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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cooper Hanson caught a glimpse of the woman out of the corner of his eye. He immediately lost his concentration.  
 
    Reaching up, he replaced the barbell on its rack and sat up to get a better look. Beyond the glass wall that separated the weight room from the aerobics space, a tall, slender woman—maybe five foot eight—was setting up step platforms in rows in front of the mirrored wall.  
 
    Wiping the light sheen of sweat from his face with his workout towel, he rose from the bench and moved toward the glass to get a better look. He guessed she was mid-to-late twenties. Her long, chestnut-colored ponytail swished as she moved. His eye was drawn to the words printed in red across her bright yellow tank top: Doing it for ME.  
 
    She was definitely doing it for him, with that slender, toned body, her breasts round and firm, her tan, smooth legs shapely with muscle.   
 
    There was no telltale black leather collar around her neck, which Caelan had told him all the staff slaves on Desire Island wore. Did that mean she was a Domme? Or just a day worker with zero interest in kink? Whatever she was, Cooper needed to find out more.  
 
    “I have a sudden urge to take an aerobics class,” he muttered under his breath.  
 
    There were several women milling about in the bright, sunny space, setting out their towels and chatting quietly. He took up a spot at the back.  
 
    The instructor raised her head and their eyes met for an instant. Cooper caught his breath. In striking contrast to her dark hair and olive complexion, her eyes were a startling shade of violet-blue, fringed with thick, dark lashes that appeared untouched by mascara. They were the most beautiful eyes he’d ever seen.  
 
    But there was more than mere physical beauty at play here. Something in her gaze bypassed his brain and lodged directly in his cock. He instantly visualized her naked, her arms suspended high overhead, ropes pulling her taut.  
 
    “Beg me,” he growled in the fantasy. 
 
    “Please, Sir,” she replied, her eyes wide with fear and desire. “Whip my breasts. Spank my ass. I need to be punished. Make me suffer for you, Sir.”   
 
    She shifted her gaze from him to the room at large, breaking the sensual spell she’d woven around him. With a brisk clap of her hands, she said, “If y’all will each take a place behind a step, we’ll get started.” She had a lilting, Southern accent, her voice clear and pleasant. What would she sound like when she gasped with pleasure… or pain? 
 
    “Let’s go around the room real quick and introduce ourselves. For those of you who don’t yet know me, I’m Lainey Miller.” She nodded toward a woman in the front row. “Just tell us your name and whatever else you want to share.” 
 
    “I’m Katie, scene name slave Kitty,” the short, plump woman said with a girlish giggle. 
 
    They went around the room. Since there were only six of them, not counting Lainey, it was soon Cooper’s turn. “Cooper Hanson,” he said. “The odd man out,” he added with a grin. 
 
    “You need to get in the front row so we can watch those tight buns in action,” an older woman in his row who had introduced herself as Mistress Donna said in a smoky voice.  
 
    “Now, now,” Lainey said with a laugh. “Let’s not scare away the lone guy in class.” 
 
    Not a chance, Cooper thought, but he just smiled.  
 
    Lainey tapped at her watch and music flowed from the overhead speakers—an instrumental song with a thumping bass. “We’ll stretch and warm up first. Go at your own pace.” 
 
    As Lainey led the group through their exercises, Cooper’s imagination went into overdrive. In his mind’s eye, she was now lying over his lap, her arms extended along the couch, her legs trapped in his. He admired her small, round bottom, whose creamy flesh he would soon turn a bright, cherry red. Cupping his hand just so, he brought it down hard against her soft skin. Each breathy cry and plea for mercy only spurred him on.  
 
    When he couldn’t hold out another second, he flipped her over and stretched his naked body over hers. She arched up to meet him as he plunged his raging erection into her sopping cunt.  
 
    “Yes,” she screamed in his fantasy. “Fuck me hard. I need you. Oh god, oh god, yessss…” 
 
    Suddenly aware of the bulge now tenting his shorts, Cooper snapped out of it. He forced himself to focus on the workout as he got his body back under control.  
 
    “I’m going to get to know you, Lainey Miller,” he silently vowed as the workout came to a close. “Very, very well.” 
 
      
 
    “Just think about it,” Caelan Macauley, one of the trainers at the resort, as well as Cooper’s friend from their college days, encouraged. They were sharing a drink at the tiki bar on the beach that evening before dinner. It was Cooper’s third day on the island. “You’ve sold your business and you’ve said you’re somewhat at loose ends. We’re looking to add more Doms to the staff, especially during season. Ella and Ryan agree with me that you’d be a great addition. The pay’s quite decent, not to mention free room and board. It doesn’t have to be full-time. You could teach a few classes with impact toys and rope. Maybe mentor some of the dominant clients with specific agendas—that kind of thing.” 
 
    Cooper didn’t reply right away. It was an interesting offer. He didn’t need the money, but the idea was intriguing. He’d often thought about “giving back” to the BDSM community. It would be good to bring along the next generation of Doms, especially those raised on internet porn, who didn’t really understand the nuance and power of an actual D/s power exchange.  
 
    On the other hand, he’d been working eighty-hour weeks nonstop for the past six years and a job—even one as laid back and inviting as becoming a professional Dom—wasn’t really his focus right now. “Sure,” he agreed noncommittally. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    Caelan smiled. “Great. No pressure. Just something to consider. You can start tomorrow,” he added with a laugh. 
 
    Cooper laughed too. “So much for no pressure.” 
 
    Caelan swiveled on his stool to regard Cooper with a wry smile. “Now. Spill it. What’s got you so hot and bothered? Is it a woman?” 
 
    Cooper smiled sheepishly. “You always could read me like a book, even before you got your psychiatric degree.” 
 
    Caelan’s smile widened. “Don’t give me too much credit. I’ve found, nine times out of ten on this hedonistic island, the lure of sexual attraction is stronger than the tide of the ocean. Who is it? A guest? One of the staff?” 
 
    “Staff,” Cooper admitted. “Lainey Miller, the fitness instructor. Is she a Domme or a sub or none of the above?” 
 
    Caelan furrowed his brow in apparent thought. “I’m not sure what her BDSM orientation is. She’s only been here about a month. I’ve seen her at the dungeon parties from time to time, but I never saw her engaged in a scene.” 
 
    “Tell me everything you know,” Cooper urged, startled by how much he cared.  
 
    Caelan tilted his head, regarding Cooper with a thoughtful expression. “I thought you were adamant about not hooking up with anyone on this trip. You just wanted to relax on the beach, take a few instructional classes, check out the dungeon…” 
 
    “Right, right,” Cooper agreed with a laugh. “That’s still the case. I need to decompress after the past six years of insanity. But who’s talking about hooking up? I’m just…curious, is all. Something about her caught my eye.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll take you at face value—for now.” Caelan took a drink from his mug of beer and stared out at the ocean. The sun was just setting, giving the air around them a golden glow. “I’ll tell you what little I know. We’ve been wanting to expand our spa and gym services for a while. Once the new extension to the main resort building was completed, we brought on another fitness expert to work with Abbie, our yoga and slave positions trainer.” 
 
    “So, she’s a day worker? Comes in on the ferry?” 
 
    “Yep.” Caelan nodded. “She’s connected enough in the scene to have come across our want ad for the position. We only advertise on BDSM and BDSM-friendly sites. I didn’t personally interview her, but the owners were satisfied she’s comfortable with nudity and BDSM or she wouldn’t have been hired. Abbie’s still teaching the more BDSM-specific classes, like bondage yoga, positions training and submissive meditation, and Lainey’s been spearheading the vanilla classes.” 
 
    “Married, single, straight, gay?” Cooper pushed, aware he was acting like a teenager, but unable to help himself. 
 
    Caelan gave him another knowing smile. “Single, I’m pretty sure. As to her sexual orientation, I’m afraid I don’t have a clue.” As Cooper’s face fell, Caelan laughed indulgently, his eyes twinkling. “Don’t worry. You’re just asking the wrong person. According to my wife, we trainers never know anything that’s going on in terms of romantic intrigue and island gossip. It’s the staff slaves who have their finger on the pulse of this place. I’ll check with Skylar. She’ll know the scoop.” 
 
    “Thanks, man,” Cooper said sincerely. “I appreciate it.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    “So, is tonight the night? You finally going to participate in a scene?” Abbie asked. Abbie was cute, with red hair and fair skin, a dusting of freckles over her nose. She and her cousin, Kendra, whom Lainey also really liked, were both dressed in sexy fetish wear. Abbie wore an emerald green satin bustier with matching thong panties, her ever-present jewel-clasped slave collar around her neck.  
 
    Kendra, a chef at the resort, was in a sleeveless black leather minidress with a plunging neckline. Her feet were shod in Doc Martens, her short auburn hair brushed back, tattoos inked on both shoulders. 
 
    The three of them stood just inside the large double doors of the main dungeon. The Friday night party was already in full swing. Guests of the island were decked out in leather and chains, if they wore anything at all. People were bound to St. Andrew’s crosses, bent over spanking benches and restrained on racks. Others wielded whips and heavy floggers. Still more were clustered in small groups, watching the action with rapt attention. The air crackled with sexual tension and edgy energy. 
 
    Lainey didn’t own any fetish wear, but she’d packed a clingy black Spandex dress for tonight’s party. She wore this, along with a pair of shiny black high heels, her legs bare.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she hedged. “Like I’ve said before—I’m more of a voyeur than participant. I can’t really imagine spanking or whipping some dude, and no way am I going to allow anyone to do that to me.” 
 
    “I get it,” Abbie said kindly. “It can be a little scary at first.” 
 
    Lainey snorted. “I’m not scared,” she asserted.  
 
    How many times had she said those words?  
 
    Her three older brothers, who were two, four and six years her senior, still razzed her about it, claiming those were the first words out of her mouth as a toddler. Her body had been one big bruise growing up, as she tried desperately to keep up with the boys. Her overriding emotion as a kid had been outrage at being left out.  
 
    She could still see the fierce, dirt-smudged, tangle-haired, determined little girl in her memory—balancing on rock ledges, leaping from the tallest tree into the creek behind their house, racing down hills on her bike, hands off the handle bars—and any number of other stupid, dangerous things, all in an effort to gain their attention and approval. She hadn’t been just as good as a boy—she’d been better. 
 
    It wasn’t the idea of erotic pain that frightened her, but more that she would make a fool of herself during a scene. What if she couldn’t handle it? Her new friends were so strong and confident—traits she’d at first thought at odds with being sexually masochistic, but was coming to understand were essential for true submission. While she was curious about the whole thing, she had no idea if she’d love it, or totally freak.  
 
    “You don’t have to decide now.” Kendra placed a comforting hand on Lainey’s arm. Then she added with a grin, “Wait and see if Master Caelan’s pal, Cooper Hanson, shows up. Then decide.” 
 
    Lainey startled and then furrowed her brows. At the same time, her heart kicked up several notches. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You don’t live on the island,” Abbie said with a smile. “And you’re still new enough not to have been sucked into the gossip vortex that exists around here. The staff here are way more than just colleagues who share a living space. We’re a small, close-knit community who come into daily intimate contact with each other. So when Master Caelan asked Skylar, she came to me since you and I work closely together. I was going to tell you about it earlier but I got distracted and forgot.” 
 
    “Forgot what?” Lainey demanded impatiently.  
 
    “That Cooper Hanson was asking about you,” Kendra replied for her cousin. “And not about your credentials as a fitness instructor,” she added with an exaggerated wink.  
 
    “He was?” Lainey squeaked. Then she blushed at her lack of control. Millers did not squeak.  
 
    At the same time, her nipples tightened at the thought of seeing him again. Cooper was a little over six foot tall, with the muscular build of an athlete. He had black, wavy hair that flopped over onto a high forehead, sweat making it curl appealingly along the back of his neck. His dark eyes had captured her in their gaze, making it hard to look away. He had a strong nose above a sensual mouth. He was, in a word, gorgeous.  
 
    He’d caught her staring several times during the step class, and their eyes had locked before she’d found the wherewithal to glance away. Was the attraction mutual?  
 
    Not that she’d planned to do anything about it.  
 
    It wasn’t that she’d mind meeting someone new. She’d been without a steady guy for over a year now, since breaking off the engagement with Ian. But she’d decided when she took this job that it made no sense to get involved with the guests. After all, they were, by definition, just passing through, and one-night-stands were not her thing. 
 
    “He was,” Abbie confirmed. “And so, naturally, we had to get the scoop in return. Skylar pumped Master Caelan right back for information on his friend. Want to hear it?” 
 
    Lainey almost said no—a knee-jerk response in an effort to pretend she didn’t care. But she did care. A lot. 
 
    “Yes,” she admitted.  
 
    “Most important info first. He’s a Dom,” Abbie said. “And he’s single. He has his own boat anchored at the private marina near the Master’s Cottage on the other side of the island.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kendra added eagerly. “He’s a tech genius, apparently. Had some kind of complicated startup business that has something to do with neurosurgical techniques or something like that. He just sold it for a gazillion dollars to some big company. In other words, he’s loaded.”   
 
    “It’s just as easy…” Abbie began in a silly, singsong voice, grinning at her cousin. 
 
    “…to fall in love with a rich man as a poor one,” Kendra finished with a laugh.  
 
    “Whoa, hold on,” Lainey protested, though she, too, was laughing in spite of herself. “Who said anything about falling for anyone?” 
 
    “We’re just teasing you,” Abbie said, her smile kind.  
 
    Kendra nudged Lainey in the ribs. “Speak of the devil. There he is.” 
 
    Lainey turned and caught her breath. There he was, decked out in leather, looking good enough to eat. His hair fell roguishly over his forehead and his jaw was still covered in sexy three-day stubble. He wore a black leather vest, his massive chest bare beneath, luxuriant dark hair curling along his sternum. Black leather pants hugged his legs and the alluring bulge at his crotch. Black boots completed the ensemble, along with a nylon gear bag slung casually over one shoulder.  
 
    The guy had no right to look so damn good.  
 
    Perhaps feeling their eyes on him, Cooper turned in their direction. A slow, sexy smile lifted his lips, and Lainey’s heart did a flip-flop in her chest.  
 
    “Hey there,” he said, sauntering over to them. “Anyone up for a scene?” He spoke to them all, but his eyes were fixed on Lainey’s. 
 
    Lainey’s heart leaped into her throat. She glanced from Cooper to Abbie. What do I do? she telegraphed urgently with her eyes.  
 
    Abbie gave her a small, encouraging nod, as if to say, “You got this.” Aloud, she said chirpily, “Sounds like fun, but I’ve got a work gig.” Then she melted away. 
 
    Lainey turned to Kendra, who flashed an impish grin. “I see my fella. Have fun, you two!” Then she, too, vanished into the dungeon. 
 
    Lainey watched helplessly as her friends deserted her. She would have to kill them later. But for now, she ordered herself to hitch up her big-girl panties. She’d been fantasizing about just such a scenario ever since this guy had walked into her step class. The question was—did she have the nerve to go through with it? 
 
    Her mouth was dry, her heart beating overfast. She felt like she was in seventh grade, and Denny Johansen, the cutest guy in middle school, had just asked her to dance. What if she made a fool of herself? What if she freaked out? 
 
    Cooper, whose gaze had never wavered from Lainey, let his eyes rove slowly over her body, electrifying her nipples and soaking her panties in the process. Eventually, his eyes returned to her face. His smile was easy but his eyes were glittering like black diamonds.  
 
    “Guess that just leaves you, hmm?”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lainey had been so supremely confident and in control while running the step class. Yet now she stood before Cooper looking absolutely petrified. He had thought her cute in class, with the sassy ponytail and tight tank top. But now, with her burnished hair falling to her shoulders, her sexy curves packed into that cute little black dress and those long, shapely legs ending in fuck-me heels, she was drop-dead gorgeous.  
 
    He’d speculated endlessly in his head since the class that morning about where she fell on the Dom/sub spectrum. He was now reasonably sure she was a sub, or at least not a Domme.  
 
    So far in his few days as a guest on Desire Island, everyone he’d encountered was steeped in the BDSM lifestyle. Nudity, overt sexuality and intense play were par for the course. Every girl he’d scened with had been ready, willing and able. And, while it had been fun each time, that was all it had been. He hadn’t felt the spark he experienced now. In fact, he hadn’t felt a spark like this in longer than he could remember.  
 
    He reached for Lainey’s hand, taking it lightly in his. She didn’t pull away, but he could feel the tension radiating from her.  
 
    “Forgive me,” he said gently. “Sometimes I come on a little strong. Feel like grabbing a drink at the juice bar?” 
 
    She visibly relaxed. “Sure. I am thirsty, now that you mention it.” 
 
    They weaved through the crowd toward the juice bar located in an alcove at the back of the large space. The action was already hot and heavy everywhere they looked. Naked subs of all shapes and sizes were restrained in various ways, gasping and moaning as impact toys snapped, flicked and stroked their bodies. The scent of desire was ripe in the air.  
 
    As they headed back, Lainey stopped suddenly in front of a scene station. A naked woman was tethered to a St. Andrew’s cross, her back to the small crowd that had gathered around her and the man behind her. The man held a short-handled single-tail whip in his grip. Each time he popped the tip against her already-marked flesh, the woman moaned. The sound wasn’t that of someone in pain, but more like a woman in the throes of sexual ecstasy. Her head had fallen back, and from where he stood, Cooper could see that her eyes were closed, a beatific expression of utter peace on her slack face.   
 
    Cooper glanced at Lainey to assess her reaction. She stood rigid, her deep blue eyes wide as she stared at the scene. Her mouth had fallen open. As he regarded her, she brought one fist to her mouth, as if to stifle a cry. Yet, her nipples were clearly visible beneath her clingy dress, and color was rising in her cheeks.  
 
    Peering closer, he saw that her pupils had dilated. Was that because of fear? Or arousal? He had the sudden perverse urge to slip his hand beneath the short hem of her dress and into her panties. He had a strong suspicion they would be damp with desire.  
 
    His own cock throbbed in recognition and lust. It took considerable self-control not to drag her that second to an empty station. But no. That wasn’t his style.  
 
    If and when she submitted to him, it would be because she wanted it—because she begged for it. 
 
    Instead, he placed a hand on her shoulder. “Lainey?” he asked softly, his mouth near her ear. “You okay?” 
 
    She startled at his touch and the sound of his voice. Slowly, she turned to him, as if waking from a dream. “Oooh,” she breathed, shaking back the hair that had fallen into her eyes. She wrapped her torso with her arms, hiding those luscious breasts. It was clearly an effort to tear her eyes away from the scene. She met Cooper’s gaze briefly, the color deepening in her cheeks.  
 
    She took a step back. She had returned her gaze to the woman, whose face remained tilted toward the ceiling, a peaceful smile gently lifting her lips. “She looks like she’s enjoying what’s happening, even though it has to hurt like hell.”  
 
    Cooper smiled. “It’s not every day you get to witness a sub flying. I’ve always wondered what that would feel like myself. It’s definitely a major power trip to take a woman to those heights.” 
 
    “Flying?” Lainey asked, finally turning from the woman to look at him. “Is that what we’re seeing? I’ve read about the concept, but I never really got it. I understand the idea of working your way through the pain. No pain, no gain, right? But how can she look so happy and peaceful while he’s whipping the crap out of her?” 
 
    Cooper chuckled as he lightly took her elbow to guide her away from the scene station. “Let’s go sit down and we can talk about it some more.”   
 
    There were no stools left at the small bar. Cooper found an empty high-top table nearby with two chairs. “You wanna grab that while I get us a drink?” 
 
    “Sure,” Lainey agreed, having apparently regained at least some of her control.  
 
    He returned a few moments later, two glasses of fresh-squeezed limeade over ice in hand, and sat down across from her. He was about to bring up the scene and, more specifically, her strong reaction to it, but Lainey spoke before he could begin.  
 
    “It was a nice change to have a guy in class this morning.” She flashed a grin. “They’re usually too wimpy to keep up.” 
 
    Cooper hesitated as he tried to recalibrate his thoughts. She was definitely trying to change the subject. He decided to let her have her way, at least for a while. But he had no intention of letting her completely off the hook. Her strong, visceral reaction to the whipping had intrigued the hell out of him. He’d bet his bottom dollar this girl was a natural-born submissive. 
 
    For now, he gave her little dig the mild chuckle it deserved. “I only wish I’d discovered it—and you—sooner. I just have four days left on the island.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? So, I still have four days left to try and whip you into shape?” 
 
    He lifted a brow. “Wait a minute—shouldn’t that be my line?” he teased.  
 
    She grinned, cocking an eyebrow in turn. “What, are you afraid you’re not up to the challenge?” 
 
    “I love a challenge,” he replied, meeting her gaze head-on. This was the perfect segue to bring the conversation back where he wanted it. “How about you? You strike me as a woman who’s not afraid of a challenge herself.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Lainey asserted. “There’s nothing I can’t do, once I set my mind to it.”  
 
    “I believe you,” Cooper said, amused at her tough-girl persona, even as he pondered how to turn that to his advantage. If challenge was what motivated her, he could offer it, in spades. 
 
    He leaned closer, fixing her with an intent gaze. “I’ve got all sorts of delicious toys in this gear bag. A flogger to waken your senses, a whip to make you gasp, a cane to make you scream. Imagine how it would feel to be taken through that erotic pain to the transcendent plane we just got to witness? I could take you there, Lainey. I’m sure of it.”  
 
    While he said the words with the specific intent of getting a reaction from her, he meant them. He couldn’t remember when he’d last been so interested in a woman, or determined to claim her, even if only for the few days he had left on the island. 
 
    Color again rose in her cheeks as she stared at him, making her deep blue eyes shine. He let his gaze move down to her breasts, his cock stiffening with appreciation. Her nipples were hard as small marbles, and his mouth actually watered with the desire to suckle them.  
 
    The kickass tomboy image slipped as Lainey stammered, “I…uh. That is…” She trailed off and then cleared her throat as she looked away. The blush deepened along her throat and chest. She grabbed her glass and raised it to her lips, as if buying herself some time. 
 
    She wasn’t being coy or flirtatious, he understood. It was clear Lainey wasn’t entirely sure what she was feeling right now. Though Cooper had known he was a Dom from almost the moment he’d become sexually aware, some people were slower to discover their true sexual orientation. Still others knew, but refused to acknowledge, that part of themselves. It had to be difficult on some levels for a submissive to come to terms with their nature, especially if they confused true submission with passivity or weakness.  
 
    He was charmed by her sweet confusion. He loved the apparent contradiction that defined a strong submissive—sassy and assertive in her daily life, while yielding and obedient with the right man—the right Dom. He couldn’t wait to get his hands on her—every inch of her. 
 
    Slow down, he warned himself. She’s nervous. Help her relax.  
 
    “You don’t have to answer that—yet.” He leaned back in his chair, deciding, for the moment, to pull back a little. “Tell me a little about yourself. I know from my pal, Caelan, that you’ve been working here about a month, and you run the vanilla side of their fitness program.” 
 
    “You were asking about me, huh?” she quipped, relaxing once more. 
 
    “Absolutely,” he replied easily. “Full confession—I don’t usually attend aerobics classes. I prefer to work out with weights. For cardio, I do swimming and wrestling. I was only in that class because I saw you through the glass partition and I wanted a better look.” 
 
    “Wrestling?” she asked, leaning forward on her elbows with sudden interest. “Professionally?” 
 
    “Nah. High school and some collegiate competition. Now I do it just for fun. It’s a good workout.” 
 
    She nodded. “An excellent workout. I do Jiu Jitsu. I love to compete.” 
 
    “Impressive,” Cooper said sincerely. “That’s more of a martial art, am I right?” 
 
    Lainey nodded. “Yeah. The focus in wrestling is pinning your opponent. Jiu Jitsu focuses on getting him to the ground in order to neutralize possible strength and size advantages through ground fighting techniques and submission holds involving joint-locks and chokeholds. Physical strength can be offset or enhanced through proper grappling techniques. There’s more finesse involved. Skill versus brute force.” 
 
    Cooper laughed, amused at her bravado. “So, you’re saying you could take me down, even though I have, what, maybe a hundred pounds on you?” 
 
    “You bet your ass I could.” 
 
    “Now, that’s a challenge I can’t resist,” he replied. “Maybe you have time tomorrow between classes? I’d love to pin you down,” he added with a smirk. 
 
    “Oh, you would, huh?” she retorted. “Actually, you’re in luck. Tomorrow’s my day off. One of the great perks of this place is I get full use of all amenities. I was planning to catch the early ferry back in the morning and spend the day on the beach.” 
 
    Unless you end up staying here with me tonight, he thought but did not voice.  
 
    “I’m sure we can fit in a session, assuming the aerobics room is free,” she continued. 
 
    “Great. It’s a date.”  
 
    Despite their easy banter and her now relaxed posture, the sexual tension continued to twang between them like a taut rubber band. Deciding the time was right, he leaned over the small table and rested his hand on her forearm. She didn’t pull away.  
 
    Her skin felt as soft as rose petals. He ran a finger lightly along her arm up to her shoulder. She drew in a small, sharp breath, her lips softly parting.  
 
    Taking a chance, he slowly moved his hand over her sternum, tracing a line along her collarbone. He moved his hand upward, spanning her throat just below the jawline with thumb and forefinger.  
 
    A deep shudder moved through her entire body. Her pulse quickened under his touch but she still made no move to pull back.  
 
    He let his hand fall away, and she leaned slightly forward, as if wanting more.  
 
    Yes. He was certain now. 
 
    At the same time, he sensed her skittishness. Even now, if he moved too quickly, he might scare her away. “You had a strong reaction to that scene we witnessed just now. I get the feeling you’re super curious, but perhaps don’t have a lot of direct experience with BDSM?”  
 
    A wash of pink moved again over her cheeks as she grimaced. “Am I that obvious? I admit, I’m out of my comfort zone. But I’m not a total novice. This is my fourth dungeon party here on the island, and I’ve been to clubs. I have a good friend, Courtney, who lives in Asheville and is heavily into the scene.” 
 
    “Is that where you’re from? Asheville?” 
 
    Lainey shook her head. “No. I’m originally from Jacksonville. My family is still there. Now I live in New Bern. Not exactly a thriving BDSM metropolis,” she added with a rueful laugh. “Anyway, Courtney goes to the Asheville clubs all the time. She found out I like to read BDSM romance novels, and when I visit, we always hit a few clubs.” 
 
    “And…?” Cooper urged. 
 
    “And I’m not going to lie. I’m super intrigued with the whole thing. She’s the one who turned me on to this job opportunity. At first, I was just thinking it’s a typical resort with a bit of a kink. You know, like that Club Med on steroids, maybe. But then I got here and…wow. The whole place is dedicated to the lifestyle. It’s drenched in it.” 
 
    Cooper smiled at the imagery.  
 
    “I’ve been so busy working with Abbie to get the fitness program going that I haven’t had much time to really delve into it for myself,” Lainey continued. “But we’ve got things going pretty well now, and I’m thinking about signing up for some BDSM-oriented classes during my down time. Not that I’m actually a sub or anything like that,” she added quickly, her eyes sliding away from his. 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Cooper asked softly.  
 
    She looked back at him. “Yes,” she instantly retorted. And then, a beat later, “No. I’m not sure of anything at this point,” she admitted with a small, embarrassed laugh that made him want to kiss her. “All I know is, I’m fascinated with the whole concept of erotic pain. It just seems so…so intense, you know?” She hugged herself, a small shudder moving through her frame. “I have no idea if I could even do it. I’m not sure I even want to. I mean, who wants to get hurt on purpose? I don’t get that.” 
 
    Cooper started to reply, but Lainey rushed on.  
 
    “But I can see that people like Abbie and Kendra—they don’t experience it as pain, exactly. Or, maybe they do, but they don’t process that pain as something negative. And that woman just now…” She trailed off with a sigh. Coming back to herself, she snorted and tossed her hair with a laugh. “Listen to me. You must think I’m such a wannabe. It’s pathetic, right?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Cooper assured her sincerely. “The scene can be a lot to take in, especially if you’ve never had direct experience. BDSM is incredibly intense and rewarding, no matter where on the D/s spectrum you lie. If you’re hardwired for it, that is.” 
 
    “Hardwired?” 
 
    “Yeah. BDSM isn’t for everyone. Just because you like to read those erotic romance novels, that doesn’t necessarily make you a Domme or sub. I think it’s something you’re born with. I was watching you just now at that station, Lainey. Your reactions weren’t those of a vanilla spectator. Nor were they the reactions of a Dominant. I believe you’re a natural submissive. And I think, if you take a minute to quiet all that noise in your head, you already know that, too.” 
 
    She stared at him for a long moment. He resisted the strong urge to push her for a response—an admission. Instead, he waited.  
 
    Finally, she said, “Maybe.” 
 
    Cooper smiled. “Maybe is a good place to start. I have an idea. How about we try something simple at first? No impact play. Just a little sensory play?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Can you define those terms? I mean, I think I get it, but…” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Impact play is anything related to erotic pain—like spanking, whips, canes, paddles—anything that can leave marks, welts, that kind of thing. Sensory play involves stimulating or depriving the senses. Stuff like playing with temperature, like ice cubes or hot wax, or tickling with feathers or pinwheels. Blindfolding is another example, and of course, bondage. We would only go as far as you’re comfortable.” He chuckled, adding, “Well, maybe just a little past that, since you’ve told me you love a challenge.”  
 
    “Um,” she hedged. “I don’t know… Don’t I need a safeword or something?” 
 
    “We can use the island safeword—red light,” he replied, pleased she hadn’t refused outright. “Not that you’ll need it. I believe in talking—communicating during a scene. Especially with someone you’re just getting to know. I’ll check in with you every step of the way. If something doesn’t feel right, you tell me that. I’ll listen, and I’ll adjust accordingly. That work for you?”  
 
    She didn’t reply immediately.  
 
    He held his breath, startled at just how much he wanted this.  
 
    “Okay. Yeah, I guess,” she finally said. She looked around the large space. “Where would we go?” 
 
    He smiled, doing a silent fist-pump in his head. “I saw a couple of empty stations on our way back here. There was one with a bondage table that would be just right, if it’s still available.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him, stiffening. “I’m not getting naked. Just so you know.” 
 
    We’ll see, he thought.  
 
    Aloud, he said, “That’s cool. Before we head over, let’s talk about limits. BDSM is about pushing boundaries, but it’s not a competition. I don’t want you white-knuckling your way through anything. It’s not necessarily about how deep or painful you can go, but about where we can go together.” 
 
    “Okay.” She blew out a breath, some of the rigidity leaving her body. “Say,” she added, her tone suddenly animated. “Think I might be able to fly? Or is that just through erotic pain?” 
 
    “You might,” he replied. “Pain isn’t a necessary component to flying, though it’s often the most direct, if you’re able to flow with it. I wouldn’t expect it your first time out. I would need to learn your rhythms and your body better to help you get there. And you need to be able to trust me enough to let go.” 
 
    She nodded soberly, digesting this.  
 
    “Do you have any issues with bondage?” he asked. “I’m not talking hardcore here. More like binding your wrists, maybe your ankles too? A lot of subs find rope very relaxing, and a good way to enter submissive subspace more quickly.” 
 
    “Um,” she said again. “I think I’m okay with that. It always sounds so sexy in the novels.” 
 
    “Even sexier in real life,” he replied with a grin. “Again, we’ll take it at your pace. How about being blindfolded? That okay?” 
 
    She pressed her lips together, her pupils dilating. “Maybe,” she whispered.  
 
    He couldn’t help but smile again. “Maybe works for now,” he agreed easily. He glanced back toward the scene stations. “I see a bondage table available right over there. It’s partially hidden by that screen, so that’ll give us a little privacy.” He rose from the table and held out his hand.  
 
    “Coming?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lainey allowed Cooper to lead her by the hand to the empty scene station. As they walked, she glanced sidelong at him, not quite believing this was happening. She’d been invited to participate in scenes each time she’d come to one of these parties, and she’d had no trouble refusing. It had been easy to stick to her self-imposed rule of not getting involved with guests—until now.  
 
    She’d noticed Cooper working out in the weight room that morning before class. He was beautifully made, with long bones and rounded muscles that flowed smoothly from the curve of chest and shoulder to the six-pack abs, narrow waist and muscular thighs.  
 
    She had admired his form and grace with the barbells. He wasn’t one of those grunting he-men who made sure everyone in the room was aware they could bench press three-fifty.  
 
    She’d been pleasantly surprised when he’d joined her step class, and again had admired his form and stamina as he’d easily kept up with the class, despite his having quietly added two extra steps to his platform to get a better workout.  
 
    So, yeah—the physical attraction had been there from the start. But that wasn’t why she was now heading toward her very first actual scene with a bona fide Dom.  
 
    It was because she really had no choice.  
 
    From the moment he’d locked eyes with her at the dungeon entrance, she’d felt his power like a magnet, pulling her to him without her permission or full comprehension. During their chat at the juice bar, the attraction had ignited into a hot, steady flame in her gut. Though there was no way she was a submissive, something about this man unsettled her in a way that was new for her.  
 
    For the first time in her life, she was not fully in control. For the first time, she was going to willingly, knowingly step out of her sexual comfort zone with a man she’d only just met. Was she out of her mind? 
 
    It was true, she’d long been fascinated with the whole concept of an erotic power exchange. But the novels she liked to read were fodder for masturbatory fantasies, nothing more. Yet, the daily exposure to BDSM as a constant backdrop this past month had had its effect.  
 
    She had become almost complacent about things that would have shocked her socks off before coming to work at the resort. Casual nudity was prevalent everywhere she looked. Men and women wore slave collars, some of them crawling behind their “owners” on a leash, evidence of recent impact play marking their skin. Everyone was so respectful and accepting. Who was she to judge or question their lifestyle choices? 
 
    And, truth to tell, she found the whole thing fascinating. This little island was a BDSM paradise. It was a safe, sane haven where she could explore what until now had only been vague fantasies swirling in her brain.  
 
    Anyway, all she’d agreed to was a little light bondage and sensory play. She could totally handle that. If she freaked for whatever reason, she had her safeword.  
 
    “Slip off your shoes and scoot up onto the table,” Cooper said as they entered the small area that comprised the scene station. “Lie on your back and relax.” 
 
    Lainey eyed the table, her heart kicking up a notch. A padded mattress covered in black leather was set in a wooden frame. Metal O-rings were studded around the perimeter, adjustable straps hanging from them.  
 
    Cooper put his gear bag on the small counter near the table and unzipped it. As he pulled various items from the bag, Lainey removed her shoes and hoisted herself up on the table. She lay down, butterflies flapping wildly in her belly. Reaching for the hem of her short dress, she tried, not very successfully, to tug it down over her thighs.  
 
    Stop being such a prude, she admonished herself. I’m sure this guy has seen a girl’s panties before.  
 
    Cooper appeared, looming over her. He held out short, rectangular strips of black leather with silver clips attached. “I’m going to place these cuffs on your wrists and ankles, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Lainey replied, pleased her voice sounded steady. 
 
    He wrapped soft cuffs around first her wrists and then her ankles. Lainey liked the feel of them against her skin.  
 
    “Now, extend your arms on either side of you. I’m going to clip your cuffs to the table straps, and then I’ll do the same with your ankles. Okay?” 
 
    Swallowing hard, Lainey managed a small nod.  
 
    Cooper attached the cuff clips to the canvas straps and then adjusted the straps until her arms were spread wide on either side of her. He moved down to the end of the table and pulled her legs gently apart. As he locked her ankles into the strap restraints, raw fear spiked like an electric current through Lainey’s body.  
 
    She tugged at her restraints. She couldn’t move. She was truly helpless, and the sensation both thrilled and terrified her.  
 
    Cooper reappeared near her head. Dropping a hand to her face, he lightly grazed her cheek with his knuckle. “Relax,” he said soothingly. “Slow your breathing.” 
 
    Lainey tried to do as he said, but her lungs wouldn’t quite cooperate. She was glad she was lying down.  
 
    “It’s a little scary, isn’t it?” His voice had deepened, his dark eyes glittering. He continued to stroke her cheek. “You’re not used to giving up this kind of control, are you?” 
 
    “No,” she agreed throatily, caught in his powerful gaze. Oh, god. What had she gotten herself into?  
 
    Though his eyes remained hooded with lust, he smiled. “Don’t worry. You’re safe with me. We’re just going to explore tonight. That’s all. No pressure. No rush. We’ll only go as far as you want us to. Okay?” 
 
    Lainey felt incredibly vulnerable tied down like this, arms and legs spread wide. A part of her wanted to demand that he release her that second. But, along with the fear, she was super turned-on, her nipples tight, her clit throbbing. 
 
    “Okay,” she replied. 
 
    He turned away, reaching for something on the counter. When he faced her again, he held out a black satin sleep mask. “I’m going to blindfold you. It will help to keep you from anticipating.” 
 
    Lainey’s mouth was dry, her heart beating loudly in her ears. She was definitely outside her comfort zone. But she had never shied away from a challenge before. She wasn’t about to start now. “Okay,” she managed again, though this time it only came out as a whisper. 
 
    Gently, he lifted her head and slipped the mask over her eyes. Though she had been uneasy at the prospect, she found, to her surprise, that the sudden loss of sight was comforting, almost peaceful. She relaxed a little against the padded table, letting out a long, slow breath.  
 
    “A few ground rules,” Cooper said from somewhere above her. “In order for you to get the most out of this session, you need to be able to let go. That will involve a power exchange. Nothing excessive, don’t worry. But I want you to give me the power to control this scene. Yes, you’ll still have the ultimate use of your safeword. But unless or until you feel the need to use it, you will allow me to decide what you can and can’t do. You will trust me to take you where you know you want to go.”  
 
    He paused a moment, and then continued. “This is your chance, Lainey. The chance to begin to explore your submissive nature. Will you trust me to guide you in this?” 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed, both frightened and thrilled at what was happening. It was comforting to know she had her safeword as a last resort. But she’d be damned if she wimped out and used it. 
 
    “Good girl. We begin.” 
 
    She startled when she felt Cooper’s large, warm hands on her. He started with her arms, stroking and lightly massaging the flesh. It felt good, and she relaxed a little more. Running his hands lightly down her body, he stroked her thighs, gently massaging her calves and even her feet. She sighed with pleasure at his skillful, soothing touch.  
 
    Eventually, the hands glided up again, moving along her inner thighs. When his fingers came perilously close to the crotch of her panties, she instinctively tried to close her legs. At the same time, she couldn’t deny the spurt of tingling desire his touch elicited. 
 
    What would she do if he touched her there?  
 
    Would she let him? 
 
    Would she stop him? 
 
    Did she want it? 
 
    She held her breath, both terrified and thrilled.  
 
    But his fingers glided past her sex and back up her body. 
 
    She let the breath go, forced to admit she was disappointed.  
 
    Then his large hands cupped her breasts through the Spandex and lace that covered them.  
 
    Her nipples engorged, throbbing against the palms of his hands. A small moan escaped her lips before she could stop it. She gasped when she felt his fingers directly on her nipples through the fabric. He rolled and gently tugged them until she moaned again.  
 
    She startled when his voice spoke softly into her ear, his warm breath tickling her cheek. “May I reach into your bra, Lainey? I want to touch your breasts.” 
 
    Heat rushed into her cheeks, which was crazy. What was the big deal? They were both adults, for heaven’s sake. They were single and attracted to each other. And, more to the point, she was incredibly aroused. Her breasts actually ached with the need to feel his warm touch directly.  
 
    “Yes,” she breathed sibilantly, surprising herself by adding, “please.” 
 
    Large hands slipped past the fabric of her clothing. She drew in a sharp breath when he pushed down the Spandex and stretchy lace, baring her breasts to the air. Her nipples throbbed as he caught them between thumb and forefinger. He rolled the hard, aching nubbins until she moaned again.  
 
    Then, he gave her right nipple a sudden, sharp twist.  
 
    “Ouch!” Lainey cried, jerking in her bonds. “That hurt!” 
 
    Then his mouth was on her nipple, his wet tongue soothing away the ache.  
 
    A dark pulse of desire beat low in her core. Again, again, again, it drummed.  
 
    As if reading her mind or, more accurately, her body, Cooper obliged. He twisted her left nipple this time, until she again yelped. A moment later, that sweet, wet tongue suckled away the pain. 
 
    Then, to her dismay, his mouth was gone. Her nipples, still wet from his kisses, throbbed in the cool air. Goose bumps coated her flesh and she shivered, though not from cold.  
 
    Then his hand was on her throat. He spanned the width of it as he’d done at the juice bar. While that masterful touch had thrilled some primal part of her being that first time, the effect now was tenfold. She was so vulnerable, tied down on the table, unable to stop him as he slowly, inexorably, tightened his grip on her throat.  
 
    Her heart thrashed in her chest, her breath quickening to a pant. She wasn’t sure if she was terrified or more turned on than she’d ever been in her life.  
 
    Red light.  
 
    She could use the safeword to stop him. But she didn’t want to stop him. She wanted him to keep going. To push the boundaries. 
 
    He obliged, his large fingers digging into the soft tissue just below her jaw, cutting off her ability to breathe. How could she use her safeword if she couldn’t draw a breath? She barely knew this guy. What was she doing, scening with someone she barely knew? There was tension building behind her face and her lungs felt like they were going to explode. She couldn’t breathe! 
 
    Oh, my god. Oh, my god. Oh, my god. What if… 
 
    Then, all at once, the hand was removed.  
 
    Lainey drew in a deep, shuddery breath. Relief flooded her body, making her sag against the padded table. She laughed, the sound a little hysterical, even to her own ears.  
 
    “Shh,” Cooper said softly, his mouth again near her ear. “You’re doing really well, Lainey.” Soft hands again stroked her still-bare breasts.  
 
    In spite of herself, Lainey moaned with pleasure at his touch.  
 
    “You’re a natural, Lainey. You’re incredibly responsive. I want to take you further. I want to touch you more…intimately. Do I have your permission to continue, sexy girl?” 
 
    Mutely, Lainey nodded.  
 
    She startled when a large hand cupped the crotch of her panties. “Ooh,” she breathed as his palm rubbed against her sex. Her clit throbbed, a gush of moisture wetting the silk between them.  
 
    His hand moved gently but insistently, the grind of his palm making her tremble with lust. It felt so good—so amazingly, spot-on perfect. She moaned, lifting her hips as best she could to increase the friction between them.   
 
    “You may not come,” he said in a low growl, without stopping what he was doing. “Not unless or until I say so.” 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    Who was he to tell her when she could or couldn’t come? 
 
    Then his words floated back into her mind. “You will allow me to decide what you can and can’t do. You will trust me to take you where you know you want to go.” 
 
    “Is that understood, Lainey?” 
 
    “Yes,” she managed breathlessly, the pleasure mounting.  
 
    Now that he’d forbidden it, she felt the inexorable rise of a climax gathering inside her. She tried to shift her body away from his relentless touch, but she couldn’t get away. She was bound and helpless, utterly at this man’s mercy.  
 
    Sweat prickled under her arms. Her breath was a ragged pant. She felt the tug of the fabric as he pushed it aside, his bare fingers now directly on her sex.  
 
    “Oh god,” she groaned. “Cooper, you’re killing me. I’m going to come. I can’t help it. I’m going to—” 
 
    All at once, she felt the sharp impact of his palm smacking hard against her spread, swollen sex.  
 
    Startled and outraged, she yelped, again trying, unsuccessfully, to slam her legs closed.  
 
    Then his fingers were back, as soft and perfect as before, stroking and teasing her still-throbbing clit. The sting was still there but, oddly, instead of detracting from the pleasure, it somehow heightened it. Again the sensations mounted, more swiftly this time. Lainey moaned, turning her head from side to side, nearly overwhelmed.  
 
    Then he slipped a finger inside her. He moved it just so, sending spirals of shuddering ecstasy coursing through her being.  
 
    It was no use. 
 
    Her vaginal muscles spasmed, a guttural cry yanked from her lips as she was lifted out of herself. On and on it went, until every nerve ending in her body was alive with sensation overload. She lost the ability to speak, to hear, to think. Though she was blindfolded, sparkles of bright light flitted across her eyelids as she succumbed to the most powerful orgasm of her life.   
 
    She must have lost consciousness for a moment, because when she came back to herself, the blindfold had been removed, her dress and bra rearranged to cover her breasts. And, while the cuffs were still on her wrists and ankles, he had released the clips from the restraint straps.  
 
    She stared up at Cooper, who stood over her as she returned to planet earth. He reached down, gently pushing away the hair from her face.  
 
    “Wow,” she breathed, her boneless body melting into the table. “That was…amazing.” 
 
    Cooper smiled. “I knew you were a natural.”  
 
    A wicked gleam entered his dark eyes.  
 
    “But you forgot the rules, hmm? You came without permission.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s not my fault,” Lainey protested. “I couldn’t help it.” 
 
    He shook his head in mock sympathy. “Poor baby. I get it, but it’s still no excuse. You broke the rules. Do you know what happens to naughty sub girls who break the rules?” 
 
    She could see by the sparkle in his eyes and the grin on his full lips that he was teasing her. Nevertheless, his words lit a strange kind of fire deep inside her.  
 
    “What?” she whispered. 
 
    “They get punished.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lainey stared up at him with those lovely violet-blue eyes, her mouth falling open. Then, to Cooper’s confused surprise, she let out a snort of laughter.  
 
    That was not the reaction he was expecting, to put it mildly.  
 
    The scene had been so intense, so sexy, so perfect. His cock was hard as an iron bar in his leather pants, his balls tight with lust. He’d had her exactly where he wanted her.  
 
    A true submissive would be trembling with that delicious combination of desire and fear at the thought of the punishment that must surely follow her failure to obey. But instead of a breathy protest with her mouth while her body opened and yielded to what she secretly longed for, this girl was laughing! 
 
    Perhaps this was a case of too much emotion being released sideways. This was, after all, her first hands-on scene with a real Dom. And she’d just experienced a very powerful climax. Maybe she wasn’t quite able to handle what was happening.  
 
    Still, in his experience, subs wanted—and needed—their Dom to take, and keep, the lead. He didn’t want to let her down. Not to mention, he’d really been looking forward to taking her on his lap and treating her to a nice bare-bottom spanking.  
 
    He decided to ignore her inappropriate response. Maybe she hadn’t heard him correctly, so he reiterated, “Sub girls who disobey get punished. I think a spanking would be appropriate, since it’s your first infraction.” 
 
    She had stopped laughing, though a smile still lingered on her face. Sitting up, she swung her legs over the side of the bondage table. “I’m sorry, Cooper. I didn’t mean to laugh. I get it that subs are supposed to obey, even when you give them an impossible task,” she added wryly. “But you’re forgetting something critical here.” 
 
    “Oh? And what’s that?” 
 
    “I’m not a sub.” 
 
    He gave her a long, appraising look. She stared back, her chin lifted in defiance, as if daring him to refute her.  
 
    Calmly, he held her gaze, bemused and intrigued. Was she lying to him, or to herself? 
 
    Her eyes slid away from his as color rose in her cheeks. He noticed then that she was trembling slightly. The sweet girl was just afraid and hiding that fear with bravado. Tenderness welled in Cooper like melting wax on a candle. Just as he was moving to take her gently into his arms, a masculine voice spoke from behind them. 
 
    “Excuse me. Y’all done in here?” 
 
    Cooper swung his head toward two guys, one in a leather cap, with lots of chains dangling from his clothing, the other naked save for a codpiece. “Yeah, sure,” he replied, switching his mental gears. “Let me just get things wiped down.” 
 
    “I got it.” Lainey hopped down from the table. She reached for the plastic container of disinfectant wipes on the counter.  
 
    While she saw to the table, Cooper packed his few items back into his gear bag. With a glance at Lainey, he zipped it up and hoisted it over his shoulder. Things were not going precisely as he’d envisioned, but he wasn’t ready to toss in the towel. It was only a little after nine. The ferry back to the mainland ran until midnight. There was still time to bring things back to where he wanted them. If things went his way, hopefully she’d forget all about the ferry.  
 
    “How about we go outside for a little fresh air?” 
 
    “Sure,” Lainey agreed easily.  
 
    Good. She wasn’t running away, at least not physically.  
 
    They wove their way through the dungeon toward the exit. As they entered the main lobby, Cooper grabbed a large beach towel from the neatly stacked pile on the reception counter. He stuffed it in his gear bag and they headed outside.  
 
    Once on the cool sand, Lainey took off her heels and carried them in one hand. A slight ocean breeze lifted tendrils of her hair, blowing them prettily around her face. She easily kept pace beside him, her long, lithe limbs moving with confidence and grace.  
 
    Cooper’s cock twitched in appreciation. He had the sudden, nearly irresistible impulse to throw her down on the sand, tear that dress from her body and take her then and there.  
 
    Instead, he reached for her hand, taking it lightly in his as they walked toward the flames crackling and sparking in the near distance. As they approached the firepit, Cooper saw a naked man with his hands folded on top of his head, his back to them. 
 
    He recognized Ella Bertrand, one of the owners of the resort, as they got closer. She was wielding a Kevlar fire flogger, the flame bright as she snapped the tips expertly against the man’s back.  
 
    “Oh, wow,” Lainey breathed as they stopped on the edge of the circle of spectators. She stared at the scene before them, rapt, lips parted, eyes shining. “That looks dangerous.” A shiver moved through her body.  
 
    Letting go of her hand, Cooper put an arm around her shoulders. She leaned into him, her eyes still glued to the scene.  
 
    “If you watch closely, you’ll see that the tips of the flogger are barely touching his skin,” Cooper replied quietly, dipping his head close to her ear. “The aim of fire flogging isn’t heavy impact. You just skim the skin with the flame. Which isn’t to say it’s not intense. For the sub, it’s a very powerful experience. Your natural instinct is to fear the kiss of fire. That’s where the skill of the Dom, and trust between the partners, comes in. Fireplay can be incredibly sensual, involving not just the fire, but touch too. See how she strokes the spot with her hand just after impact. That touch soothes the sting and also helps to keep him grounded.” 
 
    They watched a while longer, until the flames extinguished themselves. As someone wrapped a wet towel around the man’s shoulders and led him away, Ella turned to the crowd. “Do I have another volunteer?” she called out.  
 
    “You interested?” Cooper asked. 
 
    Lainey shrank back against him. “No way.” 
 
    He grinned, quietly glad she’d demurred, as he wanted her all to himself. He wanted to get to the bottom of what had just happened at the end of their scene. “How about we get a couple of drinks to go at the bar and take a walk along the beach?” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Lainey agreed. 
 
    They left the firepit and headed to the bar. Armed with a plastic cup of white wine for Lainey and a cup of draft beer for himself, Cooper led her away from the lights and crowds. 
 
    They walked for a while in silence, sipping their drinks and watching the silver-edged waves lap at the dark sand.  
 
    “So,” he said eventually. “Tell me about what happened earlier. I have to say, I was surprised and a little confused by your reaction there at the end.” 
 
    Lainey shrugged. “What’s to tell?” She gave a small, embarrassed laugh. “You definitely got my motor going with all that sexy talk about erotic submission and pushing boundaries. Being restrained and blindfolded definitely made it more intense. The scene was sexy and exciting. I wasn’t expecting it to get so…intimate.” She glanced at him, looking suddenly shy and vulnerable. “You should know, I don’t usually let a guy get so, uh, personal, on a first date, if that’s what we’re having.” 
 
    “That’s the cool thing about BDSM,” he replied, smiling. “You can skip past the circling rituals of vanilla dating and get right to the heart of things. And I have to say, I was impressed with your responses, Lainey, and I’m not talking just sexual responses. I’ve been in the scene a long time, and I’m pretty good at picking up on submissive cues. Our earlier conversation, your reactions, your body language—it all leads me to believe you’re a sub. Could it be you were just afraid of the consequences of breaking the rules I’d set out for you? Might this be a case of denial, pure and simple?” 
 
    Lainey pulled her hand from his and stopped walking. She turned away, facing the dark ocean. Taking her cue, Cooper came to stand beside her. He lifted the cup and took a long drink from his beer, deciding to let her respond in her own time and her own way. 
 
    “Look,” she finally said. “Sorry I didn’t go along with your little game there at the end.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. That didn’t come out right. I don’t mean to be insulting or dismissive. You’re super sexy and I loved what we did together. And yes, I’m still interested in exploring the concept of erotic pain. Maybe I’m a sexual masochist. I honestly don’t know.  
 
    “But I think maybe you’re confused about who I am, because I work on the island. It’s just my day job. No way am I some slave girl who accepts whatever her so-called Master metes out, no questions asked. Yeah, I get it that it’s really intense and wonderful for Abbie and the other staff slaves who are owned by their partners. But I could never do that.” 
 
    She turned to meet his eye, lifting her chin. “I’m way too bossy and controlling to ever relinquish that kind of control. No way. No how. Got it?” 
 
    The lady doth protest too much, methinks. 
 
    He could see she wasn’t posturing—she really meant what she said. But he also understood it was her fear talking. What they’d shared during that scene had been not only intense, but real. Her reactions left him with no doubt as to her submissive orientation, no matter how she tried to spin it afterward. He would need to tread carefully, however. Too direct an approach at this point might scare this sexy, intriguing young woman away for good. And that was the very last thing he wanted. 
 
    “Got it,” he said aloud.  
 
    They had walked a fair distance from the lights and action back by the main resort building. The only sound was the steady ebb and flow of the omnipresent waves lapping the sand, the only light the silvery moon and sparkling stars overhead. Cooper set down his bag and unzipped it. He pulled out the large beach towel and shook it open, spreading it flat on the sand. 
 
    He sat down facing the water and patted the space beside him. He waited while Lainey got comfortable beside him. They watched the mesmerizing waves, the crests tipped in silver as they crashed against the shore.  
 
    Eventually, Cooper said, “I get it that you don’t identify as a submissive.” He left off the word he’d wanted to add—yet.  
 
    “I think maybe you’re a little confused about what BDSM is,” he continued. “Or rather, what it’s not. D/s—dominance and submission, isn’t about one person accepting whatever the other metes out, to quote you. A healthy BDSM dynamic is a dance on the edge of power and surrender. When the connection is right, it has the potential to be one of the most intimate and profound ways to connect with a partner—as well as with yourself.” 
 
    “That sounds so poetic and pretty,” Lainey replied. “I’m just not sure it applies to me.”  
 
    “Okay,” Cooper agreed, deciding not to press her. “That’s cool.” He would put things in terms she could relate to more readily. “I’d still love to explore your interest in erotic pain, if you think you’re up for the challenge.” 
 
    “Sure, I’m always up for a challenge,” she replied instantly. 
 
    Cooper repressed a smile, pleased she’d taken the bait. He would capitalize on her naturally competitive nature and desire to win, rather than focus on the sensual submissive he still believed lurked inside her.  
 
    “Let’s up the ante a little,” he continued, thinking back to their earlier conversation at the juice bar. “You said before you could take me down in a match with skill versus brute force.”  
 
    “Without question,” she confirmed with a toss of her hair.  
 
    “Okay.” He glanced at his watch. “Why wait until tomorrow? How about right now? It’s still early yet. Let’s go back to the gym and you can show me how it’s done. Whoever pins the other first gets to set the parameters of a BDSM interaction and the other one has to go along for the duration of the scene. We can negotiate that in advance so there are no surprises.” 
 
    Lainey cast him a sidelong glance, a grin on her face. “I’m sensing some kind of trap here.” 
 
    Cooper lifted his hands, palms up. “What?” he said with as much innocence as he could muster. “It’s a no-brainer for you, right? I mean, since you’re going to kick my ass.” 
 
    She laughed. “Right. Yeah, okay.” She jumped up from the towel and smoothed her short dress down over her shapely thighs. “You’re on. Let’s do this thing.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    While Cooper went upstairs to his room to change, Lainey entered the small staff locker room just off the aerobics room. Opening her locker, she pulled out her duffel bag. She quickly stripped off her dress and demi bra and folded them into one of the side pockets, along with her high heels.  
 
    She pulled out the spare set of workout clothes she always kept on hand—a sports bra, Lycra tank top and leggings—and pulled them on. She left her feet bare.  
 
    Ah, that was better. She wasn’t really a dress-up kind of girl—the dress and heels had been Abbie’s idea. 
 
    She was still disconcerted by the interaction with Cooper in the dungeon. A lingering sense of thrilled wonderment had settled over her like a gossamer web. Yet, at the same time, she’d felt off balance. Her usual self-confidence had been shaken, not so much by what he’d done, but by her reaction to it.  
 
    It was completely unlike her to let a guy touch her so intimately after having known him only a few hours. And yet, while it had been happening, she had been so caught up in the moment that it hadn’t even occurred to her to protest. 
 
    In retrospect, she couldn’t quite believe she’d allowed herself to be so vulnerable with a man. Though she’d been helpless and exposed, she hadn’t been afraid—at least not of Cooper. No—she had trusted him completely. Which was really weird, when she thought about it, since Lainey rarely trusted any man right away. She’d had too many encounters with pricks who thought no meant maybe and maybe meant absolutely.  
 
    Perhaps it was the blindfold and the restraints that had allowed her to let go so quickly and completely. She’d been shocked—even outraged—when he’d smacked her between the legs with his hard palm. But the freaky thing was that, though it really did hurt, the sensation had shifted almost immediately into this dark, buttery warmth that was nearly orgasmic in nature.  
 
    Yes, she definitely wanted to continue to explore the concept of erotic pain. But the whole submission thing?  
 
    “Don’t count on it, buddy,” she muttered aloud. No one told Lainey Miller what to do, no matter the context. 
 
    Bringing along her travel duffel, she returned to the aerobics room. Setting down her bag near the door, she opened the storage closet and pulled out a couple of mats. As she was arranging them on the floor, Cooper appeared at the door. He’d changed into a black T-shirt that stretched over his wide shoulders and hung loosely at his narrow waist, along with a pair of red workout shorts and flip-flops. He really was very easy on the eyes.  
 
    “Ready for a little submission grappling?” he asked with a sardonic grin as he slipped off his shoes. 
 
    “You betcha,” she replied, grinning back. Was it a coincidence that wrestling and Jiu Jitsu used the term submission? Submission grappling was a general term used in martial arts. Its primary focus was on clinch and ground fighting, forcing the opponent to submit, or give up. Lainey, who routinely beat bigger, stronger opponents with her grappling skills, looked forward to shifting the balance of power between them back in her direction. 
 
    They did some stretching and cardio warm-up exercises for a few minutes to get loose. “Ready?” she queried. She was slightly out of breath, her muscles pleasantly warm and tingling. 
 
    “Let’s do it.” 
 
    They started in classic stance, moving slowly around one another, staying light on their feet. They engaged in some hand fighting as they jockeyed for position. Lainey felt energized and alert, despite a very long day. 
 
    He was definitely out of her weight class, but she had the advantage of agility and flexibility. She also had the secret advantage that her male opponents tended to routinely underestimate her. She’d spent her whole life fighting boys who were bigger and stronger—and winning more often than not.  
 
    She bided her time, looking for an opening. Then it happened—he made his move, lunging suddenly for her. She easily sidestepped him and caught him in a sweep. Anchoring herself, she locked her leg around his and used her hip to get him off balance.  
 
    He went down, grunting at impact.  
 
    Elated, Lainey dropped down, quickly assessing her next move. It was important to get down the timing and leverage before he had a chance to recover. If she did things correctly, she’d have him beat in three minutes.  
 
    Leaping over him, she tried to get him in a leg lock to neutralize his superior size and strength. But before she could get in proper position, he was on the move. They grappled, both silent and intent as they struggled for the upper hand. Damn it, he was more agile than she’d anticipated, and her initial thought of quickly bringing him to submission fell away.  
 
    They twisted and rolled in a tangle of arms and legs. Sweat slicked their bodies as each struggled for dominance. Endorphins ricocheted through Lainey’s body, every muscle and tendon on high alert. She was in the zone, her competitive spirit fully engaged.  
 
    Eventually, she regained the superior position, catching him in another leg lock as she angled to subdue him completely. Just as she was about to crow her victory, he shifted suddenly, flipping her onto her back. Before she could react, he got her in a full mount position, his knee on her diaphragm.  
 
    Try as she might, she couldn’t dislodge him. The pressure of his knee was making it difficult to breathe. She was losing her concentration. “Ease up,” she gasped. 
 
    He at once shifted his position, now merely straddling her chest. But then he did something completely outside the rules of either Jiu Jitsu or wrestling.  
 
    He placed his hand on her throat, easily spanning it with thumb and forefinger as he had done first at the juice bar, and again while she’d been tied down on the bondage table. He slowly tightened his grip as he stared down into her soul. 
 
    As before, the dominant touch sent a deep, shivery thrill through her entire being. Her limbs went slack, her heartbeat deepening into a thud that pulsed loudly in her ears. With his other hand, he traced a line over her collarbone with his finger. Her skin glowed from his touch, and something she couldn’t quite define seemed to soften and open inside her. She stared back at him, her previous determination to regain the upper position no longer important. 
 
    Loosening his grip on her throat, he lowered his head slowly toward hers. Her lips parted of their own accord. He kissed her long and deep, his tongue sweet and restless in her mouth. 
 
    He let her go only long enough to slide down, draping his strong, hard body over hers. His arms came around her, holding her close as they lost themselves in their kiss. His erect cock pressed hard against her thigh. Her nipples throbbed, her panties soaked. After a while, he lifted his head and stared down at her.  
 
    “Let’s go up to my room,” he said hoarsely. “I want to make love to you. I want to claim you properly.” 
 
    His words jolted her back to her senses. She had a hard and fast rule that had worked well for her over the years—no fucking on the first date. And claim her? What did he think she was—some kind of property to be won? Sorry, no. Not happening.    
 
    She twisted, slipping out from under him before he could stop her. She rolled to her feet, breathing hard. Things were happening too fast. Maybe she could just ignore that last five minutes and rein this whole thing back into her comfort zone.  
 
    She pushed her sweaty hair from her face and managed a grin. “That was the most, uh, unorthodox match I’ve ever participated in. I clearly had the advantage until I let you flip me, so I think we’ll call it a tie.” 
 
    He regarded her silently for a beat, his expression confused. Then a small, half smile lifted the side of his mouth. “Sure. We can call it that, if you want.” 
 
    He, too, rolled to his feet. His hair was adorably tousled, flopping over his forehead into his eyes. His shirt was rucked up, revealing a swath of flat, tan belly. He smiled, showing very white teeth. Her lips tingled with the desire to kiss him again, but she remained where she was. 
 
    He took a step toward her, opening his arms in an invitation. 
 
    She took a step back, aware if she gave in now, she wouldn’t be able to resist him. “It’s late,” she said abruptly. “If I’m going to catch the last ferry, I need to get going.” 
 
    “Don’t go,” he urged. “Stay with me, Lainey. Don’t run away from what you’re feeling.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around herself, taking another step back. “I’m not running away,” she said, her voice coming out sharper than she’d intended. “It’s nothing personal. I really like you.”  
 
    He winced. “Ouch.” 
 
    “Shit, I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “That didn’t come out right. I don’t mean to minimize whatever’s happening between us. Yeah, I’ll admit you’ve stirred up some crazy stuff inside me. It’s scary, but it’s good, too. I want to explore it. I really do. It’s just that I have this rule—I don’t have sex with a guy on the first date. If I go up with you to your room, I’m not going to be able to say no.” 
 
    He regarded her for a long moment, his eyes roving with sexy, lazy insolence over her body, lingering on her breasts before slowly moving back up to her face. “Come on, Lainey,” he urged in a low, sexy voice that sent tingles over her senses. “Why do you need to say no?”  
 
    He took a step toward her. The outline of his cock pressed like a thick iron rod against his shorts. Lainey had a sudden perverse desire to drop to her knees in front of him. She wanted to worship that cock—taking it lovingly into her mouth as she stroked his balls. Disconcerted by her nearly overwhelming desire, she took yet another step back. 
 
    He stayed where he was, but the yearning in his face seemed to match what she was feeling. He held out his hands in an entreating gesture. “Please, Lainey. Don’t let fear dictate your actions. We’re both adults. Something is happening between us. Something special. I’m more convinced than ever that you’re a natural sub. If you’ll let me—” 
 
    “No,” she interrupted, frustrated not because he was pressing her, but because she desperately wanted to go with him, despite her better judgment. “Why can’t men get it through their heads that no means no?” 
 
    A flash of hurt moved over his face. This time it was he who took a step back, his arms falling to his sides. 
 
    Instantly, a rush of remorse moved through her. Fuck—why was she always so prickly with guys? Especially this guy, who was the most exciting person she’d met in years? Or no—make that ever.  
 
    She moved toward him, wrapping her arms around him in silent apology. He stood stiffly for a moment, but then his arms, too, came around her, pulling her close against his chest.  
 
    “This is my fault,” he said softly. “I’m rushing you. I get it that you’re processing a lot right now. I get it that you’re scared.” 
 
    She pulled away. “Stop saying that. I’m not scared,” she snapped.  
 
    Liar, a small voice inside her head challenged, but she ignored it. 
 
    More gently, she added, “I’m just…careful. In my experience, when you leap right into bed, it can totally mess things up. I’m not entirely sure why that is, but I think it’s because guys are hardwired to make their conquest and move on to the next female, due to their pre-programmed DNA need to procreate as much as possible.”  
 
    A startled expression moved over Cooper’s face. Then he burst out laughing, shaking his head. “You are a piece of work, Lainey Miller. Not to mention a sexist.” 
 
    Lainey’s face heated. Why was she acting like such a jerk? But she managed a smile as she admitted, “Okay. Yeah, you’re right. That was a sexist thing to say.” 
 
    He shrugged, still smiling. “Okay. I accept that no means no—for now. But I have a suggestion. Why don’t you at least stay at the resort tonight? That way we can reconnect first thing in the morning and carry on where we left off. I only have a few more days here. That’s not much time to convince you of your hardwired, pre-programmed need to submit,” he added with an impish grin.  
 
    Now it was Lainey’s turn to laugh, and she did. “Where would I stay?” 
 
    “There’s a pull-out couch in my room. I’ll take that and you can sleep in the bed.” 
 
    Lainey shook her head. She knew herself too well. If he was anywhere in the vicinity, she’d end up climbing in beside him, and that would be that. “No, I don’t think so.”  
 
    Then she had an idea. “But maybe Abbie can pull a string or two, seeing as she’s partners with one of the owners. Maybe there’s a spare room I could use for the night.” 
 
    “Okay. That works, I guess,” he said, his tone reluctant but a smile still on his lips. “Let’s see if we can track her down.” 
 
    Lainey grabbed her travel duffel and slung it over her shoulder. “Thanks, Cooper,” she said as they left the aerobics room. “I appreciate your understanding that it’s important for us to take a step back right now.” 
 
    “Got it,” he replied with a boyish grin. “As long as you promise that tomorrow, we’ll take two steps forward.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lainey opened her eyes to bright, lemony light pouring in from the sliding glass door that faced the beach. She sat up and stretched as she glanced around the small but very comfortable room. Her eyes were drawn to the St. Andrew’s cross in the corner. 
 
    Imagine signing on as a slave trainee, abdicating your self-will and freedom, agreeing to serve and submit to every Master and Mistress on the island. She tried to visualize herself moving about the resort stark naked save for a black leather slave collar, eyes downcast, silent and obedient. She pictured herself kneeling at her trainer’s feet, head bowed, waiting for permission to speak, to move, to obey whatever dictate or whim he might have. 
 
    “Hell, no,” she muttered as she swung her legs over the side of the bed.  
 
    Ryan, Abbie’s partner and Lainey’s boss, had been more than gracious about letting her use a spare room in the slave quarters, though he’d joked that she might be required to strip and assume a slave position at any time. Cooper had grinned, agreeing that was an excellent idea. Lainey had just rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Maybe you’ll be joining us as a staff slave?” Abbie had suggested. “You could still work as fitness director, same as I do.” 
 
    Lainey had laughed, shaking her head. “Sorry. I don’t think there’s a submissive bone in my body.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Cooper had said in a soft, sexy voice that made her want to moan. He’d put his hand lightly on her throat right in front of them. Lainey had involuntarily shuddered, that same odd softening happening inside before she could muster the wherewithal to pull away. 
 
    Abbie had raised her brows then, a knowing expression on her face. “I wouldn’t be so quick to dismiss the idea,” she said with a gentle smile. “We can talk about it later.”  
 
    Now Lainey reached for her cell phone from beside the bed and glanced at the screen. It was only a little after seven, but Lainey never could sleep in, no matter how late she went to bed. She checked for messages, as Cooper and she had exchanged contact information the night before. There was nothing from him.  
 
    She hugged herself as she recalled that amazing kiss on the yoga mats, his strong body covering hers, his erection hard between them. She had been so close to breaking her own rule. If he’d pressed at all, she probably would have done it.  
 
    But she had to admit, as sexy and dominant as Cooper had been, he had also been the consummate gentleman. In the sane light of day, she appreciated his good-humored acceptance even more. It had been the right decision to wait. Meanwhile, she was eager to see him again, and pick up where they’d left off. 
 
    After using the bathroom and washing up, she made the bed and pulled on her workout clothes and running shoes. She walked over the sliding glass door and opened it, letting in the fresh, cool breeze blowing off the water.  
 
    “Man,” she sighed, breathing deeply as she lifted her face to the sun. “I could totally get used to living here. What a paradise.” 
 
    She decided to take a quick run along the beach before her shower. Then she would seek out Cooper. Slipping her phone into her shorts pocket, she stepped out onto the sand. After a few quick stretches, she jogged easily along the shore. The place was mostly deserted, the resort guests no doubt sleeping in after their all-night revelry.  
 
    She saw Abbie with a small group of slave trainees and a few staff slaves doing calisthenics several yards away. Some of them were stark naked, others, including Abbie, in sports bras and shorts. Lainey ran in the other direction for about a mile down the shore.  
 
    As she jogged back, Abbie was just finishing with her group. Seeing Lainey approaching, she raised a hand in greeting. 
 
    “Hey, there. We’re just finishing up. Want to join us for breakfast?” 
 
    Lainey fished her phone from her pocket and swiped the screen. There was a text from Cooper.  
 
    “Good morning! Just woke up. Meet at nine for breakfast at the tiki bar?” 
 
    “Sure. See you then,” she thumbed rapidly back, adding a smiley face making a kiss. 
 
    Slipping her phone back in her pocket, Lainey replied, “I’m meeting Cooper at the tiki bar at nine for breakfast. But I could join you for a cup of coffee after I jump in the shower.” 
 
    “Great,” Abbie said. “You know where the sub dining room is? The quickest way is through the kitchen. You can grab coffee there and come on through. They’ll direct you.” 
 
    “It’s a plan,” Lainey agreed.  
 
    Showered and changed, Lainey entered the small dining room just off the kitchen, a mug of coffee in hand. She had put on the only remaining clean outfit she had in her travel bag—a red cotton sundress over a matching red bikini.  
 
    There were seven people seated in the room, which contained no tables or chairs. Instead, they sat on large flat cushions in a loose semicircle, trays of food and drink balanced on their legs, or just beside them on the floor.  
 
    Along with Abbie, Lainey recognized other staff members, including the one male staff slave named Tommy, Caelan’s partner, Skylar, and Maya, who was owned by Mistress Ella. There were also three slave trainees, a man and two women. If those three were self-conscious about being butt naked, they gave no indication.  
 
    “We’ve just been discussing you,” Abbie said as Lainey took a seat on an empty cushion.    
 
    Lainey chuckled. “Oh, yeah? I didn’t know I was that interesting.” 
 
    “The word is,” Abbie continued as if Lainey hadn’t spoken, “that you had a very intense couple of scenes last night, and Cooper is convinced you’re a sub, but you’re not quite so sure.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Lainey snorted, not sure whether to be affronted or amused. “Do you have nanny cams in every room or something?” 
 
    “We don’t need them,” Tommy replied with a laugh. Tall and slender, he had an angelic face under a mop of curly blond hair. “We staff slaves have secret powers. We see all. We know all.”     
 
    “Get used to it,” Skylar interjected. She was a pretty girl with long blond hair and very green eyes. “This place is a small, close-knit community. Tommy’s exaggerating, obviously, but not by much. We staff slaves have our fingers on the pulse of everything that goes on around here. Regarding you specifically, don’t forget that Cooper and Caelan go way back. And men are worse gossips than women,” she added with a laugh. 
 
    “Hey,” Tommy protested, but he laughed, too. “Okay, maybe.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like the sound of that,” Lainey said uncertainly. She frowned. “Cooper didn’t strike me as the kind of guy to kiss and tell.” 
 
    “No, no,” Skylar hastily replied. “It wasn’t like that at all. What happened was, we ended up getting into the elevator at the same time as Cooper, after he said good night to you. The guys got to talking a bit, and when Caelan asked how it was going with you, Cooper admitted not as well as he hoped, as evidenced by the fact he was going up to his room alone.” 
 
    “Ha,” Abbie interjected. “Typical guy, right? I think you’re smart to wait a little after an intense scene with someone you just met. A cooling off period gives you a chance to get your bearings.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Skylar said emphatically. “Especially if you’re dealing with something outside your comfort zone. I made that mistake when I was first trying to figure stuff out. Before I got here, I mean. I would tumble into situations, carried along by the thrill of the BDSM experience, without really understanding my own motivations or needs.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Abbie replied. “I remember when you first got here. You were really conflicted about the whole concept of erotic submission. You weren’t even sure you were a sub.”   
 
    “Really?” Lainey was both surprised and intrigued. “You all seem so confident and sure of yourselves. You’re all so comfortable in your own skins. It’s one of the first things I noticed when I started work here.” 
 
    Everyone laughed, shaking their heads and protesting to varying degrees. Abbie offered, “Don’t forget, we’ve all been through extensive training. We could talk your ear off with all the mistakes we’ve made along the way, and all the insecurities. If we come across as calm and sure now, you can bet we weren’t always like that.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Tommy added. “More often than not, we were just acting as if.” 
 
    “As if?” Lainey repeated, confused. 
 
    “Fake it till you make it,” Tommy explained. “You act as if you are a certain way, until it becomes second nature. Say your new trainer orders you to strip and submit to a difficult erotic test. Inside you’re freaking out, but you act as if you can totally do this thing, and pray to the BDSM gods you don’t fuck it up.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Skylar chuckled. “You should have seen me when I first got here for training. Abbie wasn’t kidding about me being conflicted. I wasn’t even sure I should be here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Lainey pressed. “You didn’t always know you were born to submit?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Skylar said emphatically. “I was into the scene, sure, but only in a superficial way. I always envied the intense connection I observed in friends who shared a Master/slave relationship, but I never thought I could have that for myself. Then I came here and underwent the training with Master Caelan. It was like this big empty space that had always been inside me was suddenly filled.” 
 
    “It didn’t hurt that you fell head over heels in love with your trainer,” Maya chimed in. She was a petite woman with hair so blond it was almost white, her features delicate and pixie-like. 
 
    “No.” A dreamy smile moved over Skylar’s face as she stroked the gold heart that dangled from her slave collar. “That didn’t hurt a bit.” 
 
    “The cool thing about the scene,” Abbie added, “is that it encompasses a broad spectrum of experience. Take me, for example. I belong to Master Ryan in every possible way. I’m his cherished possession. His word is my law, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. There is nothing I would not do for him, and that works really well for both of us.” 
 
    “Same for me and Mistress Ella,” Maya agreed. “She’s my Mistress, first, my wife second.” 
 
    “Then there’s Kendra,” Abbie said. “She rejects the term submissive for herself, and that’s cool with Dylan. She describes herself instead as a sexual masochist.” 
 
    Lainey was quiet a moment as she processed all the information being thrown at her. Maybe labels didn’t matter. Who cared if she called herself a submissive or a masochist or just a girl who sometimes liked to walk on the wild side?  
 
    “Hmm,” she mused aloud. “I don’t really know what the heck I am, but I have to admit, the scene with Cooper last night on that bondage table was pretty intense. But it was just, what did he call it? Sensory play. There was no impact play—no erotic pain. The idea of letting him spank or whip me is pretty scary.” She hugged herself as she visualized herself bound to that St. Andrew’s cross in the bedroom she’d slept in the night before, Cooper behind her with a big, scary flogger in his hand.  
 
    Yet, in spite of her fear, her nipples perked at the image. She thought about that sudden, sharp smack between her legs when she’d been about to come while tied down, and the memory made her shiver.  
 
    “But it’s a good scary,” Abbie offered, breaking into her thoughts. “That’s written all over your face, Lainey, and reflected in your body language. You aren’t horrified by the concept of erotic pain, like the typical vanilla person would be. You’re scared, yeah. But you’re also excited by the prospect. That’s a pretty significant clue about your orientation, if you can get past that fear.”  
 
    “Don’t stress over whatever it is you’re feeling,” Maya added, her expression kind. “You don’t have to define what you are or are not at this point. Do what feels right, and let your instincts be your guide. Your heart already knows what it wants—and what it needs.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Skylar interjected with a snort. “You’re a born submissive, through and through, Maya.” She turned to Lainey. “Not all of us walked as simple a path, trust me.” She picked up a glossy leaflet from the floor beside her and held it out. “That’s why I brought this along for you. It’s not comprehensive by any means. Just a little something to jumpstart your brain. Look it over when you have a chance. Might be helpful.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Lainey took the leaflet. The cover consisted of a beautiful photograph of a woman kneeling so her forehead touched the ground, her golden hair spread all around her, her hands outstretched before her. Above it in bold red letters it read: Six Signs You Might Be a Submissive.  
 
    “That’s a beautiful picture,” Lainey offered. “Is it you?” 
 
    Skylar grinned. “Guilty as charged. Master Caelan took that picture.” 
 
    “The title’s funny,” Lainey added, grinning.  
 
    Skylar shrugged. “Sometimes humor makes things easier to digest. Like I said. It’s nothing earth-shattering. Just food for thought if you’re feeling confused.”  
 
    Lainey’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out and saw a text from Cooper.  
 
    “At the tiki bar, waiting for the sexiest girl on the island.” 
 
    “That’s Cooper,” she said, unable to suppress a delighted grin. “Thanks for the coffee and all your great advice,” she added gratefully. “You guys are the best.” 
 
      
 
    As Lainey left the building and walked along the beach toward the tiki bar, she perused the pamphlet. 
 
      
 
    Think you might be a submissive, but can’t quite make the leap?  
 
    Here are a few telltale signs to help you decide: 
 
      
 
    You feel both excited and peaceful at the thought of giving yourself completely to another; 
 
      
 
    The idea of pleasing someone turns you on, especially in regard to sexual service; 
 
      
 
    You find yourself instinctively sacrificing your own well-being/comfort for others; 
 
      
 
    You’re strong and in control during your day-to-day life, but you shiver with lust when your man throws you down, places his hand on your throat and orders you to obey; 
 
      
 
    You fantasize about being tied down, spanked, slapped, even whipped, the lines between pleasure and pain blurred; 
 
      
 
    The  horsewhip action in the 80’s film  9½ Weeks got your juices flowing, or you found yourself fantasizing about working for James Spader in the film, Secretary. 
 
      
 
    Humor aside, the words definitely gave her pause. Maybe there was something to what her friends had been saying. Maya’s comment especially resonated with her.  
 
    “You don’t have to define what you are or are not at this point. Do what feels right, and let your instincts be your guide. Your heart already knows what it wants—and what it needs.” 
 
    She saw Cooper seated at a small table near the bar, looking better than any guy had a right to. She had to admit, she was definitely looking forward to figuring out this D/s thing.  
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Cooper’s cock tingled in appreciation as Lainey approached. She looked so fresh and pretty in her spaghetti-strap sundress, her strong, tanned arms and legs bare, glints of red and gold in her lustrous brown hair.  
 
    A server appeared almost instantly as Lainey took her seat across from Cooper at the small, round table, which was shaded by a large blue umbrella. The server waited while they quickly perused the menu and placed their orders.  
 
    When he’d gone, Cooper asked, “Sleep well?” 
 
    He had had to masturbate to release the pent-up lust from their intense evening together. He would have much rather made love to this sexy, headstrong woman, but he respected her decision, even if he hadn’t liked it.  
 
    “Like a rock,” Lainey replied. “You’d think a room in the slave quarters would be a mat on the floor of a cell, but that room was as luxurious as any first-rate hotel. The St. Andrew’s cross in the corner was a nice touch, too,” she added with a laugh. 
 
    “This place is pretty awesome,” Cooper agreed. “No BDSM equipment in my room, but the view of the ocean from the huge picture windows is spectacular.” 
 
    “I heard you had a little chat with Caelan in the elevator on your way up last night,” Lainey said, giving him a sidelong glance. “Apparently you gave them all plenty to talk about.”  
 
    Cooper grinned sheepishly. “What can I say? You had just sent me away, all alone. I was sulking.” He offered a mock pout. 
 
    Lainey laughed. “It’s okay. I forgive you. It actually opened up a good conversation just now with some of the staff slaves. Turns out I’m not the only one who wasn’t born knowing she was a submissive. Not that I’m a sub,” she added quickly, her cheeks turning rosy. 
 
    “Of course not.” Cooper laughed. “Unless you are,” he added, still grinning. 
 
    “Yeah, whatever,” she mumbled, still pink with embarrassment. How he wanted to kiss her.  
 
    Before he could lean across the table to do just that, she took a glossy, folded piece of paper from a pocket and spread it open on the table. “Skylar gave me this cool pamphlet. That’s actually her on the cover.” 
 
    Cooper pulled it closer and read the title. He flashed a grin at Lainey and then opened the folded page. He laughed aloud as he read the last bullet point. He looked up at Lainey. “So? How many of these fit the bill?” 
 
    “Three,” she replied promptly. “The last three. Well, and maybe the first one.” 
 
    He glanced down again at the page, silently marveling how quickly this girl had moved from BDSM-curious to identifying as a possible submissive. If she’d made this much progress in a single day, imagine if he had a week with her.  
 
    His entire body thrummed with excitement as his mind ticked through the delicious possibilities. “So,” he said slowly, running his finger lightly up her bare arm. “A majority, then.” He drew his finger along her collarbone and then traced a line lightly over her throat, delighted at the slight shudder his touch produced.  
 
    As they stared into each other’s eyes, he felt himself tumbling into emotions that were at once frightening and delicious. How he looked forward to helping this sexy, sassy girl explore her feelings regarding BDSM. He was definitely the man to take her on the journey, and he couldn’t wait to pick up where they’d left off the night before.  
 
    The server picked that moment to arrive, breaking the spell as he set platters of food and glasses of chilled juice in front of them.  
 
    “Enjoy,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, we will,” Cooper assured him. “Just as soon as we finish breakfast.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anything else I can get you?” their server asked solicitously. 
 
    Cooper glanced at Lainey, who shook her head no. “We’re good,” he said. “The food and service were excellent, as always. Thanks.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” the young man beamed. He set down the bill.  
 
    Cooper scanned it briefly, added a hefty tip and signed at the bottom. “Charge it to my room, please.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    Once the waiter had gone, Cooper picked up the leaflet he’d set aside when the food had come. “So,” he said slowly, reading aloud, “‘You shiver with lust when your man throws you down, places his hand on your throat and orders you to obey.’” 
 
    He looked up at Lainey, delighted by the flush of pink moving over her cheeks and the sparkle in her eyes.  
 
    “I like that,” he said approvingly. “Very much.”  
 
    He glanced down again and read aloud, “‘You fantasize about being tied down, spanked, slapped, even whipped, the lines between pleasure and pain blurred.’” 
 
    “Um, I don’t know,” she said quickly, furrowing her brow. “I mean, fantasy is one thing, right? Reality another.” 
 
    Cooper nodded. “Agreed. But what better place than a BDSM resort to explore those fantasies? I took the liberty of reserving a private dungeon so we can explore them together, if you’re willing. What do you say? Want to take the leap?” 
 
    Lainey looked at him, her expression that of a deer caught in the headlights. “Gosh. A private dungeon?” She bit her full lower lip. “I don’t know.” 
 
    He glanced at his watch. “We have about a half hour until my reservation. That should give us time to talk things over first. If you decide it’s not for you”—he shrugged, pretending a nonchalance he didn’t feel—“then I’ll just cancel it. No big deal.”  
 
    While he very much wanted another session with this woman, he didn’t want to push her into something she wasn’t ready for. He waited a beat for her to agree or refuse, but she said nothing more. 
 
    He kept his voice light. “How about we take a little stroll along the water and talk things over? Then you can decide.”  
 
    She visibly relaxed, managing a small smile. “Okay. Yeah. That works.” 
 
      
 
    They walked side-by-side along the shore, carrying their flip-flops so they could feel the cool, wet sand beneath their feet. Before Cooper could lead the conversation to BDSM, Lainey said, “You know, we don’t really know much about each other.” 
 
    Cooper knew all he needed to know for the moment, but he went along. “What would you like to know?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I guess the basics. How old are you? You ever been married? What do you do for a living?” 
 
    “I’m thirty-four. I’m a microelectronic engineer. I’ve never been married. It’s not that I’m averse to the idea. I just haven’t had time. For the past six years, I’ve been consumed with getting my neurosurgical electrode tech company off the ground. We just sold the company for an obscene amount of money, and for the first time in memory, I actually have time to breathe.” 
 
    “Wow,” Lainey said. “That’s impressive. What’s a neurosurgical whatever-you-call-it company do?”  
 
    “I won’t bore you with the technical details. The short version is my partner and I developed what’s called a thin-film electrode that offers a less invasive, more cost-effective solution during surgery than what’s currently available. These electrodes will enhance neurosurgery for people with brain conditions like epilepsy and Parkinson’s. Now that we’ve sold the business, I’m taking a much-needed break. Caelan’s invitation to spend a week here couldn’t have come at a better time.” 
 
    He turned to her. “How about you? I already know you’re a fitness instructor and personal trainer. You’re what—twenty-six, twenty-seven?” 
 
    She nodded. “Close. Twenty-eight. Never been married. I was engaged, actually, but it didn’t work out. I’ve been single about a year now.” 
 
    “Engaged, huh? What happened?” 
 
    Lainey shrugged. “I don’t know. Well, that’s not true. I do know. It just didn’t feel…right. We met in college. This sounds conceited, but he was always more into me than I was into him. It had become more of an obligation than a pleasure by the end. There was no…spark. It was so—oh god, I can’t believe I’m even saying this—but it was so vanilla.” She flashed a rueful grin. 
 
    Cooper laughed. “I totally get that. And now that you’ve had a taste of BDSM, I bet you’ll never go back to vanilla.” 
 
    He reached for her hand as they walked, pleased when she responded to his gentle squeeze with a squeeze of her own. “So, about this dungeon thing. You’ve said you want to explore the concept of erotic pain. I know you enjoy a challenge. What I have in mind will both challenge and excite you, without going too far. It will give you a chance to explore your feelings and reactions in a private setting—just you and me. Think you’d like to try it?” 
 
    “Okay.” She laughed a little nervously. “I think.” 
 
    “Relax,” he encouraged soothingly. “I’ve been in the scene a long time. I wouldn’t suggest this if I didn’t think you were ready to go further. Your reactions last night left no doubt in my mind. You’re hardwired for this, Lainey.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said dubiously. She bit her lower lip again in that cute way she had. He wanted to bite it too. He wanted to lick and bite and kiss his way down her entire body. His cock tented in his shorts as he imagined all the wonderful, sexy things he was going to do to her.  
 
    Forcing himself back under control for the moment, he said, “I’m thinking we’ll start slowly, with the most basic form of erotic pain—a good old over-the-knee spanking. If that goes well, we’ll move on to a nice thuddy flogging.” 
 
    “Flogging,” Lainey cried, her hand flying to her mouth. “I’m not sure I’m ready for that.” 
 
    “It’s funny,” Cooper said. “Newbies are often more afraid of a flogging than a spanking, but spanking actually hurts more, or it can, depending how it’s done. I think you’re going to love it—all of it. But nothing I’m saying now is written in stone. I’m going to control the scene, and you. But you always have the ultimate say. If you’re scared or uncomfortable, you can tell me that at any time. I’ll pay attention, though that doesn’t mean I’ll necessarily stop what I’m doing. It’s important for you to understand that.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “I mean that I’ll take your concerns into consideration and, based on my experience and my assessment of you, I’ll make a decision. In order for this to be real, and not just a slap and tickle session, you need to give up control. I know for a strong-willed woman like you, that won’t be easy. But I can promise you, if you’re able to do it—to let go and let me take full control—you’ll get a lot more out of the experience. It will free you up so you can truly be in the moment, letting your body and soul receive what they crave.” 
 
    “How do you know what they crave?” she demanded. “You only just met me.” 
 
    He smiled. “Because I’m the flipside of you, Lainey. I understand it on an intrinsic level. That’s what makes BDSM so awesome. When you click with someone, it’s instant and immediate, and you just know it.” 
 
    He waited a beat, daring her to contradict him, delighted when she didn’t.  
 
    Instead, she said, “What about a safeword? I’ll have that, right? Red light?” 
 
    “Of course,” Cooper agreed. “But remember, a safeword is a last resort, when your Dom isn’t getting your cues, and things are going too far and you’re freaking out.” 
 
    “Yikes,” Lainey yelped.   
 
    Cooper chuckled. “I really don’t think you’ll need it, Lainey. We’re not going to do anything this first time out that pushes your boundaries too far. We will communicate the whole time. No surprises, though there will be challenges. Remember, it’s okay to be scared. In fact, it’s part of the process on your way to letting go.”  
 
    He stopped walking, causing her to stop as well. Turning to her, he put his hand lightly on her throat as he stared down into her lovely eyes. Predictably, her pupils dilated, her lips parting as her breath came faster. He resisted the urge to slip his fingers into her panties to see if she was wet. He was certain she was. 
 
    “A little fear is a good thing in a sub. It keeps her focused.” As he stared down into her eyes, he tightened his grip on her throat.  
 
    “Oooh,” she breathed, and he could feel her tremble beneath his fingers. She was so ready for this—he was sure of it.  
 
    He dropped his hand. “Now, let’s go find out what you’re made of, sexy girl.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Every nerve ending in Lainey’s body was electrified with edgy anticipation. She couldn’t believe she was actually going to do this! But, as she shot a sidelong glance at the sexy guy walking beside her, she couldn’t think of a better person with whom to explore her newfound fascination with BDSM. 
 
    “Red light,” she mouthed silently.  
 
    They passed through the main dungeon, where several scenes were already in progress, to the back where the private rooms were located. Cooper led her to the second to last door, which was slightly ajar. He stopped at the threshold and turned to her, putting his hands on her shoulders.  
 
    “From this moment until we leave this room, you belong to me. What that means is, you will obey me, no matter what, without hesitation. You will have your safeword, but as long as you don’t choose to use it, you will remain in the scene, mine to do with as I will. Do I have your consent regarding this?” 
 
    Lainey stared up at him, swallowing hard. His voice had deepened and firmed, taking on an I’m in charge quality. To her surprise, she didn’t mind this at all. While she typically bridled when a guy tried to control her, Cooper’s commanding manner felt natural—and sexy.  
 
    A sense of the surreal settled over her. It was like she had stepped into one of those erotic novels she liked to read, her late-night secret fantasies coming true.  
 
    “Yes,” she managed to reply, her voice barely a whisper. 
 
    His smile was gentle, though his dark eyes glittered with lust and power. “Good girl. Remember, even if you’re unsure, don’t try to control the process. I know what I’m doing, and I won’t take you further than you can go. Flow with it and give it a chance. A strong, determined woman like you should be able to handle that with ease.” 
 
    Lainey nodded, energized by his encouragement. Damn straight she could handle it. She had a purple belt in Jiu Jitsu, for heaven’s sake. She managed what she hoped was a confident grin. “Bring it on.” 
 
    His eyes burned into hers. “I intend to.” He paused a beat, then added, “You will enter the room first. You will close the door behind you. You will strip out of your clothes and leave them in a neat pile by the door. You will wait, naked and on your knees on the mat under the suspension beam, back straight, your hands laced on top of your head.  
 
    “Once in position, I want you to close your eyes and focus yourself. Think about why you’re there—to explore your masochistic and submissive nature. Open yourself to what is to come. Let go of any preconceived notions or judgments. Trust that I will guide you and keep you safe. I’ll join you in a few minutes. When I come in, don’t move out of position. Keep your eyes downcast, even when I approach you. Got all that?” 
 
    Lainey’s stomach swooped unpleasantly, her heart instantly kicking into a high gear. Naked? On her knees? Was he nuts? 
 
    He was regarding her with one eyebrow lifted. A sardonic smile ghosted his lips, as if daring her to refuse.  
 
    No way would she give him that satisfaction.  
 
    “Got it,” she replied, pleased her voice sounded steadier than she felt. Girding herself, she lifted her chin and resolutely entered the room. There was a small sofa in one corner, beside a counter with cabinets above it. A large, white plastic kitchen timer stood on the counter. Nearby was a portable rack filled with an array of floggers, whips and canes. In the center of the room was a large wooden suspension rack, cuffs dangling from chains attached to the sturdy center beam, a yoga mat set beneath it. The walls on either side of the room were mirrored from floor to ceiling. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Lainey whispered, hugging herself. She glanced back at the closed door. She wasn’t shy about her body, but being naked felt so…vulnerable.  
 
    “Come on,” she urged herself. “Just do it.”  
 
    This was about more than just engaging in some sexy edge play with someone new. She wanted to find out—she needed to find out—if BDSM was the thing that had been missing—the thing that would turn her life from bland to spicy hot.  
 
    It was now or never.  
 
    Thus resolved, she pulled her dress over her head and folded it up. Placing it by the door, she removed her bikini top and tossed it on top of the dress. Finally, heart pattering, she untied the bows on either side of her bikini bottoms and let them fall from her body. Recalling his directions, she added them to the little pile of clothing by the door.  
 
    She headed to the mat and lowered herself to her knees. Feeling slightly ridiculous, she put her hands on the top of her head, lacing her fingers together. She glanced sideways at herself in the mirror. Her body was strong and toned. She’d taken to shaving her pubic area because Ian had liked it, and had remained in the habit of keeping it smooth. Her breasts, while not quite as large as she would have liked, were firm and round. She would do just fine, thank you. 
 
    She felt jittery as she waited for Cooper to enter the room. What was he doing out there, anyway? The same nervous butterflies she faced when entering a Jiu Jitsu competition were fluttering in her gut. She knew how to focus and relax herself before a match—she would do the same now.  
 
    Closing her eyes, she consciously uncoiled the tension in her muscles. She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. She wouldn’t overthink things. She wouldn’t anticipate. She would trust Cooper, and herself.  
 
    Her nipples stiffened, her clit pulsing softly between her legs as she contemplated what was to come. She was nervous, yes. But she was also deeply excited. She wanted this, whatever it entailed. And she wanted it with Cooper. 
 
    “Bring it on,” she whispered, lifting her chin.  
 
    Then the door opened.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cooper stopped just inside the room, closing the door behind him. His cock leaped to rigid attention at the sight of Lainey kneeling in the center of the room, hands on her head, her dark pink nipples fully erect, her eyes properly downcast. Her chest was rising and falling, her lips compressed into a thin line of anxiety.  
 
    Naturally, she was nervous. Cooper appreciated the tremendous trust it took for a sub, especially one as inexperienced as Lainey, to strip naked and wait in a room for her Dom to enter. But he also understood how effective it could be in easing her into a submissive headspace, and making her more receptive to what was to come. 
 
    Recalling their time limit, he went over to the counter and twisted the kitchen timer dial, setting it for the fifty-five minutes they had left. As it began to tick, he approached Lainey, pleased she kept her head down as he’d instructed.  
 
    Crouching in front of her, he took her face gently into his hands, lifting it until their eyes met. Without saying anything, he lowered his head to kiss her.  
 
    Her lips parted softly. He slipped his tongue into her mouth, which was warm and sweet. She started to lower her hands from her head. He pulled back just long enough to say, “No, Lainey. Don’t move out of position. Not until I give you permission.” 
 
    With a minute nod, she relaced her fingers on top of her head. He kissed her a while longer, his balls aching with lust. Standing again, he lightly tapped her shoulder. “You may drop your arms and stand up. We’re going over to the couch now. It’s time for your spanking.” 
 
    Lainey rose gracefully, her eyes wide with trepidation. “Cooper,” she said a little breathlessly. “I’m nervous. What if I can’t do this? What if I hate it?” 
 
    “Then we’ll stop. It’s that simple. As we discussed, this is an exploration, and it’s on your terms. I would just caution you—don’t let fear dictate your reactions. Try to just feel what you feel, without analyzing or censoring it. Do you think you can do that?” 
 
    She swallowed visibly. “I’ll try.” 
 
    “Good girl.” 
 
    He led her to the couch. “Stand in front of me a moment,” he directed as he sat down. “I want to look at you.” 
 
    Again, a blush moved over her cheeks. She was so adorable with her shyness. A part of him just wanted to pull her down onto his lap and make love to her. But another part, the sadist in him, wanted to make her suffer—that particular exquisite suffering that fed a true masochist’s soul.   
 
    “Hands on your head again,” he directed as she stood uncertainly before him.  
 
    With a deep breath, she did as he commanded. He let his eyes move slowly over her lovely body, from the high, firm breasts down the flat, muscled abdomen to the smooth cleft between her strong legs.  
 
    “Turn around,” he said. “Stand with your back to me.”  
 
    Her back was straight, the skin smooth and tanned. Her ass was small and nicely rounded, slight muscular indentations at either hip. Her calf muscles were well-defined beneath supple skin. She was powerfully built while still maintaining every bit of her femininity, like a Greek sculpture.  
 
    She was breathtaking.  
 
    His palms itched to stroke and smack that sweet little bottom. He wanted to feel skin on skin. On an impulse, he rose to his feet while pulling his T-shirt over his head. He stripped off his bathing trunks and tossed both items beside the couch.  
 
    “Turn around,” he commanded.  
 
    Lainey obeyed, hands still on her head. Her eyes flickered over his naked body to his cock, which bobbed between them, fully erect. She drew in a breath, her gaze coming back to his face. “You’re naked,” she stated. He couldn’t tell from her tone or her expression if that was a good thing or not. 
 
    He grinned. “I figured it was only fair. Plus, I want to feel skin on skin while I’m spanking you. If you’re not comfortable with that, I can get dressed again.” 
 
    “No,” she said quickly, her gaze again darting to his erection. “That’s okay. You’re fine. I—I like it. Evens up the playing field,” she added with a saucy grin that pleased him. She might be submissive, but she was strong and confident—the very best kind of sub. 
 
    “Great,” he said, settling again onto the couch. “Come here. I want you to lie over my lap. We’ll start nice and slow, and build up from there. Don’t anticipate, don’t resist. Just let it happen, and feel what you feel.” 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed.  
 
    He could see she was still nervous, but curious as well—even eager.  
 
    She draped herself over his knees. He helped her position herself until she was how he wanted her—her groin against his thighs, the upper half of her body resting on the sofa. Her legs hung down near his, and he caught them, trapping them between his thighs. 
 
    “This will help you stay in position,” he explained. “I want you to fold your hands under your head. Rest your cheek on them and relax.” 
 
    He waited until she obeyed. Then he placed his hand lightly on her lower back.  
 
    She instantly tensed, drawing in a sharp breath. 
 
    “Shh,” he soothed. “Relax, Lainey. You’re safe here.” 
 
    He stroked her back and ass, running his hands lightly and soothingly over her skin until some of her tension eased away. He shifted his touch solely to her bottom, which he lightly kneaded and patted for a while.  
 
    “You’re doing great,” he told her. “I’m going to start now. As the skin gets used to the stroke, I’ll intensify it. If you can, keep your body loose and your muscles relaxed. Embrace the erotic pain and take it into yourself. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she said breathlessly. “I think.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Don’t think. Just be.” 
 
    He started lightly, gently smacking each cheek in turn in a steady rhythm. He was pleased she didn’t resist or tense up. After a minute or two, he hit her harder, hard enough to sting.  
 
    She stiffened, no doubt startled by the sudden impact, but she didn’t protest or try to move away.  
 
    Pleased, he continued at that level for a while, enjoying the sight of her jiggling flesh slowly turning from creamy white to a rosy pink. He alternated smacks with soothing strokes with the tips of his fingers, praising her as he did so. 
 
    When he thought she was ready, he said, “I’m going to smack you properly now. You’re ready. It’s okay to cry out. It’s even okay to cry.” He paused, half expecting her to protest, or worse, to roll away from him in outright refusal.  
 
    She was breathing hard, but she didn’t speak or move. She was trembling ever so slightly, though whether it was from fear or desire, he wasn’t quite sure.  
 
    He brought his hand down hard on her left cheek, the first real blow of the session. Predictably, Lainey squealed, jerking her trapped legs between his. The skin flushed a darker red, the vague shape of his handprint just visible.  
 
    He struck again, this time on the right cheek, admiring the second handprint that rose on her supple flesh. His cock, already hard, felt like it was going to explode. His balls were tight with need.  
 
    Ignoring his lust for the moment, he focused on the spanking, delivering a rapid-fire series of small, sharp slaps to her bottom and the backs of her thighs. Lainey was panting now, her breath shallow.  
 
    He placed his other hand firmly against her lower back to help center and calm her. “Breathe,” he urged. “Take a deep breath and let it out slowly. You’re doing so well, Lainey. You’re strong, brave and sexy as hell. I know you can do this. Work through the pain, the same as you would do during an intense workout. You’re doing great.” 
 
    He waited a moment as she struggled to comply. She drew in a shuddery breath and let it out with a whimper.  
 
    “Again,” he said. “Breathe. Focus on your breathing, not on the pain. Just let it happen. Let it become a part of you.”  
 
    Once she was sufficiently calm, he began again. He struck as hard as before, but this time, she didn’t squeal or whimper. Instead, she expelled a long, audible breath, like a sigh.  
 
    Encouraged, he settled into a steady, stinging rhythm, covering every inch of her ass and the backs of her thighs until they were hot to the touch and fiery red. He was poised to stop at any moment, half expecting her to shout out her safeword. But she didn’t stop him. And she was no longer panting or squirming.  
 
    Her body had loosened, the muscles relaxing, though he continued to strike her with some force. He smiled to himself. As he’d suspected, this girl was a natural.  
 
    Not wanting to bruise her virgin flesh, he slowly eased the spanking until he was again only lightly stroking the skin with a gentle touch. She sighed softly, the sound sweet and low in his ears.  
 
    Unable to resist any longer, he let his hand slip between her legs, seeking the hot cleft of her sex.  
 
    She was soaking wet—another sure sign of her submissive, masochistic nature.  
 
    Delighted, he slid a finger into the tight, wet heat of her, his cock throbbing with the need to do the same. A deep shudder moved through her as she wantonly arched her body, forcing his finger deeper inside her.  
 
    Christ, she was sexy. He desperately wanted to fuck her—now.  
 
    But he didn’t have a condom with him, since he hadn’t wanted to presume by bringing one along that morning. Nor had they discussed sex beforehand, and he didn’t feel it was gentlemanly to take advantage of her arousal in the heat of the moment. Not to mention, he had only been allowed to reserve the space for an hour. When he made love to Lainey, and he swore to himself that would absolutely happen, he wanted to take his time. He definitely didn’t want to be interrupted by the ding of that kitchen timer, or the next guest knocking impatiently on the door.  
 
    So, controlling his lust, he pulled his finger from her slippery clutch and patted her on her cherry-red behind. “You please me very much,” he said sincerely. “You took that like the true sub I knew you were. And now, sub girl, it’s time for your flogging.”  
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Lainey rolled from Cooper’s lap and got unsteadily to her feet. Her ass was on fire, her mind whirling. The spanking had hurt—a lot. In fact, there was one point where she very nearly shouted out the safeword. But it was at that precise moment that he’d placed a steady, soothing hand on her lower back. His touch had calmed her, giving her the courage to continue. 
 
    “You’re strong, brave and sexy as hell. I know you can do this.” 
 
    That had made her smile, right through the stinging pain and her jangling nerves. She was strong and brave. What was the definition of brave, after all? It wasn’t about being fearless, it was about working through your fear to do what you needed to do.  
 
    Her years of competitive Jiu Jitsu had taught her, even more than her chosen career of fitness instructor, how to confront physical challenges and rise above them. Wasn’t this just one more challenge? 
 
    But it was more than that. What she was experiencing was different from the burn of a difficult workout or the ache of fatigued muscles. What Cooper was doing hurt so good.  
 
    For the first time, she actually understood, on a visceral level, that strange concept she’d read about in novels—erotic pain. There was a sensual overlay to the sting that made her want more, not in spite of the pain, but because of it.  
 
    She didn’t need to power her way through. She could just be in the moment. 
 
    And that was when it happened.  
 
    It wasn’t that it had stopped hurting. She could still feel the hard smack of his relentless palm crashing down on her poor bottom, but something had changed. Maybe it was that her skin had grown numb, which had definitely made it easier to take. But something else had been at play. Something dark and powerful had blossomed inside her, opening her soul even as it shut down her mind. It had spread through her body and spirit like a powerful liquor, heating and soothing her in equal measure.  
 
    She’d relaxed in a way that was beyond meditative, her soul easing into this quiet, peaceful place, even as her body quivered with desire. When he’d slipped a hard finger into her wetness, she might have come right then, if she could have found the wherewithal to move. 
 
    She wanted to ask Cooper about it, but she sensed now wasn’t the time for discussion. He, too, had risen to his feet. She couldn’t resist giving his naked body another frank appraisal.  
 
    He was strong, his shoulders broad, his hips narrow. His body had the thick, solid heft of someone who worked out regularly, the long, lean muscles in his legs that of a swimmer. His dark, curly chest hair looked soft and inviting, and she had a sudden urge to nuzzle her cheek against it. 
 
    As if reading her mind, he opened his arms in invitation, and she stepped into them. He cradled her in his embrace, one hand moving over her back, the other stroking her hair. His chest hair was as soft as she’d imagined, and she could hear the steady thump of his heart against her ear. She melted against him with a contented sigh. It was hard to believe she’d only just met this man. In a way, it was as if she’d always known him. 
 
    Holy shit, she thought. Isn’t that what the romance novels warn against? Falling in love too fast? Is that what I’m doing? Falling in love with a guest of the resort who’s going to disappear in a couple of days? Are you nuts, Lainey? 
 
    Placing two fingers gently under her chin, he tilted her face up and kissed her. All thoughts tumbled from her head. His lips were soft but insistent, his tongue dancing with hers as his hands continued to rove over her body. Her nipples poked hard against him, his cock like a steel rod between them.  
 
    He was the first to pull away, dropping his arms and taking a step back. He glanced toward the ticking timer on the counter. “We don’t have a lot of time left in here. I want to take full advantage. Are you ready for the next step, Lainey? You already handled the tough part. Flogging, while it can hurt, is more of a sensual experience. You’ll love the scent of leather, the soft, thuddy feel of the tresses, the sound of them slapping and kissing your skin, taking you deeper into the dark, peaceful place where a true sub can fly.” 
 
    Fly? 
 
    Was that what she had been feeling during the spanking? She made a mental note to ask Abbie. Then she focused on his words. A flogging!  
 
    She watched with trepidation as he moved toward the toy rack and selected the largest flogger. It had a long, stiff handle covered with leather, with dozens of long throws hanging from it. He returned to her, his eyes blazing as he ran his fingers along the leather.  
 
    He led her over to the wooden suspension rack, directing her to stand on the thick yoga mat just below the overhead beam. “I’m going to cuff your wrists overhead. This will keep you in position so I don’t accidentally miss my aim because you’re wriggling around. Okay, Lainey?”  
 
    Lainey looked up at the dangling cuffs, her heart constricting. She was frightened, but also thrilled deep in her bones. She could totally do this. She could do anything she set her mind to.  
 
    Resolutely, she nodded.  
 
    At his direction, she lifted her arms high overhead. He set down the flogger and moved to stand in front of her. She wanted him to kiss her again, but he was all business, focused on the task at hand. She allowed him to cuff her wrists into the soft leather. He then adjusted the chains until she was pulled taut, but still able to stand flat on her feet.  
 
    The rush of helplessness at being bound like this sent a shiver of anxiety through her body. She was completely at this man’s mercy, naked and in chains, unable to get away.  
 
    No. That wasn’t true. She could stop this scene at any moment with those two little words.  
 
    But she had no intention of stopping anything. Her ass still stung, but it was pleasant, in a way, like the burn of a good workout. Endorphins were zinging through her bloodstream, making her feel powerful and alive.  
 
    He took a step back, bending down to retrieve the flogger. “As with the spanking,” he said, fixing her with an intent gaze, “I’ll ease into it and slowly edge up the intensity. I’m going to flog your entire body, from shoulder to calf, from breasts to thigh. As before, focus on your breathing and flow with the experience. You can cry out. You can tell me if it’s too much, or not enough. I’ll check in often to make sure you’re handling it okay. Your courage and grace during the spanking tells me you’re going to handle this flogging beautifully. You’ll rise to this challenge, too. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Courage and grace. Lainey quite liked that description. Cooper had a nice way with words. He was kind, considerate and took control in a way that left her weak in the knees. And holy moly, he was hot.  
 
    Then he snapped the flogger in the air with a flick of his wrist. She jerked in her restraints, emitting a startled gasp at the whooshing sound of the leather.  
 
    He smiled—a slow, cruel smile that set her heart racing. His dark eyes hooded, his tongue appearing on his lower lip. “It’s time, Lainey. Time to suffer.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She glanced toward one of the mirrors as he took a position behind her. He had pulled his swim trunks back on, but she could clearly see his erection straining against the fabric. There was a dark gleam in his eyes and an edgy energy about him. The muscles in his arms and shoulders flexed as he bounced lightly on the balls of his feet.  
 
    And was that really her in the reflection, wrists cuffed to a restraint beam, bare breasts lifted high by her position, hair tousled, ass still red from the spanking? She met her own gaze in the mirror. The woman looking back at her had a wild, almost feral look in her eyes. There was fear, yes, but also…desire.  
 
    Looking away, she held her breath, tensing as she waited for the sharp bite of leather. What if she freaked out? What if she failed? 
 
    Millers don’t fail, she reminded herself. She’d won just as many trophies as her brothers, maybe more. Would any of them have the courage to do what she was doing now? It was one thing to compete and win based on your strength and skill. It was quite another to allow yourself to be completely vulnerable at the hands of another.  
 
    Oh, god. What was she doing?  
 
    Was it too late to back out? All she had to do was say those two little words. Because this was crazy. It was too scary.  
 
    She jerked at her restraints, panic rising inside her like a balloon. She opened her mouth to form the words, but managed only a strangled gasp.  
 
    All at once, Cooper’s body was against hers, his arms coming around her from behind. “Hey,” he said softly into her hair. “It’s okay, Lainey. You’re okay. You need to breathe. Remember, you’re safe with me. I’m not going to give you more than you can handle. I promise.” 
 
    She hadn’t realized she was trembling until he caught her in that warm, strong embrace. “Shh,” he murmured. “Easy, Lainey. You can do this. I know you can.” He dropped a hand to her mons, cupping her sex. As he’d done the night before on the bondage table, he moved his palm against her. His touch sent shivers of raw lust zipping through her body like sparkles of electricity.  
 
    She sighed with pleasure, leaning back into him.  
 
    “That’s better,” he soothed. “Your mind may be afraid, Lainey, but your body wants this.” He slipped a finger inside her and she moaned, unable to help herself. A gush of moisture slicked her sex as he moved his finger in a slow swirl, his palm still doing its perfect grind.  
 
    “A flogging is like sex for a woman like you,” he growled in a low, sensual voice. “The pain heightens the pleasure. It adds the spark that ignites your submissive fire. You just need to trust me, and yourself. You need this. You know you do.” As he spoke, he continued to stroke her. Her nipples throbbed, her legs wobbling as he brought her closer…closer… 
 
    All at once, his hand was withdrawn, his arms falling away.  
 
    She swayed on her feet, her eyes opening. Don’t stop, she wanted to beg. But then she caught his reflection in the corner of her eye, and her heart leaped into her throat. He had taken up that fighter’s stance again, the flogger balanced in his hand, his eyes sparking with that dark, frightening gleam. She watched as he drew back his arm and flicked his wrist. Dozens of leather tresses brushed against her ass. 
 
    She gasped reflexively, and then stilled, confused. That hadn’t hurt at all! It was more like a caress. She almost laughed aloud. Why had she been so afraid? She could totally do this. A piece of cake. 
 
    She closed her eyes, relaxing as the leather swished again over her ass. It slapped against her shoulders next, a slight sting now accompanying the stroke. Still, it was nothing she couldn’t easily handle. She let out a long, slow breath, her heart settling into a deep, steady beat.  
 
    As the flogger slapped against her skin, moving slowly up to her shoulders and back down to her thighs, she settled into herself. She liked the sound of the leather. It was like rain hitting a window, hypnotic in its rhythm.  
 
    Then, there was a break in the tempo and— 
 
    “Ouch!” she yelped, as a dozen sharp tips of leather suddenly stung her ass, still tender from the spanking.  
 
    “Breathe,” Cooper said from behind her.  
 
    But instead of taking her into another soothing embrace, he flicked his wrist again. The flogger struck with some force, slapping painfully against the backs of her thighs. She yelped, rising on her toes and twisting away as much as her restraints permitted. 
 
    “Feet flat,” Cooper said, his voice calm but authoritative. “You can do this. Rise to the challenge.” 
 
    Yes. She could totally do this. As with the spanking, all she had to do was embrace the erotic pain instead of fighting it. 
 
    She forced her feet to lower themselves. She drew in a shuddery breath, determined to power her way through. 
 
    The flogger struck again, the tips snapping sharply against her flesh. Each stroke seemed more intense than the last, the sweet thuddy caress replaced by a steady barrage of stinging bees buzzing over her flesh.  
 
    The swishing sound of leather against skin was punctuated by her breathy cries as she struggled to control and master the pain.  
 
    You can do this. You can do this. 
 
    Just when it was almost too much, he suddenly appeared in front of her.  
 
    “You’re doing great,” he said, smiling at her, his eyes glittering. Power radiated from him like a force field as he took a step away from her, the flogger poised in his hand. “We’ll keep going.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question. He was in control.  
 
    But you have the ultimate control, she reminded herself. 
 
    Yet, though it was startling to admit, she didn’t want control. Though she was still afraid, that same dark, buttery feeling was spreading through her being as had occurred during the spanking. Her skin was on fire, but the burn inside was different. It was like hot, molten lava, flowing through her core and melting her from the inside out.  
 
    “Yes,” she breathed. “Yes, please.” 
 
    A slow, satisfied smile lifted his lips. “I knew it,” he murmured softly, more to himself than to her. “You were born for this.” 
 
    The leather slapped against her breasts, at once painful and sensual. It hurt, make no mistake. But it was a good hurt, thuddy and welcome.  
 
    Then several of the stinging tips of leather caught her nipple in an explosion of pain. She yelped, twisting away. “Ow, ow, ow, ow!” she cried. “I can’t!” 
 
    “You can.” He slapped the other nipple, and another burst of pain nearly short-circuited her brain. Her heart was smacking painfully in her chest, as if it wanted to burst out of its bony cage. She gasped, unable to fill her lungs.  
 
    Red light.  
 
    She could say it. She would say it! 
 
    But then the flogger gentled as it moved down her body, the leather again caressing and warming her flesh. She relaxed, the words falling away unspoken.  
 
    She closed her eyes as the leather throws thudded over her belly and thighs. Then he was behind her again, smacking, stinging and kissing her flesh until her whole body was burning. Sweat trickled under her arms and matted the hair falling into her eyes. But the panic had subsided. She could breathe again. The leather danced like kisses over her skin. Her heart rate slowed, her head too heavy to hold upright. She let it fall back, her lips parting as her eyes fluttered closed.  
 
    She heard him speaking as if from a distance. “Yes,” he said softly. “That’s it. Stay there, right where you are.” 
 
    He was in front of her now. She felt the light flick of his foot against one of her ankles. “Spread your legs, Lainey. I’m going to flog your sweet little cunt.” 
 
    Cunt. 
 
    She flushed, heat splashing over her face and chest. What a crude word! The ultimate insult a man could hurl at a woman.  
 
    And yet, the way he’d said it, it hadn’t been vulgar. Quite the opposite. The word was somehow honest and pure in his mouth. It didn’t seem like a swear, but rather like an intimate caress.  
 
    But then her brain processed the rest of what he’d said, and her eyes flew open. “You’re what?” she managed, her voice a croak.  
 
    The sweet, heavy cloak of sensuality that had settled over her fell away. Adamantly, she shook her head.  
 
    “You’re not serious.” 
 
    He smiled. “I am.” Again he tapped his foot against her inner ankle. “Do what I say, sub girl. I’m going to whip your cunt.” 
 
    Again that word, earthy and sweet in his mouth.  
 
    “You’re going to let me do it,” he continued, his dark eyes boring into her, “because you’re brave and strong, and because you need this. You crave it. You’re afraid, yes. But that doesn’t mean you don’t want it.” 
 
    She kept her legs closed as she staunchly asserted, “No. I don’t.” 
 
    A half smile lifted one side of his mouth as he moved closer. He slipped his hand between her closed legs, a hard finger pressing itself inside her. 
 
    In spite of herself, she leaned into the touch, spasming with pleasure.  
 
    His smile widened, his eyes sparkling. “Your body can’t lie, Lainey, even if your mouth does. You’re soaking wet, sub girl. Your little clit is hard as a cherry pit.” He flicked his fingers up over her clit, sending another shuddery spasm through her frame.  
 
    She couldn’t deny his words. She was so turned on she was actually shaking. The idea of his flogging her…cunt…was terrifying, yes. But it was also deeply, fiercely exciting—the ultimate challenge.  
 
    “Ask me for it,” he commanded, his fingers stroking and teasing her with nearly unbearable finesse. “Beg me to whip your hot, wet cunt, Lainey. Say it. Just like that.” 
 
    Heat again flamed in her face. No fucking way was she going to beg for anything.  
 
    His hand remained between her legs, fingers flicking and teasing, palm grinding. It felt so good, every sensation heightened by her burning skin and tethered position. Her legs had turned to jelly. She would have crumpled to the floor if she hadn’t been held up by her wrists.   
 
    Oh, god. It felt so good.  
 
    Jesus, she was going to come! 
 
    Abruptly, Cooper pulled his hand away, leaving her gasping and shaking, desperate for release.  
 
    “I said, beg me,” he repeated, steel now beneath his words. “‘Please, Sir. Whip my hot, wet cunt.’ Say it.” 
 
    “Please, Sir,” she heard herself gasp, without her permission. “Whip my hot, wet…cunt.” 
 
    She snapped her mouth closed, shocked and thrilled in equal measure. She had lost her mind, but she didn’t care.  
 
    He kicked at her ankle, and this time she spread her legs, her pulse racing. He took a step back and cocked his wrist. With a sudden flick, he brought up the leather tresses in a smacking sting of leather against slick, slippery flesh.  
 
    “Ow!” she cried, slamming her legs together. 
 
    “Stay in position,” he snapped, once more lightly kicking at her ankle. “You asked me for this, Lainey. You need it.” 
 
    The truth of his words resonated in her soul. 
 
    Her cunt ached and throbbed, longing for another stinging smack of leather. She spread her legs, heart pounding, limbs shaking. 
 
    He flicked the flogger up between her legs with a sharp snap.  
 
    “Ah,” she moaned, taking the heat deep inside her.  
 
    What was happening? Could it be he was right? Did she need this on some subterranean, primeval level? Was this what had always been missing? 
 
    “More,” she heard herself whisper on a ragged breath. “More, please.” 
 
    He struck again, harder.  
 
    Stars of pain danced before her eyes, but at the same time, something dark and rich glided through her body and soul. It covered her senses like honey, blotting out the last, lingering vestige of protest in her mind.  
 
    She groaned, her head falling back, eyes closed, mouth agape. Nothing existed but leather against flesh. Each stinging stroke lifted her a little further out of herself, until she left her body completely. 
 
    She was floating somewhere empty and pure. Wind rushed past her, lifting her higher into this strange, white peace. 
 
    She didn’t need to breathe or move.  
 
    She just…was. 
 
      
 
    When she opened her eyes, Cooper was standing in front of her, his hands firmly on her shoulders. Her arms hung at her sides. “Hey,” he said softly. “There you are. I think you must have passed out for a second. You okay?” 
 
    It took her a moment to make sense of where she was, or who this handsome man was looming over her. As her brain clicked back on, she smiled up at him, a delicious languor moving through her.  
 
    “I’m good,” she breathed, collapsing against him.  
 
    He lifted her into his arms and carried her over to the sofa, where he sat, still cradling her. “You were awesome,” he said, nuzzling his face against her hair.  
 
    She lifted her head, meeting his eye. “You were pretty amazing yourself, Sir.” 
 
    She said the word ironically. She couldn’t quite believe she’d actually called him that, and begged for a cunt flogging! What the hell had she been thinking? Had it just been the heat of the moment? She stiffened, looking away as she flushed at the powerful memory. 
 
    He gripped her chin lightly, forcing her to turn back to him. “It’s okay to feel what you feel, Lainey. You don’t need to figure it all out right now. Just be.” 
 
    As if on cue, the kitchen timer dinged. Cooper glanced at his watch. “Perfect timing. Because now I’m going to take you up to my room and make love to you.” 
 
    Again, he wasn’t asking.  
 
    The old Lainey, the Lainey who had been in firm control of every aspect of every relationship she’d ever been in, would have laughed at that point, and told him to dream on. But somehow, that Lainey wasn’t around at the moment. 
 
    “Yes,” she heard herself say instead. “Yes, please.”   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cooper slipped the do not disturb sign over the door handle and closed the door with a click. Lainey had preceded him into the hotel room and now stood at the large windows that comprised most of the back wall.  
 
    “Wow,” she breathed, staring out at the vast tableau of deep blue water fading into the horizon’s paler blue. “You weren’t kidding. That’s a spectacular view. The ocean just goes on forever. I wonder what it would be like to sail around the world.” 
 
    He came up behind her and put his arms lightly around her shoulders. “I don’t know about the world, but I’d be delighted to take you out for a day on my sailboat.” 
 
    She whirled to face him, her expression animated. “I heard you had a boat.” 
 
    “I do,” he admitted with a grin. “It was my gift to myself after my partner and I sold the business. It’s docked on the other side of the island where the private crafts are moored.” 
 
    “I love to sail,” Lainey said enthusiastically. “I used to do competitive sailing back in high school. I won several trophies. My father wanted me to try out for the junior Olympics like my brothers did, but I got more interested in martial arts and eventually gave it up.” 
 
    “Impressive,” Cooper said. “Do you only have brothers?” 
 
    “Yeah. Three older brothers. I thought I was a boy until I was about five,” she added with a grin. “They treated me like a brother, never hesitating to beat the crap out of me if I got out of line.” She snorted. “I gave it back as good as I got it, though.” She flashed another grin, though he thought he also detected pain in her eyes—just a brief flash, gone so fast he might have imagined it. 
 
    “It’s one reason I got interested in martial arts,” she continued. “I got tired of being picked on. Then, naturally, I got into the competitive side.”  
 
    Cooper nodded. Her use of the term “naturally” offered insight. He’d already observed, and indeed, experienced, Lainey’s competitive nature. This information about her family explained some of her intensity—and some of her fear around erotic submission.  
 
    Not ready to open that particular can of worms at the moment, he said mildly, “Sounds like competition was pretty important in your family growing up.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” she replied emphatically. “That’s what we Millers do. We compete. Not only that. We win.” She laughed. “And it wasn’t just sports, though that was the primary focus growing up. We competed at who made a better pancake, whose bed had crisper hospital corners, who took the most dangerous dares when leaping from a tree into the creek behind our house.” She snorted again. “It’s a wonder we all came out alive. We did so many stupid things in the name of being the best. If you don’t win, you’re a loser. That’s the unspoken family mantra.” Again that flash of pain, gone before he could be sure of what he’d seen.  
 
    Cooper placed his hands lightly on Lainey’s waist. “That must have been hard for you. Always having to compete—to win. That can be an exhausting way to live.” 
 
    She looked startled for a moment, and then tears filled those lovely eyes. She blinked them rapidly away and forced a smile. “Nah,” she asserted with a toss of her hair. “It was fine. It made me strong. Nobody gets the best of Lainey Miller.” 
 
    He regarded her silently, pondering how he might break through the armor she’d built up over a lifetime to keep herself safe. He understood how that sort of internal defense mechanism would serve her well in daily life, but he would have to help her see that walls had no place in a D/s relationship, where vulnerability with your partner was essential for true connection. He needed to help her see that erotic submission was not a weakness, but rather part and parcel of her makeup—of what made her special and unique.  
 
    For the moment, however, what he most wanted was to kiss her.  
 
    Taking her face gently in his hands, he lowered his mouth to hers. As they kissed, he slowly walked her backward toward the bed. He glanced toward the bedside table, where he’d placed several condom packets earlier that morning in anticipation of this scenario. 
 
    They toppled onto the bed, mouths still locked, he on top of her. Reaching for her arms, he pulled them up over her head and gripped her wrists, pressing her onto the mattress.  
 
    She moaned against his mouth as he held her down. Her nipples were like little marbles and he suddenly had a desperate need to suckle them. Lifting himself over her, he released one wrist so he could pull up her dress and the stretchy bikini top of her bathing suit.  
 
    With a growl, he lowered his head and licked one perfect nipple, pulling another moan from her. He lifted his head a moment to regard her. Her eyes were closed, her hair wild about her face. He sought her breasts again, this time focusing on the other nipple. Catching it between his teeth, he bit lightly, just enough to make her whimper.  
 
    The sound made his cock, already rock-hard in his shorts, throb with need. A sudden idea leaped into his brain and he decided to act on it. 
 
    Rolling from her, he said in a voice husky with lust, “Get up, sub girl. Stand in front of me and take off your clothes. You will present yourself to me, mine to do with as I please. I’m going to make you beg for it.”  
 
    Her eyes flew open, a flush moving over her face. “Ha, ha,” she said, perhaps trying for sassy but not quite managing it. “In your dreams, buddy.” 
 
    He wasn’t going to let her backtrack from the progress she’d made in the bondage room. Before she could react, he placed his hand on her throat, spanning her jawline with thumb and forefinger and applying pressure.  
 
    As her eyes widened, he said in a calm but firm voice, “No, Lainey. It’s not a dream. It’s a reality. It’s what I want. And if you’re honest with yourself and with me, it’s what you want as well. You want to please me. You want to submit to me. There is no shame in that. It’s not about winning and losing. It’s about an honest exchange of power between two people on either end of the D/s spectrum.” 
 
    He kept his grip on her throat, while slipping his other hand into her bikini bottoms. As he pressed a finger into her tight, very wet cunt, he lowered his head again, sucking one pert nipple into his mouth and nudging it with his teeth. He ground his palm lightly between her legs, pleased when he felt the hard nubbin of her erect clit and heard her low, feral moan.  
 
    He teased her for a while, keeping her on the edge without letting her go over. All at once, he let her go and rolled away. She lay panting, legs akimbo, a vision of wanton loveliness.  
 
    “Now, Lainey,” he commanded, forcing himself under control for a little while longer. “Do as I say. Get up and strip for me. Then you’re going to get on your knees. You’re going to take down my shorts and roll a condom onto my cock. Then you’re going to lie down on the bed on your back and beg me to fuck you. Do you understand?” 
 
    She stared at him, her lips parted, her eyes bright, the blush still on her cheeks. Her lips moved, but no words formed. She was breathing hard, her chest rising and falling.  
 
    He stared back, waiting. He could see that she wanted to obey, if only she could find the courage. 
 
    Relenting a little, he added softly. “Please, Lainey. Give me the gift of your submission. I promise to cherish it. I promise to keep you safe.” 
 
    She stared at him for several more beats. He held his breath, barely daring to admit to himself how much this mattered.  
 
    Finally, she nodded. Blowing out a breath, she rolled to her feet. Standing at the end of the bed, she reached for the hem of her dress and lifted it over her head. The bathing suit top was still scrunched above her perfect breasts. Reaching behind herself, she undid the clasp and let the top fall to the carpet. Then she plucked the bows on either side of the tiny bottoms, and they fell away.  
 
    “Place your hands on your head and stand tall so I can admire your body,” he directed. His cock was hard as a steel rod. Just a couple of strokes and he’d shoot his load—he was that aroused. But he didn’t want that. He wanted to take his time with this lovely woman. He wanted to claim her properly.  
 
    She did nothing for several long seconds. He waited, silently willing her to obey. 
 
    Then, her arms trembling slightly, Lainey laced her fingers together on top of her head. She stood tall, her posture straight, her chin raised with what he was coming to recognize as her tough-girl persona.  
 
    He bit back a sigh. She was still fighting—still competing—instead of truly submitting. It would take time to break down those barriers—to help her move past the idea that submission equaled weakness. Unfortunately, time wasn’t on their side. He only had three more days on the island. What then? 
 
    Instead of dwelling on that, he returned his focus to the moment. Reaching for a condom packet, he, too, rolled from the bed and got to his feet. Standing directly in front of her, he pulled his T-shirt over his head and tossed it aside.  
 
    “Lower your arms and get down on your knees. Take down my shorts.” 
 
    Again she hesitated.  
 
    “Do it,” he murmured softly. “Do as you’re told.” 
 
    Slowly, gracefully, she lowered herself to the floor. Reaching for the elastic waistband of his bathing trunks, she dragged them past his hips and down his legs, letting them puddle on the floor.  
 
    He kicked them away and then tore open the condom wrapper with his teeth. He held out the pre-lubricated disk.  
 
    Swallowing visibly, Lainey took it with a trembling hand. His cock was fully erect, a drop of pre-come visible on its tip. Hands still shaking, she managed to get the condom in place.  
 
    Taking pity on her, he lifted her gently to her feet and wrapped his arms around her. “Calm down, sweetheart. You’re doing so well,” he murmured into her ear. “I know this is scary for you. Letting go is scary. But it’s what you want—what we both crave. If I’m wrong—if I’m totally off-base and just being a bully, tell me that now and I’ll back off. We can still make love. God knows, I want you maybe more than I’ve ever wanted anyone. But it’s got to be consensual. It’s got to work for both of us or it won’t work at all.” 
 
    Her trembling eased as he held her. Now, she pulled gently from his embrace. There was a determined look on her face, but the belligerent defiance was gone. Without saying anything, she lay down on the bed on her back and spread her strong, beautiful legs.  
 
    “Please, Sir,” she said in a low but sure voice. “Please fuck me.” 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Lainey waited breathlessly for him to react. She felt both more vulnerable and more powerful than she ever had in her life, though she didn’t understand how she could be feeling both things at once.  
 
    Her head rejected his bossing her around like she was some kind of sex slave. But her body and her soul—the deepest part of her soul—opened to his dominance like a cactus flower suddenly blooming after a desert storm.  
 
    He stared down at her with burning eyes, his sheathed cock held lightly in one hand. It was a beautiful cock—long and thick, flushed dark with engorged blood above heavy balls. He was so powerfully built, but still graceful in his movements, without a trace of self-consciousness.  
 
    He lowered himself slowly over her. She lifted her hips, longing to feel him inside her. Reaching down, he guided his cock carefully into her, moving slowly to allow her to accommodate his girth.  
 
    She groaned with uncontrolled lust as he fully entered her. She nearly climaxed with the first powerful thrust. She dug her fingers into his back as he moved over her. He slid his hands under her ass, penetrating deeply inside her. His pubic bone was perfectly positioned against her clit and the pleasure was nearly unbearable.  
 
    “Oh, oh, oh, oh,” she heard someone chanting, and then realized it was she. It was happening so fast—too fast—but she was powerless to resist.  
 
    “Oh, god,” she cried. “I’m going to come!” 
 
    “Do it,” he growled. “Come for me.” 
 
    Come for me. 
 
    Those masterful words sent her careening headlong into a powerful climax. Almost immediately, Cooper stiffened as he emitted a strangled cry. He gripped her tightly as he came, heat radiating from his body as if he had a high fever. He shuddered for several seconds, his movements pulling several aftershocks of spasmodic pleasure from her body.  
 
    Then they lay still, silent save for their labored breathing. Blood still beat heavily in her ears, echoing the fading pulse between her legs.  
 
    “Holy moly,” Lainey whispered, awestruck at what had just happened.  
 
    Cooper lifted himself on his elbows and looked down at her, his eyebrows raised. “Holy moly?” he repeated, grinning. “That’s all you can say?” 
 
    “Holy moly, Sir,” she retorted with a laugh.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ll race you to that buoy marker. On your mark, get set, go!”  
 
    Before Cooper even had a chance to process what she’d just said, Lainey, sleek as an otter, dove gracefully into a wave and disappeared beneath the water. A moment later, laughing, Cooper dove in after her.  
 
    They had decided to go down to the shore to relax and regroup after the intensity of the morning. Cooper wouldn’t have minded staying in. He had been content to hold Lainey’s sweet, warm body against his and stroke her soft hair as they basked in their post-coital afterglow. 
 
    After a while, his hand had strayed to the mounds of her soft breasts. He had toyed with her nipples, drawing circles around them without directly touching them until they had engorged and rounded like fat berries. Unable to resist, he captured one perfect nipple between thumb and forefinger and twisted, lightly at first, and then harder. 
 
    She had winced, sucking in a breath. He could feel her heart beating fast beneath his hand. Her lips were parted, her body language whispering, “Yes. I want this. I need it.” 
 
    His cock had stiffened with excitement and anticipation at the thought of claiming her again, maybe this time adding some rope and chain into the mix. That first time had been too fast, both of them too needy to hold out. But now, he could take his time. He was eager to press the envelope of her newfound submission, and see how far he could take her.  
 
    But then, to his disappointment, she had pushed his hand away and, before he could even react, had rolled from the bed and sprung to her feet. Whirling, she had reached for her discarded clothing.  
 
    “Come on, lazy bones,” she had chided with a grin and a toss of her hair. “The day’s too gorgeous to lie around in bed all day. Let’s go swimming.” 
 
    Now, as he swam after her, he decided it was probably good that they had come up for air. Things were moving awfully fast between them.  
 
    While he’d known the sex would be hot and sweet, he hadn’t been quite prepared for the intensity of her reactions, or for his own answering intensity. It was a little scary, if he were honest with himself. Though he had remained outwardly in control, Lainey was definitely getting under his skin in a way he hadn’t experienced in a very long time.  
 
    Was it because of the finite nature of their relationship, which would end when he left the island in three days? Was that what had allowed him to dive headlong into this wild infatuation? 
 
    Because that’s all it could be, surely. You didn’t fall in love in a day, however real the connection felt.  
 
    Love?  
 
    It had been a long time since Cooper had felt anything close to love. He’d put that part of his life on hold while his work had consumed him. Was this just a case of good timing? Was he, like Lainey, driven by the challenge? Or was it the woman herself who drew him, with her enticing combination of tough-girl cool and submissive vulnerability?   
 
    He knew, even before posing the question, what the answer was.  
 
    Stay in the moment, he cautioned himself. He didn’t need to figure everything out right now. This wasn’t an engineering problem to be tackled. Lainey wasn’t a mathematical equation to be solved. She was a flesh-and-blood woman who was struggling with her own issues about her submissive nature. Right now he would focus on helping her continue on that path for as long as they had together. 
 
    She was out past the waves now, her head bobbing, strong arms slicing through the sparkling water. He redoubled his efforts, swimming hard to overtake her. But it wasn’t enough. She reached the buoy before him and grabbed hold of the top of the cone. Turning back toward him, she whooped in triumph as she whipped her long, wet hair from her face.  
 
    He reached her a moment later. Laughing, he wrapped his arms around her, keeping them both afloat as he treaded the deep water. “You’re fast,” he said, panting a little as he caught his breath.  
 
    “I was a competitive swimmer in high school,” she replied, barely winded. “I placed in every state event my senior year. I came in first in the mixed medley relay, beating out a girl and two boys.” 
 
    “Of course you did,” Cooper replied with a grin. “But you cheated just now, so it doesn’t count.” 
 
    “I did not,” she retorted, though her eyes were dancing. “It’s not my fault you missed the starting gun. I won. End of story.”  
 
    “Is everything about winning with you?” he asked, his voice light though the question was serious.  
 
    “Of course,” she promptly replied, her lips lifted in a teasing smile. “What else is there?” 
 
    “I can think of a lot of things,” he answered, though he, too, smiled. 
 
    As they faced the shore, Cooper saw the lifeguard, seated high on his tower, waving his arms toward them. Cooper lifted his arms to wave back, a signal that they were fine. “Guess we better head back,” he said. “The lifeguard looks nervous.” 
 
    They made their way to shore, swimming leisurely alongside one another. When they got back to the sand, they flopped down on their beach towels, content to let the sun dry their bodies.  
 
    After a while, Lainey lifted herself on her elbows, her eyes fixed on the horizon. “So,” she said, a studied nonchalance entering her tone. “Tuesday’s your last day here?” 
 
    “That was the plan,” Cooper replied, wincing at the thought of leaving her so soon. “I’m supposed to meet some old buddies who are going on a deep-sea fishing trip. They’ll be leaving from New Bern Wednesday morning and plan to stay out on the water a couple of days. It’s not written in stone though. I might just bail. Maybe stay a little longer on the island.” 
 
    He wanted Lainey to eagerly agree and encourage him to stay. But all she said was, “I have the rest of the weekend off, but I have work again starting Monday. I probably should head back to the mainland later today. I have a bunch of stuff I need to do at home. I have like zero food in the house and a couple of other errands. Not to mention, I don’t have much in the way of clothing here. There’s a ferry at four and another at eight, so…” She trailed off. 
 
    Was she running away? Not just from her feelings but from him? Did he have the right to pursue her? 
 
    She was dealing with a lot as she confronted her true sexual nature for maybe the first time in her life. If he rushed her, all he’d succeed in doing would be to push her even further away.  
 
    Yet, whatever was happening between them was real. He would give her space for the time being, but he would not let her slip away, not now, not after what they’d just shared.  
 
    “Why don’t I take you back over on my boat?” he suggested. “You mentioned you enjoy sailing. We could knock your errands out and then come back here.” He placed his hand lightly on her thigh, letting just the tips of his fingers trail over the pooch of her mons beneath the tiny bikini bottoms. “I’d like to continue where we left off.” 
 
    A small, sexy shudder moved through her body at his touch. Her erect nipples were clearly outlined against the sheer fabric of her top. He could feel her heat beneath his fingers, and her desire.  
 
    Then, quick as a flash, she was on her feet again. “Sure, that’d be great. I’d love to check out your boat and sail back to the mainland.” She spoke breezily, but he wasn’t fooled.  
 
    It took all his self-control not to grab her and pull her back down onto the towel. He wanted to put his hand on her throat again and pin her with his eyes. He wanted to flip her over his shoulder, caveman style, and take her back to his room.  
 
    Instead, he forced a smile as he, too, got to his feet. “Great. Let’s do it.” 
 
      
 
    A half hour later, after a quick outside shower by the pool and a chance to dress and grab their overnight bags, Cooper and Lainey stood on the dock at the island’s small, private marina. He’d changed into jeans for the trip to the mainland, and had packed an overnight bag, throwing in a few impact toys and rope, just in case.  
 
    Lainey was still in her sundress, her hair swept up in a loose knot on her head, tendrils escaping around her sun-kissed face. Cooper liked how easy and confident she was in her own skin. It only added to her innate beauty. 
 
    When Maya, one of the staff slaves, dropped them off in a golf cart, Cooper noticed the knowing smile and small wink she’d given Lainey, who had flashed a grin in return.  
 
    Caelan had warned Cooper about the island’s steady gossip mill, but Cooper wasn’t concerned. He’d never cared what other people thought about him, and wasn’t about to start now. It pleased him, too, to think that Lainey had been talking to her girlfriends about him.  
 
    He led her to his boat, unable to hide his beam of pride as she exclaimed over it. “Wow,” she enthused. “When you said sailboat, I was envisioning a little single-sail dinghy. This is a yacht.” 
 
    “Maybe technically,” he admitted. “But for me, the real appeal of this particular model was ease of handling. Thanks to its furling and self-tacking jib, it’s easy to manage single-handedly. All lines, including halyards, mainsheet and reefing lines, are led aft through rope clutches to self-tailing winches on the cabin top. And it’s got an autopilot system. The boat practically sails itself. Hop in and I’ll toss you the ropes.” 
 
    Lainey jumped down onto the deck with practiced ease. Dropping her travel duffel, she turned to face him, legs perfectly balanced, hands on her hips. “My, she’s yar,” she said with a deadpan expression, in perfect imitation of Katharine Hepburn’s classic line to Cary Grant in Philadelphia Story. 
 
    Cooper stared at her for several seconds, stunned at the reference from what was one of his favorite classic movies. Collecting himself, he replied in his best Cary Grant, which was terrible, “Yes, Red. That she is.” 
 
    “Oh my god!” Lainey cried with unabashed glee. “You’re the only person under sixty I know who gets the reference. I love that movie. That’s it. We have to get married.” 
 
    Cooper ignored the sudden jolt her words had provoked, instead quoting Jimmy Stewart from the same movie. “That’s the blank, unholy surprise of it. You’re the golden girl, Lainey. Full of life and warmth and delight.” 
 
    Lainey grinned. “Okay. Now you’re just showing off.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Cooper admitted with a laugh. He tossed the ropes over and climbed down onto the deck. “Let’s get this baby out on the water and I’ll show you just how yar she is.” 
 
    The wind was good, and once they had motored far enough out to sea, Cooper cut the engine. With Lainey’s expert assistance, they got the sails unfurled in record time. She was good with direction and steady on her feet.  
 
    Now that money was no longer an issue, he hoped to take an extended sailing trip in the near future, maybe up along the east coast, or down to Florida and from there to the Bahamas. He’d planned to go on his own, taking the time to completely unwind with zero distractions—just him and the deep blue sea.  
 
    But now, watching Lainey, who stood with her hands on her hips staring out to sea, hair flying, eyes sparkling, he could easily imagine taking her along.  
 
    Setting the boat on autopilot, he stepped away from the controls and approached her from behind. Placing his arms around her, he pulled her back against his chest as the wind whipped around them. “I have this lovely image of you, naked and bound to the mast, completely at my mercy. I very much want to make that happen, when you’re ready.” 
 
    “Oh,” she breathed softly. 
 
    “In the short time we’ve known one another,” he continued, encouraged that, though she hadn’t instantly agreed, neither had she refused, “I get the feeling you’ve approached submission as a challenge. Something to beat and overcome. But it’s about so much more. It’s about letting go—truly giving yourself to another.” 
 
    Lainey said nothing. 
 
    He pulled her closer, bringing one hand up to her throat. But he didn’t catch her in a dominant hold. Instead, he lightly stroked her soft skin, trailing his fingers down to her chest. He pressed his palm flat against her heart, just above the swell of her breasts. 
 
    She sighed and leaned into him, letting her head fall back.   
 
    Aroused, he brought his hand back to her throat, this time gripping her beneath the jaw and applying just enough pressure to make her breath catch. “What do you say, sub girl? Do you have courage to surrender, not just to me, but to your true nature?”   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lainey led Cooper to her car in the ferry dock’s parking lot. They hadn’t eaten since breakfast and the sun was already low on the horizon. “I’m starving. How about you?” she asked him. “There’s a place right near here that makes great shrimp and oyster po boys. We could grab some takeout and eat it back at my place.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect.” 
 
    She unlocked her eleven-year-old dinged-up but reliable red Subaru Outback and they tossed their bags in the back seat. Lainey told herself that her internal jury was still out regarding whether she’d let him stay overnight. But in her heart of hearts, the verdict had already been decided. No way did she want to let this guy out of her sight in the short time they had remaining.  
 
    At the seafood shack, she ordered the shrimp po boy, he the fried oyster. They added a side of the greasy but delicious fries to share. When Cooper reached into his pocket for his wallet, Lainey stopped him with a raised hand.  
 
    “I got this,” she said. “My town, my treat.” 
 
    He smiled, allowing her to pay without acting weird or he-mannish about it, which pleased her. So many guys used their wallet to announce both their superior financial status and the implied obligation it created. She didn’t get the sense Cooper was like that, though it was clear, based on that gorgeous boat of his and the few comments he’d made about selling his business, that the guy was more than comfortable.  
 
    As they drove the short distance to her apartment building, Lainey glanced at Cooper in the passenger seat. He was watching her, a half-smile on his face. 
 
    “What?” she demanded, though she couldn’t help but smile back. 
 
    “I was just thinking how glad I am that I saw you through the glass at your aerobics class. My gut instantly told me you were someone I needed to get to know better, but I had no idea that within twenty-four hours we’d be where we are right now.” 
 
    “And, where are we?” She glanced again from the road to his face. “I mean, this is nuts, right? We’ve known each other less than forty-eight hours and I think I might be—” She abruptly pressed her lips together, shocked at what she’d been about to say.  
 
    Heat rushed into her face. What the hell was wrong with her? You didn’t fall in love with someone in a day. That was the stuff of romance novels—not real life. 
 
    “You think you might be…?” Cooper prodded. She stole another look at him. His half-smile was now a full-on grin.  
 
    She whipped her head back toward the road. “Might have, uh, some submissive feelings. Or no,” she quickly amended, even more annoyed with herself. What was her problem? “Sexually masochistic feelings. I’m no sub.” 
 
    Even as she protested, his powerful command while they had made love came back to her. 
 
    “Come for me.” 
 
    The masterful words still made her shiver, sending a spasm of desire through her loins. Why had his words affected her so strongly?  
 
    Maybe it was just the heat of the moment—all the planets and stars precisely aligned just as her body was poised to climax—and those words had been the small push she’d needed to send her over the edge. Yes. That must have been it.  
 
    After all, she definitely didn’t fit the definition of a submissive—not at all. She was a strong, kickass woman who bowed down to no one. She had never fantasized about kneeling in front of some guy, waiting for permission to move or speak, addressing him as Master when she did. She wasn’t particularly into serving another and had never felt a strong desire to put a man’s needs before her own.  
 
    “You know what I think?” Cooper asked as she turned the car into the parking lot of her apartment building. 
 
    “What?” Lainey snapped, already on the defensive, ready to refute anything he might say.  
 
    “I think it’s not important for you to define yourself in any particular way right now, Lainey. You don’t need to categorize yourself or analyze your feelings and reactions every step of the way.” He placed his hand lightly on her thigh, his touch like electricity jolting her senses. “We’re exploring something together, and it’s exciting and fun and sexy as hell. That’s enough for now, right? We don’t have to label it. Let’s just enjoy it.” 
 
    She parked in her assigned spot and turned to him, a jumble of feelings she couldn’t quite untangle inside her. She had been expecting—wanting?—him to refute her claim—to tell her he knew a sub when he saw one, and she definitely fit the bill. Then she could have systematically listed all the reasons he was wrong.  
 
    She should have been glad he wasn’t trying to pigeonhole her into some kind of role. 
 
    And yes, she was glad, she told herself firmly. And he was right. They didn’t need to define anything right now. After all, he was going to be history in a couple of days. It was insane to be investing so much mental energy into this relationship, if it could even be called that.   
 
    She managed a smile and nodded. “Yeah. You’re totally right. We don’t need to define anything. We just go with the flow.” 
 
    “Exactly,” he agreed easily. “Now, let’s eat. That food smells amazing and I’m starving.” 
 
      
 
    As they entered her second-floor apartment, Cooper stopped and looked around. “Nice place,” he said with apparent sincerity. Lainey hadn’t expected to have a guest, especially an overnight guest, but she always left her place tidy. The sudden, random room inspections by their retired military dad had instilled lifelong habits she saw no reason to shake.  
 
    Lainey shrugged. “Thanks. It’s just your regular IKEA setup inside but it’s comfortable. The main reason I took it was for the view of the water from my balcony.” She walked over to the sliding glass doors and pulled open the louvers that covered them. The sun was low over the bay, splashing it with a long, shimmery swath of orangey gold. 
 
    “That is a great view,” Cooper said, moving to stand beside her. He put his arm lightly around her shoulders. She leaned into him, thinking how good—how natural—it felt to be with him.  
 
    She was starving, but maybe a quick bit of sweetness beforehand… She lifted her face toward his, inviting a kiss.  
 
    He obliged, but with only a brief touch of his lips to hers. Then, dropping his arm and taking a step away from her, he put a hand on his flat abs and said, “Food. I need my energy so I can have my way with you.” 
 
    Lainey laughed. “Okay, okay. Let’s eat.”  
 
    Cooper peered through the glass. “How about we eat out on the balcony? I see you’ve got a table and chairs out there.” 
 
    “Great idea,” Lainey agreed. “Let me just grab us something to drink. I have water, Coke and beer. What would you like?” 
 
    “I have a better idea.” Cooper moved toward the coffee table, where he set down his overnight bag. Unzipping it, he pulled out what looked like a large stainless-steel thermos. Unscrewing the top, he pulled out a bottle of champagne. “Chilled Dom Perignon, anyone?” 
 
    Lainey laughed. “Okay, now you’re just showing off.” 
 
    He grinned, shrugging in reply. “Got any champagne flutes?” 
 
    Lainey moved toward the kitchen. “Sorry, no. I do have Target’s best wine glasses, however. Will that work?” 
 
    “Like a charm.” 
 
    She returned from the kitchen with two glasses, along with two bottles of water, a bottle of ketchup and some habanero hot sauce. Cooper grabbed the bag of food and they stepped out onto the balcony.  
 
    As Lainey set out the sandwiches for their late lunch, he popped the champagne cork and filled their glasses. Once they were situated, he lifted his glass toward her in a toast. “To continued exploration. The journey is as important as the destination.” 
 
    They clinked glasses and sipped.  
 
    “Oh,” Lainey exclaimed sincerely. “That’s delicious.” 
 
    “Goes down easy,” Cooper agreed. He took a bite of his po boy, his face suffusing with pleasure as he chewed. “Man, you weren’t kidding. This is fantastic.” 
 
    “Add a little hot sauce,” Lainey suggested, after sprinkling her sandwich liberally with the Tabasco. “Gives it a nice kick.” 
 
    He took the sauce, adding a little to his sandwich as well. They ate in companionable silence, staring out at the water as the twilit air purpled around them.  
 
    When they’d eaten every bite, including all the fries, Lainey ran her fingers through the tangled mess of her hair. She could smell the salty scent of the ocean on her sticky skin. 
 
    “Yuck. Feels like my hair and skin are coated in salt. I totally need a shower.” 
 
    Cooper got to his feet. “I hope that’s an invitation to join you?” 
 
    Lainey grinned. “The shower stall is like two feet by two feet, but if you want to squish in there with me…” 
 
    “Can’t think of anywhere else I’d rather be,” he replied, smiling back. 
 
    They made quick work of cleanup. Other than that brief press of lips, they’d barely touched since arriving in New Bern, and Lainey found she missed that closeness. 
 
    Normally, stepping back from the intensity of the past twenty-four hours would have suited Lainey. She liked to take her time with a new guy. Especially when she brought them back to her place for the first time. But with Cooper, she didn’t want to pull back—far from it. It was more than just a crush. While he was sexy as hell, he was also like a wonderful, comfy chair you just wanted to curl up in, safe and snug.  
 
    Was it Desire Island itself that had cast a spell on them both?  
 
    What happened when the spell was shattered—when he left the island in a few days? 
 
    Holy shit. I’m falling for this guy—falling hard. Now what the hell am I going to do?  
 
    Cooper bent down to retrieve their overnight bags, which he hoisted over one shoulder. Just inside her bedroom door, Lainey turned toward him. “Kiss me properly this time,” she demanded, reaching up to circle his neck with her arms. 
 
    Cooper dropped the bags and caught her in a strong embrace. As he brought his mouth to hers, he gently cupped the back of her head with one hand, the other hand roaming over her back and ass. When he finally let her go, she was breathless and wildly aroused.  
 
    She started to reach for him again, but he stopped her with a firm hand on her shoulder. “No, Lainey. We’re going to do this my way right now. You’ve had a taste of impact play. Now I want to show you how powerful erotic submission can be all on its own.” 
 
    “But I told you—” 
 
    “I know, I know. You don’t have a submissive bone in your body. That’s what you’ve said. But it’s not what I see. I have a favor to ask.” 
 
    Brought up short by this seeming non sequitur, Lainey said, “What’s the favor?” 
 
    “Just for tonight, suspend judgment. Remember—we’re just exploring. You’re not signing up to be my personal sex slave, don’t worry. I have no intention of pushing you past your limits.” 
 
    He smiled, though his gaze was intense, as if he could see past her face and into her deepest secrets. “I just want to conduct a little…experiment. I’m not talking intense bondage or whips or any kind of impact play. It’s more of a mind thing. I want to set a mood, more than anything.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lainey said slowly, not entirely sure where he was going with this.  
 
    “For the rest of the evening,” he continued, “I want you to do what I say without analyzing it or trying to control your reactions. You won’t speak unless I ask you a direct question. You’ll just obey. That’s it. Do you think you can do that? Are you up to that challenge?” 
 
    Lainey was aware he was intentionally pushing her competitive button, but insight didn’t mean she didn’t reflexively rise to the bait. “Okay,” she agreed, aiming for a confident tone, not quite sure she’d pulled it off.  
 
    “Good.” He took a step back and stared down at her. His voice deepened, his tone firming. “Remember, from this moment until I release you, you belong to me. That means you do what I say and only what I say. Don’t think about it, don’t analyze it—just do it.” 
 
    Lainey’s heart had begun to pound and her mouth was suddenly dry. This man was like no one she had ever met. “Okay,” she said again, this time in barely a whisper. 
 
    “First, you will remove your clothing and stand at attention in front of me, hands at your sides, posture straight.” 
 
    Lainey stared at him. Challenge or no, her first impulse was to refuse outright. Nobody told Lainey Miller what to do. But at the same time, something softened and opened inside her at his words, like a rose bud unfurling with time-lapse speed.  
 
    It’s just an experiment. I can do this. I can do anything I set my mind to. 
 
    Thus mentally fortified, Lainey slipped the sundress from her body and let her bathing suit fall to the carpet. She stood ramrod straight, lifting her chin as she faced him. Heat moved over her throat and chest as his gaze roamed slowly, almost insolently, over her naked body. It took all her self-control to keep from covering herself with her arms. 
 
    “Turn around,” he eventually directed.  
 
    Again, the urge to refuse, to laugh, to flee, rose inside her. But there was a stronger force at work, too. One that thrilled to his command, that melted at his dominance, that longed to…submit. 
 
    Don’t analyze, don’t control your reactions… 
 
    Quieting her mind, she let her body respond as it wanted to. She pivoted slowly until her back was to him. She fancied she could feel his eyes as they moved over her flesh, leaving lines of fiery desire tingling on her skin.  
 
    “Good girl,” he finally said quietly from behind her. “You can turn around now.” 
 
    She turned to see he’d pulled off his T-shirt and kicked off his jeans. He stood like a burly Greek god, his large, erect cock clearly outlined in his black trunk underwear. 
 
    He pointed to the carpet at his feet. “Get on your knees and remove my underwear.” 
 
    While her brain ordered her to be outraged at his command, her body willingly obeyed. Her mouth actually watered with anticipation as she slipped her thumbs into the waistband of his underwear and dragged it down his legs. 
 
    She reached hungrily for his shaft, eager to take it into her mouth. To her startled surprise, he lightly slapped her hands away. 
 
    “No,” he said in a calm but firm tone. “I didn’t tell you to do that. Behave yourself.” 
 
    “What the hell?” she blurted, embarrassed by this rebuke.  
 
    Reaching down, he pulled her up and into his arms. “Don’t fight me on this, Lainey. Don’t fight yourself.” He put a finger under her chin and tilted her face up to his. His tone gentled, though his eyes were burning.   
 
    “I know we’ve only just met, but what’s happening between us is real, and it matters, maybe more than anything you’ve ever done before. Take this chance to honestly explore your submissive nature without worrying about how that might conflict with your sense of self and independent nature. You agreed to try this, just for an evening. Are you backing out already?” 
 
    “No,” Lainey blurted, the word escaping before she had time to stop it. She didn’t want to back out. She was excited by his words and what he offered, even if she didn’t entirely understand it. But she was… 
 
    I’m scared, she wanted to admit, but the words weren’t part of her active vocabulary. Millers didn’t get scared—they took action.  
 
    Cooper reached for her, again drawing her into an embrace. 
 
    “You’re scared,” he said gently. “That’s okay. It can be scary to discover new things about yourself, especially when they don’t gibe with how you’ve always seen yourself. Facing your deepest fears and desires can be an intimidating experience. It’s only natural.” 
 
    In spite of herself, she relaxed in his arms. While it was a little disconcerting the way he kept reading her mind, it was also comforting. He got her, maybe even better than she got herself.   
 
    Letting her go, he placed his hands on her shoulders. He stared down into her eyes, his expression kind but earnest. “That’s where the courage comes in.” He stroked her hair, tucking an errant tendril behind her ear. “You’re not a woman who runs from fear. You face it head on,” he reminded her.  
 
    “Yes,” she heard herself agreeing.  
 
    “I’ll be your safe place during this exchange of power. Just for this one night, suspend your fear, your hesitation, your confusion. Can you do that? Not for me, but for yourself?” 
 
    As she stared into those dark, intelligent eyes, a curious thing happened. It was as if she had stepped outside of her body. Or no—as if she’d sloughed off an old skin she no longer needed. Now she stood, naked and defenseless in her new, unfamiliar skin, but also somehow purified. She was still scared, but at the same time, a strange sense of calm moved over and through her. A curious heat emanated from her core—part trembling anticipation, part raw lust, part determination. She was poised on the precipice of something high, wild and dangerous. Did she dare take the leap? 
 
    He stared at her in silence, waiting for an answer. His eyes were glittering, his chest gently rising and falling. She could feel his yearning almost like a palpable presence between them. He wasn’t just some guy looking for a little weekend action. This mattered to him—maybe as much as it mattered to her.  
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. Then, meeting his eye, she said resolutely, “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The bathroom was cramped, with barely enough room for the toilet, a single sink set in a vanity with a white marble top and a small shower stall enclosed in glass. The bathroom, like the rest of the apartment, was spic and span.  
 
    “Turn on the water,” he directed. “Then get on your knees in front of me.” 
 
    Lainey frowned, her mouth working as if she might say something. He shook his head preemptively. “Remember, you don’t speak unless asked a direct question. You just do as you’re told. Rise to the challenge,” he added, appealing to her intensely competitive nature.  
 
    It worked. Her face smoothed and she nodded. She opened the stall door and reached in to turn on the water. Closing the stall door, Lainey turned back to him. After a moment’s hesitation, she lowered herself gracefully to her knees on the bath mat at his feet.  
 
    He looked down at her, admiring her strong, lithe body and noting her very erect nipples. His erect cock bobbed between them. He wouldn’t have minded pushing her down on the mat and fucking her right there, just to take the edge off. But he resisted, aware the prize would be all the sweeter once he’d earned it.  
 
    Reaching down, he stroked her soft cheek and tucked a tendril of hair behind her ear. He was touched by her willingness to trust him, despite the naked vulnerability in her eyes. Silently, he promised himself to be worthy of that trust.   
 
    He held out his hand to her. She took it, allowing him to hoist her upright. Without preamble, he lowered his head to hers. He kissed her mouth, invading it with his tongue as he held the sides of her face in his hands. 
 
    As they kissed, she started to bring her arms around his neck, but he pulled away, catching her wrists. “No,” he directed. “Remember, you do what I say and only what I say. Put your arms at your sides and leave them there unless or until I direct you otherwise.”  
 
    He noted the flickering conflict on her face, but she obeyed. 
 
    He took her face in his hands again, pulling her mouth to his. He kissed her deeply, pouring his soul into her as he did so. As insane as it was to admit, kissing her felt like breathing—essential to his survival.  
 
    His mouth still on hers, he moved his hands, running them through her hair. He gripped a handful and tugged, lightly at first, and then harder. She gasped against his mouth but kept her arms at her sides.  
 
    When he finally let her go, they were both breathless. Her eyes were bright, her chest heaving. The room had filled with steam, which fogged the wall mirror above the sink. Cooper moved toward the stall and pulled open the door, gesturing her inside.  
 
    It was close in the small space, and Cooper again took Lainey into his arms as the hot water sluiced pleasantly over them. Once they were thoroughly wet, he let her go again. Reaching for the bottle of shampoo from the ledge, he said, “I’m going to wash your hair and your body. You will stand quietly, doing nothing but what I expressly tell you.” 
 
    She said nothing, but her eyes were wide and fixed on his.  
 
    He squeezed some shampoo on his palm and gently massaged it into her thick, wind-tousled hair.  
 
    “Hmm,” she murmured. “Feels good.” 
 
    “Shh,” he reminded her. “Don’t speak unless spoken to. If I have to remind you again, you’ll be punished.” 
 
    She drew in a quick breath, but said nothing else.  
 
    “Head back,” he directed. He rinsed the suds away and then washed her hair a second time. Reaching for her conditioner, he squirted some on his fingers and pulled it through her now clean hair. 
 
    Taking the soap, he rubbed it under the water to get it sudsy. Then he ran it along her body, washing her arms, her legs, her back and her stomach. She stood still as he did this, save for a small tremor that moved through her body at his touch. Her skin was soft and smooth, the long, rounded muscles flexing just beneath the skin as he stroked her with soapy hands.  
 
    “Hands on your head,” he directed next. “Feet shoulder-width apart.”  
 
    She obeyed right away, which pleased him. He took his time with her breasts, rubbing soapy hands directly over the plump, firm mounds. He rolled her taut nipples in his fingers, unable to resist a not-quite gentle squeeze that brought another gasp from her lips.  
 
    Lowering into a crouch, he ran the bar of soap along the cleft of her cunt and up between her ass cheeks. She shuddered at his touch, but managed to remain in position. He gently washed her sex and ass, his cock throbbing, his balls aching. He would have loved to shove her against a wall of the stall, lift her onto his hips and plunge his cock into her. But, while shower sex sounded hot, it wasn’t all that fun in real life. And anyway, this wasn’t about him.  
 
    Satisfied she was clean, he rinsed the conditioner from her hair and had her stand under the spray to wash the soap from her body. “Now, you step out and dry yourself while I wash up. When I get out of the shower, you will dry my body for me.” 
 
    A small pucker appeared between her eyebrows, but she managed to keep her pretty mouth shut. She stepped out of the stall, closing the door behind her. Cooper showered quickly, eager to get back to this delicious experiment.  
 
    Once done, he turned off the water and stepped out of the stall. Lainey looked adorable, her wet hair combed back from her face, her cheeks rosy from the steamy shower. She’d wrapped her towel around her body.  
 
    “Drop the towel,” he said. “I want you naked.” 
 
    Again the briefest hesitation, but no protest. She hung her wet towel on a hook by the stall door. He stood, legs spread, hands on his hips, as Lainey inexpertly but gamely dried him off.  
 
    “You’re doing very well,” he praised her sincerely as he pulled her upright.  
 
    Submissive training—of which this evening’s experiment was the first step, though he didn’t want to scare her away by laying it out as such—was not about playing with a sub’s head in a particular scene to get your own rocks off.  
 
    Quite the opposite—it was a purposeful and mindful building of a new way of thinking and behaving, built slowly, with subtlety and care. With each surrender of her self-will and control, Lainey was offering him the gift of her submission. He wanted that gift to come from a place of knowledge and strength, freely given.  
 
    They returned to the bedroom. The sky had darkened outside the single window. The bed was neatly made, a bright yellow quilt tucked around the mattress. He noted the headboard with approval. It consisted of a metal and wood frame with a bar along the top—perfect for cuffing a pair of wrists, should their play move into bondage territory.  
 
    “Pull back the covers and lie in the middle of the bed on your back,” he directed. 
 
    Lainey obeyed, pulling down the quilt and the smooth, white sheet beneath it. She lay down, her head on the pillow, her eyes fixed on him.  
 
    He sat beside her. “Spread your legs. I want to see your pretty cunt.” 
 
    A pink flush rose over her face. She really was impossibly adorable. She drew in a breath, as if girding herself, which she probably was. It was ironic that she worked on an island where nudity was as commonplace as breathing, yet she continued to be so shy about her own body.  
 
    But then, he was asking more of her than just to be naked with him. Showing her cunt was clearly a submissive act for her, and that was all to the good. It was another small test at which she could succeed. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she spread her legs.  
 
    “Open your eyes,” he directed, placing a hand on her thigh. 
 
    She did so, fixing him with her gaze. 
 
    “Now, using your hands, spread your cunt lips. Arch your hips up so I can get a good view.” 
 
    “Jesus, Cooper,” she blurted, her blush deepening.  
 
    He placed two fingers quickly over her lips. “Shh,” he reminded her. “Would a gag be helpful, Lainey? Would that remove the temptation to disobey?” 
 
    “No,” she replied quickly, genuine fear in her eyes. “No way.” 
 
    “Okay,” he agreed easily. “Consider this a warning. Next words out of your mouth without permission, other than your safeword, and I’ll gag you.” 
 
    She said nothing.  
 
    “Now,” he repeated patiently, “lift your hips and spread your cunt lips. Show me your beautiful, perfect cunt.” 
 
    Still blushing, she obeyed, though her reluctance was palpable.  
 
    He leaned over her, his face close to her sex. Closing his eyes, he inhaled the spicy-sweet scent of her musk. Her little clit peeked out from its hood, the glisten of moisture on her labia.  
 
    Shifting on the bed, he crouched between her legs. “Keep your cunt open for me. I want to taste you.” 
 
    All at once, Lainey dropped her hands, her legs slamming together.  
 
    He glanced up at her face, frowning at her flagrant disobedience. Her lips were pressed together, a look of alarm on her face.  
 
    Something was up here. He needed to tread carefully. “Is there a problem, Lainey?” he asked, genuinely curious. “Don’t you like oral sex?” 
 
    “I… It’s just… I don’t…” she trailed off. 
 
    “What?” he asked gently. 
 
    “It’s hard for me. I—I don’t like men to… I’m not used to it. My last boyfriend didn’t like… He said it was…” Again she broke off her words.  
 
    “Here’s the thing,” Cooper said, still keeping his voice gentle, though adding a touch of steel beneath. “I get it that I’m pushing a little past your comfort levels. But, as you well know from your life experience, no real growth comes without some discomfort.” 
 
    He paused a moment, considering. He wanted to lick her sweet cunt until she howled with pleasure. It bothered him to think some asshole had put negative ideas into her head about her desirability. To Cooper, there was nothing lovelier or sexier than a woman’s cunt—end of story.  
 
    But, again, he wanted her to succeed tonight. He wanted to show her that submission wasn’t a trial, but a joy, when you were hardwired to receive it as such, which he was convinced she was. Maybe if he removed her accountability—giving her permission to feel what she felt without her hang-ups getting in the way?  
 
    “I have an idea,” he said, rising from the mattress and moving to his overnight bag. Unzipping it, he pulled out a pair of leather wrist cuffs, the double-sided clips already attached, along with a short length of chain. He also grabbed a couple of condom packets. Returning to the bed, he tossed the condoms onto her nightstand.  
 
    Looking down at her, he asked, “Do I have your permission to cuff your wrists to the headboard? I think that might make it easier for you to submit.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, her lips parting. 
 
    “Lainey?” he prompted, silently urging her to move past her trepidation.  
 
    “Yes,” she said, the word bursting from her. “Yes, okay.” 
 
    Pleased, he directed, “Hold out your wrists.” 
 
    He clipped each cuff into place. “Now, reach back and grasp the headboard bar underhanded, hands close together. I’m going to chain your cuffs in place. Not that I think you’ll need it, but we’ll stick with the island safeword of red light.” 
 
    Mutely, she nodded.  
 
    Getting to his feet, he clipped the chain between her cuffs, draping it around the headboard bar so she was tethered in place, arms extended. He took a step back, admiring her. “You look so hot like that, Lainey. Chained and at my mercy.” 
 
    She moaned softly.  
 
    He fisted his cock and stroked it lightly, the blood running hot in his veins. “Now, I’m going to do all sorts of wonderful things to you and you have absolutely no choice but to obey.” 
 
    “Oooh,” she breathed softly, her face glowing with undisguised longing. He thought back to when he’d had her chained to the bondage table in the dungeon. Clearly, bondage was a turn-on for her, which suited him perfectly.  
 
    He sat again, placing his hands on her thighs and forcing them wide apart. “I’m going to make you moan and scream with pleasure,” he informed her. “You only have two tasks—to keep your legs open, your cunt offered to me, and to hold off your orgasm until I give you express permission.” 
 
    He placed his hand over her smooth mons and slipped a finger inside her. Her cunt spasmed around the digit. She was soaking wet, her body trembling. Christ, he couldn’t wait to fuck her again.  
 
    But first, he had a delightful job to do.  
 
    Crouching between her legs, he dipped his head, lips parting, hungry to taste her.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lainey jerked at her wrist restraints, tensing with sudden anxiety. She lifted her head to see Cooper crouched between her legs, his mouth hovering just above her sex. Her leg muscles twitched with the need to close. His hands, one on each thigh, prevented her from following her impulse.  
 
    She never let anyone kiss her down there. It made her nervous on a number of levels. The old tape from her past began to unspool in her mind, the old worries with past boyfriends coming to the fore. Did she smell? Was his jaw getting tired? What if she couldn’t come? Should she fake it just to get it over with? Why was he slobbering so much—it was distracting.  
 
    No comparison, she told herself firmly, tossing that old tape once and for all.  
 
    She was no longer that insecure girl. And Cooper was nothing like any guy she’d ever known.  
 
    True, the shower thing had been weird at first. It went against all her instincts to just stand there letting him wash her hair and body. But when she’d settled into it, it had been heavenly—having someone take care of her like that, as if she was the most important thing in his world. She’d felt cherished and, at the same time, wildly turned on to have this naked, sexy man running his hands all over her body.  
 
    Even drying him off had been arousing in a weird way. She had enjoyed the act of service, and the underlying implied submission that went along with it. Did that make her a sub?  
 
    All thoughts flew from her head at the first touch of his tongue. She was bound to the headboard, naked and at this man’s mercy. She flexed her hands above the cuffs, tugging at the chain that held her fast. A thrill of helpless desire rushed through her. The choice had been taken from her.  
 
    No. Not taken.  
 
    Given. Freely given.  
 
    And it’s perfect, a small but clear voice whispered in her soul. Absolutely fucking perfect. 
 
    As his tongue glided along the folds of her sex, a deep shudder moved through her body, from her toes to the top of her head. His touch was light and delicate, teasing and circling her clit without actually touching it.  
 
    He licked and kissed her until she was trembling, her clit throbbing, her breath ratcheting to a pant. His touch was spot on, as if he’d created her and knew every inch of her by heart.  
 
    Oh, god. It’s so good. So, so, so fucking good. Don’t stop…  
 
    “Ooooh,” she moaned.  
 
    Dark circles of pleasure emanated from her core like water disturbed by a stone, eddying through her being. 
 
    More. She wanted more. More, more, more. 
 
    She arched up, her cunt throbbing, desperate for his perfect kiss.  
 
    He chuckled softly, knowingly, but she was too far gone to be embarrassed.  
 
    “Please,” she gasped. “I’m going to—” 
 
    A sudden, sharp smack against her spread cunt made her yelp with shock and pain. The powerful orgasm that had been hovering just in reach slipped away. Her eyes flew open in confusion and anger.  
 
    “What the…?” was all she managed. 
 
    Yet, even as she asked, the sting of the smack morphed into a strange, delicious pleasure. The anger slipped away, forgotten. She almost wanted him to do it again.  
 
    His mouth dipped once more, his lovely tongue sliding and teasing with just the right amount of pressure and stroke. Then, his mouth still on her, he slipped a finger inside her, causing her body to buck and shudder. 
 
    A low growl came from her lips, pulled from somewhere deep inside her. She tugged at her wrist restraints, thrilled with the bondage, which added a whole other sexy layer of delight to what was happening.  
 
    The pleasure mounted again, even more quickly this time. “Oh, god,” she groaned, arching up to meet him.  
 
    Another painful smack, even harder than the first, caused the pleasure to recede. But then his mouth was back, licking away the sting as he again pressed his finger into her soaking wet cunt.  
 
    Her mind short-circuited at that point, all rational thought shut down in the face of a dark, powerful lust that was like nothing she’d ever experienced. Over and over again, he brought her to the brink of orgasm, only to jerk her from the sensual pleasure with a slap of erotic pain. It began to blend, the kiss, the sting, his hands on her, his fingers inside her, the tug of the leather wrist cuffs, the rising passion, the gasping, insatiable need… 
 
    Oh, god. It was too much. It wasn’t enough. It was overwhelming. No, no, she was going to die—die of stinging, hot, delirious pleasure… 
 
    Don’t stop. Stop, stop, stop! Don’t stop. I can’t. I can’t. Oh, god. No, no, no! Yes, yes, yesss… More, more, more… 
 
    “Do it, Lainey,” she heard above the pounding of her heart. “Come for me.” 
 
    She keened, the sound high-pitched and feral, completely beyond her control. Her body was wracked with a long, powerful, shuddering orgasm that shattered her being, leaving her in pieces on the bed, sprawled and gasping, mouth agape, legs akimbo. 
 
      
 
    She became aware of Cooper hovering over her as he unclipped her cuffs from the headboard. She couldn’t quite muster the wherewithal to open her eyes. She felt the shift in the mattress as he stretched out beside her. Then his arms slid under her, turning and lifting her.  
 
    She opened her eyes as he settled her over his body so she was sitting upright, her legs straddling his hips. His shaft was hard beneath her ass. He smiled up at her, his eyes glittering with lust and pleasure.  
 
    “Put my cock inside you,” he directed. “I’m going to fuck you.” 
 
    She glanced at the nightstand where he’d left a few condoms. Reading her thoughts, he said, “I put one on while you were off in la-la land. Now, do what I told you to do.” 
 
    Though, after that astounding orgasm, she should have been completely sated, Lainey found herself hungry for more. His dark, glittering eyes, his words and commanding tone reawakened an apparently insatiable lust inside her. Eagerly, she reached for his cock. Adjusting herself over him, she guided the rock-hard shaft into her cunt. It sucked him in, the muscles clamping around him in a spasm of delicious pleasure.  
 
    He gripped her hips with strong fingers and began to move her body over his. She placed her hands flat on his chest for balance. She could feel the steady beat of his heart beneath his skin, which was hot to the touch, as if he had a fever.  
 
    He swiveled and thrust inside her, keeping his hands on her hips to use her body as it pleased him. All of it—his control, the pleasure of his hard cock filling her, the rub of her over-sensitized clit against his pubic bone—was like an elixir that gave her renewed energy and desire. She could not get enough of this man.  
 
    As the pleasure mounted, her eyelids closed of their own accord, her head falling back.  
 
    “Open your eyes and look at me,” he commanded in a voice throaty with lust. “Keep looking at me the whole time, no matter what happens, no matter what I do.” 
 
    She fixed her gaze on his, mesmerized by this powerful, compelling man. 
 
    He took one hand from her hip and brought it to her throat. His grip was light but firm, his primal touch at once soothing and electrifying. His eyes burned into hers as he moved beneath her. His hold on her throat tightened, the pressure sending a jolt of fear through her, even as it thrilled her to her bones.  
 
    He began to move faster, his body like a furnace beneath hers, his cock hard and perfect inside her. “Do it,” he panted, sweat now slicking his skin. “Come again, sub girl. Now.”  
 
    Lainey hadn’t thought she was close enough, but somehow, his command was enough to get her there. She let go, arching and shuddering as he moved beneath her in a long series of explosive spasms. Through it all, they kept their eyes locked.  
 
    She saw the passion, the lust, the release and the tenderness in his eyes and, all at once, it was too much.  
 
    She burst into tears. 
 
    Cooper’s face softened as he reached up for her. He pulled her gently down onto his chest as he soothed, “It’s okay, Lainey,” he said in a voice still breathless from his climax. “You’re okay. You’re safe. I promise.” 
 
    He rocked her gently, stroking her hair as she cried, tears wetting his chest.  
 
    Eventually, she lifted her head, embarrassed and confused by her outburst. “I’m sorry,” she said through her tears, managing a smile. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’m not sad. Not at all. I just… It was just so…so intense.” She barked an embarrassed laugh. “You must think I’m nuts.” 
 
    He shook his head, smiling, his eyes warm. “Not at all,” he reassured her. “It’s just a natural release of emotion. What we experienced together was very powerful. Your reactions—your submission… It’s a lot to process.”  
 
    He rolled over, taking her with him so she was on her back. Lifting himself from her, he stripped off the condom. Reaching for a tissue, he wadded the used sheath inside and set it on the nightstand. Then he resettled himself beside her, rising on one elbow as he looked down at her.  
 
    He stroked her wet cheeks with his thumb and then bent down to kiss the tip of her nose. The gesture was so sweet and unexpected that she laughed again, this time without embarrassment. A lightness—a joyful buoyancy—was moving through her being, making her feel as if she might levitate from the bed.  
 
    She sat up, energized. “Wow,” she laughed. “I don’t know what’s going on with me. I feel so…so…right, somehow.” 
 
    He smiled back at her, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “I know exactly what you mean, because I feel it too. It’s what happens when the D/s connection is strong. Somehow the whole of us is greater than the sum of our parts, to paraphrase Aristotle. Everything flows together, working in concert—the pleasure, the pain, the command and the submission, the heartfelt exchange of power—it just works somehow, for people like us.” 
 
    People like us.  
 
    Was she, despite her constant denials and reservations, a submissive? No. No way. But…maybe? 
 
    Cooper grinned. “I can see those wheels spinning in your brain, Lainey. Let it go for now, if you can. You don’t have to define yourself in any particular way. Just embrace the feelings. Enjoy them. Accept them.” 
 
    “Okay, you have got to stop that,” Lainey retorted, trying but failing to suppress her grin. “Quit getting inside my head. It’s private in there.” 
 
    Now he laughed. “Quit showing every single emotion on your face, how about?” he teased. 
 
    All at once, a great tenderness welled inside her along with another emotion she couldn’t quite parse. Gratitude? Just plain old joy? 
 
    His face softened once more as he looked at her. He was doing it again.  
 
    “Cut that out,” she demanded, embarrassed but also pleased. “Stay out of my head.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You’re delightful, did you know that?” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “You’re pretty great, yourself.” 
 
    They beamed at one another.  
 
    She wanted to give this amazing man something. A gift. But what? 
 
    “Turn over on your stomach,” she directed.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he replied, lifting his hand to his forehead in a mock salute. 
 
    She stared him down until, with a shrug, he rolled over.  
 
    Her first thought had been to show him what a good masseuse she was. But now she understood that wasn’t what this was about. It was about…service. 
 
    That was it—that was the gift she needed to give him—an act of service, pure and simple.  
 
    She couldn’t help but admire the strong curve of his ass as she straddled his thighs. In spite of herself, yet another twinge of lust whispered through her, but she ignored it.  
 
    She started with his lower back, kneading the firm muscle until it yielded beneath her fingers.  
 
    He sighed. “That feels wonderful.” 
 
    Pleased, she continued, moving slowly up his back to his broad shoulders. She enjoyed the feel of his supple skin and the hard muscle beneath. He relaxed beneath her touch, his eyes closing.  
 
    “Mmmm,” he murmured. 
 
    Once she was satisfied that every inch of his back and shoulders had been properly attended to, she lightened her touch. She circled her palms over his flesh and lightly stroked it with the tips of her fingers.  
 
    He was completely still and relaxed beneath her now, his breathing slow and even. Carefully, she lifted herself from his body and lay down beside him. Lifting herself on an elbow, she examined his face. His lashes were long and thick. The firm line of his mouth was relaxed in sleep. While it kept a faintly humorous curl at the corner, his lower lip had eased into a fuller curve that seemed both sensual and innocent.  
 
    “Damn,” she said softly to herself, awestruck.  
 
    Who was this man who had barged into her life and turned it completely upside down in the space of two days? She had been doing just fine without the complication of a relationship, thank you. Then this amazing, sexy, bigger-than-life guy suddenly appears, making her question everything she thought she knew about herself. 
 
    Never in her life had she fallen so quickly or so hard. Which was insane, since he was leaving for parts unknown in two days and change. 
 
    “Of all the aerobics studios in all the towns in all the world, he had to walk into mine…” she murmured, paraphrasing the famous line from another of her favorite old movies.  
 
    Stay in the moment, she ordered herself. Don’t mourn a future loss. This beautiful, sexy, kind man—this masterful Dom who somehow stole the key to all my secrets when I wasn’t looking—is here, right now, in my bed. Naked, gorgeous, and, for the moment at least, all mine. 
 
    Feeling better, she curled in around him, closed her eyes, and drifted at last into sleep.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cooper lay in bed, drifting on the edge of consciousness, still caught in the arms of a very good dream. Movement beside him made his eyes pop open. He was confused for a moment, used to sleeping alone. As he came more fully awake, he saw Lainey. She was lying on her side facing him, her hands tucked under her cheek. Her eyes were closed, a small, secret smile just lifting the edges of her mouth.  
 
    Was she dreaming of him?  
 
    Gently, he tucked a strand of hair that had fallen over her face back behind her small, neat ear. She didn’t move. Cooper glanced out the window. The sky was still dark, but its edges were turning gray with a tinge of purple.  
 
    He drew back the quilt and silently rose from the bed. Turning back to Lainey, who hadn’t budged, he carefully tucked the covers around her. Padding to the bathroom, he entered and slid the pocket door silently closed behind him. He squinted as he turned on the light, letting his eyes adjust a moment. 
 
    He peed and then splashed water on his face. He’d left his overnight bag in the bedroom, and so was without his toothbrush. Finding Lainey’s toothpaste, he squeezed some on his finger and rubbed it over his teeth. After rinsing his mouth, he ran his hands over his face. His jaw was stubbled with a few days’ growth. He would need to shave, but he could do that later.  
 
    Returning as quietly as he could to the bedroom, he pulled on his jeans, not bothering with the shirt. Lainey slept on. Good. Let her rest.  
 
    He left the bedroom, closing the door softly behind him. He made his way to her small kitchen. Turning on the light, he headed for the fridge, suddenly famished. Though their late lunch had been substantial, they’d never gotten around to dinner, too busy making love to focus on food. He pulled open the refrigerator and peered inside. He found a package of hard salami that looked good. He peeled off a few slices, and snagged an orange and a can of Coke.  
 
    Sustenance in hand, he went to the living room and moved to the sliding glass doors. He pulled them open and stepped out into the moist, cool air. The sky had lightened from gray to pearlescent white tinged with lavender. A few seagulls called to one another as they wheeled over the bay.  
 
    Taking a seat at the patio table, he ate the salami, washing it down with swigs of Coke. Then he peeled the orange. The fruit inside was sweet and juicy, and he made quick work of it.  
 
    Getting to his feet, soda can in hand, he walked to the balcony wall, which rose to chest height. Leaning forward, he settled his elbows on the ledge as he watched the sun burst above the horizon like a huge, incandescent egg yolk.  
 
    He liked being near the water. It was soothing. He liked being in Lainey’s place—getting more of a sense of her by seeing her in her own domain. She kept things neat and tidy. Her furniture was simple but comfortable, the lines clean and spare. She had a few nicely framed art posters on the walls. He got the feeling she didn’t spend a whole lot of time there, which made sense. Why stay in New Bern when you had unlimited access to awesome and amazing Desire Island, just a ferry ride away? 
 
    What would it be like to live on the island full time? Caelan had made it clear there was a spot for him as a professional Dom, should he be so inclined. It was an intriguing idea, especially with Lainey now in the picture. 
 
    “Whoa,” he blurted aloud. “Slow the fuck down. You already have a plan.”  
 
    The plan, now that he and Jake had sold the business, was to take a much-deserved extended vacation. Jake and his wife had already left for a several-month tour of the Far East. Cooper, after this brief stop at Desire Island, had planned to sail his boat up the East Coast. He intended to stop along the way at various ports, with no particular goal other than to regroup and refresh before he tackled his next project, as yet undetermined. 
 
    But the idea of sailing away, so compelling just a few days before, no longer seemed so bright and shiny, not if it meant leaving Lainey behind.  
 
    What if she came with him? She was a good sailor. She could be his first mate. They could sail by day and sleep together in the cabin below deck. There were all sorts of wonderful BDSM possibilities on a boat. A vision of her naked and bound with rope to the mast leaped into his brain, making his cock twitch.  
 
    Imagine having her all to himself, 24/7. His own sub girl, to use, to train, to own, to cherish…  
 
    But that was crazy, right? They’d known each other for a weekend. Could he really expect her to quit her job on the island and drop everything in her life to go sailing for a few months with a guy she’d only just met? That wasn’t fair of him to expect. Not to mention, it was probably insane. Just because their connection had been instant and deep, that didn’t mean it would last.  
 
    This was probably infatuation, an all-consuming flare of passion that would soon burn itself out.  
 
    “Am I falling in love?” he asked the seagull hovering nearby.  
 
    “There you are.” 
 
    The sound of Lainey’s voice made him whip around. Had she heard him talking to the bird? 
 
    She was wearing a short kimono robe closed with a sash around her slender waist. Her face was still sleep-smudged but she was smiling. If she’d heard him, she wasn’t letting on. “I woke up to an empty bed. When I called out, you didn’t reply. For a second, I thought you’d bailed on me.” 
 
    “Never,” he said, moving toward her to take her into his arms.  
 
    They kissed for a long moment. She tasted like toothpaste. He probably tasted like hard salami, but she didn’t seem to mind. Their kiss was ardent and deep, reawakening the lust that had fueled hours of lovemaking.  
 
    When they finally parted, his cock was throbbing and hard. His thought was to steer her back inside and to the bedroom, so they could pick up where they’d left off the night before.  
 
    But Lainey moved too quickly for him. She stepped over to the balcony and leaned her elbows on the ledge, just as he had done. “I love it at this hour. Everything so still and quiet, the air fresh and cool. As the sun comes up, the gray sky and gunmetal water turn to gold and lavender and brilliant blue.” She drew in a breath and let it out as a long, happy sigh. 
 
    “You’re very poetic,” Cooper observed. He moved to stand beside her, forcing his cock back under control. “Imagine living on an island, falling asleep each night to the lull of the waves. Or on a sailboat, waking up each morning to the wide-open sky and endless ocean.” 
 
    “It sounds pretty wonderful, actually,” Lainey replied, making his heart skip a beat. “I’m envious of the girls on the island—Abbie and the rest. Talk about paradise.” 
 
    “The island or their lifestyle?” Cooper asked, striving to keep his tone light. 
 
    “The island,” Lainey replied quickly. She glanced at him and then back at the water. “I could never be a staff slave. I’m not even sure I’m submissive.” 
 
    Cooper noticed the revision. Before this, she was “definitely not a sub,” so they were making progress. He put his arm around her shoulders, pulling her closer. She leaned into him, fitting perfectly against his body, as if they had been made for each other.  
 
    “It’s a journey,” he said quietly. “You don’t have to define yourself a particular way to take that journey, Lainey. You just have to have the desire and courage. I’d love to be the one to travel that road with you.” 
 
    She pulled away from him and looked up into his face, frowning. “I don’t understand. Aren’t you leaving in two days?” She wrapped her arms around herself and turned away, but not before he saw the pain in her eyes.  
 
    He reached for her, turning her gently back to face him. “No,” he said, his decision suddenly made. “I’m staying. On the island. At least for a while.” 
 
    “What?” Lainey stared at him, mouth falling open. “Really?” Her voice, normally low-pitched, had risen an octave. A big smile moved over her face, which seemed suddenly lit from within, as bright as the newly risen sun. “Wow, that’s great!” 
 
    Cooper let out the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. A crazy joy was filling his insides. He held on to the balcony ledge to keep from lifting into the air. “They’ve offered me a job, if I want it. I’m thinking maybe I could try it out.” He shrugged, striving for a nonchalant tone, doubting his success.  
 
    “Nothing too intense. Just holding classes about impact toy technique and bondage knots. Maybe some hands-on training for newbie Doms. That kind of thing.” 
 
    “But your sailing trip? Your plans for an extended vacation? What about all that?” 
 
    He shrugged again. “I’ll still have the boat. I can keep it docked at their marina and take it out for day trips. We can go out on your days off.” 
 
    Lainey’s smile faltered. “But what if… I mean, we’re still so new. If things don’t work out and you’ve gone and changed up all your plans for me…” 
 
    “Hey,” he said gently, placing his hands on her shoulders. “First of all, it’s not for you. It’s for me. Totally selfishly, I don’t want to sail away from the best thing that’s ever happened to me. This is about more than just a great physical connection. It sounds so corny to say, but I feel like I’ve known you my whole life. I was just waiting to meet you. And, yeah. I get it that this is moving super-fast. And no, I don’t have a crystal ball. But I can tell you this. I’ve never—not ever, not once in my thirty-four years—felt like this.” 
 
    “Oh,” she breathed softly. “Me, too. But…” 
 
    When she didn’t continue her thought, he said, “I’ve spent most of my adult life in a lab or in front of a computer. I’ve been so involved with work these past few years that I’ve let life kind of pass me by. I don’t want to do that anymore. I want to be fully present for my own life, if that makes sense.” 
 
    Lainey nodded. “It does.” 
 
    Encouraged, Cooper continued, “I’ve had relationships, both vanilla and D/s. I’ve been in love a time or two. I know that what can feel so real at this moment might not be so great a month or a year from now. And I get, too, that you’re still coming to terms with your submissive nature, and that’s fine with me. I don’t require anything of you that you don’t want to freely give. I’m not asking you to make any kind of commitment. Not now. All I do ask is that you keep an open mind. That we keep on exploring together.” 
 
    He paused, steeling himself in case she refused. He would not press her. But he was going to stay on the island. He’d do whatever it took to keep this amazing woman in his life.  
 
    “So,” he finally said. “Does that work for you, Lainey? Not an HEA, necessarily, but an HFN?” 
 
    Lainey stared at him a second and then burst out laughing. “Oh, my god,” she grinned. “You speak Romance Novel.” 
 
    Cooper grinned back. “I’m a man of many hidden talents,” he quipped. 
 
    “And a lot not so hidden,” she quipped back, placing her hand on the bulge in his jeans that hadn’t quite subsided, despite his best intentions. 
 
    He pulled her into his arms and kissed her again, long and deep, anchored to the ground only by her embrace.  
 
    When they finally parted, she grabbed his hand and yanked him toward the sliding glass doors. Laughing as she tugged him along, she said, “Let’s go inside before I pull those jeans off you right here on the balcony and scandalize the neighbors. Come on, boy toy.” 
 
    He allowed himself to be pulled, laughing along with her. “That’s boy toy Sir,” he replied.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue – Three Months Later 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “OMG. I never thought I’d see the day Lainey would be wearing a slave collar,” Abbie crowed, grinning mischievously. 
 
    The article in question was a strip of leather with a beautiful silver clasp that could only be released by a small key Cooper now wore on a chain around his neck. About one inch wide, it was made of the softest leather, dyed a rich burgundy red. The single possessive word, Cooper’s, was tooled onto the leather. A gift from Cooper the day before, Lainey wore it on her right ankle. She absolutely adored it and had eagerly shown it off to her friends at the first opportunity. 
 
    “It’s not a slave collar,” Lainey retorted hotly. “It’s more like a”—she paused, trying to come up with the right word—“a sub anklet. Just a symbol, really, of my submission to Cooper.” 
 
    “That’s what a slave collar is, silly,” Skylar remarked, eyes twinkling as she touched the pretty collar around her own neck. “A symbol of your commitment to your Master.” 
 
    “He’s not my Master,” Lainey cried.  
 
    “Yet,” Maya offered knowingly, a smirk on her face. 
 
    As Lainey geared up for another retort, all three girls burst out laughing. Kendra, also seated with the others by the pool, sharing a late afternoon glass of wine, put her hand lightly on Lainey’s arm. “They’re just busting your chops, Lainey. They do it to me all the time. They can’t quite conceive of submission without the whole Master/slave thing. It’s not their fault. They’re blinded by their fixation with a total power exchange.” 
 
    “Ouch,” Skylar said, though she was still grinning.  
 
    “She’s right, of course,” Abbie added, her smile kind. “We’re just messing with you. You’re such an easy target.” 
 
    Now, at the end of October, the season was winding down, though it was still warm enough that they had plenty of guests. True to his word, Cooper had taken a position on the island as a part-time trainer. Wealthier than she had realized from the sale of his business, he had refused a salary, though he did accept the free room and board.  
 
    He didn’t work with the slave trainees one-on-one, but instead concentrated on seminars and hands-on demos. He’d even convinced Lainey to be his sub for a demo a time or two.  
 
    She still kept her apartment in New Bern for now, though she spent most nights with Cooper in his suite on the top floor of the resort, where the staff Doms and their partners lived. She returned every Thursday evening to the mainland for her Jiu Jitsu class. In addition, Cooper and she usually sailed his boat back to the mainland once a week. They stayed overnight at the apartment, shopping and running errands during the day.  
 
    At the end of their second week together, they’d agreed she would get a prescription for birth control pills. They also both got tested for STDs, just to be safe. Both were given clean bills of health. Lainey had been delighted to dispense with the condoms. It made sex all the more intimate, not to mention more spontaneous.  
 
    Like the time they sailed from the mainland back to Desire Island one late afternoon. They’d briefly dropped anchor to watch a family of dolphins arcing gracefully in the water.  
 
    “I have a challenge for you,” Cooper had said, once the dolphins were out of sight. “Not sure you can handle it yet, though.” 
 
    “Try me,” Lainey had instantly replied, even though she was aware he was pushing her competitive button.  
 
    He’d handed her a rag and a bottle of polish. “I want you to polish the handrails at the stern.” 
 
    “That’s a challenge?” 
 
    “There’s a catch, of course,” he’d added with a sexy grin. “It’s about focus. No matter what I do to you, you will keep your focus on your task. Think you can handle it?” 
 
    “Piece of cake,” she’d staunchly asserted, grinning back. 
 
    She’d been fine at first, ignoring him as he’d pressed up behind her, his hardening cock against the small of her back, his hands on her breasts. He’d tweaked her nipples through the fabric of her bikini top. His touch had been distracting but manageable.  
 
    But when his hand had slid up her throat, gently closing around it, she’d caught her breath. Though she trusted Cooper quite literally with her life, that primal touch remained a trigger for her—a super sexy trigger that made her instantly wet and ready.  
 
    “Focus,” he’d growled sexily in her ear. 
 
    She’d resumed polishing, though her hands were trembling—not with fear, but with lust.  
 
    Then, one hand still on her throat, he’d slipped the other into her bikini bottoms. Cupping her cunt, he’d rubbed and teased her until she was soaking wet and panting. Somehow, she still managed to continue moving the rag along the rail, though her effort was half-hearted at best.  
 
    When he’d finally yanked down her bikini bottoms and entered her from behind, she’d been so aroused, she’d come within seconds. He’d come moments later. 
 
    Pulling away, he’d whirled her around and scooped her into his arms. The polish bottle and rag had fallen to the deck, forgotten.  
 
    “Naughty girl,” he’d chided, his eyes dancing. “Double punishment for you—one for losing your focus, the other for coming without permission. I’ll let you decide your punishment, once we get back to the island.” 
 
    The “punishment” she’d chosen was a delicious, stinging spanking, which was followed by more lovemaking. Sometimes being a bad girl was oh, sooooo good. 
 
    At the end of their second month together, she’d brought Cooper to meet her parents, who still lived in Jacksonville. Her mom, eager for more grandchildren, had immediately grilled Cooper on his view about marriage and family life. Her dad had done his usual hearty backslap and bone-crushing handshake as he asked that all-important opening question—what sports had Cooper played in college.  
 
    Cooper had handled it all with grace and easy humor, making her love him all the more. They hadn’t yet talked of marriage, but Lainey couldn’t imagine being with anyone else, ever.  
 
    Their exploration into D/s had deepened and intensified as Lainey’s comfort level grew. She loved being bound in rope from head to toe. Something about the rope was so calming—a kind of meditation for her, just as Abbie had once described. She would slip into this quiet, peaceful place as he wound and knotted the rope over her wrists, her ankles, her breasts, her torso, her thighs, between her legs. She couldn’t get enough of it, and always sighed a little wistfully when he ended the session. 
 
    They’d also gone deeper into the exploration of erotic pain. She trusted Cooper with every fiber of her being. He was her safe harbor, endlessly patient with her as she found the courage to truly embrace her submissive nature. 
 
    She could now handle the flogger with ease, and she loved a good, hard spanking, especially when it was followed by intense love making. She was coming to crave the biting kiss of a single tail whip. She was increasingly interested in the cane, but hadn’t yet found the nerve to let Cooper use it on her. Happily, while he continued to offer it from time to time, he never insisted.  
 
    With each new erotic torture he introduced, he expected her to be the one to ask for it. Though it had been embarrassing, especially at first, to have to ask for her spanking or her whipping, it definitely added an extra zing of edgy excitement to their play. She was even learning the classic slave positions, assisted by Abbie, who was grace personified.  
 
    She had never felt at once so calm and energized. Truly at peace for perhaps the first time in her life, she no longer woke up with the frenetic need to go, go, go every second of the day. She still taught aerobics and weight training, and she still liked to run along the beach at dawn, but the underlying edginess that had once propelled her through her days had vanished. 
 
    Now that things were slowing down at work, Cooper had suggested they might take a four-day trip out on the sailboat together, as practice for the longer trips he hoped to take eventually. Ryan and Ella, the easiest bosses she’d ever worked for, said it was no problem—have fun. Abbie had assured her she’d cover her classes. 
 
    They were heading out the next morning. Lainey couldn’t help but notice that Cooper, who had already begun packing for the trip, had placed a cane in his gear bag—the one she’d admired at an impact toy fair held on the island the week before. It was long and thin, the handle covered in black suede. Just the whistling sound of the rattan cutting through the air made her shiver with both fear and desire.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” he’d soothed when she’d protested that he’d better not even think of using that thing on her. “I bought this cane because it’s pretty and I like the way the handle is weighted. But you know how this works. I won’t use it on you without your express request. Not until you get down on your knees and ask me properly.” 
 
    When he talked like that, his voice deepened, taking on a command that was palpable and deeply exciting to her. She could not get enough of Cooper Hanson. She was crazy in love and chronically in lust. 
 
    But the cane? No. No way. Not happening.  
 
    She’d watched caning scenes a number of times in the main dungeon. She’d been both horrified and fascinated by what she observed. Mostly it seemed manageable, only leaving red marks on the skin. But some of them went way too far, in Lainey’s opinion, raising dark red welts, a few actually oozing droplets of blood.  
 
    Yikes! No way was she going to let Cooper do that to her.   
 
    But that cane he’d packed… It was so pretty. Sexy, even. She shuddered a little as she thought about what the sting of a cane would feel like against her ass. She’d want to be bound, of course. Easier to keep your position that way, which would be important with something as dangerous as a cane. A sudden move while an impact toy was in motion could result in its missing its target, never a good thing.  
 
    What was she even thinking about that for? It was all academic, as no way was she going to let him use that thing on her. At least not any time soon. Or if she did, he’d have to promise to go easy. At least at first. But that was for another day. Definitely not any time soon. He could put whatever he wanted in that gear bag. That didn’t mean they were going to use it.  
 
      
 
    They set out early the next morning, gear and food supplies already packed. “I have a surprise for you,” Cooper said as they walked along the dock toward his sailboat. “I finally picked a name for the boat. I think you’ll like it.” 
 
    As they got closer, she saw the words painted in shiny black calligraphy on the hull: The True Love. Lainey laughed with delight. It was the name of the boat Kathryn Hepburn and Cary Grant shared in her favorite movie, The Philadelphia Story.  
 
    “I love it,” she exclaimed. “Thanks, Dexter,” she added, using Grant’s character name from the movie. 
 
    “My pleasure, Tracy,” he replied, using Hepburn’s name.   
 
    They untied the boat and raised the anchor. Once they’d motored far enough out to sea, they would hoist the sails. They were headed to Savannah, Georgia, where they’d spend two nights in a bed and breakfast Cooper had arranged for them. The other two nights, the first and the last, would be spent on the boat. 
 
    Cooper had informed her he planned to have her strip naked once they were far enough out to ensure privacy. He was going to bind her to the mast—a thrilling thought in its own right—and then subject her to some form of impact play—her choice. 
 
    She thought about it obsessively as they worked together to get the boat safely out to sea, sails up. She argued back and forth with herself, unable to decide which toy she’d ask for. The flogger was sensual, but the whip was so edgy and exciting. Then there was the leather strop he’d recently added to his bag of tricks. Even his hand—the best impact toy of all because of the intimacy of skin on skin—was a possibility.  
 
    Anything but the cane.  
 
    Definitely not the cane.  
 
    Two hours later, finally out on the ocean with no one around for miles, Cooper said, “It’s time, Lainey. Present yourself on your knees and make your request.” 
 
    Lainey instantly shifted into what she thought of as “sub mode.” A purposeful calm settled over her mind, while her body thrummed with edgy desire. She removed her top and shorts, bra and underwear, and kicked off her rubber-soled boat shoes.  
 
    Cooper stood nearby, watching her with an intense expression, his eyelids hooding in that sexy way that sent shivers up her spine.  
 
    She lowered herself carefully to her knees in front of him. The flogger. She’d ask for that. It would be a good warm-up, and easy to handle. Or, maybe… 
 
    She looked up at her Dom, her decision made.  
 
    “Please, Sir,” she asked sweetly. “May I have the cane?” 
 
    Her heart was racing. She expected him to laugh—to say he’d known that was what she’d ask for, even though she hadn’t known it herself until the moment she’d said it.  
 
    Instead, Cooper looked down at her, lovelight sparkling in his dark eyes. He dropped his hand to her cheek, caressing it gently. “You may, my love.” 
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 Secrets - Excerpt 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    From: Liam B. 
 
    To: Sub Allie 
 
    Subject: Your profile 
 
      
 
    Hi Allie, 
 
    I saw your profile and wanted to introduce myself. My name is Liam Byrne. I am thirty-two and single, never married. I am sexually dominant with a passion for all things BDSM. I, too, have had extensive experience in the lifestyle. I have lived with two different women also into the scene, and while the BDSM connection with each was intense and satisfying as far as it went, the relationships eventually ran their course and we parted ways. 
 
      
 
    Liam paused and reread what he wrote. Too much information? It sounded like he couldn’t sustain a relationship; like he’d been dumped. Which was actually true, at least with Lila, though she hadn’t left him because he wasn’t a good Dom. She left him because— Stop. You don’t dwell on that shit, remember? The past is the past.  
 
    He deleted what he’d written and started again. 
 
      
 
    Hi Allie, 
 
    I was struck by the poetry and passion of your profile. It is refreshing to discover a kindred spirit. I hope you will take the time to read my profile to determine if you agree there is potential between us. I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
    Regards, Liam 
 
      
 
    He stared at what he’d written and nodded, satisfied. Short and sweet. If she was interested enough to click on his profile link, she’d learn what she needed to know about his status, likes and dislikes. The headshot was from before the accident, but he still looked the same, if perhaps a little less carefree and clueless.  
 
    “Just do it,” he said aloud. “Nothing ventured, nothing gained. Hit the fucking send button.” 
 
    He did. 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    Allie’s laptop pinged, the sound indicating another email. She looked up from her worktable, which was strewn with gold and silver wire, stones, precious gems and strips of raw silk.  
 
    Though she’d been skeptical at first, she’d used the access code the guy at Spanked had given her and signed up the next morning. After all, it wasn’t like she was meeting Master Right on her own. Maybe widening the selection pool to include online possibilities made sense, if she wanted to meet someone before the decade was out.  
 
    She had to admit, as far as that sort of site went, BDSMConnections was a pretty good one. At least you weren’t barraged with constant, pulsing ads of naked, impossibly endowed bleached blondes on their hands and knees making that odd face they made that was half-pout, half-grimace, which Allie supposed men must find sexy, but she sure didn’t.  
 
    Everyone on the site was required to complete a detailed questionnaire about who they were and what they were looking for, and include a headshot. No photos of some old guy’s bare, saggy ass in a thong or a close-up of an erect penis and balls were permitted, thank goodness. Those, she supposed, would come later in private emails. Gosh, she couldn’t wait. 
 
    Don’t be cynical, she could hear Lauren saying.  
 
    Almost the second she’d filled out her profile and posted her picture, she’d been inundated with emails from guys asking for everything from a private sex chat quickie to an offer to fly her, all expenses paid, to Dubai to serve as the personal sex slave of some supposed prince or other. Uh, thanks but no thanks. 
 
    Still, the site was fun to navigate. You could view everyone’s complete profile, and there was a thumbnail headshot attached to every email so you could put a face with a name. The place had several thousand members from all over the country. Who knew, maybe Mr. Right was just waiting for Allie to find him. 
 
    Some of the guys were a little too sadistic, even for her taste. While she fantasized about being suspended and whipped until she orgasmed from the erotic pain, one guy, styling himself as Marquis de Cruel, wanted to take it a step further, whipping her until she passed out in a pool of her own blood. Marquis de Criminally Insane might have been a better user name, though she did understand fantasy did not necessarily equal reality. In this case, she fervently hoped not. 
 
    No question though, the place was a definite time sucker. It was ridiculously easy to spend way too much time scrolling through the profiles of potential lovers, and time wasn’t something she managed all that well in the first place. Though she had the luxury of being her own boss, that came with the stress of being her own boss. If she didn’t produce, she didn’t eat. It was that simple. Though it was going on ten at night, she still had several pieces left to complete by tomorrow, and no Rumpelstiltskin was going to appear to do it for her. On top of this job, she had three new necklace commissions to fill, plus the show coming up for that new boutique in Cambridge. She had no business checking emails.  
 
    Ping. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Allie said aloud in the way people who live alone often do. She pushed back from the table. “I’ll just take a quick break and see which prince wants to fly me to what country today.” 
 
    She went over to the desk and tapped a key to wake her laptop screen. Sure enough, the email was from BDSMConnections, advising her that she had twenty-six new emails on the site. She clicked the saved icon in her bookmarks to open the site and navigated to the emails. While Allie made it a point to read all the emails eventually, since it only seemed fair to at least give them a shot if they’d gone to the trouble to contact her, now she just scrolled through the pictures to see if there was anyone there who grabbed her attention enough to merit a read right now, when she should be working. 
 
    Then she saw him. 
 
    Very dark hair cut a little long, matched by a few days’ stubble over an angular face with a firm jaw and chin, a wide mouth, a slightly crooked nose and startlingly green eyes. He was very handsome. No, handsome wasn’t the word, or maybe not enough of a word. Something in his expression was arresting, powerful. Dare she say it—masterful. She could feel his pull as if he were summoning her from the screen. Her knees actually tingled with a sudden desire to kneel before this man, this tiny thumbnail of a man’s face, if she was to be accurate. How crazy was that? 
 
    She was momentarily distracted by several small boxes that appeared at the bottom of the screen. They were chat requests from members currently online who must have noticed she’d logged on. She ignored them, too focused on what she was doing even to hit the X button on each that would make them disappear. 
 
    Instead she clicked on the icon to open the email. 
 
    From: Liam B. 
 
    To: Sub Allie 
 
    Subject: Your profile 
 
      
 
    Allie held her breath as she scanned the email, looking for the false step, the insincere come-on, the impossible promises of instant submissive Nirvana if she just hooked up with this amazing Master. She blew out the breath when she came to the end of the short, direct and simple email. 
 
    “You passed the first test, Liam B.” 
 
    She clicked on the link in his signature line that took her to his profile, reading more slowly as she perused his likes and dislikes, hard limits, turn-ons, experience in the scene and what he was looking for in a partner. The virtual pen she always kept poised in her virtual hand hovered, ready to mark a little X beside something he said, but no virtual red ink flowed. He was everything she sought in a Master—dominant, self-assured without being arrogant, heavily into the full and intense exploration of all four of those marvelous initials—B, D, S and M. It didn’t hurt that he was young and single and extremely easy on the eyes.  
 
    The guy was perfect.  
 
    At least on paper. 
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