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“You have arrived.” The mechanical feminine voice rang out over The Beach Boys song pouring from the car’s speakers.

“Yeah, I’ve arrived all right. Arrived in BFE, you useless piece of shit,” Beth Lawson grumbled as her car hit another pothole. Some of those holes were so large she was convinced one would eventually swallow her sturdy muscle car whole.

The GPS’s aggravating voice started to ring through the interior again. Gritting her teeth, she punched a finger against the touch screen. After the long drive from Nashville, she was ready to turn around to find her hotel so she could collapse into bed. But the thought of what she knew was at the end of the driveway made her push the accelerator harder. She was ready to get this new part of her life started, glitchy GPS notwithstanding.

As she sped up, tall reed grass that appeared as if it hadn’t been cut in over a year slapped at the front grill of her 1970 Dodge Charger. She winced at the thought of what the blades of rough grass were doing to the sleek black paint job she’d done last year. Good thing she hadn’t added the ghost flames to the front end yet or had the chrome bumpers redone.

What kind of person allowed their driveway to become this overrun? Gomez Addams?

Just as she was about to give up entirely, a dark shape at the end of the drive caught her attention. The line of soaring pine trees gave way to a wide, sprawling field lit only by the full moon. A small lake, the glass-like surface reflecting the tall line of the forest edging the property, sat off to the side of an impressive workshop. The sturdy building overshadowed the quaint-looking cabin fronted with a lean-to porch.

Some would call the cabin rustic. She’d call it backwater and more than likely sorely lacking in the basic necessities—like plumbing or hot water. Not at all what she expected to find when she’d decided to uproot her entire life on a whim.

As she pulled next to a sapling and cut the engine, she stared around the property in confusion. “This can’t be right.” No way in hell did the skilled craftsman and well-known Dominant Ryan Flynn live in this hovel. She must have gotten the details wrong.

She dug through her bag for the information she had jotted down when she’d started on this half-cocked adventure. Verifying the directions with the GPS, she slumped in the seat.

Right where she needed to be. Damn.

Her hand trembled against the steering wheel. She tightened her grip in order to quell the uncontrolled movement. It had been quite some time since she’d been this nervous. But this was a big step in her life, both professionally and personally. Being uneasy had to be completely natural given the situation—at least she hoped so. The overwhelming feeling something wasn’t fitting into place in her life needed to be addressed.

She needed to start living instead of hiding.

Gathering her courage, she stepped out and frowned when her shoe immediately sunk into the grass. Cursed heels. She still had no idea what the big deal was about the damn ankle killers. But the interview she’d just come from had called for something dressier than her usual casual, laid-back attire. The sooner she found out if Ryan would help her with her predicament, the quicker she could check into the bed-and-breakfast and change into something more comfortable.

Her immense tee-shirt collection never looked so good.

As she shut the car door, she scented a touch of moisture in the air that hinted at the coming fall. Indian summer. Hot days, cool nights—if the weather in Virginia was anything like Tennessee.

A warm yellow glow spilled out of the massive building, highlighting blades of grass that appeared to have been cut recently. So he took care of the yard near his living space, but not farther out near the road. People with that exacting level of detail didn’t want other people to pay attention to them. She’d heard he was a loner, but wow. So far, everything she’d seen confirmed those rumors. Hopefully he would at least listen to her proposal first before calling the cops.

Given the unfriendly and pitch-black appearance of the cabin, she headed for the shop. The scent of freshly cut lumber hit her midway to the set of wide bay doors. The wonderful smell couldn’t be found anywhere in all the steel and glass in downtown. Neither could the quiet rasp of metal against wood signaling hard work with a pair of hands.

Smiling at the combination, she stepped into the puddle of light on the ground and froze at the sight before her. Gorgeously sloping lines curved, instantly mesmerizing her. The boat the man worked on was gorgeous too, but her interest focused on the hunched-over body. The owner of that body turned, slid his hand over the hull of the boat and met her gaze. Startlingly clear blue eyes stared at her but didn’t acknowledge her presence. He said nothing, merely turning his back to finish the next pass on the wood.

Complete and total ignorance. Well.

Just as her annoyance notched higher, she noticed the careful way he moved. The trance the man appeared to be in stopped her from barging in and demanding he listen to her pitch. The muscles of his biceps and shoulders glided sensuously under the fabric of his white tee. He moved fluidly, taking his time to caress the wood, working his hands over the intricate lines as he sought places to smooth away any existing imperfections.

Beth found herself hypnotized by the movement of his body and simply watched. The hard overhead lighting glinted against his sandy-blond hair, highlighting the paler strands bleached by the sun. Darker-blond hair covered the lower half of his face, his unkempt beard framing a delectably full mouth.

Caught up with the gentle sweep of his hands as he moved, she inexplicably found herself wondering what else those hands could do. How they would feel tracing over the planes of other things. What it would be like to have those hands teaching her what she yearned for.

Her imagination went wild, forming images of how the texture of those rough workman’s hands would feel cupping her breasts. As his mouth closed over each of her nipples. How the scrape of the shabby hair on his face would feel as he traced a line of kisses down her abdomen. She all but felt his hard body against hers as he pressed her body to the shaved wood to run those talented hands all over her body.

Sure she was openly gawking. With a gorgeous, hardworking man steps away, she couldn’t help but stare. He probably didn’t intend to look so hot in those tight jeans, but damn he sure managed to be a work of art in them. Given the quality of the art, ignoring him would have been downright rude.

And Beth Lawson was anything but rude.

A full ten minutes passed before he stepped away, the heavy plane he used to shave the wood dangling in his left hand. He let out a heavy sigh, keeping his head low and his eyes closed. “I don’t often have an audience while I’m working on a boat.”

Beth jumped, stifling a yelp. “I didn’t want to interrupt...she’s beautiful.”

He said nothing as he turned, picking up a towel to brush the shavings that had collected on his clothing and the tool. She watched as he scrubbed them into a wide-mouth barrel next to a workbench. He obviously took his work very seriously. Odd he was so careful considering the floor was littered with discarded shavings. A loud clank pierced the quiet as he tapped the side of the tool on the lip of the gray barrel. He stepped over, replacing the tool alongside a few other strange-looking tools.

The tools of his craft.

Well, at least one of his crafts.

“If you’re looking for Gatlin Falls, you missed the turn thirty miles back.” He breezed past her, the overwhelming aroma of wood and hard work clinging to his skin.

She reminded herself she’d come all the way from Tennessee for a purpose. And it wasn’t to ogle some carpenter in a barn. Or feel as if she could come simply from hearing the seductive rumble of the man’s deep voice.

“I’m looking for Ryan Flynn,” she called out after him, hoping she was the only one who noticed the hint of desperation in her voice.

“Well then today’s your lucky day.” The fraying screen to the cabin’s door rippled as it slammed shut, the loud bang reverberating off the grove of trees surrounding the property.

“Not too sure about that,” she muttered as she carefully picked her way across the uneven path of rocks. I’m never wearing these godforsaken things again.

She really should have stopped at the B&B to change out of her interview clothes before coming all the way out here, but her impatience had gotten the better of her. Knowing she was in such close proximity to a highly skilled Dom who could help her was too tempting.

Stopping would have just wasted time.

The door opened just as she reached the end of the porch and once again, she was left dumbstruck. The man had taken off his shirt and ratty work boots, standing before her wearing only a pair of sawdust-covered jeans and holding a towel. Based on the sight of the hard lines of his muscles, and the six-pack abdomen, her imagination hadn’t done him justice. Her mind’s idea of what lay under his sweaty shirt didn’t even compare to the reality standing before her.

She forced herself to swallow when she realized her mouth had gone dry. “I came to speak to you about a boat.” When he tilted his head and narrowed his eyes, she blushed. It was as if he could see right through her lie. “All right, so that’s not entirely true.”

“Having a hard time making up your mind?”

“I know who you are.” His expression darkened. She rushed ahead, anxious not to blow the opportunity. “Granted, you’re one of the preeminent boat builders in the world, but you’re also one of the most highly respected Doms in the community.” His deep frown caused her to second-guess her choice to come out here uninvited. He was certainly intimidating, no doubt about that.

“Typically, members solicit my services through the club.”

“Club? Oh right.” Beth snapped her fingers. “She mentioned there was a club nearby. I’m not a member. Not of Element Twenty-Six, at least. The recommendation for you came from a friend.” His hands settled on his hips, a gesture that drew her eye to his abdomen again. She cursed herself for staring at all those hard muscles and forced her gaze upward.

“And your friend would be?” 

“Elena Mitchell.”

Ryan snorted. “Figures. Always sticking her nose in where it doesn’t belong. At least it wasn’t Patrick this time.” He scowled as he dropped the towel onto a rocking chair.

“Patrick?” 

“Just a friend.”

“Elisbeth Lawson.” She stuck her hand out in offering, but he ignored the gesture.

“Mind moving your tank?”

She blinked a few times. “What?” What kind of manners did this guy have? She’d just told him she was here because he’d come as a highly-recommended Dom, introduced herself and he was worried about where she’d parked. Was he serious?

“You parked your car on my flowers.” His fingers hooked around an elaborate silver belt buckle as he jerked his chin.

“Oh.” She glanced over her right shoulder, noticing she had indeed pulled over a ring of brightly colored asters circling the base of the young tree. “Sorry about that. I’ll move—” When she turned to face him again, she swallowed the rest of her statement.

The hard glare he gave her made her blood run so cold, she immediately reassessed her brash decision to uproot her life to seek out this man. The coldness of his expression made her want to turn around and forget she’d even talked to her old college roommate about something so ludicrous. She’d dropped everything to come here. No family. No connections in the small town save for Elena. Surely she had to be insane.

No I’m not. I know I can do this. I’ve already come so far. I need to do this.

Fighting her nerves and doubts, she dug her heels in. “Elena gave you a glowing recommendation. She said you could help me with my...problem.”

“And just what would that problem be?” He moved in the blink of an eye, pushing closer to invade her space. Her breath caught as his body pressed against hers, the scent of his drying sweat hitting her full force.

She’d always been a sucker for a hardworking man.

She stood her ground, unwilling to give an inch. She needed his help too much to back down. “There was an incident with my last Dom.” She didn’t think it was physically possible, but he pushed even closer. At this distance, his body heat radiated into her. The proximity of his very fit, very toned body made her nearly forget why she’d come here. “Actually, more than a few incidents.”

“Elaborating on what you mean would probably help.”

Swallowing, she steadied her nerves. This was information he needed to know. Information she knew was key to the agreement she wanted to make with him. If she hoped to gain anything from this, she would need to disclose her folly. “A few years ago, I was somewhat new to the lifestyle. Ethan took advantage of my enthusiasm to learn. He saw it as an open invitation to do whatever he wanted.”

“He didn’t respect your safeword.”

“What safeword?” Beth snorted, remembering how disastrous that conversation had gone. “According to him, I had to earn the right to have one. He took it as a personal offense when I finally got smart and asked for some means of calling for the end of a scene. When he flatly refused, I left.”

“He is an ass.”

“You’re right, he is. But he has a few buddies who wouldn’t agree with you.” Emotion flashed in his eyes. She liked this protective instinct he seemed to have. That kind of behavior was probably something she should have looked for in a Dom long ago.

His head tilted. “So much for safe, sane and consensual. If that’s your view on those things, then we have no need to continue this conversation. Those things are mandatory in my world. So is a safeword.”

“I believe in those concepts, but that doesn’t mean others do. Or that people make the smartest choices when their head is in the clouds. I thought I was in love. I would agree to anything. Needless to say, I wasn’t given a lot of choice in the matter. By the time I realized what was happening it was too late to safely walk away.”

His gaze moved over her face, searching. “Yet here you are.”

“He got bored.” The memory of the day still clung to her like a second skin, thick and slimy.

“Most people would have run as far away from this lifestyle after an experience like you just described, not ask a Dom for help.”

She nodded. “I did walk away—for a bit. I needed to examine if I’d been wrong about my choices. It made me realize he was the problem. Not me. I enjoy the concepts he introduced—pain, subspace, sharing. Just not his approach. I have a feeling he skipped right over the basics with me, but I refuse to submit to some jerk off the street again just so I can learn.”

One of his eyebrows lifted. “Technically, I’m just some jerk off the street.”

She jutted her chin high. “Except you came with impeccable references and were highly recommended. That makes a huge difference in my eyes. I can’t promise taking me on as your submissive will be easy, but Elena mentioned you like a challenge and I need someone to help me. Sounds like a good fit to me. If you don’t agree, I’ll apologize for bothering you and be on my way.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes,” she admitted quietly.

He studied her silently with an intense, unnerving gaze that made her uncomfortable. Why couldn’t he just refuse and they’d both be on their way for the night? Then she could give up this ludicrous idea she’d had and just go back to her old life in Nashville.

“To your knees.”

She blinked, stunned at the power and command in his voice. As the control washed over her, she wanted to respond, but she found herself too annoyed things weren’t going according to plan. While she’d expected him to ask her questions to find out what he was in store for, she didn’t expect anything of this magnitude.

Angry, she returned his glare.

He smirked. The reaction caused her insides to turn to jelly, her vitriolic thoughts vanishing on the chilly night air. Why did he have to be so goddamn handsome and annoying at the same time?

“I suggest you listen if you want me to consider taking you on as I don’t like repeating myself. To. Your. Knees.”

She opened her mouth to protest and he tilted his head down just enough to give her another message. A very stern one she couldn’t help but listen to. He would not be ignored. She dropped her hands to her sides and slowly lowered to her knees. The rough rocks immediately bit into her shins, but she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of showing him she was in pain. She heard the unmistakable sound of buttons popping on his jeans and looked up just in time to see him part the denim. What in the Sam hell did he intend to do? If he expected her to suck his dick right here and now, he’d better think again.

“Eyes down.”

The authority behind those two words coursed through her, compelling her to obey. It had been a long time since she’d had this kind of reaction. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she complied. The denim pooled around his ankles and she found herself staring at the pile.

Just as she started to wonder if Elena had been out of her mind to recommend this man, his hand slid against the top of her head. His touch was almost calming and, despite her annoyance, a feeling of tranquility washed over her. His fingers combed her hair, catching the elastic holder from her ponytail, pulling it free. He continued to run his fingers through the strands, fanning out her hair. She relaxed under his persistent touch. The pain in her legs melted away and she gave a soft sigh as her body started to quietly buzz.

Yes.

The crunch of rocks jolted her back to the moment. She listened to him move away, leaving her alone on the rock path in front of his house.

What in the hell?

Beth looked to the left and her eyes widened in surprise as she spotted him. He strolled toward the small lake at the front corner of the field, towel swinging in his hand as he walked. Those jeans of his were at her feet and she now had an unobstructed view of his bare ass.

A very firm, very tan, perfectly formed ass.

Christ on a slinky going down an up escalator if he doesn’t look even better out of those jeans. Transfixed by the bunch and pull of the muscles in his thighs and butt as he walked over the uneven ground, she forgot her place and openly gawked.

When he reached the bank at the water’s edge, he dropped the towel and walked right into the lake. She expected him to dive under the surface, but instead he slowly moved until the water lapped as his hips. He sunk as if he were a knife cutting through the water, disappearing with no more than a quiet ripple disturbing the surface. The lake smoothed in seconds.

The only indication she ever had company were those damn jeans on the ground in front of her.
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Chapter Two
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Under the water there was silence. No voices. No anger. No screams. Nothing.

Ryan Flynn learned long ago how to mute the sounds that used to dominate his life. But occasionally, when the pain got to be too much, he had to do something to shut the reminders away. Otherwise, he couldn’t find a foothold. He’d hoped the sanding pass on the boat would help put him deep enough to push things aside. But tonight the pain roared louder than he was capable of balancing.

He hated the fact he possessed a weakness strong enough to break him.

When his lungs burned from the lack of oxygen, he slowly surfaced, deliberately inhaling the powerful scent of the pine trees lining one side of the lake. Water lapped quietly around his shoulders as a trio of frogs croaked off in the distance. Peaceful sounds in such a peaceful habitat should settle his psyche. But the war occurring in his mind raged on without any hope of negotiations happening anytime soon.

The presence of the woman still pressed at his back. He didn’t need to turn around to know she watched him, wondering why he seemed so brusque and aloof. He’d seen the spark in her eyes the moment she’d walked up to the workshop and gotten lost watching him. Her open appreciation had been for him as much as it had been for the boat. A sign she valued fine workmanship.

But there was more to the story she’d told than she was admitting. That fact had become clear the moment she’d mentioned Elena’s name. He wasn’t looking to take on a submissive right now, but the challenge she’d already presented him with was very alluring.

Did he want to exploit her fight?

He’d be a fool to dismiss his gut reaction to go a few rounds with her. Those shapely legs of hers seemed to be a mile long. And the low and sultry voice of hers had hardened his cock the moment she’d first spoken.

He wasn’t a stranger to the off-kilter feeling where his body simply took over, where demanding hormones pushed away reason and logic. But it had been awhile since he’d wanted to bury himself balls deep into a woman, or wanted to slide his cock through the valley of her breasts, this quickly.

He wanted her. And he was smart enough to know the fascination went well beyond simply the allure of having her under his command. Interesting the feeling would come now. A day he felt any kind of attraction this intense should be the last thing on his mind. It was pointless to think too much into the whys as his body obviously knew something he didn’t.

He was well trained enough to know when he should listen to his gut. And right now, his gut was screaming to have Elisbeth Lawson.

Decision made, he spun in the water. Her gaze immediately fell as he turned and her position gave him ample opportunity to study her mannerisms—her tells. She made quite a picture, kneeling in a short skirt on the cobblestone walkway he’d laid down two years ago. His active imagination was proficient enough to think about what she’d look like wearing only his ropes. But the erotic image in his mind wasn’t enough. He wanted to see the reality in living color.

God, it had been so long since he’d had a submissive where he’d felt this kind of reaction. And unless he’d gotten rusty in his negligence of his chosen lifestyle, she was just as attracted to him. Well beyond simply wanting his assistance because of some asshole with a whip.

It felt good to be wanted. It also felt good to know his body could still act of its own accord. He wasn’t dead yet after all.

The way her fingers trembled against her thigh showed she was nervous. But the fact she stayed where she’d been ordered signaled to him something deeper and more profound. She possessed the need to please a Dom. He guessed she simply resisted the sensation because it went against whatever society told her was normal. Or someone hadn’t bothered to take the time to correctly show her. Based on what she’d told him earlier, he suspected it was the latter.

He smiled as he dipped under the water. Given what he’d seen so far, she would be more than a handful. The over-starched shirt, pencil-thin miniskirt and out-of-place stilettos gave that away. Who wore stilettos to a job interview? He’d put money on the fact she wasn’t used to dressing up in such a way and had either bought the first pair of heels she’d run across or borrowed them from a friend.

Her stuffy exterior seemed so...false. Especially since he’d seen the glint of the silver barbell through the upper shell of her ear. Not to mention he’d also caught the flash of tanned leather circling both of her wrists.

Fussy female, industrial piercings and worn leather didn’t normally run in the same circles. Judging by the appearance of her muscle car, he doubted this kind of clothing was typical. There had to be an explanation for her being all dolled up to perfection.

Did she have more piercings? More leather in places he couldn’t see?

He wasn’t ashamed to admit he would take great pleasure in discovering the answers, peeling away all those layers until there was nothing left but Elisbeth Lawson exposed and uncontrolled.

The bit of promise of what she would look like tumbling into subspace is what made him finally pull out the water. Scooping up the towel, he scrubbed it through his hair and started to walk back to the cabin—to her. He made no effort to cover his nudity. This was his house, his land and she had trespassed. If she had a problem with his current state of undress, she shouldn’t have showed up at his home unannounced.

He casually walked toward her, taking the opportunity to see if she pushed on the limits of his order again. She didn’t meet his gaze as he approached and instead dropped her head lower, her chin almost meeting her upper chest.

Excellent.

He reached down to scoop up his jeans, shaking the rust-colored Virginia mountain clay loose from the creases before he slid them on again. He stood over her, waiting as he slowly buttoned his pants, seeing if she moved or said anything to acknowledge his presence.

She was so fucking beautiful and had no idea of the power she possessed right now. He’d bet his newest boat without a single regret.

When she didn’t move after a few minutes, he reached out to skim his hand over her head again. She inhaled deeply and he smiled, letting his hand drop to her shoulder. Her breathing pattern deepened as his fingers grazed over her arm all the way down to her fingers. He bent, taking up her hand to weave their fingers together as he formulated a plan for her training.

“Go ahead and stand now.”

She did as instructed, but her gaze remaining focused on the ground between them. Given her state, he’d bet he could have left her there and she’d have slipped into subspace in no time. But it was too early for that state. Too early for a lot of things, he reminded himself, but that wouldn’t keep him from enjoying this moment. From enjoying her.

He lifted her chin, drawing her face to his. Because he had to know how she tasted, he closed the distance between them to brush his lips over hers. Her body relaxed to allow him to take as he pleased.

Yeah, she was made for this lifestyle. She just hadn’t found the right Dom.

The kiss was sweet, with just a hint of the heat coursing through his body. No need to scare her off before they even got started. Honey. She tastes like honey. Clover honey specifically. Bet she’s a tea drinker. The sweet taste would now be forever imprinted in his mind as hers.

“We’re done, California. For now.”

She was still blinking as he pulled away. He liked seeing the surprise in her expression, the darkened shade of her wide, expressive eyes. Even the stunned disbelief he’d just done more for her in fifteen minutes than her previous Dom had ever done. He liked the feeling—a lot.

Maybe even too much.

He tossed the towel over his shoulder, deciding to think about what the arousal building in his veins meant later. “So why are you so dressed up? Too fancy to come all the way out here just to seek out a Dom or to buy a boat.”

“I had an interview with Joe Keleron to see about taking over as his replacement. But I am interested in commissioning you for a boat. I didn’t lie to you.”

An interview with Joe explained a lot. He handed her the elastic he’d removed, waiting while she pulled her hair away from her face. As her fingers combed through the strands, it reminded him how the silky texture had felt against his calloused palm. He wondered how her hair would feel wrapped around his fist as he plunged into her.

Hot damn this woman had certainly gotten him all spun up.

He mentally shook away the explicit images threatening to derail his plan. “So, you’re going to be the new town disc jockey.” He’d heard Joe mention moving out the West Coast for a bigger market the last time they’d run into one another at the grocery store. Hearing the news had come as a surprise since Joe seemed happy enough spinning tunes for the small town. Funny how life had carried on when he hadn’t been paying attention.

“I don’t have the job yet.”

“Joe wouldn’t have asked you to see him if he didn’t already want you. What market did you come from?”

Her eyes narrowed, a shadow darkening her heart-shaped face. “You seem to know a lot about music for a boat maker.”

Ryan winced. Damn, gotta watch that. “Joe grew up around Gatlin Falls. We used go to school together and he can be quite the talker. I’m a fast learner, so I tended to pick up things he likes to ramble about.”

“Oh.” She accepted his explanation without further inquiry. “I came from Nashville.”

He fought back the wave of nausea suddenly turning his stomach sour. The buzzing in his head returned and he battled it back as he fought to keep up the normal cadence of conversation. She couldn’t see him crack, not when she’d come seeking his strength and support. “Come to live in Virginia and give it a taste of country?”

She laughed, pushing at a pebble with the exaggerated point of her shoe. “Ah, no. I worked at an alt-rock station.”

“Either the water really plugged my ears, or I just heard you say something pretty damn unbelievable. You spun alt-rock in the heart of country music city?” As odd as it sounded to him, those words settled his nerves. One less thing for him to worry about.

She combed her fingers through her ponytail. “Yeah, I know. My grandpa always told me I was either stupid or ballsy.”

“Certainly dressed nicely for spinning that kind of music.”

Beth shrugged as she smoothed her hands down over the front of her fitted skirt. He’d be interested in seeing her in casual wear, or maybe even nothing at all. Well, nothing but my ropes. Damn it.

“It was an interview. Not as if I could slip on a Nirvana tee, flannel shirt, ripped jeans and a pair of Chucks for that kind of thing. Then again, it probably wouldn’t have mattered. According to you, I already have the job.” She smirked.

The noise in his head calmed a little at her soft snort. Odd how she seemed to have this effect on him. “Still seems out of place for Nashville. It’s a good market, so why leave? A lot more attentive listeners there.” Watch it, Flynn, you’re letting yourself get a little deep.

“Needed a change. I’ve been known to try my hand at something only to fail miserably. Kind of how I got into music. Had a friend who needed someone to fill in for the graveyard shift and I had nothing better to do at the time. Needed the money too. Taught myself the sound boards and ended up being the overnight talent. KROX hired me away to a bigger market a few years later, but I got tired of that aspect pretty quick. Wanted...smaller.”

“So why not go back home?”

“I could.” Her heavy sigh caressed his skin. A lot of emotion in that sound. “But then I would just be hiding, wouldn’t I?”

He had enough information and if they kept circling around the radio station and music talk, he was afraid he’d allow something to slip. “Well, sounds like Joe made a good choice. Why don’t you sleep on what you saw tonight, Elisbeth?”

“Just Beth, please.”

“Okay, Beth. We’ll go from there if you decide you want to continue.”

The puzzled look she gave him said she’d expected more. He always enjoyed keeping a submissive on her toes. There was definitely more in store for her if she actually came back. It had to be her choice, especially because she’d sought him out. But something told him she’d definitely be back. He doubted she was even aware she’d just started the training she’d asked him for.

“All right. I’ll be in touch.” She carefully picked her way over the rocks, sliding behind the wheel of her muscle car. Interesting car choice. Nothing frilly or fancy about all that steel and chrome. As the tail lights of her car faded in the distance, Ryan did his best not to think about how her ass had swayed suggestively under the tight fabric of her skirt.

Intelligent. Sexy.

Articulate.

Beth Lawson was the whole package.

He grinned into the fading moonlight as he thought about unraveling her very fascinating package.
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Chapter Three


[image: image]


The alluring scent of freshly ground coffee caused Ryan to smile as soon as he turned the corner onto Main Street. The aroma always reminded him Patrick and Alex Conners had worked hard to build the business from the ground up. With a lot of persistence, the small coffeehouse had flourished.

Tourists from the nearby ski resort flocked here, while locals often filled the seats to capacity. The other local coffee houses hadn’t stood a chance against the brothers’ talented skill with roasting beans. They’d put themselves on the map in the short year and a half they’d been open. The small town of Gatlin Falls had even been featured on a show on the Food Network, showcasing the nearby Blur Ridge Mountains, Perfect Shot and its delicious offerings.

The familiar musical melody of the custom bell greeted him as he opened the door, widening Ryan’s smile. The typical morning rush of customers had already thinned out and only one stood at the counter while Allison prepared an order.

Ryan tilted his head toward her in greeting. She beamed back, waving him in the general direction of where Elena and Dade had already settled in. “I’ll bring yours out in a minute. Take a load off.”

Elena smiled as he slapped Dade’s feet out of the way. As he dropped into the overstuffed chair, Dade’s scowl altered into a sly grin. Dade Ellingson, the man he considered his best friend, tugged on his pants as he moved. “Flynn, you shit. I’d know the gleam in your eyes anywhere. You got laid.”

Ryan shook his head as he shrugged off the thin jacket he’d worn against the slight chill in the air. “Cool it, Dade. Ms. Therman would probably take offense to her morning decaf sprinkled with your obscenities.” He waved to the elderly woman a few tables away. She returned the wave, turning back to the book clutched between her wrinkled hands.

Dade snorted into his coffee mug. “Please. I’ve seen some of those books she reads. Probably tell us a thing or two, which could turn the three of us a few shades of red.” His friend paused to take a long sip of the house blend. Ryan smirked as Dade glanced over the rim of the mug to the customer who just entered. A leggy blonde with big tits who all but had tourist tattooed across her forehead. All that was missing were the tight pants indicative of someone who sat in the lodge all day instead of hitting the ski slopes. Maybe Dade would focus on her and forget about goading him. 

“Spill.”

No such luck. Dade was nothing if not persistent and it showed even as he kept his sharp eyes on the woman. “Just so you can listen and then go jack off to whatever your perverted brain conjures up about her? I don’t think so.”

“Hardly. You’re too pretty for me.” 

“Thank God for small favors.”

Dade brushed his dark-brown hair off his forehead, taking the time to covertly gesture to Ryan with his middle finger. Ryan flashed him a wide grin as Elena snorted, sticking her tongue out when they both glanced her way. She turned her attention back to the newspaper spread out on the low table.

“So? Let’s hear the story and don’t try to deny it. You haven’t worn a grin that wide in a long time.”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about.” Despite his light mood, Ryan didn’t want to discuss what happened the previous night. Mostly because there was too much mixed company around. Had it just been him, Dade and Elena, he would have approached the situation differently. He had no problem sharing with his friends because they all had similar interests. Sharing information sometimes helped get through a particularly difficult situation with a submissive.

Something told him Beth was going to be more than a handful.

“Bullshit.” The blonde turned away from the counter, sending Dade a look that screamed fuck me here and now. Ryan rolled his eyes as Dade silently struggled to either cross the coffeehouse and approach her or finish the conversation he’d started. Much to Ryan’s amusement, Dade dismissed the blonde. “That look is more than just satisfaction. More than utilizing the warehouse to fuck away your ghosts.”

“Which is exactly why it’s none of your business.”

“Why the hell not? You’ve never had a problem sharing before.”

“Sure, as long as the day wasn’t yesterday.” He glared at Dade, watching his friend’s expression fall as he realized the significance of the date.

“Oh fuck, man. I completely forgot. That’s rough, but you’re allowed to heal. There’s not a requirement you—”

“I know, all right? I know.” Ryan forced out a breath, closing his eyes as he relaxed into the chair. He’d gone back to work on the boat after Beth had left, but the normally relaxing work hadn’t helped. The noise kept buzzing around in his head, convincing him there was no on-off switch.

“But you’re beating yourself up now anyway, aren’t you?”

“I have to,” he said, even though it was hard to admit. Weakness wasn’t something he liked to confess to, even though he knew he wasn’t perfect. Far from it, in fact. He wore enough scars on his heart to remind him almost daily.

“Why?” Elena interrupted.

Ryan noticed she was impeccably put together—as always—and decided it was time to put a crack in her perfection. “This would be a good time to let you know you had a hand in my evening.”

Her expression immediately changed to one of alarm, her bright-green eyes widening with concern. “What happened? Are you all right?”

“Beth Lawson showed up and asked me to help her.” He lowered his voice least anyone else hear and fire up the small-town gossip grapevine.

“Crap.” Elena winced as she set down her herbal tea, brushing at a piece of lint on her wool skirt. “I meant to tell you last month when I got back from Nashville I’d recommended you. I am glad she came though. It sounded as if she had a real issue you seemed perfectly suited to help her deal with. I assume she told you what happened to her?”

“Some, yes. He—and his friends—were sadist assholes who play right into the stereotype we fight so hard against. There’s more though, more she hasn’t told me.”

“Yes. I—”

Ryan held up a hand. “She needs to be the one to tell me. Not you.” 

“Are you going to help her?”

“I don’t know yet.” He’d asked himself the same question all night when he’d finally climbed into bed around three. The questions had swirled in his mind as he’d stared at the ceiling unable to sleep. “She’s stubborn. That much was very clear in just a few minutes. But she yielded when I pushed a bit. So she has potential.

“Shit, Elena. You could have at least warned me she was on the way. It’s not as if you don’t have your fucking BlackBerry attached to your hip already. You and your damn electronic-gadget obsession. Or you could have at least headed her off and suggested she come out to the house another time.”

“What? Oh hell, you said she showed up last night, didn’t you? I just put it all together in my head.”

“Yes.” He leaned forward, tapping his fingers against the low table in front of him. “A little advance warning would have been nice. Then I could have at least been prepared for what she needed.”

She smoothed a hand over her hair. “Sorry. I’ll touch base with her—”

“I already set things in motion yesterday.” He’d been on the fence about the issue, but he couldn’t ignore the way his body had reacted. Couldn’t ignore the fact he hadn’t stopped thinking about her. He wanted to re-introduce Beth to the lifestyle and help her overcome any damage her former Dom had inflicted on her mind. “I’m not about to stop now. Not unless she asks for an out.”

An elegant hand waved through the air in dismissal. “Still, I’ll have dinner or something and just give her a gentle nudge about what she did wrong.”

This wasn’t something he wanted pushed easily to the side. He expected nothing easy when it came to Beth. Based on what he’d learned last night, he figured her association with her former Dom hadn’t started off badly. She didn’t seem the type to actively seek out a destructive relationship. Otherwise she would have jumped right into to the arms of another Dom with similar intentions. She’d probably been so deep in the situation she’d described she’d been too scared of what would happen if she asked to leave. The constant threat had to have certainly turned her off to thoroughly enjoying any kind of pleasure.

He couldn’t explain why, but he wanted to be the one to show her.

“No. You won’t.” Shifting closer, he dropped his voice an octave. “I’m taking her so you will not circumvent me, is that clear?” Elena’s lips pursed as she lifted her tea to her mouth. “You’re one of the best Dommes I know, Elena. You trusted me enough to do what I saw fit when it came to you. Or have you forgotten?”

The reminder was deliberate, garnering the reaction he wanted when her eyes flashed hot.

“No.” Her gaze fell from his, a signal the conversation was over. He normally didn’t like overruling another Dom, but he wasn’t about to allow Elena to sever the delicate threads he’d put in place with Beth last night. She would be difficult to work with already. No need to add insult to injury.

He adored Elena, even to this day, because of the connection they shared since she’d spent some time as his submissive. Well before he’d agreed to train her to be the Domme she was today. Which was exactly why he didn’t want her to step in. Beth obviously knew of Elena’s talents since they were friends, so he didn’t want to confuse matters by having a different message come from someone in a position of authority.

“Hey, lay off,” Dade quietly interjected. “Both of you. People are starting to stare.” 

“I’m only—never mind. Let them stare. I stopped caring about people’s stares in this town years ago. Catch you two later.” He launched himself out of the chair, plunking down a few dollars for the coffee Allison would eventually bring. He hated running out, especially on Dade since he’d always been able to talk to his closest friend about anything.

In the days following the horrific accident that had changed everything in his life, Dade had been the glue that had allowed Ryan to keep his shit together. He’d put his own life—and problems—on hold in order to be there for him as Ryan had tried to deal with everything at once. Everyone had wanted all he had to give in the days following the crash, but by then, he’d had nothing left.

He lowered himself onto a bench a few blocks from the coffeehouse, closing his eyes as he sought a place of solace. The noise in his head roared to life with a new vengeance, eager to snag its claws into his soul once more. Dealing with the pain of loss had never been this hard before. He’d always been able to smother the horrific sensation long enough so he could at least think clearly and function with some semblance of normalcy.

Why did it seem so difficult now?

He knew the answer, but facing the reality was just as painful as the residual impact the reason left him with. Facing the five-year anniversary of his family’s death with the new submissive on his doorstep hadn’t been the ideal way to spend the night. He blew out a breath and slowly opened his eyes, determined to get past this complication as quickly as possible.

He saw her then.

Just as she had watched him walk into the lake, he watched her cross the street a block away. Her light-brown hair had been pulled back into a high ponytail. She wasn’t dressed as last night in a slender miniskirt and button-down shirt. This time, she’d chosen a snug neon-pink tee with a picture of some busty blonde cartoon character holding a sword and wearing a crown with wings. She’d paired it with dark fitted jeans. And oh he liked how those jeans fit. They cupped her ass like a glove.

This was the Beth he’d speculated about last night. Even with the distance between them he could tell she was more comfortable in her skin now. More confident and self- assured.

His mouth really started to water at the thought of training her now. He suddenly felt the overwhelming need to have his hands on her. Kiss her. Have her naked and sweaty underneath him as his cock disappeared deep inside her pussy. Wake up next to her—where the everlivingfuck did that thought just come from?

He shook his head to clear his mind. He was restless, with too much time on his hands his mind was free to wander. Wandering could be dangerous.

She stopped at an outdoor vendor who had set up for the apple festival tomorrow, gesturing to his offerings. Her cheerful smile as she sniffed the brightly colored flowers caused the noise in his head to silence. A hot, hard dose of reality punched him in the gut. There was nothing but her.

Oh hell.

The vendor motioned, insisting she take the bouquet she held. He refused the bills she offered, turning away to help another customer. She tucked the money under the cash register when the man wasn’t looking and walked away as quickly as possible.

The leather he’d caught flashes of the previous evening was on full display now as she strolled down the sidewalk. The cuffs were about two inches in width and lightweight in appearance, the dark-brown texture accenting her tan as they circled each of her wrists. They weren’t the type of cuffs typically worn to mark a Dom’s ownership, but they didn’t appear to be items she ever removed.

But why?

As she dipped under a tourist’s arm to enter Perfect Shot, Ryan pushed off the bench and followed her into the coffeehouse.

The scent of coffee wrapped around Beth as she
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