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 Chapter 1 
 
    Mitch Stuyversant 
 
      
 
    Somebody brushed against my arm. For a moment I didn’t respond, but the pressure was insistent. I turned to find a woman beside me. She had carefully manicured black hair, braided atop her head in an elegant bun. That was my first impression of her. 
 
    Her hand on my arm had a disconcerting, almost pleading force to it. The woman was tall and her features were those of a ballerina – a slim, serious face, thin drawn lips, huge black eyes and a pale, perfect complexion. 
 
    “Mr. Stuyversant,” the woman said in a breathless discreet whisper. Her English was very good. “I have someone who would wish to talk to you.” 
 
    She was beautiful in a fragile, porcelain kind of way. Her fingers were long and delicate, her eyes fringed with long curling lashes. “He is an important man and he wishes that you would speak with him.” 
 
    I forced a genial smile. “Certainly,” I said over the ebb and eddy of noise from the milling crowds around us. “I’m always happy to talk.” 
 
    The woman looked pleased and relieved. She glanced over her shoulder and made eye contact with a man who emerged from a nearby group of stern-faced delegates. 
 
    The woman made the introductions.  
 
    “This is Mr. Sergey Volostok. He is a member of our negotiating team.” 
 
    I shook hands with the man, and the woman – her job done – disappeared like a wraith into the crowds that moved about us. 
 
    “You look uncomfortable, Mr. Stuyversant,” the man’s voice was a deep bass that rumbled like thunder across a stormy sky. He was holding a crystal wine glass in one of his massive hands. “Are you not enjoying our Russian hospitality?” 
 
    I smiled smoothly. The man’s English was heavily accented. He was big-boned but squat in stature; something that not even the immaculately tailored suit he wore could disguise. The fabric smoothed down the lumpen width of his shoulders and the powerful bulges of his upper arms, but nothing could completely conceal the raw brute power of his physique. 
 
    He was bald, in his mid-fifties with a broad flat face and dark penetrating eyes. He was staring at me with a questioning expression. He had an embassy nametag pinned to the lapel of his suit. 
 
    “I’m not uncomfortable, Sergey,” I assured him. “I’m just taking a moment to admire the magnificent architecture.” 
 
    I lifted my eyes to the high arched ceiling of the Great Kremlin Palace and the Russian mirrored my action. The silence between us lasted a few seconds. 
 
    “This is the St George Hall,” the Russian explained, turning and casting wide his hand in a sweep of the vast room. “The palace has other similar rooms also.” 
 
    If the Russians had wanted to project a subtle sense of national power upon the trade delegation, they had certainly chosen the perfect venue for the glittering reception. The Palace was a wonder of gold paneling and plush red curtains, while the high vaulted arches that supported the ornate ceiling gave the hall a cathedral-like grandeur. Around the edges of the vast room were red velvet-covered chairs and it was all cast in dazzling golden light by the massive chandeliers that hung above the polished floor. 
 
    There were perhaps three hundred other people in the hall – the men dressed in dinner suits and the women in long shimmering gowns. Yet still the sounds of murmured conversation seemed to echo hollowly. 
 
    I arched my eyes with just the right amount of impressed awe and saw Sergey smile. 
 
    He was some kind of Russian intelligence officer. I knew that… and Sergey knew that I knew. 
 
    Half the men – and a few of the women – in the room were either American or Russian spies. Heck, most of the white-shirted waiters were attached to the Russian security apparatus.  
 
    Trade delegation or not, the great game of international intelligence and counter-intelligence went on unabated at every opportunity… 
 
    I took a careful sip of my own drink, scanning the room casually over the rim of my glass. Across the space of the hall a tall blonde woman was staring in my direction. She was the wife of one of our Embassy staff; a pretty, slender woman wearing a white dress that was provocatively split to the top of one thigh. The woman smiled at me, languidly slanting her eyes. She dabbed at the gloss of her lips with the tip of her tongue and then turned suddenly and gave a delicate little laugh in the direction of her husband. 
 
    I glanced sideways at Sergey.  
 
    The Russian missed nothing. 
 
    He was smiling to himself with a knowing expression on his face, tucking away every morsel of information for the contact report he would write at the end of the night. Then suddenly his eyes hardened, the veneer of politeness replaced by an expression that gave his face a look of artless cunning. 
 
    “May we speak frankly?” 
 
    “I would prefer it,” I said. 
 
    The Russian grunted, paused, then spoke in a sudden rush. 
 
    “We don’t know who you are, Mr. Stuyversant,” he said bluntly. “And that bothers us. It makes my Government nervous.” 
 
    I looked bemused. A waiter walked past holding a silver tray. I gave the young man my empty glass and he offered me another in faltering English. I took a crystal tumbler off the tray then paused until the waiter had disappeared through one of the high arches. When I was sure the Russian and I could not be overheard, I leaned closer with a conspiratorial whisper. 
 
    “I’m nobody, Sergey.” 
 
    The Russian’s face showed no reaction. He searched my eyes then slowly shook his head. “No, you are a somebody, Mr. Stuyversant,” he said with a sad, emphatic shake of his head. “Otherwise you would not have flown to Russia to advise your Ambassador on these negotiations.” 
 
    I gave a dismissive shrug of my shoulders. “I’m just an interested spectator.” 
 
    “This is untrue,” the man’s expression became crestfallen as though the telling of the lie saddened him. “You are a close confidant of your President. This much we know. And clearly, you have the ear of your Government’s most powerful leaders… but you,” he stabbed a thick finger at me, “You personally are an enigma. We have no records of you. No file.” 
 
    I shrugged again and kept the thin smile on my face fixed. Sergey shuffled his feet, stepping a little closer. I could smell garlic on his breath and there were beads of sweat on his brow. 
 
    “Then tell me this, American,” he started to growl and then reproached himself with a moment of inner recrimination. He tried again, this time his voice made less jagged. “Then simply tell me this thing,” his English began to fracture. “Are you here to destroy those trade issues our Governments have worked hard to negotiate common ground on?” 
 
    I stared at the man and made my face sober and sincere. I realized he wasn’t angry – he was anxious. He may have been one of the key architects behind the entire negotiating process that had been two years in development. 
 
    “Sergey, I’m not that man,” I assured him. “I am a fixer, not a destroyer. On that you have my word.” 
 
    The Russian leaned back and slitted his eyes warily. I held his gaze. Finally relief spread across his face, smoothing out his features, wiping away the scowl of mistrust. 
 
    He raised his glass. “Nostrovia.” He allowed himself a companionable smile. I lifted my own glass in salute.  
 
    “Nostrovia,” I replied. 
 
    We stared into each other’s eyes for a second longer and then I saw the Russian’s gaze waver, drawn instead towards someone over my shoulder. Subconsciously his free hand went to his tie and adjusted the knot like he was preening himself. He straightened his back. 
 
    I resisted the urge to turn. By watching the Russian’s eyes, I could tell the person who had caught his attention was coming closer. Then I smelt a waft of perfume. 
 
    “Connie,” a young woman came to my side, her face lifted to mine, her eyes glittering with breathless wonder. The top of her head was at the level of my shoulder and in the sparkling light her long blonde cascade of her hair glinted like molten gold. 
 
    “Are you impressed?” 
 
    “Oh, yes!” Connie Wyatt smiled, her voice a little husky and shy. “The Palace is magnificent.” 
 
    She was barely twenty years old with deep blue eyes beneath a broad pale brow and a wide friendly mouth. She wore just a dusting of makeup so that her lips were soft pale pink. She was wearing a long sapphire blue gown that left her shoulders exposed, and it cupped nicely beneath the creamy smoothness of her breasts. The dress cinched tight at her narrow waist, then fell shimmering to the floor. 
 
    The Russian bowed deeply to Connie in a fumbling attempt at gallantry. 
 
    He looked to me. “Your beautiful daughter?” 
 
    I smiled thinly and shook my head. “No,” I said. “Connie is my personal assistant. She flew from America with me.” 
 
    “Aah,” the Russian blushed in acute embarrassment. He unwrapped his best smile and spread it across his face. “It is my great pleasure to meet with you, young Miss Connie.” 
 
    The Russian diplomat took Connie’s hand and held it like it was something precious for a very long time. Connie’s expression became demure. She straightened, becoming suddenly formal. 
 
    “Very nice to meet you,” she said. 
 
    A string orchestra had begun playing the soft strains of classical music in one corner of the great hall, and some of the delegates paired off and began dancing. I took Sergey by the elbow and led him towards one of the high arches where a line of chairs was arranged. But we didn’t sit. Connie hovered at the fringes of our conversation, close enough to overhear every word, but with her face turned towards the dancers. 
 
    “So…” the Russian said as a prelude. We were quite alone. Most of the delegates had been drawn towards the music. 
 
    I smiled to myself. The Russian was not a typical intelligence officer, of that I was sure. Nor was he any kind of high-ranking diplomat. He was too direct. He lacked the subtleties required of the espionage craft, and his attempts at conversation were too stilted to pass as natural in a high-powered setting. 
 
    “Yes?” I let him squirm. He was clearly uncomfortable. 
 
    “Have you seen much of Moscow since you arrived?” 
 
    I shook my head grievously. It wasn’t an act. “No, regretfully,” I said. “We flew in just last night. There hasn’t been time yet. But I am very keen to see more of the city. I really am. If you have any suggestions…” 
 
    Sergey stared down into his wine glass as if perhaps the answers might be there. He was contemplative for a long moment. 
 
    “Do you want to see the tourist attractions, Mr. Stuyversant… or do you want to see the real underbelly of Moscow?” 
 
    It was a question, a challenge, and a deft invitation all in one.  
 
    “I want to see the real city.” 
 
    The Russian smiled. “Then perhaps I can arrange something,” he said. “Are you a married man?” 
 
    I sighed and made my voice weary. “Sergey, do you have a notebook?” 
 
    “Da.” 
 
    “Then write this down.” 
 
    The Russian fumbled inside a pocket of his jacket. 
 
    “I am forty-eight years old. I have no brothers or sisters and both my parents are dead. I made my fortune in oil and the stock market. I was born in Chicago and married when I was thirty-two. My wife’s name was Sylvia. She died three years ago. I have no children… and I have been a personal friend of the President of the United States since we served in the military together. I am here in Russia to help push through the trade deals our two countries have negotiated because our President wants to strengthen the global ties between our countries. Got all that?” 
 
    The Russian looked up from his notepad. “Da,” he said again. 
 
    “Good. Now perhaps we can talk like real men instead of playing games, yes?” 
 
    The Russian smiled, and it was an expression of understanding and relief. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He slid the notebook back into his pocket and in his hand instead was a small white card. 
 
    “Are you free tomorrow evening, Mr. Stuyversant?” 
 
    I turned and glanced a question at Connie. She nodded her head. 
 
    “You have a meeting with the Ambassador after tomorrow’s negotiations,” Connie said quietly. “That should last an hour. There is nothing scheduled for the rest of the night, sir.” 
 
    “Then perhaps I could take you somewhere on the outskirts of the city so that you can see what life is like in Moscow?” the Russian offered. 
 
    He held out his calling card like it was a peace token. I passed it to Connie. 
 
    “Let me check with some other people at my embassy first,” I shook Sergey’s hand. “Then I’ll get Connie to call you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Connie Wyatt 
 
      
 
    Does it show? 
 
    Can he see how I feel about him? 
 
    He’s such an insightful, dangerous, powerful man. Can he see it in my eyes and in my face every dang time I look at him? 
 
    He seemed godlike to me at that moment, standing with the Russian in the great Kremlin Palace as though he was born to this world of glittering wealth and power. 
 
    Everything about him; his shoulders wide as a gallows tree, his darkly classical features, the cut of his suit, the straightness of his back, the thrust of his jaw and the gray at his temples that bestowed dignity… everything about Mitch Stuyversant seemed a gift borne from Olympus. If he had asked me… if he had even noticed me… I would have gladly thrown myself on my knees and worshipped him. 
 
    I slipped the Russian’s business card inside my clutch purse and stood with my back straight, a polite smile fixed on my face – but beneath the façade my emotions were swirling in utter turmoil. 
 
    I was in Russia! Russia! 
 
    Just a week ago I’d been working in a tiny cubicle in Washington, doing temp work for the government offices, when suddenly I’d been transferred urgently to fill in for Mitch Stuyversant’s ill secretary. The ensuing days had flown by in a whirlwind of security clearances, late nights of crammed research and long phone calls. 
 
    And in the eye of that crazy tempest, infatuation had blossomed and then become the angst of a deep lustful desire that I knew in my heart could never be fulfilled. 
 
    Mitch Stuyversant didn’t know how I felt about him – how he turned my stomach to jelly, heavy as molten lead, that spread through my lower body and pooled damply in my panties. Goodness! I would have fainted of embarrassment if he even suspected. 
 
    And I would have died of shame if he knew the problems I was facing. That was something even the security agencies hadn’t discovered.  
 
    Because behind the smiling face, and concealed beneath the dutiful dedication to my work and my boss… I was in real trouble. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The reception for the American delegation ended at eleven and we stood on the steps of the great palace and waited patiently as a procession of black limousines pulled up to the curb to steal us away to the Embassy compound. 
 
    It was bitterly cold; the wind cut like a razor and there was snow heaped in high mounds along the surrounding sidewalks. The lights along the wide plaza were haloed in fog. I stood close beside Mitch and shivered. No one from the delegation spoke. 
 
    We didn’t have long to wait. A sleek black vehicle flying the pennants of the United States on its long hood glided to the corner and a uniformed driver came out of the car to hold the rear door open. Mitch went down the steps and I followed him dutifully. On the sidewalk, he turned and looked back, searching for the face of the Ambassador. Mitch waved to the man and he came through the crowd to join us. He was a man in his seventies, with a thick crop of gray wavy hair. He was hunched in a deep warm coat – one of the benefits of foresight of having lived so long in Moscow, I guessed ruefully. 
 
    The Ambassador slid into the back of the vehicle. Mitch caught my eye. “It might be a little tight,” he apologized. “But it’s only a short trip.” He sat beside the Ambassador and I tried to squeeze myself discreetly into a corner. The driver pushed the door shut and I stared out through the window. 
 
    I could feel the press of Mitch’s thigh against my own leg. I could feel the warmth and the toned resilience of his muscles through the cloth of his trousers and I made no move to pull away. I couldn’t have, even if I’d wanted to. There was simply no more space on the upholstered leather seat. 
 
    And I definitely didn’t want to. Every new bump and every turn of a corner brought our bodies brushing together. 
 
    I could smell the particular aroma of him; the scents of old leather mingled with the stronger notes of aftershave and, beneath it all, the husky hint of natural healthy manliness. The simmering pool of inner warmth between my thighs suddenly flickered into small fires and I had an almost insane impulse to reach out and touch him. 
 
    I felt my cheeks flush and reached quickly into my purse for the distraction of my phone. Mitch seemed not to have noticed the wild giddy effect this small intimacy was having on me. He was muttering softly to the Ambassador, their words intelligible. 
 
    When we had arrived at the Embassy compound the day before, I’d been summoned to a special ‘information class’ that was held in a downstairs cafeteria of the main building. The lecture had been conducted by an attaché to the Embassy. She was a woman in her late sixties with a head of lacquered gray curls and wearing horn-rimmed glasses that were suspended around her neck by a thin cord. She looked like an old-style schoolmistress. 
 
    There was a dozen or more of us assembled; men and women. We had all arrived as support staff for the leaders of the delegation. 
 
    “Do not, under any circumstances, allow yourself to be caught alone in conversation with anyone from the Russian delegation,” the woman had issued the stern warning. “Assume everyone you meet beyond the gates of this compound is working for the Russian intelligence apparatus. Always be polite, and always be sure to conduct your conversations with anyone from the Russian delegation in groups. 
 
    “And never,” the woman waggled her finger like a threat, “never ever discuss anything you have seen or heard whilst in a motor vehicle. You should assume that all modes of transport in Moscow are bugged.” 
 
    The dark streets of Moscow slid past the window. I turned on my phone and guiltily went back to the email. A pall of gloom draped itself around my shoulders. 
 
    The notification was dated four days ago. I skimmed it for the thousandth time without really reading. Doom-laden words and phrases leaped out at me until my eyes began to fill with tears. 
 
    ‘The bank regrets…’ 
 
    ‘Foreclosure and forced sale of assets…’ 
 
    ‘Unserviced overdraft beyond normal trading limits…’ 
 
    ‘Demand immediate payment…’ 
 
    I shut off the phone and had to choke down a sob that crawled into the back of my throat. 
 
    When I glanced up and blinked my eyes, Mitch was staring at me, his brow furrowed in concern. There was a flash of silent enquiry in the way he gazed at me. I forced my trembling lips into a tight smile. 
 
    “I’m just cold,” I whispered the lie. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For a girl who had been born and raised in Galveston, I had come a long way. But in reality, I was still a child of Texas, and the great state will always be my home – no matter where in the world I live. 
 
    I moved to Washington to chase my dream of studying political science, and the price for my aspiration had been the need to leave behind my grandmother and the business she had dedicated her entire adult life to building. Both my parents had passed away when I was just a young child; all I have to remember them is an old photograph and the stories my grandmother told after I went to live with her. And so my formative years were spent at my grandmother’s bookstore, sitting in the tiny office at the back of the building, surrounded by the smell of new books and the thousands of imaginative adventures they contained. 
 
    The bookstore had been my safe place against all my childhood sadness. But the past few years had been lean, as new digital technologies changed the way people bought books, and new trends altered the kinds of stories they wanted to read. My grandmother had begun directing her business towards schools and educational texts, and in the spring, there was an order coming from the Canadian government that would ensure that my nana’s little book store stayed open for many years to come… if she could keep her head above water through the difficult winter. 
 
    Nana had lost my mother to cancer, and she had lost me to the lure of a Washington career. All she had left was the little bookshop with the family name proudly painted above the front door. 
 
    And now the banks were threatening to take it away from her. 
 
    I felt the kind of helpless despair that only the desperate and the hopeless know.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The limousine swept through the high steel embassy gates. A marine at the guard post threw up a hand in a silent salute. The car pulled up in front of the embassy’s main building and another man in a uniform came from inside the building. 
 
    I stepped out into the cold, and the uniformed man went around to the far side of the vehicle to hold the door for the Ambassador. We gathered on the steps. I felt the brush of Mitch’s hand in the small of my back. 
 
    “You go on up to bed,” he said kindly. “The Ambassador and I want to meet with some of the other delegation team when they return from the Palace.” 
 
    “But…” I began to protest. My sense of duty kicked in. If Mitch was going to work late, then I should be loyally at his side. 
 
    He shook his head and the protest died on my lips. “It’s informal… and confidential,” he admitted. “Connie, there would be nothing you could do to help apart from fetch coffee – and the embassy has plenty of people to do that. Now, go to bed, get warm and get some sleep.” 
 
    I searched his eyes; his gaze was level, unwavering. “You have to call Washington tomorrow morning. The President’s staff are expecting the call at seven a.m. Moscow time,” I reminded him. 
 
    He nodded. He forgot nothing. He had an incredible insightful mind.  
 
    “I’ll meet you back here in the lobby at six-thirty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Mitch  
 
      
 
    “Who is Sergey Volostok?” I asked the high-level embassy staff who were gathered around the conference table. 
 
    It was after midnight and everyone in the room was haggard and drawn; it had been a long day of delicate negotiations followed by the reception at the Kremlin Palace. Everyone seated at the polished mahogany table was still wearing their dinner suits, bleary-eyed and rumpled. 
 
    The Ambassador looked sideways to a dour-faced man with pasty skin and sunken cheeks. He had the bearing of a mortician. 
 
    “Chuck?” 
 
    The sullen man shook his head. “He can’t be part of the official Russian negotiating team. The register of names was sent to the White House weeks ago and there was no Sergey Volostok listed.” 
 
    The Ambassador looked puzzled. His head turned back to me. 
 
    “A big man, you say? Broad shoulders, ill-fitting suit?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    One of the men slumped low in his seat at the far end of the table reached out for a phone. “I’ll call our contact at the newspapers. They had a photographer covering the event. I’ll get him to send digital files of all his photos.” 
 
    There was a quiet nod of agreement. The Ambassador spoke above the murmur as the man made his call. 
 
    “In the meantime, let’s go through the embassy files, gentlemen. I want everything we have on everyone attached to the Russian negotiating team as well as all their diplomatic staff.” 
 
    It was important. The Russian had initiated contact and seemed intensely concerned about my attitude to the trade deal being negotiated. I needed to know who he really was before I met with him the following evening. 
 
    It took another tiresome hour fruitlessly sifting through embassy files before the digital images finally arrived from the newspaper. There were over three hundred images, and the mysterious Sergey Volostok appeared in just one of them. 
 
    In the photo, he was standing side on, partially obscured by milling delegates. He had one hand in his pocket and in the other was a glass of wine. He seemed to be standing alone in the photo – but the angle of the camera made that just a subjective guess. 
 
    “That’s him,” I stabbed at the digital print with my finger, “That’s the guy.” 
 
    The image was enlarged and projected onto a screen. Everyone in the room leaned close, frowning. 
 
    Nobody knew him. 
 
    “Could he be so low-level that we don’t have a file on him?” one of the men at the table offered. 
 
    “No. Not possible,” the head of the security team attached to the embassy discarded the suggestion out of hand. 
 
    “Then maybe he’s like you, Mr. Stuyversant,” the Ambassador speculated. “Maybe our man Volostok is an emissary working directly for the Russian government, outside the control of their negotiating team…” 
 
    I thought about that, and smiled wryly at the irony. Volostok had told me that the Russians were worried because they knew nothing about me or how I was influencing the American side of the negotiations. Now I realized that we knew nothing about him… 
 
    “If this man does have a direct line to the Russian President, he’s very powerful. Very important… Maybe too important to meet outside of the normal diplomatic channels?” the Ambassador worried. 
 
    I had briefed everyone in the room about the details of the contact with Volostok at the reception. Now the conversation turned to ways of handling our response. 
 
    “He’s too important not to meet,” I countered.  
 
    “Then don’t go alone,” the sour-faced man named Chuck said. “It could be some kind of set-up. They might be looking for ways to compromise you. Take a couple of our security people with you.” 
 
    I considered that possibility, but my gut instinct told me that the Russian was not a threat… and I always trusted my instincts. The days of the Cold War were long past. I was sure this man was a patriot to his country. He wanted the trade deal to go ahead; I had seen his face, sensed his true motives. Russia was suffering from another season of poor agricultural results. They needed help from the West.  
 
    “I don’t intend on meeting Sergey alone,” I said to the room. “But I’m sure not going to be shadowed by a security attachment. I’ll take my personal assistant with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Connie  
 
      
 
    I woke with a start, the bedsheets tangled and twisted tight around my body, and when I sat up I was wide-awake and quivering. 
 
    I’d been dreaming. 
 
    I reached for my phone on the bedside table and glanced at the time. It was two o’clock in the morning. I groaned, flung back the sheets and stood up. My legs were trembling. 
 
    I tottered in just my panties to the adjoining bathroom. Outside the bedroom window, snow was falling in white wind-driven swirls. 
 
    But I was sweating. My heart was thumping in my chest and my skin felt like it was on fire. There was a glass on the edge of the tiny bathroom’s vanity. I filled it with water and drank like I was dying of thirst. 
 
    I didn’t turn on the lights. There was a dull white glow of distant floodlights through the window – enough for me to see the silhouette of myself in the mirror. I leaned over the edge of the sink and regarded my reflection with a mix of perverse arousal and confusion. 
 
    I’d been dreaming of Mitch. 
 
    I was a twenty-year old virgin. I know that’s not normal in this era of teen promiscuity and I’d certainly had plenty of opportunities through my school years to ‘go all the way’… but the truth is that I’d never found the right boy that could stir within me the giddy cocktail of physical lust and emotional love to want to do that. I’d dated my share of hot guys, but never felt an emotional connection. And I’d had teenage crushes… but never with the kind of boys that turned me on sexually. It took me a long time to understand why… and the truth is that I just never connected to boys that were the same age as me, because… well, because they were boys! 
 
    The only things guys my age seemed interested in were sports, their cars and sex.  
 
    I wanted so much more! I yearned for a deeper connection – the special magic that transcends just physical and emotional attraction and becomes spiritual; something I realized only a man could give me. I needed someone who knew who he was, knew what he wanted from life, and someone who had the maturity to realize that relationships were built on the need to give as well as take. 
 
    And as for sex…? 
 
    Well, I thought about it all the time. I fantasized about it. 
 
    But I’d never dreamed about it before. Not like this.  
 
    Goodness, never like this! 
 
    I refilled the glass with more water and went back into the bedroom. I gazed down at the bed. One of the pillows was crumpled on the floor and the sheets had become twisted like a thick braid of rope. The heavy cover lay at the foot of the mattress, crushed and rumpled. It looked like I’d just arisen from endless hours of torrid passion. 
 
    And I had, in a very weird way… 
 
    I dropped onto the edge of the bed and sipped at the water, glancing around the darkened room and watching the shadows that were formed by the distant lights. I was wide awake, and I knew for certain that I wouldn’t be able to sleep again until I cleared my mind of the images that had been so disturbing – and so perversely arousing. 
 
    In my dream, I was back in my Washington cubicle, working at my desk when Mitch summoned me from his office. When I walked in, he was sitting back in his big leather chair behind the massive stinkwood desk. His jacket was hung over the arm of his chair, his tie hanging loose about his collar. He had the sleeves of his white shirt rolled up, exposing the brown muscles of his forearms. He was scanning a report. I stood obedient and silent before the desk for long seconds, watching his face and trying to gauge his mood by his expression. I knew what report he was reading; I had sent it to him just thirty minutes earlier. 
 
    Finally, Mitch sat forward in the chair and slammed the report down. The file made a ‘crack’ like the slap of a hand. I flinched. His handsome face was stern, his lips a pale thin compressed line of disapproval. The edge of his features was made hard by the aggressive thrust of his jaw. His shoulders were back, the shape of his broad chest outlined beneath the shirt. 
 
    “Not good enough,” he growled. His eyes turned cold and glinted like steel. “You disappoint me.” 
 
    He came from behind the desk and stood close beside me. There was a wild ferocity in his gaze, something animalistic and incredibly erotic. He ran his eyes over my body. I was wearing a knee-length navy skirt and a pink silk blouse. He focused his attention on the lace pattern of my bra that showed through the gossamer fabric. 
 
    I felt myself catch on fire. Suddenly my skin flushed hot. 
 
    Finally, his gaze lifted from the swell of my breasts and he stared into my eyes; a direct test of strength that I could not hold. All my senses were reeling. I lowered my eyes and he nodded, confident and satisfied. I had never known these mingled sensations of reckless desire and elation. Mitch’s expression was cold and dispassionate, but in his gaze I could sense his hungry lust. I knew we were fated together by something beyond my understanding. It sent excited tingles along my spine and down through the aching empty space between my legs.  
 
    At last Mitch reached for me, sliding the palm of his hand over the curve of my hip and then down to caress my rear. I closed my eyes. I could feel my whole body quivering with desire. I swallowed hard and licked my lips. Mitch turned the slide of his hand into a lingering caress. My cheeks and throat flushed hot. 
 
    “Bend over.” It was a command. 
 
    I folded forward at the waist and pressed my cheek against the soothing cool of the desk. Instinctively – unbidden – I shuffled my feet apart. Mitch’s hands seized the hem of my skirt and lifted it high up my thighs until I heard his involuntary gasp of surprise and delight. In the dream, I wasn’t wearing any panties. 
 
    I felt utterly exposed and powerless. I could sense his eyes upon the soft and secret parts of me – and that knowledge made me weak with senseless yearning.   
 
    His hand along the moist lips of my pussy sent convulsions sparking through my body. His touch was determined, insistent. I felt him peel me open like the dewy petals of a flower, and my hands bunched into fists of anticipation. 
 
    The air in the office filled with the aroma of sex. In the silence, there was just the gasps of my ragged panting and then the unmistakable sound of Mitch lowering his zipper. I felt the press of one strong hand in the middle of my back, holding me obediently… and then he thrust forward with his hips as the length of him filled and stretched me. 
 
    In my dream, my whole body writhed in a voluptuous shudder and the air was driven from my lungs in a throaty gasp. “Oh, dear God!” I whimpered aloud. I felt consumed by him, overwhelmed by him, crushed and made weak by the sheer dominating force of his lust. I rocked with each drive of his hips, feeling the sway of my breasts and the tremors of each movement rumble like aftershocks down the length of my straining legs and calves. 
 
    I felt myself drifting far, far away on some wave of rising ecstasy. I was moaning, pushing back against him now, greedy for every inch of him inside me. Mitch had his hands on my waist, digging his fingers deep into my flesh, clamping my body in place. 
 
    Using me. 
 
    I blacked out at the instant of my orgasm. Bright pinwheels of sparkling light exploded behind my eyes and my groan of desire became a fractured cry of release that left me weak as a kitten. I went limp on the desk, my pussy clutching, gripping, as if to hold him within me forever. 
 
    He drew himself away and then pulled me down onto my knees. His cock was hard and glistening wet with the rush of my juices. He fisted a hand into my hair and steered my mouth over him. 
 
    I felt the hard length of him swell again as I swirled my tongue and clamped my lips tight around the heat of his cock. Mitch had his head thrown back, his eyes screwed tightly shut, his face lifted to the ceiling. I saw the breadth of his chest swell with a lungful of air that he held and held while my mouth became frantic. 
 
    At the last moment, he pulled back. My mouth hung open. My lips were puffed and glistening, my hair tousled. There was a savage red mist in Mitch’s eyes; a blaze of raw passion. I drew the pink tip of my tongue along the underside of his cock and he grunted like a man who had been heart-punched. 
 
    His growled as he came, spilling white-hot across my tongue and down my chin. I swallowed it all as the tension drained from his straining physique and he drew a deep gasp of fresh breath. 
 
    Slowly the mist cleared from his eyes. He was looking down at me and I was licking my lips, savoring the taste of him that lingered on my tongue. 
 
    “What do you say?” his voice was husky. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said softly. 
 
    “Thank you…what?” 
 
    And then I did it. I said the most outrageous thing, the most perversely arousing thing; the most lurid, most erotic thing of all. 
 
    I called him Daddy. 
 
    “Thank you, Daddy.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at my phone. It was two-thirty. I finished the water and carried the empty glass back to the tiny bathroom. Outside my window, the snow had stopped falling. I could see the fresh powder of it on the windowsill and on the driveway of the embassy compound. 
 
    I climbed back into bed and drew the covers over me. Sleep did not come easily. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    When my alarm went off at five-thirty, I dragged myself out of bed and threw myself under a shower. Snatches of my torrid dream came back to haunt me and I had to chase them away with bursts of cold water. By the time I dressed and reached the embassy’s ground-floor cafeteria my nerves were jangling. 
 
    Mitch was nowhere to be seen. I checked the time on my phone. I was a couple of minutes early.  
 
    The dining area was empty – apart a couple of dark-suited diplomatic types I vaguely remembered seeing at the reception the night before. Both men were hunched over the table they shared, reading newspapers and sipping coffee. I could smell the aromas of fried bacon, sausages, and eggs from a steaming stainless steel server that was lined against one wall. I scraped back a chair at the nearest table and positioned myself so I could see the elevator doors. 
 
    Mitch, I was sure, would be arriving at any minute. 
 
    “Coffee, sweetheart?” I heard the voice come from over my shoulder. 
 
    “Huh?” I turned. 
 
    There was a tall man standing behind my chair, holding a pot of hot coffee. He had a long tress of black hair, gathered and tied at the nape of his neck and there were twinkling diamond stud earrings in each of his ears. He was wearing black shirt and trousers with a white apron tied around a generous stomach. He had heavily-lidded eyes that gave him a sleepy half-awake kind of look. 
 
    “I asked if you would like coffee,” the man gestured at the pot with a flamboyant flick of a limp wrist. “Or would you rather sit there and wait for your sexy dreamboat to join you?” 
 
    I stared aghast. The man smiled down into my face with a wicked look of mocking mischief.  
 
    “I beg your pardon?” instinctive offense and outrage put a sharp edge to my voice. 
 
    The man shifted his weight and gave a hoarse, knowing chuckle. He leaned close to me. He smelled of expensive perfume. “It’s okay, dearie,” his voice was high-pitched and effeminate. “You’re secret is safe with me.” 
 
    “Secret?” I could feel my throat and cheeks flushing with color. My eyes went wide and horrified. 
 
    “He’s a real dish,” the man licked his lips lewdly. “I can understand why you fancy him, your handsome Mr. Stuyversant. In fact, all us girls have our eye on him,” he winked and filled a cup on the table with steaming coffee. As he poured, he leaned close to me and his voice lowered to a whisper. 
 
    “You shouldn’t wait too long, love,” the man muttered. “Don’t spend your whole life rubbing your thighs together, squirming in wet panties just dreaming about him. The best thing you can do – if you want my advice – is reach into his pants and grab yourself a nice hard handful of…” he opened his mouth wide and arched one eyebrow in a thinly-veiled erotic suggestion. 
 
    I sat stunned, trembling, frantic with terror and flushing with acute embarrassment.  
 
    Goodness! Was how I felt about Mitch so obvious? 
 
    I clenched my jaw, bunched my fists and summoned every ounce of indignation I could manufacture. I felt the blood drain away from my cheeks and glared up into the man’s face. 
 
    And then suddenly I felt tired and broken and so overcome with worry and anxiety and stress and frustration that I simply shattered. 
 
    I started to cry. 
 
    The man looked crestfallen. The twinkle faded from his eyes and he dropped down with concern into the seat beside me. He had a tissue stuffed inside the sleeve of his shirt. He held it out to me. 
 
    I blew my nose, dabbed at my eyes. My lips were trembling and my whole body heaved in a shudder. 
 
    The man reached for my hand and gave it a tender pat, like he was soothing a sick puppy. “Dearie, I didn’t mean…” 
 
    I shook my head, still sobbing, but trying to laugh at the absurdity of the moment. “It’s okay,” I said. A teardrop spilled from my cheek and splashed into the coffee cup. I took a deep breath and waved my hand in front of my face to quick-dry my eyes the way we ladies do.  
 
    The man got up from his seat. One of the diplomats at the far table was looking over his shoulder at us, holding his empty cup in his hand and miming for a refill. 
 
    “I’m Julius,” he said in a quick breath as he rose. “And if you ever want to talk, honey – just us girls – I’ll be here all week.” 
 
    I nodded and sniffed, then gave him a quivering smile of gratitude, my eyes still glistening. Julius tossed back his head and flounced towards the waiting man with the mincing steps of a dancer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I sipped at the coffee and pulled myself together. I was thankful Mitch still had not appeared, but that relief began to turn into concern. The White House would be expecting a call in less than thirty minutes and Mitch was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    When I could wait no more, I got up from the chair. I caught Julius’ eye. He was carrying plates of bacon and eggs towards the table where the two diplomats sat. He blew me a sisterly kiss and I smiled back, then headed for the elevators. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr. Stuyversant?” I knocked gently on the door to his room. “It’s after six-thirty, sir.” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Shoot! 
 
    I knocked again, this time a little louder and a little longer, then pressed my ear to the door. I could hear nothing from within – no sound of footsteps, or of a shower running. Nothing. 
 
    What should I do?  
 
    I threw a furtive glance over my shoulder. The hallway was empty. 
 
    “Mr. Stuyversant?” I heard the despair and plea in my voice. “Please, sir.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Idiot! 
 
    I reached for the doorknob and it turned in my hand. The door was unlocked. I stood on the threshold and I could feel my heartbeat suddenly begin to stampede. My hand was shaking. I hesitated, uncertain, for long seconds and then I stepped inside the darkened room. 
 
    The room was much bigger than mine, with windows on either side of a king-size bed, and a door set into the left wall that opened onto a bathroom. The light in the bathroom was on and the door was ajar, casting a slice of pale yellow light across the bed. 
 
    Mitch was lying, sleeping on his back, his body partially covered beneath a twisted sheet. 
 
    I went forward on tiptoes, tortured by voyeuristic shame, and stood beside the bed. He was naked, with one muscled arm thrown back beneath his head. His jaw was stubbled gunmetal blue by new growth, and across his chest were dark crisp whorls of hair that trailed all the way down to his navel. I let my gaze linger with guilty fascination. 
 
    The sheet was trapped tight across his waist so that I could clearly see the outline of his thighs and the dark bulging shadow of his crotch. I licked my lips involuntarily and then – in a moment of impetuous abandon – I remembered what Julius had urged me to do when we had spoken in the cafeteria. 
 
    The best thing you can do – if you want my advice – is reach into his pants and grab yourself a nice hard handful of…” 
 
    My breath was jagged in my throat. My heart began pounding in my chest. 
 
    Should I…? 
 
    As if it had a mind of its own that I had neither the strength nor the will to resist, my right hand slowly reached out to draw aside the edge of the sheet…  
 
    A debauched little voice in my head urged me on. 
 
    Do it! Pull the sheet slowly back, and gently stroke his cock. He’s a handsome single man. He’s gorgeous. He’s strong. He’s a leader, and he has a man’s healthy instincts, and you’re a woman who has your own needs. Just pull the sheet back and lean over the bed. Take him gently in your hand. 
 
    Do it!  
 
    I felt strangely disconnected; my vision began to swim. The beat of my heart became frantic and I could hear the sizzle of my blood as it pounded at my temples. My fingers were trembling. They felt numb and cold. I couldn’t breathe. 
 
    Do it! Do it! Do it! 
 
    The tip of my finger brushed against the cool cotton of the bedsheet. My body spasmed in a great shivering convulsion. My eyes were wide as saucers, like I was watching myself thrown into a horror film while at the same time the tide of my maddened lust for this man rose until it threatened to sweep away the last vestiges of my control, my sanity, my reason. 
 
    I hooked my finger under the hem of the sheet. I could feel the radiated warmth of Mitch’s body. I could smell the familiar musky scent of my arousal. My legs were shaking.  
 
    Do it…! 
 
    Suddenly Mitch’s breathing changed, quickening and becoming shallow. He sighed in his sleep and groaned. 
 
    I snatched my hand back like it had been scalded and choked on a gasp of fright. Waves of white mortified terror washed over me and reality came crashing in.  
 
    I was in my boss’ bedroom, staring at him while he slept naked. 
 
    What the heck had I been thinking? 
 
    I turned on my heel and rushed to the door feeling stinging prickles of fear as though my skin crawled with insects. I pulled the door closed behind me and stood trembling like a leaf in the corridor, gasping for breath, sagged and made weak by how reckless I had almost been. 
 
    I needed this job. I needed the money it paid… and a whole lot more. 
 
    I closed my eyes, filled my lungs with a long calming breath and then hammered my fist on the door, trying to convey a sense of urgency and not my own sexual frustration. 
 
    After a moment, I heard Mitch’s voice, groggy and thick. 
 
    “Heck!” Then, more hesitant, “Come in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mitch 
 
      
 
    I woke to the sound of loud knocking and the disconcerting awareness that someone was in my room with me. I jerked upright in the bed and my eyes swept the walls, my body tensed for sudden action. I was alone. 
 
    The pounding on the door persisted. I shot a dreaded look at the alarm clock on the bedside table and cursed. 
 
    “Heck!” 
 
    I untangled the sheets and draped them around my waist. I felt leaden and fatigued. My eyes were red and raw. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    Connie came into the room and paused in the doorway. She stood with her body stiffly erect and poised as thought standing at attention on an army parade ground… and yet there was some kind of hectic turmoil in her eyes and on her face. 
 
    “Sir, you – ” 
 
    I held up a hand and shook my head in rueful apology. “I’m sorry. I overslept. The meeting downstairs last night didn’t finish until very, very late.” 
 
    “Your call to the President, sir.” 
 
    I nodded. I was bare-chested and that was probably unprofessional of me, but circumstance had made propriety impossible. Besides, Connie was a grown woman, and I’m sure she had seen as much or more nudity at any American beach.  
 
    So long as I kept the bedsheet in place… 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said calmly. “I’ll call the President as arranged. He won’t know if I’m shaved, showered, or wearing blue jeans and a t-shirt. We’ll keep it as our little secret, okay?” 
 
    She smiled a little. “Of course, sir.” 
 
    Her eyes were fixed on a painting that hung above the bedhead and again I was reminded of someone standing rigidly to attention. She had a glazed cast to her eyes now, as though she was disciplining herself not to look directly at me. 
 
    “Do you still have our Russian friend’s contact details?” I asked after a curious moment. 
 
    “Mr. Volostok, sir?” 
 
    “Yes. The calling card I passed to you at the reception.” 
 
    “Yes. It’s still in my purse.” 
 
    “Good.” I stifled a yawn. “I want you to call him this morning, Connie. Don’t use your cell phone. Use one of the phones from within the embassy. That way the call will be monitored, and a record of your conversation will be made. I want you to make arrangements to meet with him tonight. I’ll leave the details to you, but it would be best if we met him somewhere in Moscow.” 
 
    “We, sir?” 
 
    “Yes. You and I.” 
 
    “I’m going with you… sir?” 
 
    “Yes. Unless you don’t want a night out in Moscow…?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure I would enjoy that,” Connie’s enthusiasm was natural. “I just thought it was a business meeting.” 
 
    “It is,” I said. “But there’s no reason we can’t relax a little for a few hours while we have our discussion.” 
 
    Connie’s smile spread a little further across her face. She loosened the stiffness of her stance. 
 
    “And speaking of relaxing,” I went on, feeling fully awake now, “you can have today off. I have nothing scheduled until the debriefing with the negotiating team this afternoon, and the Ambassador mentioned last night that several of the embassy’s staff and families were heading into the city to do some shopping. I thought you might like to join them.” 
 
    “A… a day off work?” Connie frowned a little. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, smiling for a moment and then becoming serious again. “Because when we meet with Volostok this evening, you’ll need to be on your guard at all times. Don’t let the informality of the setting fool you, Connie. The Russian is a hard man, and I’m not entirely sure whether he’s a friend or foe.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    “So tell me, dearie,” Julius broke off a piece of crusty bread. “How long have you been squirming in your panties and groaning for the chance to harass the hard gorgeous body of Mr. Stuyversant?” 
 
    I blushed and made a face of horror and acute awkwardness. I leaned across the table and tried to hush him with a shriveling frown and the force of my gaze. Julius just threw back his head and laughed with glee. It was a hoarse, rasping sound of cheeky delight. He was enjoying my discomfort. 
 
    We were seated at an outdoor café on one of the busy streets that made up Moscow’s shopping district, frequented mainly by foreigners. It was cold but the interior of the café was full with regular diners and the other people from the embassy who had journeyed into the city with us. Still, Julius had a loud voice, and the idea that someone inside might overhear him mortified me. 
 
    “It’s not like that,” I hissed defensively. 
 
    Julius’ eyes became sly. “Tell me.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He gave a camp little flick of his wrist and then said in a louder voice: “Tell me how long you have wanted to mess Mitch Stuyversant.” 
 
    I snatched at his hand. 
 
    “Julius! Goodness, keep your voice down.” 
 
    “Tell me…” his tone became a threat. 
 
    I sighed. My shoulders slumped. I hung my head a little to the side and surrendered. “Since about fifteen minutes after I met him,” I confessed, shamefaced. 
 
    Julius’ eyes were twinkling like bright little stars. “Powerful and successful men,” Julius sighed with dreamy longing. “If there is a stronger sexual stimulant for us girls, then I don’t know what it is.” He reached for another piece of bread and held it to his mouth, then stopped. 
 
    “Have you messed him yet?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “But you’re going to, right?” 
 
    I thought about that. I remembered the moment in Mitch’s room just this morning when my hand had been only tantalizing inches from his cock. I shook my head. “No,” I said sadly. 
 
    Julius looked horrified. “You’re not going to throw that tight firm young body of yours at him?” 
 
    I made a plaintive fluttering gesture of helplessness with my hands. “I want to…” I said, puzzling through my thoughts as I was speaking. “But there’s a bigger picture to consider.” 
 
    “You have a boyfriend?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then it must be his age that’s stopping you. He’s so much older.” 
 
    “He’s not,” I said a little more hotly than I had intended and then felt compelled to explain. “Okay, he’s older. He’s forty-eight.” 
 
    “And you’re…?” 
 
    “Twenty. Almost twenty-one. That’s not such a big age gap, you know. Plenty of rock stars and businessmen have younger girlfriends. And besides, I happen to be attracted to older men. They’re more mature, more worldly. They’re more in control, and they take charge. That’s what I want,” I heard myself speaking and knew that I was rambling, but I couldn’t stop. I needed to purge myself of all the angst and emotion that had been simmering below the surface before the burden of it broke me. 
 
    “You want a rich man?” Julius teased me. 
 
    “No. I want a strong man,” I sighed wistfully. “Someone to take care of me, Julius. Someone who will protect me when I need to shelter from the worries of the world and someone I can lean on.” 
 
    Julius popped the piece of bread into his mouth and chewed. His eyes were alight with more mischief. I stared down into my coffee cup wondering why I was confessing my most personal problems to this stranger and why doing it felt so liberating. 
 
    Julius turned and signaled a waiter. A tall young man came to the table. He had slicked back hair and the first wispy strands of a beard on his chin. 
 
    “Can we have some more bread, gorgeous?” Julius asked sweetly and pointed to the empty basket in the middle of our table. 
 
    The waiter nodded, made an intelligible grunt. As he walked off, Julius took a long lustful moment to stare at the young man’s butt. When he looked my way again there was a lecherous grin on his lips. 
 
    “So Mitch Stuyversant seems the perfect man for you,” Julius brought his attention back to analyzing my problem. “He’s everything you want, and he’s rich and powerful.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I lamented. 
 
    “But…?” 
 
    “But there’s a bigger problem…” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    There was a long silence and a hint of crackling irritation in Julius’ expression. I realized in that moment why I felt so relaxed in his company, and why I had so freely confessed my lust for Mitch. Julius was raw and uncensored. He was forthright, blunt, quirky, crude, and brutally honest. He wasn’t a Washington politician who guarded his words and he wasn’t a threat to my career. He was just himself; brash and abrasive, but also a sweet, caring soul. 
 
    “I need money,” I said softly. 
 
    Julius became serious. His camp mannerisms drifted away on the cold frigid air. “How much?” 
 
    My face became forlorn. “Lots. Fifty-thousand dollars at least.” 
 
    “What kind of trouble are you in?” 
 
    The bread arrived. As the waiter leaned past us to place the basket on the table, Julius blew the young man a flirtatious kiss.  
 
    “Naslazhdat’sya,” the waiter muttered and walked quickly back inside the café. Julius shrugged then fixed me with his gaze. 
 
    “Spill,” he demanded. 
 
    And so I told him. I told him about my grandmother and the financial trauma she was facing. I told him about my childhood – growing up without my parents – and how I spent my afternoons in the backroom of the bookstore reading everything I could find. I confessed to the guilt I was carrying for leaving my grandmother’s side and moving to Washington, and how I felt I was to blame for her money worries because the downturn in the business had coincided with the time I had moved away. And then, when it was all said and out there, I admitted the biggest secret of all. 
 
    “And I can’t just throw myself at Mitch Stuyversant, even if I wanted to,” I said in a tremble. “Because I’m… I’m a virgin, Julius. I wouldn’t even know how to seduce him.” 
 
    When I had finished talking I dropped my eyes to my coffee, expecting a gale of riotous laughter. But Julius was silent and when I looked at him at last I noticed the profound change in the way he was gazing at me. It could have been a look of shock, wonder, or incredulity. 
 
    Or it could have been a look of sympathetic compassion and new understanding. 
 
    “Can you get a personal loan and then give the money to your grandmother?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No one will accept me,” I said. “I’m just a temporary assistant to Mitch, filling in for one of his regular staff. This isn’t a full-time job, so no bank will look at me.” 
 
    Julius was frowning. He started to say something then bit his tongue. 
 
    “What?” I urged. 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders and then swished the braid of his ponytail. “You could ask Stuyversant for the money…” he offered. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head emphatically. “I’m sure there are laws against that, and even if there aren’t it would be improper.” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    Julius sighed. 
 
    “I’m messed,” I said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Mitch  
 
      
 
    The embassy limousine drove us through the Moscow night and pulled up in front of a well-known restaurant on Teatrainy Drive, just before seven o’clock. 
 
    The night was cold but clear. Connie was wearing a knee-length white dress, cut perfectly to the curves and contours of her slim figure. She had let her hair out and it shimmered like a champagne cloud across her shoulders. Her eyes were bright with girlish wonder. When the limousine slowed to a stately halt, the driver came around and opened the door.  
 
    I leaned towards Connie to issue one last gentle caution. Our bodies pressed together, our faces so close that I only needed to whisper to be heard. Her eyes lifted to mine, and her lips were moist and slightly parted. Something yearning moved in her gaze, liquid and solemn, and I realized with a small shock of sudden clarity that she was truly beautiful. 
 
    “Remember to guard your words tonight,” I smiled. I could smell her perfume. Connie nodded. 
 
    For a moment longer I looked into her eyes, searching for signs of conceit or spite or meanness, but I saw only determination and intelligence. 
 
     I watched Connie climb from the car and my eyes wandered appreciatively from the toned length of her calf to the perfect firm roundness of her rear. She had an exquisite figure, the attraction of her made all the more alluring by the fact that she never behaved like she knew she was beautiful. She was devoid of vanity or narcissism. 
 
    I felt a deep pang of regret. 
 
    If only I was twenty years younger… 
 
    The biting cold of the night gnawed at us as we stood on the sidewalk, bathed in the lights that spilled through the restaurant’s plate glass windows. 
 
    “Connie will call you and arrange for you to pick us up later tonight,” I instructed the limousine driver. He nodded, climbed back into the warmth of the car, and pulled sedately away from the curb without a word. 
 
    I turned on the sidewalk. Traffic was passing in a steady flow of muted noise and great clouds of steaming exhaust smoke. 
 
    “That’s Red Square,” I said to Connie and pointed across the way. “It’s one of Moscow’s great landmarks.” 
 
    “Red Square?” Connie’s voice was small and brittle in the cold. 
 
    I nodded. “It’s considered the central square of Moscow because the city’s major streets all originate from there. It’s always been a significant part of the city, reaching right back through the centuries.” 
 
    I was stalling, idling away a few seconds on the sidewalk to see whether the embassy car had a Russian trailing vehicle. I saw no other cars following the limousine as it drove into the darkened night and I allowed myself to relax. I turned back to Connie and took her arm. 
 
    Sergey Volostok was waiting for us inside the front door of the restaurant, looking as vast and menacing as any bouncer. He threw his arms wide in a gesture of welcome and the smile on his face was unaffected friendliness. We shook hands and held eye contact. The smile broadened on his lips, when he turned his attention to Connie. 
 
    “Greetings to you both,” his big voice seemed even louder in the subdued ambience of the restaurant. He took Connie’s hand and bowed to kiss it in an act of clumsy gallantry. “So very pleased you decided to accept my invitation. Come!” he waved us past the concierge’s desk. “I have a table waiting in the back.” 
 
    The restaurant was a splendor of floor-to-ceiling columns, wall-length mirrors and a décor of dark wood and marble. An elegant winding staircase with gold-painted balustrade led to a second floor. The lighting was dimmed to create darkened private corners. Waiters glided efficiently back and forth through the double doors that led to the kitchens. 
 
    Our table was set in a small alcove near the back, where we would not be disturbed or overlooked by other patrons. Sergey had apparently arranged for a personal waiter; a young man was standing beside the table with his back straight and his hands clasped demurely in front of his hips. When he saw us approaching he pulled Connie’s chair out for her and she sat like a beautiful bird settling on a perch. 
 
    She was shimmering and radiant. The light caught the highlights in her hair and turned them into a golden halo.  
 
    Sergey was a magnanimous host and the food was a collection of superb traditional Russian dishes. I made sure to drink sparingly, but Sergey had no such inhibitions. The man could drink like a fish! 
 
    After the entrée the mood became more subdued. Sergey’s gaze kept shifting to catch Connie from the corner of his eye. There were doubtful little crinkles across his brow and a change in the set of his mouth that I read as worry or perhaps concern. I leaned across the table. 
 
    “Sergey, you can speak freely,” I assured him and glanced at Connie with a look that was fraught with significance. “Nothing you say will leave this table.” 
 
    The big Russian nodded, and his eyes became hooded for a moment. At last he sat back in his chair. 
 
    “The trade negotiations,” he began. “They have reached a critical point, yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. The dealing between our governments had begun almost two frustrating years ago, but such are the ways of diplomacy that very little real progress had since been made. Global negotiations were like that; one side stated its position for weeks while the other side refused to budge from its own stance. Ultimately a small amount of ground was conceded by one of the parties, and for the ensuing weeks the stalemate returned once again. It was like laying siege to a city. Both sides were so terrified of making a bad deal, that they risked making no deal at all. And no deal would be bad business for both our governments. 
 
    “But there are obstacles…” 
 
    “Yes,” I said again, and then took a calculated risk. “Our government cannot accept the grain concession subsidy that Moscow is proposing, Sergey. It’s just too much to ask.” 
 
    The burly Russian looked aggrieved. He launched into a sudden impassioned speech. 
 
    Although his English faltered occasionally, Sergey was eloquent and persuasive, speaking with passion. He gesticulated with his hands, talking with a spontaneous glow of commitment that radiated from him in every movement and expression. 
 
    He was a skilled orator, mixing genuine fervor with staged theatrical gestures and expressions. But through it all, one thing became clear: Russia needed to quickly finalize this trade deal. 
 
    When he was finished speaking, Sergey slumped back in his chair and lapsed into contemplative silence like a big balloon that had deflated. 
 
    I waited a full minute before I finally spoke. 
 
    “Sergey are you the kind of man with the kind of connections who can make the final decisions on this deal?” I phrased my words carefully, concealing the point of the question under a thin veil. 
 
    “Yes,” he said emphatically. 
 
    I sat back. We were both the same kind of man, with the same mission I realized. Sergey had a direct line to his president and the power to force an agreement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    Moscow sparkled in the night as the car swept through the streets of the city and finally stopped in front of a restaurant.  
 
    I was nervous and anxious, delighting in the joy of being alone and so close to Mitch, while in my mind my thoughts were a turmoil of lurid fantasies. 
 
    The driver got out of the car and came to open the door. I tightened my grip on my purse and braced myself for the bite of the cold night air. 
 
    Then suddenly Mitch was leaning in close to me. 
 
    I felt the press of his leg and muscled arm against my side and my breath hitched in my throat. I turned my face slowly to his, and my whole body seemed to melt. 
 
    “Remember to guard your words tonight,” he said in a gentle tone that was wrapped around a smile. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    His voice felt like the teasing caress of fingers across my cheek. I sensed the fine hair along my arms and at the nape of my neck rise, and a sudden flush of warmth spilled down my chest and turned my nipples hard.  
 
    Oh goodness! 
 
    I wanted him to touch me. The ache for him was obsessive. I imagined his hands gently but insistently pushing my knees apart and the thought of it made my legs tremble. The wedge between my clenched thighs cramped into a knot of wet desire. I could barely breathe. 
 
    Touch me! I willed him. 
 
    Kiss me! My lips parted, glistening and moist. 
 
    Mitch was searching my eyes. My chest swelled with the pain of my frustration. I secretly leaned myself against him, soaking in the heat of his body and inhaling the intoxicating man-smell of him. 
 
    Touch me, please! my mind cried out in desperation. Dominate me with your hands and your mouth. Take me for your pleasure. Can’t you see how badly I want you? 
 
    Then I heard the car door opening behind me. Mitch stirred, straightening in his seat… and the fragile intimate spell between us was broken. 
 
    I climbed out of the limousine and stepped, trembling, onto the sidewalk. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The restaurant was elegant and the food full of peculiar and fascinating flavors. As we ate, Mitch and the Russian jousted across the dinner table, speaking in friendly tones and hidden meanings. 
 
    I confess, I remember not a word of what was said. My thoughts were still in the limousine, going over every instant of that moment before the driver had opened the door. I was in state of quivering mayhem. My panties were soaked and I gently stirred my hips as we ate to spread the melting burn of my arousal throughout my entire lower body. 
 
    When at last Mitch and the Russian began to stand, I looked up, my face a mask of bewilderment. 
 
    “Sorry,” I blurted. “I wasn’t listening.” 
 
    Mitch smiled and went behind me to draw back my chair. “We’re going,” he said kindly. “Sergey wants to show us a nightclub on the next corner of the block.” 
 
    “A nightclub?”  
 
    Mitch nodded. “I told him I wanted to see a glimpse of the real Moscow, remember?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Mitch  
 
      
 
    We rounded the corner and walked towards the end of the street where I could see a cluster of milling people amidst strobes of rainbow-colored light. Sergey and I walked with Connie between us, and we shivered with the cold. The road was wet and slick, splashed with a yellow glow from the street lamps. Overhead the stars were just pale pricks in a black moonless sky. 
 
    “This is a well-known nightclub,” Sergey looked like the kind of man who had never visited such a place. He didn’t exactly have the build nor grace for dancing. “Many young people come here and it also caters to western tourists,” he explained as we drew closer. The clusters of people took individual form as we neared; there were lots of young women in short glittering dresses, their faces masked with layers of makeup, tottering precariously on the ice-slick sidewalk in high heels. Many of them were smoking, waiting in roped-off lines that led to a closed door guarded by bouncers. The security men wore crew-cuts and were dressed in black leather jackets and jeans. They were rugged, muscle-bound thugs with dead gray eyes and anvil jaws. 
 
    The beat of thumping music was like a living pulse, humming on the air and increasing every time the door was opened to accept more patrons. I glanced sideways at Sergey. 
 
    “We’re going in here?” I asked. 
 
    “Da,” he said with a shrug. “You wanted to see the city.” 
 
    I shook my head. “The real city,” I said. “This looks like a place for foreigners and kids with rich parents.” I cast a look around. The block of buildings was gray and bleak, but on the opposite side of the road I saw a high-rise building and another crowd of dark figures on the sidewalk. There was a green neon sign above the glass doors that gave entry into the high-rise, and at ground level, on one side of the building, ran a narrow alleyway where another neon sign blazed. It was red. 
 
    I pointed. “What’s that building?” 
 
    Sergey looked pained. “That is a hotel,” he said, pointing to the green sign above the door. 
 
    “And what’s that?” I asked, pointing to the red neon sign in the alleyway. 
 
    “It’s a nightclub called ‘Underground’,” he said mournfully. 
 
    “Let’s go there,” I said. 
 
    Sergey looked suddenly alarmed. He seized my arm and drew me away from Connie. 
 
    “That is very bad place,” he said in a hoarse whisper. “Russian mafia. They own the hotel and the nightclub. There will be unsavory people,” he wrinkled his nose to make sure I understood his meaning. “It is not a fit place to take the young girl.” 
 
    As he had been trying to dissuade me, his voice had become louder. 
 
    Connie was staring at us, her arms folded, shivering. Her temper flashed. “I’m not a young girl,” she interrupted, thrusting out her jaw with determination and defiance.  
 
    Sergey flinched like he had been slapped in the face. I stared into his dark eyes. 
 
    “Do you know these Russian mafia types?” I asked. 
 
    “Da, of course,” he said. “That is why I know it is not a secure place, yes?” 
 
    I smiled and started for the curb. “If you know them, Sergey… and if you really have the political power I suspect you have, then we should be perfectly safe.” 
 
    We waited for a break in traffic and crossed the road. Sergey was frowning, his big bear face darkened by an unhappy scowl. Connie was brooding, perhaps stung by Sergey’s inference that she was too young to frequent such an establishment.  
 
    I was smugly satisfied.  
 
    I had no doubt that the restaurant had been crawling with listening devices, and I suspected the night club he had wanted to take us to had been similarly prepared – maybe with security cameras, or sprinkled with Russian intelligence operatives disguised as dancers. My insistence had caught him off-balance.  
 
    Mafia or not, the ‘Underground’ would be a place where this Russian and I could – at last – talk openly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The group of figures who gathered at the entrance to the place were insolent grim-faced youths. Sergey approached the doorway and spoke to them in barking Russian. One of the men looked past his shoulder and ran a curious eye over Connie and me. 
 
    There was a brief commotion, followed by another strident outburst from Sergey before the group of young men finally parted and the door to the nightclub was swung open. Sergey turned and gestured us inside. 
 
    The ‘Underground’ was a dark seedy hole that had once been the hotel’s basement. The air smelled of stale alcohol, pungent cigarette smoke and sweat. The stained carpet was sticky underfoot, and the lighting was low and gloomy. Across one wall of the nightclub was a bar counter and a mirrored backdrop. Red lights hung suspended from the ceiling beams, tendrils of thick smoke writhing in their glow. 
 
    The main room was filled with closely packed men and women, milling about a small circular stage that stood before a tattered red curtain. The men were middle-aged and oily and the girls were young and pale, wearing short dresses.  
 
    Sergey cleared a path to the bar, pushing through the crowds like a bulldozer for Connie and I to follow in his wake. The people parted sullenly and then pressed back close around us, scowling and muttering darkly at our intrusion. 
 
    “The man who owns this place owns also the hotel above,” Sergey explained. He was sweating in the cloying airless room. “He is mafia. He and his son control this whole side of the street.” 
 
    He turned away and caught the eye of a man behind the bar. He ordered drinks. I felt Connie pressing close against me and I glanced at her. Her face was very pale and her eyes enormous. She looked like a small frightened animal lost in the woods. I smiled at her reassuringly.  
 
    “We won’t be here long,” I promised her.  
 
    She nodded bravely. A man walked by, carrying a bottle of vodka. He brushed up against Connie as he passed and then cackled lecherously. I saw her shudder and cringe. 
 
    I put my arm on Sergey’s shoulder to get his attention and he turned. 
 
    “We need to find somewhere to talk,” I said. “Now.” 
 
    Sergey frowned but he could read the insistence in my expression. He nodded. “There is a back office,” he said. We will go there.” 
 
    I jerked my head to indicate Connie. “She must be safe.” 
 
    “Da,” Sergey said gravely. He leaned across the counter and spoke to the man who was pouring drinks. The man pointed towards a darkened corner of the nightclub and Sergey nodded. 
 
    “The owner’s son,” he explained. “He is standing in that corner. He will watch over the girl while we go into the back office to have our talking.” 
 
    I took Connie possessively by the arm and pulled her to me. I could feel the firm press of her breasts against my chest and the hollow concave of her lower pelvis as our bodies were pushed together by the crowds. 
 
    “I need to talk privately with Sergey,” I explained. “I have to leave you for a few minutes. The owner’s son will watch you and keep you safe. Okay?” 
 
    Connie’s eyes were filled with the loyal innocence of an adoring puppy. Her lips were pressed together, her features fixed, but I could feel her trembling. She gave a hesitant little nod of her head. 
 
    We edged our way back into the thronging crowd and the people swirled away and then closed back around us, pressing close with smoldering gloating contempt on their faces. 
 
    We walked slowly, deliberately. My expression was fixed and stony, sensing that any show of weakness or concern would trigger danger. As we pushed through the masses I wondered absently how many people in the room carried weapons. 
 
    Most of them, if not all of them, was my guess… 
 
    We went up three steps and came face-to-face with a man in his twenties. He was sickly pale, his flesh like wax, his jawline bloated and blurred by indulgence or disease. 
 
    He was leaning back against a wooden railing with the buttons of his silk shirt undone to the navel, revealing the soft clammy flesh of his chest. There were women standing on either side of him. The girls were very young, wearing tight skirts. They smiled the forced grins of wanton whores and their eyes were infinitely weary. 
 
    “This is Nikolai,” Sergey introduced the young man. He will watch over Connie while we meet with his father.” 
 
    Sergey leaned close to the young man and spoke earnestly and urgently into his ear. The youth’s expression never altered, but something dark and reptilian slithered behind his eyes. His gaze shifted from me and crawled over Connie, lingering flat and snake-like.  
 
    When Sergey had finished speaking, the young man grunted and nodded his head. Sergey took me by the arm. I fixed Connie with one last look of reassurance, and followed the Russian down a long dark passage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a huge man standing guard by a door. He had a shaved, scarred head and he was holding a pistol in his hand, his arm hanging loose beside his body. Sergey spoke to the man and then pounded his fist on the wall. I heard a muffled call from within a room and then Sergey pushed the door open and I followed him into a dingy smoke-filled office. 
 
    A middle-aged man was sitting behind a desk that was strewn with money. He had a cigar clamped in one corner of his mouth. His face was bleak, his eyes almost hidden within folds of gray, pallid flesh. He was unshaven, his shirt stained with splashes of spilled alcohol and his fingers tarnished yellow by nicotine. He glanced up at Sergey and nodded cautiously. Sergey ignored the man. He turned on his heel and wheeled to face me in the middle of the office floor. 
 
    “Now,” the Russian growled. “We talk.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. We stood toe-to-toe, both of us projecting our will upon the other, both of us understanding the need to dominate. In the background, muffled and muted by the walls, I could hear the sudden thumping sound of dance music. 
 
    “You say the concession for grain we demand is too much,” Sergey’s voice was raw and unrestrained. “This is rubbish, and you know it.” He jabbed a finger at me. “You have already made the same deals we are asking for with other countries, yet you make us pay more.” 
 
    “Yes,” I acknowledged, unapologetic and bristling with defiance. “Because your government keeps reneging on every agreement we have ever formalized. We’re dealing with your government from an adversarial perspective because there is not enough trust.” 
 
    The Russian faltered and then grumbled, seeing the truth of what I had said. I went on. 
 
    “Until we know we are dealing with people we can trust, we will never agree to your terms.” My eyes flashed, locking onto Sergey’s.  
 
    The Russian went quiet for long tense seconds. 
 
    “So, how can we build this trust?” he gruffed at last. 
 
    I shrugged. I didn’t have the answer. “Somehow we need a gesture of good will and friendship,” I said vaguely. “Only then can all other matters relating to the deal be swiftly overcome.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    Idiot! 
 
    I watched Mitch stride away down a long dark corridor and a chill of panicked fear washed over me. When at last he disappeared through a doorway and into another room, I think I actually groaned in despair. 
 
    I was alone in this seedy crowded bar, surrounded by hostile lecherous eyes and I wanted to curl up and cry. 
 
    The guy I had been left with said something to me in a voice that was thick with lust and slurred by alcohol. I didn’t understand the words, but I didn’t need to. His meaning was clear. 
 
    I snarled at him, and he laughed. 
 
    I wanted to scream. I wanted to claw my way through the press of bodies and make for the door. I wanted to escape outside into the cool night air… but I didn’t dare even try. Unprotected, I wouldn’t have made it ten feet. 
 
    For a split-second an unbidden image flashed into my mind – a vision of me pinned down on the sticky floor of the nightclub with my dress forced up around my waist and my legs spread while a spectating crowd of roaring men cheered on my attackers. 
 
    I forced the obscene picture from my mind and concentrated on the beat of music that had suddenly begun playing. It was a Russian rock song; sounding disjointed and loose compared to western rock, but with a constant numbing bass beat. 
 
    The thug I had been left with flicked his gaze over my body and his eyes felt like crawling insects as they lingered on the shape of my breasts and then slid casually downwards. 
 
    At the same time he reached out for one of the young girls who stood close by. She came to him obediently, her eyes glazed and vacant.  One of his hands, fat and pale as a slug, slithered beneath the hem of the girl’s skirt and began rubbing her pussy. She pliantly shuffled her feet apart to give him better access, then stood rigid as a mannequin while his fingers became busy. The thug looked at me and licked his lips.  
 
    I turned away and saw a well-dressed middle-aged woman come through the curtain and step up onto the small stage. She had oriental features, and was wearing a long silken dress. She had her hands high in the air like a preacher before a worshipping flock.  
 
    The music softened to become background sound and the woman’s piercing voice reached out across the nightclub. 
 
    “Greetings everyone,” she smiled broadly. “We have some wonderful goods on display tonight – some really beautiful merchandise for you to bid on. Have you all arranged your finances?” 
 
    There was a roar of excitement from the assembled crowd. The oriental woman clapped her hands and after a short pause another person appeared through the curtain and stepped onto the stage beside her. It was a young girl – maybe eighteen or nineteen. She had dirty blonde hair that cascaded in curls down her back, and she was wearing a short black skirt and a flimsy white lace top. The girl’s face had been carefully made up. She propped one hand on her hip and smiled into the faces of the appreciative crowd. 
 
    The oriental woman circled the girl, walking around the stage and working the crowd into a frenzy. They clapped and whistled until at last the woman sensed the mood and the moment. She thrust her hands back into the air and the crowd became hushed. 
 
    “This is Annika,” she said, her voice almost a shriek. “She is from the Ukraine – a beautiful young girl who wants to sell her most prized possession.” 
 
    “Virgin! Virgin! Virgin!” the crowd began to chant.  
 
    The oriental woman smiled. “Yes! She is a virgin, and very beautiful.” 
 
    “Let us see her wares, Ming!” someone from the crowd called out and the cry was instantly taken up by at least fifty others. 
 
    The oriental woman looked slyly across the faces in the crowd. “You want to see what you’re buying?” her voice had lowered and became oily and obscene. 
 
    The crowd roared and stomped their feet. 
 
    The oriental woman named Ming turned to the young woman and slowly began to undress her. She did it with showmanship and skill, tantalizing her audience with brief glimpses of milky white flesh as she loosened the girl’s clothes like a skilled strip-tease artist. At last she drew aside the girl’s lace blouse and the crowd gave a collective sigh of appreciation. 
 
    The girl had large full breasts, the skin of her chest slightly tanned and freckled, but the flesh of her breasts was untouched by the sun, milky white and smooth. They hung with the weight of their size, and her nipples were big and dark and hardened by her own arousal. 
 
    Ming went behind the girl and pulled back her shoulders, displaying the blonde’s body and turning her in a slow circle for all to see. 
 
    I watched the unfolding scene with horror and a perverse voyeuristic fascination that made me ashamed, yet acutely aroused. The slimy thug who stood beside me grunted. He had one hand to his mouth, suckling at the juices of the girl he had been fingering. His eyes flashed back to slither hotly over my body. 
 
    “You can make big money,” he said in broken English. 
 
    I flinched. “What?” 
 
    The man waved his hand at the girl on the stage. “She will sell for maybe forty, maybe fifty thousand,” he made a face of contempt. “But western women are the great prize,” he smiled lecherously and dribble spilled from his slack purple lips. “I saw one girl from France sell for two-hundred thousand,” he said. “And she was not as pretty as you.” 
 
    I’m sure I went white as marble; I could feel the blood rushing from my face and as the giddy horror of the suggestion hit me, I felt the floor beneath me teeter so that I thought I might faint. I clutched at the rail to support myself. The thug narrowed his eyes in cunning appraisal. 
 
    “Are you a virgin?” he asked bluntly. 
 
    “Idiot off!” I hissed. 
 
    The man shrugged, and his face became bland as though he couldn’t care less. But I saw that he was sweating now and behind the flat disinterested expression there was keen fascination. He rubbed his hand across the stubble on his jowls as if trying to guess my sexual status the way a man might calculate whether a horse was a thoroughbred racer… or a nag. 
 
    He took a cigarette from his pocket and lit it, then blew a puff of smoke at the ceiling. 
 
    In the background I could hear men’s voices coming from the floor of the nightclub. They were crying out their offers – bidding for the prize of the blonde girl’s virginity. 
 
    The thug paid no attention. His eyes were fixed on my face, scrutinizing me. I felt hot under the blow-torch of his lecherous gaze but was unable to look away, mesmerized by the horror and with a macabre fascination. 
 
    The thug snatched the cigarette from between his lips and inspected it with stained yellow fingers. The sweat on his hands had soaked through the rice paper. He crushed it under his heel. 
 
    “Here,” he said with a grunt. He wrote a number down on the back of a matchbook and thrust it into my hand. “If you decide you want much money, call me and I will arrange.” 
 
    I crushed the matchbook in the tight fist of my hand. 
 
    But I didn’t throw it away… 
 
    I turned, trembling with outrage and shivering shame back towards the crowd. An overweight man in a rumpled gray suit was on the stage pumping his fist in the air and accepting the adulation of the audience. I guessed he had won the bidding. The blonde girl bent to snatch up her top and disappeared behind the curtain. 
 
    There was a lull through the nightclub for almost a full minute before the oriental woman clapped her hands once more. The noise of it in the stuffy airless room sounded like multiple gunshots. When the sea of faces turned towards her she smiled and tugged at the curtain. 
 
    Another girl appeared. She was tall and slim with a doll-like face and black hair that had been piled atop her head, emphasizing her long slender neck. She looked about my age. The girl wore a sheer high-collared blouse that was so see-through, the shape of her breasts and the little round buds of her nipples were clear for all to see. 
 
    The crowd sighed and seemed to sway gently towards the stage. 
 
    “This is Martinka,” the oriental woman announced, and then drew the girl forward to the edge of the stage. The young woman’s eyes were droopy, her smile fixed and distant. She was wearing a ripped denim skirt and high-heels. She tottered for balance. 
 
    The girl was very pretty, I realized, with the face and figure of a catwalk model. I let go of the rail and leaned closer. The oriental woman was speaking but I could barely hear her over the hiss and surge of the audience. 
 
    “Is she a virgin, Ming?” 
 
    “Of course!” the oriental woman propped her hands on her hips and turned her face into a parody of offense. “We auction only the finest, pure goods.” She waggled her finger at the man in the crowd. “You know that very well, mister!” 
 
    There was a ripple of laughter from around the room, and the man she was pointing at reddened. One of his friends slapped him on the back good-naturedly.  
 
    “Show us what we’re buying!” came another cry from the darkness. 
 
    Ming nudged the girl’s shoulder and with slow drugged movements the young woman reached up under her short skirt and slowly pulled down her panties. She stepped out of the knickers and threw them into the crowd. There was scramble that became a scuffle. The girl ignored the fracas and lifted the hem of her skirt like a curtain to reveal the shaved smooth lips of her pussy. 
 
    With her skirt bunched tight around her waist, the girl clasped her hands behind her back. The movement pushed her perfect breasts against the gossamer of her blouse. Then she tilted one hip at an enchanting angle and lifted her chin. The crowd gasped. 
 
    The oriental woman obviously sensed the bidding would be high and her smile was wicked with triumph. 
 
    “Imagine one amazing night with this beauty from Kiev,” Ming whipped up their excitement. “Imagine taking her virginity and her cries of pleasure as she opens her legs and welcomes your hard cock inside her tight hole…” 
 
    The crowd swayed like they were hypnotized. Ming went on, lowering her voice, teasing. 
 
    “It will be a night for you to remember your whole life,” she painted erotic pictures in their minds, “but it doesn’t just have to be a quick idiot,” she shook her head. “A girl this beautiful must be enjoyed and savored before you deflower her.” 
 
    She touched the tip of her finger to the girl’s lower lip and then with slow and evocative deliberation, she eased her finger into the girl’s mouth, sliding it slowly in and out. The young woman’s eyes were closed and she was swaying gently on her feet.  
 
    Ming smiled lecherously. “Aah, her pretty mouth is so soft and moist,” she cooed in a lover’s voice. 
 
    Mayhem erupted across the floor of the nightclub. The men flung their hands in the air, shouting their bids over the top of each other. Ming acknowledged each new bid with thrusts of her hand until the price for the dark-haired girl’s virginity reached sixty-two thousand dollars. 
 
    I was reeling in shock, and still simmering with indignation at the thug’s abhorrent suggestion that I should auction my own body to some depraved degenerate. 
 
    But… 
 
    Slithering in the recesses of my mind, like some dark serpent, was the sudden understanding that beyond my own humiliation and degradation was the opportunity to solve my grandmother’s financial worries in a single night of anonymous sex. 
 
    “Sixty-five thousand!” a voice next to me cried out, and I spun, wrenched from my own inner reflection, to see the young Russian thug an arm in the air. 
 
    He was staring at the girl on the stage and his eyes blazed with a fanatical hungry gleam.  
 
    “Sold!” Ming declared triumphantly, sealing the girl’s fate. 
 
    The thug’s face was slick with sweaty lust and he smelled like boiled cabbage. He ran one hand through the oily tangle of his hair and went down the stairs to claim his prize. As he brushed past me, he screwed his slack lips into a hideous smile.  
 
    “Remember, American chick. Call me if you want to sell your pussy,” his breath was rancid. “It will make much money. Make you rich and happy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mitch emerged from the dark gloom of the corridor and it took all of my restraint not to run to him and fling my arms around his neck. His face as he strode towards me was set like stone. He was alone. He frowned when he heard the noise and saw the crowd clustered around the small stage but he said nothing. Instead he took me by the elbow and used the frenzy as a diversion. We pushed against the surging tide of the crowd and broke out through the front doors of the nightclub into the sweet, fresh frigid air. 
 
    I sagged with relief, shaken by the ordeal and by the witches’ brew of emotions that had been stirred within me. 
 
    Mitch ran his eyes over me, frowning, as though to check a fragile vase for cracks or chips. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    I nodded. My hands were trembling. 
 
    Mitch grunted. His eyes were black as coal, his mouth drawn into a thin hard line. “Call the embassy driver and tell him where we are,” he said. “I want a car here in three minutes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    At last, within the walls of the embassy compound and inside the solitude of my little room, the waves of exhaustion and fatigue crashed over me. I walked to the bathroom in a daze, all my senses reeling. I was incredibly aroused and repulsed at the same time. 
 
    I stared my reflection in the mirror and the face that stared back looked drawn and pale. I could see soft bruise-like smudges beneath my eyes – the lingering traces of the night’s torrid ordeal. 
 
    What just happened? 
 
    I wandered back into the bedroom numbed and trance-like. Images and memories tumbled upon themselves in my mind; flashes of what I had seen collided with guilty memories of what I’d been made to feel by the treachery of my own body. 
 
    I had thrown my purse on the bed. Now I went to it with a slow reluctance. I dropped heavily onto the mattress and opened the clasp. Inside was the matchbook. I drew it from the purse and stared at the writing scrawled inside the flap. 
 
    Nicholai… and then a cell phone number. 
 
    An image of that creepy Russian thug’s pale fleshy face filled my mind and I recalled the way he had treated the girl he had molested; the way his hands had demanded her body… and how she had so compliantly surrendered herself to him. 
 
    I wondered if she’d been bought at auction. 
 
    Was she one of the women he had bid for in the past, and now she was kept as a submissive body for him to grope and fondle whenever he felt the urge? 
 
    The thought made my skin crawl. 
 
    Then I remembered the overweight man in the rumpled suit who had bought the virginity of the Ukrainian blonde, and I tried to imagine myself in her situation – being forced to spread my legs in some cheap hotel while his pale flabby body rutted and grunted above me as I sobbed with revulsion at every thrust, praying silently for the whole horrendous experience to be over. I thought about living the rest of my life with that condemning knowledge; the realization that I had whored my virginity to the highest bidder. 
 
    And through it all – chiming like a faraway bell in the recesses of my mind – was the same question over and over again that gnawed relentlessly at my conscience. 
 
    Why didn’t I throw the matchbook away? 
 
    Why didn’t I hurl it back in the face of that greasy Russian thug? 
 
    I tossed the matchbook on the bed and went back into the bathroom.  
 
    I needed a shower. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was trembling. The water was scalding hot on my back, the bathroom billowing with thick clouds of swirling steam… but still my body shook and quivered. I closed my eyes and ran my hand down across the flat of my stomach, sliding my legs apart. When my palm slipped between the wedge of my thighs and cupped my pussy, I gasped. 
 
    I was wet. I could feel the slick moistness of my arousal. I drew a gentle circle around my clit with my fingertip and my whole body convulsed involuntarily and then spasmed in the grips of a powerful orgasm. I cried out but the sound melted into a sobbing moan of desperate desire. I felt my legs buckle and I clung to the tiled wall of the bathroom recess until the waves of release had washed away. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head in slow disbelief and bewilderment. 
 
    What kind of woman was I, to become so turned on by the decadent obscenities I had witnessed at the nightclub – the reckless way the girls there had been treated and used… and sold? 
 
    And what kind of woman entertained the idea of selling her virginity to some anonymous man in a sleazy bidding war? 
 
    Then I remembered the disconcerting dream of Mitch and I having sex in his office and the wicked daddy fantasy it had been wrapped around. A new wave of guilt tortured me. 
 
    I stepped out of the shower and toweled myself dry. I glanced in the foggy mirror but didn’t recognize the face that stared back. 
 
    I didn’t know what kind of woman I was. 
 
    All I knew was that I was entertaining a thought so humiliating and so demeaning that I should have dismissed it out of hand as outrageous. 
 
    But beneath the surface – despite all my tepid affront – the solution to my financial burdens that the idea promised continued to haunt me… 
 
      
 
      
 
    I went naked back into the bedroom and threw myself on the bed, staring up at the ceiling while wild and reckless thoughts chased across my mind. I imagined I was in a sleazy hotel, lying on my back, while in the bathroom the man who had paid for my virginity was showering. 
 
    How would I feel when he came naked into the room with his cock hard and wanting, and his eyes red with lust? 
 
    Would he be gentle? 
 
    Rough? 
 
    Could I ever scrub away the shame and the crawling touch of his hands? 
 
    I imagined him climbing onto the bed, leering at me. I visualized him leaning close to kiss me, and then the fetid stench of his breath as his tongue thrust into my mouth. 
 
    I shuddered. 
 
    Then I thought about the money I might earn. 
 
    Maybe a hundred-thousand dollars. Maybe more… 
 
    I dwelled on the money; imagined seeing the cash in my account and then the heartbreaking joyous look of relief and salvation on my grandmother’s weeping face when I told her that the bookstore was saved; that I had all the money she needed to stay open. 
 
    I felt my resolve wavering… 
 
    I clenched my hands into fists and spread my legs. I screwed my eyes tightly shut and tried to imagine the feel of a man’s cock splitting me open – pushing relentlessly deeper and deeper inside me, while my mind screamed out at me to run.  
 
    Could I do it?  
 
    Could I endure the humiliation of being auctioned and groped and displayed to a crowd of grimy middle-aged men to save my grandmother’s bookstore?  
 
    I just didn’t know… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    “I need your advice,” I told Julius in the cafeteria the next morning. I had slept only fitfully and was impossibly tired. There were shadows under my eyes that no makeup could completely conceal. 
 
    It was six-thirty, and the early morning light was sickly and pale in a cold gray sky.  
 
    Julius filled my coffee cup and frowned. 
 
    “Problems?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He pursed his lips. “New ones, or the same ones?” 
 
    “The same ones… with complications,” I muttered.  
 
    He made a scandalized face to mock me. “Oooh!” he gasped at the prospect of juicy gossip, then glanced over his shoulder. There were other early morning diners scattered around the cafeteria, eating and reading the morning papers in groups of twos and threes. Some of the faces were familiar, others I didn’t recognize. Julius set the coffee pot down and wiped his hands on the tail of his apron. 
 
    “Give me a few minutes, dearie,” he said. “The natives are hungry this morning.” 
 
    He pirouetted away and went towards a table where a man and woman were sitting. They were middle-aged. The man’s face was familiar. I guessed he was one of the regular embassy diplomatic corps eating with his wife. She flicked me a sideways glance, frowning because she didn’t recognize me and discreetly tapped her husband’s arm. The man shot me a quick look and leaned over the table to whisper to his wife. 
 
    I sipped at the coffee. My hand trembled just a little and I put that down to being strung-out on broken sleep. I felt heavy and uncoordinated. There was a folded newspaper on the next table. I picked it up and skimmed the front page. 
 
    I had an hour before Mitch would arrive. I didn’t know what his agenda for the day entailed. The trade negotiations had virtually ground to a halt and there was talk of them being abandoned. There was even an article about the state of trade talks in the newspaper beneath a photo that had been taken on the night of the reception. I set the page aside in case Mitch wanted to read it. 
 
    “Okay, spill,” Julius ghosted up to my shoulder. He had the coffee pot in one hand and a washcloth in the other. He started to slowly wipe down the surface of the table. 
 
    “I have an opportunity…” I said vaguely. 
 
    Julius smirked at me. “An opportunity? Lovie, what are we talking about? Are we talking about an opportunity to get into Mr. Stuyversant’s pants… or a chance to earn the money you need to help your grandmother’s business?” 
 
    “The second one,” I stayed abstract. 
 
    “The money?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Julius finished cleaning the table in thoughtful silence and then considered me carefully. “All of it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is it illegal?” 
 
    I didn’t know the answer to that. I strongly suspected that what I was considering was prostitution at the very least. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Julius’ expression turned anxious. “Is it anything that will harm our government…?” he asked. It was his turn to be vague. 
 
    “You mean espionage?” I whispered. 
 
    He nodded, and refilled my coffee cup. Behind us I heard the sound of chairs scraping back against the tile floor and I guessed that a couple had finished breakfast and were leaving. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head emphatically. “Nothing like that.” 
 
    Julius looked relieved. “The temptation is always there, sweetie,” he became suddenly very serious. “The Russians are always looking to compromise a useful source. The embassy lectures us about it all the time.” 
 
    “It’s nothing like that,” I shook my head. I began to worry that our whispered conversation would become suspicious to the other diners, and Julius’ mention of security made me suddenly paranoid. Were there concealed monitors and listening devices in this room? The thought startled me and a chill of apprehension ran down my spine. 
 
    Somewhere over my shoulder a man cleared his throat to get Julius’ attention. Julius gave the man a camp little wave of his wrist to acknowledge him. “I have to go,” he murmured. “I’ll be back.” 
 
    I sat back in the chair and felt another pang of guilty remorse. This wasn’t Julius’ problem to decide. 
 
    When Julius next came past the table, the cafeteria had begun to fill with diners. He gave me a helpless apologetic expression, and I smiled and waved him away to his work. Secretly I was relieved.  
 
    It was my decision. No one could help me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mitch appeared at the elevator doors at exactly seven-thirty. He stepped out of the lift with the Ambassador at his shoulder. The two men had their heads close together, talking quietly. Mitch nodded at something the Ambassador said and then spotted me. The Ambassador turned left and disappeared through an internal door… and Mitch strode into the cafeteria, shaved and stylish and walking with the casual swagger that only successful men of power seem to affect. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said. “Did you sleep okay?” 
 
    I nodded a lie.  
 
    “Good. I’m sorry about last night – it wasn’t the kind of evening I had planned. If it’s any consolation the meeting with Sergey was productive, in an unfortunate way.” 
 
    I straightened my back, paying attention. “How so?”  
 
    Mitch shrugged his shoulders. “The trade talks are stalled. There are issues beyond the written agreement that we seem unable to overcome. I’ve just put a call through to the White House. I’m going to recommend to the President that we adjourn the talks.” 
 
    “Adjourn?” 
 
    He nodded. “We’ll be flying back to America tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    I felt the shock of the news like an icepick to the chest. I had thought we would be in Moscow for another week – time for me to think through the abhorrent idea of auctioning my virginity and either steel my resolve, or abandon the idea completely. Now the only advantage I had – time – was being snatched away from me. 
 
    Unbidden, my thoughts flashed back to the matchbook I had tucked into the bottom of my makeup case. 
 
    “Oh,” I said lamely.  
 
    Mitch looked just as downcast with gloom, but I suspected his disappointment was on a far more patriotic and ethical level than mine. He had been sent to Moscow on Presidential orders to finalize the negotiations, and I knew he wasn’t the kind of man who was accustomed to failure – especially a political failure that would be worldwide news. 
 
    Mitch sighed, and caught Julius’ eye as he scooted by. Mitch ordered bacon and eggs and Julius went whisking away with a twinkle of his diamond earrings and a knowing little smile. 
 
    “So…,” I began, forcing myself back to the present. I crossed my legs under the table and reached for the organizer in my purse. “Is there a schedule of calls or events for today or tomorrow that I need to arrange?” 
 
    He looked thoughtfully at me. “There will be phone calls after I speak to the President,” he was arranging his thoughts and projecting his mind to the day’s tasks. “And I’ll meet with the Ambassador and the negotiating diplomats this afternoon, just in case there has been a breakthrough… even though I know it’s a waste of time.” 
 
    “And tonight?” my voice cracked a little. “Will you need me?” 
 
    “No,” Mitch said. “You can have the evening off. It might be a good idea to start packing your bags. There’s a commercial flight out of Sheremetyevo Airport tomorrow afternoon. I want to be on it. The rest of the trade delegation will fly out on a government plane, but that won’t be until Monday.” 
 
    A rush of relief and terrible panic washed over me. I realized that I could auction my virginity at the nightclub tonight and still make the flight back to Washington. 
 
    If I dared… 
 
    “And you don’t want to see if the Russian position alters over the weekend?” I asked delicately, knowing I was overstepping the bounds. 
 
    “No,” Mitch didn’t react. “Nothing can change between now and Monday because the obstacles obstructing the deal have nothing to do with the document we’re negotiating. It has to do with the people we are negotiating with.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mitch 
 
      
 
    I picked up the secure phone in the Ambassador’s private office and waited while the dial tone through the embassy exchange buzzed and clicked to make a connection with the White House. The security system was scrambling the call to make interception impossible. The result was – remarkably – a very clear line free of clutter or background sound. 
 
    The President’s voice came on the line. 
 
    “Mitch. Good morning. Have you found someone?” 
 
    “Good morning, Mr. President,” I said stiffly. “No sir, I regret to say. I have not.” 
 
    I heard the President’s exasperated sigh. 
 
    I had been sent to Moscow by the President, not to force the trade deal through, but rather to find someone on the Russian side of the negotiating table we could trust. For years treaties on trade between our two countries had been fragile, temporary things, subject to the whim of the Russian leadership who discarded clauses and agreements to suit their own transient political agenda. My mission in Moscow had been to uncover someone of integrity who had the diplomatic influence to make any ratified agreement stick and enforceable until its completion. 
 
    “There is a man,” I said cautiously, thinking of Sergey Volostok, “and he has the connections and influence at the highest levels of the Russian government…” 
 
    “But?” the President encouraged me to go on. 
 
    “But I don’t know if he’s trustworthy,” I said. “He talks the talk and I have no doubt he’s passionate and committed to his government’s cause. But you wanted me to find a man I could trust before we made the concession on the subsidies.” 
 
    The President grunted. “How long before you know about your man?” he asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “How long is a piece of string?” I asked informally. I knew the President personally. There was a friendship and respect between us. 
 
    The man laughed, but it was a hollow sound. Then his voice stiffened and became more formal. “What is your recommendation?” 
 
    I paused, and then decided to stick firm with my instincts. “I think we should adjourn the talks, sir,” I said. “We’re not going to make the progress you want with the diplomats in their negotiating team. They’re not the heavy hitters we want to be dealing with, and I wouldn’t trust any of the mongrels.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    Alone in my room, I stared for a long time out of the tiny window at the walls of the embassy compound, and the gray blur of Moscow traffic on the streets beyond. The sun had given up its attempts – the day was sullen and overcast. It looked like there would be more snow through the afternoon. 
 
    I had the matchbook in my hand, turning it over and over as if I could divine the right decision. I stared at the phone number for so long I had memorized it. 
 
    I am cursed if I do… 
 
    And Grandma is destroyed if I don’t. 
 
    I felt a thread in the fabric of my mind begin to unravel and with it went the last shreds of my resistance. I stuffed the matchbook into my pocket and snatched up my purse. I clenched my jaw, thrust out my chin and hardened my resolve. 
 
    I was going to auction off my virginity. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mitch was in the Ambassador’s office. I knocked politely on the outer door and waited for him to call me in. He was sitting behind the Ambassador’s desk. The office was expensively decorated in dark stained wood and upholstered green chairs. He had just put down the phone. He sat back and rubbed his eyes. 
 
    “Connie. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I just wanted to be sure you didn’t need me for anything.” My fingers plucked nervously at the hem of my skirt.  
 
    Mitch sighed. On the desk blotter was a long list of names. Some had been scratched out. 
 
    He shook his head with weary resignation. “No, I’m fine,” he said. 
 
    “What about your lunch?” 
 
    “I’ll call for something from the cafeteria when I’m hungry.” 
 
    I nodded. It should have been enough, but I felt the guilt of the deception I had planned, and suddenly I felt compelled to cover my deceit with an elaborate story. I heard myself talking and wished I could shut off the rush of words. 
 
    “I’m going to go into the city,” I blurted. “Some of the diplomats’ wives have heard that the talks could be abandoned so they’re heading out to buy last minute souvenirs. I thought I’d ride along with them and maybe have some lunch at a café that one of the embassy staff recommended. I might even stay in the city for dinner tonight and take a long walk through the tourist district.” 
 
    Mitch looked bemused. His eyes glanced down at the next name on his list, and then back to me. 
 
    “Sounds like more fun than what I have planned,” he said with no real interest. “Just be sure you have your bags packed. That flight out of Moscow takes off at three o’clock tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    I nodded. I could feel myself breaking out in a rash of cold sweat. I forced a smile and fled from the office, hoping my shaking legs would hold me upright long enough to carry me to the elevator.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    “Is this Nikolai?” I croaked. The hand holding my cell phone to my ear was shaking. I was so nervous that my whole body trembled. I was standing on the sidewalk near the café I had visited with Julius in the heart of Moscow. 
 
    It was early afternoon and the streets were full of pedestrians and passing traffic. I hadn’t dared make this call from the embassy; I had no idea about internal listening devices or if our own security people could monitor outgoing cell phone calls.  
 
    “Yes…” the voice was naturally wary. “Who is this who calls me?” 
 
    “It’s the blonde American girl,” I said. There was a tight knot of apprehension in my chest, choking every word I spoke. 
 
    “Aaah,” the voice suddenly came alive with interest. I pictured the young thug’s petulant face. I imagined him slouched in a chair in a dark room surrounded by his cronies and pretty young girls. “What do you want, American chick?” his English was thickly accented. 
 
    “To talk,” I said. 
 
    There was a long pause of silence on the line. I heard the scuffle of movement through the static of the phone. Then the man’s voice seemed clearer, more focused. 
 
    “So talk,” he grunted. 
 
    A group of people wrapped in fur coats and carrying umbrellas came along the sidewalk, moving in a cluster against the flow of traffic. I turned around into the face of a light breeze and felt it slap my cheeks.  
 
    “I want to know more about the auction I witnessed,” I said carefully. “I want to know exactly what happens.” As I had been speaking I heard my voice lower and drip with guilt. 
 
    The Russian thug laughed. It was a bitter, chilling sound. 
 
    “You know what happens, American chick,” his voice was oily. “You stand on the stage in sexy stuff and show your body to the men. You must make yourself look very temptation to them.” He stopped in mid-sentence. “Temptation?” 
 
    I knew exactly what he meant. “I understand. Go on.” 
 
    The thug sniffed. “If they like you very much and if they want to forget you, they will make big bids, yes?” 
 
    “But what happens after the auction?” I whispered. 
 
    “After?” the thug sounded like he didn’t understand the meaning of the question. “After you have been bought, you go into my father’s office. He will transfer your share of the money into your account.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes warily. “How would he have the money so quickly?” My instincts were on high alert, looking for a trap. 
 
    “Because everyone who wants to bid must first deposit funds,” the thug said simply. “It is all done before the auction. My father transfers your share into your account. You will stand with him and see this thing happen.” 
 
    “My share?” 
 
    “Da.” Then he laughed. “What? You think we do these auctions for like a charity?” 
 
    “How much would be my share?” I became wary again. 
 
    “Seventy percent,” the young thug said without hesitation. “The other thirty percent comes to us.” 
 
    Seventy percent of one hundred thousand was seventy thousand dollars. 
 
    That would be more than enough to save my grandmother’s bookstore. 
 
    “And after the money goes into my account?” 
 
    “Then you idiot.” 
 
    I licked my lips nervously. Despite the freezing cold of the gray afternoon, I could feel sweat trickling down the back of my blouse. 
 
    “What are the arrangements for concluding the transaction?” I asked. I couldn’t bring myself to talk in the graphic terms the Russian used. It made the whole thing too real. 
 
    “Arrangements?” the thug seemed not to understand the question. 
 
    “Where do we go…?” I broke the question off. 
 
    “Aah!” he understood my meaning at last. I felt that every word he said was wrapped around a lecherous smile. “You will go straight upstairs into our hotel,” the thug said. “It is all organized. We have some empty rooms. You will wait in one of them and the man who buys your pussy will come to you.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and lifted my face to the cold gray sky like a lost soul looking to their god for guidance. 
 
    “And it’s just for one night?” 
 
    “Of course!” the thug’s voice was incredulous. “How many times can you be a virgin, American?” 
 
    I grunted. The cloud was clearing, but the approaching night was already beginning to darken the day. Above the peaks and towers of the city skyline, evening loomed. 
 
    “Do you have an auction tonight?” I cringed as I asked the question, torn and dreading the answer for I knew it would seal my fate. 
 
    “Da.” 
 
    I felt my shoulders slump, and the tension went from me like a long exhalation of breath. Something flat and detached filled my eyes. I held the phone tight to my ear and hissed the words. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, assailed by a sudden turmoil of regrets, panic and a sense of fated relief. “I’m in, Nikolai.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    I bought a handful of postcards that featured panoramic shots of Moscow’s most famous landmarks to reinforce the souvenir-buying cover story I had told Mitch. Then I went shopping for clothes. 
 
    I had to look ‘very temptation’ the thug had explained, if I wanted to increase the bids from the crowd and ensure I earned enough money to cover my grandmother’s debts. 
 
    I knew what that meant… but I didn’t know exactly how to achieve the look. I’d seen what the other girls in the nightclub had been wearing at their auctions and I started looking at racks of see-through blouses in the nearest dress shop…  
 
    …before I had a sudden flash of inspiration. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mitch 
 
      
 
    “Mike,” I leaned forward in the chair and fixed the Ambassador with a cold hard stare, “there’s just no other option. If we continue with the negotiations in their current form, we’re going to make zero progress.” 
 
    The Ambassador’s features were grim with resignation. He had his hands steepled, his legs crossed. His disappointment was palpable. 
 
    “And the President agrees?” 
 
    “Yes.” I inhaled a lungful of cigar smoke and then let it spill slowly from the corner of my mouth. The ceiling of the Ambassador’s office was wreathed in blue smoke. “He agrees with me. It’s not the deal, and it’s not that we can’t budge on the concession the Russians are insisting on. Our obstacle is the people we’re negotiating with. There isn’t one man on the Russian side of that table who can make a binding decision on behalf of their government… and not one man we can trust to make the agreement stick for the full term of the contract.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?”  
 
    “We go home,” I said. “And we keep working the diplomatic channels until one day a man emerges who has their leadership’s ear, and who we feel we can trust and work with.” 
 
    The Ambassador looked bewildered. “But that could take years.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. I wasn’t happy about the situation either, but it was my call to make on behalf of the President. I knew the trade agreement was an important one, but so were all the others we’d negotiated. The past was littered with the torn up shreds of trade negotiations between our countries.  
 
    The Ambassador was about to say more when the phone on his desk rang. He looked surprised. He went to the phone and listened, then turned to me, frowning. 
 
    “It’s for you.” 
 
    I held the phone to my ear and heard clicking as the embassy exchange connected to an outside call. 
 
    “Hello? Who is this speaking?” It was a deep Russian voice. 
 
    “Mitch Stuyversant,” I answered, narrowing my eyes, suspicious and also alert. 
 
    “Good. It is Sergey. Say nothing to anyone. You must meet me. Now.” 
 
    I shot a glance at my wristwatch. It was four o’clock. Outside it would be almost dark. “Now?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “This is highly unusual…” I said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “There is a park not far from your embassy…” 
 
    “I know it.” 
 
    “Good. Meet me there. Ten minutes. Come alone.” 
 
    The line clicked dead, the connection broken. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I stood in the drifting powder of snow, hunched into the warmth of an overcoat, staring up at the bare branches of a tree and the onrushing night. The park was empty of life, but I could see the tracks of pedestrians who had passed through the park earlier in the day. There was a wooden bench a hundred yards to my left. I buried my balled fists deep into the pockets of the coat and began to walk. 
 
    A dark vague figure emerged from the gloom and came towards me. I felt a prickle of anxiety. Sergey Volostok moved with a purposeful impatient stride. 
 
    We met by the bench. Sergey was breathing heavily, his head clouded by steaming air, and his eyes were made watery by the bite of the frigid breeze. He looked at me for a long moment of silence. His face looked pinched and hard, his gaze fraught with trouble. 
 
    “I imagine that whatever news you bring is highly confidential and extremely important, Sergey Volostok,” I said formally. 
 
    “Da,” the Russian narrowed his eyes and inclined his head a little to one side as though he was trying to study my expression from a different angle. 
 
    I braced myself, shoulders back, like I was about to receive bad news.  
 
    Had the Russians collapsed the trade negotiations completely? 
 
    Sergey struggled for a moment, searching perhaps for polite expressions, and then he finally gave up in a huff of frustration. Neither of us had the delicate vocabulary of the diplomats. 
 
    “I have received a phone call one hour ago from the owner of the Underground nightclub,” he said. 
 
    My expression became puzzled. “The grubby middle-aged man who was in the office counting his money while we spoke?” 
 
    “Da.” 
 
    I shrugged. “So?” 
 
    “He called me with kidding his pants,” Sergey mangled the expression but I understood his meaning. “He was very scared. Very frightened.” 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    “Recriminations,” Sergey said. 
 
    I clawed my hand through my hair, trying to suppress a rising sense of frustration. This wasn’t making any sense, and I failed to understand what any of Sergey’s news had to do with me. “I’m not following,” there was an edge to my voice. 
 
    Sergey grunted. “His son – Nikolai, that we left to guard your assistant, remember him?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, he had a call from your miss Connie earlier today, and when the father found out from Nikolai, then the old man phoned me in very much fear. He wanted to know what he should do.” 
 
    “Connie called the son of the nightclub owner?” I shook my head. I was spinning in a daze. Sergey shuffled his feet in the snow and then seemed to go off on another tangent. 
 
    “Bad things happen at Underground nightclub,” he began. “It is mafia and they have their own rules. They do sometimes things that are illegal and if it suits us, we look the other way.” 
 
    “What kind of things?” I still didn’t understand what Sergey was trying to tell me. 
 
    He shrugged. “Drugs, black market alcohol… and prostitution.” 
 
    “So? We have the same problems in the States.” 
 
    “Yes, but at Underground they sometimes also find young women and then auction off their virginity to the highest bidder.” 
 
    I widened my eyes in horror. “Sex slaves?” 
 
    “No,” Sergey smiled bleakly. “The girls who are auctioned are all volunteers. They sell their virginity to men because they want the money… or maybe the thrills.” He shrugged like the real reason a young woman would do such a thing was something he might never fully understand. 
 
    “It sounds barbaric,” I said. “But I still don’t –” 
 
    “Your miss Connie called the owner’s son today. She wants to auction her body and virginity at the club. Tonight.” 
 
    Thump! 
 
    The news hit me like a punch to the guts; I felt the air rush from my lungs in a gasp of disbelief and chilling shock. I stared incredulously at the Russian for long moments while I tried to process the information. 
 
    “Connie wants to auction her virginity at a sleazy Russian nightclub to the highest bidder?” 
 
    “Da,” Sergey too looked crestfallen. He had taken a shine to Connie. “Tonight.” 
 
    I turned away and took a kind of staggering step in the snow. Through the turmoil of confusion and emotion, my impressions of Connie Wyatt had shattered in the blink of an eye.  
 
    In the brief time I had known her I had seen her as a beautiful, determined young woman, still naïve in the ways of the world, still as fresh and delicate as an unplucked flower. Indeed, in the moments when I had caught myself admiring her figure or the beauty of her face, I had recriminated myself for thinking of a girl so young in such a manner. 
 
    Now I saw her entirely differently. Yes, she was obviously still a virgin, but behind the sweet and innocent façade, Connie’s decision to auction her body was the kind of act taken by a fully-grown woman who was either desperate for money… or fuelled by wicked erotic desires. 
 
    “What time is the auction?” my voice croaked. 
 
    Sergey shrugged. “Maybe nine or ten o’clock tonight.” 
 
    An image of Connie wearing a white dress flashed across my mind. She was standing angel-like in my bedroom doorway and there was a garland of flowers in her hair. The light from the corridor beyond showed through the flimsy material of her gown so that I could see the perfect long shape of her legs and the gap between her thighs. The picture faded, like it had never been, replaced by a vision of her standing on the stage at Underground. She was wearing lace panties, dancing and gyrating her body to the applause and admiration of a crowd of men who were all my age. Connie’s hair was tousled, her breasts swaying with every seductive move of her hips. Her hand slid slowly down the flat of her stomach and then disappeared inside the waistband of her panties. As she threw her head back and moaned, the men in the crowd began to applaud. I felt an involuntary clench of desire in my loins that was raw masculine arousal. 
 
    “ – do?” 
 
    I blinked, rattled. Sergey had spoken and I hadn’t heard him. I spun around, breathing tightly. “What?” 
 
    “I asked what you wanted to do about this matter?” Sergey repeated patiently. There was another long pause while I thought. Sergey too was thinking. He filled the silence, this time choosing his words with delicacy. 
 
    “You know, we could have used this to our advantage,” he said softly. 
 
    I understood instantly. “Yes.” 
 
    “There was some discussion. Our counter intelligence people…” 
 
    I nodded. “You could have let this happen tonight without informing me,” I agreed. “And then photographed the incident to use as blackmail evidence against Connie.” 
 
    The Russian nodded sagely. “It was tempting,” he conceded. “You are a very powerful man. You are connected directly to your president and she is your assistant.” 
 
    “Temporary assistant.” 
 
    The Russian shrugged as if the distinction was trivial. Either way, Sergey had surrendered the opportunity for his government to turn Connie into an unwilling but effective spy against the American government. The significance of the gesture struck me. 
 
    “You did a very courageous thing,” I said. 
 
    “I did it for Russia, and for the trade deal,” he said, straightening his back like a soldier and puffing out his chest. “You wanted an act of faith, Mr. Stuyversant. You said you wanted a man inside Russia you could trust through a display of good will. I present this to you as a measure of integrity.” 
 
    We locked eyes and then I clasped him firmly and meaningfully on the shoulder. “You are the man I was looking for,” I smiled fleetingly. “And you shall have your trade subsidy, Sergey, and a deal with America. I promise you that. But first I want your help to resolve the danger to Connie.” 
 
    We talked quietly together in the freezing cold of the afternoon for another thirty minutes before a plan was agreed upon and the details arranged. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    It was the longest, most gut-wrenching few hours of my life. I wandered the streets of Moscow clutching my shopping bags until darkness fell. I had nothing to do and nowhere to go; I stopped at a sidewalk café – but I was simply too overwrought and nervous to eat. 
 
    Time passed with painful slowness and every single minute was a fresh torture of angst and doubts and regrets. At seven o’clock I felt the first cramping pains of real terror as the shocking reality of what I had committed myself to do came crashing down on me. 
 
    A dozen times I turned abruptly on my heel and strode to the sidewalk to hail a taxi back to the embassy… and a dozen times I got to the curb and then meekly retreated.  
 
    I had no choice. 
 
    Cold fingers of dread wrapped themselves around my heart and squeezed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At nine o’clock I found a taxi with its engine still idling, parked outside the closed front doors of a department store. I leaned in through the driver’s side window. “The Underground nightclub,” I said in slow, loud English, thinking that simply speaking loudly would help the driver overcome our language barrier. 
 
    “Underground?” the driver stumbled over the word with a frown. He looked at me, uncertain, and began to shake his head.  
 
    “Please take me there,” I said. The driver shrugged in resignation and I climbed into the back of a small sedan with a cold vinyl bench seat that had stains and tears in the fabric. The windows were grimy with sludge and the car creaked and rattled at every turn. The driver was an older man with a stubble of unshaven growth on his cheeks and chin, and his eyes hidden behind the peak of a soft cloth cap. He drove with the reckless abandon of a madman, gesticulating angrily at the surrounding traffic and slamming on the brakes at traffic lights. 
 
    When he finally slowed to a halt, I recognized the restaurant where Mitch and I had met for dinner with the Russian politician. 
 
    I paid the driver with a handful of crumpled notes. I had no understanding of the currency. The old man smiled, and I saw his teeth were tainted yellow and sparkled with stainless steel fillings. 
 
    I got out of the car and the taxi wheezed away into the night. I felt a last pang of forlorn despair. 
 
    I was alone. 
 
    The red neon light of the nightclub sign glowed dully through the misting night air. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When I turned the corner and started down the alleyway, I saw the young Russian thug standing outside the front door of the nightclub, talking quietly with a group of other young men. He noticed me, and his face registered recognition, but he seemed subdued. His reaction took me off guard; I had expected his features to coarsen with gloating lust. I saw his interest flash in his eyes, but it was held under tight restraint. 
 
    I followed him in through the front doors. The nightclub was already full; the press of bodies in the tight stifling space made me feel claustrophobic. The air reeked with the smells of tobacco smoke and a pungent odor like boiled cabbage. We passed down the same corridor I had seen Mitch disappear through. Partway along the passage the thug stopped before a door and pushed it open. 
 
    I stepped inside and he followed. 
 
    It was a small cubicle about the size of a prison cell. The gray walls were water-stained with brown patches and there was an opening in the far wall covered by a curtain. I realized it was the curtain that opened onto the small stage. 
 
    This was the holding room where the girls dressed and prepared to be sold. 
 
    There was a single lightbulb suspended from the ceiling by a length of black flex cord. On one wall hung a full-length mirror that was smudged and fly-spotted. The carpet felt damp under the soles of my shoes.  
 
    The Russian pushed the door closed behind him. 
 
    We were alone, and suddenly he let his lust off its leash. 
 
    “You are very sexy,” he growled. His eyes crawled intimately across my body. He ran the pointed tip of his tongue along the inside of his mouth and the gesture gave me a chill of apprehension. He saw the bags I was clutching. 
 
    “Clothes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “For you to wear on the stage?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said again. 
 
    He curled his top lip into a loathsome arrogant smile. “Then change.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Right here, of course.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Now,” his voice thickened. 
 
    I shook my head and feigned an assured laugh. “Not with you in the room.” 
 
    The thug’s face darkened. I saw the flash of hot anger, but in an instant it had been extinguished. He glanced down at the expensive gold watch on his wrist. 
 
    “You have four minutes. I will be waiting on the other side of the door.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took me ten frantic minutes to change clothes. I teased out my hair and let it fall loose and tangled down my shoulders, and I went deliberately heavy with the makeup and glossy red lipstick. Before I pulled on the white blouse I had purchased, I discarded my bra. The heels and thigh-length white stockings were the last things I put on. 
 
    I looked at my reflection in the smudged mirror, appalled and shocked at the transformation.  
 
    I looked like a young hussy. 
 
    The noise of the crowd through the curtain reached riotous peaks and crescendos as the patrons filled themselves with cheap vodka. I stole a nervous glimpse through a chink in the fabric and saw a dark swarm of faces. 
 
    When I turned away, I realized the young thug had come silently back into the room. He was lolling with his back against the door, ankles crossed and one hand thrust deep into the pocket of his jeans. He was leering at me. 
 
    “Very sexy,” his eyes were slitted and cunning. “Turn for me.” He made a circling motion with is hand. I felt a flush of hot indignation, and then I took up the challenge with all the cock-teasing vengeance and defiance I could muster. 
 
    I paraded and postured in the small space, folding myself forward at the waist with my legs wide apart, flaring the hem of my short skirt to expose the full length of my thighs. I ran my hands in lingering caresses across my breasts until the nipples hardened of their own volition. I could feel my own blood pounding in my ears and see the way I stirred the thug’s desire. His gaze became misted and I saw his hand moving within the pocket of his pants. He was touching himself. 
 
    “Enough?” I arched an eyebrow insolently. I was breathing deeply, and I could feel a flush of something warm spreading across my chest. The heady mix of adrenalin and nerves was slowly dissolving into something intoxicating I didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Not quite,” the thug said. He pushed himself away from the door and his hands went for the buckle of his belt. “You will not be allowed on stage until you have paid the required admission.” He spoke slowly and deliberately, giving weight and emphasis to every word. He began tugging at the zip of his jeans. 
 
    I watched the movement of his hands with a mixture of revulsion and mesmerized fascination. 
 
    “Come here,” he said. 
 
    I didn’t move. 
 
    “Come here.” His voice firmed and became an edged warning. 
 
    I obeyed. I felt like helpless prey snared in a trap. 
 
    “Now, get on your knees,” the thug commanded. I flinched and his voice cracked like a cruel whip. “Kneel down!” 
 
    I sank slowly to the damp carpet, kneeling in a pose of submission. I hung my head so that the hair about my face fell forward like a curtain. Behind the fringe, I felt the prickling sting of degraded tears. 
 
    The thug reached into his pants and pulled out his cock. It was pale and flaccid. “Suck me,” he said. “It’s the only way you will get to earn any money.” 
 
    I pressed my lips together and slowly shook my head. The thug growled. He was stroking himself slowly. His cock swelled and hardened in his hand like a dead thing given life. “Suck me!” He clawed a fistful of my hair and pulled my face towards his cock.  
 
    I tightened the muscles in my neck, resisting against the insistent pressure of him. Then the door to the room was suddenly flung back against its hinges and a middle-aged man with a stained grubby shirt sauntered into the room. He saw me on my knees and he lashed out at the thug, cuffing him across the ear so violently that the youth skittered off balance. The man roared at the thug, bellowing a string of violent threats, bunching his fist and waving it. 
 
    The man helped me to my feet.  
 
    I glared savagely at the thug. He was rubbing the side of his head where he had been hit.  
 
    In the background I heard the sound of sudden thumping music and I spun round towards the curtain in a fluster of wild panic… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    I could hear the loud voice of the oriental woman through the curtain. She was on the stage, whipping the crowd of bidders into an excited frenzy like a skilled ringmaster. Her voice was sharp and piping as she set the scene for what was about to unfold. Then her head appeared through the joins of fabric and she stared at me with bright little eyes of surprise. 
 
    “Wow,” she said in a thick accent. “You a pretty piece of rear.” 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    “You from Poland?” she asked, each word clipped. 
 
    I shook my head. From over my shoulder I heard the young thug spit a torrent of Russian, and the woman’s face transformed into an expression of surprise and delight. 
 
    “I’m American,” I said. 
 
    The oriental woman’s eyes became cunning. “You do exactly what I tell you,” she waggled a finger at me in warning. “And we make big, big money. Okay?” 
 
    I jerked my head in a nod of understanding. A sickening rush of nerves crashed over me. I was shaking so badly that my legs felt fixed to the floor. I shuffled through the curtain and onto the stage, cringing with all the mortal fear and panic of someone walking to the gallows. 
 
    The crowd roared in wild enthusiasm. 
 
    I was wearing a white blouse with the tails of the shirt tied in a knot to expose the flat toned flesh of my midriff, and a short blue pleated skirt. Around my neck hung a loosely knotted leather tie, dangling between the cleft of my breasts like a leash and collar. I stood in my high heels, taller than the oriental woman, and ran my trembling hands slowly up the mesh of my stockings until my fingers were at the tops of my thighs, tantalizing the faces in the crowd that gaped with lustful fascination. 
 
    The oriental woman put her arm around my waist, drawing me forward to the edge of the stage. 
 
    “How you like our beautiful schoolgirl?” the oriental woman shouted into the noise of the audience. “She is American. She look just like Britney Spears, yes?” 
 
    The crowd roared and clapped. The music was swamped by the lust and adulation in their voices. The force of the noise struck me like a wave and I swayed. 
 
    “Show us her breasts, Ming?” a cry went up. There was a wedge of middle-aged businessmen standing closest to the stage, packed tightly together by the pressure of the crowds of people further back in the darkness. The businessmen were short and fat with thinning hair and round sweaty features. Their suits were ill-fitting, their mouths slack. They had pale sickly complexions, fleshy from overindulgence.  
 
    And they were looking up at me with the fervent adoration of worshippers. 
 
    “You want to see her titties?” Ming’s voice cajoled the crowd. 
 
    “Yes!” came the cry. “Yes! Yes!” 
 
    Ming cupped a hand to her ear and leaned forward. Her eyes were alive and sparkling as she manipulated the crowd with the same skills she’d used to orchestrate the auction of the two women the night before. The audience seemed entranced; they moved and swayed and chanted as if they had become a single massive organism. 
 
    “I cannot hear you,” Ming insisted. 
 
    The crowd became deafening, whistling and baying like hungry dogs. At last Ming relented. She turned to me and ran her hands across the mounds of my breasts. The touch of her fingers made my skin crawl. The rising terror that had overwhelmed me now turned into loathing. I held my breath and tried to fix my gaze on a point high on the far wall of the nightclub where a row of wine bottles was displayed behind the bar counter.  
 
    My only hope to endure the humiliation was to detach myself; to safeguard my mind as I surrendered my body. I felt my fingernails cut into the palms of my hands while I trembled with revulsion. 
 
    Ming was busy with the knot of my blouse. She tugged at the fabric until it unraveled, then peeled the shirt off my shoulders. It fell to the floor and I stood with my back straight, exposed and displayed like cheap goods on a store shelf. 
 
    The sound from the crowd was a moan of appreciation that was thick with simmering lust. They ogled every inch of my nakedness while I choked back humiliated tears that were fueled by pangs of remorse and self-pity. 
 
    I thought that would be all – I made the mistake of believing the worst of the auction was over. 
 
    I was wrong. 
 
    Ming pushed my legs apart and then circled around behind me. She put her palm in the middle of my back so that I was compelled to fold forward at the waist to keep my balance. The crowd went berserk. Someone in the audience peeled off their shirt and hurled it onto the stage. It landed at my feet like a crumpled white flag of surrender. 
 
    Then Ming put her hands on my hips and began to grind her pelvis against me in a parody of a sex act. As she thrust against me, my body rocked in response and forced the gentle sway of my breasts. The men standing just a few feet away from me reached up and I felt the touch of a sweaty pale palm as it brushed against my nipple. I shuddered, and had to bite down hard on a scream of disgust. 
 
    “Oooh!” Ming’s repugnant voice cooed with scandalized pleasure. “She so good to mess. Her pussy so tight!” 
 
    “Eighty thousand!” someone out of sight cried out. 
 
    In an instant the crowd felt silent. It was as if the celebration had been cut short by the impulsive bid for my body. I felt Ming’s hands slide from my waist. 
 
    She came to the edge of the stage and lifted her eyes with dramatic slowness to stare out into the audience. “Eighty thousand?” she broke off and shook her head with disappointment. “No!” Ming waved off the bid, and made a petulant face of sorrow. “I not sell this jerk for less than one-twenty-five!” She folded her arms and stood as though she was daring any of the men in the audience to defy her. 
 
    I straightened, but my legs were still parted. Ming came across to me and thrust her hand arrogantly between my legs. She lifted the hem of my short skirt so that every man could see the sheer lace of the panties I was wearing. 
 
    “This American pussy is so smooooth,” she drew out the word. “It worth much, much more!” 
 
    For an incredulous moment there was a kind of shamed hush, as if the frail little Asian woman had humbled the audience. They shuffled their feet and looked chastened. The predatory lustful mood in the nightclub turned serious. 
 
    “One-hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars!” 
 
    I didn’t see the man who bid for me. All I saw was a hand shoot up in the air from amidst the pressing bodies. It was a dark figure standing away from the bright lights. The voice was thickly accented, husky. 
 
    Ming looked suitably placated. She nodded her head with a sly grin. 
 
    “Yes. Good,” she said, then looked around into the sea of pale sweating faces. “Any other bids?” 
 
    “One hundred and thirty!” 
 
    It was a counter-offer that came from the other side of the room. The crowd turned and parted, and I saw the young Russian thug, standing nonchalantly by the rail where I had been introduced to him the previous night. 
 
    A gentle sigh went up from the crowd as they sensed the thrill of a fierce bidding war. Ming’s smile was secret and gloating. 
 
    “Good,” she clapped her hands. 
 
    “One hundred and fifty thousand!” the mystery bidder barked a new bid. 
 
    “One sixty,” the thug challenged and then he leered at me. I felt a hot rush of nausea churn in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    The crowd began to stir with growing fascination. A hush had fallen across the room.  
 
    “One seventy.” 
 
    Every head in the nightclub seemed to turn towards the young thug and I heard the voices in my head secretly and fervently praying that he would not bid; that he would concede. 
 
    “Two hundred thousand dollars,” the thug snarled. He thrust two fingers into the air, his voice gravely and strained. There was tension in his expression. 
 
    For a long moment the room was eerily silent. My heart was hammering.  
 
    Don’t let him win! Anyone but him! 
 
    The thug looked pointedly at Ming, compelling her to declare the auction closed and announce his winning bid. Even in the darkened gloom where he stood, I could see the simmering fury in the way the thug held his body, the clench of his jaw. 
 
    Ming searched the faces in the crowd one last time and then opened her mouth. I felt my heart stop beating entirely; I knew a night in the cruel depraved hands of the young thug would be terrifying… and brutal. 
 
    “Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars!” the first mystery bidder shot back at the last possible instant. 
 
    The crowd gasped in shock at the bid. The amount was astronomical.  
 
    A quarter of a million! 
 
    They turned about themselves, wide-eyed, searching to see the face of the man who would offer such a price. 
 
     “Sold!” Ming roared and clapped her hands loudly together. The crowd milled in stunned silent disbelief for a split-second more, and then the cheering and baying calls erupted into an excited crescendo. Ming draped an arm around my shoulder. She was smiling with triumph. She led me back through the curtain and into the tiny room. 
 
    It was done. 
 
    I had sold my virginity… and I didn’t even see the face of the man who had just paid to mess me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    I was shaking uncontrollably, my whole body gripped by spasms that made my teeth chatter. I had changed back into my street clothes and then been escorted to a grimy office in front of a desk that was littered with crumpled greasy bank notes. I stood alone, hunched and shivering like I had been rescued from a freezing ocean. 
 
    I had known this feeling once before – this uncontrollable wash of adrenaline and fear. Two years ago I had been driving my car when another vehicle came through an intersection without slowing. Fortunately neither I, nor the driver of the other vehicle, had been injured. We inspected the damage to our cars, exchanged license and insurance details, and then sat under the shade of a sidewalk tree to await a tow-truck. 
 
    That was when the aftershock had hit me; the sudden release of pent-up emotion and fear. This moment was like that… except this moment was much more intense – and about to get worse. 
 
    The grubby middle-aged Russian man came into the room and dropped down into a chair behind the desk. He looked at me dispassionately from under the thick bush of his eyebrows. 
 
    “Account?” he asked in a gravelly voice. 
 
    “What?” his English was thickly accented. 
 
    “Account numbers?” he made a fluttering gesture with his hands and I finally understood. I snatched my phone from my purse and logged into my bank’s website. It took me three attempts. My hands were shaking so badly I could barely hold the phone. 
 
    The man grunted as he swiveled in his chair to face a computer. It was an ancient thing; a throwback from a decade ago. As he worked the keyboard he fished a cigarette from his pocket and wedged it into the corner of his mouth. 
 
    I stood in the silence and thickening tendrils of smoke and concentrated on my breathing and settling my nerves. I felt like I was moments away from a heart attack. 
 
    “Look,” the Russian man waved me to his desk. He turned the monitor around so I could see the screen. He pressed a button to enact a funds transfer and the screen changed to display a green tick in the bottom left corner.  
 
    I checked my phone, logging out of my bank’s website, refreshing the browser and then logging back in. 
 
    There was an alert on the screen. 
 
    You have received funds. 
 
    The amount of $175,000 USD from…. 
 
    I swallowed a whimpered gasp as giddy breathless relief overwhelmed me. 
 
    The Russian looked solemn. “Da?” 
 
    “Da,” I sobbed. 
 
    He nodded his head and called through the door in a loud voice, words I didn’t understand. Ming came into the office.  
 
    The Russian man spoke to Ming for several seconds and the oriental woman became translator. 
 
    “Now you have been paid, you must complete the rest of the agreed transaction,” Ming said in precise careful repetition. “You will be taken to room 203 upstairs in the hotel,” for some reason she felt it necessary to point at the office ceiling. “The man who purchased your virginity will come to that room. He will give you a code word. This is most important.” 
 
    I was nodding numbly but now I forced myself to focus and pay attention. In the back of my mind my imagination was filling with ghoulish depraved scenes of some anonymous overweight Russian businessman with a mat of repugnant hair across his back, and a swollen gut. I cast the images aside and narrowed my eyes in concentration. 
 
    “The man will have a code word,” Ming said again. “This is how you will know it is the man who has paid for your pussy.” 
 
    I nodded. I felt impossibly tired. My eyes felt red raw from the cigarette smoke and exhaustion. 
 
    “What is the code word?” I trembled. 
 
    “Babushka,” Ming said. 
 
    I repeated the word. “Babushka?” 
 
    “Yes. Only the man who has purchased your virginity will know that word… and that is how you will know who you must give sex to. Understand?” 
 
    I drew a deep shuddering breath of bleak resolve and then nodded somberly. “Yes. I understand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    Ming escorted me into the hotel. There was no working elevator so we climbed two flights of creaking stairs. I had dumped the schoolgirl outfit in a trash can. I carried nothing but the clothes I had worn that morning and my purse. 
 
    The second floor was dimly lit, the carpet worn into frayed brown furrows. There were windows facing out onto a busy street but the glass was thick with grime and strung with cobwebs. The air stank of stale sweat and from behind the paper-thin walls I could hear the televisions and shouted arguments of other guests. 
 
    Ming stopped in front of room 203 and handed me the key. 
 
    “When you get inside, prepare yourself,” she said with a mischievous wink. “Most men who buy girls like you are in big hurry. They cannot wait to mess and so do not enjoy the girl properly. It should not take long for it to be done. When you have earned your money, you can go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I dropped onto the bed and the mattress sagged beneath me. I wept fitfully. 
 
    I think most dreamy-eyed girls plan the night they lose their virginity and the day of their wedding. I had… and this wasn’t anything like the romantic misty fantasies I had imagined. 
 
    I cast a forlorn look around the room; it was small and dingy. The wallpaper was a throwback to the 70’s, faded and peeling at the corners, and the ceiling was watermarked and stained the color of parchment paper. The bed was a narrow iron-framed monstrosity, with patches of rust on the metalwork of the bedhead. I bounced my weight on the mattress and the whole bed shook and squeaked. 
 
    Behind a paint-peeling internal door, I could see the white porcelain bowl of a toilet. I didn’t get off the bed to investigate. Instead I began to unbutton my blouse with slow trembling dread. I folded it neatly and placed it on the bedside table beside a lamp that didn’t work. 
 
    Emotionally I was a broiling mess of crashing feelings. At the forefront of my thoughts was the impending dread of what was about to happen to me and how abhorrent the man who bought my body would be. Below that was a stabbing layer of guilt I felt at my subterfuge and deceit. I was a fundamentally honest person, and the lies I had been forced to tell Mitch dug like burrs in the fabric of my conscience. If he ever found out that I had deceived him in such a way… the fear of the consequences started a fresh spasm of shudders. 
 
    Below it all was a weightless kind of relief. I had auctioned my virginity for one-hundred-and-seventy-five-thousand dollars. It was a vast amount of money – much more than my grandmother needed to save her bookstore and ensure its survival for years and years to come. I realized the windfall would give me the opportunity to study without the need for part-time work to support myself. 
 
    But first I had to harass a stranger. 
 
    I heard footsteps approaching the door and I felt myself flinch tense. They were heavy steps, a deliberate tread echoing hollowly in the hallway. I felt my breath catch in my throat. I was sitting on the bed in just my skirt and bra. I saw my breasts heave as I inhaled and waited. 
 
    The footsteps approached the door and then passed further along the hall. I shivered and relaxed.  
 
    Then suddenly the door exploded back upon its hinges and two dark scowling men in long trench-coast burst into the room. I started to scream but one of the men came to the bed and clamped his hand tight across my mouth. My eyes went wide in panic and horror. I saw a gun in the hand of the man who was standing inside the doorway. I started to kick my legs. The man who had hold of me was whispering urgently in my ear. 
 
    “Be still!” he hissed. “We are diplomatic staff. The hotel is about to be raided by the police. We must get you out of here!” He grabbed me by the shoulder and heaved me to my feet. Everything was a chaos of confusion and frantic noise. I felt myself being bundled towards the door of the room and then I saw the man with the gun snatch the cover off the bed and throw it over my head to hide me. 
 
    “Quick!” one of the men said. “Get down the stairs. There’s a car waiting for you. It will take you back to your embassy.” 
 
    I started to protest. I almost collapsed in frantic fear.  
 
    What about the man who had paid for me? 
 
    I hadn’t earned the money in my account until I gave him my virginity! 
 
    What if the police found me in that seedy bedroom and arrested me for prostitution? 
 
    Would I spend the rest of my life in a Moscow jail? 
 
    I was swept down the stairs by the two men, one of them at each of my elbows. I heard their pounding steps and frantic curses and I ran with my head bowed, hidden by the bedcover, cringing and terrified. 
 
    We reached the doors of the hotel and burst out onto the sidewalk. The bedcover was snatched from my head and I saw a dark car parked in the road with its engine revving and the back door open. The two men who had rescued me from the police raid were panting for breath.  
 
    “Get in the car!” one of the men said. “The police will be here at any minute.  
 
    I ran to the open door of the waiting vehicle. I couldn’t hear police sirens, but I doubted the Russian police would announce a raid in such a way. I flung myself into the back seat of the car and pulled the door shut. The car was already accelerating away into the dark Moscow night. 
 
    I scampered into the corner of the seat, cringing with the fear of a hunted, terrified animal. 
 
    What would I do now? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mitch 
 
      
 
    I stepped out of the shadows of the alleyway and watched the speeding car’s taillights glow red as it reached a corner, braked briefly, then accelerated away towards the American embassy. 
 
    “Do you think Connie suspects anything?” 
 
    “No,” Sergey Volostok had his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his overcoat. He stood beside me and sighed. “She has no idea.” 
 
    I grunted and drew a deep breath of bitterly cold night air. “How much did the auction cost me?” 
 
    “Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars,” Sergey was mildly apologetic. “My man had competition from the son of the nightclub owner.” 
 
    I shrugged. The money didn’t matter. 
 
    Sergey was studying my face, trying to read my thoughts. It was a wasted effort. I honestly didn’t know exactly how I felt at that moment.  
 
    “Was she given the code word?” 
 
    “Yes. The Asian woman made sure of it.” 
 
    I nodded then turned to Sergey and held out my hand. 
 
    “Thank you, my friend,” I said with sincerity and emphasis. “You are a man that I and my government can trust. I will recommend the trade deal and the subsidy be approved by the President when I return to Washington. I hope that, someday, you and I will meet again.” 
 
    Sergey’s face stayed impassive but I saw a lift of relief in his eyes. Through his fixed features he nodded his head in the direction of where the car had sped away into the night. “And what about the girl? What will you do?” 
 
    I smiled thinly but didn’t answer. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

  Chapter 15 
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    The driver of the getaway car was a woman. She slowed to a halt on a street corner. In the distance, the lights haloed by fog, I could see the gates of the American embassy. The woman reached across to the front passenger seat and then turned so that she was facing me. 
 
    She had classical Slavic features; the high cheekbones, hair swept severely back from her face, her skin pale in the ghostly night and her eyes dark as coal. 
 
    “You cannot enter your embassy wearing just a bra,” she said. 
 
    I stared back at her with big traumatized eyes. My thoughts were stilted and chittering. I was still swept up in the confusion and chaos. I sat huddled in a dark corner with my arms wrapped around me, my hair hanging tangled across my face. 
 
    She handed me her coat. It was a dark full-length garment like the trench coats the men who had burst into the hotel room had been wearing. It smelled faintly of cheap perfume. I pulled the coat over my shoulders and wrapped it tight about me. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She drove sedately to the gates and I rummaged in my purse to show the guard my credentials. The car drove away into the night and I skulked into the embassy compound like a fugitive thief on the run from the law. 
 
    When I reached my room, I sank down on the bed and let the waves of emotion crash over me. I was shaking in wild uncontrollable spasms. Humiliation, despair and misery lashed me like the howling force of a storm. I curled up into a ball with my knees pressed to my chest, and cried until I had no more tears to shed. 
 
    What do I do now? 
 
    I had endured the depravity and humiliation of being displayed and sold to a man, and I had been paid a vast sum of money in advance to give up my virginity. Now I had the money, but had not paid my debt. 
 
    And tomorrow I was flying back to Washington! 
 
    I thought back over the graphic, lurid events of the night and a fresh wave of shivers and spasms seized me.  
 
    They won’t just forget the money. 
 
    Goodness, Connie. This is the Russian mafia you sold yourself to. They’re not just going to throw a quarter of a million dollars your way and not expect the payment you promised. 
 
    Would the mafia think I had deliberately fled the hotel – reneged on their deal and stolen the money? 
 
    Idiot! 
 
    If they think that, they’ll hunt me down. Borders won’t stop them. They’ll come to America and they’ll find me. Maybe they can trace me through my account details… or Mitch. They could find me through him. He’s an important man, and if they find him… they find me. 
 
    I felt myself on the edge of hysteria. The fear that hung over me was an entirely new dread.  
 
    Would the Russian mafia kill me to exact their revenge, and to use my murder as a warning to every other girl who stood on that stage and offered her virginity? 
 
    For an ice-cold moment I thought about going to Mitch and confessing. I could explain the circumstances and the events that led up to the auction. I could throw myself on his mercy and appeal for his protection. He had connections all the way up the hierarchy of the Russian government. He could explain, Maybe he could arrange to return the money to the man who had bid for me. Mitch was a fixer – he could make this go away. I was sure he could. 
 
    But… 
 
    How would I deal with the shame of that confession? 
 
    I was in love with Mitch and if I told him what I had done…? 
 
    I teetered like a drunkard into the bathroom and threw myself under a scalding hot shower. The water was like the agonized sting of a thousand needles. When I emerged from the bathroom my flesh was bright red, but I felt a little more settled. My nerves were still jangling, but in the back of my mind had formed another alternative plan. 
 
    When I reached Washington I would call Nikolai, the Russian thug. I didn’t have the matchbook he had given me anymore, but I knew his number was still in the memory of my cell phone. I would call the Russian and explain what had happened. Through him I could arrange to return the money to the man in the crowd who had bid for my virginity. 
 
    It was going to be all right. In a week from now, the whole sordid indecent event would just be a dark memory, and I could get on with my life. 
 
    It would be all right.  
 
    I just had to hold my composure for a few more days.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mitch 
 
      
 
    When I returned to the embassy, it was past midnight. I should have been tired, but instead I was alert and processing a stream of unsettling thoughts and disconcerting questions. 
 
    I inspected the gatehouse log and saw that Connie had returned thirty minutes earlier. The guard stood at attention. I gave him a nod and strode through the snow to the front doors of the main building. 
 
    The Ambassador’s office was dark. I didn’t turn on the lights. Instead I went to the big desk and flicked on a small lamp. The glow cast a halo over the tabletop but left the rest of the large office in deep shadow. I dropped down into the expensive leather chair and the weariness came settling upon me at last. 
 
    As my mind unwound I felt a stir of emotions that were unfamiliar to me. My thoughts turned inward and reflective. 
 
     I’m an insular man; throughout the years since the death of my wife I had stood alone and blazed a trail of business success and political power. I had believed that women held no real attraction to me… but now I realized – with a sudden profound flash of insight – that it wasn’t true. 
 
    Of course women attracted me… just not the kind of women that had orbited in the same circles of my influence. 
 
    Every woman I encountered was either attached to the diplomatic staff, or she was part of the elite Washington social circle that frequented glittering functions and smiled with gay superficial politeness to the idle chatter that was the stuff of such gatherings. The women I encountered were all seeking social status on the coattails of the most influential men they could latch their claws into… and the shallowness of the women that sought such standing left me cold and disinterested. 
 
    And then suddenly there was Connie. 
 
    I had seen her too, as just a young ambitious girl who was determined to climb through the ranks of the diplomatic corps. Admittedly, she was committed and dedicated to her work – not trading on her physical attributes. 
 
    But that also made her an ineligible subject for any desire I might feel… because I could never compromise the immorality of sleeping with someone on my personal staff. It was a line I refused to cross for I knew the complications of a sexual and emotional relationship in such a situation made the working environment unpleasantly difficult. 
 
    But at least Connie was a real woman; not one of the phony army of wives and mistresses that populated the halls of power. 
 
    And within her beauty and the undeniable sexual attraction of her, was both a danger and a threat. 
 
    I let my mind linger on my secret stolen memories of Connie; those moments when masculine instinct had overridden my objectivity. 
 
    I had seen the swell of her breasts beneath the sheer fabric of her blouse and the tantalizing shadow of the lace that contained them. And I had admired the narrow nip of her waist and then the flare of her hips when she had come into my office one morning wearing a tight tailored suit. And I had watched her secretly as she had worked at her desk, marveling in the youthful beauty of her, the dazzling wonder of her eyes and the soft tempting lure of her lips when she smiled. 
 
    With shame at the perversity and treachery of my own body, I felt myself unable to contain the rise of raw desire. I felt myself harden, as my imagination seized upon the things I knew and carried them away on the wings of erotic fantasies.  
 
    I pictured her naked on my bed, her hair awry, her body lightly tanned. 
 
    She was naïve and had been left frustrated by fumbling boys, and now she was desperate for the secret understanding acquired by men as they matured. She lifted her arms to me as I came to her, naked, and her legs fell open in wanton invitation. I covered her body with mine and we began to move on the mattress, her breath panting and filled with new wonder and my own made ragged and thick with lust. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a long time before I could loosen the grip of those dangerous fantasies and flee back to the reality and safety of the Ambassador’s office. 
 
    I sighed and reached for the lamp switch. 
 
    I had resolved nothing. 
 
    All I knew was that I desired Connie Wyatt. Because now – after her attempts to sell her virginity – my impersonal professional impressions of her had been torn away, revealing a young sexual woman. 
 
    And God, how I wanted her!  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Mitch 
 
      
 
    The Aeroflot hostess was waiting in the door of the aircraft when Connie and I came to the end of the companionway dragging our carry-on luggage. The woman checked our boarding passes with a polite, immaculate smile and guided us towards the first-class compartment. The seats were luxurious, the appointments all that anyone would expect. I offered Connie the window-seat and we settled down for the ten-hour flight. 
 
    “Are you going to miss Moscow?” I asked casually. 
 
    Connie shook her head, her eyes fraught and clouded. “No.” 
 
    I feigned surprise. “Oh? I thought you would have seen this as a great adventure; flying into Russia and being part of such an important trade negotiation.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “It was certainly educational. I learned a lot,” she said with a double-edged meaning that I recognized but chose blandly to ignore. 
 
    “But…?” I encouraged her to go on. “Did you regret not spending more time in the city? I guess girls your age spend all their time at nightclubs.” 
 
    Connie went very pale and very still. I saw the turmoil of shadows move behind her eyes. She swallowed hard. “I’m not one for dancing and loud music,” she said weakly.  
 
    I smiled and nodded as though the exchange had been nothing but harmless banter. “Well, you will be happy to know that our time in Moscow was not wasted,” I leaned across the space that separated us and whispered quietly. “When I get back to Washington, I’m going to meet with the President, the Trade guys and probably the Sec State. I’m going to recommend the deal goes ahead.” 
 
    Connie looked shocked. “But I thought we were flying out today because the trade deal was being abandoned.” 
 
    “It was,” I agreed. “But something changed last night. It was an eleventh-hour development I hadn’t expected. It’s opened the door for honest lines of communication between us and our Russian counterparts.” 
 
    “So the mission was a success?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Connie looked genuinely pleased although the smile on her face was clouded by some darker lingering trouble. “Congratulations,” she offered. 
 
    “Credit goes to you also,” I said generously. “You played your part…” 
 
    She looked to say more but the rumble of the big jet engines rose suddenly into the screaming whine that preceded takeoff. 
 
    We sat silent in our seats and felt the aircraft gather speed along the runway, followed by the gut-swooping lift as she clawed powerfully into the air. 
 
    We were on our way home and flying towards an uncertain future. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I glanced sideways at Connie after the plane had reached its cruising height and the view through the windows showed nothing but a gray wall of clouds. 
 
    She seemed completely unaware of my scrutiny, gazing fixedly ahead, so complete was her preoccupation, and I wondered what she was thinking about – what dark troubled concerns lurked in the dark corners of her mind. She was not herself; the trauma of all that occurred the night before had left an indelible mark on her. 
 
    At last she caught me staring at her from the corner of her eye. She turned her head and smiled wanly. She seemed listless with fatigue. 
 
    Connie set her seat back, refused a drink from the hostess, and fell quickly into a deep restless sleep. Perhaps it was her way of dealing with the anxiety of flight, or maybe it was the cumulative exhaustion and emotional trauma of the last twenty-four hours. 
 
    I turned my attention to the details of the trade negotiation, but my mind would not focus. Inadvertently I found my gaze sneaking back to where Connie lay reclined. 
 
    She was wearing a powder blue sweater and a pair of jeans. She lay on her back, her body twisted slightly towards me with her arms by her side. One of her knees was slightly lifted and my eyes wandered over her body. Her breasts beneath the knitted sweater were generous but not large, and her figure was finely tapered. The bottom of the sweater had lifted as she slept so I could see an inch or two of her bare midriff. The skin there was glossy and firm with the luster of her youth. Her jeans were tight stretched denim that wrapped her legs and showed off the slenderness of her thighs right up to the folds and creases that outlined her pussy. 
 
    I looked guiltily away, but the appeal of her was irresistible. Connie’s lips were slightly parted, her hair a soft tumble that framed her perfect face. She wore no makeup so that her lips were pale pink and natural. I closed my eyes and screwed up my resolve. 
 
    Flying at 35,000 feet, somewhere over the ocean, I finally made up my mind. 
 
    My laptop was in my carry bag. I typed an email and then let my finger hover over the ‘send’ button for a moment of indecision. 
 
    Connie stirred but didn’t wake. Instead she rolled her body to a more comfortable position and I saw the way her breasts moved. In her sleep, her nipples had hardened, pushing little jutting mounds through the fabric of her top. Her left leg had edged a little higher. I fantasized about her knees falling wide open and my mouth trailing a line of kisses towards the top of her thighs. 
 
    Send! 
 
    I stabbed the keyboard impulsively. 
 
    The decision was made. 
 
    Then the remorse assailed me.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    I craved sleep – sweet release from all the worry and fear and panic that hung over me like a storm cloud. My body ached and my nerves were frayed so that when Mitch turned to me in his seat and asked me about nightclubbing, my first mortified instinct was to tense suspiciously.  
 
    Had he somehow found out how I had shamed myself?  
 
    I searched his eyes but there seemed no trace of bitter recrimination, and no suggestion of spite. 
 
    I nodded, said something inane, and then the lids of my eyes drew down like a leaden curtain. As dark bliss washed over me, I dreamed a dream. 
 
      
 
    “I want to forget you,” Mitch’s voice was rough as he swaggered to my desk and stood before me with his hands on his hips. 
 
    I licked my lips in a coy and provocative tease. “Right here?” my voice was husky. 
 
    “Yes, dang it!” he growled.  
 
    He reached over the desk and pulled me out of my chair. His hands were demanding, his grip made fierce by his desire. As he brought me to my feet, he saw suddenly that I had come to work dressed in the same schoolgirl clothes I had worn on the nightclub stage. His eyes prowled hungrily over my breasts, then past the knot of the blouse to the short pleats of my skirt. He made an animal sound of lust in the back of his throat and I went to him willingly. 
 
    He bent me over the desk and lifted the skirt. My panties were soaked. I felt his fingers, cunning and skilled, as they pushed the fabric between the folds of my pussy. He was breathing hoarsely and I was panting to match the racing beat of my heart. I felt him come over the top of me, pressing me down against the desk and his voice in my ear was fierce and impatient. 
 
    “You’re Daddy’s little girl, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy!” I moaned. “Oh goodness, yes!” 
 
    The weight of his chest lifted and then I felt the rub of his palm across the tensed cheeks of my rear. He cupped his hand and spanked me – one, twice, and I flinched at his touch. 
 
    I was making soft mewling sounds of desire. I could feel the wet lace rucked between my legs and the friction of the coarse fabric was maddening. I squirmed my thighs together. 
 
    He took me by the shoulder and spun me around. I sank to my knees instinctively. He had his zip undone and his beautiful cock was hard in his hand. My mouth fell open and I craned my neck forward to capture him between the clamp of my lips. 
 
    Mitch sighed. His jaw was clenched. “Suck me, American jerk,” his voice was strangely accented. “You can’t go to school today unless you pay the admission price.” 
 
    I took him deep down my throat. He was hard as an iron bar, hot and pulsing on my tongue. I opened my eyes and a single tear of exquisite pleasure slipped down my cheek. 
 
    Mitch seemed to swell and thicken as I taunted him with my mouth. I fumbled the knot of my blouse undone and my breasts spilled free. My nipples were hard. I reached up with one hand to gently cup his heavy balls and the new sensation mingled with the tug of my lips to push him over the edge. 
 
    He grunted as he came, splashing the inside of my mouth with hot cum. I swallowed hungrily and then kept gently sucking until he went soft, and the blazing light of his lust dimmed from his eyes.  
 
    Mitch stepped away from me, and I rose to my feet. I made a great show of greedily licking my lips. “Did you like that, Daddy?” 
 
    “Yes,” his voice was hoarse, as if he had run a long way.  
 
    He backed me up against the desk and arrogantly thrust his hand beneath the pleats of my skirt. I opened my legs wider for him and felt his palm cup the wedge of my pussy. 
 
    “How does your baby girl’s pussy feel?” I whispered breathlessly. I was clinging to his shoulder, urging his hand to move faster, to press harder. 
 
    Mitch gasped and passion reignited like fire in his eyes. 
 
    “This American pussy is so smooooth,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I woke with a frightening start, a cry of incredulous shock in my mouth. I reeled for an instant, not knowing where I was. Panic swelled hot in my chest… and then I saw Mitch sitting quietly in his seat, saw the other first-class passengers dozing or reading magazines. 
 
    I let out a long shuddering breath and sat up. My clothes were wrenched askew. My hands shook with little tremors. 
 
    Mitch was looking at me, his brow furrowed with a hint of concern. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    I nodded and tugged at my sweater. It suddenly seemed tight as a noose around my neck. “It was just a dream.” 
 
    Mitch nodded. “Pay attention to what you saw,” he advised sagely. “Dreams are supposed to be a window to our deepest, darkest desires.” 
 
    Idiot! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Mitch 
 
      
 
    Because of the time zone differences, we arrived at Dulles Airport late in the afternoon. The sky was bleak through the huge glass windows of the terminal. I felt rumpled and weary.  
 
    There was a government car and driver waiting for us. Connie gave the man her home address and we sat in silence for the journey. 
 
    When the driver pulled to the curb outside a rundown apartment complex, Connie slid across the seat to get out of the car and I joined her on the busy sidewalk. 
 
    She looked puzzled. She had her carry bag clutched in her hand and a coat draped over one arm. She dropped the bag and stared uncertainly at me. 
 
    “Take this week off work,” I began, loathing myself so that the words were raw in my throat. “Rest. Relax. Catch up on sleep. Next Monday morning I want you to report to Congressman Walter Turnbull. He’s a Texan, and you’ll be working with his Washington office staff from now on.” 
 
    Connie’s eyes flashed alarm and confusion. 
 
    “What?” she was shaking her head slowly. None of what I said was making sense to her. 
 
    I’m very strongly attracted to you. 
 
    “I’ve arranged a transfer for you. I received the email confirming your new position while we were flying back from Moscow.” 
 
    “Transferring?” 
 
    I don’t know any other way to get you out of my mind. 
 
    “Yes. You no longer work for me.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    The shock on her face appalled me. Glistening tears welled along the lower lids of her eyes and then ran down her pale cheeks. 
 
    I’m too weak. I want you too much. This is the only way! 
 
    I shrugged. “Now that the trade agreement with the Russians has been finalized, all that’s left is the paperwork and the ratification of the terms. I’ll be moving on to other projects…” 
 
    “You don’t want me working with you into the future? Did I do something wrong, Mitch? Were you unhappy with my performance?”  
 
    I shook my head. “Your work was outstanding,” I said stiffly. “And I will write a recommendation for you. Come to my office next Friday afternoon. I’ll have your severance pay and everything else prepared.” 
 
    I turned on my heel and strode stiffly back to the car. The driver pulled away from the corner and in the rearview mirror I caught a fleeting final glimpse of Connie’s shoulders heaving as she stood on the sidewalk and began to cry. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    But, Mitch. I love you! 
 
    It was my last pathetic thought, screamed from the corners of my mind, as the car turned at traffic lights and disappeared into the darkening dusk. 
 
    I felt myself begin to cry and I couldn’t stop.  
 
    Waves of numbed dismay swept over me. The depth of despair left me desolated. In less than twenty-four hours I had lost everything; my pride, my dignity, and now the man that I secretly adored and craved. 
 
    The devastation of my life was complete. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    I cried through the night, curled up in the fetal position on my bed, until sunrise came and at last I had no more tears left to shed.  
 
    In the morning, I dragged myself to the phone and acted out a charade to call my grandmother in Galveston. We chatted for almost an hour as I went over the trip to Moscow and how exciting it had been to see a new part of the world. Nana’s tone was subdued too – but we’re both so skilled at hiding our feelings and shielding each other from the pain of our truths that a casual observer would never have guessed at the financial stress she was enduring, or the horrendous nightmare my own life had become. 
 
    It was a relief to hang up. I was emotionally exhausted. I felt listless and empty. There was an ache in my heart that felt like an open wound. I caught myself beginning to sob again and choked back the tears on a bottle of cheap wine I had in the refrigerator. 
 
    How did this happen? 
 
    How could my entire life have been forever changed in less than a day? 
 
    I replayed Mitch’s parting words in my mind for the thousandth time and saw again the hardness in his eyes as he had spoken. 
 
    Had he found out about what happened in the Russian nightclub? 
 
    Is that why he transferred me? Does he loathe me so much that he can’t stand the sight of me and wanted me gone? 
 
    But nothing had really happened! 
 
    Nothing had happened only because those two men had bundled you into a car before the police raided the place. If they hadn’t burst into the room, you would have whored your body to some Russian stranger and been forever tainted by the disgrace of it. 
 
    The fear that the truth would eventually be revealed about that seedy night haunted me, and I guessed it would continue to gnaw at my conscience for the rest of my days. I had come so close to subjecting myself to the kind of degradation that would have scarred me for life. 
 
    And yet, even though I’d been prepared to pay that price in order to save my grandmother’s bookstore, I had achieved only to humiliate myself for nothing. 
 
    Was it all some perverse coincidence? Was Mitch telling the simple truth about the transfer… could it be just a quirk of circumstance? 
 
    Are the millstones of my shame and guilt messing with my mind, giving the work transfer some darker sinister motive that doesn’t exist? 
 
    How would I ever know? 
 
    Working for a Texas senator was a long way from sharing adjoining offices with Mitch. I’d never see him. Never again would I be able to steal secret glances of him and fuel the fantasies of my desire. Never again would I hear his voice, smell the man-smell of him or dream about him making love to me. 
 
    I was mildly surprised to realize that it was already late afternoon. Long shadows stretched across the floor of my little apartment. I hadn’t eaten, but I wasn’t hungry. I hadn’t even changed clothes from the ones I had worn on the plane from Moscow.  
 
    I snatched up my coat and trudged downstairs. There was a liquor shop on the next corner. I needed to numb this crushing pain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I drank a lot and I cried a lot. For days I never left the apartment except to walk to the liquor store. I called my grandmother early each morning because it was the only time I was semi-sober, and then I spent the rest of the long days and nights anesthetized by alcohol. 
 
    And still the agony that was my heartbreak persisted. 
 
    On Wednesday night I showered for the first time since I’d returned to Washington and under the soaking hot spray I wept away the last of my sadness. 
 
    Then I became bitter. 
 
    And angry. 
 
    I raged about the apartment, screaming and shouting like I was insane. I snatched up my phone, shaking with fury and dialed Mitch’s number… only to cut off the call an instant before he answered. 
 
    I was angry at him.  
 
    I was furious at myself.  
 
    I hated the world for everything it had done to me. 
 
    I dialed Nikolai’s Russian cell phone number but the call would not connect. In a fit of impotent frustration I threw the phone in the trash can. 
 
    I had no way to vent, no outlet to resolve my feelings, and so I drew the fury close to me like a burning flame, and as Friday afternoon approached I harnessed my seething hatred, letting it slowly gain intensity until it seethed in my stomach and simmered behind my eyes. 
 
    Only then did I dress and make the journey to Mitch’s White House office. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mitch 
 
      
 
    I sat on the edge of the plush upholstered sofa with my hands clasped, leaning forward to make my point. 
 
    On a similar sofa beyond a coffee table that divided us, sat the President. He was relaxed, the button of his coat undone, one arm thrown out along the sofa’s armrest. 
 
    “So,” he began, with just the faintest hint of a smile. “You did it.” 
 
    I nodded. “This man Volostok is the perfect back-channel to the Russian President,” I said confidently. “He’s the man you were looking for, sir. He has integrity, he’s loyal to his government, he’s committed to the Russian cause before his own ambitions… and we can trust him.” 
 
    “You’re sure about that?” the President challenged. “The additional subsidy we need to give the Russians to make this deal happen is going to hinder the short-term benefits to our economy. Mitch, we need this deal to last the duration if we’re going to see long-term growth.” 
 
    “I’m sure, sir.” 
 
    There was a discreet knock at the door of the Oval Office and a young woman came into the room, carrying a silver tray with coffee. I caught her out of the corner of my eye and flinched. My heart leaped into my throat. At a quick glance the woman looked like Connie Wyatt. This girl had the same tumble of golden hair, the same perfect smooth skin and the same lithe figure. I heard myself gasp. 
 
    The President heard it too. He frowned with a touch of bemused concern. “You okay, Mitch. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 
 
    I covered my confusion with a wobbly grin and shook my head ruefully. “It’s been a long week,” I said vaguely.  
 
    The President nodded. He took a mug from off the tray and the young staffer offered me the other. I accepted my mug without looking at her. She disappeared back out of the room. 
 
    The President sipped at his coffee while he stared reflectively through the tall glass windows into the Rose Garden. 
 
    “This is a big deal, Mitch,” he said at last. “The biggest, most broad-reaching trade agreement we’ve negotiated with the Russians since the end of the second World War. It’s been two years in development. I don’t mind admitting I’m relieved we’re over the last hurdle.” 
 
    I let a smile tug at the corner of my mouth. “The diplomats in Moscow have the final draft of the agreement. It’s my understanding the Russians will fly into Washington next month for the official signing.” 
 
    The President set his coffee down on the low table between us and nodded. He got to his feet and buttoned his coat. The meeting was ending. I stood and we shook hands. He smiled into my eyes and blasted me with the full force of his charm. 
 
    “I want you to be at that ceremony,” he said as he rounded behind his desk and glanced down at the next item on his agenda. “My office will send through all the details.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Mitch 
 
      
 
    When I reached my office, my secretary, Evelyn, stared up at me with a look of consternation on her face. She drew a sharp breath. 
 
    “Connie Wyatt is here to see you,” the tone of her voice was edged with awkwardness. “She’s waiting in there.” 
 
    Evelyn pointed to the closed doors that divided the reception area from the sanctuary of my personal office and shrugged her shoulders with exasperation. “I didn’t know where else to put her.” 
 
    I nodded. She handed me a wad of messages that had arrived in the few short minutes I had been with the President. 
 
    The corridors of the White House were filled with the bustle of activity and the hum of indistinct voices. I glanced at my wristwatch. It was just after four o’clock. 
 
    “Take the rest of the day off, Ev,” I said. “Tell the typist girls too. Go home, put your feet up and relax for the weekend.” 
 
    Evelyn smiled her pleasant surprise. She snatched up her coat and handbag and went into the adjoining room to share the news with the typing staff. I waited in the outer room until all three women had filed out into the hallway, and then I closed the door behind them. 
 
    And locked it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As I pushed open the double doors into my private office, I saw Connie stalking across the floor in front of my desk, her arms folded, her mouth pinched. She was taking short steps, and her hair swished every time she turned on her heel. She looked up and saw me, and froze. 
 
    I went straight to a side table and poured myself a drink. I lifted the tumbler to my lips and swished neat whisky around my mouth, then swallowed. The raw scald of the spirit burned down my throat. I offered Connie a drink with a gesture. She shook her head. 
 
    She was angry. Her eyes were narrowed and slanted like arrow points. 
 
    “Thank you for coming into the office this afternoon,” I said. “I wanted to give you this paycheck.” 
 
    From a drawer in my desk I produced an envelope. I laid it on the polished desk top. Connie took up the envelope but did not bother to open it. 
 
    Her lips were quivering, and the flesh of her cheeks pale as marble. We stared at each other across the space. She was wearing the same tight-fitting denim jeans she had worn on the flight out of Moscow, matched with a pink sweater. She bunched her hands into little fists. 
 
    “You’re a jerk!” her temper seethed from between clenched jaws. 
 
    I arched my eyebrows, taken aback. Connie too seemed startled that the profanity had escaped her lips. She stared at me in wide-eyed bewilderment while the silence drew out for long seconds. 
 
    “You said you transferred me because the trade deal was finalized with Russia and that you were moving on to a new project, Mitch. But when I arrived, you had two women working in the adjoining room. Why wasn’t I kept on to do that work?” 
 
    I blew out a long breath. “I had my reasons,” I said stiffly. 
 
    Connie grunted. “Yeah,” the flash of anger glittered in her eyes again. “And the reason is that you’re a jerk.” 
 
    I came around the desk, strode straight past Connie and went to the internal office doors. I had left them open when I had entered the room. Now I closed them. Connie watched me, becoming wary.  
 
    “Why did you do that?” her voice got small. 
 
    “So we can have a private conversation, undisturbed.” My own temper was simmering just below the surface of civility. I had resolved to take the high moral ground in this meeting. Now I knew a different course of action was required. 
 
    I reached back into the desk drawer and withdrew a second envelope. I thrust it into Connie’s hand. “Open it.” 
 
    The hard tone of my voice made her flinch. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    The bitter tone of Mitch’s voice lashed like a whip and startled me. In an instant all the bluster of my anger dissolved beneath his intimidating, dominating glare. He forced an envelope into my hand. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked, hating myself for the squeak of uncertainty in my throat. 
 
    “Open it,” Mitch said again. 
 
    He stared at me, scrutinizing me as I fumbled with the sealed flap of the envelope. It was thin. I could feel the shape of a stiffened piece of cardboard inside. The blow-torch of Mitch’s penetrating eyes made me fumbling and flustered. 
 
    The flap of paper across the top of the envelope tore and I reached inside. It was just a single piece of board, the same shape as a businessman’s calling card. I removed it from the envelope. 
 
    It was blank. 
 
    “Turn it over,” Mitch said. His voice was strangely drawn and tight. 
 
    I turned the card in my fingers. 
 
      
 
    BABUSHKA 
 
      
 
    For a moment of pure white-hot terror my mind went blank. 
 
    I stared at the word – a word I would never forget – and as the realization of what this meant began to seep into the fogged numbness of my mind, my senses were suddenly overwhelmed. Shock punched the air from my lungs and left me reeling. 
 
    “What?” I wheezed. “You?” 
 
    I didn’t know how to feel. I felt the outrage of the deception and then the lifting relief that the Russian mafia would not come to America hunting me down to retrieve their money. Then I was struck by the outrageous realization that this man – the man I had fantasized about – had bought my virginity.  
 
    I reeled away from the desk, doubled over as though gripped by pain. 
 
    The card fell from my nerveless fingers. The breath sawed in my lungs. 
 
    Mitch stood still as a statue, his features carved in stone.  
 
    I started to shake and then sob. The relief and release of my fears was replaced by a whole new crisis.  
 
    I was free from the Russian mafia, and unburdened of the guilt of deceiving Mitch. He knew about the nightclub auction. Whether he despised me for that decision didn’t matter in that moment; he knew, and it was a heavy weight off my shoulders. 
 
    “Why?” I asked at last in a small trembling voice. 
 
    “Because I wanted to preserve your integrity and also because I wanted to keep you out of danger,” his voice was grave. “You could have been compromised by Russian counter-intelligence operatives, Connie. You could have been blackmailed and the evidence of your actions used to force you to work against the best interests of your country. I acted to stop that from happening… and because I thought you deserved better than the likely result of your actions.” 
 
    It was a veiled reference to the idea of me giving my virginity in such sordid circumstances.  
 
    “Thank you,” I felt ashamed and embarrassed all over again. Mitch stood with his chin lifted, his features set like a noble knight who had gallantly saved the virtue of a medieval maiden. “But how did you find out?” 
 
    The corner of Mitch’s mouth tugged into the ghost of a dry smile. “Sergey told me,” he said.  
 
    “How did he know?” 
 
    I went back to the side table and refilled my tumbler with whisky. “When you called the nightclub, the son told his father what you had offered to sell,” he said abstractly. “But the father is mafia and the working relationship between the city’s criminal elements and Sergey’s people is tenuous and often strained. The old man was terrified that auctioning the virginity of an American girl who happened to be connected to the U.S. Embassy would bring down a demon-storm of government retribution. So he called Sergey. And Sergey called me. We met in a park beyond the walls of the compound.” 
 
    “But the bidding…?” I frowned and shook my head. I felt like I had been spun around in dizzy circles. 
 
    “It was one of Sergey’s men who did the bidding. I merely provided the funds that were required.” 
 
    “It was your money that the man bid for me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And I suppose Sergey called the police and told them to raid the hotel.” 
 
    Mitch shook his head. “No. There was no police raid. The men that burst into your room were Sergey’s agents. They faked the raid to get you quickly out of the hotel and back to the embassy.” 
 
    There was an antique sitting chair in a corner near the office doors. I drifted towards it and let my trembling legs collapse from underneath me. I hung my head, letting the wings of my fringe hide my face from the humiliation that burned like fire on my cheeks. 
 
    “The money…” I began, faltering through a sob of tears. 
 
    “Keep it.” 
 
    I looked up in fresh horror. “I can’t.” 
 
    Mitch shrugged. He swallowed the contents of his glass in a single gulp and the fumes of the raw spirit made his eyes watery. “Keep it,” he said again. “But in return, I want to know why. Why did you do that, Connie? Why did you take such terrible risks and subject yourself to the humiliation of being paid for sex in such a public way? Are you kinky? Do you crave some bizarre kind of arousal?” 
 
    I started to shake my head and the movement loosed tears from my eyes that trickled down my face and spilled from my chin. It took me a long time to gather my composure, all the time feeling the withering heat of Mitch’s bewildered eyes upon me. 
 
    “I can’t tell you why,” I said at last. “And I can’t just accept the money you paid for me.” 
 
    Mitch ignored my offer to return the money he had bid for my virginity. “You can’t tell me why you did it… or you won’t tell me why?” 
 
    “I won’t.” I lifted my chin and set my lips into a trembling line of defiance. “But I’m not a bad person, Mitch. Just believe that much, please.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Mitch 
 
      
 
    I felt the pull of compassion and decency towards where Connie sat, huddled and sobbing. She was weeping like her heart was breaking. I went to her and put a stiff arm about her shoulder. I could feel the heave of her shoulders as the tears came upon her, and I could sense the heat of her flesh through the thin fabric of her sweater. Beneath the touch of my fingers was the raised ridge of her bra strap. I stared blankly at the wall, dealing with my own demons of desire for her, while she slowly pulled herself together, sniffing and shuddering. 
 
    When at last she seemed settled, breathing in little shakes and gasps, I stepped back into the middle of the room and diverted my gaze out through the window. It was such an intimate moment of anguish that I felt like an intruder.  
 
    “Is that why you transferred me?” Connie asked in a meek whisper. “Were you worried about my actions impacting on your career, Mitch? Were you trying to distance yourself from me in case someone found out, and the scandal reached you?” 
 
    I turned on my heel and fixed her with a cold stare. I felt the truth leap impulsively to my lips and I could not snare the words before they were spoken. 
 
    “I wanted to distance myself from you, not because of any scandal, Connie – but because I want you. I want you the way a man wants a woman… and I know that’s not possible while we work together. It was all I could do to keep myself away from you.” 
 
    Connie stared across the office at me in stunned silence, her gaze enigmatic, her expression solemn but changing now to something else as the tension-charged silence drew out. 
 
    Shock showed in her eyes and then dawning realization glowed on her smile. It seemed to draw her from the chair, and she came towards me with a dreamy kind of determination. Her face lifted to mine, her lips parting. 
 
    I tried to reel away but a storm-surge of physical arousal drove us together. It came from far away, like the gale of a wind. I could feel my whole body stirred by the velocity of it. The walls of my resolve tumbled, and with it went the last of my reason and will. 
 
    I took her mouth fiercely, despising myself for the inability to resist the temptation of her. I felt a kind of guilty infidelity, as though I was betraying the vows I had made to uphold my own honor. 
 
    Connie’s mouth matched the hunger of my own. I felt her arms dangle around my neck and she lifted herself on the tips of her toes, her breath on my lips, the subtle scent of her filling my senses. I probed her mouth with the flick of my tongue and she went limp in my arms, our bodies pressed hard together, the arousal intense enough to strike sparks. 
 
    When at last I broke away from her she swayed towards the empty space where I had stood. I seized one of her wrists. Her lips were puffy and swollen. 
 
    She placed her other hand flat against my chest. 
 
    “Mitch –” but she said no more. Instead she gazed up at me silently and the dazzling blue of her eyes seemed to darken to the color of the unfathomable depths. Along the line of her jaw I saw the soft throb of her pulse. She opened her mouth to continue. Her lips were inflamed and she dabbed at them with the tip of her tongue to moisten them. 
 
    “No more,” I said. My voice sounded strange and husky in my own ears. “This is not what I had intended, and it’s not the reason I bid for you, Connie.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    My body felt like it was on fire. Every inch of my flesh tingled with desire. 
 
    I wasn’t going to accept ‘no’. 
 
    Not now… not when I was this close to Mitch and my lips still sizzled with the fire of his kiss.  
 
    He had been such a surprise. I had never truly appreciated the height nor the strength of him. His hands on my body had been firm, controlled, and in the brief moment we had embraced he had awakened within me an intense physical hunger. I could still taste him, and a shudder ran through me. 
 
    I pulled myself back within the circle of his arms, and his hands came around me in reflexive response. I crushed my cheek against the muscles of his chest, inhaling the masculinity of him. 
 
    My fingers were around his back, splayed and clutching at him through the fabric of his suit. Between us I felt the instinctive hardness of him as his body responded treacherously despite his reluctance. 
 
    “I can’t accept the money, Mitch,” I said, and then leaned away with my upper body to scrutinize his eyes. The movement drove my hips against the swell of his cock and the thrust of him maddened me.  
 
    “I want you to have it,” he said. 
 
    I lowered my voice to a manipulative whisper. “Let me repay you in the way I should,” I dangled the temptation and let the offer hang in the fragile silence. “You bought my virginity, and unless I give it to you, I’ll never be able to accept the money in good conscience.” 
 
    “You don’t need to –” 
 
    I cut him off. “I do need to. For my sake,” I said with feeling. “It’s the only way I can scrub my conscience clean and move on from everything I endured in that nightclub.” 
 
    Mitch said nothing. I heard the tortured shudder of his breath as he exhaled. I sensed the last shreds of his resolve were unraveling and I swayed my hips gently so that my lower body brushed harder against the throb of his erection. 
 
    “And if we can complete the transaction,” I chose my words carefully, wrapping my sinful hunger for him in harmless language, “then afterwards, when I have paid my debt, I will tell you why I chose to auction myself, and what I plan on doing with the money.” 
 
    Mitch looked pained. His voice was hoarse with disbelief. “You’re trying to blackmail me?” 
 
    “No,” I pressed my cheek against his chest again, feeling the tripping frantic beat of his heart. “I’m trying to entice you.” 
 
    Mitch threw his face to the ceiling; his eyes screwed shut, his fists clenched, and his whole body drawn tight with his silent struggle. Then he reached into the pocket of his trousers and unhooked a key from a bunch he had been carrying. 
 
    “Here,” his face had changed, no longer drawn or creased by torment. The color had faded, and now, once again, he was composed, his mouth hard, his intelligent knowing eyes resolved. “This is a key to my house. I’ll message you the address. I want you to be there tomorrow night at seven.” 
 
    I took the key, but Mitch wasn’t finished. He pulled me back against him and kissed me again, drawing all the strength from my bones and leaving me weak and breathless. 
 
    “What clothes did you wear when you displayed yourself at the nightclub? I want you to wear the same thing.” 
 
    “A schoolgirl uniform,” I admitted. “Like Britney Spears in that old music video she made.” 
 
    “You like her songs?” he sounded astonished. 
 
    I shook my head. “No…” I flirted and smiled with secret significance. “But every girl has a fantasy…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    Mitch 
 
      
 
    A man cannot go through his life maintaining the same attitudes and aspirations that he first develops in the formative years of adulthood. 
 
    I was a different person to the one I’d been in my early twenties; experience – and my experiences – had changed me. The brash bravado and confidence that makes a young man feel ten feet tall and bulletproof is gradually shed like stripped away armor, and over the course of a man’s life weaknesses and vulnerabilities are exposed. 
 
    That was my story; I had accumulated experiences, setbacks and triumphs that altered my path and my perceptions. I was almost unrecognizable from the young guy who thought the world was his for the taking. 
 
    Now, at forty-eight, I looked in the mirror and saw someone older and wiser; someone whose path through life had been deviated by emotional detours. Marriage had changed me; walking the same path as my deceased wife had taken my own life’s course on a tangent, and in the process of that journey I had been exposed to the kind of tender emotions that leave unseen bruises on your conscience. 
 
    In my work too, I had been left scarred by the consequences of the decisions I had made, and the fallout on everyone my choices had affected. In essence, the hard jagged stone that had been Mitch Stuyversant as a young man had been gradually eroded by experience and sandblasted by emotions so that now the mirror’s reflection of me showed the same physical features but with blurred and softened edges. 
 
    My conscience troubled me. 
 
    I stood quietly in the bathroom and scrutinized my face as I shaved. It was Saturday morning. In just a few hours Connie would come through my front door and I would once again stand at a crossroads in the course of my life’s journey. 
 
    Beyond the obvious age difference, I was wrestling with the implications of a poor decision. 
 
    If Connie and I were to have sex, our lives would be irrevocably altered. Mine less than hers, for she was young and still discovering who she was. Did I have the right to influence her life in such a profound manner? 
 
    ‘Buying’ her virginity had given me some kind of propriety in terms of a transaction, but what we were talking about was not like any other purchase. This was the most intimate gift a young woman could give. It shouldn’t be bought – not for any price. 
 
    It should be given, freely and lovingly. 
 
    I was violating the sanctity of her right to choose, and the weight of it was a burden that left me haggard and troubled. 
 
    I spent the day listlessly; drifting through the house without intent or direction. My mind was a constant turmoil of doubts as my emotions lifted with the desire for her firm beautiful body one minute… only then to plummet to the depths of despair as the guilt came upon me in the next. 
 
    When the doorbell rang suddenly at seven o’clock, I almost didn’t answer it. I felt like I was on the precipice of something momentous. The doorbell rang again, and I went to answer it with every question in my mind still unresolved and misgivings hanging over my head like storm clouds. 
 
    Connie stood on the front step, her face alight with brimming enthusiasm and nervousness. Her eyes sparkled and there was fresh warm color on her cheeks. Her hair caught the glow of the streetlights and shimmered blonde across the collar of a dark trench coat she was wrapped within. 
 
    I held the door open. Her lips were parted, and she was breathing in quick anxious gasps of cold foggy air. She bounced up the last step and into the warmth of the foyer, seeming to spark with the electricity of her exhilaration. In the silence of the house, her heels clacked loudly on the polished timber boards. 
 
    “Can I take your coat?” 
 
    Connie shook her head. “You better not,” she said – and I could see some reflection of my own turmoil in her eyes. It gave me some relief; we were both having second thoughts. 
 
    “It’s quite warm…” I frowned a little. “There’s a fire in the living room.” 
 
    Connie’s smile was nervous and unsure. “I’m wearing the schoolgirl outfit you wanted me to wear underneath,” she whispered in a tone that sounded a little like a warning. My heart was beating wildly with my own apprehension, and I sensed the warm inviting smile on my lips begin to quiver into something uncertain. 
 
    I understood. I looked into her eyes, sympathetically. “And you’re having second thoughts about this whole thing, aren’t you? You’re not so sure any more that you and I having sex is the best way for you to lose your virginity.” 
 
    Connie flinched, and slowly started to shake her head, never once taking her eyes from mine. “No, Mitch,” she said. New resolve came into her voice. “I’m not having second thoughts. I know what’s going to happen tonight – and I want it.” 
 
    She started slowly to unbutton the front of the trench coat, her eyes still fixed on mine, still talking. “I just thought you might need a moment to adjust before…” 
 
    I stilled her hand on the buttons. “I do,” I cut her off. Connie froze. Her eyes searched my face and I turned away or a moment, my head bowed in furious thought. When I turned back, Connie was waiting. She had unfastened the top three buttons on the coat and through the flaps of the gaping fabric I could see that underneath she was wearing some kind of white blouse. The flesh across her throat and down to the shadow of her cleavage was pale and perfect. 
 
    “Are you sure you want this to happen?” Beyond her stated need to pay her debt, I simply could not see any other reason for her to want to have sex with me. There were millions of younger, more suitable guys of her own age. Standing beside her I felt decidedly old. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure,” Connie said. She took my hand impulsively and placed it beneath the fold of the coat, my palm pressed against her heart. Through the thin fabric of her blouse I could feel the sizzle of her flesh and the furious tempo of her heart. “That’s not fear, or dread,” Connie slanted her eyes with significance. 
 
    I tried one last time. “If we do…” I broke off to give my next words more emphasis, “I will use you, Connie. I will break your heart… and I will never apologize. I give you this last chance to save yourself for someone you love.” 
 
    Connie’s eyes glittered with the sparkling dew of tears. They welled in the lower lids of her eyes and her lipsticked smile quivered. 
 
    “It’s too late,” she said. “I know what kind of man you are, Mitch… and I already love you.” 
 
    Without another word, Connie undid the rest of the buttons and then peeled the trench coat off her shoulders. She stood, dressed in the uniform of a schoolgirl, and I saw the fear of rejection and the little furrow of worry across her brow as she waited for my reaction. 
 
    The blouse was unbuttoned; the tails of the white fabric merely knotted about her midriff so that the cleavage line was all the way down to her navel. I saw the pale swell of her breasts. She had dressed to provocatively display her body and in her excitement her nipples had hardened and pushed through the thin material. The skirt she wore was powder blue and pleated. It flared across the tops of her thighs and cinched tight at her narrow waist. Her legs were very long and tanned to the color of honey. 
 
    Connie’s cheeks were flushed rosy, but her eyes were grave and apprehensive. She had her head lowered a little, exposed and vulnerable. Then she licked her lips and lifted her face to stare into my eyes, steeling herself with a courageous thrust of her chin. 
 
    I reached out and stroked the bare flesh of her arm, from the point of her elbow all the way up to her shoulder. Connie closed her eyes and shuddered. My fingers glided over her breast, brushing the lump of her nipple through her blouse and she stood without flinching. My hand slipped inside the material and closed around the warm mound of firm flesh. Connie swayed a little and I felt my cock harden with a ferocious clench of arousal that caught me unprepared. 
 
    Connie’s lips parted and her eyes slitted open, her expression almost woozy and dream-like. I leaned slowly towards her, my fingers busy and teasing at her nipple, my touch and movements gentle and deliberate to give her every opportunity to pull back. 
 
    But she did not move. She saw me closing in to kiss her and she lifted her face a little more to meet my lips. I felt the sudden rush of her relief, the tension seeping from her body to be replaced by a sense of release and wanting.  
 
    “Yes!” she hissed in a husky breath. Her arms entangled themselves about my neck and her lips met mine. 
 
    I kneaded her back with my fingers. Her mouth was wide open to my lips and her tongue flickered, sinuous and twisting. She leaned back slightly within my embrace to push her pelvis against the thrust of my cock, and then our mouths slid apart and she threw back her head to offer me the pale slender flesh of her throat. 
 
    My mouth hunted down her slender neck and she gasped in sudden delicious shock. I felt her fingers seize into claws at my back. She smelled of musk and womanly arousal, tinged with the scent of some simple perfume. I kissed across her chest and then let my lips wander between the dark shadowed cleft of her breasts. 
 
    Connie’s fumbling frantic hands unknotted her blouse and she tore it from her shoulders. Her unfettered breasts were firm and rounded. In the dim light from the hallway her flesh seemed carved from gold. I drew her nipple into my mouth, my lips plucking and teasing her. A strangled sob of pleasure was torn from her lips. 
 
    I dropped to my knees before her and my hands deftly found the zipper that held her skirt. As I drew it down, the scant fabric gaped from her waist and then slid down to her ankles. She was wearing sheer white panties, very brief, the lace cut high on her hips. 
 
    I was mesmerized by the plump mound of her sex beneath the gossamer film, entranced by the promise of the deep triangle that was split by a fold of material rucked up into the cleft. Her flesh beneath the silk was smooth and I pressed my lips to the wedge of her body and inhaled the pure essence of her arousal. I felt Connie’s fingers fist into the hair at the back of my head to hold me against her. I sensed her body sway as though to push us more firmly together. I filled my lungs with the perfume of her and felt the taste of her moist on my tongue through the material. 
 
    Connie shuddered and her knees buckled. She had edged her feet wider and now she stood in just her heels and panties with her legs splayed wide apart while I knelt before her like a worshipper. Her body seemed to sway like a tree in the grips of a gale.  The heat of her sex melted on my lips until the last shreds of my restraint were torn away. 
 
    I got to my feet and hooked my finger possessively inside the lace strap of her panties. Connie’s eyes were deep and solemn and soulful.  
 
    “Follow me to the bedroom,” I said, my voice thick and almost unrecognizable in my own ears. “Leave your clothes were they have fallen. You won’t need them again tonight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    I drifted up the staircase in a daze of lust and aching desire. My feet seemed to not touch the floor. I swear I was floating. I went with Mitch’s finger snared inside my panties, like I was his great prize being led on a short leash, and the subtle submission of it only aroused me even more. 
 
    The bedroom was big, the bed vast. The room smelled fresh with just the lingering hint of aftershave and the furniture was dark and antique. Behind and above the bedhead was a window, the curtains tied back to reveal the twinkling stars and the ghostly glow of moonlight. There was a lamp on a bedside table. It was the only light on in the room. Over my shoulder I saw a door that led to an adjoining bathroom. Mitch left me standing at the foot of the bed. He folded down the covers. I turned in a slow circle and saw my reflection in an oval mirror hung facing the bed.  
 
    I barely recognized myself. Yes, the body was mine, and I was familiar with my shape, my figure. But the face was like that of a stranger, her eyes shining and excited, her hair tousled, the expression etched in her features one of raw unmistakable lust. 
 
    It wasn’t an expression that a girl could authentically mimic, I realized. 
 
    It was the look that only a woman knows. 
 
    I felt a slow caress down my spine and a gasp choked in my throat. Mitch had come close behind me and I stared at us in the mirror as his hands wrapped around me, cupping my breasts in his palms. His eyes were on me and I watched him lower his mouth to my neck, feeling a voyeuristic disconnection, like I was secretly staring at two other people. 
 
    “You will give yourself to me,” I felt the tickle of his breath in my ear. His voice was firm; it was a statement that demanded my obedience. Now that the last of his hesitation had been overcome, he had reverted instinctively to the powerful, commanding man I knew… and wanted.  
 
    “Yes,” I whispered. I saw my lips move in the mirror and saw the absoluteness of my own desire in the solemn way I had consented. “I’ll give you everything you want… because I want it too.” 
 
    Mitch inhaled a sharp breath of arousal and desire. I felt his lips slide along my neck and I swayed back against him. The last thing I saw of our reflection was my body turning within the embrace of his arms and the swish of my hair across my shoulders. 
 
    “Tell me what you want.” Our faces were close, mine lifted to his, sharing the same breaths; the same sexually charged air.  
 
    Mitch’s expression was grave, revealing his own emotional detachment. There was a veil draped across his eyes as though to hold back his emotions. For him this moment was about lust and desire… and power.  
 
    The thought thrilled me, and somehow freed me too from the surging confusion of my own emotions. I let everything I was feeling dissolve, cast aside in a single long breath, and surrendered myself to the vague instincts and urges of my body. 
 
    I felt Mitch’s hands slide up from my breasts until they were pressing gently on my shoulders. I reacted. I lowered myself to my knees before him and ran my hands across the bulge in his pants. I could feel the rock-hard length of him, straining within the confines of his trousers. I worked the buckle of his belt with deft fingers and then drew down the zipper. Mitch clawed his hands into the tangle of my hair and I felt his whole body tense. His legs were braced, his hips thrust forward and his back arched. I took his hard cock in both my hands and fluttered my fingers along the shaft. 
 
    “Do you like that?” I made my eyes wide and innocent, my voice soft and naïve as I looked up into his face.  
 
    “Yes!” Mitch hissed.  
 
    One of my hands slipped down to cup the heavy weight of his balls and I blew warm breath across the swollen crown of his engorged cock. 
 
    “Am I your good little girl?” 
 
    “Yes!” Mitch’s voice rasped with a spark of intensity. 
 
    I opened my mouth and engulfed the first few inches of his shaft, clamping my lips tight and feeling the sizzling heat of him. My tongue swished around the swollen head, hot and moist and hungry. I closed my eyes and concentrated on the sensations; the gripping pulse of him as his body clenched and his cock leaped like a living thing between the trap of my lips. I could hear soft mewling sounds of satisfaction and with a small startle I realized the noise came from me as I savored the pleasure of feeling Mitch sliding across my lips. 
 
    I felt a wave of giddy recklessness wash over me. It was something I’d never experienced before – a phenomenon like being drunk or maybe drugged. Every sensation seemed to be magnified. The ridges along the length of Mitch’s cock seemed enhanced, and the sounds I made as my lips drew him deeper into my mouth seemed amplified.  
 
    I bobbed my head up and down, responding to some primal rhythm I didn’t understand, but instead sensed. At the same time I felt my body rocking to the same instinctive beat. It was as if all of me was consumed by the need to give pleasure, and without consciously being aware of what I was doing, my free hand slid down inside my panties, drawn to touch myself. I felt the flood of my own wet warmth sticky on my fingers. My clit ached and throbbed. 
 
    Mitch was breathing deeply and I paid attention to his sharp hisses of lust as my mouth played along the length of his cock like it was a musical instrument. Slowly I began to understand those things and movements that enticed the fiercest responses, and gauged my success by the delightful hardness of him. 
 
    At last I felt the claws of his hands tighten. He seized my head like it was clamped in a vice. I let my mouth hang slack. My lips felt puffed and swollen, like soft pink pillows. 
 
    “Stay still,” Mitch grunted, then thrust forward with his hips. His cock sawed across my tongue and I felt my mouth fill with saliva. He withdrew himself until just the tip of him stayed clamped between my lips. I sucked in a lungful of breath and then he drove himself deep into my mouth again. His cock was large and thick. I felt an instant of reflexive resistance… and then I forced my body to go soft and pliant. He was my mouth, using long and deliberate thrusts that weren’t designed to draw him to the brink of his orgasm, but rather for the thrill of dominating and using me. I felt my eyes watering and gulped in more air. 
 
    “Yes…” Mitch’s voice was coarsened and his eyes blazed with a fierce passion. His mouth was wrenched into a grimace, the muscles across his chest and along his forearms flexed. In response, I knelt limp as a ragdoll – overwhelmed by the command and presence of him. 
 
    His cock slid from between my lips as he withdrew again and I was seized by a lustful instant of abandon, still swooning with the intoxication of my own arousal. 
 
    “Do you like your little girl’s mouth… Daddy?” I whispered. 
 
    Mitch recoiled. The words, once uttered, seemed scandalously sinful. His expression changed and his gaze flickered. The dazed glassy fog of his rising excitement suddenly vanished as his eyes slammed into sharp focus. 
 
    He pressed his lips together into a thin bloodless line and his eyebrows furrowed. He cast me a narrowed scrutinizing stare like he had never before seen me so clearly.  
 
    I held my breath. I could feel my heart racing. The fraught, dreadful silence lasted only a moment but it seemed an eternity. Mitch gasped, and then seemed possessed by some dark secret instinct that was suddenly unleashed. He pulled my gaping mouth back onto his cock with a grunt of animal passion that scared me to new heights of excitement. 
 
    “Yes!” he growled, the sound rumbling from deep in his chest. “Yes!” he said it again, almost like a curse. “Daddy wants to harass his sweet little girl.” 
 
    He was like an irresistible force of nature and it was all I could do to merely submit to everything he demanded of me. I had tempted him to that dark place deep in his own mind and opened a door of fantasies and desires that he had kept so tightly locked. Now there was no more restraint. Now we were acting out our illicit taboo desires and it swept us both away with all of its liberating momentum. 
 
    I took his cock with new hunger, delighting in the swelling thrust of it as it pushed deeper down my throat. My tongue was wild and slithering, teasing and sucking. My fingers dipped deep inside myself and I was shocked at how wet I was. My panties were soaked, the room filled with the heady musky perfume of my wanton desire. 
 
    At last I felt Mitch tightening; his cock pulsed and the heavy sway of his balls brushed against my chin. He stepped back suddenly and I groaned. Without him inside my mouth I felt strangely incomplete. I looked up into his face.  
 
    Mitch had his hands on his hips, his chest heaving, the undulations of his abdominal muscles like the rippled ridges of a windswept desert. I hadn’t even realized that he had removed his shirt. Now I ran my eyes over the whorls of dark curling hair across his chest, remembering that night in Moscow when I had crept into his room like a thief. 
 
    “Use your hand,” he muttered. His voice was husky, his features coarse. 
 
    “Yes, Daddy.” 
 
    The length and thickness of his cock made my hand seem small. My fingers could not completely wrap around his shaft. He covered my hand with his own, moving it towards the head of his cock and then tightening my grip. 
 
    “Like that?” I said in an innocent baby-girl voice as I began to work my fingers, squeezing and loosening, as I jerked in a steady rhythm. 
 
    “Faster,” Mitch said. “And take the end of me between your lips.” 
 
    I leaned forward and engulfed the swollen purple head of him, flickering the tip of my tongue across the sensitive flesh while trying to match the movement of my hand. Mitch began to groan. 
 
    “Good girl,” he breathed over and over again like he was chanting a mantra. “You’re such a good girl for your daddy.” 
 
    The narcotic of this taboo role-play we were acting out was addictive and made incredibly real by our age difference and my sexual innocence. It was – I realized with a delicious tingling shudder – exactly what had been missing from my life.  
 
    Watching Mitch’s face from the corner of my eye as I sucked and stroked him, I felt myself melting effortlessly and completely into the role that had been the catalyst for my sexual awakening. I felt like I belonged in this place; in this man’s life.  
 
    For me, it felt in every emotional and physical way… authentic. 
 
    I worshipped his cock, humming in the back of my throat as my lips tried to suck the salty splash of his cum from him. My fingers tingled and Mitch’s cock pulsed and leaped. I heard the pant of his breathing become faster and more strained. At the last moment his body clenched like the iron-tight grip of a fist, and he stepped away. 
 
    “Get on the bed,” he rasped. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mitch 
 
      
 
    Connie rose to her feet and moved like a wraith to the bed. I positioned her on her back and she spread her legs instinctively. I lay close beside her and studied her face in the starlight. She was achingly beautiful. 
 
    She sensed my eyes and she turned her face to mine. I felt the little gasps of her breath on my lips and my cheeks. I bowed over her and kissed her with a lingering tenderness that quickly began to smolder into something more urgent as her mouth responded to mine and her tongue flickered hungrily. 
 
    I caressed her throat and breasts with gentle touches of my hand, plucking at the nipples and then drawing lines with my fingertips towards her navel. She lifted her head off the bed to keep our mouths locked, clinging to my neck as my touch reached the waistband of her panties. 
 
    When I brushed my fingers over the hot damp patch of her sex she stiffened like she had been electrocuted and flung herself back on the mattress. Her eyes were screwed tightly shut, her arms by her side and her hands fisting into the bedsheets. 
 
    “Do you like the way I touch you, baby girl?” It was my turn to tease. My voice was barely audible, even in the silence of the night. 
 
    “Oh, yes, Daddy,” Connie breathed. My cupped hand was rubbing across the folds of silk that had been made sodden by her arousal. Each time I brushed my palm over her clit, she involuntarily bucked and arched her hips. I could see the definition of the muscles in her thighs, so tightly was she drawn by desire. 
 
    I was intensely aware that this would be Connie’s first time, and so I resolved to restrain the urge to rush. There would be opportunities for primal lust and pure physical pleasure in the future; I wanted this one moment to be sensory and soulful. 
 
    My fingers tugged at the waistband of her panties and drew them down. Connie kicked them aside. I feasted on the sight of her smooth shaved sex and then dipped one finger within the soft folds of her. Connie whimpered and I felt her hand clench at my shoulder. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “More!” she hissed between clenched teeth. “Please, Daddy.” 
 
    My touch reached deeper within the wet grip of her pussy. Connie’s breathing became hectic. She started to grind her hips down on me in an attempt to take the press of my finger all the way inside her. I teased her mercilessly, until her bones turned to jelly and she lay limp and quivering. The slightest pressure made her flinch and moan; the delicious provocation of my touch had her drawn finely out on the torture rack of an orgasm. 
 
    Moving slowly, I changed my position on the bed until I was between her spread legs, my mouth wandering across her abdomen leaving a trail of lingering wet kisses. Connie lay flat on her back, panting, with her eyes wide open and her gaze fixed on the ceiling. Her breasts heaved and undulated with every fresh breath, and the muscles in her thighs twitched in spasms. My mouth reached the mound of her sex and I inhaled the intoxicating perfume of her arousal. 
 
    Her pussy glistened with the moisture of her excitement. I drew my tongue all the way along the folds of her, tasting the tang of her body and exploring the crevices and jutting nub of her clit. Connie cried out – a sound on the edge of exquisite frustration. 
 
    “Oh goodness!” 
 
    I trapped her clit between my gentle lips and felt it throbbing. My tongue strummed across the sensitive bud until Connie began to writhe on the bed. Her back arched and her pussy pressed hard against my mouth.  
 
    “I’m going to come!” 
 
    I kept my rhythm constant, neither licking faster or slower. Connie’s breath turned frantic and I saw her hands claw at the bunched bedsheets. Suddenly her whole body was drawn tight as a bow. She seemed to choke on a breath and hold it. Her legs splayed wider and she dug her heels into the mattress. Then her orgasm crashed over her and she bucked and thrashed and twisted against my mouth like she was being flung about in a storm-tossed surf. A rush of warm juice spilled across my tongue and I lapped it up like a man dying of thirst. She tasted sweet and fresh. I kept gently licking her pussy until at last the surge of release had subsided and she lay gasping and broken and quiet. 
 
    We both sensed the moment had come. Connie lay languid, her expression dreamy and distant, as I covered her body with my own. We fitted together so perfectly; I kissed her with a slow rising heat as my cock pressed against the open folds of her pussy. 
 
    Her arms came around me, down on my hips and I drew a trail of wet kisses along the soft flesh of her throat. The first inch of my cock slid within the wetness of her pussy and Connie groaned, then drew herself tense with anticipation. 
 
    I plucked at her nipple with my lips, suspended above her and bracing my weight on my forearms. We stayed like that for a while, each of us gripped in the trance of sensations. When I felt her relax and adjust, I kissed her again and then fixed my gaze on her face. Her eyes were closed, her lips parted and she was breathing softly but quickly. I adjusted my weight again and another inch of my cock slid inside her. Connie’s emotions played out in her expressions; her eyes screwed tightly shut, the flush of color that rose to her cheeks, the whimper in the back of her throat. 
 
    I drew a last breath and then kissed her fiercely, attacking her mouth in a passion of desire.  
 
    And at the same instant, I thrust all the way into her. 
 
    I felt a moment of resistance; like pushing through the veils of a velvet curtain, and then there was just our bodies, locked deeply together, moving and clinging to each other in the dark star-filled night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    Mitch’s cock felt so huge as it pushed into me that for a brief flickering instant I was overcome with a sense of terror. I screwed my eyes tightly shut and tried to concentrate on the sensations – the feeling of utter fullness. Then he pressed deeper and I felt that I was being split asunder. A lightheaded wash of black numbness swept over me. I tightened my grip on his waist, clinging desperately to him. His lips swarmed across my mouth, hungry and insistent and it was all I could do to meet his kisses.  
 
    Then, at last, he thrust all the way inside me and I cried out in relief and disbelief. The terror faded and was replaced by a spiritual sense of completeness; of sanctity. I marveled at these new emotions and was overwhelmed by a profound sense of gratitude and fulfillment. 
 
    Mitch had made a woman out of me… and now I wanted to show him just what kind of woman I was willing to be. Mitch was a ruggedly handsome, powerful man. I was sure there had been plenty of women in his life both before, and after, his wife. 
 
    I figured that being a pretty young blonde lying passively beneath him was going to hold his interest for about thirty seconds. After that, he would want and need someone in his bed that could keep him satisfied and fascinated. 
 
    I had a powerful daddy fantasy, and Mitch too seemed aroused by the roles we had slipped into… but that didn’t mean I had to be his good little girl… 
 
    I rocked my hips and began to undulate my body, drawing Mitch inside me until I had all of him. His features were contorted with the sensations of our lovemaking. I heard the hoarse rasp of his breath and felt his muscles slowly tense and strain. I hooked my heels around the back of his legs and slid my hands up over his shoulders until they were wrapped around his neck. 
 
    My movements were instinctive and raw; my body took on a life of its own as though each grind and flex was predestined. I tightened the muscles of my pussy, gripping his cock as tightly as I could, and was rewarded with a deep groan of pleasure. 
 
    “Idiot me, Daddy!” the words were shockingly taboo in my own ears, drawn from some dark place beyond my reason. “Idiot my tight little pussy and fill me with your cum. Give me every inch of your beautiful cock,” I gasped between ragged breaths, our faces just inches apart. I could see the gleam of arousal sparking lights in Mitch’s eyes and he thrust harder. I welcomed him with a wanton groan and then encouraged him for more. 
 
    “I need your hot cum,” the words sounded like the desperate plea of a whore. “You have to fill me. I want every drop of your hot seed. Idiot! Please come inside my tight little pussy, Daddy!” 
 
    We were rocking together in an ever-faster rhythm that was building towards Mitch’s climax. I could feel my heart racing. It was cool outside but here in the bedroom I was damp with sweat. Our bodies slapped together and the sounds of passion rose higher and higher. 
 
    When I sensed he was reaching the brink of his orgasm, I slid one hand down between our clenched bodies and strummed my fingers across my clit. My pussy was wet and sticky with the juices of our passion. My touch lit the fuse to an orgasm of my own and I cried out, desperate for the release. 
 
    “I’m going to come again!” My tone was strained and incredulous. “Keep me, Daddy! Bother your little girl’s tight pussy and we’ll come together. Idiot me, Daddy! Idiot meeeeeee!” 
 
    We exploded together in groans and cries of ecstasy and release. Mitch roared and I felt his cock swell then explode, hot and molten. At the same instant my own body betrayed me, spasming violently as I thrashed beneath him in the tangled sheets.  
 
    For a moment my vision exploded into flashing, blinding light… and then the world turned dark and drifting. 
 
    I seemed to come back from a place far away, floating on the lightness of my orgasm. I was staring up at the ceiling, feeling the race of my heart beginning to subside and the sweat of our exertions slowly drying cool on my arms and between my breasts. I was filled with a sense of wonder and bliss. Mitch’s leg was tangled with mine and we lay like survivors of an explosion, bodies entwined, until at last I felt him stir and I turned my head. He was watching me, his expression contemplative. All the unrestrained passion that had buoyed me to abandon had faded. Now I was unsure again. 
 
    “Was that… was it…?” I asked in a little voice. 
 
    Mitch was standing beside the bed, stepping into his pants. He ran his eyes over my body as though to burn the vision into his memory. 
 
    “Was it what?” his voice was gentle. “Worth the money I paid?” 
 
    I shook my head. He was toying with me. “Was it good for you?” I hated myself but I couldn’t erase the neediness in my voice. 
 
    “Yes,” Mitch said, and stroked my hair with his fingers. “It was incredible, Connie. And I hope it was a good experience for you too.” 
 
    I sat up and nodded my head, my eyes solemn. “Oh, yes,” I said, wanting to convince him. “It was everything I had ever dared to dream about – and more.” 
 
    Mitch hung a lopsided smile from the corner of his mouth and buckled his belt. He was bare chested, his body still glistening as though the muscles had been oiled. “I’m going to go downstairs and make coffee,” he said gently. “It will give you a few moments to yourself. When you’re ready, come down to the kitchen. We need to talk.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    There was a pot of fresh coffee brewing when I stepped into the kitchen, barefooted and wearing a fluffy white robe. I looked at Mitch sheepishly. “I hope you don’t mind,” I gestured at the robe. “But I didn’t bring anything else with me to wear. I found it in a wardrobe.” 
 
    He shook his head and smiled from over the rim of his coffee mug. “I don’t mind at all,” he said and then sharpened his gaze. “In fact you look pretty good in it.” 
 
    The robe was white and I’d belted the sash loosely around my waist, which allowed the long lapels to gape apart when I leaned across the kitchen counter for a mug. I saw Mitch’s eyes slide slyly to my breasts. 
 
    “There’s milk in the refrigerator, sugar in the bowl by your elbow,” he said. He took another sip of his coffee and then wandered through an open archway into a living room area beyond. I made coffee and followed him. 
 
    The room was large, decorated with stuffed leather chairs and antique bookcases. There was a fireplace against one wall, the blaze in the hearth burned down to just embers. Mitch tossed a log onto the fire and stirred the flames back to life with a poker. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked without turning. The question, I suspected, had a deeper significance than just an enquiry about my health. 
 
    “I’m very, very good,” I said. And I meant it. I could still feel my whole body glowing. My skin felt alive; the sensitivity of my lips where he had kissed me so fiercely, those tender places within my pussy where he had driven me to orgasm, the lingering tremble in my thighs from clinging to him as we climaxed together. I felt the way I imagined I would feel when I arose from a lover’s bed as a freshly messed woman. 
 
    “I’m glad,” he turned and set the poker down. The fire crackled to life, casting his features in red-orange light. There was a lamp on a small ornate table. He switched it on and we stared at each other for several long seconds beneath the spreading pool of light. Mitch set his coffee cup down and went to a green leather sofa. He beckoned me to join him. 
 
    We sat close together but not touching.  
 
    He stared into the glow of the fire for long moments and then turned his face to mine. 
 
    “Tell me,” Mitch said, “now that you’ve paid the debt you felt you owed… tell me, Connie. Why did you take the risk of auctioning your body off to the highest bidder?” 
 
    I smiled but it was a timid, reflective gesture without humor or warmth. I set my coffee cup down and looked Mitch directly in the eye so that he could see the truth of what I was going to tell him. 
 
    “My grandmother owns a bookstore in Galveston,” I said. I had rehearsed this explanation a dozen times, but now the words seemed to choke in my throat. “She’s the only family I have. Both my parents are dead. My grandmother raised me.” 
 
    Mitch’s gaze didn’t flicker. He was studying my face minutely. 
 
    “My grandmother’s store is struggling,” I went on, “It has been for some time. The market has changed. People don’t buy books the same way they used to. Technology…” I shrugged and then lapsed into silence. 
 
    “So?” Mitch frowned. “How does this – ?” 
 
    “She’s about to lose her store,” I blurted. “The banks won’t extend her any more credit and she can’t get a loan. There is a promised deal with the Canadian government for educational texts. It’s going to come through in the spring. But Nana can’t keep the doors open until then. She’s desperate.” 
 
    Mitch leaned back in the seat, his eyes still fixed on mine. 
 
    “I tried to get a loan myself so I could help her,” I went on, starting to weep as I explained. “But I wasn’t working a full-time job. No bank would touch me.” 
 
    “Your grandmother must mean a lot to you,” Mitch said softly. 
 
    “She means everything,” the emotion came into my voice then, and the first tear rolled down my cheek. “She raised me from childhood,” I wrung my hands, feeling as though I was failing to explain the relationship. “She was there for me when no one else was. She means the world to me, and the bookstore means the world to her.” 
 
    “So you decided to auction off your virginity.” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I didn’t plan this, Mitch. But when you took me to that nightclub in Moscow, I saw the opportunity. I knew we were flying back to Washington in a couple of days. There was no time to plan – no time to think logically through the implications… all I could think about was the money my grandmother needed to keep her bookstore. I thought I could do it, earn the money, and fly back home without anyone knowing. I thought I could put the whole sordid affair behind me… and it would have been worth the depravation and humiliation to save Nana’s bookstore.” 
 
    Mitch looked mildly bewildered. “Why didn’t you ask me?” his voice had lowered to a whisper. “I could have loaned you the money.” 
 
    “Fifty thousand?” I scoffed. 
 
    Mitch shrugged. I shook my head. “I could never have asked you,” I dismissed the notion as farcical. “I’d only been working in your office for a couple of weeks. I wasn’t even sure you knew my name.” 
 
    Mitch grunted and then fell into thoughtful silence. We both sat quietly, watching the fire. 
 
    “So that’s why you did it,” he said at last with realization and understanding. 
 
    “Yes. Truly.” 
 
    Somewhere down a hallway a clock chimed ten times. 
 
    Mitch scooped up our coffee cups and carried them away to the kitchen. I heard a running tap, the clatter of china. 
 
    In the gloom of the living room I sat and pensively fretted. The sex with Mitch had been a joyous relief and a wonderful experience. But I sensed that it had opened up a whole Pandora’s Box of deeper, more significant questions… emotional and relationship issues that Mitch was in the kitchen right now seeking answers to. 
 
    How does the sex we shared change things between us? 
 
    Does this open the way for a relationship? 
 
    Does Mitch even want a relationship with me? 
 
    Does he accept and understand that my motives for auctioning off my virginity were for the most noble of reasons? 
 
    Would he want to see me ever again? 
 
    I let out a sigh and pushed myself to my feet. I went into the kitchen and found Mitch leaning against the counter. His arms were folded and he was scowling at the ceiling. I had seen him with that same expression when I had worked in his White House office. He was deep in thought. 
 
    “Connie, I…”  
 
    I went to him wordlessly, unfastening the loose knot of the dressing gown’s sash as I approached. I let the gown slide off my shoulders and pressed my naked body hard against him. His arms opened to enfold me and I felt his fingers knead the muscles of my back. 
 
    “Connie, I…” he tried again.  
 
    I leaned back and stared into his deep troubled eyes. “Not tonight,” I said in a husky whisper. “Let’s make this one evening perfect. The issues will still be there tomorrow. They can wait, Mitch. I can’t.” 
 
    I sank to my knees and reached for the buckle of his belt. He arched his back and his fingers tangled in my hair. I felt his cock harden again in the warm cup of my hands and I licked my lips. 
 
    “Can I suck it again, Daddy?” 
 
    He sighed. “Yes, baby girl.” 
 
    I devoured Mitch’s cock, taking it deep inside my mouth with more confidence this time. He was still hardening. His cock was coated with the mingled juices of our lovemaking; I could taste the lingering flavors of his cum and my juices – and I lapped them up and let the tang of it spread across my tongue. 
 
    I was squatting on my haunches before him, my knees parted, the dressing gown gaping wide open with every happy bob of my head. I felt the heat slowly come back into his shaft and he hardened against the back of my throat. 
 
    Mitch grunted and I let his cock slip from between my lips long enough to stroke him lightly while my tongue licked at his balls. He shuffled his feet apart. His hands moved to cling the edge of the countertop with a white-knuckled grip. I took one of his balls into my mouth and sucked it gently. Mitch bucked his hips. 
 
    “Do you like that, Daddy?” I asked in a sugar-sweet breath. 
 
    “Yes, baby,” Mitch moaned. “Daddy loves when you lick and suck his balls.” 
 
    I filed that gem of information away in the back of my mind. He was hard and vaulted now, his cock leaping and twitching in the palm of my hand as I stroked the last couple of inches of his shaft. I heard his breathing become more strained. I wasn’t yet able to read the instant before his orgasm, so I kept stroking him at a steady rhythm and from the corner of my eye I kept watch on his features for telltale signs. 
 
    “I want you to come in my mouth, Daddy,” I said earnestly. “I want you to spill it all right here.” I stuck out my tongue like a petulant child so he could see exactly where I wanted his warm creamy seed to land. Mitch’s eyes were slitted, his face tightening. 
 
    I sucked and stroked for several minutes and I could see Mitch straining on the brink of release… but never quite tumbling over the precipice to his orgasm. I sucked the head of his cock harder and then tightened my grip on his cock as if I could physically draw the cum from him. There was sweat on his brow and his arms were beginning to tremble. I licked at his balls and lathered them in wet sloppy kisses… but still I could not arouse him past the point of no return. 
 
    The dressing gown had fallen from my shoulders with the frantic actions of my mouth and arms. It rucked around my waist and my breasts swayed as my head bobbed up and down his shaft. Finally, I sat back with a gasp for breath. 
 
    My lips felt numb and puffy. I wanted to please him so badly. 
 
    “Idiot my mouth, Daddy,” I said. “Force your cock down your little girl’s throat and use me for your pleasure.” 
 
    Mitch re-balanced himself on the balls of his feet and clamped his hands tightly in my hair. I propped my back against a kitchen cupboard and opened my mouth wide. Mitch drew the head of his cock across my tongue and then thrust himself forcefully down the back of my throat. 
 
    My eyes watered and I felt an instinctive need to gag. I fought against the urge, letting my jaw hang loose. Mitch was grunting like an animal and the sound of it was raw and incredibly arousing. I surrendered myself completely. I became like a ragdoll. Tears streamed down my cheeks but they weren’t tears of sadness. Mitch’s cock was like an invading army storming the gates of a medieval city. His shaft rampaged inside my mouth, pressing against the back of my throat and sawing across my tongue. I clamped my lips around the pistoning drive of him and tried to breath through my nose.  
 
    “Yes!” he growled. “Yes!”  
 
    The tension came back into his body quickly, reaching the point where he was impossibly strained. I felt it in his cock too; it swelled and pulsed. It burned on my tongue like fire.  
 
    Then, at last, he erupted across my tongue with a great wail of relief and release. 
 
    His cock seemed to burst like a balloon, flooding my mouth with his sweet sticky cream and then beginning to deflate almost immediately afterwards. I kept his cum in my mouth, swilling it like brandy until he withdrew himself. The salty taste of him tingled my taste buds. I swallowed every drop and then captured his cock between my lips again to suck him dry. 
 
    Mitch reeled away gasping and heaving to regain his breath. I licked my lips and rose to my feet. Mitch looked at me from the corner of his eye like I was a possessed nymphomaniac. 
 
    Maybe I was. I felt insatiable. I wanted more of this man. 
 
    “I’ll get better,” I said softly as I went to him. “I promise. I just need a lot more practice at sucking your cock so I know the best ways to please you.” 
 
    Mitch laughed with irony. “You did perfectly well,” his voice had steadied and he had regained his composure. His cock hung wet and soft and glistening. He went to tuck himself back inside his pants but I took his wrist to still him. 
 
    I marveled for an instant at the play of power between us. When I’d worked in his office, and while we were in Russia, I’d been the dutiful, obedient assistant who was always respectful, always polite. I knew my place and I never, ever overstepped the bounds. 
 
    But here, it was so different. The roles of boss and assistant were shredded. We were man and woman: Daddy and his little girl. I felt strangely empowered now that I saw Mitch intimately as a man, and no longer as my boss. It gave me new courage and confidence, so that when I took his wrist he looked into my eyes, unsure. 
 
    “I could just play with him for a little longer,” my sugar-sweet little girl’s voice was deliberate.  
 
    Mitch shook his head. “I think you just sucked all the life out of him.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow and wrapped my hand gently around his wilting shaft. “Please, Daddy…” 
 
    A steely gleam came into his eye, triggered by my words, and I sensed in an instant that he was slipping seamlessly back into the role I had so desperately fantasized about. 
 
    “Daddy has had enough orgasms,” Mitch’s tone became stern. “But you – little girl – are going to come for me once more before bed.” 
 
    I was still sore from being messed; my pussy felt tender and gently bruised by the thickness and length of him. Mitch saw my expression waver with uncertainty. His smile was all knowing; all understanding. Nothing needed to be said. 
 
    “Get up on the kitchen counter and spread your legs,” he instructed. “Lean your back against the wall. I’m going to lick your pussy and taste you until you come.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mitch 
 
      
 
    Connie was wild; utterly limitless in her sexual appetite. She was every man’s dream – young, gorgeous and hungry for sex. 
 
    And the daddy-daughter fantasy she wanted to act out so completely piqued my interest, I confess. 
 
    I’d never given myself over to such fantasies through my marriage, or with any of the other women I had formed relationships with. The real world moment of each sexual situation was always aphrodisiac enough. Maybe it was the uniqueness of Connie. Maybe it was the obvious age difference that made the role-play a practical extension of sex. Maybe there was something deep inside of me that I could only now, with Connie, really begin to explore. 
 
    I didn’t instinctively know the answer… but I did instinctively know how to act. 
 
    “Spread your legs for Daddy,” I said with the sternness of a parent admonishing his child. “Wider.” 
 
    Connie was propped on the kitchen counter beside the stainless steel sink, her body slumped against the wall for support, her legs splayed wide apart so that I could see the pink enflamed lips of her pussy. She was naked. The robe lay on the floor at our feet and I used it as a cushion for my knees as I lowered my mouth to kiss the top of her thigh. 
 
    Connie shivered and gasped. Her skin felt hot and quivering with the energy of her arousal. 
 
    I drew my tongue tenderly along the length of her pussy, salving the folds of her flesh with gentle touches. She made a little whimpering sound and there was a spill of juices from within her. It was the seep of her desire, mingled with the hint of my seed. I took the taste on the tip of my tongue and then rose and leaned over her. I kissed her so that she could taste herself and her tongue explored my mouth, seeking more. 
 
    I was in no hurry. The kiss lasted a long time and my hands became busy on her body, rubbing her breasts and then slipping between her parted thighs. My fingertip replaced my tongue; gentle and probing, teasing and touching without pushing inside her. Connie squirmed on the counter-top. Every breath was a more desperate gasp for air and satisfaction. When at last I kissed my way slowly back down her body and settled my mouth on her clit, she was tossing her head from side to side and lifting her bottom off the bench to press her sweet pussy against my mouth. 
 
    My lips went for her clit and I changed the flickering action of my tongue – swabbing the sensitive bud with broad flat strokes and then tightening the tip of my tongue for firmer pressure.  
 
    “I need more, Daddy,” Connie gasped. 
 
    Without moving my tongue from her clit, I carefully slid one finger inside her. She tensed for an instant and then shuddered like she was casting off a cloak of restraint.  
 
    “Yes! Oh, idiot yes, Daddy! That feels so good when you play with my tight little hole like that.” 
 
    We moved together in a slow grinding rhythm. The rock of Connie’s hips matched the thrust of my finger and each flicker of my tongue. It was like a slow sexy dance that was carefully orchestrated to build her to climax. The only sounds in the room were the ragged gasps of her breath and the moist echo of her own wetness beneath my touch. Connie wrapped her legs around my back and I felt the dig of one tiny heel against my shoulder blade.  
 
    “Faster, please, Daddy…” she whimpered. 
 
    I removed my finger and stabbed my tongue between the folds of her pussy. Connie wrapped a frantic hand around the back of my head and pulled my face against her. My finger was still slick with her arousal. I used it to draw tiny teasing circles around the tight pucker of her rear, and this strange new sensation sent her into a series of clenching jolts. 
 
    “Oh, idiot!” her voice broke. “Oh, Daddy. Fuuuuucck!” 
 
    Connie came explosively – drawn to the point of shattering release by my slow deliberate teasing. Her body went into convulsions and her hand at the back of my head almost broke my neck. I did my best to ride the grinding, plunging undulations of her pelvis until, at last, she collapsed back on the counter-top, with one hand thrown across her abdomen, her legs dangling limp and her hair fanned and awry across her eyes. 
 
    She gasped for breath like a runner at the end of a marathon. I brushed the tendrils of hair away from her face and then kissed her again. The taste of her own orgasm was coated thick and rich across my tongue. She savored the taste of herself without hesitation. 
 
    “You will stay the night,” I said simply. “It’s too late for you to go anywhere else, and I want you in my bed when I wake up tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    I woke in the morning to the feel of unseasonably warm sunshine on my face, streaming through the window above the bed. Mitch was lying beside me. He was asleep on his back, and I rolled slowly onto my side, facing him. I studied him with a devoted kind of wonder. In sleep, his face was unlined, untroubled by the worries of the word. His mouth was relaxed, his jaw stubbled by unshaven shadow. He had kicked the sheets aside during the night. They were draped around his waist but his chest was uncovered and I watched the slow rise and fall of his chest with every breath.  
 
    We had fallen asleep naked in each other’s arms; me cuddled against him with one leg thrown across his torso. 
 
    His torso… 
 
    I remembered again the night in Moscow when I had snuck into his room and watched him sleeping. I remembered my hand on the hem of the sheet and the reckless urge to draw its aside to see his cock... and I remembered my nerve failing me at the last possible second. 
 
    I no longer had any such hesitations. 
 
    I lifted the sheet and pulled it carefully down the bed. Mitch’s cock was semi-hard. I leaned over his thighs and blew a breath of warm air against his balls. Mitch slept on and I felt mischievously emboldened. I tucked my hair behind my ear and then gently kissed the flat ridges of his abdomen, working my way towards his resting cock. Mitch muttered something in his sleep; a kind of slur of words I didn’t hear or understand.  
 
    I waited for him to re-settle and when his breathing was once again steady and rhythmic, I retraced the line of my kisses until my lips were plucking gently at the head of his cock. I felt him harden instinctively and shot a sideways glance at his face. 
 
    He seemed unmoved; still sound asleep. I slid my mouth slowly all the way over his shaft, trying to take as much of him as I could down the back of my throat. Mitch’s cock turned hard as iron between my lips, and I had to draw back for fear of choking. I came up for breath like a deep-sea diver breaching the surface and licked my lips. 
 
    Already he felt familiar to me; the ridges along the length of his shaft were like the contours of familiar terrain. Each vein and every inch of texture was known to me. I swirled my tongue around the swollen crown that was turning purple and engorged. 
 
    His shaft was coated in the wetness from my mouth. It jutted stiff and accusing, like a beautiful statue, carved of hard man-flesh. I watched Mitch’s face closely. His eyes were still shut, his breathing still monotonous and rhythmic. Either he was still asleep, or he had taken acting classes. 
 
    I licked the palm of my hand and reached down between my legs, spreading the saliva with the natural moisture that was already simmering between the lips of my pussy. I was incredibly wet. I teased my clit and then pushed a finger inside myself. I clenched my muscles and felt the grip of me tighten. There was just the faintest of aches, like a long-distant bruise. I licked my lips again and then climbed on top of Mitch’s cock. 
 
    He woke the moment I slid down upon him, his eyes flying open, made wild and confused by the sudden riot of sensations. His gaze fixed wide-eyed on me. I had my mouth open, my head thrown back a little, my back arched as I eased myself down on him.  
 
    “Connie?” 
 
    “Daddy,” I breathed and then the words broke into a long satisfied groan as I felt the flat of his abdomen brush against the nub of my clit. He was all the way inside me, filling me so completely that I just sat astride him, sobbing in soft pleasure. 
 
    I placed the palms of my hands flat on Mitch’s chest to balance myself and fixed him with my hungry eyes. 
 
    “Just relax,” I cooed. “I wanted to do this for you. I wanted you to wake up this way… and I needed your cock again.” 
 
    With my knees on either side of his hips, I began to rock like I was gently riding a horse. Mitch’s cock stayed deeply embedded within the grip of my pussy and I simply swayed myself back and forth, not attempting to any more than just enjoy the wonderful sensation of fullness. Mitch drew a deep hissing breath and reached for my breasts. He cupped them in his hands and I fell forward at last to kiss him. My hair tumbled free but it didn’t matter by then. Mitch’s tongue thrust between my lips and he matched the clench of his cock to the press of his kisses. 
 
    I felt my back arch and his big strong hands wrapped around me to hold me against him. My breasts mashed against his chest, my nipples abraded and stiff. He dug his fingers into my flesh so that I felt locked in a vice-like clamp. 
 
    He braced himself and then thrust his hips up, driving his cock inside me. I gasped and cried out in surprise.  
 
    “Again!” I pleaded. “Again and again and again!” 
 
    Mitch growled and his body became a battering ram, driving up into my clenching pussy, each plunge like a hammer-blow that sent ripples of arousal throughout my body.  
 
    I went limp within the bands of his arms and let him have me.  
 
    When I felt my orgasm tingle then intensify, Mitch was beginning to breathe hard from the exertion of driving himself into me. His face was darkly intense, his mouth drawn in a tight line. I felt like flotsam tossed about on a powerful sea; he was me hard and all I could do was surrender. He came inside me when I least expected it; the orgasm seemed to take him by complete surprise. His cock flexed and his rhythm descended into a frantic tempo. Then I felt the hot splash of his cum within me, and his face twisted into a mask of tortured ecstasy. I rode the waves of his release and heard the saw of his breath. He began to soften inside me and I quickly reached down between us and strummed my clit. The space where our bodies joined was wet with my juices and the trickle of his cum. I dipped my fingers in the elixir and got myself off with just a few knowing touches. 
 
    My own orgasm was intense. It rolled through me like thunder across a storm sky. I slumped against Mitch’s heaving chest and kissed him languidly, our bodies still locked together, still rippling with orgasmic aftershocks. 
 
    I hovered on the dreamy edge between waking and sleep until I felt Mitch stir at last.  
 
    “That’s one heck of a way to say good morning,” he said. When he spoke, I could feel the rumble of the words vibrating in his chest. “You can do my wake-up calls any time.” 
 
    He kissed me again, unhurriedly, and then sat up in the bed like he regretted having to leave me lying there. He disappeared into the adjoining bathroom and came back a few minutes later. He was wide awake, and wearing a pair of black shorts. He found a t-shirt in a dresser drawer and when he was dressed, he turned his attention back to me. He came to the edge of the bed and gazed down at me. I was lying on my back. I edged my legs apart and arched my eyebrows. The invitation needed no words; he could have me any time he wanted me. 
 
    Mitch shook his head ruefully. “You need to get up,” he muttered. “I’ll meet you downstairs in ten minutes and we can talk about breakfast… and everything else that needs a resolution.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Mitch 
 
      
 
    The drapes were drawn back from the windows when Connie came downstairs, the morning light casting a wedge of warmth across the kitchen table. I had coffee and mugs waiting. I motioned her to sit and she did so wordlessly. 
 
    I sat across from her and we stared at each other like two people about to conduct some kind of top-level negotiation… except I was dressed in just a t-shirt and shorts, and she was wrapped in the dressing gown she had worn last night. 
 
    Connie reached out for a cup and the simple movement of her arm created the same kind of wardrobe malfunction that had occurred last evening – the lapels of the gown gaped open so that I had a clear view of one of her breasts. Her nipple was hard. 
 
    I sat back to remove the distraction. Connie seemed oblivious. She poured herself coffee and slid the cup across the table towards her. 
 
    “So…” she said in a small quiet voice. “Where do we begin?” 
 
    “We follow a standard meeting procedure,” I said. “We review what has happened, and then we look forward.” 
 
    She looked bemused. “Okay.” 
 
    Connie wasn’t making this easy. The conversation between us was stilted and awkward. I sensed she was apprehensive, and I guess I was too. I had no idea how this was going to unfold… 
 
    “Do you have any regrets about last night?” I asked gently. 
 
    Connie shook her head emphatically. “Oh, no,” the smile on her face was genuine. It reached all the way to her eyes. “Mitch, it was wonderful, and I enjoyed every minute. I really did.” 
 
    “Good.” I was relieved. 
 
    “What about you?” Connie shot me a sideways glance and her voice became hushed, as if she feared the answer. “Do you regret what we did?” 
 
    “No.” Every assurance she needed seemed to be in the way I said the word. I saw the edges of her expression soften with her own relief. “I really enjoyed the experience. You were a wonderful surprise.” 
 
    With the instinct of a woman, Connie saw the opportunity for flattery and her feminine vanity made it impossible for her to resist. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she dangled the baited question and waited for me to tell her what she secretly and desperately wanted to hear. 
 
    “You were so willing – so insatiable,” I shook my head with wonder. I wasn’t lying. “That was the biggest turn-on for me; the fact that you wanted more. It could have been a simple ‘transaction’. Afterwards, you could have left with your conscience freed from guilt… but you wanted to stay, and you wanted more sex. I tell you, Connie, for a guy my age, to have a gorgeous young woman like you want to spend the night… you’re every man’s dream come true.” 
 
    Connie glowed with inner joy, though her features struggled to remain mild and unmoved. “Mitch, I’m attracted to you,” she leaned forward across the table to implore me to believe her. The gown gaped open again and this time I simply could not resist. My eyes drifted down to the beauty of her breasts like I was hypnotized. Connie must have seen the direction of my gaze but she kept talking and made no move to pull back. “You’re exactly the kind of man who turns me on. You’ve got a wisdom and an intelligence that boys my age don’t have… and… and I have a deep desire to live out my daddy-daughter fantasy.” 
 
    Her voice changed as she spoke the last words, softening again with a kind of embarrassment. When I dragged my attention back to her face I saw her cheeks were flushed bright red and her eyes looked startled. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    Connie shrugged and finally sat back in her chair. Her hands were on the tabletop and she was wringing them, suddenly nervous. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she seemed lost for the words to explain her fetish. “It might be connected to the course of my life, I guess,” she shrugged her shoulders. “My parents passed away when I was young. Maybe a shrink would tell me that my obsession is some kind of sexual manifestation of a deep need for a father-figure. Or some such mumbo-jumbo.” The words drifted away and she lapsed into awkward silence. I had the sense that what I said next would go a long way to determining both our futures. 
 
    Connie was gazing out through the window, still with me in the corner of her view. She seemed far away, her thoughts secret and reflective. 
 
    I straightened in the chair and her gaze flashed back to me. 
 
    “Well…” I said like a judge about to pronounce a verdict. “I think the whole idea of the daddy-daughter scenario is a real turn-on. I saw how aroused you were last night, and I heard the passion in your voice when you called me your daddy. That was very, very sexy.” 
 
    “Really?” It was a question and an exclamation of relief all wrapped up into one word. Connie’s eyes shone. 
 
    “Really. I liked it. Maybe a shrink would tell me I like the ‘daddy’ role because my wife and I never had children of our own and that I’m seeking to fill some mumbo-jumbo void in my life,” I smiled wryly. “Either way, who gives a idiot what anyone else thinks? I certainly haven’t built my career on caring about the impressions of others. Connie, I blaze my own path, and I live comfortably with my decisions.” 
 
    The smile of relief and unrestrained joy on her face made me smile too, and in that moment any lingering awkwardness from the sex we shared dissolved like the last tendrils of morning mist. 
 
    Now, there was just the future to decide. Did we have one together? Did Connie want this situation to continue? Was it possible for us to build a relationship based on the daddy-daughter fetish and our attraction to each other? 
 
    “So what do we do now?” Connie asked at last. 
 
    “That’s up to you to decide,” I said. 
 
    Connie looked confused. “I don’t even know what my options are, Mitch. Not until I know what you want.” 
 
    I smiled despite myself. Connie would have been handy at the negotiating table with the Russians. 
 
    “Okay. Let me lay them out for you.” I held up a finger. “Option one is to take all the money you now have and use it to support your grandmother’s bookstore and yourself. You can walk out that door and we never need to see each other again. Your grandmother’s store will be saved, and you will have enough money left over to live independently and go forward with your life.” 
 
    Connie didn’t look enthused. I held up a second finger. “Option two is for you to use the money you now have to support your grandmother’s bookstore and to take up the job with Congressman Turnbull at his Washington office. We can see each other if you would like to date, and you will have your independence to come and go as you please. A free woman.” 
 
    Connie nodded, then licked her lips before she spoke again. “Is there a third option?” 
 
    “Yes.” I held up another finger. “Option three is for you to use the money you have to support your grandmother. At the same time, you will move out of your apartment and come to live here with me. You will be under my roof and living under my rules, young lady. That means you will not go back to work. Instead you will begin full-time studies. When you came to work for me, I read your file. It said you wanted to study political science and that you had your heart set on a future teaching career. So that’s what you would do; you would study full-time, and you would live here. With me as your daddy.” 
 
    Connie made a great theatrical play of considering her choices. Her brow was frowned and she gazed up at the ceiling – but I saw the smile tugging at the corner of her mouth and the charade could not last for long. She leaped from the chair and came and wiggled onto my lap. Her arms went around my neck and I was intoxicated by the feminine musk scent of her.  
 
    “Option three!” she giggled and buried her face against my neck. “Definitely option three.” 
 
    One of my arms wrapped instinctively around Connie’s waist. Her legs had fallen open and the tails of the dressing gown had parted so that I could see a long silken patch of her inner thigh. With my free hand, I slid my fingers up towards where her pussy was still concealed. Connie drew in a deep breath, her arousal triggered by her mood and my touch. I heard her groan throatily to encourage me. 
 
    The higher along her thigh my fingers rose, the more she moved herself on my lap to spread her legs wider and give me easy access. At last my touch brushed against the pouting lips of her pussy and she inhaled a sharp hiss. Her back arched. The movements of her body spilled one of her breasts free. The nipple was hard, the surrounding soft flesh goose-bumped. Connie shuddered. I dipped one finger inside her pussy and rested it there while her inner muscles clenched and spasmed. 
 
    She seemed on the very edge of being swept away by her desire once more. Then she stiffened and I saw her eyes blink open, suddenly solemn and shadowed. She looked fearful. 
 
    “Mitch, this might be very bad for your career,” Connie fretted. “Imagine the outcry if people found out that I was living with you. Imagine the scandalous headlines. They would point to the age difference and crucify you. You know what Washington is like, and you know how depraved the politics is.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “But you have to care,” Connie was shaking her head. Her sexual desire cooled as she became stricken. “You are a close personal friend of the President… the whole Russian negotiations… your office in the White House. If the media found out that we were sleeping together and that I was living with you, it could ruin you politically.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” I said again. 
 
    Connie slid off my lap. My finger slipped from within her. She walked to the kitchen window. “We’ll have to keep this secret,” she trapped her bottom lip between her teeth and began to formulate a plan. “Maybe if we keep all the windows shuttered, or if I bought some wigs – like disguises….” 
 
    I would have laughed out loud if I hadn’t seen how seriously concerned Connie was. I got out of the chair and went to where she stood. I seized her by the arms and forced her to look into my eyes. 
 
    “I will not deny this relationship,” I said firmly. “Nor will I broadcast it. It’s no one’s business what I do with my personal life. You are going to live with me. I will not live a life of secrets. If the media finds out, then I will deal with it when the time comes. If anyone asks me directly, I will answer them honestly. That is how it has to be, because that’s the man I am. And I won’t change – for anyone.” 
 
    “Mitch! The risk is enormous. Something like this can’t stay secret for long.” 
 
    I shrugged, and then reminded her. “It’s not a secret. It’s a fact.” 
 
    Connie seemed still not to understand. She thought I was being flippant. I wasn’t. I was being me. 
 
    “But the politics?” 
 
    “Harass the politics,” I laughed without any humor. “Connie, I do special assignments for the President when he needs someone just a little outside the normal political channels. The Russian negotiations were one example, but there have been others in the past too. If there’s an issue that needs solving beyond the boundaries or abilities of the two-party political system to handle, then the President gives me a call, and I act on his behalf, and on the behalf of the American people. Not one political party or the other. But politics isn’t my life, and it’s never been my career. I make my money on the stock markets and in real estate. I don’t have a political career, and I don’t want one. I just do occasional work for the President because he’s a friend and we trust each other.” 
 
    Connie looked only slightly mollified. There was still a frown of doubt on her brow but she lapsed into momentary silence. I seized the opportunity to introduce her to the life she could expect as Daddy’s little girl. 
 
    I spun her around and snatched the gown off her shoulders. She stood with her back to me, naked. I edged her up against the kitchen counter and folded her upper body forward. With one hand planted firmly in the middle of her back, I cupped my hand and smacked her rear. The sound was loud and fleshy in the silence of the still morning. Connie gasped with shock. 
 
    “Are you going to be a good little girl for Daddy?” I growled. In an instant my cock had hardened and strained within the confines of my shorts. 
 
    Connie’s voice was startled but earnest. “Yes, Daddy!” 
 
    I smacked her bottom again. Through the window, I could see pedestrians in their heavy designer overcoats walking on the sidewalk. Connie cringed. There was a livid red mark on the cheek of her rear. I rubbed it with the palm of my hand to soothe the fire of it.  
 
    “Do you promise?” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy!” Connie’s reply was instantaneous. My hand dipped down between the cleft of her clenched cheeks and found the glistening wet apex of her pussy.  
 
    “And you will idiot and suck Daddy whenever he wants you to, like a good little girl?” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy! Any time you want me to. I promise!” 
 
    I slapped her rear again. It certainly wasn’t a beating. It was as much an act of role-play as the whole daddy-daughter dynamic. Connie knew she was in absolutely no danger. But getting her perfect little donkey smacked was turning us both on. 
 
    “I expect you to dress appropriately,” I went on. “And I expect you to act like a naughty little whore when Daddy needs your pussy.” 
 
    “Anything you want, Daddy,” Connie’s voice had become slower, more deliberate. There was a husk in her throat now that her initial shock had passed and she understood that it was a form of foreplay. 
 
    My hand was still cupping her pussy. Her arousal leaked across my palm. I reached around and offered the juices to her. She lapped her wetness from my hand with the flat of her tongue. 
 
    I stepped away from the counter and adjusted my cock within the shorts. Connie gave me a curious glance from over her shoulder. Her legs were parted so that I could see the definition of taut muscles in her calves and thighs. 
 
    I shuddered and drew a tight mental line of restraint. “That will do for now,” I said. “We’ll resume this after I take you out for breakfast and then some shopping. You need new clothes.” 
 
    “I have clothes…” Connie concealed her disappointment that I didn’t want to harass her over the kitchen counter. 
 
    “They need to be appropriate,” I said with a finality that cut the conversation short. “And later today I will arrange to have your possessions brought from your apartment.” 
 
    “It’s Sunday.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Daddy has connections…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One Month Later… 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    Mitch 
 
      
 
    Over the next thirty days Connie and I slipped into an idyllic routine. It was the happiest time of my life. At night we were ravenous for each other’s bodies, and during the day I continued my work with the White House.  The Russian delegation was arriving in Washington to ratify the trade agreement in a series of glittering ceremonies, and plans for the historic occasion were almost complete. 
 
    On the Russian dignitaries list I noticed the name of Sergey Volostok and I was pleased that he would be coming to the States as part of Russia’s delegation. I looked forward to the chance to renew our contact. 
 
    When I returned home after a long day I found Connie lying on the living room floor, on her stomach, reading a textbook. She had headphones clamped over her ears playing music so loudly that I could tear the tinny residue of it as I entered the room. The fire in the corner was flickering and there was a bottle of champagne resting in an ice-bucket by the sofa. 
 
    Connie was wearing a short cotton nightie – the kind of garment a demur innocent teenager might wear. It was one of the first things we had bought when we had gone shopping together. 
 
    She had her knees bent, swinging her legs in the air in time with the music she was listening to. The hem of the nightie had rucked up until I could see the soft pale flesh of her butt cheek. 
 
    Without moving, I stood in the shadows and admired her. Physically, she was a goddess; her lithe young body was perfect. But beyond the basic attraction, I had come to admire a great deal about Connie on a deeper, more soulful level. 
 
    Connie had sent her grandmother over a hundred thousand so that the elderly lady would never know financial strain again. Connie hadn’t needed to, but it was a measure of her personality and loving spirit. Personal wealth meant nothing to her compared to her grandmother’s peace of mind. 
 
    I set my briefcase down in the hallway and came into the living room, shrugging off my coat and loosening my tie. Connie must have caught a flash of my movement out of the corner of her eye. She turned, saw me, and her face split into an expression of delight. She snatched off the headphones and bounced into my arms. She was warm as a puppy, and she smelled of soap and apples. Her breasts pushed through the thin cotton of her nightie provocatively. 
 
    I put my arms around her and reached possessively beneath her nightie to cup the mounds of her rear. Connie kissed me; first in a happy frenzy, and then more lingeringly. 
 
    “Welcome home, Daddy,” she said. 
 
    She was standing on tiptoes and I still had my hands tight on her rear. She was naked under the nightie. 
 
    “Hello, baby girl.” Makeup was forbidden in the house. Connie’s lips were soft and unsmeared with paint. 
 
    “Did you have a good day?” 
 
    “It was long,” I grunted. I loosened the grip of my hands and we broke apart long enough for me to reach the sofa. I collapsed into the deep upholstered leather with a weary sigh. Connie snuggled close beside me with her legs curled beneath herself in that distinct way only women seem capable of. 
 
    “What’s happening with the plans for the treaty signing?” Connie ran her hands across my chest. 
 
    “Ah,” I remembered. “Some good news… and some not-so-good news.” 
 
    “Tell me the bad news first.” I felt her tense a little. 
 
    “I’m going to have a Secret Service agent assigned to me,” I said. “They will start tomorrow and be with me until after the Russians fly back to Moscow.” 
 
    “Secret Service?” 
 
    “Just one or two agents on a roster,” I moderated the intrusion this would represent to the perfect world we were building. “And they’ll only be stationed outside the house. You probably won’t even realize they’re around,” I said. “They’ll drive me to and from the White House and then stand guard outside the house through the nights.” 
 
    Connie did not comment. “What’s the good news?” 
 
    I brightened. “Sergey Volostok is coming to Washington. I saw his name on the official diplomats list today.” 
 
    “Sergey?” Over the past month, Connie had come to appreciate how crucial Sergey’s part in her protection and safety had been. “It would be nice to see him again. To thank him.” 
 
    “I thought the same thing,” I admitted. “That’s why I got you an invite to the gala welcoming ceremony. It’s a reception being held at the Constable Hotel on Friday night.” 
 
    “This Friday night?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Daddy, that’s only two days away.” 
 
    I shrugged. “So?” 
 
    “I don’t have anything to wear.” 
 
    I smiled. “That’s okay,” I let my hand fall into her lap where her legs were slightly parted. “I like you naked.” 
 
    Connie leaned obediently back against the soft leather and I tugged the hem of her nightie aside. Her legs were long and slender. She spread them wide apart and I slid off the cushioning to kneel between her knees. Her expression became hectic. She watched me with wide hungry eyes. I kissed the inside of her thigh and she moaned softly. Her rear swished to the edge of the sofa to give me better access. I watched the rise and fall of her breasts through the thin cotton of her gown. Then I kissed her again, higher up her leg, my lips just an inch from her pussy. 
 
    Connie closed her eyes and her fingers dug into the leather-padded armrest. 
 
    Her pussy was already soaking wet, the folds of her were flared. I inhaled the scent of her and then drew my tongue across her clit. Connie gasped and her whole body shuddered. 
 
    “You’re so wet,” I murmured. 
 
    Without opening her eyes, Connie sighed. “I’ve been fingering myself all day,” she confessed. “I’ve come three times since you left for the office. I just haven’t been able to help myself, Daddy.” 
 
    I licked her clit again, this time for several seconds. “And you’re still horny?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, Daddy.” Her words broke off in a sob of delight as my mouth hunted the juices from her pussy. My tongue probed inside her and then swirled across her clit again. Connie arched her back and her rear came off the sofa. I felt her claw one hand around the back of my head to pull my mouth against her.  
 
    I harassed her with the tip of my tongue, teasing her as I probed within the musky folds of her pussy. Connie whimpered with the maddening frustration of it, trying to pull my tongue deeper by the clamp of her muscles and the force of her grip at the back of my head. After five minutes, she was panting with ragged exasperation. 
 
    “Daddy!” she moaned. “Please. I need your cock.” 
 
    I stood before her and she leaned forward and fumbled for my belt. Her legs were askew, her entire focus on getting my shaft into her mouth. I had a fleeting thought that we should find somewhere more comfortable, but Connie was impatient. Once she had me between her lips, she sucked with wild abandon. 
 
    The sounds of her mouth filled the room; the slurps, the kisses and the wet gasps for breath. I was already hard. She coated my cock with saliva and then turned herself about on the sofa so that she was bent over the backrest, her knees apart and her wet open pussy an invitation that was impossible to resist. 
 
    Connie watched me from over her shoulder until I pressed my cock against the lips of her pussy. She undulated her hips to draw the first inch of me inside her, and then hung her head and swayed slowly from side to side. Her hair fell like a golden curtain across her face and she let out a long, contented sigh of satisfaction. 
 
    “This is what I was fantasizing about each time I fingered my tight little pussy today,” she confessed. Her voice had changed, now low and throaty. “I kept dreaming about you your little girl, Daddy.” 
 
    I rocked on the balls of my feet, driving myself all the way deep inside her with a single stroke that seemed endless. Connie went soft as jelly as the sensations overwhelmed her. My hands clamped around her narrow waist and we stayed perfectly still for a few seconds until instinct overcame my restraint and I felt compelled to thrust. 
 
    I took my time, fighting the desire for haste with the good sense of patience. All the troubles of Washington dissolved and my focus zeroed in on the delights of this tight young pussy and the thrilling sensations that spread down the length of my shaft. Connie was rocking back and forth in beat with each lunge of my hips, happy to be passively pleasured now that I was buried deep inside her.  
 
    I harassed her for several minutes and then withdrew my cock, hard and glistening wet with her juices. I got back down on my knees and this time licked her pussy, then trailed my tongue to the pucker of her rear. Connie grunted and hissed with wicked pleasure. 
 
    “Of, idiot yes!” she hissed impulsively. “I like that, Daddy.” 
 
    My hands went to her butt and I pulled her cheeks apart. My tongue stabbed and circled her jerk until it was wet and clenching.  
 
    “Can I have a finger please, Daddy?” she asked. 
 
    I teased her for a minute more and then pushed a finger back inside her pussy. From there I touched the tip of her rear and she flexed, then relaxed. My finger went slowly inside her. Connie arched her back and moved her position a little. I saw her reach a hand down between her legs and rub her clit. With my finger in her tight rear, and her own hand playing with her pussy, it took just a minute or two until she was on the brink of orgasm. 
 
    Connie’s arousal translated into a stream of filthy words. She was riding against the probe of my finger and bucking her hips. 
 
    “Idiot my tight little donkey, Daddy!” she said in a stream of unfiltered passion. “Goodness, I wish it was your cock. I want your cock inside my rear so I can show you what a good little whore your baby girl really is.” 
 
    She came an instant later, grinding her hips on my finger to impale herself, and then gasping and heaving for breath until the crashing waves subsided. When she was still and quiet, slumped on the sofa, I eased her legs apart again and used her pliant body for my own aching needs. 
 
    Connie lay almost as if she were asleep, still drifting back from the place her orgasm had swept her away to. My cock was harder than ever. I slid myself inside her and watched her face as the pressure in my balls built like trapped lava. 
 
    Connie had a blissful vacant smile on her lips, her body swaying like a spring to cushion the impact of my every thrust. Her pussy was tight as a clenched fist and the sensations pulsed along every inch of my cock. She moaned just loudly enough for me to know she enjoyed being used for pleasure, and then she turned her head to the side and began to slowly suck her finger as if it were another cock in her mouth. It was an incredibly erotic gesture and it sparked my passion to new heights. The fantasy of what she was intimating took me pulsing to the very edge. 
 
    I watched the sucking movements of her mouth, the strain of her neck muscles and the fall of her golden hair as her fingers plunged in and out from between her lips. Inadvertently, I changed the tempo of my own thrusting cock to match the press of her finger. When I reached the trembling point of my release, I withdrew quickly and pushed my aching cock at Connie’s face. She turned her head willingly and clamped her lips over the swollen purple knob. I felt myself erupt in her mouth, once, twice and then a third time until there was no more strength in my legs to support myself. I collapsed on the sofa, panting for breath while Connie played and licked lingeringly with the cum she had captured before swallowing with a satisfied gasp. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    The black limousine was parked at the sidewalk a few minutes before we were due to leave for the Russian diplomatic reception. I peeked out between the window drapes and saw Mitch’s new Secret Service man climb briskly from the driver’s seat and come striding towards the front door. He was a man in his thirties with thinning sandy hair and a stern set face, wearing a black suit. 
 
    “Mitch, Agent Waddingham has brought the car around.” 
 
    I heard footsteps come from behind me. Mitch was wearing a black dinner suit, looking as suave and elegant as an American James Bond. He smiled when he saw the white cocktail dress I was wearing and clutched at his heart in mock pain.  
 
    “You took my breath away,” he murmured. 
 
    I felt myself puff with pleasure and smiled back at him. “And you look like a lady-killer,” I returned the compliment. He leaned in close to kiss me and I could still faintly smell the musky scent of my pussy on his lips. We had spent the entire afternoon. 
 
    We went outside into the cool night. Agent Waddingham held the limousine’s back door open. 
 
    “Waddingham, this is my… my girlfriend, Connie Wyatt,” Mitch hadn’t been sure how to introduce me and he floundered awkwardly for a moment. “She lives with me.”  
 
    “Evening, ma’am,” the Secret Service man said with a stone face. I smiled politely. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    We drove in silence to the Constable – one of Washington’s most exclusive hotels, and the preferred accommodation choice of many visiting overseas delegations who flew into the capital. I was nervous and anxious. I knew this wasn’t a date – it wouldn’t be a romantic evening we could share, because most of Mitch’s time would be spent meeting with the Russians and the hordes of local politicians who flocked to these events. 
 
    I wasn’t quite sure what I would do with myself… 
 
    Local police had cordoned off the area surrounding the hotel. Limousines, media vans, and a couple of military vehicles added to the chaos. The front of the hotel was lit up in a glittering spectacle, and there were small troops of musicians walking amongst the arriving guests and playing music in the manicured gardens. Cars pulled up beneath the covered foyer, disgorged their passengers, and then sped away, only to be replaced immediately by another vehicle a moment or two later. 
 
    We went through the double glass doors into the lobby. The hotel was alive with the murmured buzz of a thousand hushed conversations. Security guards were spread amongst the patrons, and there were more security guards beside a metal detector. Mitch took my hand and we walked towards them. 
 
    “Invitation?” a security man asked. 
 
    Mitch handed over a printed card and the security man stiffened. “Welcome, sir. Ma’am.” The man nodded an acknowledgement and then ran his eye professionally over me as though I might have a concealed weapon. Apparently satisfied, the guard turned his attention back to Mitch. “The Secretary of State and the President’s Chief of Staff are already in the ballroom, sir. They’re expecting you.” 
 
    Mitch nodded. We went through the frame of the metal detector and into a vast room hung with crystal chandeliers and lined with vast bay windows set high into the vaulted walls. The floor area was sprinkled with tables and chairs and at the far end of the room was a stage in front of blue velvet curtains. 
 
    “Our table is somewhere near the stage,” Mitch smiled warmly. “Do you want to see if you can find it? In the meantime, I’ll whistle up a waiter and attend to some business.” 
 
    I found the table after a few minutes. I saw a place card with Mitch’s name, and beside it another card labeled Miss Connie Wyatt.  
 
    I took my seat. The table was large and elegantly set. There was a centerpiece of fresh flowers, and dinner settings for ten other people. Journalists drifted in and out of the milling clusters of guests, like ants feeding on crumbs of gossip.  
 
    On the far side of the room I saw Mitch. He was standing with two other serious-faced men, and in each hand he was holding a glass of wine. The conversation looked serious. Mitch had his eyes narrowed, listening. I recognized the man who was talking. It was the President’s Chief of Staff. 
 
    I watched with interest, studying the body language and the way the other men reacted when at last Mitch spoke. He was direct. The two other men exchanged glances and nodded agreement to something he had said. 
 
    Then another voice spoke from nearby in coarse accented English. 
 
    “I thought it impossible that you could become more beautiful, but here I see that it is indeed true.” 
 
    I looked up with a start. Sergey Volostok was standing on the far side of the table, his arms outstretched and a smile on his grizzled bear-like face. 
 
    “Mr. Volostok!” 
 
    “Miss Connie,” his grin radiated genuine pleasure. 
 
    I got out of my chair and he gave me an affectionate hug. He was wearing an ill-fitting black suit, but he had a barrel-like physique that would have been a tailor’s nightmare. Impulsively I pecked him demurely on the cheek and insisted he sit. 
 
    “You look well,” I said. 
 
    The man gave an eloquent shrug of his shoulders. “I am pleased that the work done in Moscow has come to fruition,” he diverted, then looked at me again more closely. 
 
    “And you, miss Connie. You look… radiant.” 
 
    I blushed. “Thank you. And thank you for what you did for me in Moscow.” 
 
    He nodded dismissively then arched his eyebrows. “I did not think that I would ever see you again. I certainly did not expect to see you at such a function.” He was fishing for information in the nicest possible way.  
 
    “Mitch invited me tonight,” I said and saw the flicker of something behind the Russian’s eyes. 
 
    “So you still work for him as his assistant?” 
 
    “No. It was a personal invitation.” 
 
    “Good,” he said firmly, and then his tone became more delicate. “And is your Mr. Stuyversant as honest as you, young miss Connie?” 
 
    “About our relationship?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders and pointed. “Why don’t you ask him?” 
 
    Mitch was coming towards us, carrying the two glasses of wine. One was half-empty. He saw Sergey and smiled. 
 
    “Sergey!” 
 
    “Greetings, Mitch Stuyversant,” the Russian’s voice was a rumble. The two men shook hands and sat. Mitch set the full glass of wine down in front of me. 
 
    “Sergey wants to know about us,” I said to Mitch with a reckless little smile of daring. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the big Russian go pale and cringe at my directness. 
 
    “Oh?” Mitch sipped at his wine. He seemed a little distracted.  
 
    “Yes,” I was enjoying myself and enjoying the Russian’s awkward discomfort. “He wants to know the nature of our relationship.” 
 
    Mitch frowned. “Did you tell him that we idiot each other every night, and that we’ve been living together happily for the past month?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The Russian spluttered a cough and his eyes were huge. 
 
    “Oh,” Mitch too was having light-hearted fun at the Russian spy’s discomfort. He looked at last at Sergey. “Well that’s the truth,” he said. “And I’ve never been happier.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mitch 
 
      
 
    Sergey’s dark stern features changed to a look of embarrassed horror. It wasn’t the revelation about Connie and I that had caught him off guard; it was the frivolous manner in which I had admitted it. Sergey was such an experienced spymaster that in his secret world such confessions just didn’t happen. Information needed to be pried from a subject – not blathered willingly without care for the consequences.  
 
    I gave him a moment to compose himself. He was a decent man and he had proved his friendship to me. I knew I could trust him to be discreet. 
 
    I turned to Connie and made a pained face. 
 
    “I have to give a speech,” I said. 
 
    She looked surprised. “What?” 
 
    “A speech. Here. Tonight.” 
 
    “Why you?” 
 
    I sighed. “Because the President had to cancel. There’s some crisis in Korea and he has a call in to the Japanese Prime Minister. I’ve been elected to fill in for the man.” 
 
    “By who?”  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder. “Sec State and his Chief of Staff,” I grunted. “They blindsided me.” 
 
    Connie seemed to think the idea amusing. She didn’t know how much I loathed public speaking. In a meeting I was fine – those conversations were one-on-one where you could stare down your adversary across a table. Talking to a gathered crowd was a whole different beast. I glanced at Sergey for sympathy. 
 
    “Any advice?” 
 
    The Russian looked bemused. “Make it short.” 
 
    Around us the room was filling quickly. People were gathering at their allotted tables. I glanced at my watch and sighed again, this time with heavy resignation. Then I had a thought. 
 
    “Connie, come with me,” I said. 
 
    She looked truly horrified. “On stage?” 
 
    I shook my head and laughed as the color drained away from her face. “No, just behind the curtain. For moral support.” 
 
    She shrugged. Sergey rose from where he was sitting. He had a space reserved at another table amongst the Russian delegates. He wished me luck and we shook hands again. I watched him walk away and then plucked at Connie’s elbow. “We need to move now,” I said. “The hotel staff are waiting on me to deliver my speech before they begin to serve the meals.” 
 
    There were two security guards at the edge of the stage standing with their hands clasped in front of them. I led Connie past them and up three darkened stairs. We were behind the main stage in a dark gloomy corridor. There were a few people idling in the walkway and I heard a journalist asking one of the hotel’s managers a couple of questions. I led Connie by the hand until we were standing behind the heavy curtain. 
 
    She straightened my tie and smiled up into my face. The whole backstage area had been painted black and the lights were turned down low. I was glad I didn’t have anything written and prepared. I could barely see a few feet in the dim light. 
 
    “Nervous?” Connie asked softly. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She frowned. “Mitch, you don’t have to say anything special,” Connie assured me. “Just welcome the Russians and say how great it is to see the trade deal reach a conclusion that will benefit both countries.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow. “Are you my press secretary now?” 
 
    “No,” Connie shook her head and her eyes turned mysterious. “I’m your lover and your baby girl.” As she spoke, the words breathed in a sultry whisper, she reached out boldly and ran the palm of her hands over my cock. 
 
    I flinched away but she persisted. Her touch was teasing, her hands knowing. I felt myself harden and had to clutch at her wrist. The last thing I needed was to go on stage with an obvious erection. I kissed her and then disappeared through the curtain before the wicked little vixen had an opportunity to work more of her sexual charms. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    It was late when we at last left the Constable. The night was bitterly cold and I snuggled against the warmth of Mitch in the back of the limousine. The smoked glass partition that divided us from the Secret Service driver was elevated, and fogged like a bathroom mirror after a hot shower. 
 
    “I thought your speech was very statesman-like,” I murmured. I had my hand beneath his jacket, pressed against his shirt so I could feel the warmth of his body. 
 
    Mitch grunted. “I was grateful to get through it,” he said. 
 
    We lapsed into a brief silence, both of us recalling snippets and memories of the night.  
 
    Mitch chuckled. “Did you see poor Sergey’s face when I told him we messed every night?” 
 
    I smiled, remembering… and then sat up in mock horror. 
 
    “You lied to him,” I accused. 
 
    Mitch frowned. “No I didn’t –” 
 
    “Well you haven’t messed me tonight…” My hand drifted across his crotch until I felt the lump of his cock. I stroked it through the fabric of his pants and felt a clench of response. 
 
    Mitch looked appalled. “We’re in a government limousine,” he protested. 
 
    I unzipped his pants. His cock betrayed the truth. He was hard and getting harder as my fingers caressed his length. 
 
    He drew a breath, then picked up the internal phone that linked us to the driver’s seat.  
 
    “You better take the long way home, Waddingham.” 
 
    By the time he had set the phone back in its cradle, I already had the tip of his cock between my hungry lips, moaning with pleasure. 
 
    Mitch sighed and leaned back in the seat. I was curled up like a cat in his lap. I felt his hand rub down my back and realized a moment later that he wasn’t massaging my tight shoulders – he was unzipping my dress. 
 
    His balls were still in his pants, but his cock was in my mouth. I bobbed my head to a casual rhythm, not trying to bring him to orgasm, but merely inflaming his appetite. He came alive between my lips. His cock twitched then pressed against the roof of my mouth. I felt his hands tangle in my hair and then there was slight pressure on the back of my head. I went with it; let him guide me all the way down his cock until my nose was pressed against the fabric of his pants. With my mouth wide open, I worked the flat of my tongue to massage the underside of his cock. Mitch groaned with satisfaction and held me down until I felt myself running out of air. 
 
    When I came off his cock I was gasping and my eyes streamed with tears. My lipstick had left a pink ring around the base of his shaft. I kissed it away and gently stroked him. There was a wet patch down the front of his pants from where I’d drooled.  
 
    Mitch had his hand on my rear, rubbing me through the material of my dress but I didn’t have the room to reposition myself and give him better access. His touch served only to frustrate me, never quite reaching those sensitive parts of my pussy that craved attention. 
 
    Finally, in a fit of desperation, I straddled him and pulled my panties aside. My pussy was tingling. I rubbed myself while Mitch watched, mesmerized. Then I took his cock in my hand and guided it inside me. 
 
    I slid all the way down his cock in a long slow plunge, trying to make the moment last but aching so badly for the fullness of his cock that the last two inches disappeared with a sudden frantic rush. I groaned and fell forward, burying my face in Mitch’s neck. He had his hands on my rear, and he lifted himself bodily off the seat to mess me.  
 
    I kissed hungrily at his neck. He smelled of aftershave and his jaw was raspy as sandpaper to my lips. The wet slapping sounds of our primal needs filled the small space. I squirmed harder on his cock and then slipped my hand between us to tease my clit. Mitch seemed to understand. He suddenly stilled and I began to bounce myself up and down on his erection until I felt my orgasm appear like a light in the distance. I used Mitch’s cock to edge closer, then pressed my finger deep inside myself so that it rubbed against both the wall of my pussy and Mitch’s pulsing shaft. The arousing effect of this new source of friction was incredible. I felt impossibly full, while at the same time the texture of my finger was a new experience for the sensitive underside of Mitch’s cock. 
 
    Suddenly we were both hurtling towards explosive orgasms. 
 
    I slowed the riding motion of my body and instead wiggled my finger. Mitch growled and tried to buck his hips, but he was clamped in place by the grinding press of my body. He tried one last desperate time and then wrenched his mouth into a tight-lined hiss of release.  
 
    I felt his cum splash inside me. 
 
    Mitch’s orgasm was the trigger I needed to release all my own pent-up desire. I came hard, thrashing on his cock and tossing my head from side to side. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    I woke to the sound of insistent ringing. It was Saturday morning and when I rolled over, Mitch was sitting on the edge of the bed, clutching his phone to his ear. 
 
    I stretched languidly and yawned. Mitch set down his phone and got to his feet. He stared down at me grim-faced. 
 
    “I have to go into work,” he said. 
 
    “Today?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve been summoned to a meeting.” 
 
    “It’s Saturday,” I started to protest. 
 
    Mitch looked dire. “The President wants to see me in the Oval Office.” 
 
    I sat up. “That was his secretary on the phone?” 
 
    “No. That was the President calling directly. I have to go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mitch 
 
      
 
    There were two Secret Service men from the President’s personal detail to meet me when I arrived at the White House. They escorted me through the standard security checks and walked with me all the way to the Oval Office. Waiting outside the door was the President’s Chief of Staff. The man looked bleary-eyed and a little hungover from the previous night’s reception.  
 
    “Morning, Jim,” I nodded. “What’s this all about?” 
 
    The man’s expression was gloomy but he didn’t get a chance to reply. At that moment the door to the inner office opened and the President stood in his shirtsleeves. 
 
    “Come in,” the President said. 
 
    I walked into the Oval Office with the Chief of Staff following me. We both stood near the facing sofas. The President went around behind his desk, flicked through a sheath of papers, and then came back across the room so that he and I were standing toe-to-toe. 
 
    “A journalist from the Daily Leader newspaper has apparently snapped several compromising photographs of you in the company of a very young woman at last night’s reception for the Russian delegation,” the President began. His voice was laced with frustration and suppressed anger. “They were taken backstage before you gave your speech.” 
 
    My face stayed impassive.  
 
    “What I want to know is whether it could be true or not. I want to know if this journalist might really have something this scandalous.” 
 
    I remembered the voice of a journalist questioning one of the hotel managers as Connie and I had waited behind the curtain. And I remembered the way she had boldly reached for my cock. 
 
    “It’s probably true, Mr. President,” I said flatly. 
 
    The President turned on his heel, fuming with anger. He paced across the carpeted floor and then came back to me. His face was tight, the temper burning in his eyes. 
 
    “Dang it, Mitch!” his voice stayed low but his temper made each word shake. “The last thing we need right now is a scandal. We are two days away from signing the most important trade deal with the Russians to ever be formalized. And now, on the eve of this historic event, the man who negotiated the deal and made it happen gets caught by a journalist with his toe in the hands of some young piece of fluff!” 
 
    I stood, unmoved in the face of the President’s withering tirade. His face was twitching.  
 
    “Can I ask who else knows about the photos?” I enquired softly. 
 
    The President drew a deep breath and scraped his hands through his hair. 
 
    “I phoned the Russian President earlier this morning and warned him of the situation. I believed he had a right to know that there was a potential scandal brewing that might disrupt the official signing. Apart from him, no one else knows.”   
 
    The President stepped back, switching instantly from outrage into damage-control with all the experience of a practiced politician. 
 
    “The journalist is threatening to publish the photos, Mitch. He’s using this like blackmail leverage. He wants a direct line to this office to break future stories, and if he doesn’t get that access, he’s threatened to splash those photos over every newspaper and website in the country.” 
 
    I said nothing. The President’s mouth was drawn in a tight line of contempt. 
 
    “Jim,” the President turned on his Chief of Staff. “How badly can something like this hurt us?” 
 
    The man beside me looked sheepish. He cast me an apologetic expression of helplessness.  
 
    “It’s not a good look,” the Chief of Staff said in understatement. “And it’s bound to tarnish the deal. All the good press that could have come from this signing, and the bump in your approval numbers could vanish, Mr. President. Given the choice, the media is going to run with the scandal. That will push the benefits of the deal off the front page…” 
 
    The President hung his head and raged around the room. He had his hands on his hips, prowling back and forth like a caged animal. At last he spun back to me. His eyes were like steel. 
 
    “Who is she?” he demanded. 
 
    “Her name is Connie Wyatt,” I answered. 
 
    “And what is she, Mitch? Is she a hooker…?” 
 
    “Sir, Connie was a temporary assistant who worked with me. She came to Russia with me when I negotiated the deal.” 
 
    The President’s eyes grew wide with mounting horror. “You were this girl while she worked for you?” his incredulity rose. He could see the hint of a scandal suddenly becoming something even worse. 
 
    “No,” I said flatly. “And when we returned to Washington I transferred Miss Wyatt to another department. There was no sexual contact between us while we were working. None at all.” 
 
    The President’s Chief of Staff had Connie’s file inside a folder. He had seen Connie at the reception, of course. He would have pulled her records in the meantime. He handed the folder to the President who flipped quickly through the record of her employment and then settled uncomfortably on the photograph of her that was attached to her personal details. 
 
    “Goodness, Mitch!” the President looked aghast. “She looks like she’s twelve years old.” 
 
    “She’s twenty,” I said. This time I left off the ‘sir’. Behind my blank expression I was becoming annoyed. 
 
    The President threw Connie’s file down on the coffee table and breathed a deep sigh of frustration. He stared at me from a few yards away. “She has to go,” he said with absolute finality. “Mitch, I cannot allow this potential scandal to embroil the trade deal. I will not allow it to happen. Now you and I have been friends for almost thirty years, and I owe you my personal loyalty. So I want you to get rid of this girl today. Get her out of your house, out of your life. Just remove her from the picture. Do that,” he pointed a finger at me, “and I’ll stand beside you. We’ll ride out any media scandal and you will have my support and the support of this office. It’s either that – or you resign your position. There are no other choices.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said flatly. Then I turned to the Chief of Staff. “Jim, could I talk to the President alone for a minute?” 
 
    The Chief of Staff looked a question at the President. The President nodded his head curtly. The man quietly left the room and I was alone with the President. 
 
    “Okay,” the President loosened his tie. “We’re alone. Say what you want to say.” 
 
    “Before I do that,” I moved for the first time, unbuttoning my coat and relaxing my stance to something more informal. “I want to know who I’m talking to. Am I talking to my President… or am I talking to the friend I have known for thirty years?” 
 
    The President shook his head cruelly. “You’re talking to your President,” he said, the anger still in his voice. 
 
    I nodded. “Very well. Then forget you, Mr. President. I resign.” 
 
    For a long stunned moment the air sizzled with outrage and shock. The President blinked and looked perplexed.  
 
    “You’re resigning?” 
 
    “Yes,” I insisted. “Connie Wyatt is my companion – my girlfriend. We’ve been living together for about a month and I’ve made no secret of our relationship. Heck, I might even love the girl. And despite what you think and anyone else might think about our age difference, we happen to be compatible and happy. I won’t give that up for anything… or anyone,” I said pointedly. 
 
    I had a blue visitor’s tag clipped to the lapel of my jacket. I snatched it off and tossed it contemptuously onto the coffee table as I headed for the door. “You’ll have a copy of my resignation within the hour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    Connie 
 
      
 
    I sat and listened to Mitch with a sense of rising horror and guilt as he told me about his meeting in the Oval Office. I felt all the blood drain away from my face until I was shivering and cold as a corpse. At last Mitch fell silent and I started to cry. 
 
    “Mitch, I’m so sorry!” I sobbed, racked with remorse. “This is all my fault. Oh goodness. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    He looked bemused by my tears. He put an arm around my shoulder. “It’s no one’s fault,” he tried to appease me. “It’s not like you attacked me and I valiantly tried to fight off your unwelcome advances,” he said around a smile. 
 
    I couldn’t understand his attitude. I expected him to be furious. Through one impulsive moment his entire career in Washington had been ruined, and with it had gone a friendship with the President. 
 
    And he was smiling! 
 
    I felt myself begin to tremble. Mitch went to the bar and poured scotch into two tumblers. He brought one back across the room and handed it to me. I drank it in a single gulp and felt the burn in the back of my throat and the sting of the fumes. It started me crying all over again. 
 
    Mitch pulled me to my feet and took me in his arms. 
 
    “Connie, sometimes things happen for a reason,” Mitch said softly. “This is one of those times. You know darn well that I have no love for Washington. I helped the President when the Government needed a different approach to problems, but that’s as deep as my involvement with politics goes. This is no great loss… it’s an opportunity for us. It’s a chance for you and I to be ourselves and to build a relationship away from prying eyes. If we seize this moment, it could be the start of a life-long future.” 
 
    I cuffed away the tears and sniffed. I searched Mitch’s eyes. I could see that he meant every word he said, and I could see that he believed. 
 
    I nodded. My lips were trembling. I took a few huffing little breaths to compose myself and then fell into his strong arms where it was safe. 
 
    “What will we do?” I asked in a small voice. 
 
    Mitch’s smile became adventurous. “How about a road trip?” he suggested. “We could get away from Washington for a few weeks or even a few months.” 
 
    I nodded. The idea sounded perfect. “Where would we go?” 
 
    “Galveston,” Mitch smiled. “There’s some people down there I’d like to meet and a property or two I’d like to invest in.” 
 
    I smiled and laughed, despite myself. “Sounds great,” I warmed. The chance to spend time with my grandmother in her bookstore was simply perfect. “When can we leave?” 
 
    “This afternoon,” Mitch said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is the last suitcase,” I told Mitch as I set the bag down by the front door. I was dressed in jeans and a comfortable gray sweater. Mitch was in jeans and an open-necked shirt. He looked relaxed and buoyant. 
 
    “Okay,” he snatched up a set of keys. “The car is out by the curb. Help me get everything into the trunk.” 
 
    It was late afternoon and in the distance the sun was setting over the capital. The air was turning cold with the dusk and the sky was darkening. In the hours since Mitch had returned from the Oval Office my mood had risen and plummeted a dozen times; one moment I was shaking with tears and the next I was looking forward to escaping Washington and never looking back. 
 
    Mitch seemed more level, more stable. It seemed as though he had been able to put the events of the morning completely behind him and instead turned his full attention to the future. 
 
    We carried the bags down the steps and across the sidewalk. Mitch opened the trunk and we loaded the car. He went back to the front door of the house, pulled it closed, and then locked it. He was jangling the keys in his hand and smiling. He came around to the passenger-side door, unlocked it, and held it open for me in a gallant act of chivalry. 
 
    “Ma’am,” he bowed. 
 
    I giggled and was about to climb into the car when I saw a white envelope on the seat. I frowned and pointed. Mitch looked puzzled. He reached into the car and snatched up the envelope. He turned it over in his hand. There was nothing to identify it; no marks, no address. He ripped the envelope open and removed a folded gray card and a small square piece of black plastic.  
 
    Mitch opened the flap of the card. I stared over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    A final gift to solve one last problem… 
 
    Sergey 
 
      
 
    I took the piece of plastic from Mitch and studied it carefully. “Mitch this looks like a memory card from a digital camera,” I said. I let that thought hang in the air for a moment and then suddenly my eyes came alight with realization. I clawed at Mitch’s arm for his attention. 
 
    “This could be the memory card from the journalist’s camera,” my voice was bubbling with excitement and wild relief. “And if it is, it means there is no evidence of what we did behind the stage curtain. There’s no proof, Mitch. And that means there can be no trade deal scandal.” 
 
    Mitch stared at the small memory card. 
 
    “It also means that you don’t have to abandon your career or your friendship with the President. Without evidence, the scandal can never be proved!” I persisted 
 
    Mitch looked at me, the understanding in his eyes. 
 
    I took the card from his hand. “We need to check through the photos to be sure,” I said in a breathless rush. “This could change everything!” 
 
    Mitch took the card back. “It changes nothing,” he shook his head. Then he dropped the memory card on the road and crushed it into a dozen pieces under his heel. “This is the past, Connie, and I don’t want that life anymore. I made my decision and I made my choice with no regrets. All I want is a future with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Mitch 
 
      
 
    “You might want to watch this,” Connie said. Her voice was a little breathless and strained. 
 
    We were in the penthouse of a luxury Galveston hotel. The television was on in the background. Connie was naked and sprawled on the bed. Her legs were wide apart and I was kissing my way down her abdomen while one of my hands gently teased her clit. 
 
    “What is it?” I murmured between kisses. 
 
    “It’s a live broadcast of the signing of the trade deal. The President and the Russian President are both on camera, and I can see Sergey standing in the background by the Russian flag. 
 
    I drew my kisses across the soft mound of Connie’s sex and she groaned softly. My lips hunted towards her clit. She was wet, the folds of her pussy glistening with the moisture of her arousal. 
 
    “Turn it off,” I whispered as my tongue traced a lazy circle around her clit. “I don’t have time for politics. I’ve got far better things to do…” 
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