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    Dedication




    For my Old Man,


    who has always known love is a journey, not a destination.


  




  

    Chapter One




    FOR NEARLY SIX MONTHS, my dental hygienist fascinated me. Actually, it was her neck. Or, rather, it was what she wore around her neck. I knew what it was, because I’ve seen people in collars that looked like they weren’t really collars. Before I moved to North Carolina, I saw the full range of human coupling—everything—in San Francisco. I’d watched, safe and distant, all the years I’d lived there.




    Claire Saldino’s torso hovered over mine as she clasped a blue paper bib in place. “So, think you’re settled in now that you’ve been here awhile?”




    This afternoon, her nearness, my interest and something about the two mixing, made her smooth actions…They were too smooth, bordering on a façade.




    I couldn’t respond. After thirty-four years of side-stepping the everyday intimacies most people found simple, I knew too well the sound of my voice skipping and stuttering as I searched for the right thing to say. Instead I held my breath, crimping my lips closed.




    Claire pulled away, leaving a faint wash of something spiced and exotic in the air she’d just occupied. Patchouli. Just like my sister Dani. Specifically, Dani, version 3.7, when we were twenty-three and she decided she would move downstate to a place called the Peaceful Valley collective. Version 3.8 followed, four months later, when Dani left the collective and began bartending at the latest in a long succession of restaurants where our mother, Kathy, waited tables.




    Claire’s gaze met mine again and before I could prevent it, my eyes skipped away, betraying me. The sight of the thin, woven black leather band around her neck was a siren’s song. It called me to gaze at the creamy skin around it like a malnourished succubus. And I was too clumsy with my fascination to hide it.




    Claire cleared her throat.




    She knew. She knew I was drawn to that thin woven-leather band. And she knew why I couldn’t distract myself from it.




    “I am so relieved to see the end of winter. Aren’t you, Erin?”




    A polite question about the weather? She knew. Of course she did. Of course.




    Probably, she’d started to wonder during my last visit, when she prepped me for the temporary crown. Today, though, I stumbled right into confirmation when I yanked my eyes back to hers a sliver of a second too late.




    She knew I knew that delicate strip of braided leather was more than a trendy artifact she might have picked up on a Saturday afternoon trip to one of those artsy shops in Asheville. Our eyes met for a second longer than necessary. And she knew I knew that she knew.




    After three visits to the office of Dr. Paul Saldino, DDS, Claire Saldino and I had been silently taking each other’s accounts. There was an unspoken curiosity, but no words confirmed it. Yet.




    I met Claire when I came to her husband’s practice, nearly whimpering with pain, for an emergency repair to the broken molar I’d given myself somewhere between Oklahoma City and Maumelle, Arkansas as I tried to simultaneously open a bottle of water and maneuver a fully-loaded U-Haul. That stretch of Interstate 40 was particularly jagged, and apparently I’d worn that tooth into fragility. By the time I reached the tidy two-bedroom house I’d rented via Skype with a Callahan-based Realtor, I could hardly move my jaw. TMJ was as much an occupational hazard for system engineers as carpal tunnel.




    That was in November, two days before Thanksgiving. I’d moved myself across the country to direct a team of system engineers at the new East Coast data center for ThinkMine, an Internet giant that spawned its own verb. Web browsers “mined” for information now, thanks to the company—and culture—where I’d spent all of my post-MBA years pushing myself to work longer and harder, making two steps to every male engineer’s one. One of two female engineers in my management acceleration group. Two out of sixty-five selected from ThinkMine’s sites—called houses in our organization’s unique jargon—scattered from Finland to India to New Zealand.




    And now, at a new data center in Callahan, North Carolina, too. In California, the final destination on my mother’s long and dogged trek to the West Coast with her twin girls in tow, I was a sober set of legs, a source of extra cash to make Mom and Dani’s PG&E bill. Someone had to be more sane, more sensible, more grounded. Kathy had never moved Dani and me south, sticking to New York and the Midwest before she got enough traction to get us to northern California, where she’d always intended to land, even before Dani and me. The opportunity—and my move east—was about more than my profession. It was my chance, finally, to arrange my life with the comfort of enough distance between me and them.




    After five months, spring arrived. April. I’d spent my first winter in North Carolina. Survived? Acclimated? Nothing much about the everyday mechanisms of me had actually changed. But, even without a notable shift, I was still here. On my own. In a town I chose for myself, a house I picked because I liked the clean hominess of it.




    Beside me, Claire inhaled minutely. I swallowed at my own telltale gasp, blinking to cover how I forced my line of sight from the braid circling her neck. I smiled evenly at her.




    Question…she was asking—ah, right. Nice weather; tired of winter.




    When in the throes of awkward, mention the weather.




    “A few of the locals at work keep telling me this winter was unusually warm, but those two storms were enough for me,” I said.




    “Just wait for summer. Hot and humid around here.”




    Mercifully, her husband appeared behind her and Claire rose without further comment. As he settled in, checking the progress of his repairs, I sank a little against the chair, relieved to be not a person with a voice, available for conversation, but a silenced, open-mouthed observer. Dr. Saldino—never something more friendly like Dr. Paul or Dr. S—hardly spoke to his wife, but she orchestrated every step of his examination. Glancing between the curve of her cheek above me and her green-flecked hazel eyes, I turned my studies to watching her watch him.




    She anticipated each movement. It was mesmerizing, a dance of sorts. Their breath settled, in concert. She was ready with an answer for each of his needs a half beat before she was required.




    And she was aware I was watching them work together, how these mundane actions from each of them were part of a much deeper sense of tandem. I felt it. As irrational as I knew it was, I felt a warmed current of energy radiating from Claire.




    “Suction, Claire.”




    She blinked, heavy. Were her pupils really as dilated as they seemed?




    “Claire?”




    “Sir?”




    Sir.




    My face flamed. A bloom of pink rose around that thin leather band on her neck.




    She called him Sir.




    Claire recovered quickly, and what she said didn’t really give anything away. Given the environment, it wouldn’t be unimaginable to answer her employer so. But he was also her husband. She dodged the instrument at my gums and I played passive, the good patient allowing her to do her work.




    For the rest of the my appointment, reclining in Dr. Saldino’s dental chair, I counted my breaths, clenched my toes, and told myself—repeatedly—that a surprised, breathy voice answering Sir did not turn the gusset of my sensible white cotton panties sodden, that my thighs weren’t aching-tight from controlling this quick and ferocious arousal.




    Over a word. Sir. Not him, Dr. Paul Saldino, DDS or Claire, but a word. Over what it meant to say it.




    That word, and those slim strips of leather. All that it implied and how long I’d hung around the edges of it all, too curious and too fearful in turns to commit. I did little more than lurk in the anonymous safety of the Internet. When I was still in California, the closest I came to gathering my courage was spending four separate evenings parked outside of a restaurant, watching people go in and out and berating myself because I knew I’d never follow them inside and join the group meet-up there.




    This something. It had a name. I had known the name, but now I had relatively familiar faces to attach to it.




    Dr. Paul Saldino, DDS and his dental hygienist, his black leather necklace-wearing wife Claire, were Dominant and submissive. Or Top and bottom. Maybe Master and slave. But they did that something.




    After Dr. Saldino declared my tooth in good order, he left without another word. As I tucked the generic toothbrush and mouthwash sample into my purse, Claire lingered. She offered an extra toothbrush. A little hesitant, she kept a respectable but available distance. Something—yes, something again—told me this was unusual, not up to form of how they did things. I was supposed to find them, or people like them, on my own. But Claire and I had chatted pleasantly since my broken molar and I arrived in Callahan, even after I noticed what she wore around her neck. It seemed like our conversation was based on real ease—more than geniality between dentist’s assistant and patient.




    “I’m glad you’re doing so well, Erin.” She smiled. Her round cheeks lifted. There was encouragement there.




    “Me too.” I had to do it. I knew enough from playing sidekick to my adventuresome sister that the requestee was responsible for starting the dialogue in underground conversations like the one I was about to open. Claire’s shoulder lifted, beginning her turn away from me. “Oh, um…Claire, I’ve been meaning to tell you. I—I like your necklace.”




    Her hand rose to it, her index finger tracing lightly over the strands. Something, a taut awareness of each other that had been growing between us during my exam, eased.




    “Necklace?” Claire’s smile broadened a little as she nodded, a soft laugh rising from her throat. “Oh. Thanks. It’s a favorite. I never really take it off unless we’re going somewhere special.”




    I wondered where that somewhere special might be. A rush of disjointed images snapped to life in my mind’s eye. Did he gather her auburn hair in his fist and pull? Were there orders? Threats? Promises? Hard metallic clamps, sharp stings from leather? The scald of his gloved hand on her bare skin? His voice in her ear, telling her in careful, succinct detail, how he planned to use her and how she would feel when it happened? That he was the one in control?




    Did she know who she really was for so long—for years, like me—before she found herself on her knees before him? Was it all new? Her latest fad?




    The melodrama of my imagination hit me, full and without warning, and suddenly I giggled. I kept giggling too, even as I raised my hand, still clutching the extra toothbrush, to my mouth and fought at the anxious laughter that was as pedestrian and obvious as a discussion of the warmer-than-usual western North Carolina winter just gone.




    I rousted my sensible adult and hoped I could muster a semi-intelligent observation. “Um, well…it’s really pretty. It looks so intricate. And…pretty.”




    “You know, my friend who makes them lives in Charlotte. I—” she glanced over her shoulder, then slanted her head toward me “—I could introduce you if you’re interested in this style of jewelry.”




    I didn’t consider how unusual, how much of a risk this was for her, offering a more personal connection than my broken right molar. I didn’t think about how accepting the dentistry practice’s appointment card with her personal email address and cell number might alter the landscape of my life in a month, or a number of months.




    She did know. And she was offering to show me.




    I’m not the only Proctor sister who’s tenacious. And, I swore to myself, I wasn’t the only one who could be brave. I was making a new, different life on my own, a coast away from anyone who knew me.




    “I’d like that.” I took the card from her and promised to call soon.
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    “Come.”




    “Beg your pardon, Madame?” Settling back into the gimpy government-issue office chair, Walt stretched his legs past the corner of his desk, chinned his phone, and started to work at his muddy bootlaces. After a full workday that began at seven in the morning, Lucy’s exquisite diva-Domme act was the very last thing he wanted to hear.




    “You heard me, Wanda,” she all but snarled. “You are coming with me.”




    Lucy Johns had no patience for excess when dealing with the simple bitching and moaning of mere mortals. Lucy, Lu, Doma Lucia—or Walt’s own special nickname for her, Louis—all were facets of the same very complicated, very intense woman. Doma Lucia consumed all of her excess-related resources. The single-mindedness of her in Dominant headspace made understanding her easy. Do what Doma Lucia says and do it now. Simple. Unless she was trying to order Walt around and calling him Wanda, which she usually was. That could get complicated.




    “Busy.” Walt nudged one mud-caked boot from his foot, groaning. Both a second boot and happy grunt followed. “Damn, that’s better.”




    “Not better and not busy. You’re acting like a fucking old lady.” She huffed. “Damn it to hell. Hang on, I need both of my arms for this dress.”




    From the dull thunk in his ear, Walt figured she’d tossed her phone aside, relieving him, for a moment at least, of her own skewed version of heartfelt encouragement. He’d never been able to reconcile the sound of Lu’s molasses-dipped purr growling her suspicions about his work ethic, his intellect, or his manhood. That low and raspy voice of hers—it was hot. Everything about his best friend, from her death-trap stiletto heels to her sleek, tricked-out Range Rover, would make a man break his neck to get a second look at her, and as the nameplate at one of Charlotte’s most successful boutique architecture practices, she brought more than a spoonful of brains to the table. But all of Lucinda Johns’ charms were intended for the ladies. Hapless males need not—and should not—apply.




    “There,” she said, announcing her return over the swish of a zipper. “Damn, I’m hot. And you’re acting like such an old woman, you won’t be there to appreciate it.”




    “I’ve been working all day. Laboring. Outside, like a man with thirty-eight hundred acres to look after.”




    “Waaah-waah.”




    “Tonight I’ll be writing up an incident report, which my job requires, because I relocated a milk snake from a stall in the women’s showers it was sharing with one of our campers, who hopefully won’t sue the state parks for having too much nature in our nature. After that eye-opener, I led three hikes—and not the granny-walks, either, so don’t start with me. And if you didn’t notice, it was ninety-four degrees this afternoon. I stopped five times to wring sweat out of my shirt—polyester, your tax dollars at work, thank you—oh, and I redirected three separate groups of crunchies from Asheville back to the campground because their new REI gear was going to get a bit muddy if they stayed off-trail.” Walt’s stomach growled at the mention of crunchy, reminding him he’d spent his lunch hour away from civilization.




    “Okay, okay. Quit your whining, Wanda. Speaking of snake, I’m wearing the red snakeskin Louboutins…”




    Rustling through a pile of invoices and budget requests scattered across his ancient metal desk, Walt located a protein bar stashed there within recent memory. He could say no all he wanted; Lucy would catalog each piece of her ensemble for him anyway.




    Walt tucked his phone under his chin again, buying conversational time with a grunt or two so he could rustle with the protein bar’s noncompliant metallic wrapper. It refused to budge. Maybe Lu was right—if his fingers, as battered as they were, were unable to grasp a protein bar wrapper and wrench it open, damn old might just be right on the money.




    “…and the last time Tate spilled lube all over my python Daffodilles—Hello? Are you even paying attention to me?”




    “No. Don’t need to hear any more about your outfits. I’m trying to eat dinner,” he grumbled, tugging at the compressed foil ends between his fingers.




    “Predigested whey protein isn’t a meal, Wanda.” Behind her voice, a bass-heavy techno song blared from the premium speakers she’d installed in her SUV.




    “It’s doing a fine imitation of one right now.” The wrapper wrenched open, revealing one long, pale, unappetizing piece of apple cinnamon-flavored meal replacement bar. “Ha! Hell yes, victory is mine.”




    Grunting, Walt bit into lunch…dinner, whatever. This was nourishment. A hot meal, maybe an actual meat and two vegetables, along with a soft, pretty face smiling back at him from across the table were not dietary requirements. They were set dressing…fantasies. Not his reality. Which was fine. The personalities behind most of the soft, pretty faces he ran into lately were some variety or other of bat-shit crazy anyway. CPEP was wall-to-rafters packed with it.




    “Walt, seriously.”




    “Luuuuu…no. I’ve got paperwork to do, and after that I’ve got to clean up.” He crossed the small front room of his forestry service cabin, tugging the hem of his damp green polo shirt from his pants. “I’m tired. I’m definitely sunburned and probably dehydrated. The last thing I want to do is follow you around CPEP all night, playing good-boy-go-fetch-pretty-bottom for you.”




    “Hmmmm…pretty bottoms. Oh! Speaking of hydrating—Paul’s having his first hot tub soiree of the year after the club closes.” Lu’s purr did its intended job of communicating the possibility of carnal delights in a suburban hot tub.




    Same people, different night. Same kinks, different backdrop, and more of Paul Saldino’s one true way to kink. The thought was nearly as unappetizing as a beige slab of apple cinnamon flavored, predigested whey protein.




    “Hey, I think my phone’s running out of steam, darlin’. I gotta run.”




    Toeing his dirt-smeared olive pants from his ankles, Walt tossed the rest of the protein bar atop a heavy text, Invaded Ecosystems: Discovery and Management, splayed open on his nightstand, and a stack of unopened mail. A dip in the Saldinos’ overpopulated hot tub wasn’t the way he wanted to spend his Saturday evenings these days, and a fake dinner was more than he could stomach.




    “I’m not letting this go, Walt. You’re going down to Charlotte tonight. I don’t want to spend my night DMing alone. And you told TK you’d do a Florentine demo, don’t you remember?”




    “Gonna take a shower, Lu. Careful goin’ down to town, okay?”




    “The charming and concerned country boy act doesn’t work on me,” she sneered. “I’ll see you in—”




    Before Lucy could tear into him again, Walt checked out of the conversation, his hand falling away from his ear. He tossed his phone to the bed. Hot water—and a good quantity of it—spilling over his dusty, dry head was the best idea Lucy’d had in months. Then he would sleep for twelve hours or so, alone and by the grace of his own sanity, then another Saturday night would be done.
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    “Wake the hell up, Wanda.”




    An unholy clatter followed, making the rusted hinges on the front door screech in protest. And grumbling. Not the yawls of a hungry four-legged park resident, either.




    “You’d better be dressed.”




    What was this with the snapping orders and the damn attitude?




    Walt exhaled heavily and rubbed at his eyes. After his shower, he’d jacked up the window unit air conditioner to high, turned on his ceiling fan and fallen asleep, sprawled across his unmade bed with no more than a towel looped around his hips. In the meantime, the remains of day had faded to night, and apparently Lucy had driven the twenty miles that separated her glass and steel house overlooking Lake Arden from Walt’s cabin, tucked at a respectable distance from the Poplar Branch Visitor Center.




    From somewhere under the rumpled sheets, Walt’s phone buzzed. Once he managed to fish it from beneath him, he brought it to his mouth, licking at dry lips. “Waaa-hell, Lu?”




    “You’re mouth-breathing in my ear and it’s not doing a thing for me. Open the door.”




    On the tail of her voice, another sharp rap on the cabin door pierced the Saturday evening stillness. The visitor center staff had gone, and the overnight guard came on down at the campground an hour before.




    Oh, hell no.




    Walt staggered from his bed, smoothing down the tails of the soggy towel tangled around him. His hair was pressed in a damp mat along his temple, and if that taut stretch of skin was a reliable indicator, he’d drooled all over his cheek as he slept.




    Damn stubborn woman.




    He shuffled to the front room, his phone tucked into his chin, scratching at a new mosquito bite right behind his knee as he moved. May was too early for a mosquito bloom, especially this close to his front door.




    At the moment, a bigger bloodthirsty female was taking up residency on his front porch. In the night shadows, at least six-foot-three—if you counted those sky-high red heels she was perched on—of corseted, expertly made-up, fine-smelling blonde stalked toward him and pushed her way through his front door.




    “Aw, Louis, you look a bit put out. What’s wrong?”




    “You’re coming with me.”




    Lu strutted inside, scowling at him as she passed. No way to deny it, the effect of Lucinda Johns nearly meeting him eye-to-eye, and in full-out Domina plumage was impressive. But it didn’t intimidate Walt. Leaning against the front door, he watched her first performance of the evening, stretching along with his deep yawn. The towel slithered down his hips.




    Doma Lucia wasn’t the only Top who knew how to put on a show.




    “Well, hello, Miss Johns. I don’t seem to have you on my engagement calendar this evening.” Eyeing her, he folded his arms over his chest and grinned. “If you’ll just step back to the veranda, I’ll pull out my appointment book and see when my next opening—”




    “Shut it with that ‘Miss Johns’ shit, or the toe of these pretty, pretty pumps will find your next opening.” Before he could catch her, she snatched the towel away, slapping it against Walt’s stomach. “Now climb into your party dress and let’s go. After your demo, you’re working the atrium and entrance hallway. You can play welcome wagon to all that hot housewife ass that keeps showing up at the club these days.”




    Walt shrugged and pushed at the screen door with his knee, standing aside for Lucy to exit, hopefully in a minute or less. He wasn’t in the mood for a social call. The refusal to head down to Charlotte was non-negotiable too. Absolutely non-negotiable.




    “I’m beat, Lu. Tell TK I’m sorry.”




    Lucy perched on the edge of his desk. She wasn’t going anywhere, damn her.




    They stared, neither moving, nothing but the night sounds and their breath huffing at each other breaking their obstinate silence.




    “You’d better close that door before you let every bug in your wilderness wonderland inside, stupid.”




    Walt stepped away from the screen door. It banged closed, stuttering against the worn doorjamb until it settled.




    Lucy turned her sultriest, doe-eyed, come-hither look on him. She even fucking fluttered her eyelashes, just like she had when they were sophomores at Clemson. Like an idiot nineteen-year-old with too much testosterone, he’d actually tried to get her to go out with him, only to be set in his place in front of their entire calculus class.




    “C’mon. I’ll even get you a cookie,” she said.




    Outside, crickets sang.




    “Fuck you, Louis.” Walt growled and crossed the room, flinging his wet towel toward Lucy as he passed. She crossed her legs with a self-satisfied smirk and smiled after him.




    “Not if my life depended on it, Wanda.”


  




  

    Chapter Two




    I WASN’T SURPRISED in the least. The soundtrack for the Charlotte Power Exchange Party, LLC, held at an outwardly nondescript club known as Area 51, included Nine Inch Nails.




    Certainly, I didn’t expect a sound system blasting James Taylor warbling about his imminent arrival within the North Carolina state boundaries, but the twenty-year-old, wailing, bass-accented electronica was an obvious, if outdated, choice. And the black vinyl sofas and steel gridwork suspended between the lobby and more intimate rooms of CPEP did nothing to alleviate the realization that this was exactly what I’d expected a fetish club would look like.




    Bad decorating choices or not, Area 51 was the end of my path. Or the beginning of a new one. It was spread out before me, lined in matte-black cinderblock walls and lit with rows of recessed lighting.




    Happy laughter rose around several clusters of arrivals, and numerous sets of arms opened and closed in warm, familiar hugs. I glanced over my shoulder again, looking for Claire. My attempt at easy nonchalance probably translated as skittish anxiety to the number of people who milled around the club’s vestibule. A younger woman, one who had been introduced to me as Powderpuff at the group’s monthly meet-up—or, as they called it, “munch”—I’d attended two weeks ago, squealed as she flung herself into the leather-vested torso of a grandfatherly-looking man. He chuckled, patting her fuchsia hot-pants-clad behind as she draped her arms around his neck.




    Powderpuff was Dr. Paul Saldino, DDS’s, girlfriend. Her real name was Tracy. Or was it Tricia? Or Tessa? It was a T-name, one I always associated with the very sort of woman—girl?—who might select Powderpuff as an Internet handle. I’d missed most of Powderpuff’s particulars because I was struggling to swallow the anemic Applebee’s iced tea I’d just sipped when Claire introduced her to me as her husband’s girlfriend.




    Who lived in their guest bedroom.




    Until she worked a few things out.




    I felt movement behind me and turned from the scene in the vestibule back to the front desk where I waited for the club owner, a woman known by the much simpler nickname of TK.




    “All right, there’s your six-month club pass, still nice and warm from the laminator. Now, if you’ll just put your arm out for me I’ll get you tagged and numbered…” TK raised a randy smile toward me, shaking an electric blue plastic band. “Can’t have a newbie wandering off unaccounted for, can I?”




    Newbie.




    Clenching my molars together, I forced a soft giggle. She was making another small joke, I reminded myself. Probably attempting to jostle my surely obvious anxiety. She’d been the same during my repeated phone calls, using a gentle tease to help me progress through my questions and concerns.




    Claire insisted she had introduced me to Area 51’s owner the same evening I’d met Powderpuff, but most of the evening—my first munch—was a blur. TK’s spiky, chartreuse flattop and black skull-and-crossbones bowling shirt were a temporary disconnect when she reminded me we’d shared spinach queso dip as we discussed the merits of latex body paint. The same smoky-warm drawl I’d heard over the phone was familiar, though, and it soothed my flaring nerves.




    After all, I was a newbie.




    “Thank you.” I returned her smile as I tested the span of vinyl encasing my wrist, and snapped it lightly against my skin. “Do you know where I can find Clai—um, I mean clover?”




    “Clai-clover?”




    God, such a newbie. Already forgetting rules, breaking their protocols, and I was barely inside, still standing by the front door. Claire was nicknamed—or her scene name, as she called it—clover. Short for HisLuckyclover. Emphasis on the lowercase c, as dictated by the conventions of her Sir, Master Lucky—who still resided in my mind as Dr. Paul Saldino, DDS.




    TK chuckled at me and, after a conspiratorial wink, rose over the counter on her toes, indicating a doorway across the congested lobby. “She’s in the dressing room getting ready to do a demo. Told me to send you her way. Over there, past the slave cages.”




    “I see.”




    “Oh you will, sweetie. You surely will,” she drawled, offering her hand with a chuckle. “Nice to see you in person again, Reboot. You go have fun, now.”




    Reboot. I had to choose a scene name when TK added me to the guest list. I couldn’t really dream up any fluffy-fuzzy ethereal adjectives to describe myself while I ground my teeth that afternoon. Waiting for the test servers at ThinkMine’s Los Altos headquarters to recognize a new software install script I’d written had already stretched my patience to its limit. Since I was sitting in my cubicle at the time, watching a line of code hanging there for what felt like hours, Reboot seemed like the most obvious choice.




    And unfortunately, BlueScreenofDeath was taken.
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    “Oh, Wally, you came!”




    On the heels of her quick, bright smile, Claire stilled. She turned to Paul, lowering her gaze, waiting for his notice or dismissal or permission. Inhaling deeply, Walt stuffed his hands in the pockets of his jeans and scanned the toes of his boots instead of watching her wait for her husband to give her leave.




    Seconds went by. Nothing but silence. Claire’s ever-patient waiting and silence.




    Walt ground his teeth. Asshole. When did it get like this between them? When did he decide she had to worry about every move she made? That was what pleased him as her Master? Fucking bullshit.




    Finally Claire cleared her throat. It was a soft, dainty sound. So much like her.




    “Sir?”




    Paul had been a friend. Claire was still one—a very close one. Like Lu and a few others Walt considered family and thought of in his private moments as my people.




    She was so decent and light-filled, so full of belief in the people she cared for, he couldn’t help feel protective of her. Problematic when the biggest threat to Claire was her husband, the man she saw as Owner and Master.




    “What is it, girl?”




    “May I talk to Walt about his demo?”




    “Demo?” For the first time in recent memory, Paul and Walt seemed to be on the same page about something, both clueless about the particulars of this demo that had been on the CPEP schedule for months, according to Lucy and TK and Claire. Turning away from the circle of newcomers still adjusting to their bright blue new member wristbands, Paul gave Walt a cool once-over. “You didn’t mention any demo.”




    Behind him, a tall brunette with the long, tanned arms of a year-round tennis player stepped forward. “Demo? You mean a demonstration? What kind?”




    Once again, Lu was right on the money. Hot housewife ass, indeed, and Walt was pretty sure it was firm and just itching to try out a couple of kinks before she moved on to her next new thing. Crossing his arms, Walt stepped back and looked away, reminded just why he’d been avoiding CPEP for months.




    “I don’t have time to do much with the education group,” Paul said to the group clustered around him. “This is Ranger, ladies. He and a few others handle intros on toys and safety rules at the dungeon. Good stuff. For beginners.”




    Paul reached past Claire and placed a genial cuff on Walt’s shoulder. His arm itched to sling the smaller man’s hand from his body. Instead he turned a brisk nod to CPEP’s newest.




    Oh yeah, we’re all Master Lucky’s grateful subjects here.




    “So, what, exactly, are you going to be showing off—” the brunette spoke again, all lazy vowels, thick with suburban-grade innuendo “—Ranger?”




    The scene name rankled Walt in the best of times. It had been thrust on him without his consent and stuck because it was an argument he wasn’t willing to have. Too many layers of explanation, too close to real and symbolic broken bone, would be required. The people who counted—his people—would never call him Ranger.




    “Floggers. The big, big, mean leather ones,” Walt said, letting his gaze sweep past the brunette’s wide eyes and across the crowded room. “Paul, just want to go over a few things with Claire, if you’re good with that.”




    “Sure. Of course.” Paul turned to his audience. “Ranger is going to use my girl as a demo bottom. There’s nothing between them.”




    “Oh, so is he one of the Doms too?”




    It’s a damn BDSM club, not Doms-R-Us, lady.




    Walt turned, not particularly caring if Miss Tennis and Tan-lines caught his eyes rolling, and looked to Claire. “Ready?”




    Claire paused. The silence stretched on, moving toward uncomfortable, as she waited, still tethered to Paul.




    “Hm?” His eyes bounced between them and he blinked. “Oh, of course. They’re going to discuss his demo scene.” Paul smiled at the newcomers like he was sharing secret wisdom with them. He even paused to stroke thoughtfully at his scrawny salt and pepper goatee. “Go ahead, Ranger. I’ll find you two before you begin.”




    Paul’s last words dissolved in the chatter around them as he stepped aside, waiting for Claire to walk ahead of him.




    “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me with this shit, one of the Doms,” Walt grumbled.




    “Oh come on, don’t be so grumpy about the new people. They’re not all bad.”




    He and Claire moved through the crowd, pausing to greet a few friends as they crossed. Claire reached through the throng for his hand.




    “We’ll have to go in The Palace.”




    Great. That pink monstrosity made him feel even bigger and more likely to break something than usual. Following Claire into the space decorated for gender and age play, Walt stuffed himself against the door and tried to find a surface not painted pink where he could let his eyes fall.




    “Just for the record, Claire, I think you and Lu are full of shit.”




    “We talked about doing more demos at the April munch, Walt. Don’t you remember?” Claire began unbuttoning her skirt. And did not look his way.




    “I wasn’t at the April munch. I haven’t been to munch since last November.”




    “Really? I thought you were.”




    “You and Lu were giving me hell about it just a few weeks ago. Remember?”




    “Oh?” Claire squatted beside her big shoulder bag, known to hold everything but a map to Atlantis, and began removing items, one by one.




    The worst liar of them all.




    “Should’ve let Lu tell your stories for you,” Walt said. “What are you two up to?”




    “Just trying to get you out more.” Claire sniffed as she stood and hung her clothes in one of the gold-painted school lockers. “You’re turning that park service cabin into a monk’s cell.”




    “Monk?” He chuckled softly. “You know better.”




    “Okay, you might not be ready to take your holy orders and turn permanently celibate, but still…” She crossed to him, smiling softly. “You should come down and play once in a while. We don’t bite.”




    “Don’t bite? Then you’re not doing kink right.” Grinning at Claire’s rolled eyes, he pushed off from the door and clapped his hands. “So. Floggers? Florentine demo?”




    Claire considered it and then nodded. “Yeah, with the big ones. There’s so many new people tonight. They like the showy stuff.”




    “Good deal,” Walt said and reached behind him for the doorknob.




    “Oh, and can we use that cross at the back of the main room? I’m a little stiff today.”




    Walt’s fingers stilled on the metal under them. “You okay? I can find another bottom if you’re really hurt, Claire. Or we can cancel.”




    “No, no. I’m okay, really.” She glanced past him, shrugging, and turned a small smile toward him. “Sir is doing a trial week with Tessa.”




    “Trial week?”




    “Yes, a trial week of 24/7 service to Sir. Wally, stop making that face. It’s fine. He’s probably going to collar her. They’ve had the main bedroom. I’ve been downstairs on the futon.”




    Plenty of the people they knew from CPEP and many among those that visited the Enclave had alliances within the community that made their relationships look more like a Venn diagram than the traditional one plus one. Since the most recent influx of newly curious people started appearing in the scene a couple of years earlier, Paul and Claire’s relationship had shifted from two happy, overlapping circles to a pyramid. He sat at the apex, and a steady stream of new girls—younger, edgier girls—made up the layers beneath him.




    And that was just how Claire said she liked it. Her Sir; his rules.




    Walt pulled Claire to him for a quick hug. For now, Paul hadn’t forbade anyone touching her without his oversight.




    “I’ll get things ready. See you in a bit.” He left Claire to finish changing.




    A new wave of arrivals were already coming in across the club’s vestibule. More faces and voices he didn’t recognize. Paul still stood by TK’s desk preaching his version of the one true way to do kink. Now with his friend, Tommy, standing by as Paul’s favorite gospel of BDSM yes-man, he’d managed to pull a pretty impressive audience.




    Walt let out a long, slow breath. Oh yeah. Amen, brother.




    Instead of looking for the few familiar faces he saw in the crowd, Walt turned for the rear exit, making his way to the narrow outside space where people took a breather from the press of bodies and attitude. He’d been back at Area 51 for less than thirty minutes and already needed one himself.
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    “Hey, you made it!” Claire’s reflection beamed at me in the mirror, her smiling face topping a heavy, gleaming silver collar—and her bare breasts.




    “Oh…um…hi.” There was little I could do to cover the absolute discomfort of being in a small space, so close to another woman who was so completely unclothed—and who was apparently so completely unfazed by it.




    She noticed me looking anywhere but at her very prominent nipples and winced with sympathy. “Here, hand me my shirt, I’ll put it back on.”




    “No! No, there’s no need unless…I mea—if you’re more comfortable, it’s really oka—”




    “Erin, take a deep breath; your energy’s all over the place,” she said, stepping past me. I flinched as her breast brushed my arm. “You’re going to see mostly naked people here. A lot of them.”




    “Okay.” I sagged against the opposite wall. “I’ll do that. Over here.” Far, far away from any more accidental crossings of my appendages and her breasts.




    “Do you need some water?” She studied me with concern, looking at the number of inches that separated us. “Did you have dinner? You look woozy.”




    Claire, I’d learned, looked after everyone, not just her husband. In the month since our friendship had developed beyond my dental woes, she’d decided I needed looking after too. I still hadn’t found a way to dissuade her—or accept her attention, for that matter. Having someone care for me felt foreign. I’d been able to go about my business, generally unnoticed, for most of my nearly thirty-five years.




    “Oh, fine. I just feel a little awkward dressed like this when almost everyone else really isn’t so…um, dressed—and look like they belong here…just being new, not really knowing anyone.” I shrugged with a rueful laugh over my litany of social woes.




    “I understand,” Claire said as she sat again and began to wind her long, burnished auburn curls into a thick braid. She’d forgotten her shirt and her breasts were still out there, rising and falling as she worked at her hair. “I was so young at my first play party. I’m naturally an introverted person—a lot like you, actually. But back then…very reserved. I only really knew how to relate to people through my art. Sir—erm, you know, Paul—was so poised and…well, his personality is just so big. He brings people together. He taught me how to come out of my shell and have some confidence in myself. And not have so many hang-ups. Like about nudity.”




    “Claire, it’s fine. I’m really fine.” If I heard myself telling it to her enough, then maybe I’d believe it. I needed so much to be fine, at the very least to show all of these people that I was fine. I liked Claire. I wanted her friends to like me; I wanted to know more about this half-shadowed world they played in.




    And I very much wanted all of them to still be clothed while I did that.




    “Sit.” She pointed to another plush, oversized, pink velvet-covered ottoman beside the one she sat on and began coating her eyelashes with mascara. The ottoman was the same lurid pink of the walls and the puppet-fur pelt under my feet. Every surface that wasn’t pink was burnished with thick gold paint.




    I’d worn my black knee-length business-dress skirt and a tailored black silk blouse. What looked marginally edgy-elegant in my bathroom mirror suddenly felt very dowdy. I unbuttoned the blouse’s top button, then another, and glanced at my reflection. The result barely approached sexy secretary.




    “It’s very…um…My Pretty Princess in here.”




    “It’s the sissy-boy room.” Claire’s reflection nodded at me, and she continued to touch up a thin flare of black eyeliner on one closed eye. “I didn’t plan on playing tonight since it’s your first time, but a friend—um, he called a few minutes ago. He needed an emergency stunt-bottom, you know, and this is the only place I could change.”




    I caught my own stunned face behind hers in the mirror and snapped my mouth shut. She giggled and looked through her makeup bag.




    “Which part didn’t you understand?”




    “Nearly all of it.” I stood, shouldering my purse, and gave her a weak smile. “I think I’m going to go.”




    “Erin,” she said, setting her bag aside. “Please. Don’t leave before you give yourself a chance to see everything. Maybe say hi to a few of the people I introduced you to at munch?”




    “Is the woman with the neon purple foxtail attached to her jeans going to be here?”




    “Foxtail? Oh, you mean Lucy. Yes, she will definitely be here, but there’s no telling what she’ll be wearing tonight. That one always makes an entrance.” Claire rolled her eyes, giggling. “Don’t let her intimidate you. She’s only scary if you allow her to be scary. Or, need her to be.”




    Women were never easy friends for me, Claire being an unexpected and surprisingly pleasant exception. Thanks to life spent as the other twin to my sister Danielle, flamboyant, attention-grabbing women like Lucy—and like Dani—set me on edge. I sank into the depths of the ottoman again.




    “What are you demonstrating?” I assumed it wasn’t Tupperware.




    “Flogging. Well, the Top is—I’m just the target.” Sliding a tissue over her lips, she pressed them together, blotting at her dusky plum lipstick. “You’ll like it—the end’s really showy—Florentine flogging. The Top uses two of them, swings them in circles like this.” She moved her arms in arcs, creating a kind of infinity symbol in the air.




    Before I could stop myself, I asked the obvious. “Two? Doesn’t that hurt?”




    Rising, Claire gathered her bag and placed it in one of the gilded metal lockers that lined the opposite wall. “It can. The big leather ones are like a smack with some force behind it—we call them ‘thuddy.’ If he was using thinner leather or plastic, there would be less force but much more sting.”




    She could have teased me, or even rolled her eyes, dismissing such an inane question. Reflexively, I’d braced myself for it. But Claire, as I had come to understand from her actions and words, didn’t judge. It seemed beyond her.




    “Oh.” I wanted to hear more but didn’t know how to ask.




    “This demo probably won’t hurt much—Walt’s showing his technique to the guys in the new member group, not hitting me for play.”




    “Of course,” I muttered, suddenly aware of my hair charged with static and clinging to my cheek. As I raised my arm to brush it away, the silk of my sleeve rippled over my skin. My hair floated away from my hand, live on the current in the air. Play. Hitting. Hurting. Play was hitting and hurting. I turned my eyes to her, ready for more.




    “I wouldn’t mind if it hurt, though.” She was so close. How did she clear so much space without me noticing, and what was she noticing as she watched me? I was upended, in the middle of this absurd pink closet, and nearly begging Claire to describe every sensation, name each toy and what it did to her.




    Behind me, a burst of cool air carried in the sound of distant other voices. And Nitzer Ebb. The club’s playlist really wasn’t helping me dismiss the specter of my sister and her club-kid life so many years ago.




    “They’re ready to get started, honeybuns,” said a throaty female voice. I turned to it as Claire stepped by me, finding Lucy—minus the purple foxtail hanging from her belt—standing just inside the door. Her eyes flicked toward me. Cool appraisal, recognition, and nothing more. “Oh…hi. Karen?”




    At least she recognized me.




    My voice and breath were still tangled with the questions I wanted to ask Claire, leaving me unable to do more than make a genial sound and nod toward the golden-haired woman who, as Claire had predicted, was dressed to impress in deep ruby satin and high-sheen PVC—the complete antithesis of the black denim and leather that accompanied her purple foxtail at the meetup.




    Munch. It’s called a munch.




    As the door swung closed behind Lucy, I managed to get out a garbled “No, um…it’s Erin. I—I mean Reboot?”




    Too late. Lucy had disappeared into the sea of bodies behind her.
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    Claire led me from the small room, making sure my scene name was repeated—correctly—and remembered as she navigated the knots of attendees. As we skirted the edges of the long, gallery-like room, she nodded to pairs of questioning eyes, their owners trying to place me. She told me the names of a succession of faces, all indistinct to me beyond the reach of the shafts of light scattered throughout the room.




    And in the shadows of the space, tucked into corners and lined in short rows were broad, crossed widths of blackened wood, low tiered benches upholstered in bright yellow and purple, and higher, single spans, covered in the same yellow and purple urethane. There were medical exam tables, time warps from a mid-century doctor’s office, wide ladders to nowhere braced into two adjoined walls, and a thick steel ring gleaming at the end of each step.




    It was real.




    As more people filled the space around me and the lights dimmed, my apprehension eased a little. Once I was sure there were nothing more than a few dim inches between the black-coated block wall and me, I took up residency behind one of the low benches. When the cool concrete blocks pressed into my shoulder blades, I was pinned in place.




    “Hey, y’all, I’m going to get started.”




    The chatter drew in, ceasing except for a few stray comments that quickly died away. And thanks to a universe that was occasionally benevolent even to me, that voice kept talking. It was deep, so male, and his accent…I’d heard plenty of elongated Southern vowels since I’d been in North Carolina, but none of them had turned my ear toward them quite like this one.




    Rising on my toes, I tried to peer between the sets of shoulders and outlines of heads that separated me from the owner of that voice. A shift in the crowd opened a narrow sight line, and I caught a glimpse of Claire as she passed under narrow bands of intense light, her pale skin gleaming in contrast to the coppery braid swishing around her shoulders. Her husband, who I reminded myself was now Paul, not Dr. Saldino, was before her, navigating the outskirts of the waiting crowd as she followed. He stopped in the middle of the room and Claire followed suit at his heel, her arms behind her back, her hands clasped.




    From the cavernous space overhead, a mechanical hum whirred to life as a length of steel tubing descended. Paul made an adjustment or two, then motioned Claire to his side. When she lifted her arms from her back and held them—offered them—to Paul, I noticed, for the first time, the thick black leather cuffs enclosing her wrists. The gesture, maybe the sight of the cuffs themselves, winded me. As I watched Paul attach the leather bands to a bar suspended from some point in the darkened space above, tension coiled up my arms toward my ears. My pulse coursed heavy against my neck, so strong my sight bounced along with it. I was boxed in by shaded figures on both sides, and with no clear route to move past them.




    Inhale.




    Claire’s arms rose over her head as the bar climbed back to the ceiling, bowing her back into a soft swath of bare skin. Even with the occasional rise of a shoulder or turning head obscuring her from my sight, I couldn’t look away from her. With her wrists bound to this bar by someone else, someone who decided that was where she was to be, and handed over for the use of another person, Claire was everything I’d been curious about for so long.




    Another figure stepped toward Claire, this one also male but much larger than her or her husband. Head turning to Paul as he spoke, he gestured to the points where her wrists were restrained. I shuffled along the wall, searching for a better vantage point. Two women, their backs turned toward the imminent scene, prevented me from moving any further.




    “Oh God, I’m so tired of them,” said a female voice. Young, I assumed from the high pitch, affected with a generous side of frustration and boredom. “All of those people who go up to that house are so into themselves and Paul’s bullshit high protocol.”




    “Do you accept what you are about to receive from me?” another female voice chimed, emulating a masculine tone.




    “Fuck that noise, all of them trying to act like they’re so exclusive and it’s some big mysterious thing that happens out there.”




    “Nic, don’t let them get to you. Getting to go up to the house doesn’t mean you’re anything special. It’s just another play party and getting there is a damn popularity contest. The lifestyle’s no different than vanilla life. And, besides, Tommy said he can bring guests to that big party they have in June.”




    At the front of the room, the same deep male voice began talking, his words obscured by my neighbors.




    “Whatever. I don’t care anyways. Too bad Walt’s mixed up with them. He didn’t even seem like he would be their type, y’know?”




    “I know. He’s the last person I could see buying into that bullshit D/s protocol of Paul’s.”




    “Ugh. Sir Paul.”




    “Please, a sadistic dentist. Now that’s a fucking cliché, right?”




    They snorted with suppressed laughter, and the taller of the two brushed her shoulder against mine as she swung her purse behind her in a dangerous arc. I tried to step away, in the opposite direction of the two faceless women, but the crowd had filled in the spot I’d just vacated. The concrete block wall behind me pressed twin points, cool and solid, into my shoulder blades.




    “Paul’s so sketchy, anyway. He hits on every new girl with all that I’ll be your Daddy-Dom, let me show you what the real, true lifestyle is bull—”




    “Did it to me.”




    “He did it to me too, girl. And poor clover—”




    “Poor clover, my ass—like she doesn’t know he’s doing half the twenty-year-olds who show up around here. And she’s just as bad as he is, with all of her new-agey crap about being a slave. Nobody fucking owns me.” Despite the harsh whispers of the two women, a few heads turned their way, accompanied by the sound of a cleared throat.




    “Hi, girls,” another, much huskier female voice said over the distinct rap of stiletto heels on concrete. “Question time is after the demo.”




    As unobtrusively as possible, I dipped my head forward, glancing sideways. At the side of the women I’d overheard, Lucy Johns stared back at me with a tight, challenging smile.




    “Yeah, thanks.” The two whisked past her, leaving a scented wake of sugared-fruit perfume and hair spray.




    “I wasn’t—”




    “Of course you weren’t,” Lucy said, nodding. Around us bodies shuffled, reorienting toward a far corner of the room. “Those two were just getting started, and they like to keep the pot stirred around here. If they’d kept talking, you would’ve missed the demo. And that’s why you’re here, right?” Her sculpted eyebrows rose over her pursed, glossy lips. I didn’t know how to answer her, or even what to say if I could, only managing a weak nod in reply.




    Saving me from any further attempt at conversation, Lucy pointed toward the opposite side of the dungeon. During the conversation of my neighbors, I’d missed a change of location. Claire was now attached to the wide planks of one of the wooden Xs that occupied the opposite wall.




    The group stilled as Paul stepped before Claire and displayed what was a simply brutal-looking flogger. With her head bowed and hands raised past her shoulders, Claire’s chest thrust forward. A shaft of light fell from above her, highlighting the side of her breast and the slope of her back, clear even from our distance. Paul handed the flogger to the other man—the Top Claire called Walt, I assumed—who had removed the dark T-shirt he was wearing. A trail of heavy black lines accented with fiery patches of reds and oranges roped around his shoulder and ribcage, sprawling over the curved valley of smooth skin between his stomach and hipbone before disappearing inside a worn denim waistband.




    “Inch-and-half, buffalo leather. Fifty falls or so, I think. Solid. It’s a mean son of a bitch,” Lucy whispered in my ear. “One of my favorites too, but…something that thick is usually for boys.”




    Boys? Thick?




    My head whipped in her direction again, placing us almost nose to nose.




    “It’s okay, babysub. Some little girls can take it, too. Curious?”




    A hiss of air punctuated by a thud jerked my line of sight from her to the front of the room. Walt had swung the flogger, but not at Claire, whose back was angled toward the crowd. He’d grasped the long bands of leather at midpoint and, judging by the angry, oddly hypnotic red marks on his forearm, he had applied the flogger with some force to his own skin. I watched with a suddenly arid throat and mouth as he held his arm before Paul, then Claire. Once Paul stepped aside, Walt crouched, speaking quietly and directly to her. After a glance in Paul’s direction, Walt held the flogger before her.




    Still aware I was under Lucy’s scrutiny and losing the ability to defend against it by the second, I kept my eyes forward. Captivated, annoyed, envious—and unfortunately, again, utterly awkward. My attempt to shutter my interest was quickly losing ground against the sight of the bare skin of his back and arms and the enticing trail of his tattoo.




    When Claire’s gaze rose to his, her lips brushed the thick—and irritatingly phallic—handle of the flogger. In spite of my most determined effort at control, my breath hitched.




    “You all right there, babysub?” Lucy was by my ear again, so near her torso and hip pressed against my arm. I forced my lips together in a hard line and nodded, refusing to meet her eyes.




    “Fine, thanks,” I murmured, shifting incrementally away from her.




    “Interesting picture? Cat o’ nine tails got your tongue?”




    I couldn’t look in her direction. Didn’t dare respond to her. And I was far more interested in watching him.




    He draped the long leather strips over Claire’s shoulders, letting them splay across the round of her back, and slide down its length, a gentle, measured course. She shivered, apparent even across the room, as he allowed the thick leather to glide along her skin. There was a rhythm about his movements, even in this, the earliest stage of their scene. Or demo? Was this a scene or a demonstration? Claire said “stunt bottom,” so that must mean this is nothing but exactly what it looks like.




    What would it look like if what he was doing to her, or to someone else, meant much more?




    Occasionally his voice registered; mostly I heard nothing more than the sound of my own breath in my ears. This was nothing like I’d imagined; the sight of him adjusting his hips, increasing the arc of his arm and the wide fan of the flogger’s tails. As he discussed which areas on Claire’s shoulders, backside, and thighs could withstand such attentions, I was confronted with my years of wondering—and concocting scenarios when I’d allow it. The times I’d given in to curiosity and opened files online, only to close them as revulsion and arousal choked me. None of it was the same as hearing the air stirred by the heavy leather opposite his bulky bicep and feeling the temperature in the room rise as the bodies around me drew closer.




    What would it—what would he—feel like? That close, his breath on my neck as he dropped those leather ribbons over my shoulder, let them cascade down the curve of my neck, between my—




    A resonant slap-thump, answered with a soft, female oof snagged the familiar lines of script running in my head. They were far more interesting. Watching in the same room, hearing the increased breathing of the others who observed, the scents of sweet perfumes and natural musks wafting into the air as bodies warmed with intense interest and probably arousal at the scene before me, was entirely different.




    And again, real.




    It was the first time—ever—I could recall having no encroaching memories of the past or questions of the future. I was bound to the moment, watching each movement of Walt’s arm and wrist, the clench of his thighs as he moved with his swing and delivered another thudding blow across Claire’s flushed skin.




    Claire and Walt, and what little I knew of them as distinct people, faded away as the scene intensified, leaving me with the simplified impressions of maleness and power, and a femininity that wasn’t made wholesale when it was offered.




    For his use. For his whims. His guidance, his intentions, his will. Given up to him.




    And on the heels of that revelation, as always, just like when I managed to actually watch one of those videos online instead of looking away, the logical and conflicted part of me sneered at my own romanticizing of what was happening before me.




    He was hitting her, I reminded myself. What he was doing was no longer the sinuous stroke of leather, led on by gravity, across her flesh, all at the whim of someone who took control of her. Simply, her wrists were cuffed to two crossed planks of wood. A large, powerful man was hitting her with a hard, brutal tangle of black leather. And I couldn’t look away.




    He paused and took a second flogger, twin to the first, from the back pocket of his jeans. The strips of leather swung out, stretching from his wide fists and landing across her pale skin. As the black hide ribbons rose and fell again and again, the dimmed room and its inhabitants seemed to fade away.




    My breath aligned with his arm as it swung away from his body. With each thump-whack as he turned and flicked his wrists, like the sound of a weightier, more determined ceiling fan, the leather made impact with her skin. I exhaled, long and silent, in reply.




    Circling over her, the dark leather tails became swirling extensions of his forearms. The floggers arced and intersected. Light and shadow fell in rhythmic flickers over his face and shoulders. Each time he struck her back, the air rose and lifted a few dark curls from his forehead, his body’s only answer to the slap of leather on skin.




    It went on, and I know it did for some time. Vivid pink stripes began to emerge on her back. Once, I felt a body pass beside me. Music changed tempo, a thin gasp and wail rang out. His muscles shone, glazed with sweat, in the dim light streaking down the wall. That alone would have taken minutes.




    Skin doesn’t spontaneously glimmer with sweat. It’s a physical reaction. It takes time.




    I couldn’t stop watching. I fought to not look. Impossible. Where else could I look but where he stood?




    “That’s my good girl.”




    The flogger’s dance ended. They dropped abruptly, dangling at Walt’s hips. Blinking heavily, punch-drunk from what I’d seen and felt, I glanced around me. In the hushed room, Paul’s voice was a rude wrench back to reality. He stepped forward and stroked Claire’s hair, her cheek, then unhooked her cuffs from the bar over her head. I peered behind them, searching for Walt.




    Why did he stop? I realized, too late, I’d said it out loud.




    “Paul handles his girls’ aftercare.”




    Lucy. She was still there, watching. A cagey cat eyeing a dish of cream.




    Squaring my shoulders, I turned to her, my “here for business” smile fixed firmly in place.




    “Excuse me?”




    “Walt’s probably heading outside for a breath of fresh air. Paul does what he wants, and that means he does aftercare if he lends out one of his girls.” She shrugged, her drawl plunging with each suggestive dip of her eyelashes as she spoke. “I think I’ll take in the night breeze myself. Why don’t you grab something cool to drink from TK? Claire’s fine. She’ll find you in a bit.”




    I watched her stride away. Lends out?




    And Lucy was quite serious about it—Paul considered Claire his property to lend to Walt. Dread knotted in my throat. It was the same dread I’d experience in high school when Danielle brought boys home on the nights our mother closed whatever restaurant she was working at after a dinner shift. I swallowed at it, licking my dry lips. The easiest thing would be to occupy myself with the formalities of a drink, maybe finding another brief patch of conversation with TK before I left.




    The process of gathering my purse against my body and edging through the crowd until I reached the entrance played out in my mind. And even though it was the best, most sensible, safest thing to do, I couldn’t leave. Not without seeing him again.
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    “Wanda.” Something cold and wet nudged against Walt’s shoulder. Icy water trickled down his side and he shot to his feet, swatting with the T-shirt clenched in his hand.




    “You wanna watch that, Louis?” He grumbled and pulled his T-shirt over his head. He accepted the bottle of water from Lucy with a nod and drank the bulk of it in heavy gulps. “Thanks.”




    Lucy settled herself into one of the numerous wrought iron deck chairs and crossed the length of her fishnet-clad legs. Her eyes didn’t leave his once. Damn her.




    “I’m not in the mood.” He finished the water and tossed the bottle in one of the galvanized steel trashcans scattered around the small, enclosed deck.




    “Aw thanks, babe. I had a headache anyway.” Lucy’s eyebrow arched at him. She turned her hands in front of her, admiring her glossy black manicure. “I’m just checking on you. No reason to snarl at me.”




    Walt nodded and walked across the empty concrete pad. His elbow and wrist twinged with warning after each step. Why the hell had he agreed to do a damn demo with that big-assed flogger after a long day at the park? He couldn’t remember talking to anyone at CPEP about it, but Lucy and—after an odd, silent minute, TK—insisted the plan had been in place for months.




    He swung his arms wide a few times, stopping when he felt a satisfying pop in his shoulder.




    “I’m fine.” Shaking his head, he stood and faced Lucy. “How’s Claire?”




    “Paul’s with her. I’m sure she’s okay. You barely rubbed her back, you pussy.”




    “Right. Why don’t you ask her about her back, hound?”




    Walt cracked a smile, in spite of himself. Luce was the only person who could kid him out of a funk with love disguised in unvarnished verbal abuse.




    It was hard to walk away from any bottom after he’d played with them, though Paul would make sure Claire was okay physically. The way he’d just cut in and ended the demo—that was more than a bad example. Paul had little regard these days for the way things had always been done, both at the Charlotte club and up at Tate’s house.




    Walt knew he’d have to find Claire and check in with her, even if it was for only a few seconds. That moment was as important to him as any other. Aftercare was an open circle finding its way closed, the I’m okay, you’re okay, we’re done here of topping someone. If he didn’t close that gap, the old demon—wondering if what he’d done was really okay—might start talking, questioning, condemning.




    “When you’re cooled off, come inside. There’s someone I want you to meet.”




    “Oh no.” Walt threw up his hands, laughing. “You stay away from me with that welcome wagon bullshit.”




    “I don’t know what you could possibly mean. Claire brought a friend along.” Lucy blinked at him and damned if she almost looked innocent. Almost. Until she smirked. “I’m just being a friendly-friend. All friendly to the new people.”




    “Come on, Luce. You’re never friendly to the new shiny. You have ’em for dinner.”




    “I always have a sensible meal before CPEP.” Her mouth drew together in a smirk. “New shiny is my midnight snack.”




    “All right, let’s do this,” Walt said, standing as he shook his head at her. “I’ll be nice to the new people. Then you can hit the buffet and I’ll head home.”
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    They lingered as the door closed behind them, allowing their eyes to adjust to the dim interior light. The social aspect of attending CPEP was Lucy’s playtime, saving her real kinky play for the Enclave parties and her own home on Lake Arden. Walt let her lead him through several group conversations, pausing only to greet a couple of people who came out to Tate’s house regularly. Lucy trailed by the homeowner himself, mussing his hair mischievously and earning a swipe at her ass for her trouble. A couple of eyebrows rose at them, and Walt chuckled to himself over it.




    Lucy was a kitten; you just had to know when she put her claws out for real.




    “Hey, Ma, don’t mess with the hair,” Tate drawled, and offered his hand to Walt. As they shook, Lucy draped herself around Tate’s shoulder and fussed with his hundred-dollar haircut. “I pay a girl good money to fix that shit up before I come to town.”




    “I’m not surprised. You know, Tatiana, you’re the most tarted-up Southern girl in this room.” Lucy tucked a couple of pieces of hair behind Tate’s ear and kissed his cheek.




    “The hell you say.” Tate’s grin was wide enough, but it hardened a bit and Walt couldn’t blame him for it.




    The guy fought the rumor mill all the time, thanks to the envious stories about him and his invitation-only house parties carried around the Charlotte and Atlanta communities. If Tate Jernigan did half of the people and a quarter of the things those stories insisted he did, the guy would either be dead or on a constant stream of antibiotics. And not many guys could handle Lucy’s repeated swipes at their masculinity like Tate and Walt bore in mostly good humor.




    “Louis, you’re one to talk about tarted-up.” Walt raised an eyebrow at her, hoping Tate would take the opportunity to dish it back to her with someone on his side. Sometimes he rolled over for Lucy just a little too quickly. And he didn’t take the bait this time, either. Walt cleared his throat. “How’ve you been, man?”




    “Good. Finished another bench last night.”




    Tate’s latest hobby was designing and building dungeon furniture. Claire had worried over him using power tools up at the house by himself, but he swore it made him focus on keeping all of his fingers rather than worrying about the bottles of bourbon he wasn’t drinking.




    “Oooh, can’t wait to break it in for you,” Lucy purred.




    “Hey, Walt, speaking of the furniture, I might head down to Atlanta later this summer. There’s a new club opening in an old meatpacking plant downtown. I know the guy. Might be able to sell him a couple of pieces.”




    Tate always knew a guy. He knew most of the kinky East Coast, and a good bit of the left coasters too.




    “Selling a couple of pieces? Why…” Walt stopped himself. It couldn’t be for money. Tate didn’t lord his family’s wealth over his friends, but he also wasn’t shy about making himself comfortable because of it. “That’s great.” He glanced at Lucy, who widened her eyes, as curious as he was.




    “And I’m thinking we should do another mentor’s class later in the summer.”




    “Okay, okay, princess.” Lucy turned a wink toward Walt as she nudged Tate. “We might have coaxed the bear from hibernation, but let’s not fill up his schedule too fast.”




    Instead of scrubbing at his face, Walt shoved his hands in his pockets. The entire evening was beginning to reek of setup.




    “All right, Lucinda. I’m just hitting him up while he’s in a good mood,” Tate said. “So, you two interested?”




    One of the few true stories about the happenings at Tate’s house was about a sixteen-week private mentoring class held there once a year. Usually. The last group had finished in the early spring.




    “I would love to!” Lucy threw her head back and rolled her eyes in outlandish ecstasy. Of course she’d love to—she bossed her mentees around like they were fraternity pledges. But they came out being among the best Tops in the southeast. “Love. To. Give me three of them!”




    “One victim per Top, Lucinda.” Tate took a swig of his ever-present Diet Sprite and nodded in Walt’s direction. “How about you, man? I might have a couple of people interested in driving up from Atlanta and Birmingham for weekend intensives too. We can split the registration fees.”




    “I’ll have to see what things look like at work.”




    “You count caterpillars, chase down lost hikers, and bust underage drinkers at the campground,” Lucy said, huffing. “That’s not really a tight schedule.”




    “I might have something going on then.” Walt eyed Lucy, setting his jaw. He’d done the last four rounds of mentor groups. He was tired of it, tired of the hollow, soulless sound of things he caught himself saying to his assigned mentees in the last two rounds. “Uh…I’ll let you know, okay?”




    Tate had a sense about people, almost as good as Claire’s, and thankfully, it appeared to kick in before Lu could come back at Walt with another jibe.




    “No worries, man. Just let me know if the other thing doesn’t pan out.” He shook Walt’s hand again, edging past Lucy with his hip. “Luce, why don’t you come with me to talk to Paul and Tommy about it while they’re here and not working over their bottoms of the hour yet?”




    Walt drifted away from them, grateful to be released from Lucy’s high-intensity focus for a few minutes. He wandered through the crowd, stopping to talk and exchange hugs with bottoms he still played with occasionally and kissing the upturned cheeks of the few other girls he’d done more than play with over the years.




    By the narrow bar that stretched from TK’s desk, Claire was perched on a barstool. She looked okay—subdued, but smiling happily and leaning in to speak to—




    Someone he didn’t recognize.




    A blonde. Pale, her skin turned near pearly in the band of light falling over her. Most of her hair was piled into a tidy ponytail that swayed across her round shoulder as she leaned and nodded, listening to Claire. More than one Top in the room would be dying to give her hair a good yank, pulled up like it was. She turned a bit, so she could see someone Claire pointed to. He stopped hard, probably almost stepped on someone’s toe or thrust one of his big arms out too far in the middle of so many people, but he had to take a breath and get his shit together and resist the urge to just stare like a damn kid at her.




    Everything about her face was soft—the curve of her cheek, her full lips, and the wide, round eyes he saw behind her little silver-rimmed glasses. She’d covered up her body nearly as much as most of the women in the room had uncovered theirs, only showing a few long, pale-tipped fingers under the cuff of her black blouse, and a swath of milky skin at her neck.




    She looked a little uncomfortable, a little overwhelmed. Right over the fold of her crisp black collar, flushed skin hinted at a climb toward her ear. God, skin like that. Before he could catch his libido and wrestle it down, she leaned across the bar to say something to TK, crossing her legs and showing off her round pillow of an ass. She’d hidden so much under her sensible black clothes. All the covered-up skin tempted, making him wonder what that ass would look like, pushed up and pink, her hair loose, spilled over his bed, her eyes turned toward him, waiting…




    “Walt!”




    Shit.




    He waved and smiled in Claire’s direction, discomfort and dread surging in his throat. There was no one around he could divert his attention to. He was going to have to walk their way, holding back the mental image of his hand resting on the curve of this unknown woman’s bare ass with every step he took toward them.




    Walt stole another quick glance at this new girl. He gave himself one last fraction of a second to take in her silvery-blond hair, her round cheeks, and even rounder lips. The dips and rises of breast and waist and hip. All of her was in a prim little package that looked like it belonged pressed against an ancient desk or card catalog, hips writhing against his…what does she sound like when she whines for more?




    Out of nowhere, Lucy’s glaring face replaced the distant scene of Claire and this new girl. He’d been standing there, watching like a damn stupid, drunken owl.




    Nice one. Way to leer at the newbie.




    “Wanda, excuse me. When you’re finished eyefucking the babysub, I am speaking to you.”




    With a spike of regret he didn’t care to admit to himself, Walt’s head snapped away from the magnetic stretch of black nylon-clad leg he’d been admiring and refocused on Lu.




    “Just…hang on.” He silenced Madame with a hand and began to step around her. “I’m going to check in with Claire and then I’m going home.”




    “Claire and I wanted to—”




    Walt shouldered past Lucy, focusing instead on Claire’s familiar, warm face. Before he was within speaking distance, a hint of perfume hit him: something deep and…moody? It wasn’t Claire; he would have noticed that warm, spicy-flower scent during the demo. Whatever it was, the blonde’s scent and the sight of her looking slightly panicked as he and Luce came closer hit Walt in the gut.




    “Hey, Wand—”




    He grunted a halfhearted excuse about his arm, shrugging Lucy’s hand from his shoulder. Before he could turn away, Claire eased herself from her stool and made her way to them.




    “I thought you two left,” she said and took Lucy’s hand, leading her right toward Miss Pale and Pearly. Exactly not the direction Walt needed to head. “Come sit with me and have some lemonade.”




    Lemonade? Since when did Claire and Lucy treat TK’s desk like a front veranda at the big house?




    Oh.




    Blond. Alone. New. And Walt, more interested in spending Saturday night with a couple of beers and his dark, cool bedroom, before he was conned into coming down to Charlotte.




    “You’ll get me a cookie, huh? Damn it, Lu.”




    Lucy smirked. “Now who’s fetching the pretty bottoms for who?”




    Walt cocked an eyebrow at Claire, muttering more to himself than his two friends. “Aren’t you two a bit old for the matchmaker shit?” Lucy’s head swiveled around to him first, Claire’s right after.




    “Aren’t you a bit too old to act like a pouty widdle boy?”




    “Oh come on, Wally,” Claire added. She had the nerve to wink at him as she steered him toward the desk. “You’ll like her.”




    Irritated, he let Claire take his hand and lead him, his legs jostling around her much shorter ones. She sidestepped at the last second, leaving him face-to-face with her.




    The pale, pearly, pillowy woman had a name. Claire told him it was Erin. She had to say it twice. Or maybe three times.




    Her real name, not some ridiculous, concocted scene name.




    The last time Claire said it—“This is Erin”—Pale and Pearly offered her hand to him, like the right thing to do was shake hands, like it was Saturday evening at a country club or Sunday morning after church services. Not at all like what was really happening, where they were. At that moment, Walt didn’t care. All he noticed was the satiny sweep of her palm against his, the tiny tremor rippling up her arm as his fingers closed around hers.




    “Hi.” Her cheeks rose when she smiled, so high they pushed the little silver rims of her glasses toward her forehead. Fighting the urge to raise his index finger to the bridge and ease them back into place, he shook her hand again, reminding himself how big he looked to most women, how he had to look harmless to them when they looked up at him so words like hulk didn’t come to mind.




    “This is Ranger,” TK added, coughing—a sad, showy attempt to disguise her devious giggle. Damn her, she was in on it too. “He was the one who did the flogging demo. She saw the demo, right, Lucy?”




    “I think she caught the high points. Right, babysub?” Lucy’s voice sounded like it came from the rim of a well, high overhead.




    The new girl didn’t so much as flinch in Lu’s direction. But she inhaled, deeply, and never took her gaze from his. Her lips circled around her escaping breath, sent as a faint draft of air skimming past his elbow. He tipped his head toward hers politely and forced his eyes away, turning to say something to Luce or look for Tate or at any damned thing but the soft salvation of the first woman he knew on sight he’d wanted—deep down in his bones—in years.




    He’d not let her smooth hand go, which made a getaway a bit of a problem. And when he gave in and let his eyes trail back to hers, she was still looking up at him, flushed and smiling a prim little smile that seemed to surprise her nearly as much as it did him. Lost to his own best instincts, Walt leaned his head toward her ear, inhaling the very same flowered, spiced perfume that drew him to her. Something told him she’d go loose-limbed over it, and because he knew, instinctively and without question he was the only one in the room who could do it to her, he let his voice drop deep and spoke right beside her ear.




    “Hi.”




    Her eyes drowsed at it, but she didn’t move toward him. Instead, she breathed in again, gulping.




    “Hello.” One of them shivered. Both of them noticed, and they chuckled silently over it. “I’m Erin.”




    “So I’ve heard,” he said, grinning down at her.




    “Or…um, Reboot. That’s what I’m supposed to say—Reboot.”




    “Reboot?” In addition to turning him slack-jawed, she’d intrigued him. Most of the girls he encountered these days used a kind of fairy-goddess, windchimes-and-dreamcatchers sort of scene name, or one that made her preferred kinks pretty damn clear. But this?




    “It’s ridiculous, right?” Her shoulders climbed toward her ears and she smiled up at him. “I know. It was the first thing that came to mind when TK asked me. I was at work at the time. I didn’t know what to say and someone might have heard me because we just have cubicles and so…Reboot.”




    The babbling wasn’t put on. That shit was real. She was as nervy over him as he was over her.




    “I like it.”




    “Ranger? Are you an Army Ranger?”




    “Hey,” he said, cocking an eyebrow at her, just to raise the color on her cheeks again. “Don’t you know you’re not supposed to ask about the world beyond the front door?”




    “I…oh, God…” She swallowed hard and looked up at him, wincing. The air of her own high expectations and embarrassment, maybe over not getting the scene-speak just right, wafted around her. “I’m sorry, I—”




    Suddenly, it was the time to put on his harmless guy face after all. He held up his hands, shrugging.




    “Don’t worry about it. No harm, no foul.” When the agitated expression didn’t fade from her face, he leaned away from her, humming. “You look pretty trustworthy, anyway. I’m with the forestry service.” And that was general enough if something with this girl went south quick.




    “I’m going to go get some water,” Claire broke in as she stood on her toes and placed a demure kiss on Walt’s cheek. How long had she been there, watching? And Lucy too? Fuck. “Thanks for asking me to be your stunt ass, Wally. It was fun.”




    “Oh…hey—no, Claire, I’ll get your water. Just sit here, talk to your, uh—to Reboot?”




    Claire shook her head, smiling, and pulled away from him. “I’m fine. Really. You know me, Walt, I’m fine. And I will call you later this week,” she told Erin with a quick parting hug.




    He watched after Claire, shaking his head. When she disappeared from sight, he pulled over the stool she’d left and glanced around for the rest of his audience. In the meantime, Lucy, the rascal, had done a vanishing act of her own.




    “So…”




    “A park ranger?” Erin nodded toward him, wide-eyed. “Like Smokey the Bear?”




    Huh? Oh, Ranger. Yeah, like Smokey the Bear. “You know, you look harmless, but you’re a bit of a smart ass under there, aren’t you?” He laughed, in spite of himself. It was the oldest joke in a park ranger’s life, but in her voice, for some reason, that didn’t matter. “I’ve never heard that one before.”




    She brightened, and the sassy little smirk said there might be a bit of back talk in her. Just enough to keep things interesting, not full-on bratty like the last girl he’d played with. “Oh, I doubt that. You’ve probably heard the ones about Yogi and Boo-Boo—oh, and Woodsy the Owl too?”




    “Yeah, Luce just called me Ranger Rick tonight. But Woodsy the Owl? Now, that’s an obscure one. Been at least six months since I’ve heard about him. Nice work there, Reboot.”




    “Erin’s fine with me. I can’t keep up with another name.” Her eyelashes dropped to her cheeks when she laughed. All at once, Walt wanted to make that happen again, maybe as much as realizing the fantasy of her he’d worked up as he watched her talking to Claire.




    “Um, should I call you Sir?”




    The word was like a cold curtain of water dropped over his shoulders. Not welcome and soothing, like his earlier cool shower, but abrupt, a big root in the path she’d tripped over. Sir was the very last thing he wanted to hear from this girl. No, this woman. Lady? Not a girl, because he was sick of calling grown women girls and thinking of them as somebody’s property or a friendly piece of ass.




    “No. Not Sir.” He knew he sounded gruff, and regretted it, but she was too new and obviously understood just enough to be dangerous to herself. Some other guy like Paul, preaching his one true path of kink, or a hardass Top like Tommy who’d push her too fast—or worse, one of those designer-suit posers from town—would jump all over her newness and break her because they were too stupid to see just what she was. A surge of protectiveness rose in him. “Don’t say that to someone until he’s earned it.”




    “Right.” Head slanting away from him, Erin closed her eyes. “Right, I knew that.”




    Of course she knew that. Probably read it in four or five books, or worse, saw it on FetLife or some other kink web site. This woman was the eagerest of eager students, the one who memorized the textbook before the first day of class.




    She clamped her eyes shut, raising a deep furrow between her eyes. Something told him self-judgment was this woman’s frequent companion, and though he couldn’t explain it, Walt didn’t like seeing her suddenly consumed by it. He nudged at her knee with his own, grinning.




    “Don’t worry about it. Hey, what about you—what do you do when it’s light outside?”




    “I.T.” Her shoulders squared as her chin rose. “Storage team manager at ThinkMine.”




    ThinkMine was one of the biggest names on the Internet. The company had bought up a big tract of land north of Callahan, not far from the park Walt managed, a couple of years ago. With little notice of the locals, ThinkMine erected a very sterile-looking, bleached-white concrete and glass box, set back from the state highway where it was located. Most of the employees—people like Erin—had been transferred in or brought to southwestern North Carolina for the purpose of running whatever it was that happened in that plain building.




    Erin might have done her research—but she wasn’t acting on it. Walt couldn’t resist pushing her buttons one more time, just to make sure she got it. She’d given up way, way too many real-life details about herself. He just didn’t want to think about why it mattered.




    “Not trying to give you a hard time, but now I know exactly where your office is, and with a little Dick Tracy on my part, I could probably figure out your work number.”




    “You’re right but…well, if I can’t trust Woodsy the Owl, who can I trust?” She laughed, shrugging. “Besides, I know Claire and she speaks well of you, so…”




    “All right, just don’t do that again.”




    Her chin jutted toward him as she gave him the sly eye. “Are you telling me what to do?”




    “No, not like that. But you should be careful.” Even Walt had learned it—too well—after his years in the lifestyle. Clearing his throat, he pushed past another memory of Holly. “Common sense doesn’t go away once you cross the threshold of a play party—or a club like this one.”




    “Hmmm.” She went silent for a minute, her thigh jostling against his as she shifted and glanced around the room again. “Do you have a forest?”




    “A forest? Do I have a forest?”




    “Or a park? A monument you guard or something? Oh, that’s personal,” she said as she prodded her glasses back to the bridge of her nose. “Do you want lemonade? Claire said she made it from scratch. Is that even possible? I know it is, of course, but who actually makes lemonade from scratch? All those lemons.” Her nose wrinkled, and once again her glasses slid down her nose.




    “Claire,” he said, chuckling as he accepted a red Solo cup of her latest concoction. This Reboot…or Erin—her brain hopped around like a frog on hot pavement. “Claire would make it from scratch. She’s like one of those lifestyle mavens from TV—but kinkier.”




    “Or so you assume.” She wagged her eyebrows and sipped from her cup. When she set it aside, her expression had turned thoughtful. “We’re sitting in a sex club and talking about lemonade. This is not how I expected this evening would go.”




    “You had a plan?”




    “No, not at all,” she said, shaking her head vigorously. He did the same as a tease, laughing when she made insistent noises. Finally, she gave in, giggling along with him. “Okay. I may have had a plan.”




    “Uh-huh, I’m not surprised. How’d that work out for you?”




    Erin glanced up at him, her smile softening. “Okay, I suppose? Considering I hate it when things don’t go as I’ve anticipated, I think I’ve handled things pretty well.” Her eyes darted away. “But honestly, I also think I’m ready to go.”




    “I’ll walk you out.”




    She shook her head again, swinging that tempting, glossy ponytail from side to side. “I’ll be fine. There’s no need to—”




    “Hey, it’s expected. Doing demos, being a DM…I’m one of the people who makes sure all of the other people have fun and head home in one piece.”




    “Even if the piece is bruised or has rope burn?” Her lips pursed as she watched him over the rims of her glasses. Resisting the urge to scrub at his face with his hand in frustration, Walt stood, gesturing to the front door.




    “C’mon, we have bad guys in Charlotte too. Let me make sure you get to your car safe, all right?”




    Her expression softened, so much he wondered if he’d said the wrong thing or even worse, the right thing. Without comment, she stepped past him. As they crossed the club’s social area, both remained quiet, settling into their own thoughts. Even after her dodges and feints over being walked to her car, silence with her felt easy. There was no pressure to drum up more chatter just to fill the air between them.




    “I manage a state forest,” Walt said finally as they reached the door.




    “Ah-ha.” Tapping her temple, she nodded proudly. “So that’s why ‘Ranger.’ You chose that name because it means guardian.”




    “Well…” He stared at her for a couple of extra seconds, not bothering to shut his mouth or hide his surprise. “Most people just think—”




    “They think it’s because of Ranger Rick and Smokey the Bear and Yogi and Boo-Boo. Because it’s your job.” She turned, looking up at him as she passed. “But it’s because of more than the forest, isn’t it? It’s more than what you do, it’s who you are.”




    “All of that’s right in a way, I suppose, but—no. Not really. Someone started calling me that a few years back for another reason and it’s sort of stuck.”




    “Hm. Easier to ignore it?”




    “Easier than explaining it.” He reached behind, pushing the door away from him. “Reboot is different. For a girl.”




    “Oh? What do you think is an acceptable woman’s nickname?”




    “Scene name,” he said, grinning again over the lip of his red plastic cup. “Your scene name.”




    “Fine. Scene name. What is an acceptable woman’s scene name?”




    “You can call yourself hot butter on toast, doesn’t matter to me. Around here a lot of girls seem to like the crunchy business, so there’s fairies and dragonflies and all kinds of femmes and windy this and flowering that. Maybe a dragon if she’s bratty. Every once in a while you’ll run across a sl—um, something more colorful about the girl’s kinks.” Slut? Nice one, dumbass.




    “Colorful?” She laughed, despite the checklist of misogynist horrors she was probably cruising through in her head. He knew his damn ears were reddening by the second, too. “You censored yourself for me, Ranger? Were you going to say slut?”




    “Walt’s fine.”




    “Okay. Walt.” She smiled up at him. “And as I said earlier, Erin’s fine, too.”




    “So, Erin it is.”




    She looked down, slanting her head a little, and went quiet for an extra second or two. “Did it hurt?”




    “Huh?” He glanced around his body and then realization hit. She was looking at his forearm, still striped a bit from the demo. Turning his arm over, he held it out for her. “This?”




    “Yes. From before you flo—before you and Claire? Did it?”




    “Nah…not really. To be honest, I was so keyed up, I don’t remember doing it. It’s not something I’d do. I know how my toys feel before I put them to a bottom. But Paul…well, he likes things a certain way. Top to Top, I respect him letting me play with Claire for the demo, so I go by his rules.”




    “Does it hurt?”




    “You mean floggers? Sure. It can.” He leveled his gaze at her, an instinctive need to challenge her overriding good sense. “But it can be good when it does.”




    Walt eased back on the heavy steel door, suddenly interested in his cup of Claire’s homemade lemonade again. No one stirred up so many disparate topics like Erin had done, within only minutes of meeting her.




    “Did she put something besides lemons in here?”




    “I think it’s ginger.” Erin swirled the contents of her own red plastic cup. “I’m sorry, that was odd. And too personal. And…just—I think Claire’s rubbing off on me. Last Saturday she took me along to one of her galleries in Asheville so she could drop off some new bowls or coffee mugs or something. I bought a huge piece of amethyst quartz she swore called out to me across the store.”




    His shoulders dropping a bit, Walt nodded, the awkward moment clearing. This line of conversation was more comfortable than exploring his innermost feelings about trees and the older, more obscure meaning of the term ranger, and the balance of hurt and pleasure. Especially when Lucy or Tate, or even both of them, could be around the corner, hearing every mortifying word.




    Besides, if he let Erin run on and on with that the forest is who you are business, next she’d be imagining him plucking a lute, naked, and skipping down the Sawtooth Overlook trail.




    But wouldn’t she fit in there? And it was exactly where Walt wanted to see her. Out there, in the deep woods. Naked would be a nice touch, too. But outside, in the daylight, with sun-scattered green leaves all around her, the sound of her voice mingling with the rush of Sawtooth Creek, and the songbirds arriving, back from wintering in South America as summer came on. This woman didn’t belong in a place like Area 51.




    Where she belonged…that really shouldn’t be his business.




    “Do you know why she said I couldn’t put it—the crystal—near my desktop?”




    “What?” He tossed his cup in a large trashcan by the club door and stepped aside so she could walk out. “No. I mean, I’m sorry but I don’t know, ask Cla—Hey, do you hike?”




    Shit. Made it my business, just like that.




    She froze at his side, eyebrows shot high over the rims of her glasses. “Hike? In the mountains? Outdoors?”




    “You should. You should come out tomorrow. My last hike leaves the visitor center at three fifteen.” As they stepped from the protective span of the red awning-surrounded entrance, Erin looked across the parking lot, dubious.




    “It’s raining. You’ll be soaked…and I can make it on my own.”




    “Couple of raindrops won’t bother me. In fact, it’s sort of nice.” It fell against his cheeks, splashing across his eyelashes. Walt looked up, grinning for the fourth or fifth time since he’d sat beside her. He tucked his hands in his pockets and leaned toward her, closer than he should. “Y’know, I’m not gonna melt in a rainstorm, Erin.”




    “No. I…” She considered it, staring hard into the distance. “I guess it’s okay.”




    “Why wouldn’t it be?”




    They started across the darkened parking lot.




    “I know how to take care of myself.” For the first time since Claire and Lucy hustled him toward her, Erin seemed chilly. They walked in silence for a minute, Walt pausing once as she adjusted the ankle strap on one of her shoes. When she spoke again, her voice was nearly too soft to hear. “Hiking isn’t really…I don’t go outside very often.”




    They stopped by a dark mid-sized sedan. Erin opened her door, preparing to step inside the car. Grasping the doorframe, Walt stepped toward her, then back a half step, suddenly aware again of his size relative to hers.




    “Why?”




    She looked up at the steadily increasing raindrops, blinking at the few that found their way past her glasses’ lenses. “It’s too chaotic.”




    “Come anyway.” He stepped to her again, hoping his shoulders would block some of the rain coming down toward her face. He was toeing at the line between welcoming and creep who tracks new girls at their first play party. The balance in the need to act right but not let her go was never clear. Walt backtracked away from her car door. “I do know a few things about managing nature.”




    Not convinced, Erin sat behind the wheel and turned over the engine. “Can I drive you back to the front door?”




    “No, my truck’s over there. I’m gonna head home too.” He reached out, catching her door before it closed. “Poplar Branch State Park. North of Callahan. Can’t be more than twenty minutes from your big mainframe or whatever ThinkMine’s got in that building down on Highway 54.”




    “It’s a server farm—or data center. Lots and lots of servers.”




    “It’s still twenty minutes away.”




    “Okay.” She sighed a little and smiled up at him. “I’ll think about it.”




    “I’ll see you tomorrow. Three fifteen.”




    “I’ll think about it,” she said, an almost-concealed note in her voice heavy. “Thank you, Walt. It was nice to have met you. Good night.”




    It was a promising end to a night he’d had no business participating in, but had found himself in the thick of anyway. Nothing more than Erin agreeing to crunch over the pros and cons of a simple afternoon walk on a moderate trail. Still, he liked her. He wanted to know more about what made her quirky mind tick. As Walt made his way through the rows of cars, humming contentedly at the warm rain falling around him, the taillights of Erin’s sensible little car disappeared around the corner of Area 51.
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