

[image: Cover]



Longing for His Kiss

Serpent’s Kiss, Book 2


[image: ]



By

Sherri Hayes


Longing for His Kiss

Serpent’s Kiss, Book 2

Sherri Hayes

Copyright 2017 by Sherri Hayes

E-book ISBN: 978-0-9985652-5-5

Photo and cover design by Sara Eirew

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights.

This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination and are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or establishments is solely coincidental.


Dedication

This book is dedicated to all the men and women who serve, and have served, in the armed forces. Thank you for all you do and for the sacrifices you and your families make every day to protect the freedoms we hold dear.


Table of Contents

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

Other Titles by Sherri Hayes

About the Author


Chapter 1


[image: ]



Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Greco sat in his vehicle, staring down at the envelope in his hand. Captain Kurt Martin had given it to him eight months ago. It was a letter to Kurt’s wife, Grace. Life in a combat zone was unpredictable, which Kurt knew all too well. They’d both watched too many soldiers shipped home in a body bag. Because of this, it wasn’t uncommon for a soldier to make a video or write a final letter to their loved ones back home. Just in case.

Most of the time, the letter was in the soldier’s personal effects. Their next of kin would discover it upon going through their loved one’s things. Kurt didn’t want that. He’d made Alexander promise that if anything should happen to him, Alexander would deliver the letter to Grace in person.

A chill raced down Alexander’s spine as he recalled the morning that had taken Kurt’s life and left Alexander with an injury that would end his military career. There had been an incident in a nearby village. They’d needed a doctor, so Alexander had loaded up his gear and joined the convoy heading out.

Everything was going as planned until they were packing up to leave. Someone yelled and then all hell broke loose. An IED exploded, sending him and several others flying. He hadn’t been hurt bad from that first explosion, but it had knocked the wind out of him. Before he could get up and move, however, another explosion hit. Debris began falling from all directions. He couldn’t move fast enough to get out of the way.

When the dust settled and the area secured, Alexander was pulled out of the rubble, his left leg crushed. A doctor who couldn’t stand for more than an hour at a time was of no use to the Army.

Kurt hadn’t been so lucky. One of the IEDs exploded right in front of him. He hadn’t stood a chance.

For ten years Alexander had been an army doctor. Over that time he’d lost soldiers—men and women he considered friends. It was par for the course in a war zone. But nothing had prepared him for losing Kurt, a man he considered his brother.

Alexander closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose to keep the tears at bay. Kurt was gone, along with six others in their squad.

An SUV drove past, the driver sending him a curious look. He’d been sitting in the same spot for twenty minutes with the windows rolled down letting in the breeze. Even so, the sun was beating down on his car.

Releasing a loud breath, he folded the envelope and tucked it into his shirt pocket before rolling up the windows and climbing out of the vehicle. His leg throbbed a little as he stood. He waited for it to subside as his body adjusted to the new position.

A car door slammed down the street followed by the sound of a kid laughing. Alexander shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. After locking up the car, he crossed the street to the address he’d been given. He needed to keep his wits about him and not get distracted. He had a promise to keep.

Alexander ascended the steps of the beige two-story house. It had taken him over a month to locate Grace. By the time Alexander was released from the hospital and gotten his discharge papers, she was no longer living at the address Kurt had given him. She’d happened to mention to one of her neighbors that she was going home to be close to family. From his conversations with Kurt, he knew Grace was from St. Louis. That narrowed it down, but St. Louis was a big city. It had taken time and the help of a private investigator to finally locate her.

A wide porch ran the width of the house, but aside from an empty clay pot, it was bare. And although the yard was neat and well kept, it didn’t look as if she spent much time outside. There were no flowers planted, no chairs or lawn ornaments. 

He took in every detail, memorizing it. Alexander knew he was stalling. He also knew it wasn’t going to get any easier the longer he put it off, and he owed it to Kurt. He’d given his word.

The sound of his knuckles against the old wood door bounced off the semi-enclosed space. He shifted his weight even though he knew it would do nothing to ebb the discomfort he was feeling. Or prepare him for facing his brother’s widow.

Several minutes went by and no one came to the door. He was about to give up when he heard the sound of the deadbolt being unlocked. The door creaked open a few inches, and the small chain made a clinking sound as it moved and stretched. It was dark inside the house compared to the brightness outside, so the only thing he could see was a stray lock of blond hair.

“Can I help you?” a timid voice asked.

“Hello. I’m looking for Grace Martin. I was told she lived here.” He used his most soothing doctor voice—the one he employed when he had to deliver bad news to a patient.

The woman on the other side of the door didn’t respond. Maybe the private investigator had been wrong. Maybe Kurt’s widow didn’t live there.

“My name is Alexander Greco. I served with her husband and I was hoping to speak with her. I can come back if she’s not home.” His words trailed off as he heard the chain being released and the door opened wider.

“What did you say your name was again?” The woman’s voice was a little stronger this time.

“Alexander Greco, ma’am. I was a doctor at the forward operating base where Grace’s husband, Kurt, was stationed.” He paused, his memories pulling him in a direction he didn’t want to go. “We used to go on our morning runs together.”

The woman opened the door wide, letting him get his first real glimpse of her. She was dressed in jeans and a faded Army T-shirt. He’d seen a picture of Kurt’s wife. She was beautiful. The woman in front of him wore no makeup and had her hair pulled up in a messy ponytail. It didn’t matter. Grace Martin was still stunning.

She tugged at the bottom of her shirt. “You served with Kurt.” This time it wasn’t a question.

“Yes, ma’am.” Alexander wondered if Kurt had mentioned him to her. From the change in her features, he was assuming he had.

Grace glanced over his shoulder and furrowed her brow as though she were deep in thought. “Would you like to come in?”

“If it wouldn’t be any trouble.”

She stepped back, allowing him to enter.

The inside of the house was much as he imagined. She was probably renting, which explained the stark white walls and lack of pictures. 

He followed her down the hallway past what looked to be a modest living room to the kitchen. It was old with laminate countertops and cabinets that looked to have been painted several times over. Along one wall was a small table with three chairs. It wasn’t overly stylish, but it had a homey feel to it.

“Can I get you something to drink?” she asked.

“I’m good. Thank you.”

She glanced around before lowering herself into one of the wooden chairs.

Alexander pulled out a chair and sat down, making sure not to crowd her. The last thing he wanted to do was make her feel uncomfortable. “My apologies for not calling ahead of time, but I didn’t have a working phone number for you.”

Grace averted her eyes and swallowed. “That’s because I don’t have one.”

He leaned closer out of pure instinct. “You don’t have a phone?”

She looked down. “Not a landline. I have a cell phone for emergencies.”

Alexander relaxed a little. He knew her family was from here, but a woman living alone should at least have a phone, some way to call for help should she need it. Maybe that sounded old-fashioned, but he didn’t much care. He was who he was.

A heavy silence filled the air for several moments as he searched for how to start. While Kurt had talked about his wife, Alexander didn’t really know her and she didn’t know him. He and Kurt had gotten to know each other during their time overseas when Kurt had been injured a few days after Alexander’s arrival at the base. They’d bonded over their love of baseball and good pizza. Of course, they’d had differing opinions on both. 

She met Alexander’s gaze for a second, and then looked away again. “I’m okay.”

The corners of his mouth lifted despite the seriousness of the situation. She obviously knew her husband well. Kurt had been a protector, just as Alexander was. It was probably another reason why they’d gotten along so well. “Kurt talked about you a lot.”

Grace nodded. “He mentioned you in a couple of his emails. He said . . . he said you were a good friend.”

“He was a good friend to me as well.” Alexander paused. “He asked me to come see you. To find you should anything happen to him.”

Alexander saw the moisture well up in her eyes and his heart broke. The urge to reach out to her was strong, but he held back. He didn’t want her to be in pain, but he also knew it was inevitable. The letter Kurt asked him to deliver most likely contained his last goodbyes. Alexander didn’t know how he’d handle seeing her break down in front of him, but he would do it for his friend. He owed Kurt that much.

“Were you there?” she asked, her voice barely loud enough for him to hear even sitting so close.

He felt the muscles in his throat constrict. “Yes.”

She gripped the edge of the table, her fingers turning white under the pressure. “The men who came . . . they wouldn’t tell me anything. Just that he . . . that he died in combat.” She glanced up at him then, her eyes pleading.

As much as he didn’t want to talk about that day, he would. He’d answer whatever questions she had. For Kurt. For her.

***

Grace’s heart felt as if it would beat out of her chest as she waited for her guest to answer. Once his name had registered, she recalled Kurt talking about Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Greco several times. Her husband trusted him, which was what had led her to inviting him inside. If Kurt had trusted him, then she knew she could, too.

“We were in a village when we came under fire. There were explosions all around us.” He paused and she held her breath waiting for him to go on. “It all happened very quickly.”

Quickly. She closed her eyes as her chest constricted. It had happened quickly. He hadn’t lain there and suffered. “Thank you.”

The pressure of a hand on hers caused her to open her eyes. “I have something for you.”

She looked at him, confused. The men who’d come to tell her that her husband had died in combat had given her Kurt’s personal effects.

“Your husband gave me a letter. He asked that I deliver it personally.”

Grace resisted the urge to touch her collar—the one Kurt had placed around her neck before his last deployment. It had been her only comfort the day the soldiers had knocked on her door in full dress uniform to inform her that her husband was dead. She’d lain in bed for two days before a neighbor and fellow Army wife had come to check on her. It would be so easy to sink back into that black hole. She’d been tempted several times since that day. It was only her family that had stopped her.

She’d been so lost in her thoughts, her memories, that she almost missed the envelope Alexander held in his hand. He seemed to hesitate and then held it out to her.

Reluctantly, Grace took it and placed it in her lap. With a single finger, she outlined her name written in her husband’s chicken scratch. A smile tugged at her lips but was swiftly followed by a gut-wrenching ache deep in her chest. She’d always teased him about his handwriting. She’d never . . . 

“Kurt asked me to make sure you weren’t alone when you read it, but I can go in the other room if you’d like some privacy.” His words were soft, comforting.

She shook her head, or at least she thought she did. So many emotions were rolling through her she couldn’t be certain. He didn’t move, though, so maybe she had.

Grace had no idea how much time had passed before she garnered the courage to pick the envelope back up and turn it over. She carefully broke the seal and removed the two sheets of paper inside. Once they were in her hands, the words staring back at her, she froze. “I can’t do this.”

Alexander reached out again. He grasped her free hand in his and held on tight. It was as if he could sense how much she needed his strength.

She wiped the tears from her cheeks with the back of one hand and held Alexander’s fingers in a death grip with the other. He was the only thing keeping her grounded.

Her hand shook as she began to read.

My Grace,

I had dreams for us. Big dreams. We were going to go on a road trip across the country and stop at all the interesting towns along the way. We were going to go on that Alaskan cruise and watch the whales playing in the bay. Hike the Grand Canyon and make love under the stars. So many things we wanted to do together once my tour was up.

But if you’re reading this, it means we aren’t going to get to do those things together and I’m sorry about that. Something has happened to prevent me from returning to you and you know that only death would keep me away. You are my heart, my soul. You are everything good and beautiful in this world, my Grace.

When I sat down to write this letter, I knew in my mind what I wanted to say, but now the words won’t come. I don’t want to say goodbye to you, Grace. I don’t want you to have to say goodbye to me, but you have to. I know it will be difficult at first, but you are strong, Grace. You always have been.

You have to move on. You have to live.

With that in mind, I am giving you my last orders, my sweet submissive.

I want you to move back home to St. Louis. Your family is there and you will need their support. Let them love and comfort you.

I know you will need time to grieve. I want you to take that time, but I also don’t want you to hide inside yourself. You have to live, remember? Make new friends, travel. Do all the things that you and I talked about doing together.

And lastly, I want you to find a new Master. I know you’ll most likely go home to St. Louis, so before my deployment I did some digging and found out about a local club there called Serpent’s Kiss. It’s run by a woman named Katrina Mayer. I think it will be a good place for you and she can help you and make sure you find a good Dom who will take care of your needs.

I know what you’re thinking, Grace, but I’m asking this of you. I’m asking you to move on. To let me go. I will always love you. Never forget that. Never doubt that. But as much as I wish it weren’t so, I can’t be there to care for you anymore.

Alexander is a good man. If you need anything, ask him. I have no idea if he is in the lifestyle or not, but I trust him.

Please do not mourn for me too long, my Grace. You have a lot of life left to live.

Kurt

He couldn’t mean it. He couldn’t.

“Grace?”

She heard someone call her name, but it sounded far away.

“Grace.”

This time the voice sounded louder. Closer.

“Grace!”

A hand shook her arm, causing the letter to fall to the floor. She reached for it without checking her balance. Only a set of strong arms wrapping around her torso kept her from face-planting onto the floor.

Those same arms helped her to right herself, but all she cared about was the letter. She had to read it again. Surely she had misunderstood. She couldn’t . . . 

Grace scanned over the words again, but they were the same as they had been the first time. Kurt wanted her to find another Master. The rest she could do, she was already trying to do as best she could, but that? How? 

Something made her look up. Alexander Greco knelt beside her on the floor, deep concern etched into his features. He must have been the one who’d called her name.

“Are you all right?” he asked.


Chapter 2
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Once he was fairly sure she wasn’t going to faint, Alexander pried himself off the floor and went to get her some water. He found a handful of glasses in the cabinet to the left of the sink, grabbed one off the shelf, and filled it with water from the tap. 

Grace hadn’t moved. She was still sitting on the floor with a look of grief and what seemed to be an edge of panic on her face. The crying he’d been expecting, but not the other. What could have been in the letter that would cause such a reaction?

He bent down, careful not to change positions too quickly to allow his leg time to adjust, and handed her the glass. 

It took her a moment, but she reached out and accepted the offering. “Thank you.”

Alexander grinned. “You’re welcome.”

She took a sip of the water, and then eased herself back into the chair. Alexander followed her lead and retook his seat. He wanted to comfort her—the desire was almost overwhelming—but didn’t want to crowd her either. They’d only just met and she didn’t know him. 

Several long moments passed before she cleared her throat. “Did my husband tell you what was in the letter?”

Her question made him more curious. “No. He only made me promise to deliver it to you and asked that I stay while you read it. He said he didn’t want you to be alone.” 

Moisture filled her eyes once more, although he had no idea why. She was clearly upset. He needed to do something. “When was the last time you ate?”

Grace glanced up. She blinked several times before answering. “Um, I had a muffin this morning for breakfast and some soup for lunch.”

It was after three in the afternoon. “Just soup?”

“I wasn’t all that hungry.” She averted her eyes, looking almost ashamed of her response. “I know I should be taking better care of myself. Kurt would be disappointed in me.”

Her choice of words had him shifting his gaze to the necklace she was wearing. It was a silver chain with a heart that rested right above her collarbone. The heart had a keyhole in the center. Alexander had been practicing BDSM for close to fifteen years. Being a Dom was something that came naturally to him. He thought back to the conversations he’d had with Kurt. His friend had never said anything, but that didn’t mean he and his wife hadn’t been in a Dominant/submissive relationship.

“Grace.” Alexander waited until she was looking at him. “Is there food in your refrigerator?”

She stared at him for a heartbeat, as if what he’d said hadn’t registered. “Yes.”

Alexander nodded, stood, and walked over to her refrigerator. 

“I’m not—”

“You need to eat,” he said as he went to open the door and take a look inside. He wasn’t going to back down on this. She needed to take better care of herself. “Nothing’s going to jump out at me, right?”

That brought a small smile to her face, which was what he’d intended. “No. At least I don’t think so.”

The inside of her refrigerator looked a lot like the one in his apartment, which wasn’t saying much. It had the staples: milk, eggs, juice, some yogurt, and some leftover pizza. He pulled out the pizza since that would be quicker and less messy than the eggs. “You need to go grocery shopping.”

“I know. I don’t eat much at home.”

He paused to give her a questioning look before putting some of the pizza in the microwave. Alexander knew he was probably charging through a bunch of boundaries he shouldn’t, but if what he suspected was true, Grace hadn’t only lost her husband. She’d lost her Dom. And since she was in a new city, chances were she didn’t have anyone local she could share that loss with. She needed to be taken care of, and until she chose someone else for the job . . . 

Grace looked sheepish again. “I work a café and I eat while I’m there most of the time.”

“Good.” At least she was eating. That made him feel a little better. “Your family is from St. Louis, right? Do they visit often?”

The microwave chimed and he took the pizza over to her at the table. 

“Thank you.” She gave him a grateful smile and picked up a piece. Apparently she’d decided not to fight him on the food. 

“You’re welcome.” He sat down across from her, a little closer than before. 

“I feel like I’m being a bad host,” she said after swallowing her first bite.

He chose to ignore her comment. “Your family?”

“My sister stops by a few times a week to check on me, and I usually see my mom on the weekends.” Grace took another bite, and then hesitated. “I feel like I’m being rude, eating in front of you like this.”

“Are you forgetting who insisted you eat in the first place?” He quirked one eyebrow up in question, which made her grin again. It was good to see some of the sadness in her eyes fade, even if only for a moment.

“I can see why you and Kurt got along. You’re a lot alike.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

She picked off a slice of pepperoni, seeming to examine it closely, and then whispered, “He was the best man I’d ever known.”

This time Alexander didn’t hesitate to comfort her when he saw the tears threaten again. He placed a gentle hand on her arm, letting her warmth seep through the tips of his fingers. “If I could have traded places with him, I would have. He talked about coming home to you all the time.”

The next thing he knew, Grace leaned toward him and he pulled her into his embrace. He tucked her head into the crook of his neck and held her while she let go. Her entire body shook as she cried, and each time it was like a punch to his gut.

He let her weep, offering what comfort he could, and eventually her sobs quieted. “I’m sorry,” she said, trying to pull herself together. “I shouldn’t have—”

“No apologies needed.” Without thinking, he reached up and brushed a tear from her cheek. “I’m more than willing to lend you my shoulder to cry on anytime you need it.”

Her gaze met his and held for a moment before pulling away. “Excuse me for moment. I need to . . .”

“I’ll wait.”

Grace nodded and rushed out of the room. When she returned to the table, the only sign of her recent crying jag was the redness around her eyes. 

He sat quietly across from Grace while she ate another two pieces of the pizza he’d warmed up for her. As much as he would have loved to continue talking to her, he wanted her to eat her food more. Everything else could wait.

“Did you want the rest?” she asked. “I can’t eat anymore.”

“Thank you for offering, but I had a big lunch. And besides, you might get hungry later.” He smiled and went to put her leftover pizza away. “Is there anything I can do for you? Anything you need?”

He’d expected her to respond, but she didn’t. She was looking back down at the letter, which was lying on the table. 

Alexander was getting ready to ask again when she spoke. “Are you married, Mr. Greco?”

Her question threw him for a moment. “No, I’m not. And please call me Alexander.”

“So you didn’t have someone back home waiting for you?”

He had no idea where she was going with this. “No. I haven’t had much time for relationships since I joined the Army, and even less since I was discharged.”

Grace brushed her fingertips over the paper. She appeared deep in thought. “Thank you for bringing my husband’s letter to me.”

It very much sounded as if he was being dismissed. Alexander fished his wallet out of his back pocket and retrieved a business card with his cell phone number on it. One day he hoped it would also include information about his private practice, but until then it was an easy way to pass along his information when needed. “Take my number. If you need anything, call me. Day or night. I’m planning to stay in St. Louis . . . at least for a while.”

For a second he thought she was going to refuse, but instead she took the card and nodded. “Thank you. For everything.”

He climbed into his vehicle a few minutes later. With his errand accomplished, he should have felt a weight lifted off his shoulders, but he didn’t. If anything, he felt more of an obligation now than he had before he’d met Grace Martin.

Pulling away from the curb, Alexander wondered if she’d use the number he’d given her. It would be easier for him if she didn’t, but he’d never been one to take the easy road. If he had, he wouldn’t have spent ten years serving in the Army. He would have put in his time and gotten out. But if he’d done that, he wouldn’t have met Kurt Martin, and now Grace. 

Alexander was reminded again of the necklace she wore. The necklace he was almost positive was a collar. Had that been the reason Kurt insisted Alexander be the one to deliver Grace the letter? Had he known Alexander was a Dom? 

There was no way to know the answer to that question, but Alexander did know one thing. This wasn’t going to be the last time he saw Grace Martin. 

***

Grace stood by the window, behind the cover of the curtains, as Alexander drove away. He’d been reluctant to leave. Given the way she’d broken down, she really couldn’t blame him. He probably thought she would fall apart again the moment he left. 

He wasn’t far off the mark. Once his car was out of sight, she made sure all the doors were locked before traipsing upstairs to her bedroom. 

Her bed took up most of the space, but there was a small nightstand on one side with a lamp and a stack of books. She strolled over and turned on the light before kicking off her shoes and crawling onto the bed. Over the last month or so she’d started reading again. Her boss, Beth, had even lent her some of her favorite novels. 

But tonight the only thing on Grace’s mind was her husband’s words. Sure, she could ignore her master’s last command, but Grace had never been good at that. She’d always been a good little sub, and disregarding her Dom’s last order wasn’t in her. 

Without much thought, Grace kicked the sheets down until she was able to burrow beneath them. Fall had arrived and the weather was starting to cool. She hadn’t needed to turn on the air-conditioning for the last week. Still, most people probably wouldn’t have wanted more than a sheet, let alone the comforter she kept on her bed, but she liked the weight.

She unfolded the letter and read it for the third time, hoping somehow that the words would have changed. They hadn’t. It had taken years for her and Kurt to build the trust they’d had together, years to form the bond that gave her so much joy and pleasure. Even when he’d been thousands of miles away she could feel their connection. 

He’d given her no timetable for finding another master. She could put it off, but in her heart she’d know she was disobeying.

Sliding farther down onto the mattress, she brought the sheet up until it was tucked beneath her chin, and rolled onto her side. Was she ready to start dating again? Find another master? 

She had no idea how to answer that. 

Somewhere along the line, Grace must have fallen asleep. It was dark out when she opened her eyes. She went to use the bathroom and get a drink of water before returning to her bed. There were so many decisions she needed to make and she’d never been good at that.

Grace lay there contemplating her options until her alarm went off at five thirty. It was Tuesday and she had to get ready for work. At least there she knew her place, what she needed to do. 

Tommy was the first person Grace saw when she walked through the back door of the café. He was putting some of Beth’s blueberry muffins into the oven. The thought alone made her mouth start to water. 

“Morning, Grace.”

She gave a small wave and went to put her purse on the shelf and grab her apron. 

“How was your weekend?” he asked.

“It was good. How was yours?” It was the same way she answered every time he asked. 

“Tommy had a date this weekend,” Beth chimed in as she came around the corner and placed a large bag of flour on the counter. “Morning, Grace.”

Grace went to the sink to wash her hands so she could help with the baking. “Morning.”

They fell into what had become their normal routine. Beth and Tommy had known each other for years, since before Beth had opened the café, and you could tell by the way they teased each other. Grace never felt left out, though. They tried to include her as much as possible in their conversations and she appreciated it. The café was the one place Grace felt like she belonged these days. 

The buzzer went off and Tommy went to get the muffins out of the oven to cool while Grace and Beth loaded the front counter with all the goodies they’d made that morning. Once everything was in place and ready to go, they each pulled a stool up to one of the prep tables and grabbed a muffin. It had become a morning ritual of theirs. 

Beth said it was because she rarely was able to grab breakfast before she left for work anymore since her fiancé, Drew, had moved in with her. She said they tended to get distracted and food wasn’t high on their list of priorities. While Grace could see where Drew could be a distraction, their morning muffin break hadn’t started until after Beth had found out that Grace didn’t always eat breakfast before coming to work. 

“So have you and Drew set a date?” Tommy asked Beth as he polished off his muffin.

“We’re still discussing it.”

Tommy shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re waiting for.”

“We’ve only been engaged for a month.” Beth looked to Grace. “That’s not long, right?”

Their discussion was cut short when the oven timer went off, letting them know that not only were the scones ready, but it was time to open the doors. Tommy hopped off his stool and took his plate over to the large stainless steel sink along the wall then he disappeared through the swinging doors that separated the front of the restaurant from the kitchen area. 

“I guess that means it’s showtime,” Beth said, scraping some crumbs off the counter. 

Grace tied a clean apron around her waist. “I’ll get the soup started.”

The day flew by and before Grace knew it, they were putting food away and wiping down tables. In the two months she’d been working for Beth, she’d gotten to know a lot of the regulars. They greeted her with a smile and always brightened her day. She felt like she’d found an extended family at Beth’s Café. She owed her sister, Gabby, a huge thank you for pushing her to apply for the job. 

“Any big plans for tonight, Grace?” Tommy asked as he cleaned the display case.

The first thing she thought of was her husband’s letter. Of course, she couldn’t say anything about that to Tommy. “I might swing by my sister’s.” It was a lie, but he didn’t need to know that. Grace was planning to do the same thing she did most nights after work—go home to her lonely house and find a way to pass the time. 

He poked his head up over the display case. “You should come out to dinner with us.”

It took her a second to realize she must have missed something. “Dinner?”

Tommy chuckled. “Yeah. Dinner. Me. Beth. Drew. Nicole and Jeff. You could invite your sister, too. I’m sure Beth wouldn’t mind.”

“What wouldn’t I mind?” Beth strolled into the dining room, carrying the vacuum. 

He didn’t miss a beat. “If Grace and her sister joined us for dinner tonight.”

A smile lit up Beth’s face. “Of course I wouldn’t mind. Grace, we’d love for you and your sister to join us.”

Grace felt backed into a corner. She wanted to make an excuse, to say no, but it wasn’t in her. There was something about her that wanted to please. She’d always been that way. “I’ll ask her.”

“I can use my charm on her if you want,” Tommy said. “I can be very persuasive when I need to be.”

She’d seen it firsthand with their customers. All the regulars loved Tommy. He knew all of them by name and made each one of them feel special. It was something Grace envied, but she’d never have his outgoing personality. 

Before she could think of something to say, Beth did. “I think she can handle it all on her own, can’t you, Grace?”

A wave of gratitude for her boss washed over her. Beth seemed to understand her shyness even if Tommy didn’t. “Yes.” 

Because she’d said she would, Grace called her sister and asked if she wanted to go out to dinner with Grace’s coworkers and some of their friends. She’d no sooner gotten the question out when her sister told her she’d call their mom about watching Taylor and asked what time they needed to be there, which was how Grace found herself sitting at a table with her sister, Beth, Tommy, and a bunch of people Grace didn’t really know all that well. 

She knew Drew. Kind of. He’d stopped into the café a few times to see Beth, but given her timid nature, Grace hadn’t said much more than hi to the guy. 

The lack of knowing anyone didn’t deter her sister. Gabby jumped right into the conversation. “Grace said you two recently got engaged. Congratulations.”

“Thank you,” Drew said, taking Beth’s left hand in his. He kissed the ring on her finger. “It took me a while, but eventually I wore her down.”

Beth rolled her eyes. “Maybe I just wanted to see how far you’d chase me.”

 He leaned in, his lips a breath away from hers. “To the moon and back.”

Grace’s chest constricted watching the exchange. The love Beth and Drew had for each other rolled off them in waves. It was a precious gift, one that had been taken away from Grace all too soon. She hoped they both knew how blessed they were and didn’t take what they had for granted. 

When their food came, the conversation turned to some outreach work Drew and his friend Shawn, who’d also joined them for dinner, were doing at a local school. 

By the time she and her sister headed home, Grace was ready to drop. It had been almost a year since she’d socialized so much and it was exhausting. 

“Are you okay over there?” her sister asked as they drove toward Grace’s house. 

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“You did well tonight. I’m proud of you.”

Grace glanced over at her sister, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Thanks.”

Gabby laughed. “I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just . . . it was good seeing you get out of the house and enjoying yourself a little. You’ve been a bit of a recluse since you’ve been back.”

“I get out of the house. I work five days a week.”

Instead of responding to what Grace had said, Gabby went a different route. “I know it was hard on you, losing Kurt. I can’t say I know how you feel, but I know he wouldn’t want you to be miserable for the rest of your life. He’d want you to be happy.”

“I know,” Grace said, looking out the window at the passing houses. If only her sister knew exactly what it was Kurt wanted her to do—how he wanted her to get on with her life. But that wasn’t something she could share with Gabby. “I’m working on it.”


Chapter 3
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Alexander had plenty to keep him busy for the rest of the week. An Army buddy of his had made a call and got him an interview with a company that might be interested in having him do some consulting work. If he was going to stay in St. Louis long term then he was going to need a job. 

Eventually he wanted to get back to seeing patients of his own, which meant filing all the paperwork through the state of Missouri for a medical license. It would take time—probably a year—before he’d be able to begin looking at opening a practice of his own or joining an already established one in town. Until then, he would be stuck reading through files and offering opinions. 

But did he want to permanently move to St. Louis? It was the question he’d asked himself multiple times throughout the week. He could go anywhere. There wasn’t anything holding him there anymore. 

Except there was. He’d been in town for less than two months but he’d begun to feel settled in a way he hadn’t in a long time. Growing up a military brat, and then joining the Army right out of med school, he hadn’t put down many roots outside his years in college. The only time he’d ever felt he had a place was when he’d visited his grandparents. And it was thanks to them that he had some wiggle room financially to figure out exactly what he wanted now his military career was over. 

On Friday evening Alexander hurried into the old brick building that housed Serpent’s Kiss, trying to get out of the rain as swiftly as his legs would carry him. 

Ali smiled when she saw him step into what they all referred to as the coatroom. He grinned as he ran a hand over the top of his head to brush away any water droplets. “How are you this evening, Ali?”

“I’m good, Sir. How about you?” Ali was always polite. She was a good sub. Why she didn’t have a Dom he didn’t know.

“Glad it’s the weekend.”

She smiled wider. “Long week?”

“You could say that.” Long was one way of putting it.

“Well, I hope you enjoy your evening,” she said.

Alexander nodded and headed into the main room of the club.

He’d been in his share of kink clubs over the years. They all were a little different. Some bordered on gentlemen’s clubs but with a kinky theme. Others were wall-to-wall play areas. Serpent’s Kiss was neither. The main floor was set up much like any other club. There was a bar, a dance floor, and sitting areas where people could gather and socialize. Although, that didn’t mean things were kept vanilla. Not by a long shot. All around the room, subs—some more clothed than others—knelt at their Dom’s feet.

As he made his way across the room toward the bar, he passed a Dom leading a female sub by a leash. They were headed upstairs to where the play areas were. The woman had a smirk on her face, which caused Alexander to chuckle. It looked as if someone was going to have some fun tonight.

“What can I get you?” Brandon asked from behind the bar. The man was in his mid-thirties, same as Alexander was, but Alexander could have passed for being ten years his senior. That was what war did to a person. 

“Scotch on the rocks.” He wasn’t playing tonight, but it wouldn’t matter. The club owner, Katrina Mayer, was a stickler for rules. Club members were only allowed one drink of hard liquor or two beers per night. It was a good rule and it ensured everyone came for the right reasons. This wasn’t somewhere a person went to drown their sorrows. 

With his drink in hand, Alexander scanned the room while Brandon moved down the bar to wait on someone else. Alexander had gotten to know many of the club members since he’d joined. Some he’d clicked with more than others. One of the Doms he’d gotten to know spotted him from halfway across the room. 

“Rough week?” Daniel asked as he came up beside Alexander, tilting his head toward the glass in Alexander’s hand.

“The longest.” Alexander took a drink of his scotch before resting it on the bar. Between the interview and filling out all the paperwork required for his licensing, the week had seemed as if it would never end. 

The other reason his week had seemed so incredibly long was because his thoughts kept drifting to Grace Martin. He’d done his duty: delivered the letter. He should be able to move on, but he couldn’t. Something kept bringing her to the forefront of his mind.

A mischievous glint in his friend’s eye gave Alexander fair warning of what was coming next. “I’m sure you could persuade one of the subs to play. Maybe even more than one. I’ve seen some of the looks a few of them have sent your way. Speaking of which . . .” Daniel nodded in the direction of the dance floor where a group of subs were dancing. 

As if sensing Daniel and Alexander’s gaze, two members of the group looked their way. One of them, Bridget he thought her name was, quickly lowered her gaze and blushed. Her reaction amused him, but did nothing to spark his interest. “I think I’m good.”

“Suit yourself.” Daniel ordered a bottle of water from Brandon, downed half of it, and then pushed away from the bar. “Missy asked if I would test out the newest addition to her toy bag. I’ll find you later?”

“I’ll be around.” 

Alexander finished his scotch, grabbed a bottle of water for himself, and went to find a seat. It had been a good day for him physically. So far his leg wasn’t bothering him, but there was no sense in pushing his luck.

An hour later, Daniel had joined him and several others in one of the larger seating areas with Missy, who looked completely content after their scene. She sat quietly beside him wrapped in a blanket, sipping her water. The two weren’t a couple, but they did play together from time to time. Then again, Daniel played with a lot of subs. He was a master flogger and the club’s subs loved him for it. 

“Did you ever track down the woman you were looking for?” Beth, one of the club’s Femdoms, asked him. 

Alexander hadn’t been paying much attention to the conversation, so it took him a little longer than it should to answer. “Yes, I did.”

“Does that mean you’ll be leaving town soon?”

The question came from Beth’s fiancé and sub, Drew. “No. I’m thinking of sticking around for a while. See what my options are.”

Katrina chose that moment to walk by. She stopped when she heard what they were talking about. “Did I hear that right? Are you staying in St. Louis?” 

“It looks that way.”

She rested her hip against the side of the couch and stretched one arm along the back. The position was casual, but the men in the area turned to look. Katrina had a body on her and every male in the room, Dom or sub, could appreciate it. “Good. I was kind of hoping I could talk to you about doing a medical scene demonstration. I know there are members who would appreciate exploring that area of play.”

“Maybe you could get Bridget to help you,” Daniel said.

Alexander ignored him. “Let me think about it.”

“Just let me know. The invitation is there.” Katrina’s gaze went to the stairs. She stood and straightened the corset she was wearing. “If you’ll excuse me, it looks as if I’m needed upstairs.” 

The rest of the evening dissolved into ideas for the scene Alexander had been asked to consider doing. It seemed Katrina wasn’t exaggerating when she said members were interested. Role playing was the easy part. Knowing how to use the instruments properly and to maximum effect was where it could get tricky.

At eleven o’clock he said farewell to his new friends and drove back to the one-bedroom apartment he was renting. It was small but adequate. The space had come furnished, which had made things easier. 

After tossing his keys onto the long kitchen counter that separated his living room from his kitchen, he strolled into his bedroom and stripped out of his clothes. The steam from the shower filled the bathroom as he stepped under the spray. He tilted his head forward, letting the water trail down his back and shoulders before reaching for the soap. 

A jolt of
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