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      Detective Atticus Ware left his Idaho ranch to start over in the California mountains.

      He wants to be close to his imprisoned brother. Although he’s found good friends, the experienced Dominant wants more than the “do me” submissives flocking around him. He needs a woman to give her heart as well as her body.

      

      Exhausted from propping up her engagement, Virginia Cunningham flees to a social worker job far away in a California prison. Invited to observe BDSM classes on a wilderness camping trip, she’s shocked—her fiancé insisted BDSM was a fabrication to sell books. But when Atticus lures her into participating, she learns submission under the hands of a powerful Dom is beyond anything she’d imagined. Nonetheless, she can’t permit a relationship—she’d just lose herself again.

      

      Finally, Atticus has found the woman he wants in his life. In his bed. In his cuffs.

      Although she wants him in turn, she still backs away. Well…if he has to help a little counselor get her head on straight, he’s just the Dom for the job. 

      

      “ How could she tell the teacher no? Her reluctant feet carried her to the Dom. Why did being rude seem like a worse offense than a nice, simple murder?”

      

      Note:  Full-length, more-than-spicy romance with no cliff hanger and no cheating. A protective, dominant hero. A vulnerable, intelligent heroine. Page-turning adventure, sigh-worthy romance, hilarious girl-gang moments…and a big ol’ rescue mutt.

    

  


  
    
      MASTER OF FREEDOM

      
        MOUNTAIN MASTERS & DARK HAVEN

        BOOK 7

      

    

    
      
        CHERISE SINCLAIR

      

    

    
      VanScoy Publishing Group

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

    

    
      
        Next release…

      

      
        Excerpt for Master of Solitude

      

      
        Also by Cherise Sinclair

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Master of Freedom

        Copyright © 2015 by Cherise Sinclair

        ISBN: 978-1-947219-62-5  

        Published by VanScoy Publishing Group

        Cover Artist: Kim Killion

      

      

      This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales, business establishments, or organizations is entirely coincidental.

      All rights reserved.  No part of this eBook may be used, including but not limited to the training or or use by artificial intelligence, or reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any manner whatsoever without prior written permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

      Warning: This book contains sexually explicit scenes and adult language and may be considered offensive to some readers. This book is for sale to adults only, as defined by the laws of the country in which you made your purchase.

      Disclaimer: Please do not try any new sexual practice, without the guidance of an experienced practitioner. Neither the publisher nor the author will be responsible for any loss, harm, injury, or death resulting from use of the information contained in this book.

      This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, please purchase your own copy.

      Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Many thanks to the usual suspects, Bianca Sommerland, Fiona Archer, and Monette Michaels—crit partners extraordinaire. My wonderful Aussie buddy, Ruth Reid, helped with the story’s psychology issues and beta reading.

      A bazillion thanks to Lisa SK who suggested the heroine’s occupation and tried to keep me on the straight and narrow as far as correctness. All errors are hers. (Shoot, I tried. Okay, all errors really are mine.)

      While never sharing anything that breached confidentiality, the stories she gave me were simply hair-raising. People working in the prison system have my most profound respect.

      And, on the subject of errors and prisons, an escape truly isn’t easy at all. However, driving through fences? Yep, that does happen. (Thank you, Kevin).

      I actually got out of my cave and attended some reader-author conventions this year—and was thrilled at y’all’s enthusiasm. For those who attended, for those who brought me gifts or hugs or simply made me feel so, so welcome—you have my gratitude. Thank you!

      Finally—I never forget that I’m creating these stories for you, my readers. And I hope you realize how much it means that you’ll gift me with your time and trust. (Yes, that sounded very Dom-like, didn’t it?) But it’s honest, as well. Thank you, my dears.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      To my readers,

      

      The books I write are fiction, not reality, and as in most romantic fiction, the romance is compressed into a very, very short time period.

      You, my darlings, live in the real world, and I want you to take a little more time in your relationships. Good Doms don’t grow on trees, and there are some strange people out there. So while you’re looking for that special Dom, please, be careful.

      When you find him, realize he can’t read your mind. Yes, frightening as it might be, you’re going to have to open up and talk to him. And you listen to him in return. Share your hopes and fears, what you want from him, what scares you spitless. Okay, he may try to push your boundaries a little—he’s a Dom, after all—but you will have your safe word. You will have a safe word, am I clear? Use protection. Have a backup person. Communicate.

      Remember: safe, sane, and consensual.

      Know that I’m hoping you find that special, loving person who will understand your needs and hold you close.

      And while you’re looking or even if you’ve already found your dearheart, come and hang out with the Mountain Masters.

      

      Love,

      Cherise

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “You fucking…” As the inmate on the other side of her office desk alternated spitting and swearing, Virginia Cunningham fought to keep the expression from her face. Her years as a social worker had given her a fair amount of experience, but the past two months of working in a prison were sorely testing her skills.

      She flattened her trembling hands on the desktop and glanced around her claustrophobia-inducing cement box of an office. Since the sole window was in the door, she’d tried to create a more spacious feeling by hanging vibrant posters of the nearby Yosemite mountains. Her favorite was of a man climbing El Capitan. She could almost feel the strain in his muscles as he moved upward toward the peak.

      If only she could give him a boost. But the determination on his face told her he’d make the summit all on his own.

      Now, if she could only transmit some of his resolve to the inmates she counseled. So many had given up hope. Or, like Mr. Jorgensen, were so filled with anger there was room for nothing else.

      “Mr. Jorgensen,” she said quietly. “When you––”

      His voice rose to drown her out. “And those mother-fucking, cocksuckers…”

      Lordy. Sometimes her job was simply to listen, however they chose to speak. Sometimes inmates would talk to her goldfish, Chuck, who lived in a small bowl on the filing cabinet. After they relaxed, she could move into active therapy.

      Unfortunately, Mr. Jorgensen’s ranting hadn’t helped him one bit, and she had a feeling he wouldn’t depart politely.

      Although he had no history of violence, she’d been warned not to take chances—as if seeing unrestrained inmates without a guard present wasn’t already risky. But it was what it was. She pressed the intercom summoning the correctional officer.

      When the CO entered her room, she rose. “Mr. Jorgenson, our time is up now.”

      The prisoner spat at her. “And those fucking bastards…”

      “Please escort him out,” she told the officer.

      “C’mon, let’s go, Jorgensen,” he said.

      The inmate jerked around and saw the CO. Obediently and quietly, he stomped from the room.

      As the door closed behind them, Gin sank back, turning her chair to avoid seeing the puddles of spittle. Thankfully, her desk was quite wide.

      In the past when working with children and families, she’d been cussed out, yelled at, insulted. Teenagers were adept at the scathing put-downs.

      But never had anyone spit at her.

      She pulled in slow, calming breaths, although each inhalation brought the stink of Mr. Jorgensen’s sweat mixed with the harsh cleansers used by the inmate workers.

      Dear heavens, she was not cut out to work as a prison social worker. She should have looked before leaping into the position. Desperation surely did sorry things to a body—and she’d been so frantic to get away from her ex-fiancé that she’d taken the most distant job she could find.

      Well, mistakes happened. And, so she’d carry on—and do the very best she could for the souls entrusted to her.

      “The day is over. And I’m so out of here.” Penelope’s voice drifted in from the reception area.

      What an excellent idea.

      Jorgenson’s had been Gin’s last session of the day. She pushed to her feet, ignored her wobbly knees, and shrugged into her black jacket. The garment was loose fitting, as were her baggy pants and oversized, button-up, white shirt. The last thing she wanted was for an inmate to see her as a female, although her ugly attire didn’t seem to affect the number of catcalls and whistles.

      After a quick pat to ensure she had her body alarm and keys, she walked out of her office into the gray reception area. Two other counselors were preparing to leave. Flouting the suggestions for feminine attire, Penelope’s flaming red, skintight dress accented every curve. Bless her heart, the woman obviously didn’t have any problem with getting hit on by the inmates.

      Near the door, Howard Slidell was pulling on his coat.

      Gin nodded politely at him, then smiled at Penelope. “I’ll walk with y’all, if it’s all right.”

      “Sure, Gin,” Penelope said. “There’s safety in numbers, right?”

      “Not with animals like these,” Howard said sourly.

      Gin bit down on her response. The overweight social worker was one of the most intolerant people she’d ever met. In his mind, the inmates were irrevocably bad. Unredeemable. With such a biased point of view, how could he help them?

      Then again, maybe he’d never experienced the joy of improving someone’s life. Lord knew, it wasn’t easy to do, not here, but the chance to make a difference was what had called her into counseling. That’s what she did.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Gin pulled open the heavy door to the ClaimJumper Tavern. The loud country-western music echoing off the rough log walls knocked her back a step. At a high enough volume, Johnny Cash’s gravel voice could abrade skin.

      Walking into a bar without a date surely could make a girl feel awfully lonely, and Gin paused next to the wall-mounted antlers serving as a coat rack. Despite being a Thursday night, the place was packed. With the summer season beginning for Yosemite Valley and the surround, the population of loggers, fishermen, and locals swelled with the influx of seasonal help.

      She looked around unhappily. Her favorite brown cords and slinky silver-blue top with the intricate side ruching were definitely too dressy for the jeans and flannel shirt crowd. Oops. A shopping trip needed to happen in her near future.

      More people entered the bar and spurred her into movement despite her desire to linger by the wall.

      “Gin! Over here!” In the far corner of the room, a tall, curvy redhead stood and waved. Two other women were seated at the square wooden table.

      Spirits lifting, Gin crossed the room, careful of the uneven floor in her high-heeled leather boots. Each breath brought her the scents of perfume and popcorn, beer and sweat, damp clothes and cologne.

      “Gin, I’m so glad you came.” Becca moved her hand in an all-encompassing circle. “Virginia Cunningham, this is Sunny Aragon and Kallie Masterson Hunt. Sunny is a nurse at the Bear Flat clinic. Kallie and her family own a wilderness guide business.”

      The pretty blonde in a golden cashmere sweater beamed across the rustic plank table. Definitely a “Sunny.” “Welcome, Gin.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.” Kallie was petite with dark, dark brown eyes, choppy black hair, and wore a flannel shirt over a tank top. She motioned to the pitcher of beer and held up a glass. “Do you drink beer?”

      “Thank you—and y’all are lifesavers.” Gin hung her suede jacket over the back of the chair and settled in. She took the beer Kallie had poured and downed a third. Cold and malty. “This is just what I needed.”

      “Rough day at work?” Sunny asked with unfeigned sympathy, every inch the nurse.

      “Sugar, you have no idea.” Gin rolled her eyes and grinned.

      “What do you do?” Kallie asked.

      “I’m a social worker.”

      “With the county home health agency?” Sunny asked, eyebrows pulling together. “Or do you have your own practice?”

      “No.” Longing for her old clinic made her swallow. “I work at the prison.”

      “Wow, I can’t even imagine,” Becca said.

      “I’ve only been there about two months. It’s very different from what I’m used to.” Some of her associates had gone into prison counseling, so she’d thought she’d enjoy the challenge. Wrong. She stared into her glass, watching the bubbles rise to the surface. She’d dreamed of a fresh beginning, a brand-new life filled with rewarding work, a supportive community, and wonderful friends.

      Instead, she’d been stunned silly by her job. And even worse, she missed her ex-fiancé, her friends, her city. In fact, she’d been more homesick than a child away at her first summer camp.

      Moping around home and indulging in comfort food and old Western movies wasn’t the way to start a new life.

      After giving herself a good scolding, here she was, out having fun. Gold star, Gin. Happy noise surrounded her—laughter, clinking glasses, Alan Jackson singing Good Time, the popcorn popping. She smiled at the others. “I’m really glad y’all let me join you.”

      “Here, girl, have some essential salt and grease.” Becca slid a plate of French fries over. “So what happened today?”

      “Well, first there was a prisoner who…well, he feels so guilty about hurting a friend”—about being the cause of his friend’s death—“that he’s almost suicidal.” And having Howard Slidell as his counselor in the past sure hadn’t helped.

      Could she pull him out of it?

      She would. She had to.

      “The next one”—she made a face—“he didn’t want counseling as much as he wanted to…um, play with himself. In my office.”

      The shocked expressions of the others made her grin. “Then came the guy who was spitting and yelling at me through the entire session. His list of sexual endeavors was extensive, but I do believe some are not physically possible.”

      Kallie was giggling, Becca laughing outright.

      Sunny’s smile faded. “Virgil—my husband is a police lieutenant—said a prisoner was murdered. Shanked?”

      Gin’s hands tensed on her mug. “It was horrible. The guard, I mean the correctional officer”—she needed to be better about remembering the correct title—“said an old con had sharpened a toothbrush handle and stabbed a new inmate.” Gin took a deep drink. The young man had done cleaning and always had a polite word for her. And now he was gone.

      “Oh, that’s brutal.” Sunny patted her hand.

      Kallie frowned. “Bet the warden’s catching some grief over the death. People weren’t happy when the state built the prison out here. They were worried about escapees and all that.”

      “No doubt. Although, the facility is awfully isolated,” Gin said. “Have you been on the road to it? All those steep curves? I almost wet my pants the first time I drove it.”

      Becca laughed. “You should see the road to our lodge. And wait until it snows.”

      “I am so screwed,” Gin moaned. “I don’t know how to do snow. The highest peak in Louisiana is the levee.”

      “Ah ay-im so sca-rewed,” Kallie said. “I love your accent. And I’m being shallow, but you sound just like Scarlett O’Hara.”

      “I loved Gone with the Wind when I was little.” Except the ending. Her smile flattened at the flash of memory. Standing on the sidewalk as her father put his suitcase in the car. “B-but, Daddy, I’ll try. I will. I’ll do more…” He hadn’t stopped. Had driven away, just like Rhett.

      “So you’ve been here only two months?” Sunny asked.

      “Mmmhmm. I might should have done more reading before I ran off to California.”

      “Hey, why ruin the joy of discovery?” Becca tilted her head. “But was there a reason you left too fast for due diligence?” Under Becca’s genuine concern, the question didn’t feel intrusive.

      “My fiancé and I broke up. And I…” She’d hurt so badly and would have done anything to keep him. The realization had panicked her enough that she’d snapped up the most distant job offered. Possessing a California license from years ago let her start immediately. “I didn’t want…”

      “To ever see his face again?” Sunny nodded. “I know the feeling.”

      “Men.” Kallie refilled Gin’s glass. “They can be such bastards.”

      “Dumb too. There are moments I’m not sure they’re any smarter than stumps,” Sunny agreed.

      “So true.” Becca grinned. “Except for our husbands, who only occasionally descend to the maggot-IQ levels.”

      As alcohol buzzed through her veins, Gin realized she should have eaten before drinking. She grabbed a French fry. “Husbands, huh? So, you won’t be out partying and picking up men?” With me? She didn’t want another man, but how could she give up dancing?

      And sex. Surely a girl could find a man who’d be a good lover without wanting anything more.

      “You’ve never seen territorial men like ours.” Becca grinned. “My husband would tan my ass if I tried.”

      “Uh-huh. Sure he would.” Gin snorted.

      “Oh, Logan has paddled my behind before,” Becca said.

      What…seriously? A thrill shot through her at the thought of spanking. Lord, have mercy, she’d certainly been reading too many erotic novels.

      Becca waved her hand at the others. “Jake and Virgil would too if their ladies misbehaved.”

      “Becca.” Sunny frowned at Becca.

      Kallie chimed in. “This isn’t a topic for general conversation.”

      “Let me tell you how I met Gin.” Becca grinned at her friends.

      Gin choked on her beer. “No.” But she was coughing too hard to be understood.

      “It was in Pottery and Pages. Would you believe Mrs. Reed set up a WHAT TO READ AFTER 50 SHADES display?” Becca nodded at her shocked friends. “Truth. Anyway, Gin had picked up a Lexi Blake/Shayla Black book, a Fiona Archer, and a J. Kenner.”

      Gin considered crawling under the table. True, she and Becca had hit it off, but still…she’d just met these others. Nice, normal women who lived in a small, small town. She was doomed. And her blush must be approaching crimson.

      Sunny shook her head. “Becca, you’re embarrassing her. Did you mention we’re into the same kink?”

      “Of course… Oh God, I didn’t.” Becca turned to Gin. “You must think I outted your reading habits to the Christian ladies sewing circle, right?”

      Gin managed to pull in a breath. “Uh, actually, yes.”

      Across the table, Kallie and Sunny were giggling themselves stupid.

      Kallie held up a hand. “None of us are, like, in the 24/7 lifestyle, but we do play. In fact, I’m leading a wilderness tour this weekend for people wanting instruction about BDSM. My husband and his friend are teaching it.”

      Beer. Drink some beer. Gin took such a big gulp that she choked. Again. Her face not only felt hot, but now her whole body had entered the sauna. “Wait,” she said hoarsely. “You mean the romances are for real? BDSM is real?”

      Becca’s eyebrows lifted quizzically. “Well, yes.”

      Oh. My. Stars. “My ex-fiancé said the stories were just hot fantasies made up to sell books.” People really did that stuff? Gin leaned forward to whisper to Kallie, “And you take people and teach them how?”

      Kallie tilted her head. “Mmmhmm.”

      Wow. Wow, wow, wow. “I never thought…” Her insides were quivering. Fantasies couldn’t truly exist in physical form…right?

      “You know,” Kallie said slowly, a slight smile on her lips, “I could use assistance with camp chores. You want to come and see?”

      She shouldn’t. Bad, bad idea. “Yes.” The excitement racing through Gin’s veins made her body shake…until her common sense resurfaced. “Uh, maybe. Can I simply watch and see what’s what?”

      “That’s all that will happen. The guests are all couples—and monogamous. You couldn’t play even if you wanted to.” Kallie grinned. “You in?”

      It was real. The craving to see for herself was too overwhelming to be put aside. “Yes. Please. I’m in.”
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      In the twilight, Atticus Ware finished rubbing down Festus. He turned the buckskin into a roughly constructed corral with the Mastersons’ pack animals.

      A long stretch eased the ache in his shoulders, and a slow breath cleared the shadows from his mind. Sometimes even a small mountain town like Bear Flat contained too much civilization. At intervals, he needed to escape, to inhale the crisp, clean air, to hear the thud of horse’s hooves on a dirt trail, to watch an eagle soar over the evergreen forest. Nature kept his spirit whole, no matter how depressing the world he worked in became.

      A job in law enforcement could be fucking grim.

      A scent drifted to him, and his eyebrows went up. Was that bread baking? Here? There was no oven available.

      As he crossed the mountain meadow, he noticed new green sprouts were poking up through the dead brown grass. A gurgling stream crossed through the valley, under a split-rail fence, then behind the row of one-room log cabins. Just past the cabins was the roof-only “pavilion,” holding the bricked-in grill on the left, a fire pit in the center, and several rustic picnic tables. Two outhouses hid in the trees.

      Everything looked good. The Hunts and Mastersons had done a fine job turning Maud’s Creek meadow into a permanent spring camp. And it worked extremely well for BDSM classes.

      On Friday—yesterday—Jake and Kallie Hunt had brought their students up; last night, the new Doms should have received their first lessons. Tonight, Atticus would take the couples further into the lifestyle.

      Nothing was as fun as teaching bondage. And, despite the still chilly evenings, the fire pit should give off enough heat to let them have fun.

      He dumped his sleeping roll and saddlebags in an empty cabin and strolled toward the pavilion. With any luck, coffee might still be on the fire. Damned if he couldn’t use some. Although this was his day off, a massive car accident in the early hours had all hands on deck, even a detective.

      His mouth twisted. Ugly scene. Flashing lights, blood black on the pavement, twisted wreckage. All because some asshole decided his manhood might take a hit if he admitted to being too intoxicated to drive.

      Struck a little close to home, dammit, because he’d kept envisioning his brother as the belligerent drunk and their friend Ezra as the white-sheeted body on the ground.

      Sadness moved through him. He missed them both. Ezra had grown up on the neighboring Idaho ranch, one year younger than Atticus, two years older than Sawyer. The three had run wild as youngsters, until Atticus had been forced to grow up early. But once Sawyer had reached high school, they’d all fought together, rode rodeo together, even scored women together.

      Now Ezra was dead, and Sawyer was deteriorating in prison with a DUI manslaughter conviction.

      Idaho seemed very far away.

      “You all right, Atticus?” Jake Hunt called from the pavilion.

      He blinked and shook himself. Staring like a statue at the bubbling creek. Dumbass. “Just moving slow.”

      As he stepped under the pavilion roof, he glanced at the fire pit. It was already giving off a good amount of heat, as was the grill. “How many people am I teaching tonight?” he asked Jake.

      Jake Hunt and his brother owned a forest lodge catering to alternative lifestyles, including BDSM. Partnered with the Mastersons’ wilderness guides—one of whom was Jake’s wife—they occasionally conducted instructional camping trips. “Only three couples, all married. A great group.”

      “Good enough. They ready for bondage?”

      “They’re looking forward to tonight.” Jake tossed a steak on the grill. “I tried to find you a decent partner, but the submissive already had plans.”

      “Jesus, Hunt, I told you I’d find my own subs. Is butt out not in your vocabulary?”

      “Nope.” Jake grinned, then sobered. “Logan and I are damn well going to find you some better submissives since you don’t seem capable of doing it yourself.”

      “Butt out, Hunt.” He’d heard that married women often set up their girlfriends, but matchmaking wasn’t a word that should be used in the male zone. Ever. “Got any coffee?”

      “Should be some left.” Jake nodded to an old-fashioned percolator on the grill and returned to tending the sizzling steaks. In the ashes to one side, foil-wrapped potatoes formed silvery mounds. More coals buried a Dutch oven.

      Atticus sniffed. Fuck, that smelled fine. “Did Kallie make bread somehow?”

      “Not a chance.” Kallie approached from the rear. The tough, little black-eyed brunette—like a Hindu version of Tinker Bell—hugged him firmly. “Good to see you, Atticus.”

      “And you, half-pint,” he said, just to rile her some.

      She hated being called short, and her fist hit his belly with a solid thump.

      Enjoying her, he gave an exaggerated grunt of pain and bent over holding his stomach.

      She laughed.

      A low giggle came from someone else.

      Straightening, Atticus saw a woman next to Kallie. About five-five. Gorgeous green eyes held flecks the same golden-brown as the freckles sprinkling her cheeks. A long braid of dark auburn hair rested on one softly curved breast.

      Very, very nice.

      Her gaze fell in a beautifully unconscious display of submission.

      “Hi there.” He waited to smile until she looked at him again.

      Red touched her pale skin. “Hello.”

      “Virginia, this is Atticus,” Kallie said. “He’s the bondage instructor tonight.”

      “Virginia.” Atticus held his hand out.

      “It’s Gin, please. A pleasure to make your acquaintance.” Her slow, liquid drawl made him think of mint juleps and mansions. She gave him a crooked smile, the right side higher, creating a tiny dimple at the corner of her mouth.

      “Same here.” Her delicate fingers were decorated in a subtle silvery blue. Did she wear matching undies under her dark blue jeans—ironed, no less—and a form-fitting green thermal Henley? He’d bet the brand-new clothes were bought just for this trip.

      Why did he find that charming?

      Didn’t matter, since she wasn’t available to play. The only women here had come with their partners, and he wasn’t a man who poached.

      

      Gin’s heart beat disconcertingly fast as the man studied her with intent gray-blue eyes.

      After a second, she realized he still held her hand, and she jerked hers away, then flushed. Smooth, Gin. But the way he’d touched her… Could a man express sexual interest by holding a woman’s hand? Without moving?

      But his hand had been warm, the palm and fingers extremely hard and callused. And big too. Wasn’t it strange how when his hand had engulfed hers, she’d felt safe?

      He was over six feet tall, and the battered cowboy hat added more inches. Some men wore hats to cover up baldness, but his thick brown hair reached past his collar. His face was angular, his nose long, and a neatly trimmed beard accented the square strength of his jaw. He could have stepped from one of the cowboy movies she loved.

      The men who’d tamed the west wouldn’t have any trouble taming a woman…and neither would this one. A shiver ran through her.

      His eyes narrowed. “Are you cold, sweetheart?” he asked softly, his voice low and rough.

      Like she’d admit he’d made her shiver? “Yes.”

      “Virginia.” His disapproving expression made her stomach plummet. “First lesson for tonight: be honest. Even—and especially—when the answer makes you uncomfortable.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “B-but, I’m not⁠—”

      “I know you’re not my submissive to correct, but I’m an instructor. Both your Dom and I must be able to trust you to tell the truth. Alright, pet?”

      “Yes. Of course.” She took a step back. “But I⁠—”

      His eyes, stern and intent, zinged every thought from her head. “No buts.”

      “I… Would y’all kindly excuse me? I need to make the salad.” She walked with dignity to the cooking table, knowing she was totally fleeing. But why? Over the years, she’d managed the criminally insane, convicts. Teenagers even. And now she ran from a perfectly normal man?

      Only he wasn’t normal at all. He was…unsettling.

      Off to one side, Kallie had her hands over her mouth, smothering laughter. And Jake was grinning. Well, honestly. Couldn’t they have corrected the man? Gin shot them a scowl, which made Kallie laugh louder.

      As she chopped vegetables, she tried to concentrate. Except…he was watching her, that cowboy Dom. The feeling shivered over her skin and up her spine until she had to put the knife down before she took off a finger.
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        * * *

      

      With the supper cleanup finished, Gin perched on a picnic table in a shadowy corner, well away from the lanterns and firelight illuminating the rest of the pavilion. Well away from the heat of the fire pit too. The air held the tang of frost, and the table was cold under her bottom. Shivering, she pulled her knees against her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs.

      Jake and Kallie had taken off to settle the horses for the night and enjoy time alone. Gin felt a bit envious of their open affection for each other. If Kallie was within reach, Jake had his arm around her. Kallie was more discreet, but she’d stand on tiptoe to plant a kiss on Jake’s jaw and end up plastered against him as he took more. Maybe they’d been married a year and a half, but their honeymoon sure wasn’t over. Lucky Kallie.

      Near the fire pit, Atticus sat on top of a picnic table, well lit by the lanterns hanging from the rafters. His boots were planted on the bench, his forearms on his knees. His hat lay beside him, and he’d rolled up the sleeves of his flannel shirt. The three couples sat at an adjacent table.

      “How did your practice sessions go after Jake’s class last night?” he asked them.

      Two couples professed themselves extremely pleased.

      Natalie, the third submissive, wasn’t as thrilled. “I wanted Pete to just…just take complete charge, but he kept stopping to ask if I liked each thing he tried.” Her brows drew together. “I mean, I want him to care, but not to care.”

      From her perch off to one side, Gin played with her braid and considered. She’d had the same complaint about a couple of lovers. Wanted to kick them into gear and say, take me already.

      “Domination is a balancing act, especially if you haven’t worked with your partner before,” Atticus said to the men, not singling out the unhappy Dom. “And with some timid submissives, checking-in isn’t a bad idea. For the rest, make sure they know their safeword, and then the onus is on you to read their expressions, muscle tension, and breathing.

      “I hear what you’re saying”—Pete pulled at his blond mustache—“but I’m not sure I know what to look for.”

      “Fair enough. Let’s have an assessment lesson before we start on bondage.” Atticus raised his voice. “Jake?”

      No answer.

      After a brief wait, Atticus said in a dry voice, “Apparently they’re…occupied.”

      The group laughed.

      Atticus straightened, looking around. “Let’s see…”

      When his gaze hit Gin’s, her table seemed to slide downward a couple of feet.

      “Ah, Jake left me an assistant,” he said. “Gin, come over here, please.”

      “What?” She shook her head. “No. I’m not supposed to be part of…of the lessons.”

      Atticus glanced at the others. “See how her arms tightened around her knees? I’d guess surprise and a little fear.” His baritone voice lowered even further. “I need your help, Virginia.”

      “Shi-sugar,” she said under her breath, realizing she didn’t have much of a choice. Not and be polite. After all, Kallie had been generous enough to let her be part of the weekend. How could she tell the teacher no? Her reluctant feet carried her to the Dom.

      Why did being rude seem like a worse offense than a nice, simple murder?

      He held his hand out to her, waiting until she gave him hers. “Cold little fingers,” he said to the others. “Is she chilled—in which case we need to warm her up—or is she frightened?”

      Still holding her hand, he regarded her thoughtfully, his eyes dark in the flickering firelight.

      She frowned at him.

      “Easy, magnolia. I’m not going to ask for anything dire.” Smiling slightly, he drew her up to sit beside him on the picnic tabletop. When he put his arm around her, the heat from his body felt like a blast furnace, and she couldn’t help but lean into him.

      “Got yourself chilled over there, didn’t you?” He pulled her closer, his body all muscle against her side, and massaged her chilly hands.

      She needed to make things clear. Somehow. “I’m not here to play.”

      “No problem, darlin’.” The laugh lines beside his eyes deepened. “I’m just going to use your body for a bit—this won’t be a real scene.”

      “Excuse me?” Her breathing went into its own hissy fit.

      His lips quirked, and he lifted her chin with a finger. “Gin, these Doms need to see what I’m talking about. I need an assistant here. Can you help us out?”

      Oh, his question was purely manipulative. She recognized the technique and still couldn’t find it in herself to refuse. She nodded.

      “You’re a good sport. Thank you, sweetheart.” When he smiled at her, her insides swirled right into a gooey mess.

      “What do you need me to do?”

      “I’m going to have my hands on you—above the waist only. Your only job is to keep your eyes shut and not talk unless I ask you a question. Can you do that for me?”

      He’d touch her. Above the waist. Her breasts. To her dismay, her skin tightened as if her breasts were totally onboard with the idea. “Okay.” She closed her eyes and braced herself.

      “Her cheeks flushed when she thought about being touched,” Atticus was saying to the others. She heard something slide on the table. Then he put a set of headphones on her, destroying her ability to hear him.

      Her eyes popped open. “Wait.”

      

      Atticus grinned. Damn, the little subbie was cute. He’d been aware of her sitting over in the corner, all big eyes. Jake’d said she was a sweetheart, so Atticus had observed as she cooked, served, and waited on the group during supper, bustling about to ensure everyone was well fed. She’d beamed at their reaction to her food. The need to please was a bright light in her.

      And now, although clearly uncomfortable, here she was…because he said he needed her.

      He touched the corner of her eye to remind her of his order.

      Her reluctance was obvious, but she closed her eyes.

      “All right. Submissives, get rugs from the pile and spread them out on the far side of the fire pit. Then either sit or kneel over there and wait for us.”

      As the women left, Atticus turned to the Doms. “Gentlemen, tell me how you know Gin’s not a happy camper now.”

      The men all studied the redhead.

      “Her fingers are clamped on the table.”

      “Mouth is tight.”

      “Jaw too.”

      “Good,” Atticus said. “Notice her shallow breathing as well. Let’s upset her a bit more and give you a wider area to observe.” He unbuttoned her fluffy cardigan, then the light shirt beneath it. Inch by inch, he drew both garments down her arms and off.

      She was as fair as the snow-tipped mountains, and he’d been right—her lacy bra was a silvery blue. After a second of appreciation, he got himself back on task. “See her struggle to keep her eyes closed. How she swallows because the worry has dried her mouth.” He tipped her chin up with two fingers and pressed his fingertips lightly on the side of her neck. Fuck, she had soft skin.

      “You can touch your submissive’s throat here to check her pulse. Another location is here.” He flattened a palm over her sternum…above her breasts since he didn’t want to send her into cardiac arrest.

      “Virginia’s heart is hammering, by the way.”

      Grins appeared.

      “Obviously we have a scared little submissive here.” He waited a few seconds to let the men grasp the lesson. “Let’s see if I can calm her down.” He put an arm around her, drew her to his chest so she could absorb his warmth and feel his even breathing.

      She was definitely a tempting armful. The way she struggled to obey his orders, despite her nervousness and newness, tugged at every dominant instinct he possessed.

      After he moved her braid out of his way, he ran his right palm up and down her back in long, slow strokes. Nudging her headphone top aside, he rested his cheek on top of her head. She had silky hair.

      “See how her breathing slows? The positioning of her hands?” Her small fingers were curled over his left forearm. Despite her nerves, she was holding on to him.

      He gave her hand a reassuring squeeze and, with surprising reluctance, released her to sit alone. “Isn’t it cute how her shoulders straighten as she braces for what I do next?”

      He checked his audience. The Doms were leaning forward attentively, which boded well for their own submissives. Atticus glanced toward the fire pit. On their rugs, the women talked quietly. Good.

      He turned his attention back to the Doms. “Before, during, and after a scene, what you need to watch is…everything. Skin color—and not just in her face. Breathing. Observe the muscles in her arms and shoulders and belly. Especially check her hands.” He paused. “Each submissive is different. Do any of you play poker?”

      Nods from all three men.

      “This is the same as reading your opponent’s tells. Actually, what you learn here will serve you well in poker.” He grinned and brushed a finger over her chin.

      A tiny wrinkle appeared between her brows. She gave a small shrug as if to dislodge an annoying insect.

      “Now, did you see the little line that said she was worried?”

      Two nodded. One had missed it.

      Atticus tapped her lips this time, and the line reappeared. Then he rubbed his knuckles across her cheek, reassuring her again. “See which way her head tilts? Does her body move toward me or away? Is she welcoming my touch?”

      Atticus pulled his hand away, and Gin tipped her face ever so slightly toward him.

      “Damn, the reaction is subtle, but it’s there,” Ralph muttered.

      “These are the types of clues you study during a scene. Again, each submissive is different.” Atticus flattened his hand on Gin’s stomach, enjoying the slight roundness, even as the muscles beneath flinched. “See the reaction. I’d call that surprise at an unexpected touch.”

      He didn’t move, letting the heat of his palm reassure her. “And again, she relaxes back into me. Check her eyes, her mouth. See how her muscles have softened, her fingers opened.”

      She was damn pleasing to watch.

      “Now, I hate to do this, but…” He gave her stomach a light, stinging pinch and pointed out her gasp. How her lips pressed together again, the worried line between her brows. “Her shoulders are knotted now.”

      A brush of his finger had her belly muscles flinching, had her whole body swaying infinitesimally away. “See how she flinches from my touch now? She doesn’t like being pinched.”

      “Neither would my wife,” Ralph muttered to general agreement.

      “When it comes to inflicting pain, even if for pleasure, you’ll need to acquire more assessment skills,” Atticus told the Doms. “But for this evening’s rope play, you’ve got what you’ll need. And you’ll get better with practice.”

      He pulled Gin back into his arms, partly to reassure her, partly for his own enjoyment. “Any time you’re unsure of what your submissive is feeling, step back and study her. She’s under your control; she’s not going anywhere. Take your time and read her body language.” Atticus grinned. “And know that an intense scrutiny will increase her excitement more than you thought possible.”

      All three Doms wore thoughtful expressions.

      “Dismissed. Hydrate your submissives and take them for a bathroom break. When you come back, we’ll begin the bondage portion of the evening.”

      As they left, he regarded his little armful. He pulled her headphones off. “You can open your eyes, Virginia.” Her preferred “Gin” suited her personality, but he liked how her full name rolled off his tongue when he wanted her attention.

      She blinked and tipped her head up. Her pupils were dilated in the darkness, turning her eyes a deeper green. Her gaze wandered over his face, then she gave her head a shake and looked around. When she noted the absence of students, she asked, “Are you done with me?”

      Not even close. “Thank you for being an excellent assistant.” He kissed her lightly.

      Soft body, soft lips, generous spirit. And she had a worried line between her brows again.

      “I’m sorry I had to pinch you,” he said.

      “It wasn’t a problem.” Her hand flattened on his chest as if to shove him away, but she didn’t. And her next inhalation was deeper. Liked touching him, did she?

      “You’re welcome to stay for the bondage part of the class.” He smiled slightly. “Jake and Kallie will be back to help which means you can just watch.”

      Her eyes lit up. “Wonderful. I’ve always wanted to”—she caught herself—“to see what it looked like.” Flushing, she jumped down, grabbed her clothes, and started back toward her corner.

      “Virginia.”

      She pulled on her shirt first, then turned.

      He pointed to a picnic table beside the fire pit, but out of the way. “Sit there. The corner is too cold for you.”

      Wordlessly, she stared at him, mouth open. “I… Well, thank you.”

      As she obeyed, he frowned. He’d been giving her orders; a new one shouldn’t startle her. Surely, she wasn’t surprised that he’d noticed she was chilled.
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        * * *

      

      “They all did well,” Atticus told Kallie later.

      Two of the couples were enjoying the more…intimate…finales to their scenes. The third, more inhibited, couple had retreated to their cabin for privacy.

      The bondage lesson had gone well. Each new Dom had secured his submissive as instructed, each had been careful to keep the ropes snug, but not overly constrictive. Then Atticus had taught predicament bondage, and the submissives had been whimpering delightfully within five minutes.

      “Nice class,” Kallie said. “I love the either-or bondage you came up with. At the same time, I hope Jake never tries it on me.”

      Atticus grinned. Tonight’s setup would let the submissive bend to ease the pull on her nipple clamps, but that movement would tighten and drag the rope positioned directly over her clit. There was nothing like giving a submissive a choice between two evils. After a couple of minutes, she’d have shed the day’s worries and would be focused totally on the two uncomfortable choices.

      Speaking of submissives, one had disappeared. “Where’s our little redhead?”

      “Gin?” Kallie nodded toward the two couples. “She didn’t want to be a voyeur.”

      “Ah. How did she happen to join us this weekend?”

      “She was curious about BDSM. So in return for assisting me with camp chores, she got a chance to watch the lessons.”

      “No Dom or boyfriend to bring?”

      “From what she said, I think she’s unattached,” Kallie said.

      Excellent. It had been a long time since anyone intrigued him as much as the little redhead did. He’d enjoyed flustering her. He’d like to do more. To arouse her. To see what it would take before she lost control. Her lovely drawl said she grew up in the Deep South. Would she have the inhibitions that came with being raised in the Bible Belt? Overcoming those would be a fun challenge.

      He fucking loved reducing a female to the point where she thought of nothing except what he was doing to her. He asked, “She only wanted to watch? She’s that new?”

      “She’d never even met a Dom before. In fact, she thought the BDSM fiction she read was invented to sell books. You can’t get much newer.”

      “Mmm.” A newbie. He usually avoided them, but hell, he was an instructor. It would be a shame not to provide some…education. “You mind if I yank her out of her cabin and see if she wants some hands-on participation?”

      “Atticus, I don’t want you scaring her.” Kallie frowned before her lips curved into a smile. “But if you can lure her into enjoying BDSM, well, she’d be a great addition to our gang.”

      “Far be it from me to deprive you of a new buddy. I’ll see what I can do.”

      

      In her cabin, Gin heard the laughter from the pavilion.

      What a weekend. Last night, Jake had taught the new Doms how to dominate their women. And despite hearing him explain exactly how to make a woman submit, she’d still found watching to be incredibly hot. And had longed to be one of the submissives.

      Tonight…well, tonight had been even more fascinating. Even more disconcerting.

      Atticus had taught the Doms how to choose rope, how to ensure the safety of the submissive, how to turn simple knots into restraints. Then the two experienced Doms had helped the beginners tie their women in different ways.

      Gin had found her breath coming faster. Just from watching. The mere idea of giving a man so much control over her was terrifying. And so, so sexy.

      Now she’d added in the memories of Atticus touching her. Every place his fingers had brushed still tingled—her cheek, above her breasts, her neck, her stomach. His hand had felt huge when he’d flattened it over her belly, and when he’d embraced her, the warmth of his body had sunk right into her bones.

      His easy voice had held an underlying steely command. And with each order, her attention had narrowed to a pinpoint focus.

      How had he made her obey so quickly?

      She chewed on her lip and considered the squareness of his shoulders, the straightness of his back, the way he held his head. Ex-military, she’d bet, and he’d commanded others. He wore authority as easily as his hat.

      He was definitely a Dom. And according to those BDSM books, she was certain she’d be considered submissive. He’d surely treated her as if he thought so.

      Her response to his confident control didn’t rest too easily in her memory. After she’d planted her butt on the picnic table, she’d obeyed him without thinking. Following his orders had felt good and as natural as…

      As if she was a square peg, and after years of being surrounded by round slots, she’d found a square slot. It had her name on it and fit her perfectly. That there was purely worrisome.

      She had also noted that the word submissive wasn’t nearly as appealing as dominant.

      But Kallie was submissive. Yesterday, bless her heart, she’d gone from obeying Jake to tossing out orders when setting up camp. Anyone calling Kallie a pushover would find her fist in his tummy.

      Gin grinned at the thought.

      These people certainly lived in an interesting world. But no need to worry herself about the lifestyle. She’d only ventured here to get her questions answered, and she’d achieved her goal.

      Now she’d enjoy a quiet evening in a mountain cabin, snuggled down in a warm bed with a new novel. That was romantic enough for her.

      She picked up her book—a Civil War romance. In the beginning, the heroine possessed a satisfying personality, but two chapters in, she’d descended into wimpdom. The girl needed a good kick in the posterior or, as the inmates said—to grow a pair.

      Poor southern belle. Truly, in the south, females had a tough time acquiring big brass balls. Mama had emphasized appearance over aptitude, courtesy over competence. Gin had been able to do flawless makeup, hair, and nails, dress attractively, and graciously hostess a dinner party, all before she reached eleven. And then her father had walked out.

      Life had become difficult. In addition to the financial woes, she’d had to tend to Mama, who went through men faster than Sherman burned through Georgia.

      But she’d also discovered the rewards of standing on her own two feet. Maybe she lacked big brass balls, but she’d learned independence and acquired courage the size of…oh…marbles.

      Unfortunately, her bravery hadn’t survived Atticus. Being studied by that Dom with the steely blue eyes was awfully intimidating. And hot.

      Yesterday, Penelope noticed a big brute of an inmate and said, “I’d do him in a heartbeat.” Gin felt the same way about Atticus, and wasn’t that a sorry thing to know about herself?

      Pfft. Enough. She turned her gaze back to her reading.

      A chapter later, the heroine had rediscovered her backbone, when approaching footsteps caught Gin’s attention. The steps changed to thuds as the person crossed the tiny porch. Her porch.

      There was a tap on the door. Before she could answer, Atticus stepped into the cabin.

      “What are—” Gin tossed her book aside. “I do believe you’re in the wrong cabin. This one is mine.”

      “I know, darlin’,” he said. “I came to find you.” His gaze swept over her, making her all too aware of the lowness of her décolletage. “Gorgeous nightie, pet, but you quit the evening a little early, didn’t you?”

      “It seemed appropriate when everyone grew…occupied.”

      As he crossed the room, everything about him was cowboy sexy. Those long legs, battered boots, black hat, and bucking-horse belt buckle.

      He went down on his haunches beside the bed, putting their eyes at the same level, then took her hand. “Listen, Gin.” He grinned, his white teeth framed by the dark brown beard. “Isn’t that a harsh-sounding word for such a pretty woman?”

      Oh, he shouldn’t smile at her. It was too distracting. And he’d called her pretty.

      “Gin,” he said again. “You wanted to learn about BDSM. Came all the way here. True?”

      Under his penetrating gaze, her chest turned as shivery as if she were inhaling tiny bubbles with each breath. Stop melting and think. She put a chill into her voice to remind him of proper decorum—which didn’t include cabin visits to a woman in her nightwear. “It may be true, but I do not believe my interests are your concern.”

      An unexpected dimple appeared on his right cheek above his beard. “If you want to freeze me out, that accent of yours ruins the effect. It’s like listening to warm honey.”

      She gave an exasperated sniff and tried to free her hand. “Go on back to your students, please.”

      “All done with them. They’re Jake’s now,” he said. “The way I see it, I owe you a class for helping me earlier. Let’s go to the pavilion where you’ll have some backup, and I’ll give you a taste of what you missed.”

      “No.” The word jumped right out, but…lacked any conviction whatsoever.

      And oh, he could tell. He didn’t move. Didn’t speak. His intent blue gaze stayed on her face.

      She mustn’t. Shouldn’t. Actual participation would be insane. Stupid. Foolhardy.

      But he’d said they’d go to the pavilion. Kallie’d rescue her if needed. Kallie and Jake might be friends with Atticus, but neither would permit anything abusive.

      She’d scolded the heroine in her book for cowardice. Was she any braver? If she wanted to learn about BDSM, what better opportunity would she have?

      Only…he’d touch her.

      How badly she wanted his hands on her was disconcerting. Her swallow was loud in the quiet cabin.

      Amusement lit his eyes.

      Despite her inner quivers, she gave him a nod.

      “Let me hear a yes from you.”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Atta-girl.” His strong fingers rubbed warmth back into her palm. “I plan to do a bit of bondage.” He paused, his gaze holding her. “I’ll leave your clothing on—but might move it some.”

      She managed another nod.

      “And then I’ll use my hands on you. But nothing else, Virginia.”

      “Use my hands on you.” Oh, my, yes. Heat rolled across her skin despite the chill in the cabin.

      “I see you like the idea.”

      How could she be so obvious? Yet he forestalled her sense of humiliation by squeezing her fingers and adding, “I like the idea too, pet.”

      She struggled to behave as if she wasn’t a complete ninny. “Um. Should I have a safeword?”

      His knuckles ran down her cheek, like the burning trail of a meteor. “Not this time, sweetheart. You’ll have enough to think about without having to remember a word. No will mean no.”

      Would she even be able to speak if the Sahara Desert in her throat grew drier? “All right.”

      “Then we’re good to go.” He used her hand to tug her right out of the bed.

      His gaze raked over her, from her breasts, which seemed woefully exposed by the form-fitting lace bodice, to where her nightie stopped at her upper thighs. Thank goodness she’d worn the matching lacy bikini panty.

      “I like how the color matches your eyes.”

      The surprising compliment kept her from diving back under the covers.

      Girl, pull it together. She was a tough, experienced social worker, not a historical romance heroine.

      Before she could continue scolding herself, he slid his fingers behind her neck and gripped her hair, preventing her instinctive withdrawal. “Listen, Virginia. Every time your mind wanders from the here and now, I’m going to do something to drag it back.”

      She stared up at him, feeling his strong grip, the utter confidence in his deep voice. Seeing only the resolve in his blue eyes.

      “Yeah.” His lips curved. “Much better.”

      Before she could respond, he scooped her up into his arms.

      “Oh my goodness, put me down.” She punched at his arm, appalled, dizzy, terrified.

      “I have you, sweetheart.” He hadn’t completely closed the cabin door, and he nudged it open with a boot and walked out into the dark night as if he was treading a well-lit hallway.

      Kallie and Jake looked up as he entered the pavilion. The rest were busy. In the middle, Ralph had tied his wife to the picnic table and was teasing her with a vibrating toy. On the far side, Sylvia was tied forward over a post so her husband could take her from behind.

      “Oh my stars.” This was way, way, way more than the students had done last night. “Let me down,” Gin demanded, even as her arms curled around Atticus’s neck.

      “Easy, baby.” He turned so she got a far-too-good look at the activities. “Does anyone there appear worried about spectators?”

      “I… They…”

      He made a warning noise, as if to say, look before you talk.

      One woman was giggling. And the second…climaxed then. Gin’s cheeks heated. “I guess they’re fine,” she muttered.

      With a masculine chuckle, Atticus rubbed his chin on top of her head.

      Jake strolled over. “Found yourself a pretty play partner, I see.” He gave an approving nod.

      “More of a student,” Atticus corrected. “She’ll feel more at ease if you promise to keep an eye on her.”

      Jake’s blue eyes—a shade less gray than Atticus’s—softened. “We’ll watch out for you, Gin,” he said gently. “Being careful is good. Anytime you don’t know the Dom, play where you have buddies around.”

      She nodded.

      “Atticus, your bag’s on the table there.” Jake gestured to the other side of the fire pit. “Kallie thought you might return.”

      “Appreciate it,” Atticus said. He carried her across the pavilion with a detour to avoid the older couple in the center. Ralph was alternating spanking with teasing his wife with a sex toy. Her cries coincided with the fleshy smacking sounds.

      Don’t look. Gin set her forehead against Atticus’s shoulder and heard him laugh again.

      At the picnic table, Atticus set Gin on her feet. “Stand right there, Virginia.” Atticus’s relaxed voice couldn’t conceal the power beneath.

      Gin’s knees shook as she waited, and she couldn’t tell if she were chilled…or scared. She knew darn well she was excited though.

      How many times had she imagined herself in a book heroine’s place? And here she stood.

      Lord have mercy.

      After laying the shaggy six-foot rug on the ground, he shrugged off his flannel shirt. The black T-shirt beneath stretched over contoured chest muscles and hugged his flat stomach in a way that made her mouth dry.

      He opened his bag, draped a thick blue rope over his arm, and tucked blunt-tipped scissors in his jeans pocket. He studied her, standing close enough she could feel his body’s heat. “Injuries? Medical problems? Any past circumstances or triggers that might make you panic?”

      The questions were reassuring. He was being careful. “No. Only—you won’t use a gag, will you?” Just the thought made her heart rate increase.

      “Gags are for people who know each other,” he said. “I need you to tell me if anything is painful or too frightening.” He ran his finger over her lips. “The ropes shouldn’t hurt you, babe.”

      Her next breath came a little easier…until her mind focused on the slight emphasis he’d given “the ropes.” Would something else hurt? She held back her question. The Doms in her books required their submissives stay quiet.

      Annoying Atticus might not be a smart idea.

      He was still standing there. Watching her. When her eyes lifted to his, he gave a nod, as if satisfied, then walked around her. Touching her. Running a hand down her bare arm. Across her lower back. Moving her hair to fall down her back. He stroked down her spine, as if assessing her vertebrae. His fingers massaged her left shoulder, then the right.

      His hand was warm and callused. Firm.

      “You’re a beautiful woman, Virginia.” He unbuttoned her nightie, letting it hang open. “I’m going to tie a modified karada—a rope web for the torso.”

      Her hands closed into fists as she kept herself from moving. She was still covered, she reminded herself. The silky material caught on her peaked nipples, making her think of the old question, Are you cold or glad to see me?

      She had an uncomfortable feeling that Atticus already knew the answer.

      He draped the rope behind her neck, the ends dangling in front. Slowly, but without hesitation, he began to weave the rope around her, above her breasts, below her breasts.

      With the first knot, she tensed. He stopped. His gaze on her was steady, revealing no irritation or impatience. Jake and Kallie liked him, she could tell. She’d seen him work with the other people here and how he emphasized safety and honest communication. Everything about the man said he was in control. He wasn’t a little boy—he was a man, an honorable one.

      “We’ll stop if you need to, but you can trust me, baby,” he said quietly.

      “I know. I do.”

      The appreciation in his gaze said he knew she’d offered him a gift. “Thank you, sweetling.”

      She felt slight tugs as he created a series of diamond-like patterns down the center of her body. Gradually a latticework of rope snugly formed around her torso, and the sensation of being enclosed was oddly comforting. Back when she’d worked with children, some of the autistic ones could be settled by firmly wrapping a blanket around them, as if the sensation of being hugged would subdue their nerves so they could process the world’s input more normally.

      This was…nice. Under the slight scrape of the ropes and the sure movements of Atticus’s hands, she felt her pulse slow. He never left her, always kept a hand on her somewhere, as if she might float away if he let her go.

      “You take rope well.” He grasped her upper arms. “I want you on the ground now.”

      She started to reach for him for balance…and couldn’t. While she’d been daydreaming, he’d bound her arms. Tipping her head to examine her left arm, she saw an enthralling gridwork running from her wrist to over her elbow, like a woven sheath, all attached to the blue ropes patterning her torso.

      Wiggling, she tried to move her arms out, and nothing budged. Her heart rate kicked up a beat and increased exponentially as she struggled. She couldn’t move.

      A strong hand closed on her shoulder. “Easy, Virginia, easy. Look at me now.”

      Her breathing felt too fast, but she was fine. Wasn’t panicking or anything. Much. It was just…she couldn’t move.

      He cupped her chin and got right into her space, his blue eyes trapping hers. “Take a slow breath, babe. Another.” His voice was easy and low, like the rumble of thunder in the distance.

      She inhaled.

      “Good. You knew this was what was going to happen. This isn’t scary—you’re just surprised at the feeling, I know. Very normal.” He was close enough she inhaled his crisp pine scent with each breath.

      “I’m all right,” she decided after a minute.

      “Of course you are,” he said. He bent and kissed her gently. “Mmm, nice.” He took her lips again—longer, but still lightly, leaving her wanting more.

      What would it feel like if he really kissed her?

      “Now, let’s try this again.”

      As she bent her knees, he scooped her up and squatted down to lay her on her back.

      Oh, boy. The blue rug was fluffy-soft, the ground hard beneath it. She wiggled. The knowledge she’d have trouble rising with her arms pinned to her sides was a bit worrisome.

      “You look gorgeous in rope.” Still on one knee, Atticus rested his forearms on his thigh. His gaze was warm, approval gentling his lean features.

      She managed a smile. “It’s kind of nice. So is this it?” Would he release her now, having given her the “taste” he’d talked about? She wasn’t sure if she was disappointed or relieved.

      “’Fraid I have more in mind.” He pulled another rope from his bag, this one a dark red.

      “More?”

      “It would be a shame to leave half your body without decoration.” With competent fingers, he created an amazing ropework of knots running down her left leg, then lifted her knee and secured her ankle to the blue rope around her hips. He repeated the process on her right leg.

      Flat on her back, knees bent, feet widely separated. The provocative posture seemed as if she were waiting for a guy to settle over her. Another flush ran over her skin. Thank goodness, she still had her nightie and panty on.

      “Better.” He surveyed his work, and a dimple dented his right cheek before he tugged on her baby doll top. Under the ropes, the silky material slid apart as he bared her breasts completely.

      “Wait—” She moved to pull her nightie shut, and the ground fell away beneath her as she realized she couldn’t. Couldn’t prevent anything he wanted to do.

      And anyone could see her. “They’ll—” Her voice died away. He’d positioned her behind a picnic table, which partially blocked any view of them.

      “Figured you might be a tad modest, especially coming from the Bible Belt.” He rubbed his knuckles over her cheek. Still on one knee, he loomed over her, darkness behind him, firelight flickering over his tanned face. His cheekbones were high—his features sharply chiseled.

      There was nothing soft about the man. He exuded a dominance that said things would go his way and all the control was in his hands.

      “But hiding behind a table is all the modesty I will allow you,” he said in an even voice, holding her gaze with his. And then he traced along the rope covering her chest.

      “Atticus,” she gasped. Her breasts swelled, and the nipples puckered to jutting points in the cool air.

      His finger never stopped as it followed the ropes above her bared breasts and then below.

      “Now, darlin’, you stay silent unless you really have to talk,” he murmured. He wet his fingertip and circled one nipple, the cooling wetness making it harden further.

      Her toes curled under and a throbbing started between her legs. She realized she was extremely damp down below.

      He stretched out beside her, propped up on one elbow. His free hand gently molded her right breast while his thumbnail scraped over the nipple.

      She gasped as the exquisite abrasion shot straight to her clit.

      “Nice.” He bent and nuzzled her cheek, his beard soft against her skin. And then he claimed her mouth, his firm lips taking charge. Surprised, she resisted for a second, then her lips parted, opening to him. His tongue swept inside. Deliberately, he explored her mouth in a long, drugging kiss. His hand continued to stroke her breast.
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