
Chapter One

			I stared at the nameplate facing me. Kell Murphy, Operations Manager. My name was used so many times through the course of a day I’d seriously considered changing it, more than once. I pulled my day planner closer and scanned the page of neatly scripted entries, though it wasn’t necessary. I knew each item that needed to be addressed before the end of each workday, whenever that happened to be. It would be at least several hours before I finished, and my energy level was already lagging. A double shot of espresso in my favorite latte might provide the jolt I needed. Just as I stood, the phone rang and I rolled my eyes. Wasn’t that always the way?

			“Murphy.”

			“Johnson here. I just got off the phone with an irate guest who swore the front desk clerks were, and I quote, ‘A bunch of befuddled baboons who would be more entertaining at the zoo,’ end quote.”

			Pinching the bridge of my nose didn’t help, but it did stop me from leading in with a string of oaths. The regional manager of Oasis Hotels wouldn’t be on the phone if the situation didn’t warrant an intervention. There’d be no trip to Starbucks in my immediate future, especially if I didn’t take care of the issue I was sure to hear about. “Did they say who the most offensive baboon was?”

			“Funny. Let me see,” Johnson said before the sound of rustling papers filled the silence. “The cheeky redhead with the too bright smile. I wrote it down to make sure I had it right.”

			Great. Samantha was in for a little one-on-one time in my office. I made a point of getting to the bottom of any complaint as soon as possible before memories blurred and denials could be formulated. “Send me the folio of the guest and I’ll take care of it on my end.”

			“I know you will, Kell. That’s why I hired you. Let me know how it goes.”

			“Will do.” Not being the HR person for the corporation left me a little wiggle room. Not enough to have a complaint lodged, but definitely enough to get my point across in no uncertain terms. The clock taunted me. Without questioning the wisdom of my actions, I grabbed my phone and took off, my box-heeled shoes making distinct clicks as I hustled down the less affluent and slightly creepy stairwell. My destination was only a block away. If I was going to put on my no-nonsense persona, caffeine was not only desired, but necessary. Some days I hated my job, but not today. Today I was going to right a wrong perception of what qualified as a good employee. Staff were being paid to treat all customers, in no uncertain terms, as valued guests. I was happy I didn’t have to deal with the same issues when I bartended. The only annoyance there was the occasional inebriated patron, and so far I’d found them to be comical rather than a pain in the ass.

			When I banged open the door to the street, my eyes watered from the abundant sunshine that greeted me. I took a breath while my eyes adjusted, then smiled. The opportunity to escape the gorgeous resort didn’t happen often, but I’d learned to appreciate those rare moments when I could. The expansive grounds were a self-contained oasis in the middle of an over-developed downtown area, a hidden gem amongst the concrete towers and street level shops. It was the best—and the worst—of both worlds.

			As I reached the main thoroughfare, four lanes of traffic buzzed by, and pedestrians meandered in both directions, unaware of the tense conversation I’d been submerged in a few short minutes ago. I strode inside the café of my guilty indulgence, ordered a dirty chai latte, and added a generous tip because I knew the barista had to put up with a lot of shit throughout the day, sometimes more than I did. It was all I could do to wait until I got outside to take that first glorious sip in mental preparation for the face-off that would happen once Samantha was seated in front of me.

			* * *

			“Taylor Simpson.”

			“Ms. Simpson, this is Mrs. Abernathy’s chauffer, Jackson. Are your appointments running on time?”

			The hair at the back of my neck bristled. “Of course.”

			“Excellent. We’ll be there in five minutes.”

			I swore under my breath for the umpteenth time in the last six hours. As the events coordinator and part owner of the business, I took on a lion’s share of the hard-to-pull-off affairs. That usually meant weddings and family reunions because they were often wrought with last-minute changes, hysterical clients, and a shit storm of coordinating the many and varied vendors, all of which I somehow managed to blend into a seemingly well-choreographed display of outrageously overpriced services, mine not excluded. Today though, was fated to try my usual well-groomed patience. Thanks to the universe, I had a way to destress later, otherwise my staff and everyone else around me would feel the wrath of a boss on the warpath.

			In my en suite bathroom, I took advantage of the luxury of having something meant for me alone and gave my attire the once-over. My suit was a classic cut from the finest silk available and the price tag proved it. Not one to normally quibble over such necessities, even I had balked at the outrageous cost. Lucky for me, I got to write off a percentage on my taxes, otherwise it might be off the rack for me, and that would never do if I wanted well-off clients to continue to demand our services. A put-together individual spoke of confidence and an awareness for details, two things that were a must in the business. I gave a nod to the mirror, picked up the binder labeled “Abernathy” off the corner of my desk, and strode with purpose to planning room two. Such was my fate.

			“Welcome to At Your Service. I’m Taylor Simpson, your event coordinator,” I said as a way of introduction to the two women seated at the round table where a tray of refreshments took up the center. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Abernathy.” I extended my hand to the young woman who appeared more than a little nervous. We’d spoken on the phone several times in the last month. In those instances, she sounded confident in regard to what she wanted, but I suppose sounding and looking could be two very different things.

			“Likewise, Ms. Simpson. I’d like to introduce my mother, Victoria Abernathy.”

			I nodded and smiled, a requisite rather than a sentiment as the mother of the bride gave me the once-over, including a raised brow that might or might not bode well for setting the tone. If she thought I could be intimidated she was sadly mistaken. I shook her hand, and the idea that she might be confused by the blue polish on my short but well-manicured nails almost made me laugh out loud.

			My true nature was to take control and lead in no uncertain terms, and she’d find out soon enough that she’d hired not only the best for her daughter’s wedding, but someone who wouldn’t put up with haughty behavior. I settled in my seat, uncapped my pen, and opened the binder. “Shall we begin?”

			Two hours and the start of a migraine later, I walked the Abernathys to the elevator, assuring them everything would go according to plan. The daughter would be easy enough to work with. I handled obedient women in most settings, and she’d been raised with an obvious iron hand. Not the method I used, but effective enough if desired. The mother was another story. Let’s just say she was not only cut from a different fabric, but she was also the whole bolt and used to getting her way. So was I. A war of wills had ensued from the beginning, and I’d had all I could do to not let my sometimes-volatile temper win out. This was not the place to display my Dominant side, and I congratulated myself for having the wherewithal to maintain my composure.

			I’d have an opportunity to shine through later and instead focused my attention on the details I’d recorded in the binder. Computers were fine for some tasks, but for the constant updates, changes, and notes that would be added regarding each vendor, the event timeline, and other crucial tasks, I still found pen to paper, with the addition of a pack of sticky notes, my go-to. Call me old-fashioned, but I liked applying my hand to the visible record.

			Like my handprint on a presented ass, leaving my mark gave me more pleasure than some of the more obvious ones the vanilla world was so fond of pursuing. The accompanying moan was not to be overlooked either. The business was my daytime setting where I earned my bread and butter, though I couldn’t control a lot of what happened, and instead bowed to the whims of my clientele. Not a position I liked at all. When I attended kink events where I wasn’t held back by the social restraints of decorum and was free to let my metaphorical hair down, there were no restrains or resistance to what I wanted. If it were up to me, I’d live the lifestyle twenty-four/seven. Unfortunately, that wasn’t my current situation, but someday it would be if the right partner ever came along. 

			




Chapter Ten

			“Jordan, make sure the glasses are wiped and the silverware is spotless.”

			“Yes, Ms. Murphy.”

			I checked off the fifth item on the list in the small planner I carried around as I headed off toward the main kitchen. The resort’s events person was on a much needed and deserved vacation, and since I was often the backup, today was my lucky day. Leslie, the wedding coordinator from At Your Service event planners, would arrive in the next thirty minutes, and I wanted to be sure everything was in place before she got here. She represented a lucrative company with a majority of wealthy clients willing to spend a small fortune. The more events I could help garner for the hotel, the better it was for everyone’s paycheck, including mine. Besides, it served to keep my mind occupied until tonight when I’d see Taylor at the Hole.

			After she’d brought me home, I spent hours examining my feelings and all the ways that Taylor intrigued and excited me. Not being forewarned about the bar scene we’d stepped into hadn’t been as off-putting as I might have imagined, and why it came as no surprise that Taylor was in her comfort zone among the leather clad, and the unclad, was even less astonishing. When she told me I looked like someone who didn’t want to be in control despite the instances where she’d tested that theory live and in person, for the most part she wasn’t wrong. Though to be honest, the idea of anyone having complete control simultaneously frightened me and pissed me off. There’d never been anyone in my life I could confidently hand the reins over to and be sure that whatever happened, the situation would be managed.

			As if all the questioning and wondering wasn’t enough, I dove into the black hole of the internet searching for terms and meanings and, ultimately, the BDSM lifestyle. There was so much information to be absorbed, I forced myself to bed three hours later, hoping sleep would claim me, but it was as elusive as my feelings regarding Taylor were.

			How had she so easily caught my attention? Aside from her unique look and confident demeanor, that is. I wasn’t so numb that I didn’t notice, but why had I been drawn to her in a way that was so different yet so powerful it was as though she’d cast a spell. Behind all the wariness telling me that I was getting in far too deep, the pull remained. Would there be a time when the magnetism between us would waver or perhaps, would it, like all my other relationships, simply wane over time leaving me once more looking for a life that I could enjoy without all the hard work that was involved? Because every person and relationship in my past had been work. The effort to maintain them, as much as I wanted to make it so, was exhausting.

			The chiming of glasses being wheeled out the double-wide, paned-glass doors brought me back. I had to do a bit of shuffling for my shift to make sure I was here to oversee the wedding that was scheduled to begin at one o’clock on the veranda. Thankfully, the weather forecast included sunny skies and moderate temperatures. The cocktail reception that followed would be a wonderful, sunny event in the shade of the old oak and willow trees that had populated the lawn over the years and left to flourish.

			Next up was the kitchen. The cacophony of noise assaulted me as I pushed open the swinging door. Shouts and low mumbled curses emanated from each staff member as they scrambled to fulfill the head chef’s directions and demands. He was a perfectionist, even more so than I was, and he would not be happy with anything that did not meet his standards, the height of which were more than a little intimidating. Instead of the usual controlled chaos, the scene before me was on the brink of a total catastrophe.

			“Chef Louis, how are you faring for today’s wedding?” I glanced around and attempted to instill a serene appearance, hoping the staff would settle a bit with my presence. It wasn’t likely, since Louis would be barking orders again the moment I left, but that wouldn’t stop me from trying.

			“Ah, Ms. Murphy. They make you work today?” Louis believed all women with a status higher than a sous chef should have weekends off. I agreed. I also liked a paycheck that allowed for occasional self-indulgence, so I suffered along with the millions of employees whose fate mirrored mine.

			“A price I gladly pay to see you.” I looked around and caught a few smirks from the other chefs. “Do you need anything for today?” My culinary skills weren’t much, but I could chop and mix with direction.

			“No, no. Everything is fine.” He glanced at someone behind me. From his tone, I could only surmise he was swearing under his breath in French. He hustled over, pointed, then demonstrated before surrendering the knife. The sous chef’s face turned red as she nodded understanding. I felt bad for her. In the end, she’d be grateful for Louis sharing his knowledge, but I’d bet she was questioning why she tolerated being treated like she didn’t have a clue. Louis had a reputation for going through staff, sometimes at an alarming frequency, but I knew it all stemmed from his perfectionism and the resort benefited from his culinary skills. After a final shake of his head, he returned to where I waited.

			“Don’t be too hard on them, Louis. I’m sure you remember those early days in your own career.” To his credit, he managed to look as contrite as Louis could. I fought against smiling while he laughed.

			“Yes, yes.”

			I pressed on to complete the pre-ceremony checklist. It wasn’t as though I hadn’t been through this before, but it had been a while and it was made all the harder by being preoccupied by my upcoming date. Taylor mentioned dinner, but did that mean at a restaurant or someplace that the BDSM community gathered for food? I didn’t really know enough about her to surmise what she thought, or felt, or wanted. So, what did she want? There wasn’t any doubt that a woman of her presence, character, and looks couldn’t want for much in the way of bed partners. I stumbled to a stop, nearly taking out a large potted ficus tree. Where the hell did that come from? Taylor hadn’t made any sort of sexual advances, and the cryptic way she spoke was just her way, not some backdoor attempt at flirting. Wasn’t it? A voice behind me startled me enough to get my shit together.

			“Ms. Murphy, is everything all right?” John, one of the front desk employees, was less than five feet away staring at me.

			I straightened my shoulders and took a breath, all the while hoping that getting caught daydreaming didn’t show. “Hi, John. Yes, I’m fine. Just some last-minute checks for today’s wedding.” He didn’t look like he believed me, and I couldn’t blame him. I wasn’t fine at all.

			“Oh, yes,” he said. “Their guests have managed to fill what rooms we had. Housekeeping will be in full swing tomorrow.”

			The notepad I held against my thigh gave me a perfect excuse to recenter as I wrote in big letters, Call in additional staff. I plastered a smile on my face before looking up.

			“I’ll make sure there’s enough people to cover the rooms.” It was my job to take care of any and all details that may have been overlooked by department management because a fully booked house wasn’t the norm, though oversights were rare. I liked to keep it that way.

			Forty-five minutes and three phone calls later, I exhaled the breath that I’d been metaphorically holding. The wedding party was in their respective lounges with photographers. The parents of the bride had given over their credit card for the security deposit of five thousand dollars, which was required for all events of more than one hundred attendees. The florist had shown, late of course, but had everything in place with a few minutes to spare before people started arriving. The alcohol was flowing. I could go for a drink myself, but that was frowned upon by human resources. If they only knew what we dealt with they might think otherwise.

			Two more hours and I could leave. The idea of being trapped soured my mood. It wasn’t like I didn’t have enough to keep me busy, but all I wanted to do was sink into a hot tub and let the mineral crystals I often used after a long day do their magic. I slid my feet from my shoes and rubbed my aching toes. It was time for a new pair of pumps. I didn’t give two shits if my calves looked better in high heels. I couldn’t race around a resort this size on stilettos without breaking an ankle. I’d seen it happen and it hadn’t been pretty.

			Needing something to occupy my overtaxed brain, I opened the staff spreadsheet. On a second monitor I reviewed booking numbers for the next week. They were steady but left about a third of the rooms vacant. Upper crust wanted eighty percent capacity at all times, but those numbers were going to be hard to reach until the financial markets recovered. I surreptitiously played with a few stocks, but the lingo was far and above what I could decipher, so I left the investments in the hands of experts. From the latest report I received, the eighty-two thousand I’d amassed from an initial investment of five grand had dropped to close to sixty. I was told not to panic, and I didn’t. Mainly because the majority of my retirement funds were in less risky markets and that suited me just fine.

			I looked at the corner of my screen to discover I’d spent the last hour moving names around like LEGO bricks, seeing who fit where and who didn’t within the parameters of each employee’s schedule. Now all I had to do was distribute the individual department spreadsheets to the managers, who in turn would notify the staff. I shuffled papers for another twenty minutes and jumped up the minute my time was done. Not that I was anxious to leave, but I had some prepping to do before Taylor showed up at my door, and some of it had nothing to do with what I was going to wear.

			




Chapter Eleven

			“Taylor Simpson. How may I help you?” The convenience of having two numbers attached to one cell phone was a godsend at times. At others, like now, it was a pain in the ass. I’d been working on writing a new D/s contract for weeks. It wasn’t an easy task and one I’d been avoiding. Play partners were fun, but the overall satisfaction of a dynamic was missing. Someday I’d meet someone who would serve most of my needs, if not all, and I was determined to be ready.

			“Ms. Simpson.” The voice was tentative, soft. “It’s Crystal Abernathy.” Sweet, but timid, she sounded like she was going to cry.

			“Good evening, Ms. Abernathy.” I surmised another change was coming. Her mother, the self-appointed heir to the fortune her husband had amassed, had tried more than once to put me in my place, unsuccessfully. Crystal’s requests and needs were all reasonable, and thankfully, a nice break from the usual hysterics that accompanied wedding planning. “What can I do for you?”

			“I’ve made a terrible mistake.” Her voice caught in her throat.

			She sounded distraught and I was hired to lighten the bride-to-be’s anxiety. “I’m sure whatever it is it can be fixed. Tell me what the problem is.” A sob came over the line and I sat up.

			“I should have never said yes.”

			What? “Yes to what, Crystal?” It went against protocol to address a client by her first name, but I had the feeling she needed it.

			“Marrying him.” She blew her nose then cleared her throat. “I don’t love him. I’m not sure if I even like him.” Her voice reflected her resolve. “How much will it cost to cancel it all?”

			Not prone to panic when one of the parties got cold feet, I went a different route. “It’s not that simple. Are you sure you don’t want to get married? A few weeks ago—”

			“A few weeks ago my mother threatened to disinherit me if I didn’t go through with it.”

			Oh. “What’s changed your mind?”

			“I haven’t changed my mind, Ms. Simpson. I’m just not letting her run my life anymore. I never intended to marry a…man.”

			How long had Crystal been at war with the knowledge she was attracted to women? Had she gone along with her mother’s expectation because she didn’t want to lose out on her inheritance, or because she was unsure of her feelings? “I’ll do my best to keep the fees to a minimum.” And I would. It was still five months away from the wedding date. Not sure how much of an emotional support system she had, I could sympathize with her quandary.

			“Does anyone in your family know you aren’t interested in men?”

			Crystal inhaled sharply, but from the sound of the breath that followed, I believed it was one of relief. Someone was actually listening to her. “It’s not that I dislike men. It’s the thought of having sex with one that isn’t appealing.”

			“So no one, then?”

			“No. I haven’t…it’s not something that’s ever talked about.” I heard another deep inhalation. “I’m a virgin.”

			I could understand the implications of a revelation of being lesbian or bi in a family that was all about social status and appearances, however this was Victoria Abernathy’s only daughter and it was about time she let her mother know. Below all the bark and bravado, the fact that she loved her daughter rang through and it wasn’t far-fetched to believe her love was unconditional. “Don’t you think your mother should know?”

			“It would devastate her.”

			My Dominant side, the one that handled crises and unpleasant situations and resolved them for the better, kicked in. Devastated or not, Crystal could no longer hide who she was from her family, especially when the wedding was called off. “Would you like me to be there? I could meet you wherever you feel comfortable.” No one should be forced into an identity that didn’t ring true to them. Kell’s face flashed across my mind. Wasn’t I doing much the same with her? Hadn’t I taken for granted her inclination of a submissive nature without finding out if that was a role that called to her?

			I’d deal with that later. At the moment, Crystal was in need of sharing her truth with the most important person in her life, and it wasn’t up to me to say otherwise.

			“You’d do that? Meet with me and my mother?”

			“Yes. It’s not easy to share that you aren’t part of the mainstream population, though the lines are blurred more now than they ever have been.” I gave her a minute before continuing down the path of reason. “You love your mother, right?”

			“I do. She’s always been there for me.” She laughed a bit. “Even when I haven’t wanted her to be.”

			“She should have the opportunity to be there for you now when you need her the most, don’t you think?” I’d had a similar conversation with my mother who said she’d suspected since I was a young teenager but let me decide when and how to come out on my own terms. Discussing kink was a different topic and one she didn’t understand, but loved me, nonetheless.

			“What if she can’t?” Crystal’s tiny voice tugged at my heartstrings. Just because I was Dominant didn’t mean I didn’t have empathy for those suffering. A true Dominant was in tune with all of the emotions and turmoil their subs or those under consideration, were going through.

			“You’ll never know if you don’t give her a chance.” A long silence followed. Maybe Crystal didn’t have the kind of fortitude it took to come out to her mother.

			“All right.”

			We talked a bit more with me telling her Saturday night was the one appointment I couldn’t change, and Crystal promised to text me with a date, time, and location. I assured her I would be there. Life wasn’t meant to be faced alone. It was hard enough with caring people around, and I doubted Crystal had made friends in the community she admitted to being a part of, or at least the community she wasn’t a part of. Maybe she was bi or heteroflexible. More likely she wanted to explore her feelings. An important part of that needed openness and would lead to her deciding, or not, what she enjoyed and with who (Or is it whom? I was never quite sure.)

			I didn’t make an entry in my date book, but I put a reminder in my “to-do” list so that if anyone asked it would jog my memory to respond that I may have something coming up. Aside from my date with Kell, nothing would keep me from accompanying Crystal when she talked with her mother.

			* * *

			The reservation I’d made was at a funky, eclectic restaurant that served farm-to-table food and a menu that catered to both vegetarians and meat eaters, like most restaurants these days. I could swing either way. With food that is. Once I sat fully into my dominance there wasn’t any going back, at least for me.

			Walking up the path moved me into an entirely new headspace. Excitement buffeted against calm, which was my demeanor most of the time. The need to dominate Kell was on level with the desire to watch her submit…whether that be willingly remained to be seen. There’d be no forcing or coercion. Kell would need to decide if she had an interest in the BDSM lifestyle for herself. It might not even be me she chose, and if that were the case, I would celebrate that she was embracing the hidden part of herself. Being a Dominant was a lot more than control, and I couldn’t help wondering if Kell knew that part. Had she searched the internet? That would be a start, but for the truth of more than one person’s opinion, she would need to experience more than one. Thinking I might not be her first Dom scared the shit out of me.

			The door opened and Kell greeted me with a heart-stopping smile.

			“Hi,” she said.

			How long had it been since I rang the bell? I didn’t remember. That wasn’t good. “Good evening.” Somehow my brain kicked in and I took a breath. It gave me an all too brief moment to let my gaze take Kell in from her expressive eyes, down a neck that would be perfect beneath my fingers, to one of the sexiest cleavages I ever remember seeing. I didn’t stop there though. I couldn’t. Once I made it past her enticing breasts, her waist flared into the kind of hips made for grabbing onto while I fucked her until she was a puddle. The vision ended with me watching her dripping pussy still throbbing as I pulled out.

			“Taylor? Is everything okay?” Kell’s expression keyed me into realizing I’d been gone in fantasy world too long, again.

			“Everything is perfect.” I extended my hand. “We have reservations.”

			Kell stepped back for the briefest instance to grab her things before sliding her hand into mine, earning points for not questioning our need to leave. I guided her to the sedan. Her low yet dressy heels clicked on the concrete until we stopped at the passenger door.

			“Did you get rid of your Jeep?” she asked before sliding onto the butter-soft leather.

			I leaned down as I closed the door. “Perish the thought.” She laughed, I smiled. “I use this for work, but it seemed more appropriate for a date than the Jeep, though it pains me to leave them behind.” In response to the tip of Kell’s head, I responded. “My vehicle is gender non-conforming, like me.” I rounded the car then got in. Before I turned the key, I made eye contact with Kell. “You’re beautiful.”

			Kell blushed an exquisite shade of rose as her gaze moved away from mine. “Thank you.” She was quite uncomfortable with compliments, and I filed the information away.

			The only thing missing was my preferred way of being addressed as “Sir.” Kell had no way of knowing that and, despite what my mind and body were craving, she hadn’t identified herself as submissive. It was a topic I’d decided to bring up during dinner. I kept the laugh from escaping, not sure if Kell would consider it a discussion she wanted to have while trying to eat, but after last week’s venture she must have had an idea what was going on. “You’re welcome.”

			Thankfully, the restaurant was halfway between Kell’s home and the Play Palace. That’s where we were going after dinner. She’d seemed more curious than offended by what she’d witnessed at the leather kink bar, so I was going with it. The restaurant wasn’t huge, and neither was the parking lot, but I managed to pull the car into a generous spot. “Wait for me to come around.” I released my seat belt, got out, and walked purposefully to her door, neither hurrying nor moving slowly. Kell looked up when I opened her door.

			“What are we doing?”

			I glanced over the car roof. She might not know how she identified in the world of BDSM, if at all, but she wasn’t afraid to ask questions. I liked that about her. When we stood toe to toe I gave her an honest answer. “I’m spending time with you to find out what draws me to you.” I settled into the blue of her eyes. “And to know if you feel the same.” She trembled and her eyes fluttered. Normally, I’d take this as an affirmative, but Kell was not usual at all, and I wouldn’t make the mistake of telling her who she was inside, though there was a part of her that was clawing to be heard and seen. Kell was quiet. I wasn’t sure if that was an encouraging or discouraging sign. I didn’t have to wait long to find out.

			“Do I still get to have dinner?” A mischievous smile pulled Kell’s lips upward.

			“Absolutely.” She slid her hand in mine.

			“Good.” Kell looked at the entrance. “Can we go in now?”

			Unable to fathom what was going on with me, I nodded and led her through the entrance. The host showed us to a table away from prying eyes. Though not totally removed from the rest of the patrons, we were out of earshot of most. After Kell was seated, I took mine. We ordered a bottle of wine and the waiter handed us each a menu. I stole glances over the one I held, wondering if the tension in my lower abdomen was from sexual arousal or anxiety. So far, the evening hadn’t been anything like I thought it would be. I was unexpectedly off base. I had to get a handle on myself and examine why I was the one who was suddenly unsure of, well, anything.

			“Have you been here before?”

			Kell’s curiosity was endearing. I glanced around at the funky, fun décor. It was the perfect start to what I hoped would be an exciting evening of revelation for Kell, and I would get to see that wide-eyed wonder. “A few times. The food is good and innovative.” I took a moment to study her, her eyes sparkling as she hung on my words. My clit grew hard. I liked when a woman paid attention. “I don’t know how adventurous you are, but there are a number of dishes I’d like to try.”

			Kell sat up, glanced down at the menu, then once more focused on me. Without breaking eye contact, she closed her menu. “I’d like to try something different, too. Would you please do the ordering?”

			“Of course.” I ordered a variety of items to share. She had no idea how much I wanted to control a lot of what happened between us, but food was a start. I could take it slow. Be methodical. When living the lifestyle, just like in the world outside of a dynamic, rushing into anything without due consideration could be detrimental in many ways. I’d avoid that for the both of us. An appetizer of charred brussels sprouts would arrive soon. “What do you know about the BDSM lifestyle outside of our brief conversation?”

			Kell finished her wine. “After we went to the bar, I did some searching. There’s a lot on the internet.”

			Nodding, I cautioned her. “There is, but not all of it is reliable or accurate. You can ask me anything.” The appetizer arrived and more wine was poured.

			“I’m not sure I know what to ask.”

			I scooped a helping onto her plate, then my own. “I’d have thought you’d be curious about a lot of things and your mind spinning in all sorts of directions. I certainly was when I was introduced to the lifestyle.” It felt like ages ago. I’d been a wide-eyed teen and fascinated by the display of people in various stages of sex, punishment, and the energy that surrounded me. It was the closest thing I’d found to feeling completely at home. To this day, nothing called to me like the power exchange of a dynamic. Play partners were fun and sometimes good for sexual release, but they didn’t compare to a true dynamic.

			“I…” Kell glanced around nervously. “I am. It’s new and overwhelming.”

			She needed to know she could refuse and that she always had a choice. “If you’re uncomfortable, you can always change your mind.”

			“Are we going to the bar tonight?” She set her fork down.

			“No. I want to introduce you to another type of kink location. If you don’t want to go, you can tell me after dinner.”

			The waiter set down an array of dishes with serving spoons and two clean plates. “Would you like anything else?”
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