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  Chapter One


  


  Now…


  


  A fine patina of drywall dust covered the ten men sitting around the table. Since the club was closed for business, and they were there to work, it had been Derrick who’d brought several six-packs of beer and stashed them in the club’s fridge.


  It was the least he could do for his friends in return for them volunteering to help. Later, they’d be eating pizzas, on him.


  “Wow,” Seth said, staring at the large doorway now opening the dungeon play space to the unit next door. “That’s so weird seeing that there. Good-weird, but weird.”


  Even weirder, seeing all the play equipment shoved against the back wall, covered with cheap, plastic drop cloths to protect as much as they could from the drywall dust and to make cleanup easier later on.


  Kel nodded as he took a long pull on his bottle of beer. “Good thing the landlord isn’t a ballbuster about shit like this.”


  Everyone else laughed.


  Kel was the landlord.


  They’d framed in the doorway, making sure the wall separating the units still maintained its structural integrity. Through it, illuminated by daylight let in by two large, opaque skylights in the roof, they could see the empty warehouse space next door, which was now directly accessible via the new doorway.


  Derrick slowly shook his head. “I never in a million years dreamed we’d be doing this,” he said. “I just wanted to get the parties out of our houses so we could invite more people. So we could have larger classes. This…”


  He took a swallow of his own beer to buy him some time. “I wish Kaden was here to see this,” he quietly said. “He was one of our biggest supporters when we first started. He was always in here, helping us get stuff ready before we opened. He even contributed some money that he wouldn’t let me refuse to help buy equipment. Discounting his fees on the incorporation paperwork and stuff. Everything he did. He would have loved this.”


  “Yes,” Seth said. “He would have.”


  Derrick held up his bottle. “To Kaden,” he quietly toasted.


  Everyone reached in with their own bottles, or bottles of water, depending on what they were drinking, and clinked with him.


  “To Kaden,” they echoed.


  It was a melancholy moment. And they’d only been at it for a couple of hours this Monday just a little past noon. They had plans to work all day until late in the evening. Several others would be helping throughout the week as their work schedules allowed, to assist with painting and prepping the new space, but this had been one of the critical parts—joining the new unit to the existing club, giving them even more space, as well as another bathroom.


  “Remember that night when we first started talking about this?” Derrick asked.


  Most everyone there nodded, except for Seth. He hadn’t been there.


  “We were sitting around Kaden and Leah’s pool,” Ross said.


  Mac and Sully laughed. “Man. That was a wild night,” Sully said.


  Seth wore a melancholy smile. “I heard about some of those nights,” he said. “From Kade and from Leah.”


  Tony chuckled. “Wow. Feels like forever. Hard to believe it wasn’t even eleven years ago.”


  “Whose crazy idea was it for me to open this dang place, anyway?” Derrick joked.


  “Kaden’s,” they all responded.


  Well, everyone but Seth, who looked particularly contemplative at the moment.


  “Then a few months later,” Ed said, “he asked you about it again.”


  “Yeah,” Derrick said. “I’d talked to a few people but hadn’t really done anything concrete yet. I’d even gone as far as to have Kaden go through the zoning laws and stuff. I talked to the sheriff’s office and the zoning board.”


  Derrick snickered. “I didn’t tell Marcia any of that at the time, because I didn’t even think I was really going to do it. It was more out of curiosity than anything. I knew we were outgrowing the house parties and it was only a matter of time before something bad happened. Then I didn’t find any spots at first, and just kind of…let it drop.”


  “And then Kaden stirred the pot again about six months after you all first talked about it,” Tony joked. “‘Hey, Derrick. You still thinking about opening a play space like we talked about? I think I know a perfect location.’”


  “Oh, yeah.” Derrick sighed. “Then Kel had to say…what was it you said?”


  Kel grinned. “Hey, yeah. That industrial complex I just bought has an empty double unit. I was thinking it’d be the perfect place to hold parties.”


  Derrick pointed a finger at him. “Ah, yes. That. Then Kaden piled on that he’d looked into the zoning already, and it was golden. And then Mike Foster piled on about what a great idea it was, and what did I need to get things started.” He took another swallow of beer. “Rat bastard. Then they went and moved up to Crystal River not too long after that.”


  Derrick grinned. “Man, that was a fun first party before we really got serious with it.” He pointed at Ed. “You, you killjoy. You had to go spoil it for us. Here I’d fooled myself that I’d gone overboard and didn’t need any paperwork. That Kaden was just being an overzealous and overprotective friend.”


  Ed Payne laughed. “Sorry. I’m an attorney. When we had almost seventy people show up for that first party, I realized you were putting yourself under some serious liability.”


  “Kaden didn’t bug me about it.”


  “Yeah, and Kaden was up in Atlanta and missed that first party, remember? Had he been there, he would have been pulling you aside, just like I did.”


  “Marcia nearly killed me when I told her we were turning it into a business.” Derrick snickered. “Then I couldn’t hide my plans from her any longer. Or the money I spent on it. Man, those were some fun times.”


  “I don’t think you know what that word means,” Gilo teased. “I remember her looking perpetually pissed off for a few weeks after you told her you were incorporating and everything.”


  “She got over it. Pretty quickly, actually. Someone had to do it. At the time, we were the only ones who could do it, if it was actually going to happen.”


  Derrick looked around. “It’s so different now. It feels like home, but I can remember that first day when Kel and I were walking through here and figuring out how we could set it up to be a great party space. It was a blank canvas.”


  “Well, I knew I had to rent the place out,” Kel said. “If we didn’t grab it then, I didn’t know when another unit might come up available for rental again. I didn’t want to lose it. I’m the landlord, but I can’t leave a unit just sitting vacant forever without anyone in it. Besides, the zoning was perfect, no churches or schools around, and the other businesses aren’t here on the weekend nights to see anything. It was like it was meant to be.”


  Rusty McElroy nodded. “That’s because it was.” He looked from the new doorway to Derrick, who sat across the table from him. “Do you have any idea how many lives you’ve touched in a positive way because of this club? How many people have made changes for the better because of this place?”


  He pointed at Tony and Kel. “Cases in point, right there.” Then to Gilo. “Him, too. Met the loves of their lives through being members here.” He indicated Seth. “We’re an adopted family and took him in when Kaden asked us to make sure to keep an eye on them after he…”


  Rusty’s voice choked up and it took him a moment to speak again. “Those are only the people actually sitting here,” he eventually continued. “This place isn’t just about fun, it’s about finding yourself and where you belong. Your tribe. And I’m damn glad to say I’m proud to be a part of it.”


  “Here, here,” the others echoed.


  “I’m glad you all are here, too,” Derrick said. “We never could have done it without all of you.”


  Chapter Two


  


  Then…


  


  Marcia stared at her husband.


  She’d been silently staring at him for well over a minute.


  To be honest, it sort of had him a little concerned.


  Um, okay, a lot concerned.


  “Well, say something,” Derrick finally said to break the uncomfortable silence and tension more than anything.


  “All right.” She cocked her head at him, her gaze narrowing. “Are you out of your goddamned mind?”


  Finally. “No, it makes sense. You said yourself it’d be nice to have a play space here in the area, instead of having to hoof it all the way up to Tampa or Orlando to one of the clubs up there.”


  She blinked, staring. Finally, “I didn’t mean you should open one.”


  “We.”


  She not only arched an eyebrow at him, but she cocked her head in the other direction and planted her hands on her hips.


  Oh, boy.


  “We?” she asked after another long, tense, uncomfortable silence.


  “Yes. We.” He pulled her into his arms. “We, because someone said they wanted to be my slave, and agreed to it when we got married.” He reached up and gently fisted her hair, tipping her head back so he could nibble along the base of her throat.


  Playing dirty to get her close to subspace, yes, he’d admit it.


  But if it got her to agree to this, he didn’t care.


  “Otherwise,” he said, “we’ll just have to keep having house parties. And we won’t be able to hold classes like we’ve talked about. Or have the kinky community center that we’ve always dreamed about.”


  She sighed. “Okay, fine.” She managed to look up at him. “That’s sooo not fair you playing the Master card and dropping me into subspace to get your way.”


  He grinned. “Who said anything about me being fair?”


  “Not me.” She rested her head against his chest. “So when is our first party?”


  “A week from this coming Saturday.”


  She stared up at him. “You’re shitting me, right?”


  “No. We’ve got people who’ve already volunteered to bring play furniture. Everyone will bring their own folding chairs. The unit has working AC, and we’ve got someone bringing sound equipment we can borrow. It already has bathrooms. And a couple of people are going to bring some work lights so we don’t have to keep the house lights up. Kaden’s going to loan us some of his Christmas lights. We can tack them up on the walls for mood lighting.”


  “This sounds like a permanent situation.”


  “It is, sort of. We’ll hold two parties a month, for now. Nothing serious.” He made her look him in the eye. “Not a full-time job,” he assured her.


  “Famous last words,” she muttered.


  “The place has bathrooms, and no, it’s not pretty, but it’s functional. Hey, it means we don’t have to agonize over the guest lists anymore and leave people off. It also means no one’s home is in jeopardy, and it completely resolves the parking issues. It means we don’t need to try to find a hotel to start hosting these parties. And we can start inviting newbies to the parties without making them jump through as many hoops and go to a bunch of munches first.”


  “What about the lease? Whose name is it going under?”


  “Ed and Kaden will look into drawing up an LLC for me to put it in. And Kel’s the landlord. So it’s not like it’s going to be a problem with him. We’re going to call it something innocuous.”


  “Thank god we own our own business,” she said. She wasn’t an accountant, but she managed the office for Derrick and the three CPAs and four accountants working under him. “I’d hate to think how the shit would hit the fan if you were still working for Dad and this got out.” She stared at him. “What if news of this does get out?”


  He shrugged. “So?”


  “You don’t think that could cause problems?”


  “With who?”


  “Anyone? Everyone? Our families?”


  “There’s nothing to get out,” he said. “We aren’t going to allow alcohol, so there’s no risk of problems there. Kaden and Ed have a standard liability waiver for everyone to sign. And everyone will be over eighteen, obviously.”


  “What if someone gets hurt?”


  He laughed. “Isn’t that kind of the point?”


  “The nonconsensual, unintended kind of hurt, doofus. The kind of hurt that could get the pants sued off of us and make the newspapers.”


  “Liability insurance for space. It’s a rented space. It’s not like there are assets. Something happens, we simply close everything down. The only money we’ll keep in the bank account will be just enough for the insurance, rent, and utilities every month.”


  “And we are not paying those out of our own pocket.”


  “At first, we are, actually. We’ll ask people to donate. If someone doesn’t donate, they won’t get invited back. Easy-peasy.”


  “Will Kaden and Ed pay our legal costs, or work for us pro bono, if we get sued?” she drawled.


  “We’ll be fine. It’s just a playspace.”


  “Uh-huh. Famous last words. You never do anything half-assed.”


  He smiled. “No, I just like doing you bare-assed.” He waggled his eyebrows at her, earning him an eye roll and a groan.


  “You’re damn lucky I’m not switchy. I should beat you for that comment.”


  “Look, how long has everyone been saying we needed a space for the group to play in? Well, this is perfect. Tony can’t put his name on it, or he would have done it. Kaden and Ed need to watch their reps because they’re attorneys, so their names can’t be on it.”


  “Why can’t Kel put his name on this?”


  “He’s got enough on his plate as it is. He offered to be the front man for it, but that’s not fair to him to make him shoulder the entire burden like that. Hell, he owns the building. He’s got enough skin in the game. That’s too much additional liability for him. If they can show he knows what happens there, it opens him up. As the landlord, he’s limited.”


  “Lucky him. What about Scrye, then?”


  “June teaches kids’ gymnastics,” he said. “He can personally absorb a PR hit, but she can’t. And they’ve got two kids still in school. We don’t have any kids.”


  “Wrong,” she said. “It looks like we do. Its name is…what the hell is its name, anyway?”


  He shrugged. “We haven’t got that far yet. Doesn’t matter what we call the club itself, really.”


  “Well, I suggest Venture.”


  “Why?”


  She poked him in the stomach. “Because it is a venture, dummy. Not exactly one I’d thought we’d be taking, but that’s exactly what it is. And it sounds innocuous. You call it ‘Club Spanking Asses’ or ‘Cock Torture Is Us,’ and it might draw unwanted attention.”


  “Good point.” He pulled her close again. “Venture. I like that. The more I think about it, the more I like it.”


  “Yeah? Then don’t ever accuse me of not helping or being supportive.”


  He kissed her. “I wouldn’t do that, sweetheart.” He stared down at her. “Thank you. I know this is big.”


  “Big is a massive understatement, Derrick. Are you sure we’re not biting off more than we can chew?”


  “With everyone’s help and support, I believe it’s totally doable.”


  “Don’t forget the 80/20 rule.”


  “The what?”


  “Eighty percent of the work is done by twenty percent of the people. We’re in that twenty percent. Our friends have lives of their own, you know.”


  “We have a core group of friends who are all behind this. This means more of them will be able to attend and play. That means more people chipping in. I’m not looking to get rich with this, because honestly? We won’t. We’ll be lucky to make expenses after six months. But it’s worth it to take the burden off the shoulders of our friends. And we can have classes there. We can set up a permanent, safe, secure rope suspension rig. Think about it, about everything we can do that we’ve been wanting to do right here in our area.”


  She stared up at him, doing exactly that for a moment. “That would be nice,” she finally said.


  “I know, right? And we can have full nudity. No worrying about if a neighbor will call the cops because they heard someone moaning out an orgasm and thought they were being killed or something. It actually removes a lot of liability. And several people have already told me they’d be willing to chip in buying sodas and supplies and stuff like that, in addition to a donation for coming to the play parties.”


  “Sounds like you have it all figured out.”


  “Not all of it. But a good start.”


  “So when are you going to fess up how long you’ve actually been working on this without telling me first?”


  “Kel just bought that industrial park about a month or so ago. There weren’t any plans before that.”


  She stared at him.


  “There weren’t any serious plans before that,” he amended, seeing he was busted. “I’ll admit, Kaden and I—”


  “That explains it,” she said. “I love that man, but he’s an instigator.”


  “Kaden and I kind of looked into stuff several months ago, but nothing serious came of it. I didn’t really find any affordable properties that would have been worth investigating, that would suit our needs, and dropped it. Then Kel bought that industrial complex, and he has a vacant unit. It’s like it was meant to be.”


  “I didn’t agree to be poly when we got married.”


  That confused him. “Huh?”


  She rolled her eyes. “When do I get to look at this new time and money suck we’re now freaking married to? And don’t tell me we’re not married to it, because we are.”


  He grinned. “We’re meeting Kel over there tonight and then going out to dinner with him and the Fosters.”


  “They’ve got money. Why aren’t they doing this?”


  “She’s pregnant. With little kids underfoot, they can’t.”


  “You just have an answer for everything, don’t you?”


  “I try, sweetheart. I try.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Derrick and Marcia arrived at the industrial complex a little after six that evening. Kel wasn’t there yet, but Derrick already had a key to the space. She realized that when he pulled it out of his pocket to unlock the door.


  So this wasn’t a maybe deal, like she’d hoped. One that she still thought she might be able to talk him out of.


  This was, for all intents and purposes, a done deal. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have keys.


  Dammit.


  When Derrick opened the door and led the way through, Marcia stopped inside the doorway and stared. Dim evening light still filtered through the four opaque roof panels acting as skylights, revealing the cavernous space.


  “Holy crap,” she muttered. “I didn’t realize it was this big.”


  “I know, right? The other reason this is perfect is it’s actually a double unit. He doesn’t have many of those.”


  Their voices echoed through the space.


  “What was this used for?”


  “A guy who runs an Internet store was using it for his merchandise. That’s why he’d installed the AC units, to keep the temp down.”


  She turned and looked at the front wall. “Those roll-up doors need to be insulated. Not just because of heat, but for sound.”


  “Kel said the guy had two temporary walls in front of them that the tenant took down when he left because he never used the roll-up doors after he moved in. Kel took pictures before the guy moved. It’ll be easy to recreate them.”


  She turned again, her mind racing despite herself. “We’ll need an office, eventually. The front door needs to open into an entry area so we can screen people and contain them before they pass through. Also, for privacy. That way, random people standing outside can’t see what’s going on inside. And so we can make sure people coming in are actually on the guest list before we let them through.”


  “That’s a good idea. I hadn’t thought about that.”


  “And if we’re building an office, you can build a loft area on top. Storage.” She pointed at the bathrooms. “Loft over the bathrooms, too, and add a sink for a medical and edge play area. Gets it up off the floor, and keeps people from accidentally bumping into someone.”


  His smile widened. “Good ideas.”


  They turned as Kel walked in. “Oh, hey,” he said. “You been here long?”


  “No, just got here,” Derrick told him. “But listen to what Marcia just thought of…”


  She tuned them out as she walked across the space to the bathrooms. Inside, they had two stalls each and were wheelchair accessible, which solved another potential problem. Bathrooms were always a premium at the private parties.


  When she turned, the men stopped talking and looked at her.


  “Well?” Kel asked. “What do you think?”


  She crossed her arms over her chest and stared up at the tall ceilings, at least twenty feet up. “I think,” she said, “that someone’s going to have to rent a scissor lift to rig permanent lighting if we’re going to really turn this into a play space. We can get by temporarily, but we don’t need people tripping over extension cords.” She pointed at the four sets of fluorescent lights on the ceiling. “Those lights won’t cut it for ambiance.”


  The men high-fived each other. “She’s in,” Derrick said.


  Marcia turned her focus back onto her husband. “She’s also still highly pissed off that this decision was made without her prior consent,” she said, walking toward them. “Someone better be prepared to do a lot of sucking up to me over the next few months.”


  She poked Derrick in the chest. “Master or not, I’m your wife. From this point on, when it comes to business matters I’d better be treated like a business partner, not a slave, or you’ll find yourself running this place without my help.”


  She noticed Kel was trying to hold back his smile.


  “And you,” she said, pointing at him. “You’d better come up with some folding tables, Mr. Enabler.”


  “Why me?”


  “Because you’re the landlord and I said so, that’s why. We always have food at the parties. People will need places to sit and eat so they’re not juggling plates.”


  She turned to the right, facing the southern half of the space. “That’ll be the social area in that side because of the mop sink over there on the far wall. We need to add a regular kitchen sink and counter space, too. And a hot water heater for washing dishes and hands, seriously. And shelves for supplies.” Then she turned to the left half of the space. “That’ll be the play area, where we put the equipment.”


  “Okay,” Derrick said, “not that I’m going to argue or overrule you, but out of curiosity, why?”


  “Because people naturally turn toward the right. They’ll head to the social area first. You don’t want people heading right into the play area from out of the office, or having to walk through it to get in or out, or while on their way to the social area. Duh. That’ll disturb scenes.”


  She turned and walked to the front wall, then took several measured steps away from it. “Office should probably be this wide or so. And we can use the alcove between the office wall and southern wall for a social area, with couches and stuff, after you insulate the roll-up door.”


  She pointed at Derrick. “Put out the word that we’re in the market for good used leather and vinyl couches. Absolutely no cloth couches. They can be ugly colors, as long as they’re not white or another really light color.”


  “Um, oookaaay. Why?”


  “Duh. You can wipe them down.” She looked up at the ceiling again. “And we’ll need an electrician, or someone who won’t electrocute themselves, to run the lights up there.”


  The men exchanged a glance.


  “Hey, my step-dad is a contractor. You think I don’t know my way around a construction project, think again.”


  She rested her hands on her hips as she once again looked around the space. “This’ll take a while to build out and do it right,” she said. “We are not going into debt to fund this. But it’s a doable plan. We need to pick up some cheap decorative accordion room divider screens, though, to put in front of the door for the first few parties. To control traffic flow and block people from seeing inside until we get the office built.”


  She walked over to the door and paced it off. “Like this,” she said, indicating with her hands. “Several people can take turns manning the door. We’ll use a cash box and a card table or something. And I need to know what the baseline monthly expenses will run so we can put aside at least three months’ worth ahead of time from the door proceeds before we start buying and building crap.”


  Kel slowly shook his head. “Wow. For someone who doesn’t seem keen on doing this, you sure seem keen on doing this.”


  “It’s a blessing and a curse,” she said, tapping her forehead. “Office manager, remember?” She walked over and poked Derrick in the chest again. “I mean it. We will not go into debt over this. I don’t mind doing a couple of cash loans to the business to get it started, but we are the primary creditor and get paid back first.”


  He nodded. “Absolutely.”


  “Give me the expense report by Thursday,” she said.


  “It’s only Tuesday.”


  “And you guys want to have a party a week from this coming Saturday, right?”


  The men nodded.


  “Then I need to know ASAP what our expenses will run so I can plan accordingly. I’ll go to the warehouse club tomorrow and price out sodas and cups and plates, stuff like that.”


  The men shared a clueless glance.


  She arched an eyebrow at them. “Because we need to plan the guest list,” she said. “I need to know how many people we’ll have attending, approximately, so I know what to list as the ‘suggested donation’ for a door fee in the e-mail when I send it out.” She used air quotes around the term. “And if we’re having two parties a month, it means I can adjust the amount accordingly to split the expenses in half per party for a more accurate number.”


  “We’re not out to make a profit,” Derrick reminded her.


  “No, but we’re going to have some massive expenses up front,” she said. “We’re going to need to make improvements and additions in the first few months. Once we do that and have a steady operating budget every month, we can drop the ‘suggested donation’ amount accordingly. Anyone who can’t understand that, well, they’re an asshole and we don’t want them here, anyway.”


  The men shared another glance. “Derrick,” Kel said, “I hate to be the one to break it to you, but your slave has a very distinct Toppy side, and I plan on encouraging it, in this case.”


  Derrick snorted. “I work with her every day. Tell me something I don’t already know.”


  Chapter Three


  


  Mike and Julie Foster arrived a few minutes later. Derrick was pleased to see their enthusiasm as they looked around the space and listened to Marcia’s ideas.


  “She’s right,” Julie said as she stroked her baby bump. “We’ll definitely need food tables.”


  “I think you should put together a wish list of stuff,” Mike said. “Things where you’re either looking for a donation of the item from people, or a good price on it to buy it. That way, if people run across them, they’ll know to let you know.”


  “Even better,” Julie said. “I’ll help you with that, if you’d like. I have the huge list of names and e-mails from the munch group for the parties. Oh, my brother is a cabinet maker. They do demolition all the time. I bet he can snag us some free cabinets to use for storage. We could just paint them black…”


  The women walked over to the corner where the mop sink was located and started waving their arms as they mapped out a potential layout for the kitchen area.


  Mike snickered. “You realize this is going to be a full-time job at the start, right?” he quietly asked Derrick.


  “I know. I told her it wouldn’t be one. But she knows it will be.”


  “Then why did you tell her it wouldn’t?” Kel asked.


  “Because I honestly didn’t think she’d throw herself into it like she is. I figured we’d come over here, she’d stick her head inside the door, look at it, go, ‘Uh-huh,’ and then I’d be on my own. Then all I’d have to do would be to disguise the expenses until I paid myself back. I didn’t anticipate her taking over. I was going to consider myself lucky if she didn’t threaten to divorce me over agreeing to do this. I told her when I broke the news to her that it’d be ‘us,’ but I wasn’t really going to force her to help.”


  “Consider yourself lucky, then,” Kel said.


  “Believe me, I do.”


  


  * * * *


  


  At dinner, the women were too busy making their plans to even pay attention to what the men were saying. The three men sat there, watching and listening in amusement, as Marcia took notes on her phone and Julie helped her brainstorm.


  Eventually, after their food arrived, the women looked at the three men.


  “What?” Marcia asked.


  Derrick laughed. “Nothing, sweetheart. I’m glad to see you’re throwing yourself into this.”


  “You say that now.” She picked up her fork and pointed it at him. “If I’m sucked into doing this anyway, we’re going to do it my way—the right way.” She took a bite of her salad.


  “Yes, dear.” Derrick blew her a kiss.


  “Oooh, fail, dude,” Kel teased. “You’re Mastering wrong.”


  “Fuck you,” Derrick lightly said. “Happy wife, happy life.”


  “Happy slave keeps him out of his grave,” Mike chimed in.


  “We’re going to have to paint the place,” Marcia added. “Those white walls won’t cut it.”


  “At least we won’t need to primer them,” Julie said. “That’ll save some money.”


  “What color were you thinking?” Derrick asked.


  “Colors, plural,” Marcia said. “We’re going to paint them a plain dark charcoal-grey all the way to the ceiling, and then make a faux rock pattern on the lower half of the wall to let it fade out going up.” She leveled her gaze at Derrick. “Someone better get me that scissor lift, pronto.”


  “That sounds like some work,” Kel said.


  “Then I guess having you help us, Mr. Landlord, will make it go faster, won’t it?” She flashed him a wide, beaming smile.


  Derrick laughed. “Welcome to my world, buddy.”


  Their dinner actually lasted several hours as they sat there talking until the restaurant was ready to close. After paying their checks—leaving a generous tip for their waitress in exchange for them taking up the table all evening—they walked out to the parking lot, where they talked some more.


  “You know,” Julie said, “I think this is the start of something big.”


  “Why’s that?” Derrick asked.


  “I just do. I’ve got a really good feeling about it. We don’t have something like this here. We need something like this here. Look how the monthly munch is growing. How many times we’ve had to find new locations because we outgrew restaurants. Think about if there was some kinky Internet site like Facebook, instead of just the .alt newsgroups and AOL chatrooms, where we could actually organize more people from the area. For every one person who comes to one of the munches or coffee times, there are probably a bunch of kinksters who don’t even realize they’re not alone here in Sarasota.”


  “Yeah, well, we’re not starting a website,” Marcia said, casting another pointed stare at Derrick. “We’ve got more than enough on our plate as it is. Someone else can do that crap, and no, we’re not starting a website for the club right now, either.”


  “No argument from me there, sweetheart.” In fact, as he’d listened to the women talk early on, before the three of them started adding their ideas, he had begun to realize exactly what a daunting task this was.


  To do this right, to have it be more than just a kinky garage party that lost popularity after a couple of months, it would take a lot of ongoing work.


  Somehow, while Kaden and Kel and Mike and the others had been egging him on out by Kaden’s pool, that factoid had escaped his notice. Yes, he knew he’d be able to count on help from his friends, but had he really bitten off more than he could chew?


  He hoped not. He loved being able to bring new people into the lifestyle. That wasn’t safe to do anymore holding house parties. Yes, they frequently had group excursions up to Tampa or Orlando to a club or a fetish night at a bar, but those only happened every couple of months.


  They needed a spot for them. For their local community. One tailored to their needs. One where they could act as gatekeepers and make sure to keep it a safe space.


  Attending a fetish night at a bar in Ybor was okay, but it wasn’t exactly optimal. And there were plenty of people who would never do that for whatever reason, the top reasons usually being privacy and safety concerns.


  The general public wouldn’t be able to attend these parties. They’d have to be vetted first, invited to attend, and approved on the guest list. People wouldn’t be able to just walk in off the street with no one knowing who they were or if they even knew the rules.


  By the time they split up for the evening, it was almost midnight and the restaurant’s staff had already left, leaving the five of them standing around their vehicles in the parking lot and talking.


  As they rode home, Marcia was unusually quiet.


  “You all right?” Derrick asked.


  “Yeah.” She looked at him. “I have one ironclad term for this deal.”


  “Sure.”


  She turned in her seat. “If I pull the plug on this because I think it’s hurting our marriage, or will harm our livelihood—or get us thrown in frickin’ jail—I won’t get any arguments from you. Deal? We have to come first. That was what you promised me, not just as my Master, but as my husband. It was the only reason I agreed to work in the office with you in the first place, that I would go work somewhere else—without any arguments from you—if I thought it was hurting us. So that has to apply to this, too. Agreed?”


  “Deal,” he said. “That’s only fair.”


  “Okay.” She reached out and laid a hand on his thigh. “I know this means a lot to you, but we can’t do something stupid and end up broke and divorced because of it. If it’s not fun anymore—overall I mean, not counting the inevitable minor aggravations we’ll deal with—then it’s time to either hand it off to someone else, or shut it down.”


  He covered her hand with his. “I’m a lucky guy to have married you.”


  She giggled. “Yeah, you are.”


  “Someone’s awfully cocky.”


  She grinned. “It’s not cocky if it’s true.”


  Chapter Four


  


  By the time they returned home that evening, Derrick’s mind buzzed with possibilities.


  This might really happen.


  Well, yes, he knew it would happen, but to what degree—if it would simply be an available, open space for play, or become something that actually looked and felt like a dungeon—had still been up in the air.


  Until Marcia stepped in.


  Had it been left up to him, they would have set up some work lights or cheap floor lamps, turned off the overhead lights, used folding tables, and been done with it.


  He’d never expected anything approaching the level of planning he had listened to his wife engage in with Julie.


  Not even close.


  The project definitely needed a woman’s touch. That much was certain.


  You want something done, let an Alpha subbie do it.


  Yes, in the bedroom and at home, Marcia was definitely his slave.


  That was the only way in which she was submissive.


  In all other areas of her life, she was definitely what he’d call an Alpha-type person. Get shit done, kick butt, take names.


  He pulled her into his arms. “Got a little energy left for your Master, or did you wear yourself out talking with Julie?”


  “That’s the lamest pick-up line ever,” she teased, rising onto her toes to kiss him. “I think I can manage a little bit of energy for you, Mister Master.”


  In their nearly eleven years together, they’d settled into an easy, comfortable dynamic. He’d never wanted a doormat, and Marcia most certainly didn’t disappoint there. She loved what he did to her, and he loved that she enjoyed it.


  He grabbed her ass and squeezed. “Then get naked, cuffs and collar, over the end of the bed.” He smacked her on the ass with both hands before releasing her, her smile already hardening his cock as she hurried down the hall toward their bedroom.


  It was late, and he didn’t have the energy for a full scene. But he walked down to the spare bedroom that was their home office and also doubled as their personal dungeon when the spanking bench wasn’t folded up in the garage. He kept his implement bags in there.


  After digging out the riding crop and wooden paddle he wanted, he followed Marcia to their bedroom.


  Pleased to find her already naked, wearing her leather wrist and ankle cuffs and matching leather collar, and bent over the end of the bed as he’d ordered, he laid the implements on the bed next to her.


  “Such a good girl,” he said. He leaned in and bit her right ass cheek, enjoying the way she squealed, her toes curling as she struggled to remain still for him the way she knew he wanted.


  It was even more fun to keep her unrestrained and watch the struggle. Anyone could tie up their slave, sure.


  But watching his slave trying not to squirm or wiggle was even more fun, for him.


  He followed that up by a bite to her left ass cheek. In the morning, he knew he’d catch her looking at the marks in the mirror with a playful smile on her face and a wet pussy as she remembered the play.


  Meaning morning shower sex for him.


  Nearly every time.


  For now…


  He stood up and grabbed her by the hips, grinding against her. “Someone’s going to go to sleep with a nice red ass.”


  Her fingers curled, fisting the sheets. He felt her trying to arch her back and rock her hips against him for more traction.


  He nudged her feet wider apart and folded his body over hers. Pulling her hair away from the nape of her neck, he brushed kisses across her flesh there, making her shiver.


  Then, he nipped, making her let out a soft cry of need. He knew if he reached between her legs right then that he’d find her pussy drenched already.


  “Who’s my good girl?” he whispered in her left ear.


  “Me, Sir.”


  Yep, subspace achieved. He could hear it in her voice. Just the act of putting her cuffs and collar on usually got her most of the way there. And a nip on the nape of the neck?


  She almost always sank like a rock into subspace from that.


  He straightened and started stripping, making sure she heard it when he slowly slid his belt out of the loops of his jeans. He laid it on her back, lengthways, with the end hanging off her ass and brushing against her pussy.


  Yes, she loved that, too. It would be used on her soon enough. He didn’t buy a belt unless he could also spank her with it. Every belt he owned had been used at least once on her flesh, when they brought it home from the store. She would kneel, kiss the buckle, and work her entire way down the length of it, kissing it, before he laid her over the end of the bed and used it on her.


  One more sneaky trigger to get her wet for him. Plenty of times in the past when they’d been somewhere, especially with others, and they’d been standing there as a couple, he’d drawn her arm around his waist and then hooked her fingers under his belt.


  What? It looked like an endearing gesture between a couple in love.


  Only he knew, while standing there, with his arm draped around her shoulders, that she was having a hard time keeping her knees locked so she didn’t drop to them next to him. That her pussy would be wet, her clit throbbing, and that she damn well knew that he knew exactly what he was doing to her.


  She called him the good kind of evil.


  He took that as a compliment.


  Once he was naked, he grabbed her by both ass cheeks again and squeezed, hard, enjoying her moan of pain and pleasure all rolled into one as she tried to stay still. He started spanking her bare-handed at first, with his right hand, the left planted squarely in the middle of her back and keeping the belt in place, too.


  All the while, her toes curled, her knees flexing and straightening a little as she struggled not to start dancing in place, trying to stay still for him. Wanting to stay still for him as he increased the tempo and force of his strokes. Until just before he knew she was about to safeword, he stopped.


  Her chest rose and fell, her body trembling.


  Then he slowly picked up the belt and with the buckle in his hand, took several turns around his fist with it.


  He started out lightly slapping her pussy with it, not enough to hurt but enough to make her moan as he teased her.


  Then across her ass, both cheeks, hard enough to leave marks and make her cry out in pain.


  “You know the rules,” he said. “You can safeword, if you want.”


  She shook her head, her hands balled into tight fists. She hated to safeword. Sometimes, he’d deliberately push her hard enough he knew she’d have to safeword, just to comfort her and reward her when she did to reinforce that he didn’t have a problem with it. Somehow, she’d gotten it into her mind that not safewording was a badge of courage, when he’d insisted it wasn’t. And she even preached to newbies that safewording was good and encouraged.


  She just didn’t practice what she preached.


  She couldn’t even tell him why she was like that. And even several months of aggravating her by stopping well before she was ready for him to stop didn’t break her of the habit, either. After their years together, he’d given up trying to find the reason. As long as he knew he could read her body and not push her to a bad point, he’d decided it wasn’t worth struggling over. It wasn’t like she played with anyone else, only him.


  He used the belt on her for nearly ten minutes. Slow, deliberate strokes that would mark her and leave bruises for several days, making her happy.


  Then he switched to the riding crop, leaving welts up and down the backs of both thighs.


  Finally, the paddle.


  Her body tensed. She hated the paddle, any paddle, but also loved them. Because she knew after the paddle would come the pleasure.


  For his part, his cock was hard, dripping. A couple of times he’d had to pause, catch a drop of pre-cum from the head before it fell and hit the floor, and reached around to her lips for her to lick it from his fingers.


  She flinched when he laid the cool wood of the paddle across both of her flaming hot ass cheeks. “Ready?” he asked.


  “Yes, Sir,” she mumbled, deep in subspace. She would absolutely sleep good tonight when they finished.


  He took several teasing, light test swings, mostly because he enjoyed watching her tense and flinch, her knowing he was doing it deliberately because he enjoyed the mind fuck.


  Finally, the real thing. The crack of the paddle landing against her flesh, and her head shot up, a howl escaping her, but no safeword. He repeated it on her other side, back and forth, slow, steady strokes, until she was sobbing and squirming and struggling to stand still.


  That was when he put the paddle down, stepped between her legs, and fed his cock into her ready pussy with one hard, deep thrust.


  She collapsed onto the bed, her moans now ones of pure pleasure. He took his time, fucking her hard and fast, alternating with slow and steady strokes, holding back and loving the feel of her scorching flesh against his. Actively fucking back against him until he planted a hand in the middle of her back again and shoved, hard, pinning her to the bed.


  “What’s slave supposed to do?”


  She squirmed harder. “Hold still like a good girl while Sir fucks her.”


  Yep, deep and hard. Full-on subspace always triggered what he called her “slashy speak” mode.


  “Is slave holding still?”


  “No, Sir,” she admitted, her voice sounding tiny. “Feels too good.”


  He reached under her with his other hand and found her clit. “Then get it out of your system.” He pinched her clit, making her howl, this time with pleasure as her pussy clamped down on his cock and her orgasm started.


  Then he backed off, gently rolling her nub between his thumb and fingers, keeping her going, knowing from the way she was still trying to arch her back and rock her hips that she was completely gone.


  He smiled, struggling not to start fucking her again. He loved this, loved the complete and utter abandon she only showed in times like this, her complete and utter trust in him not to harm her, her easy acceptance of his sadism and control.


  “That’s my good little slut,” he said. “You show me what you want, and I’ll keep giving it to you.” Now her fingers clenched and unclenched as wave after wave of pleasure kept coursing through her. He knew if he could see her toes, they’d be clenching and unclenching, too.


  It was fun, sometimes, to spank her, then tie her up and do forced orgasm torture on her with a vibrator. In those instances, he always forced her to safeword before he stopped.


  It was too much fun lying there, letting the vibrator do all the work, and watching her flying in that deep, dark emotional place only he got to see.


  Finally, after a couple of minutes of this, he realized she was wearing out. He sat up again, grabbed her hips, and started fucking her, hard and fast, until he buried his cock deep inside her with one last thrust and shot his load into her pussy.


  Both of them were breathing heavily when they climbed up onto the bed. She curled up into his arms, her face pressed against his chest, his arms safely encircling her.


  “Love you, Sir,” she whispered, already sounding half asleep.


  He rubbed his chin against the top of her head. “Love you, too, baby.”


  Chapter Five


  


  Wednesday evening, a handful of volunteers had gathered in the warehouse space to begin the process of transforming it into a dungeon in less than two weeks.


  “Okay,” Derrick said. “Tonight’s project is to put up the base coat of paint, the dark charcoal, on the walls, floor-to-ceiling. The good news is, there’s no worries about trim work on the walls. The bad news is, there’s a lot of damn wall to paint.” He indicated all the walls with wide, sweeping gestures.


  “Most of us are going to start painting the south wall.” Derrick pointed to the scissor lift that Kaden had rented for them, another donation to the project. “Kaden and Kel are going to start on the far north side, doing up high.” He pointed at the north wall. “By the time we work our way around there from the south wall, they’ll have moved and be following us so they’re not dripping paint on our heads, and they’re not in our way while we’re trying to paint the bottom of the walls.”


  Rusty McElroy held up a hand.


  “Yeah?” Derrick asked.


  “What about the floor?”


  “We’ve got drop cloths. That’ll be step one, getting those taped down.”


  Rusty gave him a thumbs-up.


  Pat Donnelly, who in his day job was a seated family court judge for Sarasota County, held up his hand.


  “Yeah, Pat?”


  “I was promised pizza,” he joked, making everyone laugh. “I’m here for the pizza.”


  “Yes, your Honor. Pizza is imminent.”


  That Pat likely wouldn’t be attending the club very often, yet still opted to show support for their efforts by coming out to help with the prep work, spoke a lot about the man’s character.


  I’m glad he’s a judge.


  With everyone working together, it only took a few minutes to get the drop cloths taped down. While Kaden and Kel got onto the scissor lift and headed up on the north wall, everyone else picked positions on the south wall and started painting.


  Within an hour, it was beginning to look like a dungeon.


  Well, a large, dark grey room instead of a large white one.


  They sat around a folding table and ate pizza and drank sodas as they admired their progress.


  “We can start painting the faux rock pattern tomorrow,” Marcia said. “We should have the base coat finished in plenty of time tonight. We’re making good progress.”


  “Not that I’m questioning your decisions, love,” Derrick started, “but how exactly are you planning on doing the rock pattern?” He was envisioning a mountain of work and dozens of hours—and maybe hundreds of rolls of blue masking tape—to make it look right.


  “We’re going to cheat,” she said. “We’re going to sponge-paint the accent colors all over the walls. Then, once that’s dry, we’ll hand-paint lines to make it look like mortar between the stones. With this much surface area, that will be the easiest way to do it.”


  “Oh.”


  She shot him a smart-assed grin. “I know what I’m doing, mister.” She took a bite of her pizza.


  “I never doubted you.”


  “Bullshit, but good try.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They wrapped up the painting party just after midnight, including getting a second coat of paint applied. Tomorrow, while Marcia and others worked on the painting, Derrick and another volunteer would rig lighting while they still had the scissor lift.


  It was starting to come together.


  For at least the first party, they’d use borrowed play furniture. Eventually they’d end up building their own, but that would take a little while. That was definitely something they didn’t want to half-ass, considering it was a safety issue.


  The last thing they wanted was anyone getting nonconsensually injured on a shoddy piece of equipment.


  Before Marcia, Derrick, and Kel left, they stood there, staring at the newly painted walls in the glow of the overhead fluorescent lights.


  “I have the feeling this is the start of something big,” Kel said, nodding. “Something good.”


  “I hope so,” Derrick said. “We really need this for our local community.”


  Marcia poked him in the ribs. “Just remember our deal, mister.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Kel laughed. “Wow. I promise, I won’t tell anyone I heard you say that.”


  “I don’t care who hears me say that,” he said. “I’m no dummy. Hey, I was smart enough to marry her in the first place.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “I don’t like the color,” Derrick said. “They’re way too light.”


  “They won’t be after we sand and spray paint them black,” Julie said.


  “We?” he asked.


  “By which she meant us,” Kaden explained, smiling.


  That Saturday morning, they were staring at the trailer full of donated cabinets from Julie’s brother. They would perfectly fit in the space, had come from exactly the layout the women were looking for…


  Except they were a light blond oak. The good thing was, they were real-wood cabinets, not laminate, meaning they’d be easy to sand and paint.


  “What about the countertop?” Derrick asked.


  “The old one will do for now,” Marcia told him. “We’ll redo it later.” It was a dark, fake butcher’s block laminate finish.


  Kaden had gone to pick up the cabinets from Julie’s brother. The story was they were for his workshop.


  Technically not a lie.


  It just wasn’t exactly the kind of workshop the brother was thinking it was. And with the walls now painted and looking like stone, and with a St. Andrew’s cross in one corner, no one wanted to try to explain to Julie’s brother why it was starting to strangely look like a dungeon.


  They hadn’t boxed in the two large bay doors yet. Now that Kaden had picked up the cabinets, they could unload them, get them sanded and painted that afternoon, and move them inside once they’d dried. They didn’t have to be perfect, and they were going to paint them a semi-gloss black. They’d already picked up a kitchen sink and the accessories needed to put it in and tie the plumbing into the existing mop sink drain.


  “Well?” Marcia asked. “You going to stand there all day, or are you going to start unloading them?”


  Derrick playfully rolled his eyes at her as he walked toward the trailer. “I guess we have our marching orders.”


  “I guess we do,” Kaden said.


  Leah nudged Marcia with her elbow. “Who said old Doms can’t learn new tricks?”


  “Not me,” Marcia said. “Mine’s highly trainable.”


  “I think you were just insulted,” Kel teased as he also stepped in to help.


  “Again, not like I care,” Derrick said. “I’m a happy man.”


  “Come on, guys,” Marcia said. “Less talk, more moving. We have to have this place ready in a week.”


  “What would they do without us subbies to keep them in line?” Leah asked.


  “They wouldn’t. They would have still been debating how to handle the cabinet situation.”


  The two women grinned at the men.


  “Really?” Derrick asked.


  Marcia planted her hands on her hips. “Try to deny it.”


  He let out an aggravated sigh and turned back to the trailer. “Never argue with a sub when they’re right,” he said. “They’ll never forget it.”


  “Or let you forget it,” Kaden added.


  


  * * * *


  


  By Thursday night, they’d put the final touches on the playspace. They wouldn’t even think about trying to build out an office yet. Marcia had ordered a couple of folding room divider screens online and had them delivered to their office.


  The black, louvered screens were perfect for what they needed. One had been set up in front of the door at a ninety-degree angle, and the other on the opposite side, to create a winding path to prevent anyone outside from seeing inside. Whoever was manning the folding table at the door would sit at the end of the screens to check people off the list as they came in and take their money. They’d covered the windows near the door with black paper.


  For the social area, they’d borrowed several folding tables, the owners’ names written on pieces of tape on the undersides of them so they could get them back when they were done with them. They had a few folding chairs, but people had been instructed to bring their own as well.


  It was obvious that they would need to buy some tables and chairs.


  The guest list was at sixty RSVPd as coming, with nearly a dozen or so who hadn’t responded yet. The guests had until Friday night to respond.


  Derrick looked around and realized no, he wouldn’t have done all of this without Marcia’s help. He’d planned to leave the walls white, for now, and get by with the bare minimum.


  Yes, Marcia, Leah, and Julie’s input had definitely made a huge difference for the better. He could envision what the place might look like fully equipped.


  Two of the spanking benches wouldn’t arrive until their owners did on Saturday night. And there was another spanking bench that Tony had loaned them. They had three St. Andrew’s crosses, a kneeler, and a repurposed resistance trainer frame that had been converted for bondage purposes.


  They’d also come up with a refrigerator and a microwave. The fridge was stocked with soft drinks. Everyone was supposed to bring a pot luck dish with them to share.


  The women had also repainted the bathrooms. Light and bright, though, since for now they would also be temporarily functioning as changing rooms. They had added changing areas to their future to-do list, along with building out the office.


  “Well?” Derrick asked. “What do you think?”


  Marcia, still looking around, slowly nodded. “I think we’re ready.”


  “Well, thank god for that,” Kaden teased. “I was beginning to think we’d never satisfy you.” When everyone else started laughing, he winced. “That came out wrong.”


  “Ya think?” Marcia said, hugging him.


  Finally, everyone else headed home, leaving Marcia, Derrick, and Kel alone in the space.


  Marcia collapsed onto one of the three second-hand leather sofas they’d picked up. “Well, genius. It’s as ready as it ever will be before Saturday night.”


  He sank down onto the couch on one side of her, Kel on the other. They’d gotten the two large boxes made to cover the two rolling bay doors. One of them, they’d put casters under it, so it could be rolled out of the way if they needed to open the door. It was securely fastened to the wall, though, to prevent it from accidentally being moved.


  “Thank you for helping out with this,” Derrick said.


  “Are you talking to me, or Kel?” Marcia asked.


  “Both of you, actually.”


  “We’ll keep a list Saturday night of issues that crop up that we haven’t considered,” she said. “Leah will help me with that.”


  “We still need a suspension hard point,” Kel said. “A permanent one. I was thinking, short term, we could get one of those porch swing frames. They hold several hundred pounds.”


  “Can you buy them without the swing?” Derrick asked.


  “Oh, sure. Metal and wood. I looked into it. I might get one myself, once my suspension skills are at that level.”


  “You’re really coming along with that,” Derrick said. “I watched you at that party with Scrye. You were doing pretty good.”


  “Yeah, well, I still think a set of MMA mats are in my future. I don’t like the risk of dropping someone onto their head on a hard floor. Or dropping them at all, but you know what I mean.”


  “We know,” Derrick and Marcia said.


  The three of them let out identical sighs.


  “I’m too tired to move,” Marcia said.


  “Ditto,” Derrick said.


  “I only have to walk around the building,” Kel said, “and I’m not sure I can manage that.”


  They sat there for another minute.


  “Do you really think people are going to come Saturday night?” Marcia asked.


  “Yeah,” the men echoed.


  “I really do,” Kel said. “I’ve had several people e-mail me asking if we needed anything else, or any help. A lot of people are really excited about this.”


  “Excited enough to help us make expenses every month?”


  “Maybe not at first,” Derrick said, “but that’s okay. We’ll get there.”


  “I sure hope so,” Marcia said. “To think we did all this work and have nothing to show for it would make me cry, I think.”


  Chapter Six


  


  Derrick laid wide awake in bed early Saturday morning, just a little after seven o’clock.


  What the fuck have I gotten us into?


  Maybe he’d end up filing this under the “seemed like a good idea at the time” heading, but now that the day of their first party was upon them, the last thing he could do was sleep late, even though Saturday mornings he was known to sleep until nearly noon.


  Outside of tax season, of course.


  The bad news was, Kaden had been called out of town on business, to their Atlanta office. At least he’d given Leah permission to still go. She would help Marcia handle the front door for them all night, taking in the money and verifying people were on the RSVP list. They’d included in the invites not to mention the party or the venue to anyone, that if there were people they wanted to invite they had to run it by Derrick and Marcia first.


  Marcia rolled onto her side. “You’re awake, too, aren’t you?”


  “Yep.”


  “Beginning to have second thoughts?”


  “Yep.”


  “Not going to let that stop you, are you?”


  “Nope.” He rolled onto his side to face her. “Since when have I ever?”


  She leaned in and kissed him. “That would be never, dude. I know you too well.”


  He let out a heavy sigh. “I hope everyone has fun tonight.”


  “I’m sure fun will be had by most, if not all. I’m just concerned about not ending up on the news for throwing a sex party.”


  “Then let’s not do that.”


  She arched an eyebrow at him. “We didn’t tell them they couldn’t have sex.”


  “We didn’t tell them they could, either.”


  “I’m hoping that with the barren facilities the way they are, and not being very conducive to sex, that none will be had.”


  “There will probably be a blowjob or two here and there.”


  She sat up. “That’s not exactly sex.”


  “I’m sure the sheriff’s office will disagree with you on that one.”


  “You know what I mean. It won’t be an orgy.”


  “It might be, depending from whose perspective you look at it.”


  “Are you playing devil’s advocate, or just trying to piss me off before coffee?”


  He grinned. “Yes.”


  Rolling her eyes, she threw back the sheet and climbed out of bed. “You’re a Dom who loves to live dangerously, I’ll give you that. I’ll get the coffee going. I have a feeling we’ll need a lot of it today. All day long.” She snapped her fingers, stopped, and turned. “Dammit. A coffee pot for the club. We should have gotten one.”


  “We can pick one up today on our way there.”


  “How did we forget that? And what else did we forget? We need a list.”


  “I’m sure there are plenty of things that will make the list that we haven’t thought about yet.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Marcia started the list.


  In fact, by the time they reached the club at seven o’clock that evening, a number of things they’d forgotten had been added to the list and picked up along the way. Leah arrived a few minutes later, as did Ross and Loren and Kel. Ed and Hope Payne rolled in a few minutes later, followed by Mike and Julie, who was waddling a little slow with her ever-growing baby belly.


  “Sorry, I didn’t sleep well last night,” she said. “We might not stay very late.” She patted her tummy. “I’m apparently growing a soccer player.”


  “Yikes,” Leah said. “I’m helping Marcia with the door, so you can take it easy. You really should relax tonight.”


  “Thanks. I’m so tired, I’m not even sure I can count without taking off my shoes.” She looked down. “But I can’t even see my toes anymore.”


  “You know,” Ross said, “we might want to build the office out sooner rather than later.”


  Derrick pointed a finger at him. “You’re an instigator. You and Kaden, both.”


  “Who, meee?” Ross grinned. “I’m innocent.”


  “Bullshit,” Loren muttered, smiling.


  Ross’ hand shot out and he grabbed her hair, pulling her in close and forcing her to tip her head back and expose her throat. “What was that, girl?”


  “Um, nothing, Sir.”


  He kissed her exposed flesh. “Uh huh.”


  “In his absence, I can attest that Kaden is definitely an instigator,” Leah said.


  “Are you guys going to play tonight?” Marcia asked Ross.


  “Maybe. Let’s see how the night plays out,” Ross said. “I want to help DM for sure.”


  Leah grinned. Tonight, she’d dressed in jeans and a black blouse, and a leather play collar. “My ass is safe tonight, at least.”


  “Lucky you,” Loren snarked.


  Marcia suspected that, had Kaden been home, they still wouldn’t have played tonight. Playing at home, or at a private party, was one thing. She couldn’t remember them ever going to a fetish event or another club with them where they did play. They just went and hung out with everyone.


  She knew Leah had a traumatic past, although she didn’t know the details. Leah never played with anyone but Kaden when they did play, and it was always a very strictly choreographed scene that never failed to take her breath away.


  Marcia suspected that, unlike herself and many others, Leah actually needed the level of play Kaden did with her. It wasn’t just for funsies. It was something to help soothe and ground Leah. She wouldn’t be the first—or the last—person to need it for more than just play.


  The men got coolers of ice brought in and positioned in the kitchen area while Leah and Marcia prepared their entry zone. Marcia had picked up a locking cash box for tonight, along with some change. Even though everyone had been asked to bring exact change, it wouldn’t surprise her to have one or two people who couldn’t read and follow instructions to the letter.


  By the time eight o’clock arrived, their scheduled start time, they had a line of people out the door waiting their turn to be checked in, show their IDs to verify they were at least eighteen years of age, sign a basic boilerplate liability waiver, and pay their fee. Their kinky friend who’d brought his DJ equipment had the place filled with music, and the lights that they’d put up, in addition to temporary lighting courtesy of Kaden’s Christmas lights, filled the space with the right atmosphere.


  It actually felt like a dungeon. Marcia had thought it might take them a couple of parties to tweak things before they really got the vibe right, but no, it felt good.


  Almost immediately, people started playing on the equipment. And still, she and Leah were checking people in.


  At one point, Derrick had wandered over to check on them and she waved him away, too busy to deal with his curiosity.


  Yes, they were making money. So far, they looked to be on track to have every last person on the RSVP list show up, which was unheard of for any party.


  By the time ten o’clock rolled around, they’d locked the front door so Leah and Marcia could go eat. Everyone who had RSVPd had arrived before the ten o’clock cut-off time for entry.


  “Wristbands,” Leah said. “That, or an inkpad and hand stamp.” She pointed at Tony, who was monitoring the front door and playing gatekeeper for people going outside to smoke. “It’ll make it easier to tell who’s paid and who hasn’t.”


  Marcia added it to her list. “I like the idea of wristbands. I end up washing my hands so much that I’m afraid the ink will come off.”


  “We should have nametags for the DMs and volunteers,” Leah added.


  Marcia added that to the list, too. “Think I can get the guys to wear those orange safety vests? I saw them at a dollar-store booth at the flea market last weekend.”


  “Not a chance in hell,” Leah said.


  “Dammit. Oh, well.”


  Marcia stared around. One guy was currently getting a blow job from his submissive, who was tied down to a bench. In one hand, he had a paddle and kept reaching down her body to smack her ass. One woman was bound face-out to one of the St. Andrew’s crosses. Blindfolded and gagged, her Dominant was inviting people to reach in and grope her while he kept her coming with a vibrator.


  Another couple, the man was the one bound to a bench while his wife reddened his ass with a cane.


  And…more. All over, people were playing, talking, watching. Two naked women were kissing and fondling each other on one of the couches while their Dominants stood there, watching them.


  Marcia added another item to her list so she wouldn’t forget.


  Wipe couches down every night.


  She was working on an opening and closing procedures list to make it easier on all of them. Less worrying about forgetting to do something.


  Derrick walked over and sat down, a red plastic cup in hand. “Well?”


  Marcia patted the cash box sitting in front of her on the table. “I haven’t counted it yet, but yes, we covered basic monthly expenses for the night. Everyone showed up.”


  He looked shocked. “Everyone?”


  “Yep. Seventy-two people.”


  “Holy fuck,” he whispered before he took another sip from his cup.


  “Exactly.” She pointed around the room. “Imagine doing this twice a month.We could actually have it support itself once we finish doing improvements.”


  She could tell her husband was still processing that.


  Leah looked amused. “Kaden’s going to be really sorry he missed this. One of the partners up in Atlanta had a family emergency and it couldn’t be helped.”


  “No, work and family has to come first,” Marcia assured her. “We had enough help. But we really appreciate you still coming out for this. I definitely couldn’t have managed this without you.”


  “We’re happy to help. I feel a little responsible since Kaden sort of egged him on.”


  Marcia stared at Derrick, whose eyes peeked over the top of his cup. “Whut?” he asked.


  She poked him in the chest. “Don’t whut me, Mister Master.” She smiled. “You did good.”


  He lowered the cup. “Hey, I’m no idiot. I couldn’t have done this without all of you helping.”


  “I suspect the next guest list will be even larger,” Leah said. “Especially once word of this gets out. The people who didn’t RSVP, they’re going to wish they had.”


  “Yeah, well, there were a hundred on the original list,” Marcia said. “Thank god they didn’t all reply. That would have been too many at once.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Derrick still felt stunned. Yes, it would have been too many people. Hell, he hadn’t been expecting this many people. And so far, nearly everyone he’d talked to asked when the next party was scheduled, and had asked to be notified and included on the invite list.


  Two parties like this—or larger—every month would easily pay the expenses.


  Meaning they wouldn’t have to shell out much of their own money for running it.


  No, he wasn’t planning on it making them rich. But that it looked like it might eventually operate in the black instead of the red was…amazing.


  Ed and Hope Payne sat at one of the tables. The attorney was looking around the room, watching various scenes, probably. Derrick followed his gaze and saw two of their friends, George and Amy. George had his cock down Amy’s throat as he smacked her ass on the bench.


  This was a party.


  He stood. “Want me to go lock that up?” Kel had given him a key to his place for just that reason. They didn’t want to lock it in a car for fear of it getting stolen. Not that they didn’t trust their friends, but no reason to tempt fate.


  Marcia handed it to him. “Sure. Don’t need it, now. Everyone’s here.”


  Tony let him out the front door. He walked around the building, the music barely audible out here, between the hum of the AC units near the large roll-up doors and the sound of traffic on the nearby road.


  Walking around the end of the building, he waited until safely locked in Kel’s office to unlock the box and count the till.


  Over fourteen hundred dollars.


  Cash.


  Holy fuck.


  Yes, he was an accountant. He was used to dealing with money figures and tallies and P&L sheets and all of that.


  But to see that his little brainchild had actually come to fruition, that just…


  Mind…blown…


  He left the box on the desk and walked back to the space. The large clay flowerpot filled with kitty litter and sitting near the front door wouldn’t do long-term as their ashtray, that much was obvious. They’d need something better than that. Already, it was nearly choked with butts.


  Marcia and Leah still sat at the table. “Add a smoking receptacle to the list, please.”


  “Already did,” Marcia said. “Tony told me.”


  “Ah.” He stared at her for a moment before grabbing her and kissing her, hard.


  She came up for air smiling. “Not that I’m complaining, but what was that for?”


  “For loving me. For being my slave and my wife, and my partner. For supporting me and my crazy ideas. And for being you.”


  She gently poked him in the chest. “Well, I do love you. You’re stuck with me.”


  “Good, because I think it’d kill me to lose you.”


  Chapter Seven


  


  When Marcia and Derrick finally returned home a little before five Sunday morning, Marcia felt the good kind of exhausted, but also the wide-awake kind of exhausted.


  Due in part to all the coffee she’d consumed that night.


  And due, in part, to the scenes and play she’d witnessed. Play she hadn’t been able to partake in because they’d been too busy supervising things.


  She was lying naked in bed when Derrick emerged from the bathroom and shut the light off.


  “I figured you’d be asleep already,” he said as he climbed into bed.


  She snuggled tightly against him. “Nope.”


  It took him a moment. “Ah.” He rolled over on top of her, finding her hands and pinning them over her head, making her clit throb.


  He squeezed her hands. “Stay.”


  When he released her hands and started kissing his way down her body, she whimpered but her hands stayed right there. She knew he’d take his time when he was like this.


  Her breasts first, his mouth enclosing one nipple, sucking, nipping, while he kneaded her other breast with his hand. Each pull of his mouth seemed to tug right on her clit, making her pussy wetter by the second. He worked his way back and forth, taking his time and making no move to head south.


  Then, he sat up. “Stay right there.”


  She let out another whimper but didn’t move as he got out of bed. When he returned, she wasn’t sure what he had, at first.


  Until he shoved her legs apart and pushed them up and back, her knees touching her chest. “Hold them for me. Open wide.”


  She felt subspace settling in as she obeyed and felt him tuck a towel under her ass. Followed by the feel of his fingers, covered with lube, pressing against her ass.


  Heart racing, she dug her fingers into the backs of her knees as he slowly started prepping her. Oh, he was going to make her work for it tonight, burn off the nervous sexual energy filling her.


  And as he finally eased a third finger into her ass several minutes later, she let out a loud moan, unable to hold it back any longer.


  “That’s right. You know what’s coming next.”


  Sure enough, he removed his fingers and seconds later, the lubed and condom-clad head of the large butt plug pressed against her rim. Wider than his cock at its widest point, he always used it on her before he fucked her ass so he knew he wouldn’t hurt her.


  Once it was seated inside her, he went to the bathroom, washed his hands, and returned to kneel between her legs. “Do not come,” he ordered in his stern voice.


  The voice she knew not to fuck with. His full-on Master voice.


  Then he bent between her legs and licked the full length of her pussy, from entrance to the top of her clit and back again, pulling another loud moan out of her. She’d involuntarily started bringing her legs together, but his hands grabbed onto the backs of her thighs, fingers digging in, and shoved them wide apart.


  “I said open wide.” She heard the wzhip of the cane just before it bit into the backs of her thighs, making her cry out before he leaned in and licked her clit and pussy again.


  He kept this game up for a while, the next several cane strokes not nearly as hard as the first one, just enough to keep her attention and help keep her from coming.


  Reaching in, he tugged on the base of the butt plug, making her moan. “What do you think, slave? You ready to take me?”


  “Yes…Sir…”


  He played with it some more, tugging, pressing, not quite fucking her with it. “You suuure?”


  “Yes Sir.”


  She felt something pressing at the entrance of her pussy, and then he was sliding it inside her. Only after she heard the noise did she realize it was an inflatable vibrating dildo. He took his time, licking her clit on occasion as he filled her with the device, stretching her to what felt impossibly full, but she knew differently.


  This wasn’t her first rodeo with the man.


  Finally, satisfied it was inside her and not going anywhere, he sat up and got the butt plug removed. After taking it into the bathroom, he returned and lay on the bed, rolling a condom onto his stiff cock before slathering it with lube.


  “You know what to do.”


  On wobbly legs, she managed to sit up and straddle him, impaling her ass on his cock, watching his gorgeous green eyes as she felt his cock replace the butt plug inside her.


  “Good girl,” he said, reaching up to switch on the vibrator.


  She moaned.


  “That’s right, baby,” he said. “You want them, you’ll have to earn them. You can keep coming as long as you’re fucking my cock.” He grinned. “Start riding.”


  He added pinching her nipples to the mix, sending her over the edge as she started bouncing up and down on his cock. She suspected he was at the edge of his energy. Like this, it wouldn’t take long for him to get off, between the sadism and the tightness of her ass clamped around his cock. Sure enough, she heard his breath quicken.


  “That’s it, baby,” he hoarsely said. “Keep doing that.”


  She bounced harder, faster, despite barely being able to think with how hard she was now coming. Finally, he released her nipples and grabbed her hips, thrusting up hard inside her several times as he emptied his balls inside the condom.


  She slumped over him, forcing him to feel for the switch to the vibrator to shut it off.


  “I think we need a shower now,” he joked.


  “Maybe,” she mumbled, content to fall asleep right there, like that, despite knowing she’d be sore and itchy as hell in the morning.


  He gently poked her shoulder. “Sweetie, we need a shower now.”


  “Ugh.”


  She didn’t move.


  He let out a sigh. “Please don’t make me tickle you.”


  She sat up. “I’m up.”


  He deflated the dildo and when she rose up onto her knees, he pulled it from her as his limp cock slid out of her ass.


  “Okay, I guess we need a shower,” she said.


  “Duh.”


  Twenty minutes later, the toys were clean, they were clean, and they were snuggled back in bed.


  And Marcia felt decidedly sleepy this time, with the nicely stinging cane stripes across her ass and thighs.


  He kissed her. “Better?”


  “Much,” she mumbled. “I needed that.”


  “Sorry we didn’t get to play tonight.”


  “Don’t worry. I figured that would happen.”


  “I didn’t. I thought we’d at least be able to play.”


  “It’s okay.”


  “No, it’s not.”


  She looked up. “Derrick, if you’re trying for pillow talk, you’re failing miserably.”


  “I want this to be fun for us, too.”


  “I know you do, and I appreciate it, but let’s be realistic. Until we figure out what we’re doing and work out a routine, and get more volunteers, we’ll be shouldering the major burden. It’s okay.”


  “I guess I thought once the initial work was done it’d get easier.”


  She lifted her head. “Really?”


  “Well, yeah. I mean, I knew we’d still have stuff to do, but I thought it’d get at least marginally easier.”


  They obviously weren’t going to sleep until he got this out of his system. “Look, I knew it would be work. It will continue to be work. Eventually, it’ll get to a point where yes, we can play, too. Right now, I’m okay with this. I saw how much fun people were having. It was great energy. Everyone had a blast. Julie and I are going to send out follow-up e-mails asking for suggestions. I’m okay with this.”


  “Are you sure?” He sounded far from convinced.


  “Have I ever hesitated to speak my mind before?”


  “True.”


  “You can feel guilty all you want but it’s wasted energy. I appreciate you feeling guilty, but you don’t need to.” She laid her head on his chest. “I think what we’re doing is a good thing. I’m glad we’re doing this.”


  “I couldn’t have done it without you, you know.”


  She smiled. “I know. But it’s nice to hear you say it. Now, go to sleep, and no waking me up before coffee, unless you want to risk the wrath of a really grumpy slave tomorrow.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Derrick lay there, still awake even after he felt her body relax and heard her breathing slow and deepen.


  He couldn’t help it. He felt guilty she’d had to work as hard as she had and didn’t even get to play and enjoy it.


  Yes, the energy tonight had been amazing. It was wonderful seeing so many of their friends playing and happy and having a great time, and knowing their hard work was the reason.


  The start of something big.


  Closing his eyes, he knew he wouldn’t get to sleep anytime soon. So many ideas raced through his mind, things to do for the club, things to check on, stuff to prep before the next party, ways to improve what they’d done. Equipment to build, things he’d like to do…


  So much.


  Talk about a to-do list from hell.


  He did worry a little about liability. That was a large number of people to have gathered together. It was only a matter of time before something happened, accidentally or as a result of play, that opened them to liability.


  Getting insurance, which he still hadn’t done yet, had now moved to the top of his priority list. Yes, Kel had insurance on the unit, but they needed their own liability insurance.


  But whose name to put it in? He didn’t want to put it in his business name, that would be silly as well as an unnecessary risk. Not to mention he didn’t want the club tied to his accounting business. He didn’t really want the LLC having his personal name on it, either.


  I guess there is a talk with Kaden in my near future.


  He’d hoped to avoid a massive outlay in legal expenses, because that would only piss Marcia off on top of the work they had to put into the space, but if he didn’t want to have that worry hanging over his head he knew he’d have to figure out a way to swing it.


  I’m a lucky guy. I hope my luck holds and she doesn’t kill me when we have to spend that money to incorporate.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Early Monday morning, Derrick met Ed Payne for breakfast a little after six o’clock. He wasn’t exactly sure why his friend had called him late yesterday evening and asked for the meeting—although he had his suspicions.


  From the tone of his friend’s voice, he knew it had to be pretty serious. Marcia drove separately that morning, not wanting to leave so early for work.


  Once the waitress took their order, Ed wasted no time. He leaned in and dropped his voice.


  “You can’t do this every month,” Ed told him. “The parties. You can’t. Not like that.”


  “Sure we can. Twice a month.”


  “Seriously. There were people having sex.”


  “Blowjobs aren’t sex.”


  Ed arched an eyebrow at him. “Really? Don’t even.”


  “Hey, it was a great party. Like a giant house party without the house.” Although he already knew exactly where Ed was going with this.


  Ed slowly shook his head at Derrick. “I was thinking you were going to have twenty-five, thirty people. Maybe fortyish. Max. You cannot run this like a garage party. You had over sixty people there. This needs to get set up as a business, immediately. And you can’t let people have any kind of sex. Vibrator play, yes. Otherwise, that’s just asking to get you shut down. When I called Kaden yesterday, he told me he went through all the zoning stuff with you a while back.”


  “There were seventy-two people, not counting us and everyone who helped out as a DM or volunteer. But we’re not even a business. We’re just renting the space.”


  “Exactly. That’s even worse, because it puts not only you and Marcia at risk, but Kel, too. Look, I’m your friend. More importantly, I’m your attorney’s business partner. And I’m telling you, you cannot run this place like that. It needs to be legal, or you’re asking to get shut down and risking you and your friends getting outed. You need to set it up as a private membership club, with an offshore parent company owning the LLC to keep people’s names off it. Don’t give me any excuses, because Kaden said he went over this with you already.”


  “Yeah,” he grumbled. “And are you going to handle my divorce for free when Marcia kills me for spending that much money on what’s supposed to be a hobby?”


  Ed grinned. “If you’re dead, she’ll be a widow. Kaden and I will handle her probate and murder trial for gratis. It’ll be great free promo for the firm. And for the club.”


  “Gee, thanks.” Derrick sipped his coffee.


  “Seriously. FYI, Kaden agreed with me that you need to do this the right way.”


  “Spoken like my attorneys.”


  “Spoken like your friends. The last thing I want to see you do is lose your business or your house or your marriage—or even your freedom, depending on what happens—over all of this. It’s not worth it. The peace of mind alone should make it worth your while.”


  Derrick sat back, mulling it over. In the back of his mind, he’d suspected he’d get an ass-chewing from Kaden over it once his friend got home, but thought he might at least have a few days until that happened. “So how long will this take to do? And what do we tell people for the next party?”


  “The truth. You e-mail the new rules in the next invite and tell them your attorney came down on you for it. They all know Kaden, if not me. Anyone who’s not okay with the new rules? Well, they don’t get to come to the party. Eventually, they’ll have to decide if they really want to miss out on the fun when they keep hearing about what everyone’s doing. They want sex, they can do it at home. Of everyone there, only about five of them had ‘sex’ that would have triggered an arrest. And most of the people who came to the party don’t have a St. Andrew’s cross in their living room.”


  “True.” Derrick turned his coffee cup around in circles in front of him. “I hate being a hard-ass.”


  “You’re not being a hard-ass, you’re being a smart businessman. Kaden and I, we’re the ones being the hard-asses. Look, it’s going to be a lot easier to do this for the second party than go several parties, risking liability and arrest, and then drop the boom. Everyone knows that things will change as a result of what you learned from the first party.”


  “Fine.”


  “You know I’m right.”


  “Yeah, but Marcia’s going to kill me when she sees the legal bill.”


  “So I can go ahead and tell Kaden we can get started?”


  Derrick took a sip of coffee. “Yes,” he mumbled into his cup.


  


  * * * *


  


  Monday afternoon, Derrick was a little surprised to see Marcia’s car parked outside the club—and he was already thinking of it as the club—when he arrived. He thought she’d left the office nearly an hour earlier and had headed home. He’d stopped by to make sure they hadn’t forgotten to do any clean-up—yes, including the bathrooms—and to pick up their personal coolers so he could take them home and fill them with ice before the next party.


  He added another item to his mental checklist.


  Install icemaker kit on fridge.


  He wondered how hard the shit would hit the fan if she knew he’d authorized Kaden and Ed to get started on incorporating “Sarasota Venture Venue, LLC” and getting it insured.


  For those purposes, it would be listed as a private membership club for performance art, where they also conducted educational seminars and photo shoots.


  Kaden theorized that in the future they could rent the space out to riggers and photographers. And they would be holding classes, eventually. Even allow local kinky community groups to meet there.


  Inside, Derrick found Marcia on her hands and knees with a measuring tape, and drawing chalk lines on the floor around the front door area.


  “What are you doing?” he asked.


  “Planning the office.”


  “I thought we were going to wait a couple of months before we build out the office?”


  “We were.”


  She sat back and examined her work. She also had an old rag next to her, and he realized there were a couple of faint chalk lines she’d obviously rubbed out with the rag. Along with this, a pad of graph paper, a mechanical pencil, and an eraser.


  Apparently, that was all she was going to say.


  “So why are you doing this now? What changed?”


  “I’m trying to decide on the layout now that I know how the party went. Once I decide on the layout, I can plan it and see how it would function at the next party. Once I have it laid out the way I want, I can draw up the plans and we can buy the lumber, drywall, all of that.” She hooked a thumb over her shoulder. “I’ll start mapping out the changing room alcoves and upstairs loft areas next.”


  “You are really getting into this, aren’t you?”


  She looked at him as if seeing him for the first time. “You don’t get it, do you? We need to plan in advance for expenses like this. I had a ton of people volunteer to get supplies or buy things or hell, even outright donate money and manpower to help build it right. But we can’t count on that. I’m still not sure how we should handle the income. I guess we can run it through the accounting firm as miscellaneous income, for now. Of course, dealing with cash, we can just pay for expenses in cash, and then it’s an even wash that doesn’t get us in trouble with the IRS. We can buy stuff with our business cards and deduct it as an expense and then pay ourselves back with cash.”


  He didn’t mention what Ed had hammered home to him at breakfast. “We’ll figure it out. Right now, I want to go home, have dinner, and collapse.”


  “Yeah, there’s plenty of leftovers from dinner last night,” she said, once again enthralled in her work. “You can nuke something.”


  He briefly thought about playing the Master card.


  Only briefly.


  He suspected that would go over about as well as a pound of raw beef in a starving lion’s den.


  And he’d end up ripped to shreds just the same. He was already walking on paper-thin ice in terms of concealing what was going on with the business back-end stuff from her.


  “Can I help you do this?” he finally decided on as the smartest answer.


  “No thanks, I’m good. I’ll be home soon. I’m going to finish this while I still have good light. But thanks for offering.”


  “Okay.”


  He walked to the back to grab the coolers.


  “Derrick?”


  He turned to find her sitting back on her heels again. “Yeah, sweetie?”


  “I’ve been thinking about something.”


  He headed over to her and sat down next to her. “What?”


  “I mean, I know it’s anything goes at the house parties. Not much someone can really do about that, legally. You can’t arrest people for allowing other people to have sex in your house. But what if there’s a consent violation, real or alleged? Maybe we should specify what is and isn’t allowed when we send out the next round of invites.”


  He felt a little relief creep in. “That’s one of the things Ed wanted to talk about at breakfast this morning. They’re going to work up a new liability waiver.”


  “Okay.”


  “So in the next round of invites, we’ll suggest that it’s better to keep things keyed back a little.”


  “How do we word that?”


  “I’ll think of something. I’m sure Kaden and Ed will have suggestions.”


  Boy, would they.


  “It’s just Saturday night felt so…real. I know that sounds stupid, but it wasn’t like a few people at a house party. It felt almost like a club vibe. In a good way.”


  “I know.” He went quiet as he glanced at her clipboard. He pointed. “Can I see that?”


  “Sure.” She handed it over.


  Hell, the quality of the plans she’d sketched out was damn good. “Where’d you learn to do this?”


  “Duh, I told you. I picked up a lot of this on job sites. My step-dad. If you hadn’t convinced me to work with you, I probably would have gone for my contractor’s license.”


  “Maybe we should still let you go for your contractor’s license.”


  “Uh, yeeeaaah, no. One more job. Nooo, thank you.” She took back the clipboard. “I have my hands full with our business and now this place. Like I said, I’m just glad you’re not working for Dad anymore.”


  They’d met after Derrick had gone to work for her father at his accounting firm. He’d worked there for a couple of years before they opened their own office, Marcia coming to work with him.


  “Yeah, that might have made things tricky,” Derrick admitted.


  She snorted. “Not just tricky, but impossible. He would have been all over us about this.”


  Her father had just retired last year, turning all his clients and employees over to Derrick and Marcia. He and his wife now had an RV and toured the country with their two dogs.


  He got up and retrieved their coolers, loaded them in his car, and returned. “You want me to stay with you?”


  She didn’t look up from her sketches. “Nope, I’m good. I’ll be out of here well before dark.”


  “Okay.”


  As he drove home, he realized maybe he’d created a monster. Marcia was just as tenacious as he was. Now that she’d thrown herself into being involved with the club, she seemed to be all in.


  Whether or not she’d murder him in his sleep when she saw the tab from Kaden and Ed remained to be seen. Hopefully, it wouldn’t stifle her enthusiasm for the club.


  Because he damn sure knew he really needed her help with it. The club wouldn’t support hiring paid employees, and he needed her keen eye for detail and organizational skills.


  I hope this wasn’t a big mistake.


  Chapter Nine


  


  The next Monday afternoon, Marcia walked into Derrick’s office, closed the door, then slammed the papers in her hand down onto his desk.


  Considering there were only three pieces of paper, he considered that quite the feat.


  “What the fuck is this shit?” she scrispered.


  That was what he’d dubbed her “screaming whisper,” the tone of voice she used when she wanted to dress him out for something but not have the entire office hear it.


  “Um, papers?” he innocently suggested.


  “Why did we get an invoice from Ed Payne and Kaden Erikkson for legal and incorporation services?”


  He felt his balls shrivel.


  Oh, fuck.


  He’d meant to tell Ed to send that to the club’s mailbox over at the industrial complex. “I love yo—”


  “Oooh no. Don’t.” She jabbed a finger at him, still scrispering at him. “Do not even. Eight thousand dollars? Are you shitting me? I could have done it online at one of those legal sites for like a hundred dollars!”


  “Hey, I got the friends and family discount—”


  She held the finger up at him. “No. No. We talked about this, and said we weren’t going to sink our own money into this.”


  “No, technically, that’s not what—”


  “Derrick!” she shrieked.


  He imagined the whole outer office probably froze and went silent for a moment, listening, before getting back to work.


  She lowered her voice. “Eight thousand dollars?”


  He raised his hands to placate her. “It’s okay. Look, seriously, you were worried about liability. This fixes everything so no one can pierce the corporate veil.”


  She stared at him. “Eight thousand dollars?”


  “Kaden set up an offshore corporation in the Caymans for us. It owns the LLC that has signed the new lease with Kel, and for the new bank account and stuff. It’s tricky now with all the Homeland Security bullshit because they’re looking for drug traffickers and stuff and—”


  “Eight. Thousand. Dollars!”


  “Part of it was the bank account we needed to create. Kaden got everything set up, including the insurance. There’s even a business license, state sales tax certificate, EIN for the IRS—the whole thing. It’s its own self-contained entity that is completely untraceable back to us personally for the sake of liability.”


  She stared at him for several long, uncomfortably silent minutes. Finally, “Give me one damn reason why I shouldn’t divorce your ass right now? Derrick, eight thousand dollars? Eight hundred? Okay, I would have given you stink-eye over that, but no problem. Eight thousand? Do you have any idea how much we’ll have to make, or how long it’ll take to make it back, in addition to operating expenses holding parties once or twice a month?”


  “We’ve got that handled. We’re now a private membership club. Everyone has to pay an annual membership fee, and then there will be door fees after that. It’s totally legit, and that will help with a cash flow bump. We’ll be open every weekend, and have a steady membership. And, even better, it gives us a legal basis to exclude people without worrying about asshats trying to get in. They have to apply to join. Kaden even found that the USDOJ has a sex offenders registry that’s free to check. There’s one specifically for the state of Florida, too. We’ll run everyone through them before they can become a member.”


  She sank into one of the chairs in front of his desk. “Derrick, what have you gotten us into? We have a full-time job! This place! Which, FY-fucking-I, it pays our goddamned bills!”


  “We’ll have volunteers,” he continued, explaining it the same way Kaden had laid it out to him when he picked up all the paperwork from him Sunday morning at brunch while their women had gone out to some farmer’s market.


  The man was a genius.


  “We’ll have listed rules,” he continued, “which everyone who signs the liability waiver has to agree to. No drugs, no alcohol, no sex. Remember how you were worried about rape claims and stuff? Problem solved. We can’t allow it. No sex.”


  “Who is going to come to a damn BDSM party where they can’t have any sex at all? Probably half our friends do orgasm play. And, hellooo, so do we!”


  “Orgasm play would still be allowed. But no sex. They prohibit it at the fetish nights at bars all the time. Other BDSM clubs have that rule, too.”


  “Yeah, and they can drink at bars and some of those BDSM clubs, which are actually swingers clubs.”


  “Ah, but they can’t be naked at the bars.” These had been the same arguments he’d tossed at Kaden, and the genius answers Kaden had lobbed right back at him.


  She stared at him, looking totally confused. “What?”


  Which he’d expected, because that had been his exact response to Kaden.


  “They can’t be naked at a fetish night at a bar,” Derrick said. “No alcohol being served means full nudity. That’s how the other BDSM clubs handle it, from what Kaden found out. I don’t know how some of the swingers clubs handle it, and I don’t care. No sex, no booze, no problem. Also, reduced liability and paperwork for us. There is nothing against the law about people in a private club, who are not having sex, being naked. It’s not a public space. There aren’t any minors present. It’s perfectly legal.”


  She didn’t look convinced. “Again, I ask, is Kaden going to pay our bills if we get sued and lose everything?”


  “See, that’s the beauty of this. The worst that can happen is that we get closed down and someone takes whatever is inside the place. That’s it.”


  “No, the worst that can happen is someone calls the cops one night, and everyone gets perp-walked out in full fetish gear in front of TV cameras.”


  “Nope. That was settled down in Miami. They tried doing that down there, and the judge threw it out.”


  “That doesn’t help us during the actual perp walk.”


  “We verified it with the sheriff’s office.” He ticked off each point on his hand. “If we are a private membership club, and we’re not selling alcohol or allowing it on the premises, and we’re not allowing sex or drugs, we’re good. We’re better off than some of the dang vanilla membership halls that serve beer and wine at their places and hold bingo nights.”


  He saw he still had some convincing to do from the doubt painted on her face.


  “What about the health department?” she asked. “For the food.”


  “We’re not doing food prep, and we’re not selling prepared food. Pot lucks are excluded.”


  She closed her eyes and tipped her head back. “Fuck,” she whispered. “We can’t run a second business. We don’t have enough free time as it is.”


  “You said it yourself, you don’t need to be here five days a week. You take Fridays off.”


  “Great, and work half the damn night at the club instead. Terrific.”


  “We’ll get volunteers.”


  “How do we make sure they don’t rob us blind?”


  “We have to trust someone. And we can accept credit cards now, because of the bank account. Kaden ordered us one of those credit card readers, and we’ll hook it to a tablet.”


  “A tablet?”


  “Okay, Kaden’s donating that to the club. He bought an Android tablet for us to use.”


  She glared at him. “Go on.”


  “Kaden and Leah have offered to help run the front office at least one weekend a month, at first. Tony, Kel, Scrye, and several others have volunteered to be DMs and house staff. So we just have to work on office volunteers.”


  “This is soooo wrong.”


  He got up and rounded the desk, dropping to his knees in front of her.


  Fuck anyone who said Masters didn’t grovel. They did when they realized they’d pushed their wives well past the point any rational human being would agree to and were trying to save their fucking marriage.


  “Babe,” he softly said, “remember when Tom died? Remember how we had to have a vanilla kind of memorial for him at the damn beach? People couldn’t even freely dress how they wanted to respect him. We had nearly a hundred people there that day. Remember how everyone said we wished we had a place of our own? Remember how Dave dropped off the house party host list because an hour after he got the last person out of there at the last one he hosted, a sheriff’s deputy showed up investigating a noise complaint because he didn’t pay attention and let someone get drunk and start spanking someone in his freaking backyard? Okay, totally his own fault, but still.”


  The edges seemed to soften on her glare, just a little.


  Maybe a slight thaw to the frost?


  “I know it’s a lot of money,” he continued, “but we did this the right way. We didn’t half-ass it and leave ourselves exposed. Seriously, Kaden didn’t charge me anything but fees, not even for his time. Another donation he made to the club. Normally he’d charge fifteen grand—”


  “Fifteen grand? Are you shitting me?”


  Okay, they were heading in the wrong direction. “The point is, we’re good. We’re golden. From insurance, to liability, to asset protection. We are secure and protected. And Kel is protected.”


  She stared at him for a long, long time. He’d actually started holding his breath as he waited, which he only realized when he had to breathe, or pass out.


  “You fucking owe me,” she finally said.


  “I know.”


  “You owe me a lot.”


  “I know.”


  She sighed and tipped her head back, staring at the ceiling for a minute. “I am not cleaning fucking bathrooms. You get to do that, Mister Master.” She leveled her gaze at him. “Understood?”


  He nodded. “Totally. Bathroom grunt. Got it.”


  She poked him in the chest. “What other surprises have you not told me about yet? Because, seriously, you drop another one like this on me? I’m divorcing your ass.”


  “This was it. I swear.” It would have been better had he not screwed up. His plan had been to do a loan to the company and pay Kaden out of that in a couple of installments, so it didn’t appear to Marcia’s eagle eyes like such a large hit all at once to the budget.


  Then again, she likely would have seen right through his ruse when she took over the bookkeeping for the club. He hadn’t anticipated she’d get quite this involved in the back-end of things.


  In a way, it was good that she was. Knowing his tenacious wife, it would pretty much insure the club’s success.


  She stared him down for several long, uncomfortable minutes during which he was way too smart to interrupt by talking. Finally, she blew out another long breath and when she spoke, her tone had gentled.


  “I’m serious. I don’t want this to fuck up our marriage or our business or our lives.”


  “It won’t. I won’t let it.”


  As she pulled herself out of the chair, he stood. When he opened his arms to her for a hug, she finally stepped into his embrace.


  “Don’t let me down, mister,” she mumbled against his chest.


  He kissed the top of her head. “Baby, I won’t. I swear. You’re the most important thing to me, in my life.”


  She looked up at him. “I’d better be.” But her smile told him he was forgiven.


  Mostly.


  Because then she poked him, hard, in the chest. “You’re taking me out for dinner, buddy. I shouldn’t have to cook. If we can blow eight grand on that damn club, you can spring for pizza.”


  “Done.”


  She let him kiss her before disengaging from his embrace. She grabbed the papers from his desk and shook them at him. “You were going to have these sent to the club, weren’t you?”


  He wasn’t stupid enough to try to lie his way out of it. “Yeah.”


  “Forgot, huh?”


  He nodded.


  She slowly shook her head at him before heading to the door. “Don’t you ever try that shit again, either, buddy. Or you’ll have one pissed off slave on your hands who won’t mind going all Toppy on your ass for once.”


  She left, closing the door behind her.


  Fortunately, not slamming it shut.


  He rounded his desk and heavily sat.


  That was close.


  It didn’t take long before a smile creased his face. If Marcia had forgiven him that quickly and easily, it meant she wasn’t nearly as upset as she let on. Yes, she was upset. No doubt about that.


  He also knew that she likely understood that, in the long run, they’d made the smart move by doing this, even though it cost them money up front. They would eventually get the money back from the club. It might take a while, but it would happen.


  Because by doing things this way, it meant they could really go forward with it without fear and make it a success.


  Chapter Ten


  


  With all the paperwork now safely filed, and with all the legal Is dotted and Ts crossed, Derrick and Marcia set out to plan the second party. Yes, a week later than they’d intended to hold it, but that was all right.


  This party would be even better. Larger. Because now they could do things properly.


  Marcia bought an inexpensive laptop for the club and, with Julie’s help, created an Excel spreadsheet to go with the membership liability forms Kaden and Ed had come up with. Everyone would get a membership number so they wouldn’t have to fill out forms every time they came. Just once a year. For tonight, she was dropping them facedown into a banker’s box to be three-hole-punched and filed in binders later.


  Note to self, pre-punch the forms.


  And buy a printer that makes cheap copies.


  At this rate, they’d have the office fully equipped before it was even built.


  She also created a daily sales spreadsheet to help her with the bookkeeping later on.


  And she’d purchased four long folding tables and set them up where the path through the screens emptied. People could stand there and fill out the forms at the tables before making it to her at the computer. Leah would run the USDOJ sex offender search before taking their money or swiping their credit card, while Marcia entered their information into the computer.


  To make things more palatable for the temporary price hike, they were giving people the night for “free” as part of their annual membership fee. For the next year, after this party, they would be all the same lower price.


  So far, the RSVPs with the modified rules, pricing, and information, were still rolling in just as fast as they had for the first party, if not faster.


  No one seemed to mind the new “no sex” rule, once they clarified that vibrator and orgasm play was allowed, just no actual sex.


  Yes, Kaden gloated over that when Marcia remarked on it one evening during a final planning session at the club the Wednesday before their second party.


  “Say it,” she snarked.


  “Told you so,” he quipped. “People would rather play. They can have sex at home. They can’t always spank each other at home. Especially if there are kids or parents living in the same house. They can play here, get horny, and go home or to a hotel to fuck like bunnies.”


  “We’re going to need towels and a washer and dryer,” she said, arching an eyebrow at Kel. “We can’t count on people bringing their own towels like they should, even though we suggest it in the e-mail. I assume our landlord will figure out the logistics on how to make that happen before the third party, as long as we buy the machines?”


  Kel gave her a thumbs-up. “Yes, ma’am.”


  Derrick snickered, elbowing his friend. “See how easy it is? Agreeing with her makes life simple.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Not only had the RSVPs rolled in, the requests to invite others to the party had increased. If Marcia’s estimates were correct, they stood a chance of pulling in over two thousand dollars from this party. The first party had covered the rent and electric bill for the space, as well as started chipping away at their personal loans to the club for supplies. This party would help start chipping away at the improvements—and the legal bill for the incorporation paperwork and insurance.


  She’d crunched numbers looking five years into the future. If they were smart, they could have all the personal loans to the business paid back to them, be paying all the bills every month, as well as afford to make all the improvements quickly lengthening her “Dom-Do” list, and then start putting money aside to eventually expand.


  If they moved to being open four Saturdays a month, it would likely cut into the weekly attendance numbers, but it might bring in more new members. And they might be able to rent the space for photoshoots as well. Plenty of riggers were looking for spaces like that.


  It could be easy income.


  Well, if you counted giving up your Saturdays and working your ass off to support your hobby as “easy”.


  She would never in a million years admit to Derrick how excited she was about this. Yes, she’d been aggravated—and still was—but this was totally doable if they didn’t burn themselves out in the process. They were already going over a short-list of people who’d volunteered for office duty, people they knew they could trust handling computer duties and with the money, not to mention respecting people’s privacy.


  A lot of hard work? Absolutely it would be. At first. Unlike an accounting firm, where they were constantly having to keep abreast of the latest tax laws, where what they did for people was vital, this was different.


  This was fun.


  The people coming in were smiling, happy people, happy to be there, happy to get started doing what they’d come to do, happy to see their friends.


  Seeing an accountant, especially at tax time, was usually akin to seeing a dentist. Necessary, but not enjoyable in the least for most people.


  Unless they were the emotional kind of masochist.


  Even with the additional people, and the paperwork, everyone on their RSVP list had checked in by nine thirty. This time, Derrick was prepared. He had a deposit slip and Marcia prepared a drop for him to run to the bank so they didn’t have to worry about it.


  While he was gone, one of the new members to the munch group walked up.


  “Marcia?”


  She couldn’t remember her name. “Janie?”


  “Jenny.”


  “I’m sorry.” They shook. “What can I do for you?”


  “I was talking to my friend, Kendra, and she said you were looking for volunteers?”


  Behind Jenny, Leah caught Marcia’s eye and shrugged.


  Great, no help there.


  “We’re looking for a lot of volunteers. We’re actually having a meeting next Thursday, here, at eight. We’ll provide pizza and go over what we need and see who’s available to help out.”


  “Okay, great. I don’t even mind doing stuff like taking out the garbage and cleaning. I like to clean.”


  This had potential. “You do?” So far, a lot of people seemed extremely eager to help out in the office—which almost put her off of them as volunteers totally—but other than DMing, few had mentioned helping out with the actual maintenance and upkeep like this.


  Which was a little surprising. She’d thought for sure they’d have several service subs chiming in to help before now.


  Jenny smiled. “I’m a little OCD. Not a lot, but enough. I like to be helpful.”


  Marcia spent some time talking with Jenny. The girl was twenty-two, and a sweetheart.


  She was also recently single, dumped three weeks earlier by her boyfriend, who’d introduced her to the lifestyle. Fortunately, he’d moved out of the area.


  Unfortunately, she’d moved here with him from Georgia six months ago, and only knew three people from the local munch group. Moving back to Georgia wasn’t really an option for her. Besides, she wanted to stay in Florida.


  Now she was recently single, lonely, trying to make new friends outside of work, and trying to meet people in the local community.


  After Derrick returned, Marcia went to talk with him. If it was solely up to her, she’d have already signed Jenny on as a volunteer. After telling him about Jenny, he nodded.


  “If you want her, ask her.”


  “What do you think?”


  “I think that I trust your judgment.”


  She went to go bounce it off Loren and Leah first. Their men were helping out as DMs tonight, Kaden currently supervising a fairly rough takedown and feral play scene, Ross tutoring some people in rope.


  In a few minutes, the four women were seated at one of the tables and discussing it. Marcia liked that Jenny had picked up on some of the same issues that she had already noted, and had some good suggestions.


  “My parents ran a professional cleaning service,” Jenny said. “In high school, I spent my summers making extra money cleaning offices with them at night.”


  “Will you come on Thursday at seven thirty, then?” Marcia asked.


  “I’m sorry, I thought you said eight earlier.”


  “I did, but I want to talk with you some more before the meeting starts.”


  Jenny beamed. “Thank you. Oh, if you pick me to volunteer, there will be someone with a key to come let me in, right? I don’t like to be late.”


  Loren and Leah exchanged a glance. “You’re hired,” they said together.


  “Hired?” Marcia asked. “There’s no pay.”


  “You know what we mean,” Leah said. “And if you don’t take her as a volunteer here, I’m going to take her as a volunteer. We just lost three at the charity I fundraise for. Speak now, or she’s coming with me.”


  Marcia figured if her two friends were already on board with Jenny, it’d be stupid for her not to be as well. “Then welcome aboard as our first nondrafted volunteer,” Marcia said. “Seven thirty on Thursday, and you can help me with the prep work.”


  Jenny beamed again. “Thank you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Jenny proved her worth that very night, staying behind after they closed, despite them assuring her it was okay for her to leave, and helping with clean-up.


  She even volunteered to tackle the bathrooms.


  While she was doing that, Derrick walked over to Marcia and leaned in. “She looking for a job? Hire her to take care of our house and office and free yourself a few hours every week. We wouldn’t have to worry about putting the toys away at home.”


  That had been her main objection to hiring a cleaning service for the house, having to worry about their privacy.


  “Seriously,” Leah said. “I’d hire her.”


  Kaden smacked her ass. “We have a cleaning wench. You.”


  She looked up at him and batted her eyes. “But, Sir, it would give me more time to volunteer here and at the charity.”


  Batt batt batt.


  Kaden rolled his eyes. “Okay, fine.” But his smile ratted him out.


  Leah did an adorable little puppy wiggle and kissed him. “Thank you, Sir.”


  Derrick snorted. “Nobody better ever tease me about ‘Mastering wrong’ again.” He directed a pointed gaze at Kel.


  Kel held up his hands. “Hey, you two are married and getting some on a regular basis. You’re obviously doing something right. I claim no moral high ground here. I was just teasing.”


  On the ride home, Marcia was going over her list on her phone.


  “So what did you think tonight?” Derrick asked.


  “I think we have a good start with Jenny, but we’re going to need at least ten other volunteers, in addition to the gang, to help us out. I know we’ll burn our friends out if we rely solely on them.”


  “I meant about the party in general, but okay.”


  Again, they hadn’t had a chance to play. They’d been too busy, and by the time the end of the night arrived, too tired.


  She turned to him. “Derrick, if you wanted a private clubhouse, you failed. We now have a business that has to, at the very least, survive long enough to make us back our money and hit the break-even point. Which, thanks to all the incorporation stuff, will take a while. We now have a business that needs to be run like a business. If you’d asked me all of this before signing the lease with Kel in the first place and deciding we were going to do it, I would have pointed alll of this out to you then. Master,” she added with more than a little snark.


  “In other words, suck it up?”


  “Yeah, basically. I love you, but you have nooo clue what it takes to keep our office going, do you?”


  Honestly? He didn’t. If she died tomorrow, he’d be fucked. “No,” he quietly said.


  She let out a sigh and put down the phone, reaching a hand over and laying it on his thigh. “I love you. And you’re stuck with me. But honestly? I wonder about you sometimes. Didn’t you think to look at the big picture when you were plotting all of this, or did Kaden forget to mention all of this to you when he was instigating?”


  “I guess I didn’t.” He laced his fingers through hers and squeezed. “I’m sorry, baby.”


  “No, it’s okay. I know that first night I could have nixed the deal then, despite a bunch of whining and pouting on your part, and kicking and screaming like a toddler on your part—metaphorically speaking—and it would have been the end of it. I could see how much you wanted this. I also suspected you were woefully unprepared for the realities. Kaden is an attorney and probably assumed you thought about all of this, too, which is why he didn’t push harder from the start when you scheduled the first party without doing all the paperwork first.”


  “So what else have I missed?”


  “That you need to help me find qualified volunteers. And we need people we can trust with keys and not to be running sex parties there on days we’re usually closed. Shit like that.”


  “Kel can help keep an eye on the place.”


  “I know, but he has a life and his own work, too. Again, we can’t keep relying on our friends. They’re fine with it for now, but eventually, they’re going to get tired of it.”


  “I guess I need to start attending more of the coffee times and munches in the area and talking to people.”


  “Yep. It means you’ll be DVRing a lot of stuff to watch at a later date, buster.”


  She felt a little badly for him. He loved to unwind by coming home and watching TV to take his mind off work and make him laugh. Especially sitcoms.


  Not anymore. Not for a while.


  “We can’t afford for me to hire someone full-time to do what I do at the office,” she said. “And even if we could, it would take me forever to train them. Most of what I know I learned through a lot of trial and a shit-ton of error. Mostly error, which is how I figured out what worked. That means I need you to give up your free time, too, or this club will not get off the ground and we’ll be out the money.”


  Another heavy sigh that saddened her. “What’s the five-year plan, again?” he asked.


  This time, it sounded like he was really listening to her and her words weren’t just washing over and around him like a river around a boulder. “To have all our loans to the club paid back, and to have the club earning enough every month to pay expenses, with a little in reserve for repairs and improvements. So that it’s a self-sufficient beast that doesn’t need cash infusions every time we turn around.”


  “Did I mention how much I love you?”


  “A few times, yes.”


  “If in five years, we’re at that point, or sooner, and you want out of this, we’ll see about selling it to someone.”


  She gentled her voice. “I’m not saying that right now. I loved seeing everyone happy, too. I want this to succeed, but not at the expense of us. Just work with me, and listen to me when I say stuff. Okay?”


  “Okay.”


  She smiled. “Trust me, I don’t care what anyone says, you’re Mastering right.”


  He chuckled.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  “We really need a class for newbies,” Leah said over dinner at Sigalo’s.


  Everyone gathered around the tables for dinner looked at Marcia.


  She set down her fork. “Okay, why do people look at me for stuff like that?”


  Derrick leaned in and kissed her. “Because they know who the true brains behind this operation is, and it’s not me, that’s for damn sure.”


  Six weeks into things following their first “real” party, as they thought of the second one. The club—which it now officially was—was scheduled to be open the first three Saturday nights of every month. That meant at least one—if not two—Saturday nights free every month for Derrick and Marcia and their volunteers.


  They’d had few problems so far. They’d refused memberships to three people who’d cropped up on the USDOJ sex offenders database. Derrick knew the sheriff’s office had sent undercover officers to the club, because one of them and his wife joined.


  The man had come in early for one of the play sessions, after watching a rope demo and joining, and had a private talk with Derrick.


  He’d told Derrick that as long as they kept doing what they were doing, they wouldn’t run afoul of the law. That once it was clear several different random visits had proven there wasn’t any sex going on, or any alcohol allowed, the club had dropped from the sheriff department’s list of interest.


  He’d also related the story of how the last undercover officer who’d been sent a couple of weeks earlier had almost been thrown out of the club when he’d asked one of the DMs if it was possible to hire anyone for sex through the club.


  Only after the guy claimed he was new and apologized profusely did the DM finally relent and let him stay.


  “Then he sat our guy down in a corner for over an hour and lectured him about proper etiquette in the lifestyle, what to do, what not to do, consensual play, all of that.” The detective laughed. “Our guy told our captain there was no way in hell he was coming back, because he didn’t want to sit through another lecture like a scolded kid when there were more important things to be focusing on. Like shutting down meth houses and human trafficking, not bothering people getting their consensual kink on in a warehouse.”


  Derrick had breathed a silent sigh of relief that his faith in his volunteer DM staff hadn’t been misplaced. “Any idea who the DM was, so I can thank him?”


  “A guy named Tony, I think.”


  Derrick laughed. “Then he’s damn lucky he didn’t get tossed out. He must have done a good job sucking up. Tony doesn’t hesitate to kick people out if they cause a problem or violate a rule.”


  Three people had shown up drunk and made it past the front door, just to be turned around by Tony and sent back out to sober up. And another guy, who’d started to follow his girlfriend into the women’s bathroom late one night just before closing, had also received a shoulder-tap from Tony before the couple could get up to any forbidden activity.


  When he’d tried to say he was only going in to help her with her corset, Tony had nailed him. “Try again. I saw you pull the condom from your bag, and she was naked in here twenty minutes ago, so she can’t claim she’s shy. You can help her with her corset out here.”


  They hadn’t been back, not that Derrick really wanted people like that as members, anyway. Someone who didn’t want to agree to follow their rules, or who wanted to try to skirt them, those weren’t people he wanted there.


  The most common violation they dealt with was cell phones being pulled out and glanced at to see the time. Those problems had drastically dropped when he’d found a large wall clock, with a digital screen you could see in the dark from nearly anywhere inside the playspace, and hung it over the bathroom doors.


  People couldn’t claim they couldn’t see it.


  “What kind of class, exactly?” Marcia asked, slightly mollified by her husband’s compliment.


  “I think we should have a couple of different ones,” Kaden said. “A general one, an overview of the lifestyle and kink in general. Then maybe one for submissives, especially female submissives. And one for Dominants.”


  “What about us switches?” Gilo asked with a grin from where he sat on the other side of Leah.


  Kaden rolled his eyes. “I’ve seen you be more of a brat and a SAM than a switch.”


  “A guy’s gotta have a hobby.”


  “You’re more like a bad habit,” Tilly playfully teased from her side of the table, where she sat next to her Master, Cris.


  “So back to the topic,” Leah said. “That was one of the things you’d said you wanted to do. I know we’ve had demos and stuff, but I think a regular class for newbies would be great. Hold it the same day each month so it becomes a fixture. It’ll help draw new members in. Even hold it the Saturday after the monthly munch so you can announce it there and hopefully get even more of a draw.”


  Derrick looked at Marcia. “I don’t have time to do it. You’d have to be the one to do it, so it’s your call.”


  Kel coughed something that suspiciously sounded like “Mastering wrong” before laughing.


  “I could put together a PowerPoint presentation,” Marcia said.


  “I’ll help you,” Loren offered. “I might not be able to teach it every month, but I’ll switch off with you.”


  There were assorted “ooohs” catcalled around the table from several men.


  “Ha, ha,” Loren said. “Grow up, guys. No girl-on-girl action from this girl.”


  “Damn,” Ross muttered, inciting another round of laughter from everyone. “Well, a Dom can dream,” he said.


  Loren and Marcia started tossing ideas around, with input from Leah, Tilly, and several other women.


  Derrick looked across the table at Kaden. “Your slave’s an instigator,” he teased. “Can’t you do something about that?”


  Kaden arched an eyebrow at him. “I could…but this is much more fun.” He grinned.


  


  * * * *


  


  The first class was scheduled. Marcia and Loren honed the PowerPoint presentation over the next week and a half until they had an outline they were happy with, one which could be covered within an hour and hopefully not overwhelm everyone.


  Loren used her past scuba diver instructor experience to fashion a relatable and easily understood analogy to explain the widely diverse world of kink, fetish, and alternative lifestyles.


  They weren’t sure if they’d even have any students show up. Marcia had Derrick buy a large flat-screen TV and hang it on the outside of the office wall. They already had cable TV with their Internet service, so they could use it for events like throwing Super Bowl parties, or movie nights, if they ran a cable for it through the office wall. She hooked her laptop up to it with an HDMI cable, and voila.


  Loren and Marcia arrived early that Saturday afternoon to prepare. Derrick would join them shortly to watch the office while they taught.


  And as person after person filed in, signed the short-form privacy agreement on their sign-in sheet on the office desk, and took a seat in the club, Loren and Marcia quickly realized they had a problem.


  It was looking like they would have a full house for this class.


  By the time Derrick arrived twenty minutes before the class was to start, Loren was inside with the over thirty people, talking to them, while Marcia was still checking people in.


  “Holy crap,” Derrick said as he walked around the counter. “Why didn’t you call me?”


  “Been a little busy, dear,” Marcia said, sliding past him. “Make sure everyone signs in.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “Inside. It’s packed in there.”


  The look of relief on Loren’s face when Marcia walked in was priceless. By the time they started the class, they had nearly fifty people in attendance. The women took turns talking, as they’d rehearsed. At the end of the presentation, nearly everyone there filed back into the office to get membership applications.


  Loren collapsed into a chair. “Wow,” she whispered. “I had no clue it would be that popular.”


  “Me, either.”


  They heard Derrick yell from the office. “Marcia! Loren!”


  Marcia giggled. “Shit, I think he’s overwhelmed.”


  An hour later, they had all the new member applications processed, everyone was entered into the computer, and they were checking people in for the evening play session.


  Having the office definitely made a difference in the ambiance of the larger playspace. The office currently wasn’t much more than a painted room with lights and a counter, on which the computer and printer sat, but it made a difference when people walked into the dungeon. No more jarring daylight or security lights filtering in from outside, and the extra layer of noise buffering helped, too.


  Eventually, they’d like to offer products for sale, but that could come later.


  For now, it was an effective way to screen people before they made it into the playspace, and turn any sketchy people away who were looking for a “sex club.”


  And they’d turned away several of those, so far.


  But it would help them keep their members safer, and that was well worth the expense.


  


  * * * *


  


  “How about here?” Kaden held one end of the whiteboard, Derrick the other.


  “No, I don’t like it there.” Marcia turned. “Try it here, where people can see it when they come in.”


  They were preparing for the club’s six-month anniversary the next night. They’d added one Friday night to their monthly schedule, as well as being open every Saturday night now. Jenny had become their head volunteer, even though she preferred working out in the dungeon and not in the office.


  But with her care and attention to detail, having her there meant Marcia and Derrick could take off at least one Saturday a month and not worry.


  “I think she’s right,” Jenny said. “They should be able to see it when they come in.”


  “Why do we need a whiteboard now?” Derrick said.


  “Because I’m sick of printing up schedules,” Marcia said. “It’s better to have it there, then they can take a business card and write the dates on it that they’re interested in, and I don’t have to waste money printing up schedules that don’t get used.”


  “Can’t argue with logic,” Kaden said.


  “You realize this is all your fault, right?” Derrick asked him. “‘Hey, you should totally open a club.’”


  Kaden snickered. “I don’t think that’s what I said, exactly. And why do you think we’re helping out? I feel guilty.”


  Apparently guilty enough to make sure that supplies seemed to magically appear in the club every week, like cups, plates, bottles of soda, and the like.


  When Marcia had asked around of the six people who had keys, not including Kel’s key, everyone—including Kel—had denied it.


  But Derrick suspected Kaden and Leah. Leah always helped with clean-up and knew what needed to be purchased before the next party.


  Sure enough, the past several times Marcia had gone shopping, she’d returned to the club only to find the supplies replenished.


  Now she stopped by the club on shopping day and checked before she went shopping.


  Like clockwork, the stuff still appeared.


  “And we appreciate every bit of help,” Marcia told him. “Yeah, right there is perfect.”


  Derrick held the whiteboard in place while Kaden marked the position so they could get it hung.


  “So how do you like your new violet wand?” Kaden asked Derrick.


  “Ask her. She’s the one who gets zapped.”


  “I love it,” Marcia said. “It’s my new favorite toy.”


  Derrick turned. “Hey, I thought my cock was your favorite toy.”


  “Correction, the violent wand is my second-favorite toy.”


  “That’s more like it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The night of the club’s five-year anniversary celebration, a group of them sat around one of the tables after they’d finished the end-of-night cleanup. Kaden and Leah, Ross and Loren, Tony, Gilo—many of their closest friends. Marcia had never felt so grateful to have them in their lives.


  “That was fun,” Kaden said.


  Marcia tipped her head. “You feeling okay, Kade?” He looked weary, more so than usual.


  “I’m just tired,” he said. “I’ve had a hell of a case load lately. Lots of trips to the Atlanta office.”


  “Ed said you guys were buried,” Derrick said. In fact, Ed and Hope had left early, Hope putting her foot down when Ed dozed off sitting on one of the couches, while in midconversation with Tony.


  “It’ll even out,” Kaden said. “It always does. Just a new and complicated corporate client. So how are we topping tonight’s party?”


  They’d celebrated the club’s fifth birthday with kinky variations of party games, like mousetrap minefield, and a twist of pin the tail on the donkey, only involving a strap-on and a Fleshlight hung from the metal A-frame they used for suspensions.


  A very quiet and subdued Tilly had helped Loren come up with most of the party games.


  “I don’t know,” Loren said. “I think we outdid ourselves.”


  “Is Tilly doing okay?” Derrick asked. “Between just us?”


  Loren shrugged. “How okay is anyone after something like that? Her world as she knew it ended.”


  “But it’s been a while. A couple of years, hasn’t it?”


  “Three, and the asshole was her life,” Loren shot back. She gentled her voice when Ross reached out and touched her shoulder. “Sorry. I’m just…I still want to kill that sonofabitch. God help that bastard if I ever get my hands on him.”


  “There will be a line for that pleasure,” Marcia assured her.


  Gilo twisted his neck side to side. “I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m liking the new and improved Tilly. She packs a mean wallop.”


  “I think it’s because you were the only one stupid enough to let her near you with implements,” Loren said.


  “You call it stupid, I call it smart.” He grinned. “I was a masochist in need of a good beating, and she was a submissive in need of giving a good beating to someone.”


  “No,” Marcia said, “I don’t see her submitting to someone again anytime soon. If ever. That’s the sad thing.”


  Most of the men, except Gilo, looked at her with questions in their expressions.


  “I mean, Cris destroyed her trust,” Marcia said. “I’d be willing to bet, especially after tonight, that Tilly explores her toppy side. I watched her playing with you. I know it wasn’t a formal scene, it was more you two screwing around, but I saw a glimpse of the real Tilly for a few minutes. Not that mask she’s been wearing for our benefit.”


  “You might be right.” Loren looked at Gilo. “You didn’t have to goad her.”


  Gilo grinned. “Hey, I was trying to get her to laugh. It worked. You’re welcome.”


  Only after he’d tormented and teased Tilly and generally made a pest out of himself, and handed her a paddle and said, “Tag, you’re it!”


  Then he let her catch him and beat the crap out of him.


  Marcia suspected she was the only one, besides Gilo, who’d spotted the tears in Tilly’s eyes when she’d given Gilo a long, strong hug before leaving, whispering something into his ear before she hurried out.


  She also suspected whatever it was Tilly had said, Gilo wouldn’t reveal it, even under threat of death.


  Now Leah was staring at Kaden. “You know, Sir, I’m going to call it a night. You look as exhausted as I feel.”


  “Then I’m not going to argue with you, sweetheart.” He slowly pulled himself to his feet. “Good night, and see you all next week.”


  After good-byes were said and they had left, Marcia noticed everyone else staring after them, too.


  “It’s not just me, is it?”


  She didn’t need to explain. “No,” Loren said. “Something’s…off. I’ve never seen him look this tired all the time.”


  Gilo stood and stretched. “Well, I’m going to take myself home and put myself to bed, unless anyone else wants to beat me again first.” He smiled.


  “Thanks for distracting Tilly tonight,” Ross said. “Seriously. Yesterday was the anniversary of her mom’s death. Well, okay, Friday was. Technically yesterday is Saturday, now, since it’s nearly three o’clock Sunday morning.”


  Gilo waved it off. “I could tell she needed a distraction. Maybe someone should suggest she take a side gig as a pro-Domme.”


  “She’s already a nurse,” Loren said.


  “Well, that’s perfect, then,” Gilo said. “Aren’t nurses usually pretty sadistic?”


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Tony made it to the club first. Ed would be along shortly. While Tony wasn’t sure he agreed with doing things this way, this was the plan as it had been laid out in advance by the person whose opinion mattered the most.


  The only person whose opinion mattered.


  And Tony had already given his word months earlier that he would follow whatever instructions Ed gave him…after.


  Fuck.


  He sat in his car for a moment and stared at the door, rolling the keys to the club around in the palm of his hand. Seth and Leah were now in the Bahamas on a private honeymoon after having been married at his house just yesterday afternoon.


  Today…


  Today was for the rest of them. Today was the private memorial for Kaden’s kinky friends. While many of them had also attended the public memorial service held five days after his passing, this service was specifically for them. Kaden hadn’t exactly been leather, but his friends who were, along with some of his other kinky friends, had attended his public memorial dressed in vanilla suits or other nondescript clothes that didn’t allow them to honor Kaden the way they’d truly wanted.


  Tony finally opened his car door and got out, taking his time shutting and locking it.


  He didn’t want to do this. What he really wanted to do, now that Leah was alone in Seth’s hopefully capable hands and no longer his responsibility, was head home, stop somewhere along the way to buy a bottle of something with a very high proof percentage, and get himself stinking drunk in a way he hadn’t since college.


  But he’d promised.


  And he would honor his promise to Kaden.


  He unlocked the door and headed inside to get the air conditioner and lights turned on. The club already had a large-screen TV and DVD player, and Ed would bring the DVD that Kaden wanted played.


  Tony considered it odd that Kaden would do this when Seth and Leah couldn’t be here, but this had been his wish.


  Ed had tried to explain that Kaden didn’t want Leah subjected to another memorial when she’d already had to go through the public one. But that Kaden had also wanted his friends—the friends who’d known him best, all the sides of him—to have their chance to say good-bye in their own way.


  The word had been spread, and people were invited to wear whatever they wanted for this. From street clothes, to full formal fetish or leather garb, to naked, if they preferred.


  Maybe I should have brought a flask to get me through today.


  Yes, the small wedding service yesterday had been touching and memorable, for sure. While it wasn’t something that likely would make any record books, Tony was betting Kaden was the first man to not only arrange his widow’s next marriage, but also technically perform the wedding ceremony post-mortem.


  There hadn’t been a dry eye in the house as the DVD had played and Kaden “officiated” the ceremony. Their friend and deeply closeted kinkster, Judge Pat Donnelly, had made the official proclamation declaring Seth and Leah wed.


  No, not much could top that.


  Then again, they had this afternoon to get through.


  Seth was aware it was happening, but hadn’t been given a say in it by Kaden. Kaden had wanted Seth focused totally on Leah and keeping her going in the immediate aftermath of his death.


  Tony wouldn’t deny that he was glad Seth had stepped up to the plate to learn everything he’d needed to take over Leah’s care from Kaden.


  While Tony had agreed to Kaden’s back-up plan to step in as Leah’s Master and Top if Seth hadn’t been able to do that for her, it wasn’t a role he’d been completely looking forward to fulfilling. Not when he knew Leah’s heart wouldn’t have been in it. She already loved Seth and had for years.


  He was going through the refrigerator and putting two-liter bottles of soda inside it to chill when he heard the door from the office open.


  “Tony?”


  “In here.” He turned. Ed looked about the way he felt, like he’d been run through a garbage disposal, heart first, after someone dumped fifty gallons of vinegar on his soul and then shoved him through the disposal unit a second time.


  Ed walked over to the table closest to Tony. He carried the picture of Kaden, Leah, and Seth that had been displayed at the public memorial, as well as a messenger bag, and set them both on the table. Today, Ed wore jeans, black leather boots, and a black button-up shirt. He looked nothing like an attorney. Yesterday, Ed had been dressed in a suit and tie, despite the circumstances and the fact that the wedding guests had all been involved in, or at least aware of, the kinky side of Kaden’s life.


  “What fresh hell have you brought for us today?” Tony asked, letting the fridge door swing shut and forcing his tone to remain light despite the inky blackness clouding his soul.


  Ed shook his head as he pulled out a chair and heavily sat. “I didn’t watch it. I only follow instructions. Frankly, I don’t want to watch it ahead of time. I haven’t watched any of them, and I won’t.”


  “I know Kaden was a control freak…but…” Tony leaned against the fridge. “Yesterday? That was beyond the pale.”


  Ed smiled. “Try being his friend and business partner for nearly two decades.”


  “I can only imagine.”


  Ed laced his fingers behind his head. “I don’t even mean that in a bad way. It was good, in most ways. Made him good at what he did. He thought of everything.”


  He extended his arms. “Look at this place. Case in point. He thought about everything when he set up the paperwork for Derrick and Marcia. He went overboard to make sure they were personally protected from liability.”


  Tony crossed his arms over his chest. “What are we going to do without him?” he quietly asked. “I mean, I know he hasn’t been around here lately, but he was still here, in spirit. Now he’s gone. Gone gone.”


  “I don’t know.” Ed laced his fingers behind his head again. “I really don’t know. Hope is nearly beside herself. She barely made it through yesterday. We got home and she cried herself to sleep in my arms. I didn’t think about how hard this would be on her, seeing what Leah was going through. Reminded her of my mortality, I think.”


  “I thought Hope handled the public memorial really well.”


  “Xanax,” he said. “I made her take some. I knew I wouldn’t be able to deal with Seth and Leah, and Hope, as horrible and cold as that might sound. Much less my own emotions. It was all I could do to drag myself out of bed for it.”


  “Where is she now?”


  “Home. Ross and Loren will bring her. She’ll ride home with me, but I needed to get my thoughts together, alone, without worrying about her for a little while.”


  “I don’t know how you’ve done all this without losing your mind. How you’ve managed to get through it all.”


  “Kaden planned everything. Oh, and with a little help from my new best friend, Xanax,” he said, smiling. “It’s a hell of a good thing, let me tell you what. I highly recommend it. That reminds me.”


  He pulled a pill bottle out of his messenger bag, opened it, shook one small, peach-colored pill into his palm, and then rose and headed over to the water cooler.


  “Xanax?” Tony asked.


  “Fuckin’-A, it is. Want one?”


  Tony smiled and did his best Bones McCoy imitation. “Dammit, Ed. You’re a lawyer, not a pharmacist.”


  Ed nearly choked on his water as he started laughing. “Shit, man. I wish I could be popping these things like Pez, but I have to remain functioning.”


  “In all seriousness, how are you doing?”


  Ed sighed, staring into his cup. “Xanax,” he said, without a trace of humor. “And once Kaden finally gives me a break, and I can sit down and take about two weeks off, I plan on spending most of it in bed or on the couch. Probably curled up in a fetal position.” He finished his cup of water. “But for now, I made a promise, and I intend to keep it.”


  “Me, too. Kaden would keep it for us,” Tony quietly said.


  “Yep,” Ed agreed.” He looked up at Tony. “I’m sorry, but the next time someone—and I don’t give a shit if it’s someone I love dearly—asks me if I’ll do them a favor after they die, I’m going to flat tell them no.”


  Ed’s focus returned to the cup in his hand. “I thought he wanted me to handle his estate, or help Seth with the funeral arrangements. I didn’t know Kaden had a whole goddamned year’s worth of stuff planned.”


  “A year?” Then again, Tony thought about the envelope he now had stashed in his safe deposit box. One Kaden had given to him several months back.


  One Kaden had told him he wanted Tony to give Leah and Seth as soon as possible after the one-year anniversary of his passing.


  “Not a whole year’s worth,” Ed clarified. “Immediately, just a few weeks of work, to get mostly Seth through things while Seth focuses on keeping Leah alive. Then there are some benchmark dates where I have to give them—give Seth—stuff. And a couple that will likely be more than a year away. Like the first Halloween party they host after he passes, things like that.”


  “Ah.”


  They fell silent for a moment.


  “I thought he was exaggerating,” Tony quietly said. “I thought he was just being a worry-wort. His usual control-freak self.”


  Ed nodded. “Me, too.”


  Tony walked over to one of the chairs and sat. “I thought Leah would do her usual job of kicking ass and, yes, mourn, but be okay eventually, once she got past the worst of it. It’s not like this was unexpected. She had over a year to prepare herself. I thought she’d be okay.”


  Ed shook his head. “So did I, but no, not so much. I realize now Kaden was right. If it hadn’t been for Seth…” He frowned, seeming to puzzle it over, how he wanted to say it. “If it hadn’t been for Seth,” he continued, “we would have lost her by now. I’m sure of it. It would have been a double funeral. Our backs would have been turned for a minute, or we would have thought she was asleep and we would have left the room, or something. She would have convinced us to leave her alone, that she was okay, even for a couple of hours.”


  Tony slowly nodded. “Yep. Don’t think I haven’t already thought that a bunch of times.”


  That had been one of Kaden’s most strident requests, especially over the last few weeks before his death.


  “Do not leave her alone. Whatever you do, not for a single goddamned second—not to go to the bathroom, not when you think she’s sound asleep. Someone always needs to watch her, at least for the first week or two, and especially over the first several days after, until she marries Seth. If you don’t do that, if you don’t keep an eye on her at all times, bad things will happen. Don’t give her a second alone.”


  “I’m glad he insisted,” Tony said. “Because I really didn’t believe him.”


  “Hell, I’ve known her for damn near twenty years, and I didn’t believe him. How do you think I feel? If it’d been up to me? If he hadn’t put all this together? I wouldn’t have known. I’d have closed the bedroom door to let her sleep, or have run home late that night, and I’d have come back to check on her and probably found her dead.”


  “Yep,” Tony quietly said. “That’s exactly what would have happened. Just like that next morning, in the kitchen.”


  Tony couldn’t get the spooky memory out of his head, the one of the morning after Kaden’s death, when Leah awoke before Seth and wandered out to the kitchen and stared at the knives in the butcher’s block.


  How he’d tensed and prepared to tackle her when she’d reached out toward the knives, hesitating before pulling her hand away and silently mouthing something to herself.


  How she’d totally ignored his and Ed’s presence, as if they were ghosts.


  How while he followed her outside as she wandered, Ed hurriedly scooped up every sharp implement he could find in the kitchen and ran out the front door to lock them in the trunk of his car before catching up with them and helping Tony keep a close eye on her.


  How when they’d returned to the kitchen, she’d gone straight for the butcher’s block again and stared at it, reaching out to touch it.


  How she’d looked at him, her accusing gaze meeting his before she closed her eyes and silently wept for a moment, as if she realized her chance had passed. Then she went and sat down at the counter.


  From that second on, Ed and Tony had made damned sure to follow Kaden’s instructions to the letter.


  Tony still shuddered to think what would have happened—not might, but would—had he been napping on the couch, or had Ed been dozing in the guest room, instead of them being on guard like Kaden had ordered.


  Seconds is all it would have taken.


  Gooseflesh broke out over Tony’s arms. The look in Leah’s eyes when they’d locked gazes had told him everything he’d needed to know. The tone of her voice as she’d practically begged them.


  Why won’t you let me die?


  He owed it to Kaden to follow the man’s orders.


  There was no way in hell he’d let him—or Seth and Leah—down.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  When a crowd of people filled Venture, it usually meant boisterous talk, raucous laughter, music, and the sounds of people enjoying themselves and having fun interspersed with noisy implements being used on human flesh…and even noisier orgasms being moaned out into the depths of the playspace.


  Not today.


  Today, Tony helped Ed set up extra chairs, Derrick and Marcia soon arriving to quietly help them with that task. Then the caterer arrived. She was also someone in the lifestyle, a member of the club. She grimly set about her task, preparing the buffet Kaden had ordered and paid for ahead of time, awaiting only Ed’s notice for the actual date and time.


  No one spoke, too wrapped up in their thoughts.


  The owner of the company was handling this herself, dressed in black slacks and a black leather corset, no makeup, and wearing eyeglasses instead of her usual contacts, behind which she bore red and puffy eyes.


  Tony could sympathize. When alone at home, he wouldn’t deny he’d shed more than a few tears of his own for his friend. Although while around Seth and Leah, he’d done his best not to lose it, to stay strong for them, to make sure they knew they could lean on him if they needed to get through this.


  As people arrived, most dressed either in Sunday best or fetish finery, a low, respectful quiet filled the dungeon. Marcia had the forethought to stock up on boxes of tissues, which were liberally and strategically placed all around the dungeon, and getting a lot of use.


  When the planned start time arrived, the dungeon was over its usual playtime capacity by triple, at least. There had to be close to two hundred people, standing room only, packed into the main room.


  Ed walked over to the TV and held up his hands for attention, the room quickly growing silent except for the rustle of clothes and frequent sniffles. Next to him, on an easel, the picture of Kaden, Leah, and Seth had been propped up, much as it had at the public memorial.


  “Hey, everyone,” Ed said. “Thanks for coming today. Well, this isn’t a day I’ve looked forward to, believe me. Some of you were at Tony’s yesterday. For those of you who weren’t, please don’t feel left out. Kaden planned everything, and he did it with Leah and her well-being in mind. And as you can see by the attendance here today, Kaden didn’t want Leah overwhelmed.


  “The quick version is Seth and Leah got married yesterday. This is how Kaden wanted and planned it, so no shock or judgment about it, all right? If you’re here, then you should already be aware of how much Kaden loved Leah, and Seth, too. That being said, he made a video he asked me to play today for all of you.”


  He nodded to Tony, who hit play on the DVD remote.


  Tony took a deep breath as he watched the screen come to life, Kaden’s smiling face looking robust and full of vigor.


  Not the frail, breathing skeleton of the control freak who’d finally let go and quit fighting barely two weeks earlier.


  “Hey, everyone. I told Ed he could say something before the video played, and I’m sure he gave you the news about the newlyweds. They aren’t here today by my choice, not theirs. I have my reasons. If you care enough about me to be here today, then hopefully you care enough about me to respect my decision and not ask them about it. They know it’s happening, but I’m not putting Leah through it.”


  He took a deep breath and looked down for a moment, as if composing his thoughts, before his gaze returned to the camera.


  “Venture, and all of you people who inhabit it on a regular basis, have become such a large part of our lives. I can’t begin to express how grateful I am for all of you. I know people look to me as a teacher or a community leader, whatever the hell that’s supposed to mean. You guys know I hate titles like that with a passion. But I’ve learned far more from all of you over the years than I feel I ever imparted back in return.


  “I feel like I’m letting everyone down by not being there now. We all theoretically talk about what happens when we give up the ghost, but it still doesn’t feel real. It’s not like—if we’re lucky—we’ll actually comprehend the moment we die. It’s the people we love, the people we leave behind, who bear the brunt of that heavy and harsh burden.


  “I guess the most important thing I want to say today is to everyone I didn’t personally see or talk to in the months before…now, I’m sorry I missed that opportunity. It doesn’t mean you meant any less to me, but there came a point where my focus pulled in tightly on lasting as long as I could, and being there for Leah and Seth. Also, let’s be honest.”


  He held out his hands, smiling, indicating his fairly healthy-looking body. “This is the best I’m ever going to look again, and there comes a time a guy is entitled to a little vanity when it’s about all he’s got left.”


  The room tittered with nervous, grieving laughter. Kaden had anticipated that and paused for a moment before speaking again. “Frankly, I didn’t want to put myself through seeing my friends grieving. That might make me a coward, and I’m sorry about that, but y’all know what a control freak I am.”


  Another pause for more laughter, this round coming a little easier, now that he’d broken the ice.


  “And what I’ll ask of all of you is to be there for them, now that I can’t be. I don’t mean overwhelm them, because, frankly, that would be worse than not doing anything. Ask Seth what, if anything, he needs from you. Let him guide you with talking to Leah. She’ll need to laugh, she’ll need to live.


  “In a perfect world, you wouldn’t have to be here today, the doctors would have come up with a miracle cure, and Seth, Leah, and I would be living the dream as a happy triad. Unfortunately, this isn’t a perfect world.”


  He clasped his hands together in front of him, his intense grey gaze boring directly into the camera, focusing on each and every one of them.


  “I’m here to tell you, right now, to quit stalling. Quit waiting. Quit making excuses for whatever is holding you back, good or bad. If you have been forgetting to pick up the phone and call someone and tell them how you feel, do it. If you haven’t made a clean break because of fear of the unknown, well, guess what? One day, it’ll be too late to start again and you’ll never have a chance.


  “My biggest regret is that I was too afraid for too many years to admit that I loved my best friend. That I would have been proud and glad to have him as my partner with Leah. I was scared of what ‘people’—” he used finger quotes, “—might say about it. I was afraid, for some stupid reason, that people might not approve of my choices. It wasn’t until all of this fell in on me that I realized since when did I give a flying fuck what people thought about me? I don’t. And I never should have.”


  He leveled a finger at the camera, at all of them. “Quit being afraid. I get it, some of us have jobs and families we need to placate. That’s the cost of living, for some of us. But we don’t need to let it rule every aspect of our lives. We can mitigate. We can figure out ways around it. My greatest regret, besides not being here for Leah and Seth, is that I wasted a lot of great years that the three of us could have been living happily as a triad. And that Seth, as a result, ended up in marriages that he could have avoided had I simply opened my freaking mouth a lot sooner.


  “Stop living in fear. You always hear that, but maybe it’ll have more impact coming from a dead guy. There is no more fear once you’re dead, folks. There is no more living, either, I don’t care what your particular faith or beliefs tell you about the afterlife. You’re not here, with the people you love, or the people who love you. And that fucking sucks.


  “So live now. Love now. Don’t settle for getting by. Don’t settle for anything less than what makes you happy. If you think you’re doing someone a favor by settling, you’re not. Because if you’re not fully happy, you’re only giving them a less-than version of yourself, and frankly? That’s a consent violation. You’re not letting them choose the real you.


  “I’ve seen a lot of you when you first got into the lifestyle, until now, how you’ve grown and changed. Those changes never stop unless you’re dead. Sometimes they’re small changes, sometimes they’re large ones. Sometimes they make us laugh, and sometimes they make us cry.”


  He pulled off his glasses and rubbed at his eyes.


  “I know some of you are aware of all the preparations I’ve made. Yes, I’m filming this, along with a lot of other stuff, early on. I’m making my preparations now, so I can live what numbered days I have left in relative peace. I’ve already lived through my death, and my funeral, and my wife and best friend getting married. I’ve done it. I’ve done it so I can be as free as I can in the times that will matter most, the time I spend with them, until I actually take my last breath.


  “Can any of you say that? That you’re free? You should live your life freely. In such a way that when you go, you’ve left nothing unsaid. That’s why I wanted this video played today. For those of you who I did leave things unsaid to, please accept my apologies. You all have no excuse, however, not to leave here today and get those things said to the people closest to you. Burn the bridges or repair them, whatever needs to happen.


  “Time is short, and it only gets shorter every morning we wake up. Even the time you’re spending here today—and thanks for coming, by the way—is eating into the time you could be living. This is the longest you will ever have for the rest of your life. Life only gets shorter from here on out. Beyond those doors lies the rest of your life. Don’t let the door stay closed. Open the damn thing. Remember that. Don’t forget it. Believe me, I spent a lot of years forgetting it. It wasn’t until this happened that I managed to really understand how valuable time is. How valuable love is. How valuable the people I love are, and how much I cherish them.


  “You guys are free to stand up and say something, if you want. I told Ed to let everyone there determine that. I wanted you to have a good meal on me, be able to smile as you recalled good memories about me, and wanted to give you all something to think about and carry with you.


  “And, seriously, thank you again, all of you, for being a part of our lives. Thank you for welcoming Seth into the community, and thank you for helping him and Leah out through this time. I appreciate that more than you’ll ever know, or that I’ll ever be able to tell you. And remember that family—and I consider most of you family, in a way—isn’t about blood bonds. Family is about who you adopt into your tribe, your pack.


  “Derrick and Marcia have given us a very special, almost sacred place to create new families and friends together. To experience a rebirth into the life we really want and need for ourselves. Don’t waste a second of it, and make sure to be there for each other in any way you can. Including to help keep the spirit of this place alive, as well as supporting it so it can stay open. We need Venture, and the people who come after you will need it. Remember that it’s a place of spirit and community.


  “Love you guys, and thank you for being here. I’m sorry I can’t be there for you any longer.”


  The screen went dark. Tony turned off the DVD player and the TV and set the remotes aside as Ed stepped forward. The room was silent except for the rustle of clothes, the sounds of people sniffling, and noses being blown.


  Ed stood there for a moment, apparently composing his thoughts. “I know I’m not into this as much as some of you are. My wife and I are more voyeurs and bedroom players than we are hard-core lifestylers. But Kaden wasn’t just my business partner, he was my friend. Because I spent so much time with him, I know some of what went on between him and Leah. He had to confide in me to a certain extent years ago, so I would understand some of the…unique things that he asked of me when preparing his paperwork. In case something unexpected and sudden took him instead of a situation like this.


  “I know that he loved Leah with all his heart. And Seth might as well have been part of their marriage from the start, because he loved Seth more than any brother could have. Which is why, once he knew Leah loved Seth, too, he set up what he did for her.


  “I can only hope that, if I should meet a similar fate, that I can face the end of my life with the forethought, planning, grace, dignity, and peace that Kaden did. He lived the last of his life, yes, worried about Leah, but also with a degree of comfort knowing Seth would be there after to carry on for him. Kaden told me that was a relief, that he had everything worked out.”


  He turned to Tony and motioned to him. Tony stepped forward, then turned to look at the picture.


  Kaden looked happy in the photo, even though there was a slight sadness in his eyes. What had his friend gone through, early on, before most of them even knew about his cancer, to prepare all of this? The mental and emotional preparations Kaden made…he was a better man than Tony felt himself to be.


  Tony hadn’t prepared a statement, knowing if he did he’d just choke up trying to read it. He’d opted instead for an extemporaneous eulogy.


  “I think it would be a shame,” Tony finally started, “if people left here today sad, then woke up tomorrow and went about their business as usual. There is no business as usual. Period. Every day when we wake up, we’re not guaranteed that we won’t get hit by a bus on the way to work, or that a fire in our building might trap and kill us on our lunch hour, or that a freak accident might happen and we choke on a piece of popcorn in front of the TV while alone in our living room and watching porn.”


  A slight chuckle from the audience.


  “I know I, for one, plan to take the lessons I’ve learned throughout this experience and apply them to my life going forward. I want to live as authentically as I can and be happy. I want to help others be happy. I want to help educate others on the best ways to find out what makes them happy. Because what makes me or you happy might not work for someone else. And that’s okay, too. Kaden and I both sort of did a lot of learning together in this whole process. We were here in the beginning, even before the club was here. Once we had the club, it was easier to teach others, teach more of them, on how to find their own happiness.


  “I’m glad that I’ve gotten to witness so many people finding out who they are, growing, learning, and changing their lives for the better. What a lot of people don’t understand is that what we’re doing isn’t the easy choice. Not at all. This is the hard choice. This is swimming upstream while we’re determined to live. It’s easy to follow the rest of the school downstream to get scooped up in nets and die miserably.


  “It’s brave to keep swimming, keep fighting for what we want, the way Kaden fought for what he wanted. He wanted Leah, and he wanted Leah to be happy and healthy. And in the process of that fight, they found their way to BDSM and it worked for them. Who’s to fault them? They had, what, over twenty years of marriage? How many other people can say that?”


  He looked down for a moment, trying to formulate his next thought. “He’s right that this place is special. Sacred.” He smiled. “Besides the cries of ‘oh, god’ that we frequently hear.” More laughter. “Live true, live authentically. Love hard, and love honestly. Be willing to live the difficult life in an attempt to live a better life for yourself.


  “And don’t forget to never leave anything left unsaid. Because you never know when the next time you see someone or talk to them might be the last time. Wouldn’t it be some small comfort to know that the last words you left said to someone was that you loved them? Or that you cared about them? It doesn’t lessen the pain of loss, but it prevents an additional ache of having left something unsaid, or worrying that someone didn’t know how you truly felt about them.”


  Tony stepped aside and went over to get himself a cup of water while Ed took over again and called people up to speak, starting with Derrick.


  Maybe I should have asked for one of Ed’s Xanax.


  


  * * * *


  


  Clean-up was easy because nearly everyone pitched in to help with everything. They actually had too many volunteers. So five minutes after the caterer and everyone else left, it was Derrick, Marcia, Tony, and Kel sitting at one of the tables.


  “I knew it was coming,” Derrick said, “but I honestly hoped there’d be a miracle.”


  “I think we all did,” Tony said.


  Kel, who only had to walk around the building to his apartment in his unit on the other side of the building, had pulled a cold bottle of beer out of a small cooler he’d brought with him and kept stashed in the office behind the desk.


  “Anyone?” he offered.


  They shook their heads as he twisted the cap off and took a pull from the bottle. “I know I could have waited, but honestly? I want to sit here for a few minutes and think about him and toast him.”


  “I plan on getting blind drunk when I get home,” Tony said. “I already took tomorrow off in preparation.”


  Derrick snorted. “Since we’re the bosses, we can’t,” he said. “I’ve got two accountants out on vacation already this week.” He let out a sigh. “Dammit. I thought he’d be here forever. He was here at the beginning. He was the beginning. It’s not fair he’s not here. He should have been.”


  “We all thought that,” Tony said.


  After a few quiet moments, Marcia spoke up. “Do you think Seth will start teaching his classes? Kaden’s classes?”


  “Yes,” Tony said. “Kaden asked him to do that. Leah enjoys teaching, and Kaden taught him. Once Seth knows Leah’s okay, they’ll get back out again. It’ll be a couple of months, I’m sure, as he helps her through the worst of it.”


  “Who’s helping Seth through the worst of it?” Kel asked.


  “We’ll all have to do that,” Tony said. “He’s going to need our love and support. They both will. And we are sort of Leah’s family. She doesn’t have any biological family that she’s close to. The friends she has here are her family.”


  “This place isn’t going to be the same without him,” Marcia said, sounding choked up again. “He was here from the beginning. You two, were, too. You can’t go dying on us now.”


  “Believe me,” Kel said. “Not in my game plan.”


  “I’m sure it wasn’t in Kade’s, either,” Tony said.


  They all went silent again.


  “I was working on the class schedule last week,” Marcia said. “I was looking back at some of the old classes to find the description copy for a class write-up and ran across some of Kaden and Leah’s classes. I started crying right there.”


  “This is what happens when you love people,” Kel said. “It hurts like fuck to lose them, no matter the cause.”


  “Not like there’s an alternative,” Tony said. “I’d rather have a world with my friends, than be completely alone and not have anyone to mourn.”


  They all let out nearly identical sighs.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Marcia couldn’t help but feel on edge today as she pulled into the parking lot at the club. Ever since Loren had asked her on short notice if they could rent the club for this evening, a Sunday, and told her why, she hadn’t been able to shake the thought that a seismic shift was about to occur amongst their friends, maybe as jarring as it had been losing Kaden a couple of years ago.


  Tilly. Getting married.


  To a guy she’d just met.


  Who was Cris’ Master.


  Marcia was still trying to wrap her head around that. She’d refused to charge Loren for the use of the club, especially since it was for Tilly, and Derrick had agreed with Marcia’s call there.


  But…


  Tilly.


  Tilly?


  Their Tilly?


  Married?


  Both she and Derrick had given Tilly as much emotional support as their friend would let them in the beginning when Cris had suddenly left her, only leaving a note behind and not even saying good-bye in person.


  They’d also both breathed a sigh of relief when, a few months later, Ross and Loren had told them they thought Tilly was through the worst of it, that they didn’t think there was any danger of her killing herself at that point. Marcia and Derrick had also helped quietly spread the word-of-mouth about Tilly’s services as a pro-Domme when Tilly ventured into that career, even though she didn’t ply her trade there at the club.


  But…married?


  Marcia hadn’t been able to get the full story out of Loren, who promised to get with her later and tell her as much as she was allowed or able to.


  And Loren had also promised that, yes, it was as crazy as it seemed on the surface.


  Marcia got the door unlocked and the air and lights turned on. Ross and Tony were supposedly going to arrive at any moment with food, cake, decorations, and to take charge of the volunteers Loren had rounded up to help set up everything. Loren had charge of Tilly and would be shepherding her through the day.


  Derrick, June, and Mark would also be along shortly to help. And Abbey. A few others. Loren had rattled names off so fast Marcia hadn’t even caught all of them, but the woman had been busy getting everything ready. Kel would be helping with set-up, too, as well as acting as photographer.


  What a wild and wacky night this would be.


  She heard the outer door open and close. Tony entered the dungeon a moment later, his arms laden with shopping bags.


  “Holy crap,” she said. “How much more?”


  He dumped it on a table. “Yes,” he said, a wry smile on his face. “Much more is a conservative statement.”


  “I’ll come help.”


  They met Ross and Gilo walking in—both men’s arms also filled to capacity—as she followed Tony out, and she saw all three men’s vehicles were packed with supplies and food.


  “Where’s the cake?” Marcia asked.


  “Loren bribed one of the bakers at the store to bring it and assemble it here,” Tony said.


  “Uh, did she warn them what we do here?” Marcia asked.


  “Apparently, she’s a member. And she should be here in about twenty minutes.”


  Marcia relaxed. “Well, that’s okay, then.”


  Yes, they’d been operating for several years now without any issues. Derrick had even convinced her a website was a good thing, especially when FetLife.com came into existence. But she still didn’t like calling undue attention to themselves or what they did there with the ’nillas, as they called them. Why risk it?


  Within an hour, and with the help of what felt like an army of volunteers, they converted their club with instructions given to Ross by Loren the night before, and had what looked like a real wedding ready to go.


  If you didn’t look too closely at the bondage furniture over on the far side of the space.


  “Not the oddest ceremony we’ve done,” Marcia admitted.


  Ross glanced at his phone. “Landry’s on his way.”


  “Can I take a swing at the fucker?” Marcia muttered.


  “Me, first,” Gilo said, a dark look on his face.


  Ross smiled. “Landry’s a nice guy. Loren and I have signed off on him.”


  “That’s not who I meant,” Marcia said.


  “Me, either,” Gilo echoed.


  Tony slung an arm around Marcia’s shoulders. “I love you, Marcia, but I would be paying your husband to hold you back while Ross and I throw down rock-paper-scissors over the honor of doing that first.” He pointed at Gilo. “And I’d…well, damn. I can’t sic Tilly on you today, can I?”


  Gilo smirked. “I’m sneaky. I’ll dart to the front of the line to get my hits in before anyone can stop me while you and Ross are arguing over dibs.”


  Marcia and Derrick hadn’t been there the night Cris first returned to the club, forced there by Landry.


  It figured the first night they’d taken off from the club in weeks, and drama happened. Well, sort of. A quiet drama no one had known about. Gilo and Tony hadn’t been there, either, or they would have also stepped in. There was a private party going on up in Tarpon Springs at Mac and Sully’s place, and most of the “old-timers” had been in attendance there. Ross and Loren had opted out of that party at the last-minute when a morning toilet repair had turned into an all-day toilet replacement, and Ross felt too tired to make the long round-trip drive to Mac and Sully’s and back.


  And Ross and Loren had arrived after Cris and Landry, missing his entrance.


  If any of the others had been there manning the front desk, Cris probably wouldn’t have survived the night. Marcia would have gladly taken a couple of whacks at the sonofabitch herself. Whatever they’d left of him, Loren and Ross would have mopped the floor with.


  As it was, it’d been a newer volunteer who hadn’t known about Cris and his history with the club, and had let the two men in as guests when their IDs checked out okay on the USDOJ’s sex offender database.


  “How can Cris have the utter brass balls to show his face around here after what he did to her?” Marcia asked.


  “It wasn’t his choice,” Ross said, slipping his phone back into his pocket. “Landry brought him back with him.”


  Then Ross gave them, and the so-far assembled guests, the short version of the full story.


  When he finished, Marcia looked at Derrick, who also looked gut-punched. He’d just lost a college friend a few months back to colon cancer.


  “Is the guy gonna make it?” Derrick asked.


  Marcia now had a whole new understanding of why their Tilly had done this.


  And not for the money.


  With all of their emotional wounds still raw even a couple of years after having lost Kaden, they couldn’t imagine their friend being able to resist Landry’s offer. It’d only been a little over a year since Kaden’s death, and plenty of people still teared up talking about him.


  Especially when they had to give the heartbreaking news to people who hadn’t been to the club in a while and hadn’t yet heard about the man’s passing.


  Tilly had a slave’s heart. Anyone who’d known her before Mistress Cardinal came onto the scene in full force had painfully felt the loss in her.


  A chance to serve? To do some good? To be an actual nurse?


  The ones who knew Tilly best knew she’d never really been comfortable in the pro-Domme role. But Tilly was pragmatic. Ruthlessly so. She made more money doing it full-time than she did as a nurse.


  But…


  It had almost physically hurt their small circle of friends to see the change in her. A change they all knew she never wanted. They’d seen the woman she’d been before meeting Cris. Broken, lost. He’d nurtured her, strengthened her, helped her grow and become a gorgeous, beautiful, confident woman.


  And then…


  He’d left. Abandoned her.


  With him had left her heart, her love, her sweet, soft service, the easy laugh and gorgeous smile.


  Marcia had been worried about anorexia at the rate Tilly had lost weight—and Tilly hadn’t been obese to start with—but Loren had assured her it was okay, that she was eating.


  But Tilly hadn’t been living, she was only surviving.


  She’d taken her inner pain and worn it as a coat of broken glass, and very few people ever got to glimpse the sweet, loving slave now hidden deep inside the darkest recesses of her soul.


  Ross went quiet for a moment, composing the rest of his thoughts. Around them, despite all the people there, they all hung on his every word, the room dead silent.


  “Not all of you have known Tilly as long as Loren and I have,” he said. “Those of you who have, you’ll understand what I’m about to say next. Loren and I have met Landry. Talked with him. We’ve seen Tilly and him together. And the reason we’re signing off on this and not talking her out of it or trying to have her committed is because for the first time in several years…” He trailed off, taking off his glasses and wiping at his eyes.


  Marcia would swear he was close to tears.


  “For the first time in several years,” Ross finally continued, “Tilly is wearing a smile that actually reaches her eyes. I saw Tilly again, not Mistress Cardinal. Our Tilly. So I’ll take a chance on this guy. And if it doesn’t work out, I’m sure several of you will give me alibis and help me hide the body.”


  “Damn straight,” Gilo said.


  A nervous titter swept through them. Not because he was joking.


  But because they would all pitch in to help.


  “But,” Ross continued, “please don’t focus on Landry and his cancer tonight. He’s requested that since we’re doing this for Tilly, that we focus on her and her happiness. And he also requests that, for the most part, we basically ignore Cris tonight.”


  “How the hell do we do that?” Marcia asked.


  “This is about Tilly,” Ross reminded her. “Just keep remembering that. Landry genuinely feels badly about what happened and feels like he’s ultimately responsible, even if he isn’t.”


  “Not as badly as Cris’ll feel if I get my mitts on him,” Marcia muttered.


  Derrick placed his hands on her shoulders. “Sweetie, believe me, we all want a whack at Cris. Let. It. Go.”


  “Easier said than done,” Gilo said.


  “Treat Cris like you would Booster,” Ross said. “Just ignore him.”


  “I don’t want to kick Booster in his nuts,” Gilo said. “I like him.”


  “Booster’s neutered,” Tony reminded him. “He doesn’t have nuts.”


  “We could probably arrange that for Cris,” Gilo said. “Easily.”


  Carl, with his slave wife, Penny, were recent members to the club. Carl was a retired veteran who’d been injured in a car accident not long after returning home from a tour of duty in Afghanistan. Now confined to a wheelchair, Carl’s black Lab service dog, Booster, had become a popular fixture at the club.


  Carl always made sure, before they left for the evening, to take a few minutes to let Booster have “playtime” of his own, able to romp with his friends outside in the parking lot while Penny held a twenty-five-foot rope with a leash snap clip on one end. Otherwise, Booster normally stayed in “work” mode, bringing implements to Carl, who used a laser pointer to indicate which one he wanted.


  Carl had proven to all of them they had no excuses when it came to enjoying life.


  Unfortunately, Carl and Penny wouldn’t be there today, because their daughter was graduating from college. They had driven up to Atlanta for the weekend to attend the ceremony.


  Ross glanced at his cell phone again. “They’re here.” He disappeared into the office.


  Marcia and Derrick went to take their places. She leaned in. “I’m still not sure this is a good idea,” she whispered to him. “I don’t know if Tilly can survive another loss if Cris dumps her again. She damn near didn’t survive it the first time.”


  “I trust Ross and Loren. If they think this is okay, then who are we to do anything but support our friend? If it does go tits-up, she’ll need all of us more than ever. So I won’t alienate her by not supporting her in this.”


  She couldn’t argue with that logic.


  Her cell phone, which she’d tucked into the pocket of her skirt, started vibrating. Loren. “Hello?”


  “We’re almost there,” Loren said. “ETA five minutes. Is the groom there?”


  “I think so. Ross just went into the office.”


  “Good. Tell him to get into position, please.” Loren hung up and Marcia started toward the office, but Derrick snagged her arm.


  “Where do you think you’re going?”


  “Loren said they’re five minutes away, and to go tell Ross.”


  “Abbey,” he said to their friend, “would you mind telling Ross that Loren and Tilly are almost here?”


  “Sure.” She looked a little puzzled, but went to do it.


  Marcia wrinkled her nose at him. “Why’d you do that?” she asked.


  He smiled. “Because I don’t feel like having to bail you out of jail for assault.”


  “It’s a BDSM club. People get hit all the time.”


  “And it’s only consensual if someone consents to being hit first.”


  When Ross returned a few minutes later, he was joined by an admittedly handsome man…who was leading Cris on a leash.


  She must have stepped forward again, because once again, Derrick grabbed her arm and hauled her back, this time giving her a stern look.


  She suspected she was less than thirty seconds from getting a leash snapped onto her formal collar, too.


  After snorting at Derrick, she finally relaxed and stepped back. But Derrick didn’t release her arm this time.


  She couldn’t take her eyes off Cris and felt more than a little satisfaction when she watched Landry jerk his leash and put him on his knees, head bowed.


  While she’d had a few revenge fantasies of her own about what she’d like to do to Cris, it was satisfying to see him like that…


  And yet during the evening, the brief frowns Marcia spotted flitting across Tilly’s face at various times, between talking to others and the photographer taking their wedding pictures—and the way Tilly kept stepping between Cris and Loren so the other woman couldn’t kick him—didn’t fool her in the least.


  Tilly, despite everything she’d suffered, still had feelings for the guy. Only an idiot would miss that.


  All Marcia could do was pray that her friend was more than strong enough to get through whatever it was she had to get through.


  


  * * * *


  


  By the time the festivities ended, and volunteers had helped clean up and put the dungeon back into order, Marcia was beat. She’d changed into shorts and a T-shirt for the cleanup. She collapsed onto one of the sofas with a mug of hot tea.


  Derrick sank down onto the couch, on one side of her. Loren sat on the other. Ross perched on the arm of the couch on Loren’s far side.


  They all remained quiet for a few minutes.


  Marcia finally said it. “He seems like a nice guy. Sadist, but nice guy.”


  “I know,” Loren said. “Makes this one look like Winnie the Pooh by comparison.” She smiled up at her husband. “Love you, Sir.”


  He chuckled. “Love you, too.”


  “She’s not making a mistake, is she?” Marcia asked. “Because, seriously, I’ll sic June on the fucker if she is. Hell, screw that, I’ll do it myself.” June and Scrye had also been out of town, or they would have been there.


  She’d seen Tilly ferocious, both in Domme mode and in protective friend mode. June, Scrye’s wife and a petite gymnastics teacher, ran a close second in terms of ferocity. She’d seen the two women tag-team a douchebag predator Dom with a history of discarding subs, who’d been hitting on a newbie at a munch one night, and they practically sent the guy out the door in tears by the time they’d finished verbally eviscerating him.


  She had no doubts June was tough enough to take on Cris or Landry. Maybe both of them at the same time.


  “I really don’t think she is making a mistake,” Ross said. “And even if she is…there will be a looong damn line to get at either of those two men. Good luck cutting to the front of that queue.”


  Marcia reached for and found Derrick’s hand and squeezed. He laced fingers with her and squeezed back.


  Over eighteen years of marriage and going strong, and she wouldn’t trade him on his worst day for anything. Even when he got sick and man-whiny, she’d still take him over…that. What Tilly had endured for several years.


  “Okay,” Marcia said to Loren. “You said you’d tell me the full story. Spill it.”


  Ross and Loren both told it. By the time they finished, Marcia shook her head. “Why the hell didn’t Cris just tell her the truth? Fly her out to California and introduce her to him? She could have taken care of him with Cris. She was studying to be a nurse, for chrissake.”


  “That I can’t answer,” Loren said. “I’m sure we will eventually get the deets on that. Even if I have to pry them out of the asshole with a pair of pliers.”


  “Oooh! Can I help?” Marcia asked. “Pick me! Pick me!”


  “Tilly’s an adult,” Ross said. “We can’t make her decisions for her. Financially, this is a smart move. I mean, damn. I’m an attorney, and I can’t fault her for what she did. I made her let me look at the paperwork after she signed it.”


  “Why the hell would this guy trust her like that?” Derrick asked. “How could he possibly know she wouldn’t rip him off and steal him blind?”


  It was something Marcia wondered, too.


  “Because, wrong or right, apparently he trusts Cris and Cris’ opinion of Tilly. Landry has, financially, the most to lose. And he’s fighting cancer. Who knows how serious it’ll be?”


  “Isn’t it Cris with the most to lose?”


  “No,” Ross said. “He’s already lost it all. Landry controls everything already. He’s trying to prove to Landry and Tilly that he deserves a chance to stay in their lives.”


  “But why is Landry so pissed off at Cris?” Marcia asked, still confused. “I mean, Cris came back. Landry had him. Why is he—okay, yes, I enjoyed watching Cris being humiliated—putting Cris through the wringer like this?”


  Ross seemed to be turning it over in his brain. “You’d have to ask him that for sure. If his thinking is the same as mine, then he feels responsible for what he considers not properly instructing Cris and indirectly causing pain to another.”


  “But he’s alive because Cris left her.”


  “I know. I think that’s the only reason he didn’t send Cris packing and opted to do this. Because he wants Tilly and Cris to have each other again. To try to right this perceived wrong he feels he triggered. I get it. I don’t agree with it, but I get it.”


  “Crazy.” Marcia sipped her tea. “Just when I think I’ve seen it all—and remember, we see Gilo in here a damn lot—something even weirder happens and blows the bell curve to hell again.”


  When they were riding home that night, Marcia stared out the windshield and tried to process everything. “Promise me something, please?”


  “I’ll do my best,” Derrick said. “What is it?”


  She turned to him. “Promise me that if, for whatever reason, you decide you don’t want to be married to me anymore, that you’ll face me like a man and not just up and disappear with a stupid note.”


  In the lights from the dashboard, she saw storm clouds form in his expression. He reached across the seat and took her hand in his, bringing it up to his lips and kissing it without taking his eyes off the road. “I swear to you, unless I’m abducted or otherwise killed, I will never up and leave you. Ever.”


  “Don’t promise you’ll never leave me. I won’t make you do that.”


  “But I mean it.” At the next light, he looked at her. “I’m not about to throw the better part of twenty years away. You’re the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with. Why do you think I don’t play with anyone else, even though I probably could if I wanted to? I don’t want to. I don’t need to. I don’t fault those who do, but I’m happy.”


  Her heart fluttered the way it always did when he got like this. The way it always had from the first date they’d gone on after meeting at a munch.


  The only man who’d done that to her.


  “I love you, too.”


  He smiled. “Good, because you’re stuck with me. I’m not going anywhere unless it’s in a box. And don’t joke that it can easily be arranged, because yes, I’m well aware of how many friends we have and that they’d take your side over mine if I screwed up epically like Cris did.”


  She grinned. “I wouldn’t let them kill you. Maim you, maybe. But not kill.”


  “Such a romantic slave you are, baby.”


  “And you’re stuck with me.”


  “In all the good ways.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Shayla, the magazine journalist Tony had taken under his wing to train as a submissive, was doing research for a series of articles for the Sarasota magazine she worked for.


  Marcia had worried about it at first, but Ross and Loren had thought it was a great idea, talking Derrick and Tony into it.


  Now, the first article was live. With more than a little trepidation, Marcia pulled up the article on her iPad. Since it was her own personal iPad, it wasn’t like she was worried about someone accidentally seeing what she was reading. Besides, it was their accounting firm.


  And she was, technically, tech support for their company. IT, office manager, and chief coffee pot washer because she was apparently the only one worried about catching a disease from the damn thing if it went unwashed for too long.


  As she read, she relaxed. Obviously, Shayla had done her research well. The article was written fairly, objectively. It wasn’t salacious, and it certainly didn’t portray them as sex-crazed freaks.


  It actually normalized them.


  She relaxed a little more.


  Then she pulled up the club’s e-mail account on her iPad—


  And her heart nearly stopped.


  She had twenty-five new e-mails. Hell, they were lucky to get five a week in that account, not counting spam, and automated bank notices when deposits hit.


  And these weren’t spam.


  They were all from their website contact form.


  She tapped the first one to open it.


  Hi, I read the magazine article. I never realized people did this in real life, much less locally. How can I take a class in this? I have felt like this all my life and thought there was something wrong with me…


  And they pretty much all read along that vein. She responded to all of them with assurances that they weren’t alone, broken, freaks, damaged, or any other negative descriptor.


  She also wrote a sticky note to herself to schedule another Newbies 101 class before the one the following month.


  Except for the last e-mail in the batch.


  YOU SHULD BE ASHAMED OF URSELFS! ITS AN ABOMINATIN AGINST GOD! READ UR BIBLE!


  Okay, so that one she sent to her pending folder, to save for later to trace the IP address. If it could be isolated, she’d block the asshat from accessing the site.


  At least my grammar and spelling aren’t an “abominatin aginst god.”


  


  * * * *


  


  By lunchtime, Marcia had received another forty or so e-mails in the club’s account, all but six of them legitimate inquiries via the website, two creepers looking for pay-to-play, one pro-Domme and probably fake spammer looking to work at the club, and three mental midget religious whackadoodles who apparently flunked the same English 101 class in high school as the composer of the earlier e-mail.


  And who all had the same fondness for caps lock.


  Caps lock. The true “abominatin.”


  When Derrick stuck his head around the corner of her office doorway, he stopped, then walked all the way inside. “What’s wrong?”


  “Oh, nothing, except that Shayla’s article apparently gave us a ton of free advertising for the club.”


  “That’s good, right? Most of them are, except for some real pieces of work.”


  She crooked a finger at him to show him the whackadoodle e-mails. A scowl creased his brow as he scrolled through them.


  “Shit,” he muttered. “That’s not the kind of attention I wanted.”


  “No shit, Sherlock.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Three weeks later, it was eight o’clock in the morning on a Monday. Derrick sat in his car and waited for Ed to pick up his call.


  “We have a problem,” Derrick said by way of greeting.


  “What?”


  “I’m watching a group of about eight religious whackjobs with signs marching up and down in front of the club.”


  No doubt they’d been inspired to activism by Shayla’s series of articles. The timing was too coincidental.


  “Where are you?” Ed asked.


  “I’m sitting in the parking lot at the club. I pulled into a space in front of one of the other units.”


  “What do the signs say?”


  He tried to read them. “One of them, it looks like it says ‘Get Sex Out of Sarasota.’”


  Ed snickered. “They’re a little late for that.”


  “This isn’t funny.” Dealing with crank e-mails was one thing.


  This was another. This was unwanted attention drawn directly toward their members.


  “Yeah, it is funny,” Ed said. “They’re on private property. Call your landlord, because that’s his job and why you guys set things up the way you did in the first place. Kel can have a trespass warrant issued on them. He needs to go order them to leave, then call deputies if they refuse. They’re a disruption to your business. Besides, they’re not even correct. You don’t allow sex in the club. It’s in the rules. Hence, why we have rules. Duh. Why are you there anyway?”


  “I forgot my cell charger in the office Saturday. And you’re not helpful.”


  “Yes, I am helpful. And the billable hours I’m not charging you right now is even more helpful. Call Kel.” Ed hung up on him.


  With a sigh, Derrick started to pull up his friend’s number before he realized, duh, Kel might be at his office. He drove around the building and was relieved to see Kel’s car sitting parked in front of the unit.


  He knocked. Kel frowned when he opened the door. “What’s going on?”


  “I called Ed, and he told me to call you since you’re the landlord.” Derrick crooked a finger at him to follow and led the way back around the building, on foot. At the corner, they peeked around.


  Derrick pointed at the scraggly group of protestors. “That’s the problem.”


  “Oh, for fuck’s sake, are you kidding me?” Kel charged ahead toward the group. Derrick stood there, watching from the safety of the building’s corner.


  When Kel approached, they ignored him, at first. Until he ordered them to leave.


  “Look, I’m the landlord. You’re disrupting my tenants’ business. I’m ordering you off my property.”


  Derrick was wondering if he’d have to call the sheriff’s office himself. The guy who apparently was their ringleader, an older man, maybe in his late sixties or early seventies, with thinning and crazy-looking grey hair and dressed mismatched Goodwill finery, leaned in and brandished his sign at Kel.


  “You’re the filthy Sodomite allowing this perversion to ruin our county?”


  Kel’s calm response nearly made Derrick burst out laughing. “Well, for starters, no, I’m not a Sodomite. I’m a Sarasotan. Secondly, not sure what you’re up in arms about, because this isn’t a sex club.”


  “We read those filthy articles about this place. It’s an abomination!”


  Okay, that’s probably one of the crazies who e-mailed us a couple of weeks ago. Not many people dropped the A-bomb in average conversations.


  Kel wasn’t swayed. “Then you also read—unless your reading comprehension is as bad as your listening skills appear to be—that they don’t allow sex, alcohol, or drugs in their club. Leave. Now. Before I call the cops.”


  “Oh, you just call them! I’ll be happy to talk to them and get this den of evil shut down!”


  Derrick watched Kel snort as his friend whipped out his phone. “Dude, that schtick is sooo retro. Next thing you’ll be telling me is Dungeons and Dragons is the gateway to hell. I’m calling the sheriff’s office. Last chance. You are trespassing.”


  The guy and his followers, now gathered behind him, remained defiant.


  Kel put the phone up to his ear and stepped away, catching Derrick’s eye as he answered the phone. “No, this isn’t an emergency… Yes, I’ll hold.”


  He turned to the ringleader. “FYI, the club has all their proper zoning permits, occupational licenses, and business licenses. They also file their state sales taxes and federal income taxes in proper fashion… Yes, I need a deputy to respond to issue trespass warnings. I’m a commercial complex landlord. There are protestors disrupting businesses, and they refuse to obey my orders to leave…”


  Twenty minutes later, a calm and dispassionate deputy was writing trespass tickets against an even more enraged goofball. Derrick stood in the shade of a nearby tree, arms crossed over his chest and struggling not to laugh as the deputy pretty much ignored every last one of the guy’s rants.


  Until, finally, he got a little too close to the deputy’s face.


  The deputy straightened and one hand came to rest on the Taser holstered at his waist. “Sir, I’m going to ask you one last time to step back and calm down, or I will arrest you. If you have a problem with this business, then take it up with the county zoning board or the tax collector’s office.”


  “The tax collector?”


  The deputy ripped off the ticket and handed it to the man. “They issue business licenses in this county. This is unincorporated Sarasota County. Now, if you don’t immediately vacate these premises, I will be forced to arrest you for trespassing.”


  “But what about our right to free speech?” he spluttered.


  The deputy turned and pointed at the sidewalk running along the road. “That ends over there, on county right-of-way, which is public land. You can protest all you want on that sidewalk, but you set foot on this private property again? The owner is within his rights to have all of you arrested. I suggest you don’t provoke him. He seems to be a man of his word.”


  “I am,” Kel said. He’d leaned against the patrol car and watched the entire display, answering questions asked by the deputy.


  The other seven protestors seemed confused by this and looked to their apparent thrift-store leader.


  The older man straightened. “I know my rights as a sovereign citizen of the United States of America! I do not have to tolerate this! I am allowed to peaceably assemble and protest.”


  The deputy looked like he’d rather be raiding a meth lab than dealing with these people. “Are you refusing an order by a law enforcement officer?”


  “Yes. If you want us to leave, you’ll have to arrest all of us—”


  In a movement Derrick could barely follow, the deputy grabbed the man, spun him around, and bent him over the hood of the cruiser as he snapped handcuffs on him.


  I bet he’d be fun to watch doing takedown play on a subbie.


  Kel just stood there, slowly shaking his head as the guy ranted and rambled while the deputy Mirandized him and searched him.


  To the other protestors, Kel said, “You really should opt to leave, now.”


  “Don’t you dare!” the man screamed. “This is righteous work we’re doing!”


  Kel asked the deputy, “Is he even a local?”


  “Arcadia address.”


  Kel snorted. “Figures he’s an imported crazy, not a domestic one.”


  “That’s usually the way,” the deputy said.


  Within twenty minutes, four more deputies had responded to the officer’s call for backup, and all the protestors were being loaded into the backs of patrol cars.


  “I want their vehicles towed, too,” Kel said. “They can pay an impound yard to get them back. They aren’t coming back on my property. Period.”


  That enraged the older man even more. He started ranting from where he was sitting handcuffed in the back of the first deputy’s car, until the deputy closed the door on the man’s protests.


  “You realize they’re probably going to be released on ROR and come back, right?” the deputy asked.


  “Well, if they can afford it.” He smiled. “Depends on what judge they get. And they’ll have to pay to get their cars out.”


  An hour later, it was done. Wreckers had come hauled the cars off, and the deputies hauled the protestors away.


  By this time, Marcia had come over to join Derrick and Kel and watch the festivities. One of the other tenants had walked over to talk to Kel when they noticed the commotion.


  “What’s going on?”


  “It’s okay,” Kel said. “I handled it.”


  “Are they protesting the club?”


  “What do you know about the club?” Kel warily asked.


  The man smiled. “If it wasn’t for my wife’s work schedule, we’d already be members. I looked it up a few months ago when I was here one Saturday night and saw all the cars outside.”


  Derrick laughed and extended his hand. “Derrick. Owner and manager of Venture. Nice to meet you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It turned out Judge Connelly wouldn’t be handling the protestors’ case, because he was family law, not criminal.


  Ed relayed that info. But apparently he’d called Pat anyway to give him a heads-up. And Ed cleared his schedule and attended the arraignment that afternoon, where he asked the judge to issue restraining orders against the protestors. An unusual request under the circumstances, but one the judge granted.


  The protestors seemed shocked to find out that if they committed contempt and violated the restraining order, they could end up in jail without bond until trial.


  Ed reported back to Derrick, Marcia, and Kel, while sitting in the office at the club that evening, that once it seemed to start settling into the other protestors’ brains that their leader was not only in the wrong, but costing them a ton of money and black marks against their personal records in terms of now giving them criminal rap sheets, they seemed to band together against the man.


  “Do you think they’ll be back?” Marcia asked.


  “Hard to say,” Ed admitted. “They could instigate another group to protest in their stead, along the street, but what’s that going to do? Not a damn thing. You can’t even see the club’s front door from the street because of the other building.”


  “And it’ll get even harder to see,” Kel said. “I’ve got a landscaper coming tomorrow to add extra shrubs along that front swale until I can get the permits to put up a stockade fence there and completely block the view from the street.”


  “What about your other tenants?” Marcia nervously asked.


  “I believe about half of them are already members of the club,” Kel said.


  “Yeah, I know that, but what about the other half?”


  He shrugged. “You realize how quickly these units go when one comes up available?” He snapped his fingers. “I might have one sitting for three weeks, if that, once I list it. I have waiting lists for a couple of my units, like the front corner ones. And, to be honest? I’ve told all of the new tenants I’ve rented to since you opened what kind of business you are, so they can’t come back later and claim I didn’t. Haven’t lost a single renter over it. You don’t operate during their business hours, and you aren’t doing anything illegal, and the crime rate in this complex so far is zero. They’re happy there is a business open on weekend nights, when most crime would happen, that actually discourages crime from happening in this complex.”


  “Huh,” Derrick said. “I never looked at it like that.”


  “Hell, yeah,” Kel said. “I mean, a bunch of guys who enjoy beating people for fun basically providing weekend security for free? Um, yeah, what’s not to like about that?”


  Marcia nudged Derrick. “You should call Larry Bartwell.”


  “Why?”


  “Uh, why? To do a pre-emptive strike.”


  “Again, why?”


  She shrugged. “It’s out there about Shayla’s articles, now. Let’s get ahead of it and control the message.”


  “I can’t ask one of our accounting clients to do a fake story for us for the newspaper.”


  “No, but you can give him the story and let him write it. I’m sure he’d be fair.”


  “She’s got a point,” Kel said. “He’s been here a couple of times.”


  “As your attorney,” Ed chimed in, “I say do it. As your friend, I’m telling you you’d be an idiot not to do it.”


  The next day, Tuesday, Derrick had lunch with Larry and spilled the whole story to him while Larry took notes on a reporter’s pad. “Do you want me to use your scene name or your real name?” the man asked.


  “I don’t know. My attorney says I’m okay liability-wise.”


  “I’ll just list you as Derrick,” he said, smiling as he looked up from his notepad. “That’ll make it easier for you.”


  “Look, I don’t want you to write what you think I want you to write. I want you to be fair.”


  “Oh, I will be. Religious nuts who think they can impose their morality on other law-abiding people. Got it.”


  Derrick laughed. “Your editor will let you write the story like that?”


  He shrugged. “This isn’t a political race. I’ll find this dingleberry who was their ringleader and interview him and cherry-pick the craziest of quotes from him. Anything you’d like to add?”


  “Well, Shayla’s articles did increase our membership by quite a bit.”


  “Got it. The quote from you will be, ‘All this attention has helped get the word out about what it is that we do, and helped dispel the completely erroneous myths and lies that are out there about us. We aren’t breaking the law, we’re not bothering anyone, and we’re having fun while ensuring people are being safe. And our membership has grown by explosive numbers after all this coverage, so we’re glad to take the scrutiny. I’d like to thank our protestors for that.’”


  “Wow. That makes me sound smart. Do you often write good quotes like that for the people you interview?”


  He grinned. “Only the ones I really like.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Wednesday morning, Marcia walked into Derrick’s office without knocking and closed the door behind her. In her hand, a newspaper that she must have purchased on her way in, because they didn’t have a subscription.


  She’d already turned it to the right page and laid it in front of him on the desk before sinking into one of the chairs. “Read it. I’ve already had twenty-six new e-mails today from people wanting info on how to join the club. And five more whackadoodles.”


  “Is it a good story?”


  “Read it.”


  He did, nervously. He’d resisted the urge to go online and read the story there.


  But five minutes later, after having read the story three times, and giggling at the picture of the Rev. Paul Mark Bartholomew—which made him look even crazier than he had during the protest—Derrick laid the paper back on the desk.


  “Well?” she asked.


  “I don’t think we could have bought anything better in terms of advertising. He made the guy sound like a lunatic.”


  “He didn’t have to work very hard to do that.”


  Derrick picked up the phone and called Larry. “Thank you,” he said when his friend answered. “I really appreciate it.”


  “Hey, it was low-hanging fruit. I’ll never turn that down. My editor asked why I didn’t write a longer story. People eat it up. There’s a growing backlash against the ‘morality police’ in this state. People are sick and tired of the hypocrisy, and of these nuts, especially the ‘end big government’ nuts, who try to do the exact same thing with their religion while ignoring the irony as they do. He gives you any more trouble, let me know. I’ll do a follow-up.”


  “Thanks. I appreciate it.” Derrick said good-bye and ended the call, leaning back in his chair as he stared at Marcia. “Well?” he asked her.


  “Well what?”


  “Have I hit your ‘we’re done with this shit’ high-water mark yet?”


  She smiled and stood, rounding the desk to sit in his lap. “Not even close, buddy.” She kissed him. “Honestly? I was wondering how to do a new membership drive. We’re doing well, but some of the older members have dropped off. People have moved or moved on. It never hurts to bring in fresh blood. This is great.”


  “Any new protestors?”


  “Kel reports the coast is clear. I would imagine the money the people had to put up for bail and getting their cars out of impound imparted a level of fiscal reality to their lives they weren’t expecting. Not to mention I’m sure some of them missed work, and all of those kinds of aggravations, and lost revenue.”


  He stroked her back. “I’m a lucky, lucky man. Don’t think I don’t know that.”


  She got up, walked over to his office door, locked it, then turned. She yanked her blouse up and off over her head. “I think you’re about to get even luckier.”


  They didn’t often screw around in the office during the business hours. Between being too busy, and having too many people around, it wasn’t worth the risk. After hours, sure, they’d left their DNA all over the place.


  His cock stiffened in his slacks as Marcia dropped her blouse into one of the chairs and started working on her bra.


  She kicked off her shoes, her gaze meeting and holding his as she shimmied out of her slacks and panties, leaving them in a puddle on the floor. The only thing remaining, her wedding rings and the amethyst necklace she wore as her day collar.


  He turned his chair to the side, snapped his fingers, and pointed at the floor in front of him.


  With a sexy smile, she sauntered over and dropped to her knees in front of him.


  “That’s what I’m talking about,” he whispered. He leaned back, and she went to work, unfastening his slacks and fishing his hardening cock out of his briefs.


  With her eyes focused on him, she slowly wrapped her fingers around his shaft, her lips opening wide as she engulfed his cock in her mouth.


  He buried his fingers in her hair. “That’s it, baby,” he whispered. “Suck me good.”


  “Mmmhmm.” It didn’t take her long to get him over, either. He had to clamp his jaw shut against the loud moan he wanted to let out as his orgasm hit and he filled her mouth with his juices.


  As she knelt there, his softening cock in her mouth, she winked at him.


  She nearly squealed when he pulled her to her feet and lifted her up onto his desk. He didn’t say a word, simply flashing her an evil grin before he shoved her knees apart and buried his face in her pussy.


  With his hands holding her ass so she couldn’t wriggle free, she braced her arms against his shoulders. Her gasps as she tried to hold back her cries of pleasure nearly hardened him again. It didn’t take him long to get her over, either. He loved eating her out and knew the thrill of doing this here, where they might get caught, only added to her pleasure. They weren’t huge risk-takers.


  But it wasn’t like they’d fire themselves if someone caught them at it.


  Then he realized he was hard again.


  He pulled her off the desk and onto her feet, turning her around and pushing her down over it as he stood and shoved his slacks and briefs down.


  Her pussy was wet and ready when he slid his cock inside her. All he had to do was grab a fistful of her hair in one hand and pull her head back, while he reached around her with his other and found her clit.


  Then he nipped her neck as he started playing with her clit.


  She gasped, whining as he felt the spasms shuddering through her pussy. He could barely stand the wait until she finished before he started fucking her, hard and fast and that load quickly ending up inside her pussy.


  As she laid there, she said, “I think you’ll have to reprint these reports. I think I spooged them.”


  He laughed and kissed the back of her shoulder. “I don’t blame you, sweetheart. I sort of caused you to spooge them.”


  “True.” She looked back at him. “We’ve got to figure out a way to get you a private bathroom for this office.”


  “Hell, then everyone would know what we’ve been doing.”


  “True.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Despite having rung her doorbell, Amelia seemed to start when Marcia opened the door for her.


  “Hey, come on in.” She hugged Amelia after shutting the door behind her. “What’s up? You sounded pretty upset on the phone.”


  Marcia led her friend into the living room, where they settled on the couch.


  “I…I don’t know who to talk to,” Amelia said. “I’m sorry to bother you like this.”


  “No, no bother.” A slight inconvenience, because unfortunately this Saturday afternoon she had to be at the club in two hours to open up, but she always tried to make time for her friends when she could. The stuff she’d planned to get done today before going in to the club, like bookkeeping, would have to wait until tomorrow afternoon.


  Amelia looked troubled, dark circles under her hazel eyes. And today her friend, who usually looked put-together but not in that fake, self-absorbed kind of way, hadn’t even worn makeup. Her shoulder-length dark blonde hair was pulled back with an elastic band.


  Amelia took a deep breath. When she finally met Marcia’s gaze, there were tears in her eyes. “I think Mike and I are in real trouble.”


  “Trouble, how?” Marcia’s mind flashed back to their tax returns, which had just been filed a few weeks ago.


  “Our marriage.”


  A record screech sounded in Marcia’s brain as she dropped the bookkeeping train of thought. “Why don’t you back up?”


  “It’s…” She let out a five-ton sigh. “I’ve felt like we’ve been losing us. For a long time now. I’ve tried a bunch of things, and he’s just not interested. I even suggested maybe he should go to the doctor to see if everything was okay, and he blew me off like he was upset I even suggested it.”


  “You mean…sex?”


  “I mean everything. It’s like all he wants to do is come home from work and sit in front of the TV. Or on the weekends work around the house.”


  “Not to make light of your situation, but there are women who’d kill for that kind of guy.”


  “Yeah, to the exclusion of no sex or physical intimacy? I even thought okay, maybe I just need hobbies. I joined that book group you told me about and some of the books I read were about BDSM. I thought ooh, okay, maybe this is how I can get him interested in bed.”


  Marcia hoped her face wasn’t flaming red at that point. Amelia was one of their strictly vanilla friends. Or, at least, she had been. Amelia had no idea what Marcia and Derrick did behind the scenes in their spare time.


  “What happened?” Marcia asked.


  Amelia burst into tears and Marcia reached for a box of tissues to hand her. “He looked at me like he was disgusted by me for even thinking it. He told me I shouldn’t be reading ‘that kind of crap,’ and that if I didn’t like the way things were, I should buy a vibrator to take care of myself.”


  Marcia blinked. “Um, wow. No offense, but that’s pretty damn cold of him.”


  Amelia blew her nose. “No shit. I asked him if he wanted a divorce since he obviously wasn’t interested in me anymore, and he told me no, but once people were married for a while they weren’t supposed to have to ‘perform’ unless they felt like it. And that if I wasn’t happy, I could file for divorce, but he was fine with the way things are.”


  Marcia’s heart broke for her friend. “How about counseling?”


  “I suggested that, too. He told me that there was nothing wrong with him, but if I thought those ‘trashy books’ I was reading were exciting that I was the ‘sick’ one and should probably get help.”


  Marcia tried to look back to what she knew about Mike, what she’d seen about her friends.


  Nothing like this would ever have blipped her radar about the two of them.


  “I thought you two were so good together.”


  “It’s been sliding for a while. I haven’t said anything about it. I thought maybe if I didn’t, maybe I could get it worked out between us. Or maybe things would get better. But it’s obvious he has no desire to work things out between us.” She blew her nose. “Hey, what’s that?” She pointed at Marcia’s laptop.


  Marcia swore. She’d been updating the schedule on the club’s website. “Um…”


  Before Marcia could reach over and close the lid on her laptop, Amelia pulled it over and looked at it. “Hey, is this that club here in Sarasota? I read about that.”


  Fuck fuck fuck! “Um…”


  Amelia’s eyes widened as she looked at Marcia. “Are you guys into BDSM?”


  Marcia swallowed hard. “Um…”


  “Please, are you?”


  Marcia took a long, deep breath. “Just like what you tell me in confidence, I don’t tell anyone. What I tell you, I’m going to ask for your confidence.”


  Amelia nodded, but the hope now shining in her friend’s eyes broke Marcia’s heart even more.


  “Derrick and I are a Master/slave couple, and have been for years. Yes, we run Venture, the BDSM club here in town.”


  “It’s real? I mean, really really real? I thought maybe it was just a fictional thing for those magazine articles I read. It’s really real? There are really people who do this in real life? And you run it?”


  She suspected the articles Amelia meant were the one’s Shay had written a couple of years earlier. “Yes, but—”


  “Can you take me? Please?”


  Ironically, Marcia was running the Introduction to BDSM class that very afternoon. And her friend looked so blatantly miserable that Marcia couldn’t refuse her. “What are you doing today?”


  “Hiding from Mike.” Amelia sat back and started shredding the tissue in her hand. “He’s going to finish yard work and then sit in front of the TV and watch whatever sports are on until he falls asleep in his chair and eventually goes to bed when his back starts hurting him.”


  “What about dinner?”


  “He’ll order a pizza.”


  “He’s not expecting you home?”


  “I told him I was coming to see you and might have dinner with you guys, depending on your plans. Or that I might end up staying here all night if we talked late enough.” She laughed, but it held no humor. “How’s that sound for a caring husband? He didn’t even question me. Just said okay, have fun.”


  This was a familiar scenario Marcia had seen before—countless times before. One partner discovering kink and then the other partner shaming them or outright abandoning them over it. Sometimes there were happy endings, the other partner either embracing it, or willingly allowing the kinky partner to get their kinky fix while preserving the relationship.


  But…


  Unfortunately, the odds usually tipped over into an eventual detonation of the relationship.


  “What you read in the books isn’t exactly real life,” Marcia counseled her. “Some of it’s written by vanilla writers who’ve never set foot in a real dungeon before.”


  “But can you take me? I want to see what it’s like.” She studied her hands again, where she’d balled up the shredded, sodden remnants of the tissue. “Before I do anything else, I want to see what else is out there. I want to make sure if I am going to walk away from a fifteen-year marriage that it’s for the right reason. I’m damn sure not happy, but I don’t want to take a risk and realize I was better off. I mean, I love Mike. But…”


  “You’re not in love with him anymore,” Marcia finished when Amelia didn’t.


  She nodded. “Yeah,” she quietly said. “Probably not for a while. And it’s been a long time since he’s acted like he’s in love with me, too. I’m thirty-seven. Life isn’t supposed to be like this. I’m not happy.”


  “Are you sure he’s not having an affair?”


  “I doubt it. He goes to work and comes home. He makes no effort to hide his phone or what he’s doing. I’d be willing to bet it’s a health issue, but we had a horrible fight the last time I tried to get him to go to the doctor, so I gave up. He thinks what he’s doing is normal. It’s how his parents were, and they were married for over forty-five years before his dad died.”


  “So he’s using that as the gold standard.”


  “I guess.” She met Marcia’s gaze again. “Can you take me?”


  “Yeah. You can go with me today.”


  “Am I dressed okay?” She was wearing jeans and a tank top, but she was about Marcia’s size. And her black sandals were fine.


  “I’ll loan you a shirt to wear,” Marcia said. “Text him and tell him you’ll be with us, and you and I are going to have dinner with some friends and hang out, that you’ll be home really late.”


  “We will?”


  Marcia nodded. “Yeah.”


  


  * * * *


  


  While Amelia was in the bathroom, Marcia called Derrick. “I have another student for my class.”


  “That’s good. Who?”


  “Mel.” He went silent. She even looked to see if the call had dropped. “Der?”


  “Yeah. Mel? Parsons?”


  “Yeah.”


  “What about Mike? I would not have pegged him for kinky.”


  “Just Mel.”


  Another long pause before he spoke. “How much of this do I want to know?”


  “I think it’s bad. She’s feeling kind of hopeless. It’s a long story.”


  “Did you tell her about us?”


  “She’d brought up BDSM before I did, but then she saw the laptop, where I’d been doing the schedule, and asked me to take her. I’m going to take her to my class and let her sit in.”


  “I don’t feel right about lying to Mike if he asks about this.”


  “You don’t have to. I told her to tell him she was hanging with us and friends, and we were going to have dinner together, and be out late.”


  “Oh. Well, in that case, good job. Want me to text Tilly that we’ll have an extra person with us?”


  “Yes, Sir. Please.” After her class, a volunteer would be there to handle the office while Marcia and Derrick had dinner with their friends at Sigalo’s. It was a weekly tradition, the roster of attendees always changing, but usually the same core group of people.


  “Will do.” His voice gentled. “Is she okay?”


  “No. I don’t think so.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mel sat in the passenger seat, holding her purse clutched to her like a security blanket.


  Marcia still wasn’t sure this was the best idea, but her friend had asked. She wouldn’t turn someone away who had a genuine interest in kink just because she worried about their motivation.


  She’d had no clue things were so bad between Mel and Mike, but then again, she hadn’t been looking for the signs, either. Now, if she thought back, she could see things in a different light.


  “I don’t want to cheat on him or anything,” Mel said. “I mean, if I decide this is something I want, I’m going to have to file for divorce.”


  “That’s good, because I wouldn’t be able to support you if you went behind his back.”


  “This isn’t going behind his back?”


  “You’re going to a class. There won’t be any play. Later tonight, after dinner, we’ll come back and all you’ll be doing is watching.”


  “No one’s going to make me play with them because I don’t have a collar, will they? I read this one book where—”


  “Stop,” Marcia said, channeling her own dominant side. “This is real-life, not a book. You’ll be shocked how normal some of it is. What we do is run a kinky community center.”


  “People won’t be having sex and stuff?”


  “Not here they won’t. It’s against the rules and keeps us from running afoul of the law. We’re a private membership club. No alcohol, no drugs, no sex. Those three things right there weed out ninety-nine percent of all potential troublemakers. They want a sex club, they can find somewhere else to go. A lot of people just come here to sit and talk with their friends. We have a large community of crossdressers and trans folk who come out because other than going up to Tampa or St. Pete, it’s the only place locally, except for the occasional drag queen bingo night at a bar, where they can just be themselves.”


  “Oh.” She went silent for a moment. “Do I know anyone else who’s kinky?”


  “Probably. But it’s not something we brag about to our vanilla friends.”


  “I just…I feel like a horrible wife.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I said for better or for worse, but it’s like he doesn’t care that it’s getting progressively worse. He’s happy with the status quo.”


  “I wish I could say your problem is unique, but it’s not.”


  They were the first into the parking lot. Marcia had arrived earlier than normal. She wanted to get Mel settled and show her around so once the class started she could focus on teaching.


  As Mel followed her inside the office, her eyes went wide. “Holy shit,” she whispered. “I never thought I’d see stuff like this in real life.”


  Marcia walked around the counter to put her purse away and to get the computer booted up. “These are just a small selections of the basics.” Blindfolds, some paddles, collars and cuffs, and some other implements. “Just try to take stuff in and don’t get overwhelmed.”


  “I’m already overwhelmed,” she said, turning to Marcia. “Because I see how happy you and Derrick are and I envy that. I can see it. I thought I was that happy once, but maybe not since our second year married, if that. I refuse to live this one life I have being miserable. If this is all there is? This sucks.”


  “I know, sweetie. That’s why you’re here.”


  “I want my happily ever after,” Mel said. “I feel like I got cheated out of it. Like someone swapped my prince for the frog at the altar.”


  “I thought his parents were happy.”


  “I wouldn’t say happy. They were dedicated. But they were both miserable, I think. His mom would always bitch about his dad, up until he died. I don’t think they were ‘happy.’ I think they were doing what they thought they were supposed to do.”


  “Life is too short to be miserable.”


  “Amen to that.”


  Once Marcia had the computer booted up she led Mel through the door inside to the main space. Mel stopped by the door and stared around as Marcia walked back to the breaker panel and got the lights and AC turned on.


  “Well?” Marcia asked, having seen a nearly identical look on the faces of other newbies before. “What do you think?”


  “It’s…” She seemed at a loss for words.


  “Not like the books, right?”


  “Yeah.” She slowly walked over to Marcia. “I thought…”


  “Richly appointed and luxurious, right?”


  “Well…yeah.”


  “A play space stuck in a warehouse in an industrial complex isn’t very sexy and probably wouldn’t sell many books.”


  “Oh. True.”


  “Not saying there might not be places like that out there, but the ones I know of are basically variations of this same theme.”


  “How many people will be here for your class?”


  “Hard to say. Nearly twenty RSVPd on FetLife, but—”


  “On what?”


  Crap. “FetLife. It’s like a kinky Facebook.”


  Mel pulled out her phone and immediately started looking for it. “Wow. I…I never even thought…”


  “Just take things slow, okay?” Marcia didn’t want to feel responsible if her friend, in a fit of subfrenzy, nuked her marriage and jumped head-first into the deep end of the kink pool just to get her heart broken.


  “I will. I just want to learn. I feel like I’m in a different country. Or maybe the right country, finally.”


  “What?”


  Mel looked up from her phone, her cheeks beet red. “I’ve always had fantasies,” she softly confided. “About being tied up. Stuff like that. I never said anything to him though. I thought there was something wrong with me. Then I read some of the books the book club was talking about they’d read before I joined and…it was me. It was like someone opened up my head and took a look at my damn brains. Bestselling books, not just little one-off books that only five people ever read.”


  Marcia walked over to her. “You’re going to have to have some hard conversations with Mike. Don’t give up on him just yet. He might surprise you.”


  Mel’s eyes filled with tears. “No, I don’t think he will. That’s the sad thing.”


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  Marcia had a lot of mixed feelings about Mel sitting in on her class. It was not uncommon for people brand new to the lifestyle to experience epiphanies as they heard someone speaking about their fantasies out loud and assuring them there was nothing wrong with them for feeling like that.


  Unfortunately, she also knew the chances of an immediate happy ending for her friend being slim to none unless Mel’s husband decided to nut up and fight for his marriage and his wife.


  By the time Marcia was ready to start the class, with twenty-three students including Mel, Mel had calmed herself and pulled herself together. As Marcia went through her PowerPoint presentation, covering relationship dynamics, power exchange roles, and BDSM basics with a heavy emphasis on safety and finding what works for a particular individual, she could see the lights dawning for many of the students.


  Including Mel.


  Derrick had arrived by the time class ended. He was waiting out in the office and chatting with the volunteer manning the front desk for them that evening.


  Derrick offered Mel a hug. “How you doing?” he asked her.


  “Better and worse. I didn’t think that was possible at the same time.”


  “You ready for dinner?” he asked.


  “I’m not sure if I’m going to be good company tonight.”


  “It’s okay,” Marcia assured her. “They’re friends of ours. Kinky friends. At some point in their lives, they all were where you are now, in some degree or another.”


  “My mind is just…blown. Seeing stuff as fiction is one thing. It’s like watching Ancient Aliens on TV and then suddenly finding yourself standing face-to-face with a real alien.”


  “That’s a pretty accurate summation,” Marcia said. “If you think your mind’s blown now, wait until later when we bring you back here.”


  “Part of me doesn’t want to come,” Mel admitted. “I already think I know how this story is going to end. I’m not sure I want to hasten the inevitable.”


  “We won’t force you to come back here,” Derrick assured her. “We can take you back to our place so you can get your car.”


  “No, that’s not what I meant.” She took a deep breath. “I suspect after I have dinner with your friends and then come back here, I’m really not going to want to go home or keep settling for what I have now.”


  “You might be right about that,” Marcia gently said. “But like you also said, life is short. If you’re miserable, and he refuses to see there’s a problem, or he doesn’t think there’s a problem, you have to decide if you’re going to be happy living like that for the rest of your life, accepting him for who he is now, or if you want to move on.”


  “I think I already know the answer to that,” Mel said. “To be honest, I think that’s been the obvious solution staring me in the face for a long time now and I didn’t want to admit it. It’s like this is the last piece of proof I needed, on top of everything else, that my marriage isn’t working. I can sit there and lie to myself all I want, but I’m still young and I have a husband who I have to beg to touch me. And who more often than not says no.”


  “You sure it’s not something medical going on with him?” Derrick asked.


  “I’m going to try one more time to get him to go to a doctor, and to go to counseling with me. I already suspect what the answer will be. So I have one more question?”


  “Yeah?” Marcia asked.


  “Do you know a good divorce attorney?”


  Derrick held up a finger. “Funny you should mention that.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Ed was at dinner that night. Marcia had made sure to text Ed ahead of time to let him know what was going on, and to save them seats near him and his wife, Hope.


  As Marcia thought, Mel started unburdening herself on the attorney, who listened thoughtfully to everything she had to say.


  By the time dinner was over, Ed had given her a business card. “Once you make a decision, let me know. It won’t be my first kinky divorce. Nothing you say can shock me, and I’m pretty adept at sidestepping any accusations the other party wants to toss at my client. You don’t have any children, so that simplifies things.”


  “I don’t want to gouge him, either,” she said. “If he won’t work things out with me, I just want out.”


  “You need to protect your interests, though. You can’t just walk away from what’s rightfully yours. We don’t have to engage in a protracted mud fight, but we also need to make sure you’re not giving things away that don’t need to be abandoned to him.”


  “I guess we’ll have to sell the house.”


  “Likely, unless he or you can refinance and pay the other off for the equity you’ve built up.”


  “No, and that’s going to piss him off.” Marcia watched as Mel stared down at her empty plate. “I always regretted not having kids. Now, I have to admit, I’m glad we don’t. How sad does that make me?”


  “It makes you human,” Marcia assured her. “Completely, utterly human.”


  


  * * * *


  


  While Derrick paid their check, Mel went to the restroom. Marcia used that time to confer with her husband. “My instincts are telling me what’s going to happen.”


  He slowly nodded. “You can offer her our spare bedroom, if she needs it, if it even comes up. Let’s see if she can knock some sense into Mike first. It’d be a shame for him to let fifteen years slip away just because he’s happy in his damn rut.”


  “Selfish bastard,” she muttered. “I thought he was better than that.”


  “Don’t be so quick to judge. I know she’s your friend, but there’s always another side to things. You know that. He might surprise us all.”


  “Should we invite them over for dinner?”


  “Play it by ear. Offer it to her, if she wants. Maybe hearing all of this from someone else will help him.”


  She arched an eyebrow at Derrick. “You don’t sound convinced.”


  “Because I’m not. You know the odds as well as I do.”


  Back at the club, the evening was just getting started. There were already a few people there, including their friends from dinner. Derrick left Mel in Marcia’s capable hands and went to go check on things in the office and to make sure nothing had been overlooked.


  Mostly, he wanted to give the two women privacy. He suspected Mel would need to talk to Marcia.


  The odds were, when one partner “came out” as kinky and the other not only didn’t, but resisted the change, it wouldn’t end well at all. Having the couple over for dinner to talk wouldn’t be much help if Mike didn’t want to try to change and meet his wife at least halfway in the middle.


  It wasn’t uncommon for the resistant partner, who’d grown quite comfortable in their rut, to get angry and dig their heels in even farther. They took their partner’s revelations as a personal affront to how they’d been living their life, or they took it to mean their partner had been lying to them all of those years. Sometimes both were true, sometimes neither.


  In the few rare cases he’d seen where the vanilla partner allowed their kinky partner to get their fix on, even then some of those had eventually flamed out. The ones who had survived and thrived as a result of the compromises, however, were almost always happy ones. As the vanilla partner grew more comfortable and realized they were getting a happier partner as a result, it allowed them more freedom to relax and realize it was a good thing. Every once in a while, the vanilla partner ended up joining in, in some small way, and having fun, too.


  But…


  When he finished in the office, on his way over to the kitchen area he glanced at the table where Marcia and Mel were now sitting and talking. Mel was watching Kel preparing to suspend Mallory as Marcia obviously narrated the process.


  The look on Mel’s face, the complete recognition that she was finally where she belonged, nearly broke Derrick’s heart.


  He knew that look.


  And he knew it meant their friend would wade through an emotional ocean of crap before emerging on the other side of it. He wished he could spare her that journey, but it was one that countless others had made before her. She would survive it, too.


  There were no shortcuts, no matter how easy he wanted to make it on her, or on any of them.


  


  * * * *


  


  By the end of the evening, Marcia sensed the quiet resignation in her friend. “I’ve been doing this for ten years now,” she told Amelia. “Well, we’ve been running the club for ten years. We’ve been involved in the lifestyle longer than that, pretty much our whole time together. I’ve seen nearly all of the most common options play out. And I can see it in your face.”


  There were still a couple of people playing, but it was less than an hour before closing time. Amelia looked sad. “I want to be happy. I’ve forgotten what it’s like.”


  “Life is way too short not to be happy. Believe me, we’ve seen that personally.”


  Mel nodded.


  “Anything else you want to ask?”


  “Yeah. How good is your friend the divorce attorney?”


  Marcia laid a hand over Mel’s. “He’s very good. And we’ll be there for you. You’re not alone.”


  “I have a feeling I will be alone when Mike gets done talking to all my friends and family.”


  “You’re not. And you don’t know if he’ll try that or not.”


  She snorted. “No, I know. I feel it. I wish I was wrong, and I’ll still try, but I feel it.”


  “Well, if he does, and they abandon you, it proves they weren’t good friends to start with. This group, they’re like a family, and they’ll welcome you in with open arms.”


  “I hope you’re right.”


  “I am. I’ve seen it happen before. The people who walk through these doors become adopted family.”


  “Well, what do I have to lose?” Mel said. “I’m miserable now, and it won’t change unless I change. All I can do is try, and if he fights me, that’s it. I can’t live the rest of my life like this. Maybe he wants to, but I don’t. I feel like I was bait and switched in my marriage. He was completely different, worked to get me, and once he had me, he just…gave up trying to keep me. I’m not asking him to swing from the ceiling, I just want him to snuggle with me, make love to me. Hell, act like I’m more than a fucking roommate!”


  “Then it sounds like you have made up your mind.”


  She nodded. “I think I have. Now I just need to do it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Later—or, rather early Sunday morning—as Marcia laid next to Derrick in their bed before they fell asleep, he asked, “How is Mel?”


  “I feel guilty that she’s probably going to be heading to divorce court.”


  “Instead of feeling guilty, feel good that you can be there for her as a friend. You didn’t cause her marital problems, you offered her a solution. You opened our door and our hearts to her. That’s what friends do.”


  “I bet he ends up blaming us and the club for this.”


  “Again, the fault is with their marriage, not what we do.” He tightened his grip on her, his arms around her. “Go to sleep, baby. I’m tired, and she’ll probably be calling you tomorrow.”


  “You think?”


  “Yes. And then you can offer her our spare bedroom.”


  “Thank you.”


  He kissed the top of her head. “The ten years we’ve spent running the club have taught me a lot.”


  “So did that gallbladder attack.”


  He snorted. “Yes, that taught me you are a mean, mean woman.”


  She gently poked him in the ribs. “That’s because you scared a year off my life, buddy. I thought you were dying of a heart attack.”


  “That makes two of us. I’m sure that it was a comfort to the paramedic, whose shoes I puked all over in the ambulance, when he found out it was just my gut, not my heart, that was faulty.”


  “Hey, it means we have Kel as our partner now. And we can finally expand the club like we’ve talked about doing.”


  “Yeah, I know. And with one more new member, we’ll need to expand. That’s why we’re here.”


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Now…


  


  Thursday night, everyone stood in the new space and looked around. The smell of fresh paint hung in the air, not an unpleasant odor at all.


  “Well?” Derrick asked. “Think we’re ready for business tomorrow night?”


  New play equipment, including another bondage suspension frame, and a couple of couches for aftercare along the walls, and lots of room. The original play area would be reserved for rope and rigging and lighter play. They could keep the lights slightly brighter on original side as a result, and keep the social area more easily separated from the play areas. They’d also boxed in the large bay door to insulate it by adding a fake wall with a regular door in it. The bay door could be raised and the smaller door opened for access, but it would help keep the AC costs down as well as insulate for sound.


  And for when they didn’t need the extra space, such as when holding a small class or a meeting and not an open play session, they’d rigged a heavy, dark curtain of quilted fabric to cover the doorway. They could keep the AC off on the “new” side and only run it on the “old” side, as they were thinking of it. Normally, the curtain would be held open with two large, black satin decorative tasseled ropes. Or they could even use the new side for a class while smaller events could be held in the original side.


  “I like it,” Seth said. “I think it’s great.”


  The walls had been painted in a black-and-grey mottled faux finish that mimicked stonework, nearly identical to the paint job in the old side. Sconce lights on the walls provided enough lighting without it being too harsh. A couple of fake potted palms strung with white Christmas lights provided more indirect lighting so they didn’t need the bright house lights glaring in the space. There was also now an upstairs storage space that wouldn’t be open to the public. Below that, several new changing alcoves, as well as locker space.


  Leah and Marcia stood with their arms around each other’s waists. “I think Kaden would have loved it,” Leah said, a wistful smile on her face. “This was our second home for so long. You all were closer to us than actual family. Especially in my case.” The loving smile on her face as she looked at Seth nearly broke Derrick’s heart. “And it’s still our second home, and family.”


  Seth draped an arm around her shoulders as he leaned in to kiss her on the forehead. “Yes, it is, sweetheart.”


  They all felt silent, a collective sigh escaping them.


  “We couldn’t have done this without everyone’s help,” Derrick said. “I don’t just mean this week. I mean throughout the years.” He held a hand out to his wife and slave, who released Leah to step over to his side. “Starting with you, sweetheart.” He kissed her. “I know you thought I was crazy when I said I wanted to do this—”


  “I still think you’re crazy,” she said with a smile.


  When everyone quit laughing, Derrick continued. “But thank you,” he said. “I know it’s been a lot of damned hard work over the years. It’s a lot better now with Kel and Mallory as partners in this. I know that, long-term, this will keep going. Keep being a place for the community, even if we ever have to step aside. That’s all I ever wanted. I hated having to go through a party list and try to decide who had to get left off because we didn’t have room. Especially as more of those people grew to be even closer friends. I wanted to be able to teach others, have a safe space. And we did it.”


  Derrick looked down at Marcia. “Twenty years of being with me. And ten years of this place. You must really love me.”


  “Or it’s Stockholm Syndrome,” Tilly snarked from where she stood between Cris and Landry.


  He grinned. “Maaaybe.”


  Their friends seemed to be waiting for him to say something else. He felt he owed them more, too, but wasn’t sure what to say.


  “I don’t think I have the words to express my love and gratitude to you all,” he finally said. “You’ve been there for us, for the club, for each other. This is a family. This club is our ‘child,’ as weird as it sounds. And I’m glad we gave birth to it. It took a village to raise this child. Our whole, crazy damn tribe. And I couldn’t be more thankful for having you all in our lives. Thank you.”


  Hugs were exchanged, good-nights were said, and, finally, it was just Marcia and Derrick left in the space. He locked the door behind everyone and then turned to Marcia, who’d followed him out into the office.


  “Where do you think you’re going, lady?”


  “Uh, I thought we were going home.”


  He walked over to her and caught the ring on the front of her play collar—which she’d worn that night during the work—and led her toward the inside door. “Think again.”


  She snorted. “Are we really going to do it here? We did that before, remember?”


  “And it’s only fitting we christen the new side for good luck.”


  “I thought someone said it’s against club rules to have sex in here,” she teased as they returned to the dungeon.


  “Lucky for us, I happen to know the owner. Real dumb, not the greatest looking guy, but he’s got a brilliantly smart, gorgeous, smoking hot slave wife who puts up with him for god only knows what damn reason.” He turned and pulled her into his arms.


  “Well, he’s obviously not that dumb, or that ugly, if he landed such a catch.”


  “I didn’t say ugly.”


  “I said not that ugly.” She grinned.


  His hands slid down her back until he reached her ass and squeezed it through her shorts. “Get naked, woman. You’ve had clothes on long enough.”


  “Ooh, that’s sexy talk.” She pulled her shirt off. Underneath, she wasn’t wearing a bra. She headed for the new side. “How to you want me, Sir?” She wiggled her ass at him.


  He grabbed a clean towel from the rack. “I’ll take you any way I can get you, baby,” he said. “But for tonight, before my stamina wears out, let’s keep it simple and use one of the couches.”


  He picked one of the new couches and spread the towel out on it while she finished stripping. “Sit,” he said, pointing at it.


  “Woof.”


  “Don’t tempt me,” he said. “You’d look adorable with ears and a butt plug tail.”


  She grinned as she sat. “Red.”


  “Dammit.” He knelt between her legs and pushed them apart. “Hope you’re not calling red for this.” He hooked his arms under her legs and pulled her forward so she was at the edge of the couch. Then he buried his face in her pussy and started licking and sucking on her clit.


  “Mmm…no, Sir, not calling red on that.”


  He didn’t think she would.


  He teased her a little, taking his time, not quite getting her over the edge, wanting her close but not there.


  He was a man with plan.


  When he had her begging him for relief, to make her come, he stood. He rolled her over onto her hands and knees, then started spanking her with his bare hand and pinning her down with the other, until her ass was red and she squirmed beneath him.


  He reached between her legs. “You can’t lie to me, baby. That made you even hornier, didn’t it?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Of course it did. A good spanking always made her horny.


  He stood and unzipped his shorts, shoving them and his briefs off. Kneeling between her legs, he slid his cock inside her well-prepared pussy, meeting no resistance whatsoever.


  She let out an unrestrained moan of pleasure.


  “Yeah, that’s what my girl wants, isn’t it?” He grabbed her by the hair and pulled her up against him. “Tell me what you want.”


  “Please fuck me, Sir.” From the sound of her voice, he knew she’d hit subspace.


  He reached around her, cupping her breasts in his hands, playing with her nipples, making her moan even more loudly.


  “Play with yourself for me,” he ordered, squeezing her breasts. “Reach down there and make yourself come like a good girl.”


  She did, her hand moving, hips trying to rock between him and where she was pinned against the couch and impaled on his cock.


  “That’s it, baby,” he urged, trying to hold back. “Work that clit.”


  He kneaded her breasts in his hands even as he nibbled his way up and down her shoulder, to her neck, and back again, lightly nipping the whole way and making her gasp.


  Finally, he felt her pitch over the edge. Around his cock the walls of her pussy spasmed, about the same time she let out a loud, long moan.


  That was when he grabbed her hips and bent her over the couch again, fucking her hard, fast, trying to catch up and finish with her. Finally, he did, exploding inside her.


  Good thing, too, because he was exhausted. He wasn’t a horny teenager anymore, able to get it up in a stiff breeze.


  It took them both a few minutes to start moving. “If we don’t get moving,” she mumbled, “we’ll be spending the night on this couch. And I don’t think my back will appreciate that.”


  “Or mine.” He sat up, pulling her close and kissing her. “I love you so much, baby. You have no idea.”


  She smiled. “I do. Because I love you, too.” She winced. “But I’m getting too old to be fucking on a couch like a teenager.”


  He stood, offering her a hand to help her up. As they started gathering their clothes, she said, “We should have put a shower in.”


  He stared at the new bathroom. “Dammit. Why didn’t we?”


  She poked him in the chest. “Because you and our esteemed landlord didn’t think of it.”


  “Ugh.”


  “There you two go, mastering wrong,” she teased. She blew a kiss at him over her shoulder as she headed for the doorway.


  He smiled. “I can’t be doing too badly if you’ve put up with me all these years,” he called after her.


  She didn’t turn. “Take me home, Mister Master. Our bed called. It’s lonely and wants some attention.”


  He chuckled as he started following her.


  I’m glad I married the right woman.
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