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Elena hated weddings.

Second only, of course, to love.

She didn’t have time to pussyfoot around with the dance two people played with each other. Long ago she’d replaced love with sex because fucking was simple. Fucking was clear-cut and no-nonsense.

Fucking was easier to sate.

One night inside the walls of her favorite place was enough to take the edge off any desire she had to take a chance on love. Unfortunately Sanctuary was being used in a different capacity tonight.

A wedding.

Despite her deep-seated loathing for celebrations of love, she couldn’t help but tap her foot with the beat while she swirled her red wine. The melody of the music pouring from the overhead speakers was slow and romantic with just a hint of ferocity under the surface. The perfect song for Patrick and Allison Conners as they shared their first dance as husband and wife.

Elena watched the couple drift effortlessly across the floor. They’d found each other, overcome insecurities and misunderstandings and pledged their lives to each other. To love, honor and obey.

While they floated across the floor Elena was reminded of what she’d missed out on in life because of the choices she’d made. Single. Childless. Pitifully alone. All vivid reminders why she despised celebrations of love. Events such as this one made her maudlin and morose for the possibilities she didn’t have.

Stupid, pointless love.

It wasn’t as though she was unhappy for the pair. Two of her closest friends had just committed themselves to each other. Great for them, but it wasn’t her style at all.

The song ended and she joined the small group of revelers as they congratulated the happy couple with enthusiastic applause. Her gaze moved away as Patrick dipped his wife and the couple passionately kissed.

During her quick scan of the room, she gaze landed on Alex. Poor guy. He looked pitiful, consuming beer after beer. His quiet contemplation was a contradiction to the excitement and sheer joy surrounding him. A stone statue amid riotous chaos. Being at a wedding had to be hard on the guy. Divorce tended to make people see love in a different light. The drawn expression on his face made Elena want to gather him up in a tight hug, which clearly signaled she needed to leave.

“Another drink, ma’am?”

Elena turned to give the young man behind the bar a coy smile. When she’d sat down earlier he’d immediately starting flirting with reckless abandon. Much, much too young for her tastes. Much too inexperienced in matters of sex as well, that much was obvious to her trained eye. He didn’t scream virgin to her, but she liked her men with a few more years under the belt.

She wasn’t looking for a novice. In fact she wasn’t looking for anyone at all. She’d made the choice to be single for a reason. Being alone meant she could devote more time to things she enjoyed without having to worry about attachments.

“Not tonight, thanks. I think I’m done.” She slid a hefty tip his way because—flirting aside—he’d provided great service. Not to mention provided her with some nice eye candy for a few hours.

Who needed love when there was lust?

He flashed a naïve smile at her again. She pushed away from the bar before she changed her mind and took steps to find out what the bartender would look like kneeling before her. She had always been a sucker for a man on his knees. Bound by chains and leather, a sturdy steel ring surrounding his cock to drive the point home she alone controlled his orgasms. His pleasure. Her weakness was exactly why she rarely allowed a submissive the privilege of being on his knees.

Her job was to expose their weaknesses, not display hers.

Motion on the other side the room stopped her thoughts. She watched with fascination as the only bridesmaid in the wedding party—Allison’s cousin Sunny— plopped down into a chair next to Alex.

Oh boy.

This could get interesting.

Immediately chatty, the woman didn’t give a moment’s pause despite the apathetic look Alex gave her. She prattled on as if they were best friends who’d known each other for years. Alex didn’t stop her despite his obvious annoyance. Like his younger brother, Alex Conners was a gentleman. Their mother had made certain the boys had grown up considerate to a fault despite the hellish childhood their father had put them through.

No doubt about it, the Conners boys were survivors.

Just then a loud cry split the air and Sunny clapped her hands over her mouth. Alex stood, waving his hands as he put a few inches between them. Despite his attempt to assure her he was fine, Sunny frantically dabbed her napkin a few inches below Alex’s crotch.

Elena stifled a snort as he gently took Sunny’s wrist and moved it away. He was apologetic despite the fact she had been the one to spill her champagne. Sunny followed him when he dashed off to the restroom, waving her napkin in the air like a white flag seeking surrender.

Poor, poor Alex. He’d be lucky to blow her off tonight. Or he’d spend the rest of the night in the restroom hiding from her. The woman had shown her persistence when it had come to picking out her bridesmaid’s dress a few months ago, so Alex had his work cut out for him.

Allison, bless her heart, had given Elena complete freedom when it came to her maid-of-honor gown. Of course, she made certain Allison was always with her every step of the way, but the last thing Elena needed was a pink confection dress to clash with her fiery-red hair. Such a travesty was easily dismissed as cute at seven years old, but as an adult it was unforgivable.

Pretty in pink she wasn’t.

Making her way to the exit, she was intercepted by half of the newlywed couple. As a blushing bride, Allison Conners fit the bill perfectly. At Elena’s insistence they’d taken a weekend trip to New York City to shop for Allison’s wedding dress. Even though Allison had insisted she wasn’t interested in some frothy gown, that was just what she’d ended up buying. Yards of gauzy material floated behind her as she grabbed Elena’s arm.

“And just where do you think you’re going?”

“I was going to politely slip out—after wishing you two well of course. My arches are screaming.”

“I’ll never understand your fascination with wearing those killers.”

“If I’m not mistaken you’re wearing a pair of those killers yourself tonight.” Elena pointed to the splash of color peeking from under the hem of Allison’s bridal gown.

“Only because you stole my sneakers.”

“Shabby black sneakers and Vera Wang do not mix.” Elena laughed as Allison pulled up her dress and modeled the vibrantly colored shoes. “Leave it to you to never do anything traditional. It’s like a Sunday morning comic strip page come to life on your feet.”

“Have to keep my geek cred intact somehow, right?”

“How are my two favorite ladies doing?” As the man she thought of as a brother slid next to his wife, Elena noted Patrick had lost his tuxedo jacket and tie. He’d also opened the top two buttons on his crisp white shirt. The photographer would undoubtedly have a small fit when it came time to cut the cake because everything wasn’t perfect. Then again, it wasn’t as if Patrick would likely care. He’d always tended to go his own way.

Allison curled her arm around Patrick’s narrow waist, pulling their bodies together. “Elena was just about to slip out on us.”

“Meanwhile, I’d like to slip into something else.”

Elena covered her laugh with a soft cough at Patrick’s bold statement. Allison flushed pink as she tugged on the thin gray band circling her neck. She hadn’t removed her collar even for the wedding ceremony. “Ready to consummate the marriage already?”

“Oh no,” he paused to flash a wicked grin at Elena. “Already taken care of earlier.” 

“When in the hell—never mind.” She held up a hand when Patrick shot her a grin. “Don’t. I really, really don’t want to know. I really am going to head out of here. Unlike those who get a week off to go traipsing around St. Barts, some of us still have to work.”

Allison’s hand closed around her wrist. “You know, it’s traditional for the maid of honor and the best man to dance together.”

The knot in Elena’s stomach tightened, nearly making her sick. She’d had enough dealings with Alex tonight and she’d grown tired of doing her best to avoid him. It was exhausting.

The minute they’d had to casually walk down the aisle together had been sheer torture for her. She’s always treated both of the Conners as her own family considering her fucked-up family dynamic, but recently there had been a shift she kept doing her best not to acknowledge.

She’d watched Alex go through a horrible divorce. They’d even had lengthy talks about the dark moment in his life. But one day something had changed for her. Suddenly little Alex Conners wasn’t so brotherly anymore. He was handsome and appealing. Charming. Attractive. And very, very off-limits.

“Think I’ll skip the traditional route if you don’t mind. Besides, Alex doesn’t seem to be in the party mood anymore.” Allison frowned as Elena explained what happened. “Anyway, don’t let this ruin your celebration. You two enjoy, I need to get going.”

As she started to turn away, Allison grabbed her into a hug. “Thank you. For everything.”

In the year she’d known Allison they’d become great friends. Their closeness had deepened and bloomed so Elena couldn’t help loving her like a sister. She still remembered the night they’d talked about the trouble Allison had found herself in with Patrick. Nothing a good, long conversation between the two hadn’t fixed, but she’d felt some kind of eternal connection with Allison she’d never been able to explain.

“No thanks, remember?”

Allison pulled away, tears glistening in the corners of her eyes. “Don’t get in too much trouble, all right?”

Elena tipped her head. “I cause trouble, remember?”

Patrick winked as he clutched Allison close, spinning her back out onto the dance floor. The two were so made for each other, the sweetness of the moment nearly hurt her teeth. Laughing, Elena stepped out onto the sidewalk and into the cold February night.

A ring of smokers stood off to the left, huddling around one another as they puffed on their cigarettes. Feeling nostalgic, Elena deliberately strode past them on her way to where she’d parked her car. Damn, some nights she really missed smoking. Times like these she also missed the fact she couldn’t use a vice to work off her frustration. Those little addictive sticks were so simple and easy to get lost in.

She couldn’t even use Sanctuary to help take the edge off either because the former warehouse site had been transformed as the gathering place for Patrick and Allison’s wedding and reception. But it seemed only fitting the couple marry in the same place their relationship blossomed.

Elena forced out a heavy breath as she waited for the interior of her car to heat. The snow that had fallen just days earlier had crystalized everything as far as the eye could see. Now the town was overrun with tourists seeking their thrills on the ski slopes.

Her cell phone chimed on the console and she made a grab for it with cold fingers. The message was from Chaplin Ellis, the owner of the club she frequented when she didn’t want to use Sanctuary. His sister had fallen ill and he needed to stay home with her. Ian would oversee operations for the night, but he wanted to know if she could be around to lend an extra hand.

Which meant she would have to change her plans, alter the time she’d planned to arrive at the club to a few hours earlier. She’d already decided to duck out after Patrick and Allison left the reception in order to head for the club around midnight.

She responded to Chaplin then fired off an instant message to change a meeting time before tossing the cell phone into the seat beside her. Reversing out of the slot, she punched the gas. The club would be the perfect thing to get her mind off the wedding. Off love and all the fluffy shit those emotions brought to her life.

She didn’t have time to deal with them.

Thirty-five minutes later she pulled into the parking lot of the one place she did have time to deal with. Element Twenty-Six, an exclusive BDSM club on the outskirts of Gatlin Falls. Now there was a place she could understand whatever her mood.

Giddy with the possibilities the night now held, she parked in the side lot for members and entered the building. A quick change into her favored white leathers and she was out on the main floor in a matter of minutes.

Her second home.

The club was in fine form for Open Door night. Chaplin allowed those without memberships to enter the exclusive fetish club for a single evening each year. He’d pulled out all the stops tonight, draping small white LED bulbs around the crown molding to add a soft glow to the entire room. The gentle lighting highlighted the darkest corners of the club. The glow even emphasized the crowd milling around waiting for any sort of activity to get started.

The fact nothing was happening wasn’t a good sign.

If someone didn’t start a scene soon the newbies would lose interest and leave. Not good for a club trying to grow its membership. Or the word-of-mouth advertising the club depended upon. It wasn’t as though Chaplin could slap a thirty-second ad slot on during the nightly news.

The town gossips would have a field day.

These people milling around didn’t know this wasn’t normal operations. By this hour on most Saturday nights the scene areas were in use and the atmosphere was much different. What the hell was up with the rest of the membership tonight?

Anxious to get things started, she stepped onto a stage in the center of the club and dropped her toy bag onto a table. A quick glance at the numbers of the discreet clock embedded in the post behind the table indicated her partner for the night was late. Certainly didn’t help her mood much. Ideally she would have liked to arrive and find Gideon already waiting for her.

A sub keeping a Domme waiting wasn’t good form. Not to mention outright rude. She came to the club tonight looking to relax. Gideon’s absence further added to her agitation. If she’d wanted this kind of anxiety she could have stayed at the Conners’ wedding.

“Sorry. Sorry. Meeting ran later than I expected. And then I didn’t see your IM until the dessert cart came around.” Gideon stripped off his expensive jacket, placing it on a hook jutting from the post. “Busy place tonight.” He removed his silk tie, looping it over the collar of his suit jacket. As he started to unfasten the buttons of his starched shirt she caught a glimpse of something white.

Interest piqued, she recognized what he wore underneath. Things had just gotten a bit more interesting. She pushed away from the column, coming to stop directly in front of him. Her hands rested lightly over his, preventing him from removing the shirt. His head lifted, his babbling about his late dinner with a client trailing off as his baby blues met her gaze.

“You wore this under your clothes during your very important client dinner?”

The side of his mouth curled in a sexy half-smile. “That is what my Mistress ordered.”

“Such an attentive pet.” She brushed his hands to the side, taking over the task of unfastening the buttons. She worked more slowly than he had, taking her time to peel away the outer layer of stuffy lawyer. As she worked, the agitation rattling her nerves smoothed. She always found comfort in this process.

Tossing his perfectly ironed slacks to the side, she drank in the sight of the white PVC harness she’d given him the last time they’d scened together. Six wide bands circled his body, evenly spaced down a torso she knew he spent hours in the gym perfecting. Her gaze traveled lower to the strip of PVC, which ran vertically down the succulent ridges of his flat abdomen.

The titanium ring she’d sewn to the end of the strip currently surrounded his cock. His body fit and toned, the straps highlighted the broad expanse of his shoulders and chest. Gideon wasn’t a small man, standing a full three inches taller than she even when she wore her tallest heels.

Strong men always fell the hardest. Especially when it came to matters of submission and domination. Just the sort of detail Elena loved.

“Something is still missing.” Gideon’s gaze tracked her as she reached into her toy bag. His heavy sigh washed over her as she extracted a cock cap. His dick jerked as she slowly made her way back to him, cap dangling from one finger.

“Nice to know I’m appreciated.” His erection grew harder, tapping against his abdomen. “Very nice.” She stepped closer, trailing her fingers over the hard steel package he’d presented to her. A package she now controlled since she would determine when he was granted relief.

Quiet rumblings sounded over her shoulder. Perfect. They’d gotten the attention of the crowd. Gideon’s shaft quivered under her touch. They both flourished under this kind of scrutiny. The exact reason why they played at the club. Elena had never even invited him to accompany her to her private room at Sanctuary. They wouldn’t be right there. The warehouse was too intimate and private.

She snagged a tube of lubricant from her bag, applying the dense fluid to the thin shaft. She’d chosen one of the shorter, thinner plugs tonight for sounding. Most of the newcomers came looking to see something out of the ordinary, but the plug she and Gideon both normally preferred would make most of them uncomfortable.

She wanted to entice them to join, not scare them off.

Gideon inhaled sharply as she brushed the tip of the plug against his slit. She leaned forward, pressing her lips to his solid pecs with a tender caress that caused his muscles to ripple. She pushed down with gentle force, waiting until he’d relaxed enough to accept the hard metal.

A soft hiss spilled from his lips as the plug slid deeper. She continued pressing until the head of his cock was covered by the cap. The metal surrounded the broad head completely, shielding her from touching his sensitive skin to keep him off-limits.

His heart beat fast at his throat as she kissed the flushed skin. “Such a good, well-behaved pet.”

She moved away, smiling at the quiet murmurs from the crowd as they got their first glimpse of Gideon in all his submissive glory.

Showtime.
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Chapter Two
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Alex Conners’ fingers tapped against the bottle of champagne he’d swiped from the reception as he sat in the parking lot of Element Twenty-Six. He could ask himself why he was here, but he already knew the answer. He could also ask himself why he was still sitting in the car, but he already knew the answer as well. The hesitation wasn’t because of the newness of the situation. The oddity of facing the unknown ever since he’d asked the question that had ended his marriage.

He knew exactly why he’d come here. He needed to know if the questions swirling in his head had viable answers. He needed to learn if the sacrifice had been worth losing everything. Most of all, he needed to know if he was right. If what occurred beyond those doors was something he needed as part of his life.

His headlights shined on the various cars dotting the parking lot, an odd assortment of rusty hatchbacks and expensive roadsters. All means of transportation for the members of the club and their guests.

He drummed his fingers against the bottle as he tried to decide if he would join them. Even though he needed to know if he was right, was this really what he wanted? Was he ready to face the answers he discovered, whatever they were?

While he had a general idea of what went on behind those doors thanks to the research he’d been conducting on the internet, he didn’t know if he would fit amongst them. Vivian had scoffed at the notion he wanted to be more sexually adventurous. While it was better to know they were no longer compatible in such a way, it was still a sore spot on his mind.

It made him feel as though he’d been a failure as a husband. Not to mention as a man. The point had been driven home even more so earlier today when a box had arrived with the last of his personal things. No note. No parting of ways or even a simple “fuck you” to send him on his way. Just a plain cardboard box filled with memories.

Painful, soul-shattering ones.

Annoyed, he lifted the bottle to his lips as he chugged the expensive alcohol. The renewed frustration forced him to get out of the car and slam the door shut. The frigid night air against the wet spot on his still damp pants made him shiver. He remembered he’d left his coat draped over the back of the chair he’d hastily vacated at the reception. But he didn’t need it. He had something else to keep him warm. He swigged the champagne again, not even tasting the decadent alcohol any longer.

Alcohol would chase the pain away.

If he left now to retrieve his rented coat he’d lose his nerve. He’d never know. Never have an answer to the desire burning in his gut to find out the answers to his questions. He shoved his keys into his pocket. Someone from the cleanup crew he’d hired would take notice and put the coat in some box to be donated to charity.

Maybe he should do the same thing with the box Vivian sent. Donate it. Then someone else could deal with his painful memories. He wasn’t going to need them anymore.

As he walked up the path, rock salt crunching under his loafers, he realized he was thrilled by the thought of what he faced. He would merely be an observer tonight. Nothing more, nothing less. He would simply see if this was the kind of lifestyle he wanted to pursue further.

That was the beauty of Open Door night, or at least it had been presented as such. The policy seemed like a good way for him to discover if the lifestyle would fit him. He would finally be able to put to rest the stupid nagging that had plagued him since he’d opened his mouth months and months ago.

Simple human curiosity. Once he discovered it wasn’t for him, he could put it behind him and get on with his life. Swallowing the last of the liquid courage, he tossed the empty bottle into a nearby trashcan.

A beefy and intimidating guard at the door held a small electronic device in his hand. He seemed unimpressed and totally unsatisfied with his current job situation. “ID.” Alex handed his license over without a word, waiting while the guard scanned the barcode. “Have a sponsor?”

“A what?” The information he’d found about Open Door night at Element Twenty- Six hadn’t said anything about a sponsor.

The guard, clearly annoyed, rolled his eyes as he returned Alex’s driver’s license. “Non-members have to have someone—”

A man suddenly pulled back the curtain. “Hey, Rocco, they need you on the upper floor. Someone’s hurt.”

“Tell Luke to deal with it.” 

“Luke is the one who’s hurt.”

“Shit.” The guard shoved the mini-tablet into his back pocket as he dove through the gray velvet separator curtain.

Alex blinked a few times, surprised he’d been abandoned. Was he supposed to just stand there and wait? He couldn’t leave, he’d never come back. He wasn’t ready to throw in the towel just yet. Not when he was so close.

Cautiously he stepped forward, pushing aside the curtain, which separated the foyer from what he suspected was the main floor of the club. The atmosphere of the club hit him full force as he stepped inside. The walls were draped in the same dark- gray velvet as the separator curtain. Everything was opulent and expensive-looking. Extremely high-end.

Surprisingly the decorations relaxed him. Small and cozy with soft colors and intimate lighting. He’d expected dark and foreboding. Music pulsing through his brain so loudly he wouldn’t be able to think. Rough and so hard the edges of the atmosphere would slice him like a razor. 

Element Twenty-Six was nothing like he’d built up in his mind.

A knot of people had gathered in the center of the room. On the stage a man wearing a white harness around his torso was secured in place by a length of rope hanging from eyebolts in the ceiling. A figure in white moved behind him, his cry of ecstasy-laced agony spilling from his lips as he was struck with a flogger. Alex made a mental note to wander over there in a bit despite the fact he wasn’t interested in impact play.

After all, he was here to learn.

He turned to the left, winding his way through the densely-packed crowd. Another knot of people had gathered, this time around a smaller stage. A woman was bent over a wedge, her ass high in the air for offering. Her wrists and ankles had been bound by hot-pink cuffs as a man stood behind her holding a pencil-thin implement.

For a moment Alex couldn’t figure out what was happening. Then the thin strip contacted sharply with the woman’s ass. Caning. More impact play. He’d scanned through the information he’d found on the subject without any real interest. Given the abuse from his past, hitting was something he hadn’t given much thought to. Evidently not the case for this woman. Her skin was bright red where the cane continued to hit her. Her moans of pleasure filtered out to the crowd, washing over those watching with keen interest.

Alex shifted his stance and leaned against a cloth-draped post as he watched the couple with utter fascination. While caning didn’t interest him specifically he was fascinated by the pleas spilling from the submissive’s lips. She egged the Dom on, begging him to hit harder and faster.

With a wide grin the Dom complied. For a few minutes at least.

When the sub’s cries grew to incoherent demands the man standing over her stepped away and folded his hands in front of him. The sub screamed in frustration, tugging on her bindings.

Oh yeah, this is definitely for me.

Fascinated with couple’s dynamic, Alex drew closer, standing at the edge of the stage. He could all but taste the perspiration and need dripping from the submissive. Alex wanted that. He just didn’t understand why.

He also didn’t understand why in the hell whenever he thought about this very thing, he always saw himself in the submissive position. Never the dominant. He kept trying to tell himself it was perfectly normal simply because he didn’t know differently. It was better than wondering what the hell was wrong with him.

The sub on the stage struggled even harder against her bindings, her cries lofting higher as she begged her Dom to use the cane again. The expression on the Dom’s face didn’t alter as he discarded the thin rod onto a table behind him. The woman continued to beg as he walked around to her head, staring down at her quivering form.

Her pleas grew louder, the raspy quality of her voice arrowing to the base of Alex’s dick. He shifted his pants, hoping no one noticed he was getting aroused by the scene. By the thought of being bound. All he needed was for someone to call him a sick pervert.

The Dom’s hand covered the sub’s head, his thick fingers casually stroking through the strands of hair wet with perspiration. Tears ran down her face, her mascara forming thick trails across her pale skin.

“Hush, my little pet.”

Instead her cries grew louder, her desperation obvious to even an uneducated newbie like Alex. Why didn’t the Dom just give her what she wanted? Wasn’t that the point of this whole scene?

The Dom’s eyes narrowed, his hand going to the zipper of his pants. With little flourish the hard length of his cock sprang free, tapping against the woman’s trembling lips. Her pleas grew louder and more desperate as the man standing over her brushed the side of his erection against her cheek.

Alex couldn’t tell if she was begging for more or trying to tell the Dom to stop.

A sudden crack of the Dom’s hand against the side of the sub’s face propelled Alex forward before he could stop. Another slap echoed through the club as he vaulted the stage with his hands instinctively curling into tight fists. Blood boiling, he watched the Dom lift his hand again for another strike.

Oh. Hell. No.

The music drifting through the club teemed with life, fueling the sounds of ecstasy emitting from various scene areas. There were no words to the music spilling from the hidden speakers, but Gideon’s raised voice, lost somewhere between pleasure and pain, provided a chorus for Elena.

She was already deep into topspace, focused and precise with her strikes on his pink skin. Gideon’s guttural moans of pleasure seemed to escalate the harder she hit. Like always she tempered the pain with a gentle stroke or caress to his ass, the tops of his thighs or his broad shoulders.

Firm muscles clenched under her hand, allowing her to feel just the moment he would start to relax. When he did her flogger would strike and he’d sink even lower into his own head, lost on a plane saturated with pleasure as she delivered the pain. His pleasure was hers.

Gideon whimpered as she stroked her hand down the column of his spine. His flesh was flushed and warm from her marks, just the way they both liked it. She reached around his body, tapping her finger against the pointed head of the cap.

Gideon hissed, ecstasy brightening his cheeks and causing small lines to form between his eyes. Now he was thinking too much, too worried about displeasing her. She needed to get him into the place where his instincts kicked in.

A loud commotion caused her to pull her next strike, obliterating her endorphin high in a split second. A quick glance over her shoulder indicated the noise had already caught the attention of the gathered crowd.

She’d lost them. Wonderful.

“I’ve got to see what’s going on over there. In the meantime...” She reached down, tapping hard against the metal cap surrounding Gideon’s cock. His gasp sounded over the noise, his body straining against his bindings.

Such a good and attentive sub. And damn whoever had decided to ruin his moment.

She hated to leave him, especially since she had a strict rule about never abandoning a sub at any time during a scene. However, the disturbance seemed to be getting louder and louder by the second. Where the fuck was Rocco and the rest of the security detail working on Open Door night?

Annoyed, she tucked her flogger into her belt and stepped off the stage. The crowd parted easily for her, seemingly confused if this was part of some scene. She crossed to the area where a knot of people stood. A quick glance over her shoulder showed she was only a few feet away from Gideon and could easily get to him should he struggle.

She also noticed Ian, the Dom Chaplin had left in charge, standing next to the stage. He tilted his head slightly, a signal he would keep an eye on things for her. Satisfied Gideon was in good hands, Elena turned and tapped Michael on the shoulder.

“What’s going on?”

Michael sneered, gesturing to where Tommy struggled with someone. “We’ve got a rule-breaker.”

“Wouldn’t be Open Door night if there wasn’t one or two in the bunch.” She stepped closer to Michael, pressing her mouth close to his ear so only he heard her. “Deal with this asshole and toss him out. You’re creating a disturbance and upsetting everyone. We’re trying to attract new members, not dissuade them.”

Confident the men could handle this mess, she started to turn around in order to return to her station and Gideon. Tommy’s frustrated growl and subsequent curse signaled she wasn’t going to be able to simply walk away.

She whirled around, more than pissed now. “What the hell are you doing? Get his ass out of here.”

“I’m trying to.” Tommy pinned the man to the ground by sitting on his back, using his knees to secure the man’s upper arms. One of his beefy hands was spread wide over the man’s head, forcibly pushing it to floor. Even then the man continued to struggle. “This newbie here tried to play hero when Rick slapped Aimee. Jumped up onstage like some kind of stupid prick, thinking he was saving the day or some other kind of bullshit. Hate these newbies and their fucking knight-in-shining-armor complex.”

She glanced over to where Aimee huddled in Rick’s arms. Her head was buried under his chin, her hands clutched tightly against his shoulders in a death grip. His hands smoothed over her trembling back as he held her tightly. “Is slapping in her limits?”

“Yes, of course. Always has been.” Rick’s chin tilted defiantly. “Check her files if you don’t believe me.”

She didn’t doubt his word. Both Rick and Aimee had been members of the club for a long time. Elena had even attended their collaring ceremony six months ago. Why did crap like this have to happen when Chaplin was nowhere to be found? “She going to be okay?”

Aimee’s breath hitched as her soft cry split the now-quiet room and she burrowed her head harder against Rick’s chest. “Yeah. I’ve got her. She just dropped too fast thanks to this jerkwad. She’ll calm down in a few minutes. If you don’t need us anymore I’m going to take her into a private area.”

She nodded, grateful the gathered crowd parted for the couple without hesitation. At least most of these fools knew how to act. Maybe she’d have to talk to Chaplin about discontinuing Open Door night, especially because it seemed to be more hassle than it was worth.

As she stepped closer to deal with the offender, she noticed Tommy had managed to subdue him by lacing the man’s hands behind his head and using a headlock to keep the man’s head angled down to the floor. The standing position allowed her to see his clothing was well-made and his shoes were expensive. Damn rich assholes thinking they could just barge in and take over with their arrogant attitudes and wads of unlimited funds.

It meant he wasn’t someone who’d just walked in off the street in order to get some sick thrills. Not as though someone could just walk in the club even when they opened their doors to the public. Policies and rules were in place to prevent such a thing. But it meant he was in need of a serious attitude adjustment.

Just as she was about to deliver her brand of correction the scent of champagne filtered into her lungs, sweet and pungent. The smell brought her up short. The club didn’t serve champagne. She knew, she’d scolded Chaplin often enough about the fact the club didn’t serve enough high-class alcohol for its stringent one-drink limit. Surely the scent hadn’t followed her all the way from the wedding.

She gave the man the once-over again. Not slacks. Tuxedo pants. High-end, well- polished shoes. The scent of Allison’s favorite champagne. Not some rich asshole who thought he could waltz in and take over the club. 

Alex.

No point in ignoring him now, as much as she wanted to pretend he’d just appeared from nowhere. “Let him go, Tommy.” She kept her voice firm but authoritative. It wouldn’t do to have the situation boil over to become unmanageable. No reason to create any more of a spectacle tonight or at least make this one worse.

Tommy snorted and rolled his eyes even as he continued to struggle with his captive. “I can’t and you damn well know it.”

“I know how things work around here too.”

“Then you also know the rules. Break one and there are consequences, Elena.”

Upon hearing her name the struggling man froze and a very surprised Tommy released his hold. Alex’s gaze met hers and she knew by the confused look he gave her he really didn’t understand. All the more reason she needed to stand up for him, no one else was sure as hell going to. He started to open his mouth, but the stern glare she shot his way seemed to communicate her desire for him to keep silent.

“I’m well aware of the rules, Tommy. I set most of them up with Chaplin.” 

“Then you know he needs to pay the piper.”

Alex seemed to come alive, more confusion darkening his expression. “What’s he talking about?”

Elena slowly let out a breath to steady herself even as she crossed her arms in front of her. “You broke club rules. Tommy here is just reminding me—unnecessarily—of the consequences.”

“How did I—he was hitting her.” Alex pointed to himself before pointing to where Rick had disappeared into the section of the club reserved for private scenes. “What the hell was I supposed to do, just stand there and watch him beat the shit out of her? You know I can’t, Elena.”

“I doubt Rick would have gone so far. And even if he did it’s none of your business. We have people here to handle this kind of thing. Since you have no idea what you’re doing, yes, the general idea is for you to just stand there and watch. End of story.”

“I’m not even a member of the club. It’s Open Door night. It’s not as if the rules are hanging up on the wall somewhere. How do you enforce something on someone who isn’t a member?”

Elena’s heart sank. No one had explained the rules. Damn Rocco for letting him through the door. She would have to notify Ian so Rocco could be properly disciplined. “You should have a sponsor and be versed enough to know how Open Door night works. You shouldn’t have even been allowed through the door in the first place because I’m fairly certain I’m the only one here who knows you and I sure as hell didn’t invite you.”

“But he is here and now must face the consequences,” Tommy piped in.

“Which are?” Alex tried to spin around, but Tommy blocked his movement by clamping his hand over his shoulder. It forced him to continue to stare at Elena. She averted her gaze from his accusatory stare.

“Unimportant as we’re leaving,” Elena interrupted Tommy before he responded. She needed to get Alex out of here and the faster, the better. 

“Wait, what? Don’t I get a chance to have a say in this?”

“No.” Her impatience with the whole night finally got to her and she snapped. “And you’d know if you were a member or knew the fucking rules. Let’s get out of here.”

“Elena.”

“Get your hands off me, Tommy.” She shook off his iron grip when it clamped around her arm. “I left Gideon on the main stage, Ian is with him. He’ll need someone to finish or help him get down.”

“Chaplin won’t be pleased.”

“Can’t say I am either. Let’s go, Alex, before I don’t have a choice anymore.” 

“Elena.”

“What, Tommy?” He held is hand out, gesturing toward her.

Elena sighed, knowing exactly what he wanted. A piece of her. A piece that sometimes felt as though it was an extension of her own body. Her white flogger seemed to disappear in Tommy’s massive hand. He turned without a word and vanished into the stunned crowd.

So much for salvaging a sucky night.

“What was that about?” Alex made a grab for her arm, which she neatly avoided. “Nothing. I’m leaving. I strongly suggest you do the same before you find yourself subjected to things you don’t understand or know how to deal with.” She spun and stalked across the main floor, her heels clicking loudly against the immaculately polished floor. The guard at the door earned a scowl as she pushed past him and out into the cold. Early morning air skated over her bare shoulders and she did her best not to shiver in response.

In her haste she hadn’t taken the time to change out of her leathers.

Loose gravel crunched under her boots and she stumbled on the uneven footing. Alex’s hand closed around her upper arm to give her balance. She focused on her annoyance instead of how damn good his hand felt wrapped around her arm.

“Damn it, Elena. Tell me what’s going on.”

Violent emotion made her sick to her stomach. If she spoke the words out loud it would give them validation. It would mean the unthinkable had really just happened. She reached her car and realized her bag, along with her keys and wallet, was still stowed in her locker in the club.

Nothing was going right tonight.

Absofuckinglutely nothing.

She leaned against the door, rubbing between her eyebrows. She toyed with idea of simply waiting him out, but she’d known him long enough to know he was persistent. “He’ll review the incident with Chaplin and ten to one I’ll be stripped of my membership and position of seniority, all right? A good chunk of people will get caught up in the same shitstorm because there has obviously been some kind of breakdown in communications within the club hierarchy.”

“You can’t go back?”

She hauled in a slow, deep breath in an effort to steady her frazzled nerves. “No, I can’t. I’m done for right now until something is worked out. And knowing Chaplin, he won’t be in any kind of rush to invite me back. Especially because everyone probably thinks you’re with me and it’s hard to miss the fact you’re three sheets to the wind.”

The thought terrified her. Not just because of what it meant for her in regards to the club. So much of what she knew was through those doors. Sanctuary had proven itself useful when she needed it at times, but the club would always be the place where she knew she had friends she could count on. A family when she had none. But also because of the fact Alex had gotten behind the wheel after more than a few drinks at the wedding. It was irresponsible and completely out of character.

He was lucky the only trouble he’d caused was inside the club.

Alex’s expression softened as he smoothed a hand over her cold shoulder. “Will you at least explain what happened?”

The desperation in his voice couldn’t be missed, annoying her. He had no right to ask this of her, not right now. No matter how good a friend he was. “I don’t owe you anything.”

He sighed heavily as she shrugged away his touch. “I can’t believe I’m going to say this because Patrick said the very same thing to me, but I’d like to know what I did. Why you refused to do whatever you were supposed to back there.”

The car shifted as he leaned against the front quarter panel. Worry had caused frown lines to develop on his forehead and despite the fact he was more responsible for this than she was, she felt bad about the whole situation. He’d clearly walked into something that had put him in over his head and didn’t have a clue how to handle the consequences.

She wasn’t in the mood to pretty up his punishment with dainty words. “Rule-breakers are dealt with swiftly and efficiently at Element. They are made an example of to keep others from thinking they can try something. Public humiliation,” she added when he stared blankly. “You would have been stripped of your clothing, strapped to whatever element the Dom in charge decided and forced to face whatever punishment was also decided.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yes.” The stunned note in his voice further added to the list of reasons why he shouldn’t have been in the club. “The rules are in place there for a reason and for everyone’s protection.”

“So you would have beaten me?”

“Putting the no-frills treatment on it?” Elena snorted and shook her head. “It wouldn’t have happened however you’re thinking.” None of it would. She would have done everything in her power to ensure nothing like he’d just described happened. That wasn’t Alex. Most of all, it wasn’t her. She’d always taken a more elegant approach to her domination than most.

“But that’s the gist of it, isn’t it?” His voice was quiet as he asked.

“Correct.” She paused for a moment and decided she couldn’t deal with him right now. Determined to get out of here as quickly as possible, she pushed away from the car, hefted one of the large rocks on the ground and lofted it at her driver’s-side window.

The shattering of the safety glass crashed through the quiet parking lot. Trying not to think about how much the replacement was going to cost, or the fact she was going to have to figure out some way to get her personal items back, she yanked open the door, pushed past him and slammed it shut as she dug in the center console for her spare set of keys.

“Elena, wait.” He dropped to a knee, wrapping his hand around the edge of the window.

She glared at him until he released the sill. He stood, shoving his hands into his pockets. Swallowing the frustration swirling through her, she forced herself to keep her gaze focused on the small sign mounted next to the club’s front door. She couldn’t look up at him, couldn’t glance into eyes she knew would break her.

“Go home, Alex. Go home, go to bed, sober up, open the coffee shop in the morning and forget this ever happened. Forget this place exists. Forget this world exists.”

I know I won’t.
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Chapter Three
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She glanced at her watch while she waited for the elevator. Another late night in the office. Normally Elena would have been home hours ago, but the incident with Alex at the club last week still plagued her. She had hoped burying herself in work would put the night out of her mind, but the effort seemed to just make matters worse. Her mind was free to wander as it pleased and she kept questioning why he’d been there in the first place.

Other than the obvious reasons, of course.

An interest in BDSM wasn’t something she would have thought he’d cultivate. Even though she’d known him for as long as she could remember, she’d never had a clue. It didn’t change things between them, but it certainly made her wonder about Alex strung up in her chains.

Damn her imaginative brain.

What she needed was a walk to clear her head and burn off the stress building in her shoulders. Considering the fact she didn’t have her usual outlet now thanks to Alex, she had little choice. Especially because she didn’t have a chosen partner she could take to Sanctuary.

Gideon hadn’t returned a single message she’d sent apologizing for her fuckup. He had every right to be angry with her for leaving him as she had. She should have never abandoned him. She’d always vowed she would never leave a sub when they were at their most vulnerable and yet she’d done it.

The incident at the club still saddened her. She would have never guessed her fallback place would no longer be there if she didn’t want to be alone or if the warehouse wasn’t available.

She’d worked hard to build a solid reputation at the club. A task that had taken a number of years, since Domme skills couldn’t be taught overnight. It had all shattered because of her stubbornness against backing down. Something her father always told her would get her in trouble. Seemed as though the old man had been right.

Asshole.

She was frustrated by the thought a past she’d rather not dwell on. Her heels clicked against the sidewalk as she quickened her pace. The scent of fresh-roasted coffee permeated the air and she drew up short when she realized Perfect Shot was just down the block.

She’d avoided Alex and his indulgent coffee. Not as though he’d taken great strides to contact her in the past week either. With Patrick and Allison still on their honeymoon Alex was undoubtedly busy with the business.

Inching closer to the wide panoramic window, she spotted the man in question behind the counter. He tapped the excess grounds out into a bin and absently dropped the filter basket into the sink full of soapy water. Turning back, he poured the dark liquid into a demitasse cup and leaned against the counter as he sipped.

His face reflected a look of surprise. He was obviously pleased with whatever mixture he’d come up with. Satisfied, he downed the rest of the contents and spun to wash the cup. It was then she noticed a slight sway in his hips.

If she listened carefully enough she heard the beat of U2’s Sunday Bloody Sunday.

Curious, she stepped forward and pressed her hands against the glass. He moved effortlessly to the beat, perfectly in sync with the rhythm of the song. His head bopped, his lips moving as he sang the words. The man couldn’t carry a tune to save his life.

Never stopped him from having a little fun with it. In high school they’d frequented quite a few karaoke establishments. But late in their sophomore year of college he said he didn’t have time for their outings anymore. There were a lot of things he’d turned a cold shoulder to for reasons only he knew. If her suspicions were correct the reason had Vivian’s name tattooed all over it in fat, black permanent marker.

The muted sound of glass breaking caught her attention. A cold knot of dismay formed in her stomach as she watched Alex rinse out beer bottle after beer bottle before discarding each into the recycle bin just a few feet away. She counted at least eight before her disgust forced her to stop keeping score.

Oh Alex, what are you doing to yourself?

Her breath coalesced on
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