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      Gavin

      The club was busy, on both floors, as always. Looking around, Gavin felt nothing but pride at what he had built. The Outlands was a safe haven for kinksters, tucked away under what was a bar by day and a popular nightclub for the college students at night. None of them had any idea there was a secret basement full of whips, chains, and an assortment of other toys beneath them while they partied away on the floor above.

      His eyes scanned the room. There were plenty of Dungeon Monitors, but Gavin liked to keep an eye on things. The club was set up as one very large room, but when it got crowded, as it did on the weekends, it was impossible to see everything going on. That was the only flaw. If he had to do it all again, he’d design this room with a balcony so he could survey the entire floor from one position.

      Control freak.

      Maybe a wee bit.

      “Master Gavin.”

      The soft voice made him turn to look down at Brianne, a sweet submissive who had a monumental crush on him. Since she was respectful about it, Gavin tried not to hurt her feelings, but she was becoming more and more forward in her requests.

      “Yes, lassie?” He kept his voice short and clipped. Despite his years in the states, he’d managed to maintain his original Scottish burr, but he tried to damp that down now. He knew the submissives thought it was sexy, and he didn’t want to encourage her.

      “I was wondering if you would like to play tonight, Master Gavin. I would be happy to be of assistance.” She peeked up at him, though her head remained down, trying to gauge his reaction to the offer.

      Clever girl. She’d chosen a night when his ex-wife, Leah, wasn’t here. Despite being divorced, he and Leah scened at Outlands on a fairly regular basis. Their marriage hadn’t worked out, but neither of them had been able to get over the other. The bedroom had been the one place they’d always gotten along, and that had continued even after the split.

      Gavin never scened with anyone else when Leah was there. He also didn’t have sex with any of the submissives he scened with other than Leah, but that didn’t seem to stop some of them from hoping. As long as Leah wasn’t wearing his collar, he knew this would keep happening.

      Raising his gaze away from the young submissive next to him, Gavin didn’t feel even a little tempted. Brianne was, what, twenty-five? Less than half his age. It didn’t make him feel virile or manly to have young women interested in him. It made him feel old. Their hopes and dreams were still intact. They hadn’t been beaten down by life yet, whereas he was cynical and jaded.

      Except…

      His eyes were drawn to the couple across the room—the ones who had come in for the first time yesterday.

      Logan had his wife, Felicity, tied to a square wooden column and was flogging her. The two of them had come to Pittsburgh for the weekend, and he liked to keep an eye on any newcomers, but that wasn’t the entire reason why his eyes were constantly drawn to them. To be honest, he wasn’t sure why. Something about them had tickled his interest.

      “Master Gavin?”

      The right words, said in the wrong voice.

      “Not tonight, lass.” Gavin shook his head, turning his attention back to her. “Would you like some help finding another Dom to scene with?”

      “No, thank you, Master Gavin.” She sighed heavily before walking away.

      Gavin’s mouth twitched. He wondered if the sigh was supposed to make him feel guilty. If so, she’d underestimated what an ornery bastard he was. It didn’t bother him to turn her away.

      He looked back at Logan and Felicity. Logan was setting up a Hitachi against the column. Gavin grinned and moved closer. He enjoyed watching a good scene as much as the next man.
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      “Thanks for the ride back home and the help,” Logan said as Gavin parked the car in front of the hotel where Logan and Felicity were staying. The pretty submissive was tucked up next to her husband, lightly snoring. She’d been flying high in subspace after their scene, and Logan had needed some help with her.

      “No problem. I didna have anything better to do tonight, anyway.” That and he hadn’t been able to resist the opportunity to learn more about the couple, even though it meant leaving the club on a busy night. The DMs would have things well in hand, as well as his assistant manager, but it still made him itch to be away on the weekend. “Did you get everything out of the club you wanted?”

      He helped Logan slide Felicity out of the backseat. She stirred slightly, moaning a little, but didn’t wake.

      “We did.” Logan grinned, the expression lighting up his face. When Gavin had first met the couple yesterday, Logan had been far more tense, like something was weighing him down. Now he was much lighter. A good scene could do that, but this felt like something more. “I’m sure we’ll be back in the future. It’s been a long time since we’ve scened, and it’s hard to do at home with the kids around.” He shrugged. “We got into a bit of a rut for a while, but we both want to try to stay out of another one.”

      A rut.

      Those were familiar words. Gavin slung one of Felicity’s arms over his shoulders while Logan did the same on the other side, allowing them both to support her. He was impressed, Logan didn’t seem bothered needing help. Not all men were so secure, but then it was a bit of a way to their room.

      “So, this weekend was about reconnecting?” Normally, Gavin wasn’t so nosy, but he couldn’t help but see the parallels between Logan and Felicity and himself and Leah. Except he and Leah had only had one kid, and they hadn’t reconnected. They’d split up instead.

      “Sort of.” Logan smiled down at his wife, who seemed to have woken up a bit. She was still out of it, but she was moving her feet as they walked her along. “We’ve been doing the reconnecting thing for weeks now, just working on our relationship. This was more intense, of course, but I don’t think it would have gone as well if we hadn’t been talking more and spending more time together.”

      “That was always the part I was bad at,” Gavin said, surprising himself with the confession. Logan’s words made his chest hurt, stirring up long-dead memories of Leah telling him she was leaving him and trying to explain why. He’d been so young and stupid, so convinced if they’d been ‘right,’ everything would be easy. It wasn’t until he’d gotten older he’d realized how wrong he’d been, but now it was too late… right?

      “What?”

      “The talking and spending time together,” he said, shrugging. They walked through the front door of the hotel, and Logan waved at the man behind the front desk to indicate they were okay. Gavin could only imagine how this looked, but the man waved back. “Sorry, I was thinking aloud.”

      “Find the right woman, and it becomes easier. We still had to work at it, though.”

      “Sometimes even finding the right woman doesn’t make a difference.” Gavin laughed, but it wasn’t a happy sound.

      Then again, had he really worked at it, the way Logan and Felicity were?

      We’ve been doing the reconnecting thing for weeks now, just working on our relationship.

      Gavin hadn’t done that. He’d refused to admit there was anything wrong with their relationship. They’d been mostly happy and had plenty of hot sex, so whatever was bothering Leah couldn’t be that bad… That’s what he’d thought until she’d announced she was leaving him. Looking back, he was able to see how hard she’d tried.

      She set up dates for them, which he’d often been late to or had to cancel because of work. She invited him along to all sorts of outings she’d taken with their son, Mitch. Eventually, she asked to go to couple’s counseling.

      She hadn’t made a fuss over the dates, or when he wanted to stay home and relax while she and Mitch were out, or when he’d said no to counseling, so he hadn’t realized he’d been driving her away. Not until she finally said she’d had enough and was leaving. Then he’d been ticked she hadn’t spoken up for herself before if all those things were so important to her. He’d been convinced he was right, and she was unreasonable. He’d wanted another chance, once he’d known how much it all meant to her, but she hadn’t been willing.

      I already gave you every chance.

      But I didn’t know that’s what you were doing!

      He’d ultimately come to the conclusion while she’d always have his heart, they weren’t good in a relationship. Later, he realized he might be more of the problem. Yes, Leah should have made it clear when something was important to her, but on the other hand, he could have tried harder. Part of him felt as if he should have known if she was willing to bring something up, it must have been important to her. Leah wasn’t one to ask for things, and Gavin had taken that to mean she didn’t want anything.

      In other words, he’d been a right cunt, and she’d been right to leave him.

      Saying goodbye to Logan and Felicity, Gavin wandered back out to his car. The couple was younger than him, but it wasn’t too late for them. Maybe it wasn’t too late for him and Leah, either.

      Something to think about.
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      Leah

      “I might be too old for this,” Leah muttered, staring at herself in the bathroom mirror. Her blonde didn’t show much grey since it had come in silver, and her hair remained light, but she knew it was there.

      A first date at fifty-two was nothing like a first date at twenty-three or even thirty-three. At least, she assumed it wasn’t. She hadn’t had a first date since she was twenty, and she’d been married and pregnant by the time she was twenty-three, but it had to be different, right?

      For one, she had never met a man on the internet until now. Get-to-know-you conversations were in person when she’d been dating. Of course, that made her feel even older, as if she should be shaking her fist at her phone and croaking the words ‘in my day.’

      She didn’t have the body she had back then, not that she looked bad now. She liked her body and had always considered herself to be all about self-love and body-positivity, but dating meant putting herself up to be judged by a stranger. It had been a long time since she had to worry about someone else judging her appearance.

      Considering how much effort she put into primping, shaving, curling her hair, and putting on makeup—even more than she did when she went to the kink club she regularly attended—her date had better come to the right conclusion. She thought she looked pretty good, but that didn’t help the tumble of pre-date nerves in her stomach.

      Why am I doing this again?

      A plaintive meow had her turning around to see the cute little orange kitten she’d adopted on impulse the other day. She’d gone to the grocery store to get groceries, and there had been an adoption event happening a few storefronts down, and well, one thing led to another.

      “Hello, Oliver, who’s Mommy’s big boy?” she asked, scooping the kitten up in one hand and bringing him in for a cuddle. Purring like a miniature motorcycle on rocket fuel, he rubbed the underside of her chin with the top of his head, loving on her as much as she was on him.

      Right. This is why.

      Having a newly constant companion had made her realize how lonely she’d become. It was nice to come home to someone who loved her, who cared she was there, instead of an empty house with no life in it. Divorced and with her only son moving out years ago, she’d been the only one in the house until Oliver.

      Some people might enjoy the peace and quiet, but Leah didn’t. She’d grown up in a noisy household with one big brother and two sisters. The silence of the empty house had been kind of nice for a while, she supposed, but Oliver’s presence had fulfilled something she now realized she’d been missing. Suddenly, she’d seen her years stretching on ahead of her, with just her and a cat.

      Sure, she could have gone and gotten more cats, but instead, she’d found herself signing up for a dating app. Talking to Oliver was nicer than talking to herself, but having someone who could answer back would be even better. Someone she could spend the rest of her life with, who wanted her for more than sex. She shoved the thought away, determined not to think about her ex tonight.

      The door rang, making her jump. Oliver protested when her arms tightened around him a little too quickly, but he was such a good kitty, his protest was purely vocal.

      “Sorry, baby,” she murmured, hurrying out of the bathroom. She glanced at the clock in the living room on her way to the door. Her date was about fifteen minutes early.

      While Leah was all for punctuality, fifteen minutes seemed a little excessive. Should she count that against him? Then again, maybe he’d given himself extra time to find the house and had gotten here early—could be a plus, could be a minus.

      “Hi, sorry, I’m…” Her voice trailed off when she yanked the door open, and instead of the in-the-flesh version of OlderGent57, she found herself looking into the piercing blue eyes of her ex-husband, as if that one stray thought had summoned him like the devil he was. Gavin Craig was six feet of confidence and dominance all rolled into one sexy silver fox package that never failed to make her heart turn over.

      Her heart and the rest of her body. His presence had that much force.

      At least he was wearing regular jeans and a shirt instead of his kilt. The kilt was like a weapon of mass distraction. She couldn’t think straight when he wore it, and he knew it.

      “Hello, love,” he said with his usual hint of a Scottish accent and the same wicked grin he greeted her with when they attended Outlands together. The club, which he owned, was one of the two places where they still saw each other regularly, which was another reason she’d decided to start dating again.

      She needed to get over the man standing in front of her—the man with a bouquet of Stargazer lilies, her favorite flowers. Leah pretended not to see them. Yeah, dumb, but she was having a miniature freakout, which was perfectly understandable.

      “Gavin. What are you doing here?” He never came here. This was Leah’s sanctuary, the home she’d made for herself after their divorce. There wasn’t a single memory of him within these walls, and she had to keep it that way for her sanity. Sure, he’d known where she lived, but she never invited him over, and he never came by without an invitation… until now.

      Did he have some kind of sixth sense that said, “Leah has a date, go ruin it?”

      Instead of answering her question, Gavin locked eyes with Oliver, his brow furrowing.

      “When did ye get a cat?”

      “Last week.” Instinctively, she tightened her hold on Oliver. Gavin wouldn’t have made her get rid of a cat when they were married, but he’d always professed himself to not be a ‘cat person.’ They’d never gotten one, even though Leah had really wanted one. He cocked his head to the side, studying Oliver, who seemed to be studying him just as closely. Dammit. She needed to get Gavin out of here before Simon arrived.

      “Gavin, what are you doing here?”

      His eyes lifted to meet her gaze, and he gave her a lopsided smile. Not the smile he’d given her before. No, this one was a little less confident, a little more vulnerable, and so much harder to resist. When he spoke again, his Scottish burr was much more pronounced, a subtle declaration his emotions were higher.

      “I’m here to win ye back, love.”

      Her heart thudded into the pit of her stomach as the declaration sent her reeling.

      Crap on toast.
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      Gavin

      It was a good thing he hadn’t expected Leah to throw herself in his arms in a fit of joy, and he was ready for a challenge, but he hadn’t expected the first words out of her mouth.

      “I have a date.”

      Still holding the tiny orange ball of purring fluff against her chest, her expression was more ‘deer in headlights’ than ‘my secret hopes are coming true,’ which would have been hell enough on his ego, even without the admission. They’d carried a flame for each other long after they split, and even though she’d been the one to leave him, he’d hoped she’d be a little more amenable to the idea.

      Then again, this was out of the blue for her, whereas he’d had months to think about it. To plan. Still, he hadn’t expected that.

      “A date?”

      Leah didn’t date, not since they’d divorced. Neither of them did. They’d both scened platonically with other partners at Outlands but always kept coming back to each other.

      Her chin lifted, and her blue eyes flashed. Gavin looked her up and down. She was dressed for a date, but he’d initially assumed ladies’ night out or something. Her little black dress hugged every curve—though he couldn’t see how low it dipped in the front when she currently had the cat snuggled against her breasts—and her blonde hair was done up in a pretty twist, the kind of makeup that looked so natural it probably had taken twice the amount of time to do than her usual, and high heels that showed off her legs. She was always beautiful to him, but she did look particularly fine this evening.

      “Yes, a date, and he’s going to be here any minute, so you need to go.” She waved her hand at him as if she was trying to shoo him away. She didn’t really expect that to work, did she?

      “What’s his name?” Gavin crossed his arms over his chest, almost hitting himself in the face with the flowers and metaphorically digging in his heels. Leah glared at him. He stared back at her, silently waiting. She knew the fastest way to make him go away was to tell him what he wanted to know.

      “Simon Keyserling, a professor of engineering at Pitt. He’s fifty-five with no criminal record, and he’ll be here in ten minutes. Please go away.”

      There was a true plea in her voice, but Gavin couldn’t go, not yet. Leah going on a date was a wrinkle he hadn’t anticipated, but that didn’t change his goal.

      After meeting Logan and Felicity, he started thinking maybe he could reconnect with Leah. He started reading books about relationships and watching some of the other successful couples at the Outlands. A couple weeks ago, he visited his son and saw Mitch was starting to follow in his footsteps. Thankfully, Mitch had ended up doing what Gavin hadn’t been able to with Leah. He’d made himself vulnerable and got his girl.

      It was time for Gavin to do the same. He didn’t want to do the half-arsed thing with Leah anymore, taking stolen moments and scenes at the club but otherwise not having anything to do with each other. He wanted laughter and movie nights, arguments and conversation. He wanted to wake up every morning next to the person he loved.

      Clearly, she agreed if she was starting to date again. He wasn’t opposed to that, but he meant for her to date him. Give him another chance and prove they could make their relationship work outside of the club or the bedroom.

      “How long have you two been dating?”

      Leah rolled her eyes, jiggling nervously. The cat in her arms wriggled, and she relaxed, stroking its tiny head. The little lad was pretty cute, Gavin had to admit, even though he’d never been much interested in cats. He was willing to make an exception for Leah, and she was clearly already attached.

      “This is the first date, so I would really appreciate it if it didn’t begin with my ex standing on my doorstep.”

      Ah. So, she was going to ignore Gavin’s declaration he was there to woo her back. That was fine. He was going to ignore her request to go away because her words incensed him.

      “First date? And he’s picking you up here? Don’t you know you’re supposed to meet them somewhere, not give out your home address?” He snapped out the words as if they were in the club, not on the doorstep of her house.

      “Oh, please, Gavin, we’re in our fifties. I hardly think I need to worry about a local professor being some kind of Ted Bundy.”

      Gavin grit his teeth. This was a side of Leah he’d never quite understood. She was extremely careful about her safety in most regards, but she had some peculiar blind spots. His hand itched to spank her until she understood her safety was always paramount, and she was just as appealing at fifty-two as she had been when she was a lass in her twenties. Since they weren’t at the club, he didn’t have any rights to discipline her the way he longed to. The next time they were there… If there is a next time. An uneasy feeling rippled through his stomach.

      He’d expected a long road to win Leah back—he hadn’t expected competition.

      There was a long moment, then the side of her mouth twitched, and her eyes sparkled. Dammit. She was having him on.

      “I’m kidding, Gavin. Jax knows him from around campus and signed off on him, and I let Cyana do a full background check on him. It’s fine. Now, will you please go?”

      Little minx, having fun at his expense. Invoking the name of two of their mutual friends did help him relax. Jax was also a professor at Pitt, and Cyana… well, Cyana would do an even deeper dive into someone than Gavin could since she was a private investigator. He’d used her services more than once when researching new club member applications. He would definitely be asking her for the report on this Simon Keyserling.

      He wasn’t going to go on his merry way. He’d come here for a specific reason, and even though his timing was apparently shite, he wanted to make sure Leah knew he wasn’t going to let her go without a fight. That was one of the mistakes he’d previously made and not one he was planning to repeat.

      “I’ll go. Enjoy your date, but don’t forget what I said, love.” He grinned at her. “I aim to win ye back.” He held out the flowers he’d almost forgotten about during their conversation.

      She took them reluctantly, but he saw the flash of appreciation in her eyes. The lilies were her favorite, and he hadn’t bought them nearly often enough for her before. Something so small hadn’t seemed to matter, but from the books he’d been reading about relationships, the small things often mattered a great deal.

      “Thank you for the flowers,” she said primly. “But we are not getting back together. That’s the whole point of me dating someone else.” Despite her prim tone and her glare, she still hugged the flowers to the side where the cat wasn’t. The kitty reached out to bat at the cellophane.

      Gavin’s grin widened as satisfaction laced through him. Yes, she appreciated the flowers. He wasn’t nearly as confident as he was pretending, but he did like seeing Leah with her dander up. It meant he still affected her, even if frustrating her wasn’t the emotion he’d been aiming to invoke. This wasn’t indifference. He could work with that.

      “Challenge accepted, mo chridhe.”

      Leah’s eyes widened at the Gaelic endearment he hadn’t used since they’d signed the divorce papers. It was something he’d heard his grandfather call his grandmother when he was a child, and he’d used it for her while they were married. Never since.

      My heart.

      Because she still was. Always had been.

      Gavin turned and sauntered back toward his car.

      “That was not a challenge, Gavin Craig! Do you hear me? That was not a challenge!”

      He waved to his ex before getting into his car, leaving her fuming and forewarned. Bet she thought about him on her date. His therapist was going to have a field day when he told her about this, but it was worth it.
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      Leah

      That rat bastard. Fuming, Leah refused to lean down and smell the lilies until after he’d driven away and couldn’t see her do it. Oliver batted at the cellophane again, seeming to like the crinkly sound. Hmmm. She would have to make sure the flowers were out of his reach. Were lilies poisonous to cats?

      Something else to look up.

      Dammit, Gavin.

      She would have fallen over herself if he’d done this twenty years ago. Hell, even five years ago.

      But now? He had to choose now? This specific day? Today?

      Hmmm.

      Maybe he wasn’t the only rat.

      Putting the flowers down on her kitchen table, her heart still an unsteady thump from Gavin’s unexpected appearance, Leah grabbed her phone. Oliver squirmed in her arms, so she put him down on the floor, away from the flowers. Of course, he immediately jumped up onto the kitchen table and started batting at the cellophane again. Well, as long as he wasn’t chewing on the flowers.

      She kept her eye on him as she called Jax, one of her two friends who knew about her date. There was no way Cyana was the one who had told Gavin—the woman was basically a vault—but Jax… well, he and Gavin were closer, just like she was closer to Jax’s wife, Esther. She still hadn’t expected Jax to tattle on her.

      “Hello? Leah? Are you okay?”

      The concern in Jax’s voice was enough to soften her, just the tiniest bit. He hadn’t seemed worried about her dating Simon when she’d told him, but he was also protective, big old Daddy Dom that he was.

      “I’m fine,” she said automatically before realizing that wasn’t the honest answer. “I mean, Simon hasn’t done anything. He’s not even here yet. Did you tell Gavin I have a date?”

      “What? Gavin? No. Hell, no.” Even though she couldn’t see him, Leah was sure Jax was shaking his head. Sincerity rang in his voice. “I’m not going to be the one to do that. You’re on your own there, sweetheart.”

      “Okay, sorry, it’s just he showed up here a few minutes ago, and I thought…” Her voice trailed off, guilt niggling because she’d been wrong.

      “That’s okay, sweetheart. I would have thought the same thing,” Jax said comfortingly, a touch of amusement entering his voice. “That’s one hell of a coincidence. Gavin’s timing always was spot on.”

      “Yeah, for the worst timing ever,” she muttered. Jax didn’t argue with her. The doorbell rang again, and her heart leapt. “Crap, I think Simon is here.” At least, she hoped it was Simon and not Gavin returning for round two.

      “Go. Have fun on your date.”

      She appreciated Jax being supportive of her dating again. It made it easier to hear his encouragement before she went to open the door. Oliver squalled when she took him away from the flowers but was otherwise calm enough. She quickly shoved the bouquet in the fridge, so she wouldn’t have to worry about Oliver eating the flowers until after she’d looked up whether they were toxic for him, before hurrying to the front door.

      Opening the door with a smile on her face, Leah relaxed when it was Simon standing there. Wearing pressed pants and a suit jacket, he was a good-looking man. A silver fox, like Gavin, but a little more salt and pepper than her ex, tall and maybe not quite as well-muscled, but Gavin was in exceptional shape. He also had a little less presence and none of the dominant vibes that hovered around Gavin like a cloak.

      That didn’t mean he couldn’t be what she needed. A lot of men didn’t have the same kind of bearing Gavin did, but they were damn fine Doms. She and Simon hadn’t explicitly discussed sex, but he was aware she was kinky and hadn’t seemed concerned. Being with the alpha of alphas hadn’t saved her marriage, so maybe what she needed was someone who was less intense. More willing to bend. Someone willing to be vulnerable on occasion.

      No matter how she felt about Gavin, that had never been him.

      “Hello,” she said, smiling brightly. The cheerfulness might have been a little too forced because Simon blinked in surprise. Leah did her best to reel her overenthusiasm back in. Dammit. Gavin had completely thrown her off.

      “Hello. Nice to officially meet you, Leah,” Simon said, holding out his hand. Leah shook it. It seemed a little formal for a first date, but then she didn’t know what she was doing. Maybe Simon felt as awkward as she did. “You are just as beautiful in person as you are in your pictures. Maybe more. And who is this little guy?”

      “This is Oliver. I just got him last week.” She scratched the kitty under his chin, her smile from the compliment widening further when Simon leaned in and gently rubbed the top of Oliver’s head, and the kitten purred. That seemed like a good sign, right? Gavin hadn’t done more than stare at Oliver. Not that she should be comparing Gavin and Simon. She needed to get Gavin out of her head—in more ways than one. She gave Simon a brilliant smile.

      “Well, shall we?”
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      Gavin

      Leah was dating someone who wasn’t him. Of all the outcomes he’d gone through in his head for this evening, that hadn’t been one of them.

      He hadn’t held much hope for her immediately jumping into his arms, but he’d considered the possibility. She hadn’t safe worded, which was how the end of their marriage had begun. If she’d done that, he would have turned and walked away, despite what he wanted.

      She hadn’t.

      Though she had been flustered. Next time, he’d make it clear if she really wanted him to skedaddle, all she had to do was say “Red” and hope it wasn’t the first word out of her mouth.

      Should he be worried about the date tonight? Pulling into the parking lot of his condo building, he tapped his fingers against the steering wheel. As soon as the car was parked, he pulled out his phone to call Cyana. He would do his own search, but he wanted to see what he could get out of her first.

      Tonight had been his opening gambit to see how receptive Leah was. Not particularly. That was expected. His goal for the evening had been to get her thinking about the possibility. Let her know he was interested. To show her he had evolved a little.

      He had never been very good about bringing her flowers. Perhaps he should get a toy for the cat. That would surprise her.

      The ringing stopped, and the phone clicked as Cyana picked up.

      “Hello?” As always, her tone was brisk and businesslike, even though she knew who was calling.

      “Hello, lass. Tell me everything you have on this Simon.” He didn’t bother with unnecessary pleasantries because they tended to make Cyana impatient and annoyed. Even so, she sighed.

      “How did you even find out?”

      “Leah told me.” He decided to neglect to tell Cyana the circumstances under which Leah had told him. If Cyana thought it had come up in conversation, she was much more likely to tell him what he wanted to know. “I just want to make sure she’s safe. Did you know he’s picking her up from her house?”

      The frustrated, derogatory noise Cyana made clearly expressed her feelings on the matter.

      “Yes. So, I went extra deep. He’s had a couple of parking and speeding tickets, none of them within the last three years. Other than that, he’s clean as a whistle. No complaints, officially or unofficially, with the police or at the university.”

      Which meant Cyana had gone digging deeper than the regular reports. That was good. Wasn’t it? He didn’t want Leah out on a date with a predator. I don’t want her out on a date at all. Right, but if she was going to be out on a date with someone other than him, better it was a stand-up gentleman. Right?

      “Okay, good.” He kept his tone as mild as he could.

      “You’re going to stay out of it, right?” Cyana asked, with only the tiniest bit of threat in her tone. There weren’t too many people who were willing to go toe to toe with Gavin, but Cyana topped the list of those who were.

      “Out of her and Simon’s date? Absolutely.” He would absolutely stay out of her date tonight. In fact, he’d been a very good boy and left them to it instead of hanging out on Leah’s street, waiting for Simon to show up, then following them to the restaurant. He wasn’t that creepy stalker guy, even if he’d considered it for half a second—for her safety, of course.

      “Out of her and Simon dating, period,” Cyana stressed.

      “Sure, lass. I won’t bother her and Simon at all.” Nope. He was going to be one hundred percent focused on his relationship with Leah. If her dates with Simon suffered for it… ah, well, too bad. So sad.

      “Be sure you do. Bye, Gavin.”

      “Thank you, Cy.”

      Grinning, he turned off his car and headed into the condo building. He’d a setback tonight, but he wasn’t out of the game. Not yet. Now he needed to plan his next move, that was all. Maybe he’d pick up another one of those romance books Leah liked so much. They really weren’t half bad and gave him plenty of ideas.
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      Leah

      This wasn’t the worst first date in the world, but she doubted it was the best, even though she didn’t have much to compare it to. Simon was a nice guy. He clearly loved his job and was interesting to talk to, but there wasn’t that massive spark of attraction she got with Gavin.

      Argh.

      She really wished her ex hadn’t shown up right before her date. It would have been so much easier not to compare the two men if she wasn’t seeing them one right after the other. Not her fault or Simon’s, but there it was.

      “How’s your dinner?” Simon asked, smiling at her.

      Leah looked down at her plate. She’d been so engrossed in her own thoughts, she’d barely noticed how the steak tasted.

      “Good! It’s good. Everything’s wonderful. How is yours?” Ugh. Could she be any more ridiculous? Simon probably thought she was a total nitwit.

      “Also good.” His smile seemed kind. “Is everything alright? You seem a bit distracted.”

      “Yes… I…” Crud. She owed him some kind of explanation. “I’m sorry. I had an awkward conversation with my ex-husband before you arrived, and it threw me a bit.”

      “I know how that can be, though I admit, I don’t think I’ve talked to my ex in years.”

      “Well, we have a son together and have always tried to keep things friendly for his sake, and we have a lot of mutual friends.” She pushed her mashed potatoes around on her plate. How much to admit? “We’re part of the same gaming group. There are six of us, and we meet up once a week to play games together. We’ve all been doing it for years... When we split up, we didn’t want to wreck that for everyone else, and it seems to have worked out.”

      This didn’t seem like the time for admitting she and Gavin got together several times a year, sometimes more, for kinky hot sex at her ex-husband’s BDSM club—if there ever was a time for that. She was allowed to keep some secrets, right? As long as she wasn’t still doing it with Gavin. And she wasn’t and didn’t plan to. It had been three months since the last time, and once she made the decision to start dating, she’d told herself no more, not even ‘one last time.’ Nope, that had been her last time, and she was going to have to live with that. It was better she hadn’t tried to make a production out of it.

      “What kind of games?”

      “Uh, one game.” She smiled a little weakly. Even though she knew it was ‘cooler’ now than it had been when she was younger—some people had actually believed it would lead to devil worship, murders, and crazy things like that—she still felt weird talking about it so openly. It was odd that something she’d once been bullied for playing was now considered ‘cool’ in some circles. “Castles and Creatures. C&C.”

      Thankfully Simon didn’t seem fazed by her admission about playing one of the ‘nerdiest’ games out there.

      “It’s pretty intense. Do you play any games?”

      “On occasion. They’re not really my forte.” He smiled. “When I have free time, I usually prefer to read or be outdoors if I can.”

      Yes, he’d talked about how much he enjoyed hiking and camping. Leah wasn’t against that, although she didn’t have a ton of experience with it.

      “Oh, yes. I do a lot of reading, too. The game is only once a week, so it doesn’t really interfere with the rest of my life. It’s just as much an excuse to catch up with my friends.” Except it was so much more than that, but if Simon wasn’t a gamer, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to explain it to him.

      “Read anything good lately?”

      “Oh, uh…” She wracked her brain. She already knew from talking to Simon, he was a much more intellectual reader than she was. Somehow, she didn’t think revealing she was binge-reading her way through the Black Light BDSM romance series was going to impress him.

      “Is that a bad question for an English professor to ask?” He smiled ruefully. “I didn’t mean to put you on the spot.”

      “No, it’s just that I’ve been on a romance reading kick lately.” Lately, meaning the last thirty years. Which she shouldn’t be ashamed of, darn it.

      “Ah.” He blinked and paused, clearly searching for a suitable response. “Well, I’m sure those are good, too.”

      “Have you ever read one?” she asked hopefully.

      “Ah, well, no. I don’t really think I’m their target audience.”

      “No, probably not.” She smiled at him, sighing inwardly. Gavin had never wanted to read them either. She would have loved to read and talk about them with him. He’d read plenty of books with romance in them, but he’d balked at reading actual romances. So, she was used to this.

      Argh.

      There she went, thinking about Gavin again.

      Rallying, she managed to get her act together to get through dinner, and by the time they were eating dessert and swapping funny stories about work, she’d relaxed. And when Simon took her home, walking her to the door, and said he’d like to kiss her, she said yes.

      It was a very nice first kiss, perfectly serviceable. Nothing at all like the heated kisses Gavin often claimed her mouth with, but it was a first kiss. Surely, she and Simon would work up to the passionate kisses.

      Surely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      Gavin

      Everyone always came to Gavin’s for game night since he had an entire room dedicated to Castles and Creatures, which meant they didn’t have to move all their pieces every week. Considering how detailed the maps they used were and all the miniatures they had laid out on it, it was for the best. Setting up and cleaning up week after week would have taken a long time, and by the end of the first month, it had been easier to have a dedicated space.

      Of course, after he and Leah split, they’d had to move everything, but they’d managed to time the campaign to finish while he was packing up.

      It had been two days since he’d stopped by Leah’s house before her date, and he hadn’t heard from her since. Not that he’d expected to, but he’d wondered if she’d call out sick tonight. All day, he’d waited for her to say something in the group text, but there was nothing.

      He’d spent the morning doing the accounting and attending to some other business matters for Outlands, then the afternoon preparing the perfect evening. Everyone always came over for dinner before they started playing, taking that time to catch up and chat as themselves. Usually, it devolved into a discussion of what they wanted to accomplish that evening and trying to get Gavin to give them hints of what was ahead.

      He never gave anything away, but he appreciated the effort as well as the opportunity to fuck with them.

      Dinner tonight was going to be special. It was his turn to provide, and he’d gone all out, cooking all Leah’s favorites. Things he’d made her for special occasions, but rarely outside of them. She’d done most of the cooking, though she’d always insisted it was because she truly enjoyed it. Gavin didn’t love cooking, but he could hold his own in the kitchen. Any time he cooked was truly a labor of love, and she knew it.

      The front door opened, and Gavin looked up. His condo had an open floor plan, so he could see everyone as they came in the front door unless he was in one of the bedrooms. Unfortunately, it was only Aiden. Gavin raised his eyebrows.

      “You’re here early.”

      “Did a run to the hardware store that took longer than I thought it would, and my choices were to go home and be late or come straight here and be early. Holy shit, it smells amazing. Are you… cooking?” The incredulity in his voice was reflected on his face as he crossed the room, following his nose.

      A couple inches taller than Gavin, he had dark eyes and hair. Unlike Gavin, his dark hair had remained dark; his goatee was mostly salt with just a bit of pepper still sprinkled throughout. More than one person at the Outlands had compared him to Jeffrey Morgan after Negan had appeared on The Walking Dead. He had the same kind of dangerous air about him, though once someone got to know him, they realized he was more of a mischief-maker than a threat.

      “Yes, I’m cooking.” Everything had about ten more minutes to go. Cheesy scalloped potatoes with scallions were in the oven, along with lamb stuffed red peppers and bacon-wrapped asparagus. Leah’s favorite brand of red wine had been opened and was ‘breathing’ in anticipation of her arrival, and Gavin had an ice cream cake in the freezer. That part he hadn’t made—Leah liked Carvel, so that’s what Leah was going to get.

      “It smells amazing, but what the hell, man?” Aiden’s forehead wrinkled as he sat down on one of the bar seats along the opposite side of the kitchen island Gavin was behind.

      “Just felt like cooking.” Gavin shrugged. He knew Aiden would figure it out pretty quickly, but that didn’t mean Gavin had to admit it. All the relationship books he’d been reading said he needed to be more open to communication, but he was pretty sure that was with Leah, not with a friend who was going to tease him about it the first chance he got.

      “Uh huh.” As expected, Aiden realized something was up. He was observant, which made him a good Dom, but he could also be a pain in the ass. Thankfully, he was also less nosy than some of their other friends and didn’t press the issue. “So, what have you been up to lately?”
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      Leah

      Chill out. This is a totally normal night, the same kind of evening you have every week with your friends and your ex, and there will be absolutely nothing weird about it. There’s no way Gavin will make a thing out of your date in front of everyone.

      Gavin didn’t like letting people see into his personal business because it made him vulnerable. Even when they were splitting up, he’d barely talked to their friends about what was going on. They’d learned most of their information from her.

      Nervously wiping her hands on her pants, Leah held her head high and opened the door. On game night, no one knocked since they were expected. The muffled sound of laughter went full blast when the door opened, but it was the incredible smell that hit her in the face. That wasn’t pizza, Mediterranean, or Chinese food… no…

      That scent went straight to the memory bank of her brain, making her tongue tingle and sparking immediate tears as a wave of nostalgia and old emotions slammed into her. What the actual hell? It smelled like home and happiness. She was flush with the warmth of knowing Gavin had done something special for her.

      The sense of smell is the one most acutely linked with memories.

      While she’d known that was true, she didn’t think she’d ever experienced it so viscerally.

      “Leah? You coming in?” Esther asked, swiveling around on the stool in front of Gavin’s counter. “Gavin cooked.” The awe and surprise in her voice made Leah’s ex laugh, and that sound punched her straight in the gut, thanks to how vulnerable she was already feeling.

      “I do know how, you know,” he teased. Standing on the other side of the island, his eyes were on Leah rather than Esther. Bright blue watched her every move, cataloguing every reaction. The way he did in the club when she had his full attention as the submissive he was playing with.

      When was the last time he’d looked at her like that outside of a scene?

      Not since the divorce when he was trying to figure out why she was walking out on him.

      I aim to win ye back.

      Pressing her lips together, Leah gathered herself back up again. The shock of the memories he’d brought up by cooking some of her favorite foods had fractured her usual defenses, but she was practiced at building her walls against him. She had to be, considering how often they’d scened together after their divorce.

      “Sorry, I was so shocked by the smell of home-cooked food, I think my brain tripped.” As everyone burst out into laughter, she put a wide smile on her face and closed the door behind her. Everyone laughed except Gavin, who was still watching her with a little smile on his face as if he’d already won something.

      Woo-hoo, two points for Gavin—he remembered her favorite flowers and how to cook her favorite foods. Neither of those things made up for… well, everything else. The low bar of expectations she’d had when she was younger was much higher now. She damn well knew she deserved better than what she’d gotten from him before.

      She was the last one to arrive, which she’d done deliberately, figuring their friends would provide her with a buffer. Especially since Esther, Jax, and Cyana all knew she’d gone on a date. The only one who didn’t know was Aiden. She hadn’t meant to leave him out, exactly, but he could be a wild card with his reactions—which was probably why he usually played a rogue character in C&C. He said he wasn’t great at improvising, so he preferred to stay true to who he was rather than experimenting.

      Leah had pegged him as the most likely to tell Gavin before she was ready, but that was a moot point now.

      “You look nice,” Gavin said as she approached, and she almost stumbled over her feet.

      She’d chosen to wear jeans with a nice blouse and do her makeup and hair—nothing extravagant, just enough to make her feel really good about herself. It was supposed to be armor, not something Gavin noticed, then complimented her on, making her feel all flush and warm inside and even more off-balance. Then again, he was probably aiming to fluster her, so she shouldn’t feel too bad if he succeeded a little.

      “You do look nice,” Cyana said, eyeing her. The Dominatrix was nearly as scary as Gavin. Maybe a little more so at times. Tanned skin paired with dark eyes were set off against dyed silver-grey hair. Once it had started to go grey, she’d decided she was going to embrace the look and dyed it that color instead of the other way around. Although she was the youngest of the group, in her late forties rather than her fifties, she looked even younger despite her hair, thanks to her almost impossibly smooth skin and fit body. As a private investigator, she needed to be in good shape, and she didn’t seem to have slowed down at all as the years passed.

      “Thanks?” Leah shrugged. “I changed out of my work clothes?” She left both sentences hanging as questions, pretending she didn’t understand why they were making a big deal.

      Hugs were exchanged, including one with Gavin. He tried to let linger a moment too long, but allowed her to pull away when she stepped back, then handed her a glass of wine. Catching sight of the bottle on the counter, she felt her heart do another little flipping ka-thunk in her chest.

      Dammit. Favorite flowers, favorite foods, favorite wine.

      Yeah, because he’s wooing you. Just remember how quickly this all goes away when he realizes the effort has to be continuous and not every once in a while.

      Right. Her chest tightened. She remembered how much it hurt when he’d stopped making these little gestures and started taking her for granted. Again. The smart move would be to enjoy some of her favorite things while not reading anything into them. Once he realized she wasn’t going to jump back in his arms because he’d put in a bit of effort, he’d give it up. The same way he had before. Only this time, she wasn’t going to let it hurt her.

      “What are we talking about?” she asked, taking a sip of her wine and inwardly sighing with pleasure as the full-bodied flavor rolled over her tongue, leaving behind a hint of fruit and earth.

      “Your son’s new girlfriend,” Esther said, grinning. She was sitting on one of the barstools with Cyana, while Jax, Aiden, and Gavin had arranged themselves on the opposite side of the island. They looked like something out of a magazine, maybe Esquire. Gavin and Aiden both had full heads of hair. Jax shaved his head to the skin and had a very attractive salt and pepper goatee, fuller than Aiden’s rugged scruff but not as expansive as Gavin’s beard, and it stood out even more against his dark skin than theirs did. They were all silver foxes in their own right, even if she was only wildly attracted to one of them.

      Leah slid onto the last barstool, completing the ‘boys vs. girls’ setup. She knew the men were being polite and allowing the ladies to sit down, which she appreciated, but it still made her smile.

      “Domi, yes.” Lovely young woman. She’d come up the weekend before when Mitch came home for Purim, which was one of the Jewish holidays Leah still insisted on him attending for a family celebration. They hadn’t been a particularly religious family, but Leah liked to celebrate the big holidays, and she knew Gavin liked having Mitch around for Easter and Christmas, even though he’d never admit it. Domi had brought her five-year-old daughter, Ana, which Leah had loved. She’d gotten to play grandmother all weekend and was already hoping Domi and Mitch would make it official in the future.

      “I was telling them how we finally got the full story on how Mitch and Domi got together,” Gavin told her, his blue eyes sparkling warmly as if they were sharing a joke. They were, but he didn’t need to make it feel so darn intimate. Darn it.

      “And I need to know how it ends,” Esther said, leaning onto her elbow and resting her chin on her hand. Half-white and half-Asian, she often joked it was her Korean genes that kept her skin so smooth, but now that she was in her fifties, she was finally starting to get a few wrinkles here and there. They mostly showed up when she smiled. She swept some of her long, dark hair back off of her shoulder. “Gavin’s left us hanging. So, they went out to brunch, and she was about to walk out the door…”

      Rather than looking at Esther, Gavin kept eye contact with Leah, his blue eyes boring into hers. Despite the buffer their friends were supposed to provide, their presence did absolutely nothing. Something about Gavin had changed. He wasn’t pretending nothing was going on between them just because the others were there, the way she’d expected him to, the way he’d always done in the past.

      No, he held her gaze, making the moment unnervingly intimate, his lips curling into a little smile as suspicion began to dawn on their friends’ expressions.

      “Domi was on her way out the door when Mitch climbed up onto the table and declared he loved her.”

      It wasn’t what he said but the way he said it—as if he was the one declaring his love at the moment—while he stared straight at Leah.

      That’s it.

      She was going to murder him.
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      Gavin

      The beeping oven timer broke the tension in the room at exactly the right moment, allowing everyone to pretend Gavin hadn’t just made things extremely awkward for everyone. Not that he cared. He was uncomfortable, too, but it was worth it. Would be worth it to prove to Leah he’d changed, that he was committed to being a better man, a better partner.

      Going to therapy had been uncomfortable, but he’d gotten through it, and Dr. Silverwood had reminded him multiple times being uncomfortable was natural. Normal. Not something to run from. Especially since being vulnerable with his emotions was often uncomfortable but something he would need to do in order to win Leah back. That wasn’t her professional opinion about how to win Leah back. That was the conclusion he’d come to.

      So far, it was working. Leah already didn’t know what to make of him being so vocal, neither did their friends, and he’d barely started.

      Making sure to get a seat next to Leah, Gavin noticed she stiffened when he sat down, he ignored the suspicious looks everyone else was giving them. Cyana, who sat down across from him, leveled a glare his way. Out of all of their friends, she was the most likely to play guard dog when it came to Leah, but that wasn’t going to stop him.

      “How was your date with Simon?” he asked, turning to Leah. Aiden choked on the mouthful of lamb he’d just put in his mouth, Jax groaned, Esther froze, and Cyana glared even harder.

      “It was fine. I mean good. It was good.” Leah didn’t meet his eyes, reaching out to grab her wine glass again. “We’re going out again this weekend.”

      Thumping his chest, Aiden finally got himself under control.

      “You went on a date?” he asked, sputtering only a little and prompting Cyana, who was sitting next to him, to shoot him a dirty look.

      “Don’t talk with your mouth full.”

      “Sorry, sunshine,” Aiden said sarcastically but took a long drink of water to help him clear his mouth. Gavin’s lips twitched. The two of them were always sniping at each other. It was too bad they were both dominant because they were probably never going to be able to clear the sexual tension constantly simmering between them. Although it didn’t stop Aiden from teasing Cyana that she should try submitting to him, whereas she tended to pretend there wasn’t any attraction between them.

      “Yes, I went on a date. He’s a professor at the University of Pittsburgh. Jax signed off on him, and Cyana checked him out.” Leah kept her gaze focused on her dinner. Gavin didn’t mind. He dug in, grinning inwardly when Leah’s elbow accidentally brushed against his when she scooped up some potatoes.

      “Right.” Aiden’s eyes darted back and forth between Gavin and Leah as if looking for cues from them. Gavin smiled at him. Yeah, he was bothered Leah was dating, but he wasn’t going to let it slow him down or stop him. Aiden shook his head in confusion and shrugged. “Okay then. So, is the next monster we battle going to be named Simon?”

      “Maybe.” Gavin winked, and everyone laughed. Even Leah reluctantly giggled. He cast her a sideways glance, but she determinedly ignored him. Hmmm, was this what Aiden felt like with Cyana all the time? That was an amusing thought. Thankfully, the issue between him and Leah had nothing to do with their compatibility.

      Being patient wasn’t one of his strongest virtues, but he was working on it.
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      Leah

      Studying her character sheet, Leah pursed her lips together.

      “If we can stop and rest here, that would be best for me. I can go a little longer, but if we hit any trouble in town…”

      “Resting sounds good,” Esther agreed. “We know this place is safe, but who knows what we’re in for once we enter Alderic.”

      All they knew was it looked well-guarded and had high walls, and it was on their way to the House of Starrett, which was their final destination.

      “I’ll sleep next to Ysolde,” Aiden said, wiggling his eyebrows at Cyana. “In case she gets cold.” Cyana rolled her eyes, though it was impossible to tell if she was doing it in character or as herself. Aiden’s character took every opportunity to flirt with Cyana in a way he could never do as himself. It had become a long-running joke of their campaigns that eventually, Aiden’s characters would fall in love with Cyana’s, and it didn’t matter how grotesque she’d made some of them.

      “You wish, Morag.”

      “I really do.” He winked at her roguishly.

      “I think this would also be a good time to take a real break,” Esther said, her voice altering to her real register from the slightly higher voice she used when she was being Leandrin Longleaf. “I need to refill my drink.”

      “I could use a bathroom break,” Leah agreed, stretching. She felt Gavin’s eyes on her and quickly pulled her arms in. Did he think she’d been stretching to get his attention? She totally hadn’t—she didn’t hate how it got his attention, but she shouldn’t want his attention.

      Dammit. He had her completely confused.

      She hadn’t asked for this—wouldn’t have asked for it—but she couldn’t deny some little part of her was enjoying it. Even though she wasn’t going to give in.

      Gavin sat at the head of the table, slightly separated from everyone by both space and the DM screen propped up between him and them. During their breaks, Aiden often tried to get a peek at it when Gavin wasn’t there. He didn’t actually want to know, but he knew it drove Gavin up the wall.

      Normally, that meant Gavin spent most of his time hovering near his side of the table, even when they were on a break, to keep Aiden away. Which was why the very last thing Leah expected was to reach the closed bathroom door in his hallway and out of the corner of her eye, see him walking toward her. Her head whipped up, turning to face him, eyes widening with surprise, hand still on the doorknob.

      “What are you doing?” She didn’t know why she whispered, it just happened naturally.

      “Maybe I need to go to the bathroom.” He stepped closer, getting into her personal space, looming the way he did in the club. The way he had at home when they were still married. Leah’s heartbeat stuttered, her breathing becoming shallow as her pulse began to race. Stupid physical reactions she couldn’t control.

      Back away! Move!

      That was the smart voice in her brain, the one dedicated to emotional self-preservation. Unfortunately, her body didn’t seem to be listening. Her head tipped back to look up at him, and she was brutally aware of how close they were standing. Was he going to kiss her?

      Do I want him to?

      “Gavin,” Cyana barked, and Leah jumped, her head snapping toward the sound. Standing at the end of the hallway, Cyana was scowling at Gavin, hands on her hips. “A word?”

      Straightening, Gavin winked at Leah, then sauntered down the hallway to Cyana, leaving Leah feeling shaky and… disappointed. A part of her had wanted to kiss him.

      I’m in so much trouble.
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      Gavin

      Dragging him out onto the balcony where Aiden and Jax were waiting, Cyana crossed her arms over her chest as soon as she got him out there. The night was warm, with the slightly chilly breeze that happened in early spring. The looks all three of his friends were giving him were chilly as well.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Hands on her hips, Cyana glared at him, her dark eyes sparking with protectiveness and irritation. “You cannot play games with Leah like this!”

      “Who says I’m playing a game?” He raised his eyebrows. Might as well come clean now that their dander was up. Gavin had hoped for a little more time to work on Leah before having to admit what was going on to their friends, but he hadn’t expected Simon, so he’d been a bit bolder than he’d initially anticipated. “I realized I wanted Leah back before I knew she was going on a date with Simon.”

      Cyana’s eyes narrowed, and she started to open her mouth to say something, but Gavin cut her off.

      “You can ask Mitch.” He’d already told his son his plans. Mitch had been wary, but he hadn’t discouraged Gavin once he’d been told everything. “Or my therapist.”

      Cyana’s mouth snapped shut. Both Jax and Aiden stared at him.

      “You’re seeing a therapist?” Jax asked, his deep voice full of disbelief. Gavin knew Jax didn’t think he was lying, but it was such a surprising statement, he was having trouble believing it—and he clearly wasn’t the only one.

      “For the past few months.”

      Enjoying their reactions, Gavin leaned against the balcony, shoving his hands in his pockets. They were the precursor to how Leah would react. Seeing what an impact it had on them made him hopeful she would also be moved. Hell, after their little interlude in the hallway, he was feeling buoyant. If Cyana hadn’t come along, he was pretty sure Leah would have let him kiss her.

      “You want Leah back? Like back, back? Not the ‘we have sex at the club and pretend it means nothing’ thing you two have been doing for years now?” Aiden’s skepticism didn’t exactly pop Gavin’s balloon of hope, but it did remind him what a hard road he had ahead of him. That was good. He shouldn’t forget it was going to take a lot of work to get Leah and himself to where he wanted to be.

      “Aye.” He nodded his head, shoving his hands in his pockets.

      “What does Leah think about this?” Cyana asked, crossing her arms over her chest and giving him a hard look.

      Gavin shrugged.

      “What did it look like to you?” He raised his eyebrow. A thoughtful expression crossed her face. Ha. He had her there. “I think she wants someone in her life, and I mean for it to be me. Not Simon. Or anyone else. And she needs someone. She’s already adopted one cat.”

      “One cat is starting her down the road to crazy cat lady?” Jax asked, his lips twitching with amusement at Gavin’s hyperbole.

      “It could be, but I don’t mean to let it get that far.”

      “You dumbasses.” Cyana scowled at all three of them, causing Aiden to hold up his hands in immediate surrender. “You think choosing to have a cat instead of a man is somehow a bad thing for her? If Leah wants a cat instead of you, that has nothing to do with her and everything to do with you.”

      Something uncomfortable shifted inside Gavin’s chest. Yeah, he knew the cat lady thing was a stereotype, but there were often truths backing up some stereotypes. Right? Yet the way Cyana phrased it felt like she was insulting him.

      “You can’t tell me you’d rather have a cat than a man,” Aiden said, looking at her incredulously and—thankfully—taking the heat for Gavin.

      “Welcome to the twenty-first century, fellas.” Cyana rolled her eyes, enough sarcasm lacing her voice to bite. “Women are now allowed to own property, apply for our own credit, and have careers, which means we have the money to buy our own houses and cars. We have the internet, online shopping, and a whole great big world of sex toys to fulfill our needs. ‘Crazy cat ladies’ are just women who have done the math and realized a vibrator and a furry animal who shits in a box can fulfill their needs just as well, if not better, than a man. If you can’t appeal more to her than a cat, that’s a personal problem on your end—not hers.”

      Giving Aiden a pointed look, she spun on her heel and went back into the condo. Through the glass, Gavin could see Leah had returned from the bathroom and joined Esther on the couch.

      “Well, shit,” Aiden said, watching Cyana stalk back into the room and sit with the other two. “Do you think she’s telling on you right now? Should we intervene?”

      Giving the matter some consideration, Gavin shook his head after a moment.

      “She might be annoyed over the cat thing, but I don’t think she’ll say anything about that to Leah. She won’t want to hurt Leah’s feelings. And I don’t care if she tells Leah I’m seeing a therapist.” Leah was going to find out eventually since Gavin planned on asking her to go with him. Turn the tables on the requests she’d made of him in the past. Right now, Leah could probably use some time with her two best friends. He turned back to his. “Let’s give them a minute.”
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      Leah

      Shutting the sliding door behind her, Cyana stalked inside and sat in one of the armchairs across from where Leah and Esther were on the couch. She moved with almost lethal grace, even when she was dressed in her regular clothes outside of the club.

      “What are they talking about out there?” Leah asked, pretending she wasn’t a bundle of nerves. Esther knew something was going on, but she hadn’t probed—yet—probably been waiting for Cyana, hoping she would take the lead. It was harder to deflect with Cyana.

      “What do you think?” Cyana asked, raising her eyebrows at Leah. “Were you going to let him kiss you?”

      Esther gasped as heat filled Leah’s cheeks. Yeah, this was why she and Esther waited for Cyana when they wanted to interrogate each other. She got the job done a lot faster than either of them would.

      “Gavin was going to kiss you?” Esther whispered, leaning in, her eyes darting to the glass partition between them and the men. “Like kiss kiss you? Outside of the club?”

      Sighing, Leah scrubbed her hand over her face, then winced when she remembered she was wearing makeup because she wanted to look nice. Hopefully, she hadn’t just smeared mascara everywhere.

      “He says he wants to get back together. To win me back.” Two different things, one with infinitely more meaning to her than the other. Had he realized that? Or did they mean the same thing to him? She rubbed the spot on her forehead right between her eyebrows, avoiding her eye makeup. “I think he might even mean it.”

      “Oh, I definitely think he does. Apparently, he already told your son his intentions,” Cyana said. Esther let out a soft gasp at the same time as Leah.

      Gavin told Mitch? Why hadn’t Mitch warned her? Her poor son. He’d hated it every time she and Gavin went through their usual cycle, had never understood it, and Leah had never had quite the right words to explain it.

      What had Gavin said to him to make it okay? Dammit. Now she wanted to call Mitch and interrogate him. Cyana was watching her carefully, gauging Leah’s reactions, reading who knows what into her body language. Considering Leah didn’t even know how she felt about all of this, she couldn’t help but wonder what conclusions Cyana was coming to.

      “We need a ladies’ night,” Esther muttered, eyeing the men outside. They were all straightening up as if they were getting ready to come back in. “This weekend?”

      “I have my second date with Simon on Saturday,” Leah said. Her stomach did an unhappy little flip. She wasn’t dreading it, but she just wasn’t looking forward to it the way she thought she should. Relationships took time to grow, so she shouldn’t read too much into that. Right?

      “Friday night?”

      “I’m free,” Cyana said.

      Leah nodded just as the men came back inside. She avoided Gavin’s gaze, feeling a blush start to fill her cheeks again. He’d told all their best friends he wanted her back and talked to their son. She didn’t know how to react to that. The Gavin she remembered would have never done that because he wouldn’t have wanted everyone to know if she rejected him.

      Who was this man who was putting his pride on the line for her, and what the hell was she supposed to do with him?
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      Leah

      “What did your father say to you about us?”

      “And hello to you, too, Mom.” Mitch’s voice was filled with amusement. “So nice to hear from you. I’m doing well, thank you.”

      She suppressed the smile threatening to form on her lips. Mitch got that sassy sense of humor from her, but she was trying to be serious. She probably should have at least said hello when he answered the phone, but she was a bit pressed for time. Instead of waiting to call him during the evening, she’d called during the workday in between meetings because she hadn’t been able to take her curiosity any longer—she needed to know.

      It was unlike her to be so demanding, but she only had a few minutes. She really should have waited till the end of the day to call. Somehow her patience had flown right out the window along with her usual reticence for being so rudely direct. Still, she took a deep breath because she knew Mitch was right. She’d not only bypassed gracefulness, she’d completely skipped over her manners.

      “Hi, honey. I’m sorry, but I only have a few minutes to talk, and I recently discovered you and your father had a conversation about me and him?”

      There was a short silence. Leah jiggled her foot under her desk, tamping down the urge to throttle her only offspring through the phone. It wasn’t as if it was the first time she’d had that urge. She loved her son with every fiber of her being, but sometimes, he was just as frustrating as his father, and that was saying something.

      “Yeah, Dad mentioned he was interested in trying to rekindle things with you.” There was a hint of caution in his voice as if he wasn’t sure how she would take that revelation.

      “Uh huh, and did he say anything else?”

      Another silence.

      “I think maybe you should talk to Dad about this.”

      “Really?” Leah scowled. “After all the years of butting your nose in and asking why your dad and I can’t stay apart, now you’re choosing to keep silent?”

      Her son chuckled, then sighed.

      “Let’s just say, while he was down here, I learned some things about you and Dad, I wish I hadn’t. He also said some things that make me think he’s learned a few things he should have a long time ago.”

      Well, crap. Gavin had gone down to D.C., where Mitch lived, to visit another kink club and talk with the owner about the way he’d expanded his business. Leah could only imagine what Mitch might think about that. Yup. Did not want to know. Especially since she’d already had a sneaking suspicion about Mitch and his girlfriend, Domi, after their recent visit. Like parents, like son, it appeared. Ugh, she did not want to think too hard about that.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, not sure what she was apologizing for, but it felt like there must be something.

      “Don’t be sorry, just be careful,” Mitch replied, quoting back to her one of her favorite sayings from his high school years. Leah laughed, relaxing slightly. She loved her baby boy so much, no matter how old he got, and had hated feeling his judgment over the years every time she and Gavin had… hooked up? Spent time together? Briefly reconciled? All of that felt far too casual to describe their on-again, off-again sexual relationship.

      “Does this mean I’m not going to have to listen to a lecture from you if your father does convince me to try again?” Only half-joking, she was curious how Mitch felt since he’d always been so vehemently against his parents reconciling in the past—in any way, shape, or form.

      Another long moment of silence and Leah’s eyebrows started climbing toward her hairline. She’d expected a sigh or some kind of quip from Mitch, not this thoughtful quiet.

      “I know it sounds weird, but I think he might have really changed. Did you know he’s been going to therapy?”

      Heat swept through her, followed by cold; not physically, but that’s what it felt like. Anger was quickly frozen out because she couldn’t afford to rage in the middle of her office during a workday when she had a meeting in a few minutes.

      Old anger and resentment because she’d asked Gavin to go to couples’ therapy with her. It had been so hard to work up the courage to do so, and he’d shot her down. Hadn’t thought they needed it. Of course, he’d offered it up as a last-ditch option when she told him she was leaving him, but by then, it was too late, and he certainly hadn’t gone on his own.

      Until now.

      “He is?” Her tone was stilted, full of old pain, old bitterness.

      “Yeah.” Mitch was quiet again for a long moment while Leah did her best to sort out her feelings. She had no idea what to say. “If you want to give him another chance, I’ll stay out of it. I want you to be happy, Mom. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

      “I know, sweetheart.”

      There was a knock on her door, and she looked up as Brandy, the number two on her marketing team, opened it and peeked in. Leah raised a finger to indicate she’d be there in one minute.

      “I have to go. I have a meeting. Give Domi and Ana my love.”

      “I will. Say hi to Dad for me.”

      Her son’s blithe acceptance she would not only see Gavin sometime soon but giving her a message to pass on to him shook Leah almost as much as the revelation about Gavin going to therapy. Somehow, Gavin had their son quietly rooting for them or at least no longer rooting against them.

      She didn’t have time to think about that right now. Shaking her head, she gathered up the files in front of her. She couldn’t wait for ladies’ night with Cyana and Esther. They were as unbiased as she could get, and she needed to talk through everything with them.

      Gavin remained on her mind for the rest of the day, and she couldn’t quite shake him loose.
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      Gavin

      The hard knocking on his door was unexpected, and Gavin frowned as he headed to answer it. He wasn’t expecting anyone, and when he glanced through the peephole, he was even more flummoxed. What was Leah doing here? Shit, if he’d known she was coming by, he would have put on a shirt.

      On the other hand… He glanced down at the grey sweatpants hanging low on his hips, his bare upper body, and the sprinkling of hair across his chest. It wasn’t like she hadn’t seen his chest before, but they hadn’t scened in a couple of months. Maybe he shouldn’t discount the whole ‘answer the door shirtless after a shower’ thing. Remind her of what she was missing out on while she was dating Professor Simon.

      Pulling open the door, he cocked his head as he looked down at his ex-wife.

      “Gav—” Her voice cut off as her eyes widened, getting caught on his chest before working their way down.

      Gavin grinned.

      Flexed.

      Unfortunately, the flexing was too much, distracting Leah, so she brought her eyes straight back up to meet his, flustered but already hard at work to gather herself back together.

      “We need to talk.” Head held high, she pushed past him, her shoulder brushing against his chest, though she pretended not to notice. Gavin rubbed his skin. The light touch had tickled his chest hairs.

      “Well, hello to you, too,” he said, closing the door behind her, only a bit of sarcasm in his voice. “Come on in.”

      Leah came to a halt, turning around to look at him, an odd expression on her face. Nothing to do with him being shirtless, he was fairly sure, but he couldn’t quite interpret it.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Just… Mitch said something similar to me earlier today. I thought he got that bit of sass from me, but now I think maybe it’s you.” She shook her head, her lips twisting to a sad smile.

      “Maybe it’s both of us.” He’d noted a lot of similarities between himself and Mitch of late as well. More than he’d ever realized. He hadn’t told Leah that Mitch was a member of a kink club down in D.C. He wasn’t sure Mitch would want her to know and was fairly certain she wouldn’t want Mitch knowing about them. Too late on the latter, but at least he could keep her in the dark about their son’s sex life.

      “What can I do for you, Leah?”

      He prowled closer, and her eyes darted down to his chest before coming up to meet his gaze. Putting up a hand in front of herself, as if to ward him off, she didn’t step back. Gavin came close enough, her hand hovered in front of his skin, close enough to brush against his chest hair. Her pupils dilated, and her quick intake of breath proved she wasn’t immune to him, no matter that she’d decided to start dating other people.

      “I…” She dropped her hand as if burned, tucking it behind her back. A frown crossed her face, then cleared, and she lifted her chin up defiantly. “I wanted to talk. It seems as if you’ve been talking to a lot of people except me. Our son. Our friends. A therapist.” She raised her eyebrow at him.

      Gavin wondered whether it was their son or their friends who had told her about the shrink. He was guessing Mitch since she was confronting him this morning instead of last night after the game. Last night, she’d darted out the door with Cyana rather than allowing Gavin to walk her out to her car.

      “Dr. Silverwood.” Gavin leaned in closer, lowering his head a little—just as he had last night before Cyana had interrupted them. “Would you like to come with me to my next appointment?”

      Unfortunately, he hadn’t anticipated Leah’s reaction. Her eyes widened, and she stepped back, taking her out of reach of his lips, though not his hands. The impulse to reach out and touch her remained, but he let her retreat. If this was going to work, she needed to want to come to him.

      Crossing her arms over her chest, she glared at him.

      “Just like that? I asked you to go years ago, and you said no.”

      “And then I said yes.”

      “Not until you knew I was leaving, and you only said it to get me to stay.”

      “Yes, because I didn’t want you to go.”

      “If you didn’t want me to leave, you should have said yes when I asked you to go!” Her voice was getting higher, louder, her cheeks turning pinker with frustration and anger.

      Taking a deep breath, Gavin made himself relax. His fingers tingled, partly from wanting to clench his fists and partly from wanting to turn her over his knee. Leah stared at him with wounded, frustrated eyes. He’d seen that expression on her face all too often at the end of their marriage, felt this way all too often, but that was then, and this was now.

      He wanted to break the cycle, which meant he had to be calmer. Think about what he wanted long-term, not short-term. Yes, he was still frustrated over what he’d seen as Leah’s lack of communication, but he could see it from her perspective. She had asked, even if she hadn’t told him how important it was to her. If he’d known she was thinking about leaving him, he would have gone. Probably. He liked to think he would have. But she hadn’t told him why she wanted to go, and he’d thought she was following a trend or something. He hadn’t known how important it was to her until it was too late.

      He didn’t remind her of that. Instead, he took a second deep breath and nodded his head.

      “You’re right. I should have.” There was a certain amount of pain connected to saying the words, yet also relief from acknowledging his own wrongdoing. “I should have known you wouldn’t have asked to go on a whim. And while I wish you had been more forthcoming about your reasons for asking, I also wish I’d probed deeper instead of assuming everything was fine because I was fine.”

      That knocked the wind right out of her sails. Leah stared at him, her mouth slightly agape, not knowing what to make of his response. It sure as hell wasn’t something he’d have said in the past. Dr. Silverwood would be proud of him.

      “I’d like it if you came with me to an appointment. I told her I hoped you would sometime soon. She specializes in couples, but she also sees individuals who want to work on relationships. She’s been seeing me for the past few months.”
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      Leah

      The slightly crooked grin on Gavin’s face was almost boyish. It was rueful, hopeful, and disarming, all in one. And she didn’t know how to handle it.

      Coming here had been a mistake.

      She should have realized it the moment Gavin opened the door, and the sight of his naked, tattooed, and completely sexy chest overwhelmed her field of vision. Unfortunately, her hormones had kicked into overdrive, and her brain had stuck with her original plan rather than aborting the mission until a better time. It wasn’t that she was that horny all the time, but it had been a couple months since they’d scened, and her fickle libido had decided it was on today.

      So, she’d tried to start a fight, even though she’d come here to talk to him, calmly and rationally, about his recent declaration and interest in therapy. Instead, she’d lashed out. Picked at an old wound. For a second, it had been working. Then he’d turned the tables on her.

      Apologized.

      Took responsibility.

      And made her an offer.

      It’s a trap.

      Yes, thank you, Admiral Akbar.

      What if it’s a good trap with candy at the end?

      “It’s okay if you’re not ready yet.” Gavin rocked back on his heels. The expression on his face was placid, but his eyes were intensely focused on her. He wasn’t nearly as blasé as he was pretending. “I go every week, so whenever you want to come, you’ll be welcome.”

      “You’ve been going to see a therapist every week for how long?”

      “About six months now.”

      The answer flummoxed her. Cocking his head to the side, Gavin took a step closer again, not looming but closing the distance, invading her space to test if she’d back away again.

      She didn’t.

      She should.

      But she didn’t

      This is a bad idea.

      Her breath caught in her throat as a little light in Gavin’s eyes flickered when she stayed where she was. The space between them closed even farther.

      “Leah?” Gavin’s voice deepened, saying her name like a caress. His head dipped until their faces were only a few inches apart. It felt like every part of her body came alive, sensitive and aware of how closely they were standing. They weren’t quite touching, but they might as well have been. Blue eyes bore into hers, studying her intently.

      They had scened at the club after their divorce, but even there, they’d avoided certain things, anything that felt too intimate. Like this. In moments like this, the rest of the world might as well not exist.

      “Yes?” Her voice was high. Breathy. She barely recognized it.

      I’m old enough to be wiser than this.

      That voice was feeble in comparison to the pulse pounding in her ears and the arousal spreading along her limbs to her core.

      “I’m going to kiss you now.”

      Leah tilted her head back, closing her eyes as she waited for his lips to descend to hers.
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      Gavin

      Brushing his lips over Leah’s in the gentlest, most fleeting kiss he’d ever given her, Gavin placed his hands on her hips, pulling her in against him.

      “Tell me yes, Leah.” Their lips were still touching, just barely, so she would be able to feel his moving against hers when he made the request. Her eyes were still closed, her breath warm against his face when she sighed. “Tell me you want me to kiss you.”

      “Yes, Gavin, kiss me.” She whispered the words as if she didn’t dare say them any louder and break the spell they were under.

      It did feel like a spell—a stolen moment in time, where there was no one else in the world and no consequences to think about.

      Gavin claimed her lips. He was hard as a rock, his cock digging into the softness of her stomach. At his age, that wasn’t always a guarantee, especially without some warmup, but just having Leah here, under his hands, asking for his kiss… Fuck. At the club, their contract was spelled out nice and neat. They both knew the boundaries, and they knew it didn’t leave the Outlands.

      This… this was messy. Dangerous. This was more than sex or getting their needs met.

      Kissing for the sake of kissing…

      He backed her up to the wall, one step at a time. Felt her gasp when he pressed her against it, trapping her between him and the hard surface. His hips rocked forward, rubbing his cock against her front, and she moaned. Her hands moved over his skin, sliding up to his chest where her fingers rubbed through his chest hair.

      When was the last time they’d kissed like this? He couldn’t remember. It wasn’t that they didn’t kiss at the Outlands, but they didn’t spend any time on it, didn’t let it mean anything.

      This… this meant something. He didn’t know what yet, but he knew this wasn’t emotionless. Leah wouldn’t be kissing him like this if she didn’t feel something more than attraction.

      Rolling his hips, Gavin pulled his lips away from hers, dropping kisses along her jaw, then moving to her neck. Leah gasped, her hands resting on his shoulders and gripping as she wriggled against him. He slid his hands up her sides to her breasts, cupping the soft mounds.

      Her back arched, and she moaned his name.

      Fuck.

      Gavin’s cock throbbed as he felt her legs part. She leaned all her weight against the wall, letting him touch her how he pleased. It would be so easy to strip her down and take her right there…

      Except she wasn’t ready yet. They weren’t ready yet. Sex had always been the easy part for them. Too easy sometimes. Like right now. He was getting carried away with wanting her, but they hadn’t settled anything yet. And she had a date this weekend.

      Growling under his breath, Gavin made himself end the caress and ease away. Leah leaned against the wall, staring at him, eyes wide and hazy with lust. Her chest lifted and fell as she panted, just as hot and ready to go as he was. Gavin mentally cursed the necessity of pulling away. That’s not what this was about.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, a flicker of hurt crossing her face.

      “I didn’t mean to take this so far,” he admitted, holding up his hand to stop her from responding. He gestured at the front of his sweatpants, which hid absolutely nothing. “I want you, but this isn’t all I want. I want more than a sexual relationship with you, Leah. I want everything.”

      Too soon. It was too soon, and he knew it the moment he saw the panic on her face.

      “I have to go.”

      “Okay.” He stepped back. It took every ounce of willpower he possessed. Fuck, he wanted to hold her in his arms and beg her to stay. She needed time. Gavin hadn’t listened before when she’d told him what she wanted—needed—from him, but this time he was going to do better, which meant shoving down his own impulses and waiting for her to know what she wanted.

      “Think about what I said about coming to a therapy appointment with me. You’re welcome any time.”

      Avoiding his eyes, Leah just nodded and rushed out the door, leaving him standing there with a hard-on from hell, hoping he hadn’t just cocked everything up.
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      Leah

      “He wants you to come to therapy with him?” Esther asked as if she was trying to figure out some hidden meaning behind the words.

      “Yes.”

      “And he didn’t try to have sex with you?” That was the part Cyana was still hung up on.

      To be fair, Leah was a little hung up on it as well. Two days later and her body was still humming with a need her vibrator hadn’t been able to handle. It wasn’t that her vibrator couldn’t get her off, but that wasn’t everything she wanted. She wanted the weight of a man on top of her, the feel of his hands moving over her skin, the taste of him in her mouth…

      Yup, her libido—rarely reliable—had woken up with a vengeance and didn’t appear to be going anywhere. Figured. At her age, she sometimes didn’t feel the need for sex for days, even weeks, but now that she shouldn’t have it, her body had decided it was all in.

      “Say it a little louder, why don’t you?” Esther hissed, looking around to see if any of the nearby tables were staring at them. They’d decided to start their evening out at a nice restaurant before heading back to Cyana’s. Looking nice, feeling nice, then chilling out together and getting drunk, but Esther was already well on her way to the last part since she didn’t drink much anymore. Cheeks already a little flushed after two glasses of wine, even a little tipsy, there were certain things she never wanted to talk about in public.

      Leah’s lips twitched with amusement. You could take the Baby Girl out of the club, but she was still a Baby Girl. Not that Esther and Jax came to Outlands all that much anymore, but they still stopped by occasionally.

      “There're no kids around,” Cyana said, waving her hand. “If the adults can’t handle a little conversation about sex, they don’t have to listen.”

      “He said he wants more from me than a sexual relationship.” Leah was doing her best to get the conversation back on track. Of course, she managed to say that at the exact moment their server appeared at their table with their dinners. Now Esther wasn’t the only one blushing—only Cyana was unbothered. Cheeks flaming red, Leah couldn’t meet the young man’s eyes as he put her plate down in front of her.

      “Shrimp and grits, chicken cordon bleu, and the New York strip steak, medium rare,” he said, setting them down one at a time. Esther’s cheeks were a hot red, and she avoided looking at him as well—and when her gaze met Leah’s, she blushed even more furiously. “Anything else I can get for you ladies?”

      Was she imaging it, or did his voice have a little flirtation in it?

      “We’ll let you know,” Cyana said, smiling up at him. Of course, she wasn’t fazed at all. “Thank you.”

      “Absolutely.”

      Leah peeked up at him in time to see him wink at Cyana, who winked back. As soon as he was out of earshot, Leah leaned forward. Cyana was still watching him walk away.

      “He is half your age!”

      “Which means he’s in his twenties and needs someone to teach him a few things,” Cyana said with a grin, finally looking away and turning her attention to the steak in front of her. “But fine. Let’s get back to talking about you and Gavin not having sex.”

      “Oh my God, Cyana.” Esther scrunched in her seat, covering her face with her hands. “Can’t we talk about the therapy now and the sex later? After I’ve had a few more drinks, and we’re not in public?”

      “Fine,” Cyana sighed, then made a happy humming noise when she took her first bite of steak. Leah knew how she felt. The shrimp and grits were perfectly cooked, practically melting on her tongue. Damn, she’d needed this. “Are you going to go to therapy with him?”

      “Do you think I should?” Leah had to admit she was tempted. Seriously… Gavin in therapy? It felt like something she should witness firsthand. On the other hand, she still had a lot of resentment built up from when she’d been the one trying to get him to go with her. “I mean, he had his chance, years ago, and didn’t want it then. Why should I jump just because he finally decided to get on board?”

      “I guess it depends on what you want,” Cyana said thoughtfully. “If you want a second chance at a relationship with him—a real one, not the act-that-shall-not-be-named-in-public thing you’ve been doing for the past few years.” Esther scowled at her, but Cyana ignored it and kept going. “Then you might have to accept he was just very, very, very slow on the uptake.”

      “Better late than never?” Esther quipped. They all laughed, but Leah still felt unsettled.

      “Is it, though?” she asked, making the other two laugh again. She was only half-joking. They were right. The real question… was it too late?
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      Gavin

      The Outlands was hopping, as it always was on a Friday night. Leather and lace, sex and seduction, the sounds of pain and pleasure all intermingling. Unfortunately, he couldn’t enjoy it the way he normally did, when all he could think about was Leah and grit his teeth in frustration that she wasn’t here. He hadn’t been expecting her, but now that he knew she was dating, he wasn’t as confident about the nights she didn’t come in.

      Tomorrow, when she was actually out on a date, was going to be pure torture. Maybe he shouldn’t have put his hands on her last night. If he hadn’t kissed her, he wouldn’t be feeling this hopeful. For once, he wished his appointment with Dr. Silverwood was sooner rather than later. He wasn’t seeing her until next Wednesday, but he could use someone to talk everything out with.

      “Hey. Hey. Hey. Anyone home? Helloooooo in there?” Aiden waved his hand in front of Gavin’s face.

      Yeah, unfortunately, he was stuck with Aiden as a confidant for now.

      Sighing, he turned to face his friend, raising his eyebrow.

      “Do ye need something, laddie?”

      “Och, aye,” Aiden responded in the worst Scottish accent Gavin had ever heard. He had to suppress his smile. Yeah, his brogue had come through pretty thick, thanks to his roiling emotions. Thankfully, Aiden dropped the terrible accent. “What’s going on? You look like you’re barely paying attention to the scenes, and that never happens.”

      Gavin’s first instinct was to say nothing, but that wasn’t true, and he knew it wasn’t helpful. He’d seen Leah’s reaction when he’d shared some of his feelings in front of their friends. Seemed like it was something he was going to need to get more used to.

      “I can’t stop thinking about Leah.”

      To his surprise, Aiden recoiled, making the sign of the cross in front of himself as if he was trying to ward off evil. The horrified expression on his face was so exaggerated, it was comical.

      “Wait, seriously? You’re supposed to say, ‘I’m fine.’ Man up, man. I am not the right person for this.” Despite his reaction, and even though he was shaking his head, Aiden showed no signs of fleeing. He was a good friend, even if he was an ass.

      “You’re the only one who’s here, and you asked.”

      “Yeah, but you’re not supposed to give a real answer. Suppress that shit, man. Bury it deep. You’re fine. I’m fine. We’re all fine.” Aiden gestured to the club at large. “Everybody is fine. That was supposed to snap you out of it, not open up a conversation.”

      “You know you sound like a poster boy for toxic masculinity, right? Do you think it’s possible this worldview has anything to do with the fact you’ve been divorced twice?” Tilting his head at Aiden, Gavin raised his eyebrows, genuinely amused.

      Aiden only took a moment to think about the question. “Nah.”

      Snorting, Gavin couldn’t help but chuckle. His friend was a git sometimes, but he was entertaining. Dressed in his leathers and a vest, Gavin was surprised Aiden wasn’t out there, finding a likely submissive to scene with. When was the last time he’d seen Aiden actually do a scene? He frowned.
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