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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      What did one wear to a spanking demonstration? Mikaela “Mike” Mitchell investigated her closet for the third time, shifting hangers with clever grammatical t-shirts and various shades of denim jeans. She glanced down at her current outfit. The glow-in-the-dark bat inviting people to the dark side was perfect October attire, but not for a seminar at the Tool Shed. The first event of the Daisy, Texas annual kink convention—Cowbells and Crops—required something a bit more serious.

      If she didn’t need information for her article, she’d stay home. Dressing up and hanging out with strangers was so not her thing. She tugged off her shirt, gritting her teeth. No pressure—just an entire town counting on her to make the convention sound spectacular in their revived paper, The Daily Peat. She snorted. More like a weekly newsletter that people paid to advertise in, but it was a paying job in her field and came with a living space. And even though she might be new to town, Daisy mattered to her, too.

      With a sigh, she selected a plain black V-neck and black jeans. If she paired them with her flat black boots and silver earrings, she’d blend—with the BDSM crowd, at least. There was no blending with the furries that attended the event, unless she finally ordered that unicorn onesie she’d had saved in her Amazon account forever. And based on some of the elaborate gear the attendees had been dragging in with them to the inn, a onesie would get her laughed into the lake.

      After quickly spreading on a fresh layer of deodorant, she donned her all-black camouflage. Then she tugged her long brown hair into a high ponytail and rushed out the door with a granola bar in one hand, cell in the other. The Tool Shed, a boutique sex-toy shop right behind the Flour Bed Bakery, was practically across the street from her home in the Daily Peat office.

      Two steps onto the sidewalk, her phone rang—her bestie, the almost bridezilla. She answered, “Hey, Heather.”

      “Mike, I’m so glad I caught you. Did you get the topper?”

      “Yep. Came in yesterday. Are you sure you want that on your wedding cake?” The antique topper, an enameled-wood bride and groom on a round metal platform, would likely survive an apocalypse.

      “It’s a Reinhardt tradition. One of his relatives made it before World War I.”

      “I’ll make sure your baker gets it.” Although it was a twenty-minute drive to the woman’s house, Mike would find time somehow. At least Heather hadn’t ordered from the Flour Bed. Mike could only imagine the pornographic outcome.

      “Have you had a chance to see if the grounds can hold the larger tent? We got four more RSVPs today.”

      Shit. She’d completely spaced on her promise to walk the open field behind the Bloom with a View Inn, where her best friend was getting married next week. If she’d known the maid-of-honor assignment was going to be so intense, she’d have encouraged Heather and Jason to elope—too late to throw that out as an option. Instead, she scrambled for the answer that wouldn’t put her friend deeper into a bridezilla frenzy. “I have an appointment in the morning. Janelle doesn’t see any issues. But I’ll take the measurements. No worries.”

      “Make sure the area where the tent will be is flat enough for the dance floor. I should have looked when I was out there, but I didn’t think of it. I’m so sorry. I know you’re busy, too. What’s on today’s agenda?”

      “On my way to one of the convention demos so I have some fodder for the Peat posts.” And sweating like a nun in a nudist colony because of the ridiculous October heat. Didn’t Texas realize fall was supposed to be cool?

      “There’s a convention in town?” The panic in Heather’s voice had Mike scrambling to calm her.

      “Yep, but it’s over on Sunday. Well before your guests will start to arrive.”

      “Whew. How’s Ryder?”

      Sexy as sin. Also annoying and overprotective. But gone for the moment. “He’s good. Taking his cousin to the airport today.”

      “Aw. That man is such a sweetie. I swear he’d do anything for anyone. Tell him I said hi when you see him. Gotta run.”

      Heather wasn’t wrong. She just didn’t see the side of him that worried about everyone, too. Mostly he worried about imaginary dangers to Mike. And it was cramping her style. Well, maybe not style. She’d be the first to admit, she lacked style. But he was interfering with her job, which was so much worse. His words of concern still rang in her head: “You shouldn’t go to that convention alone. There are a lot of good people, but it only takes one predator, and it’s easier for them to blend into a costumed crowd.”

      As if Mike wasn’t a grown woman who could take care of herself. She’d proven it last summer when she’d helped him catch a killer.

      A ping from a text broke into her internal rant. Speak of the sexy beast himself.

      Ryder: I’ll be back tonight. Come over when you’re done.

      Headline: Dominant Demon Demands Submissive Show Up

      If only the articles came so easily. She snickered but didn’t text it to him.

      It was no surprise he wanted her to be at his place—the apartment over his mechanic’s garage. The dependent side of her, the side she was trying to grow out of because it led to disappointment every time, heartily agreed. And granted, his six-foot muscular body fit in his bed much better than the tiny one at her place. But she loved her rooms that came with her job in the shotgun house that doubled as the Daily Peat office—especially the independence they represented. For the first time, she wasn’t living with someone else, like her brother or Heather. Although if Mike’s brother were still alive, she’d gladly move back in with him just to ease the constant ache of his absence.

      Her brother’s death had been what brought her to Daisy. It had been ruled a suicide, but there was no way he would do that—leave her voluntarily. She hadn’t given up investigating, but she was no closer to the real story either. The only silver lining to the situation was meeting Ryder. He had been trying to get Mike to live with him practically a month after they started dating, but she refused. One day, she could totally see herself with Ryder in a cute little bungalow. But not so soon after they’d started dating, and not in the garage apartment.

      At the door to the Tool Shed, Mike paused and typed a few letters into a text. A man in a cheetah outfit bumped into her while securing his cat head over sunlit blond hair. She rubbed her shoulder. Those furry heads were solid. With a quick glance, she realized there was no one else around. She checked the time. There were only seconds to spare before the afternoon demo started. She tucked her phone away, plastered on a smile, and entered the air-conditioned building to watch a grown woman—the town’s deputy sheriff—get her ass spanked publicly by her lover.
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      Ryder Ruiz merged onto I-69 with his cousin by his side and his girlfriend miles away, alone at a BDSM convention. Although he’d insisted Mike go with them and then he would accompany her to the events the rest of the weekend, his arguments had zero impact on her stubbornness. Never mind that she’d been involved with a murder that summer and dumped on the side of the road by drug traffickers. Never mind he was still trying to figure out if her brother had really committed suicide or not, calling in all the favors he’d ever collected during his dark military missions. Never mind she was a walking accident looking for a place to happen. The woman had no sense of self-preservation. He protected her when she let him—which seemed to be less and less lately.

      Donny cleared his throat, breaking the thorny silence in the cab of the truck. “I really appreciate you taking me to the airport.”

      “You’re family. Not like I’m going to make you pay for a taxi or a shuttle from Daisy to Houston.” Although with the six-hour round trip twice, once to drop Donny off and another to pick him up in ten weeks, his cousin probably could have driven to Virginia. But they were like brothers. Had grown up together after Ryder’s parents ditched him with his grandparents. They even looked alike, aside from the six-inch height difference and the fact that Donny kept his dark hair trimmed regulation short. Ryder shouldn’t be letting his concerns about Mike cloud his time with his cousin. “Class doesn’t start until Monday. Why’re you going early?”

      “Never been. Want to see some things before it’s full-on grind. After two and half months of training with the FBI, I’m not going to be in any shape to play tourist.” Donny fidgeted with the crank for the passenger window.

      “Did you ever figure out who in the county nominated you for this?”

      “Never could get a straight answer. After all the trouble this summer with the illegal growers and the murders, I guess they figured they better develop my skills to hold down this corner of the county.” Donny cracked a wry laugh.

      Whoever had put his name in wasn’t wrong. Summer had been a shit show, and although Donny was the sheriff, he didn’t have a lot of experience with investigations. Ryder had helped out using his never-talked-about training, but that probably made the county boys even more nervous. Maybe they suspected, like Ryder, that they hadn’t eliminated the drug problem, only scraped the surface.

      “Of course,” Donny drawled, “if all that hadn’t happened, you’d have never met Mike.”

      Ryder grunted.

      “She’s good for you. I’ve never seen you so happy. When are you two going to move in together?”

      “That’s the thing.” Ryder’s relief at someone recognizing they should be cohabitating freed his tongue. “She won’t consider living with me and will barely stay the night. That news office the county owns is on the main drag through town. She needs more security.”

      “Have you talked to the town council?”

      “Of course. Weenie won’t authorize any expense, not even for an alarm system, until the Peat is showing a profit. Mike’s got more advertising lately, but it’s still operating at a loss.”

      “You could just do it.”

      “Mike won’t let me do any more other than the cameras. It’s like she’s not really committed to staying in Daisy, despite the job. Despite me asking her.”

      “Really?” Donny’s shock reverberated over Ryder. “You asked her to marry you?”

      “No.” Ryder flashed his cousin a glare. “It’s only been a few months.” Not that he hadn’t thought about it, but Mike would completely panic if he popped that question. “Just to live together, but she won’t consider it. I sometimes wonder if she’s going to bolt after Heather’s wedding.” Ryder wasn’t sure what he’d do if that happened, but it would involve winning her back, because she’d embedded herself under his skin deeper than the tattoo over his heart.

      Donny hummed his non-answer, and they rode quietly for several miles before he spoke again. “Do me a favor?”

      “Anything.” As if his cousin had to ask.

      “Keep an eye on Berta Ann. If she needs anything, I told her she could ask you. Ten weeks is such a long time.”

      “Your deputy will be fine.”

      “I know. But with the convention in town, things can get a little crazy. I tried to delay it, but with only a few classes a year⁠—”

      “Nothing’s gonna happen while you’re gone, and the program’s going to be epic. I’ll be shocked if you stay in Daisy. You’ll want to go someplace with real crime so you can use your new skills.”

      “No way. I love Daisy. Can’t imagine living anywhere else.” Donny sighed.

      Ryder completely agreed. He’d be sent all over the world, but his heart remained in Daisy.

      “The county’s sending someone to fill in for me while I’m gone. Lance Kessler. Never worked with him. He’s been with them over a year; we’ve just never met. I’m not sure how he’s gonna get on with Berta Ann or the council. You know, being sheriff isn’t all about just enforcing the laws. It’s about keeping the peace.”

      “You do a great job.”

      Donny retrieved his phone from his carry-on. “I’ll send you his contact info in case you need it. Berta Ann is having my patrol car detailed for him, and he’s staying at my place. With the convention, nothing else was available.”

      Ryder’s phone pinged with Donny’s text a moment later, the sound only reinforcing the fact that Mike hadn’t contacted him. He changed the topic to football and how Donny would miss Texas barbecue, anything that didn’t require Ryder to pause from gnawing on what to do about Mike.

      After dropping his cousin in the departures, Ryder exited the airport and stopped at the nearest fast-food joint. He used the restroom and bought a tea for the way home. Before leaving the parking lot, he sent a text to his buddy from his time in the military, Ike Parker, confirming he was still coming to the convention, and another message to Mike. By the time he made it to the freeway entrance, Ike had responded affirmatively—but it was clear his girlfriend wasn’t going to answer. He turned up the radio. A popular cowboy was singing about sobbing into his adult beverage. Not a bad idea, except that Ryder was driving, Daisy was a dry town, and the Pink Petals strip club that straddled the state line was the last place he wanted to drown his relationship sorrows.
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      Mike navigated her way through the Tool Shed’s tight retail space, done in lacquer white with jewelry store lighting. Every inch of the walls was used for displaying sex products, like leather crops, shelves of lube, and lingerie that consisted mostly of missing pieces. The scattered round tables held smaller toys, like clit stimulators, butt plugs, and cock rings according to the helpful signs. When Mike reached the door of the classroom, she hesitated.

      Despite her all-black outfit, there was no way she could blend. In the far corner, Deputy Berta Ann Silva, her hair in pigtails, wore a coral tunic that showed off blindingly white bare legs. Her lover, Charlene “Chuck” Cooper, owner of the Love Me Knot Bait and Tackle, had dressed up for the occasion in clean blue jeans and a chambray shirt instead of her usual plaid. The adorable couple stood with their heads together in a private conversation.

      Unwilling to interrupt, Mike took in the rest of the murmuring crowd. No one else was dressed as plainly as the couple kicking off the convention.

      The vivid scene would be great for her article. She wasn’t allowed to take pictures, but she recorded it all in her head for later. The audience was packed with a mix of people in leather and metal, some attached to leashes, ironically not the ones in full furry costumes. All kinds of animals were represented in almost cartoonish quality, including a yellow bird seated next to a black-and-white cat, an orange-striped tiger, a white rabbit, a blue fox, and some kind of raptor. At the back of the room, a teddy bear stood next to a very large elephant.

      The last time Mike had seen similar costumes, she’d been at a football game. Unlike the sports events, the quality of the conventioneers’ outfits was on a completely different level. How did people discover they liked this? BDSM was out in the vanilla world, but furries? And how the heck did they end up at the same convention? As she inched around the room, it became clear she had a ton of research to do.

      The tiger shifted, and Letty, the middle-aged owner of the Flour Bed Bakery, in her signature leopard-print leggings, was leaning into the cat, fingering his fur, likely trying to sink her claws into him. Although the scene had an intimate quality, Letty wasn’t smiling her usual flirty smile. What was the story there?

      Mike stopped staring. She was being unfair—she had no idea what they were saying. Although Letty spent so much time hitting on Ryder, Mike couldn’t help being a bit catty. An array of appetizers just beyond the couple called to her, including the Flour Bed’s famous maple bars with their bonus donut holes. They always looked far too phallic for it to be unintentional. After the demo, she’d dig in.

      The room had few empty chairs. Mike spotted two, one in the back next to a woman dressed head-to-toe in faux-leather with a full feathered face mask, her hair knotted in a tight bun, and her spine ramrod straight. The other free seat was next to Olive Hardins, the headliner and owner of the Pink Petals strip club. Mike moved to her aisle. Olive wore an amazing red leather dress and matching thigh-high boots with a heel that could perform surgery. She flashed a quick crimson-lipped smile as Mike sat. A niggle of guilt crawled up her neck as she dug into her satchel to retrieve her notebook and pen. She’d accused the woman of murder last summer. Fortunately, Olive hadn’t held a grudge, and the fact that she had bothered to attend the demo meant it would be article worthy.

      No sooner had Mike settled in when another Domme, dressed in skinny leather pants with lacing up the front, a sweetheart bustier, and Victorian-style boots, stepped up to the front of the room. She inspected the crowd. Silence descended with her weighty presence. Tiger dropped into the chair Mike had avoided, while Letty remained with her risqué donut display.

      The Domme’s voice rang out crisp and clear, “Thank you all for attending this afternoon’s educational session. Thank you to the Tool Shed and Violet Savage for hosting the Cowbells and Crops seminars once again. Violet was sorry she couldn’t join us today, but she sends her kind regards. Thanks to our sponsors, the Flour Bed Bakery and…Bay Leaves restaurant, for the lovely spread. But now, the reason we’re all here. I’m so pleased to present Chuck and her partner, Berty. They will provide the impact play demonstration for us. Please give them the respect they deserve and save your questions for the end.”

      Mike shifted in her chair as a shiver of anticipation passed through her.

      Chuck came to the forefront. “Hi everyone. Glad you could make it today for the first demo of the conference. It’s great to see so many of you decked out for the event already.” She waited for the applause and animal calls to subside. “This demonstration is going to cover the basics of impact play. Communication, warm-up, proper placement, and aftercare. I’ll be explaining as I go, but please hold your questions until the end.”

      She settled onto a hardback armless chair and held out her hand to Berta Ann, or Berty, as she was being called for the demo. Berty walked to her partner in bare feet and paused, her side to the audience and her face turned to Chuck. Low words were exchanged. Chuck grazed her fingers down Berta Ann’s arm slowly.

      Chuck shifted her focus to the audience. “I’ve just reviewed our parameters for this scene and confirmed her safe word. This is not for punishment but for education and, secondarily, pleasure. At any point, Berty can stop this with a word. Berty, remove your panties.”

      Oh holy crap. Mike hadn’t expected the deputy to be baring it all or at least not the important parts. But Berty, head high, reached under the tunic and slipped her simple briefs down her legs. Chuck clasped her free hand and assisted her with stepping out of them then picked up the discarded cotton and tucked them in her jeans. Berty smiled at Chuck, who patted her lap. Down went Berty, baring her ass when the tunic shifted, and she draped herself over Chuck’s knees. Mike leaned back in her chair and pressed her knees together. She had to give it to the deputy—there was no way Mike could do something like that in front of strangers or, more importantly, in front of people she knew. Berta Ann, as the deputy sheriff, knew everyone.

      Chuck rested one hand on Berty’s lower back, while the other moved in slow circles around Berty’s narrow, perfect bum. Maybe if Mike’s ass were that nice, she wouldn’t be scared to share it. As Chuck continued to stroke her lover’s back, her bare skin, a bubble formed around them. The silence of the audience filled the room until Mike imagined she could hear the soft strokes of skin on skin.

      Chuck lifted her hand and smacked down on Berty’s right cheek. The sound stung Mike’s ears.

      Ouch.

      Maybe not.

      Ryder gave Mike’s ass the occasional smack during sex, but that was on a different level. And private.

      The smacks continued, increasing in intensity as Chuck occasionally commented about spanking techniques and warm up and placement. She never let her gaze stray from the lover on her lap.

      Mike resisted the urge to squirm. She glanced at Olive, who gave her another sly half smile, a look that only added to Mike’s unease. It was only the first day of the Cowbells and Crops convention, and this was only her first event. Mike wasn’t sure how she would get through attending everything, much less write it up later.

      Chuck stopped spanking and held up a brown tube about a foot long, her fingers barely meeting around the girth. Her other hand still held Berty in place on her lap.

      It looked like a giant leather dildo.

      Chuck dragged it up Berty’s inner leg and over the seam of her ass before repeating the same move with the other leg. Berty squirmed the tiniest bit, and Chuck thumped the dildo across Berty’s already pink cheeks. She kept a rhythmic pace, and Berty’s flesh rippled with the impact. The spanking continued for several more minutes, Berty’s skin getting redder and redder. She began to shake and shift. A soft sound, half whimper and half moan, rose above the thud of the impact.

      Mike shifted in her chair. The room had shrunk and was much warmer than before the demo started.

      Finally, Chuck stopped, rested the dildo along Berty’s back, and proceeded to rub her sub’s abused butt while whispering to her. Berty turned her head toward Chuck, but Mike couldn’t tell if she spoke or not.

      After a moment, Chuck refocused on the audience and asked for questions. The silence broke with an audible gasp. Hands and paws shot up.

      Mike released the breath she’d been unconsciously holding, jotted down some of the more interesting questions, and made some additional notes about the overall experience. The intimacy Chuck and Berta Ann had achieved even in a crowd shocked Mike. It didn’t seem possible, but she’d witnessed it along with about thirty other people. Were they as aroused as she was? And just as discomfited?

      “If you’d like to see this up close,” Chuck said, holding the dildo aloft, “you’re welcome to. Just give me a few minutes first.” She then placed it to the side of the chair and guided Berta Ann off her lap. Chuck embraced Berta Ann in a tight hug and peppered kisses all over her face, murmuring to her and petting her hair. She escorted Berta Ann to the side, where a padded bench had been placed, and assisted her in sitting, covering her with a small lap blanket and handing her an open bottle of water. She stood by as Berta Ann took a couple of sips.

      Back at the demonstration chair, Chuck held up the tool and waved people over. Some went back to the pastries. Some were already leaving. Mike worked her way to the front so she could capture the details about the instrument for her story. The conference barred photos at the demos, so she had to get as many notes down as possible. As she waited in line for her turn, someone pressed against her. She turned but was met with a face full of orange-striped fur.

      “Did you like the spanking?”

      In five words, the stranger skeeved Mike out. His tone was laced with innuendo and mastery. As if. She stepped back hard, right on the tiger’s paw. The sound that came out of the furry head wasn’t tiger-like at all.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize you were right behind me.” She blinked up at the mesh space.

      He growled at her, but the line had freed up, and Mike left the asshole to talk to Chuck.

      “That was a great demo.”

      Berta Ann rejoined her lover, giving Mike a shy smile.

      “Would you mind telling me more about the, uh…” Mike wiggled her index finger at the tool in Chuck’s hand.

      “Sure.” Chuck held out the dildo, and Mike took it. Her hand dropped from the unexpected weight of the deceptively plain brown tube. “The leather is hand-sewn, and the sand provides a nice thuddy experience.”

      “Wow, that could really leave a mark.” The leather was warm, and the sand tightly filled the tube.

      “It has,” Berta Ann replied with a laugh.

      “But it didn’t seem like you were in much pain.” Mike had been keeping an eye out for signs of distress on Berta Ann’s part. “In fact, I thought you were enjoying it.”

      “Never been spanked by a lover?”

      Ugh, that voice. Tiger was back. Mike ignored the creepy furry and handed the dildo back to Chuck.

      “This was just for fun and the demo.” Berta Ann laughed and nudged her shoulder into Chuck’s arm. “Chuck can wield that with a lot more power when she wants to.”

      Chuck grinned and stepped away, waving the irritating tiger over to her.

      “What about the audience?” Mike asked Berta Ann. “Were you comfortable with the exhibitionism, especially with your role in the community?”

      “Being submissive isn’t something I’m embarrassed about. It doesn’t change who I am at my day job. The people here who know me respect me not only for the job I do, but also for the submission I give Chuck. They understand the strength it takes to let go.”

      “I want to do an article on this for The Daily Peat. Would it be okay if I quote you? Or I can keep it anonymous.”

      “Leave the last names and my job title out. Otherwise, go for it.” Berta Ann stood tall in her bare feet.

      Mike nodded. “Of course.”

      A thud on the table as Chuck slammed her hand down made Mike jump.

      “It’s time for you to go,” Chuck said as she grabbed the arm of the tiger man and escorted him out of the building.

      “Damn it.” The Domme who’d opened the demonstration trotted by, chasing Chuck.

      Mike and Berta Ann shared a wide-eyed glance before Mike tucked away her notebook. “I’m going to get something to eat before I go. Do you want anything?”

      “No. But thanks for coming and for the interview,” Berta Ann said before turning her attention to the next person in line.

      Mike rushed to the back of the room, hoping there was some food left and that Letty was gone. Her stuff might look obscene, but it was tasty. And Mike was starving.

      Jackpot.

      Not only were there Flour Bed treats, but also some Boudin balls from Bay Leaves. Mike popped one into her mouth, the sausage deliciously spicy. She grabbed three more before searching for a plate or napkin.

      A deep laugh startled Mike, and she scrambled to not drop her goods.

      “I see you found my balls.” The Cajun accent rolled over her in a soothing wave.

      “Hey, Tank. If I’d known you were catering, I’d have come over earlier. There’s not much left.”

      “You come to the restaurant anytime, cher. I’ll feed you up.”

      Mike laughed at the gentle redheaded giant. She’d be in his restaurant every day if she could afford his prices. “Are you catering the dance contest tonight?”

      “No. I don’t know what Valerie organized for that one.”

      “Darn.” A girl could hope.

      “The only reason I got this gig is that Ms. Savage was coordinating it.”

      “I haven’t met her. Is she here?” Mike had only lived in Daisy for a few months, but she’d never even heard Violet Savages’s name before tonight.

      “What are you doing here?” An acerbic and recognizable voice emanated from the feather-masked Domme. The same one Mike had avoided earlier.

      “Hi, Weenie.” Mike smiled at the town council chair, despite the harsh tone. “Nice to…well, I can’t say that I can see you. How are you? Enjoy the spanking?” She walked a fine line, since technically Edwina “Weenie” Alman was her employer.

      “You’re planning on putting this in our paper? We said no pictures.”

      The woman had a say in her employment, but not in what she wrote. Not as long as Mike held the job. “Didn’t take any. But people come here every year for the BDSM and furry convention. I think it’ll be a big attention getter. Unless there’s another event that I’m missing?”

      “The BDSM and Furry communities don’t typically mix. This is a unique pairing that has worked for several years. I don’t want to risk offending either side or our town getting a bad reputation.”

      “You mean like for trafficking drugs or something? I can’t imagine reporting on this demo would lead to negative attention like that. I mean the motto ‘Safe, Sane, Consensual’ sort of implies sober.” Mike was going to get in trouble if she didn’t bite her tongue instead of hinting at the events of last summer and Weenie’s late husband’s involvement.

      “There is a giant chasm between sober and appropriate for the paper.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m a professional.” Mike waved as she sped away, rushing back to her office. It was damn unnerving talking to a person whose face was covered with feathers and body wrapped in faux-leather about propriety.

      After typing out her notes for the article, there was barely any time to get ready for the dance competition. Mike glanced down at herself. No reason to change. It wasn’t like she had something better to wear. She microwaved a box dinner, scarfing it down. A quick freshen up of her hair and makeup, and she was on her way, locking the office as she left. The community center was practically next door to the newspaper.

      Mike glanced at her phone. Ryder’s unanswered text from earlier niggled her conscience. Nope, no time. She tucked the phone into her back pocket and stayed on course, excited to find out what the Cowbells and Crops Dance Competition entailed.

      The air had finally started to cool now that the sun had set. The asphalt parking lot was filled with cars and latecomers, several dressed in street clothes with an occasional tail, headed to the single-story cream painted–cinderblock building. There’d never been so many people at the center since she’d moved to Daisy. The sounds of booming EDM met her at the metal double doors. She yanked one open and halted before she ran into Caleb, her favorite book-nerd bouncer.

      “What are you doing here?” she yelled over the music. He should be at the Pink Petals, but it was nice to see a familiar face.

      “Checking IDs. Eighteen and over. Bar’s closed until after the show.”

      Mike nodded and reached for her driver’s license in her back pocket, but Caleb waved her off.

      Spotlights danced over the hordes of people, most of them clad in leather and synthetic fur. They clustered around a stage lit with professionally hung canned lighting. The dancers on stage pantomimed an orgy in time to the booming bass DJ Slick spun from the far corner. With a deep breath, Mike let the door close behind her and sidled around the edge of the room. Slick, the skinny blond man she’d met that summer, waved her over.

      “Aren’t you working?” Mike asked.

      “It’s taped.” He sat back on a stool and propped one foot up. “Where’s Ryder?”

      “Had to do a favor for his cousin. Besides, I’m working.”

      “Yeah? Be sure to mention me in the article.” He gave her a cheesy grin.

      “I will if you can get some of the acts to talk to me.”

      “Too easy.” He stood and pointed to the edge of the black satin curtains. “Behind there is the ‘backstage’.” He wiggled his fingers in air quotes. “They’re all changing and practicing.”

      “Thanks.” Mike left him as the music wound down and the group ended their performance in a complex pyramid that would never be allowed in a cheerleading competition. That group had to have serious trust, based on the locations of feet, faces, and crotches.

      “Give it up for Pant-o-Mimes,” Slick bellowed into his mic, reading from a preprinted paper. “Next up, we have Rainbow Star in a solo performance.”

      A woman clad in colorful body paint, glitter, hooves, a gold horn on a headband, and a horsey tail that was anchored in a way Mike didn’t want to imagine, entered the stage. It was like the woman was wearing the onesie Mike had saved but without the fabric. The opening notes of an eighties pop song kicked off her happy prancing around the stage.

      Mike slipped behind the curtain, trying to be ready for anything but hesitant to look around. The scene backstage could have been the fodder for a cult flick. People in various states of dress or undress applied makeup or moved through shallow imitations of their routine. Mike approached a group of furries that didn’t seem to be busy, but before she reached them, the elephant pushed the tiger—the same creep from the spanking demo—making him stumble. The tiger tore off his head. His dark hair with blond highlights mimicked his costume. He reached for the elephant before the bear stepped in. Mike couldn’t hear what the bear said, but the tiger wasn’t muffled.

      “I’m not doing the stupid group routine. It’s the same dumb plan as last year. I’m soloing.”

      Mike ambled closer, pretending not to eavesdrop.

      “You should have told us earlier, dude,” the bear said.

      “I’m fucking done with you, asshole,” the elephant shouted. “Fuck off and die. Don’t ever call me again.” The elephant turned his back, and a Domme who had been standing too close jumped back to avoid being hit by his trunk. “He’s your fucking problem, now,” he told the woman before stomping off.

      “Jackass,” the tiger mumbled. He set his head on the nearby table and then opened his fur suit with the telltale rip of Velcro, freeing the top from the pants. Whoever had made the suit was a genius, because Mike would have never guessed it came apart like that. He dropped the top over a folding chair and picked up a small bottle.

      “I told you this was a mistake,” the Domme said to him, crossing her arms and tapping her foot. She was the same woman who’d introduced the spanking demo. “You should’ve listened to me.”

      “Stick to being bossy in the bedroom, babe. You don’t understand my vision, and I don’t need you managing my life.” The tiger was rubbing his exposed skin with oil from the bottle. He snapped it closed and wiped his hands carefully on a towel before slipping on his paw mittens and putting on his head.

      Dude was an ass, but he was a half-naked tiger, and the naked part wasn’t bad.

      “You’re going to regret this,” the Domme said before spinning on her spiked heel and strutting away.

      Mike shivered. The woman was scary pissed, and Mike wasn’t even the object of her wrath.

      “Thank you, Rainbow Star,” DJ Slick’s voice rang out. “And now, a surprise addition to the line-up, please welcome Tiger Beat.”

      The tiger tucked through the center opening in the curtain where the sparkly unicorn had just come through. The song started. Of course. Mike barked out a tight laugh. She was certain Tiger Beat would be “beating it” by himself in the near future unless he let the dominating woman beat him as punishment.

      Glancing around, the rest of the acts seemed occupied, and Mike didn’t want to intrude. She returned to the safety of the DJ stand. The tiger was surprisingly talented. He actually had a routine that worked. It could be extremely difficult to be seductive on stage based on her one stint at being a stripper. Of course, he wasn’t dancing in stacked stilettos. Cat calls and whistles filled the air as he finished his performance.

      “He’s got it in the bag,” Slick said.

      “There’s a prize?”

      “First prize is five hundred.” He handed her a flyer that showed the best group and the best solo each had prize money for the top three acts. No wonder his buddies were pissed.
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