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      “You can do this,” I muttered to myself while I peeped out my car windshield. With a deep exhale, I wiped my sweaty palms on my pant leg and tried to calm the butterflies in my belly. I could feel my heart beating in my ears. I’d been sitting here for thirty minutes. I looked down at the ridiculous container of store-bought potato salad. It was probably getting warm. And gross.

      I caught movement out of my periphery. Just a couple walking to their car. I didn’t know what I hoped to see from my parking space way in the back. The longer I sat there, though, the greater the urge was to leave. But damn it, I’d come this far. What could it hurt to mingle a little? I mean, these were just normal people, right? Kinky people, but still totally normal. Except for me. I was as vanilla as they came. Or was I? That’s what I was here to find out.

      Now or never. With that, I quickly grabbed the stupid plastic tub and exited my car before I changed my mind. With a determined stride, I made my way across the parking lot and up the sidewalk toward the shelter house. My steps stuttered briefly when heads turned at my entrance. I gave an awkward smile and set my offering in an empty space between a tin pan of burnt hot dogs and a mostly empty baking dish of what looked like macaroni and cheese.

      When I turned back around, no one was paying me any attention. Trying to remain inconspicuous, I stepped off to the side to stand against the wall, observing those sitting at the picnic tables scattered around.

      “Well, who do we have here?” A deep, gravelly voice at my right drew my attention. My breath hitched and my body heated when I spotted the sexiest man I’d ever laid eyes on. I’d always been a sucker for a man with salt and pepper hair. Damn, he filled out that navy t-shirt nicely. My eyes traveled his full length before returning to his face. I flushed at the amused half-smile he wore at my perusal. It took me a moment to remember he’d asked me a question.

      “Pe-Penny,” I stuttered, almost breathless as the heat in my face intensified. I don’t remember blushing this much before in my life. Fake it ’til you make it was my mantra. I stood a little taller and attempted to gain the confidence I typically displayed with chauvinistic surgeons.

      “I’m Marcus.” His secret smile remained as he reached out to shake my hand. When I placed mine in his, he squeezed it firmly, and I thought I felt his thumb gently caress mine, but he pulled away before I could be sure.

      “Nice to meet you.” The words came out a little shaky.

      “So, what brings you out to play with us today?” His voice dropped suggestively.

      Maintaining my barely-there confidence, I answered his question. “I’m curious about domination and submission. I figured this was the best place to gain some knowledge.”

      “Knowledge about what?” Marcus asked, showing true interest.

      Everything. I wanted to know what it felt like to give up control.

      To just feel and not have to think.

      To be dominated.

      To have someone fulfill needs I didn’t even know I had.

      I wanted to find my happily ever after, damn it. Sadly, I didn’t know how to express any of this.

      I shrugged my shoulders. “Whatever someone will teach me.”

      “Sweetness,” he murmured, “I’d be happy to teach you anything you want to know. In the meantime, why don’t I introduce you to some friends of mine.”

      With a hand across my lower back, startling me with the sparks of electricity that flowed through my extremities, Marcus led me over to a group of women.

      “Ladies, I’d like to introduce you to Penny. This is her first munch. She’s here getting the lay of the land, so to speak. I have no doubt you’ll make her feel welcome.” There was an undercurrent of command in his tone.

      I sat on the bench and Marcus moved away. The back of my neck tingled like I was still being watched, but I ignored the sensation.

      “Hi, I’m Bridget.”

      My eyes landed on a gorgeous redhead with chocolate-colored eyes and a bright, welcoming smile that seemed genuine. She looked about my age. She continued introducing the rest of the group while she pointed at each woman who waved when she spoke their name. “That’s Delilah, Jackie, and Priscilla, but we call her Priss.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “Soooo,” she drew out the word, “I assume you’re a sub?”

      “Um, I’m not really sure.”

      She laughed. “Well, if you’re not, then Marcus there is going to be sadly disappointed.”

      My face heated.

      “He hasn’t taken his eyes off you since the moment you sat down.” This came from Delilah.

      “I’m sure he’s just making sure everyone is having a good time.” I tried brushing off their words.

      They all continued to stare at me in a placating way.

      Bridget spoke up. “If you say so.”

      I quickly changed the topic. “So, are there munches held very often?”

      Thankfully, they let the previous topic go. “We have a munch at The Local Cue on the first Friday of every month.”

      “The Local Cue?” I asked Priss, I think her name was.

      “It’s a billiards club over on Hamilton Street.”

      Bridget chimed in. “You should totally come next week.”

      We continued talking for the next hour or so. I learned so much listening to them talk about their lifestyle. It was fascinating. Soon though, the potluck was winding down, and I needed to get going.

      “Thank you all for making me feel welcome. I debating getting out of my car for over thirty minutes, and I’m so glad I did. This was fun. I’m definitely going to come on Friday.”

      Bridget stood when I did, and I was surprised when she pulled me into a hug.

      “It was so nice to meet you. I really do hope you’ll come this weekend. We have so much fun and there are a ton of people I can introduce you to. We’re an open and accepting group. Let me give you my phone number. If you ever have any questions about anything or just want someone to talk to, give me a call.”

      We exchanged phone numbers and I waved goodbye to everyone. I hadn’t made it five feet before a sinful voice stopped me.

      “Have you discovered any deep, dark secrets yet?” Marcus asked.

      “Yours or mine?” I slowly turned to face him.

      Marcus stepped closer and closer, edging me backward until I was flush with the wall behind me. The wall where this day began. He stopped just short of touching me. Instead, he leaned down, his warm breath caressing my ear.

      “Why, yours, of course. I’m curious to know what depraved secrets you keep buried that you wish someone like me would discover. In fact, I think I would enjoy that immensely. Discovering your secrets, that is. Secrets I’m going to bet involve all the scandalous things you’ve fantasized about. A man binding your hands above your head while he feasts on your your sweet, succulent cunt.”

      I whimpered at the picture he painted, and my knees almost gave out. He was right. I did have those fantasies. I had to brace myself against the cement at my back.

      He continued when he sensed my arousal. “You want to be fucked harder than you’ve ever been fucked before. Your ass spanked. You want to come like you’ve never come before.”

      Every scene flashed through my mind and god did I want it. I wanted everything he described. It terrified me this ecstasy flowing through me. I didn’t even know this man, but I had a feeling that if, given the chance, he’d discover all my secrets.

      Overwhelmed by the onslaught, I gasped. “I have to go.”
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      My eyes followed the departure of one of the sexiest women I’d ever seen. I knew I’d come on strong, but it was like I couldn’t stop the words from flowing. I didn’t regret them, though. Every utterance was true. When I’d seen her standing alone, her luscious curves so utterly tempting, I was compelled to go and meet her. She hadn’t looked familiar to me, and I knew most everyone in the BDSM community in Pinegrove. I’d been shocked to discover she had no clue the submissive vibes she gave off. Her nervous curiosity was sweet. And oh so sexy. 

      “You scared her off, didn’t you? God, you’re such a man.”

      Now that Penny was out of view, I turned to find Bridget standing there with hands on her hips. 

      “You’re lucky we’re at a vanilla event, Bridge, or I might decide a punishment is in order. You know how I feel about brats.”

      She scoffed, ever fearless. “With all due respect, Marcus, you’re not my Dom.”

      Ignoring her, I strode toward my friend, and fellow Dom, Connor, knowing Bridget would be right behind me. She was opinionated and didn’t care who knew it. I didn’t envy the Dom who would eventually tame her. I enjoyed spirit and fire, but not a brat. 

      “I liked her. What did you say that had her practically running out of here?”

      I cut Bridget a little slack. While sometimes more mouthy than I could handle, she was a fiercely loyal friend who had helped me at a time I desperately needed it. What she’d done was more than I could ever repay. 

      “I flirted a little.” I threw over my shoulder while her legs quickly ate up the distance between us. 

      “Who did you flirt with?” Connor spoke up from his lounge chair. I took the empty seat next to him and picked up the glass of lemonade I’d abandoned earlier. Bridget remained standing over the two of us, her foot tapping impatiently. She didn’t wait for me to respond. Instead, in typical Bridget fashion she barreled ahead.

      “Her name is Penny. She was new here today and after this guy got all up in her personal space and whispered who knows what to her, she hustled out of here like her ass was on fire. So, whatever he said to her went beyond a little flirting. I know how he flirts. Probably said something overly sexual.”

      Guilty heat crept up the back of my neck.

      “For fuck’s sake Marcus, you’re going to scare all the newbies away,” Connor grumbled.

      I glared at them both. “She wasn’t scared. Don’t worry, she’ll be back.”

      “Well, I’m going to call her later and make sure you didn’t fuck things up just in case.” With those parting words, Bridget turned and stomped off.

      I took another sip of my drink before turning to Connor. To my surprise, his eyes remained on the retreating woman, and there was a spark of longing there I’d never seen before. When he caught me watching him, his expression quickly shuttered.

      “So, what did you want to talk to me about?” he redirected the conversation. Interesting.

      Regardless of whatever was going on between him and Bridget, it was none of my business, so I refrained from asking any questions. Besides, what I needed to discuss was more important.

      “I got another letter from Evan.”

      “Fuck, again?” Connor slammed his fist on his arm rest. “I’ve had my best team working on finding that son of a bitch, so I don’t understand how he’s been able to remain in hiding. The minute I think we’ve located him, he disappears. You didn’t happen to bring it with you?”

      I shook my head. “It’s on my desk at home. I was planning on bringing it to your office tomorrow.”

      “I’m there by seven, so stop by any time. What did he say this time?”

      “The same thing he always says. How it’s only a matter of time before he finds Grace. That she’ll regret ever leaving him. That he’ll make me pay for keeping her from him.”

      Connor shook his head. “He has to have someone helping him if Josie can’t even find him. She’s fucking brilliant and the best IT person I know.”

      “Then, whoever it is, you better find him. Before Evan does discover where she is. If anything happens to either of them, there’s no law that will stop me from killing him.”

      “It’s not going to come to that. We’ll find him.”

      Connor was one of my best friends, and I trusted him with my life. And other’s lives. But the fact remained, Evan Banks was dangerous and smart, a lethal combination. “I hope so.”

      “Josie will find him, Marcus,” he repeated more firmly this time.

      I merely nodded. We sat in silence for several minutes before Connor broke it. “So, tell me about this woman you allegedly ran off with your flirting.”

      A groan rumbled up from my chest. “I didn’t run her off. She was already leaving.”

      “Regardless, from the sounds of things you hurried her along.”

      I flipped him off. “I wanted her to know I found her attractive. Maybe I went a little overboard, but I got my point across.”

      Connor chuckled and took a small swig of his drink. “I’m sure you did. Do you think she’ll be back?”

      I couldn’t help but smile with a hint of self-satisfaction. “Oh, she’ll be back. Bridget will make sure of it. Speaking of. You gonna tell me about it?”

      His expression went completely blank. “Nothing to tell.”

      I studied him intently and he didn’t so much as flinch. Respecting his request I gave up my questioning.

      “You got it.”

      After taking the final swallow of my now warm lemonade, I rose from my chair. “See you at Eden tonight?”

      Connor saluted me with his cup. “Like always.”

      “Sounds good.”

      I said goodbye to a few more people before heading home, the curvy auburn-haired beauty never far from my thoughts.
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      My eyes darted to the clock, my body riding a wave of excitement and nervousness. Finally, it was time to head to the munch. To see Marcus. Not that I was going there strictly for him. I ignored the voice in my head calling me a liar, especially since I’d done nothing but think of him all week. Hell, I’d even pulled out my vibrator twice and got myself off picturing him doing all the dirty things he had described to me before I rushed off. My core throbbed just thinking about it.

      I took one final glance at myself in the mirror. Wanting to look cute, but also not like I was trying too hard to impress anyone, I’d spent thirty minutes going through my closet debating what I was going to wear. I finally decided on a purple, one-shouldered, crocheted dress that fell mid-thigh, hugged my curves, and disguised my belly roll. The silver peep-toe pumps finished off the outfit. I quickly dabbed my favorite perfume between my breasts and behind my ears before I grabbed my purse and headed out the door.

      A short drive later, I entered the pool hall and instantly scanned the faces I saw, hoping to find the green eyes I hadn’t stopped thinking about.  It took me less than two minutes before I zeroed in on Marcus.  He lounged against the opposite wall talking to three other men. I studied him for several minutes. He laughed freely making him look several years younger. My eyes tracked a path down his body. His exposed forearms were perfectly muscled, and his dark-washed jeans left little to the imagination.

      When my gaze returned to his face, it was to find him staring back at me with a sensual half-smile ticking up one side of his mouth. Immediately, a throbbing began between my legs, and my nipples hardened. I couldn’t bring myself to tear my eyes away. A loud feminine laugh drew my vision away from him, and I spotted Bridget. Using her as an excuse to gather my composure, I hastily made my way over.

      Thankfully she spotted me and a huge smile graced her face as she waved. “Yay, you made it. Have you been here long?”

      She pulled me into a hug. “No, I just got here actually.”

      “Well come on, let’s go get you a drink then.”

      We stepped away from the group she’d been with and headed to the mostly empty bar.

      The bartender, whose name tag read Grant, stepped over to us flipping a towel over his shoulder. “What can I get you ladies?”

      “I’ll take a sex on the beach.” Bridget winked at the good-looking man.

      “A whiskey sour for me, please.”

      “You got it,” Grant nodded before stepping away to fill our order.

      Bridget turned toward me. “Have you seen Marcus yet?”

      My cheeks heated. “Briefly, when I first walked in.”

      When I didn’t say anything more, she prodded. “And? Did he see you?”

      Damn, she was relentless. “We made eye contact. I saw you, and here we are.”

      She shook her head sadly. “Woman, we need to work on your flirting skills. Lord, it’s like you two were made for each other. His flirting skills are ridiculously sexual and yours seem to be non-existent.”

      “Hey,” I countered, mildly offended even though she was right. “I’m new to this whole lifestyle. Maybe flirting is different here. I feel so out of place.”

      Bridget was immediately contrite. “Oh, shit, I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to be an asshole. I was just giving you a hard time. You are not out of place, so don’t even think that. We were all new at one time. Flirting in the BDSM community isn’t any different than in the vanilla community except we have safe words. If you’re not interested in Marcus, that’s okay. But I should tell you, he’s one of the nicest men you’ll ever meet.”

      Just then, Grant returned with our drinks. “One sex on the beach and one whiskey sour.”

      As I took a sip of mine I became curious, and not to mention a little jealous, about something that just occurred to me. I was hesitant to ask because I didn’t want to know the answer. I asked it anyway. “Have you two ever…”

      Bridget reared back with an almost horrified look on her face. “Lord, no. I mean, yes, but no. We’ve played a few times, but it was merely for the power exchange, not the sex.”

      The complete confusion I was feeling must have been on my face because she went on. “He’s topped me so I could submit and expunge my emotions and shit, but we’ve never had sex.”

      I still didn’t really understand what she was saying, but hearing that Marcus had never had sex with Bridget made me feel unexpectedly better.

      “Would you have been jealous if she and I had?” The deep, gravely voice came from over my right shoulder.

      I spun around, my hand on my chest trying to quiet my racing heart. “You scared the shit out of me. And to answer your question, no I wouldn’t have been jealous.”

      Marcus smirked like he didn’t believe me.

      “I’m going to leave you two to chat. Call me later.”

      “Bridg…” I sputtered, but she’d already walked away. I stared at her back when suddenly she turned half-way around, smiled, and waggled her eyebrows at me. I huffed and glared at Marcus, who smothered a laugh with a cough.

      “You’ll get used to her after a while.” He shrugged. “Now, where were we? Oh, yes, you were denying any jealousy.” He took two steps forward.

      “Are you sure about that?” his breath fanned across my face. It smelled like peppermint. My favorite flavor.

      I straightened my shoulders. “Yes, I’m sure. I mean, I don’t even know you. Why would I be jealous? I’m still discovering myself and where I might fit in. Which means I want to explore. See what my options are.”

      Marcus didn’t seem convinced. “I see. Well, why don’t you let me help you explore? I know I came on strong last week, but I promise to be a good boy.”

      I studied his innocent expression. He seemed sincere, and there was almost a thread of pleading in his tone. I sighed. “I’ll be honest. You make me a little nervous. I don’t know if I’m ready for your kind of ‘help’. Hell, I don’t even know if I’m submissive.”

      “Sweetness, trust me when I tell you, you’re definitely submissive. Look, I’ll take it slow. Why don’t you come to Eden and see for yourself. You can meet me there, and I’ll give you a tour. Introduce you to some people. You can watch a few scenes. And, if you decide you want to play, I’d be happy to accommodate you in any way you’d like.”

      My brain was telling me no, but my body was screaming yes. This man was making me feel things I’d never felt before. It was slightly unnerving, but also exciting. My sex life was non-existent. What if this was what I’d been waiting for? Someone to guide me. To help me navigate this new environment. I was desperate to feel a connection with someone. Why not this man who seemed clearly interested in me, even if I wasn’t sure why.

      Before I could stop myself, I blurted out, “Okay, I’ll go.”

      Marcus blinked and his eyes widened in surprise. I was just as shocked by my response. Then he smiled, and my belly fluttered. Lord, he was gorgeous.

      “You have no idea how happy this makes me.”

      He reached out and I placed my hand in his. He brought my knuckles to his lips and pressed a soft kiss on them. I shivered at the heat even after he released his hold.

      “Give me your phone number, and I’ll text you the address for Eden. Dress however you feel comfortable. Doors open tomorrow night at eight.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket.

      Still trembling from his touch, I gave him my number. He keyed it in, and a few seconds later, my phone chirped at an incoming text. I glanced at it to make sure it was from him, then my eyes returned to his.

      “I’ll be there.”

      “Good. Now, why don’t we go shoot some pool?”

      He gave me his elbow, and I only hesitated briefly before threading my arm through his. I followed beside him as we headed to a game already in play. The rest of the night was spent with Marcus trying to teach me how to break. Eventually I relaxed and ended up having the best night. When I finally left, I was more than anxious to see what Eden, and this man, had to offer.
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      My phone rang, right as I walked through my front door. The screen read ‘Caller Unknown’, so I hesitated to answer.

      “Hello?”

      Static.

      “Hello?” I repeated.

      I began to lower the phone from my ear to disconnect the call when a guttural voice finally answered.

      “Did you enjoy your run, Marcus?”

      I stopped the towel mid-swipe across my sweaty face and pulled it away. “Is that you, Evan, you little shit?”

      “Tsk. Tsk. That’s no way to talk to an old friend,” the caller taunted.

      “We’ve never been friends. Now, what the fuck do you want?”

      “You know what I want. You have no right to keep her from me.”

      I paced my kitchen floor, my steps angry. “I want you to listen, and listen well. Grace is somewhere you will never find her. You, on the other hand, will soon be rotting behind bars. Again. Do you understand?”

      At first there was silence, then a menacing growl. “You’re fucking with the wrong man. I will find that bitch, and when I do, she’ll regret ever leaving me. You can’t hide her forever. When I find her, I’ll make her pay. Do you understand?”

      “Don’t you dare threaten her or me. I will end you, Evan. Make no mistake about it.”

      Silence was the only reply. “Evan?”

      Nothing.

      I slammed the phone down on the counter. “Fuck.”

      Grabbing it again, I quickly keyed in another number.

      “Connor Black.”

      “Evan just called. He, or someone he’s paid, is watching me, because he knew I’d just got home from running.”

      Connor cussed and yelled in the background. When he returned, rage colored his tone. “I’m putting a tracker on your phone in case something happens, and I’m going to start tracing your calls. I need you to come into the office. I’m also going to up the security detail on Grace, and I’m sending one to you.”

      “No. You can put whatever kind of tracking device you want, but don’t waste resources on me. Your primary job is to protect that house. Nothing else matters. Are you listening to me, Connor?”

      “Connor?” I repeated when he continued to ignore me.

      He exhaled in frustration. “Fine. But I’m going on record that I’m not happy about this. You know as well as I do that nothing is going to stop him from looking for Grace. He’s obsessed. And a fucking sociopath.”

      “Which is why they need more protection.”

      “And they’ll get it,” Connor replied firmly.

      “Thank you. Give me about an hour and I’ll stop by your office.”

      “I’ll make sure Margaret knows you’re coming.”

      “See you soon.”

      Before disconnecting the call, Connor spoke a final warning. “Watch your back Marcus, and don’t take any fucking chances.”

      I nodded. “Got it. Later.”

      After hitting the end button, I tossed the phone back on the counter and headed into the bathroom for a quick shower. Worry churned in my belly. Once dressed, I grabbed my keys and phone and headed to my car.

      I kept glancing in my rear view mirror, but didn’t see signs of anyone following me. Soon, I was pulling into the parking garage attached to the office building that housed Connor’s security and protection firm.

      The elevator door opened to the fifteenth floor. His assistant, Margaret, was seated behind her desk.

      I threw on the charm with a disarming smile when she raised her eyes at my entrance. “You look beautiful this morning, my dear.”

      She blushed and shooed me with her hand. “Always the flatterer, Marcus.”

      Margaret was sixty if she was a day.

      “What are you doing here on a Saturday? Doesn’t that boss of yours ever give you a day off?”

      “Of course, I do.” Connor stepped out of his office, a scowl on his face, which turned to a genuine smile when he turned to the older woman. “Thank you, Margaret. Now, will you go home?”

      “I’m just finishing up this filing and I’ll be out of your hair in no time.”

      He merely shook his head and gestured me into his office, closing the door behind us.

      “Hand me your phone.”

      Used to his brusqueness, I pulled it out of my pocket. While he did whatever it was, I headed over to the fully stocked bar and poured myself a gin and tonic, not caring it was only nine in the morning. I settled onto the love seat next to it and waited. I didn’t speak while he worked. Just let him do his job. Once he was done, he tossed the phone back to me and sat at his desk. He placed a pair of reading glasses on and pecked away at his keyboard.

      “I put a small chip near your SIM card. It will let us track your phone wherever it goes. I’m also plugging your phone number into a program we use. It will trace every call you receive and every call you make. Which means if Evan calls again, we should be able to triangulate his location.”

      I took a sip of my drink. “I’ll do my best to keep him on the phone if he calls again. I doubt he will though. He wants to keep me guessing. Keep me on edge. He enjoys fucking with me.”

      Connor finished typing into his computer and set his glasses on his desk before locking gazes with me. “Which is why I’m highly against you not having some form of security.”

      “Evan is a bully. He’s not going to touch me, because he has no power over me. Not physically anyway. Which is what he craves. He only wants to fuck with my head.”

      “What about this woman you’re hot for? Have you thought of her? What if he decides to go after her?”

      My breath froze in my chest. “Why would he? She’s of no use to him. Besides, we just met. It’s not like we’ve even gone out on a date.”

      Connor crossed his arms over his chest. “She’s coming to Eden tonight, correct? There’s obviously something going on between you two.”

      I shook my head. “There’s nothing going on between us. Not really. She’s interested in the lifestyle, and I’m, I don’t know, mentoring her I guess.”

      He laughed, but it wasn’t amused. “You and I both know you’re full of shit.”

      I rose from the couch, washed and rinsed my now empty glass, and returned it to its place. “I’ll see you tonight.”

      Connor’s voice stopped me when I reached the door. “Marcus.”

      I turned my head to look over my shoulder at him.

      “Just think about what I said.”

      Nodding, I left his office and made my way back home, his warning playing loudly in my head.
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      I pulled into the warehouse district and looked around. This was an area of Pinegrove I was definitely not familiar with. Then again, there was no reason for me to be. Most of the businesses here had been shut down, although by the looks of things, there were still a few operating. Several vehicles were parked around a couple of the buildings, but no one milled about. There were no restaurants or flashing club lights to signify which building might be occupied. All seemed quiet and empty.

      I kept glancing down at my phone’s GPS while it spoke directions to me. I made a couple of turns until it told me I’d reached my destination. I noticed quite a lot of cars in an open parking lot, so I found an empty spot and pulled in. I exited the car and swiveled my head back and forth trying to figure out where the faint, pulsating music was coming from. I followed the direction I thought it generated from and crossed the street to discover it getting slightly louder. I stopped in front of one of the buildings with no windows and pressed my ear against the door. I could feel the vibrations against the side of my face. Before I could stop myself, I pounded on the door and waited.

      Within moments, the door opened and my head tilted back and back. My gaze traveled up a skin-tight gray t-shirt that hugged the man’s body so tightly his nipples were visible until finally I met his eyes. Their hazel depths twinkled with amusement. I stepped back a fraction and took in the rest of him; Dirty blond hair that touched his shoulders, dark blue jeans, and shit kicker boots. In his ear rested a security earpiece with attached microphone.

      “Good evening.”

      “Um, hi. Is this Club Eden? I’m supposed to be meeting someone, um, Marcus, here.” My voice came out raspy and lacked confidence.

      “May I tell him who’s here?” the giant asked politely.

      “Penny.”

      He pressed a button on the bluetooth and spoke to whomever was on the other end.

      “Can you let Mr. Allen know there’s a Penny here to see him?”

      The man’s attention returned to me. “Come on in. He’ll be right out. I’m Philip.”

      I smiled nervously. “Oh, hi, I’m Penny. Duh, of course it is, I just told you that. Um… anyway. Thanks.”

      He opened the door wide enough for me to pass by him. I startled when it slammed closed behind us. He merely smiled when I glanced at him. While I waited, my eyes scanned the small room we stood in. To the naked eye, it appeared lackluster.

      Bare white walls surrounded us, void of any pictures or paintings. Semi-translucent wall sconces with pale yellow bulbs were the only decoration. Immediately to the left of the door we’d entered was a coat closet. Next to the closet was a large, wooden desk with intricate scrollwork along the border.

      It seemed like an interesting piece of furniture so I moved to get a closer look. I had to squint to make out the designs. My eyes widened in shock, and I jumped back like I’d been burned, when I realized what I’d been seeing. Thanks to my fair skin, my face felt hot with a flush of embarrassment, and oddly, arousal. The intricate carving along the edges of the desk showed men and women in different sexual positions. The attention to detail was incredible, displaying every dip, curve, and crevice of the people etched into the wood.

      “See anything that interests you?”

      I yelped in surprise at the deep voice behind me. I turned to find Marcus standing next to Philip, both of them attempting to conceal their laughter.

      “I was just admiring the… workmanship.” My stupid blush continued to spread, and I could feel my chest getting hotter.

      He smiled with genuine amusement. “I see that. If you’re done admiring, are you ready to go inside?”

      Hell no I wasn’t ready. Instead, I lied, with a shaky smile. “Of course.”

      Marcus ushered me through a doorway hidden in the wall opposite the coat closet and scandalous desk. I kept silent during our walk down the hall toward the growing loudness of the music. As we turned a corner, the hallway opened up into a vast room filled with people. The lights were dim and cast a purplish glow around the room, illuminating it enough to make out the various people throughout the place.

      What the hell had I gotten myself into?

      Red couches and lounge chairs were scattered around, including a large cluster tucked inside an alcove immediately to the right of the doorway. They were filled with men and women wearing varying amounts of clothing, including nothing at all, engaged in everything that ranged from casual conversation to different sex acts.

      One woman knelt at a man’s feet, giving him a blow job. Around her neck was a collar with an attached leash, which disappeared inside the man’s fisted grasp. There was a young man sitting silently at the feet of a tiny blonde woman wearing blue glasses and dressed in a blue satin corset and boy shorts. His head rested on her lap as she lovingly stroked his hair while she conversed with another woman in a chair next to them.

      My eyes rounded like saucers and my mouth dropped open farther as I continued to scan the club.  Immediately opposite us, people were observing a suspension demonstration. I’d seen various ropework and suspensions during my research, and the artistry of it always had me amazed. And turned on. I’d imaged being naked and wrapped in an intricate design with rope between my legs, decorating my back, belly, and breasts as I seemingly floated in space.

      To the left of the doorway in which we stood were four or five alcoves built into the wall with curtains tied open. People hovered outside each one, observing the different activities and demonstrations going on inside. My fascination belonged to the scene to the right of all the various alcoves. Along the perpendicular wall, a built-up stage rose from the floor where a shirtless man expertly flogged a naked female tied to a St. Andrew’s Cross. Even from this distance, it was obvious the sub was thoroughly enjoying it. Wetness glistened on the inside of her thighs, and her nipples were ruched from excitement. Her back and ass were red from the flogger’s tails, and the sound of the falls echoed through the room, along with her cries of pleasure. In my dreams, my arms and legs were bound to that cross, my ass naked and on display for all to see. I waited in anticipation for each thwap of the flogger. My nipples puckered, and my breathing sped up. I became so lost in the show I didn’t realize Marcus had guided me off to the side of the stage and into the shadows until he murmured in my ear.

      “Do you like what you see?” His hot breath sent a shiver down my spine.

      “Yes.” My voice came out breathy.

      “I’m glad you’re enjoying the show.”

      I thought I felt a ghost of a touch, his lips against my skin, but it didn’t happen again, so I must have been mistaken. My heart raced at the thought. I wanted Marcus to touch me.

      He continued speaking, his voice low and coaxing. “Can you see her pushing back into each strike? She wants what he is giving her. She needs what he is giving her. It’s his job to provide her with the things she needs. She knows this makes him happy, and she wants to please him. To submit to him.”

      I unconsciously pressed my thighs together to try and quell the ache between them. My pussy was slick with wetness under my dress and my clit throbbed with the need to be touched.

      “Are you imagining that you’re the one up there while everyone watches? Watching as your back and ass turn a bright red from each strike?” Marcus growled.

      “Yes, Sir,” I choked out, the honorific slipping out without intent. I wanted to come so bad, and I could feel myself right on the edge. My eyes drifted shut as I tried to focus on the sensations and chase the elusive orgasm.

      “Don’t close your eyes,” he barked. “Keep watching the stage.”

      My eyes flew open at his command. I listened to what he’d told me and forced my attention back on to the stage as we watched the scene continue to unfold. The flogging had stopped, and the Dom now squatted behind the bound woman, his hands squeezing her ass cheeks while he devoured her from behind. The sub writhed when the Dom moved one hand from her hip and plunged his fingers inside her pussy, his mouth not moving from her ass. I squirmed and moaned with arousal.

      My gaze remained fixated on the couple, when suddenly, in concert with each other, both the onstage sub and I found our release. Pleasure burst through me and shudders coursed down my body, causing my knees to buckle. Strong arms wrapped around my waist and pulled me against a hard chest. Without Marcus’ support, I would have collapsed in a heap on the floor. He hadn’t even been touching me and I’d come. Mortification spread through my body.

      “Oh my god. Oh my god,” I repeated and covered my face in shame. “I can’t believe that just happened.”

      Marcus reached for me, and without much resistance, I let him draw me into his arms, where he began stroking my hair.

      “You have nothing to be ashamed of. Now, come with me and let’s get you something to drink.”

      He took my hand and led me to a couch tucked away in a corner. I sagged against him once we were seated. He wrapped an arm around me and pulled me closer. I rested my head against his shoulder. Neither of us spoke as he lightly kissed the top of my head and stroked my hair away from my face. I forgot all about my earlier embarrassment. I’d never felt more at peace.
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      With Penny resting against me, I motioned for one of the dungeon monitors, or DM, to bring me a bottle of water. Several minutes later, he reappeared, unscrewed the cap, and handed it to me. I nodded my thanks and tapped Penny’s arm.

      “Here, I want you to drink this.”

      I reluctantly released my hold on her when she sat up. I could have held her all night.

      “Thank you.” She took the bottle from me and swallowed down several sips. I closed my hand around it when she tried to hand it back.

      “No, I want you to drink all of it. You need the hydration.”

      “Yes, sir.” We both froze at the term, even though it wasn’t meant the way it came out.

      Penny nervously glanced around while she continued drinking. I studied her while she observed the main floor of Eden.

      I looked out and tried to picture it from a newcomer’s eyes. It was difficult considering I’d been in the lifestyle for over twenty years. When I glanced back at her, our eyes met and the sexual tension between us crackled. My fingertips burned with the need to touch her.

      “It’s exciting watching others, isn’t it?” My voice was soft and coaxing. I almost groaned when she licked her lips.

      “I never realized,” she whispered in awe.

      “Come on, let’s explore.”

      Without giving her a chance to reply, I stood and pulled her to her feet refusing to loosen my grasp on her even after she came to standing. Hand in hand we walked around the room, stopping first at the alcoves located near the door that we’d bypassed earlier. I was curious to see her reaction to them since each one housed a different kink. We stopped at the first curtained-off space where a completely naked woman laid spread eagle on her back on a massage table. Her wrists and ankles were bound in rope that was tied to the legs of the table.

      “Watch what he does,” I murmured to Penny so I didn’t interrupt the couple’s scene.

      A man stood next to the bound woman with a violet wand in his hand and ran it across her breasts. I wondered if Penny noticed the slight sing of the electrical current running through the wand. The woman cried for more.

      “Does it hurt?” Penny kept her voice quiet, but I could hear the excitement behind her question.

      “Only in the best of ways.”

      With the wand singing a little louder, the man moved it from her breasts to her crotch. The bound sub arched her back off the table and cried out when he reached his destination. The pleasure radiating off her was tangible, and I could see Penny shiver in response.

      I gave her hand a gentle tug. “Let’s keep moving.”

      In the next cordoned off area was a fire cupping demonstration.

      Her eyes widened in wonder. “What is that?”

      While the Dom swabbed the inside of glass cups, varying in size from a shot glass to a rocks glass, with ethyl alcohol I explained how the process worked. I saw the fascination in Penny’s expression when he lit the alcohol inside on fire and placed the cups top down in random spots along the woman’s back.

      “I know we really haven’t talked about this yet tonight, but are you still unsure whether you’re submissive or not?” I couldn’t help but ask. “Especially after all you’ve just experienced.”

      She appeared embarrassed if the sudden flush across her chest was any indication. Her gaze darted to me and back to the scene and back to me again. She straightened her shoulders confidently.

      “I think you were right at the munch last week.”

      Penny turned back to continue observing the couple without another word, and I couldn’t help but feel a sense of self-satisfaction. Based on her comment, she agreed with my assessment. She was most definitely submissive. Instinct told me she’d also been researching the lifestyle since we last met. I tested my theory.

      “Have you come up with a list of soft and hard limits yet?”

      She flushed and continued avoiding eye contact with me. “Maybe a few.”

      I held back a smile. “Would you like to add this to your list of soft limits?”

      Her nod was barely discernible, but I saw it anyway.

      “Why don’t we head to the bar?”

      I took the opportunity to touch her again. With my hand on the small of her back, I led Penny away from the nearly complete scene. I helped her onto a stool, leaving my hand where it was. I gestured to the bartender.

      While we waited for his arrival, I made small talk. “Have you enjoyed your evening?”

      “I have actually. I wasn’t sure what to expect.” She pivoted slightly toward me, my hand gliding off her with the movement.

      “I’m glad. I’d really enjoy getting to know you more.”

      “I’d like that. A lot.” She smiled and I brushed Penny’s hair back from her forehead. I slowly leaned down, stopping right before our lips met. When she didn’t offer a protest, I brushed my mouth across hers gently in a teasing move. Her tongue darted out to wet her lips and tickled mine. It was all I needed to deepen the kiss. I coaxed her mouth open and soon our tongues were dueling for control. I nipped her bottom lip reminding her who was in charge. She whimpered in response and I took over.

      The kiss went on for minutes and the room around us faded. She tasted like a combination of strawberries and cream. I fisted her hair and devoured her a little longer, before finally pulling back to gasp in air. Penny was just as short of breath. I rested my forehead on hers as our breathing settled back into a normal pattern.

      A whistle of appreciation sounded in my ear. Penny quickly pulled away, and I turned to glare at the intruder. Internally I groaned.

      “Good evening, Marcus. Miss,” a friend, and part owner of Eden, greeted us with a charming smile.

      “Donovan,” I bit out in annoyance.

      He ignored my obvious irritation and merely smiled brighter. “Why don’t you introduce me to your lovely lady friend?”

      Knowing he wasn’t going anyway, I made the introduction. “Penny, this is my friend, and fellow Dom, Donovan Jeffries.”

      He reached out to clasp her hand and brought it to his lips dusting a light kiss across her knuckles, never taking his eyes off her.

      “A pleasure,” he drawled in the seductive tone he liked to use. It had never bothered me before, but I bristled when he used it on Penny. “Tell me, what is a beautiful young woman like yourself doing with an ugly old man like Marcus here?”

      Donovan continued to hold her hand, caressing her knuckles with his thumb. I wanted to rip him away from her, but I merely clenched my fists at my side. Penny blushed at the attention he was giving her, which didn’t surprise me. He was a charmer and most women soaked it up. Despite her obvious pleasure at his compliment, she gently pulled her hand from his grasp.

      “We’re on a date.”

      I almost laughed at her response. I wouldn’t call this a date exactly, but I wasn’t going to argue with her.

      Donovan glanced over at me with a cheeky grin. “Lucky you. You have great taste in submissives, Marcus. Perhaps the three of us can get better acquainted later.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Well, you know where to find me if you decide you’re interested.” He winked at Penny before leaving us alone.

      I turned to see her staring at me. “Did he mean what I think he meant?”

      I merely smiled, letting her come to her own conclusion.

      “I see,” she sputtered.

      I took pity on her. “Don’t worry, Donovan is a harmless flirt. He’s also a respectful Dom, believe it or not, and would never push you to do anything you weren’t interested in.”

      Penny stared at me for a moment, assessing. “And what about you?”

      I returned her look with a puzzled one of my own. “What about me?”

      “Would you push me to do something I wasn’t interested in?”

      “No fucking way.”

      Penny took my hand. “I believe you.”

      I sagged in relief and gripped her hand. “Thank you.”

      We didn’t speak for several more minutes. I cleared my throat.

      “I’d love to see you again. What about dinner tomorrow night?”

      She nodded. “I’d like that.”

      “Great. Why don’t we say six-thirty. I’ll pick you up.”

      We spent the next several hours talking and getting to know each other better. When it was time to go I walked her to her car. With a too-brief kiss, I said my goodbyes and told her I’d call her in the morning. I strode over to my car, never noticing the man sitting inside the parked car at the end of the road, observing us.
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      I had no idea what I was going to wear tonight. It was such a ridiculous problem to worry about, but sudden anxiety filled me. It had been five years since I’d been out on a real date. Ever since I’d broken up with my ex-boyfriend. The one who’d practically destroyed my self-worth.

      Over the last couple years I’d fought back against the insecurities that had become so engrained in me during my relationship with Troy. I hadn’t fully recovered my confidence or self-esteem, but every day was better than the last. Today, though, was bad. I panicked. I had a few close girlfriends, but if I told them I was going on a date, there were going to be so many questions I wasn’t ready to answer. It wasn’t like I thought they’d disapprove of Marcus or how we’d met, but it was still awkward and way too early to drop something like this on them.

      Not knowing what else to do, I grabbed my phone and scanned my contacts for Bridget’s number.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, Bridget. It’s Penny, from the munch. I’m sorry to call you so early, but do you have a minute?”

      “Okay, what’s up? You sound desperate.”

      I almost laughed at how quickly she pegged it. “It’s silly, really, but I didn’t know who else to call. I’m going out on a date with Marcus tonight, and I don’t know what to wear.”

      Now that I said it out loud, I realized how dumb I sounded. There was no turning back now though. I’d already made the call.

      “Babe, you called the right person. Do you know where Unique Boutique is on Campbell Street?” Bridget’s calm demeanor helped me a little.

      “Isn’t that the fancy clothing boutique in downtown? I’m pretty sure that’s out of my price range.” I’d never been there, but I’d heard it was the next up-and-coming business in Pinegrove.

      “Just get your ass here.”

      Damn, for a submissive, she was awfully bossy.

      I huffed. “Fine.”

      “Can you be there in fifteen to twenty minutes?”

      I knew the general area I was headed and it was doable. “Yes.”

      “Perfect. I’ll see you then.”

      Less than fifteen minutes later I was parking on the street in front of the store. The clothes in the window were absolutely adorable, but I still had my reservations about being here for several reasons. One was my budget. I made a great living as a nurse, but I always balked at splurging on myself. Especially on clothes. Mostly, because I hated clothes shopping. I could never find anything that fit right. Which was my other reservation. I’d never in my life been in a boutique store that carried clothes for women my size.

      I peered through the door, but it didn’t look like anyone was inside or that any lights were even on. Maybe I was at the wrong place. I knocked on the window and waited. I gave up and headed back to my car. I hadn’t taken two steps when a woman yelled out.

      “I’m coming. Damn, you got here fast.”

      I pivoted and saw Bridget briskly walking toward me. She pulled out a set of keys from her purse and unlocked the door to the store.

      “Do you work here?” I followed her inside.

      She smiled, her eyes sparkling. “Honey, I own this place.”

      My eyes widened in wonder as I looked around at all the beautiful clothes on display. “Oh wow. I had no idea.”

      I reached out for a dress that caught my eye and pulled it off the rack. It was stunning. Vintage design. Something I’d love to wear, but had never had the courage. I put it back.

      “Come on, let me show you some things.” Bridget waved at me to follow her.

      “Take a look in this section and see if you find something you like.”

      Eying her hesitantly, I pulled out a dress at random and looked at the size. My jaw almost dropped. I looked at the tag on another dress and another. Each and every one I looked at was near my size. I glanced  over at Bridget who stood with arms crossed and a smug expression on face.

      “I carry clothes in almost every size, because I want to serve the entire population of Pinegrove, not just a small segment. I know how difficult it can be to find fashionable clothes, especially at a reasonable price. I love clothes. They’re my life, and I want others to get some joy out of them as well.”

      I continued browsing in awe and utter excitement. “This makes me so happy. Thank you.”

      Four dresses later, I headed into the dressing room to try them on. I modeled each one for her. She pinned and tucked a few things and eventually I settled on a shimmery eggplant colored wrap dress that hit just above my knees. I felt beautiful in it. Scared, I lifted the price tag, and blinked. That couldn’t be right.

      “Bridget, I think there’s a mistake on the price.” I stepped out of the dressing room holding the dress and tag out to her.

      She looked down at it and shook her head. “No, that’s correct.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Come on, I’ll ring you up.”

      After far less pounding to my pocketbook than I thought, I was now the proud owner of a stunning new dress. My anxiety about tonight suddenly calmed.

      “So, where is Marcus taking you?” Bridget handed me the bag with its cute tissue paper sticking out.

      “I have no idea. He just said dinner.”

      “Have you been to Eden yet?”

      My face heated. “Last night actually.”

      She squealed in excitement. “And? Did you and Marcus play?”

      “No. We just watched some scenes and talked. Although, I did get propositioned for a threesome by one of Marcus’ friends.”

      Bridget laughed. “Donovan?”

      “Yes! How did you know?”

      She merely rolled her eyes. “I think Donovan does that to every new female visitor to Eden. Honestly, I think it’s nothing but a shock tactic. To see what kind of reaction he gets. He’s harmless. Just a giant flirt. I don’t think I’ve ever met a more charming Dom. I’ve never scened with him, but I’ve been around long enough to know he’s a genuinely nice guy.”

      “That’s what Marcus said too. About him being a harmless flirt. But anyway, back to my date. “I don’t think I remember how to act on one,it’s been so long.”

      “Be yourself. Nothing more to it than that. You talk and laugh and hopefully have a good time.” She shrugged.

      “I just feel like there are so many more expectations to this. I mean all I think about when I’m with Marcus is sex.”

      “Well, I hope so,” Bridget cackled.

      I glared back. “Good god, not like that. I mean I’m going on a date with a man who’s a Dominant. One I met at a munch and then hung out with at a kink club. It feels like more than just a dinner date.”

      Bridget took my shopping bag and set it on the counter. Then she clasped my hands in hers. “I know you’re new to this, but I’m going to impart some great knowledge on you here. Are you listening?”

      She waited until I nodded before she continued. “Marcus is only a Dom because you grant him your submission. That’s how the whole power exchange works. In reality, you’re the one with the power. You trusting Marcus transfers that power to him. You have a safe word. If and when you use it, Marcus releases the power you’ve given him and returns it to you. If this is only dinner and nothing more, then that’s fine. If it becomes something more, remember you are in charge.”

      I tried wrapping my head around Bridget’s advice. In a weird, convoluted way, it made sense. Our date could be nothing more than dinner. It was up to me to decide if I wanted more. With that realization, I felt an intense relief course through me.

      Tonight could be whatever I wanted it to be.

      My shoulders sagged like a weight had been taken off them. “Thank you. I feel infinitely better now.”

      She released my hands with a soft squeeze and handed me back my bag. “Good, now go get ready and have an amazing time.”

      I waved goodbye and headed home, excitement buzzing through me at seeing Marcus tonight.
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      I woke to another threatening letter. Connor’s warning rang in my head, but I truly didn’t think Evan would have any interest in Penny. It was just a date, nothing more.

      Now, I stood in front of her house. I knocked on the door and while I waited, my eyes scanned the street around me watching for anything that seemed “off”.

      When it opened, I stood speechless. She was breathtaking.

      She greeted me with a simple “Hi.”

      In that moment, I realized what a mistake this could be.

      She cleared her throat in the uncomfortable silence and took a small step backward opening the door further. “Would you like to come in?”

      I hesitated briefly, but then stepped past her. “Thank you.”

      I wandered around her living room, pausing here and there to examine pictures scattered around. Most were pictures of her with friends, but there were also a few with a couple who I assumed were her parents.

      “If this is how you treat women you ask out on a date, I think we should call it a night before it even begins. You’ve only spoken two words to me in the five minutes you’ve been here. Submissive or not, I’m certainly no doormat. I think it would be best if you left.”

      I slowly pivoted in Penny’s direction. She stood with hands on hips, lips pressed tightly together, her eyes narrowed in irritation. I’d never seen a more beautiful woman.

      “You’re right. I’ve been an asshole. I apologize for ignoring you. I swear it wasn’t my intent. Honestly, my thoughts were elsewhere and that was rude of me. I’m sorry.”

      Her indignation deflated at my words and her features softened. “I’m sorry for practically biting your head off.”

      I closed the distance between us and cupped her jaw, my thumb brushing across her cheek, needing to feel her skin beneath mine. I groaned when she leaned slightly into my touch.

      “Don’t apologize. You deserve to be treated with respect.” I reached down and threaded my fingers through hers. “Are you ready?”

      “I’m ready.”

      She grabbed her purse from the end table and we headed out to my vehicle. I opened the door for her and once she was settled, I closed it. I slid in behind the wheel and sent her wink and smile.

      “Buckle up,” I warned her as we set off.
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      An hour later we were enjoying a delicious dinner at a local favorite, The Windmill.

      “So, if I remember correctly, you’re a trauma nurse?”

      Penny set her fork down. “I am. I’ve been working in the E.D. for the last six years.”

      “I imagine that’s quite the demanding job. One that’s often thankless I’m sure.”

      She rested her hands on the table. “It is on both accounts. But, it’s also a rewarding and fulfilling career. I’ve worked in both private practice and trauma. Each has its benefits, of course. I found that the benefits of working in trauma outweigh those in a general practice office. I love the fast-paced nature and the adrenaline rush from it.”

      “Ah, an adrenaline junkie, huh?” I asked with a smile.

      She laughed a little. “Only when it comes to my work. Otherwise, not so much. What about you? I don’t think you’ve ever told me what you do.”

      “That’s because what I do is very boring,” I said drily. “Financial advising is yawn-inducing. I promise, crunching numbers is nothing to get excited over.”

      “But do you enjoy it?”

      I paused for a moment. I don’t think anyone had ever asked me that. “Yes, actually, I like my job.”

      “Then that’s all that matters,” she said matter-of-factly. “Can I ask you another question?”

      “Of course.”

      This time, she briefly hesitated before leaning a little closer and lowering her voice. “How did you get into the lifestyle?”

      I sat back in my chair. “My college girlfriend and I experimented with kink. It snowballed from there.”

      “Wow, that’s a long time.”

      “When—” my next word froze in my throat.

      I jumped out of my seat fast enough to tip the chair backwards and took off at a clip across the restaurant. I could hear Penny yelling my name, but I didn’t stop. I dodged bodies as I raced to catch the son of bitch I’d seen across the room. Throwing the front door open, I came to an abrupt halt. Nothing. He’d disappeared.

      “God damn it,” I screamed out in fury causing multiple people walking down the sidewalk to turn and gape at me.

      “Marcus?” Penny’s hesitant voice came from behind me. “What’s going on?”

      Ignoring her, I continued scanning the area. There was no sign of him. Fuck.

      “C’mon, I’m taking you home.”

      Throughout the ride back to her house, she remained silent. All I did was clench and unclench my fists around the steering wheel, trying to rein in my rage. And fear. I was pissed off. Not only at Evan Banks, but at myself. Connor had been right. It wasn’t fair to Penny to drag her into this bullshit. Evan wasn’t playing by anyone’s rules but his own, which meant it was up to me to protect her. That meant leaving her alone. Pulling into her driveway, I put the car in park and turned toward her.

      “I don’t think this is going to work out between us. I’m sorry.”

      She blinked and blinked again. Then she drew her shoulders back and held her head high. “I see.”

      When she reached for the door handle her hand trembled.

      “Let me walk you to your door.”

      Her head whipped back in my direction and she spoke through clenched teeth. “I’m fine, thank you. Enjoy the rest of your evening, Marcus.”

      Before I could argue further, she slammed the door and hurried up the walkway. I remained sitting there long after she’d gone inside.
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