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  Dedication
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With love for my son, Max

who inspires me with his generous heart combined with his humor, commitment, and determination to always do better. 



They say that creativity is intelligence having fun, and I see that in you. It is a joy to watch you learn to trust yourself and soar!
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Before you continue, the author would like readers to be aware of the following, which are mentioned in this book: 
- Simultaneous parental loss, subsequent familial adoption
- Censorship and people who wish to control the narrative about the LBGTQIA community
- Discussion of and experimenting with power exchange and kink. Displays and/or discussion of various BDSM activities including impact, wax play, electroplay and rope bondage.
- Talk of S.A. happening while drunk (in the past – MMC not a participant)
- Secrets being inappropriately revealed
- Business sabotage and blackmail
- Meddling siblings and friends (always with the best of intentions)
- Plenty of scenes with comfort foods, including indulgent diner breakfasts, homemade risotto, and family dinners with brisket (Yeah, she'll never be sorry about this)







  
  Chapter One
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Jeremy 
There were only three things I trusted in this world: my family, my business sense, and that things in life could go to hell without any warning. I hated that last one, but knowing it was true kept me prepared and alert. There was plenty I couldn’t control, but I did my best to keep on top of what I could.
As I looked around the busy dance floor of Flurry, the nightclub I owned and ran for the last six years, I thought what a lucky bastard I am to love my work. Okay, I’m not a bastard, having had not one but two sets of amazing parents, and I’m not just lucky, because I’d worked hard to make the place successful. Still, I was fortunate to have found a career that suited my desire to own my own business while allowing me to never have to get up before noon. 
I was not a morning person by any stretch of the imagination. According to the stories, my preference for the night was predestined. I’d been born shortly after midnight after nearly sixteen hours of labor. Growing up, my siblings—six brothers and one sister—teased that I should find a vampire to turn me, then I’d have an excuse to never be awake early. Morning classes in high school had been a form of torture. And in college, creating a schedule where I could get in my requirements without having to be in class before one in the afternoon had been tricky, but doable. 
Now I had a job where I didn’t interact with people until late in the day, and I worked at night. It was perfect. Running a nightclub meant my evenings ended late and my days started…later. It all depended on what time I finally went to bed. Fortunately, there was no one in my life who expected me to be home or awake earlier. 
Dating had been one of the unexpected challenges of my profession. Not only did I work odd hours, but I worked on the weekends. The times most people had off from work and wanted to have fun were my busiest times. I’d had several girlfriends get annoyed when I wasn’t available on Saturday to do what they wanted or who didn’t want to spend another weekend night at the club where I couldn’t give them my undivided attention. And heaven help them if they wanted to make plans in the morning. That got an immediate, “No.”
The situation suited me fine. I wasn’t looking to settle down. Three of my brothers and my sister were quite happy in serious relationships. For me, casual dating and occasional hookups were a better choice, although a bit of a challenge living in a small town where it seemed everyone knew everyone, particularly my family. More than one girlfriend’s mother had complained to mine. Fortunately, my mom understood my choices and always stood up for me. That was the woman Valerie Stewart was, and why our family was so close.
We were close geographically, too. Until recently, my brother Drew lived away from the area, but about a month ago he came back and announced he was moving home. That would have been the biggest shock in my life if a few weeks later my youngest brother, Owen, hadn’t left town. Our family’s homebody had fallen in love with rockstar Paxton Jones when she’d stayed at my parents’ inn while recuperating from vocal surgery. He’d gone to California to be with her while she recorded her next album. Eventually, they’d both move back, but for now Owen was the only one of us outside Fable Notch. 
I owed him a call, but that was tomorrow’s concern. Right now, my focus was on making sure this Saturday night went well. Because for the last few weeks, business had been off, and I had a terrible feeling I knew why. I was walking the floor when my attention was caught by Eric Dorn, my assistant manager and head of security. “Hey, Boss, I’m going downstairs to get two more bottles of rum.”
I nodded and moved toward the front to cover his usual position. If we needed more alcohol, and my head bartender Elyse wasn’t the one getting it, it meant people were drinking and she was too busy to step away. Good.
To the casual observer, the club was busy, but I knew what it looked like when it was packed. From what I could see, we were down about twenty percent from our typical crowd at the end of March. Not a big problem, but enough to have me troubled because this wasn’t the first weekend I’d noticed.
A few minutes later, Eric was back in position, and I joined Elyse at the bar so she and our two other bartenders could rotate out on breaks. I enjoyed this time each night. It put me close to my patrons, giving me a chance to interact with them.
“Is it you?” asked a woman with a wary tone as I served her and her friend their mojitos. 
Thinking she was flirting and not wanting to be completely discouraging, even though I never went out with women I met at my club, I said, “That depends. It could be.”
The face she made told me this was the wrong answer. She put the drink down and pushed it back. “Maybe I shouldn’t have this.”
My gut tightened. “My apologies. I was trying to be funny. Let me start again. I’m Jeremy Stewart, the owner. What’s the problem?” 
Her friend chimed in. “Sorry about that. She’s from out of town and read there was someone who worked here who made drinks extra strong to get women drunk. I told her she had nothing to worry about.”
“I appreciate the vote of confidence.” I didn’t know where this woman had read that, but unfortunately, it had merit. I might not know what she’d read or where, but I knew the reason for it. Mitch Baylor. My worst hiring choice ever. He’d been furious when I fired him and told me, “I’d be sorry.” Since his departure, I’d had a flood in the basement and noticed the change in the crowd. Hearing this, that people were talking about my club this way, had me seething.
On Monday, I went through the numbers from the past few weeks and compared them to previous years. I’d been right. Attendance was down. Not knowing if this was a Flurry thing or an economy thing, I made a mental note to check in with Adam and Laurel at dinner tonight. They also ran hospitality businesses and if it was affecting the region in general, maybe they were seeing the same trend. If it was just me, I knew where to point the finger.
Later that day, I was leaving my apartment to go to my parents’ for family dinner when I saw my neighbor, Clara Grayson, struggling to get into the building. I ran to the outer door, gave her a second to step back, then opened it for her. “Hello, Little Lark,” I said as she walked in, still juggling her bags. 
“Good afternoon, Mr. Owl,” she said with a smile. Our nicknames acknowledged the reason we rarely saw each other. As far as I knew, she was awake and out the door first thing in the morning most days of the week for her job as the Youth Services librarian at the public library. In the year since she’d moved in, I’d seen her less than a dozen times in our building. And our paths didn’t cross much around town either.
“Didn’t want to make two trips to the car?” I asked, grabbing one of the bags that looked as though it was about to fall.
“Foolish in hindsight,” she said as she adjusted the books in her arms and used a now free hand to dig out her keys. In most places in Fable Notch, people left doors unlocked, but that wasn’t a good idea in our building. There were eight apartments, four on each floor, and I was pretty certain two of the upstairs apartments were listed on vacation rental sites, which meant people coming and going who we didn’t know.
“This is the second time I’m seeing you in a month. I think that may be a record for us.” I’d come home one night a few weeks ago to find her cat sitting in front of my door. I hadn’t wanted to wake her, but there hadn’t been an alternative. I could still picture her in the long sleep shirt she’d been wearing. And the unexpectedly bright red toenails on her bare feet.
“We better not make a habit of this. People will talk.” She smiled, then turned to open her apartment door. As soon as it was open a crack, she bent down to make sure the cat didn’t run out. Unfortunately, I couldn’t help but notice what a cute ass she had. “Get back, Roarke. Or you won’t get any chicken.”
That earned her a meow followed by the sound of him scampering ahead. I laughed and followed her into the apartment once she was able to open the door fully. “Guess he understood that.”
“I’m pretty sure ‘chicken’ is one of the words he knows,” she said, putting the pile of books on her coffee table. “I’d invite you to stay for some, but I assume you’re on your way to work.”
“No, Monday night is for dinner with the fam,” I said. “I appreciate the offer, though. It smells good.”
She took the bag from me. “Davis Market rotisserie chicken and roasted root vegetables. So much easier than making it. I keep promising myself I’ll learn to do weekend meal prep. I even watch all the cool videos on it, and then I never do it. Fortunately, I have this as an alternative.”
“What did you get for dessert?” It was an assumption, but no matter how good the food was at Davis, the desserts were better. Clara gave me a half-smile. And was that a blush? Pretty. I already thought she was beautiful. She wore her dark hair loose. Thick and shiny, the kind that looked like it would slide through your fingers if you were close enough to try. She was about an inch taller than my sister, and while she dressed professionally, I’d noticed her curves each time we’d spoken. She had full lips with a great smile, but it was her eyes that got me. Brown and expressive. A guy could get lost in them. Not me, of course. Our lives were too different. “Come on. You can tell me.”
There was a pause before she lifted a small box from the bag. “Chocolate cream tart. It called to me. I couldn’t leave it behind.”
“I’m sure you’ll give it a good…home.” That earned me a full grin and added a sparkle to her eyes. Yup, definitely her best feature.
She leaned forward and whispered, “I may eat it first.”
“Bad girl,” I said. I thought my tone was joking, but I saw a subtle change in her expression. Wanting her smile to return, in a conspiratorial tone I offered, “Don’t worry. I do the same thing. Don’t tell my mother.”
It worked. She smiled and made an X over her heart. “If you can’t trust your neighbor with your dessert secrets, who can you trust? Can I at least offer you something to say thank you before you head out? Apple cider? Beer?” 
“Cider sounds good.” While she went to her kitchen for glasses, I glanced toward her living room. I wasn’t surprised to see that rather than art, the walls were lined with bookcases, most of them not just filled, but stuffed. It showed that Clara loved her work. Then I noticed that in addition to books, she had another collection. Walking over to one of the cases, I said, “Nutcrackers?”
She followed me and handed me a glass. “When you have the same name as the heroine of a famous ballet, it becomes the obvious gift. My grandmother gave me my first one the Christmas I was seven, along with tickets for us to see a performance together.” She reached up to a top shelf and pulled down a small but ornate nutcracker which must have sparkled when it was new but now looked worn and well-loved. “I haven’t collected any new ones in a while, but they are special to me.”
“Special enough to bring them all the way across the country,” I said, remembering that she’d moved here from Washington.
“It wouldn’t be home without them,” she said with a shrug. It was nice to hear she thought of Fable Notch as home.
I held up my wrist as we walked back to the kitchen area. “My collection is more utilitarian. Watches. Have a whole bunch from my dad.” 
I was enjoying our chat, but before I could think of something else to say to continue the conversation, the cat jumped on the table and headbutted the bag. “Guess he’s waited long enough for his dinner. If I don’t give it to him soon, he’ll bite his way through.”
“Determined little beast.” I gave her furry roommate a scratch between his ears. “I’ll leave you two to your dinner. Have a good night.”
“You too, and thanks for the help.”
I tipped an invisible hat to her. “My pleasure.” She was focused on food and the cat by the time I closed her door behind me, and as I walked to my car, I found myself disappointed that our schedules didn’t give me a chance to get to know her better.






  
  Chapter Two
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Clara 
I stood there for a moment after Jeremy left, breathing in the scent of his cologne lingering in the air. I noticed it each time I saw him. Something woodsy and warm. Something that invited a woman to step closer to him to enjoy it more. I know that’s what I wanted every time I saw him.
Jeremy was, in a word, gorgeous. Easily the most attractive man I’d ever seen in person. I did a double take on the day we met, which he fortunately didn’t notice. He was everything I’d ever pictured in a sexy hero in the books I loved to read. He had the Stewart family’s blue eyes with thick eyebrows, a strong jaw and nose. His smile made me melt, and on the one occasion I’d seen him upset and frustrated, I’d wanted to hug and comfort him. 
I couldn’t say what it was about him that drove me a little wild. It was probably a combination of how he looked and acted. Confident, just a touch cocky. For the last year, he’d been the visual inspiration for the heroes of every book I wrote. Unfortunately, I rarely saw him. It was an understatement to say we kept completely different schedules, hence our Lark and Owl nicknames. 
We’d crossed paths and introduced ourselves the week I moved in, and like today, he’d given me a hand getting things to my apartment. It had been more than three months before I saw him again. I had visited his club a few times since I arrived in town, but I was more of a stay home, read, and go to bed early kind of gal. 
No surprise. I was a librarian and a writer. Books were—are—my happy place.
And tonight, they were going to consume my evening. In the last few weeks, I’d received advance reading copies of several upcoming releases, and I wanted to dive into them and decide which, if any, I thought our patrons would like. I planned to start with the early readers, since those I could get through quickly. The young adult novels took longer, although I could usually tell within a few chapters if they were right for our collection.
After a quick dinner—and I did have a bite of my dessert first which had me thinking of Jeremy again—I grabbed my stack of books, a soft blanket, and three pads of sticky-notes in different colors so I could write my comments for each. A few seconds after I got settled, Roarke jumped up, making himself comfortable against my legs. He liked to sit close enough for me to give him scratches between the ears as I read. I’d named him for the hero in Nora Roberts’s In Death series. I would never meet a man as ridiculously wealthy as the fictional Roarke, but some day, I hoped to be looked at and loved the way Eve was.
Sadly, the only romance in my life was in the books I read and the ones I wrote. I wasn’t actively looking for someone, but I did dream of more…someday.
When I looked at the clock again, almost four hours had passed. I had a stack of yeses, maybes, and nopes. And a stiff leg. I didn’t move much after Roarke joined me. But it was time for bed, so I annoyed my furry roommate, who shot me a look as I stood. Fortunately, we were basically trading one bed for another, as far as he was concerned. And as soon as I was under the covers, he was curled against me again. I gave him scratches between his ears and opened the Eden Bradley book that was this month’s Hot Sheets Book Club read.
Dangerously Bound had been my suggestion, and I was thrilled when Thea picked it from the red box we used. I loved Eden’s books. She and Joey W. Hill created amazing characters, and they did it with a sensuality and heat that I aspired to in my stories. Okay, I’d like it in my life, but one step at a time. They also wrote frequently about BDSM and power-exchange and wrote it very well. That was something I’d once wanted in my life, too, but it hadn’t worked out.
The next morning, I was up shortly after sunrise. It wasn’t warm enough to walk outside, so I decided to use the treadmill in the basement gym. Regardless of what the calendar said, there’d be at least another six weeks, and probably longer, before we’d feel spring. I grew up near the mountains, so lingering winters weren’t a change for me.
As I stepped into the hall, I looked over at Jeremy’s door. He’d laugh, or more likely groan, to know I was awake at this time. I don’t think he knew how much of a lark I was, getting up only a few hours after he went to bed. I loved a quiet start to the day, when no one was about and my time was completely my own. Although now that I thought of it, he might enjoy the same at two in the morning. 
Once my workout was done, I jumped in the shower, and by the time I got to my kitchen with my hair wet and wearing my bathrobe, coffee was ready. Programmable coffee pots were a wonderful invention. I got out my flavored creamer, lightened my drink, and sat at the table with my notebook. 
Morning was my most creative time of day. Every day before leaving for work, I spent at least an hour, and sometimes almost two, writing. When I first started at the library, I’d tried getting my word count done after work but quickly discovered that time didn’t suit me. After hours of interacting with kids, parents, and staff, gathering inspiration was beyond my abilities. Instead, when I didn’t have other work to do, I used my evenings to edit and review what I’d written in the mornings or do research to add depth and accuracy to my book.
Sipping my coffee, I let myself become Ava Lamont, spicy romance author, and opened my notebook to where I’d left my characters the day before. I wrote my first drafts long hand. It came from stealing time to write when I could while I was in graduate school, which was when I started my first book. That one would never see the light of day. It was terrible, but it had taught me a lot, and I hadn’t stopped since. Using a notebook rather than my laptop helped me shift from busy student to creative writer. It was also easy to carry with me in case I had a brainstorm. I rarely wrote later in the day, but I always had my notebook with me, along with a variety of pens and at least one fountain pen. To write the scenes that made my heart pound, and hopefully the reader’s too, I used a fountain pen. 
At a quarter to eight, my phone alarm went off, telling me it was time to finish getting ready for work. As much as I loved writing, it didn’t pay the bills. Yet. Fortunately, I had my other dream job at the Fable Notch Public Library. It had necessitated a move completely across the country from where I’d grown up and gone to school in Washington, but I appreciated the opportunity for a fresh start.
Yes, there were friends I missed on the West Coast, but we stayed connected. This move gave me distance from the writing group that had turned on me. And it gave me space from my parents; I couldn’t hear them yelling from 3,000 miles away. That alone had made the change worth it.
Twenty minutes later, my hair was dry, my makeup was on, and I was out the door. I had such a short commute, another lovely perk, that I was pulling into a parking spot at the library well before our eight-thirty opening time. I smiled as I looked at the long, brick building, still thrilled that this was how I got to spend my days. My childhood dream of being surrounded by books all the time had come true.
Grabbing my coffee, lunch, and work bag, I headed in, the first to arrive as usual. There was nothing like unlocking the front door and stepping into the building and the smell of the library. To me, it was a hug from a friend. Books had always been my companions and a fortress of solitude when I needed them. What had started as a way to ignore my parents’ shouting matches had become a passion.
Turning on lights as I went, I dropped my things in my office before heading to our small kitchen to put my lunch in the refrigerator and start the coffee. We had a small staff, but we went through at least two pots a day. I was at my desk looking through emails and orders when Ruth knocked on my door and said a cheery, “Good morning”. She was carefully carrying a full mug that said, “I read, therefore I am.”
“Good morning,” I said, putting aside what I was working on.
“How are things in the youth world these days?”
I smiled. “That’s a loaded question. My early and middle readers are good, but my teens? This is a tough time.”
Ruth took a sip of her coffee and said, “Is it ever easy to be a teen?”
She had a point. My own teen years hadn’t been much fun. I’d spent as much time as I could hiding in books. “I suppose not, but with social media and anonymous bullying, I think it’s rougher than ever. And,” I paused because this always worried me, “I have a few who I suspect come in regularly because they don’t want to be home.”
With a small nod of her head, she said, “As awful as that sounds, I’m glad they have us. A good library should feel welcoming for all. If they’re coming, then you’ve created that.”
My heart expanded at her words. A welcoming environment was part of my vision for this department. “That reminds me. A few of my LGBTQIA books have disappeared, again, and one re-appeared.”
Ever since starting this job, I’d worked hard to be aware of what was available for teens as they grew and discovered both their gender and sexual identities. I’d learned from someone I met through YASLA, the youth services branch of the American Library Association, that books on these topics were rarely checked out. Most kids were too nervous to be seen with them. However, if the books went missing, the people who needed them were reading them. I’d put my own money into the budget to repurchase them if necessary.
Fortunately, Ruth supported my collection choices. “Interesting. Which one was returned?” she asked.
“I found Beyond Magenta on a chair yesterday.” The book was an amazing collection of essays about six transgendered and gender-neutral young adults interviewed by the author. “This Book Is Gay, and It Gets Better are ‘missing’.”
“Good to hear. Do you need more funds in your discretionary account? I’m happy to transfer some of mine.”
I was so lucky to have Ruth as a supervisor. I knew not every librarian had this kind of freedom. I’d never take it for granted. “I’ll check, but I don’t think so.” I changed the subject to something I knew was troubling her. “Do we have our new board members yet?”
“We’re one step closer.” I could hear the relief in her voice. We’d had two people rotate off the library board in the last few months. As the board only had five members, this had made getting the budget finalized problematic, as well as moving forward on other regular needs. Ruth had been looking everywhere for volunteers. I even asked my friend and bookstore owner, Thea, but she didn’t feel she had the time. “I’ve submitted the names of two people to Mayor Keller. Janice Hynes from the Davis Orchard and Andrea Kenar, who moved to town three months ago. Her husband took over the cardiac department at the hospital. She’s newer to the area than I’d like, but she has three kids, one in middle school and two in elementary and is interested in becoming part of the community.”
“Wonderful,” I said. “It will be good to have someone on the board who has an active interest in the youth services we provide.” So far, I hadn’t had any trouble getting initiatives established, like the new Makerspace, a setup where kids could do hands-on projects in both crafts and technology. In smaller libraries, my position was often handled by the director. Having someone on the board with a stake in what I did could prove helpful. “And Janice is sure to bring the best refreshments to board meetings.”
That had Ruth laughing in agreement. “I expect the mayor to give the go-ahead before the week is out, and we should have them onboarded and ready before the next meeting.” After another sip of coffee, Ruth dropped her voice and said, “And how’s the new book coming?”
Along with Thea, Ruth was one of the only people who knew I was a writer and what I wrote. Given my role, I kept the information to myself. I was also still nervous about whether I was any good. Yes, my sales were good. And yes, the Hot Sheets Book Club had chosen one of my books a few months ago, and everyone loved it, but imposter syndrome is hard to shake. Especially since the awful experience with my former writers’ group. 
“A little slow,” I said with a sigh. I had published the fifth and last book in my series a few months ago. I tried to release on a regular schedule because that helped build readership, but I was planning something new with this next book, and I was struggling. “I need to do more research.”
“You’re a librarian. That shouldn’t be too hard for you,” Ruth said with a smile. 
Normally, it wasn’t. Every book I wrote required research, whether it was the professions of the characters or something in their backstory that was new to me. But this was different. Books, websites, and videos had been helpful, but I needed something else to make this story what I wanted. “It’s finding the right…sources that’s been challenging,” I said. It sounded cryptic, but there were things that couldn’t be shared with colleagues, even with someone I trusted with my writing secret.
Because what I wanted to write about was power-exchange and BDSM and to do that well, which mattered to me, I was going to need some first-hand experience.






  
  Chapter Three
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Jeremy 
On Wednesday night, I pulled up to the Varnum Bar and Grill, happy to have time with my brothers before I went to Flurry to see how our all-ages night was going. Since we’d started having these weekly get togethers, I’d given Eric the responsibility of running the club on Wednesdays. It was good for both of us.
“Are you sure?” he’d asked when I asked if he’d be willing. Eric started as a part-time bouncer for me almost three years ago while he was still playing football for UNH. He quickly proved to be reliable, helpful, and a customer and staff favorite. The bartenders knew they could count on him to step in if anyone got rowdy or created a problem. At 6’4” with big shoulders, he was more than a little intimidating, but as soon as you got to know him, it was clear he was all heart. Several of my female employees thought of him as the brother they never had. After he graduated, I happily gave him more hours and, in the last year, promoted him. Opening was work he’d done for me before, but being the lead for a night was new.
“I am. If my oldest brother can make time for fun, I can make sure I’m there to witness it,” I’d said. What I didn’t say at the time was that I didn’t expect this to last for more than two or three weeks. I’d been pleasantly surprised when, after a month, it showed no signs of stopping. Now it was something I looked forward to.
When I got to the pool tables at the back of the Varnum, Adam and Gabriel were at the bar grabbing drinks and, I assume, putting in a food order. Drew and Zack were playing and arguing. Typical of the twins. It was great to see Drew settling into a routine, although part of me was still expecting to hear him say he was leaving again.
“That was a double hit on the cue ball,” Zack said.
Drew fired back, “You need to get glasses, man, or a hearing aid. Bad enough you can’t breathe.” No one other than Drew would make fun of Zack’s asthma, which was typically under control. When they were kids, I thought Zack’s physical challenges had made Drew more daring. At least until he’d fallen off the roof of the house and seriously injured himself.
“Don’t make me call Mom,” I said as I stepped up to the tables. That got me matching expressions of “Oh, please” from them both. They might be fraternal twins, but at that moment, they looked very much alike.
“As if she could stop us,” Drew said.
“As if she thought it would be worth it,” Zack added.
Fair point. If there was one thing our mother was good at—and she was good at a lot of things—it was picking her battles when it came to her children. When you had eight, it was the only way to parent. Two of us bickering happened too often to need intervention. “What started things?” I asked, then added, “This time.”
“Drew mistakenly thinks he can improve my love life,” Zack said. “I told him it was fine.”
“And I told him it’s not fine. From what I can see, it’s not anything.”
“It’s not like you’re doing any better. When was the last time you went out with the same person for more than a handful of dates?” Zack shot back.
Drew gave a slow, casual shrug. “That’s because I don’t want to. You, on the other hand, have been on the lookout for Mrs. Right since we were in high school. Maybe middle school. Me? I’m perfectly happy with Ms. or Mr. Right Now.” It was true. Zack had always wanted a long-term partner. Honestly, I’d have guessed he, not Gabriel, would have been the first of my siblings to be in a relationship that ended in marriage. Drew, on the other hand, kept everything in his life relaxed. 
Before I could respond, Lucas, my older brother and the second oldest in our combined family, arrived, pulling off his tie like it was a noose. “God, that feels good. I need a beer, food, and to kick someone’s ass. If it must be at pool, fine.”
“Bad day in court?” Adam said, handing him one of the bottles he’d brought. Whoever got here first usually bought a round for everyone.
Lucas took a swallow that drained almost half the bottle. “Nope. Good day. Bastard is going down, and I can sleep in my own bed tonight.”
Lucas was a family lawyer, and when he had an active case in court, he frequently spent the night at an apartment he kept close to his office in Concord. I gave his shoulder a squeeze. “That definitely calls for a celebration and an ass whooping. Adam, you’re up.”
“Why does everyone assume that I’m going to lose?” We all looked at him, and he gave us a smile that showed there were no hard feelings. “Right. Never mind. Rack ’em, Lucas.”
We took two tables with two or four playing at a time, and one on deck, and we hung out until the games broke up around ten. Looking at my watch, I decided to go to the club to help Eric close for the night and—I admitted to myself—check on the attendance.
As I was about to get into my car, Lucas called my name and jogged over to me. “I didn’t want to say anything in front of everyone because you’d get more questions, but I need to know. What’s wrong?”
I appreciated his concern, even if my first instinct was to deflect. “What makes you think something is wrong?” 
“Because you look exhausted. And you are going to rub off your fingerprint if you keep making circles on that watch face for much longer.” His head tilted as his eyes went to my wrist.
When I looked, I saw he was right. Tapping and playing with my watch was my biggest tell. I’d tried to stop it once by not wearing one for a few days but not having it there was so distracting I could barely work. Touching them helped me focus, and they were my most treasured possessions and part of the inheritance from my biological parents. The other part was the money I used to open Flurry. It was one of the many reasons the place meant so much to me. 
Lucas was still waiting for my answer about what was wrong. I considered coming up with a flip answer, but I knew that wouldn’t help. “I’m worried about the club. Attendance is going down little by little, and I don’t know why.”
“And if you don’t know why, you can’t fix it,” Lucas said, quoting our father, Roger. It was a good mantra for a man who ran an Inn and was head of our large family. “Any ideas of where to start?”
Lucas knew about Mitch’s firing and that I thought he was behind a flood at the club back in January, although I had no proof. I told him about the woman’s comment and that I didn’t know how the word about the over-pour was getting out. “I haven’t seen any negative posts, but the numbers say something is wrong.”
“Maybe you need distance,” Lucas said. “A night or two away from the club could give you some unexpected insights or ideas. I’ve been known to drive into the North Country for the weekend when a case is getting to me.”
I wanted to dismiss the suggestion, but knowing that I’d been spending a lot of my time at Flurry counting heads, I was willing to consider it. Especially hearing it was something Lucas did.
The next day, I realized that worrying had kept me distracted from other responsibilities, and I was in dire need of clean laundry. I threw a bunch of stuff into a basket and walked down to the basement where there were machines for the tenants.
Since I was often guilty of forgetting and leaving things in the machine, once my clothes were in the wash, I set an alarm to remind me when to come down and put things in the dryer. As I was about to leave, my attention was caught by a pink spiral notebook on the folding table with sticky-notes sticking out of it. I hadn’t seen it before. It looked like something a student would use, but as far as I knew, we didn’t have any kids in the building. 
I grew up in a place where people left things behind all the time. The Inn’s Lost and Found was a treasure trove of toys, clothes, and ephemera, but occasionally more precious and personal items were there. I knew the importance of returning things that were lost. I opened the notebook to the first page, hoping to find a name, but instead I saw the words: Untitled, Kink Club, Book One.
I flipped the page to see neat handwriting and what was clearly the beginning of a book. Curious, I sat down on a chair and started reading. Immediately, I was drawn into the story. Hero, heroine, lots of attraction, a stalker ex who is making problems for the heroine and the hero bringing her to a kink club where he was a member. There are sections where the author had written “develop more later,” but it was compelling. Then I got to a page written with a different pen. The lines were thicker, darker. 
And so was the prose. The hero had gone to where the heroine worked in a library and surprised her in the stacks. He’d told her he might do this, but not when.
Coming up behind her, Jonathan leaned his full weight on her slighter frame. He loved her startled gasp as he forced her against the shelves. It’s not comfortable: the cold metal against her skin, the shelf pressing against her breasts, but he doesn’t care. He wound his fist into her hair and pulled. In a low voice and with his mouth at her ear, he said, “Turn around.”
“You shouldn’t be here,” she said, but it was a whisper, and he knew she didn’t mean it. She’d been wanting this as much as he had. He’d waited long enough. They both had. Time to move things forward. 
I shift in the chair, my cock hardening in my sweats. I should stop reading. Put this down and forget about it. But I wanted to know what happened next. 
He pulled back and gave himself room to grab her shoulders and flip her so she faced him, then he pressed against her once again, the impact shaking the books. He looked into her eyes. Despite her wariness—she was at work after all—her face was flushed, her pupils wide with arousal. Staring at her lips, he said, “There’s so much I’m going to do to you.” He captured her mouth and kissed her, almost brutally.
Within a heartbeat, he felt the change in her body as she relaxed against him. And when her lips opened, he took what she offered. He sucked her tongue into his mouth, loving her surrender.
A tiny sigh was his reward. Wanting more proof of her desire, he grazed a hand over her chest. Her nipples were hard. Good. He is too. He pinched each of them until she gasped, then his hand dropped to the hem of her dress. 
He loved these loose dresses. No buttons or zippers. They hid her lush curves from the prying eyes of others, and they were so easy to lift. His hand slid under the hem, up her legs. He stroked the inside of her thighs before moving to the edge of her panties. Her moan was exquisite. He ran a finger under the elastic and teased. Her knees gave a little. Good. “Tell me you want this, Lyssa,” he said. Part of him preferred to take, not ask, but he knew the importance of consent, as well as how exquisite it could be for a partner when they are an active part of their own surrender. She needed to accept her willingness.
She paused, and for a moment he wondered if she’d stop him. “I want this. I want you.”
That’s what he needed to hear. He put a hand over her panties and cupped her pussy. The heat of her made his cock surge, and he smiled against her lips as the material became wetter. Responsive little sub. It’s one of the things that drew him to her, continued to draw him. Made his mouth water for her. “I am going to make you come.”
The scene was doing the same thing to me. I continued reading. Nothing could stop me.
“You know you want me to.”
“You can’t. Not here. What if someone sees?”
“No? I can’t? You don’t use those words with me.” But part of him was glad she did. “But since you did, as punishment, you will be completely silent when your orgasm hits, or I will devise a more devious punishment. Nod if you understand and agree.”
This time there was no pause. She nodded.
“Good girl. Hold your dress up.” She took the hem, exposed herself. A willing participant. Perfect. He grabbed the edges of her panties and lowered them over her hips. When he got them to her knees, he let go of the material, and they fell. “Step out.” 
She did. Every action showed him more consent.
He took a step back to look and to enjoy. Fuck, he loved seeing her like this, her pussy on display, knowing someone could come by at any time. He loved knowing that in this moment all she was thinking of, all she wanted, was him.
He pressed himself against her again and, with no warning, slid one and then two fingers into her wet pussy, stretching and filling her. As he flicked another finger over her swollen clit, her eyes widened, her nostrils flared. But she doesn’t make a sound. Such a good…
I almost jumped out of my skin when the alarm on my phone went off. Holy shit. I was completely pulled into this book and the scene the writer created. I stood—and adjusted my cock—then put my clothes in the dryer. I wanted to keep reading but didn’t want to get caught. Instead, I put the notebook back where I found it and went to my apartment to jerk off and take a cold shower. When I came down for my clothes an hour later, the notebook was gone. Who was our building’s sexy writer?






  
  Chapter Four
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Clara 
All afternoon I’d been nervous about where I might have left my notebook. This morning I’d accidentally turned off my alarm instead of hitting the snooze button and slept in. Since I was running late, I didn’t have a chance to write, but when I looked for the notebook in my bag at lunch, it wasn’t where I thought I’d left it. 
On my drive home, I remembered I’d had it with me when I did laundry last night because I’d done some editing while I waited for my clothes to be done. With any luck, that’s where I had left it in my late-day haze. When I saw it sitting on the folding table, I grabbed it and hugged it to my chest. Thank goodness. I would have been mortified if anyone had read what was in there. Not only was it a first draft, but there were several explicit sex scenes. 
It would take several more drafts before the book was ready, not to mention a trip to my awesome editor, Kelly, but I was happy with the way the story was unfolding. My heroine was new to the BDSM scene and getting dangerously close to ‘sub frenzy,’ something that happened when a new submissive is so excited to try everything, they ignore warning signs and get involved with people they don’t know well. Which meant the “safe” and “sane” part of “safe, sane, and consensual” went out the window. 
To keep my heroine safe and show her the ropes, no pun intended, my hero steps in to protect her. He’s also her brother’s best friend, because I happen to like that trope. And having the heroine of the first book be someone new to BDSM gave me the opportunity to show the reader this world as it unfolded for Lyssa.
But I needed to explore it too. I wanted readers to connect with the story and the characters. I wanted to bring out the trust, intimacy, and vulnerability that were part of the scene, and I wanted it to ring true for any reader who did enjoy BDSM. Which is why I had plans on Friday to go to a real kink club. It was out of town, so I could learn and be anonymous. 
But that didn’t mean I wasn’t nervous, and my nerves had been building as the week went on, which was probably why I’d left my notebook behind. 
I hoped no one noticed how distracted I was on Friday, since my thoughts kept straying to where I was going. Fortunately, there was plenty to keep me busy. I had my weekly read-along time for toddlers, applied for an ALA grant, and set up and supervised the monthly teen STEM Makerspace.
While I was eating lunch and reading, my phone buzzed with a text from Thea. Are you still going tonight?
I could hear the concern in her words. I appreciated that Thea was worried about my going to the Capital Club, but I needed to see, and eventually participate in, it if I wanted it to read authentically. There was no one in my life to experiment with, and the last time I’d done that, it had ended badly. This was the next best alternative. I responded, Yes. I’ll be fine.
I’d been reassuring her for weeks, ever since I mentioned Natalia had invited me to the club’s monthly Tasting Event which would give me a chance to see several different forms of kink in action: bondage, impact, wax, Shibari rope, and electro-play. I was curious about it all. I didn’t expect to play tonight, but in addition to watching, I was hoping to chat with people who enjoyed it. Hearing what they liked and what they experienced would go a long way toward making my books and characters believable.
Natalia was a lovely, albeit unexpected, new friend. She ran Intimate Indulgences, a lingerie store in downtown Concord. Upstairs at her store was the Bliss Room, where guests could make an appointment to browse a wide selection of sex toys. We met in the romance section of a large chain bookstore. I was feeling guilty about being there because of Thea, but she had encouraged me to go because their inventory of romance, especially spicy romance, was bigger than hers. “Just don’t buy anything. Let me order it for you,” she’d said. Of course, I agreed.
“That one is fantastic if you’re looking for something with hot kinky sex,” a stranger said to me as I pulled a book off the shelf. I looked at her with a smile on my face that I’m sure faltered as I met her eyes. She was stunning and exuded a sexual confidence I couldn’t manage on my best day. She had dark hair past her shoulders, cut in sharp edges and layers that framed her face and moved as she did. While her makeup wasn’t heavy, it was perfectly done, accenting all of her features. Her amber eyes stood out beneath full lashes. Her cheekbones were prominent and her lips were full with a touch of gloss. She pointed to the book. “It’s a standalone, but they build. Have you read the first two in the series?”
“I have.” I was holding the third of Sara Cate’s Salacious Players series. “If I remember from the teaser at the end of the last book, this one has a menage in it. If it’s as good as the others, I’m sure I’ll love it.” She was considering a book by Katee Robert, one of my favorite authors, so I said, “I’ve heard good things about the one you’re looking at.”
“I loved her Dark Olympus and Wicked Villains series. I figured it was time to give pirates and vampires a try,” she said with a smile and a wink. I understood the reaction. It was fun to acknowledge the variety and fantasy in this genre. There was no limit on what an author could create and what readers liked. She held out her hand. “I’m Natalia.”
I introduced myself, and we continued to talk books and favorite authors. After making our purchases—well, she did. I explained why I couldn’t—we ended up getting coffee together. Before the afternoon was over, I’d been willing to take a leap and told her about my pen name and my books. She returned my trust by telling me about her store and how she sold a small selection of curated books, both fiction and non-fiction. Three lattes and a lot of laughter later, she offered to carry my books in her shop. I was happy to agree. 
Because I’d never been to Intimate Indulgences, she insisted I bring my books rather than sending them to her. I couldn’t believe how wonderful the store was. I wouldn’t have imagined a place could feel sensuous and welcoming at the same time, but it did. She gave me a tour and showed me where my books would be displayed. It was flattering to be on a shelf next to some of my favorite high-heat authors. 
Almost two hours later, after exploring both the clothing and the toy section, I left with a gorgeous long satin nightgown in ice blue, a new vibrator, and a greater
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