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    Eliza’s stuck in a lacklustre, dead-end slump after coming home with her graduate degree to a slippery job market and her brother’s fold out couch. Unable to circle newspaper ads for another second and desperately crawling into sexual fantasy to escape her dismal reality—Eliza takes her escapism a step further when she agrees to go to the Renaissance Faire with her best friend, Dru.




    Her whole world shifts when Eliza meets Hunter, a quirky, mysterious leather worker who runs a booth at the faire. He’s been a platonic friend of Dru’s for ages and supplies her with homemade BDSM bedroom toys—toys that he’s more than willing to demonstrate with Eliza once the faire closes. But can Eliza give up control in order to trust that one of her biggest fantasies will live up to her expectations?




    Hunter’s skills as a dominant force Eliza to trust herself again and Hunter finds himself with a feisty submissive that pushes more of his buttons than he ever thought possible. Together they push themselves farther than any fantasy, until their lives are never the same again.




    

      


    


  




  




  

    Contents




    

      

      



      

        

          	
Chapter One




          	

        




        

          	
Chapter Two




          	

        




        

          	
Chapter Three




          	

        




        

          	
Chapter Four




          	

        




        

          	
Chapter Five




          	

        




        

          	
Chapter Six




          	

        




        

          	
Chapter Seven




          	

        




        

          	
Chapter Eight




          	

        


      

    


  




  

    Chapter One




    ‘And another one bites the dust.’ Eliza threw down her latest credit card bill with a small huff of a sigh, watching it slowly float down onto the cheap carpet. She hung her head in resignation.




    ‘You all right, sis?’ Charlie picked up the bill from his apartment floor in front of his fold-out couch – now Eliza’s permanent home. She winced as he whistled. ‘I can see you’re not going to be moving out anytime soon.’




    ‘Sorry, Charlie,’ she said with little irony. ‘Not even McDonald’s will hire me with my degree and it’s not as if I can afford a train or bus ticket out of here. Until I settle my school loans which have already been pushed off, all my income is zilch.’




    She gathered the strength to prop up her head with a hand and looked over at her tall, muscular brother. He had the look of an eternal frat boy: unshaven, black hair sticking up all over the place, and those damn blue mesh shorts she hadn’t seen him out of since junior high school. Perhaps they were the pair required for gym class? But either way his unsettlingly honest brown gaze was pinned on her face – and she couldn’t do anything but frown deeper. He paced, making his generic beer logo T-shirt with the holes in it sway against his body.




    It was a wonder anyone employed Charlie. Lucky for him his local university sports scholarship had transferred over to writing for the sports section of the newspaper. When he graduated he had a job free and clear. Instead of pursuing higher learning hoping for the best and aiming to succeed in his dream job, like someone else she knew. Sometimes being an overachiever truly came back to bite her in the ass.




    ‘Well, it’s not as if it made practical sense to switch your major at the last second just because libraries are becoming a little overstaffed around here. You would have wasted more money that way. You did the best you could at the time, now we live with the consequences.’




    ‘The coffee shop interview is in two days and if I can nab that I’ll get a solid starting pay cheque. At least enough to cover the light bill here. Something to contribute. And from there I’ll save all my pennies and take as many buses as I need to apply to the libraries outside of a normal 50-mile radius. Maybe even a few trains if I have to do a longer commute, until I hit a job jackpot.’




    ‘At least you have a plan. That says something.’




    ‘How encouraging and motivational.’




    He stopped his pacing and threw her a smile only a sister could love – and interpret that it was full of unleashed mischief. ‘Chin up,’ he said, ‘you should do something to make yourself feel better. I’ll reimburse you the cash for whatever you decide to do today. Consider it a fun day, on me. Besides, if you whine any more I’ll start having to pay for a psychiatrist and that’s a lot more expensive than a ticket to Rough Seas Water Park. Stop griping, get off your ass, and live a little. I kind of want my couch back.’




    ‘Fair enough. We’ve already established a tab for me, why not?’ Eliza uneasily restacked her collection of classic books on her makeshift egg crate bedside table. ‘Just give me a second to call Dru and I’ll see what she can whip up for the day.’




    ‘Thanks, sis, I could use a little time to myself.’




    ‘Oh, I don’t take offence to that at all.’




    ‘Good, you weren’t supposed to.’




    Eliza rolled her eyes and reached for the cordless house phone beside her bed. The only way to wait eagerly for callbacks from her job interviews was with the receiver under her pillow for full alertness at all times. Who knew how late Danny’s Clam Shack and Strip Club would wait to call about their need for a cocktail waitress? Better to be prepared – which reminded her …




    ‘You’ll keep an eye on the phone when I leave?’




    ‘Yes, of course. I’ll answer every single call.’




    ‘It might be important,’ she stressed, hesitating to dial her best friend, Dru.




    He wiped his simpleton smirk off his face. ‘I want you out as much as you want out, sis. I promise I wouldn’t jeopardise your big break by not answering my own phone line, ’kay?’




    With a resigned nod, Eliza tapped in the memorised number with her fingers, and held the phone to her ear while shooing off her brother with her other hand.




    ‘All right, all right. When you’re done let me know how much you need.’




    ‘Sure,’ she mouthed, impatient for any smidgen of privacy while talking to her best friend. Charlie had been known to listen in to her conversations and repeat them back in a high-pitched, girlie voice as if they were children again. He would dissect every small detail and mock it until his voice went hoarse. And today was not the day for his odd, amusing escapades.




    Several shrill rings later and the other end of the phone line clicked as Dru picked up her cell.




    ‘Y’ello?’




    Eliza smiled at her friend’s confident, casual phone voice and welcomed the endorphins that had been missing from the rest of her bad day. The pull back into reality was a welcome change.




    ‘Hey lady, it’s Eliza. What are you up to today? Any plans?’




    ‘Glad you called, chick. Wanted to know if you would go to the Renaissance Faire with me today. I’ve got to go pick something up at one of the booths and it would be good for you to get out of the spunkhole known as your brother’s tiny apartment.’




    Eliza shuddered, pushing the sexual reference to her brother deep, deep down where she could completely repress it. As for the Renn Faire – was she really in the mood for something so … alternative? Charlie complained enough that she lived in her own little world; she couldn’t imagine what he’d say when she spent the day in a make-believe land. But wouldn’t it be a distraction? There was no denying that she needed an escape – and books weren’t cutting it when her brother’s apartment smelled more and more like stale potato chips and sweat. A little Jane Eyre was far less captivating when the constant “pew-pew” of Charlie’s video games was on full blast.




    ‘You alive over there?’ Dru prodded.




    ‘Oh, sorry. Yeah, I’m here.’




    ‘And your answer would be …?’




    ‘Sure,’ Eliza impulsively blurted, eager to leave the apartment and no longer caring where she went so long as she could take a book along in her purse.




    ‘Really? You’re going to make it that easy on me, hermit-in-training?’




    ‘Yeah, yeah.’




    ‘I’ll cover the fees, booze, and food. Of course –’




    ‘I got it, Dru. Charlie said he would cover anything I spend today just to get me out the house.’




    ‘Desperate for a little alone time with his right hand, I’m sure. How can you take payment from him, but not from me? How does that work, crazy lady? Explain.’




    ‘Charlie owes me months and months of babysitting money he stole from me in junior high to toke up with his buddies. I’m completely justified in taking anything he’s willing to give me. Not to mention the fact that the little brat never paid back any loans. Despite my guilt at accepting handouts, he owes me. And God knows I owe him some space on the weekends instead of isolating myself again.’




    ‘At least you’re one to recognise your faults.’ Dru laughed.




    ‘Well, when there’s no work to distract you, you’d be shocked to know how much you can learn about yourself.’




    ‘I hope there’s something scintillating making its way into this conversation.’




    Eliza held back her hard and fast denial. One word and her whole sex life – or lack thereof – would be out there. And, occasionally, she liked to play her secrets close to her chest. There was only so much teasing she could take from one aspect of her life to the next. For everyone in her inner circle, it was always open season on Eliza. The shy, sweet, untroubled one. The daughter her mother and father had always been able to count on to make her bed, drink her milk, come home way before curfew, and wake up at the crack of dawn to start breakfast.




    A straight, no frills, Goody Two-Shoes from her very core. Familial expectations had encouraged her until perfection, books, and obedience became a comfort zone she wasn’t willing to stray from because she knew at any given time that she could tackle any problem in her way. Compliance turned into an eagerness to please. And now she couldn’t remember the last time she’d taken a chance during school or in the months after while looking for a job.




    ‘Sorry to dash your hopes again, Dru. But I don’t see any sexy times coming my way in the near future.’




    ‘So pessimistic, this one. I’m buying your booze – no arguments.’




    ‘Fine.’ Eliza relented. ‘A 20 will be enough?’




    ‘That’ll be fine. Pick you up in 30.’




    Before she could reply, the line disconnected. Typical Dru.




    ‘So how much do you need?’ Charlie popped his head back into the living room with an expectant look, running his hand through his hair. ‘I’m not made of money, you know.’




    ‘Spot me a 20 and that should about do it.’




    ‘When you leaving?’




    ‘I’ll be out in 30 minutes give or take a few for Dru’s perpetual lateness.’




    ‘I won’t wait up.’




    With a low whistle and a wink that she tried to ignore, Charlie ducked his head back into his room. Now what to do to occupy herself for the next half-hour? One part of her wanted to make a list of her bills so she could tell the damage. But the woman who was about to take money from her family, to go to a place where people ate things from sticks and dressed up in any manner of costume, wanted to do something with a little more verve. What would counting out her debt do now? Other than bring down her already sour mood.




    ‘It’s been decided, then,’ she mumbled as she dug through her suitcase next to the end of the drab, cheap couch.




    When her hands seized on the black leather volume, her heart gave an extra-fast beat and she smiled – but only a little. She pulled out her hand-tooled, dainty journal and gave a furtive look toward the back hallway. Nope, Charlie was settled in until she left. His computer was once again keyed up to maximum volume, which suited her fine and dandy – the better to tell when he would try and break into her pseudo-room to snatch her book of secrets out of her hands.




    Eliza eased back against the couch with a sigh of pleasure, took her fine-tipped nib fountain pen off the side table, and opened her journal to the newest page. Another page of unleashed debauchery that she could fill with her fantasies. Blank. An empty page to be moulded with black ink – her dirty chicken scratch. Within the span of another breath, her brain emptied out everything practical and her fantasies came out to play.




    She wrote fast and hard.




    Torrid little stories with all the sexual proclivities she’d never think to subject anyone she dated to, especially when she couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a date. Why take the time, when fantasies couldn’t wound, and they certainly couldn’t judge. How was she supposed to sell herself to a man when she couldn’t even convince someone she’d be a good fry cook?




    The stories thrilled and engaged her imagination in a way that hadn’t been touched since college. Granted, they were way filthier than anything she would have handed in for a thesis, but the small stories gave her the same sense of pride. A tale spun where she could do anything, without limits. They filled a sense of emptiness inside her that all of her multiple degrees had failed to satisfy. Without purpose and under such trying circumstances, she had to create a place where she had a goal, drive, and could at least please herself. Even if it was purely paper and ink.




    A little less than a half-hour to indulge in secrets and romance before she transported herself to another, entirely different world with her best friend. She doubted her distraction today with the faire would be as all-engrossing as the words forming on the page. Tales of tall, handsome, devilish men willing to move heaven and earth only to lay a finger on her flesh – and then they did much, much more than that.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    ‘I can’t say I’ve ever … participated in an event like this one before, Dru.’




    ‘Is that a bad thing? Don’t you think you should expand your boundaries outside of your brother’s fold-out couch and a newspaper full of wanted ads? Come on, have a little fun, Eliza.’




    Eliza glanced sideways at her best friend’s elfin, petite face speckled with sunlight from the gorgeous afternoon in the woods. Dru’s light blonde eyebrows were raised in question, rose lips pursed. The dare for Eliza to question her hung unsaid in the air. A wisp of wind picked up Dru’s red, corkscrew curls and pushed them across her face. But Eliza only cleared her throat, unfocused on Dru’s warm, whisky-coloured eyes, and refocused on to the crowd in front of them amidst the trees.




    At least she wouldn’t feel out of place in her Indian maiden-style leather get-up, straight out of some weird S&M store – she’d borrowed it from Dru who had worn it last year. The skirt brushed mid-thigh with leather tassels that didn’t exactly cover … anything. The corseted halter top ended in an abrupt triangle, showing the whole world that it had been a while since she’d hit a gym. And, topping off the whole ensemble, more tassels were threaded beneath her breasts in a weird attempt at an Empire waist effect. The outfit was an experience unto itself, even without everything to see and do unravelling before her eyes.




    For a second it was hard for Eliza to think of their little adventure into unwashed bodies, crowds, and medieval costumes as fun per se. But damn if the food wasn’t out of this world. And her best friend was right. Her status as a Master’s degree-holding, library science geek hadn’t earned her points on any of her less-than-minimum-wage job interviews this week. Most people in their small town were snug as a bug in their day jobs and there wasn’t much room for more work with positions being pre-filled by family and friends.




    She’d been away too long in college. Long enough to lose favour when it came down to a townie and a girl with too much school experience. No matter where she looked, she was overqualified. Facts were facts – libraries were closing like mad. Not to mention they only had one in the area, filled with employees who would hold on to their positions till their last dying breath.




    There was proving to be no room for Eliza here. But there weren’t any options in the outside world with no savings and no one to lean on if she continued on her losing streak. Until she got lucky, she was beholden to her big brother and a nine-to-five job pursuit. Better to get out of the house for a little while. Besides, she’d worn out her traditional red pen circling back-of-the-newspaper ads and couldn’t afford to buy another one right now.




    Two solid months of moping was enough to fry anyone’s brain and she needed to leave her problems behind. So this trip back in time better offer up merriment and wonder soon. Or at least some free booze. Just because she was out of college didn’t mean she couldn’t indulge in a pint or two.




    ‘At least it’s free exercise,’ Eliza chimed in with an easy smile.




    OK, so all the men in kilts and shiny chainmail were a bit distracting and she hadn’t seen this many boobs since Christmas at her sister Cheri’s divorce celebration. But the atmosphere wasn’t that bad. As they circled all the vendor booths with creative, painted signs and travelled beneath the charming forest of old oaks, Eliza could almost forget about – well, everything. Her complete lack of independent direction and purpose in life. As well as the fact that her dreams of an easy life were more than dashed. But this was nice – a swell of happiness.




    A light breeze shifted through her A-line brunette bob and she took in a long, deep breath of carboliciousness. Her mouth watered and she continued following close behind Dru.




    ‘Whoa, did you see that?’




    ‘What? Oh, the woman holding the man on a leash in full bondage gear? They’re here every year. That’s old news, honey. People come to this place to let their freak flag fly high and for the most part no one gives a shit.’




    She shifted her gaze away from the treacherous roots embedded into the earthen floor and watched Dru’s retreating – and fully corseted – back. Where was she going? What could be so important that they needed to rush through the crowds? Eliza was positive she’d brushed up against her hundredth stranger in only a half-hour of being in the gates.




    Several people must have got an up-close-and- personal brush of her braless breasts in her confining leather get-up. As she struggled through the crush of the food court crowds in her costume, she wished there was a little more of it. Not only was the outfit tiny and skin-tight, but the midsummer air kept wafting up the skirt until Eliza was positive she was flashing the whole park.
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