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Chapter One

 


Lance

Looking at the furniture and toys in
the private dungeon before the session depresses me. I reach out
and touch the cool and twisted chains of the erotic swing set in
the center of the room. I remember Curtis’s laugh, his blue eyes
twinkling with mischief, the way his tempting lips formed the word
“Sir”. He always said it like a dare, a challenge.

When painful memories threaten to
overwhelm me, it’s best I take a step back. Too bad every item in
this room reminds me of him, of my dead mate. We picked every
single one, debated, pored over the details. The lion in me wakes,
restless, sorrowful as fuck.

Nausea hits me, and I stumble over the
heavy oak desk and plant my palms on the surface to catch my
breathing. My lion itches under my skin, begging to be let out. The
playroom’s windowless. Thank fuck for that, because the apartment
looks out to the nature park across the street.

I know with my condition, I should
move. Somewhere to the city maybe, where there are no woods to
tempt me into shifting one last time and eventually letting go of
my human half.

“What am I doing?” I
whisper, staring at the items I’d laid out on the desk in a
straight row. Curtis and I seldom used the desk. He never had a
thing for discipline, not the way my new boy does.

Jax.

I mouth his name on my lips as if the
single syllable can give my animal inner peace.

I don’t know what made me agree to
take him on for four sessions, one session per week, at eight on a
Friday evening.

Josh and Duke are owners of Thorn, the
queer BDSM club Curtis and I used to frequent. I’ve known the power
couple for decades, and one of the few I consider my friends. They
were the ones who reached out to me last week, inquiring if I was
interested in training a new sub.

After Curtis’s death, I drifted away
from the scene. I only agree to sessions when my beast begins to
test my control, like now.

I run my fingers over the paddles,
floggers, and straps, debating which one to use. My mind wanders
back to last Friday, when Josh and Duke invited me to their private
office, making introductions.

The memory remains vivid in my mind,
because Jax didn’t bother changing out of his uniform after being
discharged by the Army. Clean-shaven, handsome boy, with dark
shadows under his eyes.

Boy. I suppose I can only call him that once we’re alone.
According to the file Duke and Josh gave me, he’s twenty-two. Prior
to enlisting, Jax played with several experienced Doms in Thorn,
moving from one to the next, as if he were restless, searching for
answers.

I fish out the phone in my back
pocket, debate on cancelling the entire thing, coming up with some
absurd excuse. Then I remember Jax quietly standing in the corner
of Josh and Duke’s office, dark blue eyes the color of an angry
storm. He looked far away, seemingly detached from
reality.

I took stock of him, noticing the
scars partially hidden by his plain shirt and jacket, the way he
shifted from one foot to the next. An old injury maybe. A snarl had
caught in my throat, and despite being human, he’d met my
gaze.

Those eyes staring back me, look so
similar to mine.

Back then, I’d thought one broken man
could fix another.

Before I can type a message on my
phone, it beeps. A message from Jax, telling me he’s going to be
five minutes late because of traffic. I can use this as reason for
punishment, get the ball rolling.

Duke and Josh had left their office,
and Jax and I had spent the next few hours highlighting his hard
limits, talking about what would work and wouldn’t.

I lean against the desk, tapping my
fingers impatiently on the wood. On the swing, Curtis’s ghost
smiles at me, and I freeze.

Emotion clogs my throat. This won’t
do. I used to be a good Dom, a sucker for rules. Now, I’m a wreck.
Josh and Duke certainly think I’m capable enough to conduct these
series of sessions. Disappointing them is one thing. I don’t want
to disappoint myself.

For the past few days, Jax’s eyes had
haunted me, follow me in my dreams. I had thought then, that if I
couldn’t save myself, at the very least, I could save one young
man.

Jax might have seen his share of
horrors in the desert, but he’s young, has a future ahead of him.
Josh and Duke tell me Jax’s fit and healthy for a scene. All the
scars Jax sustained have healed, but I of all people know internal
wounds take longer to mend.

I don’t reply to Jax, letting him
think I’m mad. Curtis’s ghost is gone, and I’m thankful. I know
it’s all in my head, but seeing him pop out fills me with relief.
It’s a selfish thought, wanting my former mate’s spirit to linger
in this world, but I can’t help myself.

The doorbell rings moments later. I
check my watch. Eight-ten. Jax’s ten minutes late. I take my time,
exiting the room. I pause by the mirror near the living room. There
are more streaks of gray in my blond hair. I keep it short these
days, because Curtis preferred it long.

A proud mane for a lion, Curtis often
joked.

I cast aside thoughts of Curtis from
my mind. Five years and not a second goes by that I don’t think of
him. He used to preoccupy my every waking moment … until I saw
Jax.

I wanted to outright refuse Duke and
Josh, to tell them to leave me the fuck alone and let me grieve.
But cats, even the big ones, are curious by nature, so I
agreed.

Reaching the doorway, I take a deep
breath and peer through the peephole. Jax’s wearing casual clothes,
jeans filled with holes and a plain white shirt.

He shifts from one foot to the next,
staring at the frayed welcome mat in front of my door.

My inner lion becomes wide awake, like
a curious and lazy predator eager to start the hunt for a
mate.

Mate?

Fuck no.
I take deep breaths until the beast retreats
further inside of me, before opening the door. Jax stares at me,
not saying a word, as if not quite believing I’m right in front of
me.

“You’re ten minutes late,
boy.” I use my flat, no-nonsense voice.

“I apologize … Sir.” Jax
adds the last word like an afterthought.

He lowers his gaze. When I don’t back
away to let him pass, he blinks, shuffles, clears his throat. Fuck,
but the sight of him awaiting for instructions and yearning for my
approval makes me rock-hard. I can smell it in the air, his longing
and mine. Combine the two and what I may get is an inevitable
explosion waiting to happen. The moment I saw him that office, I
knew I wanted him. Too much perhaps.

Jax bites his lower lip, finally meets
my gaze. “What else do you want?”

I suppress a smile. There is it—the
spark of defiance I need to see. I can’t work with someone who’s
completely dead inside. The war broke Jax, took important pieces
away. These sessions will help bring him back to life. I hope,
anyway.

If he craves pain, a firm hand and
voice, then I’ll serve it to him on a platter. God knows I have
nothing left to give to anyone.

I debate making him wait and stew on
the front step a little longer, until he starts second-guessing
himself and wondering about the mistakes he’s made. Instead, I find
myself eliminating the distance between us, until there’s only an
inch of space between our bodies.

He holds his breath, eyes wide as I
lift his chin, rubbing my thumb over the day-old stubble there. Jax
parts his lips, makes a helpless moan in his throat—telling me
plenty. Back in Duke and Josh’s office, I’d asked the list of
customary questions, save one.

Is sex on the
table?

Jax didn’t reply immediately, so I’d
taken it as a “no”.

Except now, I smell his arousal in the
air. The temperature seems to change, and I can see the pulse point
on his neck leaping, his heart starting on a staccato
rhythm.

I stare at the tanned expense of his
neck—in particular, the spot joining neck and shoulder. No doubt
I’m starting to look like a starving lion. I can’t go to that place
though, can’t think of marking him as mine, because where would
that path lead to? Disaster. I’m not fit to be anyone’s mate. I
lost Curtis and shifters mate for life, so why am I feeling these
intense emotions towards a broken soldier, a human
stranger?

“Sir?” he whispers. This
time, he says the word uncertainly.

Much better.

I imagine taking those lips, wonder if
Jax would yield to me or fight.

Fuck no.
I’m better than this. Kissing seems so
old-fashioned, so vanilla, and yet I want to taste Jax, feel the
heat of his tempting lean body, crushed against my huge
frame.

I brush my fingers over his bottom
lip. The texture’s soft, slightly wet, perfect. Jax begins to lean
into my touch. I should take a step back, let him in. Conduct the
session. Late at night, when I’m alone again, then I can afford to
wonder about what could have been.

A growl rumbles out of my chest. My
lion doesn’t agree with that idea at all.

Then Jax says the wrong word,
completely obliterating my resistance.

“Please.”

Fuck. How can I resist him any longer?

I shift my hand to the back of his
neck, tug him close until our chest and groins brush. He rubs
himself at me, like a cat in heat, denied so long of touch. I give
him a punishing kiss, all roughness and bite, but
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Can the two men heal and move on or will their pasts prevent anything good from taking hold?
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