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      Many definitions are used within the BDSM community as a whole. There are no true ways to do anything. There's just consent and educating yourself in the things you want to do. So, with that in mind, here are the words used in this novella, as I define them.

       

      •       Top – A person who does or gives the thing to another. This is not synonymous with dominant.

      •       Bottom – A person to who the thing is done or is given. This is not synonymous with submissive.

      •       Play – This is any kind of kink activity.

      •       BDSM activities and the lifestyle are serious and shouldn’t be taken lightly, but what we do is supposed to be fun and enjoyable. This is why play is often used when describing BDSM activities. Also, I use play-space over dungeon because while play spaces are low light in some areas, it's not a scary place. And I think dungeon can have negative connotations. This is a personal preference of mine. You can take it or leave it. 😉

      •       Play Scene or Scene – This is a negotiated time between people in which they will do kinky things. It’s hard to describe it not using scene. This can be anything from a flogging, to serving someone for the evening. It almost always has a clear start and finish. Specific time periods can be negotiated. Anything and everything can happen. They can be planned in advance or negotiated on the spot before it starts. Negotiations can be simple or extensive, depending on what will take place.

      o   Scene can also refer to the lifestyle itself, BDSM Scene, or Leather Scene.

      •       Service Submissive – This has a lot of definitions and it's really up to the individual on what they consider service. This can be anything from cleaning a house or equipment or cooking or watching the kids. It really is anything in which you view you are serving your dominant. It is very broad. There are at times various protocols that can be adhered to as well.

      •       Service Top/Dominant – This is very different in my opinion. In my experience there is more topping that happens than actual domination, but both can happen. This is going to be things like single scenes between two people who don't necessarily have a romantic relationship. I also see it as something that the bottom or submissive asks for from a top or dominant. For example, I have a friend who is the best whip top in the area. When I bottom for him it's usually because I asked and begged for him to do a scene with me. Lol So, he's doing me a service by wielding his whips.

      •       Primal – Trying to define primal is like trying to define submissive or dominant. But I can explain what my perception of it is. While primal is a newer designation (last decade), the idea of it has been around for a long time. There just wasn't a name for it. A primal headspace is about breaking things down to instincts; sight, touch, smell; being more aware of what's around you, who's around you, how their energy feels to you. Primal play activities can be anything from cuddling to biting to rough body play to wrestling to predator/prey hunts in the woods. While some primals identify with certain animals, not all do, and even those that don't, play between primals can be very animalistic.

      o   Side Note: While power dynamics can certainly be present, I've found it's not there more often than it is. As someone sensitive to dominant and submissive presences/energies given off by people, primals often fluctuate. I've watched primals wrestle and play with each other, not to gain dominance over one another, but just to do their best and have that physical exertion and connection to another person. Again, this is all opinion based on personal experience and observances over years of watching and interacting with people who identify as primal. Everyone's experiences are valid.

      •       Kinkster – A person belonging to the kink and/or BDSM community.

      •       Cracker – This is the very end of any single tail whip. It can be replaceable or permanent. In The Kiss, I'm speaking of a replaceable one made of mason string. This is done by separating out the individual threads of the string and taking one and twisting it and tying it to the end of the fall. There are many different types of crackers, and each one has a different feel to the bottom.

      •       Single Tail Whip – Any whip that has one fall.

      •       Boot Worship – This is exactly that. Some scenes can involve bootblacking which can be considered a service as well. This really is what you think it is where someone is enamored and fetishes shoes and/or boots.

      •       Trampling – This is usually a combination of pain and humiliation involved. Most examples one will see of this is female dominates walking in heeled boots on submissive men. It's a little combination of boot worship and humiliation in my opinion. There is definitely an element of risk involved. The top has to be very careful about where they are stepping and how much weight they are putting on the bottom. Those more into the pain side of things will like variations of pain that can be given from blunt to sharp. It is very versatile.

      •       Leather Community – The culture and history of leather are rich and extensive. It was born from the gay bars and motorcycle clubs that formed after WWII. There are a lot of nuances about leather and the relationships built in leather families, so much, so that whole books are devoted to it. Sadly, I cannot go into that much depth in this story because I’d then be writing a very different story. Instead of trying to touch all the things leather. I decided to focus on certain aspects.

      o   If you want to read more about the history and culture, I highly suggest getting the books authored by Larry Townsend or Vincent Andrews. You can also visit The Leather Archives & Museum site. There is so much literature and history in leather there is a museum dedicated to it.

      •       Leather Club – An organized group of people, governed by a mission statement with rules, regulations, and a governing board or committee.

      •       Leather Pup – People who are part of the leather community and identify as a pup. There are several different breeds or archetypes of dogs.

      •       Leather Kitty – People who are part of the leather community and identify as a kitty. There are several different breeds or archetypes of cats.

      o   For more information, you can go to my website under The Vault for the guide Leather Kitty 101 written by Saint St. James.

      •       Earned/Gifted Leather - A piece of leather clothing or item given as a reward for service and/or accomplishments by a person's Mentor or Dominant.

      •       Cover – This is a leather hat typically worn by Dominants, but submissives can also wear them in certain circumstances. Leatherboys, if they do wear a hat, will wear a leather ballcap, and they are the only ones who will wear a leather ballcap. Covers are typically in the Henschel or Muir style. In the beginning, they were simple and didn’t hold as much significance as they do now.

      o   Covers can be as complex as the hanky code when it comes to the pins, which have many different meanings, that can adorn them. The history of this and current meanings can be found in the abovementioned sources.

      •       Sal’s Abbreviations –

      o   NPH – Neil Patrick Harris

      o   BBC – Big Black Cock

      •       Violet Wand - A device used for the application of low-current, high-voltage electricity to the body using an Oudin coil, originally claimed to have medical benefits and more recently used in S/M play. There are many different ways and techniques for using these devices. For more information, this is a really good site: violentwands.com.

      Please, remember that all things kinky should be done with either SSC or RACK in mind. Safe, Sane, Consensual or Risk Aware Consensual Kink.

    

  


  
    
      For Renee

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            the kiss

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Original Kiss Cover]
        

      

      
        
          [image: Painting style rendition of cross and model kneeling with back to camera]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Meronym, Mercury, Just_JT, Mr. Kitty, Akenaten, EM, A_Monster_Man, Flashcrimson, and Dee-Al who originally took in a stray dragon and helped them make a new home. <3

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter one Liam]
        

      

      The music pulsed through the club, but it didn’t drown out the sound of the flogger connecting with my back. Normally, the dull thump of the leather, along with the deep impact of the strikes, lulled me out of my head but not tonight. Only three songs had come and gone since we’d started, but I couldn’t stand there any longer. I raised my clenched fist, our predetermined sign for red, and the strikes immediately stopped.

      Warm, soft fingers rubbed my back, and Lu’s soft chest pressed into my side as she leaned up to whisper in my ear. “What’s wrong, Steele? Are you okay?”

      I turned to meet her concerned face, and her strong arms enveloped me. “I’m sorry, Ma’am. I don’t know what’s going on in my head, but it’s just not here tonight.”

      “There’s nothing to apologize for, Steele. Here, come sit.” She led me to a chair, and I sat obediently. Her long nails caressed my bare head, and I slowly relaxed. I hadn’t realized how tense I had gotten. I leaned my head against Lu’s stomach and breathed in her clean citrus scent.

      After several minutes, something cool touched my hand, and I opened my eyes. “Here, drink some water. I’m going to clean the cross. Are you good for a minute?”

      I took the bottle of water. “I can clean the area, Ma’am. You don’t have to do it.” I started to stand, but Lu pressed a hand into my shoulder.

      “You may not be one of my boys, but you’ll sit here and drink your water till I’m done, and then we’re going out to the social area and have a talk.” Her soft southern voice had hardened in chastisement.

      “Yes, Ma’am.” She nodded her satisfaction before turning to gather her things and clean the cross. I opened the bottle and gulped down half its contents. The water felt good on my parched throat. I poured the rest on a small towel next to me and put the towel on my head. The cool cloth soothed on my overheated skin. It was hot in the play space, even with the AC and the fans going.

      I closed my eyes and tried to figure out what exactly I felt and why. I was restless like an itch was under my skin that I couldn’t get at, but it was all in my head.

      A light touch on my shoulder startled me, and I raised my head. Lu’s red lips curled into a soft smile, and she turned to head out of the play space. I stood and followed, opening the door going out of the play space for her. She stopped at the fridge in the kitchen to get more water before she led me to a couch on the far side of the social area.

      I waited for her to sit, and then I sat next to her. She passed me one of the bottles and opened her own, taking a small drink. Lucinda preferred Mistress Lu while at the club, but it was my friend Lu who looked at me now and not Mistress Lu.

      Older than me by a few decades, she had been living with some form of BDSM in her life for just about as long as I had been alive. She was gorgeous with soft milk chocolate skin and dark brown eyes that bore into you and saw past all your bullshit. To me, she was the epitome of a southern lady, charming, intelligent, graceful, and didn’t take shit from no one.

      “What are you lost in, Steele?” The lightness in her voice spoke of the familiarity with my wandering mind. Sometimes it was aimless wandering, and sometimes it took very specific routes, but regardless of which way it went, it tuned out the world around me. Some attributed it to spending so much time alone, but I’ve been like this for as long as I could remember. And when I was a child, it got me into trouble numerous times.

      “I’m just thinking about thinking, I guess.” I laughed awkwardly. Lu gave me one of her world-class smiles that showed all her brilliantly white teeth. It was motherly and told me that she’d sit here all night if I needed her to.

      I sighed and turned sideways, bending my right knee and folding it under my other so I could face Lu properly. I leaned my side against the back of the couch and took a deep breath. “I don’t know where to start or how to describe how I really feel.” I closed my eyes and tried to put words to what I felt inside. “I feel anxious and restless. I don’t know how to describe it better.”

      Lu nodded thoughtfully. “And tonight? How did the flogger feel to you?”

      “Just painful. Not like OMG that hurts stop but just, you know, pain. I couldn’t fall into it, and it didn’t settle me down. It was just pain.” I sighed again and lay my head against the leather-covered cushions; the coolness soothed the heat of frustration that flooded my face.

      “You’re bored and unsatisfied.” Lu’s voice was matter of fact with no malice behind it.

      I bolted upright and shook my head. “No. Lu, it’s not.”

      She cut me off with a tsk and a hand on my arm. “It’s not necessarily me you’re bored with. I know this dear, and we both know I cannot give you everything you need. You just don’t see me that way, and that’s neither your fault nor mine, honey. It just…is.” Her voice dropped punctuating the truth with that one word. “You haven’t found the right dominant for you yet, and that’s okay. When you do, you’ll know. You’ll feel it here,” she placed a hand over my heart, “and here.” She moved her hand to my abdomen and patted my stomach.

      She leaned back again and took another sip of her water. “You really should go talk to Hightower and see if he’ll scene with you. I think you may just find what you’re looking for.”

      “But—”

      “Boy.” The attitude that filled the sharp toned word could have kept the Goodyear blimp afloat for years, and I’d deserved it. We had talked about this many times before, but doubt always filled me.

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “Good boy, now run along home. I have feet that need rubbing, and you’re in the way.” She smiled and dismissed me with the wave of a purple-tipped hand.

      I stood and held out my hand. She placed her warm hand in mine, and I kissed it softly. “Thank you, Ma’am.”

       

       

      I laid awake later that night, thinking about all the ways a meeting with Hightower could go wrong. It was going to be a long two weeks before the next Men’s night, where I was sure to see him.
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      I stood outside the door to the local BDSM club/community center, and my nerves were getting the better of me. It wasn’t the first time I’d been here by any means; I’d been a member for years. This was my first time coming on this night. The last Thursday of every month was Men’s night. Your sexual orientation didn’t matter. If you identified as a male, you were welcome.

      I’d heard many stories about the things that went on during Men’s night. Things you’d never see during any other play night at the club. It wasn’t that those things were discouraged or not allowed during other play nights. Just for whatever reason, when men—primarily men who fell somewhere on the scale of sexual attraction to other men—gathered, it changed the energy of the large play space just beyond the door in front of me.

      I’d been exploring various aspects of the BDSM lifestyle and community for almost two decades, and I’d been in this city and this community for just over three years. I was comfortable here, but during this past year, it felt like something was lacking. I identified as a primal, but I also liked to bottom for various kinds of impact play. While I wasn’t the most submissive person out there, I was a masochist. I enjoyed pain and the pleasure that sang through my body when it was inflicted.

      Someone cleared their throat behind me. I jumped out of my skin and about half an inch in the air. I was still standing in front of the entry door, staring at it while my mind had wandered. I turned around, and a younger man smiled at me. He was very obviously giving me elevator eyes, and his smile turned devious. He was about my height but more petite than me.

      “Are you going to come inside, or are you determined to win a staring contest against the door?” He smirked and gestured toward the door. He wore plain jeans and a t-shirt, but he had a leather collar on signifying he belonged to someone.

      I half-snorted and half-laughed. “Umm, yeah, sorry.” I turned the handle and pulled the door open. I moved back out of the doorway and ushered him in with a wave of my arm. “After you.”

      “Oh, and a gentleman.” His tone and demeanor lightened as he gave me a playful yet genuine smile. “Thank you, sir.”

      “You’re welcome.” I smiled back, and even though he used the honorific, he only meant it as a way to show respect, like how most non-kinky people would use it. I followed him in and shut the door behind me.

      The door led to a small reception room with a few chairs, a coat rack, an information table with all kinds of brochures and pamphlets, and a check-in counter. I stood a few feet away from the other guy checking in to give some semblance of privacy. On big special event nights, this room would be packed with people trying to check-in and fill out paperwork for guests. I didn’t like those nights too much, and after attending several over the years, the novelty of being around that many people had worn off.

      The guy finished and headed toward the door that led into the rest of the club. He opened it and turned to me. “Have a good night.”

      I inclined my head. “Thanks, you too.”

      Keeping the smile on my face, I approached the counter. I pulled my membership card from my front pocket. After my first year living here, I decided to get a lifetime membership for the club. It was cheaper than renewing every six months, and just easier that way. I didn’t have to worry about anything, and if I happened to not come so often because I was busy, then any extra just benefited the club.

      Unlike most clubs I’d been to around the country, this one was nonprofit, and all of the staff and board members were volunteers. All the money the club made went right back into it and the community to provide the education program. It was admirable and successful. It was also the main reason I decided to make this community my home. It was open and welcoming, and while there was some drama here and there, everyone seemed to work together to make the club and the community a safe place.

      I handed over my card to the receptionist on duty tonight who I knew in passing. He smiled at me warmly as he took my card and scanned it. “Good evening, Blaze.”

      “Good evening, Steele,” handing back my card. “This is your first time coming to Men’s night, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. Anything special I need to know?”

      He thought for a moment and then shook his head. “No. The same rules apply as always.” He smiled at me again. “If you need anything or have any questions, you can ask the Men’s night event host Abel or me.”

      “Thanks, I will.” I tucked my card back into my pocket with my phone. I didn’t bother bringing my wallet since I only needed my card and phone. It was just a clunky object that would mess up the lines of my jeans—not that I was trying to impress anyone tonight or anything.

      I walked through the door and heard some of the bass coming through the closed double doors ahead of me. To my right were the bathrooms and a small break area with a fridge, sink, coffee maker, and snacks. Beyond the break area was a classroom that was currently empty. On my left was the social area filled with couches and comfortable chairs for anyone to use. It was where you could talk freely, and a lot of people used it for aftercare. It wasn’t unusual to see the far corner couch filled with a couple cuddling after a scene. Tonight, the whole front area was empty. I’d only seen it like this when there was a special demonstration going on in the play area.

      I put my hand on one of the door handles, took another deep calming breath, then turned it and pulled open the door.

      The sound of the hard beat of the music hit me along with the heat of the room. I was glad I’d worn my typical sleeveless black t-shirt and dark blue jeans. I had on my leather forearm bracers and work boots. I was, however, not prepared for the sight in front of me, nor the smell.

      It wasn’t bad, but the smell of sweat was strong. It was like walking into the gym locker room, but there was more to it here. The smell of cum and arousal overlaid the sweat. It was unlike anything I’d ever smelled. Something was intoxicating and tangible about it.

      The play space of the club occupied more than half of the area. It was all open. There were a few open rooms off the main space that held some special equipment, like the medical tables, a low massage table for a quieter, more intimate feel, and on the opposite side was an open shower area. That was next to the one bathroom, and that did have a door. It was used for scenes and its intended use. It was all stainless steel from top to bottom. I’m glad I didn’t have to clean that.

      Lockers, where you could store personal items and clothing, were to the left of the doors, and to the right were large storage racks where you could put your toy bags. I didn’t bring anything with me. While I did top from time to time, I usually didn’t need more than my hands. Some bottoms had toy bags full of the implements they liked used on them, but that wasn’t for me. I didn’t want to force a top to use an implement they weren’t familiar with. Yes, many were the same type, but I wanted whoever was swinging a flogger at me or whatever else they were using to be something they were comfortable with. To each their own.

      I stepped in and let the door close behind me, hoping I hadn’t lingered in the doorway long enough for anyone to notice. The lights were low, but there were also directed lights in certain areas you could dim or brighten as needed. The sounds of flesh being hit, moans, groans, grunts, and even some growls hit my ears. It was a cacophony that was familiar and foreign at the same time. It was void of the higher pitched moans and screams usually heard. Beneath those sounds was the murmur of whispered voices as some men stood to the side and talked. They were punctuated by a shouted, “Yes, Daddy!” from the cross area.

      A slender man in just jeans and no shoes with two floggers slung over his shoulder, leaned in close to the bottom, and spoke in his ear. The top spanked the bottom with a gloved hand and squeezed his ass before stepping back. The faint red marks on the top’s sides meant they had been playing for a while. The top took up the leather floggers again, one in each hand, and started his dance once more. The bottom was naked but for the collar around his neck and the red marks on his back. I walked in that direction mesmerized by the Florentine dance the top performed with his wrists. His feet were firmly planted, and only the top half of him moved forward and backward as he varied the depth to which the falls hit the bottom’s skin. The flogger’s falls hit the top’s sides on his backswings, creating more of the faint marks I had seen.

      I knew what it was like to be on the receiving end of floggers like that, and the skin on my back itched in anticipation. As lovely as it was watching a top who was clearly the master of his implements, he was not who I was here for. The one I was here for, I’d never actually met before much less talked to. I could have messaged him through the one BDSM lifestyle website that everyone used, but I felt that was too impersonal, and the guy probably got tons of messages and didn’t bother to read any of them. No, he deserved to be sought out in person.

      There he was, at the bootblack station. He sat in the chair while someone polished his shoes. I moved closer and saw Abel standing next to him. They were talking low. One always had to be careful while approaching the bootblack station because getting one’s leather cleaned could be just as much a scene as the flogging on the cross was. In this case, it didn’t look like that was happening, since Abel was engaged in conversation with Hightower.

      Most everyone used a moniker of some kind in the community, not just here. Many people kept this side of themselves secret for one reason or another. We respected that. This wasn’t a place where you met people and asked about their families and jobs. No. Here you are asked more fun things like, “Are you a top or bottom?” or, “Do you like thud or sting?”

      But there are exceptions to all rules. In this instance, the man I was here to see was called Hightower inside and outside the community. He was a police captain in one of the precincts in town, and everyone knew it. He was out and proud and had been since before he was a captain.

      He was respected in his career and here the community. He was also the only whip top in my area. There were a few people that dabbled in shorter whips, but he was the only one who used longer whips. Last year, he gave a demonstration, a kind of whip 101 class here at the club, and ever since then, I’d been utterly fascinated. I researched first and watched many videos online about whips and whip scenes. I had been craving something, and I didn’t know what but when I saw him that day I thought maybe I had my answer.

      Lu was familiar with using smaller whips and had used a short signal whip on me a few times. It was pleasant, but it was more of a tease than anything. What I wanted, and what I craved, was to feel the bite and sting of a bullwhip or a stock whip. He had both. At the time, the differences and nuances between them were foreign to me, now they were familiar. I even invested in a couple of paracord hybrid bullwhips. I had plenty of room out on my property, and I wanted to know what it felt like to wield them. While I was nowhere near ready to swing one at a person—and I didn’t think I ever would want to—I was proficient enough to do a few different kinds of swings and crack the whip consistently. I was more fascinated by the sport of whip cracking than wanting to hit someone. It also gave me a better understanding of the physics of the whip and how it could impact flesh. I was obsessed with the need and desire to feel it.

      Whenever I finally gathered courage enough to talk to Hightower. I wouldn’t lie either and say I had more experience than I did, but I didn’t want to seem like some green guy who just saw something shiny and wanted to explore it. There’s nothing wrong with doing that, but I wanted to display a modicum of competency so he would take me seriously.

      I sat on one of the chairs scattered around the room while I contemplated how to approach him. I had played through the scene in my head a million times, and now that I was here, it seemed like I was just going to make a fool out of myself. Some barks to my right drew my attention.

      There were two guys decked out in pup gear wrestling on the mats by the padded wall. Their handlers sat nearby, talking to each other while their pups played. It was rare to see pups like this, and I wondered if they came out to Men’s night all the time. I wrestled a lot with other primals or more like a combination of grappling and wrestling. But I wondered what it would be like to play with some pups. I let them distract me for several minutes from my true goal.

      I turned back to see Hightower stand and bend over to whisper something to the bootblack—probably thanks. He straightened and walked toward the double doors. Shit! Was he leaving already, or was he just getting some water or something?

      I scrambled to my feet and walked after him. I tried to hurry without seeming to be in a hurry. I didn’t think I succeeded. I pushed open the door and saw him standing in front of the one-cup coffee machine waiting for it to brew. Phew! I wiped my sweaty hands on my ass as I approached. I rolled my shoulders back and tried to put on an air of confidence.

      He wore a plain white button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, revealing muscled forearms. He had salt and pepper hair that looked rather good on him. The shirt was tucked into black slacks, and he wore freshly shined black wingtips. There wasn’t a thing out of place on him, and while I wasn’t sexually attracted to anyone, I could admire the tall, broad body of Hightower. I was short by most standards at five foot eight inches, and he was easily half a foot taller than me.

      He head turned and his eyes glances at me from the drawer with the cream and sugar as I approached. I nearly froze when his dark eyes met mine. He looked back down and pulled out two creamers and two sugars before looking in my direction again.

      “Watch this and when it’s done, put the cream and sugar in and stir it, but not before. Then go sit right there and wait for me to return.” He pointed over my shoulder to one of the couches in the social area. He didn’t even wait for me to acknowledge the order before he walked away with a bottle of water in his hand. He went back to the playroom, and I was left standing there looking at the coffee machine.

      I hadn’t gotten a chance to open my mouth to say hi, and he was already ordering me about. I really wasn’t that submissive of a person, but I knew how to follow orders. So, feeling like an idiot, I stood waiting for the coffee to finish. Does he just order everyone around? Granted, a dominant presence had oozed from his skin. It was like he had a radiance effect at all times. I’d never felt anything like it. Lu’s dominant presence was there, but it didn’t make me want to kneel at her feet. Hightower, on the other hand, made my knees weak.

      The last of the coffee dripped into the cup, and I dutifully poured the cream and sugar. I put the cup inside another cup because the cups were too thin, and the coffee was hot. I stirred it and then threw the trash away. I took the cup and myself to the couch and sat. If he were under some delusion, I would be on my knees waiting; he would be disappointed.

      Several minutes passed, and he strode into the room with purpose, and again, I was struck by his visceral presence. I tried to control the shiver that ran down my back. He grabbed one of the side chairs as I stood. He gestured for me to stay, and he placed the chair in front of me and sat. He was sitting higher than me, and I immediately felt the difference in our positions. I held out the cup of coffee, and he took it. He sat back in the chair and put an ankle over his knee.

      “So, what can I do for you, Steele?” He was so nonchalant that I almost forgot that we’d never even met before. I gaped at him and apparently took too long to answer because he spoke again. “Did you not think I knew who you were?”

      I slowly shook my head. “No, sir.”

      He arched an eyebrow at me. Why I wasn’t sure. “I would be an ignorant member if I didn’t know that almost all of the metal in this place was touched by you.”

      “Oh.” I blushed and looked away, turning my head to the side. I had forgotten I had helped—when the club moved to this new, bigger building—install all the metal works, and I had made some custom pieces, like the steel cross that was being used earlier. I didn’t think much about the fact that I had, or that people knew who I was because of it.

      Hightower gave a light laugh. “Your work is gorgeous. Almost as gorgeous as you are.”

      I turned back to him in surprise. “Thank you.” I didn’t quite know what to say to that. I never thought of myself as gorgeous. I was short and stocky. Muscled sure, but too furry by most standards, and I was bald. Granted, that was my own doing since my receding hairline wasn’t stopping. I had started shaving my head in my mid-twenties.

      “So, either you wanted to talk to me, or I commandeered you just to make my coffee and am holding you up from perhaps taking part in some fun this evening?” He was patient, which was good because, apparently, my brain wasn’t working as I was lulled by his baritone voice.

      “Yes, sorry.” I cleared my throat and scooted forward on the couch, so I was a little more level with him. “I wanted to see if you would be open to negotiating a scene with me.”

      “Ah.” Hightower drew the sound out as he tilted his head up and then down again as if assessing me. He took a breath and let it out in a hard exhale. “I’m sorry, but no.”

      I was stunned. I was pushed back by his words and almost slumped into the couch. I didn’t think he’d outright refuse to negotiate with me. I thought maybe we’d find no common ground, or he wouldn’t want to because of my inexperience with bottoming to whips. But I didn’t expect him to flat out refuse me before discussing it.

      He put his coffee cup down on the table next to us and his foot back on the ground. He leaned forward, putting one elbow on his knee and gestured for me to come closer with his other hand. I moved to the edge of the couch, and he gripped me by the back of the neck.

      Embarrassment washed over me as I realized how sweaty I had gotten in just the few minutes I had been there. His grip wasn’t overly tight, but it was solid, sure, and his hand easily held my wide neck. He pulled me closer. His breath brushed my cheek, and I smelled coffee and mint on his breath. His lips tickled my ear as he spoke again.

      “There’s a level of intimacy that takes place; however temporary it is, between top and bottom.” His voice was low, and the warmth of his breath sent shivers down my spine. I gripped my knees tightly, trying to stay still.

      “Energy flows between the two as each person gives and takes. It doesn’t matter how close or how far away they are from each other, that power and energy flows. It courses through their bodies, making a connection unique to just those two people for that moment, and even if those two people never see each other again, each will have an imprint of the other on them from the energy they shared.”

      He stood and released me from his thrall. I looked up, and my confusion must have shown on my face. He leaned over to pick up his cup and straightened. “I’m sorry, Steele, but I’ve had one too many straight men freak out on me over their body’s reactions.”

      I opened my mouth to say something. I wasn’t sure yet what, but he was already walking away and back into the playroom. His long legs easily eating up the distance with his purposeful stride. I closed my mouth and stood. It was then I noticed I was half-hard.

      Had he noticed, and that’s what he was talking about? Did he think I would freak out? It was rare for me to be aroused during play. The pain, depending on the kind, did make me hard sometimes, but I wouldn’t feel actual arousal. I was more confused that for the first time in years, I felt the beginnings of arousal because of something someone did to me. I walked toward the entry room to leave, and I was glad no one was around to see my embarrassment.

      I sent a small wave toward Blaze as I went through the check-in room. I pushed the outer door open and heard him say, “Better luck next time.”

      The door was already swinging shut when I comprehended what he’d said. I stopped as it clicked shut behind me and scrubbed a hand over my head. Fuck! Well, there was only one thing left to do.

      Try again next month.
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        A Month Later

      

      

      I sat in the bootblack chair, looking out over the play space. I could see just about everywhere from here. The DMs often sat here to keep an eye on the scenes. It was still early in the night, so there wasn’t much going on. This was the one night of the month I let myself truly relax. I left all the bullshit of my life at the door and just let myself…be.

      I had one scene planned for tonight. Every other month, I played with this one submissive. He was older than me—in his mid-fifties. I never specifically asked. He was closeted and a widower, but every other month he came here. I knew he didn’t live in the area. He comes, I fist his ass while I reaffirm to him that there’s nothing wrong with his desires, and then he leaves. I don’t see him again until the next time. He didn’t have a profile anywhere that I’d found, but he came here.

      In that, we were very much alike. We both came to this oasis of sanity in our otherwise complicated lives and uncomplicated them by having these strict guidelines in which to live, if only for a few hours.

      That oasis was disturbed last month by the intrusion of Steele, otherwise known as Liam DeWitt, blacksmith, and metal artist extraordinaire. That man was one very hot masculine specimen of the human species. He wasn’t your typical submissive or bottom for that matter. I knew they came in all shapes and sizes, but sometimes we were a product of our own stereotyping.

      His head was smooth and tanned. His arms were muscled perfection, and his chest and stomach were furred with a nice pelt that looked tantalizingly delicious. Silver rings peaked out from the hair around his nipples. Those were a surprise, yet they didn’t seem out of place on him. His legs were solid and strong. I wanted to run my hands through his chest hair, grip it, and pull him to me. His stomach had some padding on it, which made him hotter than if he had a six-pack. And then there was his ass. Oh, the dear deity of your choice, his ass. That man did not miss a squat day. I was sure of it.

      He was also bearded. I normally didn’t like my men bearded. I was very much over this whole fad of facial hair everywhere. Half the time, it looked like straggled bits of pubes stuck to faces. It was gross. I had no problem licking a hairy asshole into compliance but take a fucking razor to your face. But apparently, my dick didn’t apply that rule to Steele. In his defense, his beard could be a work of art of its own. It was thick and sculpted. He obviously took great care of it. It was long, but not too long. I could have easily gotten a good handful and used it to move him where I wanted him.

      It looked soft, too. I imagined more than once this last month about his head in my lap and running my fingers through the reddish-brown beard streaked with grey and his bright blue eyes looking at me. I didn’t understand how he was still single. Maybe he was like me and just worked too much and didn’t have time for a regular partner. He surprised the hell out of me by asking for a scene last month. That was the last thing I’d expected when I saw him enter the play space.

      I knew what he wanted. When I gave the demo last year, I remembered how his face had lit up. I also remembered he didn’t come talk to me afterward. I let several people who were curious as to how a whip felt against their skin feel a few strikes, just little ones. He didn’t. He left with the woman he was always with. I thought they were together, but after some inquiry last month, I found out she was only his friend. He did top her sometimes, though. That was interesting. I knew from his profile he was a primal and a switch and clearly a masochist. But nothing in his actions has ever led anyone to think he’s anything other than straight. No offense to all the great straight men out there, but I’m too old to mess around with curious men. It may sound jaded or unkind of me, but I have to make the most of what little time I have on these nights and worrying over the reactions of a straight guy do not fit in.

      No sooner had the thoughts left my brain did Steele walk in. My eyes lingered on him as he scanned the room, and my dick perked up. He wore dark jeans again and boots. He also wore the same leather bracers, but this time no shirt. Interesting, and yes, I liked what I saw. The image before me was so much better than the ones on his profile. His pecs were round and firm. They looked so hard and yet softened by the hair on them. He was definitely a bear. A submissive bear. And my dick needed to calm down because he was coming this way.

      His eyes locked on me, and then his legs brought him to me while I wondered how it would feel to have him ride my cock with those powerful legs. He would be so tight, too, and I bet that fur was everywhere. I wanted him naked and on his knees.

      Get it together, Hightower!

      He was persistent. I had to give him credit for that.

      I was glad the bootblack chair was so high. It was almost like a throne, but it allowed me to be higher than him when he approached. I spread my legs just a little farther apart to give my still hard dick some room. He stopped a few feet away and waited until I acknowledged him. He was either trained very well or did some research.

      There were too many schools of thought on the protocol in the lifestyle, but some things are understood between a dominant and a submissive. Everything I had seen of his profile read that he wasn’t a submissive, but rather just a primal who switches a bit between bottom and top. There’s nothing wrong with that. But I had seen how his eyes dilated when I’d given him an order. It was a bit high-handed of me, but that instant reaction told me more about him than a million profiles could. He may not admit it, but he enjoyed being ordered.

      I fingered him closer, and he moved until he was right next to the chair on my right side. There still weren’t too many people here, so we could have a low conversation without disturbing anyone.

      “Good evening, Steele.” With the conversation started, Steele now had the room to ask what I knew he would ask.

      “Good evening, Sir.” My cock twitched as the word passed his lips. Last time he had said that it didn’t have the slight emphasis that it did now. Most would not be able to tell the difference, but I heard, and I knew how he meant it. He took my silence as his queue to continue. “May I, please, speak with you about doing a scene, Sir?”

      “Serve me tonight, and at the end of the night, we’ll talk.” It could be considered bad form by some to illicit service in such a way, but I had to know what would happen if I pushed him a bit.

      “Will you, please, define serve, Sir?”

      Wow, he was laying it on thick tonight. My officers didn’t even Sir me this much. I normally would have found it annoying, but tonight, from him, it made me harder. “You’ll kneel by my side. You’ll get drinks or lube or whatever I need tonight. I do have a scene later, and while you don’t have to participate, I expect you nearby in case I need anything during it. Any questions?”

      “Do you want me to suck your dick while I’m at it, Sir?”

      Yes! There was the man I knew was there. He almost spat out the sir that time. While I liked him submissive and my dick liked his words, I didn’t like the simpering he was doing. I knew he wasn’t serious, but let’s see how far he’ll push it. “Yes, at the end of the night, that will finish things off nicely. Thank you for offering.”

      I waited for him to say he wasn’t serious and back out of it, but he didn’t. He stiffened and then nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Go get one of
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