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Prologue

Ava

 


And the prize for the
most moronic decision. Ever. Goes to … me!

The black, heavy, iron
door shuts behind my friend Harper and me, and I push my ears into
my shoulders while my heart somersaults. I tighten my hands in a
death grip around my clutch, then after a calming breath, I take
one step and another.

The entrance resembles
the hallway of a very expensive boutique hotel. Dark-red walls
contrast with a violent sensuality against the black and white
houndstooth-patterned carpet. Majestic gold-framed mirrors on both
sides lure me in toward the four small elevators at the far side of
the building.

“Don’t be so scared.
It’ll be fun, I promise,” Harper says, leaning toward me.

Sure, like
those crazy people who find it fun to jump off bridges while tied
up to a glorified elastic band.

I nod at Harper before
she turns her back to me and whispers something to the goateed
human house with luscious, deep-red hair that women would pay a
fortune for. He stands by the door, studying me.

To stop from
fidgeting, I lock my knees and display the only smile I’m capable
of, but when his amber glare zeroes in on me, my heart pounds
furiously against my eardrums.

I bet the redheaded
giant can hear it too.

Where’s the loud
music? We’re in a club. I should hear music.

Harper taps on the
giant’s chest. “Bruce, this is my friend, Ava.”

The human house
grunts, grins at me, and for a split second, the world tilts on its
axis and I just stare at his white teeth while Harper chuckles.

“Do you need jetons?”
he asks Harper.

Harper turns her
will-you-dare expression to my heated face. “Do you want
jetons?”

Dear God. I gawk at
them and clear my throat. “No … N-no. I’m … j-just want … w-want to
watch.”

Bruce raises a brow
and leans closer. “Well, you might need jetons for that too,
doll.”

All right. Time to
run. I point my scuttling foot toward the door.

Harper holds my wrist
in a strong grip. “No, we’re good. Maybe next time,” she replies
with a bright smile before she leads me down carpeted stairs.

What am I doing here?
This is a mistake. A huge one.

“Hello, Ash, Jenna.
How are you this evening?” Harper greets a well-dressed couple
before shifting her gaze toward me to whisper, “Go ahead, sweetie.
I have a table.”

On shaky legs,
I make it to the bottom of the stairs and gasp as I enter the main
room.

The place is
sumptuous and not at all the dark, damp dungeon I expected. I take
in the huge, modern, silver chandelier and the softly lit tables
enhanced by the marble floors. It has all the appearance of a
normal—albeit expensive—romantic restaurant, and I sigh in relief.
Harper was right, the club, aptly named, The Club—because
someone forgot to take their creativity pill that day—doesn’t
look like a sex club.

I wince internally.
Am I being judgmental by calling it a sex club? Harper
doesn’t. She, with her best friend, Kincaid Michaels—the maverick
of the financial world, and three of their wealthy friends have
created a luxurious microcosmos called Haven. It’s comprised of two
classic nightclubs, a boutique hotel where the stars love to go
into hiding, a fleet of six upscale bars and restaurants, and The
Club. But the latter isn’t advertised on their glossy
brochures.

Only a select few are
entrusted with the knowledge of its existence, and there’s been so
many whispers and unknowns surrounding it that it became somewhat
of an urban legend. I’d personally never heard of it until Harper
told me about it a couple of years after we met at a gala at the
museum.

The admission
to The Club is a tightly controlled process, and members, only
after being unanimously voted in by the five owners, are vetted
through an extensive health, financial, and moral background check
to ensure the privacy and safety of the patrons. There’s no
exchange of money here, and everything from the Michelin-starred
food to the exquisite and expansive collection of liquors is
included in the onerous yearly membership paid to be part of this
hedonistic Eden.

Harper, who’s
in charge of the public relations and marketing of Haven, explained
that at The Club, women are empowered in their sexuality by being
offered jetons to choose partners to fulfill their fantasies or
engage in sexual games in any of the playrooms on the higher
floors.

Or are free to
just eat, dance, and be merry.

“Do you have a
reservation?”

The melodious
voice belongs to a pretty, young woman dressed in a tight black
dress who smiles at me.

“I’m with
Harper Willis.”

“Oh, you’re
Harper’s friend? Let me show you to her table.”

I follow her
to a raised area in the corner surrounded by a balcony of sorts and
climb the three steps leading to an oval table with comfortable,
plush leather sofas with high backrests. By the time I settle down,
my heart rhythm is no longer a deafening drum. From here, I can
view the whole restaurant, but each table is set up as its own
little universe by way of ornate bamboo dividers and cleverly
placed plants.

I scan the
menu and salivate. They have oysters.

Nestling
deeper into the seat, I scoff while I discreetly eye the other
patrons, all fully dressed.

I’m not a
prude—well, I don’t think I am—and I have no issues with kink,
sexual or otherwise, as long as it’s between consenting adults. But
when Harper invited me for the umpteenth time to come out and make
my own opinion, I had run out of excuses and let my curiosity win
over. So, here I am. Way, way out of my depth.

The charming
hostess comes back to take my order, and I feel absolutely decadent
when I order oysters for myself, wings for Harper, and two
mojitos.

She smiles as
she leans closer. “The viewing den is open tonight. I hope you’ll
enjoy it.”

Harper
mentioned the den where anyone can watch people having sex. I bare
my teeth at her retreating silhouette as my face heats up.

Maybe if I
sneak out while Harper’s busy, she won’t be too angry with me. I
strain my neck toward the stairs. There’s no sign of her. I clutch
my purse, slide my legs against the smooth leather to the end of
the table, and stand up. I gasp when I bump into a human wall. I
bounce back, hit the back of my knees on the seat, and lose my
balance, my arms flaying like the uncoordinated wings of a broken
windmill.

Ava Lawson.
Nil point for grace.

The tall man
catches my arm to stop me from falling on my butt and chuckles.

“S-s-sorry.” I
suck in a breath. Wow. He’s gorgeous. Dark eyes and hair—it’s
difficult to tell in this low lighting. I’m wearing heels, but he
towers over me.

“Don’t be.
It’s my fault for startling you.” He smiles and extends his hand.
“I’m Mason, and I wanted to personally welcome you to The
Club.”

I gape for a
few seconds too long at his t-shirt that barely hides his wide
shoulders and place my hand in his. “I’m-m … A-Ava.”

“Yes, Harp’s
friend.” He frowns and checks out the stairwell area. “Where’s
Harper?”

“Here,” Harper
answers from behind him, and he pivots toward her.

“Harper, good
to see you again.”

His jaw
clenches and his shoulders tense in seconds, and for the first
time, I witness my friend’s expression become … hard. Huh-ho.
There’s history there. I almost wish I was one for gossip
because anything happening with that man has to be interesting.

“Mace, I see you’ve
met Ava,” she says with a tight smile that stays on her lips. She
turns to me. “Sweetie, this is Mace, one of the owners.”

Mason bows slightly.
“Ladies, have a good evening. Ava, pleased to meet you.”

“S-same,” I reply, but
he’s already gone.

I scoot over the
curved seat while Harper settles next to me. Her lips are pinched,
and she exhales with her lids closed. I touch her wrist. “Is
everything all right?”

She straightens her
shoulders. “Yeah, I’m good.” She throws her megawatt grin at me.
“So, what do you think?”

Our hostess brings our
order and glides away.

Harper glances at the
silver square tray filled with crushed ice before me and curls her
lip in disgust. “How can you eat these?”

I giggle before I
slurp an oyster and lick its syrup off my bottom lip. I choke and
cough when another tall man just … stands there. What is it with
tall men just appearing at our table? I crane my neck up and up to
meet icy blue eyes framed by strong arched brows set on me.

Harper smiles at him.
“Caid, hi.”

“Hey, sweetheart.”

Dear God, his voice
rumbles over the small space to brush my skin, and I shiver while
my heart gallops.

“Ava, sweetie, this is
Caid.”

I snap out of his
hypnotic gaze and wave at him. A cringeworthy, stupid little wave
with my arm folded tight to my side and my fingers splayed wide.
“H-Hi.”

He dips his chin. “Ms.
Lawson, welcome. I hope you’ll enjoy your evening with us.”

“Th-Thank you. Av-Ava.
P-please, c-call m-me Ava.” I pray that the low lighting conceals
my burning face.

He lifts a mocking
brow, and I groan. I stutter when I’m nervous. It’s an annoying
residue of my childhood that my parents found charming, so they
never did much of anything about it.

With some work, I
eventually grew out of it. But when a man who looks like a god
watches me like I’m a human version of a gnat before quickly
dismissing me with the phantom of a smirk, my childhood impediment
springs back with a vengeance.

Dressed in a perfectly
tailored black shirt and slacks, he stalks away in a fluid but
powerful gait and disappears through a revolving door with shiny
chrome handlebars and darkened glass.

I eat an oyster, and
another. “Harp, are you sure my presence here is not a
problem?”

She licks her fingers
delicately—like she does everything else—and a frown barely mars
her stunning face. “What do you mean?”

After wiping my
fingers on the linen towel, I shift to face her. “He didn’t seem
too … happy with me being here and—”

Rolling her eyes, she
squeezes my hand and scoffs. “Don’t worry about Caid. Lately, his
neutral setting is grump. When I wanted you to come over, we all
voted to let you in.”

“Even for one
evening?”

She lets out the
musical peal of her laughter. “Yes, we’re that committed. We want
everyone to be safe here, so we’re very careful.”

I watch Harper’s soft
but focused gaze and chew on my bottom lip.

She wraps my hand in
hers. “Ava, it’s fine to let yourself enjoy life a little. All you
do is work at the gallery—” She tugs on my hand when I’m about to
reply. “I know you love your gallery, but apart from me and maybe
Marnie, you have no friends.” She inches closer. “And no, I don’t
consider your artists to be your friends.”

I chuckle silently as
she continues. “You barely get out of your loft. I’ve known you for
over three years, and I’ve never seen you with a man … or a
woman.”

She got me there. I
don’t date often, and I have major trust issues with people. “I’m
not really good at casual sex, Harp.”

With a short laugh,
she throws her head back. “It’s not only about that here.” She
winks at me and leans closer. “Sweetie, there’s nothing casual
about good sex. Here, you have a fantasy, you bring your jeton to
anyone you like, and you talk about the terms of your wish in one
of the private salons. If all parties agree, we make it happen
here.” She grins and whispers, “And it can be anything. Anything at
all.”

It’s not the first
time she tells me this, but tonight, I’m actually thinking about
it. How precious would it be to be able to let go of everything
else and just feel pleasure?

I’m a little
traditional—boring maybe? —and so are my fantasies, but I’m totally
fine with that. For me, it would be one man with whom I could share
myself with, give myself to completely, without doubts. Without
fear.

What would it be like
to be in a relationship where I would be enough? Just me.

Harper picks up the
last wing from her plate. “There’s absolutely no pressure for you
to do anything you don’t want to. Just know that The Club is a safe
space for you to explore and play. Now, let’s go to the bathroom to
freshen up and then we can check out the DJ.”

“All right.”

Later, I step onto the
dance floor with my only friend. I throw my arms in the air and
spin and twirl. I dance until I huff and puff.

I dance until it’s
just me and the music.


Chapter
One

Ava

 


Four months later, to
the day, I stand in my walk-in wardrobe and stare at the rows of
clothes before me. I’ve got nothing to wear.

I’ve made up my eyes
all smoky, and my hairdresser has done miracles with my unexciting
straight long hair and has given me layers that sweep prettily
across my face when I move.

Stepping to the right
of my wardrobe, I pinch the silk of the skirt of one of my special
dresses. I have a weakness for pretty dresses and French and
Italian lingerie—and I own a few dozens of them, all right, maybe a
bit more. I absolutely adore them but haven’t worn any of them.
They’re pieces of art designed to be a caress on the skin, to be
seen, and to entice and seduce the senses of the wearer and that of
the beholder. Dresses that make me grateful for being a woman.

Harper’s right. I
haven’t really tried to connect with anyone in a while. Although
most of it has little to do with me and is more about the value I
hold in their eyes.

I’ve asked for a full
membership after my first evening, and I’ve been going to The Club
every week once without Harper, but tonight is special.

Tonight’s the night. I
pull out a deep-red dress and shimmy in the heavy stretchy material
that hugs my hips and slide up the short sleeves over my shoulders.
I twist to catch my naked back in the long mirror, smile, and slip
my feet into my nude, comfortable heeled sandals. After a last look
and deep breath, I run out of the door before I change my mind.

When I meet her by her
chauffeured car, Harper, dressed in a deep V-neck purple leather
dress and mustard high-heeled shoe boots, smiles. “Holy shit!”

She does a little
circle with her perfectly manicured finger to signal me to spin. I
show her my back, flip my hair, and wink like the old-fashioned
stars used to do. She grins her approval, and we jump in the
car.

Comfortably curled in
the leather seat, Harper hooks her hand around mine and tilts her
head to the side. “Sweetie, I know I’ve asked before, but are you
sure?”

I nod with a trembling
smile. I’m not sure of anything, but I want to try.

At The Club, when
Bruce slams the heavy door behind us, I smile at him. “Bruce, I’d
like a jeton, please.”

His brows rise before
the corners of his lips twitch. He pulls out a velvet pouch from
his jacket pocket and places a heavy, golden round chip in my open
palm with the number five and the three-leafed symbol of the club
stylishly interlaced.

He curls his fingers
over mine, and I lift my gaze to him.

“A lot of people have
been waiting for this, doll. Have fun.”

Heat floods my face as
he winks, and I nod.

A couple of hours
later, I take a deep breath and turn to Harper who whisper-shouts,
“Go get him and be gentle, at least at the beginning.”

I nod and grin. Then
with my heart racing, I strut to the bar toward Mace.

****

Caid

 


Standing in
our office, concealed under the ceiling above the restaurant and
the dance floor, I knead the back of my stiff neck to ease the
tension there. It’s been months since I’ve had a massage, and I can
feel the knots tying up my back and shoulders.

As I wheel
away from the one-way, curved glass window, a red dot catches my
eyes.

Ava Lawson is
back again tonight.

She’s not
wearing her usual lacy top and flowy pants. The tight red dress
leaves her back bare and molds her curves. New haircut too.

Hmm, someone
is out to play tonight.

I grab
my vibrating cell.
“Bruce.”

“She asked for
a jeton,” Bruce says and confirms my guess.

“Thanks.”

“Wonder who
the lucky bastard is gonna be,” our head of security drawls before
he disconnects the call.

I want to be
told the first time a new member uses a jeton because it’s a big
step, one that needs to be nurtured, so the fear of the unknown
isn’t a detriment to their first fantasy. I look at the young,
pretty little princess. No doubt that whoever she picks tonight
will jump at the chance at making her fantasy come true. I settle
on the cream couch of my office.

For months,
she just ate oysters while talking with Harp, who hates the damn
things, never had more than one drink, and hit the dance floor. She
refused every single jeton put before her by women or couples and
rebutted all advances made by men. Fuck knows how, but she got
close to chit-chat-is-the-path
to-conflicts-and-conflicts-lead-to-wars Mace, who, somehow, gets
real chatty when she’s around.

After grabbing
the club’s tablet from the coffee table, I pull out her profile.
The picture is recent, yet she appears younger than her age. Not
enough exposure to the harshness of life.

It’s those
Bambi eyes and that particular air of fragility that pampered,
coddled women have. More Wyatt’s type, who likes his subs small and
curvy with juicy asses he can spank and whip.

Her personal
questionnaire states she had four relationships and no casual
hook-ups, but in my experience, most women lie about that number—an
unfortunate remnant of a society that punishes women for enjoying
sex.

She’s the
daughter of Frances Fraser and Albert Lawson, the medical
scientists and creators of the Lawson Protocol, a complex blend of
high-precision surgery and drugs designed to make organ transplants
nearly one hundred percent effective. The couple died nine years
ago, leaving her the sole beneficiary of a decent wealth portfolio.
I scroll further down. She has no history of drugs or medically
diagnosed mental health issues.

Ivy League
educated, she never kept a job for more than two years, except for
the gallery she opened a few years ago that exhibits local street
and classic artists. The gallery is probably a way to amuse herself
until she gets bored and moves on to her next job, fundraiser, or
whatever it is that takes her fancy. Another trust fund baby
searching for a thrill before she finds a husband, so she’ll never
have to think for herself. What does Harp see in that
girl?

I give her
three months. Maybe four.

In the last
decade, there’s been a lot of young women searching for something
different, exotic, a secret they can hold until they return to the
safety of their lives. So, our team of lawyers makes sure to
protect the anonymity of The Club by way of a solid NDA to protect
our members.

I stretch my
neck from side to side. I really need a massage. I push on
my knees to observe the crowd underneath me. Everything here spells
wealth and luxury, a world we worked hard to create. A world that
feels smaller and smaller.

I’m becoming
one of those bored, rich assholes who used to look at me like
something they wouldn’t step in.

Tension snakes
up my neck again. One of my teachers used to say, “Bored people are
boring.”

I’m so
fucking past bored. Jaded.

When did that
creep up on me? I’m a foster kid, discarded by my mom at the age of
eleven. But I’m no cry-me-a-river story. She wasn’t a junkie, and
there was no abuse, physical or otherwise. Shunned by her
hyper-religious family when she got pregnant, she found herself
alone at barely seventeen with a newborn. She just had enough of
raising the result of a one-night stand by herself. That day, I got
picked up for the wrestling team at school, and I was fucking
happy. Got in our shitty house I’d cleaned before school, and she
was gone.

 A lifetime ago, she left me with forty-one
dollars. Now I’ve made millions, so why the f—

A red dot
whizzes past the dance floor toward our table. Ava.

She
strides to Mace, followed by a
lot of interested stares. Guess she found what she’s looking for.

When she
whispers something in my friend’s ear, Mace nods with a big grin.
Another happy customer. I tap on the button that shuts off
the view and head down to the crowded eatery. It’s been a while
since I had a play.

Earlier, I saw
Noreen prowling for a Dom. Since she joined The Club four five ago,
we’ve partnered often for submission plays. The heiress of a
considerable fortune left by her much older late husband, she’s
bratty and tries to top from the bottom, but she’s a good sub who’s
very upfront about her needs. She’ll do nicely.

Stalking
through the wide carpeted hallway, I automatically count the blue
lights above the doors of the private salons. Good. Eight out of
ten of them are lit. At the end of the hallway, the glass revolving
door opens on Mason and Ava, who stops abruptly, her Bambi eyes
wide and her mouth agape.

You’re right
to be scared, Little Red Riding Hood. I’m the big, bad wolf.

Mace voice’s
booms in the low-lighting space. “There you are.”

He places his
hand on her lower back to nudge her forward. Our new scaredy-cat
member gasps and lifts her eyes to mine.

“Hi,” she
whispers. She clears her throat. “G-good ev-evening, C-Caid.”

“Ava.” When
she just blinks, I say to Mace, “The two salons at the back are
free.”

Mason grins.
“Ava was looking for you, Caid.”

Little lost princess wants to be
shared? I glance back at her flushed face. Mm. Not according to
her expression. “Everything all right?”

She
straightens her back and clears her throat again. “Y-yes. I, er, I
want-ted—”

“Ava would
like to speak with you in a salon,” Mace says. My Army buddy
touches her shoulder, smiles at her, and leaves us face to
face.

Shit, she
looks terrified. I make my tone gentle. “Is something
wrong?”

She bites her
bottom lip. “N-no.”

So why do you
look like you don’t remember how to breathe?

I rein in my
impatience. “Come with me.” Without waiting for an answer, I get to
one of the available salons and close the door behind her.

After flicking
the light on, I pivot to her. Her gray eyes, not brown, as I first
thought, widen as I edge closer.

She opens her palm.
“I-I h-have a j-jeton, and I-I—”

Fuck. I
shove my hands in my pockets and try for patience. “You what?”

She flinches,
so I wait, but after a few seconds of silence, I lean in. “Get it
out, sweetheart. The night’s short. What do you want with the
jeton?”

“Y-you.”

Ah, for fuck’s
sake.

She licks her
bottom lip and blinks fast. “I-I m-mean, I want t-to s-spend t-time
with you and m-maybe—”

“Time with me?
Are those your terms for the jeton?”

She nods, and
something in her eyes… No.

I shake my
head. “Sorry, sweetheart, not going to happen.”

Her shiny gaze
hooked onto mine, she pales and swallows hard. “B-but you
hav-ven’t… W-Why … why n-not?”

She needs to
get what I’m saying, so I step close enough to feel her breath on
my chin. “Because when I fuck, I fuck hard—”

“I c-can d-do
th-that,” she whispers.

Shifting back,
I peruse her body slowly. “You’re not built for it. And sweetheart,
I prefer my women to look like real women, not girls.”

“Oh. I
und-ders-st-tand,” she whispers to her hand clenched tight against
her chest.

When I touch
her slim fingers fisted around the metal chip, she snaps her huge
eyes up. “Listen, Ava. I’m not what you want, and there’re plenty
of men out there who’d be more suitable to give you what you wish
for.”

Her bottom lip
trembles. “Y-you’re right. S-Sorry f-for … for wast-ting your
t-time.”

She brushes
past me and out of the door.

That was
harsh. I’m usually smoother with the rejections. I stretch my
neck from left to right and sigh. I really need that fucking
massage. She’s just not used to the word no. She’ll be
fine.

I yank the ajar door
open as she hurries—as best she can in that dress—toward the
restaurant. She stops just as the revolving door opens on
Noreen.

“Hi, Eva. It’s
Eva, right?”

“It’s Ava. Hi,
Noreen.”

I knew the
bumbling virgin was an act.

The women,
both in tight dresses—Noreen’s is short, in that violent pink color
and shows off her generous breasts—couldn’t be more different.
While the slender Ava scurries away, the tall, statuesque sub
throws me a lustful smile. “Hey Caid, you asked for me?”

I didn’t, but
she’s just what I need now. I extend my hand to her. “Let’s go,
Reen.”

The blonde
amazon giggles as I lead her to the elevator.

After
unlocking the suite, I let her in one of the eight suites above The
Club. The room, like the others, is decorated in neutral cream
tones to allow the team of decorators on retainer—stage setters,
they like to be called—to transform any room to suit members’
requests. The very large bed sits in the center of the room, and
behind it, there’s a wall-to-wall glass cabinet full of toys.

Noreen fluffs
her hair and undresses to her panties while I roll my sleeves up.
She sways her round hips as she undulates toward me. Shit.
I’m not in the mood for brat taming, so I grab the hand she tries
to put on my cock as she wraps the other around my nape. Rising up
on her toes, she inches her red-painted lip to my mouth. “I missed
you.”

Is it the
fucking full moon? I step back. “On the bed, Reen.”

She pouts, her
eyes downcast, and walks to the cabinet from which she retrieves a
black leather flogger. I tense, curl my fingers into fists, and
bury them in the pockets of my slacks as she walks slowly back to
me, the small whip laid across her palms. She raises her gaze to
mine.

“I thought
that maybe we’d try something different tonight.” She smiles. “I
want to give you—”

“We’re done
here.” I reach for the door.

The heiress
grips my arm, and when I pivot back to her, her hand flies to her
chest and her face flushes.

“Caid, I’m
sorry. We’ve known each other for a long time, and it was just…”
She bows her head. “I’m sorry.”

“Reen, you
know my rules.”

Her eyes
downcast, she nods. “Yes. Yes … I kn—”

“Look at me.”
When she does, I narrow my eyes. “What are my rules?”

She flicks her
blonde mane over her shoulders. “No whipping or smacking.” She
pinches her lips and adds, “And no exclusivity.”

“You have
exactly five seconds to put that away.”

She hastens to
the cabinet where she hangs the flogger and climbs onto the bed on
all fours.

I crank my
neck to the side. For a couple of seconds, I really fucking wish I
had the massage. After pulling on the retractable handcuffs from
caches concealed in the floor around the bed, I shackle her wrists.
One flip of the lever in the cache on the floor straightens her
arms down until her chest is flat on the bed. Once she’s
immobilized from the waist up, I shut my eyes and let the clarity
of domming settle me. I kneel behind her and haul her hips up.

“Reen, do you
know your safeword?”

Her voice
comes out muffled. “Yes.”

****

Ava

 


I never stood
a chance.

Noreen’s
his type, but then again, Noreen is every man’s type. I was surprised the first time I saw
her at The Club. Our paths have crossed several times socially, and
she’s a popular It Girl in the city’s richer-than-rich
circles.

I’ll
never be a blue-eyed,
five-feet, ten-inches blonde with luscious curves and glamorous
confidence.

Clutching the
jeton against my chest, I exhale slowly, but nothing stops my
heartbeats from hurling against my eardrums nor the tears to press
behind my eyes.

God, I’m
such an idiot. I should have known there’s no world where Caid
would be interested in me. I stagger to the exit on automatic
pilot and halt when Harper’s face jumps in my line of sight.

She studies my
face with a deep frown. “Sweetie, what happened?”

If I speak,
I’ll crumble in tears, so I just shake my head and do a small
shrug.

She curls her
arm around me. “Come on, let’s get you a drink.”

I plant my
feet on the carpet to stop us from moving and whisper, “Home. I
want to go home.”

“Are you sure?
There’s plenty—”

I squeeze her
hand. “I’m fine, Harp. I’ll just go home. We’ll talk tomorrow.”
Then I remember she’s going to Seattle for a few days. “I’ll call
you.”

“Everything
okay?”

We whip our
heads toward Mason’s knitted brows and clenched jaw. Please, if
there’s a God, let it be merciful and swallow me into the
ground.

“I’m all
right.” I stretch my lips over my teeth in a semblance of a smile.
“I’m just cutting the night short and going home.”

“I’ll take you
home,” Mason says as he retrieves his cell from his pocket.

“Yes, thank
you, Mace.” Harper’s voice is soft, and for a split second, the air
warms up around us while he nods.

In the
underground parking, he opens the door of a luxury car—I’m not very
good with brand names but this one seems expensive—and I slide
gratefully onto the comfortable cream leather seat.

On the way to
my apartment, he glances my way. “Was Caid mean to you?”

I shake my
head, and my face heats up. No, he wasn’t mean. Mean is scared
of him.

He
grunts softly and turns
the radio to a classical music station. By the time he pulls over
in front of my building, my heartbeat is less erratic. With my hand
on the handle, I twist toward him to thank him, but he gets out of
the car and opens the door on my side. I accept his help to get out
of the car and face him with a smile.

“Thanks, Mace,
I—”

“Ava.”

My name lashes
out in the night, and I instinctively push my head into my
shoulders while all my muscles tighten. So, my horrible night
can get worse, after all.

I pivot slowly
to Lawrence, who marches toward Mace and me. His face is livid, his
lips pinched into an angry white line with a scowl that has me
swaying backward.

“Lawrence,
please don’t—”

He stops a
mere meter from us and grabs my upper arm. “Where the hell have you
been? You know—”

“Remove the
hand, buddy,” Mace says, and I whip my gaze up to Harper’s friend’s
stony face.

Lawrence
straightens up, but even at his full height, he’s dwarfed by Mace.
With his hand squeezing my arm painfully, he scowls. “You don’t
want me to remember you. Get lost, boy.”

Behind him,
Lawrence’s chauffeur-bodyguard advances slowly.

Oh, no.
I touch Mace’s bicep. “It’s fine… I know him. I’ll be fine.’

Mace turns his
gaze to my face and drops it to my arm, and I shiver. His
expression is … scary. He tilts his chin up at Lawrence. “I said
remove the hand or I’ll remove it for you.”

When Lawrence
releases me, I gasp and roll my wrist to re-establish the blood
flow in my arm. But I can’t feel the pain, stunned. I’ve never seen
Lawrence back away from anyone.

Mace wraps his
arm around my shoulder, but his attention remains on Lawrence. “Ava
and I have plans, so whatever you have to say to her will wait
until we’re done.”

His expertly
coiffed, silver hair gleams under the streetlights as Lawrence
narrows his mud-colored eyes and snaps at me. “Ava, I said get in
the car.”

Mace pulls me
slightly behind him. “I said Ava and I have plans.”

I can only
stare while a choking lump forms in my throat.

Lawrence
stomps back to his car, followed by his shadow bodyguard, and I
heave a sigh. A little dazed, I let Mason guide my wooden legs to
my home.

Once we reach
the landing past the stairs and stop before my door, he turns me to
face him. “You’re okay?”

When I nod, he
takes me in his arms. “You’re shaking like a leaf.” He pries my
keys from my trembling fingers and opens my front door.

I amble
blindly through the high-ceilinged apartment and let myself fall on
the sofa in my living room. Mace settles next to me, and the words
stuck in my throat tumble out.

“You have to
go. You’re not safe here. He… He’ll come after you, Mason. You have
to go.”

He curls his
fingers under my trembling chin and frowns. “Ava. Who the hell was
that?”

I grab his
wrist. “It’s … no one. He’s my parents’ best friend.” I pull on his
wrist. It’s important that he listens because… I shake my head and
straighten my back. “Mason, he’s dangerous and just m-mean. Please,
go. I’ll be fine. I’ll—”

Mace cups my
cheek. “Ava, what’s going on?”

My throat
clogs, and the kindness of his expression opens the flood burning
behind my eyes.


Chapter
Two

Caid

 


Mace has
called an emergency meeting in The Club’s office for all five
of us.

“You
better have a good reason to get us here so early.”

My friend who’s
generally the epitome of stillness is pacing the thick cream rug of
our office. What the fuck is going on?

Patrons
have left hours ago, and the cleaning crew is just about to
finish. Settling on the
sofa with my back to the door, I wait for the others to arrive
while Mace burns a trail on the rug. Mason has always had that kind of focused inertia
that most people confuse for passivity—some of them dearly
regretted that mistake in business—so him being so agitated can’t
be good.

When the air
fills in with a feminine, subtle but rich perfume, we both turn
toward Harper when she comes in. She bends over the arm of the
couch to put a peck on my cheek. “Hey, Caid.”

“Hey,
Harp.”

Dressed in a
form-fitting black skirt suit with a white shirt and high heels,
she strolls to the expensive coffee station beside the wide oak
desk and slants her hip against the counter while she waits for her
hot drink. “Mace, weren’t you wearing those exact same clothes last
night?”

What? I
whip my head to the other side of the spacious room and fists my
hands. “Did you stay over at Ava’s?”

Mace rubs his
palm over his five o’clock shadow and studies me with narrowed
eyes. “What could Ava have possibly asked you in order for you to
make her cry?”

The next
second, I’m on my feet. “She was crying?”

Mason sighs
and swipes his hand over his face. “Let’s wait for the others, and
I’ll tell you all at the same time.”

She was crying
in Mason’s arms because of me?

She wasn’t
supposed to cry, just get a nice fuck from someone who wouldn’t
push her too hard.

Harper, mug in
hand, beats me to it and asks Mace, “How is she?”

“She’s fine—”
Mason turns to the door. “Ah. Everybody’s here.”

I hug-backslap
Hudson Collins, the hacker extraordinaire and MIT graduate who made
his fortune when he created an algorithm that shook the banking
world—after he’d been arrested by the FBI for hacking the Federal
Bank. The geek-looking martial expert, dressed in a black Star
Wars t-shirt and black jeans, pushes the black rims of his
glasses on his nose. He lowers his deceptively thin frame onto the
chair behind the desk and places his laptop on the smooth surface
of the desk. The last member of the group, Wyatt Sanders, a real
estate mogul by day, is already in an impeccably cut bespoke suit
as he takes a seat in the armchair adjacent to the sofa.

The group is
complete.

I met
Harper—the first Domina I befriended—and Hudson at one Dom/sub
soiree in a luxury hotel. Wyatt and Mason, both former Marines, and
I became friends in Iraq during my tour there. Standing beside Mace
with our backs to the one-way window, I glance around the room.

When Mason
crosses his arms on his chest, all eyes turn to him. “You remember
when we created The Club, we swore it would be a place where women
will always be safe?”

I remember
that day well.

Twelve years
ago, after Hudson, Harper, and I attended a private reception
without monitors where a young submissive was found dead, beaten to
a pulp by a motherfucker who got off on hurting women and used
their lifestyles to do it.

Enraged by the
lack of responsibility taken by the host—who Wyatt nearly beat to a
pulp—while the other patrons happily turned a blind eye, we decided
to create a safe place for people like us. People on the fringe of
society because of their kink, we wanted a space where women would
be free to explore their sexuality.

For the first
event we hosted, where Harper and Mace did most of the heavy
lifting, we rented the whole floor of a luxurious hotel, invited
people we’d met at previous events, and watched. Huds, Mace, Wyatt,
and I took turns as dungeons monitors, observing every interaction
carefully, and if we caught even a hint of a problem with consent,
the guest was barred from the next parties and written into our
black book.

Within a year,
we had a solid customer base that would sponsor other members.
Harper came up with the idea of the jeton, and when The Club was
still under construction, Wyatt brought Bruce in, who under his
big, protective, teddy bear demeanor was trained in most martial
arts and could put any man down in two seconds.

It took us
another year to create a protocol book. Then after a woman whose
fantasy was to be whipped until her heart stops sued us for denying
her a membership, we hired a team of lawyers and asked all of our
members to sign NDAs.

Now, The Club
counts four hundred and nine members. Four hundred and ten with
Ava.

Mace’s voice
hauls me back into the room. “Our newest member, Ava Lawson, who’s
also Harper’s friend.”

At the mention
of her name, I clench my jaw while Harper leaves the corner of the
office to inch closer to the desk.

“I’ve got her
file,” Hudson says and whistles. “Gorgeous.”

Harper peers
over Hudson’s shoulder and chuckles. “That’s what you said the
first time you saw her file.”

“Well, I’m
nothing if not consistent.” Hudson winks at Harper, who rolls her
eyes but smiles and half sits on the edge of the desk.

Mace’s gaze
flashes to mine, and I crank my neck to the side as he resumes.
“Last night when I took her home, an older dude came at her and
grabbed her arm so hard, he left a fucking bruise.”

Heat rushes to
my neck, and I pivot to face Mace. “What?”

“He was trying
to get her in his car. Got rid of him, but she was scared. I’m
talking trembling-like-a-just-born-kitten terrified. And that kind
of shit bothers me. A lot,” Mace grits out while widening his
stance and clutching his hands behind his back.

Wyatt lifts
his chin toward Mace. “She’s yours?” Meaning one of his submissives
or fantasy requesters. Both groups tend to form strong bonds with
their Doms or fantasy characters.

She’s not his.
She wanted to be mine.

“Negative,” Mace
replies. “I got her home because she was upset, and I like her. I
stayed over because I knew the creep was just waiting for me to
leave, so I slept on her couch and left this morning.”

Harper frowns.
“She knew him?”

“Called him
Lawrence. The guy had a bodyguard, a real bruiser who just waited
by the car. I called you here because my guts tell me there’s a bad
situation here, and we need to do something about it.”

I edge closer
to Harper. “Harp, has she ever talked about this guy?”

Harper shakes
her head. “Ava doesn’t seem to have a lot of people. There’s an
uncle or a godfather she mentioned once or twice, but that’s about
it.”

Hudson sits at
the desk and turns his laptop toward the group. “That him?”

The screen displays
the picture of a well-dressed man in his late sixties who reeks of
privilege and arrogance.

Mace curls his
lip. “Affirmative. Trust me, the way he was with her wasn’t
uncle-like in the least.” His face gets hard. “Once I got her in
her apartment, she kept asking me to leave, telling me she was fine
and that I wasn’t safe. She was trying to protect me.” Mace swears
under his breath. “Broke my heart, man.”

Hudson slides
the laptop back toward himself, cants into his armchair, and clicks
his tongue. Something he does when his genius brain goes into hyper
speed. “So, let me get this right. Ava went home with you, Mace,
but she’s not yours, and you slept on the couch because some creep
is after her? Am I missing anything?”

I hurt her.
She was crying. “She offered me a jeton last night and I
declined.” After I was done with Reen, I took a shower in the suite
and went home.

“You’re
sharing her?” Wyatt asks.

“No,” I
snap.

Hudson pulls a
silky kerchief from the back pocket of his jeans and wipes his
glasses before setting them back on the bridge of his nose. “So,
Caid’s not interested, but she’s not Mace’s—”

She wanted
to be mine. “No, she’s not.”

Hudson’s lips
twitch. “Got it.” His face sobers. “I’ll dig further into Ava’s
life. But one of us should tell her we’re doing this to make sure
this is something she wants.”

“I’ll talk to
her,” Harper says and peeks at her cell. “I’m having lunch with her
next week when I come back from Seattle.”

There’s
nothing more we can do at this stage or without Ava’s consent, so
Huds packs up his laptop and heads to the door. “I’ll get back to
you tomorrow.”

Wyatt follows
suit, leaving Mace, Harper, and me in the office.

Harper steps
close as I sit on the arm of the sofa and tilts her head to the
side. “Hon, I’ll never interfere with your personal affairs because
I trust you…”

I know,
Harp.

“… but I have
the feeling life hasn’t been particularly easy for Ava, and at The
Club, she just can be … happy.”

Yeah. Until I
made her cry.

When she
chuckles, I groan. “Do you know I actually tried to tell her not to
go after you? But she wouldn’t listen.”

Am I not
good enough for the Princess and the Pea Ava? “Why?”

Her eyes get
soft. “Because you’re all hard edges and she’s kind of … tender,
you know.”

Delicate.
Breakable.

Her slim
fingers set on my shoulder. “I’m sure she’ll get over you soon and
pick someone else, but in the meantime, just be gentle with her,
okay?”

“Okay.”

“I have to go.
See you next week.” She pecks my cheek and throws a tight smile at
Mason before she closes the door behind her.

I get on my
feet and turn to Mason. “He bruised her arm?”

Mace dips his
chin.

Not trying to
keep the anger out of my tone, the same anger I see in Mace’s
expression, I lean in. “That shit cannot happen.”

“Roger that,”
Mason replies. He shakes his head. “I don’t think she’ll come back
to The Club though. That asshole really scared her.” He sighs. “I
need some shuteye. Her couch is doll size.” Before he exits the
room, he turns to me. “You good?”

Not even
close. “Yes.”

After Mace
leaves, I drop in the armchair behind the desk. Someone hurt
her.

I
hurt her. The truth is, that evening, her big, gray gaze was
full of hope, and I had to shut that down. She wanted, expected too
much. And I’m no one’s savior. Been there. Got the scars to prove
it.

****

The next
morning, after a sleepless night, I’m sitting in my office when my
phone rings.


“Michaels.”

“Mr. Michaels,
I’m Lawrence Cunningham, and I think it’s time we met.”

I bet you
do, asshole. “Why would we?”

“I have a
business proposition for you and your … associates.”

“I’m
listening.”

The other man
grunts. “This is … personal and best discussed man to man. I’d like
to meet all of you for this. When can we meet?”

Because
when you say jump. “Tomorrow. Come to Paradise at noon. My
partners and I will meet you there.”

After
disconnecting the call, I group text the others and receive a reply
straight away from Mace. Didn’t take long.

Hudson’s reply
comes minutes later. Meet you there at 11:30 AM for
debrief.

Around nine
that night, I get home, a sprawling bungalow house outside the
city, and go for a ten-kilometer run. When sleep doesn’t come, I
pore over financial reports until the early morning.

****

It’s 11:24 AM,
and everyone is already gathered at Paradise, one of the
restaurants of the Haven group I picked because it’s closed to the
public on Mondays and will afford us total privacy.

Striding
across the wooden floor, I dip my chin at the staff before stepping
onto the covered balcony on the east flank of the restaurant with a
view of the river. The guys are already settled around the large
oval table. Harper, still in Seattle, will be on the call via
Hudson.

When Huds
clears his throat, I slide my chair in across from him.

“I’ve sent you
the info but just to recap, Lawrence Cunningham isn’t her
biological uncle. He’s a cardiac surgeon who met Frances Charles,
Ava’s mom, in med school. They were an on-and-off couple for nearly
three years until she met and married Albert Lawson. The three of
them were close, and when the Lawsons created and developed the
Lawson Protocol, he was the one to champion it to the FDA. The
Lawsons had Ava, their only child while they were in their
mid-forties.”

He scrolls his
screen for a few seconds. “She had a classic childhood. Ava was
gifted in languages but had a stutter. Not severe enough to need
treatment, according to the school files, but there’re several
reports stating she’s been isolated because of bullying. She was a
shy child who mostly kept to herself.”

When Huds
glances up, I straighten my back.

“Nine years
ago, Frances Lawson died of brain cancer, then a few weeks later,
Albert wrapped his car around a tree. Which a lot of people believe
was more of a premeditated act than an accident. Neither had
siblings nor living relatives, so they left their fortune to Ava,
who was twenty-two at the time and just finished her master’s in
history of art. She also inherited the protocol, including the
three patents for the drugs for which they named Lawrence as her
trustee until she was twenty-five.”

Hudson’s
fingers swipe up his screen several times. “She likes nice things
but is not an overly big spender. Hasn’t dated in the last four
years. No real close friends except for Harper and her collaborator
at the gallery, Marnie. Her file says she loves traveling, but she
hasn’t gone anywhere in the last ten years, except for one time
when she went AWOL for a few days after her father’s funeral for
nearly a month. No one knows where
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