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      The knot in my stomach loosened as the verdict was read off. The head juror continued with the remaining charges, but I only heard one word.

      Guilty.

      Guilty.

      Guilty.

      I was free. After five, long, terrorizing years, I was free. I almost cried out of relief, but I refused to let him see me cry again.

      “You little bitch!”

      My head jerked up. Several law enforcement officials attempted to restrain Gideon while he fought and struggled against their hold.

      His gaze burned with hatred and spittle flew from his mouth. “Don’t think you’re going to get away from me. You can try to run, but you’ll never be able to hide. No matter how long it takes, I’ll find you.”

      I barely heard the judge bang his gavel and demand order in the court. I couldn’t look away from Gideon. His threats sent terror racing through me, but I held my head high. I refused to be cowed. I clasped my trembling hands in my lap and prayed I didn’t puke. Finally, he was restrained and removed, his screams echoing throughout the court room, the noise continuing to ring in my ear.

      Long after everyone left, I remained sitting there, my entire body buzzing with a weird sort of energy. I knew what it was.

      With shaking hands, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the small orange bottle. After several attempts, I finally got the lid off, dumped out a few white pills, popped them in my mouth, and swallowed. Eventually, my heart rate slowed, and I could breathe.

      Quietly, I slipped out of my seat and made my way to the shit hole where I crashed on occasion. I took a final look around, picked up the backpack I’d shoved full of everything I owned, and headed to the bus station to start a new life.
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      Gina

      

      Acid churned in my stomach — again— when I stepped through the door of Eden. I breathed in the comforting scent, hoping to push back the anxiety I’d been feeling since I hung up the phone earlier tonight. It barely helped, and tomorrow I was going to have to not only make an appointment to see Madeline, but also check in with Sonia. The sensation was only exacerbated by the fact that a certain someone was bound to be inside. Some nights I could handle being in the same room as him, but other nights, when beaten-back memories rose to the surface, I chewed Tums like candy.

      It was better than the alternative, though.

      “Evening, Gina,” Philip greeted me from his position near the entrance, his massive build and enviable shoulder length locks giving him the look of a Norse Viking.

      I sent him a wan, forced smile in return while I shrugged out of my jacket. It was the best I could muster. “Hey.”

      He laid a gentle hand on my arm. “Are you okay? You seem off tonight.”

      I rearranged my features. “Just a small headache. Didn’t drink enough coffee today. Nothing a good flogging session won’t fix.”

      Philip chuckled, which meant I’d succeeded in fooling him. He gave my arm a comforting squeeze. It was the kind of man he was. “I hope it helps.”

      “Thanks.” I threw the word over my shoulder as I disappeared down the long hallway leading to the main playroom.

      The volume of the music coming from the speakers grew the closer I got, and my steps slowed. The burning in my belly amplified. Right before I entered the public space, I stopped completely, closed my eyes, and counted to ten. Then I steeled my spine and moved forward with the confidence I’d been faking for a year now. It was becoming more taxing every day, and I felt ninety-six rather than twenty-six. I scanned the room looking for my friend, boss, and fellow submissive, Bridget, but stopped short when my eyes landed on him.

      Leonides Xavier Marshall.

      A boy I loved, once upon a time, but a man I’ve hated for half my life.

      He turned his head, as though feeling my gaze, and his eyes collided with mine. I didn’t need to be any closer to know they were gray like the darkening sky right before a storm. As always, his stare held me hypnotized until my brain caught up, and I remembered why I shouldn’t be looking at him. I turned my back, my vision unfocused.

      Blinking away the haze, I went back to searching for my friend. After a couple rounds of patrolling the floor, I gave up, settled onto a couch, and attempted to join the conversation, but I didn’t have the energy. Soon, it didn’t matter, because, one by one, everyone disappeared, and I was left alone with my thoughts.

      I wasn’t looking forward to an unplanned session with Madeline. I’d been doing so well with handling my anxiety until these damn phone calls started, but moving up my appointment—by weeks—only proved how much I’d lied to myself.

      I don’t know how long I sat there.

      “Okay, spill it.”

      I glanced over to see Bridget, dressed in her usual corset and boy shorts, had plopped onto the sofa next to me.

      “You’ve been acting weird lately, and I want to know why,” she explained when I remained silent.

      “Hello to you, too.”

      She waved me off. “Yeah, yeah, whatever. I want you to tell me what’s going on with you.”

      Inwardly, I sighed. Yes, I’d been searching for her tonight, but not for this. This was what I’d been trying to avoid. I didn’t really want to talk about it, but I couldn’t put her off forever. Bridget would wear a person down until they spilled their secrets. I’d learned it was easier to let her in on inconsequential things. There were some secrets too damaging to ever tell.

      I blew out my breath. “It’s nothing, really. I’ve just been getting phone calls lately.”

      Her brow wrinkled. “What kind of phone calls?”

      For so many reasons, I needed to be careful. “Just little reminders.”

      A sharp glare was what I received in return. “You’re being cagey, Gina, and you know it.”

      She wasn’t wrong. “Someone I used to know will be getting out of prison soon.”

      Bridget jolted upright. “The fuck?”

      When a dozen heads turned our way, I shushed her. “Keep your voice down for god’s sake.”

      “You’re getting threatening phone calls, and you’re telling me to be quiet? Oh, hell no. I’m going to get Connor.”

      I grabbed her arm when she tried to launch herself off the bright red couch. I should have known how she’d react. Bridget was nothing if not fiercely protective of her loved ones.

      “No,” I ground out, my palms beginning to sweat. “Keep him out of it. I didn’t say threatening. I told you, it’s nothing.”

      Bridget shook off my death grip and settled back down on her seat. “It doesn’t sound like fucking nothing, Gina. In fact, it most definitely sounds like something.”

      “Everything okay over here, ladies?”

      Instantly, I stiffened and my jaw clenched at the voice at my back. Oblivious to my internal rage, Bridget turned to the man whose presence I could feel behind me.

      “No, it isn’t. I need you to get Connor for me. Now, Leo.”

      Normally, a submissive wouldn’t dare talk to a Dominant the way she just did, but Bridget wasn’t your ordinary sub. She was ballsy and a borderline brat. Only her husband could tame her.

      “As you command, Mistress.” His tone was mocking, but the air shifted around me, and I knew he’d done her bidding regardless.

      “I wish you hadn’t done that.”

      “Babe, you know I love you, so I say this with love; I don’t give a shit. When some asshole is calling you with ‘reminders’, I take that as a threat, even if you don’t.”

      I ignored the fact she was right. The incessant tapping sound coming from her high heel against the wooden floor started to grate on my nerves. Not enough time passed before her husband arrived with Leo in tow. Son of a bitch.

      “After someone tells me what’s going on, Bridget, love, you and I are going to have a discussion regarding the proper way to speak to another Dom.”

      We all heard the warning in Connor’s tone.

      “Promise?”  Bridget, unsurprisingly, perked up.

      Connor closed his eyes like he was praying for patience, while Leo disguised his chuckle with a cough. Disregarding her obvious anticipation for whatever punishment he planned on doling out, Connor forged ahead.

      “One of you ladies needs to start talking.”

      Instinctively, I had the urge to respond to an obvious command from a Dom, but I clenched my teeth to hold the words back. If Bridget wanted Connor involved, she’d have to be the one explaining.

      “Gina is getting threatening calls, but she doesn’t seem to care.”

      Both men stiffened at her announcement. My gaze darted to meet Leo’s stare, but I quickly returned it to Connor.

      “Is this true?”

      “Not really. An old acquaintance may be coming back to town, is all.” I tried to be nonchalant.

      “From prison,” Bridget piped up.

      I gritted my teeth, because she wasn’t helping. It was time to end this. I rose and glanced between her and Connor, disregarding Leo entirely.

      “Look, I appreciate you watching out for me, but this is being blown way out of proportion. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going home.”

      Ignoring my name being called, I made my exit and headed toward the hallway leading to the entrance. I’d almost made my escape when someone clasped my arm.

      “Gina, stop.”

      I jerked out of his grasp with an unexpected snarl. “Get your hands off me.”

      Leo raised his hands in surrender. “Whoa, sorry.”

      He was still too close, but I held my place.

      “Don’t touch me again.”

      He blinked at the ferocity behind my words, and there was a flash of hurt in his eyes. I always avoided him when I could, and when I couldn’t, I was cold and distant, but this was the first time I’d truly lashed out.

      “Sorry,” he repeated and lowered his hands. “I just wanted to make sure you were all right.”

      I hated the concern in Leo’s voice. He didn’t have that right. Not anymore.

      “I’m fine.” All I wanted to do now was go home.

      He hesitated but gave a short nod. “Okay, but if you need anything, I’m here for you.”

      A scoff escaped before I could stop it.

      “The same way you were there for me when we were kids? No thanks.”

      Without waiting for a response, I turned my back on him and marched toward the exit, dangerous memories of my childhood rising to the surface. Memories I fought daily to bury. For six years I’d managed to keep the ghosts of the past locked away. I was terrified the day was coming when I was no longer strong enough to keep them at bay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Leo

      

      For several days, Gina’s parting jab nagged at me. I couldn’t get her accusation out of my head. It had been thirteen years since I’d left New York and headed to basic training. I tried to recall those last few days, but nothing jumped out at me. I remember her crying when I’d told her I was leaving, but I’d expected that. She’d been a thirteen-year old girl with a case of puppy love. I’d pulled Gideon aside a few days before my bus left town and asked him to watch out for Gina since our foster parents couldn’t be counted on for shit. I’d done everything I could to keep her away from Lorenzo and his ‘associates’, so unless she’d gone looking for trouble, she should have been fine.

      “Hey, Marshall! You gonna fight, or you gonna stand there all day with your dick in your hand?”

      Raucous laughter followed the insult. Former Staff Sergeant Padraig ‘Paddy’ O’Keefe stood inside the ring staring down at me with his boxing gloves up and ready, a cocky grin on his lips. I dropped my gaze to scan the perimeter of the roped off raised square and took in everyone. Several former military buddies stood around the ring with giddy looks of anticipation for the upcoming match.

      I joined everyone in laughter and glanced back up at Paddy. “You know Sarge, it is getting awful heavy. Maybe you need to hold it for me.”

      He made a rude gesture with both arms while I climbed under the bottom rope to join him. In the background, I could hear the sound of gloved fists pounding away, and the pungent scent of sweat and man filled my nose.

      “Just because I only have one leg and am twenty years your senior doesn’t mean I can’t kick the shit out of you,” Paddy taunted me in good humor while he bounced restlessly on his feet, one made of carbon fiber.

      “I have no doubt you could kick my ass from here back to Afghanistan, sir.”

      One legged or two, Paddy O’Keefe was a force to be reckoned with. I’d served under him, and there were few men I respected more.

      “Come on then, let’s get this beating over with. Wanda is serving my favorite supper tonight, and I have no intention of being late. Besides, my wife would divorce me if I missed a meal she’d spent all day cooking.”

      Paddy and Wanda O’Keefe had been happily married for thirty-some years. They were the kind of people I’d wished were my parents, back when I was a kid being shuffled from foster home to foster home. They also had the kind of relationship I’d always wanted. Strong and unbreakable. A wave of envy coursed through me.

      Six rounds later, I was spitting out my mouth piece and pulling off my protective head gear. It had been a tough bout, both of us evenly matched despite our age difference, my bum hip, and Paddy’s prosthesis, but in the end, I’d won by points.

      “Nicely done, Marshall,” he congratulated me.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      He waved me off. “We ain’t in the Army anymore, kid. Cut that shit out.”

      It didn’t matter that neither of us were still serving, it was a habit deeply ingrained, and I didn’t expect it to ever change.

      “Enjoy your dinner with the missus. I’ll see you back here on Thursday?”

      Paddy had his gym bag in hand and was halfway across the room already. He waved over his shoulder.

      “You know I’ll be here.” Then he disappeared out the front door.

      I’d been a regular at Franklin’s Boxing House since being medically discharged from the Army almost two years ago. Vets from all branches came here to work out. Most of them just came to decompress from all the shit we dealt with integrating back into civilian life. Besides Eden, Franklin’s was where I spent the most amount of time.

      Not only was I a boxing instructor to the other Vets, but I was also in charge of the twice weekly class that was opened to the neighborhood kids. We did what we could to keep them off the streets and out of trouble. Something I wished I’d had.

      Now that the bout was over, my muscles were beginning to protest. All I wanted to do was take a hot shower, grab dinner and a beer, and then hit the sack. I headed to the locker room, accepting a few congratulations from some of the men I passed.

      Hot water sluiced down my back easing some of the aches and pains. While I stood under the steaming stream, I thought about Gina. She’d been pretty as a young girl, but damn if she wasn’t a fucking knockout now. I’d been floored the first night I stepped into Eden.

      “Mr. Marshall, welcome.”

      I turned at the greeting. My gaze traveled over the suit he wore, and I felt weirdly underdressed in my jeans and black t-shirt. Donovan hadn’t mentioned a dress code. Deciding not to worry about it, I clasped his outstretched hand.

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m Marcus Allen, one of the owners. I’m happy to let you know that your application for membership has been approved. Why don’t I give you a tour?”

      The sights and sounds of the club infused themselves inside me, and the longer we strolled through the club, the more at ease I felt. Tight muscles relaxed and circulation began to flow through them. While Marcus extolled all the benefits of membership my gaze darted around the room, taking everything in. The St. Andrew’s Cross. The rope rigging apparatus.

      The tour was drawing to a close, and we were headed back in the direction of the bar when my footsteps faltered for a beat. Standing off to the side was a short and curvy, dark-haired woman speaking to a long-legged redhead. My eyes studied her: every hauntingly familiar feature. Slightly narrowed eyes, a nose that just barely tipped up at the end, and the pointy chin. She had the perfect hourglass shape, accentuated by the corset she wore. My muscles tightened again like a bow string the longer I looked at her, a buzz of recognition humming through my veins.

      The whole room shrank until my only focus was her. Dimly I was aware of Marcus turning back to me, but I couldn’t tear my eyes off the woman. I didn’t know who she was but something about her tugged at me with familiarity. When she laughed at something the redhead said, I sucked in a breath.

      No fucking way.

      “Come on, I’ll introduce you.”

      I don’t remember moving, but suddenly I was beside her. She and the other woman turned at our approach. Our eyes met, and it was like I’d been flung back in time.

      “Bridget, Gina, I’d like to introduce to you our newest member.”

      “Leo…” she breathed out at the same time Marcus spoke. “Leo Marshall.”

      The other night I’d been standing by that same bar, and when the back of my neck burned, I knew someone was watching me. Correction, not someone. Gina Castillo. Her gaze seared my skin like a red-hot branding iron. When I’d turned, I saw everything I always did. The hatred in her eyes she more often than not forgot to hide. The tightening of her beautiful lips. The way her body went slightly rigid.

      Although, to be honest, in the entire year I’d been a member of Eden, only one time had I ever seen her truly relaxed. It had been that single moment before Marcus introduced us. Except, we already knew each other. Or rather, we had known each other almost a lifetime ago.

      Gina and I had been so close as kids, but now I was treated like the enemy. I stopped trying to figure out why not long after that first night, when all I got for my effort was the cold shoulder. Now, for the most part, we ignored each other. Except I couldn’t ignore her the other night. When I’d seen her and Bridget together, the expression on her face had triggered a warning inside me. Which is why I’d approached them. And why, days later, I was still thinking on her words.
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      Gina

      
      “Thanks for working me in. See you Wednesday.”

      My anxiety lessened slightly once I hung up the phone with Madeline. She’d been my therapist almost from the time I moved to Pinegrove and knew all my deep, dark secrets. I’d never experienced more relief when I discovered she was also in the lifestyle. At least I didn’t feel like a freak when I talked about how kink and being submissive helped calm my frayed nerves and tempered any of the panic attacks I still had.

      On the nights I didn’t go to Eden, when they became too much, I called Sonia. She was really good at talking me down from the ledge I constantly toed. Which is why I picked up the phone again and dialed her number.

      The first time she’d come over, she’d joked about me being an old lady in a young woman’s body. I was probably the only person in their mid-20s who actually had an honest-to-god, old school, spiral cord landline phone hanging on my wall in the kitchen. Call me quirky, but it was part of the house when I’d toured it, and I loved it so much I kept it.

      “Hello?”

      I exhaled, and my shoulders sagged and relaxed, releasing tension I didn’t even realize I was holding until she answered.

      “Hi. It’s me.”

      “Are you okay?” It had been almost six months since I’d had to call, and I heard the worry in Sonia’s voice.

      “Not really. I’ve been struggling lately. With everything.”

      “Talk to me, Gina.”

      I dropped into my kitchen chair. “I don’t even know where to start.”

      “I guess the first question is: are you using again?”

      “No. I won’t lie and say I haven’t thought about it. But, no, I’m not using.”

      “Well that’s good.” Her relief was palpable. Sonia took her role as my sponsor seriously. She was a fifty-three year old grandmother who’d fought, and won, against her cocaine addiction back in the mid-eighties. “What’s the thing you’re struggling the most with right now?”

      I wrestled with the thought for a moment before settling on an answer. “Leo.”

      “Okay, let’s talk about that. What about him is pushing you in any certain direction?”

      His ruggedly handsome face popped in my head. At eighteen, he was just beginning to show signs of the man he was becoming. Now, though, he’d stop a woman in their tracks. Every time I scened with another Dom, I swore I could feel his steel gray eyes observing me. The fucked up thing was, I sometimes chose someone to scene with because he was watching. I wanted him to see me submit to those other Doms and know exactly what it was he was missing.

      “The other night when I was hanging out with my friend, I told her about the calls. She freaked and told her husband who owns a private security company. Of course, Leo was nearby, and now he’s suddenly trying to act like we’re friends. He wanted me to know he’d be there for me if I needed anything.”

      “You should probably be talking to your therapist about this, but Leo ties into your sobriety. I’m not a shrink, but we both know you have so many unresolved issues with him. I think if you can fix that shit, instead of pointedly ignoring it, then that would take some of the burden off you.”

      I hated the fact Sonia was right. I’d avoided Leo for a year, ever since the shock wore off that first night he’d been at Eden. For the briefest moment, I’d been so happy to see him. No matter that he left me in hell, all the feelings of that thirteen-year-old girl came rushing back. I was glad he was alive. At the same time, I wished he’d never come back.

      “Well, if it makes you feel better, I have an appointment with Madeline in a couple days.”

      I could almost see her nod of approval. “I’m glad. There’s only so much help I can give in that arena. You need someone a whole hell of a lot more qualified than me.”

      “You’ve helped me more than I can ever tell you.” It was true. Sonia had been there for me from the moment I attended my first
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