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      I’m going to do this. Yep. I am really, totally going to do this.

      Squaring her shoulders, Lexie pushed the front door to Stronghold open and stepped into the all too familiar lobby. A lobby that she’d spent far too much time in over the last year and a half, just as a way to get her foot in the door. Well she’d gotten that, and she’d even gotten past the door onto the main floor of the BDSM club. Unfortunately, her forward momentum seemed to have stalled out there.

      And she was so damned tired of waiting.

      It seemed like half her life had been spent waiting. Waiting for him to realize she was definitely interested in the lifestyle he led. Waiting for him to realize that working the front desk of Stronghold wasn’t scaring her off of the lifestyle, it was actually making her want it more. 

      Waiting for him to sweep her off her feet - or at the very least, push her onto her knees.

      She’d tried the waiting game. Acted the brat to get his attention when she felt like he’d been ignoring her for too long. Hoped that one day he’d lose his temper enough to actually punish her; to treat her like a real, adult woman, a sexual submissive, and not just the annoying little sister of his best friend.

      There were times, moments, when she saw flashes of attraction in his eyes. He hadn’t done a scene with any other woman since she’d started working here, not even when she’d had a boyfriend, so that had to mean something, didn’t it? The other submissives seemed to think so. Some of them had been kind of pissed at her about it at first, but none of them had tempted him into breaking his abstinence. Which Lexie was grateful for.

      She would have dealt with it, but it would have sucked. 

      By now he should be at least as sexually frustrated as she was. After all, she hadn’t done anything beyond making out with her last boyfriend. Trevor had been a poor distraction from Patrick. Honestly, it hadn’t really been fair to Trevor either, because she’d been using him. Then again, he’d been a jackass, so she hadn’t really felt bad about it at the end. 

      All of which had led her here. Today. Underneath her coat, all she had on was a blue waist cincher and a very skimpy, lacy black thong that contrasted beautifully with her creamy skin. 

      Well, that was all unless she counted the two silver hoops through her nipples, which were rubbing against the front of her coat and making her pussy cream at the exquisite sensation. She’d been covering them up and hiding them under her bras while they healed; letting her breasts bob freely felt wonderful now. Since her boobs weren’t exactly plentiful she’d never really needed to wear a bra until she’d gotten her nipples pierced and needed the barrier between the sensitive nubs and the rest of the world.

      It hadn’t hurt that bad when she’d had them done, but by the next day it had hurt like a bitch. Especially when her breasts brushed against anything. So the bra had served two purposes. A hardcore masochist, she was not. 

      “You can do this,” she muttered to herself, wiping damp palms against the short trench coat. 

      The club would be empty right now, except for him. Everyone who worked at the front desk knew that Patrick was always here long before the club opened, in his office working on the books or advertisements or whatever else he needed to do to keep the club running. He liked the quiet of this time of day, especially since when the club was open he preferred to be out on the floor. 

      She hadn’t told anyone she was going to be here today, which wasn’t like her. But she didn’t want the pressure of people waiting to hear how things went. Especially because things could definitely go horribly wrong. She was baiting the bear in his den, grasping the reins from a complete control freak, and hoping against hope that it wouldn’t blow up in her face.

      Hopefully this would prod him into some kind of real action. Getting jumped on and ravished would be nice, but she didn’t hold out much real hope for that. Maybe a spanking or some kind of punishment, something that would at least give her the chance to show him that she could take it. Even if he just agreed to let her onto the other floors in Stronghold where people were actually doing interesting things instead of making her stay on the main floor at the bar with all of their friends watching over her, in exchange for getting out of his office... she would take it. It would still be progress. 

      So he’d been her older brother’s best friend for years... that didn’t make him her older brother, even if being “like” her big brother was the excuse he used for bossing her around. She’d acquired a whole bevy of big brothers from Jake’s friends, all of them Doms at Stronghold, all of them super overprotective. Lexie called them the Sentinels, after the robots from the X-men. They were illogically, unwaveringly devoted to their cause since Jake shipped off to Afghanistan, and Patrick was their leader. Which was why she called him Master Mold.

      Slowly but surely, she’d been inserting herself into Patrick’s life at Stronghold, trying to show him that she could handle his needs - hell, that her needs were the same. Lexie preferred it when Patrick was bossing her around. It didn’t just turn her on, it made her feel grounded. She’d spent her entire life with bossy, older men, thanks to Jake and his group of alpha male friends. Sometimes she liked to poke at them, because it was fun, but she felt happiest when Patrick put his foot down and drew her back into line. He was the only one who ever did so; the rest of the guys always deferred to him.

      It made her feel secure. Cared for. Even treasured. Of course, it could also get a little smothering sometimes in a way she didn’t care for, and that’s when she tended to act out. It felt like she spent all her time wishing he would spank her or tie her down and tease her mercilessly until she was begging to orgasm. The kind of things the couples in their group did together, as Lexie watched enviously from the sidelines.

      She was so damn tired of watching from the sidelines. That thought helped her gather her courage. Her head tilted up, chin in the air, she squared her small shoulders, marching - as best she could on 4” heels - to Patrick’s office door.
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      Caught somewhere between exasperation and amusement, Patrick watched the security camera screen of Stronghold’s lobby as Lexie vacillated, obviously gathering her courage to come into his office. During normal club hours he didn’t often watch the front lobby camera, since he always had someone stationed at the door. 

      Of course, sometimes he’d take a peek just to see what Lexie was doing. What she was wearing. Just to check in on her. 

      Before his front door crew got here, however, he always had it up and running. Patrick didn’t like surprises. 

      Somehow, Lexie showing up early wasn’t exactly a surprise. He’d have to be completely blind to be unaware of her... interest... in him. The crush that she’d had since she was in high school. Back then he’d just thought it was cute. Now she was an adult, had been legal for years, and his cock had decided that cute was no longer the operative word. 

      But until Jake got back from Afghanistan, Patrick wasn’t going to go there. His best friend had asked him to keep an eye on Lexie while he was away, and, to Patrick’s mind, that did not involve bringing her home to sleep in his bed. Even if his body was clamoring to.

      Of course Jake understood that BDSM wasn’t abuse, but it was one thing to know so intellectually, and another to know that your best friend was tying your baby sister to his bed, shoving a plug up her ass, and fucking her until she screamed for mercy. And that was the most vanilla of Patrick’s fantasies when it came to his best friend’s little sister. 

      Not that the problems ended with her brother. Although, that was what Patrick had told all of his friends when they’d asked about what was going on between Lexie and himself. They thought he was holding back out of respect to Jake, and he was, but there was more to it than that. 

      Patrick didn’t kid himself. He was a control freak of the worst kind. More than that, he was stubborn as hell, overbearing, possessive, and excessively demanding. So far none of the submissives he’d dated had been able to handle that. Either they were unwilling to submit to him on the regular basis that he craved, needed, or they were too submissive. Unfortunately there just didn’t seem to be a lot of fiery rebellious brats that wanted to be kept in line close to 24/7. It seemed to be an either-or situation.

      But if he tried with Lexie and that blew up in his face, he stood to lose a lot more than just a girlfriend or even just his best friend. Lexie and Jake’s parents, the Standishes, were like family to him. His parents hadn’t been bad parents, exactly, or even neglectful... just indifferent. Patrick had been an accidental pregnancy, and he’d eventually realized his parents just didn’t quite know what to do with a kid. They’d done their best in their own way, but for most of his childhood, his own parents had treated him as a kind of mini-adult. 

      The only times he’d been able to let someone else be responsible for him, growing up, was when he was with the Standishes and Jake. His parents had a hands-off approach to raising a child, as long as he hadn’t gotten into trouble, they had pretty much let him do his own thing. It was a good thing that he’d been born responsible; where other kids might have acted out to get their parents’ attention, Patrick had just taken care of himself.

      Although just before Jake had announced that he was going back overseas, Patrick had been about to try and suss out how he would feel about his best friend going out with his little sister. Not that he would have jumped right in, but he’d just wanted to know what Jake would think. But once he knew the man was going overseas, back to Afghanistan, Patrick hadn’t wanted to worry him. It was one thing to see how Jake felt, and maybe see if Lexie was interested, while Jake was around to keep an eye on things; it was another to tell Jake that he was interested and then send him off into a potentially dangerous situation.

      Anyone else, and Patrick probably wouldn’t have given a flying fuck. He’d never considered anything but his own attraction, and the woman in question, when dating. But this was Jake, and that made all the difference. 

      Unfortunately, waiting sucked giant donkey balls. Especially since, not long after Jake had left, Lexie made it very clear that the attraction between them was very mutual. That she wanted to experiment with BDSM. Patrick longed to be the one to show her the ropes, literally, but he was determined to wait until Jake was back home. It was a matter of respect. 

      Plus, he’d been worried that Lexie would run screaming once she realized what he was into. Instead, she’d taken to the front desk of Stronghold like she was born to it, and it was all he could do to keep her in the more PG parts of the club. The idea of her exploring with anyone else made him want to put his fist through a wall, and he couldn’t take her downstairs or upstairs until Jake was home and he knew that he wouldn’t be getting a fist in his face for doing so.

      It had made his life difficult in any number of ways. For one, he’d stopped indulging in playing with any of the subs once she was there. It just seemed wrong. Which meant that his only sexual relief was being achieved by his hand. Rosy Palm and her five daughters had become his new harem, because he sure as hell wasn’t getting it from anywhere else. 

      Which really blew, because the hot little outfits that Lexie wore to work had him pounding his head on his desk on more than one occasion, before finally giving in and jerking off. Sometimes he felt like a perv just for looking at her, other times he found himself praying that Jake would be sent home from duty early. As long as it wasn’t because of an injury.

      He sat up straight as Lexie suddenly stopped pacing and squared her shoulders. The cute little trench coat she was wearing didn’t give him any hint of what lay beneath it, other than the fact that her legs were completely bare. Even though she was a petite little pixie, her legs still managed to look endlessly long when she was wearing those ridiculous five inch heels that made him want to lick her from her toes, up the insides of her legs all the way to her pussy.

      Don’t think about that.

      With a determined look on her face, she headed straight for his office door. Every cell in his body felt like it perked up and came to life. What was she going to do this time?

      Even though some of her antics infuriated him, he also got some kind of sick enjoyment from her taunting. Lexie had never been the type to give up once she decided she wanted something - and right now, she wanted him. He’d decided against telling her that he was waiting for her brother to get home, because if Jake wasn’t okay with this, then he didn’t want to drive a wedge between the siblings. He’d shoulder the blame himself. In the meantime, her tenacity made him hard as a rock and stoked his ego. She wanted him as much as he wanted her, even if she wasn’t thinking through the possible consequences.

      The door opened and Lexie came in. Seeing her in the short coat in the flesh was so much hotter than on camera. If his cock hadn’t already been aching, it would be now. 

      “Hello Pixie,” he said, purposefully keeping his voice mild. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “I know you think I don’t belong in the club,” she said, without any preamble. Her big blue eyes were trained on him, determined and also excited. There was only the slightest tremor in her voice. That kind of fierce spirit, tinged with just a hint of anxiety, from a submissive was exactly the kind of thing that turned him on the most. “I’ve decided to show you that you’re wrong.”

      Patrick opened his mouth, about to say something conciliatory, placating, the way he always did when she demanded entrance to the club, when she whipped off her coat and dropped it to the ground. He actually felt his eyes bulge, like some kind of cartoon character, as his hands gripped the desk in front of him so tightly that the wood creaked. 

      Holy. Fucking. Shit.

      The image of Lexie almost completely naked was going to be burned into his brain for the rest of his life. He could easily lick her from ankle to pussy if he wanted, a gloriously bare, waxed pussy. Patrick had seen a lot of pussies, he could tell when a woman had recently gotten a Brazilian. The tiny black lace thong she was wearing hid nothing from him, and it wouldn’t stop his tongue or his fingers. A blue waist cincher with a black lace overlay gave her an hourglass figure while leaving her breasts completely exposed. They weren’t more than a handful, but he already knew he lusted after that handful. She’d come in with nothing but tape over her nipples often enough.

      All of the guys in their group, himself included, had been relieved when she’d gone back to wearing bras. A couple of times he’d even wondered over it, because it wasn’t like Lexie to give up. He’d eventually concluded that maybe she thought that covering up was sexier than showing everything. Not that it had mattered to him, those sexy little bras had gotten him just as hard as the tape. 

      Now he knew what she’d been covering up and it felt like all the blood in his body was pooling in his groin, making him lightheaded.

      Silver hoops adorned perfect pink nipples, which jutted out in front of her like little pencil erasers. Patrick loved nice plump, long nipples like hers, especially pierced, like hers. He closed his eyes for a long moment and swallowed, but when he opened them, she was still standing there with her hands on her hips, a slight smirk on her face, looking like his personal wet dream come to life. 

      “So,” she drawled, her voice sultry as she looked at him, peeking underneath her extravagant eyelashes. He’d been too shocked to hide his expression from her, his sudden, intent interest, and she’d seen it. Recognized it. “Are you going to let me show you that I can handle being in the club?” 
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      It felt like her heart was going to pound out of her chest. Lexie had never seen that particular look on Patrick’s face before. She knew she’d taken a huge risk by coming here today. Not just that he’d kick her out, but that he’d take one look at her and she’d see his lack of interest.

      Ha.

      The hungry, almost feral, look in his eyes devoured her, his reaction too primal and too shocked to be faked. Her knees felt weak as his hot gaze seemed to slide across her skin, making her nipples even harder as her pussy began to cream. When she’d first walked in, she’d been too nervous to be turned on. Now she was making up for that.

      All she had to do was push him just a bit more, she could see how close he was to breaking. Maybe it was wrong to hope that his brain shut down in favor of his dick, but that’s what she needed... Patrick to stop thinking and start doing.

      “Please let me show you, Sir,” she said, catching the flash of hot desire in his eyes just before she lowered her own, tucking her hands behind her into the small of her back. A properly submissive position, one that she’d seen Adam put Angel in more than once when he didn’t have her kneeling. 

      “Step forward and put your hands on the desk.”

      Triumph and excitement rushed through her. Please... please let this not be a joke. The rough quality of his voice was so freaking hot it went straight down to her pussy. If he was going to order her around just to give her a lecture, she really would scream. Or punch him in the face.

      Not daring to look up, determined to show him how perfectly submissive she could be when she wanted to - and she did want to, for him - Lexie stepped forward and put her hands on the desk. Her heels were just high enough that she had to bend over a bit, her legs slightly spread to keep her balance.

      Peeking at him through her lashes, she bit her lip to hide her grin as she saw that he wasn’t looking at her face. Her pussy creamed even more to see his eyes trained on her nipples, with the pretty, silver hoops that she’d picked out just for him. It felt like the engorged buds were swelling even further under his gaze. He wanted her, he really did. Fuck yes.

      “Bend over. Down on your elbows.” His husky voice rolled through her, and she didn’t even think before she did exactly what he said. She loved that he was finally giving her orders that weren’t brotherly or just for her safety. Heart swirled inside of her, making her pussy clench as she did a mental happy dance, almost disbelieving that this was really happening. “Look directly down in front of you and don’t look up.”

      It wasn’t until she was in position that he moved, and even though she was dying to look at him again, to peek, she stayed perfectly still. There was no way she was going to mess this up now that he was finally giving her a chance. Because she knew this wasn’t just about proving that she was ready to get off the main floor of Stronghold, it was also about proving that she could handle him. To prove she could submit to him as well as challenge him – to prove she could be everything he’d ever needed or wanted in a woman.

      Besides, it didn’t matter that she couldn’t see him. She could feel him. What little body hair she did have was standing on end, as if attuned to him as he circled around her. Lexie bit her lip, willing herself to stand perfectly still as he stepped behind her, which would give him the perfect view of her upturned ass and her pussy. She could feel how wet she was, she could only imagine how it looked, especially since she’d gotten a Brazilian earlier this week. There wasn’t a single wisp of hair to give her pussy even the faintest hint of coverage.

      The sudden swat to her backside had her jerking forward, gasping, at the unexpected blow. A gentle hand came down on the small of her back, just underneath the waist cincher.

      “Stay still.”

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      It was the first time in her life that she’d been spanked and it was making her want to moan. The initial contact hurt, it stung, but as soon as his hand lifted away, she could feel the warmth on her cheek spreading straight to her core. Her pussy contracted every time he spanked her, her legs wobbling slightly as she struggled to maintain her position.

      Lexie had read books, she’d watched movies, and they’d always turned her on, but some secret part of her had also worried that maybe she just liked the idea. She’d been scared that when she got into position, when Patrick actually - finally - spanked her, that it would turn her off. No such worries at all. 

      Yeah, it hurt, but it hurt so good. She’d never felt anything like it. Her butt was feeling warmer with every blow, it stung a little bit more with every swat, and yet she wanted to lift her butt up for more. Even when tears started to well in her eyes, her body’s reaction to the pain that was starting to flare as he spanked her, she still didn’t want him to stop. This was what people in the club meant when they talked about pain and pleasure melding together, the strange high that the mixture brought with it. 

      It was everything she had dreamed it would be and more. The only thing that would make it better was if there was a mirror somewhere so that she could watch. She wanted to see Patrick’s face, to watch his hand come down on her ass. Just thinking about it made her even hotter and wetter. She could imagine him doing this and then stepping behind her fully, fucking her in exactly this position while her ass was still all hot and red from the spanking.

      Instead, when the blows stopped, he pulled her up and into his arms. Lexie sank against him, feeling soft and warm and a little bit sniffly. Her eyes were wet with her tears and her bottom was throbbing, but it was all worth it to be pressed up against Patrick like this after being spanked by him. So what if he was wearing a shirt? She kind of liked the fact that she was naked and he wasn’t. She especially liked that she could feel his cock digging into her stomach. There was no way he could deny his attraction to her now.

      A little bit of aftercare before the fucking wasn’t going to kill her... and this was nice. Sweet. Tender. Loving.

      Then he ruined it by opening his mouth. 

      “You can’t dress like this in the club again, Pixie. No showing off those rings while you work for me, do you hear me? Not ever.”

      Despite his massive erection - and it was definitely massive - his voice was no longer hot and needy. It was flat. Controlled. Distant. Lexie pulled back, pushing at his chest so that he loosened his arms enough for her to tip her head back and look at him directly in the face. Her eyes wide, tears still staining her cheeks. For a moment, she thought she saw a flicker of passion again before he shut it down.

      “Is that why you spanked me?” she asked in complete disbelief. “For what I’m wearing?”

      He hesitated for just a moment before nodding.

      Damn him. Damn him to hell and back. Even if this really had been a test, he was going to deny it again now. Deny them. Lexie pushed harder at him, her fury rising, and he let her go. She almost stumbled back, and he reached out to catch her, but she knocked his hand away, righting herself on her own.

      Even now, he looked so freaking good. Tall, imposing, wearing black leather pants and a dark green t-shirt that clung to his muscles. The scar that ran down the side of his face just made him look dangerous, even though she’d been there the day he’d gotten it. But that stupid, closed expression on his face made her want to smack him at the same time she wanted to jump his bones. 

      “Go home and change into something appropriate before you come back for your shift.” Avoiding her gaze, pretending he didn’t have an erection that was threatening to tear open the front of his pants, he walked back around to his side of the desk and sat down.

      No. Fucking. Way. She’d done everything perfectly dammit! She’d held still, she hadn’t peeked, and if he didn’t know how turned on she was from getting spanked then he was fucking blind. He was just going to blow her off? 

      Fuck. 

      That.

      “Seriously? That’s it? That’s all you have to say to me?”

      “That’s it.” The jackass didn’t even look at her. 

      Tears sparked in her eyes. She felt humiliated. Not because of what they’d just done together, that had been mind-blowing, but because she’d put herself out there and been rejected again. He wanted her and he still rejected her. Because he had all the control, all the power, and she kept giving it to him. It was time to do what she’d been balking at for weeks now. It was time to safe word. Metaphorically, that is.

      “I quit.” It was almost a shock to hear that snarling, growling voice coming from her own mouth. She’d never heard herself sound like that before. Neither had Patrick. His head jerked up in surprise. Then his jaw clenched, and he nodded.

      “Fine.”

      “Fine.”

      Snatching up her coat, Lexie pulled it back over herself with jerky, angry movements, spinning on her heel so that he wouldn’t see the tears in her eyes. The fabric brushed against her ass, which was still hot and sensitive from the spanking she’d just received. She felt exposed and vulnerable, and not in a good way like she had when she’d been bent over his desk. 

      “Pixie...” His voice followed her out the door, but she slammed it behind her, practically running to get out of there. Thanking her lucky stars the lobby was still empty. 

      That stupid nickname. That stupid man. 

      In her car, Lexie took several deep breaths to keep from sobbing. She had to get out of there and she couldn’t do it while she was crying. If she took too long, there was always a chance Patrick might come out here after her and she was so done with him for the day. She had about an hour until her friends were gathering at Olivia’s, and she was so, so glad that she’d chosen to do this before a girls’ night. She was going to need some serious girl time after today.

      Possibly some therapy too.
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      Elbows firmly planted on the desk, hands on his scalp, Patrick rubbed them over his head. Wrong head to be rubbing over, but his erection had wilted at the look on Lexie’s face as she’d run out of the lobby. The hurt. The tears that had nothing to do with being spanked. 

      Fuck she’d been perfect. 

      Defiant. Submissive. Needy. Eager. 

      It had killed him to pull back, to pull away, but he’d known that if he hadn’t gotten himself under control, he would have taken her right then and there. Bent over his desk. And then what would he have said to Jake? 

      With a groan, Patrick pushed away from the desk. He needed to get out of this room. As if he was ever going to be able to sit in here ever again without thinking about Lexie and picturing her perfect, hot pink ass, bisected by that tiny black string, in his mind. Or her shock and hurt at his rejection.

      When Jake finally got home, if he didn’t punch Patrick in the face for even daring to think about Lexie in a non-brotherly way, Patrick was going to have a lot of making up to do. Maybe it was a good thing that she’d quit, now he wouldn’t have to deal with temptation on such a regular basis. On the other hand, he was going to miss having her around too.

      He just couldn’t win.
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      Girls’ nights were the best. As soon as they saw she was upset, Lexie’s friends surrounded her with their love and warmth. They’d put her in the center of the couch, with Angel and Olivia on either side of her. Both of them were the mother-hen type. Olivia was the only Domme in the group, but unless Adam was around, Angel was more than a match for her bossiness. Across from her, Jessica and Hilary were looking at her worriedly, while Maria, Rick’s girlfriend and the newest member of their group, kept glancing at everyone else as if trying to figure out what was going on.

      Olivia brushed a strand of hair back from Lexie’s face, her touch so gentle and caring that it made tears spring to Lexie’s eyes again. “What happened honey?”

      “Okay...” She took a deep breath, glancing at Maria again. Although she was pretty sure the other women knew exactly how she felt about Patrick, she didn’t want Maria to feel left out just because she didn’t know the background. “I’ve never actually come right out and said, but I think everyone knows I have a thing for Patrick.” Ha, that was putting it mildly, but saying that she had a crush seemed like understating the issue and saying that she was madly in love with him just sounded overdramatic. Everyone nodded, including Maria, which made her smile just a little bit. Yeah, as she’d gotten more desperate for Patrick to wake up and smell the coffee, she’d also gotten a lot more obvious. “So today, I decided to go for it. I showed up at Stronghold and told him I had something I wanted to show him...”

      Recounting it for her friends made her heart ache, even though she kept the story to a bare minimum. Their excitement over her nipple rings helped though, especially when they started laughing about the probable reaction of all the guys. By which they meant, their men. All of whom were Jake’s friends and acted like her big brothers. Her Sentinels.

      It fit too, because they all just blindly followed orders (mostly Patrick’s) about her, whether it was what she wanted and whether it was even necessary or not. She called Patrick Master Mold, after the lead Sentinel. Because that’s exactly what he was. Even Jake wasn’t as protective of her as Patrick was, which she used to think was a good thing.

      “I did everything perfectly dammit. I did exactly what he told me to, but all he did was spank me and then kick me out of his goddamn office. He told me I wasn’t allowed to dress like that in the club, ever, as long as I was working for him... so I told him... I told him I quit.”

      It wasn’t exactly professional, quitting without notice, but she still couldn’t regret that she’d done it. As soon as she told them, Angel pulled her into a hug, and then Olivia came in from the other side, and suddenly Lexie found herself in a pile of women, all telling her how awesome she was and that she’d done the right thing and that if he couldn’t see what was right in front of him then he was a blind idiot. The tears that Lexie had been holding back surged, and she found herself sobbing into Angel’s shoulder, surrounded by the loving warmth of her best friends.

      They might all be older than her, but she’d always been more comfortable with people who were. Probably Jake and Patrick’s fault, since they’d always let her hang out with them, and their friends had done the same.

      Her sobs finally started to slow, and the other women pulled back; Olivia handed her a tissue to blow her nose. Angel kept her arm wrapped around Lexie, lending her support.

      “I just thought... I don’t know what I was thinking. I’ve had a crush on him for so long, and then I grew up and I think I might be in love with him, but how can I be in love with someone that I’ve never done anything romantic with?” She sniffled again. Not that it mattered. She’d tried to date other guys, to get over him, but everything always came back to Patrick. Besides, would she feel this heartbroken if she wasn’t at least a little in love with him? “He was just always my white knight, you know? Rushing in to save me from whatever... but then instead of getting kissed, I always got a pat on the head.”

      Angel squeezed her. “I’m sorry honey, but sometimes your knight in shining armor is just another idiot in tinfoil.”

      Staring up at her, Lexie choked on a giggle. Then giggled again, and then suddenly everyone was laughing hysterically... it was somehow all too easy to picture Patrick wrapped in tinfoil, stomping alongside her or hovering over her in the lobby of Stronghold. Scaring off all her other potential suitors along the way. Like he’d done whenever he thought one of them wasn’t good enough for her. Which seemed to be all of them.

      “I think he definitely has more than friendly or brotherly feelings for you,” Olivia said, looking around the room for support, and getting a bunch of nodding heads in return. The redheaded Domme had known Patrick for a long time, and she was really good at reading people. Lexie felt a little surge of hope that Olivia thought Patrick was into her. Yeah, she’d gotten hope today when he’d been turned on, but maybe that had just been a standard male reaction to a naked woman. She’d started to doubt that it had anything to do with her personally. “He just doesn’t know what to do about them. He’s the biggest control freak out of the bunch, and he has no control over how you’ve grown up. My guess is he has no idea what to do now that he sees you as a woman and not a little sister.”

      Lexie rolled her eyes. “It’s not that hard. Naked girl in front you, insert penis here.” She pointed between her legs, at which point Angel lost it completely and burst out laughing again, setting off another round of hilarity. Lexie smiled, a little reluctantly, because she hadn’t actually meant it to be funny. She was still hurt over being so thoroughly rejected... seriously, what guy didn’t want to stick his dick in a naked and willing chick when she was standing right in front of him? 

      “So... if you quit, are you able to go back to the club?” Maria asked, once they all got their giggles under control. 

      “I can bring her, any time she wants to go,” Olivia said. Her smile was almost evil. “In fact, it would be my pleasure.”

      “Yeah, but that’s not really going to help the issue,” Lexie said sadly. It wasn’t like she hadn’t thought about that in the past, but it just wasn’t the same. “All the guys still see me as a little girl. What I need is to actually do a scene at the club; prove to them that I’m old enough to know what I want, that this is what I want, and I can handle it, but there’s no way Patrick would approve me for an Introductory Scene.”

      “I could do a scene with you,” Olivia offered, although she didn’t look very enthusiastic about it.

      Lexie immediately shook her head. “No, although thank you. But it’s the same problem. They’ll see you as safe because we’re friends and no matter what you do, they’ll feel like you’re going easy on me. Plus it’s not like there’ll be any sexual tension. They’ll think it’s like play time or something, or like you’re placating me... Patrick will find any excuse to see something other than what I’m trying to show him. I’ve learned that lesson by now. I need to shove it in their faces, in a way that they can’t ignore, but there isn’t a single Dom there that would help me do that. Whenever I’ve been on the main floor, no one even approaches me. They’re all too intimidated to do something that might cause trouble with Patrick or the rest of the Sentinels.”

      Silence fell over the room, and Lexie curled in on herself. She’d been going over all these same problems in her head for far too long and hadn’t been able to come up with a better plan than the one that had failed so miserably today. Obviously the other women were at a loss too. Jessica and Hilary were looking at each other like they were having a silent conversation, but they didn’t know any more Doms than Lexie did. Definitely none outside of their group of friends. Jessica was in a threesome relationship with two guys, but they were two very possessive guys who didn’t share with anyone but each other. Hilary was even newer to the scene than Jessica and newly engaged to her fiancé, Liam, and she’d never had a chance to get to know any of the other Doms either.

      Olivia had been at the club the longest, but Lexie knew all the same Doms that she did, and she knew they wouldn’t help.

      “I know someone who likes to cause trouble,” Angel said suddenly. Lexie turned to look at her, but she was looking thoughtfully out into the distance, straightening her posture as she began to look more and more excited. Her slightly almond-shaped eyes, compliments of her half-Asian heritage, narrowed even further as a gleeful little smile spread across her lips. “I know someone who likes to cause trouble, has a membership, all of them would take seriously, and would probably be happy to help...”

      Hope rushed into Lexie’s chest, making her heart pound as Angel jumped up and ran over to her purse, all eyes following her. The beeping noise of the phone as Angel selected a contact and hit the call button seemed incredibly loud in the silent room. Holding the phone to her ear, Angel’s eyes lit up. The room was so quiet that everyone could hear the deep murmur of a man’s voice answering the phone, but it wasn’t one that Lexie immediately recognized. She grinned at them, eyes dancing with mischief.

      “Hey pretty boy,” she purred.

      That rush of hope clawed its way up Lexie’s chest and into her throat, making it hard for her to breathe. Angel was a freaking genius.
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      Having barricaded himself in his office, Patrick did his best to ignore the little bit of noise that made it through his thick door from the club. Last night had been the first night without Lexie at the front desk, knowing that she wasn’t going to come back. She hadn’t answered his call today either. He hadn’t expected her to, but some part of him had still hoped that she would. It had surprised him how much he missed having her at the club.

      Even though he’d become used to her presence, he didn’t think he’d actually miss her. Perhaps worry about what she was doing, now that she wasn’t right where he could look at her whenever he wanted, but not miss her. He kept reaching for the phone, wanting to call up to the front desk to share things with her - funny thoughts or observations - the way he always did, only to remember she was no longer there. Every time he glanced at the security camera display he expected to see her, and felt the disappointment when he didn’t. It was different from the way he felt on her nights off, because this time he knew she wasn’t going to be coming back.

      So tonight he’d started to ignore the screens entirely for once, completely trusting the Dungeon Monitors to handle everything, without him overseeing the whole club. The less he looked, the easier it was for him not to think about how Lexie was never coming back.

      Not that she was ever far from his mind. How could she be when he was sitting at the desk that he’d spanked her over? Flashing silver rings seemed to glint at the edges of his vision, his memory turning over how fucking hot she’d looked as she’d submitted to him. How fucking bad he’d wanted her. How much it fucking sucked to have to wait until her brother got home. He should really Skype Jake and see if he knew when he was coming home yet. The last time they’d talked, Jake had thought sometime in October or November, but he hadn’t had a hard date yet.

      The phone rang, distracting Patrick from his musings. He realized that he’d been staring at the same sheet of numbers for the past five minutes without even seeing it. So much for doing the accounting. With a groan, he reached out to pick up the phone without even looking at it. If someone was calling into the office, it usually meant something had gone wrong.

      “What?”

      “Get out here. Now.”

      Andrew’s voice was thick with the kind of tension that had Patrick springing to his feet. He didn’t consider asking what was going on, he just slammed the phone down and headed straight for the door from his office into the club. The bouncer on duty tonight was a newer Dom, named Eric, who couldn’t quite afford the membership dues to the club, so was working in exchange for lower fees. He was a good man, a steady man, but he wouldn’t be as good at spotting trouble as the long-time members.

      There was no way Andrew would be calling Patrick out of his office, sounding like that, for anything small.

      The second he entered the main floor of the club, Patrick’s eyes darted around. He was used to taking in the big picture and focusing on whatever was out of place, but right now it wasn’t hard to figure out what the problem was. The Lounge area where unattached subs congregated was almost empty, and those that were still kneeling there were watching the bar with the same interest as the few couples who were on the dance floor. Some of them weren’t even dancing, they were just swaying slightly, their attention too caught by the drama at the bar. 

      That’s where most of the people in the room were, the majority of them clustered at the center of the bar.

      Possessive fury flamed sudden and hot inside Patrick’s chest as he focused on the combatants in the center of the stare-down. Andrew had his arms crossed over his chest, glaring at Michael Waverly, who had one hand on the back of Lexie’s neck. Her short black hair was clipped back from her face, so he could clearly see her mulish expression as she glared up at Andrew, who didn’t take his focus from Michael. The short black skirt and bright blue bustier she was wearing screamed “Ready to Play,” to any Dom who observed her.

      The other subs were ranged around her. Not just Angel, Hilary, Jessica and Maria, but also others that she’d befriended during her time working at the front desk. Ellie, who was Andrew’s most frequent play partner, had positioned herself at Lexie’s side - although she was also shooting little looks at Michael. Possibly disapproving, but in his distraction, Patrick couldn’t quite interpret what those little looks meant. The only reason he even noticed was because she was the only sub whose focus wasn’t entirely on Andrew. He looked like he was holding back an army of rebelling submissives.

      Off to the side, perched on a bar stool, sat Olivia, looking like Queen Bee. The fiery-haired Domme was stunning in all black leather that clung to her like a second skin. Her legs were crossed, and the look of amusement on her face was completely out of place with everyone else’s expressions.

      Dammit.

      Patrick knew exactly who she was going to side with. Every step he took towards the group felt like he was actually being pushed, down into a pit where would be impossible to escape, and yet he couldn’t do anything else. Lexie was here, in his club and ready to scene, but with another man.

      Probably the only man who would have dared to do this. Master Michael didn’t come to the club very often, he’d been too busy, but he’d had a membership for a long time. It had lapsed when he’d moved away and then been reinstated on his return. A decision Patrick was definitely regretting now. Like Andrew and Chris, Michael was a bit of a prankster with a penchant for trouble. Unlike them, he didn’t have a history that would make him feel brotherly towards Lexie.

      “Move Andrew, you’re being ridiculous,” Lexie said, biting out the words. Patrick could see the tension along her slender shoulders. With her arms crossed under her breasts, the small mounds were pushed even further up than they had been by the bustier. 

      As if sensing his approach, Angel turned her head and saw him, her eyes widening. She reached out to her side and grabbed Jessica’s hand, alerting her. Not that they looked any less rebellious. If anything, they looked more defiant than ever. Probably because they knew their asses were going to be grass once their Doms found out what they’d been up to. They shouldn’t be at the club by themselves, period, much less involved in a mass revolt. Which every single one of them knew damn well that it was.

      Their awareness of him passed through to the others next to them. Both Hilary and Maria were avoiding his gaze, but then, Hilary was extremely submissive and Maria didn’t know him as well as the others did. Not that it made either of them step back, of course. Even the other little subbies who would normally fear his wrath were bracing themselves. Dammit. It didn’t look like anyone was going to be backing down any time soon.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, pitching his voice to carry. Not that he needed to be very loud. Conversation around the club had completely stopped, so, other than the music, there was no sound for him to compete against. 

      Lexie stiffened, but didn’t turn her head. He felt like growling as he saw Michael’s fingers stroke her neck soothingly before he turned to face Patrick. Holding Lexie by her neck was a surefire way to keep control over her, especially if it was stroked or massaged, something that Patrick knew damn well because he was the one that had trained her to it. She probably didn’t even realize how she responded immediately to pressure on her neck, he’d been doing it for so long.

      “Your bartender is keeping us from going downstairs,” he said, mildly, although his hazel eyes flashed with amusement that didn’t quite go with the neutral expression on his face. Andrew bristled. Not too surprisingly, since he and Michael had actually become pretty good friends. The other Dom would see this as a kind of betrayal.

      “Lexie’s not allowed downstairs.”

      He kept his gaze on Michael’s face as Lexie opened her mouth, her eyes blazing, but Michael’s grip on her neck tightened a bit and she pressed her lips together in a straight line. Letting Michael continue to speak for her. It fucking killed Patrick to see her responding to another Dom. The inside of his chest felt like it was tightening around his lungs. 

      “I was informed Lexie no longer works for you,” Michael said coolly. A murmur of agreement went through the subs surrounding them, a few of them crossing their arms over their chests and nodding. “Therefore, you have no authority over her in the capacity of an employee. My membership has been approved to allow me to bring in a submissive, of my choice, to scene with for the evening. I have chosen Lexie.”

      Patrick’s jaw clenched, his mind racing as he fought for control over his emotions. The determined, defiant jerk of Lexie’s chin made him want to spank her ass again. Anger swirled, along with a sense of loss. He was on the verge of telling Michael that his membership was canceled and to get the fuck out when Olivia hopped up from her perch. 

      “It’s clearly written out in your rules, Patrick,” she said, her voice hard. Those dazzling grey eyes of her were as unyielding as slate. A small smile grew on her face, but it didn’t reach those stony eyes. “The only right you would have to deny them a scene would be if someone else claimed Lexie as his or her submissive.”

      From the emphasis she put on ‘someone else,’ Olivia made it clear she meant him. Beside Lexie, Michael stood waiting and looking entirely nonchalant, as if it didn’t matter to him what Patrick’s decision was. But the stillness in the other submissives standing there, and the Doms hovering on the outskirts, indicated they were all waiting to see what Patrick would do.

      If he denied Michael, it would undermine all of their trust in him. He made the rules, if he didn’t follow him, then why should they?

      His fists clenched. Goddamn it all to fucking hell.

      They’d planned every last detail of this. He didn’t believe for one second that Lexie had come up with this on her own, and his quick appraisal of her friends confirmed that. Angel might look as defiant as Lexie, but she also looked nervous. Out of all Patrick’s friends, Adam was probably the strictest, and he was not going to be happy with her. Especially because she’d involved Michael. Adam and Michael got along fairly well now, but he still struggled with the fact that Angel had a bunch of very close guy friends and that her friendship with Michael had always been flirtatious.

      Liam rarely punished his fiancé, Hilary, but Patrick doubted she was going to get away with a light spanking for showing up at Stronghold without him there, not to mention in support of Lexie getting into the downstairs portion of the club. Maria looked like she was ready to bolt, but she was also the newest member of their little group and probably felt like she’d fallen in way over her head. Privately, Patrick was surprised that Jessica had managed to get away from both of her boyfriends in order to be here tonight. All of them had probably lied their asses off to do so. Which would mean even more punishment coming their way.

      Lexie had known Eric was going to be working as bouncer tonight. He was the only one who would have let her through the door without contacting Patrick, because he was too new to know better. He was also the only one who wouldn’t realize her friends shouldn’t be here without their Doms. Having Michael and Olivia with them would have been enough, he wouldn’t have thought twice about letting them in without notifying anyone. 

      Obviously Patrick was going to have to do a more thorough job training anyone who spent time at the front door. Although, now that Lexie wasn’t working for him, it wasn’t like she’d know what the schedule was after this week anyway. Jared or Will would have never let her in without contacting him first.

      The public stand-off worked in Lexie’s favor too. He had to follow his own rules or invite chaos, not to mention a lack of respect from everyone else in here for not following his own goddamn rules. 

      “She hasn’t had an Introduction scene,” he said, his voice clipped, even though he knew that the excuse wasn’t going to work.

      “Michael can handle it,” Olivia said, raising her eyebrow at him. If it had been anyone other than Olivia, he probably would have taken them out front to go a few rounds in the parking lot. But Patrick didn’t hit women, he only spanked, whipped, flogged and caned them when they begged him to - nicely. Besides, if he was being 100% honest with himself, he wasn’t sure he’d come out on top. Olivia took her Krav Maga seriously, and he doubted she’d have any real concern about damaging him, whereas he would never be able to make himself go all out against her. “Besides, you don’t require an Introduction scene for submissives who come in with an established Dom.”

      No, he didn’t, although he usually assigned someone to ‘oversee’ any new couple in the club for their first few scenes. Just as a precaution. Not that Michael was new exactly but... fuck, he was going to regret this.

      “Fine. Andrew, get back to work.” There was a loud exhalation, as if everyone suddenly started breathing again all at the same time. It would have been funny if he wasn’t so righteously pissed off. He looked Michael directly in the eye. “I’m going to be overseeing.”

      Master Michael raised one haughty eyebrow. Damn, he was nearly as good as Olivia at that. Beside him, Lexie looked like she was caught between being thrilled and scared.

      Patrick could only hope scared would win out. 
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      “Holy shit.” Hilary’s soft voice didn’t carry far, probably only Lexie and the others within a two foot radius of her could hear it, but it was enough to help break the tension she was feeling. The pretty blonde almost never cursed. She was incredibly outgoing and bubbly, but she was also incredibly prim in some ways. In fact, Lexie was pretty sure that she could count the number of times she’d heard Hilary curse on one hand.

      Swallowing hard, she was tempted to drop a few choice words of her own, but she didn’t want Patrick to see how anxious she was. She’d had no idea whether or not this would really work. Just getting into the club had been a major victory. Poor Eric, she hoped she hadn’t gotten him into trouble. It wasn’t his fault that he was new and she’d taken advantage of that. Patrick was fair though, he wouldn’t blame Eric for something he had no control over. Especially because Patrick would blame himself for not giving Eric the four-one-one. But she knew that this was the first, last and only time she’d be able to get into the club without Patrick knowing the second she set foot inside the door.

      Only Michael’s steady presence and soothing hand on the back of her neck had kept her from doing anything stupid. Like opening her big mouth and saying something disrespectful enough to get her kicked out of the club. Respecting the Doms, especially those who worked there, was a big thing. Respecting Patrick even more so, and she had to remember to curb her temper and her tongue, something she wasn’t used to doing. Michael had also kept her from her immediate impulse to drop to her knees and beg Patrick’s apology as he looked at her with those big, angry, hurt, chocolate eyes.

      She kind of felt like she’d kicked a puppy. Not that Patrick resembled a puppy in any way, except for the eyes.

      The only thing keeping her from feeling too guilty was that Patrick was obviously not going to step in the way she’d secretly hoped. She’d known from the beginning there was no way she was going to get downstairs without some kind of confrontation. Olivia had promised there was nothing Patrick could do to stop them, not without seriously undermining himself, and she’d stepped in just in time to keep him from saying anything he’d regret, but there was another option too. If Patrick had claimed her, or asked her if he could take over, she could have chosen to go with him instead of Master Michael. 

      Instead he was just going to watch? If he didn’t have those puppy dog eyes, she’d be feeling pretty hurt and rejected herself, but she could tell he was upset in a way that had nothing to do with big brother feelings. Not like Andrew, who looked like he wanted to kick Michael’s ass. She really hoped this didn’t mess up their friendship, although honestly she couldn’t figure out why it would anyway.

      Why was it anyone’s business who she hooked up with? Or scened with? She could kind of understand Patrick’s reluctance because of his friendship with Jake, but why did everyone think they got a say in who she dated? And the whole thing with Jake was why she was doing this now!

      She didn’t think her brother would be thrilled about her going to Stronghold, but this was what she wanted. It was what turned her on. There’s no way he’d prefer her going to a different club, when this was the safest and closest one in the area, not to mention, it was filled with people who would watch out for her. The hardest part would be if she and Patrick started dating, and then it didn’t work out. That’s why she wanted to try and push her fantasies about Patrick into reality now, before her brother came home. Having him home would just put more pressure on them, because he’d always be looking over their shoulders.

      It was one thing to come home to see her in an established relationship, where she could say without hesitation that Patrick and his particular kinks were what she wanted, rather than Jake having to sit back and watch them make those awkward first steps. She didn’t want the awkward first steps of a relationship to be complicated by her brother breathing down their necks, watching their every move. Everyone else was already going to be. Not that it was really anyone’s business but hers and Patrick’s. This was just another step in her plan to make him notice her as a woman, rather than as a little sister, and she knew it was working. She just had to get him to admit it. Preferably soon, so she could show him she could handle his lifestyle before Jake returned.

      She had no doubts about what she wanted. At the very least, she needed to try, because all she could do was fantasize about Patrick, and it ruined every single relationship she’d ever tried to have. None of the guys she dated ever had the same kind of confidence or sexy authority he did. Not even the other Doms in the club interested her as much, although some of them did get her kind of hot and bothered. But she knew Patrick, so her emotions were all tangled up in her attraction. She was tired of dating guys, constantly comparing them to Patrick, and finding them lacking. Maybe if Patrick would just give in, they’d find something amazing.

      Patrick watching her scene, rather than butting in caveman style and carrying her off to perform his own, kind of chafed, although she supposed it was better than him storming off to his office and ignoring her completely. Who knew, maybe she’d find out tonight if BDSM as a thing, more than Patrick, which got her motor running. Master Michael was supposed to be one of the best Sadist Doms in the club, although he rarely came in to play. Even the submissives who were supporting her tonight seemed a little jealous she’d taken his services off the table for anyone else, for the evening.

      None of her boyfriends had ever been able to really do the dominance and submission thing with her, although a couple had been willing to try spanking her. Unfortunately, it had only reiterated the difference between a guy who was willing to try spanking and the authoritative dominants who came to Stronghold. If Patrick was just going to watch, then at least she’d be able to find out if she could hack it in the club. Maybe this was better anyway, she could have a scene with a seriously hot alpha Dom and see what she enjoyed without wondering if she was enjoying the scene for itself or because of Patrick. It’s not like being touched all over by Michael was going to be a hardship. His deep, soulful eyes, framed by the hair brushing his cheekbones, and his lean muscles made him a major hottie by her standards. 

      “Come on, sweetheart,” Master Michael said, his fingers stroking her neck again as he started forward. She knew the guy was an actor, but his complete nonchalance was still kind of astounding. There was nothing in his voice to suggest Patrick had at all intimidated him; not even his hand trembled. Lexie felt like trembling, just a little bit. “Let’s go introduce you to the Dungeon.”

      Because she was peeking at Patrick, she saw his eyes flash at Master Michael’s eager tones. She bit her lip, to keep from saying something snippy. Like, if he was jealous, then he should man up. Definitely the kind of thing she needed to hold back while she was in the club.
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      The gentle sway of Lexie’s skirt as she moved down the stairs was almost hypnotic. Although Patrick would have enjoyed the view more if it hadn’t included seeing Michael’s hand on the back of her neck. His own hands stayed clenched at his side, keeping him from reaching down and pulling the other man’s hand away. Or punching him in the face for daring to touch her. 

      Behind them, the submissives were already dispersing back to the Lounge. Patrick glanced over his shoulder in time to see Andrew pointing firmly at a table, gathering his friends’ girlfriends there. Angel tossed her hair but obeyed; the other three sat more quickly. Reassured that Andrew was going to handle them and contact their men, he turned his attention back to the woman in front of him and had to stifle a growl.

      Lexie was pushing the envelope, but Patrick had to stay hands off. He was definitely going to be e-mailing Jake tonight, begging him for a definite return date. Although he’d have to wait a day or two to let Jake settle in once he got home, before asking how Jake would feel about his best friend dating his little sister. 

      Dating her. Tying her up and spanking her hot little ass. Again. Only this time with a more satisfying finale.

      He was so attuned to her that he heard her soft gasp, despite all the other noise, as she got her first good look at the full Dungeon. The only other times she’d seen it had been when she’d decorated the club for a theme night party, one of her better ideas even if he hated to admit it. She’d never seen the Dungeon when it was being used. Patrick looked around the room, trying to see it through the eyes of a newcomer, rather than as the familiar scene he was so accustomed to. 

      It wasn’t as full as it normally was at this time of night, probably because people had been drawn to Lexie and Andrew’s standoff upstairs, but more than one submissive was bent over a spanking bench. One was being spanked, another flogged, and the third was being fucked hard from behind, her glowing red bottom indicating she’d already been thoroughly worked over by her Dom. The glazed ecstasy on her face was breathtaking, exactly the kind of thing a dominant wanted to see. There were two more submissives across the room, restrained to the Saint Andrews crosses. One of them, Frank, was panting as Mistress Lisa snapped her crop at his dark red balls, which were tightly wrapped beneath his straining cock. 

      Michael came to a halt, letting Lexie get in a good look of the room. Even from behind, Patrick could see her hesitation, and he remembered Jake wasn’t the only reason he’d been holding himself back from Lexie. She might think she was submissive, but it was one thing to fantasize about it and another to face the reality of submission. The trust necessary to give over control to someone else and let them take charge was easier in a fantasy. Lexie had taken the spanking in his office very well, and she’d done everything he’d told her to, but that didn’t necessarily mean she’d be able to go deeper. A spanking now and then wasn’t going to be good enough for him. 

      As much as it was truly going to suck giant monkey balls to watch her scene with Michael, maybe it was better this way. If she safe worded, if she couldn’t handle it, if it turned out she was just acting submissive because of her crush on him, then it would come out when she scened with someone else. Not being involved in the scene himself, Patrick would be able to watch every flicker of her expression, every nuance of her body language, as an objective observer rather than a participant.

      If she wasn’t into it, if she freaked out, then they were never going to work anyway. 

      After a good long look around the room, she nodded her head firmly and looked up and Michael, completely ignoring Patrick, who had moved to the side of them so he could see her face. She still looked determined. But was her reaction one of a submissive who had been overwhelmed by the sudden visual stimuli, or of a young woman who was determined to prove she was into kink because she had feelings for someone who did?

      He almost groaned aloud as Michael approached one of the chains hanging from the ceiling. Patrick had supposed the Dom would put her on one of the benches or crosses, since this was her first time, rather than exposing her completely to the rest of the room. Of course, he’d only be able to access one side of her if he did that, which was probably why he’d chosen the chains. Setting down the bag he was carrying, Michael gave Lexie a reassuring wink. 

      “Don’t look so scared, honey. I’m not going to hurt you. Much.” The leer at the end of his sentence was much less reassuring than his wink, but it seemed to ease her tension as well. 

      Patrick ground his teeth, positioning himself about ten feet away from them along the wall in between the doors to the private rooms. Close enough to see and hear everything, but also remain outside of the scene. As Michael pulled some cuffs from his bag, Lexie fidgeted and glanced at Patrick. Something about the way she looked at him made him think she wanted him to come barreling into the scene.

      Was that what this was about? Making him jealous? If so, it was working, but he had more self-control than to ever hijack someone else’s scene. Especially if he kept reminding himself about all the reasons it was better to let Michael continue to handle this. Patrick honestly wasn’t sure if Lexie would safe word if he’d been the one in charge of her first scene. She had a crush on him, and she wanted to prove herself to him. Not exactly the best combination for introducing her to BDSM. Maybe it would be better if he retreated to his office, and watched from a true distance, but he just couldn’t convince himself to move so far away from them.

      In case something went wrong, in case she was frightened by something, he needed to be right there to take care of her. 

      “Okay, honey, hold out your wrists.” Michael held up the leather cuffs, lined with fur. Patrick’s spine stiffened.
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      “Did you go over limits?” The harshness in Patrick’s voice made Lexie look at him, even though she was a bit insulted by the question. 

      She wasn’t an idiot, of course she and Master Michael had gone over limits for the scene before they’d come to Stronghold. They’d talked extensively in fact. Restraints, erotic pain, exhibitionism, and some contact were all okay. Real pain, edge play, humiliation, and sex were not. Dammit, Patrick thought she was a total noob, didn’t he? Which, okay, yeah, she was when it came to actually doing things, but she wasn’t entirely new to the dynamics of a scene. 

      “Yes,” Master Michael said, giving Patrick the same bland look he had upstairs. It made Patrick scowl even more fiercely, and Lexie had to stop herself from giggling. Michael’s indifference to Patrick’s growling was pissing him off more than anything Lexie could have said. The Dom’s dark eyes returned to her, assessing and authoritative, but also with a little twinkle of amusement at Patrick’s expense. “Hold out your wrists, honey.”

      Lexie held out her wrists. Even if she didn’t have feelings for Michael, she found him attractive, and having him wrap the leather restraints around her wrists made her breathless. Especially since Patrick was watching. Up until now, she had thought being on display in the Dungeon was something she would have to tolerate, not enjoy... but feeling Patrick’s eyes on her was turning her on. Maybe she had a bit of exhibitionist in her after all. 

      Or maybe it was just because it was Patrick.

      The restraints on her wrists were warm, snug. Michael tightened the buckles, checking the entire time to make sure they weren’t too tight. She smiled at him when he looked at her questioningly, taking the nonverbal cue that she was still doing good. Sure, she had her safe words of yellow and red, but she’d told him beforehand she really didn’t want to use them during her first ever scene, and he’d reassured her that he’d check in constantly with her throughout the scene.

      Safe words meant different things to different couples. Sometimes it meant the end of the scene. It could also mean the end of a relationship. Or some Doms liked to push their subs into safe wording. As long as both parties were on the same page, that was all well and good, but Lexie didn’t want Patrick to think she couldn’t handle something. It was as much about that as it was her pride. 

      Putting a chain through the D-rings on the wrist cuffs, Michael pulled her arms up above her head to attach them to the chain dangling above her from the ceiling. Lexie’s breath caught at the sudden movement, the way her new position thrust her breasts out, and the very intimate knowledge that she was now trapped. There was just enough slack in the chain so she could spin around or even move about half a foot in any direction, but that was it. 

      Fuck that was hot.

      Heat seemed to spread through her, from her pussy up to her face, making her cheeks pink. She was so entranced by these new sensations, especially the excitement rippling through her when she tugged her wrists and reinforced her helplessness, she actually forgot Patrick was there. At least, she forgot until he shifted his weight, the movement catching her eye, and when their gazes locked, she really did feel helpless. Vulnerable. Like an animal caught in a trap being circled by a hunter.

      “Are you ready for me to take this off?” Michael asked, his question and his finger sliding along the edge of her bustier distracting her from Patrick’s hot gaze. Fortunately, Master Michael didn’t look too upset at her unfocused attention. Although he didn’t show any expression on his face, looking into his eyes, Lexie would swear he was amused.

      “Aren’t you just supposed to do what you want, Mr. Dom?” she asked, a little haughtily.

      Michael chuckled. “Oh, honey, are you trying to rush me along? Because it’s not going to work, you know, no matter how bratty you are. Now, I want to hear you say that you’d like me to take off your clothes and expose you to the whole club.”

      Her heart seemed to beat in triple time at his words as a rush of excitement went through her, followed swiftly by trepidation. Geezus. No wonder the subs upstairs had been jealous she was here with him tonight. If Patrick had said something like that to her, she probably would have exploded from lust. Was it being dominated which was turning her on so much, or was she more of an exhibitionist than she’d realized?

      Licking her suddenly dry lips, Lexie cleared her throat. “Please take off my clothes, Master Michael.”

      “Good girl.” 

      Even if it wasn’t as good as hearing Patrick say it, it was still hot. 

      Master Michael was obviously pretty familiar with bustiers. It took him only seconds to unhook all the clasps along the front of the strapless contraption, which was kind of annoying considering how long it had taken her to hook them all together. But the rush of sexual excitement quickly dimmed any annoyance, as her nipples puckered in the open air. 

      Holy fuck. She was topless, in Stronghold, with nothing at all covering her nipples for the first time. Hands above her head, breasts thrust out, with her shiny rings glimmering in the light.

      “Very pretty,” Master Michael said, tugging on one of the rings. Lexie stifled a moan. Raising one eyebrow, he pulled it a little harder, making her gasp. “That’s right, honey, I want to hear every little whimper, every moan.” He leaned in, his lips right next to her ear so no one else would be able to hear his words. “And I’ll bet you the big man standing off to our side wants to, too.”

      Now she did moan again, her pussy clenching at the reminder that Patrick was watching this. Watching her. Hearing her. She was going to make it as fucking hard as possible for him to stand off to the side, in his determined hands-off position.

      Michael’s hands ran down her sides as he went to his knees in front of her. Funny, how he could be on his knees and still retain his utter authority. His fingers curled over the waistband of her skirt as he looked up at her and winked. 

      Damn. If she wasn’t already in love with Patrick...

      The skirt fell to the floor, leaving her in nothing but the little lacy thong. She could swear she heard Patrick’s swift intake of breath. Not like he’d never seen her naked body before, but it still felt good to know he was affected. She refused to look at him though, concentrating on Michael. Even though she knew a part of what he was doing was putting on a show for Patrick, Master Michael still deserved her attention. He was the one acting as her Dom after all. 

      Slowly, his eyes locked with hers, Master Michael peeled her thong away from her pussy and down her legs so she could step out of it. She could see him assessing, gauging her reactions and her comfort level. Lexie didn’t mind being naked, even with the room slowly filling up with other people. Most of them weren’t looking at her anyway - or were pretending not to - because of Patrick standing off to the side. Such a Sentinel. Ha.

      “Spread your legs, sweetheart,” Master Michael said, standing. “Let me see your pretty pussy.”
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      Fuck. This was more torturous than anything any Dom or Domme could have ever devised for a submissive. His cock was hard as a rock, and at the same time, he wanted to tear another man apart. All because of Lexie. Little Pixie. 

      But no matter how hard he tried, the vision of her as a little girl had been completely replaced in his mind by the sexy, curious, submissive woman in front of him. There was no doubting anymore that she was submissive. Something he’d known from the moment he’d bent her over his desk. 

      Why did he keep trying to talk himself into putting up more road blocks?

      Oh right, because he wasn’t going to go there until Jake got home. And the more road blocks she tore down, the harder it was for him to hold to his conviction.

      Her bright blue eyes were already slightly dazed, her pretty pink nipples erect and looking oh so suckable with their dangling silver decorations. The lacy thong she’d been wearing hadn’t covered much, but when Michael had stripped it off, Patrick’s possessive fury had pounded even harder in his head. Like some kind of primal instinct from caveman days, demanding he mark his territory and chase off the interloper. God, if he could only do just that. 

      It made him want to punch his fist through the wall as Lexie spread her legs, spread her pussy, for another man. 

      That could have been me.

      No, it couldn’t have been. Not yet anyway. Even if Jake had been home, Patrick wasn’t sure if he would have managed to talk to his best friend about Lexie yet anyway. He still didn’t know how Jake would feel about Patrick wanting to date her, much less whether or not Lexie could even handle what Patrick needed in a relationship. Until he knew, it was easier to just put off talking to Jake. Now he was going to see if Lexie really could handle a scene, if submission was something she truly desired. Michael wasn’t going to do anything but an Introduction scene. Patrick knew Lexie, knew she wouldn’t have included sex within the limits of this scene. At least, he really fucking hoped he still knew Lexie. 

      Michael attached a spreader bar to her ankles, to force her to keep her legs spread. With her feet spread so wide, it lessened the amount of slack in the chain restraining her wrists, inhibiting her movements even more. He could see the moment she became aware of the restriction, the sudden flutter of fear accompanied by arousal and excitement. The kind of reaction every Dom loved to see when a pretty little submissive was first restrained. 

      “What’s your color, honey?” Master Michael asked. 

      Lexie smiled at him beatifically, making Patrick clench his fists. “Green.”

      “Good girl.”

      Her smiled widened. Patrick’s chest ached. Dammit. That smile could have been his. Should have been his. Hell, he’d be jacking off to it later tonight. To this whole image. Lexie, splayed and restrained, and being so perfectly submissive it fucking killed him. Just like she’d been in his office. 

      “Let’s start you off light, shall we?” Michael asked, reaching into his bag to pick up a flogger. From his post, Patrick could see it was a multi-strand, suede flogger. It would deliver very little sting, more of a thud, and warm up her skin so she could take a little more after he was done with it. Patrick clenched his jaw against doing something stupid, like halt the scene.

      Lexie closed her eyes as Michael moved around behind her. A little shiver went through her body. There was something glowing about the anticipatory expression on her face. When the first blow landed, on her left upper shoulder, her body jerked in surprise and her lips made a soft ‘o’. Fucking gorgeous.
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      For some reason, she hadn’t expected Michael to aim the flogger anywhere but her butt. The strands thudded against her upper back and she arched, opening her mouth in surprise, even though no sound came out. Not because she was holding back, but just because she was too confused to know what kind of sound to make. 

      The lashes landed on her right shoulder and then down to her butt - left check, right cheek and back up. A figure eight. He was making a kind of figure eight on her back. 

      She’d closed her eyes because she’d wanted to block out everything else in the room and just concentrate on how this felt. Of course, she couldn’t help but hear the other breathy moans, the smack of flesh against flesh, but that just added to the scene. With her eyes closed, she couldn’t become too distracted by exactly what was happening all over the Dungeon. Or by Patrick, who was standing to the side, glowering, and making her feel more nervous than anything else.

      With her eyes closed, she floated, anticipating and enjoying the slight pain of the flogger as the strands impacted against her body. It didn’t sting exactly, but at the same time it kind of did. In a good way. A really good way. Every blow made her skin feel more sensitive, as if every nerve ending was slowly waking up beneath the steady assault. 

      Suddenly the strands wrapped around her thigh, and she gasped, her arms automatically tugging on the restraints. Of course, she couldn’t move, she couldn’t even close her legs, and the sudden rush of vulnerability was accompanied by even more arousal. Master Michael was flogging her thighs, her bottom, her shoulders, and she cried out as one stroke flicked up between her legs to land against the folds of her pussy.

      It made a wet smacking sound... she hadn’t even realized how turned on she’d become. Her eyes opened in shock, her head falling back slightly, but the other scenes had no hope of distracting her now. There was a blurry quality to her vision, as if her focus was turned completely inward rather than outward. 

      The flogger wrapped around each thigh one more time, and then Master Michael was walking in front of her. He studied her, a small, sadistic smile on his lips, and then lifted the flogger again. Lexie couldn’t help it, she tensed, but it didn’t matter. 

      The strands fell against her breasts, making her moan as her nipples became even harder in response. Master Michael whipped the tops of her breasts, the sides, the bottoms, and then made his way down her stomach to her hips and thighs, and then all the way back up again. She could feel Patrick’s gaze, like a second skin, over the flushed and heated surface of her body.

      She was so turned on that if Master Michael smacked her pussy again with the flogger, she might just cum.

      Unfortunately he seemed more interested in her breasts now. The creamy mounds turned a pretty pink color as the flogger fell on them, her nipples throbbing, and her stomach and thighs going from ivory to blush. The cool air on her sensitized back made the difference between her surroundings and the flushed surface of her body even more acute. 

      “Color, Lexie.”

      Master Michael’s voice, deep and rich, slid into her mind. She hadn’t even realized he’d stopped flogging her. Her skin felt warm, sensitive, tingling even though the actual beating had ceased. 

      “Green.” Was that her voice? It sounded dreamy. Not at all like her. 

      But it was kind of how she felt right now. Dreamy. And green. Good. Floaty. This was wonderful.

      His hands cupped her breasts, and she moaned, arching her back to push them forward. Master Michael chuckled as he squeezed, gently. The touch of his skin against hers felt incredible. Especially when he pinched her nipples, toying with the little rings. Bursts of pleasure trickled through her, from her nipples, straight to her pussy. Her emotions might not be involved, but Master Michael knew exactly how to arouse a woman physically. 

      “I’m going to put some weights on these pretty rings,” he said, twisting them back and forth. The combination of pain and pleasure made her pussy clench. She’d played with the rings herself, like this, but it just wasn’t quite the same. Master Michael pushed the line of pain a little further than she did when she played with herself, so she could really feel the bite as he manipulated the silver rings. “It will help balance you out while I spank your ass.”

      Her pussy clenched again and she moaned, quivering. Thoughts of proving herself to Patrick had been pushed to the back of her mind, buried under the riot of sensations Michael was building inside of her. 
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      Listening to Lexie’s sensual moans was driving him crazy. It felt like his cock was hard enough to rip through the front of his leathers, and it was all he could do to keep himself under control. Crossing his arms over his chest helped, his hands clenched into fists to remind him to stay back. Stay away. He was getting a headache from clenching his jaw so hard, but that helped him keep a strong grip on his willpower as well. 

      This was not his scene.

      Lexie was not his woman.

      But damn was she beautiful. She gasped, her body quivering, as Michael hung weights on her nipples. Just small ones, but they were enough to tug the rings downward, stretching her nipples, giving her a small bite of pain. Michael picked up a paddle from his bag and walked around behind her. Patrick wanted to groan. The weights were going to pull on her nipples even more as her breasts bounced whenever she moved in reaction to the paddle. 

      With her skin already warmed up and sensitive from the flogger, her endorphins making her high on pleasure, Michael wasn’t going to be gentle about this spanking.

      SMACK!

      She cried out, her voice full of pleasure and pain as the paddle impacted on her pink ass and her nipples bobbed. The cry changed as the sensations ricocheted through her body, Patrick could actually tell when she felt the weights on her nipples by the tenor of her voice. For a moment, he wondered if this was going to be too much for her, as her face screwed up in almost confusion.

      SMACK!

      Another cry, followed by a breathy moan. This time she held herself more still, so her breasts - and therefore the weights - didn’t bobble as much. The consternation on her face was melting away into a submissive’s determination to take what was being given to her. Hints of delight were already working their way through the sting of the paddle and the pull of the nipple weights.

      SMACK!

      Patrick’s body nearly jerked every time the paddle landed on Lexie’s ass, the meaty thunk of it making his cock throb. He’d spanked her bare bottomed, with his hand, and the memory was all too visceral right now. He knew exactly how the flesh of her ass moved, the way it jiggled, and the way her pussy glistened as each blow landed. 

      Her face was becoming flushed, her body moving back to meet the paddle. There was no way to mistake the expression on her face as anything but ecstasy. Half of his internal arguments about whether or not to get involved with her were being melted away.

      Fuck.

      Turning away for just a moment, to catch his breath, he looked across the room at the other scenes. A grin flashed across his face, his tension receding for just a moment, as he saw Adam dragging a defiant looking Angel towards the spanking benches. If Adam was here, the others probably were too. Liam only played with Hilary in the club if one of the private rooms was available. They’d all been booked already tonight, so Patrick doubted the couple was anywhere on the premises now. 

      Justin, Chris and Jessica were just coming down the stairs. Unlike Angel, Jessica looked flushed and a tiny bit repentant. Or maybe just resigned. Since Rick and Maria weren’t following them, Patrick could only conclude Rick had followed Liam’s lead and taken Maria home to deal with her there. 

      Justin and Chris had Jessica bend over the spanking bench next to Angel. Little subbies who were bad together got punished together. Both of them were squirming almost as soon as they were restrained, obviously arguing with their boyfriends. Well, Angel was arguing, Jessica looked more like she was trying to coax Justin and Chris to see her point of view. Not that they were getting anywhere with either tactic.

      A sharp cry had him turning back to Lexie and Michael’s scene, all of his tension returning with a vengeance. Lexie was panting, her eyes glazed and her expression pleading as Michael flicked the weights on her nipples. From his position, Patrick couldn’t see her ass, and he was grateful for that. Michael loved to redden a subbie’s ass to a nice, dark ruby. He doubted the Dom had gone that far with Lexie, for her first scene, but he didn’t want to see her well-spanked ass right now anyway. Especially since he hadn’t been the one doing the spanking. 

      When Michael stooped down to his bag and pulled out a vibrator, Patrick thought his entire body might actually implode as all of his muscles clamped down at once. For a moment he thought about fleeing. He did not need to know what Lexie looked like in the throes of passion. 

      His cock throbbed even harder. Fuck, he was going to cum in his pants like a goddamn teenage boy at this rate. 

      “Would you like to come, honey?” Michael asked, his voice easily carrying to Patrick. The sadist was probably enjoying fucking with him as much as he was with Lexie.

      “Please...” Lexie’s throaty plea was all hot need, her wide eyes blinking as she trembled. The vibrator Michael was holding was a fairly simple one, with a clit attachment, but Patrick already knew she was going to go off like a rocket. She was already on the brink.
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      It felt like her skin was on fire. Her nipples throbbed. She was wetter than she’d ever been in her entire life. So, so wet she could actually feel her juices leaking from her pussy. The entire world had narrowed down to this moment, this tiny space of reality. Just her, Master Michael, and, on the very fringes of her consciousness, Patrick.

      Lexie loved sex. That was nothing new. But none of her experiences had ever been anything like this. Not just because she was in Stronghold and Patrick was watching, but because even when her previous boyfriends had tied her up, none of them had taken control like Master Michael had. None of them had ever pushed her limits - because they wouldn’t have known what or how to push. She’d never danced on such a thin edge of pain and pleasure. Never had the build-up be constructed so thoroughly, so painstakingly, and so slowly. 

      Every nerve in her body was buzzing, humming with eager anticipation. Cool air flowed over the sensitive skin where Michael had flogged her, and between her legs where her heated pussy was swollen and ready. The burning in her nipples as the weights bounced sent jolts of lightning straight to her core. She’d played with clamps before, on her own; the weights provided a similar but different sensation, and the entire experience was completely different when she couldn’t just remove the source of tugging pain as soon as she wanted to. Master Michael was in control of everything. What she felt, when she felt it, and the intensity of what she felt.

      “Please,” she begged him, her pussy already clenching as he held up the purple vibrator. Her wrists tugged at her restraints, making her breasts jiggle, and she moaned again as the weights bounced slightly, tugging on her nipple rings and making the tiny buds ache.

      Master Michael shifted, so he was kneeling in front of her, and she arched her hips forward as the thick, plastic tip nudged against her pussy lips. She was so wet he had no problem sliding the shaft inside of her, thrusting it slightly as her pussy opened for the fake dick. It wasn’t as good as the real thing - it never was - but it still felt fucking fantastic right now. Lexie panted, her head falling back as her hips moved in time with the slight thrusts. 
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