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CHAPTER ONE


Kristin

The air in her mother’s backyard was sticky for early September. “I wrote you a poem,” Kristin’s mother, Doris, said. Kristin’s nerves, shaky at best when she was near her mother, ramped into overdrive.

Doris’ poems were lumps of her mother’s morality of iambic pentameter. They all followed the theme that she feared Kristin, the daughter she labored for eight hours to give birth to, then raised alone, would be going straight to hell, unless she followed Doris’ dictums on how to live her life.

Kristin scanned the lines her mother wrote, bracing herself. Titled “Shifting Winds,” Doris compared the twists and turns of life to soft, gusting and steady winds. How it was best to stay on a good path and not let raging winds divert you from your goals. All in all, not as judgmental as others had been – and Kristin shared little with her mother about her love life or lack thereof.

What her mom didn’t know, was that she was a card-carrying member of kinklink.com and that she planned to attend an event that night.

Kristin took a deep, calming breath, calling to mind her therapist’s and minister’s words – that love, not hate, motivated her mother. She was only trying to do what she thought was best for her daughter. She had to be both mother and father –good cop and bad cop, but lately mostly bad cop. She quickly decided to change the subject, “I did a DNA test; I got one for Jessa for her birthday and they were on sale so I got one for myself.” Doris loved her a good sale.

All Kristin knew about her father was that he was a Marine. When the 9/11 attack happened, he was deployed to Iraq. He married her mother when he came home on leave.

After his deployment ended, her mother said he had become distant and cold after the war. When she caught him cheating on her, she divorced him and cut contact “for their own good.”

Unlike her best friend’s Jessa’s absent father, her father, John Rinehart, paid child support. Her mother looked pissed which only made Kristin’s anger simmer. She had a right to know where she came from. Besides, it was the thing, everybody was doing it.

She finished her Rob Roy too fast and gave herself a brain freeze. Her mother’s lips were pressed tightly together. A few stray gray strands of her mom’s salt and pepper hair framed her face; she had few wrinkles which was amazing for all she’d been through. Kristin had inherited Doris’ high cheekbones and aquiline nose, but not her mother’s fair skin or blue eyes. Kristin stood six inches taller than her mother, and also unlike her mom she tanned easily due to her olive skin tone. Her dark brown eyes, face and mouth were fuller than her mother’s, too. They looked similar but different if that made any sense.

Doris was busy braiding her straight hair into two braids, which meant she would get busy with her garden, and meant it was Kristin’s cue to leave. “I’m going to go, Momma, let you do battle in your garden.” Kristin kissed her cheek, surprised when her mother hugged her hard and didn’t let go.

Stunned, Kristin hugged her back, “Is everything okay, Mom?” Kristin’s voice sounded small and needy. Her mother released her and patted her cheek. “Of course it is. There’s blueberry pound cake, if you want. It’s in the dish with the pink lid.”

Kristin studied her mother’s face, stoic as always, her bad-ass teacher face, the terror of the English department at Westover High School. “School starts next week, huh?” Kristin asked, sliding her phone into her purse. “Next week,” her mother replied.

As she turned to leave, her mother called her name. “Let me know how the DNA thing works out.”

“Talk soon,” Kristin said.

“Of course,” Doris said, turning to her prized rosebush. Kristin grabbed the pound cake and tried to push away thoughts of Ryan Boynton, the hot private investigator she couldn’t stop thinking about. No luck. On cue, butterflies that came to life each time she thought of him were flapping around in her stomach. Pathetic, since she hadn’t seen or really talked to him in months, not since her best friend Jessa married his twin brother Reece.

Three little words. Ryan muttered them after she commanded him to do the chicken dance at Reece and Jessa’s wedding. “We could switch.” But she was a domme, right?

She stood for a moment before she climbed into her Jeep, a purchase Doris disproved of. Looking up and down the street she grew up on Kristin took note of Mr. Garcia’s bed of red and white impatiens, the brown spots on Miss Hazel’s lawn that her sprinkler didn’t reach, and the uneven sidewalk under the tree in front of the Wagner’s house.

She hadn’t been to a kinklink night since March, when she took a submissive wristband for the first time ever, but chickened out when she saw Ryan there as dominant. She didn’t have the guts to face him, or speak to him. She pleaded a headache and left without playing.

For some reason she was feeling off kilter, not the same strong person she always thought herself to be, thinking it might be his fault. She slid behind the wheel pushing away these stray thoughts and started her short drive home.

She took Woodward Avenue, rather than the freeway, to her loft-style apartment in downtown Detroit, trying to decide for sure if she wanted to play at kinklink’s monthly meetup that night. She loved driving through the bustling downtown, past party buses and people dining outside on a warm night. Her apartment was next to an iconic art deco building that was being restored. Her building was about a half mile from the Detroit River and the Riverwalk where people walked, bicycled, or rollerbladed a strong stone’s throw away from Windsor, Ontario. Nothing interesting was in her mailbox. She folded the towels she washed last night, still she couldn’t decide.

Kristin braided her hair so it fell over her shoulder, wondering how it would look if she didn’t straighten it. Her phone pinged with a text from Jessa. U coming tonite?

Go time. She had to decide. Shifting winds, right? She wanted to play – so she would damn well play – not let bracing winds, i.e. Ryan, deter her from her true desires.

Hope so, she answered, adding a goofy face emoji. She pulled out her new bustier, fighting down bubbles of panic, then reached for her red cat suit and thigh-high, soft as butter, black leather boots. She needed to kick ass tonight.

The newest client at the small ad agency she worked at shot down every marketing idea Kristin presented last week. Her boss, Kevin, started biting his fingernails again. He started the agency a few years out of college with nothing but his creative genius and high energy. He told her not to worry about it, and to come up with Plan B. So why did she let the client’s disproval bother her so much – perhaps because pleasing Doris was something she had no hope of doing? She shouldn’t need mommy’s approval – except she did, sometime for something. In lieu of that – she needed to control something, someone, and make him, and herself happy.

The meet-up was in a converted barn about an hour out of Metro Detroit. The wood was dark, not cherry red. The space inside was large enough to accommodate a variety of tempting displays and scenes in the public area as well as the private rooms.

She wanted to look her best as it had been awhile—and in case she ran into Ryan. As she slipped on her shoes her phone pinged with another text from Jessa asking if she wanted a ride. No way in hell would she crap on her friend’s much needed night out with Reece, her husband and dominant. Besides, driving relaxed her and if she needed to leave unexpectedly it was nice to have the option. She wrote hell no, but changed it to no thanks before she hit send.

Deciding she’d change when she got there, she put her clothes and boots in a shopping bag. She resisted texting Jessa to ask if Reece knew if Ryan, his twin brother, would be there tonight. Although she was dying to know.

The traffic was light and her Jeep ate up the miles ending up being one of the first members to arrive. Grabbing her clothing bag Kristin decided to just dress in the car, the lot was empty enough yet that she didn’t think anyone would notice. She pulled her cat suit, tights and boots and used her rearview mirror to touch up her makeup adding eye liner to her eyes with her favorite MAC kohl pencil and Juicy mauve lips the perfect color to match her nails.

Her phone pinged with a work email as she walked through the gravel parking lot to the converted barn. She read it quickly as phones were collected at the door. She liked her job at the small, start-up, crazy creative ad agency in midtown Detroit. She got to do a bit of everything, but it was nice to unplug for the weekend. She powered down her phone and gave it to the attendant.

He looked at her in question, like he didn’t recognize her—though she didn’t know him either. His name was Max according to the pin he was wearing. Without a word he indicated the bands for her to choose her role. She took a red one – denoting she was a domme. That meant she would dominate her partner tonight. She was a domme, clear and simple. She needed to dominate tonight. He fastened her bracelet and she stood straighter, squared her shoulders gathering the courage she suddenly needed and walked to the bar.

The chilled air raised goosebumps on her skin. A sub bound to a St. Andrews cross asked her dom to whip her with a crop. He moved the handle to her bare sex and asked her what her safe word was. “Colors, sir, red for stop, yellow for slow, green for please, sir,” she said, just before she screamed through her orgasm.

“Dirty martini, please,” she said. The ripped, shirtless waiter winked. “You got it, doll. I’m Mike.”

Her gaze slid over his taut, toned chest and six-pack and she felt – nothing. Was it because she was waiting for Ryan? Mike slid the drink toward her with a nod and she picked up the fancy glass for a sip.

“If that’s not what you want, Mistress, I can give you want you need.”

She smiled and took another small sip, mindful of the two-drink minimum. She came to play. Right? Waiter boy would do.

She held his gaze and his eyes dilated in a way that told her he was schooled in the practice. His breath quickened before he glanced down submissively.

Her skin prickled and pulse quickened. She needed this, needed to get back into her role but something was still off for her. Puzzled, she glanced around the softly lit room, searching for the source of her unease. The spanking benches and St. Andrew’s crosses were open since it was still early and few people had arrived. Though once the energy from a scene began it could charge through the entire room.

Red and black hues dominated the space. Kristin felt her pulse throb to the thudding bass of the classic rock tunes playing. Black benches were scattered throughout. Sconces along the walls cast soft light, giving it an intimate feel. The wooden, inlaid floor gleamed—probably marble or something equally as posh. Plush rugs were placed here and there, complementing the overall décor.

Glancing back to Mike, she looked over at the attendant at the entrance and froze. Ryan.

He saw her immediately and without hesitation strode toward her. His sensuous mouth was set in a firm, forbidding line. He came for her, she was sure of it.

His black T-shirt clung to his broad shoulders and honed, hard chest. Stubble shadowed his jaw and his hazel eyes glittered and narrowed.

Her palms sweated. That hadn’t happened since high school and her ill-fated performance in “Grease.” He strode toward her, drawing closer.

His gaze traveled over her, stopping at her wrist focusing on the red band as she gulped her drink. He stiffened, then spun around toward the attendant. She pivoted, so her back was to him, dismissing him, and faced Mike – every cell in her body alive and waiting.

Seconds later, Ryan returned and his breath stirred against her neck. She resisted the urge to sink back into his solid strength because she was in charge—she was the domme, dammit.

Her hand shook and she spilled a bit of her drink on the bar. Mike looked at her in question as Ryan plucked her drink from her nerveless fingers setting it down the rest of the way. Startled, she turned to face him and froze. He wore a white armband, denoting submissive. He was not a submissive. She knew that in her bones. He tried it with Jessa, but it, they, didn’t work. Did he change it when he went back to the door, because he saw her domme wristband?

“Mistress,” Ryan hissed. Yeah, not a switch either.

All the heat in her body, all the heat in the room, flooded to her core. “Ryan,’ she said, but without the bite of authority she needed. She wanted to turn into his arms, press her face into his neck and breathe in his scent.

Stop. She had to stop this, this wasn’t her role. “What do you think you are doing?” She reached for his wrist, as if he was hers. Zing. The connection jolted through her.

When he stepped closer, she dropped his arm, as if she’d been burned. A smile played along his lips. She couldn’t tear her gaze away.

“Mistress?” The bartender’s tone was needy. Ryan edged closer as she turned back toward the bar. Ryan smelled like citrus laced with fresh spring rain and something else that was only him.

He was not playing fair. He was not a damned submissive. But neither, then was she.

She finished her drink. The chilled, distilled spirit softened the jagged edges off her nerves. She couldn’t keep Mike waiting when she had unfinished business with Ryan.

She leaned toward the bar, patted his hand, and then raked her fingernail across his arm. Ryan stiffened. “Maybe next time, pet.”

She slid off the barstool and motioned to the plush couch. Ryan indicated she should proceed him – dominant style. She arched her eyebrow and stepped away from him.

He moved fast so his fingers feathered over the small of her back. She felt his slight touch from the roots of her hair to her toes.

She sank back against the cushions and pointed to the spot next to her. He sat so his thighs touched hers and rested his arm against the back of the couch, his warm skin pressed against her bare shoulders.

She poked her fingernail into his chest. “You are not a submissive. What you did with Jessa…”

She caught the flash of pain in his eyes before he could hide it. “We never, she and I…”

She cut him off. She knew he had never penetrated her but they did plenty for her to know his role. “I know. She told me.”

His gaze raked over her, hot and possessive. “Ask for a private room, mistress.” He lifted her hand from his chest and pressed a kiss to her palm. “Please,” he murmured, rubbing his thumb over her pulse in her wrist.

Why not? True natures were best revealed in private. She left him and secured a room near the former horse stables that contained a pole and spanking bench. Soft jazz filtered through the building setting a relaxing tone for the players. Paddles and floggers hung on the wall available for use, just the thought of it all excited her. She rubbed her bare arms in the chilled air.

Ryan entered the private room first and when Kristin entered, she picked up a wooden paddle and smacked it against her palm. Her backside tingled with anticipation of controlling her sub.

“You’re wondering how it would feel against your luscious bottom,” he said, stepping close. His breath tickled her ear. “You would beg me for it, mistress – brat out so I spanked you.”

She set the paddle down, seething, her panties soaked with wanting him. Her pulse raced. Heat flooded her face. Her sex throbbed, wanting what he was describing. “Your braid, I like it.” He pressed his lips to the spot behind her ear that drove her insane. “Your neck,” he wrapped his hand around it, in a sexually aggressive move, “is available to me and this…” he tugged on her braid just to the point of pain, “gives me something to hang on to.”

Her breath grew shallow and her mouth dried. She needed to stop this – what did he think he was doing? She needed to take command. She would do it, in a moment. She tilted her neck to give his lips free rein.

His fingers splayed across her stomach. He groaned. “I can smell you, mistress.”

She wanted to sink to her knees and await his command when the door opened. The club monitor nodded at Ryan, assuming he was the dominant.

No, dammit. She was not a sub. She stepped away from him, regretting it immediately. “Shirt off, sub,” she commanded. “Unless you don’t want to play.”

The attendant’s gaze slid to her and her wristband. “Do you need anything mistress?” he asked. “No thank-you,” she answered. He shut the door and watched through the window for a moment, then left them after he was satisfied all was cordial.

Ryan peeled his shirt off. His chest gleamed in the muted light. She grazed her fingertips over the perfect smattering of hair on his chest that arrowed down to a delicious bunny trail, then flicked his nipple ring in irritation.

She forgot about that. He got it with Jessa, for Jessa, in Chicago. She darted a glance at him. His expression looked strained.

His erection bulged against his jeans. She undid his fly and freed his cock. Acting the disinterested domme, she looked away. “Your pants, step out of them. Now.”

She brushed her hand over his erection; a combination of velvet over steel. Precum leaked out of the head and she lifted her palm to her mouth, tasting him.

Red stained his cheeks. His nostrils flared. Every cell in her body demanded she release him from his submission – but he had to release himself.

“On the pole, sub, bound by my will. Tell me what your safe word is,” she said.

His eyes glittered green, like glass. “I will, if you will,” he said.

She wanted to feel a flogger in her hands. She stepped toward the wall just as her step faltered.

He was beside her in an instant, taking hold of her waist and almost as if she was his. Kristin pressed her cheek to the hollow of his neck. His citrus scent made her feel safe, calm and at peace.

She wound her arms around his neck. “Wind, that’s my safe word. Kiss me, Ryan,” she whispered, though not as a domme but as a woman wanting.

He groaned and lifted her into his body, so her legs encircled his waist. His erection pressed against her clit. “Switch, my safe word is switch,” he said before he claimed her mouth, commanded it, both halves of their true selves coming together, filling Kristin with joy and unease.


CHAPTER TWO


Ryan

Ryan Boynton powered down his laptop. It was a waste of time, anyway. His concentration was shot to hell.

Damn oh damn oh damn. After he and Kristin scened last night, he walked out to find Jessa affixed to a St. Andrew’s cross and Reece holding a flogger – and faltering under all the attention. Reece hated being stared at. Unable to turn his back on his twin when he needed him – Ryan stepped in to wield the flogger under Reece’s direction, ignoring Kristin, breaking their connection. She left with the fucking bartender while Ryan was engrossed in the scene.

He couldn’t stop thinking of Kristin – her face at the kinklink meeting last night when she saw he switched his armband from dom to sub – for her. His twin brother, Reece, with whom he owned and ran R & R Investigations and Security, did a double take when he saw him grinning into space. Hack, aka David Varetti, their IT whiz, noticed, too.

Reece was crazy in love with Jessa, his wife and submissive. Thing was, he and Reece used to share women. They shared Jessa, until they didn’t.

Jessa brought out Ryan’s need to submit, a change from dominating women with their consent. He never felt the need to submit – some of the time, anyway – before Jessa walked into R & R Investigations and into their lives. She wanted help to find her long-lost father to get his medical history to discover what was causing her headaches doctors had no answers for.

The bond between Jessa and Reece was stronger than what Ryan and Jessa shared. So, Ryan stepped aside, making his twin and Jessa deliriously happy and leaving him on the outside.

His thoughts returned to Kristin, a pattern of late. When he saw her in full domme mode last night, with that damn braid that drove him insane, his dom instincts roared to life. His grin busted loose again. Hack caught it and smirked. “Spill, dude, you know you want to.” Hack had a guest membership at kinklink, same as Bria. Ryan’s grin dissolved. Bria was their former receptionist, whom he and Reece also shared in an arrangement more casual to them than she believed it to be.

When Jessa walked into their lives, they fired her and dumped her, an asshole move any way you sliced it. A shit storm ensued. Badly done, he knew that.

As far as he could tell, Hack was casually involved with Bria. He hadn’t shared his practice of bondage art, or shibari with her at any kinklink meetups, though. Interesting that.

Reece saw Hack give a demo at kinklink once. It took a couple hours. Ryan had to miss that night, stuck on surveillance. It sounded amazing and painstaking, something Ryan would not have patience to do.

Reece appeared in his doorway and motioned to Hack. “A moment?” he said, heading back into his office. He and Hack grabbed their laptops to join Reece.

Unless they were meeting clients, they kept what they wore into the office a step below casual, much lower if they were on surveillance or on cheater detail. Ryan’s go-to get-up for cheater detail, the cash cow of their business, was what Jessa described as “frat boy” look.

He was in that get up one of the first times his submissive side made itself known – to her. Funny, the image of Jessa in the scenes they shared faded more and more each time he thought of them. Kristin was a different deal. Her vivid red lipstick. The way she strutted when she was in domme mode. And that damn braid. The things he wanted to do to her, and for her to do with him, when she wore that braid so its thickness hung just over her bare shoulder, exposing her gorgeous neck.

His damn grin broke loose again. “Had some fun last night, didja, big bro?” Reece waggled his eyebrows. It was Ryan’s turn to smirk. He was born a full two, maybe three minutes before Reece. Worked for him.

His mother, Meredith, was a public relations in house wizard for Cadillac before she retired to the Junior League and afternoon bridge. His dad, Rob, was a creative genius for the ad agency that did local work for Cadillac. So he and Reece were born between ad campaigns.

“You hustled her into a private room quick-fast,” Reece said.

What he and Kristin were exploring was too new to expose to prying eyes, even his twin, and Hack, his best friend, next to Reece. “All safe, sane and consensual, you both know the drill. I still want to see your shibari show, Hack. When is the next one?”

Reece stepped in, raising his eyebrows, knit in concern. “Is it going to be weird for Cora’s birthday?” He was referring to the way the evening ended – with Kristin leaving with another guy.

Reece and Jessa’s daughter Cora was turning one. Kristin was her godmother and Jessa’s best friend. They went to some alternative high school together and were joined at the hip ever since. He was fuzzy why they transferred from a “traditional” public high school to the non-traditional school. Reece said he thought, in Kristin’s case, it something to do with a school play.

He and Reece were Catholic schooled all the way, until Reece left for the University of Michigan and he for Michigan State University, where he met Hack in his senior year and Hack’s freshman year.

Hack was a gamer and gambler – and a genius in information technology. Hack could find back doors into any program, an evil genius. He and Reece hired him three years later to turn that around, use his power for good, and do cyber security for them, which emerged as a huge piece of their business.

“No, little bro,’ all good. Why are we here?” Ryan asked.

“There’s a new client, a mid-sized accounting firm. They’ve had a breach, cyber-attack on their client data base.”

“What’s the damage, so far?” Hack asked.

“Compromised files,” Reece said. “It’s not tax season, so it’s not highest priority.”

Reece turned his gaze on Hack. “Where are you at on the Phillips case?” he asked.

He and Hack shared cheater detail on that case. They’d spent a week of long, boring nights. He pictured Kristin on her knees submissively, awaiting his command or strutting into a room in her slinky cat outfit he would peel off so he could see her luscious curves and taste every sweet inch of her.

“Ryan?” Reece’s voice crashed the party. “You back with us?”

Hack, the asshole, grinned. “I said we’ve come up dry, so far,” he said.

Dry – Kristin would be anything but dry when he sunk his fingers and eventually his dick into her silken depths.

“Stay on him,” Reece said, picking up his coffee mug, and then setting it down. “Do you have any of your high-octane java going?” he asked.

Ryan smirked. “If you think you can handle it,”

Mandy, the newest hire, walked into the reception area. Hack’s head swung so fast to look at her, he reminded Ryan of a cartoon character. Ryan bit back his laugh.

Mandy knew how to write computer code, but she didn’t like to. But that made her crazy good in research and stopping cyber-attacks. When Hack turned back to them, Ryan noted, in amazement, that Hack’s cheeks were slashes of red and his nostrils flared.

Ryan knew from watching scenes at kinklink meetups, what that meant. Dude was hot for her. She was cute, Ryan supposed, with her red-blonde hair and hazel eyes peering out of her glasses.

Barely standing five foot two to Hack’s freakish six foot four, they would make an interesting pair. The door to Reece’s office was shut. Still, Reece pitched his voice low. “See something you like, didja?” Reece asked.

Hack’s answer was an intelligible grunt. Reece looked to Ryan in question. Ryan shrugged. “He’s not over her, in a subordinate position,” Ryan said, well aware of the double entendre his words evoked.

Hack squeezed his dom eyes shut – likely to stop the erotic thoughts stampeding through his head. “What I mean is, you’re equals,” Ryan said.

Hack raised an eyebrow at that. Reece chuckled. “You’ve been here longer, obviously,” Reece said. “But you’re not her boss, so just let us know if she gives your worthless ass a chance.”

Hack rolled his eyes. “This grade A, prime package, especially my ass, has never been called worthless,” Hack said.

It was Reece’s turn to roll his eyes. “She’ll help on the cyber breach,” he said.

“What about Bria?” Ryan asked, regretting the words as soon as he said them.

Hack frowned, then stood. “It’s complicated. There’s shit…” He broke off, pacing and scowling.

“Your ropes, you haven’t been to a kinklink meetup for a while,” Ryan said.

Hack’s eyes looked bleak. When he turned his gaze to Mandy, Ryan could see he visibly calmed. Reece caught his eye and mouthed “holy shit.”

Reece walked into Ryan’s office, past shelves filled with thick volumes of Bresser’s a list of names, addresses and phone numbers, and other reference books that lined one wall. Reece smiled at the photo of him and Ryan in tuxes on Reece and Jessa’s wedding day that Ryan kept on his desk, then smiled and nodded to Mandy as he poured the last of Ryan’s triple-shot espresso brew. Ryan got hooked on coffee with a kick in Montreal on a case a couple years back. Would Kristin like it there?

He needed a distraction. Time to mess with Hack. “Trevor keeps asking her out,” Ryan said, jerking his chin toward Mandy. She sat with her back to them in the reception area.

Hack stilled, clenching his jaw so tight, Ryan thought it would snap. “For what?” Hack asked.

“Come again?” Ryan asked, determined to get Hack to spill.

“Trev – what kind of shit is he asking her to do?” Hack’s tone was deceptively calm.

Ryan wasn’t buying it. “Lunch and coffee, so far as I’ve heard,” he said.

Reece set his coffee down, enjoying the show. “He’ll keep asking,” Reece said. “He asked me about our policy on employees dating.”

Hack’s face reddened. “Easy, dude,” Ryan said, deciding to put Hack out of his misery. “She asks about you, dude, not Trev.”

Hack’s color returned to normal, but his eyes narrowed and tone sharpened. “What did she ask? And what did you tell her?”

“I didn’t mention Bria, if that’s what you’re pissy about,” Ryan said, getting pissed himself. How serious was Hack with Bria? She sucker-punched him– in Reece’s driveway, for Chris sake. “She hasn’t asked for specifics, but I gotta say – if she does, I won’t lie to her. She’s sweet, deserves better than lies. Thing is, I have no clue about you and Bria,” Ryan said.

“Like I said,” Hack muttered. “It’s complicated.” Catching the wary look on his and Reece’s faces, Hack shook his head. “It’s not the way you think.”

“Then fucking lay it out there,” Ryan said, frustrated and hurt by Hack’s silence and involvement with someone who attacked him.

Hack met their gazes. His expression was bleak. “There’s shit in play I can’t talk about. I’m trying to resolve it with the best outcome possible – off the books.”

Reece met Ryan’s gaze, puzzled. “The skip tracers we hire when we need to,” Ryan explained. “It’s like that.” They hired freelance investigators to work on a cash basis, off the books, to skip trace people who had fallen behind on car payments so the repo crew could recover the vehicle. Since repo stuff wasn’t part of their regular client base, they didn’t want to pay somebody benefits for short-term work. So they paid a higher cash rate, off the books.

Ryan had a bad feeling in his gut about Bria. She had a darkness he didn’t want Hack to get swallowed up in. “We’re here for you,” Ryan said.

“If we can help you, let us know,” Reece added, making it clear their concern was for Hack, not Bria.

“Understood,” Hack said, as his gaze wandered to Mandy. She stood on tiptoes to reach something on the top shelf of the storage closet.

“Later,” Reece said, chuckling as Hack all but sprinted out of Reece’s office to help her.

“He’s got it bad,” Ryan said.

“A lot of that going around,” Reece said.


CHAPTER THREE


Ryan

Reece was right. Ryan had it bad. Giving up on getting any work done, he shut off his laptop and headed home to the loft-style condo near the Detroit River he bought a couple months ago.

He opened his windows to let the Indian summer breeze blow through, then flopped down on his leather couch. He let his mind wander to Kristin and what they did last night in their private room – how good it had been until he fucked it up. He knew Kristin wanted to press her spine against the pole and be bound by his will.

He knew it in his head, heart and gut. But she was fighting against it with all the fire of her beautiful soul, like the fierce warrior that she was. He’d studied every detail of her perfect, heart-shaped face, her soft, full lips, high cheekbones and spiky eyelashes framing golden brown eyes, mirrors to her beautiful soul.

Who hurt her so badly that she closed off part of herself? The irony that he could see who she was and what she needed while his own answers, who he was at his core, remained murky, wasn’t lost on him. He did not want her to play with someone who was not him though; he wanted her under his command. If he had to be on this damn pole to get that, he would force himself to do it.

She picked up the flogger and shook presumably with nerves. She twisted her dark, glossy hair into a braid and reddened her lips. She used kohl around her exotic brown eyes but her skin glowed naturally, free from cosmetics as far as he could tell. His sweet, beautiful warrior mistress didn’t want to hurt him. Her gaze locked onto the flogger. “Have you used it before?” he asked.

She wet her lips. “No.”

His erection strained against his zipper. “May I show you? We’ll aim for the bench.”

Her stance softened. He stepped behind her and pressed his cock to her backside. He splayed his fingers across her stomach and breathed in her cinnamon and musk scent.

He growled low. Keeping his right hand on her sternum, he covered her left hand, the one in which she held the flogger. A bubble of sanity burst through his haze of lust. “You’re left-handed,” he murmured, with something akin to joy.

She turned her cheek into his bare shoulder. “You are, too,” she said, sounding amazed.

“Yeah, he grunted.

Her words came out in a rush. “There’s more men than women that supposedly prefer their left. We’re rare. There were a lot of us in my writing classes and at my ad agency.” She broke off, as if she was embarrassed.

He couldn’t have that. “Creatives, baby. We’re more artistic and visionary, we think outside the box. We have to. It’s a right hander’s world.”

“I know, right?” she said.

He felt the moment when the last bit of tension left her body. Trust. She was gifting him with her trust. He grew even harder.

He had to go slow, not squander her gift. “It’s like fishing, casting off.” He pressed his face into her hair. It smelled like flowers. “Have you done that, doll?”

She giggled. He smiled, becoming more and more enchanted with this woman.

“At Girl Scout camp. I was good at it, but I didn’t catch anything.” Her voice was wistful. Little did she know she caught him.

“I’ll take you next week. Hack has a boat.” Hack was a big time outdoorsy guy always trying to encourage him and his brother to give the sport a try. “I could show you how I do this, with my left hand,” he said.

She nodded.

He took hold of her wrist and guided her. Snap. The strands of the flogger fell against the center of the spanking bench, just where he aimed it. Snap, snap, snap. They landed three more, her hand nestled in his. He scented her again then prepared to step away from the heaven that was her body. “Your turn. All yours.”

She took the flogger and landed three perfect swings.

He had one more thing he wanted to show her. “If you keep your wrist like this,” He showed her the way he had been taught. “That produces a thuddy feeling, but not pain,” he said.

“How long do we have this room?” he
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