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Chapter 1

Club Temptation was packed. Finding a man for Maria to take home for the night would be about as easy as picking up shells on the beach. Finding a hard man, as the saying went, would take a little more doing. Not much, since Miami was full of men who worked out. The club was therefore pretty well-stocked with men who hit the gym on a fairly regular basis. A few stood out as exceptionally well-muscled with a gorgeous face to go with it.

Maria leaned up against the bar watching them strut past and trying to figure out if any of them would be worth the trouble. It had to be closing in on two in the morning and none of the twenty-somethings looked tired at all. The crowd was thinning a bit, though. If she wanted to snag someone she’d have to do it soon.

“You just looking, or actually choosing?”

Maria turned around just as the bartender placed her drink in front of her. “Nothing worth picking.”

The woman raised her eyebrow at the crowd behind them. “Not one of these fine young men caught your fancy?”

Maria shrugged and turned back around to assess the new crop of fine young men walking past. “Some of them are damn fine, sure. But they’re all so… inexperienced. Cocksure and full of themselves, but no experience to back it up. I’d rather not have to draw him a map so he can find the important bits, if you know what I mean.”

The woman laughed. “You’re not wrong. I’ve occasionally accepted an offer from one of these hotties and let me tell you, they can be so full of themselves it’s almost like I’m not even part of the equation.”

Maria shook her head. “Not even worth it.”

Then the crowd parted a little and revealed a blond man in a sharp suit talking with someone. He was trim, but he filled out his suit in all the right ways, hinting at muscled arms and thighs. She couldn’t tell if there was any gray in his blond hair, but he was close enough that she could see the smile lines around his eyes when he laughed. Maria couldn’t tell his exact age in the dim light, but with his muscled body and strong chin, he wore it well.

Maria whistled low to the bartender. “Now he, on the other hand, is worth all my attention.”

The woman leaned in close. “Don’t get too worked up about him. That’s Andrew McClerkin. He’s a big figure around here and he doesn’t go home with anybody. I’ll just be the one to break it to you that it ain’t gonna happen.”

“Well, I can still enjoy the view,” Maria said. Just then Andrew started for the bar – and caught her looking at him. His gaze swept over her, assessing. She cocked her hip and let him look: long curly brown hair, short skirt covering ample hips and showing lots of Cuban-American golden-tanned legs. She looked good tonight, and she was pleased when he smiled a little and came over, sliding up to the bar beside her.

His hot gaze caught hers for a moment and made her belly flutter before he turned to the bartender. “1800 Cristalino, please. Double shot.”

“Right away,” the woman said, then turned to grab the bottle.

“A man with good taste in tequila,” Maria commented.

Andrew’s gaze met hers. “I only pick the finest.”

He radiated strength and Maria couldn’t look away from his steely gray-green eyes. This was definitely a man with experience. She was willing to bet he could find her g-spot in 30 seconds with his eyes closed. She swallowed hard, totally at a loss for what to say.

The moment was broken when his drink was placed in front of him and he reached out to get it. There was a silver link bracelet around his wrist with a charm hanging from it: a winding black snake gleaming in the blue overhead lights. Maria’s eyes grew wide as she looked at it.

That charm meant only one thing: Andrew was a member of Sin, the exclusive BDSM club rumored to be somewhere in this building.

Her gaze shot up to his face, to find him studying her. “You know what this is?” Andrew asked, lifting his wrist.

Maria nodded mutely.

“How do you know?”

She swallowed again. She didn’t want to admit that Sin was a rumor passed between those that frequented Temptation often. She came back over and over because she hoped it was more than a rumor.

“I’ve heard some people talk about it.”

“What people?” His eyes narrowed.

“Just random people,” Maria said quickly. “I don’t really know them, only heard them talking amongst themselves. They didn’t mean for me to hear.” It was true. That was the first time she’d heard of Sin and she was hooked on the idea from the moment she’d heard it. Other times had been snatches of conversation that the speaker would never confirm, or boasting young men that were too drunk to take seriously. When she asked people they either went silent and excused themselves, or gave her their theories about the club, all different from the last set of theories. And yet, spoken from the mouths of enough different people the idea of the secret club had persisted with Maria.

Andrew took a sip of his tequila, keeping eye contact with her over the rim of his glass. He licked his bottom lip when he was finished, catching a stray drop. His lips were full and sensuous. She’d gladly lick the tequila off for him.

“You’ve only heard of it.” When Maria nodded he said, “I’ve seen you here before. You come here a lot, and you stand out.” Maria flushed, and he chuckled as he eyed her short skirt. “Yes, you’re hotter than most here, but that’s not what I meant.  I mean you’re older than most of these kids, you’re usually alone, and you almost never leave with anyone. So you’re here for something, and it’s not dancing with your girlfriends or picking up hot guys. Now what could that something be?”

“You’ve seen me before?” Maria didn’t know whether to be flattered or freaked out that he’d observed so much about her.

“I have. You could say I have a responsibility to this place. I come here often to keep an eye on it. I see things.” His gaze bored into her. “Like you, looking for something.”

Maria had been obsessed with learning about BDSM from that first night she’d heard Sin mentioned. Every time she’d come here she’d desperately hoped she’d find out a clue about Sin and how she could get into it. All she ever got was the occasional comment and a glimpse of a snake charm, which she’d figured was more than mere coincidence after spotting the third one on a person who’d mentioned Sin. It had to be a signal. Andrew was the first person who seemed to be willing to even hint at its meaning.

“I’m looking for Sin,” she said.

Andrew raised his eyebrow but didn’t reply, merely studied her for long moments before taking another sip of tequila. When he spoke it was to say something she didn’t expect.

“Are you experienced?”

“Pardon me?”

“Are you in the lifestyle?”

“What lifestyle?”

He sighed. “Like a babe in the woods.”

Maria bristled at that. “Excuse me, I’m forty-six years old. I’m no babe in the woods.”

“You’re looking for something you’ve got no clue about.”

“I know Sin is a BDSM club, and I know I want to try it. I know you’re into it. I want you to take me.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“You’ve been drinking.”

Maria looked down at her mojito. “So?”

“So, BDSM and alcohol don’t mix. Also, I don’t know a thing about you.”

“I thought you knew my whole life story from watching me.”

“I got a read on you, but I’ve been wrong in the past. Why should I trust a total stranger in a bar with my secrets?”

Maria looked away and laughed humorlessly. “Truer words were never spoken.” Uncomfortable thoughts of Clint, who she’d also met in a bar, flitted through her mind before she chased them away with a deep gulp of her drink. She set her glass down to see Andrew watching her, and the expression on his face said he saw the pain she’d tried to mask so quickly. Maria pushed on, using bravado to turn his attention from digging into her past. “So we have something in common – shitty strangers in bars. Never want to go through that again. I’m Maria González, 46 years old, and I work at the biggest investment bank in the city. Look me up if you want. I just want an in so I can figure out if it’s something I want to explore more. I won’t screw you over if you won’t screw me over.” She held her hand out, pinkie extended.

Amusement softened Andrew’s face. “You don’t take no for an answer very well, do you?”

“I never take no for an answer when it’s something I want. That’s real pertinent information about me you need to know.”

Andrew reached up and linked his pinkie with hers. “I won’t screw you over. But we still aren’t doing this tonight.”

“And what exactly is this?”

“We’re vetting you.”

“Vetting me for what?”

“For admission to the club.”

“Not for you?”

Andrew’s expression turned incredulous. “What makes you think I’m looking for anyone right now?”

Maria shrugged, a slow and sensuous movement that made the strap of her top slip down her shoulder. As expected, his eyes followed the curve of her shoulder before meeting hers again. “Because I see you looking.” She held her breath, waiting to see what he’d do.

His expression grew heated. “You don’t even know if we’re compatible. You don’t know how I identify, and I doubt you even know what you want from this kind of encounter.”

“True, but I feel a pull to you. You’re still talking to me so I think you feel it, too. If we were so mismatched there wouldn’t be anything between us.”

Andrew stepped closer and his energy changed, somehow seeming to grow larger and take up more space. It made her feel small in the face of his power, like he could push right through her if he tried. “If we do anything it will be when and how I arrange it, and that time is not now.”

She pouted a little about that, without even meaning to.

“You don’t like that answer but I promise if I decided to do anything I’d make it worth your while to wait. I could give you a high that would last a week without even taking a drink, and have you begging me for more. That what you’re looking for?”

“Yes, Sir.”

He held her gaze for a long time, making her forget to breathe until amusement crossed his features and the moment broke. “I’m not your Sir and we aren’t in a scene. Don’t call me that.” He pulled out his wallet and slid out a card and passed it across to her. It was glossy black with the word SIN printed on it in electric blue letters. On the back was a phone number and email address. “Contact me tomorrow. We can arrange a meeting to see if I can trust you with Sin.”

He drained the last of his tequila, nodded to her, and walked away. Maria was left gaping after him. “I can’t believe I just did that,” she breathed.

“I can’t believe he said yes!”

Maria jumped. The bartender was back, efficiently removing Andrew’s glass and wiping the counter.

“Girls fling themselves at him all the time and I have literally never seen him do more than nod to them while he’s brushing them off. What the hell did you say to him?”

Maria grinned. “I told him I don’t take no for an answer.”

The woman laughed. “I don’t know why that did the trick, but you’ve worked some kind of magic all right. You better not let that card out of your site. If you lose it in a place like this you’ll never get it back. These girls would cut a bitch for it.”

Maria slid the card into her bra, right next to her heart. “Safe as safe can be.”


Chapter 2

The elevator doors dinged open and Maria stepped out into Carnal, the rooftop restaurant that topped the same building Temptation was in. Part of the floorplan was open to the air and a breeze wafted through. It was a bit cooler several stories up than it was at street level.

The décor was trendy and sleek, and ever-so-slightly risqué. A large black and white print behind the hostess stand showed a close up of what was probably a peach, focused in on the ripe split down the middle that strongly hinted at eroticism without being at all graphic.

“May I help you?” the hostess greeted her.

“Yes, I’m here to meet Andrew McClerkin.”

“Right this way, please.” The woman led her to the side where a secluded staircase took her to a rooftop patio packed with people. They were under a covered area with tables and a bar in the corner, with lounge chairs and high-top tables along the uncovered back wall. The woman nodded to her. “Enjoy the munch.”

“Munch?” Maria asked, but the woman was gone back down the stairs, leaving her at the door to a party she hadn’t been invited to. But she had given Andrew’s name, and the woman brought her here, so maybe he was here. She stepped out into the crowd, looking around for him.

People stood in groups chatting and drinking and laughing. Snippets of common conversations flowed past her - talk about work and vacations, someone getting a new boat. It was all so normal that Maria frowned. What the hell was a munch, and what did this have to do with the club?

She didn’t see him, so she strolled out to the edge of the patio and leaned on the glass wall. The bar boasted a killer view of the city to one side, and Biscayne Bay on the other side with its islands and boats. She closed her eyes and turned her face to the sun, basking in the warmth of its rays and the cooler breeze up here.

“Enjoying yourself?”

Maria opened her eyes to see Andrew standing next to her. He looked smart in linen pants and a polo shirt. “What is a munch, and why does it look like half the city’s elites are hanging out in the bar at the same time we’re supposed to be meeting?”

Andrew smiled and leaned his back against the railing beside her. “A munch is an informal gathering like this where the club members meet to chat and get to know each other outside of the kinky nature of the club.” He gestured to a few people near them. “This group hasn’t seen each other in forever, so they’re catching up. Everyone knows everyone else here is a kindred spirit, but it’s more about talking and relaxing than about anything overtly kinky. And the occasional business deal has been known to happen in the back area,” he said, gesturing to a series of tables down the far side of the patio that had curtains that could be drawn for privacy. “Just one of the perks of club membership.”

“At Temptation you would barely talk to me about all this, and now you bring me into the inner circle?”

“I took you up on your offer to check into your past, Maria González,” Andrew said, turning his intense gaze on her.

Maria swallowed hard under his inspection. “And?”

“Our background check is thorough. You have a degree in business and finance, a coveted internship out of college, and a stellar career rising through the ranks of the top companies in the city. Excellent credit rating and debt to income ratio. No parking tickets, criminal history, or otherwise unsavory dealings that would make me think you had ideas about blackmailing any of us. And I can tell from your browsing history that you’ve got an ongoing interest in BDSM, and are somewhat educated on the basics.”

“My internet browsing history,” Maria asked. Andrew nodded, and she continued. “I wasn’t totally sure that’s what you meant, since the language of the consent form you emailed me was so vague. I guess that suspicion is confirmed.”

“Well, you did sign it, even though you apparently knew what I was asking for.”

Maria rolled her eyes. “I read the form before I signed it. I was about ninety-nine percent sure what you were asking for. I just didn’t think you’d be able to do it.”

She had had been dismayed at first to find the small phrase that consented to the disclosure of her “digital navigation and browsing habits.” She’d almost written back and told him to fuck off, that she wasn’t giving anyone a tour of her fevered late-night search binges where she went down the rabbit-hole of everything kinky she could find. But then he would decline her application for sure. She’d hesitated. If she got in then presumably she’d be talking to these people, and maybe even playing with them. Some of them would learn at least some of this stuff about her anyway. Was it worth blowing off the whole thing because she was embarrassed about being found out? In the end she’d signed.

Andrew’s gaze held approval. “I was curious if you’d catch that. Almost no one does. Or if they do, they don’t mention it. It’s a…” He wiggled his hand a little. “It’s a gray area, as it were, so the phrasing has to be discrete.”

“They probably don’t mention it because they don’t want to piss you off and get turned down,” Maria said. “How did you get access to my internet browsing history?”

His smile was enigmatic. “I have my ways.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m positive that information is proprietary. You can’t just call up the service providers and request a printout on me.”

“No, you can’t. Luckily, I don’t need to. You’ll find that Sin has resources, should the occasion arise for you to need them.”

His expression was closed off, and Maria got the feeling he wasn’t going to reveal exactly what resource he’d tapped to find out her secrets. “Well, it’s an overly personal thing to ask for. I didn’t come here to consent to be spied on for the rest of my life.”

“It’s a one-time disclosure. I assure you we are not monitoring our patron’s activities on an ongoing basis. I have no interest in knowing what you’re doing from here on out.” His expression turned hard. “We just want to be sure we can trust the people coming in our doors.”

Maria frowned. “That seems a little extreme. I get that you’ve got to have security measures in place when you’re dealing with sensitive information, but hacking my browsing history?”

Andrew gestured out to the people around them. “Everyone here joined this club because they’re vulnerable. We’re all into something that could have very real and negative ramifications for our lives if it were made public. Sin offers an oasis, a place where we can be accepted and find our own people. A place where we can be safe. I don’t own Sin, Lady Athena does, but we work closely together to run it. These are our people, and we’re tasked with protecting them to the best of our abilities. We do everything in our power to fulfil that duty.”

His face was deadly serious, his gaze direct as he assessed her reaction.

“Wow,” Maria said, not knowing what to say. There was a depth of fierceness on his face that she’d never seen before. It wasn’t the usual male dominance that was rampant throughout the city, in the boardrooms and clubs alike, where men wanted to have the upper hand at all costs. No, his words and expression suggested a deep responsibility, and that took her aback. It was the exact opposite of what she’d expected.

Honestly, she’d thought he and every other man here would be cocksure and demanding, but so far that hadn’t been the case. None of the men milling around and chatting were loud or making demands of those around them. Andrew had shown a delicious glimpse of steel several times, but the feeling she got from him was one of control and protectiveness, not ego.

“So you see, it’s my job to ensure that everyone who joins is going to benefit the group, not harm it.”

“I suppose that’s why no one would talk about it to me,” Maria said. “A lot of secrecy going on here to protect the wealth.”

“Not secrecy, exactly,” Andrew said. “Discretion. As you can see, a lot of people here stand to lose money or status if the wrong sort get their hands on pictures or videos. I don’t have to tell you that business can be cutthroat. But it’s not just the rich that stand to lose. Sin admits anyone who can pay the fees and pass the background check, regardless of status. We have many upper middle class folks who also appreciate our discretion so their families or employers or their kid’s schools don’t find out about their proclivities. All of our staff has access to the club. We pay very well but it’s safe to say that our staff are not in possession of wealth or status, yet they benefit also. We also offer scholarships to a few people each year who can’t afford the fees. Everyone deserves a safe place to be themselves. Sin is that place.”

“And your billionaires don’t mind rubbing elbows with common folk?”

Andrew shrugged casually. “If they mind they can find somewhere else to play. We aren’t the only kinky game in town, but we are the most secure. That’s what matters to the people here.”

Maria would have to change her assessment of Andrew and the club. Perhaps it wouldn’t be the Wild Wild West environment she’d been expecting, after all. A small part of her relaxed. She’d feared creepers and stalkers and other nasty experiences if she ventured out into the kink scene, and had never pursued it for those fears. Her past had enough nastiness without extending an invitation for more – and it seemed like asking someone to tie her up and whip her was just about the loudest invitation for bad guys she could imagine. She’d keep her guard up, because that was the safest option, but perhaps she could relax enough to explore.

“So what happens now?” Maria asked.

“That depends on you,” Andrew said.

He was leaning back to rest his elbows on the glass railing behind them, his blond hair blowing in the breeze. This close she could make out the subtle glint of silver at his temples, standing out a bit from the rest of his sandy blond color. His body was long and hard, clearly muscled from hours in the gym. A slow roll of desire built in her. Nothing said she couldn’t start her explorations with him.

She mimicked his posture, leaning back against the railing with her legs stretched out in front of her, lots of leg showing from under her short sun dress, ankles crossed. “Am I in the club, then? I think I need a tour. Why don’t we start with those tables in the back that you mentioned?”

Andrew broke out into a smile, and his eyes crinkled with laugh lines. “Yes, you’re in the club. Expect a bill for your entrance fee soon. Still pursuing me?”

“Why not? I know what I want and I’m not afraid to ask for it.”

“That’s a good trait in a submissive,” he replied.

“What makes you think I’m submissive?” The words sounded coy, but she genuinely wanted to know.

Andrew studied her, his heavy gaze moving over her face, down her body, and back up to meet her eyes. “Because I can see you reacting to me. Dominant women don’t do that.”

Maria flushed under his scrutiny. He seemed steady, calm. Frustratingly unaffected by her passes at him.

“So you’ve got an in with me already. Might as well use it. You know I need someone to show me around the big, bad new club, right?”

The humor dropped away, leaving a blank expression on his handsome face. “Next Saturday night. Eight sharp at the VIP entrance in Temptation. Don’t be late.” Then he walked away.

Maria watched him go, unsure if she’d won the round or not. She was thrilled to have another chance with him, but something about his expression nagged at her. He hadn’t been eager to see her again. Instead, there had been some sort of darkness she couldn’t interpret. She didn’t think she’d won the round, after all.


Chapter 3

Maria wound through Temptation’s crowded dance floor, fighting to get through and up to the VIP lounge. She finally made it to the stairs and climbed them slowly, rubbing her damp palms on the short skirt of her black party dress. She didn’t want to admit it, but she was nervous about what would happen tonight. There was a balcony at the top where a few people lounged and watched the crowd, but the area behind them was walled off with mirrored glass. People up here were only visible if they wanted to be.

“Can I help you?”

Maria stopped in front of a man guarding the entrance to the balcony and the room beyond. “I’m Maria González. I’m here to see Andrew McClerkin.” Saying that gave her a little thrill. She was on her way to getting what she wanted.

“Right this way.” He unclipped the rope and ushered her through, clipping the rope back and leading her through a set of double doors and into the lounge.

The lounge was dimly lit, with clusters of chairs and tables scattered around. There were more of the same Go-Go dancers as danced above the crowd on the main floor below, but up here they were getting up close and personal with some of the patrons. The man led her to the back, where Andrew was sitting at a table with a woman.

Andrew looked up at her. “Ms. González. Good evening.”

“Good evening to you,” Maria said.

“Please, sit,” he said, gesturing to the empty chair beside him. “Lady Athena, I’d like you to meet Maria González. She’s the new member I was telling you about. I’ll be giving her a tour shortly.”

Maria settled herself in her chair, then looked up at the woman. This had to be the woman Andrew said owned the club. There couldn’t be that many women named Lady Athena running around here. She had dark skin with brown hair falling around her shoulders in large curls. She regarded Maria with the same sort of calm intensity that Andrew had.

“Welcome to the Club, Maria,” Lady Athena said. “I trust Andrew has been taking good care of you?”

“Thank you,” Maria said. “He has. I’m hoping for more of his personal touch this evening.”

Lady Athena and Andrew shared a long look before her face became amused. “I’m sure he’ll do everything in his power to make your evening pleasant. Do enjoy your tour, and don’t hesitate to let someone know if you need anything in the future.”

She excused herself, but gave Andrew a hug before leaving. Maria could swear she whispered something in his ear, and she stared after the woman trying to puzzle out what it could have been.

“There’s no need for jealousy where Lady Athena is concerned. We aren’t sleeping together.”

Maria looked at him to see delight playing across his face. She scowled. “I’m not jealous.”

“Oh?”

“I’m not.” She wasn’t. Deadly curious to know what that look had been all about, and what Lady Athena had said to him. Not jealous.

“All right, you aren’t jealous. Are you ready for the tour?”

Maria gritted her teeth, trying to let the comment go. How had this encounter already spun sideways? She took a deep breath and put an alluring smile on her face. “Ready when you are.”

“Then let’s go.”

He stood and lead her through the lounge, not seeming to notice her enticing smile.

He stopped before a door at the back of the lounge, staffed by yet another gatekeeper. The woman smiled at him and he smiled warmly back as he greeted her. The woman practically simpered at him as she opened the door and waved them through. Maria ground her teeth again. What did it take to get through to him? Was she not simpering enough? She wasn’t used to her seductions being so thoroughly dismissed.

There was an elevator in a small lobby behind the door, and Andrew pulled his snake bracelet off and used a black key to unlock the elevator.

“We have the main entrance from the building’s main elevator, but there are also several hidden entrances to Sin,” he said. “This one, one in the parking deck, and one from Carnal. All are VIP, with access only to club members. Even with the main elevator, the lobby is marked as a design firm but no one is permitted without club membership. It’s part of our promise of discretion.”

“So that’s why I never could figure out where it was,” Maria said. She’d never been up to the VIP lounge before, or parked in the parking deck – she’d always paid for a ride in case she drank too much to drive home. And she had seen that lobby in the building, but hadn’t known what it was. “Clever.”

“It’s effective,” Andrew confirmed, then gestured for her to step into the elevator first when the doors dinged open. There was only an up and a down button. At her curious glance Andrew said, “This elevator is exclusively for access to Sin. It doesn’t go anywhere else.”

The elevator took them up, a long enough ride that she suspected Sin must be near the top of the building. The elevator opened onto a small lobby with doors on either side. There was another simpering woman behind the desk in front of them .

“Mr. McClerkin, so good to see you!”

“Hello, Anna,” Andrew said. “Feeling better?”

“Oh yes, Sir,” Anna said. “I appreciate the day off. The rest helped.”

“It’s no problem. You take care,” Andrew said. He waved at her, then led Maria to the door on the right, opening it and ushering her in before him. There was another set of doors. “This is our locker room area. I’ll let you go through the women’s side. Feel free to grab a locker to stow your purse and things if you’d like. I’ll meet you on the other side.”

Maria went through, musing on the way Andrew involved himself with the staff at even such a basic level. The room soon distracted her, though. It was plush, opulent. Everything was shiny black with electric blue accents. There were fluffy towels available for the showers, and to dry your hands at the sink, and rows of lockers with shiny blue doors. She found one with a key in it and slid her bag inside. There were women in all sizes and colors throughout the huge space, getting ready to head into the club, or getting ready to leave. There was an impressive amount of leather, latex and metal on display. She really wasn’t in Kansas anymore, and this was only the locker room.

She took a deep breath and stepped out the other side.

Andrew was waiting. “This is the main floor,” he said, starting the tour. He gestured to a stage with tables grouped in front of it. “We frequently have performances here, and you can order food down from Carnal if you wish to eat. An A-Frame for Shibari rope bondage here.” He waved at a long metal structure with a couple of people tied to it. “And here we have the area for impact play.”

Maria pulled up short in front of a large Saint Andrew’s Cross with a woman cuffed to it. A man stood behind, whipping her with some sort of leather whip. He landed a blow on her ass hard enough that Maria could hear it. The woman screamed and Maria flinched, but couldn’t stop herself from watching as the man kept going, landing blow after blow. The woman moaned, and Maria’s heart raced as she watched pale skin pink up under the lash, then redden. It was like every strike to this unknown woman sent a jolt through her, making her own skin vibrate in sympathy. She rubbed her own ass to dissipate the phantom pain that she could almost feel. It left an ache deep inside her that made her want to fall at this man’s feet and beg him to make the ache go away.

When the man put down the whip and picked up another implement she realized that she was staring and tore her gaze away – and right into Andrew’s face. He was standing a few paces off, as if he’d continued to walk without realizing that she’d stopped, and then turned around to see where she was.

He was watching her. His eyes were heated and locked onto her face, as if he were reading every thought that was going through her mind.

Every thought of wanting someone to hit her like that, of not understanding why she would want such a thing but thoroughly unable to banish the desire from her psyche. Of wanting Andrew to pick up that whip and do it to her.

She could feel her eyes wide with want that must be showing all over her face, because Andrew was drinking in her expression. It was like he’d suddenly stopped masking his feelings and she could see fierce desire in every line of his face.

She wanted to go to him and fall begging at his feet, to see if she could stoke that desire into a blaze that he’d unleash on her. She didn’t even know exactly what she wanted him to do, just that she needed something to make the ache go away.

Andrew didn’t pick up the whip. He stood and smoldered at her for what felt like forever, during which she could barely breathe as he devoured her with his eyes, and then it was over. He closed his eyes, shook his head a little and turned away. Maria drew a ragged breath as she watched his broad shoulders and well-formed ass disappear into the crowd.

What the hell had happened?

She’d made no secret of wanting him, but even she had thought of it in a playful way. A game to see if she could get him to play back. But this feeling was no game. Need burned in her that was every bit as demanding as on those nights where she stayed up until the dawn light reading everything she could about kink, because if she didn’t do something, even something as impotent as reading on her phone in the dark (because that way she could pretend to herself that she’d go to bed after just one more page), she’d come apart at the seams with desire.

Andrew had seen that need and reflected it right back to her. He wanted it just as much as she did.

Maria scrubbed her palms over her face and took some deep breaths, trying to get her breathing and heartbeat back under control. She was practically shaking with the after effects of whatever that was. She shook her hands out, telling herself to get a grip, and then walked off after Andrew.

She didn’t see him at first. She wove through the crowd looking, growing more frantic as she went. He wouldn’t leave her, would he? It’s not that she really needed the tour; she’d seen enough to feel reasonably comfortable with the place. She didn’t think she was going to be kidnapped from here, never to be seen again. She could handle herself on her own here, like she always did.

But she wanted to see Andrew again, to see where this feeling might lead them. To see what he would admit about what had just happened – because she’d bet a thousand dollars that he had feelings about it. Whether or not he’d talk about it was anybody’s guess.

She finally saw him all the way at the other end of the long room. He was standing with his hands in his pockets watching her come to him. The blank expression was back.

“It’s one hell of a tour you put on here,” she said in a voice that was a little hoarse with desire.

He didn’t say anything, just regarded her with that smooth expression that somehow still felt heavy. Heavy with what? What the hell was going on under that façade? Was he done with her?

“I guess that’s it, then? Thanks for showing me around. I really like it here. Can’t wait to meet some people and get into all that stuff,” she said, waving vaguely and awkwardly behind her at the whole room.

“Tour’s not over yet,” Andrew said in a gravelly voice. “Unless you want it to be.”

“No, definitely not ready to be over,” Maria said quickly.

Andrew turned and exited the main room and she scurried after him. They entered a long hallway filled with doors. “There’s a bar for socializing that way,” Andrew said, gesturing to the left. “Here are rooms that can be rented by the members. Each has a special theme, with a particular piece of sex or kink furniture that people may not be able to get at home.”

Maria arched an eyebrow, impressed. “Definitely curious to check those out.”

“These are nice, but nothing compared to what’s upstairs.”


Chapter 4

Andrew bustled down the hall, leaving her to hurry after him again.

There was a flight of stairs at the end of the hallway, and they went up, coming out onto another hallway. “These are meeting rooms, where we hold classes and demonstrations. The club has several special interest groups that meet here throughout the month. Back here are offices,” he said, gesturing to a hallway branching off with a few doors at the end before continuing on and turning a corner at the end of the hallway. “And here is the pièce de résistance.”

A set of shiny black double doors stood before them. Blue neon lights streamed from sconces on either side, illuminating the lush potted palms on either side of the door. There was nothing else on this wall, giving the impression of significance to the doorway.

Andrew swiped his card and opened the doors, and Maria walked into a room with the best view of the city she’d ever seen. The room took up the whole corner of the building and the three walls before her were wall-to-wall glass. There was the view of the city to the left, the shore line in front, and the water to the right. Sunset was almost over, and the last of the orange light glowed off buildings and the water. Out in the bay lights from all the homes on the islands were coming on, glittering against the darker water.

“This is gorgeous,” she breathed, so taken with the view at first that she almost didn’t see the room.

It was huge, and divided into areas. There was a large bed off the left, a play space with St. Andrew’s Crosses and other kinky furniture in front of them, a sitting area around a fireplace and a pool table to the right, complete with a full bar. Benches and chairs were scattered throughout the room so there was always somewhere to relax. There were no interior walls, so the view from all three window-walls surrounded you no matter where you were in the space.

It was the single largest display of wealth she’d ever seen in a city that prized its wealth and its views.

Andrew had shut the doors behind her and came up beside her. His expression was a little smug.

“So what do you think of my baby?”

“This is your room?”

“Not mine totally, no. The club rents it out to certain members for parties or private use, but I helped Lady Athena design it and I get first dibs on it. Spectacular, no?”

“It’s stunning,” Maria admitted.

Andrew headed to the bar, the lights automatically coming on as he came around the counter with dark granite tops. “Can I get you a drink?”

Maria followed him and regarded the bottles on display. “Do you have anything non-alcoholic? I hear they frown on drinking and playing around here.”

Andrew gave her a small, heated smile. “Club soda, flavored sparkling waters, juices, sodas. What will you have?”

“Lime sparkling water with a twist,” she said, spotting bowls of lemons and limes on the line.

Andrew took care of it, the drink coming together with a clink of ice and hiss of the can opening. He slid the cold glass to her, and she took the lime from the rim and squeezed it into the drink, setting it on a napkin he set out for her. She slid onto a stool and licked her sour fingers and watched him make a Cuba Libre for himself. Unless she was much mistaken, he was barely concealing that same heated look he’d worn down in the main room.

Unless she was much mistaken, he wanted her.

Now how did she go about getting what she wanted without scaring him off? Because she had no doubt that he’d spook if she went about it wrong.

He finished making his drink, flipped the light switch off for the bar lights and came around to take the stool beside her. “I come up here sometimes just to see the view at night. When the club gets to be too much, you know? It’s quiet and dark up here. I like that.”

His face and voice were soft. The heat in his expression was banked, softened by the orange glow filtering in from the windows. She liked him like this.

“There’s a place by my parent’s house, well, my brother’s house now since they’ve passed. But when we were kids I used to go to this one little bench along a path through our neighborhood. There were big hibiscus bushes around it so you mostly couldn’t see it from the path. I liked to sit there and draw when things got to be too much.” Maria smiled at the memory. She still liked that spot when things got too stressful.

Andrew smiled at her and leaned back, stretching his arm along the bar behind her. “Everyone needs that time alone, right?”

He gazed out the windows, lost in thought, and Maria gazed at him. She barely knew him, but up here in this quiet place she thought she could see him unwind just a little bit. Relaxation looked good on him, and she was loath to speak and break the moment. She sipped her drink and enjoyed the view – both man and nature – until he spoke quietly.

“What do you know about impact play?”

“Like the whipping down below?” she asked.

He nodded, fixed his intense gaze on her.

“I know that it involves anything where the dominant strikes the submissive,” she said. “Paddles, belts, whips, hands.”

“Correct. And what do you think about it?”

“I think it’s sexy as hell.”

“Is that something you’d want during your time at Sin?”

Maria flushed and nodded. That shouldn’t be hard to admit. There were plenty of people doing it down on the floor below, and it was pretty common in BDSM from what she gathered. But she hadn’t told that to anyone since Clint, and after that relationship had gone to hell she hadn’t told anyone. It had been seventeen years since she’d admitted that out loud. The admission left her feeling a little hot and agitated.

“Why?”

“Why?” Maria asked, confused. Wasn’t that obvious?

“I want to know what you want out of a whipping or spanking. What are you looking for with that kind of play? There’s all kinds of reasons people would engage in impact play, and if the reasons are different for dominant and submissive then the scene may not be fulfilling even if it goes to plan.”

“Um, the pain,” Maria said quietly. “I think the pain is hot. Sometimes I dream about it, want it so much I feel like if I don’t get it I’m going to come unglued with desire.”

Heat flared in Andrew’s eyes before he looked away. She thought he looked pleased with her answer, but he only nodded. “And have you ever done it before?”

“Once. Didn’t exactly turn out how I wanted. It wasn’t really as amazing as I’d wanted it to be.”

Andrew looked back at her sharply. “Tell me about that.”

“It was my ex. He was willing, but turned out he had different ideas about the scene than I did. Ideas that included not listening to me when I said no.”

Andrew’s face hardened. “He violated you.”

“Yes,” Maria said, looking down at her drink and away from his watchful gaze. Andrew was only the second person she’d ever told about that. It felt like a huge weight lifted from her, yet it left her hands shaking  a little. She gripped the glass to stop it.

“You pegged us correctly when you said there was chemistry between us. And I’d be lying if I said your desire for pain wasn’t compelling. But we aren’t a good fit.”

Maria looked up at him questioningly.

“I’m a sadist. I’m into giving pain, and a lot of it. I don’t scene with new players who don’t already know where their limits are, and I damn sure don’t visit my desires on fragile, new submissives who need handling with kid gloves.”

“I don’t need kid gloves,” Maria protested. “I’m looking for pain – I just said that. I don’t want just a few taps and then it’s over!”

“Sweetheart, you don’t know what you’re going to do in the moment when I really start laying into you,” he said, gently. “A situation like this requires baby steps to make sure you aren’t triggered as you get back into it.”

“Sounds to me like you’re the perfect person to do it,” Maria said. She hadn’t missed him saying when in his statement, and she latched onto that. “Just a quick and dirty beating that will get it out of my system, and give you a thrill, too. Win-win for both of us.”

Andrew laughed, and it was just a bit harsh. “It’s seductive this allure of pain. Believe me, I know.” His gaze met hers, an intense pull that she could get lost in. But then he looked away. “It’s too easy to get in over your head with it. I don’t scene with people who don’t already know that. I stick to experienced subs who can handle what I dish out.”

“Tell me about it,” Maria asked quietly.

“What?” Andrew asked, guarded.

“Tell me about whoever put so much hurt in you that you can’t enjoy a simple, easy encounter with someone you’re so obviously compatible with.”

Andrew looked away, but not before she caught a glimpse of his face folded up in pain. It was like he’d cracked all of a sudden.

“I’m sorry. If it’s too personal…”

“No, you told me yours,” Andrew said quietly. Maria waited as he stared out of the window for so long that she thought he wasn’t going to say anything. His voice was oddly flat when he did speak. “I had a sub deal with me in bad faith. We negotiated a scene with consensual non-consent. She told me she wanted to struggle and protest and say no, so we agreed on a safeword. I was to do
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