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Six months of pain and heartbreak slapped Denton in the face.

He propped his feet on the desk as he rubbed at the tension lines he felt forming between his eyes. The owner of Tawse would have his hide if she saw him kicked back in her chair. But at the moment he didn’t care. He’d come to the club to retrieve his bag, but an image on the monitor had caught his attention.

Jack Cotton sat at the bar chatting with the barkeeper, Bales. The two talked as though they were old friends catching up. 

Some nerve he’s got, strolling right in as if nothing had happened to nullify his membership at Tawse.

The cypher lock clicked. As the door swung open, the owner’s silvery gray eyebrows lifted in surprise as she closed the door. “Comfortable?”

Denton wasn’t normally rude, but his impatience got the better of him. “Why is he here?”

Miranda’s almond shaped eyes narrowed as she rested a hand on her hip. “Well, good evening to you, too. My apologies for making myself at home at your desk, Miranda. I left my manners on the doormat.”

Denton snorted at her snide tone but remained where he was. He’d gone toe-to-toe enough times with Miranda to not be afraid of the woman. Most of the time, when it came to the House Doms, she was all bark and no bite. 

After all, they were her bread and butter.

He gestured to the monitor. “He doesn’t belong here.”

She crossed her arms over her expensive navy blue jacket. “Isn’t that for me to determine and not you? This is still my club. I’m aware Jack’s here. I was about to ask security to have a word with him, but perhaps you’d like to do it yourself?” 

Denton scowled. The last thing he wanted to do was confront someone who had caused him more heartbreak than he’d ever experienced. He was a Dom. Not a sadomasochist. “Taking the trash out isn’t my job.”

The older woman was quiet as she sat in her chair and wrinkled her nose where Denton’s shoes had scuffed up the paperwork. “Since you feel it’s beneath you, all the more reason to make you do it.”

“You wouldn’t.”

Miranda tapped the closed-circuit communication device on the corner of her desk. Denton watched the screen as Bales tapped a similar comm in his area. The one on his end was set to privacy mode. “Tell Griffin I have the situation handled. Denton will remove Jack from the club shortly.”

The bartender nodded, disengaging. He even handed Jack a bottle of ishke, the club’s special hydration drink, before Denton turned away from the monitor.

He wanted no part of this. “Get someone else.”

Miranda smirked as she leaned back in her chair. “Pouting isn’t your style. Neither is whining. So let’s keep the infraction count to as few as possible, shall we?”

He leaned against the wide desk, shifting his weight forward on his hands. “You’re only doing this because you’re annoyed.”

“No, I’m doing this because you’re annoyed. Maybe now you’ll think before you barge into my office and make yourself at home.” She rummaged around in one of the lower drawers and found whatever she was looking for. Denton caught the small container she tossed his way. “You may need this.”

“I seriously doubt that.” Denton shoved the container for the impulse device he favored into the back pocket of his pants. The last thing he needed was to collar a submissive. “I’m not on shift anyway. It’s my day off.”

“Well then, call it a personal favor for me. Unless you’d like for Griffin to take over your duties as a Dom. He’s not quite ready yet, though. So I can’t vouch for the state he’d leave a submissive in when he’s done. He’s much like Albright with his impulsiveness.”

Denton glared at the owner and called her a few choice names in his head. She waited, smiling sweetly as he silently rattled off a few more. Miranda was known for keeping a hand in everything that went on in the club. She wouldn’t give an inch and he knew it. “Fine.”

As he stepped out, the thick, pulsing atmosphere stood in contrast to the tense conditions inside Miranda’s office. To his left, Kaber had secured a sub face down on a wide, fabricated cross and was currently using an impulse flogger to paint pink marks across her ass. To his right, Merc had used his considerable skills to suspend a woman in an intricate pattern of knotwork. On the main stage, Burke had secured his submissive, Rayna, to a zero-g chair and was working her into a frenzy with an impulse vibe. The blue glow from the cuffs around her wrists grew brighter the more he played with her.

Nice to see the newly engaged couple enjoying themselves in a public scene. 

Just another night at the only BDSM club on Sypricon.

He leaned against a post just outside Miranda’s office. It gave him a clear view of the source of his irritation. A former member of Tawse, Jack Cotton owned and operated one of Sypricon’s harvesting plants about fifty miles outside of town. 

Every few months, Denton caught the news of another fire at the quarry. Sypris, a highly unstable element, caused raging infernos when new pockets were discovered. As one of the few successful sypris harvesting plants on the planet, Jack’s company regularly had to have the Stellar Fire Brigade come extinguish any new blaze.

The stress of the high-risk business had taken a definite toll on Jack. Though he still looked fit and trim, something about the man was off. Tension sat heavy on those shoulders Denton had once held onto while he’d lost himself. That visual reminded him he’d done everything in his power to forget the man who sat a few feet away. 

But fate, it seemed, had other ideas. 

Fucking timing. 

Denton felt like he’d just gotten his life back on the right track. Right now, the blond haired, blue eyed man sitting a few feet away who looked as if his world had crumbled around his feet, was the last thing Denton needed.

He pushed away from the pillar just as Jack’s gaze scanned the club. The way he searched for something specific gave away the fact he wasn’t here for a casual visit. He sought something. When his gaze swept closer, Denton stood his ground as Jack’s gaze met his.

Jack had no right to be here, and Denton did. He worked here, for fuck’s sake. Jack had encroached upon his territory. He had no qualms about turning this into a pissing contest if necessary.

Denton made his way to the bar. He gave Bales a friendly smile, but it fell as he glared at Jack. “Bales, you know we don’t serve anyone who isn’t a member.”

The bulky bartender lifted his shoulder. “Man seemed thirsty. Looked like he could use a friend, to be honest. So I gave him a drink and some conversation. Nothing wrong with that.”

Everything was wrong with that. Bales knew it. The man who slung drinks behind the counter at Tawse since he’d returned from the Earth Wars was no stranger to confrontation. Or how to avoid it. 

“Miranda asked me to come remove him.”

“So, remove him.”

“Done talking as if I don’t exist?” Jack piped in before Denton could sling an insult at Bales. “I had a drink and now I’m leaving. Relax.”

Denton turned to Jack and glared. “You know you don’t belong here.”

Jack frowned. “Yeah, I think it was a mistake to come here again. I thought...never mind. It’s obvious what I was thinking. I’m leaving.” He pushed away from the bar, shoving his hands into his pockets.

“Seems fitting. After all, leaving is what you do best, isn’t it?” Jack in his tracks. Denton waited as Jack turned and faced him again. Heat had finally sparked in Jack’s eyes, but he remained silent. Denton pressed on. “You came here with something to say, so say it and fuck off.” Jack still didn’t speak. “That’s what I thought. Still clamming up when confronted. I really don’t have time to deal with this kind of shit from someone who doesn’t deserve it. Tell Griffin to deal with him, Bales.” 

Denton spun on his heel, storming through the crowd assembled around the main stage. A loud commotion erupted behind him, and he ignored the sudden rise of voices. He eyed a woman who stood to the side observing the whole incident, wondering if he should indulge them both. He needed some way to rid himself of the layer of grime that coated his skin after the encounter with his former submissive.

Anything to make him forget.

The heavy thud of bone slapping skin caused those thoughts to shrivel up. He turned to find Jack crumpled to the ground in an unconscious heap. The man standing over him reared back, preparing to strike again. Denton quickly threaded back through the crowd. He grabbed the offender’s arms to pin them behind him. When he immediately began to struggle, Denton tightened his hold. 

“Hey! I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“You just cold-cocked him. That’s grounds for immediate dismissal.”

“This bastard needs to reopen his business and not sit in a club thinking with his dick when people on this shithole planet need to work.”

An unruly employee. One Denton suspected didn’t belong at the club. He must have followed Jack to give him a piece of his mind. 

Kaber appeared from the crowd, his body slicked with sweat from the exertion of flogging of his submissive. His gray pants shifted as he knelt, and checked Jack’s pulse. “He’ll be fine. Give him a few minutes and he should come around. Just get that piece of crap out of here, will you? Last thing we need is to stir up trouble.”

Griffin arrived, and gestured for Denton to hand over the offender. “Here, I’ll take care of him. You see to Jack. Take this, looks like he’ll need it.”

Denton took the cold patch and knelt. “Go back to your sub, Kaber. This is my mess to clean up.”
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Jack slumped against the wall and groaned at the throb pulsing on the left side of his face. He winced as he lifted a hand to feel the damage. An explosion of pain radiated out from where he touched.

Wonderful. Now the outside of him matched the inside.

The past few months he’d been nothing but a shell of his former self. Last week it had gotten worse. The vision of Lainey crying hysterically as she informed him of his brother’s death still haunted him. The night she’d called with Arabella clutched tightly in her arms, he hadn’t believed her at first. He’d accused her of lying, of trying to separate him from the one member of his family that remained. Then the paperwork had come through, and he’d been forced to accept the inevitable.

Fucking fool.

Faced with the reality that he was truly alone, he’d shuttered the business he’d grown from nothing because he hated the flavor of his life. Coming to Sypricon had seemed like a good idea a few years ago. But so far, the harsh planet had only taken blood, sweat, and a tremendous amount of heartbreak from him.

One of the sources of his heartbreak looked him directly in the eyes. 

Months ago, Jack had been told he
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