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TEMPT

 

 

Book 1 in the Wicked Sanctuary Series

By Marie Tuhart

https://www.marietuhart.com/

 

 

Escaping her ex-boyfriend’s horror-themed campout, Sierra Blake stumbles into a world she never imagined. Curious and spirited, but with a history of picking the wrong man, she must learn to trust her instincts and find her inner strength to become the woman she is meant to be.

 

Max Preston has shut himself off from women, until Sierra crashes into his life. An intense attraction ignites inside him, and he’s determined to make her his. 

 

Discovering a new confidence under Max’s protection, Sierra finds herself falling for him. But when his too-perfect ex-wife triggers old insecurities, she runs--smack into her own past. Can she rise above old scars and fight for true love?


TO MY READERS:

 

This book contains elements of the BDSM lifestyle that are only true to life in this book. There are varying forms of the lifestyle as decided between the people involved. While I researched and talked with people in the lifestyle, this is my take on how my character choose to live. 

 

If you decide to explore the lifestyle yourself, please remember to always be safe. Never go home with someone you don’t know. Attend a munch or a small get-together with people first to see if this is something you want in your life. Reading and living are very different. 

 

Publishers Note: This box contains a dominant male, spunky heroine, and sexy situations. Tempt also includes: mild childhood abuse and frank language. Entice also includes: emotional, physical and childhood abuse and frank language.

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

Sierra Blake muttered a curse as she traipsed down the side of the road. Damn Carl. Why hadn’t she listened to her instincts? If she had, she wouldn’t be in this mess, walking beside a deserted road in near-darkness. She adjusted her backpack and kept walking. There was a driveway here, somewhere; she’d seen it when they’d driven out to the campground.

A raindrop hit her nose and she glanced to the dark gray sky. Oh great. While rain wasn’t unusual in the Pacific Northwest, the forecast hadn’t called for it. This day was about to get worse. Not that the day hadn’t been a clusterfuck already. A snort of laughter escaped her lips. 

Carl, her now ex-boyfriend, had convinced her to go on this camping trip. No computers, no cell phones, no tablets, nothing. He said it would bring them closer together. Like that really worked. He neglected to tell her they were going to a horror campout.

She hated horror movies and being scared. Carl had made fun of her and laughed. Sierra had barely slept last night, so she was tired, cranky, and wanted to go home. She’d tried all day to convince him, but Carl hadn’t listened. He didn’t believe her when she said she’d pack up and leave.

It might not have been the brightest idea, but she couldn’t stay at that campground another second. She puffed out a breath. It started to rain as she found the driveway. She turned in. She couldn’t see a house, but she’d seen a car drive in yesterday, so maybe the house wasn’t too far.

Sierra pulled up the hood on her jacket while she continued to walk. She had a light sweater and t-shirt under her jacket. Hopefully, she’d stay dry under her jacket long enough to get to the house. When water dripped onto her face, she let out a sad laugh. Well, maybe not.

Trees lined both sides of the slightly curved, paved driveway. The slight breeze rustled the leaves and the dark shadows reached toward her. Last night, her sleep had been broken several times by screams and maniacal laugher—all fake, but her nerves were fried. She glanced at those trees, afraid someone or something was going to jump out. Sierra shook her head. A ways in, a plain steel gate stood in front of her. At least it was open, so someone must be home. Rain streamed down her face and neck. If she ever saw Carl again, she’d kick him in the nuts for being such an ass.

After she passed the gate, the road widened and gravel crunched beneath her feet. The spiraling pine and fir trees receded. Sierra found herself standing at the base of a very large, well-lit circular driveway. She glanced up at the house—well, actually it was a mansion—outdoor flood lights blazing. Cars, parked in neat rows, gleamed under the lights. Damn! She hoped the owner wouldn’t mind the interruption.

She trudged up the two steps to the front door. The big oak door gleamed and had the letters WS carved into the wood. The letters themselves were an aqua-blue color outlined in black. Maybe the owner’s initials? She pounded hard against the door. She didn’t hear any music, so maybe the party hadn’t started yet.

The door opened.

“What the fuck?”

Sierra fought the urge to take a step back at the rough male voice. Blinking the rain out of her eyes, she stared at the bare male chest. Her heart pounded as she allowed her gaze to travel up the sculpted pecs, to unsmiling lips, stormy hazel eyes, straight, medium length black hair and a pair of red devil horns on his head. The man was tall, over six feet.

She swallowed. “Sorry to bother you. If I could borrow your phone, I need to call someone to pick me up.”

The man made a noise in the back of his throat. “Ralph,” he said over his shoulder, “towels please, and lots of them.” 

His husky voice sent a shiver down her spine. Must be the rain. He was staring down at her. 

“Get in here before you catch a cold.”

“But the floors…” She was dripping water from everywhere.

He reached out and took her by the elbow before pulling her into the foyer and slamming the door shut behind them. “Floors can be cleaned. You’re shivering.” He glanced down at her. “May I?” He gestured to her feet.

She nodded without thinking. He was right; she was soaked and cold. Her gaze shifted as he knelt down and unlaced her boots. 

He was wearing dark, well-worn, loose pants and a pair of soft black shoes. Okay, maybe he was afraid she’d stomp on his toes. 

“I’m sorry to disturb your party.” She ignored the zing of arousal shooting down her spine as his fingers curved around her ankle after removing her boots.

“Party?”

“The horns.” She waved toward his head.

He grinned, and her breath caught in her throat.

“Ah, yes. Saints and Sinners party.”

Halloween party. She’d totally forgotten Halloween was next week.

Another man, carrying towels, came rushing out of the doorway down the hall. The man in front of her grabbed the top one, shook it out, and offered it to her.

“Thank you.” She took the towel and rubbed her face. Warmth enveloped her skin. She bit back a delightful moan. The towels had been heated. 

“Take the backpack off.” She obeyed without thinking.

Sierra shrugged the pack off and dropped it to the floor, then rolled her shoulders. When did her pack grow so heavy? She didn’t have that much in it.

The man shook out another towel and draped it over her shoulders before taking the one in her hands and replacing it with another one. “Ralph, grab one of the robes, please.”

“Sure, boss.” The man lumbered off.

“That’s not necessary. If I could just use your phone.”

He stared at her. She drowned in those hazel eyes. This was a man used to being obeyed, and she could play the game, at least for now. “Thank you, Mister... I don’t even know your name.”

“Max.” His gaze traveled from the top of her head to her toes and back again. Sierra’s spine stiffened and her chin rose.

“Max…” She used the stern voice she used with some of her co-workers. “I do apologize for pulling you from your party. All I need is a phone to call a friend to come pick me up.”

The gleam of respect that flashed in his eyes boosted her ego. After the last twenty-four hours, she needed to be reminded she still had a backbone. “Did your car break down?”

“No.” She wasn’t going to lie.

“How did you get here?”

“Walked.” Now wasn’t the time to get into the whole story.

His eyes narrowed. “Where did you walk from?” There was that note of steel in his voice once again.

Sierra let out a sigh. “The campground.”

Ralph appeared holding out a white robe. Max took it and held it out to her. By the weight of his stare, she had a feeling if she didn’t put it on, there would be an argument, one that had her losing.

With a sigh, she slipped her arms into the robe. She wobbled on her feet as Max pulled the fabric over her front, then before she could say anything, he lifted her into his arms.

“What are you doing?” Her voice was high as she instinctively put her arms around his neck.

“Carrying you. You’re swaying on your feet. I don’t want you to faint.”

“I never faint.” But after today who knows. She ground her teeth together but didn’t argue any further.

“Get the door, Ralph.” The man, Ralph, held open the doors for Max to carry her through. Music floated down the hallway. It had a heavy beat to it. His long strides ate up the distance to another set of doors on the left. Max pushed through them.

Sierra’s eyes widened when she realized they were in a restroom area. What kind of house was this?

Max lowered her to her feet in front of a set of showers. “Please get in and get warm. You can hand me your clothes, and I’ll make sure they are dried.”

“This isn’t necessary. I’m fine.” She stared up at him. “All I need is phone, I’ll make my call and wait outside so I don’t disturb your party.”

Max crossed his arms over his chest, and she shivered. “You are soaked to the bone. I don’t want you to get pneumonia. So please take a shower and let me dry your clothes.” The words were said with a bite to them. “I’m a tolerant man, but having a woman in distress brings out the protective instinct in me.”

“You can say that again.” Her heart warmed. No one ever protected her, and here was a stranger trying to make sure she was safe. She let out a sigh. “All right.” It would be nice to be warm.

“Good choice.” He grinned at her. “Saves me having to strip you and put you in the shower myself.”

The thought heated her blood. Whoa, what was wrong with her? She hated it when a man bossed her around. “Now look here—” She lifted her chin. Just because she agreed with him didn’t mean he could take matters into his own hands, no matter how much she’d like it.

“Sorry.” He tried to look contrite, but there was gleam of respect in his eyes.

Sierra shook her head. What was it with this man? His stance told her he wasn’t kidding about his threat. Yes, she was cold, but it was the principle of it all. Oh what the hell.

“Fine.” She waved him off and took off the robe, hung it on the peg next to the shower and stepped into the enclosure, snapping the curtain shut.

His chuckle made her grind her teeth. She took her wet clothing off and handed it out, hiding her body behind the curtain.

“Thank you,” he whispered. His fingers brushed hers as he took her clothing. “Get warm. I’ll be back with dry clothes for you.”

Sierra waited a few minutes before she turned on the shower. The hot water started immediately and she let out a small moan. She undid the braid in her hair and ducked under the spray. Might as well make use of the shower.

* * * *

Max Preston held the robe and wet clothes wrapped in the towels away from his body. “Ralph, would you please go get Regina?” Ralph was lounging in the doorway between reception and the club.

“Sure boss, but there’s an issue with the lady’s backpack.”

“What?” He paused and heard the pounding rain hitting the roof. It was pouring. Anger hit him in the gut that she’d walked here in the storm. There was a story there, and he’d get it from her eventually.

Ralph brought the pack over to Max. In a few seconds, Max saw the problem. Water was dripping from the inside.

“Damn,” Max muttered. Yep, everything was wet. He’d have to find her something to wear while she waited for her clothing to dry.

“Let me go get Regina.” Ralph set the pack down and headed for the club.

Max started to open the pack. He wasn’t trying to violate her privacy, but he needed to get any valuables out. He could wait until she was out of the shower, which would mean a delay in getting her clothing dry. He’d take the inevitable heat from the little spitfire. 

He checked the outside zipper and found a wallet and keys. No cell phone. Why was she without a cell phone? He flipped open her wallet. 

Sierra Blake. 

Seeing her name brought back her image to him. Her raven hair plastered to her skull, her soaked clothing molded to her body. Full breasts, with prominent nipples. His dick jumped.

Not now. First get her warm and her clothing dry. Ralph returned with Regina. Max’s lips twitched. Since Max was holding a Saints and Sinners party, Regina was dressed like an angel.

Her white mesh dress showed off her creamy skin, the white thong she wore, and the nakedness of the rest of her body. Only the halo on her head reminded him of an angel. He bet the men of the club were a little ticked that he pulled her away.

“Yes, Master Max?” She stopped before him, her eyes downcast. 

“Regina, Ralph will carry the clothes and pack to the utility room, if you would please wash, dry and fold them. There should be one of my black bags in the room, so once folded, put the clothes into the bag and bring it to my office.”

“Yes, Master Max.” She glanced at Ralph before making her way down the hall.

“Ralph, please put these on my desk.” Max handed Ralph the wallet and keys.

“Sure thing, boss.” Ralph took the items from him, then picked up the clothing and pack and strode down the hallway. Max slipped back into the women’s bathroom and walked over to the cabinet. He pulled out a fresh robe, and two heated towels.

The water shut off. “I have towels for you.”

A small squeak emerged from the shower. Jumpy woman. Not that he blamed her; she was in a strange house with people she didn’t know. Taking the first towel, he pushed his hand around the curtain. She took the towel, and he shook out the second one. “Here’s another for your hair.”

He wondered how long her hair was. It had been braided and disappeared down the back of her shirt.

“Thank you.” Her voice was soft. How would that voice sound when she was tied up in his bed?

Don’t get ahead of yourself. He didn’t even know this woman. But from the second he’d seen her on his doorstep, something deep inside of him perked up. A part of him he hadn’t felt or seen in a long time. Not since he first met his ex. He froze. Tread carefully. He didn’t want another mess like that one. 

The curtain was drawn back. She’d wrapped the towel around her body, and had her hair somehow in the other one with it twisted on top of her head. He shook his head.

“What?” She tilted her head.

“I have never figured out how women do that thing with the towel.” He motioned to the towel covering her hair.

She let out a laugh that caused shivers of anticipation to stream through his veins. Oh yes, Sierra intrigued him and woke his libido. He frowned, then grinned. Maybe she was just what he needed.

“It’s something we learn as children.”

Max shook his head, and held open the robe for her.

“I thought you were getting my clothes?”

“There’s a problem with your clothes.” He kept his gaze on her until she let out a sigh and slipped her arms into the robe, shrugging off the towel with her back to him. This time she pulled the robe closed and belted it.

“And what is that?”

“They’re soaked.”

“What?” She spun to face him. “That backpack is waterproof.”

“Maybe water resistant, but not waterproof.”

“This night just keeps getting worse and worse.”

“Maybe I can improve it.” He lifted her as she swayed once again. She was a light thing. She needed more meat on her bones. He couldn’t wait to take care of her.

“Why did you pick me up again?”

“Because you’re swaying on your feet.”

“I am?”

“Yes.”

At least she didn’t struggle or protest. Maybe he was making progress. 

“Where are we going?”

“My office.” He turned left out of the women’s bathroom and strode down the hallway. Her head swiveled as they walked past the club entrance. The music had changed to a techno-beat. Someone must be doing a flogging. 

“That sounds like one hell of a party,” she said.

“It is.” Max didn’t elaborate. At the end of the hall, he opened the door to his office and then sat her on the dark brown sofa. “You told me you walked from the campground.”

“Yes.” Her blue gaze met his.

“Why?” He wanted the rest of that story.

“Why what?” She crossed her arms over her chest. 

Defensive little thing.

He liked it. “That campground is about four miles from here, so why did you walk?”

“That far? No wonder my legs hurt.”

Max leaned against his desk and stared at her. She would learn that, when he asked a question, he expected an answer. He waited, studying her with narrow eyes.

“Fine,” she burst out. “My now ex-boyfriend thought a weekend camping would bring us closer together, but he didn’t tell me it was a horror campout complete with all sorts of gory crap. When he wouldn’t take me home, I packed up and left.”

His jaw tightened with each word. Give him five minutes with her ex-boyfriend... Max blew out a breath. 

“You never told me your name.” He didn’t want her to know he’d been snooping in her wallet. It wasn’t his finest moment, but sometimes a man did something he wasn’t proud of.

“Sierra. Sierra Blake.”

The name suited her. “Your clothes are being washed and dried; it will probably take about forty-five minutes.”

“That wasn’t necessary.”

“It was.” He reached over and picked up his cell phone from where it sat on his desk. “Since I didn’t find a cell phone in your pack, I’m assuming you don’t have one.”

“It was part of the camping trip. No electronics.” She glared at him. “You went through my pack?”

“It was soaked.” He patted her wallet and keys where they sat on his desk. “Your belongings are safe with me, just as you will always be.”

She held his gaze. That was new. Most women he knew lowered their gazes when they tangled with him, but then Sierra didn’t quite fit the sub profile. 

“You could have brought my pack to me to empty.”

“I should have, but I didn’t want to interrupt your getting warm, and this way, your clothes are already being taken care of.”

“Let the record show I’m not happy about this.”

“Noted.” Max held his phone out to her. She took it from him and dialed, letting out a loud sigh. “Hey Crys, it’s Sierra. I need your help. Can you call me back...” She glanced up at him, and he rattled off his number. Sierra repeated it. “I’m in a jam, and I need you to pick me up. Call when you can.” She hit the off button and held his cell out to him. “Thank you. I’m sorry.”

He put his finger against her soft lips. “No more apologizing. You are the victim.” He took his phone and set it on his desk. His phone would stay here in the office. The club had rules and one of them was no cell phones.

“I’ve taken you away from your party.”

“They’ll survive without me.” A knock sounded on the door before it was pushed open. Jordan stepped into the room.

His friend was dressed much like him, black pants, and shoes, bare chest. He also wore a pair of devil horns and pointy ears. His black hair was mussed.

“Max, we need you for a moment.” Jordan turned his head, and his gaze raked over Sierra.

Sierra put her arms over her stomach and seemed to shrink into herself. Interesting. She didn’t do that with him. Max snapped his fingers. “Can’t you handle it?” Why did he dislike the way Jordan was looking at Sierra?

Jordan glanced from Sierra to him. “They want you.” Jordan’s gaze returned to Sierra. “And who is this lovely morsel?”

“Not for you.” Max placed himself between Jordan and Sierra. Jordan’s eyebrows rose. “I’ll be there in a minute.” Why was he getting defensive with his friend and silent partner in the club?

Jordan grinned and bowed. “Okay, boss.” He turned and left the room.

“Boss? Ralph called you that too.”

“Jordan’s just being a smart ass.” He ran a finger over her cheek, enjoying the feel of her soft skin against his. “Will you be okay for a few minutes?”

“I think I can manage.” The spunk was back in her voice, and damn if his dick didn’t react to it.

“Do you need anything to eat or drink before I go find out what’s happening at the party?”

“I’m fine. Thank you.”

“Make yourself at home.” He turned and left the room. Jordan was waiting for him.

“So, what’s her story?” Jordan asked as they walked toward the club.

“She got caught in the storm and needs a ride home.”

“Car break down?”

“No car.”

“Then how the hell did she get here?” Jordan was frowning.

“Walked from the campground.” Max held up his hand. “Short version: Her ex-boyfriend took her camping, didn’t tell her it was the horror campout. He refused to take her home, so she packed up and started walking.”

“The ex is an asshole.”

“Bastard is more like it.” Max clenched his hands.

“Why don’t we seek this guy out and show him a thing or two about how to treat a lady? I’m sure Damon would enjoy it as well.”

Max grinned. Jordan and Damon were his two best friends and silent partners in the club. “I’m sure, but not tonight. Right now my priority is getting her dry and home.”

“Are you going to take her?” Jordan asked.

Max shook his head. “She insisted on calling her friend. She’s already upset that she’s taking me away from my party and I’ve taken a few liberties that have pushed her buttons. I figure if I try to drive her home, she’ll fight me on it.”

“No woman fights with Max.” Jordan grinned.

“I’ve done enough already, and I don’t want to scare her off permanently.” It was the truth. He’d tried to keep his dominant side toned down, but it still came out. It was a natural part of him. He didn’t know if she was in the lifestyle and consent was a big thing. He needed to remember that even with his protective instincts on high.

“What’s going on?” Jordan leaned toward him.

“I don’t know.” Max rubbed his neck. From the moment he saw Sierra standing in his doorway, soaking wet with those big blue eyes, something inside him snapped into place. “Besides, she doesn’t know about the club, and I wasn’t about to tell her tonight.”

Jordan nodded. “Will you tell her?”

“If I see her again.” Why did his gut tighten at the thought of not seeing her again? “Why do you need me?”

“Walt wants to use the bull whip.”

“No.” Max ran his hand over his face.

“That’s what I told him, but he’s insisting on talking to you.”

“Fine let’s get this done, then I need to get back to Sierra.”

“Sure.”

Max glanced around his club: Wicked Sanctuary. He smiled. The Saints and Sinners party was in full swing. Moans, groans, and cries of pleasure could be heard from various corners. Yes, it was a good night. He wondered how his guest would react if she saw what went on here.

* * * *

Sierra blew out a breath the second the door closed behind Max. Now she understood what women meant when they said “a man’s man.” Max was that and more. Testosterone flowed from him like ocean waves, and her body reacted. 

Weird. She’d never had this kind of reaction around a man before, bossy or not. But with Max, it was different. She wanted to obey him. Sierra shook her head. She wasn’t a submissive type of woman. It must be the lack of sleep messing with her mind.

She glanced around his office. The chocolate leather sofa was soft beneath her. An oak desk sat across from her, big and imposing, like the man himself. She stood up. There was a matching five-shelf bookcase and three filing cabinets. 

Sierra wandered over to the bookcase. Her gaze took in the books. Computer code? Was it possible Max was a computer geek? No geek she ever knew looked like a Greek god.

She bent down to look at the lower shelves, scanning titles, and one caught her eye. BDSM For The Novice. Was Max into BDSM? She reached for the book, then pulled back.

Well, he had said to make herself at home. She slid the book out and carried it over to the sofa. The spine was well worn, like it had been read over and over again. She was curious.

She’d messed around with kink a bit in college. It had been fun and exciting. She had read what she could find about the lifestyle. It just didn’t seem to fit for her. Heck, one of her best friends was always bringing romance books to her, and almost all of them had some sort of kink to them, from mild to the outrageous. The books where the women were treated like slaves Sierra didn’t like very much. That was so not her style. 

Wiggling on the sofa, she found a comfortable spot and opened the book. Within a few minutes, her eyes grew heavy, and she snuggled down onto the softness, thinking she’d only close her eyes for a few minutes.

* * * *

Max walked down the hallway to his office. Walt had the nerve to argue with him about the bullwhip. He wasn’t trained enough to use it, and it had been on the sub’s hard limit list. Max issued Walt a warning about that. No one violated a sub’s hard limit. Not in his club.

He opened his office door, stepped in, and automatically glanced to the right. There was Sierra, stretched out on his sofa. The robe covered every tantalizing bit of her. Her ankles were crossed, a book lay open on her chest, and her eyes were closed.

Max looked at the title of the book. Was she interested in kink? Or merely curious about the book?

He glanced at her serene face and the slow rise and fall of her chest. She was sound asleep, and he didn’t want to wake her. When his cell phone rang, he snatched it up and answered it. “Max here.”

“Umm, this is Crystal. I’m looking for my friend Sierra.” 

“Hi.” He kept his voice low. “She’s asleep right now, but wanted to see if you could come and pick her up.”

“I got that from the message. Is Sierra okay?”

The concern in Crystal’s voice soothed Max’s nerves. She sounded like a good friend. “She’s fine. She just got soaked walking from the campground to my place. Let me give you directions.” 

“It will probably take me a good thirty minutes or more.”

“No worries. Her clothes should be dry by then. If we’re not out front when you arrive, call to let us know you’re outside. And thank you, Crystal.” The last thing he needed was another non-member wandering into the club.

“What are best friends for?”

The line went dead. Max set his cell down and continued to watch Sierra. Maybe he could figure out why he was so attracted to her and if she was into kink.

* * * *

Sierra opened her eyes slowly, then blinked several times. She was on a buttery soft sofa. Sitting up, something hit her hand, and she glanced down at the book she’d been reading.

“Better?” An amused male voice asked. 

She turned her head to see Max lounging against his desk.

“Ah, yes.” She lifted her hand to her head. The towel around her head was still in place. Oh man, her hair was going to be a mess. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”

“I told you to make yourself at home.”

“True.” With care, Sierra slid the book off her lap onto the sofa cushion, then unwound the towel from her head. Her dark hair fell around her shoulders. “I need to find my brush.”

“Here.” Max turned and then held it out to her. 

She took it from his outstretched hand. “How?”

“Since your pack was soaked, Ralph emptied it.” Max gestured to his desk where her wallet, keys and now her comb sat. 

“Thank you.” She began to draw the brush through her hair. Thankfully there was conditioner in the shower or her hair would have been a tangled mess for sure. “How long have I been asleep?” She braided her long hair using the hair tie she’d put on her wrist earlier to secure it.

“Only about twenty minutes. Your friend Crystal called; she should be here shortly.”

“Oh, I slept through the phone ringing.”

“You did.” Max gestured to a black bag sitting next to his desk. “Your clothes are in there.”

Color swept into her cheeks. “Thank you.” She stood and reached for the bag, but Max was there before her. He lifted it and placed it on the couch over the book. Had he noticed what she was reading?

He probably had. Not much slipped past his eagle eyes. Sierra opened the bag and pulled out clothing, then looked at Max. He gave her a smile.

“I’ll step outside while you change.” He picked up her bag and brush, then left the room.

Why had he taken the bag? Sierra shrugged her shoulders and began to dress. She felt better being back in her clothes. She folded the robe and laid it over the arm of the sofa. Then she picked up the book and put it back in its spot on the bookcase.

Picking up her wallet, keys, and comb, she opened the door to see Max lounging against the wall. “All done.” She held her hand out for her bag.

Max shook his head. Instead, he opened the side zipper and held it open for her to put her things in. She opened her mouth to protest, then closed it. This man took taking care of someone to another level. Crazy as it was, it warmed her insides. She put the items in the pocket.

“I think my boots are still by the front door.”

“They are.” He took her elbow and guided her to the front. The music from the party had changed again, but it still had a primal beat to it.

Sierra slipped her feet into the boots and laced them up. Max opened the door for her just as Crystal pulled up in her car. Max took her by the elbow again and escorted her out to the vehicle. Thank goodness it had stopped raining.

Max opened the car door for her. “Good evening,” he said to Crystal.

“Hi.” 

Sierra slipped into the car. Max opened the back door and laid the bag on the seat before returning to Sierra’s side. “Call me when you get home.” 

Max pressed a white card into her hand.

“Thank you for everything, Max.” She put her seatbelt on.

“I mean it, Sierra; call me.” He ran a finger over her lips before he straightened, shut the door, and took several steps back.

Crystal drove away, and Sierra let out a sigh. Would she ever see Max again? Probably not. While he was handsome, sexy, and very alpha male, she didn’t like dominant men. Another sigh escaped her lips. But damn if he didn’t tempt her.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

“So who is the hunk?” Crystal asked as she pulled out onto the main road.

“That was Max.” Sierra rested her head against the seat. “What a day.”

“I gathered. Tell me what happened.”

Sierra told her friend about Carl and the campout. Walking to Max’s house, her wet clothes, taking him away from his party. She didn’t say how his touch made her tingle inside, let alone what his deep husky voice did to her bones. 

“And Max?” Crystal asked.

“What about him?”

“The man was bare-chested, wearing a pair of black pants, and had devil’s horns on his head.”

Sierra laughed. “You know, after the initial shock of seeing him, I forgot all about the horns. He was hosting a Saints and Sinners party.”

“Are you telling me you didn’t flirt with that perfect male specimen?”

“Crystal, until earlier today, Carl was my boyfriend.”

“Carl was an ass. Max is a delicious hot fudge sundae.”

Sierra laughed. “Yes, to both.” She turned the card over in her hand. “Thank you for coming to get me.”

“I’m sure Max would have driven you home.”

“I wasn’t going to take him away from his party. It was bad enough as it was.” Guilt hit her low in the stomach.

“I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t have minded. You said a Saints and Sinners party?”

“That’s what Max called it. I really didn’t see much. The music had a primal beat, not what I would expect at the party.” Sierra glanced at the clock in the dashboard. “Is it really that late?” It was almost ten.

“You called me around seven, I called back at eight forty-five. I was surprised when Max answered.”

“I fell asleep.”

“You’re probably exhausted from not getting much sleep last night.”

“Max said I’d only slept about thirty minutes.” She’d spent a couple hours in his company, but it seemed much shorter.

“Carl is history?” Crystal asked as she drove into town and turned toward their apartment complex. It was nice living in the same complex as your best friend.

“Yes.”

“Thank God.”

Sierra turned in her seat. “You didn’t like him? You never said anything.”

“I didn’t like the way he treated you at times. He was an ass when you told him you didn’t do horror, and look. He lied and took you anyway.”

“Well, it’s done and over with. I’m moving on.”

“Good. Now move on to Max.”

“Crystal.” Sierra tried to inject outrage into her tone but couldn’t. Once at their apartment building, after Crystal parked the car, they rode the elevator to the third floor, then parted ways. They lived at opposite ends of the building.

Sierra unlocked her door and sighed. She couldn’t wait to fall into bed. She dropped the black bag on the floor next to the dresser and placed the card on top. Going into the bathroom, she stripped, and put on her nightgown.

She padded back into the bedroom, snatched up the card and picked up her cell from where she’d left it charging on her nightstand. Sierra dialed as she climbed between the covers.

“Max here.”

“Hi Max, it’s Sierra. I’m home.”

“Thank you for calling.”

“You didn’t give me much of a choice.”

His husky laugh sent shivers of awareness over her body. “No I didn’t. I do appreciate knowing you’re home safe and sound.”

“Well, go back to your party.”

“Always worried about my party.”

“Well, you are the host.”

“True.” There was a pause. “I left a little present in the bag for you, Sierra. I hope you enjoy it. Sleep well.”

The phone went dead. A present? Unable to help herself, Sierra got out of bed and unzipped the bag. On top was a brand new copy of BDSM For The Novice. There was a note inside the cover.

Sierra, if BDSM or kink interest you at all, give me a call. Max.

A tremor slid up her spine. He had seen the book, and he was into kink. She placed her hand over her pounding heart. While this could be interesting, from what she’d read, two dominants didn’t mix well. 

Sierra shook her head. She was too tired to think about this tonight. Placing the book on her nightstand, she decided to start reading it tomorrow. For now, she flicked the lamp off and curled under the covers with thoughts of Max running through her brain.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Late Tuesday afternoon, Sierra leaned back in her plush office chair and let out a breath. She was running on fumes. Luckily, it was almost time to quit for the day. She let out a sigh and began typing up her notes.

A series of grant requests had come through. Kids needed an advocate, and that was her job at the non-profit group. Her official title was Data Intelligence Manager. Fancy title for someone who read grant requests and analyzed how the money would be spent and if the group asking for the grant was worthy of giving money to.

Her job wasn’t boring. She had degrees in economics and psychology, and she used them every day. She knew after a quick glace that she would have to set up interviews for a couple of these requests.

Another yawn escaped. She’d stayed up reading way too late last night. She wanted to blame her friend Tessa, who’d brought her a new set of erotic romances to read, but it was more that she kept imagining Max in the male role.

On Sunday, Sierra read the book he’d given her. It was pretty basic, most of which she was already aware of from her other reading and her experimentation in college.

Her phone buzzed. “Yes, Amy.” Her assistant was a gem.

“There’s a Max here to see you. He didn’t give me his last name, and he doesn’t have an appointment.”

Max? Her fatigue fled. “It’s fine, Amy. Send him in.” Sierra stood up and smoothed her hands down her blouse and jeans.

Her heart sped up and her breath left her lungs in a whoosh when the door opened and Max walked in. Saturday night, Max had oozed testosterone and masculinity. This Max oozed confidence, power and determination.

“Hello, Max.”

“Sierra.” The door clicked shut behind him.

“How did you find me?” She hadn’t told him about her job.

“I have my ways.” His hazel eyes watched her with a hint of wariness.

“I’m not sure I like that.” She wanted to frown at him, but something inside her warmed at his determination.

“I waited for your call.”

Her call? Oh, the note in the book. “I’ve had a busy couple of days.” She didn’t call because there was no way this would work, even if she wanted it to.

“Are you free to have a cup of coffee?”

“Sure.” She didn’t even hesitate in her answer. Coffee sounded good. While they might not work out as a couple, she could let him down easy, and she sure didn’t mind spending a little more time with him in the meantime. She grabbed her purse from her desk drawer, ignoring the paperwork on her desk. It wouldn’t hurt to let it wait one more day.

Max grinned at her as he cupped her elbow. “Let’s go.”

“Not wasting any time, are we?” She wanted to laugh but his touch sent shivers of awareness through her bloodstream.

“You’ll find I get right to the point of most matters.”

“You certainly do.” 

Max guided her from her office, and Sierra halted next to Amy’s desk. “I’m leaving for the day. Go ahead and send the phones to the service and take off.”

“Glad you’re leaving early. You’ve had too many long days,” Amy said.

“Long days?” Max whispered.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Sierra said to Amy. “Oh, the Pearl Group is my 9 a.m. appointment.”

“I’ll grab some bagels and pastries and make sure there’s coffee. Go.” Amy waved her hand and Max urged her toward the elevator. She usually took the stairs, but not today.

“How many long days have you had?” Max asked as the elevator descended.

“Just Saturday, and Monday.” Too many even for her. While Saturday had been interesting, Monday had been filled with too many meetings.

Max kept a hold of her elbow as he escorted her out of the building. “Is Sweet and Savory good for you?”

“Oh yes. Lara’s place is great.” Sierra loved patronizing local businesses, and Lara had the best coffee and pastries in the area.

“I’ve only heard about it. I haven’t been there.”

“You’re in for a treat.” Sierra noticed Max automatically took her left side, walking closer to the curb and street. Protective male. Not that she didn’t know that already. The way he cupped her elbow to guide her was another clue.

They walked into Sweet and Savory. Max chose a table for two in the back. “What would you like?” he asked.

“A vanilla latte and a piece of German chocolate cake, if she has any.” Lara’s cakes were to die for, and since she’d barely eaten today, it wouldn’t hurt her waistline.

“Done.”

Sierra watched Max stride up to the counter and place their order. A shiver went up her spine again. What was it about Max? Yes, he was imposing, a dominant male, but there was something else. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it, but whatever it was, it made her insides melt. Not good if she wasn’t going to let Max in her life.

A shadow crossed her face, and she turned her head. Oh, crap. “Hello, Carl.” She hadn’t seen him in the café.

“Don’t hello me, Sierra.” He sat down and stared at her. His gaze was frantic, and his hands shook. Oh hell, this was not good.

“Carl…” she started. Sierra was beginning to wonder if Carl was into drugs. They’d only dated for two months; it was possible he hid it from her. She needed to stay calm. The last thing she wanted was a big scene.

“You listen to me.” His voice was low and tight. “I put up with your little display this weekend, but there is no reason to break up. You embarrassed me in front of my friends.”

Yep, that was the other thing that had made Monday a long day. Carl had left her voicemail after voicemail trying to get her to reconsider breaking up with him. There was nothing to reconsider. 

“There are all sorts of reasons, many of which I gave you on Saturday and others again on Sunday evening after you called me. Plus, all day yesterday.” She kept her tone low and even. She hoped Carl would act rationally.

“It was all just a little fun.”

“I don’t think scaring a woman is fun.” 

Sierra’s head jerked up when Max spoke. “You are in my seat.”

Carl stood and stared at Max, who looked him over with cold eyes. Her stomach clenched as the sounds of the café faded away.

“You’ve already replaced me? You bitch.”

Sierra’s mouth dropped open at Carl’s words.

“What Sierra does is no longer any of your business. I suggest you leave.” 

Max’s tone was so cold that Sierra shivered.

“Fuck off.”

Max’s eyes narrowed and his jaw tightened. Oh shit. She pushed her chair back and stood, but Max glared at her. She froze.

“That is no way to talk about or in front of a lady.” Max grabbed Carl by his collar and marched him to the front door. Everyone woman in the place watched.

“Go home and sleep off whatever drug of choice you’ve got in your system, then get on with your life. Sierra is no longer available.” Max pushed the door open, deposited Carl outside, then closed the door.

Sierra gaped and heat filled her face. Max strode to her side of the table. His features softened when he gazed at her. “Did he upset you?” He placed his hand on her shoulder.

She shook her head, trying to find the right words. She wasn’t used to anyone defending her. Hell, she’d defended herself her entire life. Not that it did much good against her father.

“Let’s sit back down.” He held her chair out for her, and took his seat. His fingers covered hers when she rested her hand on the table.

“Thank you for getting that lowlife out of here,” Lara said, setting their drinks and food on the table. “On the house.”

“Lara,” Sierra started. Lara’s place was barely two years old and Sierra knew she worried about the new leather shop opening down the street. While the bikers were good for business, some gave them a wide berth.

“It’s fine, Sierra.” She started to walk away, then looked over her shoulder. Her blue eyes twinkled. “He’s a keeper.”

Sierra’s face grew hot again, and she glanced at Max who was grinning ear to ear.

“Thank you, Lara,” he said, but his gaze never left Sierra’s face.

Flustered, Sierra picked up her coffee and took a sip while she gathered her thoughts. “So Max, why did you seek me out at my office?”

“Did you read my present?”

Sierra closed her eyes, swearing the heat she felt wasn’t from embarrassment. “I did.”

“And?”

“What?” The book had been pretty basic in her opinion.

“Tell me about it.”

“Come on, Max. I know you’ve read it.”

“I have. But I want to hear your take on it.”

Sierra gazed at him, trying to figure out what was going on in his mind. She might have a degree in psychology, but this man didn’t reveal himself. “It was good. I liked how the author didn’t state there was only one true way for the lifestyle. How each couple determined their relationship and consent.” She’d read a few other books that only spoke of their way being the right way. “There is a fine line between the lifestyle and abuse. Too many use it as an excuse to abuse.”

“Very insightful.” He sipped his coffee.

“Back to my earlier question. How did you find me, Max?” She picked up her fork and took a bite of her cake. The chocolate and coconut burst upon her tongue. “I don’t even know your last name.”

“Preston is my last name. I have a friend who is a cop. He did me a favor and looked up your phone number for me.”

“Why?” she asked, then his last name hit her and now the books on computer code made sense. “Preston. The Max Preston who invented Tomb Adventure and The Fun House.”

“You know my video games?”

“I play them with some of the kids I work with. They’re great games.” They were. They helped the kids relax and talk with her when they played. Sometimes that was the fun part of her job—talking with the kids and seeing how the grant money changed lives.

“Thank you.”

“But back to why you were determined to find me?” She was intrigued by the lengths he’d gone to in order to come after her. She wasn’t that special.

“Because I wanted to see you again.”

“There’s more than that. I think we might have gotten off on the wrong foot.”

“Oh?”

“I’m not helpless, although it may have appeared that way Saturday night. Carl was aware of how much I hated anything horror. That campout was his deranged idea to bring us closer.”

“He was an idiot, and he lied to you.” Max took another sip of his drink. “I want to know you better, Sierra.” His hazel gaze met her blue ones. “Are you interested in kink?”

Her fork clattered to the plate, and Max grinned.

“You, sir, should be locked up.” Sierra tried to calm herself after his question. Damn, if he didn’t get straight to the heart of things. “Is this really the place we should be discussing this?”

He looked around the café. It wasn’t busy, so they had a small window of privacy. “Probably not, but I need to know some basics from you, and I didn’t think you’d approve of being totally alone with me.”

“We were alone on Saturday night. And if I remember right, you didn’t do a lot of asking for my permission that night.”

His features grew somber. “I apologize for that. I did ask you about taking off your shoes.”

“Shoes? Max, you practically forced me into the shower, then carried me into your office.”

“You were wet and cold, I didn’t want you to get sick. As for carrying you, you swayed on your feet twice; I wasn’t going to let you faint or hurt yourself. My protective instincts came out, maybe a bit more than normal.”

Sierra stared at him. She heard the honesty in his words, and while he was an alpha male she suspected his caveman instincts had launched into full alert when he saw her that night. Alone, wet, and in the dark. 

“Just don’t let it happen again. I don’t need the ‘Me Tarzan, you Jane’ routine again.”

“Noted.” 

Sierra admired his willingness to talk, and he wasn’t one to beat around the bush. Well, neither was she. She took another bite of her cake, letting it melt on her tongue before she answered about his question about kink. “I’m not into the lifestyle. I am curious about it.” It was as truthful as she could be at this point.

“Curiosity is good.” He pulled out a card and slid it across the table to her. “My address with directions. Come out on Thursday evening at seven. Casual dress.”

“What for?”

“Come and find out.” His tone was low and seductive.

Sierra looked at the card. Wicked Sanctuary. The WS carved into the oak door Saturday night. Interesting. The name sent chills of excitement through her body. What a play on words. But exactly what did it mean? She nodded and slipped the card into her purse.

“With that taken care of, would you like to go to dinner?”

She let out a laugh. “Give the man an opening, and he pounces. I can’t.” Max stilled in his seat. “Honestly, I have to do very mundane things tonight like laundry and cleaning.”

“Because of the long days your assistant mentioned?”

“Yes. And being gone over the weekend.” She wasn’t going to mention Carl’s calls. She was over Carl.

Max nodded. “Very well, but I fully expect to see you Thursday night.”

“What happens if I don’t show up?”

“I will come after you.”

His deadpan tone had her staring at him. Oh, yes, she could see it in his eyes; he would come after her. “Max…” she started. She needed to nip this in the bud.

“Sierra.” He placed his hand over hers. “I apologize again. I’m falling back into that protective caveman in me. I’m not going to lie. You bring out that side of me, more so than I expected.” He took a breath and squeezed her hand. “There is something between us, but I believe in consent. Totally and completely. If you don’t appear on Thursday so be it. I won’t stalk you or anything like that.”

“I appreciate that.” She did. After Carl and his crap, she needed a man who understood consent and her fears.

“Come on. I’ll walk you back to your office so you can get your car.” He released her hand and stood.

“How do you know I don’t walk to my office?”

“I don’t, but my car is in your lot.”

Sierra shook her head and stood. They walked back to the lot in silence. “Which one is yours?” she asked. There were several in the lot she didn’t recognize. 

“Black one, over there.” He pointed to a high-end luxury vehicle. “Where is yours?”

“Right here.” She paused next to her small, silver SUV.

“Good vehicle for you.” He stood and waited until she unlocked the doors, and he opened the driver’s door for her.

“Thank you,” she whispered as she slid into the driver’s seat. Max was such a gentleman.

His gaze dropped to her lips. “Drive safely, Sierra, and I’ll see you Thursday.” He paused. “I’m going to kiss you.” He waited, and when she didn’t move, he leaned in and brushed a soft kiss over her lips, before he stepped back and closed the door.

Her hand rose, seemingly on its own, and her fingers touched her lips. It was just a quick brush of the lips, yet the impact of his mouth against hers rocked her entire body. Her lips tingled with awareness. What was he thinking when he kissed her? Why had he kissed her? She pushed all thoughts of his kiss out of her mind, started her car, and pulled out of her parking spot before she did something foolish like ask Max Preston to give her a proper kiss.

She glanced in her rearview mirror. Max stood next to his vehicle, watching her. He lifted his hand and gave a wave, and she automatically waved back before she pulled out onto the roadway.

Her mind played over the pros and cons of going out to his place on Thursday. She was attracted to Max, but they’d clash the second he told her to do something. Still, it wouldn’t hurt for her to find out…or would it? Oh brother, the pros and cons were even. Now it was up to her.

Crazy or not, she would be at his place on Thursday. Not only because she was curious about what Wicked Sanctuary was, but because she wanted to explore this attraction to Max.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Sierra drove through the gates of Wicked Sanctuary with a pounding heart. She’d debated with herself for the past two days, but here she was. She pulled her SUV into a parking spot and turned off the engine. At least this time she hadn’t walked here. A small laugh left her lips. She still wasn’t sure if this was a good idea. 

She really couldn’t see any harm in it, and she was curious. There were already several other cars, so she wouldn’t be the only one here tonight. Pulling her courage around her, she stepped out of her car, locked it, and strode to the front door, which stood open.

“Miss Sierra, welcome back,” Ralph said.

“Hello. Ralph, right?” She took in the big, blond-haired man. He wore a pair of faded jeans and a t-shirt. 

“Yes, ma’am.” His green eyes twinkled at her. “I’m glad to see you here. Regina?”

A young woman with a wide smile came bounding down the hallway. Her red hair up in a ponytail, she wore a pair of shorts, halter top, and her feet were bare. Sierra shivered. While it was just the beginning of November, there was a chill in the air, letting everyone know winter was on the way.

“Yes, Sir Ralph,” she said.

Sir? Sierra wondered why she said that. Kink, remember. BDSM had some rules, and honorifics were one of them. She couldn’t see anyone calling her ma’am, but she wasn’t a submissive like Regina. Yes, she was interested in finding out what Max could teach her, yet deep down, she was aware she wasn’t like Regina.

“Please take Miss Sierra to the classroom with the others.”

“Of course, Sir. Right this way, Miss Sierra.” Regina gestured for her to go down the hallway.

“I’m very happy you returned,” Regina said as they made their way down the hallway.

“How did you know I was here before?” Sierra noted the ladies’ room on her left, and the closed door on her right. That’s where the music had been coming from Saturday night.

“We didn’t formally meet, but I dried your clothes Saturday night.”

“Oh, thank you for that.”

“I didn’t mind. Master Max rewarded me for my service.” She motioned for Sierra to enter the open doors on the left side of the hallway directly across from Max’s office. “Please take a seat anywhere. Master Max and the others will be here shortly.”

Before Sierra could question her, Regina scampered away. Sierra took in the room. There were tables and chairs set up classroom style. In front, there was a bigger table, with stacks of paper. A partition had been pulled across the back of the room, but not all the way, which revealed another part to the room.

At the other tables were what looked like two couples, one single guy, and two single women already seated.

Sierra took a seat at the empty table closest to her. Max hadn’t mentioned anyone else being here. She shifted in her chair as she regarded the others. The couples talked quietly, while the singles were fiddling with their phones. All seemed nervous and out of place.

Well, they weren’t alone. Her nerves twitched in apprehension. The room went silent as Max walked in. He was dressed in black pants, white shirt and black shoes. No devil’s horns today. Sierra hid a smile as her nerves did a little dance.

“Welcome everyone,” he said, his voice loud and strong. His gaze took in everyone in the room, and briefly stopped on her before moving on. Warmth flooded her body from just his brief look. “I’m happy to see you all here. Some of you are here because you have shown an interest in becoming provisional members of Wicked Sanctuary. Others are still trying to figure out if the lifestyle is for them.”

Provisional members? Was Wicked Sanctuary a BDSM club? Sierra blinked. How had she not put one and one together? WS carved into the door, Max giving her a card with the name on it, the party, Ralph and Regina? This was going to be exciting. She’d only read about this type of club in the romance books Tessa kept giving her.

“You’ve all been invited by a member of the club. Tonight we will go over the application, questionnaire, and answer any questions.” Max walked from one end of the room to the other as he spoke. “The first form you will fill out is for a background check— this is done for our safety as well as yours—then the non-disclosure form.”

“If we don’t want to sign?” the single man asked.

“If you do not sign the non-disclosure form, you will not be allowed to stay. Ralph will escort you from the premises.” Max gestured to Ralph lounging against the wall inside the room. “We take everyone’s safety and privacy seriously.”

“I can’t.” The man stood up, and Ralph followed him out.

The two couples talked among themselves, then one couple got up. “Sorry,” the man said, and he escorted his wife out of the room. When no one else moved, Max nodded and picked up folders from one stack on the table.

“Fill these out fully. I will also stress that all answers must be truthful in order for you to get the most out of Wicked Sanctuary. We do not tolerate lying. If you lie on your application you will be expelled.” 

A folder was set down in front of each person along with a black pen. “Start with the top forms, and then we’ll move on.”

Sierra opened the folder; the NDA was first. She read it through, twice. It really was to protect the club members. You didn’t discuss who was in the club and what the person did while there. Seemed fair enough. She signed off on it.

The background check wasn’t anything new to her. She’d been required to have a background check for the non-profit job. They actually did one every year. Sierra filled the form out, then she shut the folder.

“Done already?” Max asked quietly.

“Yes.”

“No qualms?” 

“A million, but not about an NDA or background check.”

Max smiled. “That’s my girl.” 

Sierra glared at him and held onto the folder as he tried to take it.

He winked at her and she let go. Max took the folder and put it into a separate pile. As the others finished, he did the same thing. Another man walked into the room, and Sierra realized it was the same man who’d come into Max’s office Saturday night. He picked up the folders and left. 

“Now, this next set will take you a while,” Max said as he passed out another folder that was much thicker. “This is your application, rules, and questionnaire. A reminder to be honest, especially with the questionnaire.” He set the folder in front of her and gave her a wink. “If you need help or have questions, just ask.”

Sierra opened the folder. Okay, first page, pretty standard. Name, date of birth, phone, emergency contact, gender identity, preferred pronouns. She filled those out quickly. Then she hesitated. The next set of choices: Dom, Submissive, Switch, Unsure.

Holy crap! Her guess was right. Wicked Sanctuary was a BDSM club. Her head snapped up, and her gaze met Max’s. Well, that explained the book he gave her, but also a few other things. Sometimes she was a little dense. Max sauntered over to her.

“Problem?”

“Umm, no.” Her hand shook.

Max leaned down. “In case you were wondering, you are a submissive.”

“Not your decision to make.”

“I know.” He sauntered back to the front of the room.

“You wish,” she whispered under her breath.

Sierra gnawed on her bottom lip. She wasn’t submissive, but she didn’t consider herself a dominant. Switch didn’t seem to fit either. She circled Unsure because that fit right now. On to the next form, disclaimer from liability — read and signed. Bylaws — read and initialed. Then came the rules.

Wow! There were four full pages. She started to read. No cell phones or electronics allowed, etc. She read them again. Three times. She’d never remember all of them. 

“Oh, hell no,” one of the women said, as she stood up. “This is not what I want,” she told the other woman. Together they took their folders to Max and then walked out of the room with Ralph trailing.

Now, they were down to one other couple and her. Interesting. Maybe it was the paperwork, or maybe it was something else. Sierra initialed the rules, then went to the questionnaire. 

How many pages were there? She counted them. Twelve pages. This was going to be interesting. She read the instructions on how to fill
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