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            Chapter One

         

         MADISON

         “Are you sure about this?” I asked Gwen as I swung the short whip back and forth, getting the feel of it. The whole thing was about as long as my arm, the braided black leather making it look like a cobra with one long loose leather piece at the tip. The catalog had called it a “quirt” but it was a whip for sure, a mini–Indiana Jones number, made for driving people, not cattle.

         “Oh, Maddie, it couldn’t be worse than the leather belt Mal likes to use,” Gwen said, her eyes lighting up like a cat’s as I flicked the whip in the air.

         I chuckled. “I think it’s you who likes the belt.”

         She blushed with a glowy smile. “Yeah. My favorite.” She and Mal had been engaged for a couple of months and they were the cutest sadomasochists I knew. She loved pain, he loved her, and they doted on each other. I handed her the quirt and she ran her fingers down the length. “I ordered one for each room. You think they’ll be too harsh for people?”

         “I guess it’s just that it’s an actual whip.” Visions of cowboy justice being meted out by sadistic sheriffs ran through my mind. I’d been playing at BDSM a long time. Not only had I worked here at the Governor’s Club for a few years now, ever since I’d moved to LA ten years before I’d always been involved somehow with kink or with sex-related jobs. Even my volunteer work had been on the margins: staffing a domestic violence crisis hotline. It wasn’t like I hadn’t seen a whip before, but the big ones were typically only attempted by people who trained to use them for years. This one was small enough to be dangerous in some amateur’s hands. I trusted myself to use it responsibly but I wasn’t sure I trusted the members of the club not to hurt themselves, especially with all the new ones we had been bringing in lately. “Maybe we should test them out before we just put them in all the playrooms.”

         Or maybe I was worrying too much. “Ooh, I really want to find out what it feels like,” Gwen said dreamily, followed by a sigh, oblivious to my concern. “But Mal won’t be back for another week. What else is in the box? I ordered some stuff for the dungeon and some to kick-start your new column.”

         I looked up from digging in the box. “You did? You didn’t have to do that, Gwen.” I was due to start a weekly sex toy review column for the PlayPeople Network next week, partly writing and partly video blogging. It was a high-profile, well-paying gig, and I was a little nervous about it. Working in a sex toy store was one thing. Putting up videos of myself for the whole world to see was another. Well, it’s not like I was going to run for office, right? “Sex toy manufacturers will send me plenty of stuff once the word gets around.”

         She grinned. “I’m worried you’ll just get ten knockoffs of the rabbit pearl vibe and nothing interesting. I want to get you started off right, you know? I know how important the opportunity is to you.”

         “Aw, thank you.” I gave her a quick hug. Gwen and I had gotten really close since her grandfather had died. I’d been giving her BDSM and boyfriend advice and she’d been wanting to help me with my stalled journalism career. I still wasn’t sure if reviewing sex toys for one of the biggest “adult lifestyle” media companies was a great career move. I had a strong feeling my résumé being heavy with sexual topics was already the reason editors didn’t take me seriously; becoming a well-known video blogger was probably going to be the final nail in that coffin. Every time I did something sex-related, I seemed to succeed, while all my attempts to do “serious” journalism had been stymied. With my thirtieth birthday on the horizon maybe it was time to give up on doing something my parents could actually tell their neighbors about and just go with what had always worked.

         Being what my own mom called “a busty bombshell” had gotten me plenty of attention over the years, and while that attention might have been necessary—even welcome—when I was trying to get dancing gigs, it had mostly negative consequences in the journalism world. If you wanted to get into political reporting your best bet was to be a tall man with a square jaw.

         I dug into the box to find a new set of leather paddles. They were black with silver studs set in them: very punk rock meets the Inquisition. Under those were a few sets of shearling sheep–lined leather wrist and ankle cuffs and some other useful bondage items. Then I pulled out something white with that molded high-tech look. “This must be a vibrator?”

         “Oh, yes. You can remote control it with a phone app. I don’t know how that one is to play with solo but I’ve worn it while Mal’s had the control.” She grinned and bounced off to check the sheet and towel supply for the evening.

         I set about distributing all the new toys into the playrooms of the dungeon before the party guests could arrive. Gwen and her sister Ricki were the official hosts since the dungeon was in their family mansion—the family secret—while I was a mere employee, one of three paid hosts who kept an eye on the guests and, when necessary, kept things interesting. I made the rounds, checking on the safe sex supplies and plugging in one of the other new pieces of equipment Gwen had recently acquired, the Rotorvator.

         Everything seemed ready, so it was time to get dressed myself. As I entered the employee dressing room I was startled by someone rushing out: Paul, Ricki’s assistant. Inside the room I found one of my fellow hired hosts sitting on the shoe-changing bench, looking a bit sheepish. “Brad,” I scolded. “Aren’t you straight?”

         “Not completely,” he said with a shrug, and followed his—paramour? conquest?—out of the room. I hoped for low drama with whatever was going on there and opened my own locker. As I pulled my bag out to stash the toys Gwen had bought for me, my phone buzzed with a new voice mail message. I picked it up to see who it was from and cursed silently: a guy I had tried to land a writing gig with a year or two ago. Back then he’d been an editor at a big newspaper. Word was he’d been recently fired. What was he doing calling on a Friday night? No doubt trying to hit on me again. Loser. I made sure the ringer was off and stuffed my bag back into my locker. I got quickly into my usual work attire: an overbust leather corset, matching knee high boots, leather “tennis” skirt, and badass attitude.

         The attitude was second nature to me now. It was all about maintaining professionalism; before this I’d worked in plenty of sexually charged situations, including as a showgirl, model, and cashier in a sex toy emporium. Here at the Governor’s Club I did demonstrations of techniques and equipment with Gwen and Chita—getting naked from time to time—but I wasn’t technically there to have sex with party guests. Well, unless I really wanted to—and I typically did not want to. Everything went more smoothly if they remembered that. They were here to have fun; I was here to do a job. It wasn’t as if working in the dungeon actually got me aroused.

         Guests began to trickle in and I went to play hostess at the front door for a bit. I greeted Conrad Schmitt, one of the oldest members of the club, and inquired after his wife, who wasn’t with him. She’d caught a cold and had stayed home, he said. Lately it seemed fewer of the older members were attending, as more people who had been recruited by Gwen and Ricki joined. Next to arrive was Sakura, a close friend of Ricki’s who was also a part-time fetish fashion model and performance artist. “Maddie, so good to see you. Help me tighten my corset, would you?”

         “I was about to ask you to do the same for me,” I said with a laugh.

         After we’d helped each other tighten our laces in the guest changing room, Gwen caught up to us. “Sakura! Come see the Rotorvator! No one’s tried it yet.”

         “I’m sure if you keep showing it off, someone won’t be able to resist,” I told her as she led Sakura to see the contraption. I went behind the bar to pour drinks while people were still in social mode. Done in polished wood and red velvet, the bar ran along one wall, while a sectional sofa and some low, leather-covered seats lined the main socializing area, and the Catherine wheel dominated the far corner.

         I was startled to see Chino Garcia come in. I’d assumed if Mal was away that all the members of The Rough were out of town, but apparently not. Chino strutted into the dungeon like the cock of the walk. Or as my dad used to call it, the walk of the cock. “A bad boy like that just wants to stick it somewhere warm,” he had warned me.

         When I was younger I hadn’t heeded that warning. Bad boys were my catnip, the thing that made me roll on my back and yowl. But after years in Hollywood, years of cheaters and losers whose only redeeming quality was how good they were in bed, I was jaded to the tattoos and the macho saunter. Maybe if I’d spent less time being derailed by attempts at relationships with those guys, I’d be something more than a dungeon hostess and sex toy expert now.

         I watched Chino cross the room to greet Sakura and Ricki, and I saw Sakura look him up and down. Was she trying to figure out if that strutting attitude translated to dom or sub? I know I was. Since Axel’s bandmates had joined the club, I hadn’t seen Chino play. Oh sure, he joined in happily enough when it was Ricki’s birthday and Axel made her crawl through “the paddy-whack machine” like a kindergartner, or that time when one of the older executives’ wives had wanted all the men to do a circle jerk onto her. But being sexually adventurous didn’t reveal whether he was a sadist or a masochist, a top or a bottom, a dom or a sub. Usually anyone who came into the club identified themselves right away so they could find a partner. Chino hadn’t, and that bugged the hell out of me. I was used to doms being bossy and subs being needy and Chino was neither. My bet was he was just a poseur who liked hanging around with his kinky friends.

         He slipped off his leather jacket as he greeted Axel and Ricki. He was wearing nothing but leather pants and tattoos underneath. I felt as if a cool breeze had just blown across my own bare shoulders, goose bumps rising and my fingers itching to touch his ink all of a sudden.

         Stop it, I told myself. He annoys the fuck out of you and you’re better off steering clear of him. I didn’t appreciate how he turned everything into a joke. But when he threw back his head and laughed at something Sakura said, I found myself adjusting my corset as my nipples hardened against the supple leather. I stared at the long line of his neck, leading down a buff, well-inked chest. Playing drums kept him in ridiculously perfect shape.

         My hormones must have been peaking or something. I made myself tear my eyes away from him and went to do a rounds check of the rooms, to see which were in use and whether any of them needed a resupply of condoms or lube. It was still early in the evening, though, and while Kresley Palmer had strapped his wife over the new padded spanking bench in the Inquisition Room, everyone else was still socializing and warming up.

         When I came back Gwen was showing the new paddles to the group. “Can’t wait to find out what these feel like,” she enthused, “but I have to wait until Mal gets back.”

         Chino picked one up and swung it in slow motion like a tennis forehand. Then the annoying fuck made eyes at me. “Hey, Madison, aren’t you the one who usually shows off new things around here?”

         “You bet I am,” I snapped, holding out my hand for the paddle in challenge. Let’s see how fast this joker backs down. “I’d love to see how many you can take before you beg for mercy.”

         He twirled it by the leather loop on the handle instead of handing it over. “Is that right? Who do you think could take more, you or me?”

         Sakura’s eyes lit up and she came between us. “If you wanted a fair test, I could paddle you both.”

         Chino’s eyes were locked on mine, though. Not backing down at all. “Naw. I think the only way it’d be fair is if we take turns beating each other. You think you can take ten at a time? Twenty?”

         “Twenty per set, no bondage, hands on the wall, drop hands and you lose,” I said, staring right back at him. Oh, I was so on fire to put him in his place, to make him lose that smirk.

         “Agreed,” he said. “Should we flip a coin to see who goes first?”

         I clucked my tongue. “Tsk, no. You can beat me first to make sure this contest isn’t over too quickly.”

         He raised an eyebrow as if to say touché, and Sakura chuckled, looking back and forth between us. “Oh ho. And what does the winner get from the loser, hm?”

         “How ’bout fifteen minutes in private to do whatever we want,” Chino said.

         “Does the Rotorvator work on men, too?” I asked.

         “Definitely,” Gwen said.

         “Then I know what my fifteen minutes of entertainment will be,” I said with a wicked grin. “Lube up, drummer boy. Sakura, will you be the judge?”

         “Surely,” she said with a wicked grin of her own.

         Chino sketched a bow in my direction and then gestured toward the empty area of wall across from the Catherine wheel. “If you’ll assume the position, please.”

         I took my skirt off, revealing my thong underneath, and placed my hands on the wall. There was no way I was going to lose this contest. Gwen had nicknamed me “Iron Butt” after the first time she’d tested new hardwood paddles on me. I was sure Chino was either going to be all bravado and turn the scene into a joke, like he did every conversation we’d ever had, or he was going to turn out to be a secret sub who was going to love being paddled…which might be more fun than winning. How long would it be before he was actually begging me to spank him?

         Either way I couldn’t wait to beat the smirk off his face. Those thoughts entertained me while I waited for him to start. I imagined his ink-black hair plastered to his neck with passionate sweat while he looked up at me from his knees…

         What was taking him so long anyway? I glanced back: he was gathering a crowd of spectators.

         And he’d stripped down to nothing. My jaw dropped. The real thing was even better than my imagination. His entire body was lean, hard muscle, not the chunky bulk of a weight-lifting nut but the powerful form of a man who actually used his muscles for something. He’d even stripped off his leather pants, revealing the dragon tattoo on his leg, but I found my eyes drawn to the graceful curve of his cock—already hard. Just from anticipation of paddling me? If so, there went my theory that he was a closet subbie.

         
            *  *  *

         

         CHINO

         I could feel the stiffened leather of the paddle in my hand and smell the leather of her corset, but the taste in my mouth was the rush of anticipation. Finally. I’d been trying to find a moment, an opening, an opportunity to play with Madison ever since I’d met her on the orientation tour of the dungeon. She put up a strong front—sexy independent woman—so I knew it had to be the right moment. And now, after months and months of waiting, she was finally right where I wanted her, submitting to me.

         Well, not exactly submitting, since at this moment—despite readying herself for an ass-beating—she wasn’t acting submissive in the slightest. “You ready?” I asked.

         She sneered. “Waiting for you.”

         Perfect. This was going to be fun. “So that’s how it’s gonna be.” I tucked the paddle under my arm so I could run my hands over her bare buttocks. Ample and round, ripe for a beating, and all mine to feel as I wished at this moment. She kept her hands against the wall and let me have my way. Apparently she didn’t mind being touched or I was sure I would’ve heard another comment from that smart mouth. She didn’t flinch and I wondered if I could get away with kissing her.

         Later.

         “I’ll count,” I said, and stepped back to take aim. Twenty strokes, eh? She had plenty of real estate down there: ten on each side was barely going to cover each cheek from all angles. But my intention wasn’t to just beat her all to hell. I wanted to make it last. I wanted to make a connection. I’d been biding my time for so long, I wasn’t going to rush through it like some newbie.

         I didn’t hit particularly hard, just hard enough to wake up her skin, to pink it up. The sound of the leather smacking her bottom was more arousing than the dirtiest dirty talk I’d ever heard, and the sight of her back arching as I laid on the blows made my cock strain upward in response. Oh, yeah. That was what I wanted. Seeing Madison take what I could dish out made every dom instinct in me sit up and roar.

         Frankly, being a dom is a lot of work. In my time in the scene I’d tried everything and everyone—after all, it was practically a rule of being a rock star that the “purity test” was your to-do list. Unless you’re some kind of control freak, there are easier ways to get off than domination. It takes the right partner to be worth it, which was why I didn’t just play with anyone available. But right then, reddening her ass and hearing the paddle go smack, I had no questions about whether Madison was worth it. I wanted to rope her hands and drag her into a private room. I wanted her. Not “for sex,” not for “a girlfriend,”—it wasn’t on that level of thought. It wasn’t a thought at all, in fact. It was pure desire.

         And she wasn’t even acting “submissive.” That only made me want her more. A lot of the control freak male doms of the world can’t handle that kind of woman.

         But I can.

         
            *  *  *

         

         MADISON

         Chino seemed determined to spread the redness all over my butt. He’d barely gotten one good swat in on each part of my bottom before it was time to switch places.

         He handed me the paddle with a little bow and put his hands on the wall. I imitated him, rubbing my hand over the peach fuzz of his buttocks before I took to swinging the paddle. Unlike me, he had hard, tight buns, easy to hit both at once. I swung upward slightly, catching the tender underside with each swat. He gritted his teeth and by the time I neared twenty he was grunting on each blow.

         His turn again. “Remember, Madison,” he said as he ran his hand over the striking zone, “all you have to do to make the pain stop is put your hands down.”

         I could feel the warm spot on the wall where his hands had been. “Not likely.”

         “As you wish.” He stepped back.

         This time he hit much harder and it was me who grunted. Apparently he’d gone easy on me for the first round, but since I hadn’t gone easy on him, now the gloves were off. He was putting a full swing on each blow and leaving the paddle against my skin so the studs would dig in. Still, I’d suffered worse. This wasn’t that bad…

         Until he got to eleven and I felt my palms prickle with sweat. What was going on? All of a sudden there wasn’t enough oxygen in the room, but as I sucked in breath after breath the feeling only got worse instead of better.

         I felt his hand on my shoulder, solid and warm. The blows had stopped and his voice was calm in my ear. “You all right?”

         “Of course I’m all right.” I blinked. Wasn’t I? I let out a breath. It was just a little adrenaline rush, I told myself. No big deal. 

         He sounded amused. “Because it’s your turn.”

         “Oh.” I stood straight, my heart still pounding but my head high. “I lost count.”

         That smirk again. “Good thing I’m honest, then.” He held out the paddle and I took it, remembering my goal. To wipe that smirk off his cheeky poseur face. His flushed, exhilarated face. That wasn’t the only part of him that was flushed, either. The eager curve of his cock beckoned, a glistening bead of precome at the tip catching my attention. I gave his shaft a couple of quick tugs to surprise him—sometimes a little attention right there would drop a guy into subspace once he realized someone else would do him—but not Chino. He growled low in his throat.

         I started paddling him as hard as I could, taking the full backswing and really laying into him. But did he scream? No! The bastard started barking like a dog on each swat!

         When I got to twenty I almost threw down the paddle in aggravation, but I took a breath, thinking if I lost my cool I lost the contest. Keep calm and carry on; isn’t that what they say? I gave him a glare as I handed over the paddle and put my hands against the wall again.

         The pain of the paddle radiated from my buttocks down my legs and up my spine. But it wasn’t serious enough to be the cause of the tightness in my throat or the stone in my gut. I forced air in and out of my lungs, my eyes clamped shut, trying to figure it out. Maybe I should have eaten more than a granola bar for lunch. Maybe I hadn’t remembered to drink water for a while. I clamped down on everything, knowing all I had to do was outlast him. I focused on that goal.

         I felt his hand at the small of my back. His voice was low and firm in my ear. “Your turn.”

         “Thank you.” I snapped my eyes open and grabbed the paddle again.

         This time I laid into him without a pause between blows, bam-bam-bam, and this time there was no dog barking or cheeky waggling of his ass. This time he threw his head back, his teeth gritted, a long grunt or growl erupting just as I got to twenty.

         “Whew,” he said as he let his arms down slowly. “Remind me never to make you mad.”

         My jaw dropped. Couldn’t he tell I was mad already? I put my hands against the wall, my thoughts whirling, but it was difficult to think through all the freaking out my body was doing.

         The first blow came quickly and I suddenly focused: What exactly was I doing? I shook my head. I knew better than to hit someone in anger. That went against everything I knew and everything I’d been taught about BDSM, against everything I counseled victims of abuse about on the hotline. My knees began to shake as the realization sank in along with the next few blows. I was really out of control. And why? Because Chino was annoying? That was not a good reason to hit someone, even if he did volunteer for it.

         A sob caught in my throat as I realized he was slowing down, smoothing his palm down my buttocks between each hit, and then giving me a sharp, corrective swat with the paddle before soothing the sting again. The unexpected feeling welled up that I deserved it, I deserved to be corrected, punished, in front of everyone. How could I have let my emotions get the better of me like that? I was supposed to set an example. I was supposed to enforce the rules, not break them.

         “Fifteen,” he said, keeping the count aloud. “Sixteen.”

         I swallowed hard, trying to keep all my emotions bottled up. I would not cry. Not in front of everyone. “Chino,” I forced through my tight throat.

         He swatted me sharply again. “Seventeen. Remember, Maddie. If you’ve had enough all you have to do is drop your arms.”

         I pressed my palms flat against the wall. Could I do it? Could I bring myself to give in?

         “Eighteen.” After this one he didn’t soothe the skin and a new sob tried to erupt. Why? Because having that small dab of forgiveness taken away was abruptly soul-crushing.

         What the hell was going on in my mind, my heart?

         “Nineteen,” he said from right beside me as he swung the paddle…but this time he only placed it lightly against my skin, as if he knew I’d had enough, as if he knew it was only going to take a feather to knock me over. As if even one more gentle tap would be too much.

         I dropped my arms and fell into his.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         MADISON

         In the BDSM how-to books and SM 101 seminars they always talk about how people can get blindsided during scenes by unexpected emotions or sudden memories. It had never happened to me before but as Chino led me to a private side room—to collect his “prize” of fifteen minutes to do as he wished—I realized that must be what was going on. Every emotion I could imagine was zinging around inside me like ping-pong balls: anger, shame, fear, sadness, confusion.

         And lust. Most confusing of all, I was dripping wet and didn’t know what to do about it.

         Well, maybe Chino was going to have his way with me, if his comments to the spectators as he half carried me away were any indication. Axel and Ricki and Sakura had all congratulated him as we’d left the scene. The door closed behind us as he took me into a private room. He swept me literally off my feet then—and I am not a petite girl—picking me up and then laying me down on a bed. I expected him to start unlacing my corset, but I heard him rustling around beside me. Was he getting lube or something?

         No, a bottle of water. He cracked it open and encouraged me to sip from it. I concentrated on swallowing, on not spilling it, on handing the bottle back without dropping it. We were in the “princess” room, the one with the four-poster canopied bed. The posts each had pairs of leather cuffs attached, hidden by the canopy. I wondered if Chino knew they were there. I decided not to tell him.

         Instead I said, “Thank you. Um, I mean, I’m sorry.” I couldn’t even figure out what I meant; that’s how jumbled my thoughts were.

         He climbed onto the bed beside me and I noticed he’d wrapped a towel around his waist. That was odd, I thought. He held his arms open and it felt right to settle against him. The warmth of his body and the sound of his heartbeat were soothing. Grounding. I felt my pulse slowing from the frantic flutter it had been.

         Then he spoke. “What are you sorry for?”

         “Nothing. I don’t know.” I was sorry for freaking out, but since that had led to him winning I supposed there was no reason to apologize for that. Wait, that wasn’t what I meant at all. “I mean, I’m sorry I went at you so hard. I’m not usually like that. I got a little out of control.”

         He stroked my hair and it felt like forgiveness. I felt the lump in my throat again and had to ask, “Do you forgive me?”

         “No harm done, sweets,” he said and kissed my hair. “No harm done.”

         Relief so intense it bordered on euphoria flooded me, my guilt blown away by that gentle kiss. “Can I do anything to make it up to you? I’m yours for the next fifteen minutes.”

         He let out a long sigh. “Are you sure you’re up for anything?”

         I steeled myself. Having already let down my own standards for conduct once tonight, I wasn’t about to disappoint myself again. “Anything. That was the deal.”

         “Okay, because this might sound kind of weird.”

         “I’ve seen and done a lot of weird shit in my time, Chino.” A lot weirder than being paddled almost to tears by some rock star.

         “Yeah? How weird?”

         “Like the time I tried ‘exotic dancing.’ There was one guy who paid for a lap dance but only if I’d wear a lucha libre wrestling mask.”

         “Really?”

         “Really. Actually he was one of the nicer guys. He wasn’t the reason I quit after a month.”

         “No kidding. Well, my request is a different kind of weird.”

         I was starting to feel more like myself again and I raised my head so I could look him in the eye. “Okay. What is it?”

         His eyes were a deep brown ringed with black and I felt like I was looking into his dark depths—dizzying, disorienting. Like my world was shifting. Especially when I heard his voice catch as he said, “I want to talk. I…need to talk to somebody.”

         I found myself reaching up to touch his cheek, brushing the side of his lips with my fingertips. Was it the serious, pained look on his face that made him look like a different person, or was it that I was seeing him with new eyes? “Are you all right?”

         “I’m fine.” He met my searching stare with his own. “But I had a bit of a flashback, I guess you’d call it? A realization, anyway. You seem like you know what’s what with BDSM. And there are some things I can’t talk about with the guys in the band.”

         I sat up a little more, surprised, intrigued, and wondering what on earth he was about to tell me. “You can talk about it with me.”

         He hitched himself up all the way and rearranged the pillows so we could lean against them, but he could still hold me close. He didn’t start speaking right away. He stroked my hair, pushing stray locks of it behind one of my ears with his fingertips. The deliberate gentleness was such a contrast to the savage energy I’d beat him with and reminded me again of the way he’d brought me to my moment of surrender.

         “I realized something while we were playing. Maybe something I’d suppressed or maybe you just don’t think about things as a kid,” he said.

         I stroked his hair with my own fingertips now, emulating him, encouraging the words to flow.

         “My parents split when I was ten,” he said. “And you know, I considered myself the man of the house after that. Ten going on thirty, you know what I mean? We had a couple of tough years then, until this rich dude swept my mother off her feet.”

         His eyes were distant as he said this, focused on the far wall—the far past. I tried to imagine him at eleven years old, thinking he had to be the man of the house. A far cry from the irresponsible gadfly I’d pegged him as.

         “They got married, and we moved out of LA and into his place, a huge house in a good neighborhood outside Toledo, six bedrooms, three-car garage. But that’s not what I should be telling you. The thing is after they split, I never saw my father again.”

         I counted his breaths while he thought about it. His eyes looked troubled. “What did you realize?” I asked.

         “I was not a good kid. I was a hellion. One time, I must’ve only been five or six, Flor was a baby and Vicente wasn’t even born yet. Mom was at work, and I did something bad like knocking over my father’s beer when I ran through the TV room. Dad wasn’t a particularly big guy but times like that it was like he got huge. His hair was thinning but he wore it in a long ponytail and when he got mad it looked to me like his whole face and scalp got red, and with the patches thinning it was like his face was devil-shaped. Scary as shit when you’re a kid, you know? Anyway, this time, instead of just reaching out and swatting me like he did when I was a toddler, he roared ‘how many times have I told you no running in the house?’ and ordered me to stand in the kitchen holding on to the back of a chair.”

         I held my breath while Chino felt his way through the memory. One of his hands trembled slightly.

         “I’d completely forgotten about this. What came to me during the paddling was this: He told me to stay still, that I was a big boy now and if I wasn’t going to act like one I had to learn to take my punishment like one. And then he went to the bedroom, came back with a paddle, and paddled the shit out of me.”

         “Oh, no,” I said, feeling the guilt about how hard I’d hit him again. “I made you have a flashback to being abused as a child. I’m so sorry. You know I used to volunteer at a domestic violence hotline, right? You can tell me about it—”

         “No, no, that’s not even it, Madison.” He laughed, gently but genuinely. “It wasn’t like that. It didn’t become a regular thing. It was really nothing to a snot-nosed tough-guy like six-year-old me.”

         I didn’t really believe that, but he went on.

         “No, the thing I realized is this. He went to the bedroom to get a paddle. As a kid it never occurred to me that it was hidden in there for any reason but to be brought out when I was bad.” He raised an eyebrow. “But think about it. Why did they have it? It’s obvious.”

         Aha. “Your parents were kinky.”

         “Apparently. What a thing to realize, eh?” He looked thoughtful. “Kinda challenges the idea that my sexuality is some kind of rebellion or breaking the mold or something.”

         “Do you think of it as rebellion?”

         “Given how religious my mom got—yeah, I guess I do. It never occurred to me she wasn’t always like that.” He moved his jaw as if trying to swallow the idea. “Until now, that is.”

         “No one really wants to think about the sex their parents have.”

         “True. And things changed so drastically when we moved in with my stepfather. The total opposite of my dad. This guy was a straitlaced, church-going, tie-wearing type who wanted dinner on the table every night at six and the kids in bed by nine. It meant my mother didn’t have to work anymore, though, and we went to a fancy suburban school.”

         “Was that…good? You don’t sound very happy about it.”

         “I hated it. I hated the suburbs, I hated the Midwest, I hated my stepfather. He and I fought constantly while my mother begged me over and over to be good. But I wasn’t good at being good. I got into trouble at school, with the local authorities, with the police. Finally my stepfather had enough. He threatened to throw me out when I was sixteen because I was getting into so many fights. I saved him the trouble and left on my own.” Chino moved my hand to his chest and I could feel his heart pumping. “And here I am, beating you black and blue.” He turned to look into my eyes. “Making you have a flashback of your own.”

         His gaze pinned me where I was, my tongue frozen in my mouth, my heart starting to flutter like a trapped bird. Now that the scene was over I wanted to retreat to my safe illusions and not face the truth about what I was feeling. Chagrin and embarrassment flushed my cheeks.

         “You want to tell me about it?” he asked.

         I closed my eyes, but I could still feel the heat of his gaze. “I didn’t have a flashback.” I felt his hand massaging the back of my neck, then his fingers working their way into my hair.

         When he tightened his grip slowly I felt a sudden rush of my arousal, like he’d turned on a tap. Oh, shit. I tried to tell myself that being dominated couldn’t possibly be what I needed, but I was more turned on than I’d been in years. “I’ve still got seven minutes left,” he said, his face very close to mine. “Are you sure? Tell me what was going on with you, Madison.”

         “There’s nothing to tell, really,” I insisted, but the lie was making my insides twist. Since when was I so interested in obeying a dom? Since never, that’s when. But okay, here was the truth…or at least a truth: “I don’t know what happened. I just went out of my head for a bit. No big revelations. No memories. Endorphins. That’s all.”

         “How do you feel now? Be honest.”

         I felt my cheeks flush as if he had caught me lying and maybe he had. Was he trying to get me to admit that I had dropped into subspace and that I was sliding inexorably toward it again now? Or was it just dirty talk? Somehow it was like he held not just my body but my will, and I couldn’t outright lie to him. “I’m hot,” I said. “Very hot.”

         “Oh, really.”

         If he made a joke I swore I’d get revenge later.

         He didn’t make a joke. “This is probably the wrong time to fuck you until you lose your mind, though.” He growled a little as he said it, then forced himself to speak as calmly and rationally as a possible. “I think that scene turned out more intense than either of us intended.”

         True. But calm and rational was not what I was yearning for. I couldn’t believe the words that came out of my mouth. “Maybe that makes it the perfect time to fuck until we lose our minds,” I said. “I mean, we lost our minds already.”

         “Hush.” He dipped his mouth to my neck, kissing and sucking gently and sending waves of pleasure through me. Nngh, when was the last time a man made me feel like that? Like every kind of pleasure could be had in his hands if I would only let him have his way, if only I’d surrender. Surrender never ended up being as good in real life as it sounded in books, but inside I was burning to test that theory again. Maybe Chino’s different, maybe it’ll work this time. Or maybe I just was too horny to think clearly.

         I clutched at him as he let me go and started to withdraw, though. It felt like he wasn’t just withdrawing physically, but emotionally, and I’m not sure which ached more. “Chino.”

         “Maddie.”

         “You can’t…just leave me like this.”

         “I’ve got four minutes left in charge,” he said, pulling away and sitting on the side of the bed. “If we’re going to fuck I’d like to be thinking about something other than asshole father figures the whole time.”

         “Maybe if we fuck,” I said, surprising myself with not only how much I wanted him but how hard I was pushing him, “you’ll forget all about them. For a little while.”

         He looked back at me. “I didn’t think you liked me that much.”

         I don’t, I wanted to say. But I want you anyway. Hormones. Horoscope. Something out of my control is going on here. I felt guilty now not just for hitting him too hard but for judging him so harshly before. I tried to put it back on him, though. I pinched the corner of the towel and edged it slowly aside, revealing a raging red erection. “Your cock doesn’t seem to care what I think.”

         He let the towel drop and crawled on top of me, dragging the hot hardness of his length up my thigh. He slipped a hand between my legs and discovered how utterly lush I was. “Neither does your pussy,” he said.

         I thrust my hips upward. “Fuck, it’s…it’s stupid how”—much I want you—“horny I am right now. I’m…not usually like this.” I was racking my brain trying to figure out what I could say that would make him give in.

         “Uh huh,” he said. “That’s why we’re not going to do the fuck-and-Velcro thing.”

         I was about to cry foul—I wanted him so much—but then he buried his head between my legs, one hand pulling my thong aside and keeping me spread while his tongue went to work. I writhed against him, so aroused already that I didn’t think it would take long to come. Which was fortunate. When he paused for a breath he said, “Two minutes,” and I wasn’t sure if it was a threat or a promise.

         His mouth was beyond talented, a true connoisseur of woman-flesh, and as he slipped two fingers into me I peaked, the orgasm rocketing up my spine and sending my already spinning head into outer space. He didn’t let up, either, stroking me from the inside and continuing firm sweeps of his tongue until I’d ridden out the full glory of my climax.

         He raised his head and looked at me from between my legs, his eyes feral, licking his lips. Then he threw his own head back and let out a kind of roar, like a tiger or a lion, and I realized he’d been jerking himself off with his other hand. He came onto the sheet covering the bed and then hung his head, panting hard.

         I was stunned but my entire body was feeling so languid and delicious that it was like no negative emotion could get through the cocoon of pleasure I was wrapped in. Fifteen minutes ago I’d been feeling every bad thing possible and now I couldn’t imagine feeling disappointment, or shame, or fear or anger or sadness. “Chino.”

         He lifted his head at the sound of his name and my cocoon was pierced by the look of pain on his face. He hid it quickly with a smile, but I had seen it.

         “Hey,” he said. “Thanks.”

         “Um, thanks,” I said back, which felt ridiculous. “You seem like you could use some cuddling.”

         He raised an eyebrow. “Do I? You sure it isn’t you who needs some cuddling?”

         “Shut up and cuddle me,” I mock-ordered and he laughed and moved up to hold me again.

         “Let me ask you one more thing,” he said as he put his arms around me.

         “Sure. Anything.”

         He paused, maybe for dramatic effect, maybe just to make me wait, then said, “House hunting. I need help house hunting.”

         “Seriously?”

         “Seriously. Real estate agents ignore single guys and pay way more attention to couples. There’s a bunch of open houses in Laurel Canyon. We don’t have to hold hands or anything, just come around with me.”

         I laughed. Maybe it was that I was still softened up from the scene and all, but I agreed right away. Besides, it might be fun to see what kind of house a rock star could afford.

         
            *  *  *

         

         CHINO

         Well, that wasn’t how I thought tonight was going to go. We emerged from the playroom to applause from our friends, which made Madison blush and me pump my arm in triumph. Seemed they approved of our apparent hookup and I kind of wondered if they’d been waiting for it to happen. I thought I had kept my interest in her pretty close to the vest but Axel knows me well and nothing gets past Sakura’s notice.

         In my line of work—especially at this level of success—I meet a lot of top-shelf gorgeous women and some of them are quite smart: what struck me about Madison was that unlike most of these gals she didn’t try to hide how smart she was. I liked that even more than the way her corset framed her luscious hips. I hadn’t missed a party since we’d met—except for the month when The Rough tour took us to Europe—but somehow the opportunity to invite her to play had never come up. In fact sometimes I had the feeling she was avoiding me, but the question was whether she was avoiding me because I was interested in her or because she was interested in me.

         I would say, given what had gone down tonight, I now had that answer. She was more than interested, but if all the mood swings she went through during our scene were any indication, the woman had issues. Serious issues. Well, I told myself, I guess I’ll find out if those issues are deal breakers or if we have something going here. Something was going on in that gorgeous red head of hers. Madison was obviously a lot more complicated than I’d first thought.

         I was always a kinky fucker. The whole idea of slave girls and bondage and whipping has always turned me on, even when I was a kid and had snuck a look at my dad’s magazine collection. Some guys had Penthouse or whatever, right? My dad had these wild European and Japanese and American underground and indie comic books hidden in a locked drawer in his office, full of drawings of corsets and boots and rope bondage and weird shit. European artists with names like Moebius and Milo Manara and Americans like Michael Manning and Frank Gary. After I left home and moved to the city I found one of those Frank Gary comics at a flea market and had matching “Bondage Beauties” tattooed onto my upper arms. My first tats. I could barely afford food, so spending the money on tattoos might’ve seemed crazy, but right then it had been more important to me to grab hold of who I wanted to be than to eat.

         I met Axel and Mal shortly after that. If you want to be superstitious about it, I think those two tattoos were like a magic spell, summoning the two people I needed most at that time of my life.

         The ink was still fresh on my latest tat, a pair of guardian eyes on the backs of my shoulders. Maddie commented on them as she scrubbed my back in the shower. She’d taken me not into the huge suitable-for-six-people dungeon shower but to the still-quite-large one in the employee dressing room. “You’re peeling.”

         “Yeah, the ink will shed for a couple more days,” I said. The heavy black would leak right out of my skin, forming a layer which would then flake off. “What about you? I don’t recall seeing any ink on you.”

         “Never got around to it,” she said. “Couldn’t ever decide on something I wanted to keep forever, you know? Do all of yours mean something?”

         “Yeah,” I said, but I wasn’t in the mood to describe them. I decided to stick with the ones she was looking at. “The eyes are the only ones on my back because when I started getting tattoos I wanted them where I could see them myself.”

         “Why is this one different, then?”

         I shrugged and ducked my head under the water. When I emerged I swapped places with her, drinking in the sight of the water rushing over her pale skin and voluptuous curves. Gorgeous. I really hoped this wasn’t my one chance with her and that she wasn’t going to shut me down the second we got dressed. She was still looking at me expectantly, so I answered the question. “It’s supposed to be…this sounds corny.”

         “So?”

         “I put the eyes there so there’ll always be someone watching my back.”

         “Axel and the guys—?”

         “Don’t get me wrong. The guys in the band are my brothers. I know they’ll always have my back and yet, you know, they’re pairing up, thinking about starting their own families—” I broke off, not wanting to talk shit about my brothers-in-arms. “Well, it’s like you said. A tattoo is forever. I guess it’s my reminder that I need to always look out for myself, ultimately.”

         The truth was that although the guys loved me and we’d been through a lot together, there was a lot they didn’t know. And if I had my way, they wouldn’t find out. Mal was rich as hell, came from old money. Ford, too—his dad had made millions in the music business. Axel hadn’t always had it easy, but he’d never gone hungry, or been yelled at for throwing away a yogurt container because his mother needed a cup and couldn’t afford one.

         Those were my first drums. Overturned buckets and coffee cans, shoe boxes, plastic Easter eggs filled with rice. Anything I could make into a percussion instrument, I would. When other boys were playing with toy cars, toy soldiers, or toy dinosaurs, I was playing with my homemade drums, banging along with my dad’s stereo, singing and dancing in the living room. My father had been an artist, a cartoonist, and my mother cleaned houses, but I had been too young to understand why art didn’t pay better and why my mother couldn’t get a better job. When my sister was born, my mother had to stop working for a while and Dad couldn’t make up the difference. He went hungrier than me—at least I got lunch at school. My brother followed a year later, when I was in second grade, and things went downhill from there. The split had come not long after that.

         Axel had bought his mother a house with his share of the money we’d made from the first album. That had got me thinking about doing the same thing myself. I hadn’t talked to my mother much since I’d left home over ten years ago, though not for lack of trying on my part. The few conversations we’d had were mostly her telling me it wasn’t too late, that Jesus would always forgive no matter how bad the sin. I still called her, though, on holidays and birthdays, even if all I’d get was a lecture. I guess I hoped someday she’d come to her senses and talk to me like a human being again. Grow up, kid, I told myself, and the voice in my head sounded a lot like my father. If your mother doesn’t love you, buying her a house won’t change that.

         “Chino?” Maddie was brushing my wet hair off my forehead with her fingers. “You done?”

         “Let me just rinse one more time,” I told her, shaking water from my head and trying to clear it. That memory was clinging to me like a bad dream. Maddie stepped out of the shower while I made sure all the soap was off me. I might be a sinner but at least I was squeaky clean on the outside.

         I shut the water off and slid the glass door open and there she was, holding a thick, luxurious towel at the ready for me, her head slightly bowed. Like some kind of serving girl. I’d never seen her give anyone this kind of deference before.

         Madison, what’s going on in your head? I hadn’t gotten the impression that she was one of those women waiting around for a big bad dom to put her in her place. Something had changed during our scene.

         I let her wrap the towel around me. Maybe she was just being courteous. After all, she knew where everything was in the employee area and I didn’t. “Thanks.” I swabbed myself down and then tried to get a look at my butt in the mirror. “Hm. I can see a little bit of bruising coming up.” I poked at it. Didn’t feel particularly sore.

         She joined me. A pattern of black marks on her own bottom was blossoming into dark purple where the studs had impacted. “Yeah, figures,” she said and didn’t object when I ran my hand gently over the marks. “I guess if I do any demonstrating in this week’s video blog I’ll definitely keep my undies on.”

         “Which blog is that?”

         “I’m starting a new feature for PlayPeople, reviewing and demonstrating sex toys.” She sighed. “They didn’t explicitly say they want me to ream myself on camera but I kind of get the feeling they’re hoping I will.”

         “What makes you think that?” I asked.

         “Well, for one thing, they sent me their standard porn performer contract rider and rates.” She shrugged. “I’m thinking I’ll start slow anyway, though, and then work up to being more graphic later, if it seems warranted.”

         “Rates?”

         “Yeah. They pay more the more you show, plus bonuses if clicks go over certain thresholds.”

         I pulled her against me, naked and damp. “You think they’ll dock you for showing unsightly bruises?”

         She snorted. “If you don’t like bruises, you shouldn’t have put them there.”

         I dug my fingers into her buttocks, making her grit her teeth with pain as I pressed us together. “Oh, I like the bruises. Maybe too much. I think they should pay you more for those. Call me when you have paddles to review, eh? I’ll help you out.”

         Her eyes went misty, her lips parting, as I loosened my grip and massaged her marks instead. If I didn’t know her better, I’d have said it was the quickest drop into subspace I’d ever seen. But surely sassy, borderline-domme Madison didn’t roll over that quick, did she?

         I tweaked a nipple, thinking that would zing her back to life, but she only gasped and moaned. Well. Every instinct in me was screaming that I should push her down on the floor and stick my cock into her to lay my claim. She’d asked with words in the playroom and I’d said no, but her body continued to beg for it with every move she made. I had a feeling if I fucked her there would be no going back. We’d be welded together and separating would wreck us. Good reason to get to know her better, right? Good reason to slow down and take care of us both instead of giving in to how much I wanted to fuck her. I was a little surprised how strong that feeling was, given that my cock hadn’t recovered yet from the ball-wringing I’d given myself while eating her. That proved it wasn’t just my cock and balls that wanted her, I guess. It was something deeper in me that wanted to claim her.

         I let go and patted her cheek instead, a pantomime of a slap. “Come on, Maddie. You’ve got a party to work.”

         She shook herself. “Right. Yeah.”

         “You want to tell me what’s going on in that gorgeous head of yours?”

         She sparked the fire I was used to seeing, wrinkling her nose at me and cocking her hip. “Nothing. It’s nothing. Stop pretending you don’t know that women fall at your feet when you snap your fingers.”

         I laughed. Being a rock star had some definite perks. But Madison had never struck me as the fall-at-your-feet type. It was probably why I had been so interested in her since we met. My usual charm hadn’t seemed to work at all. But maybe she had just hidden her interest until now.

         I still wanted to know what had happened to her while we were playing; I didn’t believe it was “nothing” for a second. But until she was ready to tell me I wasn’t going to force it out of her.

         She gave me a rich purple bathrobe—it matched the towels—to wear, and rather than putting the corset she had been wearing back on, she changed into another party-appropriate outfit, a black velvet catsuit with black leather waist cincher. The velvet transformed her already voluptuous curves into something nearly irresistible, the waist cincher accentuating them like gold on a lily. I wanted to fit my hands against the leather and then run my palms over the velvet forever.

         I caught her sneaking a look at her phone and murmuring “damn it.”

         “Something wrong?” I asked.

         She shoved the phone into the locker. “No,” she said and then repeated the lie of earlier. “It’s nothing.”

         I was sure it wasn’t nothing, but right then there was nothing I could do about it.
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