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        Michael Makai, Domination & Submission: The BDSM Relationship Handbook

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Lola Wright tossed her duffle bag over her shoulder and headed for the exit. “See you next week, Marcello,” she called and sent her jujitsu instructor a wave.

      “Wait,” he called back, and she paused at the door. He jogged over, coming to a stop in front of her. At five feet, nine inches, he wasn’t a tall man, but she was an even shorter woman, so she had to tip her head back to look at him. He had warm brown skin and curly black hair, hazel eyes that twinkled with humor, and deceptive strength in a wiry build. Newcomers to the gym sometimes thought he would be an easy takedown, though it usually took less than a minute for the smarter ones to realize his lack of bulk didn’t translate to lack of strength. The more stubborn ones had to hit the mat a few times before the message got through.

      She shoved at her platinum blonde hair, still damp at the roots from her post-workout shower. “What’s up?”

      “You look good, gatinha.” His words carried the music of Brazil. “You got a hot date?”

      Only her great affection and respect for Marcello—as both an instructor and a friend—kept her from rolling her eyes. “No, just dinner with friends.”

      He grinned, a quick flash of teeth. “Is that like Netflix and chill?”

      Lola snickered. “No. My friend Anna and her boyfriend just bought a house. They’re having me over for dinner.”

      He shook his head, giving her an up-and-down look. “You take the time to look this good for friends?”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “It’s a skirt and blouse and some lipstick, Marcello.”

      “And it looks good on you, gatinha,” he replied with a flirtatious smile. “All that smooth skin calls to a man. And this?” He tapped a finger on the subtle curve of her biceps, bared by the sleeveless white blouse. “Softness over strength. Irresistible.”

      She controlled the twitch of her lips. “Is that right?”

      “Of course.” He winked. “What do you think attracted me to my Flavia?”

      “Oh, I know what attracted you to her,” Lola said drily. A professional beach volleyball player and a former Miss Brazil, Marcello’s wife was easily the most beautiful woman Lola had ever seen. “I’m still trying to figure out what attracted her to you.”

      He spread his arms wide, his grin alive with charm. “My handsome face and winning personality, of course.”

      Lola let the laugh loose. “I’m sure that was it.”

      “You should come for dinner, and you can ask her yourself. You haven’t seen my Gabriela in weeks. She’s getting so big, and is as beautiful as her mother.”

      Lola thought of the little girl with her mother’s looks and her father’s charm. “I can imagine.”

      “Don’t imagine.” He bumped his hip against hers. “We have a birthday party for her next month, and Flavia wants you to come.”

      Lola bit back a wince. She’d landed on that hip more than once during their sparring match, and it was sore. “I can’t believe she’s a year old already.”

      Marcello’s chest puffed with pride. “She’s walking and talking, too. The other day she said ‘Papai’, clear as day, but I didn’t tell Flavia. She will be upset if she knew her baby said Daddy before she says Mama.”

      Lola laughed. “A daddy’s girl already, huh?”

      “Of course,” he said with a grin and another wince-inducing hip bump. “All the ladies love me best.”

      “The fact that you sneak her candy every chance you get has nothing to do with it, I suppose.”

      He shrugged, unrepentant. “She only sees me a few hours a day, while her mama is there all the time. I have to create an advantage.”

      “You better hope Flavia doesn’t catch you.”

      “I am very stealthy,” he assured her with a wink.

      She snickered. “Yeah, stealthy. Okay.”

       “Flavia will email you the details of the birthday party. You will come.”

      “I will come,” she agreed with a smile, thinking of tiny, adorable Gabriela, with her bouncy curls and big brown eyes. “I wouldn’t miss it.”

      “You better not, or next time you come to spar I won’t take it so easy on you.”

      He bounced away, and Lola pushed open the door. The late May sunshine was bright, and the wave of accompanying heat announced that summer had come to Chicago. Grant and Anna’s new home wasn’t far, a thirty-minute walk she’d intended to take as a wind-down from her workout. But the sidewalk was crowded with Chicagoans eager to enjoy the sun after a long winter, and a quick glance at the time on her phone told her she was already running late. And since she’d forgotten to pack sunscreen in her workout bag, her pale, winter-white skin would be pink with sunburn by the time she got there.

      Decision made, she pulled out her sunglasses and tapped her phone to bring up her rideshare app.

      Fifteen minutes later, she stepped out of the car in front of Anna and Grant’s new house, took two steps toward the front door, then hit the sidewalk.

      Well, someone hit her, then she hit the sidewalk.

      She landed on her sore hip, hard enough to make her teeth snap together, and her bag landed in the flowers. “What the fuck?”

      “Oh, hell.”

      Oh, hell, indeed. She knew that voice. Hip throbbing anew, she tilted her head back and looked up into the ridiculously handsome face of Simon Hastings. Chestnut hair glinting in the sunlight, broad shoulders blocking half the damn sky. The pale gold eyes of a big, sleek cat, currently narrowed as he frowned down at her.

      The man had predator eyes, she thought, and they suited him.

      “What are you doing sitting on the sidewalk?”

      She sent him a sunny smile. “Oh, just enjoying the weather.”

      His scowl deepening, he reached down, grabbed her by the upper arms, and hauled her to her feet. “What?”

      She tugged free and smoothed her skirt over her aching butt. “You knocked me down.”

      “I barely bumped you.”

      She bent down to lift her duffle bag from the flower bed, then looked up at him. Jesus, he was tall. Tall and built and sexy. He wore casual slacks and a black t-shirt that looked like it was painted on. “You’re a bit bigger than I am.”

      He looked her over, his expression unchanging. “That’s an understatement. Are you all right?”

      “Apart from the skid marks on my ass,” she drawled and turned to stride up the walk to Anna and Grant’s front door.

      He fell into step behind her. “I didn’t know you were coming.”

      Since he couldn’t see her face, she allowed herself a brief grin before schooling her voice to cool indifference. “I didn’t know you were coming,” she replied, and shot him a bland smile over her shoulder. “I guess we’ll both just have to deal.”

      His face got that pinched look, the one that made him look as though he smelled something rank and couldn’t figure out where it was coming from. “I don’t care if you’re here.”

      She let her smile widen and knocked on the front door. “Good for you,” she said encouragingly.

      He scowled in a very satisfying manner, and the door opened on Anna’s beaming face. “You made it!”

      Lola laughed as she was pulled in for an enthusiastic hug. “You look so good, Anna.”

      Anna tossed back her hair, a sassy red that bled into orange and red and blue halfway down, making it looked as though it had been dipped in flame. “I feel so good.” She snagged Lola’s hand and held out her other to Simon. “Simon, I’m so glad you could come.”

      Lola watched the change come over Hastings with amusement. His predator’s eyes warmed, the corners crinkling, and his mouth curved into a genuine smile as he took her hand and kissed her cheek. “It’s good to see you again, Anna.”

      Anna hooked an arm through his, and with her other hand still locked onto Lola’s, tugged them both into the house. “Come on in, you two. Grant’s grilling.”

      “Red meat, I hope,” Lola said as they made their way through the house. Boxes lined the hallway, sat stacked nearly to the ceiling in the living room. “God, Anna, you guys moved in two weeks ago. How are there still boxes everywhere?”

      “We’ve been busy.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Anna gave her a shoulder bump. “Grant’s been out of town for work twice, and I added three new clients. Getting up to speed has been taking some time.”

      Anna had finally ditched her soul-sucking corporate accounting job a few months before and branched out on her own, something Lola had been nagging her to do for a few years. Not that she was going to say I told you so. “That’s great.”

      Anna grinned. “It really is. I love being my own boss.”

      “I knew you would,” Lola said. Okay, maybe a little I told you so. They stepped into the kitchen and Lola’s mouth fell open. “Holy crap.”

      Anna bounced on her toes. “Isn’t it amazing?”

      “Wow.” Lola turned in a circle, taking in the gleam of tile and appliances, the acres of marble counters. The cabinets were a bold blue, the pendant lights above the island were a polished copper, lending a softening glow to all that cool marble. The effect was elegant, stylish, and warm—and completely Anna.

      “Anna, this is…”

      “It’s my dream kitchen,” Anna said and, arms spread wide, bent forward to drape herself across the island.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Hugging it.” Cheek pressed to the marble, Anna sighed. “I want it to know how much I love it.”

      “Is she hugging the island again?” Grant asked, stepping into the kitchen with his dog at his heels.

      “Yep,” Lola said, watching her friend croon to the marble with amusement.

      “She do this a lot?” Simon wanted to know.

      “I find her like this at least once a day.”

      “Weird,” was Simon’s opinion of that.

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Grant strolled up behind his girlfriend to press his hips into her ass. “It has its advantages.”

      Simon snorted, Lola snickered, and Anna let out a rolling laugh. “I love this island for many, many reasons,” she told Lola.

      “Can’t blame you.” Lola looked down at the dog, who’d wandered over to sniff at her. She patted his head, which was nearly level with her waist. “Hello, Henry. Don’t eat me.”

      “He will not eat you,” Anna chided and pushed off the counter.

      Grant slid an arm around Anna’s waist and nuzzled her neck. “True. It would take too much energy.”

      Henry gave Lola’s knees a final snuffle, then collapsed on the floor with a heavy sigh.

      Anna wiggled in Grant’s hold. “Let me go. I have to prep dinner.”

      Grant turned her in his arms and slid his hands down to her ass. “What’s the hurry?”

      “Our guests might be hungry,” she pointed out.

      He gave her ass a hearty squeeze. “They can wait,” he rumbled and kissed her

      “Well, that’s just fine,” Simon griped, and Grant lifted his head. “You invite us over for dinner and then leave us to starve while you disappear for a quick bang?”

      Lola snickered, and Grant grinned, dimples flashing. “Who said anything about disappearing?”

      “Grant!”

      “What? You like when people watch.”

      Anna huffed out an annoyed breath, her cheeks pink with embarrassment. “We need to maintain healthy boundaries with our friends.”

      “Does that mean we’re not getting a show?” Lola wondered. “Bummer.”

      Grant snickered, Anna sighed, and Simon eyed her with interest.

      “Nobody’s banging and nobody’s watching,” Anna said firmly.

      “Selfish,” Lola accused.

      “Just for that,” Anna informed Lola as she slipped out of Grant’s arms, “you get to chop the onions.”

      Lola winced. “Good thing my mascara is waterproof.”

      Lips twitching, Anna handed over a chef’s knife and an onion. Resigned, Lola began to peel.

      “Lola, did you fall down?”

      “Hmm?” Lola glanced over her shoulder to see Grant frowning, his eyes on her backside. She had a moment of confusion before she remembered. “Oh. Yeah.” She twisted to frown at the scuffs on the back of her skirt. “Big Dick Hastings here plowed into me on the sidewalk,” she said and had the pleasure of watching his face turn to stone.

      “I bumped into her,” Simon growled. “Lightly.”

      Grant turned to his friend. “You put her on her ass?”

      Anna came around the counter to peer at Lola’s butt. “Are you okay?”

      “Sure,” Lola said easily, sliding the knife into the onion and quartering it. “My skirt got the worst of it.”

      “Maybe the stain will come out.” Anna turned away, then saw the fist-sized bruise coming up on Lola’s upper arm. “Did you get that from falling?”

      Lola glanced at it, then turned back to the onion. “No, that’s from my workout. Marcello threw me around a bit today.”

      Anna shook her head. “I don’t know how you can do that.”

      “Different strokes.” She swiped at her eyes as the onion went to work on her tear ducts. “How big do you want these onion chunks?”

      Anna gave Lola’s arm a last glance before walking back to her cutting board. “An inch or so. I’m doing kababs.”

      “I’m doing kababs,” Grant reminded her. “Grilling is my job, remember?”

      Anna didn’t roll her eyes, but she looked like she wanted to. “Fine. Go make manly noises over your grill.”

      Grant looked at Simon. “Wanna go make manly noises?”

      “What qualifies as a manly noise?”

      “Grunting. Burping.”

      Simon grunted. “If I’m going to burp, I’ll need beer.”

      “Got you covered.” Grant walked around the island to snag two long-necked bottles out of the fridge. Hooking them in one hand, he gave Anna a sharp smack on her ass on the way back.

      “Hey!”

      “That was for rolling your eyes,” he told her.

      She narrowed the eyes in question. “I didn’t roll my eyes.”

      “You thought about it,” he countered and opened the French doors leading to the backyard. Simon followed, laughing into his beer.

      “You can’t smack me for thinking!” she hollered at him as the door closed.

      Grant stuck his head back in. “I just did. C’mon on, Henry.”

      Anna waited until the dog had followed Grant out before she stuck out her tongue, a sparkle in her eyes.

      “I see the dominance and submission is still a thing,” Lola commented, sniffing back onion tears.

      Anna tapped her phone, filling the room with music. “Yeah.”

      “It’s going well?” Lola asked as Billie Eilish rolled through the kitchen.

      Anna sliced into a bell pepper with quick, practiced movements. “We’re still kind of figuring out what it looks like outside of the bedroom, but in the bedroom…”

      Anna trailed off, a dreamy look on her face, and Lola laughed. “You look happy.”

      “I’m so happy it’s like I’m in a Hallmark movie,” Anna said. “Except with lots of kinky sex.”

      “Thank God you added that last bit,” Lola said. “I’m too busy to stage an intervention.”

      Anna snorted, her blade flashing as she worked. “Speaking of kinky, we’re going to Odyssey tomorrow night if you want to tag along.”

      Mulling the question, Lola used her knife to nudge the onion to one side of the cutting board. “If we’re going to talk about this, I need wine.”

      Anna tapped her knife on the open bottle breathing on the counter. “Way ahead of you.”

      “Excellent. Glasses?”

      “Left of the fridge.” Anna continued to slice vegetables as Lola got down two glasses. “Should I not have asked?”

      “No, it’s fine.” Lola poured the wine, set Anna’s down in front of her, then circled the island to perch on a stool. “It’s not like I haven’t been thinking about it.”

      “And?” Anna prompted.

      Lola sipped her wine. “I’m still thinking about it.”

      “What’s holding you up?”

      “I’ve been out of the scene for a long time,” Lola explained. “I’m a different person than I was when I left.”

      “And you’re not sure what to expect.”

      “That’s part of it,” Lola allowed. “More, I guess I just want to make sure I know what I want out of it at this stage of my life.”

      Anna set down her knife and picked up her wine. “What did you want out of it before?”

      “Sex and blood.”

      Anna grimaced. “Gross, Lo.”

      Lola chuckled, then took a closer look. Anna was a little green around the gills. “Not a fan of blood play?”

      “Really not.”

      “Sorry, sweetie.”

      “It’s fine.” Anna gulped her wine, waved a hand. “You were saying?”

      “I still want those things,” Lola continued, avoiding the b-word. “But it doesn’t feel like enough anymore.”

      “I get that.” Anna set down her glass and resumed chopping. “Are you worried you won’t be able to find anyone to play with?”

      “It’s not like that’s my only interest,” Lola said. “I do other stuff, too.”

      “Like what?”

      “I like restraints, impact play. Sensual pain.”

      “As a top or as a bottom?”

      Lola’s smile was wicked. “Both.”

      “You know, I’ve been to the club a lot in the last several months, and I don’t think I’ve ever met another switch there.”

      “Well, that’s another thing. BDSM clubs can be pretty segregated into subs and Doms. Switches can throw off the balance, make people uncomfortable.”

      “I’d say that kind of thing wouldn’t fly at Odyssey, but the truth is I don’t really know.” Anna looked up, her gaze thoughtful. “You should talk to Michael.”

      “I plan to.”

      “For what it’s worth, I hope you join. I’d love to have my best friend to hang out with there.”

      Lola let her lips curl into a smirk. “Even though I might see you having sex?”

      Anna cleared her throat and started chopping again.

      

      “You put her on her ass.”

      Simon sipped his beer and watched Henry shuffle over to the edge of the patio to sniff at the grass. “Shut up. It was an accident.”

      Grant chuckled and strode to the grill built in to the outdoor kitchen on his back deck. “How does that happen?”

      “I was looking up at the house numbers and didn’t see her.”

      The grill lid slipped out of Grant’s hand, slamming shut with a bang as he stared at his friend. “You see everything.”

      “Yeah, well. I didn’t see her.” Simon sipped his beer again, hoping it would wet his dry throat. “She’s so fucking little. Five-foot nothing and maybe a buck ten soaking wet.”

      Grant grabbed the lid again. “Probably a bit more than that. I get the impression there’s a lot of muscle in that tiny package.”

      Simon frowned at his beer. The arms he’d grasped to help her to her feet had been firm, toned. And soft. He loved soft skin on a woman, and hers had felt like silk. Dammit. To distract himself, he turned his attention to where Grant was fiddling with the dials on the grill. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing with that thing?”

      Grant shot him a scowl. “I’ve got it.”

      “I was just asking.”

      Grant gave a grunt, and apparently satisfied with his fiddling, flipped a switch and closed the lid. “It’s got to warm up,” he said and gestured to the chairs grouped around the portable fire pit nearby. “Have a seat.”

      Simon settled into a fat, cushioned chair. “You seem happy, Grant. Content.”

      Grant propped his bare feet on the edge of the empty fire pit and scratched his dog behind the ears. “Weirdly enough, I am. I never thought I’d be here.”

      “Here?”

      Grant gestured with his beer. “Here. House with a yard, woman cooking dinner. Domestic bliss.”

      “It looks good on you.”

      “It feels good. Of course, it helps that the house has a basement I can turn into a play space, and that the woman a is sassy, mouthy submissive who likes pain.”

      Simon laughed. “Truer words.”

      “I haven’t seen you at the club much lately.”

      Simon propped his feet beside Grant’s. “Work’s been keeping me busy.”

      “It’s been busy, but not that busy,” Grant said. “You forget I work there too?”

      Simon shrugged. “I guess I just haven’t been too interested lately.”

      “No one there you like to play with?”

      “Plenty of pretty ladies to beat on.” He drained his beer and set the bottle aside. “Just none I want to spend any time with outside the dungeon. Which is your fault.”

      Grant choked on his beer. “Me?”

      “I find I envy your domestic bliss.”

      Grant chuckled. “I can give you the name of our real estate broker.”

      Simon glanced over his shoulder at the house. “Not the part I’m envying, pal.”

      “So, come back to the club. Maybe you’ll meet someone new.”

      The image of a five-foot-nothing platinum blonde popped into his mind. He shook his head to dispel it. “Maybe.”

      The patio doors opened, and both men turned to watch Anna walk out with a covered platter in her hands. Lola followed close behind with a tray full of drinks.

      Anna set the platter on the counter beside the grill. “Is this thing ready or what?”

      “Woman, are you questioning my grilling prowess?”

      Simon didn’t bother to hide his chuckle at Grant’s mock growl. Anna’s eyes widened, innocence shining in their velvet depths. “No, Sir. I would never do such a thing, Sir. You are the Master of grilling, Sir.”

      Lola snickered, then folded her lips when Anna hissed a warning.

      “Sorry.” Lola cleared her throat dramatically and carried the tray of drinks over to the fire pit as Grant stood and stalked to the grill. Simon forced himself to stay relaxed as she slid into the chair next to him. Her sleeveless shirt was open at the throat, displaying a shadowy hint of cleavage, and the glint of gold nestled in the hollow of her throat when she bent to set the drinks down.

      She settled back in the chair with her wine, tipping her face up to the setting sun, and he took advantage of her inattention to study her. Her face was all angles, blade-like cheekbones and a sharply angled jaw and an equally sharp nose but for the tip. It turned up, just a bit, as though whoever had sculpted her features had given it a gentle, affectionate tap. But that wasn’t what drew the eye.

      Amid all the sharp planes and angles of her face, her mouth was a lush, plump oasis. She’d painted it red, bold and bright against the white of her skin, and with thoughts of what he could do with that mouth running through his mind, she opened her eyes and caught him staring.

      Those pouty lips curled into a smirk. “Why are you staring at me?”

      “I’m trying not to stare at them.” He picked up a fresh beer from the tray and gestured with it to the other side of the patio, where Anna and Grant were still locked together. “It’s like animals at the zoo. They won’t mate if they know we’re watching.”

      A choked gasp sounded from the grill, and he turned to see Anna glaring at him. Grant had his face pressed to her neck, his shoulders shaking with laughter.

      Lola snickered into her wine. “Want to lay odds on when the engagement announcement comes?”

      Simon nearly choked on his beer. “They’re engaged?”

      “No, but it’s only a matter of time. My money’s on six months or less.”

      He glanced back at Grant and Anna, at the quiet joy on his friend’s face as he gazed at the woman held tightly in his arms. “That's a sucker bet.”

      Lola snuck a glance over her shoulder. Her smile when she turned back was wistful. “To our friends,” she said and raised her glass.

      He watched her for a moment, wondering why the slight hint of sadness in her eyes should be so compelling, before tapping her glass with his beer bottle. “To our friends.”

      They drank and settled back in their chairs and very carefully looked anywhere but at each other.
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      Lola sat back from the table with a sigh. “That hit the spot.”

      Grant eyed the pile of kabob sticks on her plate. “Sure you got enough?”

      “I like red meat,” she told him, unoffended. She’d always had a hearty appetite and a high metabolism, but it had kicked up a notch in the six months she’d been training with Marcello.

      Anna rose to clear the table. “I hope you like cherry pie just as much.”

      “If she doesn’t, I’ll take hers,” Simon put in, savoring his third beer.

      Lola narrowed her eyes at him. “Hands off my cherry.”

      He choked on the beer while Grant roared with laughter.

      “Perverts, every last one of you,” Anna admonished with a mock glower as she gathered up plates.

      Grant snorted out a laugh. “I think you’re forgetting that everyone around this table knows exactly how kinky you are.”

      Anna stuck her tongue out at him, then shrieked when he snagged her hand and yanked her down to his lap. “Hey!”

      Lola rescued the pile of plates from Anna’s hands while the dog slipped out from under the table in search of falling food.

      Hands freed, Anna used them to try to wriggle free while Grant wrestled her into his lap. “I have to go get the pie.”

      “In a minute,” he told her. “I think we need to work out some of this bad girl first.”

      Anna thrashed as Grant flipped her face down in his lap. “You can’t spank me outside!”

      “Says who?”

      “It’s a local city ordinance,” Anna said, giggling, then howled when Grant’s hand cracked on her jeans clad butt. “Ow!”

      “We’ll get the pie,” Lola offered, pitching her voice above the slaps and squeals. She piled silverware on the plates and jerked her chin at Simon. “Give me a hand, Hastings.”

      He set down his beer and rose. He grabbed a couple of empty bowls and followed Lola into the house, closing the door before the dog could follow them in.

      He set the dishes on the counter and looked around. “Where’s the pie?”

      “Got it,” Lola said, already pulling it out of the oven where it had been waiting on warm.

      He leaned over her shoulder to sniff. “That smells good.”

      “Can you find some forks and plates?” Lola asked, and he turned to hunt through the cupboards.

      He found the forks easily enough, but the plates proved more difficult. He opened every cupboard with no luck. “No plates.”

      “They have to be here somewhere,” she muttered, then looked at the unpacked boxes stacked against the wall. “Like in that box says ‘dessert plates’.”

      Simon eyed the box, sitting on the bottom of a stack that reached halfway to the ceiling. “I’m not digging through all that.”

      “Me neither.” The pie in her hands, she headed for the door. “Grab the forks.”

      He opened the door for her, and she strode out onto the patio. Suppressing a snicker when she saw Grant and Anna had moved from spanking to making out, she set the pie carefully on the table, then resumed her seat.

      Simon sat next to her and handed her a fork. The dog, hoping for his share, bellied under the table as they dug in.

      Lola had her mouth full when Grant finally stopped kissing Anna and spotted them. “Hey, save some for me.”

      “Grab a fork,” Simon mumbled and passed him one.

      Still on Grant’s lap, Anna had twisted around to frown at them. “We have plates, you know.”

      Lola swallowed. “Still in a box,” she said reasonably and stabbed her fork into the flaky crust. “Found the forks, though.”

      Anna rolled her eyes as Grant reached out to grab a fork. “Do you know how long it took me to get that lattice crust perfect?”

      “No,” Lola admitted. “But it’s delicious.”

      “Agreed,” Grant said and popped a forkful of pastry and fruit into his mouth.

      Anna picked up the last fork. “I expected better of you, Lola.”

      “Why?” Lola asked, genuinely perplexed.

      “God only knows,” Anna sighed and turned to Grant. “Are we sure it’s a good idea to ask these two?”

      Grant chuckled and shifted her on his lap so he could continue to eat. “Well, it won’t be boring.”

      Lola paused, her fork poised over the pie, and shot Simon a look. “Do you know what they’re talking about?”

      He shook his head and continued to eat. “No clue.”

      Lola turned back to Anna and Grant, her eyes narrowing at their goofy grins. “What’re the two of you up to?”

      Grant pressed a kiss to Anna’s cheek. “You tell ‘em.”

      Anna’s smile went brilliant with joy. “We’re getting married.”

      Simon choked on his pie and Lola clapped her hands together. “I knew it!”

      Anna blinked. “You did?”

      “No, but I could see it wasn’t going to be long.” She dropped her fork and bounced out of her seat, circling the table to drag Anna off Grant’s lap for a hug. “I’m happy for you.”

      “Thanks.” Anna’s arms tightened around her. “I’m happy for me, too.”

      “You’re a lucky man,” Lola said to Grant over Anna’s shoulder.

      Grant leaned back in his chair. “I know.”

      Lola narrowed her eyes. He was looking entirely too smug. “Make her happy, or I’ll make you unhappy.”

      Simon barked out a laugh and Grant winced, no doubt remembering the swift kick to the balls she’d delivered the last time Anna had been unhappy. “I believe you.”

      “Did you just threaten my fiancé?” Anna wondered.

      Lola gave her friend a last squeeze, then eased back. “Of course, I did.”

      Anna nodded. “Just checking.”

      Grant scowled. “Who’s side are you on?”

      She resumed her perch in his lap. “Yours, my love. Always yours.”

      “That’s more like it,” Grant decided and aimed a smirk at Lola.

      Lola just rolled her eyes and resumed her seat, darting a glance at Simon. He was watching Anna and Grant, an odd look on his face. A little thoughtful, a little contemplative, and something that might have been envy. “Congrats, man.”

      “Thanks,” Grant said. “Want to be my best man?”

      Anna huffed out an annoyed breath. “You don’t ask someone to be your best man like…like you’d ask if he wants another beer.”

      Grant frowned, but Lola could see the impish sparkle in his pale blue eyes. “Why not?”

      “I could use another beer, actually,” Simon put in.

      Anna scowled at her fiancé. “Because it’s important.” She turned to Lola. “Lola, would you do me the honor of standing up for me when I marry the love of my life?”

      Lola eyed Grant, assessing. “You sure he’s the love of your life?”

      Anna shot the man in question a dark look. “The last two minutes notwithstanding, yes.”

      “Then I’d be thrilled.”

      “And that’s how it’s done,” Anna announced.

      “I’ll do it my way, you do it yours.” Grant turned to Simon. “So?”

      Simon looked thoughtful. “Do I get to plan the bachelor party?”

      “Yes.”

      “Cool. I’m in.”

      “See?” His smirk disappeared with an oof when Anna jabbed an elbow into his ribs, and his eyes darkened. “You’re just asking for a rough night, aren’t you, sugar?”

      His fiancé stared him down, her eyes narrowing at the challenge, and Lola snickered. Anna’s reputation as a smart ass masochist—or SAM—was well earned.

      “And on that note,” Lola decided, rising to her feet, “I need to get going. I have some work to finish tonight and an early meeting tomorrow.”

      Grant lifted Anna off his lap and stood. “You’re not driving, are you?”

      She shook her head. “I came from the gym, so I grabbed a ride share.” She pressed a kiss to Anna’s cheek, then turned to hug Grant. “I’ll get another home.”

      “I can give you a lift,” Simon said, and she turned to look at him.

      “Thanks, but I’m good.”

      He shrugged, the glittering gold of his eyes shadowed. “Suit yourself.”

      “I’ll walk you out.” Grant laid a hand on Lola’s back, then glanced at Simon. “Another beer?”

      “Sure,” Simon said, his shadowed eyes still on Lola.

      She sent him a wink. “See you later, Big Dick.”

      Grant huffed a laugh as they strode into the house. “Do you call him that just to make him pucker up?”

      “Why else?” Lola returned. She shot him a glance. “Does it piss him off or just annoy him?”

      Grant shrugged. “Probably depends on the moment. Why? Does it matter?”

      It was her turn to shrug. “I don’t mind being annoying, but I draw the line at true hostility. At least in this case.”

      They reached the front door, Grant reaching past her to pull it open while she scooped her gym bag from the bench in the entry. As they stepped out onto the stoop, Lola spotted a passing taxi. She brought her fingers to her lips and let out a shrill whistle, and the cab screeched to a stop.

      “Nice trick.”

      “Thanks.” Lola jogged lightly down the walk, Grant following to open the taxi’s rear door for her.

      She tossed in her bag, then turned in the open door. “Grant, can I ask a favor?”

      “Sure.”

      “Can you contact Michael at Odyssey for me?”

      Surprise flared briefly in his eyes, followed by curiosity. “Sure. What am I contacting him for?”

      “I’m thinking of joining, but I have some questions first.”

      Grant tucked his hands in his pockets. “You know you can just come with us as a guest, right?”

      “I know, and I appreciate the offer. But I have some questions, and I’d rather ask them in private.”

      “About being a switch, or liking sharp, stabby things?”

      Her lips twitched. “Both. You’ll give him a call?”

      “Sure. I⁠—”

      “Hey lady, are you getting in or not?”

      Lola rolled her eyes at the cabbie’s ill-tempered grumble. “Keep your pants on, I’m coming.”

      She turned back to Grant. “I better go. You can give Michael my number. Thanks, Grant.”

      “Anytime,” he told her as the cab door closed.

      She settled into the seat, and the driver put the car in gear. “Where we headed, sister?”

      She gave him her address and sat back, a hand pressed to her stomach. It didn’t calm the butterflies, but then, she didn’t expect it to. After so many years away, it was reasonable to be nervous and a little uncomfortable at the idea of dipping her toes back in the scene. But that was okay.

      In her book, comfort was overrated.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Lola was curled up on her sofa in yoga pants and an oversized t-shirt, twenty pages into a partnership agreement drawn up by one of her firm’s new associates. It was a piece of crap, so full of holes it could have passed for Swiss cheese, so her irritation was at a high point when her cell phone rang.

      “What?” she answered and drew a big fat red line through another clause.

      “Lola Wright?”

      She frowned, pen poised above the page. “Yes?”

      “This is Michael O’Riley. Grant Snow asked me to call you.”

      She winced. Shit. “Michael, yes. I’m sorry, I was in the middle of something.”

      “Is this a bad time?”

      She glanced at the pages in her lap, dripping red ink, then tossed them on the coffee table. “No, it’s fine. Thank you for calling.”

      “Grant mentioned you have an interest in becoming a member of Odyssey.”

      “Yes.” She hesitated for a moment, then decided to just lay it out. “Can I speak frankly, Michael?”

      “Please,” he murmured, and she thought she heard a hint of amusement in his voice.

      Well, that was fine. “It’s been several years since I’ve been active in the scene, and I’d like to return. But I have some concerns.”

      “You were active here in Chicago?”

      Now she was amused. He no doubt knew the answer to that question, but she’d play along. “No, in San Francisco. I stopped attending clubs and parties about a year before I moved to Chicago three years ago.”

      “I see. Are you a submissive?”

      He already knew the answer to that, as well. “No, I’m a switch.”

      “Interesting.” His voice went speculative. “We don’t have many switches at Odyssey.”

      I’m not a unicorn, she thought with a spurt of annoyance.

      “Can you provide any references?” Michael asked, oblivious to her irritation. “From former play partners, clubs, etcetera?”

      “Of course, though not from anyone in Chicago."

      “I’m familiar with the San Francisco scene.”

      Okay, then. “The club I frequented most often was The Spot. Xander Hayes is the owner.”

      “Hmm.” She heard the light scratching of a pen on paper. “Anyone else?”

      “A couple of private play partners, but I’m afraid I can’t give their names without speaking with them first.”

      “Of course,” he said smoothly. “Why don’t you come by the club tomorrow night, around eight-thirty. We should speak privately before the club gets too busy for me to step away.”

      She mentally checked her schedule and ruthlessly rearranged it. “That’ll be fine.”

      “I trust you don’t need directions?”

      “No, I’ve been there before.” As you well know.

      “Of course. I’ll see you then. Oh, and Lola?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’d like you to bring your toy bag, if you have one. I trust that won’t be a problem?”

      Her lips twitched again. “No, no problem.”

      “Excellent. I’ll look forward to seeing you.”

      She laughed as the call ended and, tossing her pen down on the forgotten draft. She rose from her desk, padding through the apartment on bare feet. She thumbed her phone, pulling up Anna’s number as she walked into the spare bedroom she’d turned into a home office.

      “Hi, Lo. What’s up?”

      She opened the closet she used to store winter coats, luggage, and the large leather bag she hadn’t used in over four years. “Are you and Grant still going to the club tomorrow night?”

      “Yeah, probably about nine-thirty. Why? Did you change your mind about coming along?”

      “I’m meeting with Michael at eight-thirty.”

      Anna’s gasp made her grin as she tugged the bag from the floor of the closet and set it on the desk.

      “To join?”

      “I think it’s more of an audition,” Lola said. “He asked for references.”

      “Really?” Anna sounded intrigued. “He didn’t do that with me.”

      “Well, you’re a submissive.” Lola unzipped the bag and pulled out the plastic case that held her needles. “If I’m going to be topping people in his club, he’s going to want to make sure I’m not a fuckup.”

      “Oh. I guess that makes sense. Hey, Grant?”

      Lola heard a muffled, “Yeah, sugar?” from the other end.

      “Did Michael ask for references from you before you joined the club?”

      “Yeah,” she heard Grant say, his voice closer to the phone. “And he watched me like a hawk until he was sure I was a safe player. Is that Lola?”

      “Yeah. She says he’s checking references.”

      “SOP, baby.”

      “SOP?”

      “Standard operating procedure,” Grant explained while Lola flipped open her kit.

      Needles lay individually packaged, arranged according to gauge, their colorful hubs visible through the clear packaging. There was a little spray bottle labeled ‘alcohol’, a sharps container, black nitrile gloves, a tube of antibiotic ointment, some medical grade absorbent pads in sterile packaging, and a medical stapler.

      “Lola? Are you still there?”

      “Hmm? Yeah.” Lola scanned the kit, making note of the things that needed replacing before tomorrow night. The needles didn’t expire, but she’d want new gloves and ointment, alcohol, and it wouldn’t hurt to turn in the sharps container for a new one. Closing the kit, she reached back into her toy bag and came up with a pair of leather cuffs. “I’m just going through my toy bag.”

      “You have a toy bag?”

      The shock in Anna’s voice had Lola snorting out a laugh. “Of course, I have a toy bag.”

      “What’s in it?”

      Lola grinned, fingering the rope. “If I pass my audition, I’ll show you.”

      “Not the poky bits,” Anna said immediately.

      “Not the poky bits,” Lola agreed. “I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

      She clicked off, setting the phone aside as she continued to pull items out of the bag. Vampire glove, steel claws. Beloved old friends, out to play again. She hummed with pleasure, then turned to look back at the closet.

      What was she going to wear?
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        * * *

      

      At eight-twenty-five Friday night, Lola stood outside the building that housed Odyssey. She knew from Anna that Michael lived in an apartment on the top floor, and that the first three floors were dedicated club and play space. She’d only seen the club level, the night she’d accompanied Anna last fall to meet Grant. She’d come as moral support that thankfully hadn’t been needed, but she’d enjoyed a very nice glass of scotch—and put it on Grant’s tab.

      She’d figured it was the least he could do.

      She shouldered her bag, automatically adjusting her gait to account for its weight as she strode to the entrance. She’d dressed simply in jeans and a white t-shirt topped by a black blazer, and her footwear—red vinyl boots that peeked out from under the cuffs of her jeans—matched the just-in-case outfit she had stashed in her bag.

      She reached the heavy double doors. Assuming they’d be locked, she lifted the heavy door knocker, gave it two bangs and stepped back to wait.

      It took a few minutes, but the door finally opened with a creak. The face that poked out wasn’t friendly—shaved head gleaming white in the security light, black goatee, obsidian eyes. He scowled when he saw her, and the scar that slashed through one cheek deepened. “We don’t open for thirty minutes. Come back.”

      “I’m here to see Michael,” she told him.

      He paused. “You’re Lola?”

      “Yes.”

      In any other context, the up and down scrutiny he subjected her to would’ve pissed her off, but she understood it was part of the game. Finally, his gaze returned to her face, and she arched a single eyebrow. His lips twitched once before he scowled again.

      “He said you’d be by,” he finally rumbled and shoved the door open.

      She stepped past him with a gracious smile. “Thank you.”

      He shut the door with a bang, leaving them in a dimly lit hallway. “I’m Axe. Follow me.”

      She wanted to grin, but gamely fought it back. “Nice to meet you, Axe.”

      She got another grunt in response. Axe apparently wasn’t much of a conversationalist. Taking it philosophically, she turned her attention to her surroundings.

      They were walking through the bar area she’d visited before, the lights up as the staff worked to ready the room for the evening. Two bartenders polished wood and glass, the woman in a skimpy leather halter top and matching low-rise pants. The man wore leather pants and nothing else, an impressively muscled chest on full display. They both gave her a respectful nod when she passed, and she smiled and nodded in return.

      And knew they watched as she continued on.

      Servers dressed in the Odyssey uniform of short shorts and wrist cuffs that bore the club logo were checking the seating areas, carrying dishes of popcorn and pretzels to the tables from the bar. Bare breasts of various sizes, shapes and colors bounced and swayed, and Lola couldn’t quite suppress the grin. She imagined all the bare flesh in the bar area got the crowd ready to move into the play spaces pretty quickly.

      Axe took a sharp right turn past the bar and led her down a narrow hallway, past several doors marked Staff Only to one at the end of the hall marked Private. Axe thumped his fist once on the door, then pushed it open.

      “Visitor, boss.”

      “Thank you, Axe,” came the reply. “You can go back to the door.”

      The big man nodded, his shaved head gleaming in the overhead lights. He turned to go.

      “Axe.” Lola waited until he’d looked back. “Thanks for the escort.”

      He looked momentarily startled, then favored her with a wide smile that transformed his face from menacing to charming. “No problem.”

      Lola stepped into the open doorway.

      The man behind the desk wasn’t a surprise. She’d seen Michael O’Riley before, though the full force of his attention hadn’t been on her then. She had the fleeting thought that it was a good thing she wasn’t submissive, because this guy was sure as shit dominant.

      He rose from behind the massive desk, and immediately the room seemed to shrink. He was white, a few inches over six feet, and dressed in gray slacks and a snowy white shirt open at the throat. His dark hair was shorter than the last time she’d seen him, and he was clean shaven. His green eyes were warm, but no less piercing for it.

      He held out a hand. “Lola.”

      She took it, noting wryly that he could’ve held both her hands in one of his and still had room for his wallet and keys. The man was huge. The only man she’d ever met who was bigger was Simon.

      “Michael.” She paused a moment. “May I call you Michael?”

      “Of course.” He gestured to the chair across the desk and returned to his seat. He waited while she sat, fingers steepled together under his chin.

      “I spoke with Xander Hayes,” he began, watching her with those piercing eyes.

      Lola smiled as she thought of skinny, friendly, dominant down to his bones Xander. “How is he?”

      “He’s well. He said to tell you hello.”

      “I’ll have to give him a call.”

      “He was surprised to hear from me, especially when I mentioned your name. I got the impression he didn’t think you’d be out of the scene this long.”

      “I stepped away because I was finishing law school and working two jobs,” she told him, answering his unspoken question.

      “That would certainly have taken up a great deal of time and energy.”

      She nodded her acknowledgement. “I never intended to leave the scene permanently, but with the move to Chicago and work, it hasn’t been a priority these last few years.”

      “And now you find yourself with…renewed interest?” he ventured.

       “You could say recent events have reminded me what I’m missing.”

      His smile warmed. “And how are Grant and Anna?”

      “They’re well. Engaged.”

      “I hadn’t heard.” Delight made his green eyes sparkle. “They haven’t been in for a few weeks.”

      “I just found out myself last night,” she told him. “Anna tells me they’ll be here tonight.”

      “I’ll be delighted to be able to offer my congratulations in person.” His expression shifted, becoming subtly more reserved. “Xander had nothing but good things to say about you. He appears to hold you in very high regard.”

      She absolutely needed to make time to call her old friend. “That feeling is entirely mutual.”

      “He tells me you’re quite proficient with needle play?”

      “It’s one of my main areas of interest, yes.”

      His gaze was openly assessing now. “We have several members who’ve expressed interest in it, but no one who has any experience. It’s not one of my areas of interests.”

      “People tend to have strong reactions to needles. They either love them or hate them.”

      “Yes.” He tapped his fingers together, the only movement he’d made since he’d sat down. “I was planning to find a guest presenter to do a demonstration for our members sometime this summer.”

      She smiled now. “I’m happy to do a demo, if you like.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. You brought your kit with you?”

      “I did.” She bent and unzipped her leather bag, pulling out the case. She opened it, then set it on the desk facing him.

      She sat patiently while he scanned the contents. He reached out a hand, then sent her a questioning look. She nodded, giving him permission to touch. He picked up the medical stapler, his brow raised in question.

      “Stapler,” she explained. “For closing surgical wounds. Or other, more pleasurable activities.”

      “Interesting,” he said with no inflection, and set it back in the case with the care of a man handling a ticking bomb.

      He sat back, apparently satisfied, so she picked up the case, closed it, and tucked it back into her bag.

      “What other kinds of play are you experienced in?”

      She imagined he knew all that—Xander would have given him a full accounting of her skills. But he wanted to hear it from her, so she’d tell him. “I enjoy impact play, and bondage.”

      “Suspension?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t work with rope much. I enjoy restraints on their own, or as an added element to a scene. I like impact play, but despite my best efforts to build upper body strength, there’s only so much muscle I can put on. A heavy flogging tires me out long before a bottom is done, so I stick with things that don’t require a lot of muscle, like a cane. And I enjoy sensual play. Wax play, that kind of thing. Knives are also a particular interest.”

      “You like sharp things.”

      She nodded. “I like sharp things.”

      “What about as a bottom?”

      She hesitated, and he quirked an eyebrow. “Problem?”

      She shook her head. “As a bottom, I like almost everything I enjoy as a top. But I don’t bottom like most submissives.”

      “I’m intrigued.”

      “I’m an escape artist.”

      A gleam of amusement appeared in his eyes. “Really?”

      She fought the urge to squirm, feeling uncomfortable for the first time since she’d walked into the room. And from the faint curve of his lips, he knew it. Knowing it was best, she laid it out as simply as she could.

      “I like to fight. I don’t particularly care if I win, that part doesn’t matter to me. But I need the struggle.”

      “I assume you’re smart enough to spell that out in pre-scene negotiations.”

      She chuckled. “Of course.”

      “So you’re not trying to anger a top, or push him—or her—into punishing you?”

      She shook her head. “Not at all. It’s part of the game for me. Part of the play. The escaping is an easy way to fire the starting gun.” Then she grinned. “And it’s fun.”

      “It sounds like it would be quite a show. You said on the phone you had some questions?”

      Lola nodded. “A lot of clubs I’ve been to are uneasy with a switch. It always makes people more comfortable if they can put people into boxes that make sense to them—even in an out-of-the-box lifestyle. I wanted to find out if you have a policy I should be aware of.”

      He contemplated her silently for a moment before shaking his head. “We’ve had a switch or two visit us, but most of our membership falls squarely into the Dom or sub categories. However, as long as your negotiations are clear and you’re honest with potential play partners, that’s all we require.”

      “Do you have a lot of members who enjoy blood play?”

      He frowned slightly. “Not many, no. Why do you ask?”

      “Needle play is a form of blood play, though it doesn’t usually get too messy. I just wondered if you have a designated area for blood sports.”

      “Ah.” He tapped his fingers together again. “It would be restricted to the lower dungeon, preferably the medical room. It’s best equipped for easy cleanup. However, if it’s unavailable, there are other spaces that could be equipped on the fly.”

      She nodded. “That’s good to know.”

       “Any other questions?”

      “Just one.” She smiled at him. “How do I fill out an application?”

      He picked up a tablet and held it out. “You’re welcome to stay tonight as a guest, but you’ll need to fill this out and return it before your membership can be officially approved. Since you’re a switch, I’ve included the forms we use for both Dominants and submissives. If you intend to bottom at all in the club, the submissive form is not optional.”

      She took the tablet and scrolled through. It didn’t look all that different from the application she’d filled out for The Spot in San Francisco. She glanced up. “I assume you require a standard health screen, STI testing?”

      He nodded. “You’re welcome to have it done at with your regular doctor. We just require a copy of the results. And we’ll need that before you’re allowed to do any kind of play involving bodily fluids, including sex.”

      She nodded and reached into the toy bag, coming up with an envelope with confidential stamped across the sealed flap. “I took the liberty.”

      He accepted the envelope, tapping it lightly against his palm as he studied her. Finally, he smiled. “Things don’t really get hopping around here until at least ten o’clock. Plenty of time to go home and change, if you like.”

      She was unoffended. Jeans and a blazer were not standard fetish wear. “I brought something with me,” she said and, going with instinct, sent him a wink. “Just in case.”

      He looked startled for a moment, then his mouth curved into a smile. It transformed his face from handsome to devastatingly beautiful. “Oh yes, this is going to be interesting. Well, I’ll have one of the staff show you to the locker rooms when you’re ready. You’re welcome to sit at the bar with the tablet, or I can send you a link to the forms to do at home.”

      “I might do that with the submissive forms, but I’d prefer to complete the rest of it now.”

      “Do you intend to play tonight?”

      She arched an eyebrow. “I’m not joining up to sit at the bar and look pretty.”

      “Something tells me this is going to be an interesting night.” He walked around the desk to open the door for her. “Welcome to Odyssey.”
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