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        Boyfriend by the Hour

        This steamy, romantic story contains a dominant hero who’s pretending to be an escort, and a sassy heroine who’s given up on real relationships.

      

      

      Sadie:

      
        
        I can’t believe I have the hots for an escort.

      

        

      
        Cole Mitchell is ripped, bearded, sexy and dominant. When he moves next door to me, I find it impossible to resist sampling the wares.

      

        

      
        But Cole’s not a one-woman kind of guy, and I won’t share.

      

      

      Cole:

      
        
        She thinks I’m an escort. I’m not.

      

        

      
        I thought I’d do anything to sleep with Sadie. Then I realized I want more. I want Sadie. Forever.

      

        

      
        I’m not the escort she thinks I am.

      

        

      
        Now, I just have to make sure she never finds out.
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        I’m damaged. They’re damaged too. The last thing we need… is each other.

      

        

      
        I’m done with dominants. Been there, had one, have the scars to prove it. I'm all about work now, about growing my private investigator business. I have no time for anything else.

      

        

      
        Then a mysterious client hires me to investigate a case of blackmail at Club Menage, and he assigns me a pair of guards. Two men who knew me at my worst: Adrian Lockhart and Brody Payne.

      

        

      
        I’ve always been attracted to them.

        Always imagined what it would feel like to be bent over their knees.

        Always craved their firm touch on my body.

      

        

      
        But I’ve been burned before. Every instinct tells me to leave them alone.

        To turn down the job.

        To walk away and stay safe.

      

        

      
        I should listen to that voice of self-preservation, but I don’t. 

      

        

      
        I’m damaged. They’re damaged too. 

      

        

      
        One night will ruin us forever. 
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      Adrian:

      
        
        Fifteen years ago…

      

      

      There are thirteen of us gathered around the freshly covered pair of graves.

      A baker’s dozen, Lina would have said. Now she’s gone, and all of us here are responsible for her death. Every single one of us.

      “We should have done something.” Rafael’s voice is thick with self-loathing, his face lined with grief. “We saw Stephan and Lina scene together. We knew what they were doing wasn’t safe.”

      Safe, sane, and consensual. Those are the guidelines, but we were each too exhilarated by the discovery that there were others who shared our kinks. Eager to explore every facet of our desires, we’d ignored caution.

      We’d seen the signs. Stephan had a reckless streak. The rest of us were cautious about playing when we drank, but the Californian had laughed at us and called us pussies.

      We should have done something when Lina’s bruises didn’t fade.

      But Stephan and Lina had been friends of ours. We’d made excuses for his behavior. He was taking too many classes, hoping to graduate a year early and head to Silicon Valley. Tech recruiters were constantly calling, wanting to snap up the guy who’d created three successful companies before he’d turned eighteen. He was under a lot of stress.

      And Lina hadn’t seemed afraid of him. She hadn’t asked any of us to intervene.

      But we’d known. Deep down inside, each and every one of us had known that something was wrong.

      It’s too late now. Lina Shleifer is dead. Stephan killed her and then shot himself. The thirteen of us are huddled in a graveyard in Cambridge, Massachusetts, seared by regret.

      There’s nothing we can do to undo the past, but maybe, we can change the future. I stiffen my shoulders with resolve and look up at the gathered men. “If we’re going to keep doing this,” I say, my voice overloud in the quiet space, “we need to be better.”

      “What are you talking about, Adrian?” Brody asks.

      With each word I say, I’m convinced I’m right. “Being a dominant comes with responsibilities. Not just toward our own submissives. We failed Lina when we didn’t intervene. I won’t turn a blind eye again. If I think a submissive is in trouble, I will act.” I kneel on the grass and lay my palm on the tombstone. The engraved words there are both a reproach and a warning.

      
        
        
        Lina Shleifer.

        Born November 18, 1983.

        Died May 20, 2002.

        Never stop smiling.  

      

        

      

      Never again. “This is my vow, Lina,” I say softly, my vision blurring and my throat tight with loss. She’d been nineteen when she died. “My promise to you.”

      “Me too.” Brody puts his palm over mine. “For Lina.”

      One by one the others join us.

      Xavier Leforte, runs his thumb over the sparse gravestone, tracing each letter of Lina’s name. As hard as Lina’s death has hit us, it has hit Rafe and Xavier harder, because Layla, their submissive, was Lina’s twin sister.

      Lina’s dead. Layla has ended her relationship with Rafe and Xavier. I called her yesterday, asking if she was going to be at her sister’s funeral. “Why?” she’d replied, her voice bitter. “Will it bring her back?”

      Next month, we graduate. Brody and I have already been recruited by the CIA to join their Special Activities Division. Xavier and Rafael will both head back to Europe, where their titles and vast estates await. Maddox, Kai, Hunter, Nolan, and the others—all of us have plans for the future.

      So did Lina.

      None more important than this promise we make on this warm summer evening. Whatever life brings us, we are united in our shared sorrow, and in our implacable determination to never let it happen again.
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      Fiona:

      “As birthdays go, Fiona,” I say out loud, looking down at the large marinara sauce stain on the front of my formerly pristine white shirt with a rueful shake of my head, “This one sucks ass.”

      I lift my hand to catch the attention of the waiter. With my other, I dab at the stain with my napkin, but I only succeed in making matters worse. After a couple of minutes, I give up. There’s a spare shirt back at my office, kept just for emergencies like this one. I’ll change when I get back.

      Let’s face it. I’m not having a good day. This morning, Mrs. Morales told me that a security outfit was moving into my Georgetown office building. As if I need the extra competition. I do well enough with my small private investigator firm, but I’m certainly not growing wealthy by any means, and things are about to get a lot harder.

      Then there’s the other reason for my grouchiness. Today’s my thirtieth birthday, and, well, milestone birthdays suck.

      The young, good-looking server comes up, his eyebrows rising when he sees the stain on my blouse. “Our marinara sauce seems to have gone astray,” he says, his eyes sparkling with laughter. “Can I get you something else?”

      “Just the check, please.” His smile is friendly and a little flirtatious, but he’s got to be ten years younger than me. If I flirt back, I’ll definitely be entering cougar territory.

      I pay my bill and stroll back to my office, ignoring the smirks my sauce-splattered blouse draws from almost everyone I pass.

      It’s been two years since I ended things with Raymond Downing. My lover and my dominant. Since then, I’ve dated other men, willing myself to get back on the horse, but every unsatisfying and brief relationship since then has been vanilla.

      I push open the doors to my office building. I pay an arm and a leg for the M-street address, but it’s so worth it. The office suites have exposed brick walls, wood-beam ceilings, and massive floor-to-ceiling windows. There’s a courtyard in the lobby, and the sound of the fountain in the center, calm and soothing, always improves my mood.

      Then I look up and see two tall, good-looking men walk toward me, lost in conversation.

      My heart stops.

      Because they’re part of the past, one I’ve kept firmly locked away for the last two years. Adrian Lockhart and Brody Payne.

      My pulse racing, I duck behind the fountain, too terrified to face them, yet aware that if someone’s watching me, I’m going to look like the world’s biggest fool. As I watch them walk toward the exit, Adrian’s dark and neatly cropped hair a contrast to Brody’s blond, spiky mess, the years fall away, and the past, the one I thought I’d buried deep in my psyche, comes roaring back to life.

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        
        I've been Raymond Downing’s submissive for two months, and all I want to do is please my master.

        Tonight, Raymond can barely contain his excitement. “I've been trying to meet these guys for a very long time.” He paces back-and-forth in front of the big picture window in his apartment. “If I land a job at Lockhart & Payne, then my father can’t give me grief about how I’m wasting my life.”

        Raymond and his father have a very contentious relationship. His father pays for the apartment that Raymond lives in, but the two of them have screaming arguments about Raymond’s lack of ambition at least once a week. Theodore Downing wants his son to take life seriously and follow in his footsteps. Raymond’s not interested in a career. He prefers to take advantage of his father’s connections and money to party in DC.

        Adrian Lockhart and Brody Payne run a very profitable security firm in DC. They are also active in the lifestyle, and because of that, I want to be on my best behavior. I haven’t been the easiest submissive to train, but tonight, I want my master to be proud of me.

        The corset I’m wearing digs into my flesh. My breasts spill out from the too-tight bodice, my pussy and ass barely covered by fabric. I feel like a cheap hooker, but Raymond was insistent that I wear the outfit he picked out.

        There’s a small part of me, a small, terrified part of me, that wonders if he means to share me with the two men tonight, even though it’s on my hard limits list.

        Raymond stops his pacing and pivots toward me. “I want this evening to go well, Fiona,” he warns. “Don't fuck it up.”

        His tone sends a pang of fear through me. “Yes Sir,” I reply instantly, keeping my eyes fixed on the floor. My stomach churns. Don’t fuck what up? My nails dig into my palms as I fight to hold the words back. If I question my master, I’ll earn a beating, and I’m still marked from last night’s display of anger.

        The doorbell rings. “Take your position,” Raymond snaps as he strides toward the entryway.

        Just in time, I sink to my knees. The men enter. My eyes are lowered, so I can’t see their faces, just their expensive handmade shoes. They walk into the apartment, then stop dead as they notice me for the first time. “Who’s this?” one of the men asks, sounding as smooth and dangerous as silk flowing over a sharp knife.

        “My submissive.” Raymond sounds dismissive. “She’ll be waiting on us tonight.”

        “Is that so?” The other man drawls. “I didn’t know you’d taken a new submissive, Downing. Weren’t you with Brittney?”

        “I kicked that worthless bitch to the curb,” Raymond bites out. I know his moods well. Right now, he’s struggling not to lash out at the two men. Inwardly, I wince. If Raymond is this angry already, then nothing I do this evening will please him.

        You promised your submission.

        I had. I just hadn’t expected to be so on edge all the time. Other submissives spoke of tranquility when they submitted, of the trust they shared with their masters, of soaring through sub-space, confident that their dominants would take care of them.

        So far, that hasn’t been my experience at all.

        It would be if you were a better submissive.

        “That’s not the version I heard.” My eyes are still on the floor, so I can’t see the man’s face, but he sounds as cold and hard as ice.

        To my shock, Raymond ignores the provocation. “Fiona, coats,” he snaps.

        As gracefully as I can, I rise to my feet. “Please may I take your coats, Sirs?”

        To my eternal relief, both men hand me their jackets. “We do have business to discuss,” the dark-haired one says. “Shall we get to it?” Their voices fade away as they make their way to the study.

        I'm in charge of serving dinner. As soon as I hang up their cashmere coats, I head toward the kitchen. My head’s still bowed, and I'm not looking where I'm going.

        I run into a broad, hard chest. It’s the dark-haired man again. “I'm so sorry, Sir,” I gasp out. Raymond warned me to be on my best behavior.  “Please forgive my carelessness.”

        “Call me Adrian.”

        I can feel the weight of his stare on me. Finally, my nerves reach snapping point, and I look up into his chocolate brown eyes. “May I help you, Sir?” I ask, realizing as soon as the words leave my mouth that he just told me to call him Adrian.

        My master is right. I'm hopeless.  

        If he's irritated by my lapse, he doesn't show it. “Talk to me for a minute,” he says, his gaze etched with concern. “How long have you been with Downing?”

        “Two months.” At the last minute, I remember how he wants to be addressed, but I balk at saying his name aloud.

        “Is he your first dominant?”

        “Yes.”

        “Yes what?”

        Shit. He's noticed. “Yes, Adrian.”

        “Fiona.” He sounds troubled. “Submission is a precious gift, and there are men in the world that aren’t worthy of it. Downing is one of them. He’s an abusive bastard.”

        Dominant or not, I’ve heard enough. “I love my master,” I say stiffly.

        “He doesn’t deserve your love,” Adrian replies bluntly. He pulls a business card out of his wallet. “This has my personal cell phone number on the back. If you ever want out of this relationship, please call me. I will make sure you’re safe.”

        Even the act of taking the card from him feels like disloyalty toward Raymond, but those eyes are boring into me, insisting I comply. “Thank you.” I shuffle my feet. “I’ve got to set the table now.”

        “Of course.” He steps aside, and I almost run away from him, seeking the sanctuary of the kitchen. The card, I crumple up and throw in the trash.

        I love my master, and all I want to do is please him.

        

      

      [image: ]
* * *

      Adrian had been right, of course. He’d known Raymond Downing’s reputation. He’d tried to warn me, but I’d been so eager to please my master, so happy that I finally had found someone who would give me the dominance I craved, that I hadn’t listened.

      Hidden behind the fountain, I watch the two men leave the building.

      I’d only seen them two more times after that, both while I’d still been Raymond’s submissive. They’d always been polite to me, and their eyes had always been watchful.

      Stop being dramatic, Fiona. Raymond was two years ago. You’re perfectly fine.

      I’d started to think of them as my guardian angels. Seeing them now, my pulse is racing, and I have no idea why my skin is damp with sweat.
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      Adrian:

      “What do you think of the new office?”

      My partner Brody has been away in New York for a week, overseeing the security setup of one of our more high-profile clients. He’s just returned, and the two of us are catching up over a late lunch.

      It’s a hot, muggy day. The sun beats down on us on the outdoor patio, and I have to chug my beer to keep it from getting warm.

      Brody’s eyebrows rise. “I never thought I’d see the day Adrian Lockhart drank in the middle of a workday.”

      “Office, Brody,” I growl, irritated.

      He gives me an amused look. “The office is perfect,” he admits. “The crew seems pretty happy to be in Georgetown too. Nita was practically dancing with glee.”

      Our assistant’s commute has gone from an hour of gridlock to a pleasant fifteen-minute walk. Of course she’s ecstatic. “It made sense. Most of the team lives in Georgetown.”

      “So, are you going to tell me what the drinking is about?”

      People look at Brody Payne, and they notice the friendly smile, the eyes that sparkle with humor. Some of them—the foolish ones—assume he’s easy-going, but not too bright. They’re wrong. Nothing gets by Brody.

      “Xavier Leforte called this morning,” I reply.

      He’s in the act of lifting his glass to his lips. He carefully sets it down. “That’s a name I haven’t heard in a very long time.”

      Indeed. It’s been two years since we last saw Xavier. Ironically, it was at another funeral. This time, we were mourning our dead submissive, Sandy, who had died in a ski accident.

      I suggested the trip. It’s my fault she died.

      “I’m assuming he didn’t call to exchange pleasantries,” Brody continues. “What does he want?”

      “You know Xavier,” I shrug. “He wouldn’t say over the phone. We have a three o’clock appointment with him.”

      Brody’s piercing blue eyes settle on me. “Is it about the club?”

      Club Ménage, as some of us have nicknamed it, is a high-end sex club. Mostly BDSM, though it’s pretty welcoming of most kinks. A lot of the members like ménage, hence the nickname. We’d met Sandy there. The three of us had played there almost on a weekly basis.

      I haven’t been back since her death. It would hurt too much.

      “Probably,” I reply. Why else would Xavier be phoning out of the blue?

      The waiter arrives, and we order our lunch. When he’s gone, Brody takes a long sip of his drink. “I’ve been thinking of going back.”

      I go very still. “To the club?”

      His lips tighten. “It’s been two years, Adrian. I love Sandy. I will always love her, but she’s gone.”  He surveys me warily. “I think you should come with me.” He pauses and plays his trump card. “Sandy would have wanted us to move on.”

      He’s right. Sandra Jackson had a possessive streak a mile wide, but she would have never wanted us to mourn her forever. She was far too practical for that. I can almost hear her voice now. Adrian, it’s been two whole years. I’m very flattered at your devotion, but for fuck’s sake, get your ass back in the game.

      Something still holds me back. Guilt. Sandy is dead, and we’re alive, and it feels wrong to savor life again. “How do you know?” I growl. The waiter chooses that moment to show up with our sandwiches, and he takes a nervous half-step back when he hears the anger in my tone. He sets our food down and disappears, and I continue to glare at Brody. “How the fuck do you know what Sandy would have wanted? It’s not as if we can ask her, is it?”

      Brody doesn’t flinch. “I knew her,” he says. “As did you. Stop the bullshit, Adrian. It was a horrible accident, but it was an accident.” He takes a bite of his meatball sub, and some marinara slops on his tie.

      I smirk openly, the tension draining away. “Smooth.”

      His lips twitch. “It’s a meatball sub. I challenge you to eat it without making a mess.”

      “That’s why I ordered a turkey club, buddy.”

      We spend the rest of the meal catching up on Brody’s work in New York, and on what’s been going on in the office while he’s gone. Neither of us mentions Xavier or the club again, but it’s there in the background, and I know I can’t ignore it forever.

      Brody will go to the club, with or without me. The real question is, what do I want to do?

      [image: ]
* * *

      Brody:

      My phone beeps at me as we walk back to the office.

      It’s a text message from Dixie Ketcham, a lawyer in Jackson, Mississippi. Dix is an old friend who worked at the agency with Adrian and me. Under normal circumstances, I’d be happy to hear from her.

      
        
        Kayla Perkins just got arrested for drunk driving. What do you want me to do?

        

      

      Just like that, my mood goes to hell. Kayla Perkins is eighteen, angry and self-destructive. She’s been arrested twice in the last year—once for shoplifting, the second time for public intoxication. Now, it’s drunk driving.

      
        
        Get her off, Dix. No matter what it costs.

        

      

      The teenager used to be a straight-A student until my father forced himself on her. Of course, in the small Mississippi town I grew up in, Judge Eugene Payne is a pillar of the community, and no one would ever believe the allegations against him.

      I believe them. I discovered the truth about my father when I was eighteen. I haven’t been back home since.

      BDSM helps. The protocols, designed to protect the vulnerable, protect me. Safe, sane, and above all, consensual. That’s how I play.

      Outside of the club, there’s a very real fear inside me that I’m my father’s son. That his sickness has been passed on to me.

      Inside the club, I feel safe. But when I see that text from Dix, every desire to go back to Club Ménage drains away.

      I wonder what Xavier wants.
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      Fiona:

      Ana Sophia Morales, the woman who loosely functions as the administrative assistant in my private investigator practice, looks up as I walk in. As usual, she’s knitting. “Who’s pregnant?” I ask, noticing that she’s beginning a new project. Mrs. Morales knits baby sweaters, and judging from the number of times she’s cast on in the office, someone in her circle is always ready to pop a baby out.

      Still, it keeps her entertained, and let’s be honest, I’ve been the recipient of her knitting generosity more than once. Hand-knit socks in the winter? Amazing.

      Normally, Mrs. Morales would use this as an excuse to launch into a long and entertaining story about her very large family, but today, she inclines her head toward my office. “There’s a new client waiting for you. A man.” With a shake of her head, she adds, “You’re going to want to do something about that stain on your blouse before you walk in, Fiona.”

      I ignore the loving rebuke, focusing instead on the client in my office. I’m not expecting anyone. I just wrapped up a case this morning, and all I have on tap this afternoon is mountains of paperwork. “Did you get his name?”

      She looks down at her yellow legal pad. “Xavier Leforte,” she reads out. “He didn’t have an appointment but…”

      But, especially with the security firm moving next door and potentially encroaching on my business, I can’t really afford to turn away walk-in clients. “No worries, I’ll see him now.” Speaking of security firms… “Mrs. Morales, do you happen to know the name of the company that just moved into the building?”

      “Lockhart & Payne,” she answers promptly.

      Butterflies tumble and whirl in my stomach. That explains why I saw Adrian Lockhart and Brody Payne in the atrium. They’re going to be working in my building.

      Why does that bother you so much?

      I push that thought to the back of my mind and focus on the walk-in client waiting for me in my office.

      New client. My spare blouse is hanging on the back of the door, inside my office. I’m going to make a great first impression with my marinara-stained shirt.

      Happy fucking birthday to me.

      

      I walk in, polite words of greeting already on my lips. “Welcome to the Clarke Agency.” Then I stop to take him in.

      The man seated in my office is extremely good-looking. Dark hair shot with an occasional strand of grey, salt-and-pepper stubble, and eyes as black as coal. He’s wearing a tailored suit that probably costs more than I pay in rent each month—and I pay an obscene amount of money for my three-hundred-square-foot space—and I would swear in a court of law that his leather shoes are handmade.

      None of that makes me freeze in the doorway. No, what makes me pause is the self-assurance rolling off him in palpable waves.

      In the atrium, I’d hidden behind a fountain to avoid running into Brody and Adrian. Evidently, it’s raining dominants today. It’s my thirtieth birthday, and I’ve been restless all day. Samara, my best friend in Maine, who believes in astrology and karma and other such things, would probably tell me that the universe is giving me a sign.

      The man rises to greet me. His gaze flicks to my stained shirt, but he doesn’t comment on my marinara mess. “Ms. Clarke,” he says with a courteous smile, extending his hand in greeting. “I’m Xavier Leforte. It’s good to meet you.”

      His voice is faintly accented. Each word is clearly enunciated, the result of some very expensive schooling, no doubt, but underneath, there’s an accent that he can’t entirely conceal. European of some kind. The easy answer is French, to match his last name, but my gut tells me that’s not quite it.

      I shake his hand warily. Moving around the over-sized battered wooden desk, I settle in my chair and lean forward. “How can I help you, Mr. Leforte?”

      He regards me expressionlessly. “I run,” he says, “a private club.”

      “What kind of club?” I ask.

      He hesitates for a split-second, and I catch myself. People spill their innermost secrets so often in my office that I sometimes forget how difficult it must be to pour out your problems to a complete stranger. “I treat all our conversations as confidential,” I assure him.

      “Of course.” He steeples his fingers and meets my gaze squarely. “It is a club where consenting adults come to live out their sexual fantasies.”

      He pauses to take in my reaction. I have none—none that’s visible to him, at any rate. Keeping a poker face is an elemental part of my profession. Inside my stomach though, the butterflies have multiplied a hundred-fold.

      You’re making a big deal of nothing, Fiona.

      “It’s called Club M,” he continues. His lips turn up in a half-smile. “Though that’s not what the M stands for, some of the regulars have nicknamed it Club Ménage.”

      “What does the M stand for, then?” I ask, my curiosity aroused. I have a fairly good idea what his problem is. It’s a sex club, and we live in a time where cameras are everywhere. Someone’s probably blackmailing someone else with exposure.

      But why approach me? Sex clubs aren’t my area of expertise.

      He doesn’t answer my question. “One of our new members had a photo mailed to her.” He opens a folder, takes a large photo out and slides it across the table toward me.

      I take a look. The photo is one of a young blonde woman, tied to a Saint Andrew’s Cross, fully naked, her face blurred out. An uncomfortable tingle of arousal shoots through me when I see her restraints. Damn it, Fiona, not now.

      “Let me guess. There are no phones or cameras allowed.”

      He nods. “Members are scanned when they enter, and they leave. It should be impossible to get electronics into my club.” His gaze hardens. “I’d like to hire you to investigate this.”

      I steeple my fingers, unconsciously copying his gesture. Something’s not quite right here. Xavier Leforte is far too calm about this blackmail attempt. I debate tiptoeing around the issue and then decide against it. I’ve only just met Leforte, but my instincts tell me that being direct is the best way to handle him. “What are you keeping from me?”

      A faint smile creases his face. He lifts his shoulders in a shrug. “I have my suspicions about this photo,” he says. “But I’d like you to conduct your investigations without being influenced by me.”

      “Why pick me?” I lean forward, pushing the photo back toward him. “This isn’t my area of expertise.”  

      “I disagree, Ms. Clarke.” His lips twist into a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes, and he drops his bombshell. “You’ve dipped your toe in the world of dominance and submission before. For three months, two years ago, you were Raymond Downing’s submissive. Since you ended that relationship, you’ve eschewed your darker desires for more vanilla offerings, but you will still remember enough of the protocol to fit in.”

      Shock blankets me. My time with Raymond wasn’t a secret, but it wasn’t exactly public knowledge either. I keep my voice steady with an effort. “I don’t see how my past has any bearing on this conversation.”

      “Your past is the reason I’m in this room,” he replies. “A submissive will not arouse suspicion. People will talk to you frankly, in a way they won’t talk to me. I need to keep this investigation discreet.” Unlike me, he sounded perfectly relaxed. “Our membership dues are astronomical, in part because we take the privacy of our members very seriously. If you take this job, you’ll be given a cover story. You’ll pose as a new member, eager to explore every aspect of the club.”

      He’s right. My prior experience with BDSM would serve me in good stead. I speak the language. I know the rules. I’d be able to blend in.

      My palms are damp with sweat, and my skin is covered with goosebumps. Pull yourself together, Fiona. It was a long time ago. Stop being such a wuss.

      Then he plays his trump card. “I’ll pay a hundred thousand dollars for a month of your time.”

      The money is tempting. I do okay, but at the same time, I don’t have much of a cushion. If business went to hell—and with the arrival of Lockhart & Payne, there’s a good chance that it might—an extra hundred grand in the bank would be really, really nice.

      Come on, Fiona. This is a no-brainer.

      “Okay.” My voice is loud in the quiet room. “I’ll do it.”
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      Brody:

      Xavier’s in conversation with our assistant when we get back to the office. “Stay away from that one, Nita,” I warn her with a grin. “He’s trouble.”

      “Nice tie, Payne,” Xavier replies with a chuckle, giving me the finger. “Enjoyed your meatball sub?”

      I bite back my laugh. I can go years without seeing the men that attended Lina’s funeral fifteen years ago, but our friendship was forged in fire. It doesn’t matter if I haven’t seen Xavier in three years or three months.

      We walk into the corner office. “You want a drink?” Adrian asks, moving to the small but well-stocked bar.

      “Sure.” Xavier settles himself on the couch and leans back. “It’s five o’clock somewhere.”

      Adrian pours him a Scotch. “How’ve you been?” I ask him as he sips the single malt. “It’s been a while.”

      Xavier lifts one eyebrow. “Not by choice. The two of you made it clear at Sandy’s funeral that you wanted to be left alone.”

      I wince. Yeah. We’d said some things that day we hadn’t meant. The Belgian had introduced us to Sandy, and there was a period of time where I couldn’t look at him without remembering her. It had been easier to avoid all of it. The club, our friends, the lifestyle. “Sorry about that.”

      He waves away my apology. “I get it,” he replies somberly. “Not everyone deals with grief the same way.”

      He’s not talking about us. He’s talking about Layla, his former submissive. The one who ran away when her twin died, wanting no more contact with any of us.

      I’d thought Layla hard-hearted then. After Sandy’s death, I understood her a little better.

      Adrian’s thoughts are running the same direction as me. “Are you in touch with her?” he asks Xavier. “Is she okay?”

      I’ll give Xavier credit. He doesn’t pretend that he doesn’t know what we’re talking about. “We talk on the phone once a year,” he says, his eyes on the drink in his hands. “I call her on the anniversary of Lina’s death. She never has very much to say.”

      “Is she well?” Layla and Lina had been the first in their family to go to college. They’d both been on an academic scholarship, but when Lina died, Layla hadn’t finished her last semester. “She’s not hurting for money, is she?”

      He shakes his head. “She’s always had my credit card,” he replies. “And Rafe’s.”

      Together, Xavier and Rafael are richer than several small countries. “I can’t imagine Layla spending your money,” I reply, thinking of their petite submissive. “She was always too proud.”

      “Too stubborn,” Xavier corrects, a smile on his lips. “But she seems to have changed her mind in recent months. There have been quite a few charges on it.”

      It’s always been Layla for Xavier and Rafael. It’s been fifteen years, and there have been other submissives—God knows there’s no shortage of women throwing themselves at Xavier Leforte—but none of them have lasted.

      Adrian and I exchange glances. “So,” Adrian says, “what brings you here, Xavier?”

      “I could just be visiting old friends,” he replies.

      Cagey as always. “But you aren’t,” I say. “You hate DC. You didn’t come into the city for small talk.”

      That’s uncharacteristically blunt. Of the pair of us, Adrian’s usually the surly asshole, not me. I’m the charming, tactful one. But Xavier’s presence is bringing back memories of Club M, and I miss it. I miss the anticipation of a scene. I miss the sharp intake of a submissive’s breath as she wonders what I have planned for her. I miss the awareness, the control, the connection. The safety.

      And now Xavier’s in our office.

      “You’re right,” he says. “I need your help with a situation. I just hired a private investigator to investigate a blackmail attempt on one of the members.”

      Blackmail? That sounds serious. Club Ménage prides itself on secrecy. It has to. This close to DC, the club attracts a high-profile crowd. When I last played there, there had been a half-dozen senators on the main floor, one of them being led around on a leash by his mistress. “What kind of blackmail?”

      Adrian leans forward. “I’m a little offended you didn’t come to us,” he says. “Who did you hire to look into it?”

      “Fiona Clarke.”

      A crash wave of memory sweeps over me.

      Two years ago, we’d met a guy called Raymond Downing at a poker game. Downing was a douchebag. His father was a senator who sat on the armed services committee, and Raymond took full advantage of the senator’s influence.

      That kind of influence peddling isn’t uncommon in DC. I didn't approve, but that wasn't the reason I couldn't stand the sight of him.

      No, I hated Downing because he treated his submissive like dirt. His submissive, Fiona Clarke.

      “I didn’t know Fiona was a private investigator.” An expression of distaste crosses Adrian’s face. “Is she still with Downing?”

      Xavier shakes his head. “No. Their relationship only lasted three months.” He gets up and pours himself another Scotch. “It seems a shame,” he says casually, “that her introduction to BDSM was in the hands of someone like Raymond Downing.”

      I look up, alerted by that too-casual voice. Xavier’s up to something. “Are you playing matchmaker again?” I demand. “Neither of us is looking for a submissive.”

      “Just as well,” he replies. “She’s left the lifestyle. Fiona Clarke’s tastes are vanilla now.”

      I don’t know why that bothers me. Xavier is right. It is a shame that Fiona’s first and only BDSM experience was with Downing. I remember her clearly, kneeling in the hallway of Downing’s Dupont Circle apartment, her brunette hair cascading down her shoulders, her eyes submissively lowered, her knees spread.

      She’d deserved better than an asshole like Downing.

      “She’s going to be at the club for the next month, asking questions and looking into this blackmail attempt,” Xavier continues. “I’d feel a lot happier if someone were to keep an eye on her.”

      “Why?” Adrian demands. “What do you think might happen?”

      The Belgian man tips the Scotch down his throat. “Downing might try to get her back.”

      “Why would…” The dots connect. “Xavier, tell me Downing’s not a member of the club.”

      “He is on a trial membership, yes.”

      “Have you lost your fucking mind?”

      He sets his glass carefully down on the side table. “No, Adrian,” he says, a hard edge in his voice. “I have not lost my fucking mind. While the two of you were sitting around and feeling sorry for yourselves, I’ve been trying to keep people safe.”

      He strides to the window and looks out to the busy streets below. “First, Fiona, after the two of you dropped the ball on that. I begged favors from Maddox and sent him into Downing’s weekly poker game.”

      “Dropped the ball?” My voice rises in outrage. “Xavier, I don’t know if you noticed, but Sandy died.”

      “Two years ago,” he retorts, just as furious as me. “In the meanwhile, Downing’s been through seven submissives. Seven women who refused to press charges, no matter how much I try.”

      My anger drains away. God knows I can relate to that. I’ve pleaded with the families of the women my father assaulted. Press charges, I’ve begged. He has to be stopped.  

      But like Raymond, my father picks his targets well. Too vulnerable to fight back.

      “That’s why he’s a member?” Adrian realizes the truth sooner than I do. “You’re trying to see if you can catch him in something?”

      He nods. “Downing is a menace. What he’s doing isn’t BDSM. It’s assault, plain and simple. But he’s protected by his father’s position and power.”

      I take a deep breath. “You could go outside the law,” I suggest.

      There’s a pause, and once again, I get the sense that Xavier isn’t telling us everything. “Things are complicated,” he says finally. “I’d prefer to keep things legal if I can.”

      “Xavier,” Adrian points out. “Fiona and Downing have history. You’re using her as bait. It’s not like you to put someone in danger.”

      His lips tighten. “I want Downing locked up,” he snaps. “It’s not negotiable. You’re concerned about Ms. Clarke? You know what to do.”

      Something’s going on. Xavier isn’t a dick, but he’s certainly doing a good imitation of it now.

      I exchange another glance with Adrian. He nods slightly.

      “Fine,” I grit out. “We’ll play this your way. For now.”

      “Thank you.” He gets up to leave and then turns around. “Incidentally,” he says. “You do know that Fiona Clarke’s private investigator firm is in this building? She’s your new neighbor. You should go over and say hello.” His lips twitch. “Offer to show her around the club.”

      He’s definitely up to something.

      Damn Xavier Leforte. Adrian should have let his call go to voicemail.
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      Fiona:

      Dr. Avery Welch is my therapist. She’s amazing. Calm, unflappable, and funny as hell, with a dry wit that is very British. Right now, she’s looking at me with barely-concealed irritation. “Fiona,” she says, tapping her pen on her legal pad, “tell me again why you’re here.”

      My reply is flippant. “You cost a hundred and fifty bucks a session, Avery. You’re cheaper than an escort.”

      “But do I provide you the same amount of pleasure?” she asks dryly. “Never mind, don’t answer that. It’s your birthday. Why aren’t you out with your friends?”

      “It’s Tuesday night.”

      “So?”

      I grimace and admit the truth. Avery will worm it out of me anyway. “I don’t really have any friends I want to celebrate with.”

      She sighs, and I hold up my hand to cut off her lecture. “It’s not my fault, Avery. I’m not interested in politics, and that’s all anyone in this town cares about.”

      “Half a million people in the city and you can’t find anyone to connect with.” She writes something on her notepad. “Okay, Fiona. We have an hour. You can either sit here and tell me nothing is wrong, or you can start talking. My advice? Stop flushing your money down the loo.”

      Loo, not toilet. God, she’s adorable. Adorable and annoying.

      “Fine. A couple of weird things happened today.”

      “You’ve already told me that you spilled marinara sauce on your blouse.”

      “No, something else.” Something real. “I saw two guys I used to know, and I ducked behind a fountain to hide from them.”

      She stops writing and looks up. “Who are they?”

      I take a deep breath. “Their names are Brody Payne and Adrian Lockhart. I met them when I was with Raymond.”

      “Raymond, your former dominant?”

      I give her a surprised look. I don’t remember talking about Raymond to Avery. Hell, I don’t talk about Raymond to anyone. I’m not proud of that part of my life. I was brought up to be fearless. I am the daughter of cops. I have a black belt in taekwondo.

      Those three months, I’d been terrified.

      She catches my expression. “You mentioned him in your first session.”

      Oh. I don’t remember much about those first few months. I hadn’t been able to sleep. Whenever I shut my eyes, I’d been haunted by nightmares of Raymond Downing coming to take me back. Punishing me for daring to leave.

      Come to think of it, I can’t remember the last time I slept through the night.

      “Yeah.” My reply is terse. I don’t really want to get into my time with Raymond.

      She changes tactics. “You said a couple of weird things happened. What was the other?”

      I tell her about Xavier Leforte’s visit. “So obviously, I agreed to investigate,” I say, ignoring the goosebumps that cover my arms. “I mean, a hundred thousand dollars. That’s too much money to pass up.”

      She gives me a measured look. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “What do you mean, Avery?”

      “You tell me,” she says. “Are you ready to go to a sex club?”

      I glare at her. “Avery, I’m not in the mood for psychobabble.” I can say shit like this to Dr. Welch; I’ve been her client for the last two years. “If you’re talking about Raymond, I’m totally over it.”

      “Yet you hid behind a fountain when you saw two men that you associate, however remotely, with your former boyfriend. Those things aren’t disconnected, Fiona, and you know it.”

      She’s wrong. Yes, those three months with Raymond hadn’t been great, but it’s in the past.

      Avery is in a rare advice-giving mood. “Have you ever considered that you’re in a holding pattern with your personal life?”

      “A holding pattern?”

      “I’ve never heard you mention a serious relationship.”

      Because there haven’t been any.

      “And you don’t have any friends,” she continues. “You were hurt by this man, Fiona. He scared you badly. Until you deal with your wound, you’re going to find it difficult to move forward with your life.”

      “Maybe I hid behind the fountain because I didn’t want them to see me with marinara sauce all over my clothes.”

      She lifts an eyebrow. “Did you have time to change your blouse before you met this Xavier chap?”

      Chap. She’s so British. “No,” I admit.

      “And did it bother you?”

      “No,” I confess reluctantly. “After the first minute, I totally forgot about it.” I take a deep breath. “I’m not avoiding BDSM.”

      “You aren’t?” A slight smile plays about her lips, and I realize I’ve walked into her trap. Avery hadn’t accused me of avoiding BDSM. Damn it. Now she’s going to start quizzing me on that.

      “Raymond didn’t scare me off the lifestyle.” I get the sense that I’m digging myself deeper into a hole, but I can’t seem to stop talking. “I’m just being careful. If I can meet a dominant I can trust, you know, like Adrian or Brody, then I’d totally be interested. Unfortunately, it’s not that easy to find someone trustworthy.”

      “Someone like Adrian and Brody? Why not them?”

      Oh. I’m on more comfortable ground here. “They’re with someone. They share a submissive.” I sigh. “Lucky woman. One good dominant is hard enough to find. She has two.”

      “So the only thing holding you back is that they’re in a relationship. Nothing else.”

      “Yes,” I insist. Avery’s hinting that my time with Raymond has traumatized me, and it has not. I’m stronger than that. “If they were single, I’d make a pass at them.”

      A voice inside my head tells me I’m lying to both Avery and myself, but with practiced ease, I ignore it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When I get back home, I watch some dumb rom-com on Netflix while drinking the better part of a bottle of wine. At twelve, when my exhaustion outweighs my dread of the nightmares, I fall into bed.

      But tonight, I don’t dream about Raymond. Instead, I have a sex dream about Adrian and Brody.

      I’m naked except for a pair of stockings and high-heeled shoes, bent over a sawhorse, in a room that’s otherwise empty of all furniture. My hair is pulled back in a ponytail, attached to an out-of-sight hook that keeps my face lifted.

      My ankles are shackled to the wooden legs, and my pussy on display to anyone that might walk by. My breasts hang down on either side of the thin leather seat.

      I’m totally restrained and completely turned on. I’m dripping wet.

      Adrian walks in front of me. “Part your lips, Fiona. You’re going to suck my cock.”

      My insides thrill at his words, and I’m helpless against the tone of command in his voice. “Yes Sir.”

      His cock is large, hard and engorged. I open wide, fitting as much of his erection in my mouth as I can.

      Adrian growls, the sound low and primal. The way my head is tied, I can’t bob up and down on his length, but I swirl my tongue around him the best I can, taking pleasure in the way his eyes clench shut, and his breathing quickens.

      Just then, someone smacks my ass hard. Brody. I whimper at the sharp stroke but don’t take my lips off Adrian’s cock.

      This. I’ve missed this. Restrained over this sawhorse, with a cock in my mouth, I feel more alive than I have in a very long time.

      Brody’s fingers move between the folds of my pussy. “So wet,” he says. I moan into Adrian’s cock as desire builds in my core. Though I try to hold still, I can’t. I stand on tiptoe, raising my hips in unspoken invitation.

      “So fucking wet,” Brody says. He homes in on my clitoris, circling the tight bud. Heat runs through me, consuming me, overwhelming me with pleasure.

      Adrian grabs the back of my head and shoves deeper down my throat. “All the way down your throat, kitten,” he orders, his dark brown eyes on my face. “Wrap your pretty little lips around my cock and suck. That’s a good girl.”

      I struggle to take his length, but just as I start to gag, he pulls back, letting up on the pressure. I take a deep breath and nod, letting him know I’m ready again, and with a slight smile, he thrusts into my mouth again, stroking my cheek with his fingers.

      That gesture, sweet and unexpected, makes me want to please him even more. I relax my throat and take him deeper, rewarded by his groan.

      My pussy aches to be filled, but Brody has other plans for me. He spanks me again, this time where my thigh meets ass. It stings, and I whimper around Adrian’s cock.

      His grip tightens in my hair. “Keep sucking, Fiona.”

      I do as I’m told. Brody spanks me, alternating hard swats with soothing caresses. The barriers between pleasure and pain start to blur, and all that’s left is a desperate desire to please my dominants.

      “Such a good girl,” Brody whispers. “You want my cock, little kitten?” I feel his head rub at my entrance, and I try to thrust my hips back at him.

      “I can’t hear you, Fiona.” His voice has an edge of laughter to it. Damn him. He knows full well that my mouth is filled with Adrian’s cock, but I know Brody, and he’ll tease me all night long if he wants.

      “Please fuck me, Sir,” I gasp, the words garbled.

      He rubs his erection over my slit, up and down, teasing me until I’m almost sobbing with need. Tied down as I am, there’s nothing I can do about it, nothing I can do to convince Brody to hurry up and fuck me already.

      “Eyes on me, kitten.” Adrian’s eyes have a devilish twinkle in them. Oh God. I can’t take it. It’s too much.

      Then Brody slams into me, his cock punching through my pussy, and I can’t hold on. I know I don’t have permission to come, and I know I’ll be punished, but I can’t seem to bring myself to care. An orgasm rips through me, powerful, brutal, glorious.

      I wake up.

      I’m lusting after Adrian and Brody, two men who are in a committed relationship, and who’ve never expressed any interest in me.

      Fuck.
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      Adrian:

      Xavier’s right. The Clarke Agency is on the third floor. The next day, after our mid-morning team meeting, Brody and I head over to Fiona’s office.

      I can’t deny I’m curious. The woman I’d seen in Downing’s foyer had been adamant that Raymond was perfect for her, determined not to listen to my warnings, but yesterday, Xavier had said that Fiona had broken up with Downing after only three months. Good for her.

      An older woman is sitting in the warm, inviting reception area, knitting away busily with neon orange yarn. Brody gives her a charming smile. “We’re old friends of Fiona Clarke’s,” he says, exaggerating the truth. “We just moved into the building, and thought we’d say hi.”

      “You’re from Lockhart & Payne?” The knitting needles don’t stop their clacking as she surveys us curiously.

      “That’s us,” Brody agrees cheerfully. “Is Fiona in?”

      “Yes.” She waves a needle in the direction of the seating area as she lumbers to her feet. “She’s on the phone. I’ll let her know you’re here.”

      “No need, Mrs. Morales,” a richly melodious voice cuts in. Fiona. “I’m done with my call.”

      Her skin is luminous and soft, her cheeks faintly dotted with freckles. Her curly hair is pulled back into a ponytail, and her blue eyes are wary as she surveys us. “Mr. Lockhart,” she nods in my direction. “Mr. Payne. To what do I owe this pleasure?”

      Her eyes meet mine, bold and challenging, a refreshing contrast to the too-meek, too-cowed woman she’d been when I met her last. “Shall we head to your office, Ms. Clarke?” I suggest, conscious that Fiona’s receptionist is staring at the three of us, her expression avidly curious. “I wanted to chat with you about our mutual friend, Xavier Leforte.”

      Her cheeks go pink. “Of course,” she says, stepping aside. “Please, come in.”

      Brody and I enter her private office. The desk is covered with files. “I was supposed to catch up on paperwork yesterday,” she says, catching my gaze. “Unfortunately, I didn’t get through as much of it as I would have liked.”

      “I didn’t realize you were a private investigator,” Brody says.

      Her chin lifts. “Why? Because I used to be submissive? I’m very good at what I do.”

      Used to be? I guess Xavier was right. She’s vanilla now. What a shame.

      Brody cocks his head to one side and surveys her. “I wasn’t implying you weren’t,” he says mildly. “Why would you think I was?”

      She flushes. I feel my temper rise as the implications of her defensiveness become clear. Of course Downing would have questioned her competence and made her feel insecure. Weak dominants always do.

      Fiona doesn’t answer Brody’s question. The silence stretches out, and I wait, willing her to crack before either of us do. A good dominant is, above all, patient.

      Sure enough, she breaks the quiet. “Are you members of Club M?” she blurts out. “Did Xavier Leforte send you here?”

      A smile creases Brody’s lips. “Technically, we’re silent partners.”

      Oh right. I’d almost forgotten. It was seven years ago, after all. Xavier’s family had taken an extremely dim view of his desire to start a sex club and had threatened to cut him off. By then, Brody and I had left the CIA and founded Lockhart & Payne, so we’d given Xavier a start-up loan. We hadn’t been the only ones. If I remember right, Kai had chipped in too, as had Nolan and Hunter.

      “Very silent,” I quip. “Yeah, we’re members. Xavier mentioned you were joining the club, and he asked us to mentor you.”

      “Mentor me?” Her voice is nervous. “What does that mean?”

      Brody grins wickedly. “It can mean whatever you’d like it to, Fiona.”

      Her breathing catches. I frown at my friend, wondering what the hell he’s doing. Fiona’s already skittish, and there’s no reason to make matters worse. “Don’t listen to Brody,” I advise her. “He thinks he’s funny. We’ll just show you around the premises, tell you the rules of the various sections, that kind of thing.”

      “I am funny,” Brody protests, looking wounded.

      Fiona laughs out loud and then claps her hand over her mouth. “Sorry,” she mutters sheepishly.

      She looks like a different person when she laughs. Her eyes sparkle, and she seems to come alive. I only met her three times, but I don’t think she smiled or laughed once when she was Downing’s submissive.

      I want to see her in the club. Will she be eager, or will she be coy? Will she embrace her desires, or will she fight them?

      I told Brody at lunch yesterday that I wasn’t ready to go back to the club again. But the direction my thoughts are going…

      “We’re driving down Friday evening,” I tell her. “Need a ride?”

      She bites her lower lip. “Umm, are you sure? I don’t want your submissive to get the wrong idea.”

      We both give her identical, startled looks. “Sandy?” Brody says at last, sounding strained. “Fiona, she died in a skiing accident two years ago.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Fiona:

      I am such an idiot.

      I take a deep breath and strive for composure.

      I’m all topsy-turvy.

      Seeing Adrian and Brody in my office, after the very erotic dream I had about them last night? Awkward.

      Learning they’ve been asked by Xavier to show me around a sex club? More awkward.

      Finding out their submissive died? Terrible. “I didn’t know,” I stammer, feeling the color rise on my cheeks. “I’m so sorry.”

      Adrian smiles slightly. “How could you know?” he asks reasonably. “You didn’t know Sandy.”

      Two years ago. That would have been around the same time I was ending things with Raymond.

      I’d envied their submissive. She had two perfect doms who adored her, and I’d made a failure of my only BDSM experience.

      If they were single, I’d totally make a pass at them.

      Last night, I said that to Avery. Now they’re here in my office, and I’m not so flippant. My insides clench at the thought of doing something so brave, so brazen as to make a pass at the two dominants.

      You’re going to the club, and they’ve offered to be your mentors.

      Could I ask Brody and Adrian to be more? I want to. Even when I thought I was in love with Raymond, Adrian and Brody had been hard to ignore. They were tall, ripped, and good-looking. More than that, they had an air of effortless command about them. Raymond barked orders, hoping he would be obeyed. Adrian and Brody didn’t need to raise their voices.

      Then again, Sandy had probably been a perfect submissive, able to read her dominants’ every mood. I, on the other hand, have demonstrated that I’m too stubborn and too independent to be a good submissive. Untrainable, Raymond used to call me.

      Adrian and Brody probably have their pick of every submissive in the club. Even if I could summon up the courage to ask them out, why on Earth would they want me?

      Then Brody speaks up. “It’s almost lunch,” he says, “and I’m starving. Would you like to join us, Fiona?”
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      Brody:

      Smart women turn me on. When a clever, intelligent, independent woman submits to me, it’s such a head-rush, because her submission isn’t easily won. It means something.

      Two years ago, when I looked at Fiona, all I had seen was a woman in over her head. Raymond Downing had a history of abusing his submissives, and when we’d seen her with him, we’d been determined to protect her.

      Then Sandy had died in that freak accident in Vermont, and our world had ended. For months after, we were like zombies, barely surviving. We withdrew from everything and went into mourning.

      Two years is a long time. We’re different people now. And I’m very aware that I’m attracted to Fiona.

      Yesterday, Xavier told us she wasn’t in the lifestyle anymore, and he might be right about that. But I have an instinct about these things. Fiona is still interested. Her breathing had quickened when we talked about the club. Her legs had parted, so slightly that she probably didn’t even notice.

      But it’s my job to notice these things.

      Fiona Clarke is a submissive. She had a shitty introduction to the lifestyle, but it hasn’t completely quenched her thirst. Like a moth to the flames, she can’t stay away.

      The real question is, am I going to do anything about it?

      

      It’s not quite noon. Early for lunch, though the Italian bistro we head to is busy. Most people have opted to sit on the sunny patio.

      Adrian and I are regulars here. The hostess gives us a smile of recognition. “Table for three, Mr. Payne?” she asks. “Would you like to eat outside?”

      I shake my head. “Could you seat us in the back room please, Savanna?”

      “Sure thing, Mr. Payne.” She leads us to the secluded space in the back. As I hoped, it’s deserted. While I thank her, Adrian pulls out a chair for Fiona, who looks startled by the gesture.

      A waitress appears with menus. “Anything to drink?”

      “Just water for me.” Restless anticipation runs through my veins. “Fiona?”

      Once again, an expression of surprise crosses her face. I’m assuming Downing wasn’t interested in soliciting her opinion. “Could I get a glass of your house white, please?”

      The waitress disappears to fill our order. I set my phone on the table, shooting Fiona an apologetic look. “Sorry about this,” I tell her. “My team is all over the world, and when they need to reach one of us, it’s usually an emergency.”

      “It sounds exciting,” she remarks.

      “It can be.” The company that Adrian and I have built is small but extremely profitable. More importantly, I love what I do. I wouldn’t trade what I do for anything. “Catch us up on your life, Fiona. You’re not still with Downing, are you?” Xavier’s already told me she left him, but I want to hear it from her lips.

      “No,” she says at once. She gives us a sheepish look. “You warned me about him when we met, and you were right. I should have listened.”

      “Some lessons we need to learn for ourselves,” Adrian murmurs. “So you’re ready to explore again? Check out the offerings at Club Ménage?”

      “Did Xavier Leforte tell you that?” she asks, her eyebrow arching. “He’s far chattier than I would have guessed.”

      I grin at her tone. “We go back a long way,” I explain. “We were in college at the same time. I’ve watched him puke his guts out more than once. It creates a bond.”

      The real bond was created when Lina died, but it’s a lovely summer day that doesn’t need to be marred by the shadows of the past.

      Her lips twitch. “I can understand.” The waitress brings our drinks to the table, and we order. I watch her covertly as she scans the menu, chewing on her lower lip, running her eyes down the specials before deciding on the penne all'arrabbiata.

      I order lasagna, and Adrian chooses the chicken marsala. The waitress writes down our choices. Once she leaves, I turn back to Fiona. “Forget the club for a minute. Catch us up on your life.”

      The woman we met two years ago would have let us fuck her because her master ordered it. She’s clearly not that woman anymore. Who is Fiona Clarke now?

      Why do you care, Payne?

      She takes a big sip of her wine. “What do you want to know?”

      “Have you been a private investigator long?”

      “Seven years,” she replies. “I used to work for a firm in DC, but I struck out on my own two years ago. Business is steady, and hopefully,” she adds ruefully, “It’ll stay steady with you guys in the building.”

      “Us?” I frown in confusion. “We specialize in private security, Fiona. We’re not competition.”

      She exhales. “Thank you,” she says, sounding relieved. “That takes a weight off my shoulders. I know what Lockhart & Payne does, of course, but if you were thinking of broadening your portfolio…”

      “My team would rebel if I had them follow unfaithful husbands around,” I tell her. “I’m assuming that’s the bulk of your client load?”

      She nods. “I like it though. It’s satisfying. I’m fixing one broken relationship at a time.”

      “Fixing?”

      She takes another gulp of her wine before she replies. “Sometimes,” she says quietly, “the best way to fix a broken relationship is to leave.”

      “I agree.” The waitress shows up with our food and asks us if we want anything else. I give Fiona a questioning look. “Another glass of wine?”

      “I probably shouldn’t. Doing paperwork is bad enough, but I’m sure it’ll be worse if I’m buzzed.”

      “In that case, she’ll have a glass of water,” I tell the waitress. I turn back to Fiona. “What about your personal life?”

      She flushes. “What about it?”

      “You’re not wearing a wedding ring,” Adrian says. “Are you seeing someone?”

      Is Adrian interested in Fiona too? Yesterday, he’d shut me down when I talked about finding another submissive, but today, he seems more open to the prospect.

      “No,” she says, not looking at either of us. “It hasn’t been a priority.”

      “Because of Raymond Downing?” Adrian asks softly.

      She flinches for a split-second before she recovers her composure. “Of course not. I started a new business two years ago. That doesn’t leave much time for anything else.”

      That’s not the entire truth. Her hand shakes as she reaches for her glass of water. Fucking Downing. I don’t need to be a psychologist to put the pieces together.

      She left the lifestyle, and she hasn’t been in a relationship since Downing.

      I’m interested in Fiona Clarke, but I should walk away. She’s damaged. Everyone has hard limits, and a terrified submissive is one of mine. It hits a little too close to home.

      Adrian, who knows perfectly well what my triggers are, gives me a sidelong glance. I’m debating what to do when Fiona gives us a tentative look. “If you’re going to be my mentors,” she says, “Can I ask you some questions?”

      My partner waits for me to respond. I nod. I’m still not sure how I feel about the entire situation, but something keeps me where I am. “Sure. What do you want to know?”

      “What’s the club like?”

      “Luxurious.”

      My answer isn’t the reply she’s looking for. She bites her lip. “Are there a lot of unaccompanied women there?”

      I give her a searching look. “Unaccompanied submissives, you mean?”

      She takes a fortifying sip of her water before she answers. “I guess. For the first couple of weeks, I don’t want to participate in anything, just observe. Is that going to be a problem?”

      She’s so expressive. Her questions might be carefully neutral, but her body gives her away. Her fingers are worrying at her napkin, and her food is untouched. Fiona Clarke is nervous as hell about going to Club M.

      The dominants are going to be fighting over her like a rabid pack of dogs.

      “You’ll attract attention,” I say frankly. “But you’ll be safe. There are cameras all over the club. Monitors everywhere. Xavier runs a pretty tight ship. And of course, we’ll be around too.”

      She flushes. “I’m sure you have better things to do with your time than to babysit me,” she mutters, pushing her pasta around on her plate.

      Not really.

      “What are you hoping to get out of the club?” I know that the real reason she’s there is because Xavier has hired her to investigate the blackmail attempt, but a part of me hopes she’d like to do more. “Are you looking for a play partner? Or a dominant?”

      She shivers. “I’m not looking for anything serious. Like I said, I don’t have time for a relationship.”

      We’re tiptoeing around the core issue. Enough. “And, after Raymond, you’re afraid of BDSM,” I say bluntly.

      She lifts her head up and stares at me. “I only dated Raymond for three months.”

      “So you’re not afraid?” Adrian interjects. “You’re comfortable finding another dominant to play with casually?”

      “Of course.” She reaches for her wine glass, realizes it’s empty and takes a sip of water instead.

      Bullshit. She’s terrified, but she’s so fucking stubborn that she won’t admit it.

      I lean forward, wanting to ease her fear. I want to wrap my hands around Downing’s neck and squeeze. I hate dominants who use BDSM to bully and terrorize their submissives. “Submission is a negotiation, Fiona. It isn’t about the dominant unilaterally dictating his will on his submissive.”

      “I know that.” Her voice is barely audible.

      Does she?

      Fuck Xavier. This woman is too wounded to be walking around the club floor. Every single thing there is going to freak her out. And when she sees Downing again, she’s not going to react well. “Fiona, I don’t think Club M is right for you,” I say gently. “You’re not ready.”

      Her jaw tightens. “I disagree. I’ll be fine.”

      “Prove it.” Adrian’s voice is low and tight. “Show up at our office tomorrow night at eight. Scene with us.”

      What the hell?

      Her luminous blue eyes rest on us. My pulse speeds up. “If I do, you’ll get off my case about Raymond? You’ll show me around the club and keep me away from the creeps?”

      I’m about to reply when my phone rings. I look down at the screen and every muscle in my body tenses.

      The call isn’t from a member of our team. It’s from my mother.

      I haven’t talked to her for more than five years. For her to be calling now can only mean one thing. My father has molested yet another underage girl, and my mother’s calling to complain about the sixteen-year-olds that just want to ruin her husband’s career.

      You can run from the past, but you can never fully hide.
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      Fiona:

      Show up at our office tomorrow night at eight. Scene with us.

      The words hang in the air. Adrian’s implication is clear. He doesn’t think I can do it. All of them—Avery, Brody, Adrian, even Xavier—have been implying that I can’t do this. That Raymond Downing made me afraid of BDSM.

      That’s bullshit. I’m not walking around with unresolved issues. I’m not. Really. There’s a perfectly logical reason why I’ve stayed away from dominants. As I told Avery last night, I’m just being careful.

      You also told Avery you could trust Adrian and Brody.

      I eat a forkful of the spicy penne while I consider the offer. Could I let them tie me up, control me, dominate me? I reach for my glass of water, silently wishing it was wine instead, and take a sip of the ice-cold liquid. My face feels flushed, and my body is heated, my insides tightening with long-suppressed desire.

      If I don’t do it, Adrian will call Xavier Leforte and tell him that I’m not in any shape to visit Club M.

      Will Xavier listen? I think he will. My prior experience with BDSM makes me useful, but I’m hardly irreplaceable. Private investigators are a dime a dozen.

      Losing the hundred grand won’t be catastrophic. Adrian told me that they have no intention of competing with me. While Xavier Leforte’s money would be nice, I don’t technically need it.

      But… They think I’m weak. They think Raymond Downing broke me. This is my chance to prove them wrong.

      I’m going to do it.

      Adrian is watching me, and I get the sense that he knows exactly what I’m going to say. Then Brody flips his phone toward Adrian, and the dark-haired man reads the message on the screen and grimaces. “How long has it been since you heard from her?”

      “Five years,” Brody says tersely. “Not long enough.” He rises to his feet. “Fiona, I’m sorry. Will you excuse me? I need to return a call.”

      “Go.” Adrian’s eyes are troubled as he waves Brody away. “I’ll take care of things here.”

      We’re done with our meal. I watch Brody walk away, his shoulders tense. What’s going on with Brody? Who is the mystery woman who hasn’t contacted him for five years? A former submissive?

      It’s none of your business, Fiona. You’re not looking for a dominant.

      Adrian lifts his hand, and the waitress is at our side instantly. “Could we get our check, please?”

      “One tab, Mr. Lockhart?” She flutters her eyelashes at Adrian, and I feel a surge of annoyance. Stop flirting with them and do your job, damn it.

      Ouch. Now I’m jealous? This isn’t good. Nothing about the way I’ve reacted to Brody and Adrian—ducking behind the fountain at lunch yesterday, the extremely detailed, extremely vivid sex dream I had about them last night—is normal.

      If I had any sense, I’d turn them down and walk away from the job at Club M.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow night,” I say instead. “Your office at eight.”

      A smile touches his lips. “I’m looking forward to it, Fiona.”

      “So am I,” I reply, lifting my chin up. But I’m lying. My stomach is churning, and I want to hurl.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Adrian:

      Nita looks stressed when I get back to work. “There’s a Cindy Nicholson to see you,” she says. “She works for Senator Downing. I put her in your office.”

      The last three years might have been all kinds of hell, but there’d been a blessed lack of Downings in my life. Not anymore. “Did she say why she’s here?”

      Nita shakes her head. “Sorry, Adrian. I could have told her you were busy, but I figured you’d want to talk to her.”

      She’s right. Senator Theodore Downing is a powerful figure in Washington. What the hell does he want with us?

      I guess I’m going to find out.

      “Did you see Brody?” I ask my assistant.

      “He just walked past me, stuck his head into the office, saw Cindy Nicholson there, and disappeared into a conference room.” She frowns in concern. “Is he okay?”

      Probably not. “It’s Brody,” I reassure her. “He’s hard to keep down. He’ll be fine.”

      This situation with Brody’s family is a shitshow, and Brody’s spent a lifetime trying to run away from it. His father is a judge in a small town in Mississippi, who has taken advantage of his position to prey on several young women. For thirty-six years, his mother has buried her head in the sand and insisted that the judge is innocent of the allegations against him.

      When Brody was eighteen, he found out. He left Mississippi for college, and he hasn’t been back since. He hasn’t spoken to his father in seventeen years. Every five years or so, he’ll talk to his mother, trying to convince her to see the truth about the man she married, but that conversation never goes anywhere.

      Now his mother’s calling. I’m willing to guess that she wants Brody to pay off this latest accuser. What a fucking mess.

      

      “Mr. Lockhart, it’s good to meet you. I’m Cindy Nicholson, Senator Downing’s Legislative Director. Sorry to barge in like this without an appointment.”

      Cindy Nicholson is in her late twenties or early thirties. Her shoulder-length blonde hair hangs in loose curls around her impeccably made-up face. She’s wearing a grey business suit that hugs her curves. She’s a good-looking woman, and she knows it.

      I shake her hand and wave her to a seat. “What can I do for you, Ms. Nicholson?”

      “I’m sure you’ve seen the tender for security services in sub-Saharan Africa,” she replies. “The senator was curious about why Lockhart & Payne hasn’t submitted a bid.”

      I raise my eyebrow. “There are thousands of defense tenders out at any given time,” I reply. “Why is the senator interested in the particulars of this one?”

      “The senator has his reasons,” she replies cryptically. “Well?”

      I bite back my instinctive desire to tell her that it’s none of the senator’s business what we bid for and what we don’t. While Lockhart & Payne doesn’t do much work with the government, confrontation isn’t good for the bottom line. “We’re a boutique firm,” I tell her. “We’re currently at capacity.”

      “You could add more employees.” She crosses her legs, and her skirt rides high, and from the covert look she sends me from under her lashes, she wants me to notice. “The senator is in a position to influence vendor selection on the project.”

      In other words, if we bid on the job, we’ll get it.

      I steeple my fingers. Senator Downing is wealthy, and he has no pet charitable causes that need a ‘donation.’ So it’s got to be the son. Two years ago, Raymond Downing had been angling for a job at our company. Now, daddy appears to be lending a helping hand.

      The contract is lucrative, but it’ll leave us with all our eggs in one basket. Lockhart & Payne doesn’t need to take on that kind of risk. Brody and I make enough money.

      Plus, it’ll be a cold day in hell before we hire Raymond Downing.

      “There’s no need to hurry to a decision,” she adds, lowering her voice to a seductive purr. “Perhaps we can continue this discussion in a less formal setting?”

      I raise my eyebrow and wait for her to continue.

      “Like in a certain club outside the city?”

      I look up at the blonde woman, my eyes narrowed. “Are you trying to blackmail me, Ms. Nicholson?” I ask bluntly.

      “No Sir.”

      So she’s a submissive. “Have I seen you at the club?”

      She shakes her head. “I’ve only been a member for the last year,” she says. “But you’re something of a legend in the club. And,” she hesitates, and soldiers on, “According to the rumor mills, you don’t have a submissive right now.”

      My thoughts go to Fiona. Will she show up tomorrow? With a start, I realize I want her to. I want her to be brave enough to ask for what she wants.

      Cindy Nicholson is probably a lovely woman, but she’s not the one I’m interested in. “And I’m not looking for one either.”

      Her face falls, but she recovers her composure almost instantly. “Of course,” she says smoothly. “The senator looks forward to seeing Lockhart & Payne bid on the contract.”

      I’ll be bidding when pigs fly. I show her out and go to find Brody.
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      Brody:

      “Mother. You called.”

      It’s a lovely summer day, but I can feel the storm clouds start to gather.

      The last girl was Kayla Perkins, two years ago. My father paid her ten thousand dollars to go away, and Kayla’s mom, who’d never seen that much money in her life, signed the non-disclosure on behalf of her daughter.

      My mother hadn’t called me then. She hadn’t called me when they’d paid off Emmy Goodell the year before Kayla. Before that, there was Nora Thomson, and before that, Mary-Jane Morris. Through all of that, there’d been silence from my family.

      Five years. No contact. After all, what’s there to talk about? My mother will insist that the girls are sluts and their accusations about my father are false, made up to extort money from the judge.

      Nobody can ignore the truth like Della Payne.

      She’s calling now, and I can guess why. Money. I can already feel a tension headache creeping on, and my mother hasn’t even started talking.

      “Brody, you wouldn’t believe what’s just happened.”

      I take a deep breath. “What did he do?” I ask bluntly. “Or should I say, who did he do?”

      “Don’t talk like that about your father.” Indignation coats every syllable. My mother is a fucking expert at burying her head in the sand. Ostrich-levels of denial, that’s Della Payne. “I don’t know why these women keep harassing us like this. It’s not right.”

      “How old was she this time?” My father likes them young, but so far, he’s been smart enough to make sure his targets are above the age of consent. Sixteen in Mississippi.

      “Seventeen,” she replies. She snorts in disgust. “As if I don’t know what this is about. Callie Weiss looks at us with dollar signs in her eyes. It’s about money, Brody. It always is.”

      It’s actually about the sad fact that Eugene Payne cannot keep his dick in his pants. “Why are you calling me, mother? What do you want?”

      “The greedy whore wants one hundred thousand dollars. Do you believe it?”

      Whore. The word sounds strange coming from Della Payne’s genteel Southern mouth. She sounds angry, but I feel only admiration for Callie Weiss. Good for her. “Did he rape the girl?”

      My mother inhales sharply. “I don’t like hearing such language from you, Brody Alexander Payne,” she says, ignoring the flagrant double-standard in her sentence. “I brought you up better than this.”

      “Did he?”

      “Of course not,” she snaps. “Do you think so little of your father?”

      Short answer—yes.   

      “If he’s innocent, you have nothing to worry about, do you?” I walk into Lockhart & Payne’s offices, and Nita tries to flag me down. I wave her away, stick my head into the corner office I share with Adrian, realize there’s someone there, and move to an unoccupied conference room.

      Through all of this, my mother doesn’t say anything. Her silence speaks volumes. Finally, she speaks up. “We’re a bit short,” she says stiffly. “If you could help us…”

      And there it is.

      What does someone do in a situation like this?

      I know what the right answer is. I know what I should do. I should turn her down and let my father deal with the consequences of his actions.

      Except that I’m from a small town in Mississippi, and so far, my father has, to my knowledge, sexually assaulted more than fifteen women, and there have been no consequences.

      The money will at least help this young woman pull together the pieces of her life.

      That sounds like a justification, Payne.  

      All humans crave connection. We’re social animals. It wasn’t easy walking away from my family. For the last seventeen years, I haven’t been back for Thanksgiving or Christmas. I haven’t acknowledged their birthdays. No card on Mother’s Day. Nothing.

      Because it was the right thing to do. My father wasn’t willing to change, and my mother wouldn’t admit there was a problem.

      But it hasn’t been easy. Though my father is a monster, he’s also my dad. He showed up to every high school track meet. Drove me to practice. Told me he was proud of me.

      My mom had a tall glass of milk and a peanut butter and jelly sandwich waiting for me every single day when I got back from school. “Calcium helps your bones grow,” she would say when I used to protest that I was too old for the after-school snack. “Drink up.”

      I’m good at hiding the way I feel under a facade of good cheer. When Adrian and I had Sandy, things had been easier. We’d formed our own family then, and I pushed the pain down so deep that I could pretend it didn’t exist.

      I don’t know what to do now.

      “Give me her name and phone number,” I say into the receiver. “I’ll talk to her.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Adrian:

      I find Brody in the southwest conference room. “Fill me in,” I order.

      “He assaulted a seventeen-year-old,” he says, sounding drained. “I’ve been sitting here for the last thirty minutes, wondering what I’m going to do.”

      “Your mother asked you for money, didn’t she?” I don’t need a crystal ball for this shit. Eugene Payne has spent his career paying off the families of the girls he paws. I doubt Brody’s parents have any money left in reserve.

      “One hundred grand.” Brody rubs his temples with a grimace. “She didn’t call when Sandy died. She didn’t call for Christmas, for my birthday, nothing. And I made my peace with it. After all, what’s there really to say? She will cover up anything as long as it doesn’t diminish her social standing.” His voice is bitter. “Five years of silence and the only thing out of her mouth is a request for money.”

      I pat his shoulder sympathetically. I don’t think Brody’s made his peace with the situation. As long as Eugene Payne keeps assaulting the young women, the wound is going to stay fresh in Brody’s heart. “What are you going to do?”

      “Fuck if I know.” He stares into the distance. “He kept his dick in his pants for two years,” he says quietly. “I started to hope he’d changed.”

      Brody sounds gutted.

      My parents retired to Florida four years ago, and I don’t see very much of them, just at the holidays, but they’ve always been my role models. I’ve always looked up to them. They taught me how to live life. I can hear my dad’s voice. Be honest, treat everyone fairly, and take responsibility for your actions, son. That had been the motto in the Lockhart household.

      It was in his freshman year in college when Brody had found out the truth about his father. I was his roommate; I know how much it wrecked him then, how much it still wrecks him now.

      “I don’t want to offer this woman money over the phone,” he says. “Can you cover my meetings tomorrow? I looked at my calendar, there’s only a couple that can’t be moved.”

      “Of course.”

      It’s the least I can do. After Sandy’s death, I’d retreated into myself, shouldering the blame for the accident. I refused to talk to Brody or anyone else about it.

      Brody had mourned too. He’d loved her as much as I had. But he’d never once uttered a word of reproach to me. While I brooded, taking on dangerous assignments and chasing death, Brody had picked up the slack at the office. He was the one who had greeted mourners at the funeral. He’d arranged for the caterers. He’d ordered the church filled with the bright orange lilies that Sandy loved so much.

      I owe him a debt that can’t be repaid. “Take the company plane,” I tell him. The Cessna is the fastest way to get to Brody’s hometown, which is, and I am not exaggerating, in the middle of fucking nowhere.

      He nods. “Thanks. I’ll reimburse the firm, of course.”

      I’d tell him not to worry about it, but Felicity, who handles the financial side of things at Lockhart & Payne and keeps us good with the IRS, will kick and scream about the personal transaction.

      “How long do you think you’ll be gone?” Today’s Wednesday. I asked Fiona to drop by tomorrow at eight. We set out for Club Ménage Friday afternoon.

      “Just the day. I should be back by eight.” He shakes his head. “Who was the woman in our office, anyway? Nita started to say something, and I blew her off.”

      “For which she’s probably plotting revenge even as we speak.” Never, ever piss off your assistant. “Our unscheduled visitor was Cindy Nicholson, Senator Theodore Downing’s legislative director.”

      His eyebrows rise. “To what do we owe the privilege?”

      I fill him in on the conversation, and his jaw tightens. “If the senator wanted, he could make our lives very unpleasant,” he says grimly.

      “I’m not giving Raymond Downing a job, Brody.”

      “Oh, I know that,” Brody replies. “Neither am I. But I’m willing to bet that ignoring the senator’s request is going to come with consequences.”

      We’ll weather them. “She said she was a member at Club M,” I add. “Cindy Nicholson, that is.”

      His lips twitch. “Did she hit on you?”

      “Discreetly.”

      He chuckles. “Did you accept?”

      I hadn’t been the slightest bit interested in Cindy Nicholson, and it had nothing to do with who her boss is. “Given the situation with Fiona, I thought it best to decline.”

      The amusement fades from his eyes. “Adrian, I don’t want anything to do with a traumatized, terrified submissive. Especially now. It hits too close to home.”

      I sigh. He’s right. I don’t know what got into me, when I made that offer to Fiona. While I might be open to playing with an experienced submissive at the club, I’m definitely not interested in getting involved with someone. Sandy’s death hurt too much, and I can’t go through that kind of heartache again.

      Admit it. You want to help Fiona rediscover the joys of submission. You want her to beg you for an orgasm, and you want to bring her to the edge, over and over.

      My cock hardens as I imagine Fiona naked, her nipples clamped, her eyes blindfolded, slick with desire, wet for me, begging for my touch, straining toward me...

      Fuck. I need to get it together.

      “I thought you didn’t want to scene with anyone,” Brody continues. His gaze is direct. “Yesterday at lunch, you bit my head off when I suggested it was time to move on.”

      “I changed my mind.” Because of Fiona.

      Was it Brody or Xavier who had said that she deserved a better introduction to BDSM? I can’t remember which one, but whoever it was, he was right.

      I hadn’t expected to be attracted to her at lunch. “I’m not looking for a serious relationship,” I clarify. Losing Sandy was bad enough, but knowing I’d been responsible for her death? Me, her dominant, the one who should have, above all, kept her safe? I’m never going to put myself in a situation like that again. “But a casual arrangement might be exactly what we both need.”

      “Hmm.” He sounds unconvinced.

      Fair enough. “You don’t have to do it,” I point out. Brody and I like to share, but we’re not joined at the hip. “I made no commitments on your behalf. You don’t have to scene with her.”

      He grapples with the decision. “I don’t know,” he says at last. “Let’s see if Fiona even shows up.”
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      Fiona:

      There’s an envelope from FedEx waiting for me when I get back from lunch. It’s from Xavier Leforte. “He also called,” Mrs. Morales tells me. “He wants you to call him back.”

      “Okay.” Telling myself to eat the frog, I force myself to shut my office door and return his call.

      It’s not Xavier Leforte who makes me twitchy. It’s the job. Blackmail in a sex club. Not exactly the most pleasant of situations. And the fact that the place will be filled with dominants, all on the prowl for fresh submissive meat? That sets my heart racing uncomfortably.

      You’re being ridiculous, Fiona.

      Xavier picks up on the first ring. “Ms. Clarke,” he says. “Thank you for calling me back. You got the documents I sent you?”

      Ah, that explains the FedEx package. “Opening it now,” I tell him. “What’s in it?”

      “A non-disclosure agreement,” he says. “Everyone who enters the club signs one of them.”

      Fair enough. “Okay.”

      “Since your cover story will be that you’re a new member, I’ve also included a copy of Club M’s rules.”  

      I wipe my sweaty palms on my skirt. “Rules?”

      “Fairly standard stuff,” he reassures me. “Everyone’s fair game to be approached unless they are wearing a collar, in which case, talk to their dominant first. Never interrupt a scene. Saying ‘no’ is always an option, and if you are uncomfortable at any time, find a monitor. There’ll be plenty of them on the floor.”

      My pulse is racing. I count to five to calm myself down. There’s nothing to worry about. “Adrian Lockhart and Brody Payne said that you’d assigned them to be my mentors.”

      “Yes,” he confirms after a split-second hesitation. “They used to be regulars, and they know everything about the club. They’ll help you navigate the space.”

      “But they don’t know about the blackmail attempt, right? As far as they’re concerned, I’m just a new member?”

      “That’s right.” He pauses. “I’m certain that they’re not involved in this blackmail attempt. Brody and Adrian are above reproach.”

      “Why?” I’m inclined to agree with him, but I’m also enough of a detective to know that at the start of a case, you consider all the options.

      “For one, they haven’t been to the club in two years.”

      That makes me sit up. “Really? Why?”

      “Why do you think, Ms. Clarke? They met Sandra Jackson at Club M. The place holds memories that they’ve avoided facing.”

      I’m gripping the phone so tightly that my fingers are starting to hurt. I ease my grasp. I’ve been so caught up in my own shit that I haven’t even thought about their loss. “What changed now?”

      “Time heals all wounds, Ms. Clarke,” he responds. “Sandy died around the same time you broke up with Raymond Downing. I presume you’re not still hung up over your former dominant, and I have to assume that Payne and Lockhart are ready to re-engage in the community again.”

      I presume you’re not still hung up over your former dominant.

      I don’t know why everyone keeps hinting that I’m frail. I’m not. Just because I’m not interested in talking about that time doesn’t mean I’m not over it. Not everyone needs to blab about their trauma non-stop.

      “Fine. I’ll read the documents and FedEx them back to you. You’ll have them by tomorrow morning.”

      If he’s put off by my abruptness, I can’t tell. “Excellent,” he says. “There’s one more thing. If you’ve looked up our location, you’ll see that we’re quite a distance from the city. The club is part of a rather exclusive resort, and I’ve arranged for a room for you Friday and Saturday night.”

      My heart jumps in my chest. “You want me to spend the night in a sex dungeon?”

      “I want you to spend the night in a very expensive, very upscale hotel room,” he says impatiently. “There’s nothing sinister about it. I’m trying to save you a two-hour drive back to the city in the middle of the night.”

      “Adrian and Brody offered to give me a ride. Will they be spending the night?”

      “They usually do.”

      Suddenly, driving down with the two gorgeous dominants loses its appeal. The idea of being so far away from the city without a car makes me feel all kinds of trapped. “On second thought, I think I’m going to drive myself down.”

      That way, I can always escape if I need to.

      “Very well,” he says. “Please call my office and give them your license plate number before you set out. The grounds are gated, and the guards only allow in guests who are on their list. If you get here at six, I can fill you in on the details of the case before the club starts filling up.”

      Filling up with dominants and submissives, all there to play dangerous games, games that burned me so badly that I never want to play again.

      I dismiss that small, terrified voice. That was a long time ago. You’re fine.

      After he hangs up, I stare blankly at my computer screen. I was twenty-eight when I got involved with Raymond. A grown woman. I thought I was prepared, but I wasn’t. Not at all.

      All through my early twenties, I’d battled my needs, common sense outweighing desire. My parents were cops. I’d seen too many pictures of battered women, heard too many stories of abusive husbands. To voluntarily put myself in a situation where that could happen to me… It had taken a lot of courage to go to one of DC’s underground fetish clubs.

      Where I’d met Raymond. At the start, he’d seemed perfect. Good-looking and self-assured, he’d stepped in to help when a guy hitting on me couldn’t seem to understand the meaning of the word ‘no.’

      In the very early days, he’d been charming. The mask had come off quickly, but I’d been too caught up in my own failure to be the type of submissive Raymond wanted that I hadn’t noticed.

      Can I trust Brody and Adrian?

      Deep inside, I know I’m asking the wrong question. It’s not Brody and Adrian I’m afraid of. It’s myself. Raymond Downing taught me one very important lesson. When it comes to dominant men, my instincts cannot be trusted.
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      Brody:

      There are dozens of small towns dotted along I-55. Brentville, where I grew up, is one of them, and it’s about as cookie-cutter as you can get. Two motels draw the stray traffic from the highway. There’s a small high school, and the town’s inordinately proud of the local football team.

      I haven’t been back in years.

      If I were flying commercial, it would have taken me all day to get here. Luckily, the private plane is much faster. We touch down at a small airfield an hour away, and the rental car that Nita arranged for me is waiting. I take the keys from the gentleman that drove it down from Memphis. “You’re Judge Payne’s son, aren’t you?” he asks me. “I remember you.” He sticks out his hand. “Jeff Gardner.”

      Great. A local. I shake his hand and do my best to be social, though I’m not in the mood. “Are you a football fan?” There are only two reasons for anyone here to remember me. My father, and the fact that I led the football team to an undefeated season in my senior year of high school.

      “My son Beau played the same time as you.”

      I search my memory. “Beau Gardner?” The big, hulking teenager had been a linebacker. Nice guy. Quiet. Kept to himself. “I remember him. He turned pro, didn’t he?”

      This time, his smile is wide and genuine. “That’s my boy,” he says. “He got recruited by Michigan. Played for two seasons for the Chicago Bears before they cut him.”

      Good for Beau. I’d quickly realized when I got to college that I wasn’t good enough to play at the pro-level. Instead, I got an education. It was a far wiser investment. “What’s he doing now?”

      “Works in a bank.” His smile fades. “Doesn’t come back very often.”

      I’m not surprised. I ran too, picking a college that was far away from home. On the surface, it seemed like a good place to grow up, but underneath, the town was ugly.

      And there’s none uglier than Eugene Payne.

      Still, growing up here was good training for the back-stabbing political games in DC. Thankfully, I don’t have to play them much. Lockhart & Payne does some work for the government, but it’s not a critical part of our business, and I’d like to keep it that way.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” I say politely.

      He shrugs. “You’re here to see Callie Weis, are you?”

      Word’s getting around. I guess my mother didn’t do too good a job brushing my dad’s latest fuck-up under the table.

      I don’t reply, and he looks unsurprised. “She’s a good kid, Callie,” he says. “Terrible taste in men. Deacon is in and out of trouble all the time, but Callie holds the family together. Now this thing with Willa Mae…” His voice trails off. “It’s a darned shame.”

      My headache is back.

      According to a quick Internet search, Callie Weiss is thirty-five. Same age as me. She works as a housekeeper in the local Motel 8. She’s got four children, and the oldest of them, Willa Mae, is seventeen.

      “I should get going.” I don’t meet the older man’s eyes; how can I? I’m here to buy Callie Weiss’ silence with my money. Bile rises in my stomach, and the throbbing in my temples intensifies.

      “Yeah.” Jeff Gardner doesn’t shake hands with me again. “I guess you should.”

      

      Traffic is light. It’s a little after one when I pull in front of Callie Weiss’ small ranch-style house. The place looks like it’s seen better days. The vinyl siding is faded and worn, and the roof shingles need replacing.

      A struggling single mother. A father in and out of jail. And of course, a young, pretty daughter. My father is pretty fucking consistent when picking his targets.

      The door opens before I can knock, and a young boy stares at me. He can’t be older than seven. He’s holding a pop-tart in his hand, and he’s got jam streaked across his face. “Who are you?”

      “Grady Scott Weiss, get back here.” A harried-looking blonde woman bustles up, and when she sees me, her body tenses. “Brody Payne, I assume.” Her lips tighten. “You look like your father.”

      Yet another reason to stay away from the entire state of Mississippi. “May I come in?”

      She nods curtly and puts her hand on her son’s head. “Grady, you run along and keep an eye on the twins.”

      “Why don’t you ask Willa Mae to do it?” the kid demands.

      “I don’t want to hear any backtalk from you, young man. Leave your sister alone and watch the twins. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The boy shoots me a curious look and wanders away.

      Callie Weiss leads me to the kitchen and waves to the table. “You want a cup of coffee or something?”

      She looks exhausted. God, I am such an asshole. Why am I enabling my father’s bad behavior? “I’m good.” I sit down, my fingers playing with the crayons scattered over the faded, stained surface.

      She nods and pulls up a chair across from me. “Willa Mae was so excited about being chosen for the internship,” she says. “She’s bright, you know. I wanted her to do better with her life than this.” Her lips twist. “I thought she could even go to college.”

      I’ve learned the salient details. Willa Mae Weiss’ high school set up an internship program with the 4th Circuit Court. Willa Mae was assigned to Judge Payne’s office. And of course, my father couldn’t keep his hands away from the young girl.

      “Now she just stays in her room,” Callie continues. “She doesn’t want to go out with her friends. She doesn’t want to go to school. She locks herself in there all day, and there’s not a damn thing I can do about it.”

      “You want to get her help.”

      “We don’t want to make any trouble,” she says wearily. “Already, Mrs. Payne talked to Mrs. Chaney at the motel. If I lose this job…” She bites her lower lip and drops her gaze.

      Fiona had bitten her lip the same way yesterday. I’d wanted to kiss that swollen lower lip and suck it into my mouth. But that lunch seems so far away now. Back home in Mississippi, I might as well be on a different planet.

      “I can write you a check,” I say quietly. “If that’s what you want.”

      She laughs bitterly. “You think that any of this is about what I want? Your father exposed himself to my little girl and forced her to suck his cock. You think I wanted that? She used to be a straight-A student, and now she won’t go to school. The other girls are calling her a whore. You think that was on my Christmas list?”

      Fuck.

      Callie Weiss is right. This isn’t about what she wants. This is about survival, plain and simple. She’s got four kids, and she needs to put food on the table. My father knows it, which is why he picked Willa Mae as his target, and my mother knows it too, which is why I’m here. A hundred grand? I could offer fifty, even twenty-five and she’ll take it because she has no other fucking choice.

      I can’t meet her eyes. I pull my check book out of my briefcase and start writing. One hundred thousand dollars. She watches me, her eyes round, her mouth falling open. When I push it across the table, her fingers toy with the edges of the check, as if she can’t quite believe it’s real. “What do I need to sign?” she asks. “My pa said I’d have to sign a non-disclosure form.”

      I don’t answer her right away. “Did you ever think about filing charges?”

      “I’m a mother, Mr. Payne,” she says tightly. “Of course I thought about filing charges. But the police chief, Tommy Green, he plays golf every Sunday with your papa. Your mama and Mary Lou Chaney are thick as thieves. I don’t have a shot in this town.”

      She’s right. If Callie Weiss ever wore rose-colored glasses about the way the world works, they’re gone now. She has no illusions left, none at all. She’s poor, and my father is powerful, and that’s the way the cookie crumbles.

      Fight back, Callie. Don’t let him get away with it. “The money is a gift, not a settlement.”

      She looks up, confusion in her eyes. “I don’t understand.”

      “There is no non-disclosure agreement. You aren’t waiving your right to press charges against Eugene Payne. This check has nothing to do with my parents.” I remove a business card from my wallet and hand it to her. “Dixie Ketcham is a lawyer in Jackson. She’ll represent you.”

      There’s so much more that I want to say. I want to tell her that her daughter isn’t the first and she won’t be the last. I want to beg her to press charges, remind her that Eugene Payne needs to face the consequences of his actions.

      But I’ve seen too many of these women, and they never fight back.

      I can’t blame Callie Weiss. She has to do what’s best for Willa Mae, what’s best for her family. And God knows that if she tries to press charges, my parents will drag that poor girl through the mud.

      “Why are you doing this?” she whispers. “Why are you helping us, Mr. Payne?”

      Because I’m not my father. I take a deep breath and rise to my feet. I have to get out of here, get back to DC before I’m consumed entirely by the past. “Dix is expecting your call.”
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      Fiona:

      Before I know it, it’s Thursday evening. At half-past seven, my eyes are blurry from staring at the computer all day, and my neck is sore. My skirt is rumpled, and my hair looks like a rat’s nest.

      Raymond had specific instructions for the way I was to present myself. Adrian had said nothing. He’d just given me an enigmatic look and told me to drop by their offices at eight.

      Ever since I saw them in the lobby on Tuesday, I’ve been trying to pretend I’m not nervous. Now that it’s almost time to meet them, I finally admit the truth. I’m not as calm as I’d like to be. My insides are twisted into a knot, part need and part anxiety.

      Bondage and punishment, restraint and desire.

      I run a comb through my hair. I rummage through my desk drawers until I find a tube of lipstick. It’s fire-engine red. I bought it a month ago on a whim after Samara had given me a lecture about falling into a rut, but I’d never been bold enough to wear it.

      Then again, I’m about to walk into the office of two dominants. Compared to that, red lipstick is easy.

      I glance at my reflection in the small mirror that hangs on the back of my door. My skin is too pale, and I have far too many freckles, but my eyes are bright, shining with anticipation. My mind might have a thousand reservations about what I’m doing, but my body doesn’t.

      Stupid body.

      You’re delaying, Fiona.

      It’s late. Mrs. Morales is long gone, though she’s left her current knitting project on her desk, some kind of lurid orange concoction that I desperately hope isn’t going to become a baby sweater because no baby deserves this neon horror. I turn off the lights and lock up, then head down the passageway toward the elevators.

      Lockhart & Payne have taken over the top two floors of the building. I make my way to their reception. There’s no one there, and the clear glass doors are locked, but there’s an intercom to the side with a note instructing after-hours visitors to dial 0 for help.

      With trembling fingers, I press the button.

      “Hello, Fiona.” Adrian’s voice almost makes me jump. Of course. Any other day, I’d have noticed the security cameras in the area. “I’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”

      “Okay.” Time seems to stretch out. In the ninety seconds it takes him to make his way to the reception area, my emotions swing wildly between Stay and Go, like a pendulum on crack. No surprise there—I’ve been trying to make this decision all afternoon. Even as I dealt with new client inquiries, answered emails and bitched out the telephone company for over-billing me, my subconscious had gnawed at this decision.

      Except now, I’ve run out of time. Adrian is here.

      He opens the glass doors, the expression on his face unreadable. “Do you know how long you stood staring at that button?” he asks, gesturing to the intercom.

      Wordlessly, I shake my head.

      “Five minutes.” He’s taken off his jacket and tie, and his top button is undone, his shirt sleeves rolled up. “I’m not Raymond Downing,” he says, each syllable clearly enunciated. “I don’t want your obedience.”

      I can’t meet his eyes. “What do you want?” I whisper.

      “If you’re interested,” he says, his voice low and even, “We’ll negotiate terms. We’ll discuss limits and set boundaries. But before any of that can happen, I need something from you, Fiona.”

      I wait in perfect stillness for him to continue, my throat dry, my eyes downcast. “Obedience is easy,” he murmurs. “What we will demand of you is your willing, enthusiastic submission.” His eyes rest on my red lips. “In or out?”

      Willing, enthusiastic submission.

      So easy, yet so difficult.

      Stay or go. In or out.

      Raymond took three months from me. I’m not going to let him take the rest of my life. I’m not afraid.

      I lift my head up and look into Adrian’s eyes. “In.”

      A smile creases his face as he steps aside to let me enter. “Good.”

      I follow him inside, marveling at how remarkably neat and tidy everything is. “You guys just moved in, but I’d never be able to tell.”

      “The credit belongs to our assistant, Nita,” he replies. “She cracks the whip around here. Metaphorically, of course,” he adds quickly. “I think it’s a very bad idea to mix work and play.”

      I couldn’t agree more. The firm I’d worked for had done a lot of business with the government. After I left Raymond, I’d quit my job to avoid running into him. It had taken a year of constant struggle and eroding savings before I found my feet again.

      We pass through the office. Modern art hangs on the exposed brick walls. The floors are hardwood, and the space is open-concept, with glass-topped tables and sleek Aeron chairs dotting the area. A couple of people are working late. They look up as we pass, and I can feel their silent scrutiny.

      There are people around. People who will hear me scream. Thank heavens.

      With trembling knees, I follow Adrian into a stairwell, and he leads the way up a flight of stairs. “What did Sandy do?”

      “She was a stockbroker.”

      Oh. I don’t know why that surprises me, but it does. I’d ask Adrian more questions, but I get the sense that he doesn’t really want to talk about the dead woman. Totally understandable. From all signs, they’d been very much in love. It’s got to be brutally hard when the love of your life dies so young.

      Adrian leads the way to a large corner office, where Brody is typing something on his computer. He looks up as we walk in, and I survey him from beneath my eyelashes. The call he received yesterday must be still on his mind because his ready smile is missing.

      Suddenly, I’m nervous again. To try and take my mind off the reason I’m here, I survey the long, rectangular room. Adrian and Brody must share the space. There are two wooden desks on either side. The walls here are white, and the floor-to-ceiling windows are covered by thick camel curtains that pool on the espresso-colored hardwood floors. Two identical, geometric black-and-white rugs provide a splash of energy, echoed by the two abstract paintings on the walls, one behind Brody’s desk and one behind Adrian’s.

      In the middle of the room, there’s a small seating area, with a couch and two chairs surrounding a coffee table. Adrian seats himself on the couch, while Brody gets up and walks to a small bar. “Drink?” he asks me.

      “Am I allowed?” Most dominants don’t drink before or during a scene, not wanting the alcohol to cloud their senses. The rule applies to submissives too, for the same reasons.

      If I’m being offered a drink, that must mean that they’ve changed their mind about today’s scene. A tendril of disappointment winds down my spine, and I stiffen. Get a grip, Fiona.

      “I think the answer depends on you,” he replies calmly.

      My pulse is racing, and my palms are damp. I don’t know what I want. “Could I get some sparkling water?”

      “Sure.” Brody reaches for a bottle of Perrier, fills a glass with ice, pours the water into it and hands it to me. “Sit,” he says, pointing to the chairs. “You look nervous. We don’t bite.” A grin flashes across his face. “Not unless you ask very nicely.”

      I return his smile as I settle myself on the armless chair he’s indicated, feeling a little more reassured. It’s funny. This is only the fifth time I’m meeting them, but I already feel like I know the two men. Adrian is intense, brooding, rare to smile, but when he does, you’ve really earned it. Brody, on the other hand, is sunshine itself, and it feels wrong to see him so troubled.

      Brody moves to the window. My eyes dart between the two men, not knowing which one of them to focus on. “You seem on edge,” Adrian says. “Are you afraid of me? Of Brody?”

      No. “I don’t know what to expect.”

      “Relax, Fiona,” Brody says from across the room. “You’re wound so tight. It’s supposed to be fun.”

      Fun isn’t the word I’d use, but I get his point. I need to calm down. If I’m freaking out like this, they’ll be on the phone to Xavier the moment I get out of here.

      I sit back in the chair. “Sorry,” I say sheepishly. “I don’t know what’s wrong.”

      “I do,” Adrian murmurs.

      Damn it. It’s their stupid Fiona-is-traumatized theory again. I grit my teeth. They’re wrong, and I’m going to prove it to them. I’m going to have fun. Just like Brody said.

      “Tell us more, Fiona,” Adrian says. “When you say you want to scene, what do you mean exactly? Do you want to be spanked? Flogged? Do you want to be tied down and forced to suck our cocks?”

      “I hadn’t thought that far,” I admit, color staining my cheeks.

      “Who do you want to scene with?” Brody asks. “Adrian, me, or both?”

      My mind throws up an image of Brody and Adrian, one fucking my mouth, the other slamming into my pussy. My desires are so carnal, so wicked. I should be ashamed of myself, but I’m not. I turned thirty on Tuesday. I’m a big girl now, and it’s okay to ask for what I want. “Both of you,” I say softly.

      Adrian and Brody exchange glances. “Brody?” Adrian prompts. “You in?”

      The blond man doesn’t reply right away. He watches me, and I get the sense that he’s struggling with this. I don’t understand. At lunch yesterday, I could have sworn that there was a spark of attraction between us. Now, I’m not sure.

      Finally, Brody breaks the silence that has stretched out. “Let’s play a game, Fiona. Okay?”

      My stomach churns with anxiety, but anticipation dances through my veins. “Okay.”

      “You’ll address me as Mr. Payne.”

      “Yes, Mr. Payne.”

      Adrian leans back, his expression darkly amused. He takes a sip of his drink but doesn’t say anything to interrupt the scene.

      “What’s your safeword?”

      Goosebumps rise on my skin. “Red,” I force out through shaky lips.

      “And yellow to slow things down?” he asks, quirking an eyebrow at me.

      “Yes.”

      His lips tilt into a grin. “Eager for punishment so soon, Fiona?”

      It should have been ‘Yes, Mr. Payne.’ Shit. I frown in annoyance. I know the rules; I should be better at playing the game. “Sorry, Mr. Payne. I forgot.”

      “Hmm.” He doesn’t tell me how he’s going to punish me, or even if he is. I guess I’ll have to live with the suspense.

      Brody’s in charge. A feeling of calm washes over me as that realization sinks in. No decisions to make. No hidden emotions to try to read. All I have to do is submit.

      I’m still sitting in my chair. I feel like I should be kneeling or standing, but I stay where I am, waiting. If they want me to move, they’ll tell me.

      “Set your drink on the table.”

      My hand trembles as I follow the order. Adrian’s eyes follow me, taking in every quiver, but he says nothing. I’m not scared, I want to assure him. Well, I am, a little bit, but it’s a good scared. It’s an excited scared. Like the way you feel when the roller-coaster is climbing up the slope, and your skin crawls with fearful yet eager anticipation of the ride to come.

      “Very good, Fiona,” Brody says approvingly. “Unbutton your shirt, please.”

      “You can’t make too much noise,” Adrian adds with a wicked glint in his eyes. “Jerry and Stuart are downstairs.”

      “Yes, Mr. Lockhart.”

      I undo one button at a time, slowly, methodically. Both men’s eyes are on me, their gazes hungry. Their erections are clearly visible under their trousers, and the sizes of the bulges are both impressive and intimidating. Especially when I think about both of them in me at the same time.

      When all the buttons are undone, I start to slip out of the shirt, but Brody’s voice, sharp as a whip, stops me. “Did I ask you to take off your shirt, Fiona?” he asks me, his voice deepening, his tone stern.

      “No, Mr. Payne.”

      “Do you need a spanking to remind you to follow instructions, Ms. Clarke?”

      Oh God. I nearly groan at the idea of a spanking. Of being dragged over Brody’s lap, panties around my ankles, and being punished for my disobedience. “Yes please,” I say hopefully.

      Both Brody and Adrian chuckle. “If you want a spanking, Fiona,” Brody says, the corners of his lips turning up, “you’ll have to be very good.”

      “Yes, Mr. Payne.”

      “Stand up.”

      I do as he tells me.

      It’s a large office, but there’s not much room between the chair and the coffee table. Adrian’s only an arms-length away. If I stumble sideways, I’ll fall into his lap. My pussy clenches at the thought. How could I have forgotten how much I craved this? All day, I’ve been waiting for this moment.

      Brody moves toward me, predator seeking prey. Never in the history of the animal planet has the prey been more willing, more ready, and he knows it. He stops in the open space between the desk and the seating area. “Come here,” he says, crooking two fingers at me.

      For a split-second, I hesitate. The drapes are open, and it’s still daylight outside. I don’t think I can be seen from the street, but I’m not sure.

      The essence of submission is surrendering control.

      I need to trust them. “Yes, Mr. Payne,” I whisper, moving to the spot he’s indicated.

      “Good girl.” Adrian’s voice is approving. “The windows are tinted,” he adds. “No one can see inside.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Lockhart.” The explanation reassures me as much as his decision to offer it. I appreciate Adrian’s awareness of my discomfort.

      Brody moves behind me, his hands sliding up the curve of my ass to the small of my back. He undoes the button at my waistband and pulls the zipper down slowly. I inhale deeply, and the garment falls to the floor in a swish of fabric. “Step out of it.”

      Suppressing my urge to lean back against his broad chest, I step forward, lifting one leg out of the skirt and then another. “Pick it up, Fiona.”

      I bend at my waist and reach for the discarded skirt on the floor, and Brody runs his palms over the globes of my ass. I brace myself for a spank, but one doesn’t come. With slight disappointment, I straighten, and Brody kicks my legs open. “Wider,” he orders. “Hands behind your back.”

      The volley of orders takes me by surprise. I widen my stance and lace my fingers together behind my back. My lace-covered breasts thrust out, my nipples pebbled with need. Brody turns me so I’m facing Adrian, and the other man smiles with warm appreciation as his eyes run over my half-naked, half-undressed body.

      “Do you like this?” Brody whispers. He wraps his arms around me, and his fingers play with my breasts. He pulls my shirt down my shoulders, and I unlace my fingers so that Brody can tug it free. He tosses it carelessly on the chair I was sitting in. The bra follows, and then he returns his attention to my breasts, kneading them with his big hands.

      I throw my head back, gasping with pleasure at the rough caress. This. This is what I’ve missed. Brody’s touch isn’t gentle or sweet. He’s claiming me. Owning me.

      “You’re going to walk over to Adrian,” he growls into my ear. “You’re going to sit on his lap, your legs spread wide. And you’re going to make yourself come.”

      My insides quiver with excitement as he rolls my nipples between his thumbs and forefingers. “But first,” he says, “I’m going to give you that spanking you’ve earned.”

      My heart starts to race.

      “Fiona?” Brody prompts, his eyes on my face. “Is everything okay?”

      You’re having fun, I remind myself. You can do this.

      “Yes, Mr. Payne.”
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      Adrian:

      She’s so on edge. She’s turned on, but she won’t let herself relax.

      Yesterday, I mentioned Downing’s name, and she’d flinched. How is she going to react when she sees him in the club? Yes, Raymond Downing should be stopped, but I can’t throw Fiona to the wolves. She’s not ready. Even though it’s been two years since she left her dominant, she’s still terrified.

      But she’s here. After everything that creep put her through, she’s still here. So beautifully responsive when she lets herself. Her courage awes me.

      I don’t know what I’m doing. The smartest thing to do would be to call an end to this session and tell Xavier to find another way of getting to Downing. Fiona’s vulnerability is terrifying because it calls to me. I want to take her in my arms and comfort her. I want her to trust again. What I’m feeling is deeper than a superficial fuck, and I’m not ready.

      You suggested the trip that killed Sandy, my conscience reminds me. You were responsible for her death. Had you never gone to Vermont that February weekend, she’d still be alive.

      I couldn’t protect Sandy, and I can’t heal Fiona’s wounds.

      Yet when she walks toward me, her eyes bright and her face flushed, I can’t resist. Even though I know I’m making a mistake.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Fiona:

      “Bend forward,” Brody says. “Put your palms on the coffee table.”

      Flushing, I obey the directions. The way Brody has me positioned, I’m bent parallel to the coffee table, breasts dangling, ass in the air. My face is inches from Adrian’s face, close enough that he can see every shudder, hear every catch of breath.

      Nowhere to hide.

      I don’t know why, but a switch flips in my mind as I wait for my spanking. I’m not nervous anymore. All my fears seem to float away like a balloon on a breeze, and I’m free to enjoy Adrian and Brody’s touch. For two years, I’ve been carrying a weight around, but when I bend over the table, surrendering to their control, I hand over the burden to Adrian and Brody, and it’s liberating, intoxicating.

      I feel the way I did before Raymond entered my life. For the first time in a very long time, I’m myself again, and it feels great.

      “What should you say, Fiona?” Adrian asks me, a slight smile playing on his lips. I have to marvel at his control. He’s obviously aroused—there’s no hiding that erection—but he appears in no hurry to do anything about it. Yet.

      “Thank you for spanking me.”

      Adrian’s hand cups my cheek. “Good kitten.”

      He leans forward and kisses me on my nose, and the unexpected gesture takes me by surprise. I can’t hold back my giggle. “You missed,” I point out cheekily.

      “Did I?” His eyes twinkle. He tweaks my nipples, and I gasp at the sensation that floods through me. Behind me, Brody runs his fingers along my cleft. “You’re soaked, Fiona.” He rolls my panties down to my knees, and then his hand is between my legs again, touching, teasing. “So wet,” he murmurs.

      “What turns you on, little kitten?” Adrian asks. He’s still playing with my nipples, pinching them hard and rolling them between his fingertips. I groan, unable to keep the sound from escaping my lips.

      “Don’t hold back,” Adrian says. “I want everything, Fiona. Every moan, every scream, every sob. It’s all mine.”

      He bends forward, this time, kissing my lips. His hands are in my hair, loosening my ponytail. My hair falls in a veil around my face. Through all of this, Brody’s fingertips dance over my pussy, his touch maddeningly light. I want to push back and deepen the pressure, but I know better.

      My dominants are in charge. When they want me to come, they’ll tell me. It feels so good to trust them to take care of me.

      Adrian’s tongue slides into my mouth, hot and insistent. I remember to keep my palms flat on the table, but it’s a strain. I want to lose myself in his touch, wrap my arms around him and breathe him in. He smells like the outdoors, fresh and crisp and woodsy.

      Without warning, Brody pushes two fingers inside me. I arch my back and hiss in pleasure as a storm of sensation twists in my core. Then his palm falls on my ass. “Six strokes,” he announces. “Two for forgetting to call me Mr. Payne. Two for taking off your shirt before you were told, and the last two,” he says, his voice turning satisfied, “is because I want to.”

      A shudder of arousal runs through my body. Brody smacks my ass twice, hard, in the same spot. I yelp, going up on tiptoe as the heat spreads through my skin.

      “How many is that?”

      One before he told me how many strokes, and two after. “Three, Mr. Payne.”

      He strokes my cheeks, soothing the tender skin. Adrian pushes his thumb into my mouth, and I suck. My pussy feels heavy and swollen. Brody spanks me again, two more hard strokes on the other cheek. His hand curls around my waist, pulling my hips to his. I’m so wet I’m afraid I’m going to stain his pants, but when I feel the bulge of his erection against my folds, I forget to care.

      “One last spank,” Brody says. “Then you’re going to sit on Adrian’s lap and pleasure yourself, aren’t you, Fiona?”

      “Yes, Mr. Payne.”

      “Spread your legs. Wider.”

      I obey. Adrian holds my shoulders to steady me. “I’m going to spank this wet, swollen cunt.”

      A thrill of heat spreads through me when he says that word. It feels all kinds of wrong, and yet, my pussy gushes in response.

      God, I’m fucked up.

      “And when I do,” he warns me, “You do not have permission to come. Do you understand me?”

      Argh. “Yes, Mr. Lockhart.”

      Then his hand falls down on me, hard enough that I’m rocked forward into Adrian’s body. White hot arousal blankets me, and I shudder as I dance on the edge of the precipice.

      Frantic with the need to obey, I think about case files and bills and the conversation I had with the telephone company earlier. I think of anything and everything other than the desire dancing in my veins.

      “Sit on Adrian’s lap.”

      I kick my panties away and do as Brody orders. He looms over me as Adrian spreads my legs open, positioning me so that my knees are on the outside of his. “Please,” I whisper. “Please, may I come?”

      “Yes.”

      Thank heavens.

      My pussy is slick with need. Brody’s watching me, but I am too far gone to be embarrassed about masturbating in front of him. Too far gone to worry about my juices staining Adrian’s trousers. Too far gone for anything except my desperate need to come.

      I tease my swollen, engorged clit, circling it with abandon. My insides twist and clench in a familiar spiral, and my muscles tense. Adrian squeezes my breasts and pinches my nipples, adding another onslaught of pleasure. I can feel his erection against my ass, tempting, yet out of reach.

      My skin is damp with sweat as I move my fingers, faster and faster. I’m going to come, and there’s nothing I can do to hold it back. The pressure that’s been building from the moment Brody gave me his first order is too much, and the dam is ready to burst.

      Then I erupt. The world goes black. I lose the ability to see and hear. My muscles spasm and quiver, and intense relief shudders through me.

      “Give me your hand,” Brody orders. He sucks me clean, his tongue dancing around my fingers, sending fresh tremors racing through my body. Adrian wraps his arms around my body and holds me close, waiting for my breathing to even out. I lean back and shut my eyes, letting contentment spread through me. I love aftercare.

      Finally, I stir, and Adrian frees me. “Should I, umm, take care of you?” I blush as I ask the question. This is so awkward.

      Brody hands me my panties with a grin. “We’re okay,” he says. “Not every scene has to include sex.”

      “Do people have sex in the club? Is that allowed?” I should really read the set of rules that Xavier sent over, but it’s still sitting in the FedEx envelope it arrived in. No avoidance there. None at all.

      Brody nods. “Sex is absolutely allowed in the club,” he replies. “Not with the staff, but with other guests. It’s a good place to hook up if you’re trying to find someone who’s also interested in kink.”

      “Is that what you’ll be doing tomorrow?” I ask, and then clap a hand over my mouth. My face burns with my embarrassment. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what came over me. It’s none of my business.” I pull my panties over my hips, focusing on getting dressed so I don’t have to look at their faces. I’m such a fool.

      “It’s possible,” Brody replies calmly. “But unlikely.”

      I need to change the topic before I die of humiliation. “I did it,” I murmur. “I scened with you.”

      Adrian gives me a searching glance. “Are you sure you’re ready for the club tomorrow night, Fiona? After your last experience, there’s no shame in being cautious.”

      “I’m absolutely positive.” I curl my fingers into a fist so they can’t see the way my hands tremble. This time tomorrow, I’ll be on the club floor. I swallow hard to dispel the lump in my throat.

      “Would you like to drive down with us?” Brody asks. “We’ll probably leave at seven.”

      “No, I’m going to drive there.” Oh God. Xavier wants me there at six. Adrian and Brody won’t get to the club until eight or nine. I’ll be alone for almost three hours.

      I reach for my abandoned club soda. The ice has melted, and beads of condensation have run down on the coaster. Club M is perfectly safe. There’s nothing to be afraid of.

      Maybe Avery will be able to see me in the morning.
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      Brody:

      I call Dix Ketcham first thing Friday morning. “Any chance Callie Weiss called you yesterday?”

      Dix Ketcham worked at the agency with us until her mother got sick. She quit to take care of her, nursing her through four brutal years of cancer treatments and chemo. Her mother died last January, and I would have thought that Dix Ketcham would have been ready to leave Jackson and all the sad memories behind. So far though, Dix shows no desire of wanting to leave. She’s very different from me in that regard.

      “Not yet,” she replies. “In my experience, if they don’t call right away, they don’t call at all.”

      I’m afraid she’s right.

      I told Adrian on Tuesday that I’d been ready to go back to the club again, but after yesterday’s trip to Mississippi, I’m not so sure. This is a bad time for me to re-enter the world of dominance and submission. BDSM is a mindfuck. A trust exercise. A dominant needs to be in control of his emotions and his feelings, his focus entirely on his submissive.

      My emotions are all over the place; they’ve been that way from the moment my mother called.

      But yesterday’s session with Fiona had also reminded me of how much I missed it. When she took off her shirt for me, when she allowed herself to give up control, her trust had been such an aphrodisiac. I’d forgotten how good it felt.

      I’d jerked off in the shower as soon as I got back home, clenching my eyes shut, hearing her soft gasps and seeing her full breasts and her rosy nipples, swollen with need.

      It’s my job to pay attention. Downing’s done a number on Fiona. When I told her I was going to spank her, her first reaction was fear. What did she think I was going to do anyway? Beat her black and blue?

      That’s your fault, Payne. You shouldn’t have jumped into play without conversation, negotiation, and establishing limits.

      Damn it.

      If I want to keep scening with Fiona, I have to be more responsible

      And Adrian? I don’t know what the fuck is going on with my best friend. Three days ago, he’d bitten my head off when I suggested returning to the club. Now, he’s all in favor of playing with Fiona.

      That has me worried too. Adrian has never fully dealt with the impact of our submissive’s death.

      When I think about Sandy, my primary emotion is sadness that she died so young. She’d wanted to travel to Alaska and hike the Appalachian Trail, and she died before she got a chance to fulfill all her dreams.

      But when Adrian thinks about Sandy’s death, he doesn’t view it as an accident. He thinks it’s his fault. He suggested the ski trip, and she’d died, and Adrian has spent the past two years blaming himself for it.

      Logic dictates that Adrian deal with that gaping wound before he goes back to the club where we met Sandy.

      Yet I know him, and I know myself. Fiona is an intoxicating mix of sexy and sweet, and oh-so-responsive.

      If she wants to play again, we’re both going to take her up on it.
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      Fiona:

      I’m so busy Friday that I don’t have time to dread my impending visit to Xavier Leforte’s club.

      I spend most of the morning in Arlington, trailing a congressman whose wife thinks he’s cheating on her. Sadly, her suspicions are correct. A little before noon, he checks into a motel, using a fake name and paying cash. Less than fifteen minutes later, a woman enters the room. From my vantage spot in the parking lot, I take photos. Sorry, Mary. Your husband is a louse.

      When I’m done, I head back to Georgetown to spend a couple of hours in my office dealing with email.

      There’s a bouquet of purple calla lilies on my desk. Mrs. Morales, who’s left for the day, has scribbled a note next to them. This came for you, dear. There’s a card.

      My lips twitch. The older woman is intensely curious about everything. She gives me unsolicited dating advice roughly once a week. It’s mildly annoying, but she genuinely wants to see me happy, so I nod along. She must have been going crazy all day wondering who the flowers were from, but though she’s nosy, she won’t cross a line.

      I open the envelope. There’s a Lockhart & Payne business card inside. On the reverse of the card are two phone numbers, and a brief note. In case you need to reach us.

      A sharp pang of disappointment shoots through me. What were you hoping they’d say, Fiona? That they had a great time last night? That they want to scene again with you?

      God, I’m pathetic. Adrian and Brody can have anyone. They’re way out of my league, and the sooner I put them out of my mind, the better. I have a case of blackmail to investigate, and a business to run. I don’t have time to be mooning over two gorgeous guys like some kind of love-struck teenager.

      Fighting off the desire to call and thank them for the flowers, I open the lid of my laptop. I have a shitload of work to get through before I head out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Club Ménage is a freaking castle.

      My mouth falls open as I round a corner and the building looms into view. “Holy crap,” I murmur. No wonder Xavier wants to sort out this blackmail attempt before the members can find out. It must cost an arm and a leg to run this place.

      I pull up at the front of the building and look around to see where I should park. As soon as I turn off the engine, a man seems to appear out of nowhere. I roll down my window as he approaches me. “Ms. Clarke? I’m Henri, the concierge.”

      A freaking concierge. Brody had called this place luxurious. He wasn’t kidding. “Hi.”

      Henri holds the car door open for me, and I get out. “If you follow me,” he says, “I can show you to your room.”

      “The car?”

      “A valet will park it for you,” he assures me. “And someone will bring your luggage to your room.”

      “Thank you.” Grabbing my purse, I follow Henri up the flight of stairs. “Once you settle in Mr. Leforte requests that you join him in his office for some new member paperwork.”

      Ah, the cover story. I’m a new member that’s eager to explore. I rub my damp palms on my slacks. “Certainly.”

      The massive wooden doors are open, and we step into a large foyer illuminated by a glittering chandelier. To my right is an open door that leads to a room that has to be over five thousand square feet. I know I’m gaping, but I can’t help it. This place is huge.

      “How many members does this place have?” I ask Henri faintly.

      Henri must be used to this reaction because he doesn’t bat an eyelid. “Mr. Leforte would know our membership numbers,” he says, and I take mental note of the concierge’s refusal to gossip. I guess that’s got to be in the job description in a sex club. Good for him. “The club doesn’t occupy the entire building, Ms. Clarke. Most of the space is taken up by the resort, and many companies rent out the great room for corporate events, holiday parties, and retreats.”

      The companies don’t care that there’s a sex club in the basement? I keep that thought to myself; I doubt Henri’s going to answer me.

      “Most of the guests stay in the newer buildings,” Henri explains as we ride up the elevator. “The actual castle has only eight bedrooms. Mr. Leforte lives here, and his private suite takes up the entire top floor.”

      Must be nice. Then again, from the moment I met Xavier Leforte, I was pretty sure the guy was loaded. The castle just confirms my hypothesis.

      The elevator whispers to a stop on the third floor. Henri leads me down a carpeted corridor and throws open a door on the right. “Your room, Ms. Clarke,” he announces.

      The first thing I notice is the four-poster bed. Lots of bondage possibilities here. Then again, should I be surprised? The rest of the room is gorgeous. Cocoa-colored carpeting, cream drapes, and bedding. It’s a lovely, sun-filled space.

      Henri is waiting for me to comment. “It’s perfect.” My pulse is racing in my chest. “Where is Mr. Leforte’s office?”

      “On the second floor, Ms. Clarke,” he says. “If you give me a call when you are ready to head down, I can show you there.”

      I wonder where they parked my car. I have a sudden, hysterical vision of fleeing down the flight of stairs, dressed in a scanty corset, the kind that Raymond made me wear, and then realizing that my car is nowhere in sight, and I’m trapped.

      First order of business when I’m done with Xavier—find the damn parking lot.

      Henri is giving me a strange look. “Are you okay, Ms. Clarke?” he asks solicitously.

      Oh God. Not him too. “I’m perfectly fine. Give me ten minutes, and then I’ll be ready to meet Xavier.”

      Suck it up, buttercup. You’re here for a job. Focus on that.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Xavier’s office is on the second floor. He’s reading something on his computer when I knock at his door. “Ms. Clarke, come on in,” he says with a smile. “Was your drive okay?”

      “The traffic was hellish,” I tell him. “Everyone was trying to leave the city for the weekend.”

      “I find the congestion trying at the best of times,” he agrees. He waves me to a chair across from him, and I sit down. “Henri showed you to your room? Do you need anything?”

      I shake my head. “This place is amazing.”

      His expression warms. “Thank you. I’m quite proud of it.”

      Pleasantries exchanged, I get to business. “How many members do you have, and how many of them do I need to investigate?”

      “There are a lot of rich people in the world,” he replies obliquely. “Many of them consider a membership to Club M a worthwhile investment.” He fiddles with a pen as he talks, and I suppress the desire to snatch it out of his hands. “You saw the great room? When we have one of our monthly galas, there can be as many as five hundred people here.”

      I must look alarmed because he rushes to reassure me. “Don’t worry,” he says. “The number of potential suspects is much smaller. We just need to focus on the people that visited the club in the evenings that Maria was here. I’ve already pulled the records for you. We’re looking at seventy-five people.”

      That sounds like a much more manageable number. “I’ll need to know more about the woman who’s being blackmailed,” I tell him. “Maria.”

      “Yes, of course. I received your non-disclosure form, but I will warn you again that we take breaches of privacy very seriously here.”

      “I understand.” Now that I’ve seen the castle, I totally get how much Xavier’s got riding on cleaning this mess up quickly and quietly.

      He nods. He opens a desk drawer and pulls out a manila folder, taking a photo from it and handing it to me. It’s the same photo he shared with me on Tuesday, but this time, the girl’s face isn’t blurred out.

      I study it. “She’s quite young.”

      “Twenty-two,” Xavier replies. “Her name is Maria Dumonte. Her father is Ben Dumonte. He’s a senator from Louisiana.”

      That’s not surprising. Politicians, and by extension, their families, live their lives under a spotlight. If they don’t want to become tabloid fodder, a private club is a necessary evil. “She’s new, you said.”

      “She is. She’s only been a member of the club for four months.”

      I frown. At twenty-two, I had been too afraid to act on my desires. It wasn’t until I was twenty-seven that I’d taken the plunge and visited a sex club. I can’t imagine how freaked out I’d have been if someone there had taken a photo of me and was using it to blackmail me.

      Which reminds me. “She got the picture in the mail, you said on Tuesday. Was there a note attached to it? A demand for money?”

      “No.” He steeples his fingers in a now-familiar gesture.

      I raise an eyebrow. “Nothing? That seems… odd.” Maybe the first picture was to get our attention. “Do you think you’re the target, not Maria? If word gets out about this security breach, you stand to lose quite a bit of money.”

      He looks briefly amused. “Club M only represents a small part of my holdings, Ms. Clarke. While I’m confused at the motive behind this,” he says, pointing to the picture, “I’m reasonably certain I’m not the target.”

      Should have Googled him, Fiona.

      All week, I’ve been distracted by other things. By turning thirty, by seeing Adrian and Brody in my building, by the session in their office last night.

      Right now, Xavier is probably questioning my competence, and he’s justified. Time to get my head in the game.

      “When Maria told you about this photo, was she shaken? Panicking?”

      He shakes his head. “On the surface, she seems pretty calm. Make no mistake, though, Ms. Clarke. This has the potential to be a powder keg. Ben Dumonte is strongly Catholic and very conservative. If his daughter’s sexual preferences were to be revealed, it would set off one heck of a shit storm.”

      “Call me Fiona.” It’s funny hearing Xavier Leforte say ‘shit storm’ in his faintly accented voice. “Who does Maria play with here?”

      “I’ll print a list for you,” he promises. “As well as Maria’s social security number so you can start looking into her.” He hands me the folder. “This has a copy of her application and some background details. That’ll help you get your investigation off the ground.”

      “Thanks.” Another thought strikes me. “Apart from you, who else knows I’m investigating this blackmail attempt?”

      “Nobody.”

      That catches me by surprise. He really does want this kept quiet. “No one?”

      “I don’t want the culprit warned off, Fiona,” he says. He tips his head to one side and surveys me. “The club officially opens its doors at nine,” he says. “According to Henri, Ms. Dumonte will be here this evening. You’ll be on the floor tonight?”

      Butterflies dance in my stomach when I contemplate strolling in the sex-soaked halls of Club Ménage. I want to hurl—I am so nervous.

      Calm down, Fiona. Stop freaking yourself out.

      “Yes.”

      “Good.” A faint smile touches his lips. “Enjoy your time here, Fiona. I’d offer to show you around the club floor, but I’m fairly sure Payne and Lockhart will be here in time to do that.”

      I feel my face heat again. Did Adrian and Brody tell Xavier about our session last night? Oh God, I really hope not. That would be mortifying.

      I manage to mumble something in response. Still flushed, I get up to leave, thinking that our interview is done. I’m halfway to the door when Xavier’s voice makes me pause. “Oh, Fiona? When you see Adrian and Brody tonight, will you give them a message for me? Tell them I’ve signed them up to do a pet play demo in three weeks. They’ll need to find a volunteer for that.”

      I freeze. A pet play demo? A volunteer? “What?”

      “A pet play demo,” Xavier repeats. “We do demos in the main space every Friday night. If you’re interested in watching, Kai Bowen will be doing a fire play one tonight. The pet play demo will be a lot less intense, of course.” His eyes turn amused. “Kiera, one of the bartenders here, tells me that there’s a pretty long list of women who want to scene with Adrian and Brody, so I’m sure they won’t have much trouble finding someone to do the demo with.”

      My stomach clenches. This time, not with nerves, but with pure jealousy. The thought of Brody and Adrian scening with another submissive makes me see red.

      What the fuck, Fiona? Last night was a one-time thing. Get a grip.

      But my insides are still knotted with envy, and all the denial in the world isn’t going to change it.
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      Adrian:

      Brody gives me a sidelong glance as we pull up in front of the club. “Here we are,” he says. “You doing okay?”

      He hides a world of concern in that simple question. “Yes.” A valet hurries up to take the car keys, and I get out and grab my luggage from the trunk. “I thought I’d feel guilty about last night.”

      He waits for me to continue.

      “But I didn’t. You were right. Sandy would have wanted me to move on.”

      “And Fiona?” He grabs his overnight bag, and the two of us climb up the flight of stairs. It’s a little after eight, and in the reception, Henri is busy greeting a couple that I don’t recognize. The moment he catches sight of the two of us, his face breaks out into a smile.

      The last time I saw Henri was at Sandy’s funeral. A death that was my fault. “What about Fiona?”

      “She’s going to be here,” he replies, his voice low enough that our conversation cannot be overheard.

      I know what he’s getting at. “I already told you, I’m not looking for a serious relationship.” A dom is supposed to protect his submissive. I’ve already failed Lena and Sandy. I can’t risk adding Fiona to that list.

      “So if she’s planning to scene with someone else, that won’t bother you?”

      My hands clench into fists as a surge of possessiveness runs through me. Brody notices, of course, and his lips curve into a knowing smile. “Be careful,” he warns me. “Make sure you’re doing this for the right reason.”

      Doing what? I’m not planning on doing anything. “What is the right reason?”

      “Attraction,” he replies.

      Oh, I’m definitely attracted to Fiona Clarke. “And what is the wrong reason?”

      He gives me a direct look. “Are you sure you want to hear it?”

      “Yes.”

      “I think you want to save her,” he says bluntly. “You see Fiona, and you see all the women you couldn’t save. Lina. Sandy. But Adrian, you know what I’ve learned? You can’t save someone if they don’t want to save themselves.”

      Ah, that’s what this is about. “Callie Weiss hasn’t called Dix, has she?”

      “Nope.” His voice is bitter.

      Henri finishes with the couple and turns to us with a broad smile on his face, cutting off our conversation. “Mr. Payne, Mr. Lockhart. It’s a pleasure to see you again. I’ve put you on the third floor if that’s okay?”

      Xavier guards his privacy zealously. There’s only a small set of people allowed to stay in the castle proper. We’re among them, but we’ve never taken advantage of the privilege. Sandy preferred staying in the resort’s newer wing.

      “Thank you, Henri.” Brody takes the key the concierge hands him. “Who else is staying in the castle this weekend?”

      “Mr. Wake and Mr. Bowen arrived a few minutes ago,” Henri replies. “Mr. Bowen will be doing a fire play demo at midnight. Mr. Leforte asked me to put Ms. Clarke next to you.”

      Brody and I exchange glances. Xavier is either genuinely worried about Fiona’s safety, or he’s playing matchmaker. Knowing him, I’m willing to guess that it’s a little of both. “Good to know,” I say dryly, taking my own room key from the concierge. “Is Ms. Clarke already here?”

      “Yes, Mr. Lockhart. She arrived at half-past six. I believe she’s on the club floor now.”

      Alone? I don’t think so. Kai would love to play with Fiona, and though I trust the other man implicitly, the thought of some other dominant touching Fiona sets my body on edge. I need to find her, now, before that happens.

      “Can you get someone to take my luggage to my room, Henri?” I ask the concierge. “I’m going straight to the club floor.”

      Fiona’s nerves yesterday nag at my subconscious. Brody’s warning echoes in my ear. You can’t save someone if they don’t want to save themselves.

      But I’m not listening.
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* * *

      Fiona:

      By the time I’m done talking to Xavier, it’s almost half-past seven. I head back to my room and flip through Maria’s folder for the next thirty minutes. By the time I’m done, my stomach is rumbling with hunger.

      There’s a black folder on the small table by the window. I open it, hoping it contains a menu.

      It does. Score. I dial Room Service and order some overpriced food, and then I head to the bathroom to get ready for tonight.

      An hour later, I’ve eaten and showered. Standing in front of the floor-to-ceiling mirror in my black lace underwear, I put my make-up on carefully, smoothing foundation over my face to hide my freckles before adding bronzer and blush. Then, I slip my black cocktail dress over my head and survey my reflection.

      Not bad. I’m more cute than beautiful, and I’ve resigned myself to that, but the dress makes me look sophisticated. At least I won’t look out of place. I linger for another few minutes in my room, but eventually, I run out of excuses to stall. Banishing the butterflies that seem to have taken up permanent residence in my stomach, I step into the elevator and head downstairs.

      Club M is located in the basement of the castle. The elevator arrives sooner than I’m ready, and the doors part in a whisper of sound. Hoping I look more confident than I feel, I step into the space, trying to take it all in.

      I don’t know what I expected. Black walls, maybe, and dim lighting? This place is neither of those things. Rather, it looks like an upscale British gentlemen’s club. The walls are covered with red and gold patterned wallpaper. The ceiling is painted gold, and a huge, glittering crystal chandelier hangs down from it, throwing warm light everywhere, but especially on the Saint Andrew’s Cross that’s directly under it.

      To the left of me is a seating area, filled with overstuffed brown leather couches and polished teak tables. To my right is a bar that takes up the entire length of the room. If there are private playrooms, and I’m assuming there’ll have to be, those must be in the back.

      It’s a quarter after nine. I’m early, and there aren’t too many people in the club yet. A group of well-dressed men and women have taken over one of the seating areas, and there are two guys at one corner of the bar, talking to each other in low voices. A guy in leather pants is leading his corset-clad submissive around on a leash, but the two of them are definitely in the minority. Most people are dressed in evening wear, not fetish clothing.

      It’s the bar I make my way to. In my experience, bartenders are always good for a chat, especially when they aren’t too busy. My goal today is to get the lay of the land and try to understand who wants to blackmail Maria Dumonte.

      As I walk up, the bartender gives me a friendly smile. She’s an average-sized woman with short blonde hair, streaked with pink highlights, dressed in a black tank-top and a short black skirt. Her arms are covered with tattoos of dragons. “Hello,” she says cheerfully. “Welcome to Club M. I’m Kiera.”

      “Thanks.” I take a seat. “How’d you know I was new?”

      She grins. “Your eyes were darting around the room, taking it all in. And when you saw Hector and Melissa,” she nods toward the couple in leather, “you looked a little shocked.” Her eyes twinkle in amusement. “The regulars don’t bat an eye.”

      I laugh. “You’re very observant.”

      “You have to be in this job. Can I get you a drink?”

      “A glass of red wine, please.”

      She reaches for a bottle of wine and pours it into a glass, setting it in front of me. I take it from her with a nod of thanks. Sipping my wine, I people-watch out of the corner of my eye. A large group of women drifts in, making their way to the seating area with an air of anticipation. When the bartender comes back, I ask her about it. “Is there something going on tonight?”

      “A couple of demos,” she replies. “Everyone’s jockeying for a prime viewing spot. At ten, there’s a rope demonstration, and the dominants who are doing it, Colin and Stuart, are very popular among the female members. The rumor is that they’re going to ask for volunteers from the audience, and no one wants to miss out.”

      My mood sours. In three weeks, there’ll be a bunch of women giggling over Adrian and Brody’s pet play demo. I get to my feet. “Kiera, could you keep an eye on my drink? I’m going to head to the bathroom.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m hoping that the washroom will be empty, but it isn’t. Standing in front of a mirror, refreshing her makeup, is the woman whose photo has started all of this. Maria Dumonte.

      I can’t believe my luck. I’d been hoping for a chance to talk to her in an informal setting, and here she is. “Hi,” I say, hoping she’s as chatty as the bartender.

      She looks up with a smile. “Hello,” she replies. “Do you know if Colin and Stuart have started yet?”

      The rope demo. I inwardly give thanks for Keira’s information. “Not yet. I think it’s at ten.” This is my chance to engage her in conversation. “I’m looking forward to it,” I say, giving her a smile that I hope is both excited and nervous. “It’s my first time at the club.”

      “Is it?” She puts away her tube of mascara. “Welcome.”

      I giggle, a sound calculated to disarm. “Thanks. I can’t believe I’m in a real-life sex club. It almost feels unreal, you know?”

      “You’ve never been to one before?”

      She’s in her early twenties, but she acts much older. There’s a tone of jaded boredom in her voice that I didn’t have when I was her age. But maybe that has to do with her upbringing. In the file that Xavier handed me earlier, I learned that she’d been sent to an elite boarding school when she was twelve, and only saw her parents during the holidays. Her mother lives in Baton Rouge in an old mansion, and her father spends most of his time here in DC. The rumors are that the parents can’t stand each other, but of course, divorce is out of the question.

      “No,” I confess with a brittle laugh. “It’s my first time.”

      “Don't worry,” she says soothingly. “You’ll love it here. Everyone’s very nice. Are you looking for play partners at the club or a dom?”

      I don’t need to be an experienced private investigator to sense that something is off. Xavier Leforte hired me to flush out the person who is trying to blackmail Maria.

      But Maria seems unusually calm. Her attitude doesn’t add up. If someone sent me a naked photo of myself taken at a sex club, I’d be freaking out. I certainly wouldn't be telling people that Club Ménage is a great experience.

      Then again, I haven’t grown up in Maria Dumonte's world. Maybe she’s just really good at hiding her emotions. I push a little.

      “I don't know,” I admit sheepishly. “Xavier told me there was no hurry to decide.”

      “Xavier Leforte?” she interjects sharply. “You've met him? When?”

      What an interesting reaction. “He conducted my screening interview. Why? Is he important?”

      She shoots me a disbelieving look. “Yes, of course, he’s important. Xavier owns this place.”

      “He does?” I pretend to be surprised. “How weird. Maybe he was short-staffed that day.”

      Maria looks skeptical. “Maybe. Or maybe you're his type.”

      There’s a note of jealousy in her tone. I file that away for later analysis. This is turning into a very puzzling encounter. “I doubt it,” I tell her. “Not unless his type is short and freckled.”

      “Nobody knows what his type is,” she replies sourly. She looks like she wants to say more, but just then, the door swings open and a group of three women walk in, laughing and chatting. Instantly, a polished mask slides over Maria’s face. Damn it.

      I try to prolong our conversation. “Any advice for a first-timer?”

      “Trust your intuition,” she says. “Don’t let anyone pressure you into doing something you don’t want.” She gives her reflection one last look in the mirror, nods at me, and turns toward the door.  

      Maria is definitely into Xavier. I wonder if he knows.

      I head back to the bar and reclaim my drink. I’ve barely been in my seat for five minutes when someone draws up next to me. My skin prickles with awareness. “Hello, Fiona,” a crisp, familiar voice says. Adrian.
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      Fiona:

      My heartbeat speeds up as I look up and take both of them in. They’re in suits. Adrian’s wearing a blue-and-red striped tie, but Brody’s more casual, his cream shirt open at the collar.

      “Hello,” I murmur, my cheeks flaming. The last time I saw them, I was bent over a table while Brody spanked me, and then I sat on Adrian’s lap and fingered myself to a climax.

      I’m not quite sure what to say to them. Luckily, Kiera jumps in. “Mr. Payne, Mr. Lockhart,” she exclaims with pleasure. “It’s so good to see you after such a long time. Gin and tonic still, or something else?”

      “Good to see you too, Keira.” Brody pulls up a barstool next to me. “Gin and tonic sounds perfect.”

      She moves away to fill their order, and I remember, belatedly, the flowers they sent me this morning. “Thank you for the lilies. They were lovely.”

      “You’re welcome.” Brody’s eyes rake over me. “Nice dress.” His grin turns wicked. “I’d love to see you out of it.”

      Adrian snorts. “Does that pick-up line ever work?” he asks with a roll of his eyes.

      Brody flashes me a grin. “I don’t usually need pick-up lines.”

      I laugh. Kiera comes back with two drinks that she sets in front of the men. “Word’s got around about the demo, Mr. Lockhart,” she says to Adrian. “There’s a long list of interested women. Do me a favor and pick one quickly, would you? The cattiness is starting to get out of control.”

      “What demo?” Adrian looks confused.

      Oh, right. I was supposed to tell them. “Xavier signed the two of you up to do a pet play demo in three weeks.”

      Adrian’s face darkens. “He did what?”

      Brody shakes his head. “You know the parable of the camel’s nose in the tent? That’s Xavier Leforte for you. You give him an inch, and before you know it, you’re doing demos on the club floor. I’ll sort it out later.”

      Another pair of men join the two already at the bar, and Kiera moves away to get their orders. “How are you, Fiona?” Adrian asks, placing his hand on mine. “Any nerves about being here?”

      None that I’m going to admit to. “I’m fine.” Warmth snakes through me from that point of contact, and I feel myself start to flush. I don’t know how to pull my arm away without making my discomfort obvious.

      Not discomfort. Attraction.

      I drain the rest of my wine. Adrian raises an eyebrow. “Are you playing tonight?”

      Are you asking? “No. I told you already. Today, all I want to do is watch.”

      “Watch what? What turns you on, Fiona?” Brody inches his chair closer, his breath warming my ear. He swivels my bar stool, turning me toward the open club floor.

      A couple is making their way to the Saint Andrew’s Cross. As I gawk, the woman steps out of her red evening gown. Underneath, she’s wearing a sheer lace bra and a g-string and nothing else. The man says something to her, and she spreads her legs wide. He buckles a pair of thick leather cuffs around her ankles and attaches them to the base of the cross.

      I squirm in my seat. Some people are looking at the couple. Others continue their conversation, uninterested in what’s going on. “Who are they?” I whisper. “That’s not the rope demo, is it?”

      “No.” Adrian turns around too. He leans against the bar, his drink in his hand. “I don’t know them. Do you, Brody?”

      “Nope.” The woman’s hands are restrained now. The man trails his fingers down her front, saying something to her in a soft voice. She nods eagerly, her eyes bright even from this distance. He chuckles and says something to a black-clad staff member.

      “What’s going on?” My voice is high-pitched. My skin is prickling in a mixture of arousal and anxiety. Raymond had enjoyed tying me up. When he was in a rare good mood, I enjoyed it too. Most of the time though, I’d dreaded the feeling of leather around my wrists, knowing that it meant I was soon going to be immobilized, unable to resist.

      Brody flashes me a concerned glance before lifting his hand to attract the bartender’s attention. The next thing I know, he hands me a glass of water. “Take a sip,” he orders.

      “Thank you.” There are video cameras everywhere, Fiona. There are almost a hundred people in the room. What do you think is going to happen?

      I take a sip of the cold water. The guy’s returned with a leather flogger. The woman’s lips curl into a smile when she sees it. He starts flogging her, and I hold my breath. “She’s enjoying herself,” Adrian says, his voice low. “Watch the way she strains toward each stroke. She wants this as much as he does.”

      My breathing eases. Adrian’s right. Her eyes are following the man’s movements, and her expression is filled with anticipation, not fear. I take another sip of my water. “You don’t like being flogged, Fiona?” Adrian asks me, his voice casual.

      His tone doesn’t fool me. “I like everything.”

      “Do you?” He sounds amused.

      If I were braver, I could reach out, grab Adrian by his tie, and pull him closer to me.

      They’re dominants, Fiona.

      “I do,” I reply, lying through my teeth. “I’m keeping an open mind. I want to try everything.”

      Brody starts to say something, but before he can, we’re interrupted by a sleekly beautiful blonde woman. She’s wearing a blue lace cocktail dress that hugs every curve of her body, and she’s smiling at Adrian in a way that sets my hackles rising. “Adrian,” she coos. “I was hoping I’d see you here this evening.”

      “Hello, Cindy,” Adrian says calmly. “How are you?”

      She puts her hand on his chest. Bitch. “I heard,” she says, her voice lowering into a sexy murmur, “that you’re looking for a pet for your demo, Sir. I’d like to volunteer.”

      I’m not a jealous sort. Not normally. But the moment she calls him Sir, red rage fills my mind. “Sorry,” I tell her, baring my teeth in a smile. “You’re too late. They already asked me to do the demo with them.”

      Her mouth drops open, and she gives me a disbelieving look. “You?”

      “Yes, me.” I put my arm around Adrian’s waist. “Sorry again.” My voice drips with insincerity. “Maybe next time?”

      She mutters something equally polite and insincere. The moment she leaves, the rage that floods my mind recedes, and common sense comes rushing in.

      Oh. My. God. What the hell have I done?

      “I’m sorry… I don’t know what…” I start to stammer, pulling my hand free.

      “Stop.” Adrian’s voice is level. “No explanations. I don’t want to hear them. All I want is an answer.”

      “Okay.” I drop my eyes into my lap, utterly, totally mortified. I can’t look at them. They must think I’m absolutely crazy. I have no claim to them at all. What the hell got into me? I had no right to chase Cindy away. I’m never going to be able to live this down, ever.

      “Do you want to do the demo with us?”

      “Umm…”

      “Yes or no, Fiona.” Brody’s voice cracks like a whip.

      A public display of dominance and submission in the middle of a sex club. Part of me shrinks away from the challenge. Another part of me pants in need. A pet play demo. They’ll put a collar around my throat. Attach a leash to my collar. I’ll have to obey their commands. Be their good little pet.

      A shock of desire shudders through me, drowning my protests before they have a chance to form. “Yes,” I whisper.

      “I have rules.”

      “What kind of rules?”

      “I like to scene with a submissive before I do a demo,” Adrian says. “I like to get a sense of her boundaries. Of her likes and dislikes.” His brown eyes rest on me. “If you want to do the demo, Brody and I will monopolize your time in the club for the next three weeks.”

      Oh. My breath catches. Things are moving quickly, almost too fast to process.

      “Still interested, Fiona?” Brody asks, his voice as smooth as silk. In the center of the room, the man has dropped his flogger and is now holding a riding crop. The woman’s skin is pink, and she jumps in her bindings each time the leather tip slaps her body.

      I had fun with Brody and Adrian yesterday, but I’m not going to fool myself. If BDSM were a college major, yesterday’s session would have been Submission 101. I wasn’t restrained. I wasn’t gagged. Anytime I wanted to leave, I could have.

      I suspect today’s session will be somewhat different.

      But I want it. Vanilla sex is, to me, like restricting myself to black-and-white movies when there’s a full spectrum of color available.

      Maria Dumonte is nowhere to be seen. Kiera is busy dealing with customers at the now-busy bar. I can’t do anything more about my case today.

      I slide off my barstool. “Lead the way.”
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      Fiona:

      The room we enter looks like an upscale hotel bedroom. If one ignores the black-and-silver Saint Andrew’s Cross against the far wall.

      “Forget it for a minute,” Adrian urges, catching the direction of my gaze. “Let’s talk about your limits first.”

      He leads the way to a black leather couch. I sit down. “My limits?” My heart is beating so loudly that it’s drowning out all other noise.

      Brody sits down as well, and turns toward me, his eyebrow raised. “What turns you on? What turns you off? Soft limits, hard limits? Did Downing really have none of these conversations with you?”

      “Sometimes. Most of the time, he thought he knew what I wanted.”

      “Because he can read minds?” Adrian sounds disgusted. “Fiona, this lifestyle requires open, honest communication. There’s a big difference between the pleasurable apprehension you feel when you’re tied up, and you don’t know exactly what your dominant has planned for you, and genuine fear. I don’t want you to be afraid of us, ever.”

      “I’m not afraid of you,” I reply automatically. “Don’t worry. I trust you.”

      “You shouldn’t,” Adrian says bluntly. “Trust is earned. Don’t hand it away so easily, Fiona.”

      Brody looks at me thoughtfully. “Let’s set some boundaries,” he says. He points to the golden ceiling. “There are cameras on all four corners,” he says, pointing them out. “The way they’re positioned, there are no blind spots in the room.”

      “Okay.”

      “Someone is always watching,” Adrian says. “In the level below us, there’s a team of employees whose only job is making sure that the play is safe, sane, and consensual.”

      “That sounds expensive.”

      Brody shrugs. “Xavier has more money than God, and this is important to him. Next boundary: When we play, we’ll call you Fifi.”

      “The way I call you Mr. Payne and Mr. Lockhart?”

      “Yes.” Adrian smiles warmly at me. “Neither Brody nor I have ever been interested in a twenty-four-seven submissive. This way, the boundaries are clear for all of us.”

      “I like it.” My pulse is racing with excitement.

      “Good.” Brody leans back on the couch and stretches his legs out, looking lazy and relaxed. The only way I can tell that he’s not quite as laid-back as he’s pretending to be is the telltale bulge in his trousers. “Fifi, open that closet,” he orders, pointing to a mirrored cabinet opposite us.

      Fifi. It’s beginning.

      I get up and do as he asks. The doors swing out. Toys—whips, floggers, crops, canes—hang from hooks on the back of the closet doors, and the shelves hold more sex toys—buttplugs, nipple clamps, vibrators, and restraints. “Nice selection,” I mutter.

      “You sound nervous. What scares you?”

      “The cane.” I force the word out through the dryness in my throat. It looks so harmless on the door, a thin rattan rod, not much thicker than my little finger, but I know firsthand how much pain it can cause.

      “No cane. Got it.” Adrian’s voice is calm, and his gaze is untroubled. He doesn’t look annoyed by my request. “That’s a hard limit. What else?”

      My courage bolstered by their lack of reaction, I continue. “I’m extremely claustrophobic,” I confess. “I’ll freak out if you lock me in a small space.”

      “What about being tied up?” Brody asks, patting the spot next to him.

      I sit between them and engage in a silent war with my conscience. Tell them you’re afraid of being trapped, it screams.

      But I can’t. If I do tell them I’m not ready to be tied up, they’re going to think I’m damaged. I don’t want them to look at me with pity, as if I was broken. When they see me, I want them to see a woman who is afraid of nothing.

      “I like bondage as long as I’m not in a small space,” I lie.

      I feel the weight of their gazes on me. Can they see through me? “Okay,” Brody says after a pause. “What about blindfolds?”

      I stick closer to the truth this time. “I don’t mind being blindfolded, but I get scared if I’m tied up at the same time.” I flush as I hear the words spoken out loud, and realize how high-maintenance I sound. “I’m sorry,” I stammer.

      Adrian’s fingers play with my hair. “Fiona,” he says, his voice gentle, “Everyone has things they’d rather not do. I’d be more concerned if you didn’t have any limits at all.”

      His words warm me to the core. I’m freaking out about nothing. “I also have a phobia about needles,” I confess.

      Adrian shivers, his face wearing an expression of acute distaste. “Me too. Needles freak me out. Can’t stand them. You’re in the clear there.”

      Brody traces a slow pathway up my thighs, stopping at the hem of my dress. “What do you like? Floggers? Crops?”

      I imagine being tied down, my legs spread wide for their use. Will Brody crop my inner thighs? The undersides of my breasts? Will Adrian bring the flogger down on my body, the way the guy in the main club floor had whipped the woman? My breath catches in my throat, and I discreetly rub my thighs together.

      Brody’s lips twitch. “I think that’s a yes, or at least a maybe. What else do you enjoy?”

      This feels like such a personal conversation. I should be squirming as my innermost desires are revealed, laid bare for the two of them, but instead, I feel connected to them. I feel cherished as they take the time to discover what brings me pleasure, and what causes me pain.

      “I like being spanked.” My cheeks heat. “Over a knee.”

      “Why?” Adrian probes.

      “It’s intimate,” I whisper. “I’m touching you. You’re touching me.”

      Brody’s eyes glitter with desire. “You want me to keep touching you,” he says, his voice raspy with need. “Got it. That’s not a difficult request to fulfill.”

      I shift in my seat, turned on already, anxious to get started. “Are you ready, Fifi?” Adrian asks me, his eyes dancing with amusement at my impatience. “You know your safewords?”

      I nod, pushing my tremor of nerves away. “Red to stop, yellow to pause, green to continue.”

      “Good.” He rises to his feet and holds his hand out to me, pulling me up. Brody gets up as well. They close the gap between us, pressing me against their bodies. Adrian’s breath tickles the back of my neck as his fingers works at my zipper. “Let’s get you undressed,” he mutters.

      “Yes, Mr. Lockhart.” My heart races, my palms sweaty with anticipation. My dress slides to the floor in a whisper of sound, and I step out of it.

      “Come here,” Brody growls. He pulls me against his chest, unclasping my bra strap and pulling my panties down my hips.

      Adrian runs his fingers over my nipples, tugging them gently until they’re are erect and pebbled with need. “You’re beautiful, Fifi,” he murmurs. “An obedient little kitten.”

      He hangs up my dress and retrieves a handful of items from the closet. “Let’s start with this,” he says, showing me a thick leather collar. Three D-rings are evenly spaced on it.

      A flicker of apprehension courses through me, and I bite my lip. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that I’m about to be immobilized in many creative ways.

      Adrian pauses, his chocolate brown eyes searching my face. “Check in, Fifi.”

      I ignore my shiver of nerves. “Green, Mr. Lockhart.”

      He trades a look at Brody and then turns back to me. “Can I trust you to be honest with me?”

      No. “Yes, Mr. Lockhart.”

      I’m not exactly lying. I’m just withholding all the relevant information. Besides, I’m fine. What I’m feeling is normal. I haven’t done anything BDSM-ish in a long time. Of course I’m going to be slightly on edge. That’s all it is. Submission is like riding a bike. Any moment now, it’s all going to come back to me.

      “Fine. Lift your hair up.”

      I obey, and he buckles the collar around my neck, sticking a finger between the leather and my skin as he fastens the straps. It’s tall and stiff enough that I’m not going to forget it’s on. I inhale deeply and try not to feel like it’s choking me. There’s plenty of room to breathe.

      Brody lifts up my wrists, one by one, and cuffs me with wide leather cuffs. Then he wraps a thick leather belt around my waist, also adorned with d-rings. “You okay, Fifi?” His lips brush against mine.

      “Yes, Mr. Payne.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Brody:

      She keeps telling us she’s fine, but my instincts are screaming that she’s not.

      I exchange another glance with Adrian as I lead Fiona to the Saint Andrew’s Cross. “Spread your legs for me.”

      She dutifully obeys, her eyes downcast. Her muscles are tense, and she doesn’t look like she’s enjoying herself.

      Fiona isn’t being honest with us. She hid from us back at our office, and she’s hiding from us now. Communication is the core of our lifestyle, and if she won’t talk to us…

      I don’t know what to do.

      I buckle her ankles into the cross, and her skin breaks out into goosebumps. I trail my fingers up her ankles, and her skin is cool to the touch, not flushed with desire. I stare at Adrian, wordlessly trying to communicate with my best friend that something’s wrong, but he’s busy tying her wrists in place, and he doesn’t notice my anxiety.

      She said she was claustrophobic. Is that it? This playroom isn’t small, but I don’t know her well enough—not yet, anyway—to know what might cause a reaction.

      Not yet?

      I put that thought away for later examination. In the middle of a scene, Fiona needs my focused, undivided attention. Especially now, when everything is telling me that something’s not right.

      “What do you like about the cross?” I ask her conversationally.

      She draws a deep, shuddering breath. “Everything. I like placing myself in your hands.”

      It’s a pat answer. Too pat. Too dutiful. She’s not telling me the truth, she’s telling me what I want to hear.

      Adrian clears his throat. “The suede flogger is one of my favorites,” he says, lifting it from its hook and bringing it to Fiona. “It’s light. It won’t hurt you unless I want it to.” He trails it over her breasts, and she holds her breath, her eyes wide and round and anxious.

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. Why won’t she talk to us? Downing was a terrible dominant, but we can help. So far, all she’s experienced is the pain, but if she just lets us in, we can show her the pleasure that comes with submission.

      Adrian is as aware of her nerves as I am. He runs the flogger over her skin, smooth and soft, trying to relax her. It doesn’t work.

      I move closer to her. “Ready to get started?” I whisper into her ear. I trail my fingers through her folds, and damn it, something’s seriously wrong, because she’s as dry as a desert.

      What’s going on with Fiona? She’d been nervous yesterday at our office, but she’d still been aroused. Dripping wet. What’s different today?

      She’s tied up.

      The moment that thought clicks into place, I’m moving. I kneel and unbuckle her ankles. Adrian does the same to her wrists, freeing them. “What’s the matter?” Fiona asks. “Why did you stop?”

      Because you’re freaking out, and you refuse to admit it. Not just to us, but also to yourself.

      Should we stop the session? Somehow, I get the feeling that that’ll make things worse. Fiona needs to deal with whatever’s bothering her, but she’ll need to face the truth herself when she’s ready.

      Right now, she’s pretending like she’s fine. If that’s what she wants, then I’ll go along with it. For now.

      Adrian’s thoughts are running in the same direction as mine. He moves to the couch and sits down. “Come here, Fifi,” he orders. He drapes an arm around her waist and tugs her onto his lap. “Get on your knees, little kitten,” he says. “You’re going to suck Brody off while I spank you.”

      “Yes, Mr. Lockhart.” She finally sounds more enthusiastic, and the fist of worry squeezing my heart eases a little.

      Adrian positions her over his lap, his left hand curled around her waist. He runs his right hand over her ass, and then brings it down in a smack.

      I watch her carefully, but that earlier stiffness is gone. She draws a sharp inward breath at his stroke. “Thank you, Mr. Lockhart.”

      “Want another?”

      “Yes, please,” she replies at once. My lips curl into a smile at her enthusiastic reply. This is what was missing from her earlier.

      He obliges. Her eyes filling with desire, she looks at me. “Please may I suck your cock, Mr. Payne?”

      Ah fuck. The way she looks at me, her blue eyes luminous with need… I can’t resist. I unzip my fly and pull my dick out, and she wraps her lips around my erection eagerly.

      Fuck me. The way her mouth feels… It’s all I can do not to shoot my load right there. I think about baseball stats and business meetings, and will myself to hold on. “Open your eyes,” I order. “Look into my eyes. I want to see you, Fifi.”

      Adrian presses a kiss on her back and spanks her again. “Do you want to come, kitten?” His fingers run over her folds. “So wet,” he breathes. “So beautiful.”

      She’s wet. Thank heavens. We still need to sort out what’s going on, but for the moment, she’s enjoying herself. Adrian pushes a finger into her cunt, and she whimpers around my cock, and it’s all I can do to keep from groaning out loud.

      She bobs her mouth up and down, her blue eyes hazy with lust. Adrian alternates smacks with thrusts of his fingers into her pussy.

      I grit my teeth and hold on. I’m so close.

      “Yes,” Adrian urges. “Come for me, Fifi.”

      She explodes, and I’m just an instant behind.

      Now what?
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      Adrian:

      Her fear when she was on the Saint Andrew’s Cross had hit me like a punch in the gut.

      We need to talk to her. Sort out what’s going on.

      She’d been nervous earlier when the couple was playing on the club floor. I should have realized why. She reacts badly to being restrained, and it’s all I can do to keep from punching something.

      Or someone. With my anger this close to the surface, I better not run into Downing, because I’m not sure I have enough self-control to keep myself from smashing his nose.

      I don’t care that Brody thinks that I’m playing savior again. I don’t care that he thinks I’m just doing this to make up for my past failures. That plays a part, but it’s not the whole reason.

      I’ve caught glimpses of the real Fiona Clarke. In her brief, unguarded moments, she’s lovely. She smiles easily. She’s enthusiastic. Even her flash of possessiveness earlier on the club floor was pretty damn flattering.

      I want to get to know her. Not just in the club, and not just in a BDSM context. I want to find out what she likes to eat for breakfast. Where she wants to go on vacation. What she’s always dreamed of doing. I want to know everything.

      Getting a little ahead of yourself, Lockhart.

      Brody gets up to wash in the adjoining bathroom. Nothing but the best for Xavier Leforte. Every playroom has a toilet and a sink attached to it, so you don’t have to trek through the club to pee. It’s just one of the touches that makes Club M the best damn private club in this part of the country.

      I put my arms around Fiona, and draw her into my body. I undo the collar and the wrist cuffs, and then hold her close, kissing her forehead. “You didn’t come,” she whispers, reaching for my cock.

      “Leave that for a bit. Tell me how you’re doing. Does anything hurt?”

      “No.”

      “Anything you want us to do differently next time?” Don’t tie her up, for starters. But I want to hear it from Fiona.

      “Nope.” She smiles at me brightly. Brody comes out of the adjacent washroom, and she turns her smile on him. “Thank you, that was lovely.”

      Thank you, that was lovely? What the fuck?

      “You’re sure?” Brody asks her, his eyebrow raised.

      “Absolutely.” She jumps to her feet and reaches for her clothing. “Give me a couple of minutes to use the facilities and get dressed?”

      “Of course.”

      I wait for her to get out of earshot. When she closes the bathroom door, I turn to Brody. “What the fuck just happened?”

      He sits down and runs his fingers through his hair, making it even more of a spiky mess than it usually is. “I have no idea,” he says heavily. “She does not like being tied up.”

      “Among other things.” I shake my head. “She’s in total denial. I don’t even think she’s prepared to admit to herself that something’s not right.”

      He nods heavily. “Yeah, I know.”

      Shit. As concerned as I’ve been about Fiona, I never thought about how this must be hitting every single one of Brody’s buttons. “If you want out, I understand.”

      “It’s too late.” He stares at the wall. “When she clenched up in fear…” His voice trails off. “I’m involved, Adrian. I can’t leave her like this. I can’t fix Willa Mae’s trauma, and I can’t make Callie Weiss call the cops, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to walk away from this situation.”

      I nod. “Fucking Xavier. What the hell was he thinking? He should have never pulled her into the club.”

      Brody grimaces. “The castle is too intense,” he says. “Let’s get Henri to move us to the other section, out of sight of the main building.”

      A little over an hour ago, I’d been grateful to stay in the castle, but I agree with Brody. Fiona needs to be as far from here as possible. Hell, if it were in my hands, I’d take her away until I was sure she was ready for Club M.

      The bathroom door opens, and Fiona comes out, fully dressed. “Thank you again,” she says. Her voice is cheerful, but she doesn’t meet our eyes. “I don’t know what you guys want to do now, but I’d like to hang out on the floor for a little while longer.”

      Watch Colin and Stuart tie a submissive up so thoroughly that she can’t twitch a finger unless they intend it? Hell no. For some reason, being restrained terrifies her, and I have no desire to see her afraid again.

      “Come up to our room first,” I tell her. “Have a drink with us, then we’ll walk back to the club with you.”

      I’m prepared for her to argue, but she nods readily. “Okay.”

      But when we walk out of the playroom, the first person we run into is Raymond Downing.

      

      He catches sight of Fiona. “Well, well,” he drawls, his eyes sparkling with malice. “Talk about slipping standards. Leforte is really letting anyone join the club nowadays, isn’t he?”

      I clench my hands into fists. “Don’t talk to Fiona,” I say through gritted teeth.

      He finally notices Brody and me. Rather than backing away, he doubles down. “Why not? She isn't collared.” His voice turns insolent as he turns to Fiona. “Both of them?” He snorts. “You couldn’t keep one dominant happy. What makes you think you can please two?”

      “One more word and I promise you, I’ll beat you to a pulp.” Brody’s voice is ice. “Just one. Please. Make my day.”

      Downing starts to open his mouth, and then thinks better of it. Without another word, he spins on his heel and walks away.

      “Don’t worry, that asshole won’t come anywhere near you, Fiona,” I start to say, and then I catch sight of her face, pale and staring.

      My heart stops. Her hand is cold and clammy. Her breathing is shallow, and she sways on her feet. She’s in shock.

      I want to kill Downing. And then, when I’m done with him, I want to beat the crap out of Xavier Leforte for putting Fiona through this. I pull out my phone and call the valet. “Bring my car around now,” I bark into the phone.

      She’s not my submissive, and technically, this isn’t my call to make. I don’t care. We’re getting the hell out of here.
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      Fiona:

      There’s a buzzing in my ears when Brody and Adrian buckle leather cuffs around my wrists and ankles. It grows as they tie me to the Saint Andrew’s Cross, and I can’t focus on anything else. It’s really cold in this room. Goosebumps break out on my skin, and I shiver uncontrollably.

      Brody and Adrian say something to me. More concern. I reply automatically, telling them I’m okay. There’s a voice in my head that is yelling at me to tell them the truth, but I’ve spent two years not talking about Raymond Downing, and it’s a hard habit to break.

      Some unspoken communication passes between them because after trailing a soft flogger over my skin, they untie me. Adrian puts his hand around my wrist, and a feeling of warmth slowly returns. He spanks my butt, and each stroke heats my skin. Slowly, the ringing in my ears decreases.

      I suck Brody’s cock happily as Adrian spanks me, always holding me close. His hand feels nice. His body radiates heat. When he starts stroking my pussy, I know I’m supposed to control myself, but my willpower seems to be missing, and even though I’m risking punishment, I allow myself to ride the waves of arousal.

      Brody groans as I take more of his length in my mouth. We climax within seconds of each other. Adrian’s fingers keep thrusting into me, claiming every last bit of my orgasm, and then he pulls me tight against his chest and holds me close.

      So much warmth. I rest my head on his shoulder. His heartbeat is steady and strong, and I could remain here all day.

      Don’t be ridiculous, Fiona. You can’t cuddle with Adrian. You already chased that woman away, acting like a jealous harpy. That’s quite enough.

      But that inner voice is muffled as if it’s yelling at me through a heavy fog. I’m drained. I lean against Adrian for as long as I can, until I realize something. Brody came in my mouth, but I haven’t taken care of Adrian. My heartbeat quickens. “You didn’t come.”

      His arms tighten around me. “Leave that for a bit,” he says, his voice serious and low. “Tell me how you’re doing? Does anything hurt?”

      He thinks I’m weak, and my reaction is formed from pure reflex. “No,” I assure him.

      He doesn’t sound convinced. “Anything you want us to do differently next time?” he asks me, his gaze boring into me.

      Tell him you were afraid of being tied up. “Nope.” My parents were both cops in Maine. I don’t think I’ve ever seen my mother display a moment of weakness. She’s always strong. What would she think of her daughter? I force a bright smile on my face. “Thank you, that was lovely.”

      They press me some more, their concern obvious. But the ringing in my ears has receded, and I’m fine. I’m not a victim or even a survivor—those labels should be reserved for people with real problems. I was in a three-month relationship that didn’t go well. I’m hardly in the same category.

      I get dressed, my thoughts returning to my case. Maybe Maria Dumonte is in a private room right now. Who is she playing with? I need to be asking questions, finding out who her friends are, who I need to discreetly pump for information.

      What’s the protocol here? Adrian and Brody said they wanted to monopolize me for the next three weeks. Does that mean I’ll need their permission to hang out at the bar?

      I run my fingers through my hair, wishing I had the sense to pack a comb in my small, beaded purse. Then again, I didn’t think I’d need it. Before the evening had started, I hadn’t planned on getting my hair all tangled and messy.

      When I look somewhat human again, I make my way out of the bathroom, pasting another smile on my face. “I don’t know what you guys want to do now, but I’d like to hang out on the floor for a little while longer.”

      Another unspoken communication seems to pass between them. “Come up to our room first,” Adrian says, his voice gentle. “Have a drink with us, then we’ll walk back to the floor with you.”

      We head out of the playroom, making our way back to the main floor, and then I catch a glimpse of a man I haven’t seen in two years. Not since I filed a restraining order against him. Raymond Downing.

      Then the ringing in my ears comes back full force, and a haze surrounds me once again.
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* * *

      I’m warm again. A fire is burning in the fireplace, scenting the air with a faint tinge of wood smoke. A colorful woolen blanket is wrapped around me, thick and comforting and slightly scratchy.

      Where am I?

      “You’re in my cabin.” Adrian’s voice comes from across me. He turns on a switch, and soft light fills the room. I’m sitting on a battered leather couch, and there’s another couch directly across from me, where Adrian is sitting. I search the space for Brody and find him slumped in an armchair. “Henri sent over your clothes if you want to change.”

      I’m still wearing my cocktail dress. “What time is it?”

      “Two in the morning,” Brody replies.

      I got to the club floor at nine. I’ve lost more than four hours. “Oh,” I say, my voice faint.

      “Do you remember anything, Fiona?”

      I take a deep breath and hug the blanket around my shoulders. “I scened with you,” I reply. “I saw Raymond. Everything’s a blur after that.” I start to tell them I’m okay, wanting to ease the expressions of concern from their faces, but the words stick in my throat.

      I’m not okay. I’ve been lying to myself for two years. I built a thick wall of denial around my emotions, around my fear, and I’ve been walking around like a zombie, awake but not alive.

      Avery tried. God knows she tried over and over again to pierce through that wall, but I wouldn’t let her because that wall was my protection and my armor. That wall made it possible for me to get out of bed every morning.

      Brody and Adrian had suspected it, right from the start. Everyone had seen it except me.

      For the first time, I admit the truth to myself. I’d been terrified of Raymond during our short relationship. I’d walked around on eggshells, afraid to set him off. I’d believed that his anger was my fault. Had I been a better submissive, he wouldn’t have had to lose his temper as much. He wouldn’t have had to punish me harshly.

      “You warned me, and I didn’t buy it,” I say out loud. I don’t need to give Brody and Adrian an explanation, but I want to. “I didn’t want to listen. My parents were cops, and they worked with abused women often. I never understood those women. I never understood why they didn’t just pick up and leave. I thought them weak.”

      Neither of them says anything. They just watch me, intent and focused and caring.

      “I did some reading before I became Raymond’s submissive,” I continue. “I thought I knew what I was getting into.”

      “But?” Adrian asks.

      I wish they’d hug me, but their distance is my fault. I should have been honest with them from the start. Hell, I should have been honest with myself.

      “There were so many rules. I wanted to please Raymond, I really did, but I never seemed to succeed.” I allow myself to remember those three months. “I began to spend more and more time at work, just to avoid coming back home. But I still wasn’t ready to admit failure. And then…”

      Brody’s fingers grip his mug so hard that his knuckles turn white. “And then?”

      “I was—am—afraid of anal sex. I didn’t put it on my list of limits because I was hoping that Raymond would help me get over my fear. But I did put sharing on my hard limits list, because I wasn’t sure if another dominant would be willing to accommodate my hang-ups. Some of the people Raymond had over…” A shiver runs through my body, and this time, neither the fire not the blanket can warm the chill that spreads over me. “Could you hold me?” I ask, my voice barely a whisper. “I know I have no right…”

      Both men immediately rise to their feet. Adrian’s voice is thick with emotion as he settles next to me on the couch and wraps his arm around my shoulder. “Anything you need, you ask for, and we will do it.”

      Brody lifts my legs and places them on his lap, resting his hands on my thighs. “We’re here, Fiona,” he says quietly. “You’ve been shouldering a heavy burden by yourself for a very long time. Will you let us carry it for a while?”

      Tears sting my eyes. I don’t deserve their caring. I swallow hard. “How did your relationship work with Sandy? If you don’t mind talking about it…” My voice trails off.

      Adrian answers. “For starters, it didn’t extend past the bedroom,” he says. “Brody and I weren’t interested in telling Sandy what to do with every moment of her day. That would have been exhausting. We played in the club, and we played in the bedroom.”

      “Oh.” I guess I knew that. After all, before we’d started our scene, Brody had pretty much told me that. When we play, we’ll call you Fifi.

      I bite my lower lip. Wrapped up in my denial, I’ve missed so much. “Did you ever share her?” I ask, my voice low. “With someone else?”

      “No,” Brody bites out, barely contained fury in his voice. “If it had been something she was interested in, we would have talked about it. But neither of us would have ever shared her without her consent. Sandy was our submissive, Fiona. She wasn’t property.”

      I stare at the fire. “He was going to share me,” I say at last, unearthing the one memory that I’ve buried deep inside, the one memory that I’ve never shared with anyone. “I can’t remember what I did, but I made him angry one day, and he was determined to punish me. He tied me up and told me that he was going to fetch his buddies. If I couldn’t learn how to behave, they would teach me.”

      Adrian’s arm tightens around my shoulder.

      “I managed to free myself.” I can hear the tremble in my voice, but for the first time, I don’t dismiss it. I had been genuinely afraid that day. It’s okay to admit it. “And I ran. I got into my car and drove all evening. I got to Bar Harbor at three in the morning.”

      My hands feel clammy. As if he can tell, Brody laces my fingers in his. “Then what happened?”

      “He followed me there. Told me I was overreacting. That it had been a joke. He’d have never done it.”

      Adrian’s jaw tightens.

      “But I’d finally come to my senses.” The aftermath had been pretty brutal, but I’d survived. “He wouldn’t get the message. I had to quit my job and get a restraining order against him before he stopped.” I take a deep, freeing breath. I’ve bottled my emotions within me for two years, but the moment I finish my story, I feel light. Free.

      “Is he in violation of the restraining order?” Brody asks me intently.

      “No, it was temporary. I let it expire.” I’d told myself that I was being ridiculous. Of course Raymond wasn’t still interested in me. I wasn’t anything special.

      But subconsciously, I’d still been afraid. The fear kept me from going to restaurants. It kept me from making friends, and even though I’d been lonely, my fear had kept me from looking for another relationship.

      “I’ve never admitted it, but I was afraid of him.” The weight drops from my shoulders as I say those words out loud and the thick wall of denial around my heart shatters. “I’ve spent two years pretending otherwise, but I see it now.” My shoulders straighten with determination. “But I’d be damned if I’m going to let him take any more time from me. I’m done hiding from my fear. I’m ready to face it.”

      Brody frowns. “You want to head back to Club Ménage?”

      “Not tonight. But next week, yes.” I grab hold of all the courage I have and forge ahead. “I don’t want my only memory of submission to be the one I have now. I thought… I hoped…” I swallow hard. “Will you scene with me again?”

      Adrian brushes his lip against my hair. “Once again, we have conditions.”

      “Conditions?” Earlier, I’d been nervous. Those nerves are gone now.

      “You let us help,” Brody says. “You’re not in this alone.” He strokes my palm with his thumb, the touch slow and hypnotic. “Downing did a number on you. Let us show you a different experience.”

      I’ve said ‘yes’ to them before, but it’s never been with a sense of powerful gladness. “I’d really like that.”

      “Me too,” Adrian says. “Now, off to bed with you.”

      The cabin is open-concept. There’s only one king-size bed. Brody reads my expression and grins easily. “We’ll crash on the couches,” he says. “We’ve slept in a lot worse.”

      Maybe, but not tonight. Not if I can help it. “Or you could join me?” I invite, my cheeks coloring. “There’s lots of room.”

      I don’t want to have sex with them tonight. What I want is far more basic, yet far more meaningful. I want them to hold me.

      I curl up in their arms and close my eyes, and sooner than I expect, I fall asleep.
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      Brody:

      I wake up early. Fiona’s still asleep next to me, but Adrian’s missing. I get out of bed and head outside, pretty certain I’ll find him on the dock.

      I do. He’s sitting at the edge, his feet in the water, a cup of coffee in his hand. “I figured you’d be up soon enough,” he says. “Got you one too.”

      “Thanks.” I take a sip. The two of us sit in silence, lost in our own thoughts, until the sound of a car draws me out of my reverie. “Someone’s coming down the lane.”

      “After last night, my money’s on Xavier,” Adrian replies.

      Sure enough, when the Range Rover pulls up to a stop, Xavier Leforte gets out and heads our way. “So,” he says cautiously as he nears us, “I brought a few bottles of wine as a peace offering. How furious are you?”

      “Pretty fucking furious,” Adrian answers evenly. “Start talking, Xavier. No more secrets. Fiona was badly traumatized last night, and you better have a fucking good reason.”

      “I didn’t know.” He kicks off his loafers and sits down on the dock. “I promise you, I had no idea.” He stares at the water for several long minutes. “I reviewed the tapes last night. I’m sorry. Had I known she’d react that way, I’d have never offered her the job.”

      “Is the job even real?”

      “In a manner of speaking.”

      I open my mouth to tell him exactly what I think of that particular deflection, but before I can speak, he continues. “In February, Raymond Downing was in Thailand for a two-week vacation. He goes every year. Rents himself a mansion just outside Bangkok. Hires a few girls to pleasure him.”

      “Prostitutes.”

      Xavier nods grimly. “The girls are poor. They’re feeding their families the only way they know how. They don’t have anyone to complain to if Downing gets a bit rough.”

      I draw in a slow, steady breath. “He got too rough?”

      “Yes. One of the girls died. Of course, it got swept under the table. Downing bribed some cops, his father pulled a few strings, and everything was hushed up. After all, who cares if a poor prostitute gets killed?”

      “Does the senator know?”

      Xavier shrugs. “Maybe. Maybe not. Downing is getting his money from somewhere, and his father is the most likely source.”

      “He goes every year, you said.” Adrian surveys Xavier steadily. “Was this the first time?”

      The Belgian laughs bitterly. “Oh, I very much doubt it. This time though, something was different. Layla was there.”

      “Your Layla?”

      There’s a brief flicker of pain in his eyes, gone almost before I catch it. “She’s hardly my Layla anymore,” he says, his eyes focused on the water. “She’s working at a non-profit in Bangkok. The dead prostitute’s younger sister worked with Layla. She was crying one day. Layla asked why. One thing led to another, and she found out.”

      The sharp, hot edge of my anger blunts a little. Xavier would walk through fire for Layla.

      “She was planning to take matters into her own hands,” he says heavily. “If Downing died, his father would move heaven and earth to track his son’s killer down. The trail would have eventually led to her. And I cannot allow that.”

      “So you let Downing join the club,” Adrian says. “That’s why you wanted to catch him in something. To protect Layla.”

      It’ll always be Layla Shleifer for Xavier Leforte.

      “Yes.” Xavier takes a deep breath. “I owe Fiona an apology. To keep Layla safe, I risked her, and I shouldn’t have. I will pay her for the job, of course. I’ll find another way to deal with Raymond.”

      Adrian sips his coffee. “You’re in luck,” he says, his tone dry. “She wants to go back.”

      “She does?”

      “Unfortunately, yes.” His lips twist. “If it were my decision to make, she’d go nowhere near Club Ménage as long as there was any chance of Downing being there.”

      “But?”

      “But Downing controlled her every move and restricted her autonomy, and I don’t want to do that. As much as I want to growl and rage and forbid her from ever setting foot inside your stupid club again, I can’t.”

      “My stupid club? Thanks.” He gives Adrian a direct look. “I’m going to put all my cards on the table. If Downing realizes he’s falling into a trap, he could get vicious. How do you feel about Fiona putting herself in danger?”

      Sandy had thrown herself into danger all the time. She shouldn’t have been on the slopes that day in Vermont. The visibility had been poor, and she’d been out of practice, but she’d insisted she could do the black diamond slope.

      The accident wasn’t Sandy’s fault. It wasn’t Adrian’s either. Sometimes, bad things happen. It’s random and unfair and heartbreaking, but it doesn’t mean that anyone is responsible. Sandy lived life to the fullest. It was who she was. For us to curtail her activities would have been to deny her a part of herself.

      How do you feel about Fiona putting herself in danger? I hear the question that’s buried underneath Xavier’s question. If something were to happen to Fiona, will Adrian blame himself?

      Yes. As sure as my name is Brody Alexander Payne, I know that Adrian will hold himself responsible. It’s what he does.

      “I don’t like it,” Adrian responds. “But it’s not my call. She says she needs to face her fears.”

      Xavier rolls his eyes. “She’s not the only one who needs to do that,” he says, getting to his feet. “Are you coming back to the club tonight?”

      “No,” I reply. Fiona needs some space first, and I have to admit, I really want to get to know her better. Not Fifi the submissive, but Fiona Clarke, the woman. “We’re going to hang out here. Eat some food. Drink some wine. Take the boat out. It’s supposed to be a lovely weekend. I’m planning on enjoying it.”

      “I’ll see you next week then.” A smile tips the corners of his mouth. “I’ll leave the wine on the porch. Enjoy your weekend.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Fiona:

      The sun’s rays streaming into my room wake me up. Adrian and Brody are nowhere to be seen. I get to my feet, wincing as yesterday’s memories flood back. There’s a part of me that wants to run away as quickly as possible. Unfortunately, my car is still back at Club Ménage.

      Last night, I’d barely looked around the one-room cabin. Though it’s small, it’s gorgeous. It’s all wood and glass. Built at the edge of a lake, the view from the window is of water. If there are other cabins in sight, I can’t see them.

      Inside, the cottage is L-shaped, with the kitchen taking up one end, and the bedroom the other. The living room, with a wood-burning fireplace, bridges the two.

      The kitchen has butcher block counter-tops and stainless steel appliances, and looks like it wouldn’t be out of place in a sleek condo in the city. The living room and bedroom are more rustic. The two leather couches show signs of wear and tear. The coffee table is battered. The bed is covered by a quilt that’s obviously handmade. The place looks comfortable and lived-in.

      “Good morning.” The door swings open and Adrian comes in, carrying a case of wine. Brody follows him with two bags of groceries, which he sets down on the kitchen island. “Want some coffee, Fiona?” he asks me.

      “Yes please.” I’m feeling a little awkward after last night. “Did you guys go shopping?”

      Adrian chuckles. “No, this was Xavier. He swung by this morning to see if you were okay. The wine is his peace offering.”

      Brody grinds a handful of coffee beans and gets the coffeemaker going. He pulls a bottle of wine out of the case to look at the label. “Nice,” he says appreciatively. “Here you go, Fiona. When Xavier Leforte apologizes, it’s with a case of wine that’s worth a few thousand dollars.”

      “That’s generous.” Xavier would have known that Raymond was a member of the club. He’d deliberately hidden that piece of information from me, all so that I would investigate the blackmailer in his fucking club.

      I give into a moment of pure anger, but it vanishes as quickly as it arrives. Had I not seen Raymond, I’d never have confronted my demons. I’d have spent a lifetime pretending they didn’t exist. “This is a great place. Do you guys spend all your weekends here?”

      “Sadly, no,” Adrian replies with a smile. “We can’t get away from the city that often.” He clears his throat. “I bought the property after Sandy died. I needed a place to mourn, and the city was too noisy. Here, in the quiet of the cabin, I could hear my thoughts, and I could make my peace with what had happened.”

      Oh. It’s the first time either man has told me anything intimate. It feels nice.

      A brief silence falls over the three of us. Brody breaks it by handing me a cup of coffee. “Here you go, Fiona. Milk, sugar?”

      I decline both. “Xavier asked us if we were going to head back to the club tonight,” Adrian says as I sip my coffee. “I said no. I’ll give you a ride back to Club M if you’d like, or…” His eyes find mine. “You could stay here for the weekend.”

      “Here?”

      “No pressure,” Adrian adds. “This isn’t about sex. It’s not about bondage and submission either. You’re our guest. All you need to do is have fun.”

      “Well, that’s not precisely true.” Brody grins as he pulls a carton of eggs out of the grocery bag. “You’ll have to stroke my ego by telling me I’m an excellent cook. And Adrian likes his taste in wine complimented.”

      “I do not,” Adrian says, a note of indignation in his voice.

      “Please,” Brody scoffs, laughing. “You absolutely do. You hover over people with a bottle in your hand, waiting for them to take a sip and tell you all about undertones of cherry and vanilla.” He grins at me. “Don’t tell me I didn’t warn you.”

      “Duly noted.” I know what I should do. I should head back to Club Ménage and continue my search for the blackmailer. But I don’t want to do that. What I really want to do is stay here and get to know these two men better.

      “Do you need a hand with breakfast?”

      Brody shakes his head. “Nope. I’ve got it. Relax, make yourself at home. There’s no TV here, but there is Wi-fi.”

      I can’t remember the last time I took a proper vacation. I walk to the window and take in the view. The vegetation is very different from the small town I grew up in, but the feel of the place, calm, peaceful, and serene, reminds me of home. “Do you have any neighbors here?”

      “There’s another cabin about a mile down the road,” Adrian replies. “You can’t really see it from here.” He stretches lazily. “Do you want to hit the shower first, or should I?”

      Shower with me. I bite those words back before I blurt them out. “Could I go first?” I just realized I’m standing around in my pajamas. Last night, I’d been too tired to care that my t-shirt and sleep shorts are faded and ratty, but suddenly, I don’t want to look like a slob.

      I’m definitely attracted to Adrian and Brody. After last night, my attraction might even have morphed into something deeper. But I need to pause, to catch my breath.

      If I jump into a BDSM relationship with Adrian and Brody, I want to do it wholeheartedly.

      It needs to be about more than just scratching an itch.
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      Adrian:

      After breakfast, I turn to Fiona. “The water is pretty warm,” I tell her. “Do you want to take the canoe out and paddle around the lake?”

      Her face brightens. “There’s a canoe? Brilliant.”

      “You say that now,” Brody grumbles. “But Adrian built this canoe. It’s stupidly heavy and tippy, but he’s attached to it and won’t get rid of it.”

      She laughs. “I grew up in a fishing village in Maine,” she says. “I’ve spent more time in the water than on land. I’ll be fine.”

      The water’s surface is as calm as glass, and there’s not a single powerboat in sight. It’s a great day to be outside.

      Admit it, Lockhart. It’s not just the weather. It’s the girl.

      I push that thought away. It’s a beautiful summer day, and I want to enjoy every minute of it. I don’t want to relive the past, and I don’t want to contemplate the future. I just want to enjoy the present.

      We paddle for a couple of hours. We’re a good distance from the cabin when I hear the faint sound of a car engine. A pair of cars is making their way up my driveway. “Hey, that’s my car,” Fiona says as she catches sight of them. “Good for Xavier. I’m still annoyed with him for not warning me about Raymond, but I’ve got to say, he thinks of everything.”

      The driver parks Fiona’s car next to mine before driving away in the other car. “How far away from the club are we?” she asks curiously.

      “Forty-five minutes,” I answer absently, my thoughts elsewhere. I should tell her that we knew about Raymond too. She has a right to know that Xavier asked us to protect her.

      She’s going to think that’s the reason you’re spending time with her. Because of Xavier.

      Fuck. We might have backed ourselves into a corner here.

      

      It’s almost lunch, and we’re thinking of heading back when it starts to drizzle. “Oh come on,” I grouse. “Seriously?”

      I look up at the sky, which has, in the space of minutes, filled with ominous-looking rain clouds. The drizzle is the start of a much bigger storm. “We should head back,” Fiona says, though the reluctance in her voice is clear. “I’ve been caught in a downpour before. It’s not fun.”

      “I agree.” Brody starts to paddle in the direction of the dock. Fiona reaches for an oar, and I take it from her.

      “Seriously?” She rolls her eyes. “I can’t believe you won’t let me paddle. I’m from Maine, remember? I’ve kayaked in the sea. Compared to that, this lake is child’s play.”

      “Yes, Fiona.” Brody’s tone is amused. “We both know that. Tomorrow, we’ll put you in a kayak, and you can play all you want.”

      We pull up to the dock, and Fiona jumps out and helps us pull the boat out of the water. By now, the drizzle has intensified. Fat, cold raindrops are dripping down my neck, a distinctly unpleasant sensation. “Go in,” Brody urges Fiona.

      She frowns at us. Stubborn woman. “I want to help.”

      The sky opens up right then, and the three of us abandon the canoe and set off in a run toward the cabin. “What about the boat?” Fiona pants once we’d reached the porch.

      “With any luck, that monstrosity will get swept into the lake,” Brody quips.

      I flip Brody the bird, and Fiona bursts into laughter. I take off my sodden t-shirt as I watch the rain. Fiona shivers, the amused look suddenly leaving her eyes. My cock stirs in my shorts at her reaction. “Like what you see?”

      “Yes.” She takes a half-step toward me.

      Brody clears his throat, and that snaps me out of my daze. As attracted as I am to Fiona, I’ve got to take things slow. I turn to push open the front door and almost fall over the medium-sized box that’s propped up next to the doorway. “What’s this?”

      Brody picks it up. “It’s addressed to you, Fiona.” We go inside, and he sets the box down on the coffee table. “Since the only people that have been here were the employees from Club Ménage, I think it’s safe to say that this is from Xavier.”

      “More wine?” she asks dryly. “How much does he think I drink?” There’s an envelope taped to the box. She opens it and reads aloud. “’Just in case.’ Just in case of what?”

      I have a very good idea what it contains. Sure enough, when Fiona opens the box, it’s filled with sex toys.

      Xavier Leforte is a busybody who seems intent on matchmaking.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Fiona:

      After dinner, Adrian lights the fireplace, and the three of us settle around it. I stare at the flickering flames in silence, my need warring with residual fear. A few moments of silence pass, and then I gather my courage in my hands. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “What do you like about being dominant?”

      Brody and Adrian exchange looks. “It turns me on,” Brody replies carefully, “when a submissive puts her faith in me. When she trusts me enough to put her pleasure in my hands, knowing that I will give her what she needs.”

      Raymond liked ordering me around. “You’re not attracted by the power?”

      “You mean, am I interested in barking orders at my submissive all the time?” he asks, his lips curling into a smile. “No. Both Adrian and I get enough of that at work.”

      I sip my wine and consider that. Adrian speaks up. “I have a theory about Downing.”

      “You do?”

      He nods. “Downing doesn’t have any power in his life,” he says. “He doesn’t work. He’s dependent on his father for money and connections. Because of that, he looks for total dominance over his submissive. He’s compensating. The more obedient you were, the more he could preen in front of all his friends.”

      “That’s not you?”

      “No.” He reaches forward and rubs my shoulder, his hands warm and strong. “It’s about you,” he says. “Your pleasure, your happiness. If you were ever afraid of me, the way you were with Downing, it would fill me with shame. That kind of terror has no place in a BDSM relationship. Your submission should come from a place of trust, not fear.”

      I’ve managed to ignore the box of sex toys all afternoon. Now, I look at it again, my blood heating with anticipation. “Why did Xavier send me these?”

      Brody rolls his eyes. “He can’t keep himself from meddling,” he says, his voice exasperated. “Don’t worry about it. I told you, no pressure.”

      But what if I want to? When Adrian took off his wet shirt, it was everything I could do to stop myself from licking the raindrops off his skin. Those firm abs… I do not have the power to resist.

      Adrian gets up to refill my wine glass. I pull the box closer to me, and Brody’s eyebrow rises. “What?” I ask defensively. “I can look, right?” I take a fortifying sip of my wine. “Why does Xavier like to meddle?”

      “He was in love once, and he lost her,” Adrian replies. “I think that’s made him a romantic.”

      Oh. I’m definitely interested in knowing more. Had I not been curious, I would have chosen a different profession. Private investigators tend to be a nosy bunch. But right now, I’m more interested in Brody and Adrian, and in this box of sex toys.

      There’s a buttplug inside, one with a tail attached to it. I reach for it, my cheeks flaming. “The demo that I volunteered to do,” I say, my voice barely a whisper, “What does it involve?” Will you walk me through it?”

      “Now?” Adrian asks quietly. He sits next to me, so close that our thighs are nearly touching. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

      Their eyes are boring into me, demanding honesty. Honesty that I’ve withheld from them so far. Not any longer. “I’m a little afraid,” I whisper. “But I trust you to respect my limits.”

      They’re big men, ripped and strong. They’re both ex-CIA, and from the way they carry themselves, they didn’t spend their time there working behind a desk. They’re probably dangerous.

      But I’ve always felt safe with them. I’ve always felt protected.

      My body tingles with a mixture of nerves and lust. I want to kneel at their feet. I want to feel their hands on me, swatting my ass, stroking my pussy.

      I want them.
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      Fiona:

      Brody rises to his feet in a smooth, fluid motion. His fingers wrap around the stem of my wine glass, and he removes it from my grasp. “What’s your safeword?”

      “Red to stop,” I whisper. “Yellow to pause and check in.”

      “We’ve all had more than one drink,” Adrian says, his voice dark. “No ropes. Okay?”

      “Yes, Mr. Lockhart.”

      “Very good.” He points to the open space between the bed and the couch. “On your knees, Fifi.”

      I slide to the floor instantly and crawl to the spot he indicates. When I get there, I kneel up again, taking care to keep my back straight and my eyes lowered. I rest my palms on my thighs and wait for my next instruction.

      The two of them circle me. “What do we have here?” Brody asks Adrian, his hand patting my head. “A pretty little kitten.”

      “She seems obedient,” Adrian replies. “But I think there’s hidden rebellion in her.” He tilts my chin up, his lips creasing into a wicked smile. “Do you scratch, Fifi?”

      I don’t have permission to speak, so I stay silent.

      “She looks like a biter.” Brody sounds amused. His palm caresses my cheek. I shiver, my insides clenching with arousal at the way they’re discussing me. “On all fours, little kitten.”

      I assume the position. Adrian reaches into my box and pulls out an assortment of sex toys. I watch out of the corner of my eye as he lays a pair of nipple clamps next to the buttplug tail.

      Brody moves to my front. “Eyes on me,” he orders.

      I look at him. “You said last night that you were nervous about anal sex,” he says, his voice serious. “Do you want to try the buttplug, Fiona?”

      Fiona, not Fifi. He’s offering me a choice.

      I’m nervous about anal sex. I’ve had it a couple of times, and it just felt odd and not particularly pleasurable. “Go slow? Don’t just shove it in there?”

      “You think I’m going to shove it in there? Adrian sounds offended. “For fuck’s sake.”

      Oops. Dumb move, Fiona.

      “Fifi.” Brody sounds like he’s trying not to laugh at Adrian. “Kittens don’t wear clothes.” He kneels next to me, his eyes gleaming with anticipation.

      Oh My God. They’ve seen me naked before, but it feels different this time. More intense, more intimate. This time, for the first time, I’m truly present in the moment. They’ve seen me at my worst, and they’re still here. There are no more walls between us.

      Brody’s palms trace a slow path up my legs, stroking my calves, caressing my thighs. He tugs my shorts down my hips, exposing the lace-covered cheeks of my ass. “Very nice,” he murmurs. “Such a perfect view, don’t you think, Adrian?”

      “Indeed.” Another pair of hands joins the ones already touching my body. Adrian. I bite my lip and resist the urge to push back against their hands. I need to keep still for my dominants. I need to be a good kitten.

      My panties are yanked down. Fingers touch me, explore me. They pet my pussy and tease my tightly clenched asshole.  

      I hold my breath. Brody notices. “Relax,” he scolds me, swatting my ass. “Kittens need tails.” His fingers stroke my tight hole, spreading lube into it. He pushes a finger in, and I do my best to relax my muscles.

      “Good kitten,” he says warmly.

      Adrian drizzles more lube over the buttplug. It’s not a large one. At its widest part, it’s maybe the thickness of three fingers. I can do this.

      I take a deep breath as Adrian pushes it in, slowly and steadily, allowing me time to adjust to its fullness. I brace in anticipation of pain, but there isn’t any. There’s a split-second of discomfort as my muscles stretch against the widest part of the plug, and then it’s in.

      Adrian tugs at my tail gently. “You’re so fucking sexy,” he growls.

      My cheeks burn with embarrassment. The tail swings between my thighs. A shiver runs through me at the thought of doing this in front of an audience. This is so naughty. So hot.

      Brody looms in my line of sight, the kitten ears in his hand. “Look at me,” he orders. He slides the headband over my hair, securing it in place. “Perfect,” he says when he’s done, his voice rich with satisfaction. “Stand.”

      “Yes, Mr. Payne.”

      I rise to my feet, my eyes still on Brody. “Take off your shirt, Fifi.”

      Brody tugs my t-shirt over my head; Adrian’s deft fingers unclasp my bra. “Good girl,” he whispers in my ear, his breath warm against my skin.

      I’m so turned on. My body feels flushed, and my breasts are heavy with need.

      “Come here,” Brody walks to the window and crooks two fingers at me. I start to walk toward him until his barked command freezes me. “Stop,” he says. “Do pets walk?”

      I flush with shame. I should have known better. “No, Mr. Payne,” I murmur.

      I drop to my hands and knees and crawl toward him. With each movement, the butt plug in my ass shifts slightly, making me very aware of its presence. The tail brushes against me, making contact with my overheated pussy, keeping me in a near-constant state of arousal.

      When I reached Brody, I stay where I am, maintaining my position as I wait for my next instruction.

      Brody drops to his knees in front of me. He runs his fingers through my hair. “You’re a good pet, Fifi,” he says, leaning forward and kissing me lightly on the lips. “Unfortunately, you’ve just earned your first punishment. Stand up.”

      Punishment. Will he spank me again, the way he had in his office? That thought sends a thrill of hot arousal through me.

      I stand up, and Brody turns me around so I’m facing the lake. “Hands on the window,” he instructs. “Spread your legs.”

      The cabin is brightly lit, and it’s dark outside. Anyone who looks in this direction will be able to see my naked body pressed against the glass. Another shock-wave of desire pulses through me. Adrian notices, and his expression turns darkly amused. “You like the idea of everyone watching you, Fifi?”

      “Yes, Mr. Lockhart,” I reply honestly.

      He prowls toward me, kicking my legs further apart and gripping my hair in his hand. Tilting my head backward, he presses a claiming, punishing kiss against my lips. “Who touches you, Fifi?” he growls.

      “Just the two of you, Mr. Lockhart.”

      “That’s right, kitten.” His fingers tweak my tightly beaded nipples, twisting them slightly. “Ah, fuck,” I groan out loud.

      “Do kittens talk?” I see Brody move toward me out of the corner of my eye, a riding crop in his hand. Punishment.

      For so long, I’ve pretended that I don’t need this. I’ve convinced myself that submission isn’t as essential to me as air and water and food. I’ve told myself that I couldn’t risk another BDSM relationship. I’ve lived in celibacy, using my fingers and my vibrator to satisfy myself.

      Yet now, here I am, naked with a tail between my legs and kitten ears on my head, obeying the orders of not one, but two dominants. And there is no hiding how turned on I am.

      A harsh slap on my ass brings me back to the room. “Where should your attention be, pet?” Brody’s voice is cold, and his blue eyes are stormy.

      “On you, Mr. Payne.” The moment those words leave my mouth, I wish I could take it back. Kittens aren’t supposed to talk.

      “That’s right.” He holds my gaze for several moments. “Five strokes.”

      Adrian chuckles, low and warm. “Hang on a second,” he says to Brody. Bells tinkle as he turns me around, and I see the source of the sound. Two small silver clamps, with bells dangling from them, and a silver chain connecting them together.

      I both love and fear the aching bite of the clamps as they close around my tender nipples. I sway toward Adrian, my body tingling with anticipation. “So beautiful,” he says, his eyes hot with lust. “Your body is begging me to taste it…” He rolls my already swollen nub between his thumb and forefinger.

      On the other side, Brody echoes the movement. My head falls back against the window as a shock of sensation races through my body.

      Then they both lower their mouths over my breasts and suck.

      Too much. A jolt of pleasure rushes from my breasts to my pussy. I move toward them, a whimper in my throat, mutely begging for more. Two heads bend over my chest, their tongues warm against my skin, the scraping of their teeth making me squirm with restless longing…

      It’s too much to take. I’m going to die of pleasure, and I can’t think of a better way to go.

      “Good kitten.” Brody sounds ragged as he pulls away, his arousal hard to miss. I’d sucked him off yesterday, but my memories of last night are hazy. I want his cock now with a desperate, feverish need.

      Please fuck me, Mr. Payne, I want to beg him.

      But kittens don’t talk.

      Adrian’s eyes blaze with heat as he clamps my right nipple. The sharp bite brings me out of my haze of lust. I watch, my mouth parted, my legs spread wide, my pussy dripping, as he attaches the other clamp to my left nipple. The chain is slightly short, drawing my breasts together, emphasizing my cleavage.

      From the look of lust in their eyes, they like the effect.

      “Back on your hands and knees, Fifi.” Both men move back to the couches. “Come here.”

      I crawl toward them, excruciatingly aware of the bite of the clamps. My breasts swing as I move, and set the bells chiming. The tail brushes against me, and I have to bite my lip to hold back my moan. When I reach Adrian and Brody, I kneel between them, more turned on than I’ve ever been in my life.

      Brody pats his lap. “Put your head here, kitten.”

      I do as he says, my cheek against his slacks. His hand strokes my hair, the touch managing somehow to be both sensual and comforting. “She’s a wary kitten,” he says to Adrian. “You are, aren’t you, Fifi? Wary and skittish. But we aren’t going to hurt you.”

      His fingers trail over my naked back, and I shiver in need. “Please Mr. Payne,” I whisper. I need them. I am burning up, desperate for their touches.

      “Please what, Fifi?” Adrian’s lips curl into a smile. “Are you begging Brody to crop you?” He turns to the other man. “Five strokes, wasn’t it?”

      “Indeed,” Brody replies lazily.

      Adrian strips off his clothes quickly and efficiently. His cock jumps out, hard, ready and eager, and my mouth goes dry. I lick my lips, wanting to feel him in my mouth, wanting to feel his tremors of need as he responds to my touch…

      I watch with bated breath as Adrian rolls a condom on his cock. “Let’s play a game,” he suggests to Brody. “I’ll make her come. You crop her.” He sounds amused. “I bet she’ll erupt before you get to five strokes.”

      Whoa. This is a new side of Adrian. Cocky, entirely secure in his ability to make me scream with pleasure.

      Brody laughs. “You’re on. You heard him, Fifi. Get on Adrian’s lap. Slide up and down his cock.”

      Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck.

      With trembling knees, I make my way over to Adrian. His fingers grip my hips, and his gaze pierces through me. “Still green?”

      “Absolutely.”

      A smile touches his lips. “Good.” He leans back on the couch and positions me on his lap, my back to his chest. His cock is nudging at my folds, and I whimper as he pulls me down and surges upward, his cock thrusting into me, hot and hard.

      Everything goes blurry. I feel his groan. My muscles tighten around his cock and my thighs quiver. The tail brushes against my back and the combination of the buttplug and Adrian’s huge cock makes me feel completely filled.

      Would it feel like this to have both of them in me? Because if so, sign me up.

      “Eyes on me, Fifi.” Brody trails the tip of the crop over my nipples, setting the bells of my clamps ringing. “Tell me why you’re getting punished.”

      I can’t think. I can’t focus. “Umm…” I blink up at him, confused, and then I remember. “I forgot to crawl, Mr. Payne.”

      “Good girl.” He snaps his wrist, and the tip of the crop bites my inner thigh. I inhale sharply, more surprised than in pain. “Count them out, Fifi.”

      “One, Mr. Payne.”

      They’re respecting my limits, but they’re not going easy on me. They think I’m strong enough to take it. Warmth floods through me, warmth that blazes to a flame as Adrian’s fingers find my clitoris.

      I slide up and down Adrian’s cock, the bells chiming as my breasts bounce. Adrian plays with my clit, and each time he circles the swollen nub, I move a little faster. Brody’s crop falls again, this time on my breast. “Two, Mr. Payne,” I whimper, my breathing ragged. It hurts so good.

      I can’t hold on. “Please, may I come?” I beg.

      “Whenever you want, kitten,” Adrian rasps. His thumb grinds into my clitoris, and it pushes me over the edge. I convulse and explode, my muscles clenching around Adrian’s steel length. He’s right with me. He shouts out as he comes, and I slump against his body.

      For a long time, nobody speaks. Finally, Adrian breaks the quiet. “Two strokes,” he says, his voice satisfied. “I won.”

      Actually, I’m pretty sure I won.

      Brody chuckles and slowly removes the clamps from my nipples, his lips soothing the pain. “There’ll be other games,” he says. “Right, Fiona?”

      I nod.

      I really hope so.
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      Brody:

      We shower and fall back into bed. Naked, of course.

      I can’t take my eyes off Fiona. She’s so fucking beautiful. Her soft, creamy breasts are dotted with freckles, and her rosy-tipped nipples are erect. My cock aches for her, hard with desire. I can’t wait to thrust into her sweet, hot cunt. I want to hear her breath catch as I slam into her. I want to hear her plead, beg me for permission to come.

      “Come here.”

      She gets on her knees and crawls to me across the king-size mattress, her breasts swaying as she moves. Adrian leans against the headboard and watches, his eyes heated.

      “Lie on your side,” I order. “Face me.”

      She does as I ask. “Good girl,” I praise her, pressing a kiss on her pretty lips. I cup her breasts and bring them together, squeezing them, at first gently, and then, when I hear her whimper of need, harder. “Doing okay?”

      Her eyes are luminous with lust. “Green, Mr. Payne,” she assures me. I squeeze again, and she throws her head back and hisses.

      “You like that, kitten?” I lower my mouth to her nipples. They’re probably a little tender from the clamps, and I start slow, flicking my tongue from nub to nub.

      Not for long. “Please, more,” she begs, arching her back and presses her breasts into my face.

      I bite back my grin at her eagerness and adopt a stern tone. “Are you telling me how to fuck you, Fifi?” I ask, my voice steely. At my side, Adrian chuckles and swats her ass.

      “No, Mr. Payne,” she pants. “Sorry.”

      Fuck foreplay. My dick is so hard that it’s painful. I roll on a condom, spread her legs and plunge into her. She’s so slick, so hot, so fucking tight. A harsh groan escapes my lips as her muscles milk me.

      “Please…” Her voice trails off. She gropes for Adrian’s cock, and he’s no fool. He obligingly moves within reach, and her fingers close around his length.

      I slam into her, hard and uncontrolled, my fingers strumming on her clit. There will be time for slow and gentle sex later. Right now, my brain is a haze of lust, and I need Fiona.

      She fists Adrian’s cock. Desire surges in me, and I can’t hold back. I stroke her faster, and she groans, her body shuddering with pleasure. “Please may I come, Mr. Payne?”

      “Such a good girl,” I gasp. “Asking for permission.” My lips grind down on hers, and I breathe her in, her scent and her softness filling my soul. “Yes, Fifi. You can come.”

      Adrian clenches his eyes shut, sweat beading on his forehead. “Harder,” he rasps.

      We’re all close. Really close. I ram into her swollen cunt. My fingers dance over her clit, and she can’t hold on. “Yes,” she breathes, her body tensing, her muscles quivering around my cock as she comes. That pushes me over the edge, and I can’t hold on. I explode, her name on my lips.

      She’s like a drug, and I’m powerless to resist.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The weekend passes too quickly. Before I know it, Sunday afternoon rolls around, and it’s time to head back to the city.

      “So I’ll see you guys around?” Fiona asks us as she gets into her car. Her tone is hesitant. “Maybe I could grab a ride with you to Club M next Friday?”

      I don’t want to wait until Friday to see her again. “Are you busy Tuesday or Wednesday? Want to have dinner with us?”

      “I’d love to. Tuesday? Can I bring anything?”

      “If you feel in a sharing mood, you can bring a bottle of Xavier’s wine,” Adrian replies.

      She grins. “Absolutely.”

      We hug her goodbye. She gets into her car and drives away. Adrian and I spend a few minutes cleaning the cabin. “Outside the club, she’s a completely different person,” Adrian muses as he unloads the dishwasher.

      “Or maybe, unlike you, she’s just dealing with her demons.”

      He stops putting away coffee mugs and stares at me. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Still think it’s your fault that Sandy died?”

      He takes a deep breath. “I suggested the trip,” he says woodenly.

      “Because she’d been working round-the-clock, and you wanted her to take a break.” I want to shake some sense into Adrian. “You did a nice thing.”

      He resumes stacking the mugs on the shelf. “And she died.”

      “Accidents happen.”

      “This one could have been prevented,” he replies, his jaw tight.

      I heave an inward sigh. We’ve had this conversation so many times, and it never goes anywhere. I don’t even know why I still try.

      Of course you know why. You’re thinking of the future again. One with Fiona in it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      On Monday, I’m about to leave for lunch when Nita pokes her head in our office. “Patrick Cohen’s in the lobby,” she says. “He’s insisting that he sees one of you.”

      Adrian’s on a conference call with our team in Congo. Which leaves me. Fuck. Patrick Cohen, who’s one of our bigger clients, will spend the next hour gossiping about everything that’s going on in the Hill. The man loves the sound of his own voice.

      So much for that meatball sub. “Sure, I’ll see him.”

      She departs, giving me a sympathetic smile. A couple of minutes later, Cohen walks into my office, an uncharacteristically serious look on his face. “Payne, thanks for fitting me in.”

      I shake his hand. “No problem, Mr. Cohen. What can I do for you?”

      He avoids looking at me. “There’s no easy way of saying this,” he says. “I’m terminating my relationship with Lockhart & Payne.”

      I go still. “You are? May I ask why?”

      He looks torn. Finally, he nods. “This is off the record,” he warns.

      “Of course.”

      “I got a call from a certain senator’s office this morning suggesting that I do my business elsewhere.” He gives me an apologetic look. “We can’t afford to piss him off.”

      Senator Theodore Downing, I’m willing to bet.

      Not only have we refused to bid on the contract in Niger, but I also threatened to beat his only son to a pulp. The senator is choosing to express his displeasure by chasing off our clients.

      “You have teams on the ground in Mexico and Guatemala,” he continues, his expression wary. “As of tomorrow, they’ll need to vacate their premises.” He shakes his head. “I’m sorry, Brody. I really am.”

      I get to my feet. “Thanks for letting me know.”

      Fucking hell. I’ve got to get on the phone with Felicity and figure out how many of our clients will cave if Downing exerts pressure.

      We’ll survive this. If Raymond Downing ever says another word to Fiona, I’ll gladly and cheerfully break his nose. No matter how much business we’ll lose as a result.
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      Fiona:

      Avery Welch lifts her head up as I enter her office Tuesday afternoon and surveys me thoughtfully. “You look… different.”

      I can’t believe it’s only been a week since I last saw Avery. So much has happened in these last seven days, and I don’t know where to start. I sit in my usual armchair and look at my therapist. “I went to Club Ménage,” I tell her. “I saw Raymond there.”

      “You did?”

      I nod soberly. “It wasn’t good. I went into shock. Well, not real shock, of course, because I’d be dead.” I fill her in on everything that’s happened. My lunch with Adrian and Brody on Wednesday. The scene in their office on Thursday. Heading to the club on Friday, and then the events of Friday night.

      “Then,” I continue, “In the middle of the night, I finally admitted something I’ve spent the last two years denying. I had been afraid of Raymond. The moment I said those words out loud, I felt free.”

      Avery scribbles something on her notepad. “You’ve made more progress this week than you have in almost two years,” she comments.

      “I really think I have. After that, I spent the rest of the weekend with Adrian and Brody, and I’m having dinner with them tonight.” I bite my lower lip. “You’re going to tell me to take things slow, aren’t you?”

      She looks up. “I wasn’t planning on it,” she replies, sounding surprised. “Fiona, you’re the best judge of how you feel.”

      “You don’t think I’m swinging between extremes? One moment, I’m terrified of being tied up, the next moment, I’m signing up to be a kitten on stage? What’s next, fire play?”

      “What’s fire play?”

      “Not a clue,” I reply. “Someone called Kai Bowen was going to do a demo on Friday night, but I missed it.”

      She’s writing something down, but when I say those words, her pen freezes. “Kai Bowen?” she asks, her voice faint.

      I frown. “I think that’s his name, yes. Why?”

      She resumes writing, but her fingers are noticeably shaky. “It doesn’t matter what I think,” she says, ignoring my last question and focusing on the earlier one. “Do you think you’re swinging between extremes?”

      She changed the topic pretty damn quick. Then again, we’re supposed to be talking about me, not her. “I don’t know if I am. Maybe. That’s not what I’m really worried about.”

      Avery waits for me to continue. I gather my thoughts. “I’m starting to get attached to them,” I say at last. “Brody and Adrian, I mean.”

      “You spent the weekend with them. Isn’t it normal to get attached?”

      I lean forward. “They’re dominants, Avery. The bartender at the club said women were fighting to be their submissive for this demo. A woman even came up to them and volunteered.”

      “So what?”

      “I have so many hang-ups. What if they get bored of me? What if they get annoyed with having to work around my limits?”

      “Hmm.”

      “Avery, stop doing that. I want to know what you think.”

      “You already know the answer, Fiona,” she replies patiently. “You are who you are. You can’t be anyone else. It’s better to be honest and risk losing the person you love than to live a lie.”

      Love? Who said anything about love?

      I’m about to open my mouth and hotly deny that I’m falling in love. Then a random thought strikes me.

      Neither Brody nor Adrian had been surprised to see Raymond Downing at the club.

      But they should have been. If Club Ménage really is as safe as they say it is, someone like Raymond Downing should never have been allowed to join.

      So they’d known.

      Which means Xavier told them.

      My skin goes clammy. They told me Xavier had asked them to mentor me. They’d made it seem like a normal part of joining the club. But what if it wasn’t?

      Oh. My. God. They’ve joked that Xavier’s playing matchmaker. Is that why they’re sleeping with me? Because Xavier asked them to?

      Bile starts to rise in my throat. I really need to talk to Brody and Adrian.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrian:

      I’m walking back from lunch on Tuesday when a bracelet in a shop window catches my attention. It’s a wide platinum cuff, simple and unadorned, and the instant I see it, I can picture it on Fiona’s wrist.

      Nita follows my gaze, and she gives me a sidelong look. “I didn’t know you were seeing someone.”

      I don’t tend to discuss my personal life with my employees. Nita is absolutely trustworthy, of course, and I even consider her a friend, but certain boundaries exist for a reason. “It’s early days.”

      Sandy had a collar. Meant for play, it was a thin gold choker. I don’t know what happened to it. I couldn’t handle the disposal of her belongings; it was too heart-wrenching. Sandy’s sister Diane had taken care of those details. She might have wondered about the piece of jewelry, and she might have had her suspicions about what it signified, but she never asked.

      Fiona’s too gun-shy for a collar, but a bracelet is less intimidating. More discreet. And even though it’s too soon, I like the idea of Fiona wearing something I gave her. Something to signify she’s ours.        

      “I’m glad.” Nita grins. “You’re far more agreeable when you’re in a relationship. Brody too.”

      “That’s a polite way of saying I’m a pain in the ass, Nita.”

      “Your words, not mine,” she says, her eyes dancing with amusement. “I’m going to head back to the office. Don’t forget, you’re meeting with Daniel Snow at two. It was on Brody’s calendar, but he’s busy with Patrick Cohen’s curve-ball, so I moved it to yours.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      I push open the jeweler’s door and walk in. “May I help you find something?” the woman behind the counter asks me.

      “I’d like to see the platinum cuff in the window, please.”

      Her eyes gleam in anticipation of a commission. “Of course.” She pushes open the glass case, reaches for the bracelet and hands it to me. I hold it in my palm, its weight satisfying against my hand. It’s simple in design. The platinum is two inches wide. “It’s hinged,” the clerk says. “And it clasps shut.”

      You’re getting way ahead of yourself, Lockhart.

      We haven’t talked about the future. All Fiona has agreed to do is play with us exclusively until the pet-play demo. Nothing else.

      But I can picture Fiona wearing a bracelet on each wrist and nothing else. Her hair tumbling down her back, her rosy nipples swollen, her clit engorged, her cunt slick with arousal.

      I pull out my wallet. “I’ll take two,” I tell the woman.

      What the hell, Lockhart?

      

      Fiona’s supposed to come over at seven. After a few hours in the office, and a quick stint in the gym, I get to Brody’s place a little after six.

      He’s looking at his phone. “Felicity just emailed us,” he says. “Twenty percent of our business is at risk. And we’re going to lose nearly five hundred grand getting our teams home.”

      “Ah well.” I shrug philosophically. “Such is life. You don’t have any regrets, do you?”

      “I regret not punching Downing’s face,” he replies, not looking up from chopping tomatoes.

      “Me too.” I open his refrigerator and pull out a beer. “Something struck me this weekend. Fiona doesn’t know we knew Downing was going to be there.”

      He stops what he’s doing and looks up at me. “Fuck,” he swears. “This isn’t good.”

      I know. At the start, protecting Fiona had been an obligation, something I did because of what happened to Lina. But that’s not the case anymore. Not after this weekend.

      For two years, my life has been tinged with darkness, but Fiona’s brightness and laughter are chasing them away, replacing them with something lighter and more hopeful.

      We’d been immensely lucky once to have found a woman that was perfect for us. When she was taken away too soon, I didn’t dare think we’d get another chance at love. “I want this to work.”

      Brody looks up from the cheese he’s grating. “Are you sure?”

      I nod, a smile breaking out on my face. “I think I am.” I take a deep breath. I never thought I’d get to this point. It feels good.

      Brody gives me a direct look. “If we want this to go somewhere, we owe her the truth.”

      “Tonight.”
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* * *

      Fiona:

      All the way to Brody’s place, I debate whether I’m going to confront them or not. When I arrive at seven with my bottle of wine, I still haven’t decided. Am I ready to hear their answer?

      I lift my hand to knock at the door, but before I can, it swings open. Brody stands in the doorway. “Come on in, Fiona,” he says with a smile, stepping aside to allow me entry. I walk in, my mind barely registering the beautiful space. I’m too nervous.

      His eyes run over me, taking in my blue wrap dress, with its low neckline. “You look lovely.”

      He’s dressed casually in black slacks and a navy-blue t-shirt. Despite the churning in my gut, I smile back at him as I hand him the wine. I can’t help it. “You cooked. It smells great.”

      “I’ve got some steak going on the grill,” he says. “I hope you like fajitas.”

      My stomach chooses that moment to rumble. I go beet-red. Brody chuckles warmly. “Please sit,” he says, pointing to the living room area, where two couches are arranged in an L-shape around a fireplace. He opens a large bag of chips and empties it into a bowl, placing it in front of me.

      “Where’s Adrian?” I ask, sitting down at the corner of one of the couches. Brody takes a seat on the other, giving me plenty of space. Even though my stomach is churning with tension, I still feel a faint stab of disappointment at how far away from me he is.

      “He’ll be a couple of minutes,” Brody replies. “He stepped out to take a call.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      He shrugs. “Work. Your job must intrude into your life as well.” He gets to his feet. “I’m sorry, I’ve been quite rude,” he says apologetically. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      Before I can answer, the door opens, and Adrian walks in. He’s dressed in jeans and a grey t-shirt, and when he sees me, his face breaks out into a smile. “Hey Fiona,” he greets me, collapsing next to me on the couch. “It’s really good to see you.”

      “I was just about to offer Fiona a drink,” Brody cuts in. “Adrian?”

      “Yes please.”

      Brody turns to me. “Fiona, red wine? Something else?”

      “Wine’s perfect. Want to open Xavier’s bottle?” Maybe the alcohol will calm me.

      Brody pours wine into glasses and hands one to me and another to Adrian. As he’s doing that, Adrian turns to me. “There’s something we need to tell you.”

      I take a deep breath. “You knew that Downing would be at the club, didn’t you?”

      He nods, unsurprised. “You figured it out. I thought you might.”

      I take a big sip of the wine. “Did Xavier ask you to sleep with me?” I blurt out.

      “What?” Brody sounds shocked. “No, of course not, Fiona.”

      “But he did ask you to watch over me, didn’t he?” I persist. “Why’d you do it?”

      Adrian exhales. “I told you we were in college together, right?”

      “You said you bonded over late-night drinking,” I reply carefully.

      He shakes his head. “Not quite. We bonded over BDSM.”

      To hide my surprise, I lean forward and grab a handful of chips. “You did?”

      Brody answers. “Yeah. I grew up in a small town in Mississippi. It was, in many ways, a sheltered upbringing. It wasn’t until I got to Boston that I met people who shared my tastes. It was… exhilarating.”

      “It was,” Adrian agrees. “Until things got out of control.” His eyes are sad. “Our friends Lina and Stephan liked to play harder than the rest of us. Stephan, in particular, had a reckless streak in him. The play got wilder. More dangerous.”

      “What happened?” My voice is a whisper.

      “A breath play scene went badly wrong,” Brody says bleakly. “Lina died. When Stephan realized what he’d done, he shot himself.”

      Adrian stares into his wine. “This lifestyle comes with responsibility,” he says. “We shirked it once. We made a vow when we buried Lina. Never again.”

      “What does this have to do with me?”

      The men exchange glances. For a minute or two, neither of them answer. Finally, Brody breaks the quiet. “Earlier this year, Downing killed a prostitute in Thailand,” he says. “But he bribed his way out. Xavier’s using you as bait, hoping your presence in the club will make Downing do something unstable. That’s why he asked us to protect you.”

      Shock and anger swirl through me. Raymond killed someone? He’d been vicious and mercurial when we were together, but things have escalated dangerously. While Xavier should have been open with me from the start, I agree with his fundamental impulse. Raymond Downing needs to be stopped.

      But where does Maria Dumonte fit into this?

      “He hired you to investigate a blackmail attempt,” Adrian says, seeing my frown of confusion. “That’s what you’re wondering about, aren’t you?”

      “Did he make the story up?” If he did, I’m going to have a serious conversation with Xavier Leforte. One where I point out that he might be richer than God, but that doesn’t give him the right to jerk me around and waste my time.

      “He says he didn’t.” Brody takes a deep breath. “I’m not thrilled with Xavier,” he says. “I’d prefer that you don’t go back to the club as long as Downing’s still a member.”

      “He killed someone.” I look up at them, silently begging them to understand. “It could have been me. I can’t stand by and do nothing.”

      “I thought you’d feel that way.” Adrian sighs. “We’re not going to stop you, Fiona. I already told you. Our dominance is reserved for the bedroom. But,” he adds, “I do have a request.”

      “Of course.”

      “Don’t confront him alone.” He takes a deep breath. “I lost someone I cared about once. I don’t want it to happen again.”

      They care about me?  

      “Fiona, I’m not going to lie to you.” Brody’s eyes are uncharacteristically serious. “When we had lunch with you, we did it because Xavier asked us to protect you. But…”

      “But?” I take another sip of my wine—it’s excellent—and stare at them, my heart in my mouth.

      “When I asked you to come over to our office last week,” Adrian says. “I didn’t do it for Xavier. I did it because I was attracted to you.”

      “Me too.” Brody’s blue eyes hold mine. “We should have told you everything this weekend. I’m sorry.”

      Raymond never apologized to me. Not once. He ignored my hard limits so many times, and he never once said he was sorry. I already know that Adrian and Brody are far, far better men than Raymond Downing will ever be, but if I needed evidence of it, I just got it.

      “So I’m still doing the pet-play demo then?” I ask them, trying to keep my tone light.

      “And more, I hope,” Adrian says quietly.

      I’d really like that.

      “Fuck.” Brody jumps to his feet with a curse, darting toward the balcony. “I forgot the meat on the grill.”

      Adrian laughs and gets to his feet as well. “I hope you like your steak well done, Fiona.”

      

      After dinner, the three of us fool around, but we don’t have sex. “Why not?” I ask, a definite pout in my voice.

      Adrian’s eyes narrow. “Fifi,” he says. “If I were you, I’d reconsider that tone.” His voice softens. “I want you, Fiona, don’t get me wrong. But I also want to get to know you.”

      Not going to lie, I swoon a little at that.

      “Of course, we own your orgasms,” Brody tells me, his eyes twinkling. “So you can’t go home and finger yourself, little kitten.” He grins at me, hot, dominant and wicked, utterly confident that I’m going to obey. “I’m afraid you’re going to have to wait until Friday.”

      On second thought, cancel that swoon. “You,” I glare at him, trying not to break out into a smile, “are a jerk.”

      “I’m sorry, Fifi. What was that again?”

      Damn. Gotta address my dominant with respect. This time, I don’t hide my smile. “You are a jerk, Mr. Payne.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The week passes. Despite my increasing suspicions that there is no blackmail attempt, I spend the better part of Wednesday and Thursday investigating Maria Dumonte. I read her social media posts and making careful note of who likes her status updates on Facebook. I follow her to her marketing job on Wednesday and tail her to her girls’ night out.

      And… nothing. If Maria Dumonte is worried that someone’s trying to blackmail her, I can’t see it. The more time I spend watching her, the more convinced I am that Xavier hired me under false pretenses.

      Then again, I can’t be too irritated. Had it not been for this job, I’d have never faced my fears. I’d never have seen Adrian and Brody.

      It’s been really hard obeying their rule about not touching myself. I can’t wait for Friday afternoon to roll around. I can’t wait to return to Club Ménage.
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      Fiona:

      This time, when we drive out to Club Ménage, anticipation buzzes through me. All week, I’ve been craving Brody and Adrian. Now, I get them to myself for the entire weekend.

      Two dominants, Adrian and Brody. One submissive, me. An infinite variety of games, with ropes, crops, whips, clamps, and more. I am so ready.

      We check in. I’m in the same room as I was last week, and Adrian and Brody have rooms next to me. “I’m assuming you need to change,” Brody says to me as we ride up in the elevator.

      “And shower, if I have time.”

      Adrian glances at his watch. “I need to respond to some emails,” he says. “Why don’t we meet you downstairs in an hour and a half? That’ll give you enough time to get ready, won’t it?”

      My insides are tingling with excitement. “Yes, Mr. Lockhart.”

      A surprise awaits me in my room. A vase overflowing with purple and pink orchids dominates the small desk by the windows, and there is a note underneath. On the bed, an outfit is laid out. It’s a floor-length red evening gown, made from the softest silk. Next to the dress is a pair of nude-colored heels.

      Very sneaky, Mr. Payne and Mr. Lockhart.

      I pick up the note.

      
        
        Fifi,

        We have plans for you tonight, so make sure you’re ready. The gown is a gift for you. It would make us very happy if you wear it tonight.

        Adrian and Brody

        

      

      I race through my shower. I spend a lot more time than I usually do on my makeup and hair, and then I slip into the dress and look at my reflection in the mirror. Oh, my.

      The dress is low-cut. The vee-neck plunges almost to my belly-button. The long skirt has a slit up the side, cut to my hip. They don’t even have to take the dress off to fuck me.

      There are no panties in sight. I guess I’m not supposed to wear them. A shiver of lust runs through me. I can’t wait for tonight.

      When I’m ready, I glance at the clock by the bed. It’s a little after nine. I’m supposed to meet Adrian and Brody in thirty minutes. I can either sit around my room and wait, or… I can head down early. See if I can get Kiera, the chatty bartender, to talk about Raymond.

      Brody and Adrian aren’t going to like it.

      I know. I know. But I’m not technically disobeying them. I have no intention of confronting Raymond. I just want to do some discreet investigating.

      

      “Look who’s here.” Keira, the pink-haired bartender, greets me with a friendly smile. “You’re the talk of the club, you know.”

      I take a seat at the bar. “Why?”

      “Mr. Lockhart and Mr. Payne haven’t been to the club for two years. Everyone’s curious about the woman they’re scening with.” Her body stiffens as she looks over my shoulder. “Fuck,” she mutters under her breath. “This guy again.”

      I turn my head, following her gaze, and my heart speeds up in my chest. It’s Raymond, and this time, he’s not alone. A submissive is walking behind him, a leash attached to her collar, her eyes lowered to the floor.

      I can’t tear my eyes away from the girl. She’s tall and skinny, with long dark hair. Her head is bowed. She’s wearing a black tank top and a short black skirt. Underneath, her nipples are clearly being gripped by clamps. Though she has to be in pain, her expression is stoic, resigned.

      Too clearly, I remember that feeling.

      I was hoping to pump Kiera for information. Here’s my chance. “Who is he?” I ask, pretending I don’t know Raymond.

      “A fucking asshole,” she almost snarls. “There are all kinds of people at the club. Some are sticklers for protocol. Others are more relaxed. But there are very few people who get my back up, and that guy is one of them.”

      “Why? Because of the leash?”

      “No.” There’s simmering anger in her tone. “It’s because he treats Katya like dirt. Keep watching.”

      Raymond takes a seat in a booth in the far corner of the room, joining a pair of men already there. He says something to his submissive. She nods obediently and approaches the bar. As soon as Kiera sees her walking toward us, she reaches for a bottle of scotch in the back. “Scotch and soda, please,” the woman says in accented English. “My master would like the eighteen-year-old Glenmorangie.”

      Xavier’s accent is difficult to identify. This woman’s accent is far easier. She’s Russian, maybe Ukrainian.

      Up close, she looks terrified. As she waits for Keira to pour the drink, she keeps her eyes on the ground. When Kiera hands her the scotch, she takes it with a murmur of thanks and makes her way back to Raymond, kneeling in front of him and holding out the drink.

      He takes it from her without acknowledging her presence and continues his conversation with the man seated opposite him. “See what I mean?” Keira says. “Asshole.”

      “That’s just protocol,” I argue. “That doesn’t mean anything.”

      “Three weeks ago,” she says grimly, “The bar was really busy, and I was distracted when I made the drink. I used the wrong kind of scotch. Instead of sending her back, he dragged her off to be punished.”

      “At the club?”

      “No. Here, the monitors will stop punishments if they get too extreme. He took her home. When she came back two weeks later, her ass was still bruised. He’d caned her, and he’d broken skin in several places. Katya was a mass of welts.”

      She wipes the counter clean with a cloth and leaves to fill a couple of drink orders at the far end. When she returns, she continues her rant. “He never lets her out of his sight,” she says. “She’s not allowed to talk to anyone, not even the other submissives. That’s not domination. That’s abuse.”

      “Why hasn’t anyone interfered?”

      “People have tried. Xavier talked to her, but she insisted everything was okay. A couple of submissives tried to reach out as well and were rebuffed. He’s got her firmly under his thumb.” She exhales in frustration. “You can’t help someone who doesn’t want to help themselves.”

      How well I know that.

      “All you can do,” Keira continues, “is to keep an eye on them and make sure they’re okay. Make sure they realize there’s help if they need it.”

      Katya says something to Raymond, and he nods curtly. She heads in the direction of the bathroom. Acting on instinct, I get to my feet to follow her.

      I’ve been there. I’ve felt trapped by Raymond. I have to intervene. Because Adrian and Brody are right. This lifestyle comes with responsibility.

      

      She’s washing her hands as I enter, lost in thought. She looks up when I walk in, and then drops her head again.

      Every inch of her is defeated. I see her, and I see myself two years ago. This had been me those last few weeks. Had Raymond not pushed too far, had he not threatened to share me, I might still be there. Trapped with him, my self-esteem eroding in his corrosive presence.

      “Katya, can we talk for a minute?”

      She gives me a startled look. “How do you know my name?”

      I take a deep breath. “Because Raymond Downing used to be my master.”

      She goes still for a split-second, and then her gaze darts to the door. “Master doesn’t like it when I talk to strangers.”

      She’s looking for a way to escape, and I have only one chance to get through to her. “I know. Does he still hold his weekly poker games on Wednesday?” I take a deep breath. “I used to hate Wednesdays. Six men leering at me, six men pinching my nipples and smacking my ass, knowing they could do whatever they wanted to my body because Raymond wouldn’t stop them.”

      She nods slightly.

      I place my hand on her upper arm, and she flinches visibly. “Katya, you don’t have to stay with him,” I say, my pulse racing. “Someone told me once that submission is a precious gift. Give it to someone who deserves it. Not Raymond.”

      Her shoulders slump, and she doesn’t look at me. “I can’t,” she whispers.

      Damn it. Was I this stubborn?

      Yes, yes you were.

      “He killed someone in Thailand,” I say harshly. “He could kill you.” I take a deep breath and try to calm down. “You can leave. I promise you, I’ll help you. I know how lonely it feels, but you aren’t alone.”

      She shakes her head mutely.

      I’m losing her. “Raymond’s rich and well-connected, but my friends are more powerful than he is. We will keep you safe.”

      “It’s too late for that.” Her face crumples. “No one can keep me safe.” She pushes past me, her eyes bleak, and makes for the door. I watch her leave, a heavy sense of failure in my heart.

      How can you save someone who doesn’t want to be saved?
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      Brody:

      “Brody Payne and Adrian Lockhart,” a voice booms out. “Xavier told me you guys were around, but I didn’t believe him.”

      I turn toward Kai Bowen with a grin. “Long time, buddy. What’s new?”

      He chuckles and slaps my back. “You tell me. Everyone’s gossiping about your new submissive.”

      Adrian rolls his eyes. “Of course they are.”

      The elevator doors open and Maddox Wake, another friend I haven’t seen in a long time, steps out, his face breaking out into a smile when he sees the two of us. “It’s good to see you guys back here,” he greets us. “Are you here for the show?”

      “The show?”

      Kai grins. “There’s a rumor that a very special guest is going to be here tonight.”

      Neither Kai nor Maddox is easily excited. “Who?”

      “Rafael Garcia,” Maddox replies.

      I whistle silently. Once upon a time, Xavier and Rafael had been inseparable, but then Lina had died, and Layla, the submissive that Xavier and Rafael shared, had left them. Ever since then, the two men do their best to avoid each other. To the best of my knowledge, Rafael has never once set foot into Xavier’s club, and vice versa.

      “Rafael’s coming here?” Adrian sounds as surprised as I feel. “Why?”

      Maddox shrugs. “Who can tell? Rafael is even more of a closed book than Xavier.”

      That’s true. I’ve only ever seen Rafael show emotion once. That February afternoon at Lina’s grave.

      We nod at the bouncer at the door and enter the club, making our way by unspoken agreement to the bar. I glance around, looking for Fiona, but she’s nowhere to be seen. Adrian looks at his watch. “She’s late.”

      “The ‘she’ in question is your new submissive?” Maddox asks. “I’m looking forward to meeting her.” His eyes sparkle with wicked amusement. “And if you need help punishing her…”

      I glare at him. “Thanks. I’ll pass.”

      He laughs and holds up his hands. “No offense meant, buddy.”

      “Before punches are thrown, let’s change the topic,” Kai cuts in.” Drinks? I’ll buy the first round.”

      I raise my hand to catch Kiera’s attention, and she comes up to us immediately. “Gentlemen,” she greets us with a smile. “The usual?”

      “Yes, please, Kiera. Have you seen Fiona around?”

      She nods. “She was just here, but she went to the bathroom. I think she was talking to Katya?”

      “Who’s Katya?”

      The smile is wiped off her face. “Mr. Downing’s submissive,” she says tightly.

      I glance covertly at Adrian and notice the tension on his face. Damn it. Fiona doesn’t understand how much Adrian blames himself for Sandy’s death. If something were to happen to her at Club Ménage, Adrian’s going to feel responsible all over again. Even though it was Xavier who got her involved. Even though it was Fiona’s choice to come back. Because guilt is like that. It’s instinctive and irrational.

      Then the washroom door opens, and Fiona comes out, and all my thoughts evaporate when I see her wearing the dress we picked out for her.

      She’s a vision.

      She looks around the club floor and sees us. A smile breaks out on her face as she makes her way over. “Hi,” she says when she gets to my side. “I got here a little early.”

      And used the extra time as an opportunity to snoop. But that’s not a conversation that I’m going to have in front of Kai and Maddox. “Fiona, meet Kai Bowen and Maddox Wake. Kai, Maddox, Fiona Clarke.”

      She hesitates for a split-second and then extends her hand out. “Good to meet you,” she says. “I’m sorry I missed your fire-play demo.”

      “Were you curious?” Kai’s lips twitch. “I’m happy to give you a private session.”

      I rest my hand on the small of her back. “I don’t think so,” I say flatly, possessively. She’s ours.

      “I don’t want one, Mr. Payne,” she assures me.

      Mr. Payne. When she calls me that, her voice breathy, her eyes heated, my cock hardens. All I want to do is take her to a private room, rip that dress off her and claim her.
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* * *

      Fiona:

      For a brief second when Brody introduces me to his friends, I don’t know how to greet them. Should I kneel? Call them Sir?

      Then I clue in. He called me Fiona, not Fifi.

      Kai says something about giving me a fire play demo, but his eyes are twinkling when he says it, and his amusement is directed at Adrian and Brody, not me. He’s trying to make them jealous. They have nothing to worry about. Kai Bowen’s a good-looking guy, but he doesn’t make my heart skip a beat.

      The five of us chat. Kai is a cardiac surgeon, and Maddox is a photographer. “How do you know each other?” I ask.

      “We went to college together,” Adrian replies.

      I remember Avery’s reaction when I mentioned Kai Bowen’s name. I look at the dark-haired man. “This might sound a little random,” I ask, knowing full well that I’m sticking my nose into something that’s none of my business, “but do you happen to know someone called Avery Welch?”

      Both Kai and Maddox freeze. “Avery?”

      “Yeah. She’s from London. Dark hair, about this tall?” I stick my hand in the air. Avery’s a good six inches taller than me. “Bad habit of quoting Monty Python?”

      Kai’s smile is strained. “That sounds like Avery. We used to know each other a long time ago, but we’ve lost touch.”

      There’s definitely a tension there. Were they lovers? Did it end badly?

      Are you playing matchmaker, now, Fiona? I mock myself. You’re starting to resemble Xavier.

      Before I can say something to smooth over the situation, the men stiffen. “Well, fuck me,” Adrian says softly. “I never thought I’d see them together again.”

      I follow his gaze and see three people walk into the club, two men, and one beautiful woman. Xavier Leforte is the only one I recognize. “Who are they?”

      Brody replies. “The man is Rafael Garcia,” he says, never taking his eyes off the trio. “He runs a club called Phoenix halfway between New York and Philadelphia. It’s more hardcore than this place.”

      “And the woman?”

      Brody's lips twist. “Remember Lina, the girl who died?”

      “Yes.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see expressions of surprise on both Kai and Maddox’s faces. “You told her about Lina,” Kai says. “Ahh. Sorry.”

      I have no idea what he’s apologizing for, but Brody must know because he nods. “That’s Lina’s twin sister, Layla,” he continues. ” She was their submissive fifteen years ago. She left them when Lina died.”

      Oh wow. I watch the three of them. I’m not the only one. Practically everyone is looking at them, including Maria Dumonte, who’s staring at Xavier with a shattered expression on her face. Poor girl. She’s young, and she’s clearly besotted with the club owner. This can’t be easy for her.

      “They’re heading to the semi-private playrooms,” Adrian says. “The walls are made of glass,” he explains for my benefit. “You can see in, but the people in the room can’t see out. Some members like the thrill of knowing that they might have an audience.”

      My nipples pebble and my breathing quickens. Brody glances up. “From your expression, Fifi,” he murmurs, “You might be one of them. Come. Let’s watch the show.”

      I’m worried about Katya, about the hold that Raymond seems to have over her, but when they look at me with heated eyes, my worry fades to the background, and lust comes roaring back to the forefront.

      Yes, Mr. Payne.
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      Adrian:

      I don’t watch Xavier, Layla, and Rafael play. I watch Fiona.

      Her breathing quickens as Xavier and Rafael help Layla out of her clothes and tie her to a black-and-silver Saint Andrew’s Cross.

      Brody puts an arm around her waist and pulls her against him. “Does it turn you on to see naughty submissives get punished?”

      Rafael ties a blindfold over Layla’s eyes. He whispers something into her ear, and she says something back with a quick grin.

      “Are the rooms soundproofed?” Fiona asks.

      Kai and Maddox have melted away, giving us a measure of privacy. We’re not the only people watching the trio, of course. There are at least a dozen people in the room, all avidly curious, not because they know the history between these three people, but because Xavier never plays on the club floor.

      “I believe Brody asked you a question,” I tell her sternly. “Answer him.”

      Her cheeks color. “Yes, Mr. Payne,” she whispers. “It turns me on to watch.”

      He tugs her back to an unoccupied bench. “Sit down,” he says. She perches on its edge, and I sit on the other side of her.

      “Spread your legs, pet,” I order. I’ve been aching to touch her all week long. I position her leg over my lap, and Brody echoes the movement. I swallow hard I catch a glimpse of her bare pussy underneath her long skirt. “Very nice,” I murmur.

      “Thank you, Mr. Lockhart.”

      “I don’t want you to look at us.” Brody orders. “Keep your eyes on the woman getting punished.”

      “Yes, Mr. Payne.”

      Her skin is covered with goosebumps. I stroke the soft skin of her thighs, and she fights to stay still. “You look spectacular,” I whisper into her ear. “Do you want to be ours tonight, Fifi?”

      Her nipples pebble. “Yes, Mr. Lockhart,” she says, her face flushed with desire.

      Rafael moves to the wall. An assortment of whips, floggers, crops, and canes hang from a rack. He considers carefully, then selects a flogger with long black suede tails. Brody chuckles. “Nice pick,” he mutters. “I should get one of those for you, Fifi.”

      She looks at the flogger. The handle is a thick glass dildo. “We could use it to pleasure you,” I tell her softly, biting her earlobe. “Or punish you.”

      I trail kisses on her neck, my lips lingering on her skin, and she turns toward me, need in her eyes. “Please, Mr. Lockhart,” she whimpers.

      Brody pinches her nipple. “Keep your eyes on them, kitten,” he says, his voice steely.

      She takes a deep breath and strives for composure. “Sorry.”

      Xavier grabs a flogger too. He trails its tails over Layla’s body, gentle caresses that warm her up. Her body arches toward him, and he smiles, cupping her chin in his large hand, and at the same time, pushing the handle of the flogger into her pussy.  

      She cries out, and next to me, Fiona shivers and squirms in her seat, her need obvious. I trace small circles on her inner thigh, nearing her cunt but not touching it. She bites her lower lip and whimpers. “Please…” she begs softly.

      Layla’s lips are wrapped around the glass dildo, sucking her juices off the handle of the flogger. When she’s done, Xavier takes it from her and positions himself to one side. Rafael moves to the other.

      “Watch,” I tell Fiona. “You’ll like this.”

      Xavier and Rafael were good at this. Time hasn’t lessened their coordination. The two of them whip Layla rhythmically, the act beautiful and hypnotic. Layla writhes as the tails thud on her breasts, her stomach, and her thighs, but she’s clearly enjoying herself.

      Fiona groans softly. “Please… I can’t take it anymore. You could take me right now, in front of everyone, and I wouldn’t stop you. You could rip off my dress and order me to get on my knees and suck your cocks, and I’d obey. Willingly. Gladly.”

      Fuck. Blood rushes to my cock. I tug her to her feet. “Come with me.”
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* * *

      Fiona:

      As we turn away, a flash of silver from the Saint Andrew’s Cross glitters, stopping me in my tracks. Something nags at me. I have a feeling I’m missing something obvious, but though I stare at the room to try to figure out what it is, clarity eludes me.

      “Fiona?” Brody’s voice cuts in. “Coming?”

      Absolutely.

      We go to a different room this time. It looks like somebody’s living room. There’s a leather couch against one wall, and a coffee table in the middle. “I’m not afraid of being tied up,” I tell them. “Not anymore.”

      “I believe you.” Adrian cups my jaw with his large hand. “But it would be irresponsible of me to dive into the deep end right away. As your dominant, it’s my job to protect you, Fifi. Even from yourself.”

      “Besides,” Brody says, a grin on his lips, “we have something far more interesting in mind for you tonight than the Saint Andrew’s Cross.”

      “Interesting. Somehow, that doesn’t reassure me.”

      “It’s not meant to,” he replies. “Get naked, Fifi.”

      I slip out of my dress. Adrian’s expression darkens with heat. They both move closer, sandwiching me between them. My body sparks in awareness, and my nipples harden to bullets. Arousal shoots to my core, and I squirm, unable to control the need that rushes through my body.

      “You are so beautiful,” Brody says, his gaze appreciative. He takes off his jacket and hangs it up, and then unbuttons his shirt. My mouth goes dry. All week, I’ve been looking forward to this evening, to playing with them again.

      “Indeed.” Adrian claims my lips in a thorough, slow kiss, his hands tangling in my hair. His passion takes my breath away. Behind me, Brody places his arms around my waist and draws me closer. For what seems like forever, I’m trapped between their bodies, trembling with need as their mouths rain kisses all over my body.

      I’m panting and squirming when they pull away. “Here are the rules, Fifi,” Adrian says, his voice hoarse with arousal. “Tonight, I want you to come over and over again. I want to find out what turns you on, what gives you pleasure. Understood?”

      “Yes, Mr. Lockhart,” I say, shivering with desire. “Do I need to ask for permission to come?”

      “Not tonight, little kitten.” Brody’s voice is warm and approving. “What are your safewords?”

      “Red to stop. Yellow for a pause, and,” I flash them a grin, “Green for I’m having a blast, please don’t stop.”

      They chuckle. “Sassy kitten,” Brody chides. “Are you going to be a good girl tonight?” His hands lift me up to a standing position.

      All we’ve done so far is some heavy petting, and already, my pussy feels swollen, heavy with need. Their forceful tones, their heated gazes, and their teasing touches have me quivering, desperate for more. “Yes, Mr. Payne.”

      Brody steps away from me. When he returns, it’s with a box of sex toys.

      Adrian rolls his eyes. “Brody likes his toys,” he remarks. “Me, I prefer to use my hands, feel the warmth of your skin, watch it redden, feel you wriggling on my lap.”

      Ignoring Adrian, Brody empties the contents of the toy box on the coffee table. Cool air brushes at my nipples as I wait for him to choose an assortment of butt plugs, nipple clamps, handcuffs, and paddles.

      “You’re going to like this, Fifi,” Brody says. “Come here.” He sits on the couch and pulls me onto his lap so my back is against his muscled chest. I lean back with a soft moan. I’m so keyed up that the feel of his skin is making me squirm with pleasure.

      Adrian moves closer, his eyes predatory. He lowers his mouth to my nipple, squeezing my breast in his hand. I arch back in response, lust flooding through me. A sharp nip of his teeth sets me gasping, and I grind against Brody’s hard erection.

      “Fifi,” Brody growls, “If you keep squirming on my lap, I’m going to embarrass myself.”

      I grin in delight, powerfully glad that they’re just as affected by me as I am by them. Unfortunately, Adrian notices. He raises an eyebrow. “Do we amuse you, Fifi?” he asks, his voice dangerously polite.

      Uh-oh.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Lockhart,” I say contritely. “I wasn’t laughing at you,” I add in explanation.

      Adrian’s eyes narrow. “What were you smiling about then?”

      I flush, my cheeks heating in embarrassment. I don’t know if I’m ready to share how I feel.

      “Fifi.” Brody’s voice holds a note of warning. “There’s no dominance or submission without trust.”

      He’s right. Of course he is. If I can give them complete control over my body, I have to trust them in other areas as well. They’ve always proved themselves worthy. “I’m just glad you want me as much as I want you,” I admit, my voice sheepish. I don’t dare look at their faces. It’s too embarrassing.

      “Fifi.” Adrian sounds strained. “Look at me.”

      I meet his gaze, still discomfited. “This is still new,” he says, “but you should never doubt that we want you.” He traps my hand in his and brings it to his erection. “I can’t think straight around you, Fiona Clarke,” he says solemnly.

      Fiona Clarke. Not Fifi. These aren’t casually spoken words in the middle of a scene. He’s deliberately used my real name to get my attention.

      “Are we clear?”

      I can’t conceal the joy that fills me. “Yes, Mr. Lockhart,” I say happily. “Perfectly clear.”

      Brody’s lips tease my skin, nibbling hot kisses against the side of my neck, the blade of my shoulders. His callused hands glide down my body, tracing a path over the curve of my hips. I tremble, my entire body hungry for his touch.

      They urge me to my feet. “Part your legs,” Adrian says, his eyes gleaming with raw need. His fingers dip into my slick pussy, then he pushes them up to my mouth. “Taste yourself,” he orders. “See how wet you are.”

      So naughty. It feels so wicked to be naked between two men, sucking my juices from their fingers. My cheeks are flushed, and I’ve never been more aroused. Obeying their orders absolves me of any control. This is their scene; they’re in charge. All I need to do is follow instructions.

      Brody reaches for a glass buttplug and drizzles some lube on it. “I know you’re nervous,” he says. “Use your safewords if you need.”

      I want to try for them. “Yes, Mr. Payne.”

      “Good girl.” His approval sends a flush of warmth through me. “Watching you crawl toward us last week with a tail between your legs… I almost blew my load. You’re so fucking hot, Fifi. Spread your cheeks for me.”

      I freeze. I can’t do that. I can’t spread my cheeks apart and expose myself to their hungry gazes. It’s too mortifying.

      “Is there a problem, Fifi?” Adrian’s voice has a bite to it, and he swats my ass, hard.

      My insides twist. I can’t disappoint my dominants. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. With shaking fingers, I do as I’m told, my cheeks flaming.

      “Good girl,” Brody says again. “Wider.”

      I obey. I feel lube trickle over my clenched anus, and then the blunt tip of the buttplug is at my entrance. I whimper in discomfort as my tight hole stretches to accommodate its width.

      “Shhh.” Brody’s voice is calm and reassuring. “You can do this, kitten. You’re going to take this plug for me, aren’t you?”

      I want to please them. “Yes, Mr. Payne.”

      I force myself to relax. Adrian spreads my pussy open with his fingers and brushes a thumb over my clitoris. At the same time, Brody holds the plug against me, exerting steady pressure.

      And then it’s in me. Every nerve ending in my body blazes to life. “How does that feel?” Adrian asks, his voice cutting through the fog of lust I’m trapped in.

      “Filled,” I gasp. I can’t be expected to form complete sentences at a time like this. “Turned on.”

      “Sit down,” Adrian says. “Spread your legs.”

      He kneels in front of me, and I flush. Adrian is my dominant. I should be kneeling in front of him, not the other way around. “Mr. Lockhart,” I start, trying to slide to the floor. “I can’t… this isn’t....”

      Brody frowns. “Are you telling us what to do, Fifi?”

      Shit. I shake my head vigorously. “No, Mr. Payne.”

      “I want to make you quiver with pleasure, Fifi,” Adrian says, his voice intense. “I want your body trembling, aching. I want you screaming my name.” His tongue sweeps a long, broad path up my slit, and I moan. He traces a slow, delicate circle around my clitoris. My fingers clench into fists, and I throw my head back, pleasure overtaking me.

      Brody lowers his mouth onto my nipples, and I feel the sharp bite of nipple clamps, and I hiss as the pleasure-pain radiates through my body. “Too tight?” he asks.

      It hurts, but in a good way. “I’m fine.”

      “Good.” Brody’s tongue laps at my clamped buds, while Adrian rams his fingers in a forceful stroke into my dripping pussy. His mouth teases my clit, his fingers playing with the base of the plug.

      Desire overwhelms me, engulfs me. I can’t hold on. It’s all too much. The pressure at my nipples, the thrust of Adrian’s fingers into my pussy, the steady strokes of his tongue… “I’m coming,” I gasp out. My climax explodes over me.

      

      They aren’t done.

      Brody rolls a condom on his hard cock. He lifts me up and slides me down on his thick length, and I almost faint, I am that turned on. He is so big. My muscles stretch and burn, but I don’t care. The butt plug in my ass makes me feel extra filled.

      How will it feel with both of them? I wonder. One hard cock in my pussy, one in my ass.

      I bite my lip as desire floods through me.

      “What’s got you so turned on, kitten?” Brody gasps.

      I flush. He can probably feel how slick I am. “I’m thinking about both of you taking me at the same time.”

      Brody grins. “It’s safe to say you’ll find out tonight,” he promises me. “Now, ride me.”

      Adrian strips off his clothes. Fully naked, he kneels on the couch, his cock level with my face. I close my fingers around the base and take him in my mouth. “Deeper,” he orders, his voice rough.

      Brody’s hands are on my hips, urging me to move. The sensations rain down from all sides. The feel of Adrian’s thickness hitting the back of my throat, the hot slide of Brody’s cock in my pussy, the forbidden pleasure of the buttplug in my ass. My body is hungry for them, desperate for their touch.

      Brody’s fingers brush my clitoris, rubbing it and pinching it. “Too much,” I gasp as my arousal overflows. “I’m close...”

      “Come for us, Fifi.” Brody’s tone is gruff and strangely emotional.

      Even if I wanted to, I can’t hold back my orgasm. I need this. Trusting them, placing myself in their hands—it feels so freeing. My orgasm overwhelms me, and my muscles quiver and clench as I shudder my way to a second climax.

      “Keep going,” Adrian orders, as my rhythm falters. “Don’t stop.” There is a ragged edge in his voice. I’m getting to him. So far, their control has been impeccable, but finally, I sense a crack in their iron will.

      I grind down on Brody’s cock as I move my mouth over Adrian’s shaft, shaking with the aftershocks of my orgasm. Adrian’s cock hardens as I tongue his length and trace a swirl around his head. His hands tighten in my hair. “Fifi,” he groans. “Ah fuck.” He pulls out abruptly. “I’ve got to have you now, kitten.”

      Finally.

      Brody lies down on the couch and positions me so I’m on top of him, facing him. His cock slides into my pussy, and his hands tighten around my waist. “Stay still.” His voice is an order. “Adrian’s going to take you in your ass.”

      “Yes, Mr. Payne,” I gasp. I want this. I turn my head and watch with glazed eyes as Adrian rolls a condom on his cock. I shiver as the butt plug is pulled out and a fresh trickle of lube is drizzled over my ass. “Relax,” Adrian’s voice soothes me. “This is about pleasure, Fifi.”

      Yes, it is.

      Adrian pushes into me, slowly and steadily until he’s fully buried. “Don’t hold back,” I beg. “Take me. I’m yours.”

      Brody growls, while Adrian pulls out and thrusts forcefully into my ass. Their strokes increase in speed and power. I dig my nails into Brody’s biceps. With each stroke, my clamped nipples rub against Brody’s hard chest, setting them throbbing. My pussy is tingling, my clitoris swollen and engorged.

      I start to tremble in response to their strokes. Brody’s grip on my waist tightens as he nears his climax. Adrian’s thrusts get harder, less controlled. The three of us are trapped in a powerful rhythm, moving together, straining toward our orgasms.

      “Fuck,” Brody hisses as he comes. His climax is the final push that I need. I free-fall into my third climax, shaking, unable to stop trembling. Adrian isn’t far away. “Fifi,” he clenches out, his face distorted with pleasure as he erupts in me.

      They remove the clamps, and I yelp a little as blood rushes back to my pinched nipples. We lie in silence, collapsed in a pile on the couch. My body is drained, sated, and my mind is unfit for deep thought.

      But the thought’s still there.

      I think I’m falling in love with them.
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      Brody:

      We end up in Fiona’s bedroom and make full and creative use of the four-poster bed. The next morning, I wake up when the sun streams into the room. “No,” Fiona grumbles sleepily. “It’s too early.”

      I roll over and glance at the clock. “It’s nine, sweetheart.” Adrian’s nowhere to be seen. Good. I need to talk to Fiona alone.

      “Go away.” She pulls a sheet over her head and curls up into a ball.

      I survey her fondly. It’s been less than two weeks, but she’s become really important to me. “Not a morning person then.”

      “Mmm.”

      As much as I want to let her sleep, Adrian could be back any minute. “Fiona. This is important. Wake up.”

      “Okay.” She sits up, blinking the sleep out of her eyes. “Is something wrong?”

      “You talked to Downing’s submissive in the bathroom last night, didn’t you?”

      “Yes.” She gives me a cautious look. “I said I’d stay away from Raymond, and I did.”

      “Did you try to convince his submissive to leave him?”

      “Yes,” she admits. “Of course I did.”

      I exhale in exasperation. “Fiona. What if she tells him? Did you ever consider that he might come after you?” A sudden suspicion strikes me. “Is that what you’re trying to do?” I demand. “You’re deliberately provoking him?”

      She immediately shakes her head. “I swear, that thought never crossed my mind. I just saw Katya, and she reminded me so much of myself. I acted on instinct.”

      “Stay clear of him, Fiona.” I lace my fingers in hers. “I’m not ordering you as your dominant. I have no desire to control you. I’m asking as someone who would be shattered if anything were to happen to you.”

      Her eyes soften. “I promise, I’m not helpless. I have a black belt in taekwondo. My parents were cops. They taught me how to defend myself.” She bats her eyelashes at me, the little minx, as if that’s going to soothe my worries about her safety. “I appreciate you taking care of me,” she says, her voice gentle. “But can you understand how I feel like I have to help Katya?”

      “Sandy died in a ski accident,” I tell her. “Adrian suggested the trip. To this day, he blames himself for her death. He thinks he’s responsible.”

      Her expression turns shocked. “He does?” she whispers.

      I nod. “Please leave Downing alone, Fiona. If something were to happen to you at Club Ménage, Adrian would carry his guilt to his grave. It would wreck him. It would wreck me.”

      She leans forward and kisses me on the lips. “I understand,” she says quietly. “I won’t confront Raymond. I promise.”

      “Thank you.”

      But my fears aren’t entirely eased.

      If I had my way, we would leave Club Ménage immediately, and I would deal with Downing privately, without Fiona being anywhere nearby.

      I have a very bad feeling about this.
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* * *

      The three of us head downstairs to eat breakfast on the back patio. “This is so good,” Fiona says, digging into her spinach and feta omelet with gusto. “I guess Xavier wasn’t kidding about the place being a resort.”

      “It’s pretty nice,” I agree.

      Kiera comes over with a pot of coffee in her hand. “Refill?”

      Fiona looks up at her. “Hey Kiera,” she greets the bartender. “I didn’t realize you worked at the resort too.”

      “Not usually,” Kiera answers. “But one of the waitresses called in sick, so I’m pitching in.” She pours me a cup of coffee. “I’m not looking forward to tonight,” she says conversationally. “It’s going to be a zoo.”

      “Why?” Adrian asks, puzzled.

      “It’s Open Night tonight.”

      I groan. “What’s open night?” Fiona asks when Kiera departs.

      “One night every three months, members can bring in up to two guests,” I reply. “The place turns into something of a nightclub.”

      “And you’re not a fan of it?”

      “It’s a security nightmare,” Adrian says grimly. “It’s a masked ball. Too many masked people on the dance floor, tipsy, giggling… Anything can happen.”

      “I love to dance.”

      I glance up at her. “You do?” That doesn’t quite fit in the mental image I have of her. It’s ironic, really. I know exactly how hard to finger her to make her come, but I have no clue what she does when she’s not working.

      “I do.” She smiles at us. “Can we stay?”

      “Of course.” My phone rings and Dix Ketchum’s number flashes across the screen. Fuck. For Dix to be calling me on a Saturday… I pick up the call. “What’s wrong?”

      Her voice is somber. “I just got off the phone with Callie Weiss,” she says. “She got fired this morning, and the bitch who owns the motel is refusing to pay her last two weeks of wages. She says that guests have complained about their belongings going missing. She’s accusing Callie of theft, and before you ask, Brody, it’s not true.”

      My grip on my coffee cup tightens, and I carefully set it down, afraid I’m going to shatter the handle. Pure, white-hot anger runs through me. The last few days have been idyllic and lost as I was in Fiona, I almost forgot my parents’ latest mess. Almost. “I wasn’t planning on asking.”

      This has my mother’s hand all over it. Mary Lou Chaney is smearing Callie’s reputation, ensuring that the woman won’t easily find another job in the small town. I don’t know if the other business owners will believe Mrs. Chaney’s accusations, but I do know that they won’t get involved. Easier not to hire Callie and avoid the appearance of taking sides.

      “Do whatever you need to do.”

      “It’s not going to be cheap,” Dix warns.

      I know. I just wrote a hundred-thousand-dollar check to Callie Weiss last week. Because of Ted Downing’s interference, we’re a little cash-crunched. Both Adrian and I had to dip into our personal funds to cover the cost of bringing the team back home. In the long-term, my finances are in good shape. In the short-term, however?

      None of that is Callie Weiss’ fault. She, and her daughter, the young woman that Eugene Payne assaulted, are the real victims here. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll make it work.”

      Adrian’s caught enough of my conversation to guess what’s going on. Fiona, on the other hand, is staring at me with unabashed curiosity, mingled with concern. “Is everything alright, Brody?”

      I think I’m falling in love with her.

      “No,” I reply. “Everything isn’t alright.”

      Then I tell her everything, every last sordid bit.

      

      When I’m done, she has tears in her eyes. “Oh, Brody,” she says softly. “I’m so sorry.” She moves her chair closer to me and kisses my lips, and I hold her, breathing in her scent, clinging to her soft curves as if my life depended on it. “What can I do to help?”

      “You already have.” I kiss her cheek, brushing my thumb over her lip. “I’ll sort it out. The timing’s a little awkward, but I’ll figure out a way.”

      Her eyes narrow. “What do you mean, the timing’s a little awkward?”

      Crap. I wasn’t really planning to tell her about Ted Downing’s power play. I give Adrian a glance of appeal. Bail me out here, buddy.

      Adrian clears his throat. “Senator Theodore Downing has been applying some pressure on our clients. We’ve lost a few of them this week.”

      She stares at us. “Because you confronted Raymond?” she asks. “Were you planning on telling me?”

      I don’t want to lie to her. “No.” Her eyes flash with irritation, and I hold up my hand. “Let me finish. Ted Downing didn’t pull this stunt because we confronted Raymond. You know the senator has always wanted us to hire his son. That was true two years ago, and it’s still true. Early last week, he asked us to bid on a contract, more or less assuring us that we’d win.”

      “And?”

      “We declined,” Adrian replies. “We have no interest in being beholden to Ted Downing. This isn’t about your history with Raymond, Fiona. This is the senator trying to control us.”

      She bites her lip. “Okay,” she agrees. “You’re right. This isn’t about me. But…” Her voice trails off.

      “But what?”

      “Trust is a two-way street,” she says quietly.

      She’s right. “We should have told you,” I admit. “I’m sorry.” I place my hand over hers. “We’re going to make mistakes. But you’re important to me, Fiona.”

      “To us,” Adrian says.

      I nod. “And I’ll do anything in my power to make you happy.” This isn’t about the pet play demo. It isn’t even about dominance and submission. It’s just about us. About the future.

      There’s a sheen of tears in her eyes. She blinks them away, and then her expression clears. “I have an idea,” she says, her lips curving into a grin. “Xavier’s still feeling guilty about me, and he’s a romantic. Let’s get him to buy a motel in Mississippi.”

      I consider the idea. I don’t know why I’ve never thought about it. Well, I do know. I’ve always thought of my father’s actions as a burden that I need to carry alone. But Fiona’s right. I can ask for help.

      I’m definitely falling in love with this woman.
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      Adrian:

      We walk into a fury of sound and light.

      The club is transformed. Gone are the seating areas and the center stage. In its place is a dance floor. A low, thumping bass is playing on the sound system, and strobe lights are flashing on and off.

      The club is absolutely packed with people dancing to the music, grinding against each other. “Want to dance, Fiona?” Brody shouts above the noise of the music. “Come on.”

      I shake my head and follow them. I don’t have a good feeling about this.

      

      Half an hour later, the three of us have worked up quite a sweat. We’re ready to take a break when someone slams against Fiona. I moved protectively in front of her and look up to see who the clumsy fool is.

      It’s Downing. Even masked, I’d recognize him anywhere.

      Does he want to get beat up in front of an audience? Brody and I have battle-hardened skills. Only a complete idiot would cross us.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” My voice is low and deadly. I take a step closer to Downing, my fist clenched at my side. “Did we not tell you to stay away from Fiona?”

      At Downing’s side, his submissive looks terrified. Strangely, her gaze is fixed, neither on Brody nor me, but on the woman at our side. Fiona.

      Fiona’s eyes widen. “Adrian,” she says quietly, tugging at my arm. “Listen, it’s a crowded floor, and I’m sure it was just an accident. Let it go.”

      Something is wrong. There’s an urgency to Fiona’s tone, a tension in the way she’s standing. I look closer and catch it. In her right hand, she’s holding something that looks like a crumpled scrap of paper.

      A note?

      Brody sees it too. “Let’s go,” he says curtly.

      I take a step back and give Downing a scathing look. “You’re lucky that Fiona’s a better person than I am.”

      As we walk to the bar, Fiona moves closer to us. “Katya was the one who bumped into me, and she pushed a note into my hand,” she whispers. “I need to read it.”

      I don’t want Downing to see us. “Let’s head upstairs.”

      “Okay,” Fiona agrees.

      The three of us move toward the exit. “Why doesn’t she just approach us directly?” Brody asks. “Or Xavier, or anyone else? Why the cloak and dagger stuff?”

      “I don’t know,” Fiona replies, removing her mask, her face etched with concern. “When I talked to her yesterday, she was terrified. More afraid than I’d ever been.”

      A group of people is in the lobby, and we fall silent. The elevator arrives, and we step in. As soon as we are alone, Fiona unfolds the scrap of paper in her hand. Her eyes scan it, and then she shakes her head, exhaling in frustration. “It’s in Russian. I can’t read it.”

      “Katya’s a smart girl.” I hold out my hand for the note. “She’s using her brain. If the note’s in Russian, Downing can’t read it.”

      “And you can?”

      I nod. “I’m not fluent enough to pass for a native, but we did some missions in Georgia and Crimea. I can read well enough. So can Brody.”

      I read the note, my fury growing as the words sink in. When I’m done, I hand it to Brody and turn to Fiona. My chest is tight with rage, and my voice is cold. “I am going to kill Downing.”
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* * *

      Fiona:

      I thought I had it bad with Raymond. When Adrian tells me what Katya’s note says, I realize how lucky I’ve really been.

      As I suspected, Katya Simonova is Russian. She’s the daughter of a reporter who had been quite critical of Putin’s policies. Unfortunately for him, his writings were noticed by the government, and as was far too common in Russia, he disappeared last year.

      Fearing for their lives, his family fled Russia and immigrated to Canada as refugees. They spent almost six months there, frantically searching for news of what had happened to Viktor Simonov.

      Then Katya received a tip that her father might still be alive. The Russians were doing a deal with the Department of Defense for the purchase of some spare missile parts. Katya came to Washington to beg the senators in charge of that deal to pressure the Russians for word of the missing journalist.

      One of the senators was Theodore Downing. He turned down many requests for a meeting, and Katya, in desperation, finally ambushed him at a party.

      At that same party, the senator’s son took a dangerous interest in her.

      At the start, Raymond promised to intercede on her father’s behalf if Katya had sex with him. But the situation quickly spiraled out of control. Raymond had started beating her, sharing her with friends without her consent.

      And last month, after she tried to escape back to Canada, he stole her passport and held her prisoner.

      Katya was trapped, with no friends to turn to, no means of contacting her family, and no way of knowing who to trust. Until last night.

      “That poor girl,” I say out loud, absolutely aghast. “What are we going to do?”

      Adrian looks grim. “He’s gone too far this time,” he says, opening his room door. “The senator might turn a blind eye to Downing’s activities in Thailand, but he’s not going to be able to sweep this under the table quite as easily.”

      I kick off my high heels and sink on his bed, flexing my toes in relief. “You think he’s going to disavow Raymond?”

      Adrian nods. “I’m reasonably sure of it. The senator cares about Raymond, but he cares about his career and reputation more, and this is kidnapping. Raymond Downing has finally crossed the line.”

      Brody pulls his phone out of his pocket. “Let’s retrieve the passport.”

      “You can do that?”

      Any other day, he’d have grinned. Not today. “Yes,” he says soberly. “We can do that.”

      “I don’t want Raymond to get away with it.”

      “He won’t,” Brody replies. “Once my team finds the passport, they’ll call the cops and get them there. Downing’s going to find out that actions have consequences.”

      “Will he go to jail?” After what he did to Katya and to that poor prostitute in Thailand, I hope they lock the cell and throw away the key.

      “Kidnapping. Blackmail. Rape. Assault. He can’t dodge all the charges.”

      “Only if Katya testifies.”

      Adrian gives me a humorless smile. “He isn’t going to get away with this,” he says. “Trust me.”

      Always.

      “While you get the passport,” Adrian says to Brody, “I’m going to find Xavier and make sure Downing doesn’t leave the premises. Fiona, want to come with me? You made this happen, after all.”

      I get back on my feet and fumble for my discarded shoes. Funny how these things work. I’d been brought into Club Ménage to investigate a blackmail attempt. A photo of Maria Dumonte, strapped to a red Saint Andrew’s Cross had started all this.

      A red Saint Andrew’s Cross.

      The truth strikes me like lightning. Of course. How could I have missed it?

      Adrian notices the change in my expression. “What’s the matter?”

      “I just realized why Xavier doesn’t seem to care about Maria Dumonte’s blackmail attempt,” I reply. “Let’s get Raymond sorted out, and I’ll tell you all about it.”

      <p>

      Henri tells us that Xavier is on the club floor. We find him near the bar. Maria Dumonte is chatting with him, her eyes sparkling. As I watch, she reaches out and touches his arm, an inviting smile on her face. She’s clearly besotted with him.

      We approach Xavier. “Can I talk to you for a few minutes?” I ask. “Alone?”

      He surveys me with an inscrutable expression. “Of course,” he says. “Maria, if you’ll excuse me?”

      Maria gives me an evil look. Oh, honey, I’m not interested in him, I want to assure her. I have my own dominants, and I wouldn’t exchange them for the world.

      Xavier leads the way to his office. Brody catches up with us on the way, giving Adrian a meaningful nod. “It’s taken care of,” he says. “Team’s on premise. They’ll call me once they locate the passport.”

      “What’s going on?” Xavier pushes open the door and gestures to the chairs in front of his desk. Adrian and Brody sit down, but I remain standing. Adrenaline is surging in my blood.

      Adrian speaks up. “It’s Fiona’s story,” he said. “She should tell it.”

      My heart warms in appreciation of their support. “You were looking for something on Raymond,” I say. “I think we’ve found it.” I explain the contents of the note. “We need to keep Raymond here in the club, and keep Katya safe until her passport is found and the cops are here.”

      Xavier’s expression grows cold as I tell my story. He picks up his phone. “Bring Downing and his submissive up here,” he says to the person on the other end of the line. He hangs up and turns to me. “I owe you a debt of gratitude, Fiona. How can I ever repay you?”

      “I’m sure we’ll find a way,” I reply, thinking about the motel in Mississippi. “You knew Maria Dumonte was never being blackmailed, didn’t you?”

      He gives me a searching look. “I had my suspicions. Maria is rather transparent in her affections, and the blackmail seemed like a cry for attention. How did you find out?”

      “The color of the Saint Andrew’s Cross.” I pull the photo from my purse and slide it toward him. “I should have noticed right away. All the equipment here is black and silver. The cross in this picture is red.”

      Adrian and Brody lean forward. “I’ll be damned,” Brody says. “Good catch, Fiona.”

      Brody’s phone rings. He listens briefly to the person on the other end of the line, and he hangs up. “They have the passport.”

      Yes. Raymond is finally going to get what he deserves.

      “Good.” Xavier leans back. “Let’s talk to Downing.”

      Brody gives me a warning look. “If Downing’s on his way up, you shouldn’t be here.”

      Listen to him, Fiona. This isn’t about you. It’s about Adrian.

      But adrenaline is coursing through my blood, and I ignore his warning. “You’re here,” I argue. “Adrian’s here. And I have a black belt in Taekwondo, remember?”

      He gives me an unhappy look but doesn’t say anything. A knock sounds at the door. “Come in,” Xavier says, his voice as hard as steel.

      “What the fuck?” Downing splutters as soon as he sees all three of us in Xavier’s office. “What’s this about, Leforte?”

      “This evening,” Xavier says coldly, “I received confirmation that Katya Simonova isn’t staying with you out of her own volition.”

      “You asshole, you took her passport,” I snap, my tone incensed. “You kidnapped that poor woman. You’ve been raping her for the last three months.” It feels really good to finally stand up to Raymond. To say the words I never was able to say before. It feels cathartic.

      I would have never been able to do this without Brody and Adrian.

      “I don’t know what you are talking about.” Raymond’s eyes dart around the room. “Katya is free to leave anytime.”

      “Really?” Xavier looks at Brody. “Your men are on the way with the passport, yes?”

      Raymond goes pale. Then he suddenly takes a threatening step toward me. Out of nowhere, a knife appears in his hand. “If you want your precious submissive alive,” he snarls to Brody and Adrian, “You’ll all stay away. Then again Lockhart, your submissives tend to die on you, don’t they?”  

      Adrian’s face goes deathly white, and my heart stutters with fear. Not because of the knife. Because of the look of agony in Adrian’s eyes.

      What have I done?
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      Fiona:

      Raymond is in front of me, with a wickedly serrated blade in his hand.

      Adrian and Brody are behind me. If they move, he will lunge, and I’ll get slashed. I can feel the wheels turn in their heads as they try to figure out the best way to take down Raymond.

      Next time, maybe the club security can search Raymond first?

      I don’t take my eyes off the blade. I need to remember to ask Xavier for a bonus. Being knifed should get me some danger pay, right?

      Of course, my mind is wandering because I’m trying my absolute best not to freak out. I probably won’t die if the blade cuts me. Adrian and Brody will stop Raymond before he has a chance to attack more than once.

      You have a black belt in taekwondo. Use it.

      A sudden calm descends over me. My inner voice is right. After Raymond, I doubled-down on my training. I’ve spent hours in the dojang, honing my skills, building my confidence. Now, it’s time to prove it.

      I take a step back, then another. “Where do you think you can run to?” Raymond mocks. “Not so brave now, are you, Fiona? What did you call me just now? An asshole?” He smiles without humor. “I’m going to make you pay for that, bitch.”

      I don’t think so, Raymond.

      If Raymond had a gun, I would have closed in on him to grab the weapon. But with a knife, I need to back up a little and give myself room to fight. I’m not running away; I’m getting in kicking range.

      Tension radiates off Adrian and Brody. Their anxiety rolls off them in palpable waves.

      Raymond is such a fool. Does he really think he has options in this scenario? If he cuts me, my dominants aren’t going to let him walk out of the room alive.

      The first step is to create a distraction. I raise my hands in the air, doing my very best to look helpless. “Put down the knife,” I beg, looking into Raymond’s eyes, not at the blade. I don’t have to fake the tremor in my voice. “It doesn’t have to go down like this.”

      The second step is to attack. The voice of my instructor sounds in my ear. Aim for the fingers holding the knife.

      My left leg snaps up in a powerful kick I’ve practiced a thousand times in the dojang. I aim for Raymond’s wrist, and I connect with a shuddering impact. Raymond shrieks in pain, and the knife goes flying across the room.

      And then Adrian and Brody are on him, and it’s all over. At least, I think it is.

      Until I look at Adrian’s face.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Adrian:

      I can’t do this.

      I thought I could. I hoped I could. But the instant I see the knife in Downing’s hands, the instant Fiona’s life is at risk, I realize I’ve been lying to myself.

      I can’t watch another submissive die. I can’t lose another woman I care about.

      We head back to our rooms in silence. “Adrian,” Fiona says hesitantly, “are you okay?”

      No. I’m not okay. I’m going to break her heart, and mine as well, but I can’t do this again.

      We enter my room, and I see the box containing the platinum cuffs I’d bought her. I’d been hopeful that day. Was it only last week? It seems so long ago. The box seems to mock me, and I turn away from it, from her.

      Brody clears his throat. “That was unfortunate,” he says, trying to smooth out the situation. “But Fiona’s unharmed, and that’s all that matters, right?”

      No. It was my job to keep her safe, and I failed.

      I failed Lina. I failed Sandy. And now, the deep pit of self-loathing in my gut tells me that I’ve failed Fiona too.

      “I should leave.” Though my heart is breaking into a thousand sharp jagged pieces, my voice is steady. “I don’t think I’m ever going to be prepared to see you in danger, Fiona.”

      “Adrian, please…” There’s a trace of tears in her voice.

      A good dominant would hold her. Comfort her. Tell her how brave she’d been.

      But I can’t.

      Brody will make sure she’s okay. He’s picked up the pieces after me before. He’s used to dealing with my fuck-ups.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, unable to look at Fiona’s face.

      Then I leave.
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      Fiona:

      I watch Adrian walk out the door, and a piece of my heart leaves with him. The tears pour down my cheeks, and I can’t stop them from falling. “You warned me,” I whisper to Brody. “You knew this would happen, and I didn’t listen.”

      He puts his arm around me and draws me to the bed. The pillows smell like Adrian—a mix of pine, leather, and smoke—and when I breathe in the scent, fresh tears fall. “Shh,” Brody comforts me. “Don’t cry, sweetheart. It’s going to be okay.”

      I lean against his shoulder and close my eyes. Over and over, I see Adrian’s face when Raymond pulled out his knife. Why had I insisted on staying in Xavier’s office? Brody had warned me just this morning, and I’d been too reckless, too caught up in my own powerful gladness that Raymond was finally being held accountable for his wrongdoings, that I didn’t hear him.

      There had been a finality in the way Adrian had left. I know I’ve lost him.

      I’ve lost everything.

      

      I get back to Georgetown on Sunday at noon in the same fog of despair. “Give him time,” Brody says to me gently as he drops me off in my apartment. “He’ll come around.”

      “Will he?”

      He doesn’t answer right away. “I want to say yes,” he says finally. “But I’m not sure.”

      “I’ve ruined everything.” Katya’s safe, and Raymond is almost certainly going to be locked up for many years, but even that doesn’t seem to matter. Adrian’s absence is a big, gaping wound.

      “Shh.” He kisses my forehead. “Downing drew a knife. Xavier’s security team should have caught it. This isn’t your fault.”

      “You asked me to leave,” I murmur, remembering Brody’s words. If Downing’s on his way, you shouldn’t be here. “I thought you were protecting me, but you weren’t. You were protecting Adrian.” I blink away the ever-present tears. “I was too stupid to listen.”

      His blue eyes rest on me. “You are who you are, Fiona,” he says. “You’re brave. You have a strong sense of right and wrong. You could have walked away from this situation, but it never even crossed your mind.” He laces his fingers in mine and presses a soft kiss on my lips. “It’s what made me fall in love with you.”

      Yesterday, hearing him say those words to me would have sent me dancing around the room and opening bottles of champagne in wild celebration. Today, all I can see is the Adrian-sized hole in my heart.

      “Give it time,” he says again.

      He kisses me once more and leaves. The door shuts behind him, and then I’m alone.
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      Adrian:

      My phone beeps on Sunday afternoon, and I look at it out of habit. It’s a text from Brody.

      
        
        Stuart will be outside your front door at six. The plane’s fueled, and it’s going to Vermont. Get on it.

        

      

      Vermont.

      Where it all began.

      Where Sandy took a curve just a shade too quickly, lost control and died.

      It’s a state I’ve avoided for two years. Brody and I own a cabin there, a small one, not much bigger than the one in Maryland. I haven’t been there since that fateful day. It just sits there, empty and unused, collecting cobwebs and gathering dust. Like my heart.

      

      There’s a car waiting for me when the plane touches down in Burlington, keys in the ignition. Brody can be subtle if he wants, but he hasn’t bothered this time. There’s a small envelope on the passenger seat. I open it, and a key falls out, along with a note.

      
        
        Adrian, I love you like a brother, but you need to get your head straight. Go to the cabin and confront your fucking demons, and don’t come back to DC until you’re done.

        

      

      The words are uncharacteristically blunt but do nothing to thaw the cold numbness in my heart.

      But he’s right about one thing. I don’t want to be back in DC. In Georgetown, Fiona Clarke works in the same building as me. There are a thousand places to run into her, a thousand places that remind me of her.

      The cabin seems as good a place to hide away as any. On auto-pilot, I start the car and drive the ninety-five miles to Killington.

      

      The cabin is spotless, and as a bonus, stocked with food and drink. Brody rarely misses the details. I ignore the food and head to the booze, pouring myself a generous slug of Glenfiddich.

      Sitting on my couch, I close my eyes, and I’m yanked back to the past.

      
        
        “How did she die?” Diane asks, her eyes red and her face blotchy. “Was it quick?”

        Brody replies. “It was instantaneous,” he says quietly. “She didn’t suffer.”

        Diane smiles faintly. “That’s a blessing. That’s all she wanted, you know.”

        “What do you mean?” My voice is harsh with grief, hoarse with too many unshed tears.

        “Mom’s battle with cancer… it took a toll on all of us. Sandy took the brunt of it. I was in Japan, and she was the one who drove her to all the chemo appointments. At mom’s funeral, I remember what Sandy said to me. She wanted to live a full life and die without pain.”

        I can’t answer.

        “She loved the two of you very much,” Diane continues softly. “After mum died, she stopped smiling for a while. You guys made her smile again. When she first told me she was dating two men, I was ready to talk her out of it. I thought she was crazy. Then we all went out to lunch, remember? When you walked through the door, her face lit up, and I knew, right then, that this was it. She would be happy for the rest of her life.”

        The rest of her life was too short. Sandy was twenty-seven when she died.

        My fault.

        

      

      I down my drink and pour myself another. The familiar litany of self-loathing runs through me. I should have never suggested the ski-trip. Sandy had been working too hard. I should have guessed that she wasn’t ready for the black diamond slopes.

      How could you have known? A voice asks, blunt and brutal. It sounds like Brody. Sandy was on her college ski team. Had her mother not got ill, she might have competed at a professional level. How could you have guessed that this would happen?

      I had no way of knowing. I can’t predict the future.

      I brace myself for sharp anguish. I wait for the debilitating grief that has been my constant companion for two years.

      But today, when I reach for that familiar pain, it doesn’t come. Instead, I see Fiona’s tear-filled face. I see her hands reaching out to me, begging me to stay. I hear her stricken voice.  Adrian, please…

      One bottle of Scotch isn’t going to cut it tonight.
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      Fiona:

      “When was the last time you heard from them?”

      It’s five in the evening on Friday. This time last week, I’d been getting ready to leave for Club Ménage, my nerves dancing with excitement, my blood coursing with anticipation.

      This Friday, I’m in Avery’s office.

      “Adrian walked out of Club Ménage on Saturday night,” I reply dully. “Brody dropped me off on Sunday. I haven’t heard from either of them since then.” My lips twist. “It’s over, Avery. I’ve lost them.” I stare blankly at Avery’s pen. “Or maybe I never really had them. They were always Sandy’s dominants. I was lucky enough to borrow them for a couple of weeks. I should be glad for the time I had.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Bollocks.”

      She’s so British.

      “You’re throwing yourself a grand old pity party, Fiona,” she continues. “Are you enjoying it?”

      I stare at her, stung. “What the fuck do you want me to do, Avery? Stalk them the way Raymond stalked me? If they want to find me, they know exactly where I am.”

      I take a deep breath and try to cool the sudden flare of anger. “Adrian holds himself responsible for everything that happens to me. But I’m a private investigator, Avery. Sometimes my job is risky. I can’t give it up.”

      “Okay.” She writes something on her damn notepad. “Did either of them ask you to give up your job?”

      “No.” Even in the heat of the moment, even when Raymond had a knife in his hand, Adrian had never once tried to control me. Brody could have ordered me to leave, and I would have obeyed him. He hadn’t.

      They could have forbidden me to go back to Club Ménage. Hell, they could have pulled strings and had Xavier revoke my membership. They hadn’t done either of those things. They’d recognized that I needed to confront Raymond and that I needed to face my fears.

      They hadn’t interfered. They’d just been there for me. Offering silent support. Letting me know—always—that I wasn’t alone. They had my back.

      Tears prickle at my eyes again. “This thing with Adrian,” I whisper. “It’s a big, gaping wound.”

      “Somewhat like your own,” she replies.

      I lean forward, rocked to the core. Of course. I’d been wounded when I ran into them. So wounded that I’d hid behind a fountain. I’d kept telling myself I was okay, but I hadn’t been.

      Dominants are people too. People who can be hurt. Avery’s right. Sandy’s death is a big, gaping wound in Adrian’s heart.

      “I can’t heal this.”

      “You don’t need to,” she replies. “They didn’t fix your wound either. They provided support so that you could heal on your own.”

      She’s right. I can’t sulk in a corner. I can’t wallow in my grief. I should be there for Adrian, the way he’s always been there for me. “I’m afraid he’ll reject me.” My voice is very small. “What if he tells me to go away?”

      “Nothing worthwhile is ever easy, Fiona,” Avery replies soberly. “But, as you’ve learned this last month, admitting you’re afraid is the first and most difficult step. After that, everything is easier.”
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      Brody:

      Friday morning, I fly out to Vermont. Adrian’s had a week to sulk, and that’s fucking enough. For two years, I’ve tiptoed around the issue. I’ve hinted that he needs to deal with his demons. I’ve told him over and over again that he had nothing to do with Sandy’s death.

      I’m done being subtle and understanding. I don’t care if I have to drag him back to DC, kicking and screaming. Whether he likes it or not, he’s going to listen to reason.

      I find Adrian kneeling next to the tree that Sandy had collided into. He looks up as I make my way down the trail. “They rope this path off in summer,” I point out to him. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

      “And you are?” he asks dryly. He pulls a weed from the small garden I’ve planted around the tree. Yellow black-eyed Susans jockey with pink coneflowers. The air is scented with the fragrance of lavender. “I didn’t realize you’d done this. It’s beautiful.”

      I sit down on the ground. “I scattered Sandy’s ashes here.”

      His lips curve into a smile. “She’d have liked that,” he says. “She’d have thought it was funny.”

      “Yup. She’d have joked that she was going to spend her afterlife haunting this tree.” I look at Adrian. “What the hell, buddy?”

      He shuts his eyes. “I know. I’ve been sitting in the cabin all week, thinking. Confronting my fucking demons, as you so eloquently put it in your note.”

      “And?” I pull out a stubborn dandelion from the soil.

      “And I can’t predict the future.”

      “No shit. Tell me something I don’t know.”

      He smiles faintly. “What’s happening in DC?”

      “The cops searched Downing’s apartment, and found photos of women being abused.” I don’t want to think about those pictures. “Even if Katya doesn’t press charges, he’s still looking at extended jail time.” I wipe the dirt off my hands. “As we predicted, the senator has disavowed his son.”

      “Good. Was Katya able to meet with him? Ask him to intervene in her father’s case?”

      I nod. “It’s probably an unfamiliar emotion for him, but Ted Downing’s definitely feeling guilty. I’m not sure he knew how bad things had got with Raymond.” I shrug. “Senator Downing is, above all things, a politician. For the moment, it’s expedient for him to pressure the Russian government for news about the missing journalist.” I try and think of what else is going on. “Oh, Patrick Cohen called. He wants our teams back in Mexico.”

      “Fuck him. Add a million-dollar early cancellation clause to his contract.”

      I laugh. “Already done.” I tug at another weed, my smile fading. “I found a pair of platinum cuffs in your room.”

      “I was going to give them to Fiona,” he admits.

      “Was going to give them?” I stare at him in exasperation. “Seriously? Are you still blaming yourself for Sandy’s death?”

      “No.” He straightens his shoulders. “It was an accident. She died doing something she loved. She was happy.” He takes a deep breath. “At the end of the day, that’s all I can do. Life happens. I can’t wrap Fiona in a cocoon. It would smother her.”

      “So what’s the hold-up? Why aren’t we back in DC, knocking on her door?”

      “I want a future with her,” he says. He hesitates. “I hurt Fiona. Maybe it’s best if I stay away from her.”

      I get up. “I’m done with this bullshit,” I tell him. “Stop treating Fiona like a child. Get your ass to DC. Apologize to her. And if she throws you out, then stay away from her. But give her a chance to decide what she wants first.”

      His jaw tightens, and for a second, I wonder if I’ve pushed too hard. Then a smile spreads across his face. “Fair enough,” he agrees, getting to his feet. “Let’s go find Fiona.”
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      Fiona:

      I head back to my office, determined to confront Adrian and Brody, no matter how much it scares me. But when the elevator opens, I see a familiar figure outside my door.

      Xavier Leforte.

      “What do you want, Xavier?” I ask tiredly, moving past him to unlock my office.

      “Can I come in?”

      I’m in no mood to deal with him. “I guess.” I walk past my small reception and enter my office, taking a seat at my desk and waving Xavier to the chair opposite me. Less than three weeks ago, he’d walked into my life, and changed everything. I’m not sure whether I’m glad about that or not. “What do you want?”

      He holds out a check. “I came to give you this.”

      It’s my fee. One hundred thousand dollars. I stare at the piece of paper. “You don’t have to pay me,” I tell him. “We both know the job wasn’t real.”

      “The job was real. I needed something so I could put Downing away. You made that happen.”

      “Why did you care so much?” I ask him. “There are thousands of people out there like Raymond. Why was he special?”

      “He wasn’t,” he replies with gut-punching honesty. “But Layla is, and she would have gone after him if I hadn’t acted.”

      The woman at the club. His former submissive. She’d left Xavier fifteen years ago, and still, he moves heaven and earth for her.

      Adrian and Brody would do that for you.

      Even now, I know, deep down in my heart, that if I ever need them, they’ll be there. I don’t know how I know, but I do.

      I’m not sure how to fix the chasm that’s sprung up between us, but I need to try. Because I don’t want to be like Xavier Leforte. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life thinking about the one that got away.

      “The security guard who allowed Raymond to walk into the club with a weapon has been fired,” Xavier adds. “But it made me realize it’s been too long since I did a full security review. I’ve hired Adrian and Brody, of course. They’ll be spending a lot of time at the club in the upcoming months.” His lips lift in a slight smile. “Which is good, because it appears that I now own a motel in Mississippi. Brody tells me that I have you to thank.”

      “You’re welcome.” Brody’s talking about me to Xavier? My heart starts to beat faster.

      Then Xavier’s words sink in. They’re going to be spending a lot of time at the club? Hell no. I don’t want other submissives throwing themselves at my dominants.

      “I ran into Adrian and Brody on my way here,” he adds. “They asked me to give you this.” He fishes out a business card from this pocket, and hands it to me, along with a black blindfold. I recognize the Lockhart & Payne logo on the card.

      With shaking fingers, I flip it over and read the message on the back. Tonight? In our office.

      My throat goes dry, and my skin prickles with anticipation. Xavier clears his throat. “Thank you for everything, Fiona.”

      I watch him leave, and then I run a comb through my hair and apply a coat of lipstick. I have a date with my dominants.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It’s seven in the evening. When I look through the glass doors, the Lockhart & Payne offices seem deserted. The lights are dim, and there’s no one in sight.

      I reach for the buzzer to dial the after-hours number, but before I can press it, Adrian appears in front of me.

      My heart is hammering in my chest. “Hey,” I say softly.

      “Fiona.” He opens the door, and I enter, unsure of where I stand with him, but absolutely determined that I’m not going to let him push me away.

      But my mouth has different ideas. “You left.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      I hold up the blindfold. “Did you send me this?”

      He nods. “I did.” He reaches for me, and I go to him instantly. Who am I kidding? I can’t stay away. “I’m sorry,” he says, hugging me tightly, his voice choked with emotion. “I was an idiot.”

      “A fucking fool, I’d say,” Brody cuts in. I look over my shoulder to see him standing there, watching the two of us with a smile on his face.

      “Don’t shut me out again,” I whisper. “Please.”

      “Never,” Adrian says quietly. “I love you, Fiona. I want a future with you. We both do. If you’ll have us.”

      I blink back the tears that fill my eyes. “Yes.” I swallow the lump in my throat. “I love you too.” Brody moves closer, and I pull him into the hug.

      My dominants. Both of them.

      “So the blindfold…”

      “Mmm.” Brody’s eyes dance with wicked heat. “You probably noticed we cleared out the office. This time, I want to hear you scream, sweetheart.”

      Hell yes.

      “There’s only one more thing.” Adrian pulls a small box from a table behind him and hands it to me, his eyes filled with love. I open it to see two sleek, thick platinum cuffs inside. “You’re ours, Fifi, if you’ll have us. And I want the world to know.”

      Yes.

      I can’t hold back my smile. I drop to my knees and hold my wrists up to them. “Will you put them on me? Both of you?”

      They do. When they’re done clasping the cuffs in place, they lift me to my feet. Joy is filling me, like a balloon in my chest, almost suffocating me with happiness. “I’m yours for as long as you’ll have me.”

      “Forever,” they promise.

      I can’t wait.
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      Fiona:

      The floor is packed. Everyone has turned out to see Adrian and Brody scene with a submissive. “They haven’t been at the club for two years,” Keira says pragmatically, chuckling at my wide-eyed expression. “Besides,” she adds, “there are rumors going around about Raymond Downing. I heard he’s been kicked out of Club Ménage, and you had something to do with it? Everyone’s very curious.”

      She looks at me, waiting to see if I’m going to confirm her words.

      Not me. I signed Xavier’s non-disclosure agreement. Besides, I’ve already spent the money he gave me. I’d donated it to a newly established fund set up to aid women who couldn’t afford to bring charges against their abusers.

      No woman should ever have to choose between confronting her rapist and feeding her family. My fee from this job is a drop in the bucket, but it’s a start. Xavier’s kicked in a few million dollars too, and so has the significantly more intimidating Rafael Garcia.

      The fund is already helping. Callie Weiss still doesn’t want to press charges against Brody’s father, but Kayla Perkins, the teenager that Eugene Payne assaulted, has decided to sue.

      It’s tough for Brody, but deep down, I know that his primary emotion is relief. “I’ve been ashamed of my parents for most of my life,” he says. “But I’ve realized that they’re not the family of my heart. The two of you are.”

      I shake my head to clear my thoughts and return my attention to Kiera, who’s surveying me strangely. “Me?” I ask, faking a laugh. “You must have me confused with someone else.”

      “Fifi.” Adrian’s voice is a caress of sound against my ear. He pulls up a barstool to the right of me. “Are you ready for tonight?” Brody sits at my left, and they both order sparkling water.

      Seeing where we’re sitting, a strong sense of déjá vu fills me.

      Less than a month ago, they’d sat next to me, but I’d been nervous, jumpy, afraid. What a difference a few weeks can make. “I’m ready.”

      “Are you nervous?” Brody’s fingers stroke my cheek.

      “A little. I didn’t realize how busy the club was going to be.”

      Adrian’s smile is knowing. “Are you turned on?”

      I laugh. They can read me pretty well. “A lot.”

      “Good.” He glances at the crowd, his eyebrow raised. “Shall we?”

      This is it. I’m going to be a kitten on stage, under the spotlights, in front of all these people.

      Not just a kitten. Adrian and Brody’s kitten.

      I take their hands and let them lead me forward. I’m ready.

      <p>

      The stage curtain is closed. The area is set up with a table and a spanking bench, and a large pet bed to one side. None of the equipment causes me concern. We’ve been playing together for weeks, and I’m absolutely certain that Brody and Adrian won’t put me through anything I can’t handle.

      Adrian moves in front of me. “This is a demo,” he says, his voice reassuring. “The goal is to have a good time. We won’t be pushing your limits today. But you still have safewords, and I don’t want you to hesitate to use them.”

      “Yes, Mr. Lockhart.”

      Brody approaches me with an armful of clothes. “I went a little overboard on your costume,” he grins. “Here, let me help you into your outfit.”

      Their hands disrobe me and help me into a pair of white fur panties, and a white fur bra. The panties are handily equipped with a hole to accommodate a tail. Convenient. “They won’t stay on long,” Brody murmurs, his eyes amused, “but you might as well look the role at the start.”

      I shiver in anticipation. The fur is soft, silky. Underneath my bra, my nipples are hardening to points. I run my fingers over them, and Adrian gives me a stern look. “Do you want to get punished already, Fifi?”

      “Sorry,” I murmur, chagrined.

      Brody chuckles. “Lift your leg up,” he says. “Let’s get these boots on.”

      The boots are thigh-high and tan, trimmed in white fur. Brody helps me into them, his knuckles grazing against my pussy as he zips me up. “Very nice,” he says, his eyes heated. “Now, the final touch. Your mittens.”

      I hold out my hands, and they slip on the mittens. “Kittens don’t have fingers,” Adrian says in explanation as they bind my hands.

      “Yes, Mr. Lockhart.”

      “Kittens don’t talk either. During the demo, you can purr and meow, but you can’t use your words, okay?”

      “Meow,” I reply, trying it out.

      Adrian grins. “Good Fifi,” he says. “Let’s finish getting you ready.” He lubes up my butt plug tail, and inserts it into my tight anus, spanking my ass as I wriggle. Brody fastens a headband with pretty cat ears on my head, and buckles a pink leather collar studded with rhinestones around my neck. Finally, they tie a mask over my face, one that covers my eyes and most of my face.

      They step back and look at me. “Very nice,” Brody says, his tone appreciative. “Such a pretty kitten.” He wraps his hand around my hair, pulling me close and planting a kiss on my lips. “Ready?”

      I nod, fighting back my nerves. Adrian and Brody are well-known at the club. They’ve played here with Sandy many times. This is their first time doing a public demo with me, and I want to make them proud. I’m determined to be the best kitten I can be.

      The curtains swing open. Spotlights shine down on the stage.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” Brody steps forward with a grin. “Thank you for coming. Adrian and I are delighted to be back here at Club Ménage. Tonight, we’re going to do a pet play demo.” He turns to look at me. “With the assistance of the lovely Fifi.” He attaches a leash to my collar. “Fifi, come.”

      I start walking forward. “No,” Adrian chides, laughter in his voice. “On your hands and knees.”  

      Of course. Pets don’t walk on two feet. I lower myself to my hands and knees, blushing as my tail brushes between my legs. Brody leads me to the front of the stage, and I crawl behind him, tugged forward by the leash. My pussy floods with heat at the way he’s leading me. This is so naughty. The more he treats me like a pet, the more turned on I’m getting.

      When Brody reaches the front, he pats his thigh, his meaning clear. I’m supposed to crawl toward him and nuzzle against his leg, exactly the way a kitten would do.

      I’m caught between embarrassment and surrender, and my need to surrender wins out. All I have to do in this roleplay is to be an adored, cherished pet. All I have to do is allow myself to sink to the warmth of their care.

      I rub against Brody, my cheek brushing against him affectionately. “Good kitty,” he says, patting my head, his voice hoarse. His cock hardens, and the outline of his erection is clearly visible underneath his pants. I resist the urge to nuzzle against it and wait for my next set of instructions.

      Adrian takes over. “What we have here,” he says, addressing the audience, “is one very pretty little kitten.” His eyes twinkle. “Now, I know some of you think that puppies are much better pets. More obedient, more pliable, much easier to train. But,” he says, his hand stroking my back, “kittens have their charm. Kittens are more playful, and training them,” he flashes me a grin, “is so much more fun.”

      He lifts me up and set me on the wooden table, tugging at my leash until I kneel. “When you get a new kitten,” he says, “you must examine her very carefully, to make sure you have yourself a healthy pet.” His fingers work the clasp of the bra, and it falls off my shoulders, exposing my naked breasts to the hungry eyes of the audience. “I’m going to demonstrate on Fifi here.” His callused hands knead my globes, squeezing them, rubbing my nipples between his fingers, causing them to harden and swell in response.

      “Nice firm breasts,” he says, his voice hoarse. “Now, let’s move lower.”

      Brody approaches with a pair of scissors. Three snips and my panties lie in tatters on the table. He pulls away the fabric with a wink. “Spread your legs, Fifi.”

      I part my knees, focusing on Adrian and Brody, not the watching crowd. “The best kinds of kittens,” Adrian continues, “love their role.” He thrusts two fingers inside my pussy, and pulls them out, showing everyone how they gleam with my juices. “When one finds a kitten so precious and perfect,” his voice is tender, “one never lets her go.”

      I never want to let them go either. I love them so much that it is almost painful to breathe.

      His fingers are at my mouth. “Taste yourself, kitten.”

      I purr as I lick his fingers, and I can’t resist nibbling them. Adrian shakes his head. “It seems that we have some more training to do,” he remarks to the audience. “Let’s finish up the examination here, and we’ll take care of that. Fifi, turn around.”

      He positions me so I have my back to the audience, and presses my shoulders down so they rest on the table. His touch is almost impersonal, as if he’s a vet handling a pet, firm and in-charge. My pussy gushes at my treatment, and his quiet chuckle indicates he’s noticed my arousal. “Fifi seems to like being on display,” he says conversationally to the crowd.

      “You’re doing great,” he whispers into my ear, kissing my shoulder. I warm at his praise. In a louder voice, he says, “Now, it’s time to train our kitten.”

      “But first,” Brody walks back to the front, holding a pair of nipple clamps with silver bells dangling on their end. “Let’s get these on.”

      He lowers his hot mouth on one nipple, and Adrian repeats the motion on the other side. Both of them suck until I’m aching with need, moaning with desire at the way their tongues and their teeth scrape at my flesh. When I’m so turned on that I’m ready to break the rules and beg for their touch on my pussy, Brody tightens each clamp and set the bells swinging. “Kittens have a tendency to sneak up on people and pounce,” he says cheerfully. “This way, we’ll be able to hear her coming.”

      “Let’s test it out.” Adrian lifts me off the table and places me on the floor. He holds the leash in his hand, and sets off in a walk around the stage. I follow on all fours, my breasts swinging as I move, the sounds of the bells clearly audible. My cheeks grow heated at the melodic chimes. This is so very naughty, and I am so very wet.

      Brody helps me onto the spanking bench, and the spotlight obligingly follows me. He buckles me down, fastening wrists, ankles, elbows and knees so I can’t move. “Adrian and I arm-wrestled for the privilege of spanking Fifi,” he says, laughing, “And I won.”

      Adrian chuckles as well, positioning himself in front of me. “I’ve got you,” he says in a low voice, a smile creasing his face. “I’m going to hold you the entire time.”

      Warmth floods through me again. I’d told them my limits, and rather than rail against them, they’re respecting them. I’m the luckiest woman in the world.

      The sharp slap of a leather crop against my naked ass brings my attention back to the scene. “Kittens,” Brody says sternly, as he brings down the crop on my exposed flesh, “do not nibble and nip at fingers.”

      “Meow,” I moan. The stroke stings, but leaves heat in its wake.

      “Did you say something, Fifi?” Brody asks, punctuating his question with another smack. I hiss and shake my head. Adrian’s eyes survey me carefully, his fingers stroking my face, scratching behind my ears. “Good kitty,” he says softly. “You like being trained, don’t you?”

      I do. The bite of the crop against my skin hurts, but it’s a hurt I crave. Brody covers my ass and the back of my thighs with sharp smacks. Each stroke makes my back arch, but at the same time, my pussy is slick, and I’m discreetly trying to rub my legs together.

      “I think our kitten is trying to tell us something,” Brody says indulgently. He bends down and kissed my flaming skin. “Does my kitten want to come?”

      “Meow,” I reply instantly. I definitely want to come. If Adrian and Brody don’t help me out, I’m going to embarrass myself by humping the spanking bench. Already, my juices are smeared all over the leather.

      Brody’s fingers part my labia and thrust into my aching, exposed pussy. I tremble as his thumb caressed my clitoris, uncaring that the crowd is watching me get off. This is the culmination of the entire demo. I bite my lips to hold back my cries. As he pumps in and out of me, I’m too far gone to remember to meow. Adrian’s lips grind against mine in a hard, punishing kiss. “You’re ours,” he whispers harshly.

      “Yes,” I breathe back. “I’m all yours.”

      And then I shatter.

      I’m dimly aware of applause. The curtain is shut, giving me privacy, and I’m being freed of my bindings. Adrian throws a blanket around my shoulders and carries me to a private room in the back. I sit there, resting my head on Brody’s shoulder, my fingers entwined in Adrian’s. “What about you?” I ask them through my haze of contentment. “I just came. Shouldn’t it be your turn now?”

      Brody chuckles. “There’s no hurry, Fifi,” he says, kissing my forehead. “We have the rest of our lives to even the score.”
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* * *

      The Club Ménage series continues with Taming Avery.
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        The day after I slept with Kai and Maddox, I married another man.

      

      

      
        
        I was young. Greedy. Selfish. Before I sold my body and my soul, I wanted one night for myself.

        So I lied. I pretended to be someone I wasn’t. Took what I wanted, no matter the cost.

        Ten years later, I’ve created a new life for myself. I’ve outrun my past. Faced my fears. Vanquished my demons.

        Then they reappear. Kai and Maddox. 

        They're angry. They want to know why. 

        They're determined to see past the lies and uncover the truth. 

      

      

      
        
        It's time for me to pay for my sins.
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* * *

      Taming Avery releases April 30. Click here to pre-order it, or sign up to my newsletter to receive word when it’s live!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Preview of Her Cocky Doctors
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        I’m going to destroy the cocky doctors.

      

      

      
        
        In the town of Goat, Oregon, the two cocky doctors who run the Clinic of Love don’t just provide medical care. 

      

        

      
        Nope. These doctors are notorious for their bedside manner, if you know what I mean. Women come in desperate for a good time, and leave extra-satisfied. 

      

        

      
        Not me. 

      

        

      
        I’m a reporter. Doctors like Declan Wilde and Blake Thorpe give the entire medical profession a bad name, and I’m determined to expose them. 

      

        

      
        Even if having a threesome is prominently featured on my Bucket List. 

      

        

      
        Even if their washboard abs cause my girl-bits to spontaneously combust. 

      

        

      
        Even if I really want to make a special appointment with them, and I would love a 'happy ending' of my own. 

      

        

      
        This story is going to get written. I will destroy these cocky doctors.
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* * *

      
        
        PROLOGUE

      

      

      Declan:

      She’s naked under the thin hospital gown, lying on her back, her feet dangling next to the stirrups at the end of the examination table.

      Christmas came early this year.

      She’s beautiful, and she’s ours. I want her soft pouty pink lips wrapped around my cock. I want to hear her moan my name, her large brown eyes hazy with need. I want to feel her muscles tremble as we make her come, over and over again.

      I exchange a glance with Blake as the two of us move inside the room. When she hears us, her breathing quickens, but she stays where she is.

      “Ms. Davey,” I greet her, my gaze drawn to her round breasts. I can see the outline of her nipples under the thin robe, firm and erect, and my cock hardens in response. “What brings you in today?”

      Her cheeks are pink and flushed. “I’d like the special service, Doctor,” she whispers. “Will you make me feel good?”

      Make me feel good. That’s the code phrase. Lana Davey isn’t here for a routine examination. She’s here for the extra service this clinic offers. She’s here for a ‘happy ending’.

      I’m delighted to oblige.

      Blake moves to the foot of the bed. Before she has time to answer, he nudges her knees apart and positions her legs into the supports, spreading her wide open. While he does that, I reach behind her back and undo the tie that keeps the gown closed. “You won’t need this today.”

      “Yes, Doctor.” Her voice is barely audible in the quiet room as I pull away the gown, and she’s exposed to my gaze.

      She’s absolutely gorgeous, and I can’t resist her. Cupping her plump breasts in my hand, I squeeze them, and she moans in response. “Yes,” she whimpers, throwing back her head, her hips bucking in need. “Oh God, that’s so good.”

      “You know what I’m going to do, Ms. Davey?” Blake’s voice is rough with desire. “I’m going to push my cock into your wet pussy. You’re ready for me, aren’t you?” His fingers tease her slit, hovering just out of reach of her clitoris, and she bites back another moan.

      “Yes Doctor,” she says again.

      I squeeze her perfectly round breasts, rubbing her pert pink nipples between my thumb and forefinger. She’s so beautiful, so responsive. Running my hands over her ankles, I make my way to the space between her legs. “Are you wet, Ms. Davey?” I scold her. “Already? You’re such a bad girl.”

      Blake grasps her ankles and buckles them into the stirrups. Her breathing quickens as he places her, swiftly and surely, under his control. “Somebody’s excited,” he says, amused. He bends his mouth to Lana’s pussy, and she whimpers as he sucks her clitoris between his teeth, almost jumping off the table in response.

      “Tie her down, Declan,” Blake says to me. “I don’t want her squirming away from me.”

      A shiver runs through her body, as I hold up the leather straps in my hands so she can see them. Goosebumps rise on her skin, but her eyes shine with excitement, and she nods eagerly.

      A smile curls on my lips.

      Ms. Davey, we’re about to give you an afternoon you’re never going to forget.
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* * *

      
        
        CHAPTER ONE

      

      

      Lana:

      I’ve never felt the urge to throttle my boss. Until now.

      “You promised I could go on vacation.” I stare at John Beene in exasperation.

      For months, the managing editor of The Torch, Portland’s finest investigative weekly news magazine, has had me chasing one depressing story after another. I’ve done exposés of isolated religious sects in which the ‘leader’ marries every fifteen-year-old girl in the community. I’ve written articles about corruption in local governments. About water poisoning. About factories in the remote Northwest breaking environmental regulations without consequences.

      I’m exhausted. “I’ve been living out of a suitcase for the last three months,” I continue, my voice rising in frustration. “You promised me that I could take a week off, and you promised,” I give my unrepentant boss a glare that bounces off him without impact, “that you’d give me a stint in the Lifestyle department. Three months, I believe you said.”

      “That was before the Pulitzer nomination,” John says blandly. “Come on, Lana. You’re an amazing investigative journalist. I have a story for you to investigate. I don’t see what the problem is.”

      Let’s see. When I got back to my apartment after chasing the latest story, my lone houseplant, a cactus, had died. Cacti survive in deserts. They’re supposedly indestructible, but even a cactus couldn’t survive my neglect. “John,” I try to appeal to my boss’s good sense, “I’m burned out. I need a week on a beach somewhere. I need margaritas and hot muscled pool boys offering to rub lotion on my back. What I do not need,” I pause for effect, “is to rush off to some remote middle-of-nowhere small town to investigate some kind of medical scam.”

      John isn’t budging. He’s like a dog with a bone. I’m so tired that even my metaphors don’t make any sense. “Admit it, Lana. This is fascinating stuff. In the last year, dozens of single women have moved to the small town of Goat, Oregon, all because a pair of doctors are running some kind of sex clinic, with promises of ‘happy endings.’” He does air quotes when he says ‘happy endings’ and his eyebrows rise comically high. “Don’t tell me you’re not interested in figuring out what’s going on.”

      “I’m not interested in figuring out what’s going on,” I reply flatly. “Insurance scams are a dime a dozen, and they’re boring. Come on, John. The Astoria Yacht club is celebrating its hundredth anniversary this weekend. Let me cover that.”

      John rolls his eyes. “That’s a fluff piece,” he replies. “It’ll be a bunch of rich guys in their boats, sipping martinis and what not. Mindy can handle it.”

      Lucky Mindy. “You ever stop to think I might want to find myself a rich guy in a boat?”

      He snorts. “You’ll be bored in ten minutes being some guy’s arm candy. Besides, I’m watching out for you. You’ll need to infiltrate the community before you can set up a sting at the clinic. That’ll probably take a month or two. Think of it,” he adds persuasively, “as a vacation.”

      It’s not a vacation, not if I know John. I’m pretty sure he’ll be expecting me to write an article a day while I’m hanging out in Goat.

      You could always say no.

      But then what? Investigative journalists are being laid off by the dozens. I’m lucky to have a job at The Torch. Several of my classmates are flipping burgers and writing freelance click-bait articles for ten bucks a pop.

      Of course, click-bait sells, and that’s precisely why John’s so gung-ho about this story. It involves doctors, sex, and threesomes in a small town. I bet you anything that John’s fantasizing about exploding subscriber numbers. “Fine,” I sigh. “What’s my cover?”

      Now that he’s ensured my cooperation, John’s all smiles. “You have a reservation at the Nanny Goat Bed and Breakfast for the next eight weeks,” he says cheerfully. “They’re expecting you tomorrow night. Your cover story is that you’re a writer working on your next novel.”

      Goat, Oregon. Nanny Goat Bed and Breakfast. I’m sensing a theme here.

      “Tomorrow is Saturday, John. You have got to be kidding me.”

      He spreads his arms wide. “I don’t want to get scooped on this, Lana. This story is going to be big. I can feel it in my bones.”

      Shaking my head, I get to my feet. If I’m supposed to leave tomorrow, I have laundry to do.

      

      Later that evening, I head out to meet my friend Hailey for drinks at a bar in Concordia. We settle down in a booth, and the waiter appears to take our food orders. Once we’ve been assured of nachos and beer, Hailey looks at me with a raised eyebrow. “What’s with the long face, babe?”

      “John wants me to check out a couple of love doctors in some crazy-ass small town,” I mutter gloomily. “So much for the Astoria yacht club feature I was hoping to do.”

      She cocks her head to one side, looking remarkably like a parrot in her bright green t-shirt and crimson red pants. Hailey never met a color she didn’t love. “Love doctors?” she asks. “Crazy-ass small town. I’m intrigued. Tell me more.”

      Our beers show up. I drain almost half my glass before answering. “According to John, there’s a pair of doctors in the town of Goat, Oregon that specializes in getting women off as part of their treatment. John called it a ‘happy ending.’”

      She snorts into her beer. “Goat, Oregon?”

      “Yup.” While my clothes were drying earlier, I had time to do some research on the remote community. “It was founded almost sixty years ago by a reclusive millionaire who wanted a secluded place where he could stash his mistress. His fifteen-year-old mistress.”

      “That sounds lovely.” Unsurprisingly, Hailey’s voice is sarcastic. She’s the editor of a feminist magazine called Girl Power. Stuff like this outrages her.

      “Don’t worry; the millionaire is long-dead. The mistress is still alive though. She’s in her early seventies. Her name is Elvira Grantham, and she lives in a mansion on the outskirts of town. I bet you anything that she’s a lot more interesting than a pair of doctors with a fondness for pussy.”

      The waiter shows up at that moment with a platter of nachos, and judging by his scandalized look, he’s overheard my last sentence. Poor guy. I make a mental note to tip him well.

      Once he sets our food down and makes a break for it, Hailey continues her cross-examination. “So how do the doctors know if a patient wants a little frisky on the side? Is there a form to check off?”

      “You’re far more fascinated by this than I am.” I snag a cheese-coated chip. “According to the anonymous tipster who called The Torch, there’s a code phrase. ‘Make me feel good, Doctors.’”

      Hailey starts to giggle. “This is awesome.”

      A reluctant smile curls on my lips at my best friend’s mirth. “Okay, I guess it is kind of interesting, in a strange and demented way. You want to know what the absolute best thing is?”

      She nods enthusiastically.

      “The clinic is called Clinic of Love.”

      She bursts out laughing. “Please tell me you’re going to become a patient at the Clinic of Love,” she begs me. “And you said there are two doctors? Do they both participate in the dirty-dirty? What are their names?”

      “Not a clue about the dirty-dirty.” I pop a slice of jalapeno in my mouth. “And would you believe the Clinic of Love doesn’t have a website? I don’t know anything about the doctors.”

      Hailey leans forward, her eyes shining with glee. “You should do them,” she says. She reaches into her bag and pulls out her ever-present notebook. Flipping to an empty page, she writes a big, bold heading.

      
        
        Lana’s Sex Bucket List.

        

      

      “What the hell?” I stare at my friend. “You’re nuts, you know that?”

      “Am I?” she retorts. “When was the last time you had sex?”

      The waiter had been approaching us to ask us if we were ready for our next round. As soon as he hears Hailey’s loudly-voiced question, his face heats up, and he scampers away. “You scared the kid,” I accuse Hailey. “He’s going to be scarred for life if you keep this up.”

      “Please,” she scoffs. “I bet he hears a lot worse. You’re ducking my question.”

      How long has it been? I can’t even remember. Too long. I’m never home long enough to date someone, and I’m not brave enough for Tindr.

      “Exactly,” Hailey says smugly.

      I roll my eyes. “Hailey, I’m not doing it with the two doctors. Who knows what I could catch?”

      “It doesn’t have to be dick action,” she says encouragingly. “They could pet the kitty, couldn’t they?”

      “Pet the kitty?” My lips twitch. “Is that what the cool kids call a handjob nowadays?” Before she answers, I cut her off. “Not. Doing. It.”

      “Spoilsport.” She rolls her eyes and writes in her notebook.

      
        
        1. Say Yes instead of No.

        

      

      “Really? We’re doing this, are we?”

      Her lips curl up in a grin. “Of course we are. You’re going to Goat. Live it up.” She adds a couple of items to her version of my sex bucket list.

      
        
        2. Have a vacation fling.

        3. And a threesome.

        

      

      I snort. I’m definitely not brave enough for a threesome. Hailey, on the other hand, seems to act like it’s no big deal. “Have you been in one?” I ask her curiously. “A ménage, I mean?”

      She’s unfazed by my question. “Twice,” she replies. “It was five years ago.”

      Before we knew each other. That explains why I’ve never heard about her threesome experiences. I rarely talk about my sex life, mostly because I don’t have much of one, but Hailey’s seldom shy about sharing details.

      “I even wrote an article about it in our magazine,” she continues. “I got a ton of complaint letters for it.”

      “Your readers didn’t like the raunch?”

      “No,” she says, with a roll of her eyes. “There was some dick-sucking going on, and readers wrote to me and told me that when I went down on a guy, I was supporting the patriarchy.”

      It’s my turn to laugh. “Some people take the fun out of everything.”

      “Indeed. But we’re not talking about me. We’re talking about you and your quest to get laid.” Her pen is poised over the list. “What else?”

      Flagging down our terrified waiter, I order a pitcher. If we’re going to do this, I need beer-induced courage. “Fine. I’ve never been picked up at a bar.”

      “Really?” She shakes her head at me disapprovingly. “Lana, you work too hard.”

      
        
        4. Kiss a stranger at a bar.

        

      

      We drink our pitcher, our voices growing louder as the beer takes effect. I can’t stop giggling as we make my sex bucket list. At the end of the night, Hailey tears the sheet of paper and hands it to me. “Cross off every item, kiddo. Make me proud.”

      I run my eyes down the list we’ve made.

      
        
        Lana’s Sex Bucket List.

        

      

      
        	Say Yes instead of No.

        	Have a vacation fling.

        	And a threesome.

        	Kiss a stranger at a bar.

        	Get really good oral sex.

        	Have sex outside.

        	Have sex with someone who speaks a different language.

        	Anal.

        	Sex while blindfolded.

        	Threesome!!!!!

      

      Even though I’ve had a ton to drink, I can see that a threesome appears twice on my list. When I point it out to Hailey, she grins wickedly. “Do it,” she says. “When you get back from Goat, I want to hear everything. And Lana? You better not chicken out, okay? You don’t know anyone in this town. It’s the perfect place to go a little crazy.”

      Hailey’s right. I’ll do John’s stupid story, but I intend to get something out of the assignment that’s been forced on me.

      Watch out, Goat. Ready or not, here I come.
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* * *

      
        
        CHAPTER TWO

      

      

      Declan:

      “Declan, you look like hell. What’s going on?”

      Blake Thorpe was my roommate in medical school and is one of the few people I can count on to be brutally honest.

      I pour myself a pint of beer from the pitcher on the table. If it were anyone else asking me the question, I’d lie and tell them nothing’s wrong, but Blake and I go back a long way, and even though we’re polar opposites, I value his judgment. “I’ve been having nightmares ever since I got back from the Congo,” I admit. “I’ve done rough stints before, but this time…” My voice trails off. “So many children.” I swallow hard. “No matter what I did, it wasn’t enough.”

      That’s the problem. It’s never enough. There’s always a war going on somewhere. People always die in pain and agony, and sometimes, they’re just kids. Though I’ve been Stateside for two weeks, I can’t forget my patients.

      Blake downs half his pint in one gulp, his expression concerned. “Declan, I love you as a brother, man, but you’ve got to stop. You’ve been going from epidemic to war zone. You’ve done six missions in the last three years. You were in the Congo, in Sierra Leone, Haiti, where else?”

      “Everywhere.” I take a deep breath. “I can’t stop. I’ve applied for a job at the United Nations.” Blake starts shaking his head disapprovingly, but before he can say anything, I cut him off. “Lecture me later. Tell me what’s been going on with you.”

      “Same old,” he replies with a shrug. “While you’re making the world a better place, I’m injecting Botox into Hollywood wannabes.”

      I chuckle, my dark mood lifting somewhat. Hearing about Blake’s misadventures always has that effect. My buddy is a locum—the doctor that works in the place of the regular doctor when that doctor is on vacation. “You filled in for a plastic surgeon? Really? Why on earth?”

      “I wanted somewhere warm to spend the winter,” he replies.

      My lips lift up in an unwilling grin. That’s typical of Blake. He’s a brilliant physician, but he hates being tied down. He’s been bouncing from one temporary stint to another ever since residency, refusing to settle down in one place.

      “Where’s next on the list?”

      “For the moment, vacation,” he replies. “Thank heavens. I thought I’d enjoy the Hollywood job, but for six months, I didn’t see a pair of real tits. Not a single one.” His expression is disgruntled. “Fake tits only look good in porn.” He refills his pint and takes a sip before he continues. “I’m flying out tomorrow to Oregon to visit Aunt Elvira.”

      Blake’s great-aunt is quite a character. She rarely talks about her youth, but I’ve pieced together enough to know it wasn’t entirely pleasant. It hasn’t affected her disposition though.  She’s funny and endlessly entertaining, and she dotes on Blake. “How’s she doing?”

      “She’s getting older.” Blake has an uncharacteristically serious expression on his face. “I’m staying for a month.”

      The waitress comes up to us. She’s got dark hair, a great body, and a killer smile. “Can I get you another pitcher?” she asks.

      Blake perks up. “You read my mind, Janie,” he says with a wink. “Have you met my friend Declan? He’s a doctor too.” He pats the seat next to him. “Sit down, honey. Let the two of us buy you a drink.”

      Janie giggles. “I can’t,” she says reluctantly, “I just started my shift. If you guys stick around until I’m done though…” Her voice trails off suggestively, and she bends over to reach the pitcher, giving us a look at her ample cleavage. “I’m sure we could find something fun to do.”

      Blake says something to her with a flirtatious smile. I watch him, feeling a little envious. Once upon a time, the two of us worked hard and partied harder. Now, my life has narrowed to the next mission. I can’t remember the last time I did something fun and impulsive.

      When she’s gone, Blake turns to me. “Here’s an idea,” he says. “Why don’t you come with me to Goat?” Before I can reply, he continues in a rush. “I know it isn’t the most exciting destination, but you need a vacation badly, and I need someone to hang out with so I don’t go out of my mind with boredom.”

      My first response is to decline. I can’t go to the middle-of-nowhere Oregon for a month. What if the UN calls? What if Doctors Without Borders needs volunteers for a mission?

      Then I reconsider. Once I take the UN job, if they even offer it to me, it’ll be a long time before I can take any time off. This might be my last hurrah.

      “Okay.” My lips lift up in a grin. “I’m in.”
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* * *

      
        
        CHAPTER THREE

      

      

      Lana:

      It’s well after noon by the time I get on the road. Goat, Oregon is just a four-hour drive from Portland, but it feels like it’s in the middle of nowhere. The last two hours of my journey, I pass only a handful of cars. There are no gas stations or restaurants, just pine forests and fresh mountain air.

      By the time I reach the outskirts of town and spot the ‘Welcome to Goat’ sign, I desperately need to pee.

      The town slogan of Goat, Oregon is ‘Embrace your weird.’ How do I know this? It’s carved into the sign, of course.

      This is going to be one hell of a place to spend the next two months.

      Grinning, I continue my drive into the center of town. It doesn’t take me long to find the Nanny Goat. It’s a large Victorian mansion, yellow in color, on a corner lot. I pull up in front of it and get out of my car, ready to get into character. Remember, I tell myself. You’re not a journalist. You write novels.

      I’ve worked out quite the cover story if anyone asks. I write cozy mysteries that feature a clever cat solving crimes. My first book did really well, and I’m writing the second while struggling against writer’s block.

      There’s no doorbell, and the front door is ajar, so I knock and push it open wider and enter, blinking as my eyes adjust to the sudden gloom. “You must be Lana Davey, dear,” a friendly voice says. “Welcome to the Nanny Goat.”

      A gray-haired old lady is sitting behind a desk in the makeshift lobby, knitting something green, though how she can see anything in the half-light, I have no idea. “Yes, I’m Lana,” I reply, moving inside.

      “Excellent,” she murmurs, taking the credit card I hand her. “So you’re a writer?”

      “I am,” I lie through my teeth. Hey, I didn’t come up with this cover story. John did. I’m just doing my job. “I’m hoping to finish my book this month.”

      “You’ll like it here then,” she replies. “It’s nice and quiet. There are only two other guests staying with us at the moment.” She looks up. “Oh, there they are. Hello, Blake. You made it.”

      I turn around to see who my fellow bed-and-breakfast guests are, and my mouth drops open.

      Because the two guys walking into the dimly-lit room are not just hot. They’re sexy-calendar hot. Chiseled jaws, tousled hair, tall, muscled, utterly drool-worthy.

      Thank you, Fate. You did me a solid. This is almost as good as lying on a beach and sipping fruity drinks with umbrellas.

      “Marla, it’s good to see you.” Hottie #1 goes around the counter and envelops the little old lady in a giant hug, lifting her off the ground. “It’s been too long. You remember Declan, don’t you?”

      Hottie #2 smiles at me as he reaches over to shake the little old lady’s hand. She immediately clucks and hugs him. “Of course I do. You look tired, Declan,” she scolds. “And you’ve lost weight.”

      Blake chuckles as Declan shakes his head, a wry twist on his lips. “I bet Declan fifty bucks that’d be the first thing you’d say, Marla,” he explains. “Pay up, buddy.”

      I shuffle from one foot to another, feeling out of place. Blake seems to notice me for the first time, and his expression turns rueful. “Sorry about that,” he apologizes. “We didn’t see you.”

      “You didn’t see her,” Hottie #2—Declan—corrects him immediately. He holds out his hand to me. “Hi,” he says, “I’m Declan Wilde. My oblivious friend here is Blake Thorpe.”

      “Lana Davey.” My voice comes out as a squeak. It might have been the booze I drank last night, but I swear, when I shake hands with Declan, I feel tingles. Tingles on my palm, and tingles lower south.

      “Lana’s an author,” Marla chimes in. “She’s here for two months. How long are you boys staying this time?”

      “I told Elvira I’ll be here for a month,” Blake replies, turning back to the innkeeper.

      She nods approvingly at him. “That’s good, dear,” she says. “And you, Declan?”

      “I don’t know,” he replies, still holding onto my hand. I make no effort to pull it away—why would I? A hot guy’s holding my hand. This is the most action I’ve seen in years. “I’m waiting to hear about a job. It could be two weeks; it could be two months. Who knows?”

      He finally releases my hand, and Marla hands me a key. “I’ve put you upstairs in a corner room, dear,” she tells me. “It’s a nice quiet spot.”

      “Thank you.”

      Declan’s hazel-green eyes take in my purse. “That’s all the luggage you have for a two-month trip?”

      “My suitcases are in my car.”

      “Give us a second, and we’ll help you carry it up,” Declan says.

      “That’s not necessary,” I demur. That’s a lie. I totally want to see their biceps bulge as they drag my two heavy suitcases up the stairs, and I’m definitely going to use the occasion to check out their asses. Hey, it’s like the museum. It’s okay to look as long as I don’t touch.

      Blake chuckles. “You wouldn’t deny us the opportunity to look chivalrous in front of Marla, would you?”

      

      They carry my luggage up a narrow and steep flight of stairs, and the sight is every bit as hot as I’d hoped it would be. “Have you eaten dinner?” Blake asks me when we get to my door.

      “No.” Dinner? My thoughts aren’t on dinner. They’re on dessert, if you know what I mean.

      “Declan and I are going to the bar across the street to grab a bite to eat. Would you like to join us?”

      Most of the time, I’d be happier to stay in my room and think smutty thoughts of them. That way, there’s no real-life disappointment if they turn out to be boring asses. But there’s a loud voice yelling in my mind, and it sounds suspiciously like Hailey. Say Yes instead of No, Lana. You promised!

      “I’d love to.”

      “Excellent.” Declan smiles warmly at me, and my insides flutter. He has dimples on his cheeks, for crying out loud. Somebody better keep me from drinking more than I can handle tonight, because as God is my witness, if I get tipsy, I’m going to want to lick those dimples. And a whole lot more. “Meet us downstairs in thirty minutes, and we’ll head there together.”

      

      The bar’s called Randy Goat. Of course. You’ve got to give the town credit for sticking to a theme.

      It’s Saturday evening, but when we enter, the place isn’t horribly crowded. A burly, tattooed bartender gives Blake a friendly wave and points toward a table in the back. We take our seats, Declan sitting next to me, Blake across from us, and the bartender shows up with three laminated menus. “Hey Blake,” he says easily. “You in town to see Elvira?”

      “Elvira Grantham?” I ask curiously, once we order burgers and beer. Just one pint for you tonight, Lana. “Do you know her?”

      Blake gives me a puzzled look. “Yeah, she’s my great-aunt. Why?”

      I feel my cheeks heat. “I looked up the history of the town,” I admit sheepishly. “Writers. We can’t stop researching.” I lean forward eagerly. “So is it true? The millionaire died under mysterious circumstances, leaving his money to Ms. Grantham?”

      Declan chuckles. “Are you going to work it into your next book?”

      Not exactly, though I do find the story fascinating. I’d much rather do a feature about Elvira Grantham, who by all accounts has led a complex, colorful life, than write about two horny doctors that are feeling up their patients, but journalists who want to keep their jobs write the story their editor has assigned to them.

      Well, what if you do write about Elvira in addition to the doctors that can’t keep it in their pants? John wouldn’t be interested in it, but Hailey might feature it in Girl Power. Of course, I’d have to tell Elvira Grantham I’m a journalist, not a writer, and risk blowing my cover, but I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.

      “Maybe,” I reply vaguely. “The book’s still taking shape in my mind, and I don’t know exactly what I’m going to write about yet. Do you think I could talk to her?”

      “I’m not sure,” Blake says. “Aunt Elvira can be a bit touchy sometimes. I’m going to see her in the morning; I’ll ask her.”

      Our beers arrive. For a few moments, we lapse into silence, and I use the opportunity to study the men discreetly. They’re both impossibly hot, tall and muscled. Declan has dark hair, cut military-short. He’s wearing a black t-shirt and dark jeans, and his forearms are covered with tattoos. Despite the dimples, there’s an air of magnetic intensity about him.

      Blake, on the other hand, looks a lot more happy-go-lucky. His sandy-brown hair is longer than Declan’s. He’s wearing a navy-blue linen shirt, the sleeves rolled up to the elbows, and faded jeans. His lips are curled into a smile, and the expression in his blue eyes is one of relaxed amusement.

      Serious or laid-back, one thing is crystal clear. Both guys are way out of my league.

      “What kind of books do you write?” Declan asks conversationally.

      “Cozy mysteries.”

      His brow furrows. “I don’t think I’ve heard of them. What are cozy mysteries?”

      Oh God. Kill me now. When I made up the details of my cover story, I didn’t plan on running into two good-looking guys, guys who are now going to think that I’m a crazy cat lady. “Have you read Agatha Christie’s Miss Marple books? Those are cozy mysteries.”

      Blake looks up. “Elvira will love you,” he says. “She’s a huge Miss Marple fan. She’s got first editions of all of Agatha Christie’s books. Are your books set in England too?”

      “No.” Dear God in Heaven, why are they interested in my imaginary books? I’m digging myself deeper and deeper into a hole. “They’re set in Portland. My heroine is a fifty-five-year-old lady who solves crimes with the help of her cat, Smokey.”

      “Cats solving crime?” Blake’s lips twitch, and his eyes run over me. “You don’t look like a cat person.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask indignantly. “What do cat people look like?”

      His eyes crinkle at the corners. “Mostly,” he says, “their clothes tend to be covered in cat hair. Marla, for example, has stopped wearing black because her cat, Mr. Boots, sheds on her.”

      I have to grin. “Okay, I guess that’s fair. I like cats, but I’m horribly allergic. So I write about them instead. What about the two of you? What do you do?”

      “A little of this, a little of that,” Declan replies evasively. Blake gives him a sidelong look, his eyebrows raised, but doesn’t say anything.

      Okay, be that way. Our burgers have arrived, and I’m starving. They can keep their secrets; I’m far more interested in my food.

      

      It’s around my third drink—and yes, I remember I was supposed to drink only one, thanks for noticing—that I realize I’m having a really good time.

      Blake and Declan are well-traveled. I’m quite proud that I’ve visited ten countries, but when we compare numbers, Declan has me beat by a mile. “Sixty?” My mouth falls open as I stare at him. “You’ve been to sixty countries? How is that possible? How much vacation do you get anyway?”

      He chuckles at my indignant expression. “A lot of it is for work,” he says. “I lived in Europe for two years in my twenties, and I spent every weekend traveling to a different country.”

      Blake’s blue eyes twinkle. “There’s nothing wrong with your number, Lana,” he says, the double-entendre clear.

      “But if you want to add to it,” Declan adds, his tone suggestive, “we’re happy to help.”

      Lana’s Sex Bucket List. Item 4: Kiss a guy at a bar.

      “Help?” I gaze up at them innocently, pretending I have no idea what they’re talking about. “How exactly do you suggest helping?”

      Declan’s lips twitch, and those sexy dimples flash into view. I have to dig my nails into my palms in order to stop myself from falling all over him. Would it be terrible if I reached out with my pinkie finger and traced that indentation? That’s not wrong, right?

      Should have stopped drinking after the first beer, Lana.

      Declan winks at me. “You wanted to go to Rio, right? My friend Yasmin loves showing people around her city. Want her phone number?”

      Well, that’s a whole lot of ice-water on my raging hormones. Then again, Declan just winked at me. Hello, mixed messages.

      And this is why you stay in your room, working on an article or reading smutty books on your phone, Lana. That’s also why you’ve never been picked up at a bar.

      Hailey flirts like it’s second nature to her. Me? I’m far more awkward. “Umm, sure thing,” I murmur, bending down to grab the handbag that I unceremoniously shoved under the table when we walked in. I pull my trusty spiral-bound notebook out and open it to the first free page. A sheet of paper flutters to the ground. “What’s her number?”

      Declan doesn’t reply right away. He bends to pick up the sheet, and my heart stops beating.

      Because he’s holding my Sex Bucket List in his hands.

      And judging from the way his eyes widen, he’s reading it.

      Ouch.

      A slow smile spreads across his face. “Writers are far more interesting than I would have imagined,” he says, handing the sheet to Blake, who takes it from him with a raised eyebrow. “Don’t you think, Blake?”

      My cheeks go hot with embarrassment.

      Blake scans the list and looks up, his eyes dancing with merriment. “You have threesomes on here twice,” he points out.

      My only option is to tough it out. I lift my head up and look steadily at the two men. “Can I have my list back?”

      “Of course.” Blake hands it to me. “And if you’re interested in crossing items off your bucket list,” he says, his voice silky-smooth, “Declan and I are happy to help you out.”

      Work-Lana would decline, sternly reminding herself that she’s here for a story and nothing else.

      I’m tired of Work-Lana. She never has any fun. A devil-may-care attitude fills me. These guys want to up the ante? I’m in. “Yeah right,” I scoff. “Sure. You’re all gung-ho now, but any suggestion of your swords touching and I bet you twenty bucks that you’ll run away in panic.”

      Declan wordlessly takes a twenty-dollar bill from his wallet and sets it on the table.

      “You’re joking,” I say flatly.

      Blake chuckles. “What’s the matter, Lana? You don’t think we can live up to your expectations?” He winks at me. “I promise you; we’ll work hard to rise to the challenge.”

      Bad puns. I know I’m not dreaming—there’s no way my imagination could produce a pun that groan-worthy—but it does nothing to make them less attractive in my eyes. Evidently, my dry spell has been more desert-like than I’ve realized.

      “Tell you what,” Declan’s voice cuts in. “We don’t have to jump into the deep end of the pool. You want to kiss a guy at a bar, right?” He spreads his hands wide. “Here we are.”

      He doesn’t think I’m going to do it. Neither of them does.

      Lifting my chin up, I grope for my purse and pull a twenty-dollar bill out, secretly thankful I had the good sense to go to the ATM before I left Portland. Then I lean forward and wrap my fingers around Blake’s shirt. I know why I pick him—he seems less dangerous.

      Of course, the moment I breathe in the scent of him, a faint cologne, laced with beer and masculinity, I change my mind. My heart starts beating in my chest at the smoldering, heated expression in his eyes. “What a good idea this is,” he says softly, closing the gap between our lips.

      And he kisses me.

      His hand curls around the back of my neck, drawing me in. His tongue traces the outline of my lips, and then he deepens the kiss.

      Smart-Lana makes one last effort to inject some common sense into the proceedings. This is a dreadful idea. You don’t know these men at all.

      I don’t care. My fingers run over his chest and over his biceps, feeling those rock-hard muscles. The blood pounds in my veins, and I open my mouth to his exploring tongue. My insides throb as he kisses me, slowly, as if he has all the time in the world.

      This is surreal.

      “Ahem.” We’re interrupted when the bartender clears his throat, looking acutely embarrassed. “Sorry, man,” he apologizes to Blake. “I don’t mean to cock block you, but it’s closing time.”

      I slide back to my seat, still in a haze of lust. “But it’s just eleven,” I hear Declan say.

      The bartender laughs. “It’s a small town,” he says. “There aren’t enough people to be open until midnight, let alone two. You guys want separate checks?”

      “Yes,” I reply. “No,” both guys say at the same time.

      The bartender moves away. Declan surveys me with hungry eyes. “You could kiss two strangers at a bar,” he suggests. “Or, you could invite us to your room.” His voice lowers. “Invite us to your room, Lana,” he urges softly. “You won’t regret it.”

      Oh, I doubt that. No matter how hard I want to pretend, I know I’m not good at casual sex. I get attached. Feelings happen.

      I’m in Goat for two months, tops. Blake, going by what I heard earlier, is here for a month, and Declan could leave at any moment. Common sense comes rushing back in. “I’m sorry,” I mutter, not meeting their eyes. “I shouldn’t have led you on. I’m going to leave.”

      Then I flee across the street and make a beeline for my room.

      No. More. Beer.

      Ever.
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