
  
    [image: Playing with Surrender]
  


  
    
      PLAYING WITH SURRENDER

      
        THE PLAYERS CLUB SINNERS

        BOOK THREE

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        ERIKA WILDE

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © Erika Wilde 2026

      Cover Photo: Wander Aguiar

      Cover Design: Maria @steamydesigns

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form by any means without the prior written consent of the Publisher, excepting brief quotes used in reviews. This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PLAYING WITH SURRENDER

          

        

      

    

    
      He’s the man I can’t forget. I'm the client he can’t touch. But some rules are meant to be broken.

      

      I’ve spent my whole life being a good girl, and where has it gotten me? Nowhere. So I do something reckless, just for me. I let my best friend drag me to The Players Club where I taste freedom for the first time…and a dark, intense stranger catches me watching what it looks like to truly surrender. With nothing but his voice and hands, he gives me the most explosive night of my life.

      

      It was supposed to be one night of pleasure, until Tate Holland walks back into my life as my full-time bodyguard. Now, he’s professional. Controlled. Off-limits. But every look ignites me. Every command makes me ache. Every moment alone feels like one breath away from breaking every rule just to touch him again.

      

      While keeping me safe, Tate sees the real me beneath the privilege. He challenges me. He believes in me even when my own family doesn’t. And I see the truth behind his walls, the darkness he’s too afraid to unleash, the guilt he carries. The man who thinks he’s too dangerous to love.

      

      But I crave that primal side to him, and I want every piece he tries to hide.

      

      When the danger escalates and betrayal strikes from someone close by, Tate becomes the one man I can trust with my life…and my heart. Now, all that’s left is for him to trust me with his.

      

      Playing with Surrender delivers a spicy bodyguard romance with forbidden tension, a protective alpha hero, good-girl rebellion, forced proximity, and a love story where surrender isn’t weakness—it’s everything.
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      I should have known better.

      The argument itself wasn’t the worst part. Not even the inevitable disappointment. It was the fact that I’d actually believed this time might be different. That maybe, just maybe, my parents would finally see me, hear me, and believe in me and what I was trying to build as a career.

      But of course they didn’t. Instead, I was met with the same condescension. The same dismissive smiles. The same passive-aggressive reminder of my place in the Hayward family and what was expected of me as their daughter.

      “They still see me as a fourteen-year-old who isn’t capable of making adult decisions,” I told my friend Melissa over the phone, and exhaled a frustrated sigh.

      I was sprawled across my bed in my apartment, though calling it “mine” felt generous when my parents still paid the lease. The plum-colored Boll and Branch stitched comforter I’d splurged on for aesthetic reasons felt like a token luxury in a life I didn’t entirely own.

      From where I lay, I could see the corner of my workroom through the open door and one of my dress forms draped with a midnight blue cocktail piece cut in silk charmeuse, that had been commissioned by a regular client. Sleek and seductive by design, it was meant to skim the body with understated sensuality, while a flirty, asymmetrical ruffle at the hem offered a playful contrast to the otherwise minimalist design. It was the type of dress that effortlessly transitioned from art gallery openings to after-dark indulgence.

      My gaze continued on to the premium fabric swatches pinned to my inspiration board—cool grays, deep greens, and tailored neutrals meant for the menswear I wanted to launch in the next six months to compliment the dresses and gowns I designed. My industrial sewing machine sat in its usual place beneath the window, the one I’d saved for and bought right out of college.

      I’d built my business with a vision. With grit and determination and the desire to create something that was mine, and mine alone. But right now, all of my hard work felt like a very expensive and elaborate joke.

      “What happened this time?” Melissa asked, her voice carrying that droll tone she reserved for my parent drama. Equal parts sympathy and barely restrained annoyance on my behalf.

      I took a deep breath, trying to organize the evening’s argument into something coherent. “I showed them my business plan. The one I’ve been working on for the past six months. The projected costs for leasing retail space, the profit margins from my online sales, all of it.” I could hear the bitterness creeping into my voice as I clutched the phone to my ear and stared up at the ceiling. “I even showed them the demographics. How many of my followers and online buyers are local and how many have asked about trying things on in person before buying something, to justify a walk-in store. I have all the data, Mel, and it supports that opening a boutique isn’t some whim. It’s a smart business move in order for me to grow.”

      “And what did they say?”

      “My father asked me if I’d considered what would happen when this phase ended,” I said, mimicking his measured courtroom tone, the one he used when he was cross-examining a witness he thought was wasting his time. “‘Stella, we’ve indulged this hobby long enough. But a brick-and-mortar storefront? That’s a serious financial commitment. What happens when you get tired of playing dress-up?’”

      I heard Melissa suck in a breath. “He did not say ‘playing dress-up’.”

      I laughed humorlessly. “He absolutely did, and my mother suggested, again, that if I really wanted to ‘do something with fashion’, I could head the charity gala’s wardrobe committee. Help the other wives pick out their dresses for events like a stylist.”

      “Jesus.” I could practically see Melissa’s eye roll through the phone.

      “Never mind that I graduated from one of the top fashion schools in the country and built my fashion following from scratch, or that I run my online store solo and reinvest every dollar into production and sourcing and marketing,” I went on. “I have influencers who love my work and are interested in custom orders. I’ve built something real that has the potential to grow into a thriving brand with its own storefront and loyal clientele, but all they care about is whether I’m going to marry a high-powered lawyer or some young politician so I can be a good wife and pop out heirs to the Hayward legacy.”

      “They’re the worst,” Melissa said in a flat tone. “You’re doing everything right and they just keep acting like your success doesn’t count unless it comes with an influential husband.”

      “Exactly,” I huffed. “My mother keeps setting me up with these painfully boring junior associates at my father’s firm. She honestly believes if I marry someone from the “right” family, I’ll come to my senses and trade fashion design for charity galas and fundraiser brunches.”

      “That’s so fucking antiquated,” Melissa said. “Didn’t you tell her you were dating Oliver? I thought he was supposed to be a decoy.”

      “I did, and he is,” I said, grinning faintly. “Best decision ever. My mother is absolutely smitten with him.”

      Melissa laughed. “The gay-fake-boyfriend trick is a classic. I love it.”

      Oliver was an up-and-coming lawyer and came from a good family. The perfect smokescreen, considering he needed a “beard” for his secret relationship with a politician. “He’s at least keeping my mother off my back about potential dates for the time being,” I said with a smile. “And I’m compensating him with a few tailored suits from my upcoming menswear line, and skincare recommendations, so it’s mutually beneficial.”

      My smile faded when I thought about my situation further. “I’m well into my twenties and I hate that I have to depend on the monthly allowance I get from my trust fund.” While my brother received an advance to his trust fund with no strings attached, I continued to receive the same amount I’d been given since I was eighteen. My parents’ message was clear. This money was for living expenses while I figured out what I really wanted to do with my life. It wasn’t an investment in my future. It was a holding pattern until I came to my senses and did what they wanted and envisioned for me.

      “There has to be some way to assert your independence,” Melissa replied.

      “I’m trying, but unless I can get the capital to open a boutique, it’s not going to happen.”

      And that was my issue, finding a way to bridge the gap between where I was in my career and where I wanted to be. I made money from my online sales and custom orders. Good money, actually. My formalwear line had developed a genuine following—elegant, timeless pieces with a modern edge, like silk gowns with asymmetrical hems or fitted bodices that caught the light just right and embodied understated luxury.

      The “Stella Original” gowns I designed and sewed myself had been featured in three regional fashion blogs and had been worn to two minor celebrity award shows. I was focused on launching my first menswear collection—slim-cut suits and statement dress shirts and blazers that blended classic Vegas glamour with streetwear vibes. I was genuinely proud of what I was creating, and the interest had exceeded my wildest expectations.

      But every dollar I made went right back into the business for more luxurious textiles, additional inventory, better photography equipment and targeted marketing boosts. Every penny had a purpose, and every purchase was made with one goal in mind. To build a brand that looked as polished and professional as the legacy designers my mother worshipped, only mine wouldn’t come with her approval. My label would be mine, authentic and unique to me and my vision.

      The frustrating part was, my parents came from old money and could easily write a check tomorrow that would make my dreams happen. I had a strong business plan and they would make a solid return on their investment if they would just take a leap of faith in my future. They’d spent more than that on my mother’s last kitchen renovation and my father had bought my brother an Audi R8 as a bonus when Charlie had been promoted to a junior associate in my father’s law firm. But they wouldn’t write that check for me because that would mean admitting that my “hobby” was something worth investing in.

      “Every time I try to branch out, my mother finds a way to interfere,” I went on. “That boutique space I toured last month? She had the real estate agent pull the offer and told him that I wasn’t ready to run a business.”

      “What the…that’s sabotage!” Melissa said furiously.

      I sighed wearily. “I know.”

      The worst part was that they genuinely believed they were protecting me from myself, from wasting my potential on something as frivolous as making clothes. They’d paid for Parsons because I’d begged and because it was prestigious enough to be acceptable, but they’d always assumed I’d eventually grow out of my little fashion phase and settle into the life they’d planned for me.

      The life my mother lived. Charity boards and country club memberships and being Mrs. Charles Hayward, wife of one of Las Vegas’s most prominent prosecutors. It wasn’t a bad life. My mother seemed content enough, but the thought of living her version of happiness made me feel like I was slowly suffocating.

      “My mother insists she’s protecting me from failure,” I said, and swallowed around that painful lump in my throat. “But all she’s doing is telling me that I’m not good enough. That I’ll never be anything more than their pretty, polite daughter who dresses well and knows how to host a tasteful dinner party.”

      Melissa was quiet for a moment before speaking. “You’ve always tried so hard to be the good girl.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, because she wasn’t wrong. “Because that’s what they expect of me,” I admitted. “I’ve done everything right. Straight A student, appropriate extracurriculars in school, and the right friends from the right families. I never partied or got drunk in high school or slept with a guy until I was in college. I’ve never embarrassed them, never caused a scandal, never even stepped out of line. Not once.”

      All I wanted was my parents’ support and approval, but they were too busy trying to mold me into their idea of a perfect daughter to see me.

      I sighed heavily. “I swear, no matter how good I am, or how hard I try to prove myself, it’s never enough.”

      “So maybe it’s time you stop being the good girl and actually be a little rebellious.”

      “And do what?” I said in a droll tone. “Sneak out to a party and make out with a stranger?”

      Melissa’s husky laugh drifted over the line. “Oh my god, you really are begging to be corrupted and you don’t even know it. You live in Vegas, babe. You don’t sneak out to a party. You sneak into something more fun and exclusive...like that club I told you about. Would you maybe want to take me up on my offer?”

      She let the suggestion linger in the air and I couldn’t deny my heart skipped a beat at the thought of being that kind of bad girl. The kind who took chances, who stepped into the unknown on purpose. Who didn’t need anyone’s permission to explore what she wanted and didn’t give a damn about decorum and propriety.

      Melissa was a member of an upscale sex club located on an estate in Summerlin just outside of Vegas—The Players Club. And while I’d always listened to her stories with a kind of wide-eyed fascination and awe, I’d never let myself imagine actually going, despite her mentioning she could extend an invitation for an evening there if I wanted.

      She’d told me about masked balls and private rooms, leather restraints and men who knew how to touch for maximum pleasure, how to dominate, how to worship a woman until she forgot the outside world existed and surrendered completely. About the safety, the structure, the consent. About how freeing it felt to give up control and just... feel.

      I used to listen and think, God, what would that be like?

      To wear one of my own creations—something head-turning and made just for seduction—and stroll confidently into a room where no one knew my name. Where no one expected me to smile and nod and be polite and perfect. Where I wasn’t Charles Hayward’s daughter or someone’s future wife. Just a woman with buried desires and the courage to fulfill them with a man I’d never have to see again.

      The thought sent a rush of heat through me, equal parts nerves and curiosity. Could I do something so bold and brazen? Could I really walk into a place like that, dressed to provoke, and let go? Even for one night? No carefully controlled version of myself. Just the freedom to be reckless and wild.

      Maybe I didn’t want to be the good girl anymore. Maybe I was ready to be something else. Someone else. Someone who didn’t shrink herself down to fit inside other people’s comfort zones. Someone who wanted things—pleasure, power, freedom—and finally stopped pretending otherwise. Someone who chose herself—for once. Openly. Shamelessly. Completely. Even if it was for just one night.

      I didn’t know exactly who that version of me was yet, but God, I wanted to meet her. And maybe… The Players Club was the place to start.

      “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,” Melissa went on. “You can just observe and watch a live demonstration in the lounge. Have a drink with a member or flirt without any expectations. Or be in the voyeur room and just watch everything behind a glass panel.”

      Just watch. The idea made my pulse flutter.

      That didn’t sound so scary, did it? I could stand behind a private window, fully clothed, completely in control. No pressure. No contact. No one touching me or even knowing my name. Just me, in the shadows, witnessing everything I’d only ever read about in the pages of the spicy romance novels I read…and secretly craved.

      I couldn’t deny that the thought of being in that kind of sensual, empowering environment stirred something curious in me that elicited a hunger I hadn’t known I was starving for.

      “So, what do you think?” Melissa asked, cutting into my thoughts. “I promise it’s all aboveboard, and the privacy there is ironclad, even if you do run into someone you know. But you will have to submit a recent blood test, fill out a form indicating your sexual preferences and limits, and sign a NDA prior to going.”

      Melissa’s matter-of-fact attitude about it all made me feel a bit envious. She was the confident friend I’d met online when she’d reached out a few years ago to buy one of my dresses. While we’d become good friends, we couldn’t be more different and opposite. She was a hostess at one of the hottest clubs on the strip in Las Vegas, and a sophisticated kind of party girl…while I was still struggling to get out from living under my parents’ thumb.

      I envied Melissa’s confidence—how easily she could walk into a place like a sex club and act like she belonged there. That had never been me. The only time I ever felt sure of myself was when I was filming videos for my followers, and even then, I was usually winging it. It was easy to look like you knew what you were doing when you could record another take or edit the footage to make it seem effortless.

      But…maybe I could fake it just for one night. Just long enough to take my friend up on her crazy offer and explore a sex club.

      I sat up on my bed, catching sight of myself in the mirror across the room. I looked tired, my light blonde waves a disheveled mess around my head. My eyes were red-rimmed from the tears I refused to let fall during my parent’s latest lecture. But underneath the exhaustion, there was something else. A spark that might have been anger, or defiance, or maybe just the desperate need to feel like my life, and my choices, were actually my own.

      “You know what?” I heard myself say. “Yes. I want to go.”

      “Really?” Melissa’s voice lifted with surprised delight. “Stella Hayward, are you actually going to do something scandalous?”

      “I’m going to do something for myself,” I corrected her. “Something my parents would never approve of. Something that has absolutely nothing to do with being Charles and Celeste’s perfect daughter.”

      “Oh, honey,” Melissa said, and I could hear the grin in her voice. “You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting for you to say that. I’ll send you the invitation so you can sign up online, then pick you up Saturday at eight. Wear something that makes you look and feel confident and powerful and sexy.”

      My thoughts went immediately to one particular dress—the one I’d designed and never been able to sell because I’d fallen a little too hard for the provocative silhouette and fabric. It hung hidden at the back of my closet, untouched, waiting. I’d never worn it anywhere because it felt like a risk I hadn’t been brave enough to take and I didn’t want to risk my parent’s disapproval. It was too bold. Too revealing and not just physically. It was the kind of dress that made me look like a woman who knew exactly who she was—and exactly what she wanted.

      Maybe it was time to find out if I could become that woman for real.
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      At the designated time on Saturday, Melissa picked me up in her sleek black Mercedes convertible—top up for the evening—whistling appreciatively as I slid into the passenger seat. “Damn girl, when I told you to wear something that made you feel and look powerful, confident, and sexy, you clearly understood the assignment.”

      I laughed, though my stomach was a knot of nerves. “Thanks. I figured if I’m going to rebel, I might as well do it in style.”

      The deep purple silk whispered across my skin as I shifted to buckle my seatbelt. The dress I’d worn had been inspired by vintage Hollywood glamour but with a decidedly modern edge, and I was very aware of the fact that I wasn’t wearing a bra since the off-the-shoulder cap sleeve design didn’t allow for one. The neckline plunged just low enough to be daring without crossing into slutty territory, while the side slit climbed dangerously high on my thigh. It was probably the most risqué thing I’d ever made, let alone worn, and I felt so incredibly reckless and seductive.

      “And oh my god, those shoes are to die for,” Melissa said enviously. “Some man is going to love fucking you in those heels.”

      I grinned at her, but my pulse skipped a beat. “Let’s just start with me getting through the front door without tripping.” Still, the thought lingered, delicious and intoxicating.

      Determined to go all in for the night, I’d found a secondhand pair of Choca Lux Louboutin stilettos online, with silver studs embellishing the leather straps that crisscrossed over my instep and buckled elegantly at the ankle. They were unapologetically bold, dangerously high, and made me feel exactly how I wanted to tonight: expensive, powerful, and just a little bit wicked.

      The drive to The Players Club took about twenty minutes, and the moment we pulled up to the address and the guard let us through the wrought iron gates, I knew I wasn’t in for anything ordinary. Tucked into the hillside above the city, the estate unfolded across three sprawling stories of Mediterranean inspired luxury.  It didn’t look like a sex club. From the outside, it could have passed for just another multi-million-dollar mansion among other private estates that dotted the ridge. Discreet. Secluded. Impeccably guarded.

      A valet met us at the entrance, taking the car while I followed Melissa across the courtyard to the double doors leading into the club. A burly man in a tailored suit greeted us just inside. He checked Melissa in on his iPad and approved my invitation and the required documents I’d submitted online. After we secured our belongings in a locker, she looped her arm through mine and became my tour guide.

      As we entered the mansion, the world outside ceased to exist. It was like walking into a forbidden dream that was decadent, intoxicating, and utterly unlike anything I’d imagined from Melissa’s stories. Dim, amber light cast everything in a warm, seductive glow, reflecting off polished marble floors and velvet draped walls. The air was thick with the scent of expensive perfume, leather, and something faintly musky, like desire itself had been diffused through hidden vents.

      “Oh my god,” I whispered, trying not to stare at everything at once as we stepped into the main lounge, where rich leather seating and velvet settees formed intimate clusters around alcoves and out in the open, depending on if you wanted privacy or not. There were couples curled together in corners, groups laughing while enjoying drinks, the entire atmosphere casual and surprisingly, welcoming.

      “This is a good place to start,” she said. “You can observe, or mingle, or flirt if you want. Or you can explore more of the mansion. Want a drink?”

      I nodded, needing something to ground myself, a little liquid courage to bolster me for whatever lay ahead.

      She ordered for both of us, and we sipped champagne while I tried not to gawk. The people here were stunning—polished, magnetic, dressed in everything from barely-there lingerie to impeccable suits. And yet, it wasn’t how they looked. It was how they carried themselves. Confident and unapologetically sexual.

      I’d spent my whole life playing it safe, avoiding anything that might disappoint my parents, but here, in this den of decadence I felt alive and rebellious, like I was finally claiming a piece of myself they’d tried to suppress. The luxury of it all made my designer heart flutter. Every detail screamed high-end exclusivity, from the embroidered throw pillows to the artisanal ice cubes clinking in glasses. Part of me wanted to sketch it all and turn it into inspiration for a new line of daring evening wear.

      But mostly, I was just trying not to stare in pure, unguarded fascination.

      Melissa took a sip of her champagne then grinned at me. “See? Told you the place is classy.” She pointed out a few regulars. “That guy over there? Hedge fund manager by day, total sub by night. And her? She’s a CEO who comes here to unwind with role-play scenarios.”

      I nodded, mesmerized. A woman in a sheer robe caught my eye, her laughter ringing out as she trailed her fingers down a man’s bare chest. He leaned in, whispering something that made her eyes sparkle with mischief. Envy twisted in my stomach, not just for the intimacy between them, but for the freedom they embodied.

      I heard conversations about a new maze, and an atrium for primal play, and turned to Melissa curiously. “What are they talking about?”

      “Ahhh, that,” she said with a mischievous grin. “The owners just finished a full-scale renovation out back. They built an indoor maze and atrium that is, from what I’m hearing, designed for primal play.”

      My brows rose. “What’s primal play?”

      “Think of it as capture games,” she tried to explain. “With hunter and prey dynamics, where one partner stalks, corners, and captures the other…or the other runs through the atrium or maze, but wants to be caught and eventually, is.”

      I blinked at her, trying to process what she’d just told me. “Wait, like chasing? For real?”

      “Oh, yeah,” she said, nodding, a flicker of excitement in her eyes. “Some people love the physical side of it. Getting caught, dragged down and …well, devoured, basically. It’s very…animalistic.”

      My eyes widened in shock.

      “But consent is key, as with any kind of BDSM activity here at the club, and of course there are boundaries and safewords always in place,” she assured me. “You only go as far as you both want.”

      A myriad of images flickered in my mind far too vividly. A shiver slid down my spine while something warm and heady settled between thighs.

      I tried to play off my reaction with a shaky laugh. “Okay, that’s…intense.”

      Melissa’s smile was knowing. “You’re blushing.”

      “I’m not blushing,” I muttered, though my skin felt like it had caught fire. “That just sounds like a lot for my first night.”

      “It is,” she agreed easily. “And no one here expects you to dive into anything that makes you uncomfortable. But…” Her gaze held mine. “You’re definitely curious about primal play, aren’t you?”

      I couldn’t deny it. There was something about the thought of being chased, or being caught and giving in to something so wild and untamed—with consent—that stirred something deep inside of me. Something buried under years of being safe and perfect and contained.

      I didn’t say anything. I didn’t have to, because that pull low in my belly spoke for itself.

      Suddenly, Melissa’s entire demeanor changed and her eyes lit up as a tall, dark-haired man approached us, his smile directed straight at her. He was handsome in a polished, dangerous way—suit jacket open, shirt unbuttoned just enough to hint at tattoos beneath.

      “Melissa,” he said in a low, husky voice. “I was hoping you’d be here tonight.”

      The chemistry between them was immediate and electric, and Melissa turned toward me, her eyes bright with anticipation. “Stella, this is Jax,” she said, introducing us. “Mind if I catch up with him for a bit?”

      “Go,” I encouraged her, trying to project more confidence than I felt at the idea of being left alone. “I’ll explore a bit.”

      “Have fun,” she said, squeezing my arm and vanishing into the crowd with Jax, their laughter fading as they slipped behind one of those silk curtains to what I assumed was a private alcove.

      And just like that, I was alone in this glittering playground of sin.

      I downed the rest of my drink, set my empty glass on a tray, and turned to survey the room. Without Melissa’s familiar presence beside me, I felt both terrified and exhilarated. The good girl from the prestigious Hayward family, standing alone in a sex club. What would my mother say?

      The thought made me grin, and I strolled out of the lounge to check out other areas of the club. A curved staircase led to the upper level, where glimpses of what lay beyond made my pulse quicken. Private rooms lined the mezzanine, some with doors discreetly closed, and others offering tantalizing views of what lay within. Another room was designed as a dungeon, with full scale BDSM scenes happening in front of anyone who cared to watch. It was sensory overload for someone who’d only ever had vanilla, missionary sex.

      Taking a deep breath, I moved on. I wandered for a bit, peering down a corridor lined with doors for more private experiences, I assumed. As I ventured deeper, I came across an open room with a lot of beds…some out in the open, others more private and draped with sheer curtains. It didn’t take me long to realize I’d stumbled upon an intimate playroom curated for shared pleasure and exhibitionism.

      I found myself…riveted. I stepped off to the side, where there was a viewing area with a window overlooking the activity inside the room. As I watched all the debauchery, my cheeks burned, a flush of curiosity and arousal mixing with the subtle buzz of the champagne I’d consumed.

      The people in this room were arranged in varying degrees of intimacy, openly and shamelessly fucking each other. Directly in my line of sight, a couple moved together on a low platform bed, their bodies slick with sweat. The woman was on her hands and knees, her back arched in a perfect curve as the man behind her gripped her hips and drove into her with a relentless rhythm, while another man knelt in front of her. His hands tangled in her hair as he fucked her mouth, making her gag on his cock with every deep thrust. I watched the way her fingers clawed at the silk sheets, gathering fistfuls of the fabric as if she needed something to anchor herself while these two men claimed her body in the most decadent way.

      To their left on a separate bed was another trio. A man lay on his back while a woman rode him, her arms bound at her side with leather restraints, her head thrown back in ecstasy. Behind her, another man pressed against her back, his hands cupping her breasts while his mouth skimmed along her neck. I couldn’t tell exactly what he was doing, but the way she writhed between them, caught in a prison of pleasure, made my stomach clench with something that felt dangerously close to envy.

      Some of the participants seemed hyper-aware of their audience, performing almost, making eye contact with watchers while they put on a show. Others were lost in their own world, so consumed by sensation that the rest of the room might as well not have existed. For them, pleasure had become the only reality.

      Enthralled, I watched. I couldn’t make myself stop.

      My skin felt too tight, too hot. The silk lining of my dress brushed against my nipples with every breath, and I realized that they’d hardened into stiff, sensitive peaks. Lower, between my thighs, I could feel myself growing slick. My pussy throbbed with a hollow ache, clenching around nothing, desperate for something I’d only ever given myself in the privacy of my bedroom with the lights off and the covers pulled up.

      This was what I’d been missing, I realized. Not the sex itself—though it had been so long since anyone had touched me, and even more embarrassing was that I’d never had a man who’d taken the time to give me an orgasm—but the shamelessness of it all. The permission to want. To crave. To need without apology.

      I shifted, rubbing my thighs together as my gaze drifted to another couple, where the man had a woman pinned beneath him on the mattress, one large hand wrapped loosely around her throat while the other manacled both her wrists above her head. She was completely at his mercy, unable to move, barely able to breathe, and from the euphoric expression on her face, she was exactly where she wanted to be.

      He fucked her in short, grinding, controlled thrusts. Each roll of his hips seemed designed to hit exactly the right spot, and the woman responded with helpless little moans that made my inner walls clench in response.

      “Please,” I heard her whimper, the word barely audible above the ambient noise of the room. “Please, please, please—”

      His response was to tighten his grip on her throat. Not enough to hurt. Just enough to remind her who was in control. Her eyes rolled back and her body arched beneath him, straining against his hold, and I watched as a flush spread down her chest as she came apart.

      I realized I was holding my breath. My hand had drifted to my own throat without my conscious permission, fingers resting against my pulse point as if to feel the phantom pressure of his grip.

      What would it feel like, I wondered, to surrender like that? To give someone else complete control and trust them not to break you? To be so consumed by pleasure that you forgot to be self-conscious, forgot to be good, forgot everything except the feeling of being thoroughly fucked into oblivion?

      The man on the bed released the woman’s wrists, stroking her hair back from her damp forehead with surprising tenderness. The contrast—that gentle touch after such a dominant possession—made something twist in my chest.

      I wanted that. I wanted someone to hold me down and make me forget my own name. I wanted to be the woman gasping and pleading and coming undone while someone else took what they wanted from my body and gave me pleasure in return.

      I’d never let myself desire that before. Good girls didn’t have fantasies about being dominated. Good girls didn’t get wet watching strangers fuck in a sex club. Good girls didn’t—

      Fuck being a good girl.

      The thought was so sudden, so fierce, I almost laughed. Here I was, in a sex club, watching live, explicit scenarios and my arousal soaking through my underwear, and I was still worried about what good girls did and didn’t do.

      Maybe that was the real rebellion. Not coming here, not watching from the sidelines, but finally admitting to myself what I truly craved. I was wet and aching, my core pulsing with a need that bordered on desperation. I wanted a cock inside of me so badly. I wanted to be like that woman on the bed getting ruthlessly fucked and loving every second of it—

      “Enjoying the show?”

      The low, deep, husky voice interrupted my thoughts, sending a jolt through my body that made me jump. My elbow connected with something solid and muscular—a man’s body.

      “I’m so sorry—” I started, turning to face whoever I’d just assaulted, only to have my words die in my throat as I looked up into the face of one of the most ruggedly handsome men I’d ever seen.

      He stood slightly to the side and behind me, close enough that I could feel the heat radiating off him. His cologne teased my senses, something woodsy and masculine. He was tall, well over six feet, with the kind of broad-shouldered frame that made me feel small in a way that should have been threatening, but instead felt surprisingly safe.

      His hair was dark brown, worn longer than was fashionable and pushed back from his face in a way that suggested he’d run his fingers through it more than once tonight. A few strands had fallen forward, softening features that might have otherwise been too sharp—high cheekbones, a strong jaw shadowed with stubble, a sensual mouth that looked like it had been designed specifically for sin.

      But it was his eyes that held me hostage. Dark brown and filled with an intensity that made me forget how to breathe, they swept over me in a slow, thorough assessment, taking in my flushed face, my parted lips, the rapid rise and fall of my chest. He missed nothing, watching me like he already knew what I’d been thinking. What I wanted.

      He looked at me the way the man on the bed had looked at the woman he was fucking. Like I was prey. And the thing was…I didn’t mind being the recipient of his unapologetic interest.

      “I—” My voice came out as a croak, and I cleared my throat and tried again. “I didn’t realize anyone was there.”

      He pushed his hands into the front pockets of his slacks as one corner of his mouth curved upward. Not quite a smile but something infinitely more knowing. “You were distracted.”

      It wasn’t a question. He’d been watching me watch them. The realization made my cheeks heat.

      “First time at the club?” he asked, moving around the alcove to face me more fully and leaned one shoulder against the wall next to the glass panel I’d been looking through.

      I swallowed hard. “Is it that obvious?”

      “You have a look.” His eyes traveled over me once again, lingering on the neckline of my dress before dropping to the slit that exposed a flash of thigh. After a moment, his gaze met mine again. “Like you can’t decide if you want to give in to temptation, or run from it.”

      “Maybe I haven’t decided yet,” I heard myself say.

      His almost-smile deepened, revealing a dimple in his left cheek that had no business being that attractive on a man. “Fair enough.” He tilted his head slightly, studying me. “What did you decide about the show?”

      I blinked at him. “What?”

      “You never answered my question.” He pushed off the wall and stepped toward me, close enough now that I had to tilt my head back to maintain eye contact and could see the flecks of amber in those dark eyes, like embers buried in ash. “Are you enjoying the show?”

      I should have given him a safe answer. A polite answer. The kind of modest response a good girl would give to avoid being ruined by a dominant man like him.

      “Yes,” I said instead, my voice barely above a whisper. “I am.”

      Something flickered across his expression. Approval maybe. Or a challenge. Possibly both.

      “What part? The exhibitionism? The voyeurism?” His voice dropped lower, intimate enough that it felt like a physical caress. “You were watching that last couple particularly closely.”

      My breath stuttered. He’d seen me watching the man dominate that woman. Had witnessed how captivated and enthralled I’d been. Probably even knew how aroused that scenario had made me.

      “The way he held her down,” he continued, his tone conversational even as his words made my pulse race. “His hand on her throat. Her wrists pinned above her head.” Those dark eyes bore into mine. “That’s what caught your attention, wasn’t it?”

      I couldn’t speak. Could barely think. All I could do was stare up at this man—this stranger—who had somehow read my deepest, most secret desires in the span of five minutes.

      “There’s nothing wrong with wanting that.” His voice was soft now, but his eyes remained intent. “To be held down. Controlled. To give yourself over to someone else and trust them to give you what you need.”

      “I don’t—” I started, but he shook his head slightly, cutting off my denial.

      “Don’t lie. Not here.” He reached out, and for a heart-stopping moment I thought he was going to touch my face. Instead, his fingers caught a strand of my hair that had fallen over my shoulder. He rubbed it between his thumb and forefinger like he was testing the texture of fine silk. “This place only works if you’re honest. With others, and with yourself.”

      His eyes met mine again, and I swallowed hard. “And if I’m not sure what I want?” I asked honestly.

      “Then you explore until you figure it out.” He released my hair, though his fingers brushed along my bare arm before falling away, causing me to shiver. “That’s what this place is for. Figuring out what you desire, no matter how unconventional, without worrying about any judgment from anyone else.”

      Behind me, someone cried out in pleasure, and another long, drawn-out moan that seemed to echo through the room. I didn’t turn to look. I couldn’t have torn my gaze from this man if my life depended on it.

      “I’m Tate,” he said.

      The name suited him. Short, strong, no-nonsense. Just like the man standing in front of me, radiating confidence and heat and something darker that made my stomach flip.

      “Stella,” I managed.

      “Stella,” he murmured, as if testing out the sound of my name. “Are you here alone, kitten?”

      Kitten. Something soft and innocent and need of protection. Something small that could be scooped up and held, petted and gentled and cared for. The word should have been patronizing. Should have made the feminist part of my brain bristle with indignation.

      Instead, it made me want to curl up in his lap and purr.

      What is wrong with you? that internal voice inside me whispered. You don’t even know this man. You’re not the kind of woman who melts just because some stranger calls you kitten.

      But that was exactly it, wasn’t it? I didn’t know what kind of woman I was. Not really. I’d spent twenty-six years being the woman everyone else wanted me to be. The perfect daughter, the appropriate girlfriend, the non-threatening career woman with her cute little hobby. Maybe this version of me, the one who got wet from watching strangers fuck and trembled when a gorgeous man called her kitten, was closer to the truth than the version I’d been performing my whole life.

      “I came with a friend,” I said, and I was absurdly proud that my voice only wavered slightly. “She’s…occupied with someone else.”

      “And left you to fend for yourself.” It wasn’t quite a criticism, but there was something assessing in his tone. “Tell me, kitten. Do you need rescuing?”

      The question hung in the air between us. He was giving me an out, I realized. A chance to retreat, to claim I was overwhelmed, to let him escort me back to the safety of the main lounge and never see him again.

      A week ago, I would have taken the graceful exit. A day ago, even. I would have smiled politely and thanked him and fled back to my safe, good-girl life where no one looked at me like I was something worth consuming.

      But I didn’t want to go back to my ordinary life. That was the whole point of being here. And looking up at Tate—at his smoldering eyes and his knowing smile and his hands that looked like they knew exactly what to do with a woman’s body—I realized the last thing I wanted was to be rescued from this moment. I wanted to dive deeper into it. I wanted to see how far down the rabbit hole went.

      “No,” I said, surprised by how steady my voice sounded. “I don’t need rescuing.”

      Something dark and possessive flickered in his gaze. As If I’d just passed a test I didn’t know I was taking and now he was claiming his reward.

      “Good,” he said, his voice low and certain, like he already knew how this night would end. His gaze dipped to my lips, then dragged back up to meet my eyes. “Because I’m not here to save you, kitten. I’m here to see how far you’ll let me take you.”

      My breath caught. My heart pounded so hard I could feel it in my throat, my wrists, between my thighs. The sounds of the interior room faded to nothing—the moans, the music, the slick rhythm of bodies moving together—until there was only him. Only this moment. A choice laid out before me like a dare.

      How far will you let me take you?

      The answer should have terrified me. Because looking into those dark, hungry eyes, I knew a man like Tate could ruin me for anyone else and I wanted this. Wanted him. He was talking about unraveling me. Thread by thread. Layer by layer. Until there was nothing left but the woman I’d been too afraid to become.

      And God help me, I wanted him to do it and gave him the permission he seemed to be waiting for. “Take me as far as you want.”
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      When I’d decided to come to the Players Club tonight, I’d had a plan. Find an experienced sub. Someone who knew the rules, understood the dynamics, could take what I needed to give without requiring explanations or hand-holding. A woman who’d been in the lifestyle long enough to know her limits, communicate her boundaries, and walk away at the end of the night without any messy entanglements.

      That was the smart play. The safe play. The play I’d been making for the past three years since I’d discovered this place and the release it offered.

      Instead, I was standing in a shadowed viewing room, watching a wide-eyed innocent discover her own desires in real time, and I couldn’t make myself walk away.

      It had started in the main lounge a short while ago. I’d been nursing a whiskey with a few of my colleagues from Noble and Associates, the security firm where we worked. Kane, Austin, Xavier and myself were unwinding after a week of executive protection detail, while Chase and Andrea, and Ford and Violet, were off enjoying a private room somewhere. They were the only couples of our group, and the way they looked at each other made it damn near impossible to ignore the fact that something was missing in my own life. Not just sex—I could get that whenever I wanted—but connection. The kind that anchored you. Lit you up. Wrecked you in all the best ways.

      But I knew that wasn’t for me. Not the way it was for them. I wasn’t built for forever, not when I’d spent most of my life trying to unlearn the damage my father had hardwired into me. And even now, after years of discipline and distance and becoming a man I could live with, there was still a part of me I didn’t trust. A darker edge I kept locked down tight.

      I’d dated. Fucked. Played. But I’d always kept it negotiated and contained. The women I played with here knew the rules. They wanted the kind of dominance I offered—the kind that was a little dark and dangerous and ended when the scene did. No mess. No emotion. No risk of hurting someone who wanted more than I was capable of giving.

      So yeah, I watched my friends with their women and their softer, messier, more vulnerable emotions, and I told myself I didn’t want that. Couldn’t want that. Even if the quiet ache in my chest said otherwise.

      “You hear they finished the new primal maze?” Austin had asked, swirling the bourbon in his glass. “Atrium too. Supposed to be intense.”

      “Heard it’s invitation only for now,” Kane added in that brooding way of his. “Testing it out with experienced members before opening it up in the next few weeks to everyone.”

      I’d kept my expression neutral, but something had tightened in my chest at the words. The Primal Maze. I’d heard whispers about it for months, a new section of the club designed for those with... specific appetites. Hunt and chase scenarios. Predator and prey dynamics. The kind of play that spoke to baser cravings most people preferred to pretend didn’t exist.

      The kind of darker play I’d spent years trying to pretend didn’t call to me. The need to hunt, to chase, to take—not because she didn’t want it, but because she did…and needed it to feel like she didn’t. That was the razor-thin line of consensual non-consent. The illusion of danger. The reality of trust. And maybe that’s what scared me the most. Not the craving itself, but what it said about me, that some part of me might not be so different from the man I swore I’d never become.

      The thought had risen unbidden, accompanied by a visceral surge of hunger that I’d immediately tamped down. I was good at that, at burying the darker parts of myself so deep that sometimes I could almost forget they existed.

      Almost.

      “You interested?” Kane had asked, watching me with those perceptive eyes that missed nothing.

      Of all my colleagues, he was the one who probably understood best. We’d never talked about it directly, but I’d seen hints of the same shadows in him. The same careful control. He was mostly quiet and introverted, after being embroiled in a scandal when he’d been a cop with the Las Vegas PD, but he was slowly coming around and opening himself up to more of a connection with us co-workers.

      “Not my thing,” I’d lied.

      But it was my thing. That was the problem.

      Those darker tendencies—the urge to dominate completely, to possess, to chase and catch and claim—they reminded me too much of him. Of my father, who’d gone to prison for beating a man to death in a bar fight when I was seventeen. The same father who’d used his fists on my mother until she’d finally found the courage to leave him. The same father whose blood ran through my veins no matter how much I wished I could drain it out.

      I’d spent my entire adult life trying to be nothing like him. Controlled where he was impulsive. Disciplined where he was chaotic. My eight years in the military had definitely helped with that, but sometimes, late at night or in moments like this one, I felt those urges stirring. The desire to stop being so goddamn careful all the time and just let the beast off its leash.

      That was why I chose my play partners so carefully. Experienced submissives who could handle intensity without breaking. Women who’d safeword out if I went too far, and who I trusted to mean it. I’d built a reputation at the club for being demanding but safe, dominant but controlled.

      No one knew how much effort that control actually required.

      I’d been about to order another whiskey when she walked in.

      At first, I’d only noticed her peripherally—a flash of deep purple moving through the lounge with the hesitance of someone who didn’t belong, despite being with Melissa, a woman I knew frequented the club. A first-timer, I’d cataloged automatically, the same way I assessed potential threats in my day job. She was probably overwhelmed by the sensory overload and not my problem.

      Then she’d turned and I’d seen her face, and the whiskey I’d been about to order had been completely forgotten.

      Beautiful. That was the first word that came to mind, but it wasn’t quite right. She was more than beautiful—she was captivating. Blonde waves tumbling over bare shoulders, blue eyes wide with a mixture of nerves and curiosity, full lips slightly parted as she took in her surroundings. She moved like a woman who’d been taught to take up as little space as possible, but her gaze was hungry, drinking in details like someone who’d been dying of thirst.

      And that dress…classy and sophisticated, yet the fabric outlined undeniable curves and a firm, rounded ass that made my dick twitch in my slacks.

      I’d watched her cross the lounge and accept a glass of champagne before her friend had disappeared with Jax, leaving my mystery woman on her own.

      Leave her alone, I’d told myself. She’s not what you’re looking for tonight.

      Instead, I’d watched her square her shoulders with visible determination, then walk out of the lounge to explore the club on her own. And like a predator catching a scent, I’d followed.

      I’d kept my distance as she wandered through the corridors, observing her reactions. The way she’d paused outside the doors to the private rooms, her head tilting as sounds of pleasure drifted through the walls. The way her pulse had visibly quickened at the base of her throat when she’d passed a couple engaged in a heated kiss against a wall, his hand up her skirt while she moaned into his mouth.

      But it was when she’d found the exhibitionism room that I’d known I was in trouble.

      She’d settled into one of the viewing alcoves, her eyes wide as she took in the various scenes before her. I’d watched her watch them—the couples on the beds, the groups in various configurations of pleasure—and I’d seen the exact moment her curiosity had transformed into something more. Recognized the flush of arousal on her face, the way her lips softened and parted, how her nipples peaked and pressed against the front of her dress revealing she wasn’t wearing a bra beneath.

      She was getting turned on. And she was surprised by it, maybe even shocked, but she wasn’t running away or shying from the wickedness of it all.

      I should have left her alone.

      I knew that, even as I’d moved closer. Everything about her screamed wrong choice. Wrong for tonight, wrong for me, wrong for the uncomplicated release I’d been seeking. She was clearly innocent. Inexperienced. The kind of woman who needed gentle introduction to this world, not the dark intensity I was barely keeping leashed.

      For another, I knew her type. I’d spent enough years guarding the wealthy and powerful to recognize the signs. The dress she was wearing wasn’t off the rack—the construction was too precise, the fabric too luxurious. Her shoes were red-soled Louboutin’s, her jewelry minimal but expensive with the kind of understated elegance that marked her as someone used to the finer things.

      She was a rich girl. Probably came from some powerful family who’d be horrified to know their precious daughter was strolling around in a sex club. And rich girls—in my experience—wanted rich men. Men who could match their status, maintain their lifestyle, and give them the kind of future they’d been raised to expect.

      I was well off. Years of careful saving and smart investments had given me a comfortable cushion. But I wasn’t her kind of wealthy. I was a bodyguard at a very reputable firm, with a nice townhome and a reliable SUV. I didn’t belong in her world, and she sure as hell didn’t belong in mine.

      I should have left her alone.

      But then she’d shifted, her thighs pressing together, her breath coming faster as she watched Marcus pin his sub to the mattress on the nearest bed. And I’d watched her hand drift unconsciously to her own throat, her fingers pressing against her pulse point as if she could feel imaginary hands holding her down.

      She wants it, I’d realized with a jolt of recognition. This sweet little kitten wants to be dominated. She just doesn’t know it yet.

      And God help me, I wanted to be the one to show her.

      So I’d approached her. Spoken to her. Watched her startle and flush and look up at me with those guileless blue eyes that saw too much and hid too little. I’d told myself I was just curious. Just scratching an itch. Just seeing if the attraction I felt was real or imagined.

      It was real, and undeniably mutual.

      Up close, she was even more intoxicating than I’d imagined. Her scent—something floral and expensive underlaid with the unmistakable musk of arousal—had hit me like a drug. Her voice, slightly husky with nerves and desire, had made my cock ache in my slacks. And when I’d called her kitten and watched her pupils blow wide, I’d felt something shift in my chest. Something dangerous.

      Mine, the beast had growled.

      I’d pushed down the thought, but it kept resurfacing. When she’d held my gaze instead of looking away. When she’d answered my questions with trembling honesty. When she’d told me she didn’t need rescuing, and I’d seen the moment she’d chosen to stay—chosen me—over the safety of retreat.

      And now she was looking up at me with those luminous eyes, her lips parted, her body swaying toward mine like a flower toward the sun, and she was saying words that destroyed what was left of my self-control.

      Take me as far as you want.

      She was giving me permission. This innocent, wide-eyed, achingly beautiful woman who had no idea what she was asking for. She was putting herself in my hands and trusting me not to break her.

      The smart thing—the safe thing—would be to back off. Take her to the bar and get to know her without any distractions. Figure out what she actually wanted, make sure she understood what she was agreeing to or find her someone else to play with tonight who would be slow and gentle. That was what a good man would do. A careful man. A man who had his darker urges under control.

      Instead, I stepped closer.

      “Keep your eyes forward,” I murmured, moving behind her until my chest pressed against her back. She was small against me—the top of her head barely reached my chin—and I could feel the delicate architecture of her shoulder blades. Could sense the rapid flutter of her heartbeat as my breath stirred the hair at her temple. “And watch.”

      She shivered but didn’t pull away. Just turned her gaze back to the room as I’d commanded, her body already trembling against mine.

      Such a good girl, I thought, and the beast inside me purred with satisfaction.

      The bed directly in front of our alcove had been stripped and cleaned and was now occupied by a new couple. The man was seated on the edge, fully clothed except for his open trousers. The woman knelt between his spread thighs, her dress hiked up around her waist, her bare ass on display as she took his cock into her mouth. His hand was fisted in her hair, guiding her movements, and even from here I could see the tears tracking down her cheeks—not from pain, but from the effort of taking him deep.

      “You see them?” I asked against Stella’s ear, my voice low enough that no one else around us could hear. “See how she’s kneeling for him?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “She’s waited for him all week,” I said, setting the scene as I settled one hand on her hip, feeling the sharp intake of her breath at the contact. “Counted down the days until she could be here again with him. Until she could have his cock in her mouth and his hand in her hair and nothing else in the world to worry about except making him feel good.”

      Stella’s breathing had gone shallow, her gaze riveted to the couple.

      “That’s what submission is,” I continued, letting my thumb trace small circles against her hip through the silky fabric. “It’s not weakness. It’s freedom. The freedom to stop thinking, stop planning, stop being in control every second of every day.” I dipped my head, letting my lips brush the curve of her ear. “The freedom to just feel. Is that what you want, kitten?”
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