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CHAPTER ONE

Rae

[image: ]
I CAN’T POSSIBLY DO another walk-by. At some point, I’ve got to just bite the bullet, march up to the door, and go inside.

Half a block away, I work up the courage and scrub my clammy palms down my thighs. Be Mimi in Rent, I think, the way I always do when I need to kick my butt in gear. Forget regret and just move on. Okay. This is it.

I eye the building as I make my final approach. It’s pretty. Red brick. Originally a warehouse, I’d guess, like most of its neighbors, with lots of big windows, mostly dark now. The comedy club on the ground floor is open for Friday-night business, judging from the sickly green cast of its neon sign and the stink of cheap beer.

Where I’m headed—if I can make myself take that final step—is in the basement. Off the Cuff, it’s called, though there’s no visible sign. I like the name. It feels right in a way I can’t entirely describe. Sexy, but also not too serious. Like maybe if I get the giggles my first night, they won’t run me out of town and cross my name off the permanent, forever, etched-in-stone kinky person list.

I concentrate hard on taking one step after another, regretting the stilettos I finally chose. Yes, they’re cute, but limping into a BDSM club for the first time with a blister and a sprained ankle isn’t exactly the look I’m going for.

I’m maybe five yards away when I catch the eye of the bouncer standing in the alcove between the comedy club’s plate glass window and Off the Cuff’s wholly unremarkable front door. She’s wearing all black with the requisite earpiece and that bland, vigilant look I remember from the few times my friends and I ventured out to dance in college. Before I met Brendan and became—

Nope. Not thinking about the ex tonight. Tonight is for me. My night. There’s no room for thoughts of Brendan and the way he’d steel himself before going down, like a man headed into a burning building instead of a guy about to give oral sex to his girlfriend.

No room for thoughts of work and how the new mystery consultant—Grant Bowman—is dragging us all back into the office on Monday, after three years of doing fine working from home.

Just thinking about it is giving me anxiety.

Three years of never once having to remove old tuna fish sandwiches from the break room fridge or telling Dani down in graphics that roasting lamb in an Instant Pot on her desk isn’t workplace-appropriate or figuring out how to politely let Stinky Phil know that he’s got to leave his shoes on in the office or risk general mutiny.

Three years of work-from-home bliss brought to a screeching halt by Grant Bowman, the executive consultant ostensibly brought in to “help us transition back to the office,” which is one hell of a vicious cycle if you ask me.

I’ve got a real bad feeling about the man. Like that indescribable, life-changing, Something wicked this way comes bad.

It’s half the reason I’m here tonight. To let off steam and face my fears and just bite the bullet and do this one thing I’ve dreamed of for so long.

So that’s it. No thinking about exes or the office or checking the family chat or asking Dad for the umpteenth time if he’s taken his meds. None of it.

In fact, there will be no thinking allowed at all beyond this point. Nothing but me and this Friday-night foray into my fantasy world.

A car honks a few feet away, and I look up, startled to see that I’ve reached the door. The bouncer leans against the wall, staring at me with a look that says she knows exactly why I’m here.

To be dominated by a stranger. And maybe even to do some sexy stuff while I’m at it.

Oh no. What was I thinking? I can’t do this.

Doing my best to pretend I stopped randomly, I tap my phone and walk on, opening apps like I mean it. Nothing to see here. Just a busy woman in a trench coat, tiny little dress, and killer heels, being busy, busy, busy. Not even a little interested in what’s happening beyond that sleek silver door.

A group of fratty guys charge past, smelling like booze and AXE body spray. One of them bumps my shoulder, and my phone flies from my hand to land on the cobblestones directly in front of the club. My indignant yelp is eaten up by a wave of bro laughter, and of course—of course—Siri chooses that moment to scream at the top of her lungs, “I’m sorry, Rae. I didn’t quite catch that. Do you mean Pops and Stuff on Broad Street or Off the Cuff on Cary Street?”

Busted.

Resisting the urge to bolt, I pick up the phone with as much grace as the heels and too-short dress allow.

“Done scoping us out?” One side of the bouncer’s mouth kicks up to make her look only slightly less stoic. She’s got Ilona Maher’s tall, wide, intimidating stance. A woman used to being obeyed.

I shiver. “Guess so.”

“Your recon skills could use some work.”

“Yeah. I figured.” I scuff one heel to the sidewalk, feeling exactly like a little kid caught doing something naughty.

“You already registered?”

“Yes.”

“Name?”

“Jensen.”

She pulls out a phone, checks something, and nods. “Need to take a few more laps or—”

“I’m good.”

“All right.”

When she doesn’t immediately move, I experience a moment’s panic that I overlooked a secret passcode or the complex handshake that everyone in the fetish world must learn in order to get into their clubs. After a beat, she shifts over to press a finger against a keypad.

The door opens. A sliver of warm light spills onto the cobblestones.

“I’m Harlow. She/her.” She twists to hold the door for me, in the process baring a black BDSM triskelion tattoo inked into the skin behind her right ear. Not just a bouncer then. Maybe a member too. “Welcome to Off the Cuff.” She grins, momentarily dropping the bouncer persona. “Unless you were actually looking for Pops and Stuff.”

Snorting, I step past her and wait for the door to close with a solid finality before leaning against it and just breathing.

It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the light, which is low, though nowhere near as dark as I’d imagined. I expected a moody, industrial vibe or a gothic vampire’s den with reds and blacks. Definitely not the warm gray painted brick walls or these artfully tarnished sconces casting an almost-natural light over the wide hardwood steps.

Slowly, I make my way down, expecting the floor to shake under my feet with some heavy bass and an occasional scream or two rising from the dungeon’s depths. If nothing else, I brace myself for a smell.

When I get to the bottom, I look around and decide that this place isn’t seedy or gross at all. It’s really nice. It smells expensive, like something floral and spicy.

There’s a little seating area with a sofa and two big chairs upholstered in a warm cognac, inviting me to come in and get cozy. Beyond it is a desk, where a very pale-skinned platinum blonde sits, wearing a patterned bustier and one of those tiny hats with a veil. A fascinator, I think it’s called. “You joining us tonight?”

“Yes.” I move in, noting the low, tasteful thrum of music, electronic but somehow vintage-sounding. A dark, sensuous tango. “I um, registered for a guest night? And paid online. It’s…” Crap, am I supposed to give my real name? “Uh… Jensen.”

“Rae! I’m Mistress Daff.” She stands up, clapping. “So, so excited to meet you. I did your intake.” She towers at least a foot and a half above me, her thick, perfectly shaped eyebrows animated as she talks. “We’ve got so many Doms in tonight, my friend. It’s a veritable smorgasbord up in here.”

“Really?” My nerves ramp up, buzzing through to the tips of my fingers.

“You’ll have the pick of the litter,” she says with a low giggle.

I blink, feeling almost outside of my body for a second as I imagine what that would look like. Doms everywhere. Big ones, little ones, mean ones, nice ones. On a rock. In a sock. With a—

Whoa. Simmer down, Jensen.

“You know it’s Dom/sub speed dating this evening, right?”

“Oh, wow. No. I didn’t.”

“Ah. Well, you’re in for a treat. Come on, lovely. Let’s get you squared away.”

I hand over my phone—which isn’t allowed inside—along with my jacket and purse. I don’t get a tag or a number in return. This club, apparently, is too posh for that.

“Your intake says you’re a sub, cis, looking for men. Has that changed?”

“Oh, yeah. I mean, no change.”

“Pronouns?” Daff asks.

“Oh. Um. She/her is fine. And you?”

She shows me the back of her hand, where it says She/her in red. “Want a stamp?”

“Sure.”

I watch as she presses the ink to my skin, excitement fizzing through me like bubbles.

“If you could just sign this waiver?”

The slight shake to my hand makes my regular signature look like a five-year-old’s. Oh well. No one’s seeing that anyway. One big selling point on the club’s website is how cutting-edge their security apparently is, both physical and online. My identity is safe here.

“What do we call you?”

“I don’t know.” Oh, right. I need a kink name. Something that represents me, but I don’t even know who I am at this point. “I hadn’t planned on anything. I’m just curious, you know?”

“Newbie sub… Alice? Like Wonderland? Or just, like Ray? Ray of Sunshine? Or, oh, hey, how about Little Miss Sunshine? No, no, no, I got it. Sunny! That works, right?”

“Sunny,” I repeat under my breath, feeling a little less like a fraud under Daff’s care. “I like that.”

“Here you go, lovely.” She hands me a matte black name tag. In silver, she’s written:

Sunny–sub

Men

Be nice, I’m new.

“Oh, here’s a copy of the checklist you filled out on our website. In case you decide to share it during speed dating. Sometimes helps to know right away if someone’s a match.”

“Oh, great idea.” The club provided eight pages of wants and maybes and hell, nos to go through before I could even sign up for tonight. I look down at the list, my eyes snagging on Blindfold (yes), skipping to Breast Bondage (maybe), Cages (hard no), Collars (maybe), and then on down to Spanking (yes) before I meet Daff’s gaze again.

“Alrighty then. Come on, Sunny.” She pushes through a heavy steel door. “Let’s find you the Dom of your dreams.”




CHAPTER TWO

Grant
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“HOW’S IT LOOKING BACK there?” asks Lucas, aka Tank, as I crouch to shove the tools behind the bar.

“It’ll survive the night,” I say, ever the optimist.

“That good, huh?”

“I took care of the leak. For now. But we can’t get the private playrooms up and running again until we replace the plumber’s mess.” Which isn’t in my damn budget. Standing with a groan, I stretch my back and wash my hands at the bar sink. This is why I hate subcontracting, and so often end up doing things myself. At least I know it’ll be done right.

He gives me a sidelong glance. “You want me to fire the guy who did the work?”

I snort. Lucas is the closest thing I’ve ever met to a human teddy bear. Firing people just isn’t in his wheelhouse. Thankfully, with someone like me around, he never has to be the bad guy. Unless he’s playing, of course. In which case, being the bad guy is exactly his thing. “My building, my responsibility.”

“Thanks, man. We talking a lot of work?” The look I give him makes him flinch. “Shit. I know being a landlord wasn’t the plan.”

And yet somehow, here I am, property manager and fix-it man to three different businesses. Definitely not what I envisioned when I bought this building. I’d planned to buy, renovate, and sell. Short-term, low commitment. Just the way I like things.

I grab a beer before glancing up at my friend, who’s standing there, arms folded, legs wide, looking even more tanklike than usual in his uniform of matte leather pants and tight black muscle shirt. “Geez, Lucas, how much time you been putting in at the gym?”

He shrugs one massive shoulder. “Been working a ton outside.”

“Doing what? Crushing rocks?”

“Just some yard work.”

I pull hard on the beer and cast an eye over the club, which is pretty busy for this early on a Friday night. Every seat appears to be occupied, and there’s not a familiar face in the bunch. “What’s with the crowd?”

“Can’t you guess?” Lucas’s smile widens. “Wasn’t this your idea?”

On second look, I notice the group has broken into miniclusters of two, leaning in to each other, face-to-face, chatting animatedly. “You didn’t.”

“What?”

“Dom/sub speed dating?”

“Bingo.”

“My idea?” I snort. “I recall saying something like, ‘Whatever you do, please no speed dating.’” Just the concept annoys me. When it comes to kink, I believe in taking the time and doing things right. Speediness is the literal opposite of what a scene should look like. But, as Lucas has reminded me more than once, the club’s success could very well hinge on thinking outside the box. Which is precisely why he and Harlow are in charge of events. I’m just the landlord. “Pull in any new members?”

“Quite a few.”

At least there’s that.

“You stickin’ around to play tonight? Zelda was askin’ about you.”

I say, “Nope,” but what I really mean is hell no. Zelda wants a relationship, a collar, and a Dom to call her own, and that is not me. Which Lucas very well knows. Everyone here knows it. Play, Don’t Stay is my motto.

I suppress a yawn, already planning my exit, when my gaze is drawn toward the front door as it opens. In comes a shaft of mellow light from the anteroom, then Daff, and behind her…

“Oh, hello.” Lucas’s head tilts at an interested angle. “Would you look at that.”

I am looking. I can’t stop looking. Can’t breathe, actually, for the handful of seconds it takes my mind to catch up to my eyes. The woman who’s just walked in is fascinating, though I can’t say exactly why. I’d call her cute if it weren’t for the slightly too-strong nose bisecting her face with its sharp edge. That nose takes the big eyes, round cheeks, and plush lips and makes them arresting, even beautiful. A classical painting instead of a manga cartoon. Something about the way she walks, and that body, all soft looking and round with pale, freckled skin, has me perking up for the first time in ages.

“I’ll go say hi.” Lucas’s thick brows do a little dance.

“Don’t bother.”

“Why not?”

“That woman’s not into what you dole out.”

“Oh, please. You can’t read that from here.” He breaks into a grin. “I better go find out,” he says, taking off. I’ll give it to the guy. Never wastes time.

I, on the other hand, trudge around the bar and turn my back to the room. Because yeah, the newcomer’s absolutely stunning—and I mean that literally as well as figuratively given how I lost my breath when she came in—but between this place, my other properties, and the new project I’m starting on Monday, I don’t have time for distractions.

And that woman would absolutely be a distraction.

I’d bet anything she’s a sub, though. No, I couldn’t see her name tag from that distance, but I’m getting a vibe. Sometimes you just know.

I can’t help but watch over my shoulder as Lucas reaches her side, puts his hand out for a fist bump, and chats her up, all easy smiles. She hands him a few sheets of paper—probably the standard club questionnaire. After a quick scan, he throws me a disappointed look and a subtle shrug. My breath quickens. Dammit, I was right.

Lucas, ever the ingratiating sadist, walks her to a table, pulls out a chair, and after a minute’s discussion, comes my way.

“Sunny does not, alas, wish to be treated like a filthy slut by a man twice her size. You’re in luck, though, because she does wish to be dominated.” He steps behind the bar and reaches for a glass. “This is her first kink event, and she’s nervous.” He pops a champagne bottle with a practiced flourish. “Celebratory bubbles.” The wink he gives me as he pours is equal parts friendly and lascivious. “On you.”

“I’ll pay, but I’m not walking that over there.”

“Oh?” His thick brows flick up. “You scared of a fresh, brand-spanking-new, bright-eyed little subby-sub?”

“Scared, no. Wary, yes.”

“Oooooh, that’s right. The General doesn’t do newbies.”

“They require time, attention, care…”

“Not to mention commitment. God forbid.” Humming his disapproval, Lucas swans back to her table, where he places the glass in front of her with exaggerated care before pointing my way.

The dick.

Rather than lead Sunny on, I turn my back to the room again and pick up my beer, surprised to find it empty.

The music changes, slow and sensuous replaced with something more upbeat. Behind me, a whip cracks, making me tense up before I force my shoulders to relax again.

“Allllll right, kinksters. Doms, get up and move on to your next lucky partner!” Lucas is having a blast with this speed-dating thing.

Which is exactly why I thank god every day for my business partners. If I’d been the one to open this place instead of Lucas and Harlow, the club would be a big, utilitarian black box. No bells or whistles. None of the fancy paint colors or plush velvet furniture. No shockingly expensive baroque murals painted by avant-garde artists or hidden lighting to warm and soften bodies and turn sexy into sultry.

They’re right, as always. And like Lucas said, if gimmicks like speed dating are what it takes, then speed dating is what they’ll do. Along with auctions, leather nights, burlesque shows, costume parties, and whatever other extraneous crap keeps membership growing.

The fact is that the club isn’t really mine. I’m a silent partner, an investor with a personal interest in its continued existence.

I agree that the club is important. This community is important, and these people will do whatever it takes to keep the club alive and thriving. Including hosting kinky bachelorette parties or, in my case, giving them the space rent-free until they turn a profit.

Which had better be soon. Because between this place and the company moving in upstairs, I’m not making a goddamn dime.

With a sigh, I stretch over the counter and snag another beer from the cooler, knock the cap off against the edge of the glowing wood bar I salvaged and refinished myself, and do my best to ignore the question-and-answer session happening between some lucky Dom and that fascinating little sub at the table right behind me.




CHAPTER THREE

Rae
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“GOOD MEETING YOU, SUNNY.” My seventh or eighth Dom of the night slides me a business card as he shakes my hand, and then clasps it in both of his. Very, very heartfelt. “Let me know if your place of employment’s ever in the market for a new printer/copier.”

Right. Okay, then.

With a nod and a smile, I wave goodbye as Master… Frank, was it?… moves on to the next table. I then cross another number off my little cheat sheet. He was fine. Nice. Just not what I had pictured.

None of this is what I imagined when I left home tonight.

I mean, the space is amazing, and there are more than a few interesting people, including Tank, the really handsome guy who’s leading tonight’s event, whip in hand. He seems nice, friendly, smiley, but then his name tag says that he’s a Daddy and a sadist, and that’s not what I’m looking for. Bossy, yes. Mean? No, thank you. I get enough of that in the real world.

Then there’s the brooding man standing at the bar in his dark pants and crisp button-down shirt, sleeves rolled up to show thick, veined forearms and impatient, long-fingered hands. His dark hair curls a little long around his ears and his nape. It looks soft and thick. His face, though youngish, is sort of craggy and worn. Like he’s lived. He’s seen things. And he’s maybe a little pissed about it all.

His eyes meet mine, and I quickly turn away, only to find myself sneaking glances at him a few seconds later. He’s interesting. More than interesting, actually. Intriguing, intense, mysterious.

Funny how, all night, with every Dom I’ve sat with, I’ve barely been able to muster a meh, but somehow this man gives all the adjectives.

Annoyed. I add that to the list when our eyes meet again.

Maybe he’s just bored.

Which I get. I’d expected a whole lot more excitement when I gathered up the courage to come here tonight. Not quite people hanging naked from the rafters, getting whipped and flogged, but something close to it.

Although there is a definite buzz in the air.

I cast a quick look around. There are a few vinyl- and leather-clad folks not involved in the speed dating, lurking in the corners on sofas or in clusters around funky pieces of furniture. That bench over there, for instance, is that really a sculptural table, or is it meant for something painfully sexy? Right now, a couple’s cuddling on a sofa beside it, their drinks resting atop its shiny surface, but I can picture myself stretched over it, ass in the air, ready for a spanking or—

“You’re cute.”

I look up as my newest speed date takes a seat across from me. “Oh, thanks.”

Daddy Brice, his name tag says. Okay, another Daddy.

I’ve met three sadists, a couple of new Doms who, like me, are maybe a little out of their depth. One guy—Sincaid?—who said all the right things, but just, I don’t know, smelled wrong or something. He was also a Primal Dom, which I’d never heard of. The whole time he described his fantasy of chasing a submissive through the woods and having his way with her on the ground, I pictured gnats and mosquitos and just how bad poison ivy would feel on my nether regions. Huge no. Then there was Master Ev, dressed head to toe in leather, whose ideal partner would submit to him 24/7. I can almost see the appeal. I mean, making decisions is exhausting. But nope. There was Pedro, the rope guy, who was attractive and seemed pretty fun. Maybe I could do the suspension thing if it’s low-key and doesn’t put too much pressure on my knees or cut off my circulation or hurt in any way at all. Oh, then there was Thor, who called me dear even though I’m pretty sure I’m ten years his elder.

This new man’s nice looking in a straitlaced, older-dentist way. His wire-rimmed glasses don’t exactly go with his mesh top and tight, squeaky vinyl pants, but that’s okay. A Dom’s a Dom, right?

Wrong.

Yeah. I’m learning very quickly that there are a few things the romance novels—not to mention my favorite kinky subreddit—have gotten wrong. First off: most Doms are not sexy. Or smooth. Or even, if I’m being honest, very dominant.

Maybe he’ll—

“You a good girl who wants to kneel for Daddy?” He rifles through the list I put face down on the table.

“Not today.” I slap a hand on my list and tug it away from him.

He tugs back. “Come on. Let’s see it.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Awwww, look at you, all rosy-cheeked. You a shy, sweet girl who wants her big Daddy to—”

“You’re done,” says a deep voice. I look up in time to see Broody Bar Guy grab Nasty Dentist Daddy by the spiked collar of his leather jacket. “Out.”

Right away, bodies converge. Massive Tank, a sexy couple from one of the dark corners, Daff from the front desk. Then Harlow, the bouncer from upstairs, swoops in and drags him off single-handedly, which is a level of badassery I absolutely aspire to.

Well, then. That removal—quick and painless—certainly speaks of a well-run establishment.

Broody Bar Guy returns, sets my checklist face down on the table, and smooths it out. “I’m sorry about that.”

“Wasn’t your fault,” I reply.

“That man shouldn’t have been here.” He watches me carefully.

“It’s okay.”

“No. A good Dom doesn’t impose his will like that. The club should have vetted him better.”

I blink up at him, noting the hint of hair just visible at the open V of his collar and the sharp angle of his jawline, shadowed by dark stubble. Above it, his face is deadly serious.

“What, um…?” My voice is embarrassingly squeaky. “What is the hallmark of a real Dom?”

“First off, Doms set up ground rules. Make sure they’re on the same page as the sub. A good Dom asks questions and pays attention. Listens to the sub. They’d let you call the shots.” The sharply etched lines between his brows deepen as he leans in. “You, for example, don’t want to be hurt.”

My mouth drops open. How could he possibly know that?

“You saw my checklist?” I lift the now-crumpled pages.

“I wouldn’t read that without your consent.”

“What would you do? With my consent.”

“Maybe a little role play. A little dirty talk.” Somehow, he’s a step closer, his face lower. “Got the feeling you want to be told what to do.” A quick twist of his lips. “And I heard what you told the last guy.”

“Which part?”

His mouth loosens into something close to a grin. “Well, not the part about color copies in your workplace.”

I huff out a laugh. “Were you eavesdropping?”

“I tried not to listen, believe me. Couldn’t help but hear the part where you want someone to take care of you.”

Oh. Did I really say that? I guess I must have. “I didn’t mean, you know, financially. Like that Sugar Daddy from earlier was into.”

“Oh, I know.” His voice is a warm whisper. “You meant take care of your pleasure.”

He’s squatting beside me now, our faces close. He smells like beer with maybe cedar and cloves and hints of something metallic. I want to bottle that scent, spray it all over my sheets, and roll in it.

“Are you a Dom?” I whisper.

Like a rocket, he’s up and about three feet back.

“I’m not in the market for a sub.”

I stand. “Oh… oh, sorry. I just. You seem to know all the things, and I thought—”

“Doms up,” Tank bellows. “Say bye-bye to your current subs and head to the right!”

Someone approaches my table, looks at me, at Broody Bar Guy, and moves on.

“You scared the next Dom away, Gen,” Tank yells from a couple of tables off. “Looks like you owe the woman her speed date.”

For what must be a good fifteen seconds, Broody Bar Guy seriously considers hot-footing it out of here. I’m sure of it. Finally, with a sigh, he casts a narrow-eyed glare at our MC and holds out my chair.

“Honestly, I could use a break anyway.” I stay standing. “Carry on.”

“Carry on?”

“Yep. I’m good. No need to play Dom with me.”

A hint of humor warms his eyes. “Come on.” He sweeps a hand at the chair. “Give me a chance to be less of an asshole.”

“I think I’ll go. This isn’t my scene after all, and—”

“No!”

Everyone stops talking. And dancing and spanking, or whatever that couple in the corner just started doing. In my peripheral vision, I catch Tank folding his massive arms over his chest and giving Broody Bar Guy the kind of raised-eyebrow stare that would make me want to run and hide.

BBG sighs. “Please.”

After a second, I sit and watch him head to the bar and return with the open bottle of champagne and a beer. Around me, people have gone back to their conversations and… yep. That’s just a casual, garden-variety spanking happening over there.

Wow. Okay.

I risk a quick glance and turn back as BBG sets a full glass of champagne in front of me and moves to take the chair opposite.

“I’m truly sorry.” He squeezes his temples before looking at me, head-on. “Let’s start over. People here call me the General.”

“Oh! That seems appropriate. I’m Sunny.”

“I am bossy.” He smiles, and it is…whoa. Uh-oh. Big, huge uh-oh. The man is handsome and dimpled, his smile bright and white. Between his almost-beard and the shadow of chest hair, the tailored midnight blue shirt and well-fitted pants, he’s the perfect combination of groomed and rough around the edges. “Sunny suits you,” he says.

Though I know it’s meaningless, the compliment hits warm and solid in my center. “Thanks.”

“What brings you to Off the Cuff tonight?”

“Curiosity.” At his look, I go on. “I’ve spent a lot of time reading BDSM romance and how-tos and watching YouTube videos and other fun stuff, so you know.”

“Figured you’d check it out IRL?” His smile becomes a grin. The man is way too gorgeous when he’s not scowling. It’s unsettling.

“Yeah.”

“And? What are you into?”

“You want to read this?”

Though he accepts my list of desires, his eyes stay on me. “Why don’t you tell me?”

I consider, barely registering as my hand moves to cradle my own throat.

He notices, though. His gaze lingers on that hand and moves up my jaw to my mouth.

“I like the idea of… letting go. No power, I guess? I wouldn’t mind being made to do things.” An embarrassed sound huffs from my mouth and lingers between us before rising up, lost to the room’s happy hubbub.

A slow nod.

“But I don’t want to be, like, actually hurt. If that makes sense? Anyway, I haven’t seen too much of that here tonight.” I can’t help but glance over to where a series of light thwacks give way to a long, ragged moan.

When I look back at the General—or as he’ll forever be known in my mind, Broody Bar Guy—he’s watching me, if possible, even more sharply than before.

“So, you’re a sub, not a masochist.”

“Exactly. You get it!” Enthusiasm has me lightly smacking his arm and… holy biceps, that thing is solid. Warm. That tiny bit of contact makes my breath come out in hot little bursts. My vision’s gone a little fuzzy at the edges. From a bicep. Clearly, it’s been a while.

“I want your hands flat on the table,” he says, low and menacing. “Both of them.”

My belly flip-flops, and before I’ve had time to consider his words, my traitorous hands obey.

“Here’s the thing about a good sub, Sunny.” He’s close enough that I can hear every word with crisp clarity despite the ambient noise. The atmosphere’s changed in the last few minutes, and I can’t tell if it’s just me—us—or the entire place that’s sunk into this deep, sensual torpor.

Is that the sound of flesh smacking naked flesh now, instead of vinyl? Are people taking off clothes? I don’t know. And no way am I bursting this bubble of ours to look.

“A good sub listens and learns.” His hands are busy, rolling those sleeves a little higher, tighter, with perfect precision, giving me even more of those pornographically sexy forearms. “But so does …” Another fold. More of that strong right arm, lightly flexing muscles, a scattering of dark hair. “A good Dom.”

I glance up at his face, which is calm, serious. His rugged features right in a way that twists up my insides and makes me want to say something a young, innocent version of me might have said. Please, please, please like me as much as I like you.

Which I don’t, obviously. I just met the man. And he said himself that he’s not in the market for a sub. He probably has one already. Lots, in fact. A sub for every day of the week. Two on weekends and holidays.

“First of all, a good Dom will ask if you want to scene. Unless it’s part of a preestablished agreement, he’ll never tell you. Got it?”

I nod, my head apparently the only functioning part of my body at this point. The rest is too busy sending hot, syrupy warmth to my nether regions.

“When playing, unless you’re gagged, or your mouth is… otherwise engaged, make sure you say everything out loud, okay?”

My insides rearrange themselves at the idea of exactly what’s got my mouth in that scenario. Then my imagination moves on to serve up a rousing game of Dom/sub charades in which, bound and gagged, I struggle to express all the sexy things using just my eyebrows and some well-placed hip thrusts.

I suppress the giggle trying to work its way out. Pretty sure a guy who calls himself the General would not appreciate it if I laughed mid–Kink 101 lesson.

But he obviously notices and, instead of getting bent out of shape, appears to take it in stride.

“Look, Sunny. We Doms need as much communication help as we can get,” he says, which I don’t believe for a second. This guy doesn’t need help. I’ll bet he can communicate his wants with a single eyebrow. The flick of a lash.

“So …” He leans in, and though I want to look at what his hands are doing, I keep all of my attention focused on his dark eyes, his mouth, and then the dimples playing hide-and-seek in his stubble. “Do you want to see what it’s like, Sunny?”




CHAPTER FOUR

Grant
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“YEAH,” SHE WHISPERS. AND again, louder. “Yes. Yes, I’d like that.”

It’s been a while since I met someone as unabashedly enthusiastic as Sunny.

I know I should stop.

But look at her, all round and soft, plump and gorgeous. She’s pure excitement without a hint of pretense. Sitting in the glow of all this curiosity, I almost feel like my teenage self when I got off on the idea of tying June Cristano—my football coach’s college-age daughter—to my bed and making her wait and wait and wait for that orgasm. She’d be writhing by the end of the fantasy. And I’d have made myself come about five times.

I knew, even then, that my soul was a little twistier than others’.

Sunny’s eyes are all pupil, her pulse visibly racing in the hollow of her throat, her freckles almost entirely camouflaged by the beautiful bright pink flooding her cheeks.

Cracking my knuckles, I drag myself back to the safety of protocol. “You know the club safe word?”

“Oh. Oh, yes. I do.” She smiles, the expression so bright and pretty it tweaks something in my chest. I shouldn’t do this. Not tonight. Not with this brand-spanking newbie who might not get that a scene is just a scene. “Red. Yellow if I need to slow down.”

“Good.”

“You gonna ask me my limits?” she asks, her eagerness drawing a laugh from deep inside me.

“This is your first time, right?”

A nod.

“How about we take it real easy, hm?”

“Yep. Yep, okay.”

“You still want me to read this?”

“Oh. Um. Sure.”

As I go over her wants, and don’t wants, and everything in between, my dick goes warm and heavy. Everything she’s checked is right up my alley. Restraints, spanking, light flogging, orgasm control. The list goes on. I reach the last page, put it down, and take a moment to gather myself. When I speak again, my voice is rougher. A little raw from excitement.

“Okay. Your list is… good.”

I have to shove back the satisfaction I feel when she smiles, her ass wiggling with pleasure. Praise kink? Check.

“Showing me the list doesn’t mean you are asking me to do those things. Okay? I’ll get your consent every step of the way.” That is Kinkster Rule #1, whether you’re topping or bottoming. It should be etched in goddamn stone. Her palms are still face down on the table. “Can I touch your hands, Sunny?”

“Oh. Sure.”

Gently, I cover her hands with mine, no pressure, no weight. Just heat and presence. I watch the way her expression changes. Her eyes are huge as they drink everything in, and for a split second, I want to see this—to live it—from her perspective. Not to be dominated but to get a hit of that first-timer eagerness.

The song ends. Behind me, Lucas cracks his whip and yells at the Doms to change tables. I ignore him, ignore whoever walks up with the intention of taking my place, and focus on Sunny.

“These.” I put the slightest bit of pressure on her hands. “Stay here. Got it?”

Her yes is breathy.

I stand, grab my chair, and set it down behind hers, taking in the round curve of her shoulders, the way her chest swells out of the neckline of a dress that’s likely meant to be sexy but comes off more sweet than anything. It’s black and shimmery and printed with what looks an awful lot like spiderwebs. So damn cute.

“This is pretty.” I flick the strap where it hugs her shoulder, careful not to touch her skin.

“Thank you.”

“Spooky.”

She snorts and cranes her neck to roll her eyes at me. “I don’t have a lot of fetishwear in my closet.”

“I like how the top’s almost a corset.”

“Right? I was looking for something a little corset-like, but at the same time, I came alone tonight and didn’t really want to walk around Carytown with, like, I don’t know, my boobs out in shiny, black …”

“Rubber?” I brush her auburn hair over one shoulder and watch goose bumps trail in its wake.

“Exactly. Rubber.” The shudder she gives is theatrical. Not into rubber, I note. Fair enough.

I straddle my chair, lean forward, and let myself breathe her in, not quite touching the nape of her neck but giving my body heat a chance to meet hers somewhere in the ether between us. Finally, after inhaling my fill, I put my lips close to her earlobe. “Can I touch your shoulders, Sunny?”

“Okay.”

“Okay, yes, or okay, I don’t really want that, but I’m agreeing because I think I should?”

“Yes. Do it. Whatever it is, I’m into it.”

“Do not give blanket consent like that. Ever.”

“Ugh. Oh my god, fine. I’m saying yes, Professor Kinkmeister,” she grumps, a smile in her voice. “Please, please, for the love of all that is kinky, touch my shoulders.”

Oh great. She’s a brat. Sweet, eager, and submissive, with an attitude. Somebody’s going to have their hands full with this one.

Smirking now, I stroke her satiny skin. “Arms? Back? Neck?”

“Yes, yes, yes.”

She shivers as my knuckles skate over the places I’ve just mentioned, then down her arms until my hands are circling her wrists like shackles. Or rope. Measuring the circumference of her frame against mine. She’s thick in places—her ass and her belly, the tops of her arms, those lush tits that threaten to spill over the neckline of her dress. Her wrists, though, are as delicate as her neck. I like that contrast. Big versus little.

I go back to her shoulders and rub them again, putting a little more pressure into the contact this time, offering her the strength of my fingers and taking a little of the tension she’s clearly got stored right… there.

As I dig my thumbs into that tender spot beneath her shoulder blades, she moans and drops her head forward, and without fully intending to, I lean in and start whispering in her ear. “Look at what a good girl you are, all warm and relaxed like this. You always moan when you get touched? Hm?”

She shakes her head and then, appearing to remember herself, says, “No. No, I never moan.”

“It’s a beautiful sound. Goddamn siren’s song.” I shift my hold and press in again, working out a knot she’s probably been sporting forever. “Shit, you’re tight. Right…” I press gently but firmly. “Here.”

Her whimpers are absolute music to my ears.

“Lean back,” I tell her. “I need to see your face.”

“Okay,” she manages as I nudge her head to rest against my shoulder. Her expression’s relaxed and easy until I push that magic knot again, sending her expression into that indescribable limbo between ecstasy and agony.

The kinkster’s sweet spot.

“You gorgeous little thing. Look at you, all blissed out.” I run my thumbs up, soaking in the way she shudders and grunts every time I hit something good or tight or too tense to handle. “I’m gonna work out every single one of these kinks, you got that?”

With a smile, she shifts, leans forward again, and spasms.

“Sunny, are you hurt? Was it too much pressure, or—”

“No! No, I’m good.” Shaking again, she nods and leans back, tears leaking from her eyes. “It’s just… When I decided to try out my first kink club tonight to work a few things out, I had no idea just how literal it would be.”

“Literal?”

“You said… you said you were gonna work out…” She’s giggling now, definitely. Not crying, which is a relief. “You said you’d work out my kinks, and I feel…” Another yip of a laugh has me staring down into her face. “I feel like you’re doing a bang-up job.”

Yep. One hundred percent brat. “Yeah?” Suppressing a smile, I press that hot spot of hers again and watch her groan and sink back with a gasp. “Come on. Let’s get you relaxed, sweet girl. Tell me what you think about, Sunny, when you come home from work and slip into a hot bath.”

“I don’t have a bathtub.”

I make an irritated noise.

“Yeah. I miss baths.” She turns and stretches when I hit a tough area on the side of her neck. “Just a crappy little shower.”

“All right, then. What do you think about in the shower?”

“Um… You mean, like this morning?”

“Sure.”

“Okay, well, um…” The way her eyes go glassy tells me she’s going deep in search of her deepest, most secret fantasy.

I watch my hands work the muscles and tendons of her back, massaging up and down, listening for reactions, concentrating on those needy little sore spots and the exquisite way her breath catches every time I hit one. In my mind, I see her deep in a steaming hot bath, her hands playing with those big breasts, sliding over her soft belly and down, down, hidden by the bubbles.

“Sooooo, I’ve been having this internal debate.”

“Go on.” Her skin is so smooth under mine, her body responsive. She’d be all slick in that water, all plush and warm, her plump curves so inviting that I’d have to shuck off my pants and slide in behind her.

“Lion or octopus?”

Convinced I misheard, I stop, hands suspended mid-rub. “What?”

“I can’t decide. What do you think?”

My brain feeds me a million bizarre images, each of which I immediately shut down. “About…?”

“It’s been driving me nuts. So, like, Pepe, my cat. I’m obsessed with finding this year’s Halloween costume. He’s been an angry Frenchman twice now, and I really think we need a change. What’s your vote? Irate lion or pissed-off octopus?”

“That’s… that’s…”

My mouth opens and closes a couple of times. Nothing comes out.

“So he’ll probably never speak to me again if I put him in the octopus, ’cause it’s like absurd.”

“Speak to you?”

“But the lion’s been done. A lot. Then again, he doesn’t go out, so who cares, right? It’s just for him and me and the trick-or-treaters, which I won’t get because I live in a backyard.”

“Quite the choice. Could you—”

“You’re right. I’m getting both. Intermission costume change.” She twists back to look at me and sets her hand over where mine is sitting lightly on her shoulder. “Thank you.”

My jaw muscle involuntarily flexes. “I didn’t do anything.”

“You did, and I appreciate it.”

I reach down to her back again, push that tender spot, and watch her go limp. Much better. Clearing my throat, I shove back my annoyance at having been misunderstood and carry on. “Okay. Obviously, I wasn’t clear enough. Allow me to set the scene. After work. You come home, tired out. You need candles. No lights on. Music.”

“Oh, sure. Right. I get it. You wanted my sexy thoughts. Duh. Not cat costume thoughts. Sorry.”

“No. It’s my responsibility, as a Dom, to express myself clearly.”

“All right, well. Fantasy. I can do this. Candles and music: check. I’d have to take a shower. Oh, maybe a glass of wine, right?”

“Good. That’s good.”

“What else?” she asks, the eagerness in her voice hitting me low in the belly. Much better. “What else should I do?”

What else?

There it is. That question, more than anything, flips the mysterious little switch that’s been lodged hidden inside me for too long. What else?

“You touch yourself.” My voice is gritty now, almost raw. “You slide your fingers over your belly to that hot, slick spot between your legs.”

“Oh. Okay. Yep. That works.”

“In the bath or shower. In bed. On the sofa. Let your hands roam, let them make you feel good, like I’m doing now.”

“Yes, Mast…” Breathing hard, Sunny pauses and cranes her neck to look over her shoulder at me. “What do I call you?”

“What would you like to call me, sweet girl?”

“I don’t know.” Her laugh is a sugary delight, her light Richmond accent like music. “Are you a Daddy type? You kind of seem like it, all bossy and nurturing or whatever.”

I half shrug. She’s not wrong. I’ve never been into Daddy Dom/little girl play, but I get parts of the role, no problem. “I’ve got some caregiver instincts, for sure.”

“Big Daddy Boss Ma-an,” she says, giving the last word two syllables.

“Cute. But no.” My hand hovers over her head. “I want to touch your hair. Not too hard.”

“You can.”

My fingers wind into those thick red curls and tighten infinitesimally. “This okay?”

“Yeah.” Tilting her head, she tests my hold. “Oh, definitely.”

My fist tightens, drawing a gasp from her pink lips as I pull her back against my shoulder again and look down into those astonishingly bright eyes. “You can call me Sir.”

“Sir.” She stiffens, a soldier going unconsciously to attention. “Oh, that’s really good.”

Dammit. It’s there. Here. In me, her, between us. That Dom/sub chemistry that makes a scene flow, makes playing a pleasure instead of hard work.

Makes it even, sometimes, beautiful.

I can definitely work with this.

That is to say, I could. If I were actually in the market for a sub.




CHAPTER FIVE

Rae
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THIS, THIS, THIS.

This is what I came here for. Exactly this. Well, no, not exactly. Before tonight, I’d pictured this a dark, sleazy nightclub complete with heavily thumping bass and obscenely writhing bodies. I’d imagined a masked Dom dragging me into a corner, pressing me against a wall, and having his way with me.

Now that I’m here, I get that what I’d envisioned was pure fantasy. Impossible, unreal, and, in the end, completely unsafe. I’d have turned right around and walked out if the place had been skeezy and some dude had tried to make me do anything, much less have random, unprotected sex against the wall.

This is so much better. Not once did I dare daydream a fraction of this excitement.

I whimper at the feel of the General’s breath against the side of my face.

“Had enough?”

“No way,” I whisper.

“What’s that?”

“Sir, I mean. No, sir. No. I want more.”

“Where do you feel it? The want?”

“I… I don’t know.” In my brain? Mostly. Other places too, I guess.

“Show me.”

Does he…? Does he want me to take off my clothes? Touch myself? I can’t tell, and maybe that’s what he intends. He’s destabilizing me so that up is down, and doing literally nothing while he massages my back has turned me on more than any single sexual act of my life. This man—this erogenous zone wizard—should give lessons. He should become a cult leader. Or at least an influencer. Hell, if the man did a TED Talk, he’d get billions of views.

“In my lungs.” I finally eke out an answer. Honestly, I feel what he’s doing to me everywhere.

From where he’s now sitting at my side, I watch his eyes flick toward the quick rise and fall of my chest. “I see that.” The tiniest curve pulls at his lips. “Where else, Sunny?”

“My… um breasts. Nipples?”

Another brief look, down and back up to my face. “Good.” He shifts, the movement tilting my face into his neck, where the spice of his cologne is layered with skin, musk, and the tiniest hint of sweat. It’s a pure shot of aphrodisiac, whooshing straight to my core.

“Now touch them.”

I stop moving, my breath caught in my throat like a trapped bird.

People are seated at tables a few feet on either side of us, but they might as well be miles away for all the attention I pay them. They’re the hum of voices in the background, the occasional scrape of a chair. Can they tell just by looking at us how seismic this feels?

“Go on. Take those hot little hands and put them on those tight, aching nipples.”

“Uh… uh…” My hands, which I suddenly realize have been squeezing the velour edges of my seat cushion, hover in the air for a moment, above my body, seesawing between the mortification of following this stranger’s order with an audience versus the chance of pleasure glimmering just over that horizon.

Do I do the bananas thing? Do I?

“Now, Sunny. You touch them now. It’s an order. You wanted this, right?” Oh, there’s something different in his voice. A challenge that’s both playful and risqué. He’s the devil, armed with nothing more than the ammunition I gave him myself.

Coerce me. Make me do the bad thing.

This, this, this. It’s here in full force now, this feeling of right from wrongness, the hot, vivid spotlight shining deep into my inner workings, lighting up all the shadows I’ve spent a lifetime working to hide.

“You better do it, Sunny.”

Oh my goodness. My insides go liquid.

“You listen, you obey, you’ll get exactly what you came for. If you defy me…”

What? What happens then? Please, please, please, please tell me!

I guess I won’t be finding out, what with how my fingers have a mind of their own and set to tweaking my nipples through my dress, plucking at them and twisting until there’s enough pain to make me gasp.

“That’s it. Good girl.” Good girl? My stomach does a little dance. Level unlocked and mastered in one fell swoop. I am a good girl. I really, really am.

Seriously, what is it about his voice? So matter-of-fact as he watches me play with myself through my clothes. He’s the serious professor, the concerned doctor. He’s all the dirty, dirty, dirty things I’ve only ever let myself dwell on in the farthest reaches of my imagination.

With masterful precision, he kneads that knot in my back again. My mouth drops open on an embarrassingly loud moan.

“There it is. That’s the spot, huh? Goddamn, that looks good.” I go half-limp at what sounded like praise, though I’ve got no earthly idea what for. For groaning while he rubs me? Most people don’t find my groaning all that sexy. I groan at the gym. Nobody calls me a good girl for that.

“Did I say you could stop?”

I startle when I realize he’s waiting for my reply. “Uh. No. No, sir. I was just…”

“Just what?”

“Nothing.” I straighten in my seat, concentrating hard on the here and now.

“No. Truly. Communication is essential.” His heat backs off a bit. “Communicate. Please. What were you just doing?”

“Well.” I swallow, knowing this is probably not what he means by communicate, but then again… who am I to guess, right? “I was thinking about working out. And then the gym. And then gym class and, from there, I started wondering if they still let kids play dodgeball.”

His hands drop from my back. “Dodgeball?”

“You know. In school?” I crane toward him as I explain. “Such a violent game for kids to play, right?” His face has morphed from its original stern expression to something teetering between annoyed and utterly baffled. “Sorry,” I say, snapping my mouth shut and slapping my hands back up to my chest like I’ve been caught shirking my responsibilities instead of doing the important work of feeling myself up.

After a brief pause, he picks up again where he left off. I go as limp as a rag doll the moment his magic fingers hit my back.

“You’re easily distracted.”

“There’s a lot to think about.”

“Not here, there isn’t. Now keep touching yourself, Sunny. Or else.” The threat fills the narrow space between his mouth and my ear, and in a flash, everything disappears but the feel of this moment.

Oh, okay. Yeah. That does it.

“Or else what?” Now that he’s shown me this new mystery door, all I want to do is open it. “Sir?” I gasp, shutting my eyes against all the possibilities.
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