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      Ginger watched Lola’s face. She’d seen her friend laughing, she’d seen her crying, she’d seen her happy and sad. But she didn’t think she’d ever seen her this pissed off.

      Her whiskey-brown eyes were blazing, her cheeks flushed with temper as she stalked across the room where Ginger stood near the stairs with the bride. She shot Anna a look. “Well, she’s not sad anymore.”

      Anna shook her head, her brown eyes wide. “No, that’s not a sad face.” She lowered her voice as Lola drew to a stop in front of them. “What just happened?”

      “That asshole,” Lola began through gritted teeth, “wants to talk.”

      Ginger blinked. “Um. Okay. And you don’t?”

      “I’m just starting to feel like I might be able to move past this. Plus, this is really not the place. I’m not screwing up your wedding with our personal drama.”

      Anna waved that away. “I don’t care about that. I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

      Lola drew a deep breath. “I’m going to be fine.”

      “Just don’t think you have to—” Anna broke off when her fiancé appeared beside her.

      “Babe, there are a couple of people I want you to meet.” Grant slipped his arm around her waist and smiled at Ginger and Lola, pale blue eyes twinkling. “Ladies, if you’ll excuse us.”

      “Oh, but—” Anna’s protest faded as he drew her away, leading her to a cluster of people on the other side of the room.

      “I don’t want anything to fuck this up for her,” Lola said.

      “I don’t think anything can,” Ginger replied. “She’s so happy she’s practically got cartoon birds and woodland creatures flitting around her feet.”

      “I just want to make sure my bullshit with Simon doesn’t interfere with tomorrow. Why the hell would he pick now to do this?”

      Ginger hesitated, then blurted out what she was thinking. “Maybe you should. Talk to him, I mean.”

      Lola’s mouth dropped open in shock. “What?”

      “It’s been nearly a week since you broke up,” Ginger pointed out. “Maybe he’s had time to think?”

      “I don’t care if he’s had time to write a three-act play. It’s not the time.”

      Ginger opened her mouth to reply, then shut it with a snap when Michael O'Reilly stepped in front of her.

      She couldn’t help but give a little sigh. He was, without a doubt, the most strikingly handsome man she’d ever seen in her life. Not that her life thus far had been chock-full of hot guys, but she’d seen her fair share since moving to Chicago at the beginning of the summer.

      He put them all to shame.

      He was tall and fit, with the kind of body that spoke of power and strength even in the tailored dress shirt and slacks, both in unrelieved black. His hair was black too, or almost, thick with a hint of curl that should’ve made him look boyish, but there was nothing boyish about this man. His green eyes gleamed like emeralds against his olive skin, and his face, with its squared-off jaw—clean shaven today—and sharp-edged cheekbones, was a study in geometry—all planes and angles. But his mouth was a different story—full, soft, sensual. The kind of mouth that gave a woman ideas and was, at the moment, curved in a charming smile.

      She had dreams about that mouth, and remembering exactly what those dreams had entailed, she blushed. Then she blushed harder when his gaze settled on her.

      “Ms. Dowling,” he said, his smile broadening in a way that made her feel like he knew exactly what she was thinking, and held out a glass of champagne. She took it automatically. “Would you give me a hand with something?”

      “Oh. I—” She darted a glance at Lola, but before she could do more than blink he had her elbow in one firm hand and was guiding her away.

      She frowned at him and tried to lean away, only to freeze when he leaned down.

      “Simon needs to talk to her,” he murmured softly. “A moment alone to grovel.”

      “Oh.” She shot a glance over her shoulder at Lola, saw Simon approaching her from behind. He met her eyes and gave her the faintest of nods.

      Okay, she thought and, relaxing her arm in Michael’s hold, let him pull her from the room. “I hope he’s good at it. She’s going to be pissed.”

      “Undoubtedly,” Michael agreed, amusement sparkling in his eyes. He drew to a halt just outside the dining room. “You’ve become very close with Anna and Lola.”

      She smiled, thinking of the two women. She’d been worried that moving to Chicago for the summer meant she’d be lonely. She’d never been so happy to be wrong. “They’re good friends.”

      He was watching her face, those sharp green eyes missing nothing. “You haven’t been in the city long.”

      She heard the unspoken question. “Sometimes, you just click.”

      “Yes,” he agreed. “Sometimes you do.”

      Her belly gave a little clutch at the light in his eyes—not unpleasant, but not altogether comfortable, either.

      “I feel I owe you an apology.”

      She blinked, nonplussed. “What? Why?”

      “For the way my staff treated you when you visited the club.” He lifted his glass to his lips, watching her over the rim.

      “Oh.” She winced, remembering the hell she’d given his security when she’d come storming in a few weeks back. She’d been worried about Lola, and frantic to find Simon. To say she’d been rude would be an understatement. “I’m the one who ought to apologize. I was upset, and not very polite.”

      “You did apologize,” he reminded her. “After I instructed my man at the door to call for Simon.”

      “Did I?” She shook her head. “I don’t remember. It’s all kind of a blur.”

      “It was a stressful night.”

      “All around,” she agreed and smiled. The wine and the innocuous conversation were relaxing her. “No apology necessary.”

      “Nonetheless, I hope you’ll visit us again sometime. Give us a chance to make a better impression.”

      “Oh.” She cleared her throat. “Well.”

      “That makes you uncomfortable,” he observed, and she got the distinct impression he was trying not to smile.

      He seemed to require an answer, so she gave him the only one she had. “Yes.”

      “Why is that?”

      Christ on a cupcake, was he kidding? “Because it’s…I’m not used to that kind of thing.”

      “You’ve never been to a BDSM club before?”

      She suppressed the hysterical urge to laugh as she pictured her tiny town in Ohio. Two taverns, a roadhouse, and bingo night at the local Methodist church made up the sum total of the available nightlife. “No.”

      A curious light came into his eyes. “That’s a funny question?”

      She shook her head and took another sip of liquid courage. “No, but thinking of my hometown having a BDSM club was.”

      “Ah.” Curiosity eased into amusement. “You’re from Ohio, correct?”

      She nodded, faintly surprised that he would know. She assumed either Lola or Anna had mentioned it, but she couldn’t imagine how it had come up. “Comfort, Ohio. A very, very small town.”

      “And what do you do there?”

      “I’m a high school English teacher.”

      “Do you like teaching?"

      She started to give her standard polite answer, but she found herself strangely unwilling to lie. “Not really.”

      “Then why do you do it?”

      An easy question for a man whose clothes probably cost more than her rent. “Because I like eating and paying my bills.”

      “Fair enough,” he allowed, and though his eyes had darkened at her snapping response, inclined his head in apology.

      Shit. “I’m sorry. That was uncalled for.”

      His gaze remained steady, his mouth unsmiling. “Perhaps I touched a nerve?”

      “Perhaps,” she admitted and, eager to change the subject, gestured with her wine. “What about you? Do you have a job besides the, um, the club?”

      For a moment she wasn’t sure he would answer. Then he shrugged, and his lips curled in a slow smile. “It keeps me fairly busy, but I do have some other interests.”

      “Oh?” she managed. God, that smile was lethal.

      “Mmm.” His smile deepened. She looked away in self-defense—it was that or start drooling—and saw Anna waving at her from across the room.

      “Oh. Um. Excuse me, but I think Anna needs me.”

      Michael glanced over his shoulder. “Well, I guess I’ll see you later, then.”

      “Right. Later.” Relieved, and maybe a little disappointed, Ginger hurried over to Anna. “What’s going on?”

      “That’s what I was going to ask,” Anna whispered, her eyes darting to Michael’s retreating figure. “Since when are you so chummy with Michael?”

      “He was distracting me so Simon could talk to Lola.”

      Anna’s eyes flashed with annoyance. “Grant did the same thing. He said Simon took her up to the attic. Come on.”

      Ginger started up the stairs after her friend. “We’re going up there?”

      “We damn well are. I want to make sure he’s not keeping her there against her will,” Anna replied, then winced. “And also that she’s not killing him.”

      Ginger remembered the fury on Lola’s face. “Valid.”

      Anna glanced at Ginger as they topped the stairs. “What were you and Michael talking about?”

      “Just stuff,” Ginger said breathlessly and told herself it was because they’d just run up the stairs and not because of that slow, sexy smile. “Small talk, chit-chat.”

      “Really?” Anna’s lips pursed, a teasing light in her pretty eyes. “Because it looked pretty flirty from where I was standing.”

      “I think flirty is his default,” Ginger evaded.

      “Well, that’s certainly true,” Anna muttered and hurried to the door at the end of the hall. “Okay, let’s make sure Simon’s not being eviscerated.”

      Happy that the focus was no longer on her, Ginger followed. And put her decidedly flirty thoughts of the man with the green eyes and sexy smile out of her mind.
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      Lola answered Ginger’s knock on her door with a smile. “Hey, where’ve you been?”

      “Uh, across the hall? Where I live?”

      Lola stepped back to let Ginger in. “Yeah, but I haven’t seen you since we got back from the wedding, and that was almost a week ago.”

      Ginger stepped into the apartment. “Probably because you’ve been too busy having makeup sex.”

      Lola shut the door with a laugh. “It was only makeup sex the first day. After that it was ‘hey I get to bang my man whenever I want so why don’t I do it now’ sex.”

      “I hate you,” Ginger decided.

      Lola laughed again. “Come on in. Simon’s still at work, so I’m currently between bangs.”

      Ginger followed Lola into the open space. The apartment had the same basic layout as the one she inhabited across the hall, but that was where the similarities ended. Where Ginger’s cousin had gone with an ultra-modern look for his place, with polished concrete floors, white walls, and sleek leather furniture, Lola had gone for warmth. The floors were covered in rich hardwoods and colorful rugs, and while her furniture would never be considered traditional, the bold colors and bright accents gave the rooms a sense of style without compromising comfort. Even with all the open space, it was cozy.

      Lola settled in a corner of the red sofa, tucking her bare feet under her. Dressed in leggings and an oversized t-shirt, her face was scrubbed clean and her platinum blonde hair was tied back in a short, stubby tail. Diamonds flashed at her ears, and her fingernails were still painted the bold pink she’d worn for the wedding..

      Ginger sat on the other end of the sofa. “I take it things are good?”

      Lola’s smile was bright, satisfied, and just a little smug. “Things are very good.”

      “Then I can stop feeling guilty about letting Michael waylay me at the wedding so Simon could drag you off?”

      “You are absolved, my child,” Lola intoned soberly, then raised a finger. “But absolution requires penance.”

      Amused, Ginger pulled her feet up to mimic Lola’s pose. “Can I recite The Miller’s Tale instead of the rosary?”

      Lola’s whiskey-brown eyes went wide. “You can recite The Miller’s Tale?”

      “Most of it. Sometimes I fumble the middle bits,” Ginger confessed. “But since most people don’t understand Middle English, I just make something up and keep it rolling.”

      “How about you just give me the dish on what happened between you and Michael at the wedding and we’ll call it even?”

      “Oh, that’s easy.” Ginger picked an invisible speck of lint off the knee of her jeans. “Nothing happened.”

      “Uh-huh. That’s why you were making coy, flirty, sex eyes at him the whole time we were there.”

      “How would you know?” Ginger demanded. “You were too busy making up with Simon to notice anything that wasn’t his tongue in your mouth.”

      “It’s called multi-tasking,” Lola said archly.

      “It’s called being a busybody,” Ginger muttered, and winced. “Was I that obvious?”

      “No,” Lola conceded. “But if I noticed it , you can bet your fine ass he did.”

      Ginger tried to feign nonchalance. “Oh?”

      “Like that idea, do you?”

      Ginger thought about playing it coy, then figured, what the hell. “You’ve seen him, right?”

      “Oh, yeah, he’s hot. And kinky,” Lola reminded her with a raised eyebrow. “Which you have claimed not to be.”

      “I have,” Ginger agreed, then cleared her throat. “However, upon further reflection…”

      Lola snickered.

      Ginger scowled. “You know, I can just wait for Anna to come back from her honeymoon and talk to her if you’re going to be smug.”

      “Sorry, sorry.” Lola schooled her expression into neutral lines. “You were saying?”

      Ginger just sighed. “I think I’m submissive, okay?”

      Lola’s eyes went round with feigned shock. “What? That is brand new information!”

      “Oh, shut up,” Ginger muttered and refused—absolutely refused—to smile. “I don’t want anyone sticking needles in me—no offense.”

      Lola just laughed, well used to the fact that her specific kink tended to freak people out. “None taken.”

      “But the other stuff…” Ginger cleared her throat. “Um, I might be up for some of that.”

      “Okay, question.”

      Ginger braced herself. “What?”

      “Are you just saying that because you have the hots for Michael?”

      “No. I’ve actually been thinking about this for a while.”

      “How long is a while?”

      “Ever since I walked in on you and Simon,” Ginger confessed with a wince, remembering the day she’d accidentally discovered Lola giving Simon a blowjob while tied up. She’d misinterpreted the situation—badly—and Simon had paid the price.

      Lola’s laughter rang out. “Simon’s going to love that.”

      “I bet.”

      “No, he will. And it might make him feel better about you tasering him. Like he sacrificed his body for a greater cause.”

      Ginger shifted uncomfortably on the sofa. “It wasn’t a taser, it was a stun gun. And can we not talk about that, please?”

      Lola’s eyes were dancing with laughter, but she nodded. “So, what do you plan to do with this revelation?”

      “I was hoping you’d have some ideas,” Ginger admitted. “I’m out of my depth, here.”

      Lola pursed her lips in thought. “I’ve got ideas. First, tell me what you’re looking for.”

      “Orgasms?” Ginger ventured.

      “Aren’t we all,” Lola drawled. “Beyond that?”

      “I don’t know,” Ginger confessed. “I kind of got stuck on orgasms.”

      “Hard to blame you,” Lola allowed. “Okay, first things first. What’s your experience in this area? You mentioned before having boyfriends who liked rough sex, and that you enjoyed that. Anything else?”

      Ginger thought back. “I don’t think so. Well, one guy—Mark—he liked to order me around in bed. Stand here, do this, keep your hands there. That kind of thing.”

      Lola nodded. “And giving him that control, how did that make you feel?”

      “I liked it. It was…” Hot. Sexy. I came my brains out. “I liked it.”

      Lola chuckled. “Okay, then we can say that letting someone else call the shots for sex is a definite yes. What about D/s outside the bedroom?”

      “You mean like Anna and Grant?”

      Lola nodded. “They’re one example.”

      Ginger frowned. It seemed to work for her friends, Grant being in charge of certain aspects of their lives, but she’d be lying if she said she was entirely comfortable with the idea. “I don’t know.”

      “A reasonable answer.”

      “I was hoping I could go to the club with you sometime,” Ginger said. “You know, get a feel for what’s out there, what I might like.”

      “You could,” Lola allowed, her brow furrowed in thought.

      “I started to do some research online,” Ginger went on. 

      “Uh-oh.”

      “That’s an understatement,” Ginger muttered, remembering the number of hits she’d gotten when she’d searched ‘common BDSM practices’. “I almost had a panic attack.”

      “Yeah, there’s a lot to wade through.” She tapped her fingers on her knee for a moment. “Visiting Odyssey is a good option, if you’re willing to jump through some hoops.”

      “Whatever the hoops are, they can’t be worse than a million-plus Google results.”

      “Okay, then.” Lola unfolded herself and rose from the sofa. “Hang on, I’m going to grab a few things from my office.”

      “Okay.”

      Lola turned to go, then paused. “You know, Michael takes a strong interest in new submissives at Odyssey. He considers it his duty to make sure they have a good experience.”

      Ginger widened her eyes, all innocence. “Oh, does he?”

      Lola snorted out a laugh. “That’s good, the big eyes, but the grin gives you away. You’ll want to watch that.”

      Ginger folded her lips to hide the grin and nodded solemnly. “Noted.”

      Lola just shook her head, muttered something that sounded like ‘sneaky submissive’ and headed down the hall.

      Alone, Ginger allowed herself a triumphant giggle, then closed her eyes, settled back into the cushions, and tried to breathe away both the giddy anticipation and the rising anxiety.

      “You fall asleep on me?” Lola demanded a few moments later.

      Ginger opened her eyes. “No, I was managing my anticipation and anxiety through meditative breathing.”

      Lola’s gaze sharpened. “You have anxiety?”

      “And anticipation.” Not wanting to talk about it, Ginger nodded at the sheaf of papers in Lola’s hands. “What’re those?”

      Lola held them out. “Hoops. Start jumping.”

      Ginger took them. “Okay, can you be more specific?”

      “It’s a BDSM checklist, the one they use at Odyssey for new members.” Lola dropped back down onto the sofa. “I printed it out so you can take your time with it.”

      “Oh, I didn’t mean…I wasn’t planning to join.” She’d been on Odyssey’s website, knew what they charged for membership fees. As much as she wanted to get laid, she couldn’t justify spending six months’ rent to do it.

      Lola shook her head. “You can come as our guest, but you should still fill it out. It’ll give you a good idea of what’s out there, the kinds of things you might be interested in. And if you want to do more than watch at the club, you have to have it on file. House rule.”

      “Oh, okay.” Ginger skimmed down the list, her eyes widening. “Age play? Bestiality? Chastity belts?”

      “And that’s just the first page,” Lola said. “Look, there are going to be a lot of these that don’t appeal to you, and that’s fine. There will be even more that you just don’t know enough about to judge yet, and that’s fine too.”

      “So, I’m supposed to go through this and find the things that I want to do?”

      “And the things you don’t want to do,” Lola said. “That’s just as important.”

      “This is going to take days,” Ginger mused, flipping through the pages. What the hell were vampire gloves? 

      “It takes as long as it takes. It’s important to be thorough, honest, and to remember that at this stage—at any stage, really—'I don’t know’ is a perfectly acceptable answer.”

      “Right.” Ginger set the pages down. “Why did I think this was going to be simple?”

      Lola chuckled. “I have no idea. Do you want to stay for dinner? Simon’s picking up pizza, and there will be more than enough.”

      “Did you get it with anchovies?”

      “I had to trade various kinky and unnatural sexual favors for them, but yes.”

      Ginger wrinkled her nose. “Pass. I’ve got leftover Chinese at home. And,” she indicated the papers in her lap, “I have homework to do. But call me the next time Simon wins the pizza war.”

      “He may be eating anchovies, but believe me, he still won.”

      Ginger stood up. “And that’s why I’m leaving before he gets home.”

      Lola rose to follow her to the door. “Call me if you have questions about the list.”

      “I will, believe me.” Ginger paused at the door to give her friend a hug. “Thanks, Lo.”

      “You’re welcome,” Lola said and opened the door. “Hey, Ginger?”

      Halfway across the hall to her own door, Ginger turned. “What?”

      Lola winked. “Welcome to the dark side.”

      Ginger burst out laughing. “Thanks. I think.”

      She waved goodbye and let herself into her apartment, immediately going to the refrigerator, and the bottle of white wine she had chilling.

      Her evening was definitely going to require alcohol.
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      “Are you sure this is going to be okay with Lola?” Michael asked, following Simon out of the elevator.

      “It’s fine,” Simon said, juggling the pizza boxes with one hand while he dug his keys out with the other. “She was going to tag you anyway, with the proposal for her needle demo. This way you can talk it out in person.”

      “Give me those,” Michael said, reaching for the pizza boxes. “You’re going to dump them on the floor.”

      “Just the one with anchovies.” Unencumbered, Simon fit his key smoothly into the lock and swung the door open. “Honey, I’m home!”

      “Thank God, I’m starving,” came the fervent reply. “Where’s the pizza?”

      Michael stepped into the apartment behind Simon. “Right here, beautiful.”

      “Hi, Michael,” she said, a smile curving her lush mouth. She was curled on the sofa in leggings and what looked like one of Simon’s t-shirts, her face bare of makeup and her hair pulled back. She looked like a million bucks. “You pick up a side hustle?”

      Appreciating her, Michael smiled. “The hours are lousy, but the tips make up for it.”

      “Stop flirting with my woman,” Simon ordered and crossed the room to kiss the woman in question. “Hi.”

      “Hi. Did you get a second pizza without anchovies?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s cheating,” she accused.

      “That’s strategy,” he corrected smugly. “And being a good host. I couldn’t make our guest eat smelly fish.”

      Michael set the pizza down on the kitchen counter. “Don’t drag me into this.”

      “Go with me here,” Simon hissed, then grunted when Lola poked him in the belly.

      “When exactly did you invite Michael for dinner?” she asked. “Before or after you ordered the second pie?”

      “After,” Simon admitted, laughing when she poked him again. “But the reasoning stands.”

      She poked him a third time, then grabbed his tie and yanked him down for another kiss. “Cheat.”

      “Smelly fish eater.”

      She pushed him away with a laugh. “Just for that, you can get the plates and the beer.”

      “Worth it,” Simon decided and straightened. “Michael, beer?”

      “I wouldn’t say no.” At home, Michael took a chair opposite the couch. “You’re looking well, Lola.”

      “I am well,” she replied with an amused smile. “And how are you?”

      “I’m good,” he replied, taking the beer Simon offered with murmured thanks. “I hope it’s all right, my joining you for dinner. Simon wouldn’t take no."

      “It’s fine,” Lola assured him.

      “He was wandering the streets, faint with hunger,” Simon said from the kitchen where he was plating pizza. “Oliver Twist in designer jeans.”

      Michael choked on his beer. “I just said I’d been in meetings all day and skipped lunch.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “You’re such a humanitarian, Simon,” Lola drawled. “Actually, I’m glad you’re here. I have the needle demo proposal ready, if you want to look it over.”

      Simon handed Michael a plate with two slices of pizza. “Told you.”

      Michael inhaled the scent wafting up from the plate, the spice of red sauce, the tang of sausages and peppers, and thankfully no anchovies. “I’m happy to take a look at it.”

      “Great.” Lola took her plate from Simon, thanking him with a kiss. “There was something else I wanted to talk to you about, too.”

      Michael grunted around his first bite, gesturing with his free hand for her to continue.

      “Ginger wants to visit Odyssey,” she said and bit into her pizza.

      Michael paused for a moment, then continued chewing while he rolled that thought around. When he’d swallowed, and was sure he could speak casually, he asked, “As an observer or a participant?”

      “Both.” Lola picked an anchovy off her slice and popped it into her mouth with obvious relish. “She’s not sure what she wants exactly, but she wants to play, and I’d guess sooner rather than later.”

      “Really?” Beside Lola on the couch, Simon was frowning.

      “That surprises you?” Lola asked.

      “Yeah. I didn’t think she was kinky.”

      Lola’s expression was amused. “She didn’t either. Until she saw me all tied up and giving you a blowjob. Apparently, that moment was her personal kink awakening.”

      Simon’s expression went from confused to pained to annoyed in a blink. “You’d think someone having a personal awakening wouldn’t be so quick to get her stun gun.”

      “She thought I was being assaulted,” Lola soothed.

      “I know, but that shit hurt,” Simon muttered and glared at a laughing Michael. “You can shut up anytime.”

      Unbothered, Michael spoke through his snickers. “You’ve got to admit, it was a gutsy move.”

      “Let’s stun gun you mid-blowjob and see how you feel about it.”

      “Pass,” Michael said, grinning.

      Lola gave Simon a consoling pat on the knee before picking up her plate again. “Back to Ginger. She’s been thinking about this for a while, and she’s ready to explore. She asked if she could come with us to Odyssey sometime.”

      Though he would’ve liked to poke at Simon a bit more about the Great Blowjob Stun Gun Incident—really, that never got old—Michael shifted gears. “I have no problem with you bringing her as a guest, but she’d have to fill out the paperwork before being allowed to play.”

      “I gave her the checklist.”

      Michael nodded in approval. “Does she have any experience?”

      “Not with organized kink, no. A few sexual partners who’ve played at being dominant. She enjoyed that, wants to expand on it.”

      “That’s his specialty,” Simon put in with a grin, eager to turn the tables.

      Lola’s eyebrows inched up. “Is it?”

      “Oh, sure. Eager subbie wannabes are Michael’s jam, aren’t they, Mikey?”

      Lola dropped her pizza on her plate to jam a finger in Simon’s face. “Don’t say that word.”

      He blinked at the finger hovering at the end of his nose. “What word? Wannabes?”

      “Subbie.” Lola’s lips twisted like just saying it left a bad taste in her mouth. “I hate that word.”

      He looked at the finger at the end of his nose, then at Michael, his confusion clear. “What’s wrong with subbie?”

      Michael shrugged, then goggled when Lola’s finger shifted to poke Simon just below the collarbone.

      “What the hell, Lo?”

      She jabbed harder. “I just said don’t say that word.”

      “Okay, jeez.” Simon scowled, rubbing his chest. “Damn, that hurt.”

      “Good. Remember that the next time you think about saying that abomination.”

      “Believe me, I will.” He pulled his t-shirt away from his skin. “I think you drew blood.”

      “I did not.” Offering Michael an apologetic smile, Lola picked up her pizza again. “Sorry. Where was I?”

      Enjoying himself, Michael grinned. “Ginger’s experience.”

      “Right. She hasn’t had any D/s experience, and she’s not sure what she thinks about that.”

      “Not surprising,” Michael decided.

      “It’s not, no. Her only exposure there is Anna and Grant, and they’re on the mild end of the scale. Honestly, if she ends up being interested in that, that’s where I see her landing.”

      “Okay, well, when she’s ready, let me know. We’ll arrange for a visit.”

      “Will do.” Lola picked up her beer. “She likes you, you know.”

      “Oh?” With studied casualness, Michael picked up his pizza. “In what way?”

      “In the you’re hot and she’s horny way,” Lola said drily. “At this point, I don’t think it’s any deeper than that.”

      “All right.”

      “I got the sense that when she does come to Odyssey, she’s hoping to attract your attention,” Lola continued, then raised an eyebrow. “But she already has that, doesn’t she?”

      Michael allowed himself a small smile. “I keep forgetting you’re as observant as any Dom.”

      Simon rolled his eyes. “Buddy, you don’t know the half of it.”

      Lola kept her eyes on Michael. “You haven’t answered my question.”

      “What was it again?” Michael asked pleasantly.

      “Are you interested in Ginger?”

      “I’m…” Careful, he warned himself. Be careful. “Intrigued by her.”

      “Do you want to fuck her?” Lola asked bluntly.

      A glance at Simon told Michael he’d get no help from that quarter, so he focused on Lola. “I’m attracted to her, and I’d have no objection to a physical relationship.”

      Lola’s gaze didn’t waver. “So, yes.”

      “Yes.”

      “All right.” Lola nodded. “Thank you for being honest.”

      “You’re welcome.” Michael waited a beat. “Is that all?”

      “Well, it’s not really my business, is it?”

      Simon’s snort told Michael his friend didn’t buy that any more than he did. “No, but why should that stop you?”

      Lola’s smile was sharp. “Ginger’s a big girl, well able to handle herself.”

      “As Simon can attest,” Michael said, unable to resist. Simon just shot up a middle finger.

      “And you’re not an asshole,” Lola continued, ignoring the byplay.

      “Thanks very much,” Michael said drily.

      “However, Ginger is my friend, and she’s at a…crossroads in her life at the moment. She’s vulnerable, and if you’re careless with her⁠—”

      “Lola,” Michael began, then snapped his mouth shut when she shot up a hand.

      “If you’re careless with her, and she gets hurt, you and I will have a problem.”

      More than a little irritated by the threat, and the implication that he was anything but a responsible Dom, Michael drew a calming breath. “I understand your concern for your friend.”

      “Good. Then we don’t have a problem.”

      He glanced at Simon, who was grinning, then back at Lola. “You know, I have at times regretted that I never had the chance to play with you before you and Simon made your relationship official.” He paused for a moment. “I no longer have that regret.”

      Lola smiled, clearly unoffended. “I like you, Michael. I consider you a good friend.”

      He waited.

      “But if I have to choose, I’m on Team Ginger.” She rose from the sofa, crossed to his chair, and bent to kiss his cheek. “Don’t make me choose.”

      He returned the kiss with irritation, and reluctant admiration. “I won’t.”

      “Good enough. I’m going to go get the proposal for the needle demo.”

      “All right,” Michael agreed.

      She walked away, disappearing down the hall, and Simon cleared his throat. “She wasn’t kidding, you know.”

      “Yeah, I got that.” Michael huffed out a breath. “Is she always so protective of her friends?”

      Simon snorted. “You remember how she was with Grant when he and Anna got together, right?”

      “I remember.” Grant had gotten both a lecture and a kick to the balls for his misstep with Anna. “If she goes for my balls, I expect you to head her off.”

      “Sorry,” Simon said, rubbing at the sore spot on his chest again. “I have my own balls to worry about.”

      “I bet.” Michael eyed his friend. “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Do you have any concerns about me playing with Ginger?”

      Simon shrugged. “You’re a safe player, a considerate one. I’ve never known you to ignore a submissive’s limits or safeword, and you don’t skimp on the aftercare. And you’re good with the new subbies-newbies.”

      Michael’s lips twitched at Simon’s quick correction. “Am I?”

      “Sure. Most of them fall a little in love with you, but you manage to slither out of that without too much drama.”

      Michael wasn’t sure how he felt about the word slither. “They don’t fall in love with me.”

      “Sure, they do. Most of them get over it pretty quickly,” Simon continued, “because it’s actually the kink they fall in love with, not you.”

      Michael narrowed his eyes. “Lucky for them.”

      “You know it’s true.”

      He did. New submissives were like kids in a candy store, wanting everything all at once and heedless of the coming tummy ache. It was his job as a Dom to guide and direct, not only to make sure their experiences were positive, but happened when the submissive was ready, and in a way that not only satisfied but helped build their confidence.

      And to step away when they no longer needed him.

      “Ginger probably won’t be any different, especially if she’s as eager as Lola thinks.”

      The thought brought an unexpected stab of discomfort. “Right.”

      “When it’s time, just ease her away the way you always do, and you’ll be fine,” Simon said, and clapped a hand on his back as Lola’s returning footsteps echoed down the hall. “And just in case, maybe wear a cup.”
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      Two weeks later on a Friday night, Ginger was sitting in the back of Simon’s car, vacillating between being so anxious she wanted to throw up and so excited she wanted to scream. “I can’t believe I’m finally doing this.”

      Next to her, still gloriously tanned from her honeymoon, Anna smiled. “Excited?”

      “Are you kidding?” Ginger realized she was twisting her fingers together and forced them apart. “I’m coming out of my panties, here.”

      “You wore panties?” Simon asked from the driver’s seat.

      She grinned at his reflection in the rearview mirror. “It’s a figure of speech."

      On her other side in the back seat, Lola laughed. “You went commando?”

      Ginger shrugged. “It seemed like the thing to do.”

      Lola laughed again. “Oh, it’s definitely the thing to do.”

      “I thought you’d be more nervous,” Anna chimed in.

      “I am nervous,” Ginger admitted, one hand pressed to the butterflies in her belly. “But it’s good nervous, and I’m not allowed to play tonight, anyway.”

      She paused to frown. “Why is that again?”

      “Baby steps,” Lola reminded her. “Plus, your paperwork isn’t complete.’

      “I filled out the list,” Ginger protested. “What else is there?”

      “The blood test.”

      “Oh, right.” Ginger shrugged. She’d been hoping to skip that, since her doctor was back in Ohio. “I don’t see how it matters, since I can’t afford a membership.”

      “You need to complete it to play, even as a guest,” Lola reminded her. “You remember the rest of the rules?”

      “Oh, um.” Ginger struggled to focus. “Don’t touch anyone without permission, don’t interrupt a scene unless someone’s on fire.”

      Grant turned to smile at her from the front passenger seat. “Even then, ask first.”

      She stared at him. “I was joking.”

      “I’m not. Fire play has gotten popular in the last few years.”

      “Jeez.”

      “Relax,” Anna told her with a pat on the shoulder. “You’ll be fine. And you look amazing.”

      “Smokin’ hot,” Lola agreed, “if a little on the conservative side for a submissive.” 

      Conservative? Ginger looked down at her skirt. The narrow leather skirt came to the top of her knee, so she supposed the length could be considered conservative. But the zipper ran from the hem to the waist along the front of her right thigh, and could be raised from the bottom and turned into a slit that could go up one inch or twenty. So how conservative it was sort of depended on how well the zipper stayed put.

      Her top was aqua blue, a little brighter than she normally wore, but both Lola and Anna had given it the thumbs up, and she trusted their judgement. One side was long-sleeved, the soft, stretchy material reaching down to cover the back of her right hand. Her left shoulder was bared, the diagonal neckline disappearing under her left arm, and Lola had loaned her an arm cuff in hammered silver.

      The shirt was both stretchy and clingy, and made it very clear she wasn’t wearing a bra. She’d suggested going out and buying a strapless one, or something that could be converted to accommodate the one-shoulder top, and had been soundly voted down by her friends.

      Her shoes were simple, black patent leather with thin straps that buckled around her ankles. Since the heels were a needle-thin three inches, she was grateful for the extra stability.

      She’d styled her shaggy pixie cut so it looked like she’d just tumbled out of bed, and Anna had done her makeup, making her eyes look bigger and her mouth softer. She’d been afraid it would look overdone, but pulled together the entire look was soft, a little sultry, and okay, very sexy.

      She glanced at her friends. Lola wore black leather pants and a dark red leather bustier that matched her lipstick and her nail polish. Her shoes brought her height all the way up to five foot five. Anna had on a black dress in stretchy Lycra, strapless and very, very short. She wore boots that came to her knees with three-inch heels, and had a leather collar wrapped around her neck.

      More than a piece of jewelry, Anna had explained, the thin red leather was a symbol that she belonged to someone. Grant insisted she wear it at the club, as its presence not only warned others that she was taken, but it also increased her sense of submission. A tangible symbol of the control he held over her, and the trust she placed in him.

      Ginger had found it almost frighteningly erotic.

      She looked up as the car pulled up to the entrance of the club, and the valet opened the door for them. She concentrated on breathing as they got out of the car and made their way up the steps to the heavy double doors that guarded the entrance.

      Lola smiled at the man at the door. “Axe, how are you?”

      The giant with white skin, black eyes, and a shaved head nodded. “Can’t complain, Lo.” His eyes darted to Ginger standing behind them. “Bringing a guest tonight?”

      “This is Ginger,” Simon said, putting a protective hand on her bare shoulder. “She should be on the list.”

      “Boss said she might be in,” Axe replied without taking his eyes off Ginger. “You look a bit different than the last time I saw you.”

      “The last time?” Lola asked.

      Ginger winced. “Axe was working the night you got hurt. I’m afraid he got the worst of my temper when he wouldn’t immediately get Simon for me.”

      Amazingly, the big man curved his thin lips into a smile. “That was your worst? Hell, girl, that didn’t even make the top ten tirades I heard that night.”

      Ginger smiled, relaxing a little. He was awfully sweet. “Even so, I’m sorry I yelled at you.”

      His smile widened to show even white teeth, and he lifted his gaze to Simon. “Oh yeah, I can see what the boss is worked up about.”

      He turned his attention back to Ginger. “Don’t you worry about it, sweetie.”

      Who’s worked up about what? Puzzled by the exchange but too nervous to ask about it, Ginger gave Axe a grateful smile. “Thank you.”

      He sent her a wink before looking past her to greet Anna and Grant. Pleasantries were exchanged as he checked them all in, and they were moving toward the doors at the end of the short hall that led to the main club area when Axe stopped them.

      “She needs a wristband,” he told Simon, jerking his head toward Ginger. “What color?”

      “White,” he responded. “No stripes.”

      Axe nodded and pulled out a paper wristband. He gestured to her, and she held out her bare arm. He attached the band swiftly and added a little pat at the end. “Have fun,” he told her, and turned to greet the next set of people at the door.

      “What’s the band for?” Ginger whispered to Anna as they walked through the main doors.

      “It’s to let other people know what kinds of play you’re available for. Unattached submissives always wear them, they’re white. Unattached Doms can wear them if they want, those bands are black.”

      Ginger fingered the band. “Why did Simon say no stripes?”

      “They can add little colored stripes to show what you’re willing to do. Sex, bondage, S&M, etc. Everything has a color code. You need to wear the band, but since you’re new and you’re not planning to play tonight, no colors.”

      “Got it.”

      The main club level had large, three-sided bar off to one side, surrounded by small cocktail tables. People milled about, standing at the bar or sitting at the tables. Opposite the bar were several seating areas, low couches and cozy chairs arranged into conversation pits, and many of them were occupied as well. Just past the seating areas was a dance floor, already crowded with bodies writhing to the beat of the music pounding out of the speakers.

      “Wow.” She blinked. “It’s pretty crowded.”

      Grant chuckled, one hand curled around the back of Anna’s neck. “This is nothing. You should see it on a regular Saturday night. Wall to wall bodies, to say nothing of the play areas.”

      “Play areas?”

      “Remember, there’s no play here in the main room, though they often use the stage for demos.” Anna nodded toward the curtained area past the dance floor. “All the sexy stuff takes place on the second and third floors.”

      “Right. Sexy stuff.” Ginger blew out a breath. “You know, I could use a drink.”

      Simon chuckled as Lola gave her a stern look. “One drink. You’re not playing or you wouldn’t even get that.”

      Simon laid a hand on his lover’s shoulder. “You make an adorable mother hen, sweetheart.” He ignored Lola’s scowl to smile at Ginger. “What can I get you?”

      If she only got one drink, she might as well make it a strong one. “Scotch. Neat.”

      Grant grinned. “That sounds just about perfect. What about you, sugar?”

      Anna looked up at her husband with surprise. “I get a drink?”

      “Since we’re not playing here tonight, yes, you get a drink.”

      “I’d love a vodka tonic. With a twist of lime?”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “Vodka, huh?”

      She sent him a sunny smile. “I’m planning to seduce you later.”

      He curled a finger under the edge of her collar and tugged her in for a brief, hard kiss. “Not if I seduce you first.”

      Anna giggled as he strode toward the bar, Simon following to help carry their drinks, while Lola shook her head in mock despair.

      “I didn’t think you two could get any cuter than you were before, but somehow you’ve managed it.”

      “I know,” Anna sighed with delight. “It’s disgusting, isn’t it?”

      “I think it’s sweet,” Ginger said, earning a smile from Anna and an eye roll from Lola.

      “Sometimes, when I’m cooking dinner, I whisper I love you to the food, so that when he eats it, he has it inside him.”
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