritual to make her that way, and you think he will listen if you say ‘do not hurt her too much’?” He shook his head. “Give her to me, I will make sure she is safe,” he said, desperation evident in his voice. “You have no idea the things he will do to her.”

Shaw lifted his chin. “We will discuss it later, Wilhelm, and let you know our decision. He would be foolish to ignore our decision. His powers have faded and he knows it.”

“So you’ll give her back to him so he can get them back?”

“His Immortal pawn, Kaveh, has been banished. It won’t happen.”

Wilhelm sucked in a breath. “He has?” Was it really possible?

Shaw nodded.

Despite knowing that Anna would likely be staying with Devin, Wilhelm sighed in relief. At least there was one less thing they needed to worry about.
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Alex was in Aaron’s hospital room on Sunday evening when his phone rang. “Vati? Is Anna all right?”

Alex looked at Aaron, who sat up at his words.

“She is . . . for now. I heard from Shaw Wilson that Kaveh has been banished.”

Alex sighed in relief. That was good news. “What about Anna?” His father hesitated, which made Alex tense again. “Vati?”

“The Elders who are Masters of the Mistresses met this afternoon to discuss the situation. Devin and I acted inappropriately at the funeral, and called attention to the situation.”

An unexpected smile appeared on Alex’s lips at the idea of Vati acting “inappropriately.” He couldn’t imagine what had happened.

“I pleaded with them to let me take Anna because of what Devin would do to her, but they ignored me. She will return to San Francisco with him tomorrow with the instructions that he is not to discipline her more than is appropriate.”

Alex’s blood boiled. “They really expect Devin to listen to them?”

“I protested with the same sentiment, Alex. I am to return and take her home with me in three weeks. As I told you, Alex, the Elders, as much as they detest the idea, acknowledge that she is his slave and that he has a right to deal with her.”

Alex slumped into the chair by the window. His poor Anna. He felt his heart break at the thought of the torture that Devin would surely put her through.

“The good thing is that Devin will be returning directly to San Francisco, not stopping in New York. Tomorrow Vlad, Tom and I will be able to discuss changing your assignment.”

Alex let out a slow breath. That was good news, he supposed.

“How quickly can you be ready to go?” Wilhelm asked.

Alex had hardly been able to sleep or think or do anything except despair about Anna. “A few days. I’ve had problems concentrating.”

“I understand, son. Speak with your men and prepare. I will call you tomorrow.”

“Thank you, Vati.”

Alex put his phone back in his pocket and repeated to Aaron what he had learned from his father.

“You should go, Alex,” Aaron said with a nod.

“I don’t want to leave you alone.”

Aaron waved his hand. “My parents are bringing me dinner. I’ll be fine. You need to go figure out how to kill Tyler.”

[image: ]


Anna stared out the jet window as San Francisco came into view, the familiar Bay Bridge stretched over the sparkling waters of the bay. How had she ended up back here? Why had she run away? It was all so pointless.

Three weeks. She told herself she only had to last three weeks, and then Wilhelm would come get her. Could she last that long?

She closed her eyes, remembering what felt like her sentencing.

The Elder-Mistresses looked at her with disdain as they sat at the feet of their Masters. Anna sat between Wilhelm and Devin. She tried to lean towards Wilhelm, but Devin pulled her back to the center by her hair.


“You ran away from your Master, Mistress,” Shaw said from the middle of the row. “As an Elder-Mistress and as a slave, you should have known better. Why did you do it?”

Anna had stared at him for a long moment, unable to come up with an answer, besides the obvious one of Devin’s abuse. But surely they already knew about that. If they didn’t and she brought it up, Devin would be angry. “I-I don’t know,” she whispered after a moment of silence and hung her head.

She could feel the condemnation emanating from around the room. If word got out that slaves could run away without consequences there would be chaos. She would surely be made an example of what happened to disobedient slaves.

“As repulsive as we find your methods, Devin, we cannot deny your right to discipline your slave,” Shaw said. “But we would remind you that she is an Elder-Mistress and should be treated accordingly.”

Tears burned Anna’s eyes at the Elder’s words.

“You may have her for three weeks, and then she will be turned over to Wilhelm. You have abused her for long enough. He will keep her for as long as he can without harm coming to her, and then he will return her for another three weeks.”

“You can’t take her away from me, she is mine,” Devin protested. “Even the Immortals acknowledge that. The simple fact that she must be returned to me proves that point.”

“You abuse her, Devin,” Wilhelm snapped. “She is a person, not a punching bag. No wonder she ran away from you.”

“Wilhelm, that’s enough,” Shaw said. “She did wrong. She will pay the price and then you will have her back.” He turned to Devin. “If you demonstrate respect befitting an Elder-Mistress, we will reconsider our decision. The Immortals are already unhappy with us. We will not risk losing our Mistresses because you cannot control yourself, Devin.”


And so she was in Devin’s jet, clinging to the armrests as the jet dropped to the runway. The Manor wasn’t far from the airport, which meant there was little time before the pain began.

“Anna, did you know that the nerve-juice can be injected directly into the clit?” Tyler asked with a nasty grin. “I understand it’s incredibly painful. More so than injecting it into your neck.”

Anna’s face paled and she looked at Devin, who nodded.

“We’ve been experimenting with the expectation of your eventual return. Wilhelm will get you back in three weeks, but you probably won’t know it until a few days later. I intend for you to be in excruciating pain for the entire three weeks.”
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“I can’t find him!” Alex told his father, anguish squeezing his heart. “He’s never out where I can get a shot at him.”

He had been in San Francisco for a week and had not been able to get a clear shot of Tyler. He couldn’t even find him for the first few days. Seth had finally figured out that he’d been in the Manor the entire time. When he finally emerged, he stayed in his car until he was sheltered by the garage of his apartment building. The curtains were kept drawn over the windows in his apartment. At work, he’d moved into an office whose window had no vantage point that Alex could reach.

“I’m half tempted to get a handgun and approach him on foot.”

“Alex, you can’t do that.”

Alex sighed and ran his hands through his hair. “I know, Vati.”

“Devin must be trying to keep Tyler out of the assassin’s scope.”

“Devin’s not stupid. I’m sure he’s figured out the pattern.”

“Don’t snap at me, Alex. I know you’re upset. If nothing else, when I go get Anna, we can relax a bit.”

“I can’t let her endure three weeks of torture, Vati! Every day is killing me. Seth says she isn’t even in her room. He’s keeping her in the dungeon.” Alex was dangerously close to whining, but he was getting desperate. What made the whole thing worse was that Anna had no reason to hope for things to get better until his father picked her up. Vati had wiped her memories of Alex. She still believed him dead.

“Tyler’s an arrogant man. He will expose himself soon. Don’t get upset, or you’ll miss your chance.”


Fifty-Nine


“M


r. Andersen?”

Devin pressed the intercom button on his office phone. “Yes, Maddy?”

“The Chief of Police is here to see you.”

Devin’s heart skipped a beat at his secretary’s words. It’s nothing, he told himself.

It was his first day back in the office in two weeks. It had gotten to the point that Anna wasn’t any fun to torture anymore. She no longer responded to anything he did. He supposed a day away wouldn’t hurt. Besides, he had work to catch up on. He would let her sleep today and then return tonight when she had healed sufficiently to know what was going on around her again.

Every joint in her body had been dislocated. Her pussy was so swollen from electricity and beatings he couldn’t get his cock inside her anymore. Same with her ass. Her breasts were black with bruises, as well as most of the rest of her body. Devin took as much of her essence as he could and still keep her conscious, which severely limited her healing abilities. Wilhelm would have a helluva time getting her back in shape.

When he left her last night, she was manacled in the dungeon, lying in a pool of her own blood. The manacles were in case she started to rage, but Devin doubted she had the energy to do so.

Devin took a deep breath. “Send him in.”

Devin stared at the door, praying that his old friend was just here for advice or a casual conversation. He’d been keeping Tyler sheltered in case he was the next target. He could not let anything happen to his son.

The look on the police chief’s face sent chills through Devin’s body as he realized his greatest fear had just come to pass. He gripped the edge of his desk and began to shake, and his voice cracked when he tried to speak. “Tyler?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Andersen . . .” The police chief continued speaking, but Devin’s ears were ringing so loudly he couldn’t hear anything the man said.

Flashes of Tyler growing up flitted across his mind. The toddler literally trying to walk in his father’s shoes. Winning football games, prom king with the best-looking girl in school. Graduating college with his degree. Demonstrating that his father’s strength had passed to him, accepting the mantle of Elder-Son and all the responsibilities that entailed.

Devin recalled the first day Tyler came to work in the office next to his. His son. His pride and the beneficiary of everything he’d worked for. His only son—his one weakness—was gone.

His legacy, ended.

He looked up at the Chief. “How?” Maybe it had just been a car accident. After all, today was Thursday. The other Sons had been shot on Mondays . . .

“I told you, sir. Two shots. One to the groin and the other straight through his head.”

“Two shots?” Devin asked, shaken out of his dreamlike state. “Two?” The others had only been single shots, straight through the head. “His dick?” What the hell was that about?

“Yes sir, a pretty . . . impressive shot, if you think about it.”

That made it sound personal. The assassin wouldn’t do that on his own; the Elder who was doing this was making it personal. Wilhelm. But why would Wilhelm take out the other Elders? No, that didn’t make sense. Who the hell was behind all this?

“Sir? I need you to come down to the morgue to identify the body.”

Devin stared at his desk, his teeth clenched together to stop them from chattering.

He was next. Mortality was staring him in the face. He thought he had done enough to prevent this—he’d been so careful, made Tyler be so careful—but it hadn’t made a damn bit of difference.

For the first time, he had to acknowledge that he was afraid.
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Alex watched through binoculars from the rooftop across the street with satisfaction as Devin was told about Tyler’s death. The gray face, the shaking and sweating; yes, he enjoyed seeing Devin in anguish. The only thing that would be more satisfying was the look on Devin’s face when Alex walked into Devin’s Manor next week, showing himself alive to the world Elders and putting the blame at Devin’s feet.

Devin’s world was crumbling at his feet, and Alex savored every moment.
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Anna heard the door open and forced her swollen eyes open. She was lying on the floor in the cold dungeon. Everything in her body hurt and she couldn’t move, even if she wanted to.

Devin walked over and stared down at her. She tried to brace herself for a blow, but he didn’t move.

He was pale. No, his face was gray, his eyes wide with . . . terror? Anna had never seen him afraid, much less terrified, but she couldn’t ask him what was wrong. Her jaw wouldn’t move.

“Tyler is dead,” he whispered and fell to his knees in front of her.

Anna looked up at him, unblinking. How should she react to the news that Tyler was gone? She certainly wasn’t sad. He had proven himself an adept torturer these last two weeks.

But the other Elders died a few days after their Sons did. Did that mean Devin would be dead soon? Hope lit in her heart and Devin narrowed his eyes.

“You’re hoping I’m next, aren’t you?” he growled.

Yes! Yes, I hope you’re next! She screamed in her head, almost wishing he could hear.

“I won’t let that happen,” he said in a low voice, as though her unspoken defiance gave him the strength he’d been looking for. “I will not let my family line die. My family brought the Brotherhood to this country and I will not let the line die with me. You will give me a son.”

Anna’s eyes widened. The thought of having Devin’s son revolted her.

“I will regain my powers and you will help me.” He stood and walked out of the room, slamming the door behind him.
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Devin watched with satisfaction as Val healed Anna’s body and then raped her. Val wasn’t as powerful as Kaveh, but with Kaveh missing, Val had gladly accepted the opportunity to rape Anna for Devin. Anna screamed as Val plundered her pussy, drilling deep so he could plant his essence in her for Devin to partake of.

He could almost taste the sweet nectar. Tomorrow morning was his son’s funeral. He had to gain some sort of control to be able to dodge the bullet, both literally and figuratively.

Tyler. He regretted his son’s death. Devin could imagine all sorts of reasons why someone would want to kill him, but why his son? What had Tyler done? What had any of the Sons done to warrant an assassination?

He could feel himself giving in to despair and shook himself. He couldn’t lose it. He had to maintain control or he would be shot tomorrow. Get through the funeral. Get through the Gathering, and then impregnate Anna before she left to go with Wilhelm.

Wouldn’t that just kill Wilhelm? He laughed, imagining the look on Wilhelm’s face when he found out. And the German, being the honorable man, wouldn’t do anything about it.
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Devin took Anna home with him that night. Val raped her once more, giving Devin a second dose of essence. Val was confident that Devin would know when the bullet was coming with the double dose. Anna wasn’t feeling well, but then again, she wasn’t supposed to be feeling well. She was supposed to be hurting from punishments.

Most of her bruises were gone, though she had received some new ones earlier in the day. Devin was trying to control his feelings about the loss of his son. It wasn’t working very well and Anna bore the brunt of it. Devin really didn’t care if the other Elders didn’t like the bruises on her face. They knew she was being punished. She could walk and talk now. It was better than she looked a few days ago.
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Wilhelm sucked in a deep breath when he saw Anna at Devin’s side. Beside him, Kurt cursed, and Wilhelm grabbed his arm to keep his son from going to her. He understood Kurt’s desire, however. Anna looked terrible.

She was very pale and her dark hair was dull and pulled back into a low ponytail. She wore the same black suit as she’d worn at Oscar’s funeral, but it seemed almost big on her. Had she eaten at all since she’d been here? Even more disturbing were the bruises on her cheeks. Devin was not hiding what he’d been doing to her. She walked with her head down, limping slightly.

When he looked at Devin, his heart dropped into his stomach. Devin had obviously been partaking of Anna; he was radiating power again, though not as much as he had before. Wilhelm was pleased, however, to see his eyes darting around, as if expecting to feel a bullet at any moment. He saw several Elders looking very alert as well. Only a handful of people in this area knew that there was no bullet forthcoming.

Devin greeted people somberly and elbowed Anna when she didn’t do likewise. Her green eyes were dull and lifeless and it hurt to look at them.

Wilhelm could only imagine what was going through Alex’s mind as he watched from his perch across the street. He could almost feel his son’s anger. Or maybe it was just his own anger Wilhelm was feeling. This evening could not come soon enough.

Shaw Wilson was watching Devin and Anna with wide eyes. Wilhelm walked over to him. “Do you regret your decision now, Shaw?” he asked quietly. “He probably cleaned her up to make her presentable.”

Shaw looked at him, horror evident on his face. “How can he treat her like that?”

“I told you he would ignore you.”

Anna looked up at that moment and met Wilhelm’s eyes. They were begging for help and Wilhelm found himself walking to her, even though he knew he could do nothing.

Devin glared at him as he approached. “Come to try and steal her away?”

Wilhelm shook his head in bewilderment. “How can you do this to her, Devin? Have you no heart?”

Devin pressed his lips together but said nothing.

Wilhelm reached out for Anna, but she stepped away and looked at Devin fearfully.

Devin smiled grimly. “I still have her for a few more days, Wilhelm. You will not touch her until then.” He grabbed Anna’s arm, making her wince, and dragged her away. She didn’t look back.
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Devin sat on his chair in the Great Hall with Anna trembling and naked at his feet. He had listened to his friends speak fondly of Tyler, had spoken himself, briefly. He had allowed tears to gather in his eyes to show his attachment to his son, but they had threatened to choke him, and he stopped short. He could not show that kind of weakness in front of these men.

Now, watching as Tyler’s white robe was brought to the brazier near the edge of the platform, he held himself utterly still. Burning Tyler’s robe made his death seem all the more real. Devin’s eyes darted around the room—anything to hold back the reality of the moment.

A movement at the back of the room caught his attention and he saw Wilhelm, Vlad and Tom standing shoulder to shoulder, their faces impassive. Tommy stood nearby, next to Peter and Kurt.

What was going on? Why were those Elders standing together? They had nothing in common with each other.

He was momentarily distracted as Tyler’s robe was placed on the brazier, the smoke as the flames caught briefly blocking his view of the men. Grief threatened to overwhelm him again, but he would not cry. He would not show weakness. He kept his face stoic and stared at the flames that represented the death of his son.

When the flames died down, he stood to speak once more, but the doors in the back of the room were thrown wide, sending them crashing against the walls, and Devin froze. He stared as a giant of a man in a hooded white robe walked slowly down the center aisle, followed by four equally immense men in black robes. He only knew one person who would be that tall and broad, but he was supposed to be thousands of miles away in Russia. He glanced over at Vlad and Wilhelm, standing with expectant looks on their faces. In a moment of clarity, he understood everything, and he looked around for an easy exit.
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Alex looked at his men before taking a deep breath. This was it. The moment he’d been waiting for. This was the moment Devin’s world would come crashing down around him.

“Ready?”

“You sure I can’t use a meat grinder on his cock?” Seth asked with a devilish grin.

Alex chuckled. “As tempting as it is, it would be a bit messy.”

The others laughed softly, defusing the tension.

He took another deep breath, pulled the hood over his head to hide his face, and pushed the doors open with a dramatic flair. Might as well make sure everyone saw his entrance.

He stepped through the doors and walked slowly towards the platform where Devin stood, frozen with his hands lifted halfway over his head. Anna huddled next to Devin’s chair, bruises looking much worse than they had this morning. She didn’t look up as he approached. Alex stopped a few feet from the edge of the platform and looked up. He could tell when Devin could see part of his face because he went grayer than he already was.

He lowered his hands slowly and lifted his chin. “What do you want?” His low voice failed to convey the bluster he’d surely been trying for, and he visibly swallowed, looking behind Alex at the black-robed men.

Alex flashed a wicked grin before lowering his hood. “I want you.” He pointed to the floor at his feet. “On your knees.”


Sixty


Anna heard the murmurs spread across the room but didn’t dare look up. Devin had warned her that the slightest hint of disobedience and he would make sure she wouldn’t be able to move for the next week.

But a warmth began to spread through her body as the murmuring got louder. She heard Devin say something, though she couldn’t understand his words. Then a voice spoke. The voice from her dreams. Was she sleeping?

It couldn’t be, could it? She was afraid to look up. It was probably just Wilhelm. Thoughts of Alex had plagued her since she’d woken this morning and it had to be just her imagination.

But then she heard a name being spoken around the room. Alex.

“Did you like the way your son died, Devin? I did it especially for you.”

Anna gasped and looked up. “Alex!” she cried and scrambled to her feet, ready to run to him.

“Stop!” Devin commanded and she froze, nearly falling over.

“You dare forbid my wife from coming to me?” Alex asked, his tone scathing. A few voices in the room called out in anger.

“You are supposed to be dead,” Devin spat.

“You would like that, wouldn’t you? It would have been a lot easier if I was dead, but you couldn’t kill me without destroying Anna, so you just had me ambushed and taken out of the equation.”

The murmurs around the room rose to an alarming volume and Anna saw Wilhelm, Vlad, Peter, Kurt, Tom, and Tommy walking towards the front of the room.

“That is absurd! You can’t prove that. How could I do such a thing?”

“You had my father help you,” Vlad said, his voice carrying throughout the room. “Even I was enlisted to help, manipulated into thinking Alex was a threat.”

“You betray me?” Devin snarled.

“I consider it correcting a grievous wrong, Devin,” Vlad answered.

“Tom?” Devin said, clearly shaken at the thought that his friend would take sides against him.

“You’re destroying our country, Devin. I can’t allow that to happen.”

“Tell Anna, Devin,” Alex said in a low growl. “Tell everyone how you had me captured and held in St. Petersburg, while you used my wife to further your plans.”

Alex continued speaking, but Anna could only stare at him, heart reaching for him. Alex glanced at her and gave her such a loving look she started to cry.

As the words sank in, she slowly turned to look at Devin.

Devin had taken her beloved Alex from her, and tortured her and used her and⁠—

Anna’s jaw clenched and her vision was blinded by a white light of rage. She balled her hands into fists and screamed in primal fury.
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Alex flinched at the scream that came out of Anna’s mouth. The entire room froze and every eye turned to her. She was trembling as she had the night she’d almost raged in front of him. Her pupils were disappearing and her eyes began to glow as she turned towards Devin.

Devin turned to look at her and his eyes widened in terror. “Fuck,” he whispered and began to back away from her. She walked forward as he walked backward and he shrieked as he tripped over his robe and fell on his ass.

Alex bit back a smile at Devin’s girlish scream. He knew he couldn’t let Anna kill him, but he was truly enjoying Devin’s terror.

“Help me,” Devin whispered, looking at Alex with wide eyes. “Please. She’ll kill me.”

“I will show you as much mercy as you’ve shown her.”

Alex actually saw tears in Devin’s eyes as Anna stalked over and stood above him. And then he shook his head.

“Anna, stop!” Devin commanded, but she ignored him and a wicked smile formed on her face. She knelt down next to him and looked to be about to stroke his hair back, but instead, she rested her hand on his forehead and closed her eyes.

Devin began to scream. His arms and legs shook like gelatin.

“Noooooo!” he screeched and arched his back as if in terrible pain. Anna removed her hand and stared unblinking at him, a faint smile on her face. Devin continued to shriek and thrash about.

“You must stop her, Alex.”

Alex turned around to see Sebastian standing behind him. “She will kill him, and you can’t allow that to happen. Killing him will break her.”

Alex frowned, but he knew Sebastian was right.

After Devin let out a particularly blood-curdling scream, Alex straightened and walked over to Anna.

“Anna,” he said in a firm tone.

She ignored him.

“Anna, release him.”

She ignored him and he took a deep breath.

“An-na!” he shouted, his voice echoing off the walls and ceiling of the room.

She looked up at him and narrowed her creepy emerald eyes.

“Release him.”

Her eyes narrowed further.

“Now!” he barked.

She growled, but Devin stopped thrashing and was still except for his heaving chest.

“Thank you,” he said softly, with a smile.

He stepped up onto the platform and she narrowed her eyes further and growled again. “Anna. Sit.”

He pointed to the floor with a firm look in his eye and stared her down. She shook her head, trying to break eye contact, but couldn’t. “Sit,” he commanded again, intensifying his stare. She fell to one knee, looking up at him, eyes narrowed.

He continued staring at her, but neither backed down nor blinked. Suddenly she lunged at him and he caught her wrists, holding them firmly. Damn, she was strong. He held her wrists, arm muscles straining to keep her hands and fingernails at a distance. She bared her teeth at him and growled.

His eyes narrowed and looked at her disapprovingly. “You are being disobedient,” he said slowly and firmly. “This behavior is unacceptable. You do not attack your Master. Now, sit.” He kept his voice even and firm, not breaking eye contact. She growled again and narrowed her eyes, and he realized he needed to change tactics. Bullying her is what caused her to rage in the first place. What she needed now was love.

“Anna, love,” he said, turning her swiftly so she was enveloped in his arms, his hands still locked around her wrists. She strained against him, but could not break free. “Schatzi,” he whispered into her ear. “Come back to me, my treasure. Remember what you are to me. Remember how much I love you.”

He felt her body change, her breathing beginning to even out. He was risking it all, he knew, when he released her hands, turning her so she could see the love in his eyes. Alex opened his heart to her, willing her to feel his love.

To his relief and surprise, she stepped back, then sat down on her heels, hands on her thighs, head down in a submissive pose.

Alex stood above Anna until her body began to relax, then he knelt down and lifted her head to see her eyes. They were still angry, but her pupils were beginning to show again. He sat down on the floor next to her and pulled her into his lap. He rocked her gently and stroked her hair as he spoke softly to her in German. She had always seemed to respond to his native language before, and this time was no different. Her body sagged in his arms a few minutes later and was totally relaxed shortly thereafter. He looked down and saw that she was asleep.

Alex looked around and spotted his brother nearby. “Kurt, would you please hold her?”

Kurt nodded and rushed over. “She’s not going to attack me, is she?”

Alex smiled. “No. She’ll likely stay asleep until morning.”

Kurt took her into his arms and carried her to the far side of the platform, cradling her close and kissing her temple. Alex watched his little brother love on her for a moment and then turned to Devin.

“I didn’t do that for you,” he said, pulling the man roughly to his feet

Devin looked at him with glazed eyes and Alex looked back at Anna. What had she done to him?

“Give him to me,” Sebastian said. “You do what you need to do.”

Alex released him into the Immortal’s arms and went to stand in front of the staring men and the few Elder-Mistresses in the room. “I am Alexander Kunze Herzog von Hesse, son of Wilhelm Kunze Herzog von Hesse, Elder of Hesse and Thuringia. The beautiful woman my brother is holding is my precious wife, Anna Kunze Herzogin von Hesse, daughter of Trevor and Anya Perkins. I am also a Brotherhood assassin. My team is known as the Black Eagles.”

Another murmur swept the room. Not many assassins identified themselves publicly and as far as he knew, he was the only Elder-Son that was also an assassin.
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Wilhelm watched proudly as his son addressed the crowd with dignity and confidence. By giving his team’s name, he was making himself vulnerable, but also letting every person in this room know that they were looking at the best Brotherhood Assassin of the present age. There wasn’t any other way to explain everything.

“My wife’s father is an Immortal, but she was not born to be an Elder-Mistress. She was born of love between her parents, and Trevor had no intention of her knowing anything except what would be considered a normal, loving home.”

Devin, apparently revived by Sebastian, struggled to stand, but Sebastian held him down on the floor.

“When Anna was born, Devin used an ancient method to claim her for his own with the help of Anna’s guardian, Jack Koslov, who was killed earlier this year.” Alex looked at Devin. “By Anna when she was provoked into one of her rages by his attempt to rape her.”

Devin’s eyes widened, and then he looked at Tom, who raised a condescending eyebrow at his former friend. Wilhelm knew Tom had told Devin that Jack had died at the hands of the mafia.

“Trevor became suspicious of Devin, but before he could do anything, Devin caused a car accident, killing Anya and sending Trevor away. Anna came into the custody of her guardian, who molested her until her sixteenth birthday.”

Murmurs were beginning to sound around the room, and none of them sounded in favor of Devin.

“Trevor, in a desperate act, contacted my father and asked him to help. My father told me about it, but in my foolishness, I acted against my father’s wishes and missed the opportunity to save Anna.” Wilhelm saw Alex’s cheeks redden slightly before he turned to look lovingly at Anna, sleeping in Kurt’s arms. Someone had gotten her a blanket and she was snuggled against Kurt’s chest.

Alex’s voice cracked slightly as he continued. “Devin took Anna as his own on her sixteenth birthday, and she was then raised by her guardian in an unbelievably abusive home. Jack was a special trainer of Devin’s, who trained his Red Girls. He trained Anna in a similar, though far more brutal, manner than our Red Girls are trained. When she was twenty she was turned over to Devin.”

Alex looked at Wilhelm with a smile. “My father, ever wise, knew about this and when my first wife died, directed me to San Francisco. When Anna’s birthday approached, my father visited me and through various circumstances, we were able to intervene in Devin’s performance of the bonding ritual, which bound her to Devin and myself. I intended to intercede to save a half-Immortal from a cruel fate. I didn’t expect to fall in love with her.”

The men in the room laughed softly. Devin’s face was red with impotent fury.

“Determined to make up for my past mistakes, I set out to find a way to free her from Devin’s hand. After an intense amount of research, I discovered that the bond between husband and wife was so strong, it would likely balance out the power difference between myself, as a Son, and Devin, as an Elder.”

Alex twisted his wedding ring on his right hand. “Anna and I were married at the end of that year in Germany and we returned to San Francisco. As much as I wanted to, I never kept Devin from having Anna, as long as he treated her with respect. My plan was to find a way to free her from both of us.”

He was quiet for a few moments, swallowing several times. “Four and a half years ago, I was called out on a job by Vitaly Asimov. I had been married only a few months to my beloved bride.” He motioned in Anna’s direction. “I knew that if I didn’t go, I would certainly be killed for refusing to do my duty as a Brotherhood Assassin. So I went, against both of our instincts.”

“We planned everything down to the last detail and arrived in St. Petersburg as expected, but when we went to the target’s town, we were ambushed. Kept alive, but captured and taken to Vitaly’s home. Vlad was there at that time and can attest to the truth of my words.” Alex glanced at Vlad, who nodded.

“For four years, we were imprisoned there, by Devin’s orders. He couldn’t kill me because of the bond I share with Anna, so he just removed me from the equation, telling everyone, including my beloved bride, that my team and I had been killed.”
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Held in Sebastian’s tight grip, Devin felt everything crashing down around him as Alex spoke. The world’s Elders looked disapprovingly at him as Alex told them how Devin had used Anna and consumed her powers in order to become more powerful. He told them how he had abused Anna and finally taken control of her.

He learned the truth of her escape. How he had been betrayed by Tom and Vlad. How Tom had kept him from finding her while she was in New York.

What could he do now? His son was dead, apparently by Alex’s hand. The room was against him. The most he could hope for was to retain his Elder status under the watchful eye of the rest of the Elders. They wouldn’t strip him of his position . . . would they?

At long last, Alex stopped speaking.

The room filled with the low rumble of men speaking amongst themselves. After a few minutes, Shaw stood and approached Alex. He studied him for a moment and then looked at Devin.

“These are serious charges, Devin. Do you deny the truth of them?”

Devin rallied himself and shook off Sebastian’s hands, knowing that he could only do so because the Immortal allowed it. “This is my home country. I did little that the other American Elders disapproved of. If they had such a serious problem with what I was doing, they should have said something.”

“And risk being killed?” Brandon stood. “By the time we knew what was really going on, you were too powerful.”

Devin scoffed.

“You used Anna to manipulate the dissenters, Devin,” Tom said.

“You manipulated your own Elders?” Shaw asked.

Devin lifted his chin. “I did what needed to be done. I wasn’t afraid to do so.” He glared at Shaw. “This is America. We do as we please.”

“That’s true,” Shaw said slowly. “Fine. The American Elders will decide what happens to you.”

Suddenly Devin realized why Alex had been given the job of killing the other Elders.


Sixty-One


Alex stared impassively at Devin as the bastard tried to defend himself. He tried not to show the fact that he was enjoying the panic that was beginning to show in the man’s eyes.

The American Elders moved to the side of the platform to discuss the matter. Surely the older Elders would be able to convince the younger ones of the best course of action. If not, then they didn’t deserve to be Elders.

He saw Kurt stroking Anna’s face as he held her, and walked over to sit down next to him. “How is she?” he asked softly.

“Sleeping soundly,” Kurt answered, gazing down at her and petting her hair.

He felt a swell of emotion towards his brother. “Thank you for taking care of her, my brother.”

Kurt looked up at him, surprised. “I hurt her terribly.”

“And she’s forgiven you. But when you could, you took very good care of her. Aaron told me how you took care of her when she was catatonic after my disappearance.”

The two brothers had barely spoken of Anna since Alex had returned. It was a touchy subject for Kurt, and Alex respected his feelings. But he wanted to let his brother know how he felt.

Kurt pressed his lips together. “I divorced Gretchen so I could marry her.”

“I know. It’s no great loss to be rid of Gretchen.” Emotion flashed through Kurt’s eyes, which surprised Alex. “You still care for her?”

Kurt shrugged. “I loved her when we married. It’s . . . lonely being a single father.”

“Do you love her still? Or are you just lonely?”

Kurt looked up at Alex with a pained look. “I wouldn’t mind trying to work things out with her, but I don’t know if I could ever trust her.”

Alex nodded. “If Anna wants to, we will stay in New York through Nutcracker before returning to Germany. Perhaps you could stay with us. She has several nice friends.”

Kurt shrugged. “Maybe.”

Alex smiled. “Even Jasmine has changed. She’s actually a pretty nice girl.”

Kurt raised his brow. “What happened?”

“Sebastian healed some past hurts.”

Kurt looked thoughtful for a moment. “I always thought Anna’s friend Stefanie was pretty.”

Alex laughed. “She is. You just have to treat Anna well. She’s very protective of her.”

“I know. She yelled at me the last time she saw me.”

Alex laughed even harder. He could see Stefanie doing so.

“What are you two laughing about?”

Alex looked up to see his father approaching with amusement in his eyes. “Trying to hook up Kurt with one of Anna’s friends.”

Wilhelm grinned and shook his head. “My sons . . .” He squatted down and stroked Anna’s head. “Do you think she should be woken?”

“Is it all right to do so?”

“I don’t see why not. She should see what happens. I will release her memories.” Wilhelm put his hand on her head and closed his eyes.
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Anna’s eyes slowly opened and she looked around at the three German faces around her. She blinked, trying to orient herself, and studied each anxious face. Her eyes focused on Alex and she smiled. “Alex . . .”

His grin made her heart skip a beat and he pulled her into his arms and kissed her soundly. “Oh, mein Schatzi . . .” he murmured against her lips. “Oh, these last few weeks have been pure torture without you.”

Her mind was slowly sorting out the events of the last weeks. “I was . . .” She sat up and looked around. Devin was sitting on the floor with Sebastian standing over him, looking defeated. “He . . . he found me . . . I . . .” She looked up at Alex. “Why didn’t I remember you while I was here?”

“Vati blocked your memories so that you wouldn’t tell Devin about me.”

“Forgive me, Liebling, but I had no other choice,” Wilhelm said, taking her hand.

Anna nodded and rested her head on Alex’s chest and closed her eyes. Safe.

When she opened her eyes, Kurt was watching her with sad eyes, and she sat up and reached for him. He looked at Alex in surprise and Alex loosened his arms around her. She moved to her knees and wrapped her arms around his neck. “I will always love you, Kurt,” she whispered, hugging him tightly. Kurt squeezed her hard. “I owe you my life,” she said softly, remembering the night they’d met in this very room. Everything changed that night.

He held her for a few minutes and then released her, gently pushing her back into Alex’s arms. “That is where you belong, though you will always hold a piece of my heart.” He kissed her head and then stood and walked over to where Peter and Tommy were standing.

Anna snuggled into Alex’s chest, burying her face in his soft white robe. He wrapped the blanket around her and held her tightly, rocking her slightly. Wilhelm kissed her head and patted Alex on the shoulder, and then went to stand with Vlad. Tom was with the American Elders, still deep in discussion.

“How are you feeling, Schatzi?” Alex asked softly.

“Wonderful . . .” she murmured. It was heavenly, being in Alex’s arms again.

He chuckled. “I meant your injuries.”

“Oh.” She giggled softly and he squeezed her. “I feel okay. Tired.”

“Are you hurting?”

“Mmm. A little. Not bad though.”

“When we are done, would you like to spend a few days here before we go back to New York? We can see our old house.”

Anna smiled. “Yes, I’d like that.”
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Twenty minutes later, Anna was nearly asleep again, but sat up straight when the American Elders appeared to have finished discussing the “Devin Problem.” Tom went to the middle of the platform and held his hands up, but before he could speak, there was a flash of light and several Immortals appeared, including Kaveh and Val.

Anna let out a whimper and Alex hugged her to his chest. “They won’t hurt you, Anna,” he murmured against her hair. “But look.”

Anna frowned at Alex but looked where he was looking, at the group of Immortals. She gasped. “Daddy?” She scrambled out of Alex’s arms and ran to her father’s arms.

Trevor held her close. “Oh, Anna. My Anna.”

Tears streamed down her face. “You’re here? Can you stay?”

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. I can only stay as long as the others are here.”

She looked up into his crystal-blue eyes and gave him a smile.

He tucked some hair behind her ear. “You look so much like your mother,” he whispered.

“So I’ve been told,” Anna said with a grin.

He grinned and then looked up as Alex approached. They shook hands in greeting.

“I’m sorry I failed you and Anna . . . that night, Trevor.” He gave Anna a mournful look. “I won’t fail her again.”

Trevor smiled. “Just love her. That’s all I can ask.”

“I do. So much.” Alex squeezed her hand.

The biggest Immortal that Anna had ever seen stepped to the center of the platform. He was taller and broader than Kaveh and Alex both, with black hair and crystal blue eyes. He wore a white tunic edged in gold and diamonds and looked old and young at the same time. Two Immortals, slightly smaller, though still giant, stood on either side, dressed similarly, though in black.

“I am Kronos, father of the Immortals,” the big one said, in a powerful voice that reverberated in Anna’s chest. “We have heard of the deeds of our fellow Immortals. We do not judge the deeds of humans unless it interferes in our affairs. But we do judge our fellow Immortals and have pronounced judgment on Kaveh, Val, Chiron, and Skaron. Both for the abuse of our daughter, and for enabling a human to perform forbidden rituals and act against the sacred agreement between humans and Immortals.”

He looked around the room, seeming to gaze at every man in the room at once. “We are displeased with how you humans allowed this to happen. Our daughters are gifts to you, to aid you in your endeavors, and you stood by and allowed this human,” he pointed to Devin, “To abuse her in the worst form.” His eyes glowed with anger. “Nothing like this has been seen in centuries, and it is despicable. Those who have the forbidden books are warned at this time to destroy them, or we will remove our daughters from your world and leave you to your own self-destruction.” Kronos looked at Anna. “Come, Daughter.”

Anna walked to the huge Immortal on trembling legs and fell to her knees at his feet.
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Alex watched as Anna knelt at the feet of Kronos. What would he do to her? Would he take her away from him? Because he failed to protect her? Oh, please don’t take my love from me.

Kronos’ blue eyes met Alex’s and Alex barely kept himself from looking away. The gaze was so intense it made him step back. He sighed in relief when the Immortal’s gaze turned to Devin. Devin trembled as Kronos stared at him.

Kronos turned back to Alex. “You would free our Daughter if you had the opportunity?”

“Y-yes. I would.”

“Even if it meant she might leave you? I can undo the marriage bond as well.”

Alex swallowed over a lump that had formed in his throat. His eyes burned with tears and it felt like a dull knife had been stabbed into his chest. The thought of losing Anna again was too much to bear. He looked at Anna, who watched him with her big green eyes.

What if she chose Kurt? Or Hugo? If she were free, she might decide that she didn’t belong at his side anymore. It was tempting, oh so tempting to say no. To keep her where she was. With him. But did he want to force her to be with him if she wanted to be with someone else?

No. He wanted her to choose him, not force her. He loved her too much to force her to stay with him. If you love something, let it go . . . Only this time she would really be free. There was no safety net, knowing she’d ultimately choose him. He could lose her forever.

Alex took a deep breath and set his jaw to look at Kronos, even as tears filled his eyes and his heart ached. “Yes. I would choose for her to be free, even if it meant I would lose her.”

Kronos nodded, his face inscrutable, and went to stand in front of Anna. He knelt down and spoke softly to her. Alex couldn’t hear what he said, and it took every ounce of willpower to stay where he was.
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Devin was having a hard time concentrating on anything for long. Horrifying images kept coming to mind and he shuddered at each. Anna had torn open his mind and shown him everything he had done to her from her perspective. If Alex hadn’t stopped her, Devin would surely be dead. He felt every lash he ever dealt, every emotional scar, every heartbreak. His human brain could barely comprehend it all.

It had taken everything he had left to come to his own defense before the world Elders, and he had very little energy to try to rally one more time.

Now, he watched as the Immortal Father spoke to Anna. Alex had told him he wanted her free. Didn’t Devin get to answer the question?

“No, Devin. You do not.” Sebastian stood over him as a stern guard. “You do not deserve to have her. You have proven yourself . . . unworthy.”

Devin narrowed his eyes, but then sighed. Anger would get him nowhere. He suddenly felt very tired. He put his head in his hands and waited.
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Wilhelm saw the grief in Alex’s eyes as he watched Kronos speak to Anna. Alex loved her so much, but Wilhelm was proud that Alex was willing to let her go. It spoke loudly to the man he had become and he was so proud, even as he grieved the loss of Anna himself. She would no longer belong to Wilhelm, either, once the bonds were broken. But if it meant her being free of Devin, then it was worth it. Even with the pain in his own heart.

Kronos stood and helped Anna to her feet, and then nodded to Tom. Kronos led Anna to the side of the stage and looked expectantly at Tom.

Tom gave the Immortal a nervous look and then glanced sorrowfully at Devin. “Devin, you are one of my oldest friends, but we cannot let you continue down this path. Your selfishness has wreaked havoc on our country and has spilled over to affect the entire world. We, the American Elders, do deem you unworthy of the position of Elder. Come and kneel as we strip you of the symbols of your position.”

There were numerous murmurs as Sebastian helped Devin to his feet. Devin jerked as though trying to flee, but Sebastian’s hands on his shoulders prevented it. He shook so badly he could hardly walk to the center of the platform. “Don’t do this, Tom. Please. I’ve learned my lesson. I won’t⁠—”

“No, Devin. It’s too late.”

The American Elders surrounded him as Tom removed his robe, leaving him naked in front of the entire room. Javier removed Devin’s Elder ring from his finger, and Brandon produced a tool that looked like wire clippers, but thicker, and handed it to Tom.

Wilhelm winced as he realized what was going to happen. Devin’s cock piercings would be removed. Knowing how well-seated his own were, he couldn’t imagine it would be painless. Tom turned to Alex and held out the tool. “Would you like to do the honors?”

Alex raised a brow and looked at Wilhelm. It would be a true insult to allow a foreigner to remove his piercings, and even more so, a foreign Elder-Son. It couldn’t get much lower than this for Devin.

Wilhelm nodded and Alex accepted the tool from Tom.
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Alex was surprised when Tom turned to him but gladly accepted the task. Watching Devin up close as he was de-pierced would be a very pleasant assignment.

He took the tool from Tom’s hand and went to crouch in front of Devin. Devin’s eyes grew wide as the Elders grabbed his arms and head to hold him still while Alex worked.

“I should just cut it off,” Alex growled softly as he grabbed the soon-to-be-former Elder’s cock. “But that would be too easy a punishment. You should endure some semblance of the pain you put my wife through.”

He actually heard Devin whimper as Alex put the tool to the first piercing at the top of his cock. Amusement lit his eyes. “Shall I show you mercy?” He squeezed and heard the snap as the metal broke and he pulled the piercing out and dropped it on the floor. He didn’t cut him. He had no intention of doing so, but didn’t want Devin to know that.

Devin was shaking. “P-p-please,” he begged in a hoarse voice. “Don’t hurt me.”

Alex grinned wickedly as he placed the tool at the next piercing. “How many times did my Anna say that to you?” Snap. Devin jumped at the sound. Snap. Snap. One by one, the piercings were pulled and dropped to the ground.

When the normal piercings were all gone, Alex studied the spikes. “How do we get this one out?”

Devin’s face turned gray again and the only reason he remained upright was because of the grip the other men had on him. Alex had a feeling there was no way to remove this one without pain. He glanced at Tom for direction.

“They all need to be removed,” Tom said softly with a nod.

“Oh, God!” Devin whimpered. “Please . . . just cut the spikes off. Don’t pull it. Please.”

Alex hesitated, not because of Devin’s begging, but because he wondered if an honorable man would do such a thing. He would essentially be ripping Devin’s cock apart. There was a definite appeal to the thought, but he had made it through the ordeal without lowering himself to Devin’s level. Would this do what he’d been trying to avoid?

He looked at his father, who was watching carefully, and he nodded. Alex looked at Kronos who also nodded. Lastly, he looked at Anna.
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Anna stared, frozen, as she watched Alex carefully remove Devin’s piercings while Devin begged and whimpered. Alex could have just ripped them out, but he was showing Devin mercy, something Devin didn’t understand. She didn’t know how she felt about Devin avoiding pain.

As awful as Devin had been to her, she still felt sad as he was humiliated in front of the room. He had been so proud, so confident, and he was reduced to a whimpering mess. But he had done the same to Alex.

The memories of Alex’s jealousy and insecurity returned. Her heart ached for Alex. She loved him, so much. Kronos had offered to free her of not only her slavery and her obligations of being an Elder-Mistress, but also of her marriage. She and Alex had married so he could protect her from Devin. When that was no longer needed, would Alex still want her as his wife? Would he still love her?

Alex mumbled something about Devin’s last piercing, the spikes that had caused her so much pain. She saw him hesitate and look at Wilhelm and Kronos for guidance. Alex was a good man. A very good man, who wasn’t driven by revenge, even though he had every right to tear Devin apart.

When Alex looked at her, her heart pounded at the love she saw and felt. She opened her heart to him and felt every ounce of his love for her. She knew right then and there that she could not let Kronos break their marriage bond. They belonged together. He was a part of her and she was a part of him. To separate them . . . Was Kronos powerful enough to separate two rivers that joined together into one? Which drop of water belonged to which river? It was impossible to know. It was the same thing with their souls, their spirits. To remove Alex from her would be to remove herself.

Anna smiled at Alex, hoping he could feel her own love for him. His eyes softened and he gave her a gentle smile, and she knew he knew. She sighed in happiness.

Alex looked back at his task and as he reached for the band of metal just below the crown of Devin’s cock, Anna briefly wondered if she would feel the pain. In slow motion, Alex’s hand moved upwards and there was a terrible ripping sound and then Devin let out a horrifying scream.

Anna winced and closed her eyes, leaning back against Kronos. He squeezed her shoulder gently. She didn’t feel any of Devin’s pain and was relieved. When she opened her eyes, Devin was huddled on the ground, tears streaming down his face, his body shaking with silent sobs.

He was alone in his suffering. Like she had always been.
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There was a sick gratification in hearing Devin’s scream as Alex ripped the horrible piece of metal from Devin’s cock. It was surely only a fraction of the pain Devin had inflicted upon Anna over and over again, but Alex was satisfied that he had finally been able to hurt Devin physically.

With a grim smile on his face, Alex stood over the huddling, trembling, crying man who had caused Anna to do the same thing countless times. Devin would likely never be able to have sex again, which Alex thought was fitting. The man would be lucky to be able to pee.

The room was silent, save Devin’s whimpering. All the men watched in horrified fascination as Devin was de-Eldered. A warning to any man who would consider doing something similar in the future.

When Devin had quieted, Kronos went to kneel behind him and put his hand on his head. “I remove the Immortal essence from your body. When it is gone, you will no longer be an Elder.”

Devin stiffened and hissed as, Alex assumed, Kronos drained him of every drop of Immortal essence. When Kronos stood, Devin lay still, staring off into space and making Alex wonder if it had killed him. He blinked once and Alex knew he was alive.

Kronos turned to Anna and motioned for her to come to him. Anna did and the Immortal put his hands on her head. “I free you from your bonds of slavery,” he said quietly.

Alex grunted as he felt a sharp tingle in his head. Devin jerked on the floor. Alex looked at Anna and his heart swelled at the beautiful smile on her face.

“I free you from your obligations as an Elder-Mistress,” Kronos said.

Alex’s stomach began to churn as he realized what was coming next. Kronos would sever their marriage bond. He closed his eyes against hot tears and clenched his fist. When the bond was severed, would it shred his heart to pieces? It certainly seemed that it should.

“The woman standing in front of you is a free woman,” Kronos said loudly.

Alex opened his eyes and saw Kronos standing behind a smiling, peaceful Anna. The Anna Alex knew from their wedding day. Oh, he didn’t need to think about that day. It hurt too much.

“She is no longer an Elder-Mistress. She is no longer a slave.”

When would Kronos deal the final blow? Waiting was going to drive him insane.

“Do you acknowledge this?” Kronos asked the men in the room.

Affirmations in every language were heard throughout the room and Anna grinned up at Kronos. The Immortal gave Anna an affectionate smile and then guided her over to Alex.

Alex blinked rapidly and set his jaw against the coming severing.

“Behold your free wife, Alex. Take good care of her.”

Alex’s jaw dropped open as he stared up at Kronos. “What?”

Kronos grinned. “You are a worthy man, Alex. I saw your thoughts when I asked if you would free her. Only a man who is willing to let her go free is worthy of this precious creature in front of me.” He gave a deep chuckle, then added in a soft, affectionate tone, “Besides, she wouldn’t let me sever the bond.”

Alex looked down at Anna, who was looking up at him with an adoring smile. “Is that okay?” she whispered.

A huge grin split Alex’s face and he grabbed her around her waist and he held her so tight, he was afraid he might break her ribs, but she was holding him almost as tightly.

“Oh, my Anna. My precious Anna.” He murmured into her hair as tears streamed down his face. He tipped her chin up and kissed her. “Ich liebe dich, mein Frau, mein Liebe, mein Leben. I love you, my wife, my love, my life.”

“I love you, too,” Anna said, gazing lovingly up into his eyes. “My husband, my love, my life.”


Epilogue


In the darkness, an ear-piercing scream echoed through the small room and into the hallway, down the stairs and into the main house. The screams occurred regularly, but no one desired to have them muffled. At least not for now. There was a level of satisfaction that came along with the terror-filled sound.

Devin sat straight up in bed, drenched in sweat, eyes darting around the dark room, looking for the source of his pain. His shirt was as wet as if he’d been out in a rainstorm; the blankets as well. The room reeked of sweat and fear. No matter that the window was kept open at all times, nothing would rid the room of the smell.

He was alone. Alone with the nightmares that had haunted him for months. Ever since the night he’d lost Anna and his life as an Elder.

How long had he been here? Days? Weeks? Months? Years? Did it matter? He would be here until he died, haunted by Anna’s memories.

He did everything he could to keep from sleeping, to keep the nightmares away. The nightmares that Anna had placed in his mind. But no matter how hard he tried, eventually sleep overpowered his will and he slept and dreamed.

And screamed.
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“. . . Happy birthday dear Anna . . . happy birthday to you.”

Anna grinned as her friends and family finished singing to her. She was twenty-six today and it was by far her best birthday ever. Her heart swelled with happiness as she hugged Alex and then blew out the candles.

The celebration took place in the dining room of the Kunze Landgut, which had been outrageously decorated for Anna’s birthday. Alex had insisted on going all out for her birthday since he’d missed so many. He’d told her he had presents for every year he’d missed and indeed, when they walked into the elegant room, a huge stack of presents stood in the corner.

Not only was Alex’s family there to celebrate, Aaron, Seth, Tony, Greg, and Stefanie were there too. Then again, Stef was at the house a lot. She and Kurt had become engaged a few weeks prior. Kurt had stayed with Anna and Alex in New York during Nutcracker and, to Anna’s delight, he and Stef had hit it off. When Alex and Anna moved to Germany after the first of the year, Stef and Aaron had come with them and the three of them had been dancing with the Stuttgart Ballet since.

Aaron had completely recovered from Devin’s attack and was dancing as wonderfully as ever. He and Anna had danced Sugar Plum in their last American Nutcracker performance. Aaron had told Alex that they weren’t moving to Germany and leaving him behind. Anna was happy Aaron had come, even though it had taken him a while to get over Cameron. He and Cameron had decided that, as much as they liked each other, they didn’t see a future together. Aaron had seemed to hit it off with a few of the women in Stuttgart and Anna liked teasing him about it.

Devin had been taken to St. Petersburg with Vlad and imprisoned in the same room Alex had lived in while there. He would spend the rest of his life in that small room. There was no chance of escape.

Applause erupted around the table and Anna giggled.

“What did you wish for?” Stef asked with a laugh.

Anna grinned. “I didn’t. I have everything I could ever wish for.” She hugged Alex again.

Alex kissed her cheek. “I am happy to hear that.”

They ate cake and laughed and talked, and Anna thought it was the most wonderful day. When it was time for presents, Anna stared at the pile in bewilderment. “It will take me days to get through all these,” she said with a grin.

“I’m okay with that,” Alex grinned.

Aaron handed her a card. “This is from Hugo and Jasmine.”

Hugo and Jasmine had started dating shortly after Nutcracker rehearsals began. With Jasmine healed, it turned out she was a really sweet girl and Hugo had fallen for her. They were a very cute couple and Anna was so happy for both of them. Anna opened the envelope and pulled out a cream-colored card. She laughed. “Looks like we’ll have a few weddings to go to this summer,” she said to Alex, handing him the card.

Alex grinned. “Good for them.”

Anna began working her way through the presents, piling books and jewelry and clothing and fur coats next to her and laughing the whole time.

“I have many years of presents to make up for,” Alex said with a grin and a shrug.

After all the presents had been opened, she grinned and looked at Wilhelm, who smiled at her with a sparkle in his eye.

“Alex,” she said, turning to him and giving him a long kiss. “This is by far the best birthday I can remember. You are the best friend and husband I could imagine.” She kissed his cheek. “Now, I have a birthday present for you.”

Alex frowned in confusion as Anna handed him an envelope. “My birthday isn’t for several months.”

Anna shrugged. “I couldn’t wait. It’s kind of time sensitive.”

Alex chuckled and opened the envelope. He pulled out a card and laughed at the silly picture of a baby on the front. He opened the card and a slip of paper fell out. He picked it up and froze when he looked at it.

Anna swallowed nervously and glanced at Wilhelm, who smiled encouragingly. She looked back at Alex staring at the black-and-white photo. He looked up at her with wide eyes, brimming with tears. “Really?” he whispered.

Anna nodded and bit her lip. Alex lunged at her, hugged her tightly and kissed her passionately. She faintly heard the other’s asking what was going on. Only Wilhelm and Ilsa knew what the photograph was of.

When Alex finally pulled away, his eyes were so filled with emotion, it brought tears to Anna’s eyes. “Is that a good present?” she asked in a soft voice.

“The best I could imagine.” He grinned and picked up the photo and showed it to the others in the room. It was a mess of white and black lines with a little circle on the one side. “We’re having a baby,” he announced proudly.

Shrieks from the women and shouts from the men echoed in the room as Alex and Anna were hugged and congratulated. Anna was back in Alex’s arms the moment they were done and he hugged her again.

“How did you get pregnant without me knowing?” Alex murmured in her ear.

“I asked your dad how to do it. I wanted to surprise you.”

Alex grinned at his father. “Danke, Vati.”

Wilhelm walked over and patted his son on his shoulder. “I’m sure you will be as proud of your son as I am of you.”

“A son?” Alex asked, wide eyed.

“I’m fairly certain,” Wilhelm said with a grin. “It usually is.”

Alex beamed as he looked at Anna. “You have made me the happiest man, Schatzi.”

“How could I do any differently, Alex?” Anna whispered with tears in her eyes. “You are my husband. My love. My life.”


Thank you for reading!
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