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Chapter 1
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Drew Parker had finally drummed up the courage to come to Serpent’s Kiss by himself four weeks ago. He’d been anxious about walking into a kink club. The idea of going alone terrified him. In the end, after a lot of internal arguments, he’d done it. He’d made the leap into the unknown.

In the months leading up to his first trip to the club, Drew attended a few local munches. That had been daunting in and of itself. He hadn’t known what to expect, but the people were more welcoming than he’d thought they’d be—especially John and his mistress, Allison. They seemed to sense his need for guidance and had taken him under their wing, so to speak.

It was through John and Allison that Drew found out about the club. Serpent’s Kiss was a private club in the heart of downtown St. Louis. On the outside, it appeared to be an old warehouse. No one would know it was a BDSM club unless they paid close attention to the people who came and went on Friday and Saturday nights.

With the help of his new friends, he was introduced to the club and its owner, Mistress Katrina. Drew was a little surprised a woman owned and ran a kink club. He wasn’t sure why, but he’d just assumed a man would be in charge. The joke was on him, however. If he’d ever been in doubt as to his submissive tendencies, they’d disappeared after his interview with Mistress Katrina. The moment she began questioning him from behind that big wooden desk, her tone of voice changed and he felt his heart pick up its pace. She seemed to get a kick out of his reaction, and after a few more questions, she’d shown him around the club.

While Mistress Katrina’s dominant nature got his blood pumping, that was where his reaction to her ended. There was no physical attraction. He was confident part of that was because the dungeon mistress was a busty blonde. He preferred leggy brunettes with a little extra cushion in the back end.

Thinking of his first meeting with the club’s mistress made him squirm in his seat. She was certainly nothing like he’d expected her to be. Then again, most of the Dommes he’d met weren’t what he’d expected. Allison was a perfect example. The Dommes he’d seen in online videos barked orders at their submissives, and seemed to take pleasure in humiliating them at every turn. Allison was nice. Drew had no doubt that, if pushed, she could be hard as nails, but she’d been nothing but pleasant to him. She’d even offered to do a scene with Drew if he wanted. Although it was tempting, he wasn’t sure if he was ready for that step yet. For the time being, he was content to watch. Everything was still so new to him.

To be honest, Drew was relieved to discover not all Dommes were like the ones he’d seen online. While he wanted his lover to be in control in the bedroom, public humiliation wasn’t on his list of desires. He wanted to serve his partner—to worship her body and mind. Meeting Allison and John gave him hope.

As Drew glanced around the main room, he spotted some familiar faces. It was a typical night. The main room was scattered with people talking and sipping on drinks. Submissives were in various stages of undress. Some were on leashes kneeling on the floor next to their masters or mistresses. Others were sitting beside or on top of their master’s or mistress’ laps. Mistress Katrina was near the bar talking to a male Dom and his female sub. Drew recognized both of them, but he didn’t know their names.

There were also a handful of people Drew had met at the munches he’d attended. While he’d met a few others since coming to the club, the atmosphere was different. Munches were for socializing. Serpent’s Kiss was for playing.

The club was divided into sections, which was one of the things Drew liked the most. There were plenty of seating areas scattered around the main floor, as well as a bar along one wall, a small dance floor, and a raised platform. He’d been told the platform was used for demonstrations, but he’d yet to witness one of those since he’d been a member. As for kinky play, very little beyond the occasional spanking or some other light impact play occurred in the main room. Everything else took place upstairs.

A couple of weeks ago, he’d drummed up the courage to climb the stairs and take a look around. The upstairs rooms looked completely different with people in them than they had when Mistress Katrina had shown him around during the club’s off hours. The sounds alone charged the atmosphere.

Although Drew didn’t consider himself a voyeur, he couldn’t help himself. He was drawn into watching some of the scenes. Most of the items in the rooms were things he’d seen online in his initial research into the lifestyle. Some of them appealed to him. Some of them didn’t.

Drew had the desire to submit to a mistress, but he wasn’t looking for just the physical aspects of submission. Maybe that sounded cheesy, but he’d done the whole sex-only thing in the vanilla world. There was physical gratification, yes, but he’d never truly felt connected to a woman before. Drew knew part of that was his desire to give up control to his partner. He was twenty-eight, and he wanted someone he could share his life with.

As a firefighter, he saw death and tragedy on a regular basis. He didn’t want to wake up ten years into the future and still be searching for someone who could give him what he needed. That was why he’d decided to plunge headfirst into this new lifestyle instead of dragging his feet in the regular dating pool. Even still, Drew knew it was going to be an uphill battle. There were more male subs than there were female dominants. Even at the club, there were five male Doms to every one Domme. But as his new friend John had reminded him on multiple occasions, if Drew didn’t put himself out there, he’d never find the woman he was searching for.

Drew watched as John sat at his mistress’ feet with his head in her lap. It wasn’t demeaning in any way. It was affectionate, and Drew wanted that for himself.

Allison moved, getting John’s attention. “Get me a drink, my boy.”

John was swiftly on his feet. “What would you like, Mistress?”

That was the last of their exchange Drew heard because his attention had shifted to the door. He vaguely registered John leaving the cozy sitting area, but Drew was too focused on the woman who’d walked through the club’s main entrance.

The new arrival surveyed the room. From the way she was carrying herself, Drew was almost positive she was a Domme. If he was being honest with himself, he was hoping she was a Domme. Whether she was or not remained to be seen.

She looked to be about five foot six or seven, but the black heels she had on added a good three to four inches to her stature. Her long hair was pulled up into a high ponytail and looked almost black in the dim club lighting. The black corset and jeans she wore accented her curves to the point where Drew was afraid he might be drooling.

Only a few seconds passed before the woman strolled with confidence over to the bar and ordered a drink. Drew continued to stare. She chatted with the bartender for several minutes, even after he’d handed the woman her drink. Drew didn’t recognize the woman as anyone who’d been to the club since he’d joined, but the bartender seemed to know her. Of course, that didn’t mean anything. For all Drew knew, the mystery woman and the bartender lived next door to each other. Then again, this was a private club. In order to be here, she had to be a member. Especially since she’d come alone.

Drew’s eyes followed the woman as she headed to a booth across the room. She sat down with another group of people similar to the one he was with. He recognized most of them. They were all regulars.

Abruptly, John sat down next to him on the couch having returned with his mistress’ drink. “I wouldn’t get your hopes up.”

Drew reluctantly pulled his gaze away from the woman. “What?”

“Don’t what me. You’re staring at Lady Beth.”

Then what John said registered. “What do you mean I shouldn’t get my hopes up? She is a Domme, right?”

“Oh yes, definitely a Domme.”

“She doesn’t like male subs?”

“She does.” John drew out the two words, and Drew knew there was a ‘but’ coming.

He sighed, frustrated. “Then what’s the issue?”

John lowered his voice to a whisper so no one around them could hear the information he was about to disclose. Drew doubted his friend would tell him anything ninety percent of the club didn’t already know, but he decided to play along. One of the first things Drew learned was that word traveled fast in the small community—especially if it was something bad. “She used to come here all the time with her sub, Ben. They’d been together for years, from what I heard, before Mistress and I began getting involved in local events. Then, three months ago, they both suddenly stopped coming. To the club. To munches. Everything.”

Drew couldn’t help himself. He was intrigued. “What happened?”

“Ben traveled a lot for his business. Sometimes he was out of town for weeks at a time going to all sorts of places. Apparently, his trips weren’t business related. At least, not completely. Lady Beth found out he had a wife and daughter in Florida.”

“That’s insane. It’s like something you hear on TV.” Drew shook his head, trying to digest the information he’d received.

“I know. He’d lied to her the entire time.”

Drew’s gaze drifted back to Lady Beth. He couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have trust broken in such a way.

John’s voice pulled Drew out of his musings. “I don’t know if she’s ready to dive back into a relationship, man, and I know that’s what you want.”

It was true. Drew did want a relationship, but he was willing to work for it. One step at a time, right? So the first thing he had to do was find a way to introduce himself.

***

Beth Davenport tried to ignore all the stares she received when she entered the club. It had been three months since she’d stepped foot inside Serpent’s Kiss. She knew showing up would mean she’d be the hot topic of gossip for the evening. Her best friend and fellow Domme, Nicole, had warned her about the rumors floating around. They were surprisingly accurate as far as rumors went except no one knew how Beth had come to find out about Ben’s lies. Only Nicole knew the whole truth, and Beth wanted to keep it that way.

Domme or not, finding out a large portion of the life you’d been living for the last three years was a lie left Beth broken in a lot of ways. She wasn’t even sure why she’d come to the club. Oh, that’s right. It was Nicole’s hounding over the last two weeks. Nicole had insisted three months was enough moping.

Every Friday afternoon for the last month, Nicole had called Beth asking if she was going to put in an appearance at Serpent’s Kiss. Each time, Beth had weaseled out of it. Her friend had even enlisted Katrina’s help more than once.

The club mistress was a formidable woman in her late forties. She’d been married to a man who wanted no part in her kinky ways. Beth didn’t know her back then, but the way the story went was that at forty-four, her husband was diagnosed with a rare form of cancer. He’d died within two months. The sudden change in Katrina’s life prompted her to take stock. Six months later, she opened Serpent’s Kiss.

While Beth admired Katrina and her take-the-bull-by-the-horns attitude, Beth wasn’t sure she was ready to be back at the club. Unfortunately, when Katrina had put her on the spot, Beth hadn’t been able to say no. Both Katrina and Nicole had been incredibly supportive after what had happened with Ben. While Beth had no desire to put herself back out into the dating world—it was the last thing she wanted at the moment—Nicole and Katrina had convinced her that she needed to get out and mingle. She had friends here, and it wasn’t right for her to turn her back on them because Ben had been a class-A jerk.

So here she was, sitting with Nicole and a group of their friends. Beth was the only Dominant in their group without a sub. It was a little awkward, but she tried to ignore it and have a good time. Nicole was right about one thing, Beth had missed her friends. She wasn’t going to let what Ben did tarnish that.

“I think you have an admirer,” Nicole whispered in Beth’s ear, jarring her from her thoughts.

“What?”

Nicole scooted closer to her. “There’s a guy across the room that hasn’t been able to take his eyes off you for the last fifteen minutes. I’d say he’s interested.”

Beth didn’t even bother to look. “I’m not.”

“Oh, come on. He’s hot, and I happen to know he’s a sub.”

“That doesn’t change anything. I’m not ready to get back into the dating pool again.”

Her friend rolled her eyes. “Well, you don’t have to date him, you know.”

She shook her head. “I’m not into playing with random subs and you know it. Even if I was, I don’t think I could even do that after everything.”

Nicole frowned. “You have to get back on the horse sometime.”

Beth sighed in defeat. “I know. Maybe in a month or so—”

Her friend placed a hand on her arm, stopping Beth mid-sentence. “I don’t think he’s going to wait a month or so. He’s coming over.”

“What do you mean he’s coming over? Here?”

Nicole nodded and turned back to their group, effectively leaving Beth to fend for herself. Taking a deep breath, Beth prepared herself for whatever line this guy was going to try to sell her.

Her heart pounded as she felt him drawing closer, but Beth refused to show any outward signs that she was aware of the man. It would only encourage him.

To her surprise, instead of coming over and trying to sweet-talk her, the guy sat down in the chair to her right and said nothing. It was odd to be sure, but since she wasn’t interested in the slightest anyway, Beth decided to ignore him and refocus on her friends’ conversation. Maybe he’d eventually get the idea and go away. Or maybe she was only being paranoid and he didn’t walk across the room for her at all.

Ignoring him turned out to be more difficult than Beth originally thought. Although he didn’t attempt to engage her in conversation, she felt his presence beside her. Even with her eyes purposely averted, Beth knew he wasn’t a small man. She’d seen enough in her peripheral vision to know he was tall and nicely proportioned.

No matter how aware she was of his presence, Beth outwardly ignored him. That was until she finished off her drink. She scooted forward in her seat, preparing to head to the bar for a refill, but he moved, too, inevitably drawing her attention. “May I, ma’am?”

Beth tilted her head to look at him for the first time, and all the moisture seemed to disappear from her throat. Cute did not begin to describe the man sitting next to her. He was tall and lean, but she wouldn’t call him lanky with his broad shoulders and muscled arms. His hair was a light brown and he was clean-shaven, but it was his eyes that drew her in. They were the most amazing baby blue.

When she didn’t respond, he repeated his question. “May I get you a refill on your drink, ma’am?”

“Y-yes.” Then, catching herself, she spoke again with more confidence. “Um. No. Thank you. I don’t know you from Adam.”

He extended his hand. “Drew Parker.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“Allison and John will vouch for me. No funny business. I promise.” He tilted his head toward another Femdom, Allison, and her longtime boyfriend and sub, John. Beth knew them both, although not well.

Beth waited until Allison looked in her direction, and gave her a questioning look. Allison smiled and nodded.

Reluctantly, Beth handed her glass to the man sitting beside her.

“What would you like?” he asked.

“The bartender knows. Just tell him it’s for Beth.” Her answer came out more clipped than usual. She wanted him to take his leave as quickly as possible before she went and did something stupid. Beth kept her gaze on him as he walked away. Her stomach was doing flip-flops and she didn’t like it one bit.

He returned a few minutes later and handed her a small glass filled with half Coke and half Sprite. Beth rarely drank alcohol, and never at the club. Whenever she came to Serpent’s Kiss, she was either playing with Ben or she was alone where she’d have to drive home. Either way, she didn’t drink.

After taking the glass from Drew, she turned back to her friends, effectively ignoring her unwanted admirer once more. Nicole had a knowing smirk on her face that Beth desperately wished she could wipe off. Maybe she could borrow one of the club’s floggers. It had been a while since she’d thrown one, and she had to admit the thought of having the leather in her hands again was appealing.

For the next hour, Drew continued to sit beside her in silence as she chatted with her friends. Everyone in their small group brought Beth up to date on what was going on in their lives. Meanwhile, her new admirer said nothing. And although he did little more than sit there, he was making her uneasy. Every one of her nerve endings seemed to be aware of him.

Finally, Beth couldn’t take it any longer and turned to face him. “I don’t know what you’re looking for, but let me spell out exactly what I’m not looking for. I’m not looking for a submissive and I don’t play with random partners.”

“I understand.” His voice was smooth, and it sent tingles down her spine. This was not good.

She quirked an eyebrow at him. “You understand?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Beth waited for him to leave, but he remained where he was. “So if you know I’m not looking for a relationship or a play partner then why are you sitting here?”

“I’d like to get to know you, if you’re agreeable.” He sounded sincere.

“You want to be friends?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Why?”

He shrugged. “You seem interesting.”

Beth gave him a hard look trying to decide if he was telling the truth or not. She never used to question her judgment, but after Ben, everything was different. “Do you have a mistress?”

“No, ma’am. I’m pretty new to the lifestyle.”

“How new?”

“A few months.” His gaze never left hers.

“Have you ever played with a Femdom before?” Why she was asking was beyond her. It wasn’t as if she ever planned on playing with him.

“No, ma’am.”

Again, she had no idea why she was pressing for information, but the questions kept coming to the forefront of her mind and she kept asking them. “No vanilla girl out there for you?”

“I’ve tried vanilla relationships and they don’t work for me. I want a woman to take control.”

The image of him tied to a bench completely at her mercy flashed in her mind before she squashed it. No. She would not go down that path.

If he wanted to be friends, she could try, she supposed. But there would have to be ground rules—no seeing him outside the club being the number one. She had no idea if he frequented the local munches or not. If so, she would have to be careful. Munches were more laid back. That could open up a whole new set of problems—especially since she was already having a physical reaction to him.

Theirs would have to be a lifestyle friendship only. If Drew had questions about BDSM or needed help finding a Domme, she could maybe give him advice. That was it, though. Beth wasn’t ready to get tangled up in another web of emotional attachment.

Taking a deep breath, she offered her hand, and introduced herself. “I’m Beth. Beth Davenport.”

He wrapped his fingers around hers almost reverently. “It’s nice to meet you, Beth Davenport.”




Chapter 2
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Drew’s alarm woke him bright and early at six. He didn’t get in until almost two, and he was feeling it. Originally he’d planned on leaving the club at eleven—he had to work Saturday, after all—but after laying eyes on Beth, getting a full night’s sleep became less of a priority. She’d stayed until one thirty, so he had as well. The thought of leaving before her didn’t cross his mind.

Padding into his bathroom, Drew stepped into the shower, and turned on the spray. He adjusted the temperature so it was a little cooler than normal hoping it would help wake him up.

As the fog lifted from his brain, he recalled the end of his night. When he’d offered to walk Beth to her car, she’d looked at him with shock, and then panic. He wanted to comfort her, but he was at a loss. She wasn’t his mistress. They’d agreed to be friends, and he’d gotten the impression she wasn’t entirely comfortable with that much. He had to be cautious. As much as he wanted to touch her, he knew it wouldn’t be a good idea.

Drew smiled as he rinsed the shampoo out of his hair. Turning off the water, he grabbed a towel, and swiftly dried himself off. Beth hadn’t sent him away. Friendship wasn’t exactly what he wanted, but he could work with it. She’d been hurt. He could understand that, too. Drew’s last girlfriend, Mya, hadn’t understood his need to relinquish control. Although at the time he didn’t completely understand it himself, he’d tried to explain it to her. She’d lashed out at him, and they broke up.

Their fight was the driving force behind Drew’s exploration into BDSM. He needed someone who understood what he needed, what he craved. Trying to fake it wasn’t working for him anymore.

Drew pulled up to the fire station with five minutes to spare. He parked his car and grabbed his duffel bag from the backseat. He worked in one of the larger stations in St. Louis, and they were in the middle of a shift change. People were coming and going from all directions. Everyone he passed acknowledged him in some way. Being a firefighter was like being part of a large family. Sometimes it even reminded him of a college frat house.

“Parker!”

He whirled around and looked up. Chief Franks was leaning over the second-floor railing. “Morning, Chief.”

“I need you to grab your crew and head down to Crawford Street ASAP. Madison’s crew is still there holding a scene until an inspector gets there.”

“Is the fire out?”

“Yep. All I need you and your guys to do is sit on your pretty asses until the inspector gets there and takes over the scene.”

“Arson?”

Chief Franks nodded. “Looks like.”

“Let me put my things in my locker, and I’ll grab the guys.”

Without another word, Chief Franks headed back into his office.

Drew worked his way to the locker room. Baily and Irwin, two of the guys on his crew, were already there. “Hey. We need to grab our gear and head over to Crawford. Shawn and his crew are holding a scene until one of the inspectors show up, and we need to go relieve them.”

“The fire’s already out?” Baily asked.

“ ’Fraid so.”

Both Baily and Irwin sighed and shut their locker doors.

Drew focused on putting his own things away. “Do you know if Romeo’s made it in yet?”

“Looking for me, Cap?” Eddie Romero—otherwise known as Romeo—strolled into the locker room right on cue.

“Put your things away, and then grab your gear. We’ve got to go relieve Shawn’s crew.”

“Fire?”

“It’s already been put out, man,” Baily said.

Since Drew had an SUV, they all piled in and drove over to the scene. The mood was a lot more somber than it would have been had there still been a fire to fight. As it was, all they would be doing was standing around twiddling their thumbs.

The warehouse was less than five miles from the station. A lot had changed in the area over the last ten years. Most of the old warehouses had been converted into apartments and storefronts. Drew supposed they were lucky the building the arsonist chose was still abandoned.

He parked along the curb behind the truck. His buddy and fellow captain, Shawn, and his crew were lounging against the side, waiting. When he saw Drew pull up, he pushed off the truck and sauntered over to meet them. “I was hoping you’d be the inspector.”

“Any idea what’s taking so long?” Drew asked as he rounded the vehicle to unload their gear from the back.

“Not a clue. Dispatch said they were on their way, but so far nothing.”

With their gear unloaded, Drew handed his car keys over to Shawn. “I guess we wait, then.”

Thirty minutes later, they were still waiting. Drew was about to radio dispatch again to see what was going on when a dark blue sedan pulled up in front of the fire truck. A woman exited the vehicle, her head tilted down looking at something. He began striding over to her, not sure who she was or what she was doing at the scene.

She looked up, and Drew nearly tripped over himself. It was Nicole from the club. Beth’s friend. And someone he knew for a fact was a Domme. From the way her eyes widened, Drew guessed Nicole was as shocked to see him there as he was to see her.

Nicole recovered quickly and walked toward him. “Good morning, gentlemen.”

His crew mumbled hello while Drew got his bearings. He wasn’t sure what to say or how he should handle the situation, so he decided to play dumb, remembering what Mistress Katrina had told him about the privacy of the club’s members. “Can I help you, ma’am?”

Drew didn’t miss her smirk. “Nicole Owens. I just transferred to the Fire Marshal’s office. I understand we have a suspected arson.”

“You’re the fire inspector?”

Amusement lit Nicole’s eyes at his question. “Yes.”

“Okay.” Drew was still shaken, but he knew he needed to buck up and do his job. “Baily, Irwin, stay with the truck. Romeo, you’re with me and the inspector.”

They spent the next few hours combing through every inch of the building. The pictures, or what he could see of them through the digital camera Nicole was using, downplayed the damage, in Drew’s opinion. It looked as if the building had been in the process of being remodeled. All the new internal structure was ruined. The building was only safe to be walking around in because of its brick exterior and the quick reaction time of the responding stations.

Nicole followed them down, out of the building, and back onto the sidewalk. “Thank you for going over everything with me. I think it’s safe to say this was arson. I’ll get this turned over to bomb and arson so they can take it from here.”

Romeo smiled, and Drew realized his friend was smitten with the new fire investigator. Too bad he was married and Nicole was currently spoken for. “It was our pleasure, ma’am.”

During their walk through the building, Drew and Nicole had done their best to keep things professional. They spoke when needed, but that was where it ended. It was for that reason the next words out of her mouth stunned him. “I’m starving. What would you guys say to some lunch? I know a little place around the corner.”

Before Drew even had a chance to respond, Baily was answering for all of them. “Sounds great. Lead the way.”

***

Beth had been running around like a mad woman all morning. She hadn’t gotten nearly enough sleep, and Tommy showed up late. Of course, the lack of sleep was entirely her own fault. Beth should have left the club well before midnight. She didn’t want to dwell too much on why she’d stayed until almost two.

It was a little before noon and the Saturday lunch rush was already in full swing. Half the tables in her café were occupied and they had several patrons at the counter waiting on their orders. What she wouldn’t do for a break, or even better a nap, right about now. Too bad that wasn’t likely to happen in the next two hours. Lucky for her it wasn’t a weekday. They were so busy sometimes during the week that she didn’t make it home until almost dinnertime.

She piled the roast beef on a slice of still warm rye bread. Most of Beth and Tommy’s customers were locals. They were lucky. Even on Saturdays they were usually busy. With the revitalization going on in the area, they were hoping to stay that way for many years to come.

The bell above the door jingled announcing another customer, and Beth tried to hurry. Getting behind would only make it worse.

“Hey, B. You have a visitor,” Tommy yelled.

Beth sighed. She hated when he called her that, but telling him did no good whatsoever. Tommy was twenty-three and felt the need to give everyone a nickname. She had to admit B was better than the first nickname he’d come up with for her—Bumble Bee.

Cutting the sandwich in half, Beth placed it along with chips and a homemade pickle on a plate and brought it out with her to give to Mr. Keller. “Here you go.”

He smiled back at her and took the sandwich. “Thank you, dear.”

Beth wiped her hands on her apron and started toward the counter where Tommy was chatting with someone. When she saw who it was, she grinned.

Then Beth noticed the man standing behind Nicole. Drew Parker.

No. No, no, no, no. This was not supposed to happen. He wasn’t supposed to be here. He wasn’t supposed to know anything about her life outside the club . . . the lifestyle.

The only thing that made her feel a little better was the look on Drew’s face. Clearly, he hadn’t been expecting to see Beth any more than she’d been expecting to see him.

“Nicole. What are you doing here?” Beth asked through gritted teeth.

Her friend acted as if nothing were amiss. “We were working in the area and got hungry. I told Captain Parker and his crew that I knew of a great place for lunch, so here we are.”

Beth was going to strangle her.

Putting on her best hostess smile, she tried to keep the irritation out of her voice. “What can I get you?”

Nicole ordered her usual, turkey on wheat, and then stepped aside so Drew could order. Beth tried really hard not to react to him, but it was impossible. Her heart was hammering in her chest. She hadn’t missed that he was wearing a polo shirt with the St. Louis Fire Department logo on it. They hadn’t talked about jobs the night before. Beth wasn’t sure how she felt about him being a firefighter.

That thought brought her up short. What the heck was she doing? What did it matter if he was a firefighter or not? It was his life. It had nothing to do with her.

“Hi,” Drew said.

“Hello.” She adjusted the straws displayed on the counter, and then stopped herself. Why was she fidgeting?

He smiled and cleared his throat. “I’ve never been here before. What’s good?”

“Everything’s good. We bake all our breads and pastries fresh daily.”

“Hmm.” Drew glanced up at the menu behind the counter. “I think I’ll try the pulled pork.”

“Make that two,” the man standing behind him said. The sad part was, Beth had completely forgotten about the rest of them.

“Sure. Two pulled pork sandwiches coming right up.” Beth swallowed and looked to the other two men. “And what can I get you two?”

The one on the far left spoke up first. “I’ll take a roast beef sandwich.”

“Turkey, please, ma’am,” the blonde said. In response, his buddy rolled his eyes.

Beth nodded absentmindedly. All she wanted to do was get out of there as soon as possible. “I’ll be out in a few minutes with those.”

Disappearing into the back, Beth helped Tommy with the sandwiches, and then made him take them out front. She hid in the kitchen until Tommy yelled for her again. “I’m busy.”

“Oh no, you’re not.” Beth looked up to find Nicole standing right inside the kitchen with her hands on her hips.

Reaching for the nearest towel, Beth began tidying up. “Yes, I am. Tommy was late this morning, and we’re behind. I’d like to get out of here at a decent time today.”

Nicole propped her hip against the metal counter less than a foot away from where Beth was pretending to clean. “That may be true, but it’s never stopped you from coming out to visit me for a few minutes.”

“You have people with you today. You don’t need me interrupting.”

Her friend shook her head and clicked her tongue in disapproval. “You can’t fool me, Beth Davenport. The only reason you’re hiding in here like a chicken is because of that man out there.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Nicole went on as if Beth hadn’t said anything. “Which tells me that, as much as you claim to have no interest in him, you do. A lot of interest, if I’m not mistaken. So stop being a coward and go out and say hi to the man.”

Beth dropped the towel and hunched her shoulders. “It’s not that easy.”

“Oh sweetie, yes it is. He’s not Ben.”

“You don’t know that. You don’t know any more about him than I do.”

Nicole edged closer. “I know he’s been a firefighter for seven years and was recently promoted to captain. I know he’s got an eye for detail. When we walked through a building today, he spotted a few things that both me and his buddy missed. And I know from the looks he was giving you last night and how he kept glancing over his shoulder to see if he could catch a glimpse of you throughout lunch that he’s interested.”

“I can’t. I’m sorry. I know you mean well, but I just can’t. It’s too soon.”

Her friend sighed. “Okay. I don’t agree with you, but . . .”

“Thank you.”

“Well, I’d better get back out there. Don’t want them to think I ditched them or something.” Nicole winked and turned to go.

“Nicole?”

“Yes?”

“You don’t think he’d say anything, do you? I mean, he’s new. He knows not to . . . I mean . . .”

Nicole grinned. “I don’t think he’ll say anything. We were both shocked when we met this morning. I figured if he was going to let the cat out of the bag, he would have done it then. He didn’t say anything. Didn’t even act like we knew each other. I’d say you’re safe.”

“Okay.”

“Anything else?”

“Yeah. If you ever pull anything like this again, I’m going to ask to use Katrina’s cat-o’-nines.”

Nicole laughed and ducked out of the kitchen. “You’d have to catch me first.”

Beth threw the towel in her friend’s direction. She missed, and it landed on the tile floor a few feet shy of the doorway. Sighing, Beth ambled across the room to retrieve the towel. Throwing it in the hamper, she went to the closet to get a clean one.

The door closed behind her and she was alone in the small supply closet. Instead of going to the back of the room, she lowered herself onto the step stool they kept right inside the door. Moisture welled up in her eyes, and before Beth knew it, she was crying uncontrollably. It made no sense, and yet it did. The tears weren’t for Ben or her lost relationship. Beth was scared. Terrified. Nicole was right. Drew was interested, and Beth couldn’t deny she was attracted to him as well. And he was a sub. It should be perfect. It would be perfect if not for the nightmare she’d experienced with Ben.

She wiped at the tears, but for every one she banished two more came in its place. Interested or not, Beth couldn’t risk it. If Drew hurt her, she didn’t know if she’d be able to survive it. Ben, and his wife and daughter, nearly killed her. Beth took her role as a mistress seriously. It wasn’t a game to her. She not only wanted the physical connection it provided, but the emotional one as well. Beth had loved and trusted Ben, and he’d taken both and trampled it.

There was a knock on the door, and Beth jumped up. “B? You in there?”

She rushed to the back of the room to get the towel she’d originally come to retrieve. “Yeah. I’m just getting a clean towel. I’ll be there in a minute. You need some help with something?”

When she emerged from the storage room, Tommy was washing dishes. He paused mid wipe, and frowned. “Are you all right?”

Beth knew she must look a mess. She quickly turned her back to him. “I’m fine. Did you need me to watch the counter for a while?”

“Beth?”

“Hmm?”

“It’s two thirty. There’s only a few tables left, and they’re finishing up.”

She glanced at the clock on the far wall. Sure enough, it was two thirty. Beth had been in that supply closet for almost two hours.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Tommy asked.

Beth nodded. “Yeah. I’m fine. Really. I’ll just go check on the tables we have left and then I’ll be back to help you.”

Tommy was right. Guests at one table were getting up, and the other two were almost finished with their lunches. Beth walked over and asked if she could get them anything else. It was the least she could do after abandoning Tommy and her business for two hours.




Chapter 3
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Beth felt horrible. Tommy had been swamped with customers throughout the lunch rush. So much so that he didn’t have time to search for her. Luckily, since it was a Saturday, most of the lunch-goers were regulars. She had no idea what would have happened if she’d flaked during a weekday.

As soon as the last customer was out the door, Beth sent Tommy home. He’d protested, of course, but she put her foot down and made him leave. Besides, she needed a little time to herself.

It took her twice as long to wipe everything down and prep for Tuesday. Most of it was mindless work—cleaning surfaces, filling containers. Things she could do in her sleep. It gave her way too much time to think.

Drew had been in her café. He knew where she worked. And thanks to Nicole, he’d breached the careful boundary Beth had placed upon their relationship without even trying.

Nicole. Beth was still cursing her best friend. Then again, maybe she should be rethinking their entire friendship after Nicole threw Beth under the proverbial bus. She didn’t understand why Nicole was pushing so hard for her to get back in the dating scene. It wasn’t as if she had a vested interest in anything. It was Beth’s life, after all.

By the time she headed home, Beth was on edge. She’d promised Nicole she’d put in an appearance at Serpent’s Kiss later, but she was rethinking that plan. All she wanted to do was go home and curl up on the couch with a bowl of ice cream.

Beth was still debating the issue three hours later when there was a knock on her front door. It was Nicole. “What are you doing here?”

Nicole brushed past Beth into the two-story house. She’d bought it the year before as a present to herself for her café making it past the five-year mark. At the time, Beth had envisioned kids running through the house laughing—kids she’d planned to one day have with Ben. Realizing having children might never happen for her was depressing. She was thirty years old with no real prospects on the horizon.

The memory of Drew sitting beside her the night before flashed in front of her eyes. Her pulse began to race thinking about him. It was crazy. Nuts. She had to be out of her mind reacting like this to a man she didn’t even know.

“Penny for your thoughts?” Nicole asked.

Beth shut the front door and forced the memory of Drew out of her head. She leveled a not-so-pleasant look at her friend. “I’m thinking of all the ways I can torture you for the stunt you pulled today. What the hell were you thinking bringing him to my café?”

Nicole shrugged as if it were no big deal. “We were in the area and it was lunchtime. Where else would I take them?”

“Why not let them fend for themselves? They seem capable enough. I’m sure they could handle it all on their own.”

Her friend chuckled. “I’m sure they could. But where would be the fun in that?”

Beth threw her hands up. “Why are you doing this?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Doing what?”

“Trying to throw this guy at me.”

Nicole turned on her heel and headed in the direction of Beth’s bedroom. “Did you already have something picked out to wear tonight?”

Beth followed. “I haven’t decided if I’m going or not. And stop avoiding the question.”

“I’m not avoiding anything. What I’m doing is making sure you get out of this house and back into the land of the living.”

Nicole’s comment hit its mark. Beth had been living like a hermit these last three months. When she wasn’t at the café, she could usually be found at home, sitting in front of the television. Beth couldn’t say how many movies she’d watched in that time. More than she’d probably watched the first thirty years of her life.

“I’m not ready.” It sounded feeble even to Beth’s ears.

Her friend threw several items onto the bed, and lowered herself to the floor to go through Beth’s shoe selection. “No one says you have to do anything more than socialize. Not even with Drew, although I could tell by the way you reacted to him last night and today he must do something for you. Be that as it may, Drew’s working tonight so he won’t be there. You’re safe.”

For some reason that made Beth feel better. She wasn’t ready to see him again.

“Besides, I need some company. Jeff had to go help his sister move into a new apartment, so I’m on my own tonight.”

Beth sighed and picked up the dress Nicole had selected. It was sexy, but certainly not the most provocative thing Beth owned. “Girls’ night?”

Nicole smiled. “Girls’ night. Now come on. Katrina is giving a demonstration tonight, and I don’t want to miss it.”

***

An hour and a half later, Beth was sitting in the club’s main room with a drink in her right hand. The furniture had been rearranged for the evening’s activities. While they were waiting, a few people wandered over to say hi. Everyone was friendly, saying they were glad to see her back.

It wasn’t until Nicole got up to get another drink that Daniel, a Dom in his early fifties, came to say hello.

Beth smiled when he lowered himself into the chair beside her. “How have you been?”

“Can’t complain. What about you? It’s good to see you back.”

Daniel was one of the nicest men Beth had ever met. He’d been in the lifestyle for over twenty years, and he was full of helpful advice. It was too bad she wasn’t a submissive. Daniel was one of the few men Beth trusted.

“I’m good.”

He raised one eyebrow. Beth had seen him give that look to subs many times.

“I am. The café is doing well. I’m keeping busy.” Beth took a sip of her drink.

Daniel didn’t beat around the bush. “Have you heard from him?”

Beth didn’t need Daniel to clarify who ‘he’ was. She knew he was referring to Ben. “No. Not since I kicked him out.”

He nodded. “Maybe I shouldn’t say anything, but if it were me, I’d want to know. He came by the club about two months ago.”

Beth spat out her drink.

“Don’t worry. Katrina asked him to leave and made it very clear he was no longer welcome. In fact, I think she promised him the end of her whip should he make another appearance.” Daniel grinned.

Although Beth knew she shouldn’t ask, she couldn’t help herself. “What did he want?”

Daniel shrugged. “No idea. Katrina didn’t let him get more than a few feet inside the door. The only reason I know as much as I do is because she asked Sam and I to back her up.”

Beth rolled the glass between her hands, looking down into the dark brown liquid. “Thanks for telling me.”

Nicole sat down on the other side of Beth. “Hey, Daniel.”

“Nicole. How’s the new job?”

“One word: paperwork.”

They all laughed.

Before any more could be said, the lights dimmed and Katrina made her way to the front of the room. “Thank you all for coming to our demonstration tonight. We’ve had a number of individuals ask about wax play, so tonight we’re going to go over all the dos and don’ts. I’ll stop periodically to see if there are any questions, but I ask that everyone please wait until those specific times so as not to break my, or my submissive’s, concentration during the scene.”

Katrina motioned toward a man who had been standing off to the side. He looked to be about Beth’s age, maybe a little younger. Beth had never seen him before, which surprised her. Katrina didn’t have a single submissive she regularly played with but in the past she’d usually used Ryan for stuff like this. Then again, Beth had been out of the loop for a while. Maybe things had changed.

The man walked over and knelt down in front of Katrina. She walked around the man, taking her time. Once behind him, Katrina ran a hand down the length of his back, and then back up into his short-cropped hair. “As with many other forms of play, touch is extremely important. It can tell you things you might miss otherwise. Is your sub tense? Are they scared? Excited? Learning to read your partner is one of the greatest gifts you can give yourself and them.”

She moved to retake a position in front of him. “Go lie facing up on the table, Wes.”

The man stood and strolled over to the table. Doing as he was told, he lay down with his back on the padded surface.

As Beth continued to watch the scene, she couldn’t help but think about Drew. What would he look like laid out like that? Did he have as many muscles under his shirt as he seemed? What would he feel like under her hands?

Wes sucked in a deep breath as the wax hit his chest. Other than that, however, he didn’t react. Knowing Katrina as Beth did, she smirked as the club mistress redirected the candle lower. Wes cried out as hot wax dripped down his stomach to his cock. It was fully erect. He was obviously enjoying Katrina’s torture. From the look on her face, Katrina was having fun as well.

“I might have to try that,” Nicole whispered.

Beth snorted, but otherwise let it go. Her mind was still on Drew. Nicole said he was working. He could be out fighting a fire as they sat there watching Katrina hold a burning candle over her willing victim.

Without thinking, Beth sent up a silent prayer Drew would be kept safe. She wasn’t sure she wanted a relationship with him, but she was quite certain she didn’t want to see him harmed either.

***

Drew didn’t have much time to think about Beth during his shift. They’d not been back fifteen minutes on Saturday afternoon before they were called out to a car accident. Once they got that cleaned up, the guys headed back to the station. They were less than a minute away when the call came in for a small grease fire.

By the time they got back and cleaned their gear, they were all ready for some downtime. Unfortunately, there was still work to be done. His lack of sleep the night before was beginning to wear on him. As soon as the clock struck nine thirty, Drew made a beeline for his cot, and crashed. Lucky for him, the next call didn’t come until four hours later. He rolled out of his bunk and hit the ground running.

Shawn cornered him the next morning. “I heard it was a busy shift.”

“All minor stuff.” Drew shrugged. It had kept him occupied. That was probably a good thing.

“So. What’s with you and the lady at the café?” The two of them were alone, but they wouldn’t be for long.

“Nothing.”

“Sure. I heard you were craning your neck all throughout lunch trying to get another glimpse of her. You gonna ask her out?”

“Gonna ask who out?” Johnson, one of the stations EMTs, asked.

Two other guys followed Johnson in and Drew became the center of attention.

Drew sighed. The last thing he wanted was to draw the guys into this. For one thing, he couldn’t explain how he knew Beth. Or how he knew she wouldn’t be thrilled if he asked her out.

Before he could figure out how to answer, Shawn did it for him. “Parker here had to babysit a scene yesterday until the inspector got there, and apparently the new inspector took them all to lunch at this little café. Rumor has it he was taken with the woman behind the counter.”

“Was she hot?” Martinez asked.

Romeo chose that moment to join the conversation. “An eight or a nine, I’d say.”

The guys whistled.

Drew shook his head. It was useless. “I’m outta here. See you guys tomorrow.”

On his way home, Drew took a detour and drove by the café. All the lights were out and the doors locked. According to the sign, they were closed on Sundays and Mondays.

He wasn’t sure if he was disappointed or relieved. Drew wanted to see Beth again, but what exactly would he say? He supposed he could apologize for the day before, but even that sounded lame. Nicole had blindsided them both.

Drew didn’t know what to make of Nicole. Never in his wildest imagination had he dreamed of running into her, or anyone else from the club for that matter, on the job. Maybe that was naïve of him, but it had thrown him for a loop.

He had done his best to remain professional throughout their examination of the building. She hadn’t brought up their connection, even when Romeo was out of earshot. Katrina had explained to him the importance of privacy for many of the club’s members when he’d joined. He was completely on board with that. Drew couldn’t imagine the ribbing he’d get from the guys if they ever found out he wanted a woman to dominate him. He’d never live it down.

The week seemed to drag. It had nothing to do with work. They had plenty of calls to keep them busy. Most of them were medical, but something was better than nothing.

Drew did a lot of thinking over the course of the week, and most of it revolved around Beth. It had been a while since he’d pursued a woman. Being a firefighter had its perks. When he was younger, it was great. Find a pretty woman in a bar, tell her how you rushed into a building and saved someone’s life, and more often than not, she was enamored.

It was great for the first five years or so. He’d been more concerned with getting laid than finding a long-term relationship. Drew wasn’t sure if it was because he was getting older or not, but he was ready for something more meaningful. He didn’t want to wake up ten years into the future and not have someone waiting for him at home. He wanted a wife—a family. Was Beth the right woman? He didn’t know, but he wanted to find out.

Friday night Drew put on his best black jeans and a dark blue T-shirt his ex-girlfriend always said made his eyes pop. He was hoping Beth would be at the club. Drew still wasn’t quite sure how to cross that line Beth had drawn in the sand regarding their relationship, but he knew he had to figure out something.

The first thing he did when he walked in the door of Serpent’s Kiss was look for Beth. It took a minute, but he found her in the corner laughing with Katrina. Drew smiled. She looked happy. Relaxed.

As if Beth could feel his eyes on her, she turned her head in his direction. Her smile faltered, and his heart sank. She wasn’t pleased to see him.

A second later, Nicole was in front of him. “Don’t get discouraged.”

He blinked. “What?”

“Beth. Don’t let her attitude discourage you.”

“Oh. Okay.”

Nicole smirked. “Come. Let’s get a drink.”

Without a better option, Drew allowed Nicole to lead him across the room to the bar. She ordered herself a drink, and he did the same.

They found two bar stools and sat down. “You handled last Saturday well. If I didn’t know any better, I would have thought we’d never met.”

“Well, we hadn’t. Not officially.”

She smiled. “True.”

The bartender placed their drinks in front of them, and Nicole twirled the little umbrella between her fingers. “What are your intentions, Drew Parker?”

He nearly choked on his drink. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me. I’m sure you’ve heard Beth’s story. Or at least part of it. I don’t want to see her hurt. So I’ll ask again. What are your intentions?”

Drew thought for a moment. He could refuse to answer, but he wasn’t sure that was the best idea. So far, Nicole had been his best ally. “I want to ask her out.”

“And?”

“And I don’t know. As I’m sure you know, I’m new to this. I don’t really know what comes next. Or if I’m overstepping some unwritten rule. All I know is that I’m attracted to her. I’d like to see if there’s more.”

“Are you looking for a relationship, or someone to scratch your itch?” Nicole asked.

Drew had to hand it to her. She wasn’t pulling any punches. “I’m looking for a relationship. Is Beth that woman? I don’t know yet.”

Nicole took a sip of her drink and grinned. “Fair enough. And honest. Okay, I’ll help you. But if you break her heart, I’ll break your balls. Got it?”

The look she gave Drew had him swallowing nervously. He had no doubt she meant it. “Got it.”

“Good. Now, go mingle with your friends. In about an hour, find her and say hi. Keep it light.”

“Anything else?” he asked.

She slid off the stool and patted him on the back. “Turn on that firefighter charm all you boys are famous for. It might make a small dent in that wall of hers.”

Drew snorted, and watched as Nicole strolled across the room to join Beth and Katrina. They spoke for a few minutes before the club owner excused herself. Beth leaned in and whispered something to Nicole. He figured Beth wasn’t happy he and Nicole had been chatting.

Following Nicole’s advice, Drew went to find John and Allison. They were upstairs watching a scene in one of the semiprivate rooms. The Dom had his submissive in a spread-eagle on a Saint Andrew’s cross. It was obvious he’d been working on her for a while. Her back and ass were red, and he was in the process of inserting a butt plug.

“You made it.” John smiled, and nodded toward the large viewing window. “Mistress wanted to see the scene. You just missed the flogging. Very intense.”

“Looks like it.”

“Daniel is one of the best at flogging, especially Florentine,” Allison supplied.

They stood there watching the rest of the scene, which concluded with the sub hanging limp in her bindings after several screaming orgasms. By the time it was over, Drew was hard as a rock. He knew he couldn’t seek out Beth with his cock straining against his jeans.

He excused himself and headed back downstairs. Instead of going into the main room, he turned the corner, and found a spot along the wall. He leaned back against the vertical surface and took several deep breaths. He had to calm down—a difficult feat in a club shrouded in sex.

It took a while, but he got himself under control. He strolled out into the main room of the club and scanned for Beth. She was sitting next to Nicole near the center of the room.

Taking his time, he made his way over to her. “Hello again.”

Beth glanced up.

He wasn’t sure what to make of the look on her face. “May I sit down?”

“Um. Sure.”

“Thanks.” Drew sat beside Beth on one of the love seats. “How have you been?”

Instead of answering, she said, “You didn’t tell me you were a firefighter.”

“No. I suppose I didn’t. You didn’t tell me you worked in a café either.”

“I don’t work there. I own it.” Her voice held an edge he didn’t understand.

“Impressive. The food was great, by the way.” He had no idea what had caused her sour mood.

Beth relaxed her shoulders a little. “Thank you.”

“So are you going to answer my question?” he asked.

“And which question is that?”

He smiled. “How have you been?”

She glanced down at his crotch. Drew didn’t need to follow her gaze—he already knew what she would see. He was hard again. Not as bad as he’d been after watching the scene, but enough that it would be noticeable.

Beth smirked. “Probably a little better than you at the moment.”




Chapter 4
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Beth was having difficulty containing her amusement. As she continued to stare at Drew’s lap, the bulge in his jeans became more pronounced. She knew she should probably look away, but she was enjoying the show too much.

“Sorry. I was watching a scene upstairs. Guess I’m still a little worked up.”

She forced herself to meet his gaze. He seemed embarrassed, although she couldn’t fathom why. Most of the males walked around the club in various stages of arousal. It was par for the course given the club’s vibe.

Beth knew she should let it go, but she couldn’t help herself. “And what about the scene had you worked up?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. The whole thing, I suppose.”

“Do you know who it was?”

“I don’t know the Dom’s name, but I’ve seen him around the club. I didn’t recognize the submissive. John said I missed a pretty impressive flogging.”

Although Beth was curious to know more of the specifics, and to dig deeper into what had aroused him about the scene, she let the subject drop. She was already having too many thoughts of her own about what she’d like to do to Drew. The last thing she needed was to add to it.

Silence stretched between them for several minutes. That didn’t mean she wasn’t extremely aware of him. She’d been too aware of him from the moment he’d sat
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