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      Thank you so much for picking up my book!

      Would you like to receive a free story from me as well? Join the Angel Legion and sign up for my newsletter!
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      Thank you so much to my readers who encouraged me to write the Venus Rising Quartet. I’m glad you fell in love with the characters as much as I did, because that’s where the Stronghold series was born.

      An extra special thank you to Katherine, Amanda and Fifi, who have helped keep me motivated and made this book into what it is.

      As always, love and appreciation to my ever-supportive husband, to whom I dedicate this book. Any similarities between him and the hero are purely coincidental, I swear. Even though they have the same name. And look exactly alike. And I’ve used actual things he’s said to me for dialogue.

      Total coincidence.
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      ANGEL

      Walking into the club was the hardest thing Angel Jones had ever done in her life.

      She’d deliberately chosen Chained because it was a new club and it was in Virginia, much farther away from her home than the club she actually wanted to join—Stronghold, in DC. It was doubtful regulars to Stronghold would search out a new club; they were comfortable in their space at Stronghold and trusted the people there. Why would they drive such a distance to check out a new place?

      Easy answer: they wouldn’t.

      This was the second time Angel had ever been to a BDSM club. The first time had been years ago, in New York City, when she was still in college. Since then, she’d realized she was submissive, but she didn’t have any friends currently living in Maryland who were in the scene. Even worse, other than her best friend Leigh, she didn’t have any close friends who were female and contemplating the idea of trying to convince one of her guy friends to come with her made her want to whimper, so she was making this difficult journey alone. Which was absolutely terrifying. 

      Getting out of her car, Angel smoothed her hands over the long, embroidered jacket she was wearing. She’d dressed very carefully tonight because she was going to be doing something wrong—she was going into a club as a Mistress rather than a submissive. It was dishonest, which rankled her, but all of her ‘experience’ was research and reading. Not at all the same as real life experience or having someone there with her who knew what they were doing.

      As a self-defense instructor, she taught her students that the first step to keeping themselves safe was to stay out of dangerous situations. To her, putting herself in a position to be tied up and at the mercy of a stranger was pretty much the textbook description of a dangerous situation, yet she couldn’t stay away. The one night she’d experienced in New York, she had been entranced but did nothing more than watch. Once she was more comfortable in the club and felt more confident about knowing the scene and her ability to keep herself safe, without backup, she would go to Stronghold as a submissive. No harm done to anyone and she’d have a nice and easy introduction into the world she’d been fantasizing about ever since she first heard about it.

      Of course, she wished she had a friend she could do this with. She might have felt safer jumping straight in as a submissive if she had a buddy by her side. Unfortunately, she didn’t have anyone she felt comfortable asking to go with her. Even though Leigh would probably have come if Angel had asked, because she was a good friend, Leigh’s boyfriend, Michael, would never have approved of the outing.

      At twenty-five years old, Angel had only ever had two serious relationships; the second one had ended over a year ago and since then she hadn’t dated anyone seriously. Neither of her previous boyfriends had been able to give her what she craved, neither had been able to make her feel the excitement she got reading BDSM erotica stories. Sure, she’d had orgasms during sex, but it always felt like there was something missing, and eventually that had led to the end of each relationship. And it didn’t help when most of her closest friends were guys, which tended to cause some jealousy and misunderstandings with her boyfriends, but she figured someone confident enough to be a Dom would have to be secure and confident enough not to mind she had a lot of guy friends, right?

      She wanted a man with the confidence, the self-assurance to be uncaring about her male friendships. Also, a man who was sexually controlling in the bedroom… at the very least she needed to try it out, to see firsthand whether or not this was a lifestyle for her. And if it was, then maybe she could find someone into the lifestyle she could have a real relationship with.

      Tonight she was dressed in thigh high leather boots with six inch heels, leather shorts, and a brocaded green skin tight top boned like a corset but had an Asian inspired mandarin collar and little capped sleeves. It covered her upper body completely except for a wide swath between the neck of the collar and her bust; a keyhole opening which showed a generous amount of cleavage. She’d straightened her hair and worn it loose, letting it flow over her shoulders to swing halfway down her back—almost two inches longer than when she let her naturally curly hair fly free. Black lace gloves and the embroidered jacket completed her look, although she’d take her jacket off when she got inside. It was a damn sexy outfit and she was pretty sure it fairly screamed ‘in charge.’ Because that’s exactly how she wanted to appear tonight. How she’d been practicing to appear.

      Tilting her chin up haughtily, she strode towards the door of the club. It was a plain wooden door with a discreet sign above it said “Chained.” There were no lights or anything else to draw attention to itself. She liked that.

      When she signed in at the front desk (pseudonyms were allowed, although when she’d filled out her form for the guest pass she’d had to give her real name and the pseudonym she planned on using) she put her name down as Mistress Angela before handing her coat over to the girl behind the desk, a sexy blonde wearing a naughty secretary outfit. The irony wasn’t lost on Angel and she gave the girl an approving smile, which made the receptionist flush happily as she took Angel’s coat.

      “Welcome to Chained, Mistress Angela,” she said. 

      “Thank you, dear,” said Angel, sliding into the role she’d assigned herself. She’d never wanted to pursue theater as a career (monetary pressure took all the fun out of it) but that hadn’t stopped her from pursuing it as a hobby in her free time. Even though she’d only started auditioning in the area a few months ago, she’d already been cast in a show at a community theater. Tonight was going to be the performance of her life because she wasn’t onstage. Acting was so much easier with cues and lines. 

      Still, she could feel her nerves humming the way they did when she was standing in the wings, waiting for the curtain to go up. And that’s exactly where she was right now; this lobby was the wings and as soon as she stepped past the hulking (and kind of hunky) bouncer through the door to the club then she’d be center stage. Well, not quite. She’d be surrounded by the other players, but she assumed many of them would be very good at reading body language. At least that was always how it seemed in the books she read.

      Hopefully her acting training would be enough to cover up her nerves, inexperience, guilt at the deception, and the little voice inside of her insisting she’d never pass as a Domme. 

      The lobby was tastefully decorated in dark reds and grays with hardwood floors, giving it the feeling of a boudoir. When she walked into the main area of the club, she was surprised she found it rather overwhelming, almost tacky, in comparison to the lobby. The space was bigger than she’d expected, with a dance floor to her left, a bar straight ahead of her, and a wall lined with little alcoves for scening on the right. Chandeliers flickering with multi-hued lights hung from the ceiling, red velvet curtains were tied back at the edges of the alcoves—obviously they could be used to create a more private area if desired—and the dance floor had neon lights blazing over it, creating interesting patterns on the floor. Everywhere she looked, the walls were covered with either bondage equipment or artwork (and there didn’t seem to be a theme to the photographs and paintings, or any attempt at arranging them in a way that would be pleasing to the eye). The bar in front of her was decorated to look almost like a tiki bar, clashing sharply with the rest of the decor. Seriously?

      There were people walking around, some of them involved in scenes, some on the dance floor, and some at the bar, wearing all sorts of interesting and revealing clothing. Angel found herself examining a small group of men at one of the bar tables, four of them, all extremely attractive and wearing various amounts of leather.

      Dominants, definitely. She could feel the wash of heat straight through her body as she saw their self-assured movements, their predatory gazes flicking around the room. But she didn’t show any of her reaction to them on her face, keeping her expression carefully blank. All four of them were attractive, but it was the blond one—who looked half-Viking, half-pirate, with facial hair making a neat frame around a sensuous mouth—that caught her attention. Or, rather, he caught her gaze in his and she found herself struggling not to lower her eyes immediately from the sheer force of his presence.

      That’s what a submissive would do, she reminded herself. Lowering her gaze was what she instinctively wanted to do, but that’s not what she was tonight. Struggling to maintain her expression, Angel gave him a careful nod, very slight and without taking her eyes away from him, acknowledging him as an equal. He gave her a nod back and smiled.

      The hard look in his eyes made her want to melt. Or get down on her knees and beg him to tie her up, spank her and fuck her. Instead she straightened her spine and curved her lips in a small smile back.

      Remember, you’re a Domme tonight and keep it together!
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        * * *

      

      ADAM

      Adam Rawn was not impressed by Chained. He was only here because his good friend, Rick Winter, had been hoping his friends might be willing to make the longer drive to Virginia every so often, in trade for him usually being the one to make the commute. Fortunately, it didn’t look like Rick was very impressed either. Normally Rick only made it to Stronghold once a month or once every other month, because it was about a two-hour drive for him to get there. Chained was only an hour’s drive from Rick and an hour away from the rest of them. It would have been the perfect compromise, except none of them were happy here. 

      Not that they would ever abandon Stronghold completely, since they were also good friends with the owner, Patrick Murphy, but they would have been able to see Rick more often—the temptation of new submissives they hadn’t seen before had been intriguing.

      “Sorry Rick, I don’t think I’ll be coming back,” said Chris. He had come purely to hang out with Rick and had no interest in checking out new submissives, since he was currently in an exclusive relationship with his best friend, Justin, and their girlfriend, a sweet, curvy brunette named Jessica. “Or recommending to Justin we bring Jessica here.”

      Rick looked around the room, his disappointment written clearly on his face. “I know, it’s not what I was hoping either. Maybe it’s too new.”

      That was part of the problem. The decorations were too eclectic and whoever owned it hadn’t quite found their stride yet. Rather than a tasteful mix of eroticism, bondage, and bar feeling, all the elements had been spattered like spaghetti on a wall. The other problem was there didn’t seem to be many unattached subs. That factor was important to Rick and, to a lesser extent, Adam and Andrew, the fourth man in their little reconnaissance force this evening. Rick wanted to find a meaningful relationship like Justin and Chris’ with Jessica, just without the sharing, and Adam was starting to think he might be ready to stop playing and get serious about a submissive too. If he could find the right submissive. Andrew wasn’t interested in any kind of relationship after his last one had ended so badly; he’d been single for years now.

      The lack of unattached subs at Chained tonight was a problem because it left them with nothing to do but sit and drink and talk. Which they could have done anywhere. And Adam wanted to play. It had been awhile since he’d found someone he wanted to scene with, although he’d indulged once or twice in the past couple of months when asked to do an introduction or teaching scene at Stronghold. But it was ultimately unsatisfying.

      At thirty-one years old he was surprised to find himself yearning for permanence in a relationship, he’d always thought he’d be a confirmed bachelor until at least his mid-thirties, but seeing the love and devotion between Chris, Justin, and Jessica, the way they came together to make their tripod relationship work, had made him surprisingly envious. Their relationship had ended up creating another one between Liam, another Stronghold Dom, and Jessica’s best friend, Hilary. Since then, Adam had started considering a real relationship, something Rick had already been looking for.

      Something neither of them were going to find at Chained, apparently.

      “Well, that’s interesting,” said Rick, perking up a little. All of the men turned to see where he was looking, at the door leading to the lobby. 

      A stunning woman had just walked in by herself. A long fall of dark brown hair caressed her shoulders, framing a roundish face which wasn’t quite conventionally beautiful, with almond shaped eyes hinting at Asian heritage. She also had the most incredible lips Adam had ever seen, small but somehow plumply bow-shaped to the extent they almost looked like they’d been created for sex appeal, the way Betty Boop or Jessica Rabbit’s lips would appear in real life. Made for kissing or wrapping around a man’s shaft. The tiny shorts she was wearing hugged curvy hips, hinting at a fantastic rear view. The unique top she was wearing interested him immediately, despite the fact it covered most of her. The curves of her breasts in the top’s opening were full and creamy, pressing the soft mounds upwards into almost a shelf. She was at least a D cup. Maybe more. The thigh high leather boots with the fuck-me heels were skin tight on her legs, showing them to be long and lean. 

      Looking at her made his dick stir. 

      “Damn, she’s a Domme,” said Rick, deflating as he took in her attire, the tilt of her chin and the aggressive way she looked around the room. Moodily he took a swig of his beer. 

      “What, you don’t want to try out being a switch?” Andrew asked, nudging his friend in the ribs. The other three men laughed as Adam continued to study the woman. Not once in his entire life had he ever been attracted to a Domme, no matter how physically attractive they were, but this woman had his complete attention and his groin was already tightening. Why?

      He watched her look around, observed the slight distaste on her face as she took in the decor before she covered up the expression. Something about her was slightly off, although he couldn’t quite figure it out. When her eyes swept around the room, examining the people, he was still looking at her. The minute their eyes met she had some kind of reaction, but he was too far away to see it clearly. The nod she gave him was careful, entirely appropriate, but something about her body language was off. As if she was unsure of herself. A new Domme maybe? Inexperienced? He smiled at her, to see how she would respond. She smiled back when she met his eyes before looking away again to continue her examination of the room.

      “What’s up?” Chris asked, leaning over to see where Adam was looking. “Why are you looking at the Domme?”

      “I’m not sure,” Adam confessed, taking a sip of his own beer to cover his frown. “There’s something about her...”

      “Think she’s a switch?”

      Hm. “Maybe. Or maybe very new.”

      Now all of his friends were looking at her again, watching her as she studied the small room. Chained wasn’t even a third as big as Stronghold, but then again Stronghold hadn’t started out very big either. It had expanded and renovated as it became more popular and successful. The woman they were all watching seemed to feel their eyes on them. Turning her head she stared right back at them. Some men might have looked away or pretended they weren’t looking at her at all. Not this group. She seemed a little startled at first as they all stared back at her, and she was the first one to look away.

      “We won,” said Chris, laughing.

      Adam was still watching the woman, when she glanced back at them there was a small, rueful smile on her pouty lips, and then she started walking toward them. The rolling gait her high boots required made her hips move in a manner that was both sensuous and graceful. A lot of women would have trouble walking in heels that high. He’d seen them on the sidewalk shuffling along, looking like they were walking on stilts. Despite the height of her heels this woman walked easily, with a slight swaying motion that made his already hardening cock stand straight up. 

      As soon as they realized she was heading toward them, the men all started watching her again, appreciating the beauty of her movements.
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        * * *

      

      ANGEL

      Angel felt completely out of her element. The club itself wasn’t as intimidating as she’d expected, but the four men in front of her were. Which, perversely, had drawn her to them, even though she was supposed to be a Domme tonight, not a sub. She figured it would be okay though because as a Domme she shouldn’t be scared, right? So when they’d all stared her down, going for a power play, she’d stared back for as long as she could stand it. Eventually she’d had to look away, sure they could see her heart pounding in her chest. When she’d turned back the handsome blond one was still watching her. She felt drawn to them. Him. Initially she’d wondered why there weren’t subs flocking to their table, but after a quick look around she’d noticed there didn’t seem to be many singles other than the men at the table. Most people were there as part of a couple.

      She envied those couples. Especially the woman tied to the St. Andrew’s Cross who was being very lightly flogged, warming her up for a more strenuous workout. Her Dom was completely focused on her, murmuring encouragement as he turned her skin a light pink. It made all of Angel’s girly bits throb to watch them. The rise and fall of the flogger had her fantasizing about being in the sub’s place—at least until she realized there were a couple other people watching her watch the scene, and she started to worry they might realize she was more interested in being the one receiving the whipping than in wielding the flogger. So she decided to approach the small group of men instead, justifying it to herself by hoping they could give her some information about the club and BDSM in general. 

      Their collective, appreciative gaze as she walked toward them made her quiver inside a little, but she knew nothing showed on the exterior as she smiled warmly. Acting 101 for the win!

      “It’s not nice to stare,” she said mock-sternly, as soon as she got within hearing distance, wanting to see their reactions. The blond with facial hair who kept watching her smiled appreciatively at her scolding; the look of approval in his blue eyes made her want to melt right down into her boots. Up this close she got a hint of his well-defined muscles under the crisp white button down shirt he was wearing. Strange to see a Viking in what she considered a dress shirt. Strange to see a Dom at a BDSM club in one too, now that she thought of it, even if he was wearing it with black leather pants.

      Tall, dark, and handsome wearing a black cotton shirt and jeans threw back his head and laughed. The other blond, who had no facial hair, grinned and shook his head almost apologetically. Since he was on the other side of the table all she could see of his outfit was the black leather vest he was wearing, but she assumed he had the leather pants to match. The last man had naturally tanned, caramel skin, black hair, and was wearing nothing but leather pants to show off his admittedly spectacular upper body; he arched his eyebrow at her. The one in the black shirt was casually dressed but the other three together looked like a bondage ad for Studs’R’Us. Eye candy at its finest.

      “May I get you something to drink, Mistress?” As soon as she approached the table, a scantily dressed young man popped up at her elbow, looking up at her worshipfully. Wow. He was cute, only two inches shorter than her in her boots which meant he’d be taller than her if she had been wearing any other shoes. Too bad she wasn’t looking for a sub.

      “No, thank you,” she said. It didn’t seem polite to assume she could join their table. Looking disappointed, the server walked away.

      “No, thank you?” asked the gorgeous blonde pirate-y man, sounding kind of judgmental. He was studying her like she was some kind of insect pinned to a board. The scrutiny made her uncomfortable, especially because those bright blue eyes looked like they could see deep inside of her, sorting through her secrets. Approaching these men had probably been a mistake, but she’d been drawn like a moth to the flame. Even though tall, dark, and handsome was her usual type, she found herself feeling more interested in the blond. Maybe it was the way he seemed interested in her. Not in a sexual way, but he seemed curious and speculative, as if she’d done something wrong or unexpected.

      Oops. Apparently Dommes don’t say thank you?

      “Didn’t your mother teach you manners?” she asked back dryly.

      “Must have had a strict mother,” observed tall, dark, and handsome. 

      “I take after her,” quipped Angel with a wink, making them laugh. Okay, time for introductions. They weren’t taking the lead so she would. That’s what a Domme would do, right? “I’m Angela.” She left off the ‘Mistress.’ None of these men would ever use the honorific for her, just as she wouldn’t use any for them while she was pretending to be a Domme. 

      “Chris,” said tall, dark, and handsome. “Nice to meet you.” He winked at her. There was nothing seriously flirtatious in his face, he was naturally flirtatious and friendly. 

      “Andrew,” said the other dark-haired man, reaching out to shake her hand. Angel smiled and responded with her most professional handshake; the one she used whenever she was making a sales pitch. Firm, confident, poised.

      “Rick,” said the blond without facial hair. He shook her hand too. 

      “Well now I feel left out. I’m Chris.” Shouldering Andrew aside, he claimed her hand and shook it as Angel laughed. Chris was fun. 

      Turning to the gorgeous blond with the well-trimmed mustache and goatee, Angel held out her hand, arching her eyebrow. He took it slowly, deliberately, almost as if he was testing her. The easy confidence of his movements took her breath away, and the warmth of his hand wrapped around hers was almost enough to make her knees buckle. All of them were deliciously authoritative, but unlike the other men there was something about the way he was looking at her, touching her, it wasn’t quite flirtatious but was definitely sexual. Covering her immediate response, which was melting arousal, Angel raised her eyebrows at him and pulled her hand away. 

      “Adam,” he said, after she’d removed her hand from his. He rubbed at the sides of his mustache with his thumb and forefinger, observing her so intently that for a moment she worried he knew he’d made her wet, just from his handshake. Jesus, he was extremely alpha and she was a little shaken by how much he affected her.

      It would probably blow her cover to drop to her knees and beg him to teach her everything he knew, right? Might be worth it.

      “Ignore him,” Chris said, fortunately taking her attention before she did something stupid, like confess she was a submissive to a whole group of men she didn’t know or have any reason to trust. “He’s been in a bad mood all night.”

      Adam glared at him. “Would you like to join us?” he asked, as if trying to prove his friend wrong. 

      “Um.” She glanced around. Yeah at first she had come over because she was hoping to ask them questions but now that she’d met them she was starting to feel a little unnerved. Especially by Mr. Grouchy, whose intense blue eyes seemed to search her own, as if he could see into her head. Which, considering the situation, was more than a little unnerving. “This is my first time here, I was thinking about taking a look around.”

      They all nodded understandingly. “Feel free to come find us later,” said Chris. “And ask any questions you want. None of us are new to public scening.”

      Angel smiled and thanked them—since that had been her excuse for approaching them in the first place—before heading off to see what else the club had to offer. Too bad she hadn’t come in as a sub; she felt like she would have been able to trust one of them pretty quickly. Especially Mr. Grouchy… but maybe that was because of the intense spark of attraction she’d felt, and attraction was a bad bet to place trust in. There were plenty of attractive guys who were total assholes.

      But they seemed to have bought her Domme act and they all seemed experienced, even though none of them had subs with them. Maybe she would swing back around to get some good information off of them after she’d explored. Part of her brain thought that was a great idea, the other part of her brain was already trying to talk her out of it.
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        * * *

      

      ADAM

      Watching Angela walk off through the club, Adam couldn’t help but notice what a fantastic ass she had. Not only curvy, but the kind of J-Lo bubble butt a man wanted to cup with his hands. The kind of cheeks a man could get a solid grip on as he pounded into her.

      Shifting a bit uncomfortably in his seat, he turned his attention back to his friends to find they were all staring at him.

      “What?”

      “What was with the power play man?” Rick asked, looking at Adam a little askance. “You don’t usually pull tricks like that. I would have expected it from Chris but not from you.”

      “Hey,” said Chris. “I was perfectly polite to the lady.”

      Rick rolled his eyes. “Mostly.”

      All three of them looked at Adam, even Andrew who normally didn’t get involved in the interrogate-your-friends sessions. Since he didn’t like to talk about his own issues, he rarely got involved in trying to talk about others’. The fact that Adam’s actions had aroused even Andrew’s curiosity meant he’d been less subtle than he’d thought.

      “I wanted to see what she would do,” he said simply. It was the truth, but not the whole truth. The whole truth was he’d been hoping, from the moment he saw her, that she was submissive. The attraction he felt for her was undeniable, but not tenable if she was a Domme. Not even a switch, because he’d never be able to satisfy her dominant needs, but he’d be willing to try and work something out if she had any submissive tendencies. Even if it wasn’t a lasting thing, because it had been far too long since he’d felt such real attraction and curiosity towards a woman like he immediately had towards Angela. For a moment he’d even thought he’d felt her respond to him, but the moment was so fleeting he wasn’t sure he hadn’t imagined it because he wanted something to be there. 

      When it became obvious he wasn’t going to give them the answers they wanted, his friends turned to other more interesting subjects. By the time Angela came back, her cheeks slightly flushed with arousal, Adam was the only one left at the table. Chris and Andrew had left together, although Rick was still hanging on, hoping the club might get better as the night went on. He’d gone to the bathroom, leaving Adam alone.

      Touring the club had obviously intrigued her. Her breasts were heaving a little bit in the tight confines of her top and the flush on her cheeks emphasized the sparkle in her unusually bright hazel eyes and the pretty pink bow of her lips. When her tongue flicked out and licked her lower lip, it did absolutely nothing to help calm the images he had in his head of pressing the head of his cock to her gorgeous mouth.

      Disrespectful thoughts. If she was a Domme. Not that he would question her if that’s what she said she was, but there was something… off… unless it was his imagination or plain old wishful thinking getting the better of him. He wasn’t sure, which was not a situation he was used to and not one he enjoyed. He wanted to sit her down and hash it out until he could be sure, but it wasn’t exactly something he could order her to do.

      “What do you think of Chained?” he asked, curious about her impressions. She couldn’t answer immediately because almost as soon as she sat down the young sub who had approached her earlier came up again. This time she ordered a Jack and ginger. Adam watched the interaction closely. Although she seemed to appreciate the young man’s obvious charms, there didn’t seem to be any true interest there.

      Maybe the server wasn’t her type.

      Maybe subs in general weren’t her type, maybe she only thought they were.

      Maybe Adam was a big, overanalyzing idiot. That seemed like a pretty good possibility. 

      “It’s fascinating,” she said brightly. Energy flowed from her, she practically quivered in her seat with it. The bouncy quality of her personality seemed almost at odds with the in-control Domme she’d introduced herself as before, her teasing had been careful but pointed, now she seemed more natural. “I’m not a big fan of the decor, but I love being able to see everything going on. Some of the scenes are…” She shivered a little, a reaction she obviously wasn’t able to suppress. “And I do love a good tiki-bar, even if it’s not outside.” She beamed playfully at him, tugging at something instinctive deep within him that he couldn’t quite decipher.

      If she’d been his sub he would have asked her to expound on what she found so fascinating about the activities of the club. As it was, he held the question in, still watching her carefully.

      “What do you think?” she asked in return, shooting a quick smile at the sub who brought her drink. The young man nearly fell over himself with happiness at her notice of him, but she turned back to Adam quickly enough, leaving the young man to sigh with regret and trot off again.

      “About the same as you,” he said. “Except I wish there were more single female subs around.” Angela’s eyes darted away around the room as she brought up the drink to her mouth. Internally, Adam frowned. Had she done so to hide her expression? Taking a sip of drink or a bite of food was a good way of changing the way your face looked. Or was he reading way too much into everything? Stop it. “Our server seems to have taken a liking to you.”

      Angela’s lips curved into a sweet smile as she put her drink down. “He’s cute, but not my type.”

      Immediately he wondered again what her type was, the thoughts whizzing past him with no brakes. Did she even know?

      “How did you hear about Chained?” he asked, even though what he really wanted to know was how she decided she was a Domme.

      “Oh, theater people,” she said. “I got into a community theater show recently, one of the crew and I were talking and she mentioned Chained. I thought I’d come check it out.”

      “What show?” This time he wasn’t making small talk, he was genuinely curious. He’d done a lot of theater in high school and college, although he hadn’t pursued it since then. Some of his friends from theater had gone on to New York or LA, or were working the circuit in DC, and a few of them did community theater, although he almost never went to see the shows.

      “The Rivals. Eighteenth century comedy of errors type thing, only this production they’ve set at an island resort in the 1960s.” Angela laughed, a cheerful and forthright sound, loud and clear. He could see her doing theater. Despite the noisiness of the club, he hadn’t had trouble hearing one word she said. She was obviously very good at projecting her voice to exactly the right degree to make herself heard but not include the entire room in their conversation. “So what about you? How did you end up here tonight? I’m assuming since this place just opened it doesn’t have ‘regulars’ yet.”

      Adam was trying to decide whether or not to tell her about Stronghold (it seemed a little gauche to advertise another place while still in the club) when Rick came back up to the table. 

      “Alright, I give in,” he said with a groan. “There are no submissives I’m interested in here tonight. Unless you’re a switch?” The question was said with a complete lack of hope, making it a joke, to Angela.

      “Switch?” she asked, looking momentarily confused and highlighting her newness to the scene, even if she obviously had done some research.

      “Someone who enjoys being both dominant and submissive,” Adam explained, watching her reaction carefully.

      Did she catch her breath a little? If she did it wasn’t much, and she immediately lifted her drink to her mouth again. 

      “Um, no,” she said. “Definitely a Domme.” Well that last part was said with complete conviction. Still, Adam couldn’t shake the feeling he was missing something about her. There had been some hesitation, unless he was fooling himself. Maybe she was scared of admitting to a submissive side? Or maybe his wishful thinking was getting out of hand. He really needed to find a sub to scene with if he was going to start lusting after Dommes.

      “That’s what I thought,” Rick said with another mournful sigh. “I think I’m going to be getting out of here.” He switched his gaze to Adam. “Want to come back to my place for a beer?”

      “Sure,” said Adam easily. What he wanted to do was untangle the mystery of Angela, but that might be easier done in a more private location. He flashed a quick look at Rick, giving a slight tilt of his head towards the beautiful Domme. Fortunately, Rick was quick on the uptake.

      “Join us?” asked Rick. Bless him. 

      “Oh, uh...” Angela looked completely taken aback. 
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        * * *

      

      ANGEL

      Join them? Good grief... no. She couldn’t possibly do that. Being in the club and talking to Mr. Grouchy, who had become decidedly less grouchy and even more sexy as they’d chatted, was making her feel all melty inside. She was having more and more trouble pretending she didn’t want to beg one of them to show her the ropes. Literally.

      Going back to a private place with two dominant men, one of whom she was very attracted to, sounded like a recipe for disaster if she wanted to keep up appearances. And she knew they wouldn’t appreciate being lied to. BDSM was all about honesty and communication, not exactly something she was excelling at every time she lied to them about her predilections. Plus, heading off with two men she’d just met wasn’t safe either, no matter how trustworthy they seemed. 

      Especially since she’d lied to them again. Why hadn’t she said she was a switch? That could have solved so many problems in one fell swoop. They knew she was new to the scene. Instead, she’d panicked and insisted she was a Domme.

      Self-preservation maybe. After all, even if she was going to experiment with this, did she really want to start off with someone as intimidatingly alpha as Adam? Rick wasn’t quite as scary, but she wasn’t as attracted to him either. Also, no matter what her instincts about their trustworthiness were, she didn’t know either of them. Insisting she was a Domme was the best tactic.

      Before she could decide whether or not to accept their invitation there was a small commotion to the side, Dungeon Monitors converging on one of the scenes to her right. Rick and Adam turned in their seats to see what was going on as an angry Dom punched one of the DMs who was dragging him away from the bound sub. Two of them were unhooking her from the St. Andrew’s cross and she was obviously crying. Angel bit her lip. That kind of scene was exactly why she was experimenting at Chained, getting her bearings before going to the club she wanted to join. The scene must have gotten out of control and either the sub didn’t have a safe word, didn’t say it, or the Dom ignored it.

      No, she shouldn’t be trusting strange men, not even if her instincts told her they were okay. And not even if they were both staring at the scene with contained violence, like they wanted to jump in and help the DMs drag the recalcitrant Dom from the club. The gist of what he was saying seemed to indicate he was more of an abuser than a Dom or maybe a sadist. She only caught a glimpse of his sub as they wrapped her in a blanket, undoing the ball gag from around her head before hustling her off to a private room.

      “They’ll take care of her,” she heard Adam say, and felt his soft touch on her hand. Very gently. That was when she realized she was trembling. The feel of his hand on hers sent a shiver of lust straight through her, despite the upsetting scene she’d witnessed. Time to go. She wasn’t trying the lifestyle out tonight, on her first visit, no matter how good looking and tempting Master Adam might be. He’d probably hate her if he knew she was lying, only pretending to be a Domme, and who could blame him?

      Pulling her hand away from Adam she gave him a nod, her face carefully blank to control the emotions roiling underneath. 

      “I think I’ve had enough for tonight,” she said firmly, even though there was still a little bit of drink left in her glass. “It was very nice to meet you.”

      He frowned at her and she got the feeling he was disappointed she wasn’t going to accept Rick’s offer to join them. Why? While she was very attracted to him, he couldn’t possibly be interested in her considering he thought she was a Domme. Unless maybe he was a switch but she didn’t believe that for one second. He had an incredible aura of power and confidence around him, just from his personality. Although being over six feet tall and muscled like a professional athlete probably didn’t hurt either. It was an aura she could project when she needed to, but with her it was an act. Apparently an effective one, but still make believe. 

      The look of disappointment and disapproval on his face made her squirm internally, testing her ability to keep her expression under control. I am a Domme, she reminded herself. For tonight at least. But somehow Adam made her want to stop pretending, drop to her knees, and beg to be punished for her deception.

      In fact, she was probably going to masturbate fantasizing about him the second she got home. 

      Unlike Adam, Rick didn’t look at all disappointed or perturbed. He gave her a friendly smile and held out his hand. “It was nice meeting you, Angela.”

      “You too,” she smiled back at him, taking his hand and giving it a firm shake. Turning to Adam she offered him her hand as well. “It was nice to meet you.”

      His intent gaze on her face caused her smile to slip a little as he reached for her hand and shook it, his thumb practically caressing her skin. Angel’s breath caught in her throat, although she did her best to hide it, and she tugged her hand away. For a moment he didn’t let her and heat flared through her body. Had he found her out? Then he released her and she had to use all of her willpower to keep her traitorous knees firmly locked. He had that kind of effect.

      “Good night,” she said, noting with pleasure that there wasn’t the slightest hint of a tremor in her voice. Just because she’d never wanted to be a professional actress didn’t mean she was without abilities. With a firm and steady step, forcing herself not to rush, she headed to the entrance to collect her coat before escaping outside. Getting into her car, she groaned a little over the late hour and the long ride home. Where there would be a warm bed and her vibrator waiting, and she could lose herself in a fantasy of knowing blue eyes dominating her completely. It was too bad that would never come true, since he obviously belonged to Chained and she wasn’t going to be coming here as a sub. Although she’d be back next week, to check things out again. See if there were any more situations like that awful Dom and the poor girl tonight. Mostly it looked like everyone was keeping it safe, sane, and consensual, and she found that very reassuring. 

      And it didn’t have anything to do with the possibility she might run into Mr. Grouchy and his icy, demanding eyes again.
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        * * *

      

      ADAM

      “Okay, what is with you tonight?” Rick asked, frowning at Adam. “I’ve never seen you act like that around a Domme before.”

      Adam rubbed the fore and middle fingers of his right hand over the sides of his goatee, and then smoothed it all down as he sighed. He knew the movement was one of his tells, which meant he could control it if he was paying attention, but right now he was a little too worked up. Especially in the groin region. Something inside of Angela had responded when they said goodbye, responded in the way a sub would, not a Domme.

      “I think she might be a switch and not know it,” he said, which was only partially true. Another part of him was wondering if she only thought she was a Domme. She was obviously new to the scene and sometimes people came in thinking they were one thing when really their desires went in a completely different direction. While she’d done some research and had the right clothes, that didn’t equate to the knowledge which came from actually exploring desires. His groin tightened again as he remembered how beautiful her skin looked against her curling dark hair and the forest green of her top. 

      She’s not for you. Even if she is a switch, she thinks she’s a Domme. And even if she is a switch, you want a sub, not someone who has needs to be on top as well as bottom, remember? 

      Grimacing, he downed the last of his drink. 

      “You mean you hope she’s a switch so you can play with her,” said Rick, looking amused. It wasn’t often anyone got to see Adam thrown off kilter and he was obviously enjoying seeing it happen. “I didn’t notice anything to indicate that, but I wasn’t watching closely either. Unlike some people, apparently.”

      “Did you see the way she responded when I didn’t let go of her hand right away?”

      “Maybe she didn’t like being challenged but didn’t feel like she could say anything.”

      Well that was a possibility too. The enigma that was Angela was going to haunt Adam all night, he could already tell. He didn’t like mysteries but he couldn’t stop running through his mind all of the interactions with her he’d had over the evening, trying to figure her out.

      “Let’s go,” he said. Maybe if they got out of here he would be able to focus on something else.
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      ANGEL

      Angel was in the middle of baking a new recipe off from Pinterest—salted caramel butter bars (one entire pound of butter, good grief)—when her doorbell rang. Setting down her hand mixer and the bowl she hurried to answer it. 

      “Leigh,” she said, feeling her heart sink as soon as she took in the sorry sight of her best friend. “Come in, are you okay?”

      Looking forlorn in her flannel pants and Wonder Woman t-shirt, Leigh walked past Angel into the apartment. Her waist length straight brown hair with its dark blonde highlights was up in a messy bun. Normally, Leigh wore nothing but classy little suits and stylish outfits, helping her present a certain ‘image’ to the world. It was all for the good of her long-term boyfriend, Michael Rocke, whom she’d been dating since their freshman year of college.

      Now, whenever she came over looking like this it meant there was trouble in ‘paradise’ again.

      “Leigh?” Angel asked, closing the front door as her friend didn’t answer. Whatever it was it couldn’t be too bad because Leigh didn’t look like she’d been crying.

      “I don’t know,” said her friend with a sigh. Her mismatched eyes looked miserable as she met Angel’s gaze, one greenish hazel and the other hazel, framed by some of the longest lashes Angel had ever seen. There were times when she’d joked about finding a way to steal them from her. “Michael’s acting weird again and I’m... Annoyed. Frustrated. Antsy.”

      “Come into the kitchen and tell me about it,” Angel said, giving her friend a big hug. Leigh clung to her for a moment before letting go and they went into the kitchen. 

      “Where are the guys?” Leigh asked, referring Angel’s housemates. Angel had responded to a Craig’s list ad three years ago and ended up getting along so well with the guys when she first met them that they’d accepted her application immediately and they were all still living together in the same house three years later. Leigh liked them too, although she preferred not to talk about her Michael-issues when they were around because they’d get all defensively protective, despite the fact that they weren’t exactly poster boys for male aggression.

      Angel snorted. “They’re at a LAN party so they’ve been gone all weekend. I don’t expect them back until late tonight.”

      About six times a year her housemates would go to a friend’s, hook up their computers with about five other guys, and play whatever new gaming release had recently come out. Or they’d have friends over to do so at the house. They were always trying to get her to start gaming with them, especially World of Warcraft, but she already knew she didn’t have the time for the kind of commitment they gave to their characters. She also knew if she started, she probably wouldn’t be able to stop, so it was better to never start.

      Grabbing the hand mixer off the counter and returning her recipe, she flipped the mixer on again, cupping her hand around the edge of the bowl to keep the dough from flying out.

      “What are you making?” Leigh asked, speaking extra loudly to be heard over the whirring.

      “Salted caramel butter bars. I need to run the mixer for another minute and then we can talk.” 

      Pulling over one of the chairs from the table in the breakfast nook, Leigh scooted it closer to Angel as she watched the mixing process. The kitchen was a little warm, thanks to the pre-heating oven, but Angel had the window open to let in some of the icy winter air to counteract how warm the kitchen got when she was baking. Once the batter was evenly mixed, Angel put the hand mixer to the side and divided half of the dough to go into the bottom of the greased pan. 

      “Okay, speak.”

      “I mean... I can’t pin anything down. He’s being distant. And every time he gets distant I get paranoid.”

      “Isn’t he in the middle of some big project right now?” Angel didn’t entirely understand what Michael did. Something to do with business consulting about... something. She had the bad habit of letting people run on and on about work and letting it go in one ear and fly out the other. There was a reason she didn’t have an office job.

      “Yeah, the one in London. They’re looking to start trying to branch out to the international market and possibly open an office over there, and he’s in the thick of things.”

      “So maybe he’s busy with work stuff. That sounds like a lot of pressure.”

      While Angel didn’t like Michael, she often found herself playing Devil’s Advocate for him ever since he’d broken Leigh’s heart the first time. Leigh’s heart had healed enough to give him another chance, but Leigh also still worried sometimes that he was going to do it again. Especially since he hadn’t gotten any experience in dating other women, which he’d claimed had been why he’d broken up with Leigh.

      Pouring the melted caramel layer on top of par-baked dough, Angel sprinkled a little bit of champagne sea salt she’d gotten from a specialty store over the caramel before crumbling the remaining dough to make the top layer of the bars. Glancing at her friend she could see the worry still on Leigh’s face and her stomach clenched. Leigh’s instincts might be all messed up since last year when it came to Michael, but she usually saw reason once Angel reassured her. The fact that she was obviously still anxious made Angel even more anxious. 

      “He hasn’t wanted to have sex this week.”

      “That happens sometimes,” said Angel soothingly, although she knew the truth was it rarely happened with Michael. Leigh didn’t believe in TMI, not when it came to her best friend, and so Angel was well aware Michael and Leigh’s sex life was pretty regular. As in once a day regular, or at least every other day; sometimes more if Michael was stressed or under pressure and needed an outlet. Privately she’d sometimes wondered if that was the real reason Michael had come crawling back to Leigh after a mere three weeks, because he’d realized he couldn’t get steady, reliable, safe sex as a single man. Especially a single man just out of a six-year relationship who didn’t have the time to build a new one due to work. 

      “Not with us,” Leigh said, shooting her a look which said she knew Angel knew better. 

      Angel pursed her lips. There wasn’t much she could say on the topic she hadn’t already said before and she didn’t think Leigh needed to hear more on Angel’s theory that Michael used her for sex. Well, and because Angel believed he truly did care about Leigh, although she didn’t believe for a second he cared more about Leigh than he cared about himself. But the remnant of love he carried was enough for Leigh to survive on. Of course, that was Angel’s opinion and she also knew she couldn’t see what happened when it was Leigh and Michael alone. She could see he treated her well for the most part. Angel couldn’t get over the callous way he’d treated their short separation and the reasons he claimed he’d come back after his failure at dating someone new. Angel felt protective over her friend, even though she knew her opinion on their relationship didn’t matter in the long run. Leigh sighed and rubbed her hands over her face as Angel popped the pan into the oven. 

      “Let’s watch The Tudors and have some wine, we still haven’t finished watching the fourth season.”

      It was their standard downtime activity. They’d lived together for a while during college, before Michael and Leigh moved in together, and had often indulged in days of sitting around marathoning various television shows while eating junk food. Pretty standard girl stuff.

      Leigh brightened a little. “Got any tater tots?”

      “Better, smiley fries.” Angel grinned as she pulled them out of the freezer. They’d take a little longer because the caramel bars needed a lower temperature than the smiley fries, but that didn’t matter. They could wait. “They’re so happy to be eaten!” The girls giggled as Angel dumped the fries onto a tray and Leigh got out the wine and wine glasses, already looking a little better at the thought of having some Angel and Leigh time. 

      About an hour later they were ignoring the smiley fries and gorging on the salted caramel butter bars, which had to be the best freaking thing Angel had ever tasted in her life. 

      “We can’t eat all of these,” she said for about the tenth time as she picked up her fourth one. “There’s a pound of butter in them. Don’t let me forget that.” She was pretty sure she could feel her arteries clogging with every bite, and yet she couldn’t stop.

      “That’s only half a pound each if we share the whole thing,” said Leigh rubbing her stomach. She was on her fifth one. They’d eaten about a third of the pan already. They were warm, crumbly, caramel perfection, with a little bit of salt to balance out the sweet and tingle their taste buds, and wonderfully gooey, melty yumminess. “What else are you going to do with them?”

      “What I do with all my leftovers, leave them out for when the guys come home.” Angel smiled smugly. During the past year she’d picked up on the perfect way to try out her recipes without gaining a hundred pounds: bake when the guys weren’t home, eat what she wanted while it was still warm from the oven, and feed the rest to the human garbage disposals she lived with.

      “This is the perfect pick-me-up food. Mmmmmm. Oooooo that’s good.” Leigh let out a moan better suited to sex than food. They’d both been doing that all morning. Fortunately, the weather was way too cold in January for the windows to be open so the neighbors couldn’t hear them or they’d probably think there was an orgy going on. Of course, that made Angel think of all the incredibly sexy, authoritative men she’d met last night. Mmm… Dom orgy. Maybe one in particular. Remembering the way Adam’s eyes had seemed to burrow into her, demanding all of her secrets, made her insides clench. 

      “What’s that look for?” Leigh asked, her own eyes looking rather demanding. They’d known each other for long enough she could read Angel like a book. She sat up, looking excited. “You got all far away and dreamy looking. It’s about a guy, isn’t it?”

      Angel moaned and picked up a pillow, burying her face in it for a moment. Her friend knew her way too well. “I met a guy yes, and he’s super-hot and incredibly sexy and no I’m not seeing him again. I met him at a club.”

      “When?”

      She hesitated. “Last night.”

      “I thought you were staying in last night.” Leigh was looking at her expectantly. Angel felt like burying her face in the pillow again. Even though they were seated on opposite sides of the couch she knew Leigh wasn’t going to give this a rest, and if Angel took too long about answering she’d find Leigh invading her side of the couch and probably poking Angel’s side with her finger. First came the begging though. “Come on Angel, I need to live vicariously through my single friends. It will make me feel better and distract me from all my woes.”

      She gave Angel a comically miserable face with her lower lip pouted out, but Angel could still see the real hurt in her friend’s eyes, the desire to forget about her problems with Michael. 

      “Okay but you can’t tell anyone.”

      Leigh rolled her eyes. “You know I won’t.”

      “I know, but I’m just saying. Like, seriously. This is kind of embarrassing.”

      “You? Embarrassed about something?” Leigh raised one of her eyebrows, looking surprised. “This must be good.”

      Angel stuck her tongue out at her friend. But it was true, she was rarely embarrassed about anything anymore. Too much time as a nerd and a klutz growing up that she’d become immune to the feeling. “Um... so do you know what BDSM is?”

      “Yes...” It was obvious from the way Leigh dragged out the word and her tone of voice that she wasn’t sure where Angel was going with this. “We’ve talked about it before, remember? Stop stalling.”

      “Well I went to a BDSM club last night.”

      Leigh shot up like a rocket and bounced closer to Angel on the couch, her eyes alight with interest and curiosity. “No way! Wait... alone?”

      “Yeah, don’t worry. I was pretending to be a Domme so no one messed with me.”

      “Domme?” Leigh knew what the word meant but she obviously wanted it explicitly spelled out since it was now a word pertaining to her best friend and she wanted to make sure she wasn’t misinterpreting. 

      “As in Dominatrix. Woman with a whip. That kind of thing.” 

      Leigh’s brow furrowed. “Wait, pretending to be? Why would you do that? Why didn’t you be yourself?”

      “I didn’t want to put myself in a dangerous situation so I pretended for a night at this club that recently opened up down in Virginia. I wanted to see what a club was like before I put myself out there.”

      “So you’re going to go back as a... as a submissive?” Leigh looked confused. Not her fault. The entire situation was confusing to Angel too.

      If only she could go back as a submissive and see Master Adam again… but then she’d have to admit she’d lied about being a Domme. Telling Leigh was a little bit different, of course. They’d been friends for so long, and out of all of her friends Leigh was probably the only one who could keep it entirely a secret and who wouldn’t judge her. Plus, she knew some of the terminology thanks to the new BDSM book craze.

      “No, not back there. There’s a club in DC I want to go to, called Stronghold, but I didn’t want to start out there because I was too scared to go into a fetish club for the first time as a submissive. I don’t know what I’m doing, I don’t have anyone to go with, and there are too many bad things that can happen.”

      “I can get that,” said Leigh, nodding her understanding. “Especially alone. Why didn’t you call me?”

      “You can’t come,” said Angel immediately, looking at her friend aghast. “Michael would flip out! Not to mention it’s not something you’re interested in... Is it?”

      Her friend hesitated and then shrugged. “I probably could be if Michael was. I like it when he ties my hands to the bed but we haven’t done anything other than that. It’s fun to read about. But you’re right, he wouldn’t want me there.” She sighed and then brightened again. “So tell me about the guy.”

      “There was a whole group of guys,” Angel said, keeping her tone casual. She knew Leigh wouldn’t entirely buy it, she was the one person who almost always managed to see through any of Angel’s acts. “They were all very attractive. Very alpha-male. And very friendly. It almost made me wish I had gone there as a submissive.”

      “But you can’t go back there as a submissive cuz then they’d know you were lying. That sucks.”

      “Yeah,” Angel shrugged. “But there will be other Doms at Stronghold.” Would any of them have the surprising attraction for her that Adam did? She hoped so. Otherwise she was going to regret this plan. But she found herself not wanting to tell Leigh about her attraction to the one man in particular, because it wasn’t something which could ever lead somewhere. After all he must live somewhere down in Virginia to be at Chained rather than at Stronghold—and she’d lied to him. The former might not be a huge deal but the latter probably was.

      “Good. Well I’m glad you’re getting out there and looking.”

      Angel had to laugh. Leigh was always trying to hook her up with guys, not that Angel felt like she needed it. None of her relationships had worked out because she hadn’t been admitting what she truly needed. Now she was finally admitting to what she wanted and she was going to get it. Going to Chained had been the first step.

      For the rest of the afternoon she and Leigh finished the fourth season of The Tudors and she told Leigh all about Chained. By the time she left, Leigh was in a much better mood and feeling much more optimistic about her relationship and life in general. Angel was feeling a lot better too. The impromptu girl time had been something they both needed. 

      Smiling to herself, she cleaned up the kitchen, left the bars out for the guys in case they came home while she was up in her bedroom, and went to study her lines.
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        * * *

      

      ADAM

      Despite the chaos of his work week, a certain hazel-eyed Domme kept popping up in Adam’s thoughts. He owned a temp agency and had been extra busy thanks to hiring his friend Justin to handle the social media marketing. For the first few days Adam pushed the image of Angela aside—was Angela her real name or was she one of the ones who had assumed a name for the club?—and found projects to distract himself with. Then, on Wednesday, he found himself looking up the play, The Rivals, online. Just out of curiosity. His excuse being that he enjoyed theater and it wasn’t a show he was familiar with. The description of the character of Lydia made him grin. He could see Angela playing a part like that; bouncy, seductive, a little manipulative in a comedic and enticing way, and overly dramatic, the queen of all she surveyed. Telling himself he’d been curious about the play, he turned his mind back to work. 

      During his lunch break on Thursday he searched the internet to see what community theaters in the area were doing a production of The Rivals. There weren’t any in Virginia, but there was one in Maryland. Not too far away from him, by a group called The County Players. The theater they performed at was only about a twenty-minute drive from his house and the show opened in two weeks. Interesting. So what was Angela doing performing in a community theater show an hour and twenty minutes away from Chained? Did people travel that far to do community theater? Or maybe she was traveling in order to be in this particular show?

      Frowning he grabbed his cell phone and pulled up Rick on his contact list.

      “Hey Adam, what’s up?”

      “Are you going back to Chained this weekend?” Adam hated talking on the phone so his friends knew not to bother with small talk when he called and he knew Rick wouldn’t take offense at his lack of greeting. 

      “I was thinking about heading up to Stronghold, why? Wanting to see if you run into Mistress Angela again?” Rick emphasized Angela’s title a little, as if reminding his friend that he needed to give up on this. They’d talked about it Saturday night when he’d gone back to Rick’s place, and even though his friend agreed Angela might have submissive tendencies she wasn’t aware of, he thought Adam needed to let her explore and come to the conclusion on her own without outside interference. After all, with all of his experience and his naturally dominant personality, it was possible he could end up pushing her into something she didn’t want just because it was what he wanted. 

      “Maybe.” He decided not to tell Rick about his internet searches. Somehow it seemed a little too much like stalking. Seems? Keep telling yourself that. “I won’t push her Rick, I promise. I want to see if she’s there again. And maybe there will be other available subs this weekend.”

      Rick chuckled. “You don’t believe that any more than I do. Alright man, I’ll take one for the team. Watching you moon over a Domme is worth it in entertainment value and it’ll save me some gas money.”

      “Thanks,” said Adam dryly. “I’ll see you Saturday at nine?”

      “Works for me. See you then.”

      Adam put his phone down. 

      “Was that about the Domme Chris told me about?” Justin drawled from the doorway of Adam’s office. He was leaning against the frame, arms crossed over the broad expanse of his chest. While Adam and Rick looked alike enough superficially because of their hair and build, Chris and Justin really did look like they could be brothers or possibly even twins. Even their facial features were somewhat similar, and the more time they’d spent together in their threesome relationship with Jessica, the more their behaviors had rubbed off on each other as well. Two years ago Justin might not have even asked the question, and if he had it wouldn’t have been with amusement in his eyes or the slight teasing note in his voice. Although he was glad to see his friend more relaxed, thanks to Chris and Jessica’s influence, Adam missed those days sometimes. Like now. 

      “Yes.” There was no point in denying it, Rick would tell on him anyway. Sometimes their group of friends could be as bad as teenage girls when it came to gossip, sad to say. “What do you need?”

      Fortunately, Justin retained most of the “get down to business” aspects of his personality. Chris would never have let the subject go so easily, but Justin walked forward into the office to stand by his desk. One of the reasons he and Adam got along so well was because neither of them minced words. Whatever Justin needed he obviously didn’t think it was going to take a long discussion because he didn’t sit down. 

      “I’m going to need some help soon,” he said. “Everything’s expanding so quickly, I’m going to start running behind eventually with everything that needs to be done. Especially since Linda’s going to on maternity leave soon.” Linda was Adam’s main marketing person, she worked closely with Justin, and while the original plan had been for him to pick up the slack while she was out, the truth was the entire department was getting busier the more successful the company became. Adam also wanted to open up the possibility of consulting services in the near future and he was going to need a whole new marketing angle. 

      “Okay,” Adam said. “Talk to Victor and let him know what you need. If we’re lucky maybe one of our temps will be interested, otherwise he can start the ball rolling on looking.” It wouldn’t take him long, he was one of the most efficient HR people Adam had ever met. 

      “Thanks.” Justin turned to go and then stopped once he got to the doorway again. “Maybe I’ll come down with you on Saturday and bring Jessica.”

      “Chris told me he didn’t think you would be interested.”

      “In Chained? No. In meeting Mistress Angela? Absolutely. I bet Olivia will want to come too.”

      Adam growled at him but Justin laughed and walked away. Maybe he should rethink Saturday. He’d finally decided he wanted a serious relationship. Decided he was ready for commitment. He should be out looking for a sub who was interested in that too. But he knew he wouldn’t. The mystery of Mistress Angela was bugging him too much at the moment.
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        * * *

      

      ANGEL

      “Saturday?” Angel asked, feeling her heart sinking.

      “Please, please, you have to,” begged Leigh. “I know it’s last minute, but I can’t be there alone. I can’t. Michael’s acting so weird lately and I’m likely to fall apart if I don’t have a friend there to keep me sane.”

      Angel groaned. It was Thursday morning and her plans for returning to Chained on Saturday again were falling apart. So much for her secret hopes of seeing Mr. Grouchy. Now she was the grouchy one. Leigh had called while Angel was teaching one of her self-defense classes and Angel had answered her cell phone thinking it must be some kind of emergency. Well, according to Leigh it was. 

      Some big benefit dinner was happening on Saturday and Leigh was attending with Michael, of course. They were supposed to be going with another couple, one of Michael’s friends from college, who was a former reality television star, and his wife. Unfortunately, his wife had recently been diagnosed with mono and wasn’t going to be making any kind of public appearances for a while. Owen needed a date and Leigh needed a back-up friend. 

      “I hope he’s okay with the fact that I’ve never seen his stupid show,” she muttered, feeling a large amount of resentment toward a man she’d never met. Not that Master Adam had said he’d be back at Chained this Saturday, but people tended to follow habits. Although, to put it in another perspective, maybe this was fate’s way of telling her to stay away from Mr. Grouchy. It was probably for the best. After all, it wasn’t as if she could pursue the guy. He thought she was a Domme and she hadn’t given herself much wiggle room there. 

      “I’m sure it will be fine,” said Leigh, excited now that she had her victim well ensnared. “Thank you, thank you so much. You won’t—”

      “Please don’t say I won’t regret this,” interrupted Angel, although she had a smile on her face. “We both know that’s probably not true.”

      Not only would she be missing out on seeing sexy dominant men, she was going to be paired up with someone who wanted to put their personal life out on television. Ugh. She would never understand the appeal. 

      “He’s a nice guy, I promise.” Relief and gratitude filled Leigh’s voice, making up for whatever disappointment Angel was feeling. When Leigh needed her, she would be there, and vice versa.

      “You owe me. Email me the details, I’ve got to get back to my class.”

      Not the best way to finish out her class since her concentration was completely shot after that, but she struggled through.

      The students were already practicing the hits Angel had showed them, taking turns back and forth with their pads. The room echoed with the word “NO!” being shouted over and over again.

      “Yell it as loud as you can, every time,” Angel reminded Priscilla—one of the women who often got so into hitting the pads that she would forget to yell—before moving on to watch the next pair.

      Her mind kept wandering though. She still wanted to go back to Chained. At least one more time before she turned around and went to Stronghold. She’d go this Friday instead. Next weekend her show opened and if she went Chained she’d have to stay until two in the morning to make the drive worth it.

      Sighing, she reminded herself she hadn’t wanted to run into Mr. Grouchy again anyway. Right?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ANGEL

      Friday night at Chained wasn’t as bad as last Saturday night—it was worse. There were no major interruptions to the evening, thank goodness, the Dungeon Monitors didn’t need to do anything other than walk around and keep an eye on things, but none of the men she’d met last Saturday were there either. She wandered around and watched the various scenes, even met a few other Doms and Dommes who were very nice although none of them were as friendly as Chris, Andrew, Rick, and Mr. Grouchy. As she explored, she found herself feeling disappointed rather than interested. Bored rather than intrigued. The only big difference between this week and last week was no Mr. Grouchy. She found herself sitting back at the table she’d sat at with him last week when everything had seemed shiny and new, thinking about Adam. Master Adam.

      Looking around the club, Angel decided there was nothing for her here. Being in the club made her want to shed the Domme persona she was hiding behind and be who she truly was. She felt like she could be brave enough to do so now. Especially, if she went on a Thursday and did an Introduction Scene, the way the club recommended.

      With one last regretful sigh, Angel glanced at the clock on the wall and headed for the door, trying not to feel like she’d wasted gas by coming down here. She wouldn’t be back. After this weekend she had dress rehearsal Thursday nights and then shows on the weekends for the next three weeks.

      After closing night of her show, she’d finally go to Stronghold and get what she really needed. 

      On Saturday, Angel met Michael, Leigh, and their friend Owen at the benefit dinner, glad of the opportunity to dress up in her favorite red silk floor-length dress she hardly ever had an occasion to wear. She got to spend some time with Leigh, eat good food, and her date, Owen Michaels, was very charming and fun.

      “Your wife is a riot,” Angel said, handing the phone back to Owen after reassuring his wife that he was behaving himself.

      “I can’t believe you haven’t seen my show,” he said as they wound their way through the crowd to meet up with Leigh and Michael.

      “Nope. I hardly ever watch television. I wait for the shows I’m interested in to come out on DVD.”

      Owen rolled his eyes at Leigh as they joined her orbit. “This crazy woman in red has never seen my show, can you believe it?” 

      “That’s because reality television is made up of a bunch of attention whores,” Leigh said teasingly, laughing loudly.

      “Leigh!” Michael’s voice interrupted the conversation and Leigh winced, smoothing her face over in a bland mask as she turned to the businessmen Michael had been talking to. One of them looked appalled, the other amused, and Michael looked infuriated. Angel’s lip curled. Okay, maybe Leigh had been a little loud when she’d said ‘attention whore’ but that didn’t mean Michael had to use that tone of voice with her. And his uptight colleague could suck it.

      “I’m sorry, gentlemen,” Leigh said. Although she was in complete control of herself, Angel knew very well Leigh only went expressionless when she was covering up emotion. They’d done theater together so Angel knew Leigh was more of a singer than an actress, and when it came to situations where she was feeling upset she shut down rather than being able to pretend everything was truly alright. “I didn’t mean to be so crass.”

      “We’ll talk about it later,” Michael said to her in a low undertone the businessmen couldn’t hear. Owen looked rather uncomfortable at the entire situation and Angel had to exert all her self-control not to toss her drink on the patronizing ass. When had Michael turned into such a jerk?

      “Come on, Leigh,” Angel said, grabbing her friend’s hand. “Let’s go to the bathroom so these men can finish their super important discussion.” It was an effort not to let any sarcasm drip from her voice but she managed. Lacking the sarcasm made the remark sound even more biting. She could practically feel Michael’s eyes glaring daggers into her back as she pulled Leigh away, but she didn’t care. What an asshole. When had he started acting like this? Was this why Leigh had been so upset lately?

      She managed to calm Leigh down, and they returned to the party, yet the mood had changed. Although Angel was glad to be there for her friend, she wondered if she’d have been better off going to Chained.
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