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  CHAPTER ONE


Quinn Walsh circled the high-back chair, studying the pretty submissive who sat completely bound in rope. Here, backstage at Club Bandit, the private BDSM Club he’d been proud to be a founding member of, was the last place he thought he’d be tonight. Quinn smirked, knowing several members of the eager crowd would gladly trade places with him.  
They were twenty minutes behind schedule. He could hear the eagerness ripple through the crowd. The low base of the techno music pumping out of the speakers fuelled the anticipation, but Quinn would not rush, despite the waiting audience.
He checked the knots, pulling on sections of the soft red rope. Technically, he couldn’t find fault. Logan Marrock, his friend and experienced rigger, had tied it. He had to give his friends credit; they upped their game. Over the last few months, he’d ignored their calls. But when Logan had texted tonight, asking for help with this extreme rope suspension, he couldn’t say no to a Bandit Brother. Even if the timing sucked.
“Come on! We’ve practiced this, and the carabiners will take the weight. She’ll fly up nice and easy.”
“You have no fear of this?” he asked Clara, the submissive in the chair.
“Quinn, she has the experience. Let’s get on with it.”
“You called me for an opinion and a second look.” Quinn glared at his friend. “I’m asking Clara. How is your circulation?” 
The petite woman wiggled her fingers, and he checked the slack on the rope. He glanced above him at the metal pulley system. The steel hooks lowered from the thick cable wires hanging from the stage lighting poles above.
“I trust the physics. We tested it with sandbags, and the spiderweb of ropes on the legs helped to distribute the weight.” Logan tugged on the wire cables hooked to the top of the chair.
Quinn grunted.
“I didn’t make her sign an extra waiver,” Zee Ridell, the grey-haired, goateed owner of Club Bandit, came out from the wings, wearing a headset, and clapped Quinn on the back.
“Untie the chest harness and re-tie it so it’s not wrapped around the chair.” Quinn pointed at the rope crisscrossing over Clara’s chest and then bound to the chair.
“Yeah, I can see your reasoning.” Logan started untying the length of rope across Clara’s chest and from the chair. If he needed further proof that this wasn’t the place for him, seeing Logan re-tie a chest harness did nothing. He admired his friend’s skill, but he didn’t wish he was the one tying.
In the end, the effect looked just as badass. With Clara’s breasts standing up for attention, her creamy skin glowed against the red rope. The knots on her legs and wrists secured her, and she looked like the perfect, willing captive. Quinn felt as confident as he could that no harm would come from this stunt.
His friends trusted his judgment. Assessing risks was what he did—or what he’d used to do. He couldn’t do it anymore, not after the clusterfuck on the last job.
“You’re not a novice. You’ve belayed for me lots of times. This is no different.” Logan’s gift for reading the room extended to reading his mind. 
Logan’s right, but his analytical mind kept running through the possibilities. The pulley system they made could more than handle this job. He knew Logan and Zee had run through this suspension multiple times, but he didn’t trust his gut. Not anymore, not after that one day in June.
“You can do this.” Logan crouched down in front of the submissive, kissed her on the forehead. Quinn swallowed a lump in his throat. He found the intimacy displayed in BDSM sexy as hell and maybe he missed it—a smidge. 
“I’m ready!” Clara’s cheeks flushed with excitement.
“Here, you do the honours.” Logan handed him a cell phone. “Click the icons on the app to change the speed of the vibrator. She’s not coming down until she screams.”
“This isn’t enough to keep me here, you know.” But he took the phone. Whatever, it would get him out of here faster. His friend knew Quinn loved making subs lose their guarded control. And Logan loved spectacles, taking something intimate and making a performance out of it, and it was interesting to watch, but the type of submission Quinn lived for was the kind wrought by an audience of one.
“I need you for three minutes or three hours. What do you think, little sub? How long is it going to take you to come in front of all those people, up in the air like that?” the sub closed her eyes under Logan’s touch. Quinn couldn’t help but smile, knowing Clara was wearing the vibrator under her black lacey panties.
“Not long,” Clara murmured.
“We’ll find out.” Logan clapped his hands together.
“Telling them to open curtains,” Zee spoke into the headset.
“Here we go,” Logan signalled a countdown of five.
The curtain parted, the gasps and exclamations rolled through the crowd. Quinn’s shoulders tightened, and he ground his molars. But he zeroed in and fell back on his experience, his hands sure on the smooth rope.
“Now, for my first and only trick of the evening, I will raise this submissive to the rafters!” Logan flashed a grin at the audience “With the help of my gorgeous assistant, Quinn.”
Quinn gave him the finger. The crowd laughed.
“Let’s raise this submissive to the rafters!”
At each pull of the rope, the chair lifted higher. The crowd cheered.
Quinn trampled down his impatience. Leaving in the middle of a suspension would be bad form, but he considered it for a moment.
Logan waved at the crowd, encouraging their applause. One last dramatic pull brought the chair inches from the ceiling.
“How’s the view from there, Clara?”
“Awesome,” Clara said.
“Should we leave you hanging out there all night?”
“I think your arms will be tired before mine,” Logan said.
Quinn felt his lips twitch, and the audience laughed.
“Want to try me?” Logan’s voice lowered.
Quinn snorted.
“No, Sir.”
“Only one way I’m going to let you down. Do you remember?”
Clara smiled. “Yes, Sir.”
Quinn took that as his cue, taking the rope in one hand and tapping the “pulse” icon on his phone with his other.
A slight shiver made Clara shift in her seat. “When I have an orgasm, you’ll let me down.”
“Yes. Do you think you can come with all these people watching you?” the crowd loved this, and someone sent out a sharp whistle.
“Yes, Sir,” Clara said with a breathy voice, struggling against the ropes as the vibrator pulsed against her needy, exposed clit.
Quinn pressed the “vibrate” icon on the app, and Clara closed her eyes as the sensations changed.
“All these people watching you, hanging here tied up in a chair. How is it making you feel?” Logan’s low voice carried with the resonance of a dominant in total control.
“Exposed,” Clara whispered as she tried to thrust against the red ropes that bound her in place.
“Turned on?” Quinn couldn’t help but ask. He wanted to strangle Logan. He hadn’t counted on being in a scene.
“So turned on!”
“Good. Let’s see if you’ll scream above all these people. Rack it up, Quinn.”
“My pleasure.” Quinn pressed the icon for “bounce.” He couldn’t help the thrill that travelled through his body at the sight of Clara, tied on the chair, the charge of being connected to her through the rope in his hand, and the control of the vibrator in the other.
“That should do it. Let go, Clara.” Damn, he missed being in charge of a woman’s orgasm.
“I see you, Clara. You’re beautiful, tied up in my ropes, suspended above all these people. Come for us, darling.” Logan pulled on the ropes, causing the chair to sway.
When Quinn saw her face scrunch up, her hands grip the arms of the chair; he changed the intensity of the vibrations coursing through her again, pressing the icon for “peak.”
Clara’s mouth opened in a wide O, and for a second, she slumped forward.
“Looks like you came, my sweet rope bunny. Enough to let you down, do you think? What happened to that scream?”
Clara shook with laughter, the stage lights picking up the streak of tears rolling down her face.
“Yes, please,” Clara whispered. “I couldn’t scream.”
“What do you think, everyone?” Logan turned to the crowd.
Gentle clapping rolled through the crowd.
“You gave us a show, Clara,” Logan beamed, his voice thick with praise.
“We’re going to bring you down, nice and slow now,” Quinn said, sliding the phone in his pocket and taking the ropes in both hands.
Bringing his left hand under his right, Quinn steadied the rope. On Logan’s signal, he let the rope feed through the belay device, keeping a pace that matched Logan’s on the opposite side, so the chair didn’t tip.
A slow and steady half-minute later, the chair and Clara landed on the black stage floor, and the crowd applauded.
“Next time, we should do two chairs,” Logan grinned. He rushed over to Clara, caressed her shoulders, and kissed her cheek. “Good girl, I’ll untie these ropes.”
“Delighted to lend a hand. Going now.” He gave Logan his phone back and took advantage of him being occupied, but Quinn didn’t want another argument about why he should stay in town.
The red textured walls and shining hardwood floors lent the cavernous space a warm and luxurious air. Soft lighting highlighted various play stations scattered around the perimeter of the room.
Quinn moved through the crowd, shrugging off attempts at small talk from the other members. Not that long ago, Club Bandit felt like a second home, and even though he thought Club Bandit and Bandit Brothers silly names, he was damn grateful for both. 
The soothing space couldn’t calm Quinn’s angst, and he rushed for the exit.
Here in this place, with lashes of leather in the background, the cries of passion, it contained too much life. And he couldn’t escape the fact that he felt half-dead inside. The thick air of excitement made his chest tight. Almost like he couldn’t breathe. He wanted an escape.
His brother Jordan coined the five of them “Bandit Brothers” from their army days, and the name expanded, encompassing their small, tight-knit group of private operatives who worked for Axis Management after they finished with the military. The five of them were members of Team Stealth, security operatives whose primary job consisted of going in and getting out with no one knowing they were ever there. 
Club Bandit took inspiration from the name when Zee converted the old staff quarters of his mansion into a BDSM Club. He joked he couldn’t be in their club, so he had to create one of his own. Six months ago, Quinn would have been whipping his then-sub, Rachel, right next to his buddy and fellow Bandit Brother, Nick Laurent, but things changed. 
Like when Rachel screamed at him to whip her harder and Quinn refused, she said, “You’re not man enough to hit me.” Quinn dismissed her right then and there because he hated manipulation. He should have cut ties earlier for the way Rachel had treated his sister. He should have done it because no matter what he’d given Rachel, it was never enough.
“Not feeling it?” Gabe Arthur, another Bandit Brother asked him, walking alongside him. His eyes fell on X cross in the corner, and a wave of grief hit Quinn in the centre of his chest. It was his fault he didn’t have anyone.
“I’m leaving.” His phone vibrated in his pocket.
“You can be a part of it, Quinn. You don’t have to go,” Gabe said.
With his heart thundering in his chest, Quinn kept walking.
He refused to let go of the potent mix of grief and pain. Instead, he cocooned himself in it, cutting himself off from his friends and family. If he let the reins holding his pain go, it would take him under.
“Quinn.” Logan’s firm hand on his shoulder stopped him in his stride. “Call me when you’re home.”
“I don’t need another mother.” Quinn shook off Logan’s arm.
His friend put his hands up in a placating gesture.
Quinn sighed. He’d put Logan through hell these last few months, and his friend didn’t deserve him being an asshole now.
Quinn extended his fist, and Logan bumped it back.
Quinn started to turn to the exit but stopped. “What the fuck?” He growled out the words.
“He’s our brother.” Logan’s hand came around Quinn’s arm.
Quinn glared at the brick wall of a man standing in front of him. Erik fucking Knight. The bastard he’d never wanted to see again.
Quinn would always blame himself, but the man in front of him didn’t do his job. In the night’s dark, from the depths of his self-pity, Quinn often turned it over in his head, asking himself whose fault it was that Jordan was dead. His or Erik’s? The answer depended on the night.
“He’s not my brother.”
Erik passed Quinn and disappeared into the door on the left, marked ‘Private.’
Quinn breathed through his nose, barely managing not to slam the club’s door behind him. He marched over to his truck and fought for self-control, this time resisting the urge to pound his fist into metal.
Getting in his truck, he grabbed his phone from the console, seeing his ’s number. Listening to the message, Quinn cursed.
He wasn’t going anywhere tonight.






  
  CHAPTER TWO


The restaurant off the highway didn’t look like it had a paint job in fifty years. Every tile on the black-and-white floor cracked. Ripped faux leather on the booths, and the lighting fixtures belonged in an antique shop, yet the place sparkled.  
Typical for Kayleigh, she hadn’t arrived. Quinn signalled for coffee. A total bastard move, not telling his little sister he was leaving town. Quinn dragged a hand over his scruffy face. His sister’s message said she needed to talk and gave the address of this restaurant to meet. With Kayleigh, “talk” could mean anything from sobbing over a break-up to sharing a new promotion, to being upset that the woman at the nail salon didn’t do a good job.
“Here’s your coffee.” The server placed the steaming mug in front of him.
Quinn gave the older woman a nod. “Thanks.”
The chime above the door sounded, and he glanced up.
Not his sister. A thin man with long shaggy yellow hair, dressed in an oversized coat and sunglasses, stopped beside his table.
“You need money?” Quinn asked the guy.
“You the fire guy?” he asked.
The man swayed back and forth. A discreet sniff didn’t reveal any alcohol smell. The man kept looking around, hopping on his feet.
Quinn played along for now. “Sure. I’m the fire guy.”
The man opened his jacket, stuck his arm in the deep pocket, and threw a manila envelope on the table.
“Fifty thousand up front, as we agreed, and fifty thousand when complete. You have seventy-two hours to make sure the chick is inside the house.”
Man, this guy had to be high on something. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
“Shush,” the man shook his head frantically, held his finger to his lips. “Can I trust you or not?”
“I’m an old pro. You can trust me.” Quinn nodded. Experience had taught him it was better to play along. 
“Give me an email.” The guy held out his phone.
“All right, just a minute here.” He created a dummy email and plugged it into the guy’s phone.
The guy tapped at his screen, giving Quinn a thumbs-up. “You should have the transfer in half an hour.”
“Got it,” Quinn tapped his screen.
The man rapped his hand on the table, spun around, and left.
Quinn strode to the window, observing the man as he swayed on his feet for a moment, then he zigzagged toward the highway
An alert chimed on his phone, fifty thousand dollars waiting to be deposited at the bank of his choice. Quinn let out a low whistle.
He finished his coffee, opened a menu, and planned to stick around to see if his sister and the “fire guy,” the guy planned on meeting, showed. He ran his hands over the envelope, finding nothing solid.
Quinn jabbed at his phone, sending a text.
“What will you have, sugar?”
“Your burgers are fresh?”
“Sure are.”
“I’ll take one with a side of fries and an iced tea.”
“You got it.”
Quinn slid open the envelope, and a glossy 8X10 headshot fell out.
He’d never believed his mother’s insistence that people could feel from looking at an image... But the simple photo set off an explosion inside his otherwise empty shell of a body—a firestorm of need.
This picture of a honey blond beauty with brown eyes flecked with gold caused his dormant libido to flare to life. Less than an hour ago, he’d stood in a BDSM club full of naked women. He’d spent the first half of the evening turning down alluring invitations because his head wasn’t in the right place. Staring at this photo cut through his grief sandstorm. He imagined kissing those berry pink lips, running his hands through that honey hair, and wondering what sounds he could coax from that pretty mouth.
He read the name scrawled at the bottom in sharpie.
“Let’s see who you are, Simone Roberts.” He entered her name on his phone and cursed as the results flooded his screen. Simone Roberts was an interior designer, a local celebrity, with a DIY Design segment on the morning show.
Quinn wondered if she had any media training at all and decided not based on her random posts. Someone planned to kill her, and she posted her life online. If Quinn had his way with her, he would spank her ass red for being so careless.
For now, he could take advantage of her lack of filter. She’d told him and the world exactly where she would be tomorrow night.
His past life in the army, with a stint in CSIS, gave him skills. He might not be fit to run another op for Axis Management, but he could keep this woman safe.
He dialled a buddy at the police department.
On this long weekend, no one rushed to the phone. Giving that up, he tried Ares Montague, co-owner of Axis Management, his sometimes boss and friend. No luck.
The server set down the grub, and Quinn ate as he watched people come in and out, nobody looked as if they were an arsonist waiting around. Damn if it wasn’t one of the best burgers he ever ate.
He wiped his mouth and hands with a napkin, took a long pull on his iced tea, and ordered another coffee. He texted Kayleigh, asking for her ETA, and received no answer, which didn’t surprise him. Kayleigh could be flighty. It wouldn’t surprise him if she’d changed her mind.
After another half hour, Quinn paid his bill, adding a twenty for a tip. He left a message, for the other Montague brother, Xander, telling him he needed a place to crash and climbed into his truck, throwing the envelope with Simone’s headshot on the passenger seat.
Hell, he had no business getting involved here, but his mind kicked into high gear, making a list of what he had to do, who he would call. He couldn’t ignore those berry pink lips or the golden hair that framed an oval face, posed with a half-smile.
He must find this woman. She was unaware of the danger. If the threat to her was real, and the transfer of money gave him the evidence to make him believe it was, he needed to act fast. The criminal who’d hired him might have a backup plan.






  
  CHAPTER THREE


“ Hey, sorry to interrupt, but are you, Simone Roberts, from the morning show?”
The point-and-shoot camera slipped from her fingers and clinked against the white ceramic vase of white hydrangeas. Simone had been so focused on taking a perfectly balanced photo of the centrepiece, she hadn’t heard the man come up behind her. She didn’t enjoy talking with strangers but smiled at the large, grey-bearded man.
“Yes, I have the DIY Design segment.” She tucked a piece of stray hair behind her ear and picked up the camera.
“My wife loves you. She’s at me to put hooks up in the front closet,” the man said.
“Paul, come dance with me!” a woman called over from the next table.
“Come on over here, Rita! This is Simone Roberts I’m talking to.” Paul grinned. His wife stepped beside him, a furious blush spreading over her face. 
“Oh! I just love your show. You’re the best-dressed bridesmaid too! Your hair is so pretty. You look shorter in real life than on TV. Can I get your autograph?” 
“Rita, leave her alone,” Paul said. 
Simone bit her lip, trying not to laugh. If Paul wanted her left alone, he shouldn’t have pulled his wife over. In the eight months she’d had the show, she still wasn’t used to people stopping her. When they did, she felt nervous and out of sorts, unsure what to do or say, but the more people she met, the more practiced she got at it and realized they were just as nervous with her.
“Here.” Simone reached for a pen and scribbled her name on the back of a table seating name tag. “Nice to meet you, Rita and Paul.” 
“Thank you!” Rita gushed. 
Simone returned her wave and moved to the next silk-covered table, under the golden fairy lights of the white organza draped ballroom.
Smiling at guests, she excused herself as she reached over their empty coffee cups, intent on capturing each detail. The bride, Meredith Phillips, had made sure every guest had a point and shoot camera, and she wanted them put to use. From the close-up of the way the white and gold round hanging lanterns cast their glow on the white embroidered linen napkins to the overflowing dessert table, Simone wanted her best friend to have all the details of this day captured forever. Standing in the centre of the vast ballroom, she pointed and clicked at the head table high on a platform at the front of the ballroom. Simone frowned and considered deleting it. Her best friend Ava, sister of the bride, sat slumped in her golden-covered chair, passing a half-full shot glass back and forth between her hands.
“Simone, want to dance?”
She looked up at Owen, the tall, lanky groomsman, her partner for the wedding, and heat rushed to her face. The dance floor at this reception resembled a club, a favourite design choice of Simone’s. Glancing at Ava, she shook her head. She had to keep her friend from getting smashed.
“Maybe the next one?” She bit her lip and shrugged, apologetically. 
“Sure.” Owen nodded and grabbed a Happy Ever After off the tray of a passing server. He sipped the cocktail Ava, Simone, and Meredith had created for today and winced. “I thought you guys chugged these because they tasted good.” He put the martini glass down on a nearby table.
“It’s an acquired taste, plus it’s pink.” Simone laughed. 
Mielle, another bridesmaid came dancing over, she grabbed Owen’s hands and pulled him towards the dance floor. Come on, Owen!”
Simone gave them a wave and walked up to the platform, sitting down in her chair next to Ava. She took off her shoes and rubbed her aching feet.
“The reception looks great, doesn’t it?”
“Exactly how the bride wanted it,” Ava said, her arms crossed in front of her. 
White sparkly drapery covered the ballroom from floor to ceiling. The lone section not covered in white was the view of the mountains from out the window, with the lights from the city twinkling below. The hanging white drapery in the ceiling took on yellow and green hues as the flashing lights from the sunken dance floor lit it up with the change of the beat. Simone swayed in her chair and grinned when her gaze landed on Meredith in her red and gold brocade wedding gown in the arms of her new husband, Jeffery.
“Are you sure you need another one?” Simone asked as Ava gestured at the server for another drink.
“Yeah, I do.” Ava spun her empty glass. “All of it comes so easy for her.” She flipped her long black braid off her shoulder.
“Your sister has the luck to go along with her talent.” Simone knew that got to Ava occasionally.
“Yep, she got everything she wanted right away.” The snarky tone of Ava’s voice caught Simone off guard.
Simone loved seeing Meredith happy. She deserved a happily ever after. Her caring friend never let the success of her television show go to her head. Simone smiled, remembering how she had met Meredith. They’d both just started at university, and Meredith was running late for an audition. She’d stood digging through her purse for lipstick in the library’s lobby while waiting for a cab when Simone proffered her rose-hued lipstick and offered to drive her to the audition. 
They’d hit it off immediately. Meredith texted her the next, thanking her for the ride and letting Simone know she’d landed the part she had auditioned for, the lead on a crime drama that skyrocketed her acting career.
The next weekend, Meredith invited Simone to her house for the first Create-a-Cocktail session, introducing her to her younger sister. The three women became close friends and Simone was grateful for them. Without Ava and Meredith, she wasn’t sure she could have survived the last six months.
“You had it easy, too. You didn’t even have to audition for your show,” Ava said. 
Simone’s face grew hot. Her ex-mother-in-law, Marion, had told her the breakfast show had a space to fill. Simone said she would be interested, and after one meeting with the production team, she was in.
“Ava, you’re a talented make-up artist. You’ll get your break. How is working at the comedy club?”
“Not exactly what I want,” Ava said. “But more people see the make-up I do through the comedy club’s social media.  I’m just tired.”
Simone smiled. Her friend had moonlighted at the comedy club for over a year, and she’d seemed tired through this week of wedding preparations.
Ava grabbed a Happy Ever After cocktail from the server’s tray. 
“Yeah, it has been a long day.” Simone sipped her cocktail.
“I shouldn’t be whining to you.” Ava lifted her head from her arm, knocked back the Happy Ever After in one gulp. “This whole thing must have been horrible for you. Kind of insensitive of Meredith to ask you to be a bridesmaid. That’s like drinking the crappy vodka because it’s all you got, right?” Ava giggled.
“Ava!” Simone playfully slapped her friend’s arm. On the dance floor, the newlyweds locked lips, and a twinge of envy stirred in the pit of her stomach. “No. I’m thrilled Meredith asked me.” Simone smiled. “Some excitement to brighten up my boring life.”
Even though helping Meredith pick out bridesmaid dresses and choosing decorations had tugged at her wounded heart, Simone felt honoured to be a part of her friend’s wedding.
“You had a boring life with Liam,” Ava said.
“It wasn’t terrible,” Simone said.
“The sock drawer…” Ava pointed a long, slender, manicured, gel-tipped finger at Simone. “…that isn’t filled with socks.”
Simone shook her head, regretting telling Ava about her sock drawer filled with lost opportunities and hopes. From their first Christmas, the vouchers to take dance lessons at a studio, then the tickets to learn to fly an airplane that she had given Liam for his birthday, and from their second anniversary, the couple’s massage and spa voucher she had purchased; all sat hidden and unused. Simone blushed, thinking about the contents of the drawer that she hadn’t shared with Ava.
“This isn’t what I imagined.” Simone rubbed her empty ring finger. She knew ending her marriage to Liam had been the right thing to do, but she thought she would be married until she was old and grey.
But it didn’t mean she wanted to open a dating profile or be set up on a date with any of their friends.
“Come on, you guys! One last round of photos!” Meredith came up to the table, reached over the tablecloth, and grabbed their hands.
“Okay, we’re coming.” Simone laughed and pulled Ava out of her chair.
“Almost over, right?” Ava grinned and leaned on Simone as they made their way to the photographer at the side of the ballroom.
“That’s the spirit.” Simone put her arm around her friend, and they joined the other wedding party members on the platform, flanking Meredith and Jeffery.
“Two more!” the photographer called.
As she posed for a photo in between Meredith and Ava, Simone squeezed her hands. Meredith’s contagious joy made Simone’s cheeks hurt from all her smiling. “Thank you so much for everything!” Meredith hugged her. 
Simone kissed her on the cheek. “You’re welcome. You’re beautiful, and it was an exceptional wedding.”
“I need another drink.” Ava leaned on Simone for balance. “I don’t get a thank you?” Meredith rolled her eyes. “Thank you, Ava, for showing up.”
Meredith’s husband whisked her away to the dance floor as guests clapped.
Steadying Ava, Simone got them over to the sleek, black chrome bar without falling over.
“Everyone loves her so much.” Ava gestured with her filled pink martini glass.
Simone’s heart twisted to see their father embrace Meredith. She remembered how happy her dad was on her wedding day. Her father had asked for so little from her, and she couldn’t stay married. Her father was the reason she’d agreed to marry Liam.
“A smoking hot guy is checking you out, over by the wall.” Ava slurred her words and pointed.
“What guy?” Simone asked. “He’s checking you out.”
She couldn’t see around the tall bodies in front of the bar, but Ava was the one who always drew the attention of men, not her.
“Nope. That sex god’s eyes are on you. He’s coming this way.” Ava giggled, leaning against her again. “Simone, I double dare you to dance with him. Better yet, as hot as he is, I dare you to bang him.”
“Ava!” Simone swatted her friend’s hand playfully. “I think I’ve forgotten how.” Both of them collapsed into giggles.
“Go dance with him.” Ava gave her a little push.
Simone shook her head but was happy to have Ava back to being herself.
Ava always egged her on to get out of her comfort zone.
“May I have the next dance?”
The deep, sultry voice sent a shiver down her spine. Simone turned around to find one giant, gorgeous man standing next to her. As his icy blue stare combed over her, butterflies flared to life in her stomach. Her heart pounded against her ribs.
He raised an eyebrow, extending his hand to her.
“Double dare,” Ava whispered.
“I don’t know.” Those butterflies now twisted in knots as she wiped her palms against her gold bridesmaid gown. “I’m probably not your type.”
“It’s only a dance.” The corners of his mouth turned up, and he raised an eyebrow, those magnificent blues laser-focused on her.
The reception was almost over, and she loved being on the dance floor. What did this guy want with her? Glancing at the stranger, she drank him in. His dark blue shirt perfectly pressed, his suit dark grey jacket fit over his muscled shoulders just right, and he stood there, patiently waiting for her to say something.
“Okay. One dance,” Simone said.
She placed her hand in his outstretched one and, as his lips turned up in a smile, a thrill raced through her. He led them over to the dance floor. Even in the flashing neon lights, the man looked good.
When he twirled her away from him, she felt the strength of his forearm. He would have no trouble picking her up and throwing her around. 
His hand came around the small of her back, holding her in place. “I’m sure you danced with a lot of partners before I got here.”
Her face hot, Simone shook her head. “My bridesmaid duties kept me busy.”
That dance ended and a slower, softer beat came on.
The man pulled her so close to his chest Simone could smell the woodsy cedar scent of his aftershave. She was sure he could hear her frantic heartbeat.
“What do you think my type is?” The corners of his mouth turned up. 
Simone blushed.
“I don’t know why I said that.” Simone turned her head away.
“You must have a reason.” He put a finger on her chin, bringing her head back to face him, and he stared at her so intently she couldn’t look away.
“Men don’t ask me to dance often. Not men like you.” Simone said. God, maybe she had too much to drink. 
“I feel judged,” he said, smiling down at her.
“No, I didn’t mean... I’m nervous,” Simone stammered and wondered if she should just end the dance. 
His hand brushed her cheek, his warmth spread through her, making her flushed and giddy. “Are you okay with this?” he asked her.
“Yes, it’s fine.” She put her hands on his shoulders, those butterflies jumping around to her erratic heartbeat.
“So, what did you think of the wedding?” He brought her close together, his hips pressed against her. 
Heat flooded her cheeks. Her body felt feverish, and it took Simone a moment to recognize the ping of sensations as desire.
“Beautiful, the bride’s dream come true,” Simone grinned.
“Think they’ll last?” the man whispered into her ear. 
“You never know. I hope so,” Simone said. “What about you?”
“I only bet on what I know for sure.” His hands slid over her waist. Simone felt a flush creep up her neck. 
“What’s for sure?” She smiled at him, her fingertips feeling his muscled shoulders.
“That I’m dancing with the prettiest woman in the room.” His hands moved in gentle circles, against her back His light touch felt good and it soothed Simone’s nerves. 
“You have some excellent lines.” Simone ducked her head. 
“And the moves to go with them.” As the tempo changed, he brought her close to him,  he, pressed his hips against hers.  
“You like to be in control.”
“I do.”
His shocking blue eyes found and zeroed into her.   Simone squirmed as heat from her centre flamed up to her face.
She wanted to touch his dark hair, which fell just above his eyebrows.
He grinned, the smile making his features softer, and placed his hands on her shoulders, bringing her against his hard plane of muscled chest.
“On the dance floor and in bed,” he added, his breath tickling her ear.
Simone swallowed as he brought her closer, his firm hand on the small of her back.
“My type,” he whispered into her ear, “is a woman who is honest with herself, a woman who knows what she wants. Do you know what you want?”
Of their own accord, her hands slid up his biceps. His words made her squirm. She took her hands off his arms, unsure what to do with them. “I don’t know.”
Her thoughts went blank, and her throat went dry.
He laughed and covered her hands with his and brought her hands on his waist. “You can touch me anywhere... I only bite when you ask for it,” his tone dropped to a sultry vibration. Simone smiled, ducking her head.  The heat of his body, the sultry way he looked at her, sent her pulse racing. 
 Fantasies of being dominated in the bedroom danced through her mind. One Valentine’s Day, on







