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      From NYT & USA Today Bestselling author Cherise Sinclair comes the long-awaited story for Master Drake from The Dom’s Dungeon.

       

      From homeless thief to skilled craftswoman. All her life, Aralia was told she’s too high-energy. Too dramatic. Her foster father saved her from the streets and taught her wood-crafting skills to rival his own. But now he is gone—and she longs to honor him by completing his last unfinished commission.

       

      But gods help her, the project is equipment for a private bondage club. Years ago, she partied with “edge players” and was drugged and assaulted. Even counseling couldn’t erase the nightmares. Nonetheless, for her beloved mentor, she’ll suck it up and do the job.

       

      Jean-Pierre Dragomir, the owner of Chains, is known for coming down hard on consent violations. He stays involved in all aspects of his club. So it’s a surprise to find a stranger measuring the dungeon equipment. Despite an ugly breakup leaving him wary, he’s enchanted with the woman. She’s talkative, energetic, spirited—and her attempts to hide her fears bring out his protective nature.

       

      Why, oh why, does the club owner have to be charming, with a sexy French accent…and so Dominant it makes her stomach quiver? Even more alarming, he doesn’t want to change her or fix her like her ex. He likes who she is.

       

      But she’s caught the attention of someone from her past. He’s watching. And ready to make her experience the worst night of her life all over again.

       

      Tags: Full-length & sizzling hot. No cliffhanger & no cheating. A wounded heroine in need of love & belonging. A protective, utterly confident hero who can give her exactly what she needs. An adorable, fluffy cat. Simply one very sigh-worthy romance.

      

      Content Warning: This novel includes depictions of sexual violence and PTSD.
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            TO MY READERS:

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s been over a decade since I wrote The Dom’s Dungeon. (Eeks, time got away from me). But Drake wanted his story. So… I’m ignoring the long interval and setting The Living Edge in the current year; however in the story timeline, only a year or so has passed since The Dom’s Dungeon. I’m sorry it took so long to bring you this story!
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      “C’mon, you stinking piece of dead metal,” Aralia Lanigan whispered.

      From behind her came the sounds of jiggling, like Sticks needed to piss—or was as scared as she was. “Fuck’s sake, stop talking an’ hurry up,” he muttered.

      Hey, picking a lock wasn’t something she could hurry. Forcing her fingers to stay steady, she inserted her piece of metal into the keyhole and applied pressure, then worked her makeshift pick in to lift the pins. Work, damn you.

      Back when Pa added locksmithing to his handyman business, she’d gotten really good at picking locks. But proper tools made the difference.

      She raked the pick over the pins again.

      Metal hardware is so lame.

      Not like wood. Wood was alive. She loved everything about it, from choosing the perfect grain and density, to cutting and fitting and sanding it smooth of any tiny imperfection. And scents like cedarwood or cherry or pine made her smile every time.

      Metal or not, her stupid lockpicks better get the job done fast. She needed a place to stay, even if she’d have to share it with dumbass Sticks who’d spotted the overcrowded mailbox and newspapers on the porch and known the owners were on vacation.

      “Speed it up, Ray,” Sticks hissed. Rail-thin under baggy clothes.

      “Doing my best.” She gritted her teeth to keep from yelling at him and lifted another pin.

      Why’d you have to die, Pa?

      No, shouldn’t blame him, even if it was so freaking unfair. He’d been tearing out planking in a fire-damaged house, and the entire floor gave way, and he’d landed real bad in the cement basement.

      He never woke up. Not even to say goodbye.

      Tears blurred her eyes. He’d loved her, mostly, but they hadn’t got along so great. He’d wanted a quiet daughter.

      I tried to be what you wanted, Pa. She’d tried so, so hard.

      Now he was gone, and her whole life was screwed up.

      Like being dumped into a group home to wait for a long-term foster home or adoption. Only no one wanted sixteen-year-old girls.

      No one except three older boys who’d kept pushing her for “favors.”

      Last week, it’d all gone bad.

      So she stole baggy clothes from one dipshit’s room and ditched school after attendance. Tight-wrapped her boobs, chopped off her hair, streaked her face with dirt.

      Funny how a boy on the streets was safer than a girl in a group home. Being stinky and filthy helped—even the pissbuckets who went after young boys didn’t give her a second look. Some kids in an old warehouse let her sleep in a corner.

      This house would be better.

      “Got it yet?”

      “Nearly.” Feeling Stick’s breath on her neck, she bit her lip and carefully tried the next pin. Almost…almost…

      Behind her, a car door thudded.

      Sticks spun. “Shit, we’re busted!” He shoved her so hard, she fell on her ass, then he leaped off the porch and sprinted down the street.

      Leaving her behind. She tried to scramble to her feet.

      “Look at him go.” A man’s hard hand closed on her shoulder. “Ever heard the saying, ‘if chased, I don’t have to run fast, I just have to run faster than the other guy’?”

      After a second, she understood the joke. That shithead Sticks had made sure she was the slowest so he could get away. He’d left her to…

      Ray looked up, and her heart sank.

      A cop, uniform and all. He was huge, way tall, and had more muscles than Thor.

      He tugged her handmade lockpicks from her hand and checked them out. “Nice crafting.”

      The tiny surge of warmth from the compliment faded fast because he was studying her like a hawk. “How old are you?”

      Noooo. What to do? Be arrested as an adult or dragged back to foster care?

      I don’t wanna do either. He still had a grip on her shoulder. Running was out. He wouldn’t be easy to fool. Hot tears pooled in her eyes, and her vision blurred. I’m such a loser.

      The boys in foster care would beat her up. Again.

      “How old,” he repeated more softly.

      I choose jail. She raised her chin to look older and made her voice all raspy. “Nineteen.”

      He snorted. “Try again, kid.”

      “Sixteen, but I won’t go back; I won’t. Put me in jail.”

      The sharp blue eyes narrowed. “Go back where? Home?”

      Her breathing hitched when a sob caught in her throat. He’d dump her back there and⁠—

      “Hey, hey, easy there.” The cop crouched beside her, ran a hand down her back comfortingly…and stopped. His finger traced sideways over the tight band she’d wrapped around her chest to flatten her breasts. “Oh, fuck me. You’re no boy.”

      She stared at her dirt-streaked hands. Her knuckles were still raw from hitting the biggest of the foster kids. More scrapes were from defending her corner in the warehouse. Her skin itched from sweat and filth.

      “You had me fooled, girl.” With an exasperated grunt, the cop took a step back and after a second, took a seat on the steps. Casually leaning against the railing, he motioned to her. “Let’s talk.”

      She eyed him. He wasn’t yelling, didn’t seem pissed off. Just waiting.

      Slowly, she sat on the step, leaving space between them.

      Although he still dwarfed her with his size, his deep voice was soft. “Tell me why you won’t go back to wherever.”

      “Foster home,” she whispered.

      He swore under his breath. “Okay, you were in foster care. Tell me what happened to make you run.”

      She dared to look up at him. His jaw was firm—almost square—his face really hard. But he didn’t seem mean. “Three older boys. They wanted sex stuff, like blow jobs.” At the memory of being shoved to her knees, she felt her stomach twist. Don’t puke. “The other girls—they give in to keep from getting hurt. I didn’t.”

      “No adult would help?”

      Her laugh came out bitter. “I told the foster mother, but one of them is her son. She called me a liar.” Anger flared before tears burned her eyes. “The boys beat me up for talking, so I ran away.”

      His fingers closed on her chin and tilted her head toward the sunlight. His gaze was on her purple, swollen cheekbone. “That where you got this?”

      “Nah. That was a fight at the ware—at where I’m staying. The foster home boys are real careful to hit where nothing shows.” Being as how they are total wankpuffins.

      His brows drew together, and his expression turned so pissed off she edged away from him. He huffed out a breath. “Which means you have sore ribs and gut?”

      “Yeah.” Everything hurt, really. “And back and legs and shoulders.” She’d fought ’til she fell, then they kicked her and kicked her. She lifted her chin. “I gave one of ’em a black eye.”

      His grin was fast and wicked. “Good for you. What’s your name, kiddo?”

      “Ray.” When he raised an eyebrow, she sighed and gave in. “Aralia Lanigan.”

      “Aur—say it again.”

      “Ah-RAY-lee-ah.”

      “You prefer Ray?”

      “I guess.” And as always when she was nervous…or happy…or normal, the words spewed out in a river. “Before Pa d-died, he was a handyman, mainly a carpenter, and he wanted to call me after Ray Eames. She was, like, a furniture designer. Only Mom wanted me to have a girl’s name. I think they had a fight about it.”

      “Parents, right?” He smiled slightly. “So your father called you Ray and your mom, Aralia. Where’s your mother now?”

      “Gone. Walked out when I was seven.” She wrung her hands together. Did Mom leave because of me? Maybe I talk too much, am too emotional and scatter-brained, am hard to tolerate…all the things Pa complained about. Only he said Mom was the same.

      Why didn’t Mom want me? Take me with her? The question still squeezed at her heart like her ribs were too tight. “Pa got a notice last year that she died in a car crash.”

      “No other relatives?”

      Ray shook her head.

      “I see.” He pulled out a notepad. “Tell me about the foster home. Who runs it?”

      As she talked, he wrote down the names of everyone and how she’d ended up in the foster home and then more about Pa and about her lockpicks, so she told him about Pa’s handyman business and how she helped. He even asked about her hobbies.

      Her mouth was all dry when he finally shoved the pen in his pocket. “Time to be about solving this.”

      When he rose, her muscles tensed. She could leap off the steps and make a run for it. Might be able to get away…although he had really long legs, and she hurt enough it’d slow her down.

      Maybe…maybe he might really help me? He seemed really nice.

      When she stood up, his nod of approval showed he’d seen her thinking. And she’d made the right choice.

      After stowing her in the back of his patrol car, which stank of cleaning stuff, he drove to a McDonald’s and bought her lunch. Were cops allowed to do that?

      She sat in the back eating while he leaned on the front of the car and made phone call after phone call. And she watched and listened.

      When someone gave him trouble, his dark eyebrows would pull together, and his voice’d get really firm. Made her think of a movie star military dude who’d snap out orders. And it was all for her safety.

      She wrapped her arms around herself. Maybe she didn’t want a boyfriend or anything right now—not for ages and ages—but someday, maybe she’d find someone like him. Someone who just…liked her without wanting her to be different.

      Hell, she even kinda enjoyed how he told her what to do, and wasn’t that weird? When the principal of her old school spouted off his bullshit orders, she’d done her best to jerk his chain.

      Eventually, he pocketed his cell and climbed into the car. “I won, princess. Doesn’t always happen, but today things fell out right.”

      She shivered. “Am I going back there?”

      “Back to Kitsap County, yes. To that foster home? Absolutely not. The foster mother will be investigated, and her license will probably be pulled. You’re going to a friend of mine—the father of a buddy I served with. When I ended up here, George introduced me around. He’s getting on in years, but he used to do short-term fosters and still has a current license.”

      A man. With a dick. Not good, so not good. But this cop—he was trying. “What’s your name, anyway?”

      He smiled at her in the rearview mirror. “Max or if we’re being formal, Officer Drago.”

      The ferry across Puget Sound wasn’t the same one she’d taken from Bremerton. When he drove off into a tiny town and onto a forest road, she frowned. “Where are we?”

      “Bainbridge Island.”

      Whoa, really? Didn’t only rich people live here?

      The private drive he pulled into was almost invisible within the forest. A minute later, he parked in front of an incredible house. Two stories. Curving wooden decks all around and huge, fancy-ass windows in graceful arches.

      It was like the wind and weather had rounded off all the hard corners and straight lines.

      “I th-think you’re in the wrong place.” She tried to fade back into the seat.

      He laughed. “No, this is where we’re going. George calls the place ‘WoodSong’.” He opened the back door for her. “Jump on out now.”

      As the cop shut the car door, a man came around the side of the house. Past him, almost behind the house, a one-story building was barely visible. “Max. It’s good to see you.”

      “And you, George.”

      As the men shook hands, Ray studied the man who owned this place that sure wasn’t a foster home. He had a short beard and mustache, deep-set eyes, and olive skin. His straight black hair was going gray.

      “George, this is Ray, the youngster I called about.” Officer Drago smiled at her. “Ray, this is George Matsuda.”

      “Call me George. Before we even start, I should mention I have an odd rule, one Max tries to ignore. I rarely allow visitors to WoodSong, which means you can’t bring friends home.”

      He watched her as if expecting her to be upset, to back out. All she felt was relief. No strangers, no pressure. “Works for me.”

      One eyebrow rose, then his light brown eyes narrowed. “You’re no boy.”

      So much for her disguise. Over a week on the streets and none of the homeless had caught on. It was kinda funny the cop hadn’t told him.

      In fact, Max was grinning.

      “You’re as bad as my sons.” Shaking his head, George motioned toward the house. “Come on in, you two.” He led them up the steps and paused in a blue-tiled area to remove his shoes. To her surprise, so did the cop.

      Right, okay. She toed off her shoes and took a step up to the hardwood flooring and was handed a pair of slippers.

      Uh, right. Following the two men into the house, she stopped to stare. She’d heard of open floor plans, but this was… Wow, just wow. Hardwood flooring, wood rafters, and trim with a grain so pretty she was in awe. A wall of windows overlooking the blue-gray waters of Puget Sound curved outward for the living area. There was a leather recliner, big comfy-looking couches, and overstuffed chairs, all in shades of white.

      A fireplace on the back wall had a mantel of photographs. She sidled over to take a peek. You could tell a lot about a person by their pics.

      At the left end were photos of George with two young boys and a pretty woman. Then the two boys as teens and only George. A batch of pics with different teens. Maybe the foster kids? Then him and…a man? Arms around each other. More than really close.

      Was George gay? He wouldn’t be interested in her? Yes!

      Movement caught her attention. In a small alcove’s window seat, two furry heads popped up from a pile of blankets.

      He has kitties.

      Pa never let her have pets, despite all her pleading.

      She started to walk over, only… The shelves bracketing the fireplace were filled with the most interesting wood art. Lots of people doodled with a pencil to make cool pictures. This shelf had wood doodles. One was a spiraling twist. Candlesticks that almost swirled.

      She managed to move away, but then the mahogany end tables beside the couch had legs so beautifully carved she bent to fondle them. Who knew something so basic could be art.

      And the coffee table. The slab top had a swirling grain, and the edges weren’t straight but somehow looked as if the wood had grown that way. Was still alive.

      Unable to resist, she ran her fingers over the curves. “It’s like it’s breathing.”

      When George tilted his head, she realized she’d spoken out loud. He raised an expressive eyebrow. “We call the technique ‘live edge’ for a reason. Max says you love wood. Want to learn how?”

      Yes, yes, yes. “More than any fucking thing in my whole fucking life.” The words spilled out before she could stop. Too loud, too emotional. And she could almost hear Pa: “Why can’t you behave like other kids. Calm down, dammit, stop acting like your stupid mother.”

      She looked down to keep from crying. George would for sure turn her down now.

      “You’ll do, girl.” The old man’s laugh was deep and open as he turned to the cop. “All right, Max. She can stay. Tell the social worker to bring the paperwork.”

      “It’s a plan.” The cop grinned at her. “You going to be all right, little burglar?”

      She couldn’t even speak.

      Words weren’t needed in heaven, after all.
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      Ten years later

      

      “Turn left here.” Ray pointed, and Theodore made the turn. Almost home. She bounced on the passenger seat, urging the car forward. It’d been so long since she’d seen George and WoodSong.

      Ten amazing years ago, George had taken her in as a foster child, then a woodworking apprentice, then a partner. Truly, aside from one hellish incident, it’d been everything she’d ever wanted.

      These past months were the longest she’d been away.

      Indiana winters lasted forever. To get her bachelor’s degree finished up within the year, she hadn’t even returned for holidays. But now… Back in Washington. Soon to see George. If she didn’t vibrate right out of her skin first. “Turn into this drive. Almost there, almost there.”

      “Jesus, Ray, settle down.” After making the turn, Theodore gave her a chiding glance. “You’re hyper again. Nobody enjoys you going off.”

      The unspoken words—especially me—were plain as day. Hunching her shoulders, she stared down at the floor mat and tried to control her emotions. Theodore hated when she was what he called over-the-top. Pa had felt the same way. “Sorry,” she whispered.

      “Hey, it’s okay.” He reached over to touch her tightly fisted left hand. “You’re excited; I get it. But you’re not a toddler. Act like an adult, yeah?”

      Finally, the car came to a stop in front of the house, all curving lines and windows, somehow blending in with the forest around it. WoodSong, another name for home.

      When she’d called, George made an exception to his no-visitors rule and said to bring Theodore. He was going to do a protective parental inspection. And wasn’t that cool?

      “He might be in the workshop and not hear us.” Ray shoved the door open and jumped out. A long, happy breath brought air scented with fir trees and moss and the briny fragrance of Puget Sound.

      The front door opened, and George stepped out.

      She dashed up the steps to hug him…and stumbled to a stop. “What…?”

      Gray tinted his olive skin. His cheeks sank inward, making the bones jut out. His clothing hung on him as if the shirt and jeans were two sizes too big, except the forest green work shirt was one she’d given him last year.

      And it had fit perfectly then.

      “No. Gods, no.” He’d looked almost this bad before. Twice. Rather than grabbing him for a hug, she took his hands. “The cancer returned?” No, please, no.

      His smile was wry. “I’m afraid so, Ray-chan.” He looked past her. “Welcome. You must be Theodore.”

      “I am.” Theodore reached around her to shake hands. “Good to meet you.”

      “And you.” George put an arm around her shoulders. She could feel his bones, as if all the flesh had melted away. “Let’s go inside.”

      He sounded different, too, as hoarse as if he’d strained his voice.

      Pausing to remove her shoes in the genkan, she motioned for Theodore to do the same. He patted her shoulder and complied.

      “Have a seat, Theodore.” George motioned to one of the overstuffed chairs and then sat beside her on the couch.

      Turning slightly, she saw how pain had etched lines around his deep-set, brown eyes. His short beard and hair were now almost all gray.

      Her breathing was already hitching as dread lodged in her gut. “How bad, Faj?”

      She saw Theodore’s puzzled frown at the nickname. Come to think of it, she mostly used it when talking with George in person. A year after coming to WoodSong, she realized he didn’t consider her a short-term foster. He was keeping her. How she’d cried. And soon after started calling him a foster-father kind of name, “Father G,” which eventually compressed into Faj.

      “Ray-chan.” He took her hand. “It’s my time.”

      “No.” She rose so fast she staggered. “You beat it before. Twice. There are new treatments and…”

      He was shaking his head. “Too many places, too advanced. The doctors say my time is short.”

      “No. No, no, no.” She could hear her voice rise. “We can fix this—fix you again. I know we can.”

      Theodore sighed loudly. “Honestly, Ray. Shut it down. He doesn’t need your drama now.”

      Flinching, she sat down quickly and put her hands between her knees. Tried to squeeze all her emotions into a cold, dark cave.

      “Ray-chan.” George’s frown came and went so quickly she almost missed it.

      “I’m sorry, George.” Cold from hiding in her mental cave, she wrapped her arms around herself. “Why didn’t you tell me? I would’ve come back right away.”

      He rested his hand on her hair. “That’s why. I wanted you to complete your degree.”

      His love could warm the coldest room. She pulled in a shuddering breath. “There’s nothing we can do?”

      “No.” His smile appeared. A genuine smile. “I already had the gift of extra time twice. And although living another couple of decades would be nice, I’m not averse to this. I have enough time to get matters in order before a quick exit. My father had Alzheimer’s; I will escape his fate.”

      He was a very private person, and she’d always felt honored whenever he shared some of his past. Usually when they were together in the workshop. His soft voice would carry over the rhythmic sound of sanding. He’d told her of slowly losing his beloved father over several years. Of days when his father didn’t recognize him or his mother.

      But still…

      Tears filled her eyes, and she let out a hiccupping sob. “I don’t want you to die.” She reached for him⁠—

      Theodore made a disgusted sound. “Ray, control.”

      “Sorry, sorry.” She sat back, blinking hard.

      Faj’s mouth tightened, then he rose. “Theodore, I fear this is a poor time for a visit.” He held out his hand. “Thank you for bringing Ray-chan home.”

      Caught in George’s politeness trap, Theodore rose, shook hands, and headed for the door. “I guess you’ll want to stay tonight, doll. I’ll leave your suitcase on the porch.”

      She swallowed. “Yes. Thank you.”

      “I’ll call you…uh, tomorrow so you can start moving into my place.”

      Move in? Sure, they’d talked about it, but she hadn’t completely decided. He lived in Seattle, and she’d planned to continue working with George here on Bainbridge Island.

      And now…

      How could he think she’d leave Faj when he was…was…dying? She shook her head.

      But Theodore had already left.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, she carried mugs of hot chocolate into the great room.

      Earlier, when she’d gone upstairs to her small bedroom, it was sparkling clean. A bouquet of pink peonies from the cottage garden sat on her dresser.

      Although his sons were grown, Tomo in the military and Kaden with his own family, they each had a bedroom, and Faj had always welcomed them home with flowers in their bedrooms.

      She’d never left for long before, but she still had a room here too. And his love, even if she was only a foster child.

      Which was why she’d bawled her eyes out in the shower.

      “Can we talk now?”

      George was in his favorite recliner and accepted his drink with a soft, “Thank you, Ray-chan.”

      She managed to smile for him. Curling into a corner of the big overstuffed sectional, she automatically looked around for the cats.

      Stupid me. No cats. The ache of loss intensified. Mikan had outlived Yuki by a couple of years but died this winter while Ray was away.

      Gods, she’d loved both of the adorable furballs. When she moved in, sweet Mikan was immediately friendly. Eventually, aloof Yuki decided she was a nice hooman and added her to his acceptable lap-providers. But Mikan had been her favorite. The solemn ginger tomcat had placidly listened to her venting about whatever…as long as she kept petting him.

      Their absence left a hole in the peaceful home.

      What would she do when George was gone too? She swallowed hard. “Faj…”

      “Mmmhmm?” He was considering her in that focused way he had. The one that made her feel like a mouse under a cat’s paw…and the most important person in his life at the moment.

      Even as warmth spread through her, she frowned. “What?”

      A quirk of his lips said he recognized her mock defiance. “When did you and Theodore grow serious enough to plan to live together?”

      She talked with George every week while in Indiana. Just to touch base. Although she should smack him for not telling her his cancer had come back. Then again, he never liked to share important matters over the phone. Their most meaningful conversations happened while working or cooking together.

      As for his question… “I’m not sure we are serious. Or moving in together. A couple of weeks ago, I thought I was falling in love with him.” She shook her head, feeling her face screw up in the wrinkled way Theodore made fun of.

      Faj simply smiled. “That’s your puzzled expression. Have you bumped into a boulder on the downhill slide into love?”

      “Maybe?” She sucked down some hot chocolate, feeling the mini-marshmallows bob against her upper lip. The meeting between George and Theodore hadn’t gone the way she thought it would. Faj hadn’t been friendly at all. “You can read people so good. Almost like their personalities strip down and get naked for you. How come you’re so much better at it than me?”

      He never minded how her brain swerved off onto side excursions. Even as a teen, she’d known how rare his acceptance was.

      “Having a cautious, analytical personality helps. You, girl, leap before you look. I’m also older, more experienced, and”—a corner of his mouth tipped up—“have some…training in observing people.”

      She did tend to jump into situations. “You didn’t like Theodore.” George hadn’t given any warm smiles. His voice had been chilly, his posture stiff. She could kind of read people—her friends and family, at least—when she paid attention. “How come?”

      “It would be more accurate to say I didn’t enjoy how he talked to you or how you responded.”

      “I don’t understand.” Theodore hadn’t talked to her. “Oh, you mean when he told me to calm down?”

      “Yes, Ray-chan.” The muscles in George’s face had no padding to conceal the way they tightened. “Rather than offering support, he spoke to you as if you were misbehaving. Were too emotional even when learning someone you love is going to die.”

      It took her a moment to get past hearing going to die. She blinked hard and tried a light laugh. “Theodore thinks I’m a drama queen.”

      George rubbed his face with both hands, something he did when at a loss for the right words. “You said your father tried to fit you into a cold, emotionless shell. Is this not what your Theodore is doing?”

      “What?” She turned her gaze away, toward the darkness outside the floor-to-ceiling windows. When she was younger, Faj worked with her to see how Pa’s behavior had been verbally and emotionally abusive. She’d finally understood…intellectually.

      But Theodore? She swallowed. In the beginning, he said he loved her energy, her open emotions. How alive she was.

      Recently, his compliments turned to criticism. “You’re such a drama queen.” “Stop acting out.” “What are you, five?”

      “Noooo. Am I really dating someone who treats me the way Pa did?” Her belly hurt as her dreams of love twisted and cracked worse than a warped piece of wood. “I am.” She threw her hands up in the air in pure disgust. “He doesn’t like who I am. Not really.”

      George tilted his head slightly. Waiting for her to think it all out.

      Had she misled Theodore in some way? “I haven’t changed.” On her carved wooden ring, she rolled the tiny fidget beads back and forth. “We met after I won at darts in a bar, and hey, I went into a total screaming victory dance.”

      George laughed softly. He’d seen her various victory dances…for finishing a tricky carving, when a chocolate cake came out perfect, when she’d mastered intricate joinery. After she’d first arrived, she’d done one without thinking—and seen him, and her bones tried to shrink. Rather than making fun of her, he ruffled her hair and told her success should be celebrated.

      Her father would’ve sent her to her room.

      Months ago, at the bar, Theodore had liked her victory dance. “He seemed so wonderful, and we bonded over missing Washington’s cool air and evergreens. He’s the one who changed.” She sighed. “I guess when we got serious. Now he wants me to be a quiet person. Soft-spoken. Placid.”

      “So it appeared to me.”

      Each time Theodore chided her, she felt stupider. Wrong. And now, when she got loud, she almost cringed, even if she was all by herself.

      She was letting him smother her personality. “I can’t believe I didn’t notice.”

      Hell, it was because Pa had done the same thing. It didn’t take a psychologist to figure it out. She’d fallen for someone like her father. “I don’t want to be with a person who spends his time hushing me.”

      “No, Ray-chan, you don’t. Expecting someone to change isn’t a healthy way to love.”

      Theodore doesn’t love me. Not the real me.

      She pulled in a shaky breath. She’d get over this. She would. But… “Sometimes it feels as if no one likes me for who I am.” Her eyes burned, and she blinked hard. “And I sound purely pitiful.”

      He opened his arms for a hug. “Ray-chan, in the years to come, many will love you exactly as you are. I’m proud to have been one of the first.”
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      Breathing in the briny night air, Ray followed Marisol off the ferry and down the walkway. The last ferry from Seattle to Bainbridge Island on a Thursday night had been pretty quiet aside from a few noisy drunks.

      “Thanks for inviting me to go with you and your friends tonight,” Ray said. “Les Misérables was amazing. I’m glad you dragged me out of my cave. Although now, I’m going to be humming, ‘Can You Hear The People Sing’ for days.”

      Marisol snickered. “I know, right?” A nursing student at the University of Washington, Marisol was twenty years old, brown-eyed, brown-haired, and a total sweetheart. She and her mother lived next door to WoodSong, so Marisol and Ray ended up friends, despite the six year age gap. “I’m ready for the revolution. Burn the patriarchy.”

      “Hooyah, get out the pitchforks.” Then Ray winced. “Ah, maybe not yet though. I need to buckle down and get some work done, or I’ll be eating mac ‘n’ cheese for meals.”

      “That’s way ick, woman.”

      As they entered the shadowy parking lot, Ray inhaled and stretched. She’d needed this night out to remind herself life was for the living. She’d mourned long enough. Two months where she’d done basically…nothing.

      Maybe it’d helped being kinda prepared since, each time, the doctors had warned George the cancer would probably return.

      It still hurt. And, to be honest, she’d mourn Faj for the rest of her life.

      But she’d finally crawled out of the pit of grief and wasn’t pouring out a fountain of tears every few minutes.

      His sons had been pretty devastated, too, and they’d all cried together. A Marine, Tomo took leave and arrived the day after her, which was good since Faj only lived another week. Kaden had already been flying back and forth from the East Coast, dividing time between his wife who was recovering from a car accident and his father.

      Tomo and Kaden had needed her, and gods, she was grateful to get to show Faj how much he meant to her. To be there for him the way he’d been her anchor for ten years.

      “I was kinda surprised you were free to join us.” Marisol bumped Ray’s shoulder companionably. “George told Mamá you’ve been seeing someone.”

      Ray huffed a laugh. Marisol’s mom did love to stay abreast of all the gossip. “Not since I got back, and I’m sure not looking to jump into another relationship.”

      In fact, Theodore had been pretty pissed off when she broke up with him. Then he proved Faj’s point by demanding why but not believing her when she told him. “How about you?”

      “Nada. I haven’t found the kind of man I want. Still looking.” Marisol walked alongside the line of trees toward where Ray had parked the car. “So what are you doing in the shop now? Anything as fun as your horror thingies?”

      Ray snorted. “Always. One place in Pike Place Market will take anything I offer. I have a couple of Cthulhu statues complete with facial tentacles, a piece with a kraken crushing a ship in its tentacles.”

      “Mamá is still appalled at what you make. Way back when, you should’ve heard George telling her you were into Lovecraft and all things creepy. Mamá finally decided it was a teen thing and was grateful I was only into boy bands.”

      Too funny. Marisol’s mother was such a sweet—read proper—person.

      Marisol grinned. “I can’t wait to see what she thinks of you adding the blue-green ends to your hair. I love it, by the way.”

      “Thanks.” Laughing, Ray held up a strand of hair, still pleased with the way the red-brown turned into turquoise. She needed something…vivid…to remind herself she was alive. “Anyway, I do have normal woodturnings your mom would approve of. Candle holders, decorative boxes, and bowls to drop off at the galleries here and in Seattle.” The small stuff provided a nice paycheck, especially during tourist season. “I need to get word out I’m back and available for custom work.”

      The desire to simply hibernate swept over her, and she shoved it down. “I’ll make those calls. Plus, George had two contracts for projects he’d been working on.”

      “Oh.” Marisol pursed her lips. “He was all about ‘you finish what you start.’ Did he ask you to complete them?”

      “Actually no, he said the clients knew the jobs wouldn’t get done.” Reaching her red SUV, Ray leaned against the door. “And it’s been a couple of month since he…”

      She choked and set her mind on the projects. The beautiful work he’d already begun cried out to be completed. How could she leave it undone? It would make her feel…like she hadn’t lost him completely. Her voice cracked as she said, “The wood is in the shop, and since he started the work, I’ll see if they want me to finish. Our styles are similar, and I can change mine to be closer to his if needed.”

      Marisol patted her arm. “You know, George boasted about you all the time. Said you’re already really well-known in the Northwest, and eventually, you’d be even more famous than him.”

      He’d been proud of her. Ray’s eyes stung with sudden tears. Gods, Faj, I miss you. “Well. Let’s get our butts home.”

      She pulled the door open and paused at the sound of a high-pitched, pained mew…followed by men’s laughter. More than one man. “What’s that?”

      “Fuck, it scratched me.” The man was slurring his words.

      “You’re more of a pussy than the pussy.”

      The laughter grew louder.

      “C’mon, grab it. I wanna toss it in with your pitbull. See which one of them wins.”

      Ray stiffened. Surely the drunks weren’t trying to catch a cat to kill it.

      “My dog will rip it to pieces, no contest.”

      Those cum-sniffing dingleberries. Nope, not happening on my watch.

      “Marisol.” She kept her voice quiet. “Get in the driver’s seat and follow me with the car.

      “You’re going to do something crazy, aren’t you?” Cursing under her breath in Spanish, Marisol took the key fob, slid behind the wheel, and pulled the door closed. The window lowered. “Don’t die.”

      “You got it.”

      Only…even though she still did the karate katas George had taught her, she’d be one female against several men. Faj would say to think twice.

      Right. She opened the back door and grabbed one of the baseball bats from the back seat. Years ago, Tomo had gone all drill-sergeant bossy as he taught her self defense. “Concealed weapons are illegal. But sports equipment is fine so long as you have all the shit needed to show you play the game.”

      Swinging the bat to get a feel for it, she smiled grimly. I’ve got all the shit, Tomo. Even though she hadn’t played baseball in years. “Turn the brights on when I yell.” After a thought, she added, “Call the police if things go sour.”

      Peace-loving, quiet Marisol gave a soft whine of dismay.

      Ray headed toward the men’s voices—and her heart began to pound. This is so stupid. I’m outnumbered. But…it’s a kitty.

      In the strip of trees next to the parking lot, several figures clustered together.

      One big man held a small, dark brown cat by its scruff.

      Anger swept through her. As she pulled up the hood of her oversized sweatshirt to hide her face, she heard the car tires on the pavement behind her. Good girl, Marisol.

      With the baseball bat hidden behind her leg, she shouted in her deepest, raspiest voice, “Drop the cat and get the fuck out of here.”

      “Fuck.” The second man, a lanky drunk, spun around.

      The bearded man holding the cat looked Ray over and sneered. “Get lost, bitch.”

      He knew she was female. Her gut clenched with fear. She was going to get hurt.

      The third man had a beer belly but was twice her size. He took a step forward. “Yeah, butt out.”

      The second one cupped his crotch. “Or stay. Another pussy to destroy would be good.”

      Her fingers tightened around the bat. Yeah, Faj, maybe I should’ve thought more than twice.

      All three men took a step forward toward her.

      “Now!” Ray yelled.

      The car’s brights came on and glared right into their eyes.

      The men shouted. Blinded—and pissed off for sure.

      Fast as she could, Ray slammed the baseball bat into the lanky one’s knees. He landed on his back.

      She stepped back, spun left, and continued the swing, upward into the side of BeerBelly’s head.

      The crack made her wince.

      BeerBelly fell to his knees.

      Beard-Face backpedaled—but didn’t drop the cat.

      Assbadger. His free hand drew back for a punch.

      Lunging, she rammed the bat right into his crotch.

      His scream hit an amazing high note. When his hands whipped down to his groin, the cat went flying.

      Yes! She caught the kitty in midair with one hand and tucked it against her chest. Claws painfully pierced her clothes and into her skin as it hung on for dear life.

      Spinning again, building up momentum, she swung the bat into Beard’s legs. He hit the ground.

      Tomo had a saying: “Never leave the enemy in shape to chase you.”

      She sprinted to the car. The passenger door swung open, and she jumped inside. “Let’s go. Quick.”

      “Madre de Dios, you are cray-cray.” Marisol backed the car up, changed gears, and stomped on the gas so hard the tires screeched before catching.

      Ouch, ouch, ouch. How many claws does a cat have anyway? “Shh, shh, kitty, you’re fine.” Gently, she unhooked the sharp claws from her chest, settled the cat on her lap, and managed to fasten the seatbelt. Even as she tried to slow her breathing, she stroked the cat. Did a gentle cheek scritching.

      Muscle by muscle, the tense little feline started to relax.

      If only I could. Still quivering inside, Ray rested her head against the seat. What had she been thinking? The fight could have gone really bad. “You know, my goal for tonight was to get out and do something interesting. I thought a musical was just my speed.”

      “You mean beating up men with a baseball bat wasn’t part of the plan?” For the next few minutes, Marisol kept busting into giggles.

      Until the cat started to purr.

      “Awww.” Marisol smiled over. “Hey, do you have cat food and litter, or should we stop at a store?”

      She hadn’t thought past saving the cat. “Um.” Her fingers traced over the cat’s ribs and spine. This poor kitty hadn’t been eating well at all. And it was a warm furry weight in her lap, purring like a miniature motorboat. “Oh, hell, I guess I got a new furbaby.”

      “Duh.” Marisol smiled. “WoodSong has felt empty since Mikan crossed the Rainbow Bridge.”

      “Faj didn’t want to adopt another cat until I got home from Indiana. We were going to visit the shelter together.” The ache of loss remained, but it was getting easier to say his name. She stroked the soft fur. “No need for a store visit. There are still kitty supplies tucked away in storage.”

      “Okay then.” Marisol turned the corner onto Sunrise Drive, then down the lane to her mother’s house. “What are you going to call it?”

      The cat rubbed its cheek against her fingers. Its instant acceptance reminded her of…

      “Max. Boy or girl, its name is Max.”

      “Huh, okay.” Marisol jumped out. “Thanks for an exciting evening.”

      “Anytime.” Laughing, Ray kept the cat tucked against her as she walked around to the driver’s seat.

      A couple of minutes later, she parked in the garage and rubbed her chin on a furry head. “We’re home, Max. You’re gonna love it here.” Please love it here.

      Inside, she went upstairs to the master bedroom. My bedroom.

      It’d been such a surprise. Before she’d returned from Indiana, George moved downstairs so he, Tomo, and Kaden could remodel the upstairs suite. For her.

      Refinished the floors, the walls, the color scheme. All new furniture, draperies, linens. They’d locked the door and kept it all a surprise until…afterward.

      Before he died, he said his sons encouraged him to leave her a “little something.” He put the paid-off house and property in her name along with a trust for the hefty real estate taxes. Afterward, Tomo and Kaden showed off the new “mistress” suite, pointing out what parts they and Faj had designed or worked on. When she protested, they said they’d inherited a butt-load of money, and she damned well would keep the house and workshop to continue her career.

      And they used the suite to show they and Faj really meant it. Gods how she’d cried.

      Even now, at the memory of the love in their voices, she blinked teary eyes. She’d only been living with George for a couple of years when they started calling her “li’l sis.”

      Until she saw the redecorated suite, she hadn’t realized they meant it for real.

      I still have family.

      In her arms, Max mewed as if to say a cat could be family too.

      Her laugh came out a bit choked. “Yes, you will be.” She pulled in a breath. “Which means, you’d need to get used to your new home. We’ll start small and eventually give you the run of the house.” Setting the feline down in the bathroom, she closed the door behind her.

      A quick rummage in the downstairs storage room yielded cat bowls, cans of food, and all the necessary litter stuff.

      “Look, Faj,” she whispered. “The house has a kitty again.” He’d be happy. He believed a house wasn’t a home without a feline in residence.

      Her mistress bathroom had a custom-designed, cat litter facility between the counter’s double sinks. Ray lifted Max for a quick perusal of his underside. Male and neutered. She’d better notify animal services in case he was someone’s lost pet.

      But unless someone claimed him, Max was hers.

      She set him on the floor and showed him the cat-sized doorway to the litter box.  “Here’s your special restroom, dude.”

      He entered, did a quick circle, and apparently found the sanitary arrangements adequate. The noise of litter being scratched sounded as she put his food and water on the other side of the room.

      He strutted out, tail held high.

      “Good job, buddy.” She dropped a soft blanket in one corner—in case he wanted to hide out in here.

      The bright bathroom lights let her see him clearly. Despite being way underweight and small, he had a stocky build. His short fur was chocolate brown and darker on the paws, ears, tail, and nose. Rather than slanted eyes, his were round and a gorgeous gold.

      He came straight over to her, stepped onto her lap, and butted her stomach with his head.

      “Wow, not a shy bone in your body. Max is the perfect name for you.”

      Looking up at her, he gave an enchantingly raspy meow.

      “Oh, you want to know about your name? Max is the cop who saved me when I was sixteen. Brought me here to George. Even though he was a Seattle cop, he’d come over to the island every once in a while to see how I was doing.” She grinned. “Faj hated visitors and grumped at him every time he showed up.”

      Carrying the cat into the bedroom, she pointed at a framed photo where two men, one white, one Black bracketed a pretty Black woman. “He moved in with his cousin in Florida, and they both fell for the same woman.”

      Max gave an approving meow.

      “Huh, I guess tomcats don’t mind polyamory.” Shaking her head, she sat on the bed, smiling as he curled up in her lap. “Me, I prefer one man, one woman. But Max is a detective in Tampa now, and he sounds really happy.”

      Sinking onto the bed, she smiled at the picture. Over the years, the tough cop had turned into a friend. He really was a pretty special person.

      She’d told him once that it was a shame he wasn’t a few years younger. But maybe, someday, she’d find someone like him for her own. He’d been silent for a moment and then said he knew without a doubt she’d find someone. Because she was very lovable.

      And then it’d been her who had to be all silent as she tried not to cry.

      However… “Without a doubt?” For a cynical law officer, he was awfully optimistic.

      Maybe in a few years, she’d try being optimistic and attempt dating again. Maybe. Or not. “After all, I do have my very own Max.”

      He opened his golden eyes and purred.

      “Yes, you, furball. I don’t need or want anyone else.”
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      Ray’s bright red Honda CRV splashed through the puddles left by an early rain.

      To most Washingtonians’ annoyance, summers had grown increasingly hot and dry. Shades of California, right? So this morning’s cleansing rain and lingering moist air was lovely.

      Unfortunately, the heart-lifting fragrance of green vegetation and sea brine couldn’t drown out the underlying odor of city. Bainbridge sure smelled better than Seattle.

      Her phone dinged with an incoming text, and she groaned. Undoubtedly, Theodore. Again. He seemed to think if he kept trying, she’d change her mind. He still couldn’t grasp why she ended things, even though she’d explained. And explained.

      Apparently, if he was happy in the relationship, she must have been as well.

      Okay, it was true she’d been content at first. He’d been really nice. At first. He was intelligent, hard-working, well-spoken. They had many of the same interests. His mild bossiness was sexy without being aggressive enough to remind her of…the incident.

      Until he’d decided her personality needed to be fixed.

      Damn him. After his text late last night, she’d been awake too long. Her emotions had bickered like toddlers, until Hurt bashed Anger in the head with a toy truck and won. Yeah it really did hurt to realize he hadn’t liked her the way she was. After stewing for too long, she went downstairs for a comforting hot chocolate, and the house felt so, so empty without George. But Faj was gone, and…

      I need people to be with. Not a boyfriend, just friends.

      Another goal to work on—along with getting back to crafting.

      And caring for a kitty. Her heart lifted. Animal control had no reports of lost pets looking like Max. WoodSong had a resident cat again.

      She glanced at the map on her phone in the dash holder. Almost, almost…

      Google Maps’ male narrator said in a boring tone, “You have arrived at your destination.”

      “Didn’t I see a Facebook short with an oh-so-sexy GPS voice saying, ‘Hello, gorgeous’? I want him.”

      In the driveway, she shut the car off.

      All right. Time to meet the client.

      Her heart rate sped up, as usual. Despite years of custom wood crafting, the first meeting always sent her anxiety skyrocketing. She just knew they’d take a look at her and see she’d been a foster kid, had shoplifted, had tried to break into a house.

      Now remember what George said: “You were an abused child, Ray-chan, doing what you needed to do to survive. Would you blame a starving puppy for grabbing food from a table? No? You were a hungry puppy then, and now you’re a very talented woodworker.”

      Right. I am talented and skilled. Her lips quirked. Not a puppy any longer and haven’t stolen anything since Faj took me in. No one knows my past, only that I’m George Matsuda’s protegee.

      Pep talk finished, she slid out of the car and retrieved her roll-around case.

      Here I go.

      She rang the bell.

      A tall man with piercing blue eyes in a strong face opened the door. Short dark brown hair. Some gray at the temples. Twenty more years and he’d be a total silver fox.

      A big black dog tried to push past him to get at her.

      “Butler, mind your manners.” The man’s commanding voice sent a shiver up her spine, and she gritted her teeth.

      Why, oh why, did she have to find authoritative men sexy? Look out, everyone, the 1950s lost one of their housewives.

      “Ms. Lanigan, you’re right on time. I’m Alex Fontaine.” He held the door open wider. “Come in, please.”

      “Thank you.” When the dog blocked her, she grinned. “Butler, is it? I love your name.”

      The dark eyes evaluated her as a possible threat, but his tail wagged ever so slightly at the sound of his name.

      Taking a chance, she squatted down to his level and held out her hand. The worst he could do was rip off her arm and leave her with a bloody stump. No problem, right? “Hey, buddy.”

      He sniffed her fingers, probably smelling Max’s feline scent.

      As she’d hoped, having a pet meant she was good people, and his tail wagged in circles. When she stroked his head and ruffled the heavy fur on his neck, even his butt started waggling.

      “Aren’t you a sweetie-peach.” Oh, heavens, now she sounded like her favorite gallery owner who was from Louisiana.

      “She figured you out quick enough, boy,” Fontaine told the dog. He offered her a hand and pulled her up easily. Damned strong for a rich guy.

      “Thanks.”

      “Ray Lanigan?” The dark-eyed woman entering the foyer had a friendly smile and a mane of hair as beautiful as golden, wavy-grained ash wood. “Hi, I’m MacKensie. Welcome. Let me show you what we have in mind.”

      The family room had steel-blue walls with a pale, blue-veined marble fireplace, comfortable leather chairs, and mid-tone hardwood flooring. MacKensie waved at one bare wall and pulled out her phone. “I saw this picture of a tree trunk with book shelves coming off the branches.”

      “A tree sculpture. I was wondering why the shop has a six-foot, driftwood tree with a Department of Natural Resources permit.” Ray checked the picture. “The tree is a close resemblance, and the silvery wood will look gorgeous against your blue wall.”

      Fontaine frowned slightly. “We were hoping for live edge shelves to match the tree.”

      “Of course. I can do that for you.” Ray pulled her portfolio from her case and opened it on the coffee table. “Let me show you examples of live edge shelving I’ve done.”

      They were delighted.

      Hey, they should be. I am an awesome woodcrafter.

      As she started measuring and taking notes on her phone, she heard Fontaine murmur to his wife, “George did say his girl was as talented.”

      Her throat clogged with all the emotions, and it took a bit before she could speak. “All right. Here’s a picture of the tree in the shop. For the actual shelves, you’ll want wood that makes interesting edges and matches the color.” She pulled wood samples from her roll-around case.

      Sitting around the coffee table, they compared live edge examples, wood samples, and the tree photo, eventually reaching a consensus. Ray wrote up a new contract.

      And couldn’t stop smiling. This was one of her favorite things to do, a custom job that would honor the spirit of the wood, be artistic, and blend with the rest of the room. A challenge and a delight.

      Lying by the doorway, Butler lifted his head and woofed, even as, from somewhere, a woman called, “Mac, I’m here.”

      “In the family room,” MacKensie yelled, making Fontaine laugh, even as he stood up.

      MacKensie grinned. “I know, your mother would be appalled.”

      A squeal came from the doorway. “I know you!” The woman’s voice was deeper than years before but still recognizable.

      “Hope?” In shock, Ray rose from the chair.

      “Oh my God, it is you. Ray!” Dancing across the room, Hope grabbed her for a whirlwind hug.

      “Look at you.” Ray held her away to see her better. Still short and round. A fluffy pixie with a few freckles sprinkled over her nose and cheeks.

      So many memories. Giggly lunches in the school cafeteria, sneaking looks at texts in the classrooms, gossiping about boys… She had to swallow hard.

      “I take it you two know each other?” Fontaine asked in a dry voice.

      “We were like sisters in high school.” Hope’s grip tightened. “She was always stepping in to save me from jerks who thought it was funny to pick on a short, pudgy girl. Even when she ended up with bruises and black eyes, she never stopped.”

      “Worth it,” Ray muttered. She couldn’t stand by when someone got bullied. And, although scrawny, she’d been pretty tough from working as Pa’s handyman apprentice.

      Stepping back, Hope set her hands on her hips. “You disappeared from school, and we heard your dad died, and you went to foster care somewhere, but you never called or anything.”

      So much for hoping no one would ever know I was in foster care. But it was impossible to get mad. Not at Hope.

      All of four inches taller, Ray smiled down at her. “The evil foster mother didn’t let us use the phone. And it didn’t work out anyway.” She suppressed a shiver at the memory of getting beaten, of curling into a ball, trying to breathe and sob at the same time.

      MacKensie’s expression held a wealth of understanding. “You ran?”

      “Escaped on the ferry to Seattle. But no one hires teens, especially dirty, homeless ones.”

      Worry furrowed Hope’s brow. “Seattle isn’t exactly safe…”

      “No city is safe for young girls.” The bitterness in MacKensie’s voice told Ray all she needed to know.

      “It wasn’t safe, but I got lucky. A cop caught me breaking into an empty house and arranged for George to foster me. And George taught me wood crafting.” He’d opened the world to her. Dammit, don’t start crying.

      Sympathy filled MacKensie’s gaze. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Fontaine’s hard face softened. “George often boasted about you. He thought of you as a daughter, you know.”

      Warmth spread through her chest. Her voice came out choked. “It was mutual.” Gods, she missed him. But even as she’d sat at his bedside, George had kept telling her, “Life goes on. So will you.”

      I will, Faj.

      She managed to smile at Hope. “I did try to call you once I was with George.”

      “Oh, spit, we moved away a couple months or so after you disappeared. Dad got stationed down south.”

      Right, military family. “So…you live here in Seattle now?”

      “I do. I’m married to a wonderful man, even if he is a lawyer”—she rolled her eyes—“and I teach fifth grade.”

      Once upon a time, they’d sat under a tree in the schoolyard, eating their bagged lunches, planning their futures. So long ago. “You always wanted to be a teacher.”

      Hope nodded, her gaze soft. “You were scared you’d end up stuck as a handyman forever.”

      Only too true. Pa had expected her to work for him until the end of time and endure the same fix-it jobs over and over. She’d never have gotten to create. To make something beautiful. “I guess dreams do sometimes come true.”

      Bad Ray, this is totally unprofessional behavior in front of a client.

      She turned to Fontaine. “I believe I have everything I need now. Why don’t⁠—”

      “This is yours?” Dropping down into a chair, Hope perused Ray’s portfolio on the coffee table. “You do beautiful work.”

      “Thank you.” Ray beamed. Compliments never got old.

      Fontaine nodded at the portfolio. “You have a similar style to George’s, although your work is, perhaps, lighter. More…”

      As he searched for the right word, Ray smiled. “He said my crafting was more joyful.”

      “Yes.” MacKensie was still sitting on the couch, looking over the portfolio with Hope. “That’s it, exactly. Are we the only project of his you’re planning to complete?”

      “There was another contract, but I haven’t managed to find the client. What kind of a business would call itself Chains? I thought a fence company at first, but they wouldn’t want handcrafted items, right?”

      All three of them broke into laughter.

      Smiling slightly, Fontaine leaned his hip against the couch. “As it happens, Chains is a private club.”

      What am I missing? She turned to Hope who was the easiest to read. “What kind of a private club? A stuffy men’s club or something?”

      Hope flushed. “Um…”

      “Close.” Fontaine’s expression held amusement. “Chains is a BDSM club here in Seattle.”

      Wait, what? George had a BDSM club for a client? For something called a tantric chair and a pentagram? She’d wondered if the client was a pagan church. “Wooden furniture for a place like that? Seriously?” she asked slowly. I do not—do not—believe this.

      “Probably something to match the other live edge pieces he made,” Hope said.

      “Oh, you’re thinking of the glorious spanking bench?” MacKensie noticed Ray’s stare—and turned red.

      A spanking bench? Surely not. George had always been… He wouldn’t… Ray crossed her arms over her chest. “Why would he take on work for a”—not going to say the BDSM word—“club?”

      “The owner loves handcrafted furniture and talked him into making some pieces,” Hope answered almost absently and turned another page. The last photo in the portfolio was of George, arm slung around Ray. The table they’d made together gleamed softly in front of them. “They’re friends, and George was a member, after all.”

      Noting Fontaine’s frown, Hope winced. “Sorry, guess it should’ve stayed private.”

      “George and a BDSM club? No way.”

      Smile growing, Hope pointed at her. “Miss Stubborn, you may have turquoise-tipped hair, but you haven’t changed at all. I’ll prove it to you, Ms. SwampDonkey AssClown.”

      From the dumbfounded expressions of the other two in the room, Hope didn’t normally swear.

      Bringing herself up to an offended stance, Ray shook her head. “Ms. TardyTwat Douche-Nozzle, I am shocked. Wherever did you learn such appalling language?”

      “From my absolute best friend in high school who I’ve missed so, so much.” Hope’s smile wavered for a second. Then she glanced at Fontaine and MacKensie. “We used to vie with each other for the most creative vulgar invective. Truly shameful.”

      “Only shameful because you could never keep up.” Ray sniffed. “Jealous much?”

      “Totally.” Hope grinned. “I’ve lost all my skill now, what with being around prudish principals and associates.”

      “Oddly enough, wood doesn’t mind my language.” Thank the gods for that, or she’d have to work with duct tape over her mouth. At least she didn’t swear in public. Well not usually.

      And…Hope was obviously a member of a BDSM club, as were Fontaine and MacKensie. Actually, she could see Hope being attracted to the lifestyle. As teens, they’d shared a preference for dominant men.

      But Faj? Really? Ray sat down in the chair across from Hope. “Exactly how can you prove an association between George and this…club?”

      “You’d recognize his work, right?” Hope asked.

      “Of course.” Every craftsman had their own finicky techniques.

      “Oooh, I have the perfect plan. You can be my guest at the club and check out the stuff George made. You have to see the place anyway to finish the project he left.”

      “But…” Ray set her jaw. It’d been four years since…the incident. And it still felt way too soon to venture back into the world of BDSM.

      Only she could see from Hope’s expression she wouldn’t let this drop. Talk about stubborn. Then again, her friend had a point. How could Ray finish the project without knowing what the piece was for and how it would fit into its surroundings?

      And… This way she’d see Hope again. The thought of losing touch with her was intolerable. “Yes, okay. I’ll come. Where is this place?”

      “Wait. I want to come to the show-Ray-the-club night too.” MacKensie bounced on the couch. “Please?”

      “Sure.” Hope laughed. “Ray might need both of us to hold her hands.”

      Ray squinted at her old friend, then huffed. “Yes, please.” How many panic attacks will I have?

      They had no idea what they were suggesting. Even as the three smiled at her in sympathy, Ray figured out her goals.

      Get in.

      Figure out what the project needed.

      Reestablish her friendship with Hope—and maybe make a new friend—and…

      Get the hell out. Fast.

      Gods help me—a BDSM club.

      Would anyone notice if she kept her eyes closed?
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        * * *

      

      Getting out of his car, Drake paused to enjoy the cool night air and the view. The lights of the Seattle skyline and the iconic Space Needle never grew old.

      A glance around revealed the parking lot for Chains, his BDSM club, was almost full. Very nice. The city had plenty of kinksters who appreciated a place to get together, to meet others, and for many, to learn or share their skills.

      It was satisfying to know his club provided a safe community for them.

      Unlike a normal business, the club’s only entry was through the parking lot door. As with many BDSM clubs, it wasn’t in a safe neighborhood. No one walked here. And this way, the very visible door guard could keep an eye on the parking lot. The members were safe whether inside and outside.

      “Sir.” The burly guard opened the door for him. “It’s been a while since you were here. Good to see you back.”

      “Merci, Becker. How’s your son doing?”

      “He graduated top of his class. Going to the university next fall.” Becker’s chest expanded with pride.

      “Congratulations to him—and to you as well. Raising an adolescent is a true test of courage.” Drake grinned. “When you tell him the things not to do, do you share all the idiocies you did back then?”

      “Oh, fuck no. Hell, I grew up in California. Got a fake ID so I could drink, then I’d go surfing while blasted out of my mind. Almost drowned more than once.” Becker shook his head with a rueful smile. “I hope he’s smarter.”

      “I’m sure he’ll do well.” Drake clapped him on the shoulder and stepped through the door.

      In the entry, he smiled at the slender, brunette volunteer running the reception desk. “How are you today, Faylee?”

      Faylee rolled her eyes. “It’s a madhouse tonight, Master Drake. Is this a full moon?”

      Drake laughed. It was. “Did you have to call the police?”

      “No—not yet. Three silver members tried to do a walk-in, but I explained several times Saturday nights are only for gold members, and they finally gave up.”

      “Some people can be quite stubborn.” Friday nights were open to the public, although to satisfy the various zoning and business regulations, everyone had to be a so-called member. For a silver membership, a person simply filled out an application, disclaimer, and agreement to abide by the rules, paid the dues, and were admitted. On Fridays, the dungeon rules and equipment were tailored for newbies to the lifestyle.

      Saturdays was for those serious about BDSM. The gold membership was more expensive and vetted.

      Faylee wrinkled her nose. “Honestly, the memberships are explained everywhere. Including right there.” She pointed at the wall poster. “Anyway, tonight we have three members who brought guests. The paperwork was signed, and they got the usual briefing.”

      “I do appreciate how efficient you are with paperwork.”

      “Thank you, Sir.” She flushed pink with the compliment. The submissive had a rough past and had come a long way over the years. Making final reparations to Ghost, who lived in Florida, had been a big step in her healing—and opened the way for her to find love. She’d been with her Daddy Dom for several months now.

      After giving her a smile, he walked through the door into the main room of the club.

      Everything appeared to be going well. He’d known before opening the place years ago that BDSM clubs had a high failure rate. Thus he’d designated the nightclub-like ground floor for dancing and socializing. Putting the dungeon in the basement was not only nicely traditional but helped with noise.

      Law enforcement disapproved of the sound of screams.

      Having alcohol on the premises was disagreeable, but people, especially those there merely for the atmosphere, wanted it. After a few incidents in the dungeon, he’d added rules. The bartender marked anyone who was served alcohol, and no one with a mark on their hand could go downstairs.

      Seemed fair to him. If a person wasn’t safe driving while intoxicated, they sure weren’t safe with a flogger in hand. Or safe to receive a flogging for that matter.

      “Let’s head downstairs. We’ll do a scene.” A man’s loud voice drew Drake’s attention. Ah, Riley, one of the newer members. Basketball player, tall and blond. The Dom was in his mid-twenties.

      Drake suppressed a sigh. In college, he also felt he knew it all. It was a shame his gender took so long to gain a bit of humility.

      Back then, he’d lost his cockiness quickly under Simon’s mentoring. Simon had high standards for the Dominants he taught. Since he’d also been Drake’s instructor in mixed martial arts, well… Pain swiftly cut an inflated ego into shreds.

      As for now though…

      Riley’s companion appeared to be a couple of years younger and was shaking her head. “I don’t want to do a scene. You said you’d show me around, nothing more.”

      “C’mon, Leanne. You’re here; I’m here. It’ll be fun.” Riley rose.

      Merde.

      When Leanne stayed planted in the chair, her expression unyielding, Drake suppressed a smile because. Good for you, young woman. “Is there a problem here?”

      “Listen, buddy, butt ou—” Recognizing Drake, Riley straightened. “Ah, sorry. We, uh, are just… Leanne doesn’t…”

      A teaching moment wasn’t to be wasted. “Did you negotiate an agreement with your companion?” Drake asked gently.

      “I… Well⁠—”

      “He said this would only be a tour.” The young brunette slid her chair away from the table and farther away from Riley. “Now he wants to do a scene. He lied to me.”

      “Have you been together long?” Drake asked carefully.

      “First date.” Her lips pressed together. “Last date.”

      There would be no coming back from this mistake.

      “Hey, I just wanted to—” Riley broke off when Drake crossed his arms over his chest and gave him The Look. “Right. C’mon, Leanne. I’ll take you home.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think so.” She pulled out a phone. “I’m getting an Uber.”

      Drake looked around. As usual, security was observing. Drake raised his hand, and the stocky ginger hurried over. “Master Drake, can I help?”

      “Oui. Please escort the young lady out and ensure she is safely in her ride.”

      “Sir, of course.”

      Leanne turned to Drake. “Thank you so much. I was getting really scared.” Her eyes were moist.

      Riley’s expression turned surprised. Dismayed. “Scared?”

      “You did very well at protecting your boundaries.” Drake assisted her to her feet, and Shawn accompanied her out.

      When Drake turned his attention to Riley, the aspiring Dom shook his head. “I-I thought she wanted to be pushed around. She said she was submissive.”

      “Not. Necessarily. Submissives enjoy giving control to”—Drake held up a finger—“someone they choose. Someone they trust.”

      At the emphasis on the word trust, Riley flinched.

      “If you aren’t that person, they are no more submissive than you are.”

      “She—she trusts me.”

      “Not any longer, Riley.” Drake shook his head. “You brought her here, then broke your agreement and tried to verbally push her into something she didn’t want.”

      “She… Fuck, she did say no.” Riley slumped in the chair. “I can’t believe I kept pushing her.” Riley’s remorse appeared sincere. His face had even gone pale. “She was scared of me.”

      Drake sat down at the table. “I was going to tear up your membership card.”

      Riley sank farther into the chair and didn’t argue.

      Oui, he could yet turn the attitude around. “So… If you repeat the beginning Dominant course as well as the consent workshop, I’ll give you a second chance to prove you’ve learned from your mistake.”

      Relief filled Riley’s expression. “I… Yeah, I’ll take the classes again and get my act together.” He held out his hand. “Thank you, Master Drake.”

      After shaking hands, Riley left for reception to sign up for classes.

      Drake rose and headed for the bar.

      “Oh, Master. It’s good to see you here again.” The high-pitched coo was like gravel abrading his skin.

      He nodded to Justine. Dark-haired, dark-eyed, and lovely, but now he was as affected by her beauty as he was by a piece of perfectly sculpted ice. “Justine. Good evening.” He tilted his head at the other two submissives at her table and moved away, allowing no opportunity for conversation.

      When he broke off their relationship last winter, everything had been said.

      He shook his head. Clear-sightedness about her own behavior, let alone anyone else’s, wasn’t in her nature. He was the one who’d been a fool.

      And gotten burned.

      Damned if he’d try again for a long, long time.
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        * * *

      

      Three bottles of soda in hand, Ray slid between the clusters of people near the bar. MacKensie had stopped to talk with someone while Hope secured them a table.

      Ray was concentrating on the drinks and keeping her feet moving. If she didn’t focus, she’d end up in the center of the place, staring at everyone.

      And freezing in place. Because if she thought about it hard, she’d be terrified there would be someone here from that night. One of those who’d assaulted her at the university.

      Only, maybe not here. Hope had assured her the club had rules. Lots and lots of rules and people to enforce them. This sure wouldn’t be the bastards’ kind of place.

      It’s good; it’s all good.

      Now be cool. She pulled in a breath. Right. I go to BDSM clubs every day. See naked people walking around all the time. Sure, I do.

      “Oops, sorry,” a person muttered from her right and then there was the clang of something hitting the floor.

      Ray glanced over and saw a skinny man with his head through a hole in an oversized serving tray carried on his shoulders. His wrists were cuffed to the tray. And some jerk had bumped him hard enough to knock a couple of bottles of water off.

      With no way to pick up the drinks, the poor guy was battling tears.

      “Hey, hey, hey, be cool, dude.” Ray set her three bottles at her feet and picked up the waters and set them carefully on the tray. “Here’s your waters. Did anything else fall?”

      “N-no.” He was snuffling, tears on his cheeks.

      The poor baby. She grabbed a couple of napkins off a table and wiped his cheeks. “Is your Dom person really mean? Do I need to beat them up?”

      Big brown eyes still swam with tears, but he was starting to smile. “No, he’s really wonderful. I just w-wanted to do everything perfectly.”

      “It’s hardly your fault when some dumbass runs into you. If your Master person is so great, he’ll understand. And you’re all fixed anyway.”

      The guy’s smile was truly there now. “Thank you. Really.”

      She patted his shoulder, picked up her drinks, and looked around for Hope.

      Ah, over there at a small round table with MacKensie.

      “I made it.” Ray set the drinks in front of the other two and took the seat between them.

      “We saw,” Hope said. “Did you get BetaBoi settled? He’s a total sweetie. And he tries so hard.”

      “Still young,” Ray said. “Give him a few years and he’ll be more cynical than we are.”

      MacKensie snorted. “He’s probably all of two years younger than you.”

      Opening the bottle and taking a good hefty gulp of the ice-cold Coke, Ray heaved a pleased sigh and started to look around.

      And felt her eyes getting bigger. “You said the actual BDSM stuff is downstairs?” she asked in disbelief. The upstairs was plenty kinky enough.

      When they first came in, she’d heard the music, seen the crowded dance floor, the people around the bar at the back, and it seemed like a normal nightclub. Along with relief, she’d almost been disappointed.

      But then there’d been a couple of naked people.

      Here, on the other side of the dance floor, there was a stage with an actual flogging going on. And people…

      To her left, a woman in skintight black vinyl tugged on a leash to get her dog to follow her. However, the dog happened to be a robust man on all fours with a canine muzzle, ears, and a perky tail. Seeing how the tail was secured made her own asshole tighten up.

      “We’ll go downstairs soon,” Hope said. “After you acclimate to the easy stuff.” She and MacKensie exchanged grins.

      Ray sniffed. “Patronizing brat.” Yet she really was relieved to take things slowly. So she sat back and continued to look around.

      Some of the fetwear was amazing. Some of the men were too.

      Like the darkly handsome man who stood nearby, talking to a couple sitting at a table. He had flecks of gray in his black hair and goatee, so was probably in his late 30s, but mmm, that kind of leanly powerful musculature made her want to switch to sculpture.

      When he crossed his arms over his chest and frowned, her mouth went dry. Talk about intimidating…and he wasn’t even talking to her.

      After a brief conversation, he lifted his hand, and a guy in a security vest hurried over to escort the woman out. The woman appeared almost tearfully grateful. Had Mr. Intimidation rescued her from her date?

      The younger man might or might not be a Dominant, but the older one sure was. Authority radiated from him like solar flares as he focused on the younger man. Talked. The younger one’s hostility changed soon enough to nodding in agreement to whatever Mr. Authority said. That was some seriously effective diplomacy.

      Reluctantly, she dragged her gaze away and checked out the rest of the room.

      On the low stage, the Top had switched to flashy two-handed flogging, what Hope called Florentine style. The bottom wore a leather jockstrap and was in la-la-land with a happy smile on his face. The rhythmic sound of the flogger punctuated with the dark electronic music of Alien Vampires.

      Her view was blocked by a man walking by. He was dressed as a police officer, but the short-sleeved, uniform shirt was made of black latex—the better to display impressive biceps. His male companion wore a dark leather chest harness and nothing else.

      “All this black clothing. Gods help us, we’re surrounded by Goths,” she murmured.

      Hope giggled. “It’s an easy way to differentiate Doms and Tops from submissives and bottoms. Bottoms and submissives go for more color—and less clothing.”

      “Lots less sometimes.” MacKensie motioned to a man and woman in miniscule G-strings trailing a person dressed all in black.

      “I thought I’d stick out like a sore thumb dressed in these clothes.” Ray glanced down. She’d topped the silky black boxers she sometimes wore to lounge around the house with a green-and-black overbust bodice from her college Renaissance faire days. “Instead, I fit in pretty well. Thank you for the advice.”

      “You can never go wrong with cleavage and showing off legs.” Hope tipped her soda up to get the last sip. “Done. Are you ready to go downstairs now?”

      No. No, I’m really not. Goosebumps rose all over her body. “Maybe we could dance for a while?” And avoid the BDSM stuff…

      MacKensie’s eyes narrowed. “I recognize that expression. Have you had problems in the past with BDSM…or maybe with men?”

      “Haven’t we all?” Ray managed to say lightly. “Sometimes I wish my body preferred women, but being lesbian would only be a different set of problems.”

      “True enough.” Hope bumped their shoulders together. “Less aggression and violence though.”

      “I wasn’t raped, if that’s what you were asking.” Probably wasn’t raped. Or fine, yes, she had been. Maybe she’d agreed to some of what he’d done in the beginning, only then there had been the others…

      It was years ago, girl. Get over it.

      “I know the dungeon is downstairs, but I don’t want to…do anything. That’ll be okay, right?”

      “Absolutely.” Mac gave her a reassuring smile. “Unless you’re in a scene, no means no. And no one touches without permission.”

      “Okay then.” Ray hauled in a breath. “Take me downstairs so I can see what George made. And everything else should be interesting too.”

      As long as she didn’t have a panic attack, right? And really, it was time she worked through her worries about BDSM. I’m not a fragile princess. Nope.

      “Right. Off we go then.” Hope rose.

      At the head of the stairs, security checked the back of their hands and let them proceed.
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