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      How strong are the ties that bind?

      Compass Brothers, Book 4

      Leah Hollister’s sex life needs a swift kick in the pants. Small-town Compton Pass, though, isn’t the place to explore her need for bondage. When she gets an invitation to a BDSM party out in LA, she wastes no time booking a flight.

      Her plan to play anonymously is shot to hell when she runs into high-school crush Sawyer Compton—and he lays immediate claim to her.

      Sawyer Compton commands total control, in and out of the bedroom. He never thought Leah could handle his darker urges, but one look at the white bracelet that marks her as a sub ripe for the picking, and he knows exactly how this night is going to end. With Leah in his bed.

      Leah didn’t expect to enjoy the comfort Sawyer’s familiarity brings, even as his touch takes her to unimaginable heights of pleasure. When bad news from home sends him reeling, she’s more than prepared to offer him anything he needs: her body, her friendship. Even her heart—if Sawyer can loosen the reins over his own to accept her love.

      Warning: Invest in tissues. Lots and lots of tissues. Between spicy, set-the-sheets-on-fire bondage romps and the last Compass brother coming home, you’ll need them.

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to our parents for their Vicky-style love, their JD-like words of wisdom and their unconditional support and acceptance of our tendency to write really dirty books.
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      Sawyer Compton waved goodbye to his father, JD. The taillights of the ranch’s pickup dwindled as his old man drove away from the airport. Sawyer slung his bag over his shoulder more securely, wincing at the pressure the weight put on his too-new tattoo. His back was killing him. He wished he and Sam had managed to find time to get the tattoos right after high school graduation. Instead, the two months between pomp and circumstance and packing their duffels had been filled with chores on the ranch, travel plans, a huge going-away party thrown by their mom and the million other little things needed to pave the way to their future adventures.

      As a result, they’d gotten the tattoos yesterday after Sam had stormed into Sawyer’s bedroom as he stuffed photos of his brothers into the scuffed boots he’d never wear in basic but couldn’t bear to leave behind. His twin, Sam, had snapped at him, saying, “Get your ass in the truck.” He hadn’t needed to be told twice.

      Sawyer had wanted the tattoo since he was fifteen and seen the ink his oldest brother, Silas, had made a permanent part of his body. Since then, it had become a tradition for each of the Compton brothers to get the compass tat on their back, a symbol representing their coming of age and a tie to home as they explored their freedom. However, unlike Silas’s, Sawyer’s navigational brand wasn’t pointing to the north. Rather he hoped it would eventually lead him west…to the Pacific Ocean, sunshine and—God willing—a shitload of California girls.

      “Guess that’s that.” Sam turned and entered the terminal.

      “Yeah.” Sawyer followed Sam through the automatic doors. They’d scheduled their flights at about the same time, neither of them wanting to be the last brother at home with Vicky. “Gotta admit we were lucky JD talked Mom into staying behind or we’d still be standing on that curb out there.”

      Sam grinned ruefully. “No shit. As it was, I thought she might crack a few ribs during that never-ending goodbye at home.”

      Sawyer nodded. “My back is on fucking fire.”

      Neither of them had told their parents about their clandestine rendezvous with Snake, the ranch’s unofficial artist. So Sawyer had gritted his teeth throughout his mother’s bear hug, Vicky unknowingly hurting him. A part of him felt that pain was poetic justice. His parents were suffering with his and Sam’s departures. His folks had four sons, and Sawyer suspected both JD and Vicky had been confident at least one of their offspring would remain close to home working the Wyoming land that had been in their family for several generations. Instead, all four Compton brothers had decided to seek their fortunes elsewhere.

      Sam checked his watch. “Looks like we made good time. What do you say we check our bags and then hit the bar until takeoff time?”

      Sawyer laughed. “We’re eighteen, Mr. Hot Shit. They’re not going to serve us.”

      Sam shrugged. “I bet I can charm us into a couple of microbrews. Especially if the bartender is a college girl.”

      Sawyer stuck out his tongue in the universal sign for gross. “Make mine a Miller Lite.” He studied his brother’s sweet Columbia hoodie, which Sam had picked up during orientation, and tried to forget how much he’d missed the fucker in the four days they’d been apart. “Besides, who’s gonna be smart enough to hit the books at some fancy school but dumb enough to forget to card your scrawny ass?”

      “Really, Sawyer? How many times have I explained why insulting your twin is ridiculous?” Sam laughed as he shook his head.

      “Hey, not my fault you’ve spent all your time studying instead of working out in the barn.”

      “Are you referring to bucking hay or bucking Beth when her dad was roping the herd with JD?”

      “Take your pick.” Sawyer rubbed his flat belly and sighed. “We may have started out identical. Now I can kick your ass.”

      “Maybe if you were smart enough to catch me, baby brother. I still say we should have taken Snake up on his offer to make us identification.”

      “How are you gonna survive without me? Those fake IDs of his look like shit. We’d have been busted the first time we tried to use them, and JD would have kicked our asses.”

      “Fine, chicken. I won’t tell if you indulge in one last watermelon fizz.” Sam ambled toward the ticket counter.

      Sawyer tried to ignore the lump clogging his throat. Saying goodbye to his parents had been tough, but leaving Sam and all the special things they’d shared—like his favorite drink—was going to be brutal. Despite their identical looks, their personalities were in direct contrast to each other, a combination that had pretty much guaranteed a lot of black eyes and split lips throughout their childhood. However, after Silas and Seth had left home, the younger Comptons found more common ground. In the past two years, Sam had become Sawyer’s best friend.

      They dropped their luggage off at the baggage check and made their way through security. Claiming a couple of stools at the bar, they ordered sodas. For several minutes, they sat in silence, watching people rush past—everyone dashing to catch flights somewhere else or taxis home.

      Sawyer had suffered from that same impatience for years, desperate to leave Compton Pass, to forge his own destiny. Now, he was anxious to slow things down, and he couldn’t help but wonder why in the hell he’d been in such a damn hurry.

      “At least we’ll be on the same coast for a bit.” Sawyer played with the condensation on his glass. “Cape May’s not all that far from New York City.”

      “You’ll be in basic training for eight weeks. And then the Coast Guard will station you God knows where. Doesn’t matter how damn close the cities are, it’s not like we’re going to be hanging out together.”

      “Yeah, but I get ten days off after basic. I’ll come check out your fine preppy institution in New York before I ship off.”

      “More like you’d like to raid the coed dorms before you’re forced to spend months in barracks with a bunch of dudes.”

      “Yeah well, I’ve waited a long time to use the I’m-leaving-in-the-morning, give-me-something-to-remember line.”

      “You’ve watched Band of Brothers one too many times, Saw.”

      He couldn’t help it if the series had captivated him for more reasons than one. The military would help him reclaim what he’d lost when Silas and then Seth had abandoned the ranch. “Whatever. It’d be cool to see the Statue of Liberty.”

      “I’ll take you around the city. We’ll hit the clubs, and I’ll show you all the fun we’ve been missing in Bumfuck.”

      Sawyer chuckled. Sam had always argued the grass was greener in the big city, while JD pointed out nothing grew in the concrete landscape where Sam was headed. Of course when Sawyer considered his own destiny, he realized there wasn’t much pasture to be found in the sand either. “I can’t wait. Look, Sam…”

      “Last call for passenger Compton.” A shrill crackle blasted through the elevator music in the airport lounge. “Please proceed to gate 5A. This will serve as the final boarding call for flight 328 to Atlantic City.”

      “What the—” Sawyer bolted to his feet, digging in his Levi’s for his boarding pass.

      Sam saved the chair Sawyer had occupied from crashing to the floor. “I thought your plane left at three thirty.”

      “Shit!” He double-checked the info. “That must have been the flight number. It’s scheduled for three o’clock.”

      “You better run.” Sam shoved Sawyer toward the door. “It’s already five after.”

      “But…” He wasn’t ready. He hadn’t even bumped Sam’s fist or tugged his twin into a one-armed hug.

      “Go!” Sam shooed him even as he turned to the waitress. Instead of asking for the check, Sawyer overheard his brother asking the pretty blonde if she could call the airline and tell them Sawyer was on his way. He even spelled their last name.

      For a fleeting moment Sawyer wondered if it would be the end of the world to miss his flight.

      “What are you waiting for?” Sam waved his arms like an agitated old lady.

      “I don’t know.” He swallowed hard, his feet frozen to the ground. “You’ll email, right?”

      “Promise. Every day. I’ll write you so many letters I’ll put Lucy to shame.” Sam’s broad smile melted Sawyer’s paralyzing terror. “How else will I make you jealous over all the ladies on campus?”

      He didn’t have the chance to worry about whether or not Sam’s semesters would line up with his shore leave or when they’d make it home next. Like JD always said, “If you start a journey looking for the way back, maybe you’re headed in the wrong direction.”

      Screw doubt. This was the future they’d spent most of their lives running toward. What sounded like paradise to Sam would be hell for Sawyer—almost as bad as staying here in Wyoming. He closed his eyes and imagined the sound of an ocean he’d only ever seen on TV. Anxiety drained away.

      “They’re waiting for you, cowboy.” The waitress flashed a bright-white smile. She pointed. “Head that way, to the very end of the concourse. They said they’ll give you five and then you’re out of luck. You look like you’ll make it.”

      “You will make it.” Sam nodded as Sawyer stumbled out of the bar, picking up speed.

      “So will you.” He grinned over his shoulder before sprinting down the hall. He imagined Sam rolling his eyes at his lack of decorum when he bellowed, “Compass brothers rule!”
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      Seven years later

      “Stop worrying, Stacey. I’m a big girl and I know what I’m doing.” Leah Hollister looked around the crowded room. A shiver of anticipation, laced with equal parts of excitement and nervousness, raced up her spine.

      Her best friend, Stacey, glanced toward the door for the thousandth time since they arrived at the private play party. They had been college roommates at the University of Wyoming. After graduation, Leah had gone home to Compton Pass to teach twenty-four unruly kindergartners, while Stacey was using her education degree at a high school in Los Angeles.

      “Bill will be here soon,” Leah tried to calm her anxious friend down. “He’s the one who suggested we come early, remember? He wouldn’t send us into a dangerous situation. These people are his friends.”

      A few months ago, Stacey had called to say she’d fallen in love. Leah had been shocked to learn that Stacey’s new boyfriend was also a Dom who’d introduced her girlfriend to his lifestyle. Since then, Leah hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the sexually charged stories Stacey had told her. To say her own sex life was lackluster was an understatement. It would be more accurate to say it was non-existent.

      Stacey nodded. “I know we’re safe, but I’d feel better if he was here to make sure you, I mean, we don’t break some rule of the house or something.”

      Leah laughed loudly. “You had it right the first time. You think I’m going to fuck this up.”

      Stacey sighed. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      Leah rolled her eyes. “Oh my God. We’re not really going to have this conversation again, are we?”

      “I want to know that you’re going to take this seriously. These parties aren’t games, Leah. They aren’t jokes. The host has rules that he expects us to follow.”

      Leah observed the partygoers as Stacey spoke. She knew exactly what was expected of her. It was the reason she’d come to California, though she’d never admit that desire to Stacey.

      “I know what’s expected of me, Stace. You don’t have to worry.”

      Stacey studied Leah’s bracelet and shook her head. “Well, I have to admit, of all our friends at college, you were the last one I expected to bring to a place like this. Don’t get me wrong, but you’re sort of a goody-goody.”

      “Goody-goody? Shit, that’s not a compliment. Why on earth do you think that?”

      “You’re straight as an arrow. I’ve never once seen you step a little toe out of line or take a walk on the wild side. In college, while we were all partying it up at the frat houses, you were in the dorm, doing homework.”

      “I was there on a scholarship, Stacey. I couldn’t let my grades slide or I would have lost it.”

      Stacey nodded. “I know that. It’s more than just the constant studying though. You are the queen of play it safe.”

      Leah gave her friend a frustrated sigh. “Did you ever stop to think that sometimes it sucks to be the reliable one, the boring friend, the designated driver for every single party? I want to cut loose, Stacey. I want to have my night.”

      Stacey’s face radiated guilt. “You never seemed to mind picking me up at the bars in college.”

      “I didn’t. Not really. You were having fun. I’m pretty sure you got as much, if not more, out of your university experience than I did. Lately, I’ve been feeling restless. I don’t know how to explain it. There’s got to be more to life than work and shitty sex with losers.”

      Stacey’s gaze traveled over her outfit. “Yeah, well, looking like you do tonight, I’d say it’s a sure bet you’re going to get a hell of a lot more. Never thought I’d see the day where you’d walk into a party dressed like that.”

      Leah laughed. “What? You don’t see me as a sweet little submissive girl?”

      Stacey snorted. “You’re sweet, Leah, but I’m worried you may be a little too sweet for the kind of stuff that goes on at these parties.”

      Leah appreciated her friend’s concern, but it was misplaced. She’d never felt more certain about any decision. She needed to try this or she’d spend a lifetime always wondering. “I’ll be fine. I’ll mingle and make conversation with the big bad Doms. See if I can entice any of them into huffing and puffing and blowing my house down.”

      “God. See? This is what I’m talking about. Ever since I picked you up at the airport, it’s been one lame joke after another about this lifestyle.”

      Leah shrugged. “I can’t help it. When I’m nervous, I make jokes.”

      “I wish Bill was here. If you speak to any of these men like you talk to⁠—”

      “Leah?” a familiar male voice behind her said.

      Leah closed her eyes and prayed she’d imagined it. There was no way. No possible way⁠—

      “Leah Hollister?”

      She sighed. Fuck. What were the chances?

      Turning, she realized her night wasn’t going to end as she’d planned. She should have saved her money. Should have stayed in Compton Pass. She was screwed.

      “Sawyer.” She didn’t bother with the pretense of being happy to see him. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Leah,” Stacey whispered, her voice full of warning.

      Sawyer narrowed his eyes, refusing to answer. His gaze started at the top, taking in her dramatic makeup, before drifting lower to her breasts, accentuated by the tight corset Stacey had loaned her. She willed herself to remain still as he finished his visual tour with a long look at her short leather skirt and stocking-clad legs.

      “Enjoying the view?” she taunted. “You still haven’t answered my question. Shouldn’t you be in San Francisco? What are you doing here?”

      He scowled. “That’s my question for you. A BDSM party in L.A. is a long way from a kindergarten classroom in Compton Pass. Last time I saw you, you were leading a pack of five-year-olds around my family’s ranch.”

      A couple of years earlier, Sawyer had helped her organize a field trip to Compass ranch. It had been one of the highlights of the year for her students—and for her. It was also the last time she’d seen Sawyer. Two years was a long time. She certainly hadn’t expected their reunion to take place in L.A.

      She sucked in a deep breath and tried to hide her disappointment. He was right. She’d purposely put herself as far away from home as possible, so that she could indulge in these two nights. One weekend to confirm a few suspicions she’d always held in regard to her sexual preferences. Sawyer was going to put a wrench in the works.

      She gestured at her outfit. “I would think my role here would be obvious.” For the first time, she allowed her gaze to travel over him as well. Her body heated with arousal as she noted how unbelievably sexy he was. He wore tight dark jeans and a black T-shirt that hugged his muscular chest to perfection. No one in the place would fail to read the dominance in his stance, the aura of power he projected.

      On the surface, she was shocked to find her friend in a place like this, but there was another part—deep inside—that wasn’t a bit surprised. He belonged here.

      “So you’re a Dom?” She fought the urge to laugh as she asked the absurd question. Of course he was.

      His gaze drifted to her arm. He grasped her wrist, pulling it up and toying with the white wristband the host had given her upon arrival.

      “You understand what this means, right?” he asked, gesturing to the bracelet.

      Sawyer completely ignored her Dom question. It didn’t matter anyway. It had clearly been rhetorical. He was a Compton. Anybody and everybody from their neck of the woods knew that name was synonymous with alpha male.

      She gave him an annoyed look. “Of course I do.”

      It was evident from his tone he didn’t think she belonged here any more than Stacey. One of the reasons she’d planned this adventure far away from home, surrounded by strangers who didn’t know her, was because rumors spread like wildfire in their small hometown. She knew about Sawyer’s sexual proclivities, and she’d always wondered if she shared a few of them.

      Besides, her sweet disposition didn’t inspire the more adventurous cowboys back home to ask her out, so her opportunities for exploration were seriously limited. Julie was right. She was a goody-goody.

      Sawyer didn’t appear to like her answer, so he restated the obvious. “It means you are an unattached submissive who’s looking for a Dom. This wristband has declared it open season on you.”

      She shrugged, unconcerned. “Sorry to shatter the illusion, Sawyer, but I think I can handle whatever this party dishes out. It’s not like I’m a virgin.”

      He frowned. “You lost your virginity in the backseat of a Pontiac to Les Prescott after Compton Pass won the district football championship our senior year. The guy was a shithead. You should’ve chosen better.”

      Leah laughed, though a ripple of desire slammed into her. It was always this way with Sawyer. Though they were just friends, there’d never been a time when she hadn’t felt his gaze on her. He’d scared off more than a few would-be boyfriends in her lifetime claiming they were only after one thing. Les had fallen into that category, but Sawyer had been playing on that championship team and had been a bit distracted that night.

      Sawyer had appointed himself her personal guardian in third grade when Jordan Haskiell had shoved her down on the playground after she’d beat him in a footrace. As a result, Sawyer had endured an afternoon in the principal’s office and God only knew what kind of punishment at home after issuing Jordan a very physical, very painful warning of what happened to guys who messed with Leah. While Sawyer hadn’t pursued her romantically, he’d certainly taken the bonds of friendship to a new extreme.

      Despite the fact they’d existed in different cliques at school, Sawyer hadn’t let social status stop him from being one of her best friends. He’d run with the jocks and cheerleaders, while she’d been firmly encamped with the brainiacs, less affectionately referred to as nerds by their peers. “How could you have known about Les?”

      “I told you. He was a prick. He was bragging about it at school the following Monday.”

      She flushed. She’d never heard of Les spreading rumors about her. “I didn’t know⁠—”

      Sawyer grinned. “Luckily, he started his boasting with me. I took him out behind the school and gave him a reason to shut his fucking mouth.”

      His admission held a hint of humor, but she could tell he was angry. She decided to test the waters to see how screwed she was.

      “Well, it was great to see you again, but Stacey and I were going to pop over to the bar for a drink.”

      “I’ll go with you.” He confirmed her fear.

      She smiled and shook her head. “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea. You’re scaring off all the other Doms.”

      His wolfish grin let her know that was his intent.

      Her temper sparked. “God dammit, Sawyer. Go away.”

      Stacey lightly touched her arm, alerting Leah that she’d spoken too loudly. Several people glanced in her direction and frowned. She was never going to achieve her goal at this rate.

      Sawyer was the only person in the room who didn’t take offense at her faux pas. “You realize this is a weekend party?”

      She nodded. It was starting to look like it would be a long two days.

      Sawyer reclaimed her hand, slipping off the white bracelet.

      “What the hell are you doing?” She tried to pull her arm free, attempting to grab the wristband back.

      Sawyer’s grip was implacable. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a green bracelet. Suddenly, she felt dizzy. There was no way he would⁠—

      Sawyer slipped it around her wrist.

      “No,” she whispered when he lifted her hand.

      Sawyer leaned closer, his breath hot against her cheek as he murmured in her ear. “The host is going to come over to confirm you’ve been claimed by me. You’re going to tell him you’ve agreed to be my sub. If you don’t, I will personally drag you out of here, take you to the airport and load you on the first plane to Wyoming myself. Don’t test me on this, Leah, because I promise you won’t like the end result.”

      The host, Ronald Grey, was a large, attractive black man in his fifties who, according to Stacey, had more money than God.

      Ronald patted Sawyer on the shoulder in a familiar, friendly manner and Leah wondered how in the hell a cowboy from Bumfuck knew such a powerful man. “You don’t waste any time, Compton. You realize the green band signifies you’re claiming this young lady for the entire weekend? A lot of the players are opting for the purple bracelet—a one-night affair—so they can sample another variety tomorrow night.”

      Leah narrowed her eyes at Grey’s condescending comment, talking about her like she was a fucking dessert while warning Sawyer against gorging on one flavor. Sawyer squeezed the hand he’d never released, warning her to remain silent.

      “When I see something I like, I take it.”

      Grey nodded approvingly before looking at her. “You consent for this man to serve as your Dom?”

      Stacey had assured her that while the BDSM play was serious, no one would be allowed to touch her without her agreement.

      Leah looked at Sawyer. Her plans were shot. He would do exactly as he threatened. She nodded.

      Grey collected the white wristband she’d received at the beginning of the night and looked at Sawyer. “You and your sub may participate in the public games or you can take her straight up to the room you were assigned upon arrival.”

      Sawyer thanked Grey and they watched the man walk over to another couple.

      Leah stared at Sawyer, letting her annoyance show. He’d fucked up everything, and she wasn’t going to let him off easy.

      Stacey shook her head in amazement. “Wow. That was fast. I was worried you wouldn’t meet anyone. Oh.” Stacey gestured toward the door. “Bill’s here.”

      Her friend looked to Sawyer as if seeking permission for something. Sawyer nodded and Stacey smiled, going to meet her lover.

      “What was that?” Leah asked.

      Sawyer’s gaze hardened. “Did your friend give you any instructions about what your role would be?”

      She nodded. “She told me a few things.”

      “And did you listen to her?”

      Leah blew out a furious breath. How dare he act like this? He was the one who’d ruined her trip. “Listen, Sawyer. You’ve obviously done what you intended. You’ve got me branded with this stupid green bracelet, which means I’m off-limits for the weekend. I get it. Party’s over. Thanks for nothing.”

      She started to follow Stacey, intent on saying goodbye before returning to her friend’s apartment.

      Sawyer tightened his grip, halting her escape. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Back to Stacey’s.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      She paused. “What is your problem? It’s obvious you don’t like the idea of me hooking up.” She lifted her arm, pointing to the green wristband. “By the way, you screwed yourself out of a good time too. You want me to leave, so I’m going.”

      Her voice had risen again, and several people standing close to them turned to look at her.

      Sawyer put his arm around her waist and tugged her toward him—so close their bodies were connected from chest to toe. She tried to put some space between them, but Sawyer was too damn strong. The few muscles he hadn’t acquired through a lifetime of ranch work seemed to have been found during his last seven years with the Coast Guard. The man was rock hard. Everywhere.

      Arousal awoke in several parts of her body when she became aware of his erection pressing against her stomach.

      “I’m not going to punish you for that outburst.” His voice was deep and menacing—and God help her—sexy as hell. “You misunderstood my intent. So here’s what I’m going to do.”

      He captured her gaze and held it. “I’m going to clarify for you in no uncertain terms what’s happened. If you still try to leave after I’ve finished explaining, it will be a punishable offense. Do you understand?”

      Sawyer had never talked to her like this. Never treated her with anything less than friendly, attentive courtesy. She wasn’t sure how to respond to this commanding man, so she simply nodded.

      “Good,” he continued. “I claimed you as my submissive. You gave your consent to the host. That means I own you, Leah. For the next two days, you’re mine. You aren’t going anywhere except to my bed.”

      She stood spellbound for several moments, trying to process Sawyer’s comments. He wanted her? In his bed? She closed her eyes, light-headed.

      When she opened them again, he patiently studied her face. She shook her head. “I came here because I…” She paused. She couldn’t tell him what she’d been thinking. Hell, she hadn’t been able to admit it to herself for years. “We’re friends, Sawyer. I really wanted—needed—a stranger. Someone who doesn’t know me. I mean, chances are pretty damn good we’ll run into each other again at home. That would be awkward. I was hoping to avoid that.”

      Sawyer frowned. “The last thing you need is someone who doesn’t know you. Have you ever participated in a scene, submitted to someone? Anyone?”

      She shook her head.

      “Come with me.”

      He took her hand. She knew better than to resist. His face told her she wouldn’t leave until he was ready to let her go. While she should be annoyed by his heavy-handedness, her body was on fire.

      Like most girls in Compton Pass, she had carried a torch for Sawyer, though she had worked very hard to keep her ridiculous attraction to him a secret. After all, he was one of the infamous Compass brothers. Silas and Seth, the older brothers, had been legends by the time Leah entered high school and Sam and Sawyer, identical twin gods, sent most female hearts racing simply by claiming a nearby desk or saying hello in the hallway. At the time, she’d almost despised herself for her crush. She’d considered herself too practical, too intelligent to act like all the other love-struck girls in town.

      Besides, she was smart enough to know nothing would ever come of her infatuation. She and Sawyer lived on two different planets as far as Compton Pass was concerned. Sawyer was the son of JD Compton, a powerful, wealthy rancher, whose quadruple-great-grandfather had founded the town. The Comptons were to Compton Pass what the Kennedys were to Martha’s Vineyard. When they spoke, people listened.

      Leah, on the other hand, was the only child of a waitress and some faceless sperm donor who hadn’t stuck around beyond the morning after his romp with her mom. She was well versed in welfare and eviction notices and knew all too well how to stretch the almighty dollar. Sawyer had grown up on a sprawling ranch while she’d lived in a tiny apartment above the funeral home. As far as the class structure in Compton Pass was concerned, the Comptons fell into the haves category, while she and her mother lived firmly in the middle of the have nots.

      When they reached the top of the massive staircase, Sawyer started down a long hallway. It was then she realized he was familiar with the house. “You’ve been here before.”

      He didn’t reply until they stood outside a door. Sawyer took a key out of his pocket, unlocking it and gesturing for her to enter. The room was dark, except for the flicker of a single candle burning by the bed. He closed the door behind them. She heard the lock reengage and waited for him to turn on the lights.

      He didn’t.

      “I’ve been here several times,” he finally admitted. “Grey and I run in similar circles.”

      “With people who are into BDSM,” she added, not bothering to make her words a question.

      “Yes. Grey used to live in Portland, which is where I was first stationed. He moved to L.A. about the same time I was transferred to San Francisco, and we’ve kept up our acquaintance.”

      She jumped slightly when Sawyer gripped her waist. He spun her slowly, pushing until her back hit the door they’d entered. He stepped closer, completely surrounding her, caging her in.

      Her breathing accelerated and her eyes drifted closed. She wondered what it would be like to kiss Sawyer. She’d always been too aware of him. Any time they were in a room together, she knew where he was, what he was doing, who he was talking to.

      Now that they were alone together, his breath wafting across her face, the same breathless, heart-racing emotions that were so prevalent during her teenage years returned. She’d only ever felt this way about Sawyer, though she had no intention of telling him that. Besides being cocky, he was a Compton and she would never fit in his world.

      “You look gorgeous tonight.”

      She wasn’t sure how to respond. He thought she was gorgeous?

      “I’m no Beth.” Only half joking, she referred to the perky, perfect blonde cheerleader who’d bragged about losing her virginity to Sawyer. Leah had skipped gym class that day to keep from scratching the bitch’s eyes out as Beth proceeded to go into graphic detail about the toe-tingling, earth-shattering experience.

      Sawyer chuckled softly. “Thank God for that.”

      She frowned. What did that mean? Before she had a chance to ask, Sawyer changed the subject.

      “Tell me why you came here tonight.” It was a command, short and simple.

      “I—” She faltered. She had some dark desires she’d planned to explore, but there was no way she could voice those to Sawyer.

      “Tell me, Leah.”

      His mouth brushed her cheek as he spoke, and her knees went weak.

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t want this with you.”

      His hand gently encompassed her neck, rubbing lightly, and even in the dim lighting, she sensed he was studying her reactions. “Liar.”

      Her backbone stiffened at his name-calling, even though it was one hundred percent accurate. “Is it so hard to believe that there’s actually a woman in the world who doesn’t feel the need to fall down at your feet?”

      “Not so hard. Even though it is highly unlikely.”

      His face was pure mischief and before she could stop herself, she laughed. She appreciated his easygoing nature. It was one of the things she’d always admired and envied about Sawyer. While she’d spent most of her life wound up tighter than a spring, Sawyer was a go-with-the-flow kind of guy.

      He stroked her face with the tips of his fingers. “That’s a pretty laugh. I don’t hear that enough from you.”

      “We’ve seen each other less than a dozen times the past seven years.” Usually whenever Sawyer was home on leave, the two of them managed to meet up for lunch or dinner. They’d spend the evening catching up on life in general. Sawyer was the type of friend she could go months without speaking to, but once they were together it was like they’d never been apart.

      “I know, but we’ve called and emailed and I got the letters and drawings from your students.” Leah had started a pen-pal program between local men who’d joined the military and her kindergartners. The students drew pictures and she’d help them pen short accompanying messages. Sawyer never failed to write back to the kids. Once he sent a photo of himself in his uniform standing on the deck of a boat.

      She smiled. “I hung up your picture in my classroom. I had to break up a disagreement between two little girls when each of them insisted they were going to marry you when they grew up.”

      Sawyer laughed. “Nice to know I’ve still got a way with the ladies.”

      “You know Compton Pass. The more things change, the more they stay the same.”

      He nodded. “So what about you? Besides this shocking choice of attire and unexpected meeting, what’s changed in your life? I assume you still haven’t taken my suggestion and headed to Nashville to make it big as a songwriter.”

      His grip on her waist tightened slightly. She reached for his wrist, torn between pulling his too-provocative touch away or moving his hands higher. “That’s not a very practical career option.”

      He rolled his eyes. “God. Still the same Leah. Both feet planted firmly on the ground.”

      “I like to think I’m too smart to believe in dreams that can’t possibly come true. Fantasies don’t pay the bills, money does.”

      It was obvious he didn’t completely agree with her, but he didn’t continue the argument.

      Sawyer took her hand in his, lifting it and placing a soft kiss on her palm. She’d spent a lifetime wondering what it would be like to be with him, and while she’d always pictured hot, hard, amazing sex, she’d never anticipated his sweet caresses and humor would carry over to the bedroom as well. The rumors from the other girls back home had led her to believe he was an intense lover. She’d always wondered what it would be like to sleep with him. She’d fantasized about it far too many times since puberty hit.

      “I’m not going to lie, Leah. I wanted you when we were in school together. I really wanted you.”

      She snorted. “Yeah right. I didn’t see you beating down my door to ask me for a date.”

      He smiled ruefully. “You were a nice girl.”

      “So?”

      “So I was a horny teenage boy. I wasn’t looking for nice.”

      She glanced around the room. “Given our surroundings, it doesn’t look like your requirements in female companionship have changed much.”

      He didn’t deny her assertion. “Maybe not, but I think I may have gotten the best of both worlds tonight.”

      “How so?”

      “I landed a nice girl who wants to be bad. That’s better than riding the bull eight seconds, darlin’.”

      “You haven’t scored yet, cowboy.”

      “No, but I’m about to.”

      “You think so?” she taunted.

      He leaned closer, his hot breath tickling her face. “I know so.”

      Before he could say more, his cell rang. “Shit.”

      He didn’t make a move.

      “Aren’t you going to answer it?”

      He shook his head. “No.”

      The ringing stopped, but neither of them moved. Instead, they stood cheek-to-cheek, breathing in each other’s scent.

      Leah started to break the silence, but Sawyer’s cell beat her to it as it rang once more.

      “Fuck.” He stepped back and took the phone out of his pocket. He started to switch it to silent, but glanced at the number. “It’s Sam. We’ve been playing phone tag for weeks.”

      “You should answer it.”

      Sawyer pressed a button. “Dude. Really? Twice? I’m sort of busy…”

      She grinned. She’d always been jealous of Sawyer and Sam’s close relationship. An only child, she’d longed for siblings while she was growing up.

      “Sam? What is it? Is Silas okay? Shit, I should have called. It’s just…”

      Leah looked up, concerned. Everyone at home knew about the injury Silas had received in an oil-rig explosion in Alaska. She’d seen Sawyer’s oldest brother a few times since his return to Compton Pass. Enough to know that while his injuries were serious, they weren’t life threatening. At least, she hadn’t thought so.

      Sawyer chuckled at Sam’s response and set her mind at ease. He mouthed the words “butt dialed” to her, and she laughed.

      “Twice? Talented ass you’ve got, bro.”

      “Give the poor guy a break,” she teased him softly.

      “I’ll call you in the morning.” Sawyer paused. “You’re sure everything’s good?”

      Leah watched as Sawyer’s grin grew. Clearly time and distance hadn’t changed the close relationship between the brothers. She was glad.

      Sawyer rolled his eyes. “Don’t you worry about my cock, okay?”

      Leah glanced down and raised her eyebrows suggestively at the unmistakable outline of his erection through his jeans. She licked her lips.

      “Damn. Gotta go.” He hung up the phone, silenced it and threw it on a chair in the corner. When he looked at her again, she forgot every reason, every concern she had about coming up to this room with Sawyer.

      “Kiss me,” she whispered.

      He didn’t pause, didn’t waste a second considering her request. The moment the plea was issued, he was there—his lips claiming hers, conquering, possessing, overpowering her senses. His hands cupped her face, holding her in place as he plundered her mouth with his tongue. His teeth lightly nipped her lower lip and she moaned.

      A shudder of need rumbled through her body as she grasped his waist, allowing the door at her back to support her weight as Sawyer gradually wiped every conscious thought from her mind. He was painting erotic, hungry pictures.

      He broke off the kiss before she was ready. She moved her hands to his head, trying to draw him back to her. He didn’t budge, didn’t give in to her silent request.

      Instead, he grasped her wrists. “Put your hands down.”

      She tried to shake off his grip, demand that he kiss her again, but his voice stopped her.

      “Put them down, Leah.”

      Her eyes were starting to adjust to the dim light, and it allowed her to see his features more clearly. It was disconcerting—this near blindness—but it was also freeing. It made it easier to talk to him.

      Sawyer slowly lowered her arms. “We’re going to have to work on your inability to follow simple commands.”

      She scoffed, the sound escaping before she could think better. She’d never given any man power over her and, despite her desires, it was going to be hard to place herself in someone else’s hands, especially Sawyer’s. She’d come here looking for a stranger. Someone to indulge her fantasies and then disappear come morning.

      “I see,” he replied. “That resistance could be a problem.”

      “I told you that downstairs. You could have had your pick of any woman at this party. Why would you choose this power struggle? We know way too much about each other. There’s no way it will work.” Regret suffused her the moment she spoke. Despite what common sense was telling her, she wanted everything Sawyer could offer.

      “You’re wrong, and it’s time you stopped evading my question. Why are you here?”

      She couldn’t find a suitable reply, one that would mask the truth sufficiently. Instead of trying, she simply repeated his words back to him. “Why are you here?”

      “Leah.” His tone was laced with warning.

      “I’ll answer. I swear I will, but it’s not that easy for me. We’re friends, Saw. But just because I’ve known you my entire life doesn’t mean I’m comfortable revealing my most secret desires to you. Maybe if you went first…”

      “I’ve missed you.”

      She frowned. “What?”

      “We used to be really close. I’ve missed talking to you.”

      “I wrote and called. We did lunch whenever you were home.”

      He frowned. “A dozen meetings, broken up by phone calls, emails and those damn letters from the kids don’t count. I missed hearing your voice, seeing your face every day.”

      He’d missed her. It was a sweet admission, one she hadn’t expected to hear.

      Back in school, she’d spent more time with Sam because of their class schedule. She and Sam were in the honors courses, while Sawyer tended to excel at the electives—gym, shop class. Their paths simply didn’t cross that often during the day.

      Instead, she and Sawyer had found time to hang out after school. Sawyer had been a regular in the diner where she worked and on days when she was off, they’d stroll around Compton Pass or roam around his family’s ranch—just talking, dreaming about their futures.

      In some ways, she’d found it easier to hang around Sam. He was less intimidating, less threatening to her well-being. Not that she’d ever been afraid of Sawyer. He was just too…too…

      God. He was too everything.

      “I missed you too.”

      Sawyer ran his finger along her neck, dragging it over her cleavage. Her eyes drifted closed, enjoying the warmth and sensuality of his simple touch. “Wanna know a secret?”

      “What?”

      “I always thought you liked Sam more. You two had a lot more in common than you and me.”

      She shook her head. “God no. I mean, Sam’s a nice guy, but…” She paused, trying not to insult his twin.

      “You don’t want nice either, do you, Leah?”

      “Of course I do.”

      He pinched her nipple. The rough touch was completely unexpected, yet it set off an earthquake of desire in her body. She threw her head back, hitting it against the door hard enough that she saw stars.

      “Ouch.”

      Sawyer chuckled.

      She narrowed her eyes. “That was mean.”

      He gently rubbed her scalp. “I know. Want me to do it again?”

      She laughed at Sawyer’s brash sense of fun. Her life had been too serious for too long. This time with him was a welcome reprieve, even if her expectations for the party had taken a dramatic turn from what she’d planned.

      “You like the pain?” he asked.

      She let her silence answer the question. Hopefully it would be enough and again she was grateful for the darkness. A natural redhead, she had the tendency to blush often. Heat crept to her face as she considered all the things she wanted.

      She took a deep breath. “I have a tendency to attract rather weak-willed men.”

      Sawyer didn’t laugh, though she could tell he wanted to by his sardonic response. “I wonder why that is.”

      “If you’re insinuating that I’m a control freak⁠—”

      “Sam calls you a force to be reckoned with.”

      She sighed. “I’m sure he does. I’m tired, Sawyer. So freaking exhausted.”

      “Of what?”

      “I’ve been working since I was twelve. Do you know what I used my babysitting money for?”

      Sawyer shook his head.

      “It went toward paying the electric bill. As soon as I was old enough to wait tables with my mom, I started working at the diner. My mother insisted I was going to have a better life than her so whenever I wasn’t waitressing, I was studying so I could get a scholarship to go to college. I had two jobs while I was at the university. After graduation, I went to Compton Pass and started teaching. I’ve spent my whole life working, trying to take charge of my destiny, so I didn’t end up stuck in the damn diner forever.”

      Sawyer’s hands engulfed her waist. She wasn’t sure how that simple touch could convey so much, but it comforted her.

      “I’m sick of being reliable, boring, a good girl.”

      “So what’s the answer? You don’t want to work anymore?” he asked.

      She held up her hands. “Oh no, that’s not what I’m saying. I love my teaching job. My kids are my life, and I couldn’t leave them. I’m not tired of work, just my sex life. Everyone at home knows me. Knows I’m…”

      “Sweet?” Sawyer supplied the word too quickly and she tried not to groan at his assessment. If one more person called her sweet tonight, she’d scream.

      “Apparently, that trait tends to attract men who are looking for a mommy figure. I take care of kids all day. I can’t come home at night and do more of the same.”

      She closed her eyes and tried to erase the image of her last three short-term boyfriends. Men content to let her decide where they would go for dinner, to lead the conversations, even to be the aggressor in bed. It was like they were afraid to touch her lest they offend her delicate disposition. Ugh.

      “I’m still waiting for the BDSM explanation,” Sawyer prompted.

      She swallowed, and then decided a half truth was as good as a whole. “My college roommate, Stacey, called a few months ago to tell me about her new boyfriend. She was the girl you met downstairs.”

      Sawyer nodded, but didn’t interrupt.

      “She told me about Bill, about how he’s a Dom. She talked about their sex life a little bit, and I realized she was describing my fantasies.”

      Sawyer grasped her hand. “You want someone else to take the reins in the bedroom.”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “Only in bed?”

      Leah wondered if this would be a sticking point with Sawyer, then she decided that ultimately her answer didn’t matter. Even though they were both from the same hometown, it wasn’t like they saw each other often. Hell, Sawyer was away with the Coast Guard at least ninety-nine percent of the year.

      This wasn’t a date. It was a one-night stand. “My personality is pretty much set in cement. There’s no way I can allow someone to manage my life outside of the bedroom.”

      He grinned, and she sensed her answer pleased him somehow. “So I guess there’s only one question that remains.”

      “What’s that?”

      He grasped her hands and raised them. Holding them against the door by her head, he moved closer, trapping her lower body with his. She was completely at his mercy, and she loved it. She pressed her legs together in search of some sort of relief. She wasn’t sure she’d ever been this horny in her life. With one quick aggressive motion, Sawyer sent her body spinning into orbit.

      He moved nearer—something she would have thought impossible given their proximity. He rested his forehead against hers. “Why haven’t you tried BDSM before?”

      She shook her head. “I live in Compton Pass. Before tonight and with the exception of the exploits of you and your brothers, I would have called it the Vanilla Capital of the World.”

      Sawyer chuckled. “Guess you’ve never caught any rumors about the hands on the ranch. You are a pleasant surprise, Leah.”

      She snorted, the familiar teasing they used to indulge in returning. “Guess you should have been paying better attention in high school. Just think. I was right under your nose all those years, and you didn’t even realize I was a girl.”

      He bent down, his hot breath teasing the sensitive skin of her cheek. “You’re wrong. I noticed you.”

      She licked her suddenly dry lips as his tongue darted out to touch her throat lightly.

      “Your heart’s racing,” he whispered.

      She nodded once.

      “Scared?”

      She frowned. “No.”

      “Nervous?”

      Hell yeah. Unfortunately her pride was as strong as her curiosity. “No.”

      He kissed her softly. “Liars get punished.”

      She swallowed deeply, wondering if punishment would be such a bad thing if Sawyer was administering it. Then she decided not to test him…yet. “Maybe a little nervous.”

      “Are you excited?”

      Christ, that seemed to be an understatement in regard to her current state. She was keyed up, enthralled, and far too eager for what came next. When she’d climbed the stairs with Sawyer, she’d been equal parts annoyed and terrified. Given the stories Stacey had shared about her experiences with Bill and the few things she’d seen downstairs, Sawyer’s treatment of her had been far kinder than she’d expected. He’d talked to her, given her a chance to put her thoughts in order, while slowly accustoming her to his touches, his soft kisses, even the pinch. He was gentling her like she’d watched him do with the horses on his family’s ranch.

      “I want you,” she whispered.

      “Good.” He took a step back and pressed on her shoulders, applying downward pressure until she had no choice but to kneel. He ran a single finger along her face. Without a word, he managed to get her into a subservient position. Arousal dampened her panties. So far, so good. Her body temperature rose rapidly.

      “Open my pants,” he said. “Take my cock out. Run your hand along it, but don’t touch it with your mouth.”

      It was too dark in the room and suddenly she wished there was more light. She would like to see Sawyer’s handsome face and the hard flesh he’d pressed against her stomach.

      She unfastened his zipper. Tugging on the denim, she dragged it to his knees.

      He went commando.

      So hot.

      She grasped his erect cock, surprised by the heat emanating from him. He was long and thick and her mouth watered at the thought of taking him between her lips. She wished she could find relief, and she wondered if Sawyer would notice her touching herself. Of course he would. He saw everything where she was concerned.

      She recalled her purpose, tried to suppress her immediate needs, and forged on. Wrapping her hand around him, she studied his girth as she stroked him. Leah marveled at Sawyer’s command of his own body as she touched him. While she felt like a kettle about to boil over, he stood in stoic silence as she explored his flesh. The devil in her prompted her to ratchet up the play, to try to provoke a response. She cupped his balls, squeezing slightly before gripping the base of his cock harder. With her other hand, she teased the mushroom-shaped head, rubbing her finger through the drops of pre-come she found there. She longed to taste him, to make him groan. She closed her hand tighter as she dragged it along his turgid flesh.

      He didn’t make a sound as he lifted his hands from her shoulders, placing them on either side of her head. His fingers tangled into her hair, and she closed her eyes when the pressure built. As she increased the force on his cock, his hands tightened—her only hint that he was as captivated by this moment as she was.

      “Pull my hair,” she whispered, her tone pleading.

      He complied, increasing his grip until she shuddered at the delicious pain. She was slowly going out of her mind with desire. Her pussy fluttered and her nipples ached for the same rough touch. She leaned forward and opened her mouth, pulling his cock toward her lips.

      She was a hairsbreadth away from taking him into her mouth when Sawyer forcefully pulled her head back, depriving her of her treat.

      “I told you not to touch me with your mouth.”

      “Please,” she whispered. She needed him to make her feel alive. She was tired of being alone, of being an empty shell.

      His hands cupped her face and tilted it until she had no choice but to look at him. “Give yourself to me.”
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