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      This boxset is the second boxset of the Stronghold Doms series. You do not need to go back and read Entering Stronghold first, as almost every book is meant to be read as a standalone, though if you want the strict reading order (and no spoilers about the previous couples) then I would suggest backtracking.

      I say almost every book is a standalone because the one exception to that rule begins on the next page. Pieces of Stronghold is a novella that does not stand on its own, though it’s not strictly necessary to read it in order to enjoy the rest of the series.

      Pieces of Stronghold is a bridge between Mastering Lexie and Breaking the Chain, with all the events that didn’t quite fit into either book.

      It’s the only book in the series which does not have a strict hero or heroine, as each chapter focuses on a different couple or different character. Some of them you’ve met before, some of them are on their way to Stronghold (though you have heard about them…).

      I love this novella and I hope you enjoy it as well.

      But if you want to skip straight ahead to Breaking the Chain, which comes right after Pieces of Stronghold, you should be able to do so without any confusion.

      Take Care and Stay Sassy,

      Angel
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      The slap of palm to flesh.

      Adam’s low, sexy rumble as he barked out orders to Angel.

      Angel’s moans.

      It sounded like the sexiest porno ever made; meanwhile Leigh’s sex life was as dry as the Sahara ever since she’d decided to swear off men for a while. Yet, she was going to a sex club on the weekends and was living with two people who had some of the hottest sex on Earth - as far as she could tell. She was hearing enough of it. Why had she decided to stop having one-night stands again?

      Oh yeah, because she always felt guilty afterwards.

      Not because she thought she was doing something bad, but apparently she was really, really terrible at picking guys to have one night stands with. They always wanted more than the one night. What was with that?

      Maybe there was something wrong with her that having a few one night stands hadn’t bothered her at all. She considered it making up for lost time, once she realized that she and her ex-boyfriend, Michael, were really never getting back together. At least, not any time soon. Her stupid heart still made up ridiculous fantasies of running into each other, sometime in the future, maybe a year or two from now, and realizing that they were still in love. That all the people they’d seen in between hadn’t meant a thing, and they’d fall into each other’s arms and live happily ever after.

      Yeah, she read way too many romances. Especially since she’d gotten her e-reader and no longer had to worry about people judging her based on the cover of the book she was reading. Having the e-reader was especially necessary for her right now since most of her things, including her books, were still in boxes either in the guest bedroom she was staying in or in the small storage unit she was renting. Going a day without reading would have killed her, especially now when she needed the constant escape into someone else’s life.

      Sometimes she wondered if having sex with several different guys, so quickly, had been her way of giving Michael the proverbial middle finger. They’d broken up a couple of times during their six and a half year relationship, always because he’d wanted to try dating other people. Since they’d been each other’s firsts, he hadn’t been able to bond with his friends over their various sexual exploits with different women. Sure, sex between her and Michael had been great, but it was still sex with the same woman all the time. That hadn’t bothered her, but apparently it had bothered him.

      For a while, she’d been afraid that if she wasn’t with Michael, no one would want her. Because he’d been her first boyfriend. He’d had a couple of girlfriends before her, if he counted high school relationships that lasted a month or two. At least he’d known that other girls wanted him. Leigh was just every guy’s good friend, never any guy’s girlfriend. It had wreaked havoc on her self-esteem. Angel said it was because she was shy, and so the guys never realized that she was interested in them too, but if they’d really been interested wouldn’t they have spoken up? Michael had. Then again, when she and Michael had first started going out, she’d found it incredibly easy to be herself around him.

      When had that changed?

      The muffled sound of a slap made her wince, even as her lower body throbbed in response. Angel was getting spanked again. She and Adam had been making out in the kitchen when Leigh came in, and although they’d stopped to say hello and ask how her day was, Adam had dragged Angel up to their bedroom about ten minutes later. Obviously to finish what they’d started. Leigh had come up to change into something that she could work out in, wanting to pound out some of her extra energy on Adam’s treadmill, and unfortunately she couldn’t help but overhear some of what sounded like fantastic sex. It didn’t just make her jealous… it kind of turned her on.

      But if there was one thing she was absolutely not going to do, it was masturbate to the sound of her best friend having sex. No matter how sexy it sounded or how long it had been since she’d last had sex herself.

      She really needed to find a new place to live.

      Adam and Angel had been absolute saints, allowing her to stay with them, and both of them assured her that it was for as long as she wanted. She even believed they meant it. Not that she expected anything less from Angel, they were more like sisters than best friends, but she’d been surprised at how welcoming Adam had been. Living together had been kind of a crash course in getting to know each other really well, really quickly, but surprisingly it worked. He treated her like a kid sister, and she felt more comfortable around him than she would have ever imagined, especially considering that when she’d first met him he’d intimidated the hell out of her. Just like most of his friends.

      They were all big, bad Doms, the kind she’d read about in books and hadn’t believed existed in real life. Go figure Angel would find herself in the middle of sexy, protective tyrants. She always drew men’s attention, even if she tended to class herself as their friend rather than a romantic possibility. With Adam, though, Angel had fallen hard and fast.

      Leigh was happy for her, she really was, but it had been hard to see Angel falling in love while Leigh’s love life was crumbling around her like a stale cake which had been left out for too long. That it was almost Christmas only made her more depressed… this would be the first Christmas in years that she wasn’t celebrating it with Michael. Wasn’t opening presents with him, wasn’t seeing the expression on his face when he opened his or affectionately showing him her appreciation for hers… She was even kind of sad about missing out on the yearly finagling to make sure that they could make both families’ Christmas dinners. Listening to Adam and Angel deciding whether or not they were going to travel to visit any of his family members or stay in the area and celebrate with hers had brought up the strangest ache in her chest.

      On top of the emotional holiday stuff, it also didn’t help that Angel was doing things in private that Leigh had only fantasized about. Okay, Angel and Adam took it a little farther than Leigh would ever want to go with a man, but if there was one thing Leigh had discovered about herself, it was how much of a voyeur she had in her. Going to Stronghold, the BDSM club that Adam and his friends belonged to - heck that one of them owned - had been integral to that self-revelation.

      Another moan made her realize that she was standing in the middle of her room, still within hearing distance of Angel and Adam. Yikes. Changing as quickly as she could, she got out of the room and was heading down in the hall in less than a minute. Sometimes she could get so lost inside her own head when she was thinking, she didn’t even notice how much time was passing. It wasn’t necessarily a good thing. More than once she’d caught people staring at her when she came out of one of her little reveries in public. Probably because she didn’t exactly remember to keep her face blank, so her expression reflected every thought going through her head.

      As she filled up a water bottle in the kitchen, her phone chimed.

      Joke of the day! They were always stupid, but they made her smile, and she needed that. She’d needed it more a month ago, but it still helped. She thought that by now she’d be done mourning the end of her relationship. Some days she was, and she felt good and hopeful and like she was okay on her own. Other days, she still had trouble getting out of bed, because the air around her seemed black and so heavy that she couldn’t move. And some days, the only thing that kept her going was the thought that one day he would realize what a huge mistake he’d made, that she was the best thing that had ever happened to him, and he’d come crawling back with apologies, and he’d finally treat her right. The way that he’d treated her the first few years of their relationship.

      With Angel and her therapist’s, she did recognize that Michael had changed. That, by the time he’d broken up with her, he wasn’t the man she’d fallen in love with. But that didn’t mean that man was gone. Sometimes she still saw glimpses of him, when they’d talked. Not that they’d talked for the past couple of weeks, after their last argument.

      He’d been pretty pissed about her going on a date. Probably because he hadn’t had one since they’d broken up. She’d told him that if he didn’t want her to go, she wouldn’t. All he had to do was say the word and promise that he wouldn’t date anyone else either.

      Apparently, that wasn’t what he wanted. 

      Nope. He wanted to be able to date, but he didn’t want her dating anyone else. When she got pissed off and pointed out how hypocritical that was, he didn’t have a defense, but he didn’t change his stance either. Leigh told him to stop calling her until he was ready to say the word. She hadn’t heard from him since.

      Surprisingly, it hadn’t hurt as much as she’d thought it would. Maybe because she was just becoming numb to the constant back and forth he’d been playing with her emotions since their breakup. There was only so much pain a body could feel before additional pain stopped mattering.

      Ack. She was doing it again. Standing in the middle of the kitchen with her phone in her hand, scowling so fiercely it was amazing that she didn’t break the glass in the cupboard she was staring at. Her reflection looked furious. Good for her. Anger was better than sadness. Easier to deal with too.

      Pressing the button on her phone, she read the joke of the day. Her lips curved into a smile as she giggled. This one was bad. Really, really bad.

      A few swipes and she typed in the start of the joke and clicked Send.

      What time does a duck wake up?

      Before her water bottle had finished filling up, she’d gotten a reply.

      I don’t know.

      Giggling harder now than she had when she actually had received the joke text, she typed in the answer.

      The quack of dawn!

      She was going down the stairs to the basement and the exercise room when her phone rang. Glancing at the screen, she blinked in surprise and grinned, a little butterfly of excitement fluttering in her stomach.

      “Hello?”

      “The quack of dawn. Seriously.” Jared’s rich, deep voice was heavy with amused mockery.

      Leigh laughed. “Aren’t you at work?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you called me to scold me for a joke?”

      “It’s a really bad joke.”

      “You laughed and you know it.”

      He chuckled, and she couldn’t help but smile in return. Leaning against the bannister at the bottom of the stairs, she tried to tamp down the slightly giddy feelings that always seemed to swirl inside of her when she talked to him. They’d become friends pretty quickly, bonding over the fact that both of them had recently gotten out of relationships that had spanned more than half a decade. No one else in their groups of friends really understood what that was like... most of them thought Jared and Leigh were better off without their exes. Leigh didn’t exactly disagree, but no one else seemed to get how hard it was or why she still missed Michael sometimes.

      Jared got it.

      It made her feel a special connection to him. She was also totally willing to admit that she had a crush on him. Having a crush felt nice. None of the guys she’d dated or slept with had made her feel all giggly and teenager silly like he did. It wasn’t serious feelings or like she actually thought anything would come of it, it was just an attraction coupled with the fact that she enjoyed his company. Got little bubbles in her stomach when she got a text from him. Immature, but also nice, and something she probably really needed right now. Thinking about Jared always helped distract her whenever she was feeling particularly depressed about Michael. There had been so little happiness that managed to pierce the bubble of misery she’d been living in, that she clutched at whatever she could.

      “Admit it,” she insisted, still grinning. “You at least chuckled.”

      “Yeah, okay I did.”

      “I knew it!” she crowed, pumping a fist into the air. Making Jared smile on a regular basis was one of her goals. As miserable as she was without Michael, Jared missed his ex, just as much, and he had the added guilt of having hurt her when he broke up with her. She could empathize, because by the time Michael had broken up with her, she’d had thoughts of breaking up with him; she’d known that he was taking her for granted and she’d finally admitted that she wasn’t satisfied in their relationship anymore. Of course, she’d hoped that instead of breaking up, he would have recognized that he needed to put more effort into their relationship and making her feel special and loved. Instead, he’d broken up with her first.

      But she could imagine having gotten to the point Jared had. So she liked to make him smile when she could. It made her feel good to help him.

      “You’re like a five year old,” he said, but it didn’t sound like he meant it as an insult. Leigh took it as a compliment. It had been a long time since she’d felt this carefree. Michael had squashed her moments of loud brevity and silliness, wanting her to be more the model of the businessman’s wife that he thought he needed. That was definitely something that was going to have to change if they ever got back together. There was no way she was going to squeeze herself back into that suffocating, little box that she’d put her personality into for him.

      “Just wait,” she told him, still grinning. “I bet I can find worse ones. And you’ll laugh at all of them.”

      “I’m sure I will.” Even though she couldn’t see him, Leigh was pretty sure that he was smiling. She could hear it in his voice. “I have to get back to work. I’ll see you Thursday?”

      “Yep, I’ll see you then, although we’ll probably talk before then.”

      “I’m sure we will.”

      “Because I’m going to send you more jokes.”

      “Okay. Bye Leigh.” She could practically hear the amused grin on his face.

      “Bye.”

      It was amazing how just a short conversation with Jared could make her feel better. The need to run and run and run until she was shaking and exhausted was gone, but she still felt energized, so she continued on her way to the treadmill. Especially because there was no way she was going back upstairs while Adam and Angel were still doing what they were doing. It was one thing to get hot and bothered watching people in the club. No one there seemed to care if their friends or strangers were watching; it was another thing when it happened at home.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Hanging up the phone, Jared shook his head, unable to wipe the silly grin off his face. Conversations with Leigh always left him feeling like he’d just taken a big breath of fresh air after being trapped inside all day. She was one of the most genuine people he’d ever met and, like Angel, one of the simplest people he’d ever met. That wasn’t a bad thing.

      Marissa had always been complicated. Dramatic. Demanding. Whereas Leigh was... easy. Light. Happy about the smallest things. Like sending him a joke that was so bad he’d had to laugh. He couldn’t imagine Marissa ever doing something like that, or, if she had, taking such joy in it. 

      It was hard, sometimes, not to compare Leigh to his ex, because despite their differences, they engendered a lot of the same emotions in him. The desire to protect. To support. To care for.

      But while Marissa had always been difficult to care for, difficult to make happy, Leigh was always looking on the bright side of things. Even when she was down. And she did get down sometimes, but half the time she’d cheer herself up while he searched for the right thing to say. All she wanted was a listening ear while she vented and an arm around her shoulders. Then she’d listen while he vented and end up teasing him out of any bad mood he managed to put himself in. 

      Still grinning, he walked back into the lobby of Stronghold, nodding at Will, who was standing by the door to the club.

      “Thanks for taking over for me for a minute,” he said, reaching out so that they could slap hands, acknowledging the small favor.

      “Any time. Important call?” Will asked, curious. It was unusual for Jared to leave his post, other than to take a bathroom break. At the front desk, Freddy was actually leaning over, unabashedly listening in to their conversation while pretending to fix some of the Christmas decorations on the side of the desk. Little gossip. He was lucky that Jared had a bit of a soft spot for him; if Patrick saw Freddy trying to listen in, he probably would’ve reddened the little subbie’s ass... or had Mistress Erin or Lisa do it for him.

      “Not exactly...” Jared hesitated. “But necessary.”

      “Ah, one of those,” Will said, the corners of his mouth lifting in a knowing smile. “Well, good luck. I’ve got my own sub to go take care of.”

      For a moment Jared frowned, confused, because as far as he knew, Will hadn’t collared a sub. Then he remembered the club gossip that Will had apparently been playing exclusively with Gina for the past few months. He grinned, nodding and adding a second round of thanks before Will slipped through the door and into the club. Everyone in Stronghold had been watching Will and Gina’s relationship developing over the past couple of months, and he didn’t blame Will for being anxious to go play with his sub.

      He just wished he had his own sub to look forward to playing with.

      On the other hand, he did have dinner with Leigh to look forward to. His grin widened at the thought, recognizing her influence in his replacing a negative thought with a positive one.

      She was his own little ray of sunshine.
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      “What the hell is up with all these stupid decorations? This is supposed to be a BDSM club, not the fucking North Pole... what kind of idiot thought this was a good idea?”

      Eyes narrowed, Lexie swiveled around on her bar stool, where she’d been sitting and waiting (not so patiently) for Patrick. He’d sat her down there with strict instructions not to move her cute, little butt until he’d come back. There was a problem with the sound system, so the music wasn’t playing until Patrick and Andrew could get it fixed, and the asshole Dom who was denigrating her decorations was very audible. To everyone.

      “Excuse you,” Lexie said, just as loudly, crossing her arms over her chest. She kept her cute, little butt planted right where Patrick had told her to though. The plug nestled between her cheeks jostled inside of her, as if an internal reminder of his directions. Even though she was getting used to wearing the plug, she could always feel it more when she was tempted to do something against Patrick’s orders. She knew it was psychological, but it was also true. “Those decorations were approved by Patrick. They were a lot of work to put up. If you don’t like them, don’t look at them. Or better yet, go somewhere else.”

      The man, whom Lexie recognized from his file, was a new member named Roland Thompson. New enough that he wasn’t allowed to play yet, although he was here anyway; maybe he enjoyed watching in anticipation. Once he’d gone through the Dom Introduction Class and had an Introductory Scene or two with one of the club submissives (monitored by either Patrick or someone whose judgment Patrick trusted), then he’d be able to go on the floor. For right now, it appeared he didn’t have anything better to do than be an asshole.

      She supposed he was attractive enough. He looked like he was in his late thirties, with hazel eyes and light brown hair that was swept back from his face, but a sour personality was the fastest way to ruin good looks.

      Standing next to him was Zach, another newbie Dom, but one who’d been around the club for about a week longer than Roland’s couple of days - long enough to look nervous that Lexie had overheard them. He should be nervous. Lexie’s decorations were awesome, she wasn’t going to let some Scrooge-Dom insult them, and Roland was damn lucky that Patrick wasn’t here to overhear their conversation too. Patrick might not have been excited when Lexie had first started decorating Stronghold every holiday, but even he admitted that he liked having it done now. The club looked damn good.

      “No one was talking to you, little girl,” Roland sneered, making his words into an insult. He looked her up and down, taking in her bare feet, short skirt, waist cincher and bare breasts with her silver nipple rings gleaming. The little jingle bells that Patrick had hung from them as weights probably didn’t do anything to garner respect from Roland either. “I don’t care if you’re the boss’ toy, you need to keep your mouth shut when Doms are talking.”

      “Maybe you should keep your mouth shut instead of spewing idiocy,” Lexie snapped back. In the back of her head, she realized that conversations around the bar were quickly dying down, and people were starting to pay attention to her and Roland, but he was seriously pissing her off.

      “Rol, maybe we should-“ Zach muttered, putting his hand on Roland’s shoulder, obviously trying to break up the stare down between the dumbass Dom and Lexie, but Roland just brushed him off, talking over him.

      “Just because your Dom is pussy-whipped doesn’t mean the rest of us are,” Roland said, looking down his nose at her as he stepped closer, obviously thinking to intimidate her by looming over her. Dickhead. Had he not noticed how big Patrick was? Her boyfriend, owner of Stronghold, and the most naturally dominant Dom she’d ever met (and she’d met a lot here at the club), was at least four inches taller than Roland and with four times the air of power around him. Roland didn’t intimidate her in the least. She just wished she was wearing spiky heels so that she could stomp on his foot. Roland looked her up and down again, his eyes lingering on her nipples. Lexie had the immediate urge to cover herself, but she didn’t want to give the asshole the pleasure of knowing he’d made her uncomfortable. “Although, if you ever want to know what it’s like with a real Dom, I could put aside an hour or two for you.”

      Oh hell no. He did not just imply that Patrick wasn’t a real Dom. Lexie hopped down off her bar stool, fists clenched at her sides, balancing on the balls of her feet, which were shoulder-width apart. The same stance both Liam and Angel had taught her - Liam at Kung-fu and Angel in the Women’s Self-Defense class that the club now had. Insults to her or her decorations were one thing; disrespecting Patrick while simultaneously disrespecting her relationship and hitting on her was something entirely different. She didn’t really lose her temper often, but she was thisclose to it right now.

      “You wouldn’t know about being a real man, much less a real Dom, if someone whacked you a hundred times with the man-stick,” Lexie sneered right back up at him. “You aren’t going to last long here.”

      “What, you think you can kick me out?” Roland snorted, crossing his arms over his chest and trying to loom. Lexie didn’t back away at all, which seemed to tick him off. “No matter how much of a pussy your Dom is, he can’t kick me out when I haven’t broken any rules, just because you go whining to him.”

      “You know, for someone who wants pussy, you sure insult it a lot,” Lexie said. Someone giggled and she couldn’t help but grin. God this guy was a moron. “That’s why you’re not going to last long. Good luck getting any pussy with your attitude. Fucktard.”

      Roland’s face went red, and he swung his arms down from his chest. Even though she recognized the look of a man about to snap, Lexie didn’t back down. She tilted her chin up, bouncing slightly on the balls of her feet, her arms at the ready to come up in case he was actually dumb enough to come at her. It was doubtful he’d be able to do much before someone in the bar jumped in to help – or everyone. Being Patrick’s sub meant that people were never sure when it was okay to intervene in whatever she felt like doing, but there were some things that none of them were going to tolerate. No matter whose submissive she was.

      Suddenly, he went down and Lexie stared at him as he dropped to his knees, his back arching as he tried to lift his hands to his shoulder. Behind him, her grey eyes blazing like silver, Olivia was pissed. Going by the expression on Roland’s face, whatever nerve she was pinching was extremely painful.

      Sighing, Lexie put her hands on her hips, her anger draining out of her as she gave Olivia a look. “Thanks for the assist, but I had it handled.”

      “I didn’t do it for you,” Olivia said, raising her eyebrows at Lexie and jerking her chin over Lexie’s shoulder.

      Turning, Lexie almost slammed face first into Patrick’s broad chest as he yanked her against him. Olivia must have seen him come in and decided to save Roland’s life, because if the guy had actually been dumb enough to lay a hand on Lexie and Patrick saw it... Well, the last time there had been a fight in the club it had been for a similar reason. And Lexie’s ex had been lucky he hadn’t needed a ride to the hospital.

      “What the hell is going on here?” Patrick thundered, the scar on his face tugging his lip up as he scowled. Damn he looked sexy scary when he was pissed. Too bad for him that Lexie found it more sexy than scary, usually. He glared at Roland and then down at Lexie. “What the hell are you doing out of your seat? Did I or did I not tell you to stay put?”

      “You did,” Lexie said, stepping back so that she could cross her arms over her chest again and glare up at him. His eyes dropped immediately to her nipples. Lexie hadn’t exactly meant to distract him, but she wasn’t going to cry over it either. “This asshole-“

      “Quiet, little one.” Funny how Patrick calling her that could make her feel warm and fuzzy inside, at the same time she quailed a little bit, whereas when Roland had done it she’d just wanted to knee him in the balls.

      Patrick’s dark eyes swept around the room. Thanks to the current lack of sound system, it was practically silent, despite the amount of people. Everyone was watching, fascinated. Lexie narrowed her eyes at a couple of the subs who looked kind of starry-eyed at Patrick, making sure they didn’t get any ideas. While most people were happy that Patrick and Lexie were ‘finally’ a couple, there were a few of the subs who were also disappointed they’d never gotten the chance to play with him.

      “So what the hell is going on here?” 

      Multiple voices chimed in at once. To his credit, Roland’s buddy Zach didn’t lie for him; he told Patrick exactly what had happened and what had been said. Olivia confirmed the part that she’d overheard. Including Lexie’s less than respectful responses.

      Tucking Lexie behind him, so that his body was between her and Roland, Patrick loomed over the other man as he got to his feet. He was a really good loomer. Roland was obviously trying not to look intimidated, but his shoulders were slightly hunched in defensive instinct, and he was glaring at Patrick’s face but not quite looking him in the eye.

      “Anything you want to say for yourself?” Patrick asked, looking down at Roland, his voice deceptively calm. Lexie knew him well enough to know that he was royally pissed, he was just hiding it. Although, going by the grip he kept on her wrist, it wasn’t just Roland that he was pissed with. She scowled.

      Roland drew himself up - puffed himself up, Lexie thought derisively. “Your sub interrupted a private conversation, insulted me, and behaved in a disrespectful manner. Then this Domme,” he practically sneered the word as he glanced over his shoulder at Olivia, “assaulted me.”

      “He was getting in Lexie’s face,” Olivia said. Her eyes were still glinting with silvery fire, her expression full of disgust as she glanced at Roland. “I decided to step in before he got more physical.”

      Holding his hands up in front of him, as if to ward of Patrick’s rage, Roland shook his head. “I would never touch someone else’s sub, no matter how badly she was asking for it.”

      A tense silence hung in the room. The firm grip of Patrick’s fingers around her wrist kept Lexie from speaking up. Even though she really, really wanted to. Lexie wasn’t exactly used to keeping quiet and letting someone else speak for her, but here at Stronghold, with Patrick, she knew that’s exactly what she was expected to do. There were definitely times when she struggled with the kind of relationship Patrick wanted, like now. It was easy to let him have control when it came to anything sexual, much harder when it came to something like this.

      Patrick tugged on her wrist, pulling her to his side, although keeping her just slightly behind him. 

      “Apologize.”

      It took her a second to realize that he was talking to her. She gaped at him. 

      “What?”

      Patrick’s dark brown eyes were hard and uncompromising. “Apologize to Roland for disrespecting him in the club. While he may not have gone through the class yet, he is still a Dom and, inside the club, you owe him a certain amount of respect, as well as the fact that you interrupted a private conversation.”

      Heat and fury simmered inside of Lexie. She glared up at Patrick, kind of hating him. Was it too much to ask for him to be on her side, no matter the rules of Stronghold? Yes, she understood that the subs were supposed to be respectful of the Doms, but Roland had started it. Sort of. Except that he hadn’t been talking to her. Even if he’d been talking loudly enough that she could overhear him.

      Subtly, she tried to yank her wrist out of Patrick’s grip, wanting him to know that she was pissed right back at him. Of course, it didn’t work because he was a hell of a lot stronger than her, and she wasn’t able to use even half her strength without making it clear what she was doing.

      They were going to have words about this later... but not right now, because in public, and especially in the club with everyone watching, Lexie was expected to do as Patrick said.

      Fucker.

      She turned cold eyes on Roland, focusing on his shoulder rather than his smug, smirking face. “My apologies, Sir. I shouldn’t have responded with insults and disrespect, no matter the provocation.”

      The expression on his face slipped a bit at her less than sincere phrasing, but dammit, that was as much of an apology as he was getting. She wasn’t sorry that she’d stood up for the decorations or for herself. Roland glanced at Patrick, but apparently Patrick was satisfied.

      “You should apologize to Lexie as well,” Patrick said, giving Roland a hard stare. “She worked hard on the decorations, and whether or not you appreciate them, it’s rude and disrespectful to belittle her efforts in public. Whether or not you knew she was there.” Okay well that was better. It mollified her that he realized she wasn’t totally in the wrong. His voice lowered just enough that Lexie could barely hear what he was saying, and she knew that she and Roland were the only ones close enough to be able to make out Patrick’s words. “Besides which, all the subs have been helping her do the decorations, so if you ever want someone to scene with, you’ve got some groveling to do.”

      The mutinous expression on Roland’s face, which had appeared at Patrick’s words, suddenly became more worried. He glanced over his shoulder towards the Lounge. None of the subs were sitting there, like they usually were, they’d all clumped together and come closer, drawn in by the drama. Most of them were watching him with slightly narrowed eyes.

      Ha!

      Every single one of them had helped Lexie with decorations at one point or another, whether or not they’d assisted with the current ones, they’d helped with previous holidays. From the look on Roland’s face, he was just realizing how much he’d fucked up with his loud and careless words.

      Turning back to Lexie, he gave her a superior little nod, raising his voice so that the subs would be able to hear him clearly.

      “I’m sorry you felt insulted by my words,” he said, looking down his nose at her. “I don’t feel that a fetish club is an appropriate venue for decorations, but I didn’t mean to denigrate the effort involved in decorating it. It’s very festive, even if it has nothing to do with the club.”

      The dickwad was just as good at twisting his words as she was. Lexie sneered at him, hoping that none of the subbies were taken in by his so-called apology. Unfortunately, more than one of them was looking kind of impressed that he’d had the balls to admit that he was wrong; not something any of them got to see a Dom do very often. She kind of wanted to tell them all that he’d only done it to make sure he didn’t lose his access to them, but she knew that Patrick would consider that beneath her. Even if it was deserved.

      “Everyone’s entitled to their own opinion.” Even if their opinion was wrong. She didn’t need to say the last part; the words seemed to hang in the air. The complete lack of inflection in her voice wasn’t exactly disrespectful, but it certainly conveyed it. Roland narrowed his eyes at her, and then his expression cleared as Patrick shifted beside her, sliding his arm around Lexie’s body.

      “Yes, they are,” Patrick said, tucking Lexie into his body. A move that never failed to make her feel safe and protected, but right now it also made her feel a tiny bit smothered. It was his way of taking control of her, because she hadn’t stayed where he’d left her and he’d come back to find her in a confrontation. “Although in this club, I don’t tolerate insults from dominants or submissives. I also don’t tolerate anyone ordering my sub around.” The look he gave Roland was just shy of threatening. “You’ll learn more about the rules of the club this week when you attend the class, although, Olivia can go over some of the highlights with you beforehand if you like.”

      Roland looked thunderstruck as Olivia put her hand on her hip, a small smirk on her lips. “Since I’ll be teaching the class, I’ll be happy to go over some of the rules early.”

      “She’s teaching it?” Roland asked, sounding kind of shocked, emphasizing Olivia’s sex. The redheaded Domme’s eyes narrowed. Her temper was definitely rising, which was not good for Roland. Olivia was more than a match for just about any of the guys in Lexie’s group of friends, including Liam who owned a Kung-fu studio. She’d learned some things from him, but most of her physical prowess came from the Krav Maga classes she attended almost religiously. “A woman?”

      “She is a Domme,” Patrick said, only a hint of disgust working its way into his voice. As the owner of the club, Lexie knew that he couldn’t let his personal feelings color his interactions with his members, but she really wished he would just give Roland the verbal smack down he was asking for. “One of the best dominants in the club. And whether dominant or submissive, every woman in this club deserves your respect.”

      Lexie suddenly realized exactly what had been getting her back up about Roland. His reaction to her hadn’t just been because she was submissive, but because she was a woman. Looking at him now, she realized that he was taken aback by Patrick’s words. She wasn’t surprised Patrick had figured out Roland so quickly - her boyfriend was scary accurate at reading people’s body language - but she was surprised she hadn’t realized it. She’d thought Roland was just an ass, or maybe he was just the kind of asshole Dom that constantly had to exert his authority over submissives... a lot of newbie Doms were.

      Well if he thought that he was going to get away with that kind of attitude here at Stronghold, he had another thing coming to him. Mistresses Lisa, Erin and Olivia were not the kind of women to put up with any of that shit. Heck, that was if he even made it through the class with Olivia. Lexie wondered if Roland knew that Patrick’s idea of making sure the Doms were properly educated meant making sure they all experienced every single thing they wanted to do to their submissives.

      She really, really hoped that Roland had indicated an interest in anal play on his survey.
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      No longer interested in the tool standing in front of him, Patrick turned away and picked Lexie up, tossing her over his shoulder with a possessive hand gripping her ass while she squeaked in protest. It soothed the pent-up frustration in his chest to hear his little subbie’s surprise and irritation. Immediately, every Dom in the bar averted their eyes as Lexie’s skirt rode up. Including Roland. At least he showed a sense of self-preservation, even if he was a fucking tool.

      Striding away with his girlfriend secured cave-man style, which was satisfying in and of itself, Patrick dismissed the jackass from his mind as unimportant. He wouldn’t be surprised if Roland left the club right after his first class. There was no way Olivia was going to make it easy on him and a lot of newbie Doms struggled with the class as it was. They thought that being a Dom was all giving orders and exerting their power, forgetting that they’d be scening with another human being. Being submissive didn’t mean that a person gave up their personality completely, even in a scene. Something that often came as a shock to self-involved, inexperienced newbies like Roland.

      Not his problem.

      Nope, his problem right now was the half-naked, feisty, squirming, little subbie draped over his shoulder that couldn’t keep her damned ass on her seat where it belonged for five damned minutes. As much as he did enjoy punishing her for fun sometimes, there were times like now, when he truly had to put his foot down, and he didn’t enjoy that nearly as much. While some part of him still reveled in the exertion of his control over her now, it also frustrated him that he’d been out of control in the first place.

      Setting her down in the center of his office, he just raised his eyebrow when she huffily glared at him, crossing her arms under her pert little breasts. Sure, he might take a moment to appreciate how nice the gleaming silver rings with their added decoration in her pretty pink nipples looked, but he didn’t let that distract him from staring her down. Her mouth twisted as she fought an inner battle with herself, knowing that he deserved an apology for her disobedience while at the same time not wanting to give it.

      His little Pixie was not a perfect sub. She still struggled with the 24/7 aspect of their relationship occasionally. Most of the time she was perfectly happy with it, especially because he was more lenient with her than he’d ever been with any other woman, but sometimes she just wanted to do what she wanted to do. Which was fine. It just meant that she also had to be prepared to pay the consequences for breaking their agreement.

      Lexie huffed out a frustrated sigh. “Sorry.”

      He raised his eyebrow again.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, almost making it a demand that he forgive her. “I know I should have stayed in my seat... and that I probably shouldn’t have butted into his conversation, even if he was talking loudly enough to be heard by the entire bar... but he was such an asshole!”

      “Yes he was.” For just a moment she perked up, but that deflated quickly enough at his next words. “That doesn’t mean you had to stoop to his level. When we’re in the club and a dominant is behaving like an asshole, what are you supposed to do?”

      “Let you deal with it.” She sighed, her defensiveness leaking away from her as she dropped her hands to her sides. “Not engage. But it’s so much harder when you’re not there to see it, I feel like I’m tattling.”

      “Or you could just ignore them,” he pointed out. It was unlikely, because that just wasn’t part of Lexie’s personality. No, she was brash, reckless, and confrontational. In some ways, that was a good thing - he rarely had to guess at what she was thinking or feeling - but in the club, which she tended to feel like was her turf, it could be very bad when a Dom was being a dick.

      The reproachful look that she gave him said very clearly that she thought his suggestion was an unlikely solution. It had been worth a try.

      “Alright then, Pixie, skirt off and hands on my desk.”

      Since they’d made their relationship official, they’d slowly moved towards a kind of deviation between the fun punishments and the real punishments. Real punishments always involved Lexie presenting herself, with no assistance of bindings or equipment. During the fun scenes, they used Patrick’s lap or some of the equipment in the club, like the spanking bench or the St. Andrew’s cross.

      Knowing exactly what his order meant, Lexie wilted a little further, showing a touch of true remorse for the first time. Her bottom lip pouting out just a bit, like it always did when she knew she’d disappointed him, she shimmied off her skirt and walked over to his desk, not meeting his eyes. Neither of them liked the real punishments, but for their kind of relationship, they were necessary. The fun ones were for bratting, teasing disobedience, and Patrick’s occasional whims. 

      Head hanging slightly, looking contrite, Lexie placed her hands on the desk, bending over and arching her back to push her bottom up into the air. His cock hardened immediately at the sight as her pussy lips parted invitingly, glistening and softly pink. The base of the butt plug winked at him from between her cheeks, decorated with the jewel that matched her eyes. It was his favorite one to use on her, and the first one he’d ever given her.

      “Do you understand why you’re being punished?” he asked as he came up behind her, resting his hand on the upper swell of her left cheek. He wanted to caress the soft skin, but that’s not what this was about.

      Lexie sighed, that thread of remorse still in her voice. “Because I disobeyed you. I should have stayed in my seat, where you told me to. I shouldn’t have engaged Roland. I should have waited for you to come back and deal with him, if he was really bothering me.”

      “This isn’t the first time you’ve moved from where I’ve left you either,” Patrick said, raising his hand and bringing it down on her ass with a firm SMACK. Lexie gasped. As this wasn’t a fun spanking, he wasn’t bothering with giving her creamy skin a bit of a warm up. His hand print stood out, pink and bright, her cheeks jiggling back into place after the impact. “Apparently I haven’t made it clear in the past that when I tell you to stay put, especially in the club, you will not move your ass.”

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      It was impossible not to appreciate how sexy Lexie looked when she was being spanked. And the jingling bells on her nipples, every time his hand connected, pretty much stopped his anger in its tracks. Not that she would get out of her discipline because of that. Even though she was being punished, Patrick could still take pleasure in seeing her ass turning a rosy pink, hearing the little whimper in her throat as she rocked slightly on the balls of her feet, and watching her submit to him. That she would submit for true punishment, not just for a scene or for fun, was satisfying to him in a way that nothing else could match.

      His Pixie was a strong woman, even if she was years younger than him, and she wasn’t the kind of person to give up control to just anyone. To have her submit to him, to be willing to uphold the contract she’d signed, and atone for her disobedience... it fucking took his breath away. Part of him was tempted to be easier on her just because it was at moments like this that he wanted to worship her for her submission, but that would be counterproductive.

      “While in the club, your behavior reflects on me,” he said sternly, aiming right for her sit spots for this part of the lecture. Lexie squeaked and gasped as his palm slapped against the sensitive strip of skin between her ass and her thighs. Her bottom wagged, as if she was trying to cool the heated flesh, and Patrick couldn’t help but grin.

      Fortunately, she couldn’t see his expression. It would take away from the moment, which he was serious about. Lexie was almost too comfortable in the club, and she had the bad habit of forgetting she needed to respect the Doms, whether they were her friends or dominants that she had no respect for. This was not the first time he’d punished her for back-talking to a Dom, and he doubted it would be the last, but at the very least he hoped that it would be a while before she forgot herself again.

      “Do you want everyone to think that I can’t control my own submissive?”

      “No, Master,” she said, a choking little whimper in her voice that told him she was on the verge of tears, if not crying already.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      The reddened cheeks of her skin were starting to flame, heat pulsing from them. He wasn’t swinging his arm as hard as he could, of course, but he wasn’t going easy on her either. Not this time. All he could think was that perhaps he’d been too lenient with her up until now, not wanting to overwhelm her when their relationship as a couple was so new.

      “Did you even stop to think that you should stay in your seat?”

      “Yes, Master.” As much as it always turned him on to hear her call him that, he couldn’t enjoy it right now. While she might be calling him Master now, she’d forgotten it in the club when she’d moved her ass from where he’d put it. Which was why she was being punished.

      Lexie hung her head, and Patrick’s hand came down hard on her ass, leaving a red print on an already pink surface. She squealed, going up on her toes and then back down again as her bottom jiggled from the blow.

      “So you thought that you should stay in your seat, but you got up anyway?”

      She sniffled, her voice watery as she answered. “Yes, Master.”

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      Even though he was frustrated with his stubborn Pixie, he wasn’t spanking her out of anger. The blows were harder because the transgression warranted it. Thoughtless disobedience earned a reminder to think before acting, but Lexie was admitting to willful disobedience. More willful than just forgetting again. At least she was honest.

      There were two darker red spots in the center of Lexie’s cheeks where he’d been focusing most of his blows, when he hadn’t been aiming for her tender sit spots. They were so dark they were almost purple, like bullseyes surrounded by a sea of dark pink and bright red.

      Putting his hand on her cheek, he heard Lexie’s slight hiss as her back arched. The heat of her skin seared his palm, and he rubbed her tenderized cheek, knowing that she would feel it as additional punishment, rather than being soothing. It was very possible there’d be some bruising tomorrow.

      “Go stand in the corner, Lexie. Nose on the wall.”

      “But-“ She straightened up, turning to look at him. Tears streaked her cheeks, which were blotchy and pink. She was not a pretty crier, but he still thought she looked adorable.

      Not that he let a hint of that through. His sternest expression was what she got in return as he pointed to the far corner, where he’d be able to admire her pretty red ass from his chair behind his desk. “Right there. Corner. You want to act like a willful child, you’ll be treated like one.”

      Her lower lip trembled, but she gathered herself up and walked over the corner, head and shoulders slightly rounded with embarrassment. Usually her punishments were followed by cuddling and forgiveness, but this time he needed her to think a little bit more before that point. Watching her settle into the corner that he’d indicated, he couldn’t help but worry that perhaps the relationship he wanted with her was too restrictive.

      Yes, she submitted to him, but this was the first time that she’d thought about behaving and then done what she’d wanted to anyway. When she was just reacting before thinking, he hadn’t worried that his chosen lifestyle was too much for her, but this... this was different. This was what he’d worried about, why he’d resisted engaging in a relationship with her for so long.

      Not that any of his friends would put up with their girlfriends disobeying a direct order, but none of them gave as many orders as Patrick did. He didn’t want a mindless slave or a perfectly obedient submissive, but neither did he want a woman who was constantly disobedient. He didn’t want Lexie forcing herself into a mold that she hated or chafed against, and this might be the first sign that their current relationship was exactly that.

      Was their contract gripping her too tightly? Was she no longer committed to abiding by the terms?

      They wouldn’t last long as a couple if she’d realized that the type of relationship he needed was too much for her.

      No longer feeling aroused, Patrick sat down behind his desk, wishing he could enjoy the sight of her reddened bottom more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Sniffling, Lexie stared at the wood grain of the wall in front of her. Her butt was burning, more than it ever had before. The skin felt like it was on fire, and it was throbbing painfully, making her cheeks feel swollen. Behind her, she could feel Patrick’s gaze on her, like an itch on the back of her neck that she couldn’t quite scratch. She almost wanted to rub her poor butt cheeks, but she knew he wouldn’t tolerate that - and going by how much a gentle caress from his hand had hurt, she didn’t think it would help either.

      Strangely, she actually felt better than she’d have ever expected.

      When she’d been pissed off and facing down Roland, there’d been a constant sinking in her stomach, and she hadn’t realized until now that it had been related to Patrick. She didn’t mean to be a brat and disregard his rules, not really... but at the same time, she had. It wasn’t until she was standing here, in the corner, with nothing but her thoughts and the sound of his fingers steadily tapping on the keyboard, that things started coming together in her head. Little epiphanies of unconscious thoughts that had been spurring her actions recently.

      She was scared that she wasn’t giving Patrick everything he needed. More than one person had remarked that he was a lot easier on her than they’d ever seen him be with one of his submissives. Let her get away with more. Didn’t treat her as harshly when she was being punished. Gave her fun punishments when she deserved a real one. Heck, out of all the real ones she’d had, which hadn’t been that many, this had definitely been the harshest, and he’d only used the palm of his hand.

      He’d never even used a paddle on her.

      Did he not think she could take it? Or was he holding himself back to keep from scaring her off?

      Worries that she hadn’t realized she’d had, which had been burrowing through her subconscious like noxious little worms. She hadn’t even thought about why she kept pushing him, why she kept misbehaving. Yes, she’d been pissed at Roland, but her own behavior had been just as stupid as his, in its own way.

      Maybe part of her had needed to prove to Patrick that she could handle a real punishment. That she didn’t need to be treated with kid gloves. That she could take whatever part of his lifestyle he needed to give her.

      Maybe she’d also needed to prove it to herself.

      Her ass was throbbing, burning, and she knew that next time it could be worse, but she didn’t feel like running. She didn’t love Patrick any less. If anything, she felt more in love with him than ever. It made her feel more secure than ever. Because he cared enough to punish her, rather than ending the relationship because she wasn’t fitting into the super submissive mold that most people always thought he wanted.

      So even though her ass was on fire and she wouldn’t be able to sit comfortably for the rest of the day, and maybe not even tomorrow, even though the punishment hadn’t aroused her in the slightest bit, she was incredibly happy to just stand in that corner and revel in the quiet that filled her mind. Tear tracks stained her face, but her heart felt lighter, the burdens that she’d been carrying around, all unknowingly, had been lifted.
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      There was something different about the way she was standing. Straighter, maybe. But relaxed too.

      “Lexie, come here.”

      She turned and practically ran to him, standing between his legs and throwing her arms around his shoulders as she burrowed her head into the crook of his neck. Patrick couldn’t help but smile that she wasn’t curling into his lap, the way she usually liked to do after a spanking. Apparently, he’d made enough of an impression on her ass that she couldn’t ignore the after effects.

      “I’m sorry, Master,” she murmured, nuzzling against him as she rested her knee against his chair. She squeaked as he pulled her onto his lap, wincing as her butt rubbed over his leathers, but even then she didn’t protest. The little “ow ow ow”s that she muttered were pretty damn cute though.

      “Next time you intentionally disobey me in the club, it’ll be the paddle, Lexie,” he said, although his tone was gentle. A little shudder went through her slim body. He’d used the paddle on her before, but not during a real punishment. It was obvious she realized how much more that would hurt, even compared to what she was feeling right now.

      “I’m sorry,” she repeated, tucking her head under his chin. The way she often liked to do when she wanted to talk but she didn’t want to look at his expression. Patrick had discovered that Lexie sometimes found it easier to open up when she was being cuddled, but couldn’t actually see his face. “I won’t do it again. I think I was testing you.”

      “Testing me?”

      “I didn’t mean to,” she said earnestly. Her hand rubbed up and down from his shoulder to his elbow, caressing him soothingly, but also as if she wanted to make sure he wasn’t going to move or push her away. “I didn’t even realize it until just now, when I was in the corner. It’s not that I wanted to get in trouble, exactly, but I think some part of me keeps wondering if I’m not giving you everything you need... or if I might be too bratty for you. I’ve heard people saying-“

      “Oh Pixie.” He wrapped his arms around her tightly, squeezing her so hard that her hot little butt was practically lifted off of his thighs. Patrick knew what people were saying. “I’m easier on you because I want to be. Because I don’t like punishing you, and because, most of the time, you don’t deserve it. I like that you’re willing to step up and speak your mind. If you’d just stayed on your stool, I probably wouldn’t have even really punished you for talking to Roland the way you did. He was being an ass.”

      “You still would have made me apologize though,” she said grumpily, as if that was the worse punishment.

      Patrick chuckled. “Yes, I would have, because he’s still a Dom, even if he is a newbie Dom, but once we got back in here, you would have gotten a much more fun spanking.”

      “But that’s just it,” Lexie said, her voice slightly muffled as she pressed her face into his chest. “I wanted a real punishment. I needed to know that I could handle it. And I did.” She sounded proud of herself.

      Crazy woman. “If you really need punishments more often...”

      “No, nope,” she said hurried, squirming back to look him in the eye, and wincing as her butt wiggled against his lap. “I’m good now; I’m very reassured that you still want me around, and that I can give you what you need.”

      It was hard not to roll his eyes at that, but she was so earnest that he didn’t want to make fun of her. “You always give me what I need, Pixie.”

      “You say that, but if I didn’t, it’s not like it would be easy for you to break up with me,” she said, huffing a little. “There’d be a line to kick your ass, starting with your best friend.”

      “I could take them,” he said confidently. Lexie giggled and smacked his chest with her palm. 

      Grabbing her wrist, Patrick growled at her, pushing her off his lap and onto her knees on the floor in front of him. She gave a little sigh of relief as her beaten bottom was exposed to the air again, instead of being pressed up against his hard thigh.

      “Alright, little brat, if you don’t want me taking on all our friends, you’ll have to show me exactly why it’s worth having you around.”

      Lexie’s eyes lit up, like she’d just been offered candy. His cock pulsed. Since spanking her, his arousal had been sliding back and forth, and he was now definitely turned on. Delicate, slim fingers undid the front of his pants and wrapped around his shaft, pulling him free of the fabric.

      He groaned as she licked him from base to crown, right along the sensitive underside, her eyes locked onto his face. That little pink tongue lapped around the dark purplish-brown head before she opened her lips and pulled him inside. Leaning back in his chair, he put his hands behind his head, watching as Lexie began to bob her head up and down. With her lips tightly wrapped around his shaft, her tongue sliding over the sensitive head, and one hand gently rolling his balls, Patrick was in fucking heaven.

      As always, he did his best to stay there for as long as he could.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Kate

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh thank god,” Kate said, brushing a wisp of light blonde hair out of her sapphire blue eyes as she reached for her ringing phone. Her back practically creaked as she straightened up, and her knees ached and protested. Packing was the worst, and the phone provided a welcome distraction, especially because it was her best friend Sharon’s ringtone. “Hello?”

      “You’d better be packing, missy.”

      Kate rolled her eyes and laughed, flopping down on the couch. “I’m almost done, I promise.”

      The entire room was filled with taped up boxes, all of them scrawled with her looping handwriting, describing what was in each of them. The sun was coming in the windows now, which meant that it must be late afternoon. Kate was going to miss that gorgeous California sun.

      “Good. Ugh, I cannot believe how much I miss you!”

      “It’s only been a few weeks!”

      “You know how much I hate living on my own.” Even though she couldn’t see Sharon, Kate knew her friend was pouting.

      Yeah, she knew exactly how much Sharon hated living on her own. Five years ago Kate had answered a Craig’s List ad for a roommate and had been shocked to find the apartment to be absolutely gigantic and the current inhabitant in absolutely no need of a roommate for financial reasons. Sharon was a trust fund baby whose parents were filthy rich, although often absent as they traveled around the world to the various businesses they owned. Despite that, Sharon was one of the most sweet, generous, down-to-earth people that Kate had ever met; she just had the habit of throwing money around to get what she wanted. 

      Sharon had also tried to pay for everything else on top of the apartment, especially once she’d found out that Kate was a student with absentee parents, but Kate had insisted on at least paying what the ad had asked for. After all, it hadn’t been much. Sharon had low balled the price like crazy, because she wanted someone to share her apartment with more than she wanted someone to help pay for it.

      “So clingy,” she teased. “I’m surprised you haven’t replaced me with a new best friend already.”

      Sharon gasped in mock outrage. “I would never! Although, I’ve thought about it. There are some super sweet girls at that club you told me I should check out.”

      Stronghold. A yearning wistfulness rose up inside of Kate, as it always did when Sharon mentioned the club. Not that Kate had ever been, but she’d known the owner in the past and she’d also known Sharon would be safe there. Kate had no doubt that a lot of her old friends frequented Stronghold, all of them really good guys, even if she hadn’t seen – or even talked – to any of them in five years. Since Sharon hadn’t known the area at all and had wanted to go to a BDSM club, that was the only place Kate had trusted Sharon to go to without her. Some of the clubs that Sharon had dragged her to in L.A. had been pretty shady, and she’d wanted to make sure Sharon was safe when Kate wasn’t there to watch out for her.

      “You could always replace me with a man,” Kate teased. 

      “Please.” Sharon snorted and then sighed. “I’m starting to think that maybe I’m not actually submissive. Or maybe the kind of dominant I want just doesn’t go to the clubs. I’m just so over the yes Sir, no Sir, give me orders Sir thing. Can’t one of them just bend me over and fuck me hard without having to boss me around first? Is it so much to ask for a man to just grab me, hold me down and fuck me? The talking is killing me! I finally gave Master Maniacal a chance last night, and we talked for freaking half an hour before he’d even spank me. I don’t want to talk, I just want to do. I might have to change his nickname to Master Meh.”

      Kate burst out laughing. One of her favorite things about Sharon was the various nicknames that she’d come up for people at the clubs. It helped her keep track of them when she didn’t know their actual names, but sometimes they were less than complimentary. Knowing that Sharon could be kind of judgy, Kate had specifically asked not to know the real names of the Doms that Sharon had nicknamed. She didn’t want to pre-judge before she could get there and meet any of them for herself. Plus, there was always the chance that she would already know some of them.

      “Seriously though... other than Master Maniacal, only Crusty Cock and the Speedy Spanker asked me if I wanted to scene. I’m running out of options over here,” Sharon whined. “It’s even worse because everyone reassures me that Stronghold is definitely the place to be in this area, so it’s not like I can just hop around to another spot.”

      Which is what Sharon would have done in L.A. Although, Kate doubted that Sharon would do that unless she had someone to go with her anyway. The girl was rabidly co-dependent about some things. 

      “You sure you don’t want to give the Speedy Spanker another chance?” Kate teased. “And Crusty Cock’s dick might be crusty, but he probably knows what he’s doing with all that practice.”

      The Speedy Spanker was one of the first guys that Sharon had scened with when she’d moved to D.C., and he was constantly asking her to scene again. His nickname was because Sharon had said that he spanked hard and fast, and the scene had been over within half an hour, too fast for her to mentally get into the scene. It had left her breathless, and not in a good way. Crusty Cock was apparently the club man-whore, and Sharon refused to scene with him on principal. She was looking for a relationship. Plus, he was supposed to be a sadist, although Sharon had said he was willing to play with any pussy he could find. Even though the club had the usual policies on safe sex and having its members tested, the nickname had stuck.

      “What about Hot Chocolate?” Kate asked, referring to the bouncer that Sharon had been drooling over, even though she said he was too big for her. At 5’1”, most guys were too big for Sharon, but that had yet to stop her as far as Kate had noticed.

      “Apparently he’s on the rebound from a Heinously Evil Ex, and possibly already interested in someone else,” Sharon said with the same heaving sigh that she always did whenever Hot Chocolate was mentioned. Kate grinned, wondering if Sharon was fanning herself with her hand, the way she often did when she thought a guy was particularly sexy. “Why are all the good ones taken or man-whores?”

      “Well it is a BDSM sex club.”

      “Sex is not a required part of a scene. Not that I’d say no at this point. I’m on the verge of growing back my virginity,” Sharon stated dramatically. Well, dramatically for her, since she tended to do everything dramatically.

      “I’m pretty sure that’s what dildos are for.”

      “It’s not the same.”

      Kate sighed. “No, it isn’t.”

      She hadn’t had sex in about the same amount of time that Sharon had - a little over a month. Ever since she and Paul had broken up when she’d made the decision to move back east with Sharon. It wasn’t that she hadn’t liked Paul, she had, a lot, but they’d only been together about six months, and she found herself wanting to go back to Maryland more than she wanted to stay and find out where a relationship with him could go. He was a good guy, a good Dom, and a skilled sadist, but neither of them had been particularly broken up about the break up. They hadn’t fallen in love, and she couldn’t help but wonder if she’d been holding back because she’d somehow known that she wasn’t going to be on the West Coast for much longer.

      Although she could have gone to one of the Cali clubs it wasn’t the same without Sharon. She was too cautious to go by herself; she needed the back up. Not because she didn’t trust the Doms or the dungeon monitors, but because she didn’t trust herself. She knew exactly what happened when she completely gave herself over to a scene, when she let go of her control completely, and she had the scar to prove it.

      She spent the next twenty minutes on the phone with Sharon, missing her best friend and roommate more than ever. Not only that, but she missed the East Coast. Sharon whined about how freaking cold it was, the flurries that fell, the ice and the blizzard warnings, and it made Kate’s chest ache. She missed the seasons. She missed the snow and the cold and the ice. While she loved the weather in L.A., there was some part of her that craved the seasons she’d grown up with. Even if some of them seemed kinda awful when they were happening; complaining about them was part of the love.

      “Alright, I’ve gotta go,” Sharon said, sighing. “I miss you, Barbie Girl.”

      Kate smiled, her heart aching a bit. “I miss you too, Little Italy.” Their nicknames for each other always made her smile. Sharon had dubbed her Barbie Girl the second they’d met, because Kate was tall with long blonde hair, blue eyes, and a slim hourglass figure that the Hollywood starlets hated her for. The complete opposite of Sharon’s petite, curvy, olive-skinned, dark hair and eyes, compliments of her Italian heritage. Kate wasn’t as good at coming up with nicknames, but it was appropriate. “Just two more weeks and then we can play in the snow together.”

      “If it snows,” Sharon said, her skepticism loud and clear. “They keep saying it’s going to snow and the most we get is freezing rain or flurries.”

      “Now you sound like a real Marylander,” Kate teased.

      “Ugh, shut up. Love you, mean it.” Sharon hung up the phone without actually saying goodbye, leaving Kate giggling. God she missed her roommate.

      She sat on the couch, wallowing a little bit in her loneliness. But two weeks really wasn’t a long time, and then she’d be back east. Back to rooming with Sharon. Back to seeing her sister again. Back to old friends that she’d lost touch with.

      Part of her wondered if she might run back into her ex while she was there too. If he was in the area, she knew he’d be at Stronghold. But the last she’d heard, he was in New York. So probably not.
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      “So... is it a date? Or not?”

      One downside to Christmas break, it meant that there was no escape from Angel. Since she mostly taught her classes in the evenings and worked from home during the day, she was free to bug Leigh as much as she wanted to. Leigh sighed in exasperation, resisting the urge to throw something at her friend. Not that there was anything around she could actually throw, since they were both sitting in massage chairs, getting pedicures. 

      The two women at their feet had fallen silent, obviously listening in. Not that it mattered; nail salons were always rife with people talking as if the manicurists couldn’t hear what was being said. As far as Leigh knew, it wasn’t like the women went out telling the world. Although, she bet they overheard some really interesting things.

      “Not,” Leigh replied, well aware of how uncertain she sounded. “I’m pretty sure it’s not. We’re just hanging out. We’ve hung out before, it’s not a big deal.”

      Angel gave her a look. “Yes, but this is the first time you’re ‘hanging out’ just the two of you,” she said, making derisive little quotation marks with her fingers. Leigh didn’t know how Angel managed to make finger quotes look derisive, but she did. “And you like him.”

      “I mean... yeah, but I don’t... I’m not...” Leigh gave an exasperated sigh and glared at her friend, who was nodding skeptically every time Leigh stuttered. “We’re not going to be sleeping together. If it is a date, then it’s just a date. I like him, but I’m not looking for anything serious.”

      “You don’t want anything serious.” Angel sounded a little skeptical.

      “No, I don’t. Why would I? I just got out of a serious relationship barely a few months ago. I’m allowed to want to date casually.”

      The look Angel gave her practically had Leigh wilting in her chair. “You’re not a casual dater Leigh. You suck at it.”

      “So? Maybe that’s because I was trying to do it with guys that I didn’t care about. Maybe I just needed the slutty period.” Which was what she called her little slew of one night stands. Heck, she’d almost caught up to Angel’s “number” within a matter of months. She was feeling defensive, and she wasn’t quite sure why. “I can casual date Jared if I want. Although, I’m not even sure that’s what’s happening tonight. We’re just hanging out.”

      “What are you doing tonight?”

      “Just having dinner. I was going to see if he wants to watch a meteor shower afterwards. It’s the peak of the Geminids tonight.”

      “That’ll be cold.”

      Leigh shrugged. “I just thought it might be fun. Different. Michael never wanted to go watch meteor showers with me.”

      “Kind of romantic.”

      “That doesn’t bother me.”

      “Because you see Jared as safe.”

      “Exactly.”

      Safe. Fun. Made her feel a little giggly, which she liked. But also still not ready for a real relationship. They were on exactly the same page, unlike the guys she’d slept with, all of whom had wanted more than just one night. She didn’t regret any of those nights; Michael had broken up with her so that he could get more experience, and Leigh hadn’t seen why she couldn’t do the same. But Angel was right, she’d gotten tired of it after a while. Not of the sex, but of the men wanting more when she didn’t. It was too much hassle to deal with their emotions when she was struggling with her own, especially when it had been clear before they’d slept together that it wasn’t supposed to be serious.

      Funny how quickly guys changed their mind when they realized a woman meant it.

      “Because you still want to get back together with Michael eventually.”

      Leigh opened her mouth and then closed it. She couldn’t quite meet Angel’s eye. “I never said that.”

      “But it’s in the back of your head. You know what a terrible idea that is, don’t you?”

      “I wouldn’t just let him push me around anymore. I don’t need him.” Not like she used to. She’d always thought that she could never live without him. Now she’d learned differently, but she still wanted him. Missed him. Every day got just a little bit easier, but then she’d see a six pack of Sam Adam’s Cherry Wheat in the beer store or hear Shania Twain’s You’re Still the One on the radio and her throat would close up and her chest would ache and she’d wish she could just reach out and hold his hand. The way she’d always done. “It would be different.”

      “I would hope so,” Angel muttered. She gave Leigh a sidelong look. “What about Jake? Does he know that you’re going out with Jared tonight?”

      “Yes.” 

      Their entire group of friends seemed intent on trying to push Jake and Leigh together, which they found amusing. She liked Jake, but more in the way that she liked Adam. He was another big brother type, and while they’d clicked immediately, it hadn’t been in a romantic way. Not that anyone else seemed to see it that way. They all went googly eyed every time Jake put his arm around Leigh’s shoulders, even though Jake always had his arm around someone’s shoulders. He’d joked to her that he was starved for female contact after being overseas.

      No one seemed to disapprove of her and Jared hanging out so much, exactly, but the general consensus was that it couldn’t go anywhere. Because Jared was a Dom and Leigh was vanilla. Although, lately she was wondering about that. Not everything that she saw at the club appealed to her - in fact a lot of it didn’t - but some of it did. More and more of it, actually, because the more she was exposed to the various forms of kink, the more she heard or saw that drew her in. 

      Leigh had always liked sex, and sex with Michael had always been good, but now she couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to go beyond a little bit of bondage. Beyond the occasional slap on the ass during doggy-style. But wondering and actually doing were two very different things. On the other hand, if Jared was up for showing her a few things, and they could maintain the connection that they had, Leigh would be totally up for it. She was pretty sure that she and Jared could both separate their emotions, considering that they were both still hung up on other people.

      “You like Jared more than Jake, don’t you?” Angel asked with a sigh.

      Leigh shrugged and then grimaced as her pedicurist took her foot out of the water and started going at it with the hard sponge. This was the only part of a pedicure that she didn’t like that much, because she was so ticklish and it was so hard to stay still. Next to her, Angel was giggling and gripping the arms of her chair to keep from moving her foot; Leigh was practically writhing as she tried not to kick the poor woman in the face.

      “Sorry... sorry...” She practically squealed as the woman hit a sensitive spot. The woman just gave her a sympathetic smile, not that she let up on Leigh’s feet at all. At least having their feet scrubbed distracted Angel from the conversation.

      Once the tickle torture was over, Leigh was able to relax as the pedicurist smoothed lotion over her right foot and calf and started to massage it. This was the best part of a pedicure. Although her limp relaxation was interrupted by a text message. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and saw that it was Jared.

      Hey I’m really sorry but I got called in to the first shift at work tonight so I’m going to have to cancel on dinner.

      The level of disappointment that swept through her surprised Leigh. She’d been looking forward to seeing Jared tonight, but she hadn’t realized quite how much until now.

      “What’s wrong?” Angel asked, attuned to Leigh’s mood as always.

      “He got called in to work,” Leigh said, knowing that she wasn’t totally successful at hiding her disappointment. On the other hand, why should she just accept the cancellation? Throughout her entire relationship with Michael, she’d always just willingly taken whatever he could give her without asking for more. If she was going to change her habits for the future, why not start practicing now?

      Her fingers flew across the phone.

      What time does the shift end? There’s a meteor shower tonight that I want to go watch.

      Angel didn’t even feign disinterest; she leaned over the arm of her chair, trying to see what Leigh had written back. Shaking her head, Leigh tilted the phone so that Angel could read for herself.

      As she did, it vibrated with Jared’s reply. Leigh quickly snatched the phone back.

      Awesome. I’ll get out my telescope.

      Happiness buzzed through her chest, a big grin spreading across her face. Okay, so a telescope wasn’t actually useful during a meteor shower, but who cared? Obviously Jared was interested in going, which meant her night wasn’t a total bust. It made her feel good that her little experiment had such a positive response. They sent a few more quick texts, ending with him promising to text her as soon as he left work and was on the way to Adam and Angel’s to pick her up. It wasn’t until she’d finished that Leigh realized both of their pedicures were done and that Angel and the two other women were all watching her with looks of amusement on their faces.

      “Not a date, huh?” Angel asked, raising her eyebrow, a stupid little smirk on her face.

      “Shut up.”
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      Most days Jared loved his job, but today the shift had dragged on forever. Fortunately, Trey arrived right on time to pick up the later shift, so Jared could leave at ten. Too late for dinner, but not too late for a meteor shower. He grinned. It was fucking cold out, but totally worth it. He liked that Leigh wasn’t afraid to brave the December weather to see the meteor shower. It had been a long time since he’d really been able to indulge in looking at the stars.

      Of course, almost as soon as he’d texted her about bringing his telescope, he’d wished that he could unsend it. He’d gotten overly excited about stargazing and, like a dumbass, hadn’t thought twice about making a telescope reference, only to realize that it made no sense. Whatever, if she liked watching meteor showers, maybe she would be interested in coming out to look at the stars and planets through the telescope some other time. 

      There were plenty of other things that he’d packed up for the evening, even though it had taken him a few minutes of extra time. Fortunately, his apartment wasn’t too far out of the way between Stronghold and Adam’s house. He felt strangely nervous, filled with a kind of buoyant energy that wouldn’t let him relax as he drove.

      Some of that nervous energy seeped away when he pulled up to the house, and Leigh immediately stepped out of the front door. That’s when he realized that part of him had been anxious about facing Angel and Adam. Not that he should have been - it wasn’t really any of their business if he and Leigh were going to hang out - but sometimes emotions couldn’t be ruled by logic.

      “Hi,” Leigh said as she jumped into the car. He’d thought about getting out to open the door for her, but she’d moved so quickly that he hadn’t had the chance. “Holy crap it’s cold out.”

      “Still want to go look at the stars?” he teased, a small voice in the back of his head yelling at him not to give her the option. 

      Leigh just smiled brilliantly at him, quieting the voice. “Of course! I’m all bundled up... long underwear and everything.”

      “Very sexy,” he said, teasing again, although he also approved. She looked like she’d put a lot of thought into keeping warm tonight. The long, grey, thick, winter coat she was wearing went down nearly to her ankles. It didn’t have a hood, but it had a broad collar that covered her neck completely, although she also had a thick knitted scarf wrapped around her throat. Jared was pretty sure that he recognized Angel’s work; she’d made a bunch of scarves for everyone for Christmas gifts. The bright blue, velvet cap she was wearing had a small brim above her forehead and puffed out over the rest of her head, covering her ears and all the way down to the nape of her neck. She looked adorable, her mismatched eyes gleaming with excitement in the car’s interior lights, just before she closed the door and they clicked off. One was hazel, the other green-hazel, and he found the difference strangely fascinating.

      “Ask Angel,” Leigh said, tugging off her gloves, which were obviously too warm to keep on with the heat blaring, as Jared backed out of the driveway. “I will choose comfort over sex appeal any day. I swear, since I’ve moved in she’s started dressing me like a Barbie doll. And I think she threw away my favorite pair of sneakers.”

      “The ones where the soles were coming apart from the shoe?” Jared asked, unimpressed by her complaint.

      Leigh narrowed her eyes at him suspiciously, as if daring him to say something derogatory about her favorite shoes. “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      Laughing, she smacked the back of her hand against his bicep. Not that he really felt it, through his own thick coat. Not to mention that Leigh didn’t exactly hit hard. She was all slender limbs, sleekly muscled but without any real build in comparison to his larger, harder frame. Hell, he was twice the size of her width, and despite her height, he was a full head taller.

      Fortunately, Jared liked being quite a bit larger than a woman. It was fortunate because otherwise he wouldn’t have had much luck finding anyone to date; he was substantially larger than most women. Still, he liked that she wasn’t petite either; very short woman always made him feel like he was about to trip over them. Leigh was, like his ex, very much his physical type.

      Unlike his ex, she was more fun to talk to. Rather than listening to a diatribe about her day, her aspirations, and any current hindrances to her goals, he and Leigh chatted back and forth. She asked question after question, coaxing more information out of him in one conversation than most people did in a month’s worth. As always, it was easy to talk to her, even though he did his best to turn the questions around on her as well. 

      When they reached the site that he’d picked out, a large field that was surrounded by trees and very little light pollution, Leigh practically bounced out of the car in her excitement. Grinning, Jared opened up the trunk and picked up the blankets and the picnic basket that he’d put back there. He’d already told her not to bother bringing any blankets since he had more than enough.

      “What’s that?” she asked, looking curiously at the picnic basket.

      “You’ll see,” he said, shutting the trunk.

      She grinned at him, snuggling up to his unburdened side and wrapping her arm around his waist. Immediately his side was warmer, and he curved his arm around her shoulder.

      “Mmmm warm,” she said, pressing her face against his chest as they walked into the field. Jared chuckled, basically guiding her across the grass, enjoying the fact that she let him. He was well known at Stronghold for being a cuddly Dom, one whose favorite part of a scene was after-care, but even so, his need to be a provider was rarely ever fully satisfied. It wasn’t just about caring for a woman, or protecting her, but also about her appreciation of it. He’d done plenty of caring for Marissa, but she’d always taken it for granted. Leigh always seemed, not just grateful, but almost surprised by it. Which only made him want to take care of her even more. Even the subs at Stronghold didn’t have that kind of reaction; they might appreciate aftercare in his hands, but they also expected it.

      Picking a spot right in the center of the field, he quickly spread out the largest blanket, already alert to the fact that Leigh was shivering slightly as she stood and waited.

      “Sit down,” he said, pointing to the center of the blanket and unfolding another even thicker and warmer one. Leigh plunked her cute little butt down right where he’d pointed without even the hint of a protest. It always amused him when she claimed not to be a submissive yet never seemed to notice how quickly she followed orders when they were issued. He didn’t point it out though; he just settled the blanket around her shoulders and lap.

      Lifting up one arm, as if it was a wing with the blanket trailing down like feathers, Leigh tilted her head at him. “Aren’t you coming under?”

      “In a minute.”

      Opening the picnic basket, he took out a small tin and handed it to her. Even with her gloves on, it only took her a moment to open it.

      “Cookies!” Her delight was infectious, the surprise and happiness laced through her tone feeding into that deep-seated need in his psyche. She beamed up at him. “Where did you get these?”

      “Made them yesterday,” he admitted, feeling a bit sheepish. “Knew I wouldn’t have time today.”

      The expression on her face was worth the slight embarrassment over admitting that he’d made them specifically for her. He was so used to having offerings either belittled or dismissed as unimportant, he wasn’t used to anyone making a big deal about it. To hide the intensity of his own reaction, he busied himself with getting the bottle of wine out of the picnic basket and opening it while Leigh tasted one of the cookies. 

      She moaned.

      “These are delicious, Jared. I can’t believe you made these. They’re gorgeous, like something you’d see in a shop.”

      He shrugged, even as his heart felt like it was swelling so large that it might burst out of his chest. “Justin gave me the recipe; they’re not as hard to make as you’d think.”

      The rectangular shaped cookies were in a checkerboard pattern of vanilla and chocolate, and the bottoms had been dipped in chocolate. It wasn’t the first time that Jared had made them, but it was the first time anyone had cared. Then again, he’d never presented them to anyone, the way he had to Leigh. Her genuine recognition of the effort and thought he’d put into them made him want to shower her with a million little surprises. Seriously, had her ex never done anything for her?

      When he picked up the towel-wrapped wine glasses, under her curious gaze, he was even more surprised by her jaw-dropping reaction to seeing the stemware. 

      “Did you seriously bring wine glasses?” she asked, voice quivering with suppressed amusement, but also that same awe that she’d shown over the cookies.

      “What, you thought I was going to let you drink from the bottle like a heathen?” he asked, enjoying her answering giggle. 

      He poured the wine with a flourish and handed it to her, before pouring his own glass and finally accepting her offer of half the blanket. Despite the layers they were both wearing, their body heat mingled fairly quickly, warming him even more than the wine did as the rich cabernet slid down his throat. Leigh leaned against him, resting her head on his shoulder, and he shifted so that he could wrap his arm around her, tucking her against him in a way that made him feel like he was shielding her against all the elements.

      “Thank you for all of this,” she murmured, her head moving slightly against his shoulder. “This is way classier than anything I would have planned for stargazing.”

      “Wine glasses have a way of doing that,” he teased.

      Looking up at the stars with her, he felt more lighthearted than he had in years. More open. More himself. When was the last time he’d really had a conversation with someone that wasn’t about either them or Marissa? It felt like his life had revolved around his ex’s problems and drama for so long, he could barely remember who he was without them. Until now. It was hard to look up at the nighttime sky, filled with stars and galaxies, and truly feel that the trivialities Marissa had cluttered his life with really mattered at all.

      “I can never stargaze without thinking about how small we are,” Leigh murmured, echoing his thoughts, her head tilted back as she scanned the stars. “Like, look at all those billions of other stars, where there are other worlds... all those galaxies that we can’t even see. We’re just a teeny tiny speck... kind of makes me feel pretty insignificant, you know?”

      “Ever wonder if there’s really alien life out there?” he asked, curling his fingers around her shoulder in a comforting kind of gesture. Thinking about how little they were in the grand scheme of things was never a comfortable thought and, despite the cold, he was pretty sure that Leigh’s shivers meant she felt the same. After all, as cuddled up as they were, with the blanket wrapped securely around them and wine warming their insides, the cold was barely touching him. And he was wrapped around Leigh, which meant it should be effecting her even less. 

      “I mean, there’s got to be, don’t you think? At least something, somewhere. Maybe more advanced than us, maybe less... but I can’t believe that we’re the only planet in the entire universe to have any life.”

      “That’s pretty much how I always felt.” Jared paused and then gave her a sardonic look. “Do you believe in alien abductions?”

      “Uh, not so much- oh look!” Leigh jumped excitedly, her arm swinging up and nearly knocking against his wine glass. He followed the point of her finger in time to see the very last flash of a shooting star. “It’s starting!”

      They both paused, scanning the sky, as if the one star was the signal for a multitude. Of course, meteor showers didn’t work quite like that, especially the Geminids, which weren’t quite as showy in their area as, say, the Perseids in August. But that didn’t stop them from hopeful looking.

      Finally, Leigh sighed. “I think that might have been it for now.” She tilted her head to look up at him, her voice turning hopeful and kind of pleading. “Cookie?”

      Jared couldn’t help but chuckle. He reached out from the warm cocoon of the blanket to knock the top off of the tin and pick a cookie up for her. Before she could shift to reach for it, he brought it to her bowed pink lips. Warmth that wasn’t at all physical shot through him as Leigh delicately took a small bite, happy to let him feed her. 

      The warmth spread down his body, pooling in his groin and making his dick start to harden. He’d always found feeding a woman to be an erotic experience, one that went far beyond providing for her. Olivia had once told him that it was because he used food as a phallic substitute, but he didn’t think that was all of it either. There was something primal about feeding a woman from his own hand, a kind of dominance that was more mental than anything else. After all, Leigh was perfectly capable of feeding herself, but here she was, allowing him to do so, without protest.

      It wasn’t sexual, and yet it turned him on anyway.

      But that wasn’t what they were here for. Still feeding her bites of the cookie, he turned his attention back to the heavens.
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      The cookie practically melted on her tongue like butter. Butter covered in chocolate. Leigh had to keep herself from moaning. She knew damn well that both she and Angel had the tendency to make “sex noises” when they were enjoying their food, and she’d been embarrassed by it more than once when around other people. More than once, Michael had hissed at her to be quiet when she ate - which was only appropriate since his co-workers were giving her weird looks at the time. So she’d learned to tamp down her impulses most of the time. Part of her wanted to just let loose, because she felt comfortable around Jared, but... she still wasn’t quite sure whether or not this was a date.

      It felt an awful lot like a date. But he hadn’t done anything that she could pinpoint as being date-like. The wine glasses had made her heart flutter, but he might just not like drinking out of a bottle. He’d made cookies, but he also acted like it hadn’t been a big deal. Sure they were cuddling, but it was also freaking freezing out. She didn’t want to misinterpret Jared being nice for Jared being romantic. After all, she’d heard a lot at Stronghold about how much he liked “taking care” of the women there. Not sexually, but actually taking care of them.

      For all she knew, all the sweet gestures, all the generous little touches, might just be Jared being Jared. Which meant she needed to keep her hormones and emotions in check.

      Their nice, comfortable friendship could get super awkward super fast if she read too much into the little things he did. Especially because she realized she was starved for little bits of attention, the small things that said “I care,” because Michael hadn’t really done much of that for months. Possibly years. It was hard to remember. She could absolutely picture Jared taking care of any of their other female friends this way. No one would ever think anything of it. Which meant that if this was a date, she was going to need a hell of a lot clearer sign before she labeled it as such.

      In the meantime, she could enjoy the snuggling and the company.

      “Holy!-“ Jared’s voice cut off and Leigh gasped as the brightest meteor she’d ever seen flashed across the sky. It was huge, easily two or three times the size of the last one she’d spotted, and glowed a kind of greenish color. “Did you see that?!”

      “Yeah, have you ever seen anything like it?” she asked, awed. It had been so big and beautiful, there so quickly and then gone.

      “Never.” Jared sounded just as awed, so at least she didn’t feel like an idiot for her reaction. He glanced down at her, and Leigh grinned up at him. “I’m glad we both saw it. I would have hated for you to miss something like that.”

      “Me too.” She lifted her glass of wine out of the blankets, holding it up in the air. Despite her gloves, she could feel the cold. “Cheers.”

      “Cheers.”

      They clinked glasses and sipped.

      As the night went on, and they finished their glasses of wine and Leigh finally told herself that she had to stop eating more cookies (despite how cute it was when Jared fed them to her), they ended up lying on their backs staring up at the sky. Somehow it felt incredible intimate, to be cuddled under a blanket, even though there was no sexual touching going on, not even any caressing. They hadn’t kissed. Sometimes they talked, if one of them felt like they had something to say, but both of them were also just content to lay there and stare at the velvet darkness of the sky with its sparkling pinpoints of light.

      Meteors flashed at random intervals, making both of them start and jump with excitement, happy to have caught the sight.

      Despite all of Jared’s care, Leigh was having a harder time keeping warm. She didn’t know how long they’d been lying out, watching the meteor shower; neither of them had on a watch, nor were they checking their phones. It almost felt like a moment suspended in time that could go on forever... except that she was getting cold and tired. But she still didn’t want to leave. She was enjoying herself too much.

      Unfortunately, certain involuntary reactions were impossible to suppress. The third time Leigh shivered, Jared had obviously had enough. He’d listened to her the last two times that she’d said she was fine, but this time he sat up, pulling her up with him.

      “I swear, I’m fine!” she protested as he tugged the blanket from her resisting fingers. Even as she said it, she shivered again.

      Despite the darkness, her eyes had adjusted to the starlight enough to see the stern look he gave her. “You’re freezing. And it’s late.” His voice turned more coaxing. “How about we go back to my place and have some tea to warm you up?” 

      Unable to stop another shiver, Leigh had to admit to herself that she was probably ready to go in. Especially if Jared wasn’t going to end the night right now. Even if she didn’t like most teas. She was a self-admitted picky eater most of the time, but sometimes a girl just had to suck it up to spend some time with her crush.

      “That sounds good,” she said, getting to her feet and rolling up the blanket they’d been sitting on.

      The drive back to Jared’s place was short.

      Jared’s apartment was on the ground floor, with a direct entrance from the parking lot, and its own little garden area right to the left of the door. Which Leigh appreciated, since it meant they were able to park practically right next to his door and then hurry inside. The ride hadn’t been quite long enough for the car to really start to heat up. The blast of warmth she felt just stepping into his apartment was enough to make her moan in appreciation. She quickly stepped to the side so that he could follow her in, her eyes already taking in the setup of his apartment.

      The door they’d just come in was right next to the dining room table, which was huge, enough to seat at least six people, although it looked like it could expand with an insert, and a buffet up against the wall (although she couldn’t imagine how he could need more surface space). Right across from the door was the entrance to the kitchen, but she couldn’t see much more than an immaculately clean counter and a stove. To her left was the main room, which also had what looked like the door to the rest of the apartment building. Both the dining area and the living area had huge Persian rugs over the hardwood floors. There was a big, brown leather couch and two matching armchairs, all liberally scattered with colorful cushions, and a heavy looking coffee table with a half completed puzzle on it. Across from the couch and coffee table was a big, wooden entertainment center, the kind that could be closed over the television so that it just looked like an armoire. 

      The overall feeling would have been heavily masculine if it wasn’t for the little touches like the cushions and the paintings on the walls. Leigh couldn’t help but wonder how much his ex had had a hand in decorating the apartment. Something a little bit like jealousy niggled at her, but she pushed it away as unworthy. She, better than anyone, knew how much lives could become intertwined in a long-term relationship. It would be silly to expect that Jared and Marissa’s would be any different.

      “This is really nice,” she said, completely sincerely. It really was; very comfortable and warm and welcoming. She loved wooden furniture, and the bright colors in the rugs, cushions and paintings kept things from becoming too brown and white. 

      “Thanks,” he said, helping her take her coat off. Leigh found herself wishing that she’d dressed up just a tiny bit more, but she really had been thinking comfort over anything else. Especially since she wasn’t sure if this was a date or not. She’d gotten her nails done, but she was just wearing jeans and a big, warm sweater, with a plain, long sleeved t-shirt underneath. And long johns under her jeans. “I actually can’t take any credit for it. When my mom got married and moved out, she left most of her stuff here.”

      “How long ago was that?” Leigh asked, feeling slightly confused. Hadn’t he been living with Marissa? Or had she just assumed that?

      Jared paused as he hung up her coat on the coat rack in the corner, obviously having to think about the answer. “About five or six years ago I think.”

      “So you just kept everything?” The corners of her lips lifted.

      “I grew up here with the apartment like this, I like everything the way it is, why change it?” he asked, smiling back at her as he shucked off his own coat.

      “What about Marissa?” she asked, too curious not to. Not that Jared ever seemed to mind her asking about his ex. He asked stuff about Michael sometimes too. It was part of what they liked about spending time together - neither of them felt the need to pretend that the previous relationship had never existed. With their other friends it seemed like they wanted the exes to be out of sight, out of mind, but that wasn’t how it worked. For Leigh, Michael had been such an integral part of her life for so long, if she pretended he hadn’t been, she didn’t have much of a past to talk about. Jared had told her he felt the same way. “She never brought anything over?”

      “Most of it she kept in my room,” he said. “It didn’t really go with the stuff out here, she has more modern tastes.”

      Leigh made a face. “Michael too. He was all about monochromatic color schemes and metal. I like this though,” she said, trailing her fingers over the big dining room table. “I love wooden furniture.”

      “Me too.” Jared grinned at her, moving towards the kitchen. Like a lost, little puppy, she followed after him, enjoying the chance to check him out. She loved good shoulders on a man. And a good butt. Both of which Jared had. Happiness and a kind of anticipation fizzed and popped inside of her. Not because she thought they were going to get it on or anything, just because this was fun. The flirting. Finding new little things that they had in common. Connecting with someone that she was attracted to. Talking about Michael to Jared always hurt less than talking about him to anyone else. “Marissa never actually lived here, so I didn’t have to redecorate, thank god.”

      “Really? I always assumed she did.”

      “No, she traveled too much. She would stay here sometimes, and she had some stuff here, but she always just kept it in my room. Especially since we weren’t always together when she came back. We had a couple of fights about her moving in. I think she basically split her time between here and her parents’ house.”

      “I think I’m kind of envious,” Leigh said, a little wistfully. “I mean, I wanted to live with Michael, but splitting up all our stuff was brutal. I’m out half my DVD collection and a bunch of my books.”

      Jared made a face. “Yeah, I’m glad I didn’t have to worry about anything like that. She never really put down roots anywhere, including here.”

      Which was something that Leigh just couldn’t understand. As much as she and Jared really got where the other was coming from, every once in a while he would pull out one of these random facts about Marissa that made her wonder just what the hell was wrong with the other woman. She and Jared had been together for years, but sometimes when Jared talked about her, it was obvious that Jared had been the one putting all the effort into the relationship - not that he ever actually said that, it was just pretty self-evident from the way Marissa had treated him. It made her incredibly pissed off on Jared’s behalf, and also a little mad at him for not seeing how Marissa had been using him.

      “So what kind of tea would you like?” Jared asked, completely unperturbed by the revelation he’d just dropped. That was the other thing - Jared never seemed to act like he thought he deserved better than how Marissa had treated him. Which just made Leigh want to shake him. Even she recognized that she had deserved better than the way Michael had begun treating her by the end of their relationship, and Michael had been a way better boyfriend than Marissa had a girlfriend. “I’ve got a bunch of herbal teas if you want to skip the caffeine.”

      The kitchen was small, square shaped. The counter that was next to the stove was the only counter. To the left, behind the wall so that it wasn’t visible to the dining room, were the fridge and a large black shelving unit that was covered in dishes and dried goods. Jared pulled down a large cookie tin from the top shelf and Leigh’s lips quirked as she saw that it was filled with colorful teabags.

      “Um, yeah, herbal,” she said, trying to make it sound like she wasn’t completely out of her depth. 

      “Berry tea work for you?”

      “Berry sounds good.” She’d never tried berry tea before, but she knew she didn’t like green or black. Herbal was too nondescript, but she liked all kinds of berries, so she probably couldn’t go wrong there. Glancing at the clock over the stove, she winced. Was it really almost 1 am already? Good thing she was still on winter break or she’d be screwed. Late nights as a teacher were not a good thing, especially not when teaching high schoolers who would rather be skipping class than reading Shakespeare.

      Picking out two tea bags, Jared laid them on the counter and put the tin back in its place. Grabbing a metal tea kettle from its spot on the shelves, he quickly filled it with water and put it on the stove. Leigh couldn’t help but smile at the incongruity of the big, muscular man and the stereotypically feminine ritual of putting on a tea kettle. Maybe that made her a sexist, but there was something about the sight that made her want to giggle.

      “Come on, let’s go sit down.” His eyes twinkled as he turned, reaching out to place his hand on the small of her back and propel her towards the main room. “After all, a watched pot never boils.”

      Allowing herself to be led over to the couch, Leigh stifled a yawn as she sat down, pulling a cushion on her lap and hugging it. When she was tired, she liked to hold things, especially when she was sitting down. Actually, what she really liked to do was cuddle, but she wasn’t sure how that would be received now that there was no need to share body heat, so she just hugged the pillow against her stomach instead.

      “So... what kind of Dom are you?” Leigh asked the first question that popped into her head. In the darkness, under the stars, the silence between them had felt natural and intimate. Here, in his well-lit apartment, on his couch, with him looking at her, she felt the need to fill it. Besides, it was a question that had been playing on her mind for a while. Not that she really needed to know the answer, because he was just a crush that she was enjoying right now, but she was curious.

      “How do you mean?” he asked, not at all perturbed by her question.

      “Like... Patrick’s a 24/7 Dom. Adam’s a Dom just in the bedroom, but Angel says he’s not nearly as bossy as Liam apparently is, but Liam never ties Hilary up or spanks her the way Adam does Angel. Justin and Chris are both Doms, but Jessica says that Justin is kind of the leader when it’s the three of them, and that he’s the only one that ever tries to take control outside of the bedroom, whereas Chris usually follows Justin’s lead and usually doesn’t try to pull the alpha male thing unless they’re doing a scene. Maria says that Rick’s more like Liam with the bossiness thing, but he also won’t let her orgasm sometimes, when all the other guys seem to make that their goal. So... what kind of Dom are you?”

      Jared burst out laughing, looking almost cross-eyed by the end of her recital. She smiled back, still hugging the pillow. He was lounging against the other side of the couch, close enough that she could reach out and touch him, but far enough that it didn’t feel like he was crowding her on the large piece of furniture. In his pale blue knit sweater, which contrasted gorgeously with his chocolate skin, he looked almost like a model. Except that most models weren’t quite as muscular as him, and it was impossible to miss his build even under the clothing.

      His laughter quieted down to chuckles as he raised an eyebrow at her. “I’m not sure any of my friends know exactly how much you ladies compare notes.”

      “Uh...” Crap. Leigh hoped she hadn’t just gotten anyone into trouble. A lot of information got passed back and forth during girls’ nights. Since she didn’t have any experience with a lot of what they were talking about, she tended to just sit back and listen, absorbing it all.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t tell on them,” Jared said, waving a hand at her. “It’s probably good for them to be able to talk about everything with each other.” His dark eyes glinted. “It’s not like the guys keep everything to themselves.”

      “Oh really?” Leigh perked up, hoping he would expand on that comment, but instead his gaze became introspective as he answered her original question.

      “I think I’m closest to what’s generally referred to as a Service Dom,” he said thoughtfully. His fingers tapped against the back of the couch, where his arm was laid out. “I get the most satisfaction out of seeing to my submissive’s needs. Pampering her. Making her feel good. That doesn’t mean no spankings or punishments, but I’m not really into play scenes, making up reasons for a ‘fun’ punishment. If I did administer a spanking, it would be because I felt like she needed it.”

      “When does someone need a spanking?” Leigh was fascinated. Although she knew Adam spanked Angel on the regular, she also knew that it was often just because he liked to spank her and Angel liked to be spanked.

      “When they’re acting up to get attention. Or if she did something I felt was dangerous or not in her best interest.”

      “That sounds kind of like Lexie and Patrick.”

      “Kind of...” Jared tilted his head and she could tell that he was trying to think of how to describe the difference. Because there definitely was a difference, one that she could sense, just because Jared and Patrick’s personalities were so different. While they were both big, intimidating men, Jared had always reminded her of a giant teddy bear, even though at first glance he was a little scarier than Patrick just because of his size. But the sense of power around Patrick was overwhelming; Jared didn’t seem weaker exactly, just more contained. More subtle. “I’ve been told that I would make a good Daddy Dom, but I’m not into age play, even though I like the idea of taking care of a woman in every way. In some ways, it’s more controlling than Patrick and Lexie’s relationship. Theirs has a contract, with specific rules; whereas I prefer to make all the rules and I do it on the spot.”

      “You know, all of you Doms seem to think you’re the most controlling,” Leigh teased, changing the subject just a little while she turned over Jared’s words in her head. “Rick thinks he is because he controls Maria’s orgasms, Liam thinks he is because he and Hilary don’t use bondage, Justin thinks he is because he does use bondage, and Adam thinks he is because... well I guess because he’s Adam and he’s a control freak.”

      The look on Jared’s face made Leigh giggle. She wondered if the guys had ever compared notes on who they thought was the most controlling or the most alpha, because going by Jared’s expression, he was having all sorts of revelations. She could just picture them all swaggering around, considering themselves the biggest and baddest of the group. Hopefully she hadn’t just popped his bubble. 

      “I mean, I’m sure that each of you are the most, in your own arenas,” she said, trying to make it better. 

      Jared gave her a look, but he didn’t get the chance to say anything as a loud whistling noise came from the kitchen. Leigh grinned as he got up, hugging her cushion. Teasing him was so much fun. She missed teasing. Michael had gotten really stuffy by the end of their relationship, it had been hard to relax around him. Stuffy and not very attentive. She had a feeling that Angel would think Jared’s description of his “Dom style” to be smothering... Leigh thought it sounded wonderful.

      With Michael, she’d given and given and given, emotionally and with her time and energy, always trying to please him, always trying to make him happy, always trying to do what he needed her to do, and she’d rarely asked him for anything. She’d rarely had the time to think of something she wanted to ask him for. During the day she’d taken care of her students, at night she’d taken care of Michael. Part of her had enjoyed that, had needed it even, the same way Jared apparently needed to take care of his submissive, but at the same time it had exhausted her. 

      She couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to be with someone who gave back as much as they were given. Michael could take a few lessons from Jared on how to be a better boyfriend. And she could probably school Marissa, although she now had a better understanding of why Jared might have stayed with that selfish bitch for so long.

      “Do you want sugar in your tea?” he called from the kitchen.

      “Um, actually do you have Splenda or something?” she replied. She was due back at the doctor’s next week for her three-month check-up on her high blood sugar, to see if it had gone down any. During the past three months, she was supposed to have started eating healthier and exercising more, and she’d kind of done that... but if she was being honest with herself, she hadn’t done as much as she’d intended. Considering how many cookies she’d eaten tonight, she probably shouldn’t compound that with having more straight sugar in her tea.

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah... I uh, my blood sugar’s a little high, and I’m not supposed to eat too much sugar.”

      Instead of replying, Jared came back out into the room, frowning. With his solid stance and his hands on his hips, for the first time, he didn’t look like a giant teddy bear. Leigh had always thought that Jared trying to be stern would be kind of amusing... it wasn’t at all. 

      “Why didn’t you tell me earlier? I wouldn’t have fed you all those cookies if I’d known.”

      “I liked the cookies,” she protested. They’d been delicious. And he’d made them for her. She’d eaten them as much for the emotional satisfaction as for how freaking good they’d been.

      “That’s not the point.” The look he gave her made her shiver a little, and she hugged the cushion more tightly, trying to tell herself that having him butting into her business was not sexy. Is this how Angel felt when Adam got all Dom-like with her? Scared and a little bit excited? Leigh had never seen Jared like this... it took him out of the realm of someone safe and made him into something more.

      “I don’t have diabetes or anything, I just have high-blood sugar. My doctor calls it being pre-diabetic. As long as I take care of myself and eat healthy for the most part and exercise, my blood sugar will stay down, and I’m fine. I don’t have to give up cookies entirely.” Even to her own ears it sounded like she was making excuses, but it was all true!

      Jared’s look somehow became even more stern before he turned around and went back into the kitchen. A little shiver went down her spine. No wonder he’d been told he’d make a good Daddy Dom, for a second she’d actually felt like a naughty little girl. Except that she wasn’t and so there was something kind of hot about it. Not hot because she liked feeling like a little girl, but hot because he cared.

      When she’d first been told she had high blood sugar, and she’d told Michael, he’d been concerned, but other than trying to push her to go to the gym more often (not that he was going), he hadn’t done anything to help take care of her. When he went grocery shopping, he still brought home his favorite junk foods, some of which he knew she couldn’t resist. He’d still suggested ordering out more often than not on the nights he was supposed to cook. He never noticed what she ate or cared if he saw her eating sweets.

      So it might be weird that she was kind of turned on by Jared’s scolding and his reprimanding looks, but it kind of made sense too. Jeez, if that was what being a Service Dom meant, it was even better than she realized.

      Coming back into the room, Jared had two steaming tea mugs in his hand. “I put honey in yours.”

      “Thank you.” Leigh smiled at him as she took the mug.

      “So, pre-diabetic, huh?” Jared asked, raising his eyebrows at her as he settled back down onto the couch.

      Leigh made a face. “Yeah, but I don’t want to talk about that. It’s not a big deal.” Not unless her blood sugar went so high that she crossed the line into diabetic and it didn’t come back down again. That’s why she had to go in every three months for the testing; they tested to see what the current level was as well as what the overall level for the past three months had been. The doctor had warned her that once it went over “the threshold” of what they considered an indicator of diabetes and stayed there, it was highly unlikely that it would go back down. She wouldn’t have to do insulin shots or anything, unless it got worse; it should be controllable through diet and exercise. The same things that would keep her blood sugar from crossing that threshold. She thought of it as acting like she had diabetes in order to keep from actually having diabetes, except with occasional treats. Like tonight’s cookies. “So you’re one of Liam’s groomsmen right? Are you guys talking about the bachelor party yet?”

      Although he didn’t look entirely happy with the change in topic, Jared went along with it. Part of Leigh was touched that he cared. Another part of her was a little miffed that he seemed to think she’d be irresponsible - although, she had to admit she wasn’t exactly as responsible about her eating habits as she should be. Still, it was not the kind of topic she wanted to talk about on a first date. If this was a date.

      An hour later, the tea was gone and Leigh insisted on going back to Adam and Angel’s even, though Jared asked if she wanted to stay over. He made the gentlemanly offer of sleeping on the couch, but there was no way she was going to kick him out of his own bed. Especially when she was starting to think that she would prefer to be in it with him. This safe, happy little crush of hers was starting to move dangerously closer to something deeper. Something less safe and a lot more confusing.

      He walked her to the door when he dropped her off, bending down to press a gentle kiss... to her cheek.

      She didn’t know if she was disappointed or relieved.

      The kiss had been to her lower cheek, maybe an inch away from her mouth. Her lips seemed to tingle, as if upset that his own lips had come so close and yet hadn’t met hers.

      “I had a lot of fun tonight,” he said, brushing a strand of hair back from her face. Those dark, gentle eyes studied her face, and heat flooded through her body. Even though it was a completely different look, she couldn’t help but be reminded of when he’d sternly glared at her over the sugar thing. There was a kind of protective caring in his gaze, in both instances, that made her feel warmed from the inside out.

      “Me too.”

      “We’ll hang out again sometime soon, yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      He smiled and dropped another kiss on her cheek - was this one just a tiny bit closer to her lips? - and then turned her around. Leigh fumbled with the keys, throwing one last look over her shoulder at him as she opened the door. “You sure you don’t want to spend the night here instead of driving all the way back?”

      “I’m good.” A gentle hand on her back pushed her through the door. Sighing, Leigh waved him off, watching through the window next to the door as he went back to his car.

      As she took off her coat, the upstairs hallway light turned on, and Angel appeared at the top of the stairs. Fortunately, she was wearing a long t-shirt that covered her most of her thighs. Leigh had lived with her and Adam long enough to know that neither of them wore anything to bed.

      “So? Was it a date?”

      Tilting her head, Leigh thought back over the night. An exasperated sigh escaped from her. “I have no idea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            Text Messages

          

        

      

    

    
      Leigh: What sound does a nut make when it sneezes?

      Jared: I’m not sure I want to know.

      Leigh: Cashew!

      Jared: That’s awful.

      Leigh: You secretly liked it.

      Jared: I probably did.
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      Leigh: What do you call a cow with no legs?

      Jared: Are you going to text me with one of these monstrosities every day at 4?

      Leigh: Yes. What do you call a cow with no legs?

      Jared: ...

      Leigh: Ground beef!

      Jared: Gross. Just gross.

      Leigh: And yet you laughed.

      Jared: You can’t prove that.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Jared: Merry Christmas Eve

      Leigh: You too!

      Jared: Are you going to be at Adam’s tomorrow?

      Leigh: No, I’m spending the next few days with my family.

      Jared: I’ll see you later then. Have a good holiday.

      Leigh: You too!
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      Leigh: What kind of train eats too much?

      Jared: Sigh. I don’t know. What kind?

      Leigh: A chew-chew train!

      Jared: Bad. Just so, so bad.

      Leigh: But did you laugh?

      Jared: No, I groaned. 

      Leigh: In a laughing kind of way, right?

      Jared: sigh.
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      Leigh: What’s a pirate’s favorite letter?

      Jared: R. aaarrrrr.

      Leigh: Wrong, matey! Tis the C!

      Jared: There’s something seriously wrong with you.

      Leigh: I probably should have done that one in person. I would have liked to see your expression.

      Jared: Freddy says it’s epic.

      Leigh: I should have asked him to take a picture.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Jared: What do you call cheese that isn’t yours?

      Jared: Nacho cheese!

      Leigh: Omg I love it!!!! 

      Jared: It’s after 4 so I figured I’d text you today.

      Leigh: I have one for you, I just got caught up with Angel. We’re shopping for the New Year’s Eve party.

      Leigh: What do you call a man with no arms or legs in a pool?

      Jared: I can already tell this is going to be a bad one.

      Leigh: Bob!

      Jared: You’re going to hell.

      Leigh: So are you, because you’re laughing.

      Jared: At least the company will be good.

      Leigh: Are you working tomorrow?

      Jared: Only for the first shift.

      Leigh: I was thinking I might come by.

      Jared: To Stronghold?

      Leigh: Yeah, apparently Adam and Angel are going, and so are Hilary, Liam, Rick and Maria. Thought it would be nice to catch up.

      Jared: :)

      Jared: Then I’ll see you tomorrow.

      Leigh: :)
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      “You look happy.” Olivia poked Jared in the side. The big man was grinning at his phone in a manner that she could only describe as goofy. Something she hadn’t seen in... she couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him looking like this. Not since the first year or so of his relationship with Truck Stop, and this big goofy grin had seldom been seen then either. “What’s up?”

      “Nothing.” He didn’t exactly try to hide the phone from her, but he tilted it away from her, his body twisting slightly. There was a note in his voice that was almost petulant. 

      “Ooo, it’s a girl, isn’t it?” she teased, going up on her tiptoes to try and peer at the screen.

      “It’s Leigh,” called Freddy from his place at the front desk. The sweet, little subby was grinning, even though he had hunched his shoulders, already knowing that he was in trouble for telling on Jared. The Dom glared at him from across the lobby.

      Olivia raised her eyebrows. “Looking for a spanking are you, sweetheart?”

      “Yes?” The little sub’s eyes lit up at the same time that an anxious expression passed over his face. He might want it, but he knew it was going to hurt too. Olivia just chuckled.

      “I’ll let Mistress Erin know that you need a lesson,” Olivia said.

      “Not you?” Freddy asked, looking disappointed. He flinched when Olivia sent him a sharp look, but she couldn’t really hold it. Freddy was a sweetheart, adorable, and wonderfully submissive, but not at all her type. Unfortunately, lately he seemed to have a bit of a case of hero-worship for her, starting from when she’d taken Roland down to his knees for getting in Lexie’s face a few weeks ago. Olivia appreciated the sentiment, but she wasn’t interested, and she didn’t want to hurt his feelings.

      “You’re a better match for Mistress Erin, Freddy. Besides, I’m teaching a class tonight, remember?” She turned back to Jared, so that she didn’t have to keep looking at Freddy’s sad puppy-dog eyes. “So Leigh’s texting you? What’s she saying?”

      “It’s just stupid jokes.” His tone was dismissive, but his eyes were lit up from within. It was all Olivia could do not to indulge in a little dance for joy. Jared hadn’t been too appreciative of her last dance of joy, when he and Marissa had finally broken up.

      She hadn’t been sure whether or not she approved of whatever was going on between him and Leigh - after all, Jared definitely had certain needs which had gone unfulfilled for too long - but right now it looked like they were good for each other. At the very least, they could understand each other. Who knew, yet, if anything would come of it.

      “Stupid jokes? I see.”

      “She sends them every day at the same time.” Apparently Freddy really wanted a sore butt tonight. Olivia didn’t mind, since he was obviously her best source of information right now.

      “Oh really?”

      “Butt out, Olivia.”

      “You know I don’t offer advice unless asked,” Olivia said, patting Jared’s arm. She’d noticed a long time ago that people often didn’t appreciate advice when it was early enough to really do some good; they preferred to wait until they’d messed up beyond all reason and were desperate for someone to help them out. So now she waited to give her advice when it was actually going to be listened to, even if a lot of problems could be avoided if people just came to her first instead of waiting till they’d fucked everything up. “I’m just going to say that I am very, very happy to see you looking so happy.”

      “We’re not dating.”

      “Okay.” Olivia kept her tone mild. 

      Jared eyed her, hesitating. “I might have sort of taken her on a kind of date.”

      “Uh huh.” Now that was fascinating. Out of all of their friends, Jared was most often the one to sit quietly and listen to everyone else. It was hard to prod him out of his shell. Push any of the others hard enough and they would eventually crack and fess up; Jared would just retreat like a turtle. Not giving him a real response often yielded better results, but not always. He had to have something that he really wanted to share. 

      “It was just some star-gazing,” he said gruffly, shoving his phone back in his pocket.

      “Sounds like fun.”

      “It was.”

      Olivia waited, but apparently that was all he wanted to say. Still, it said a lot that he was even willing to talk about it. He often dropped little tidbits to her that he wanted disseminated around the group.

      “Alright.”

      He smiled at her. Olivia patted his arm again and headed into the club, almost relieved that he hadn’t asked for any advice this time. She had no idea what she would have said. Leigh was a sweetheart, and Olivia liked her a lot, but she was also getting over her own long-term relationship. She also had no personal experience with BDSM, even though she’d spent months in the club and had heard a lot of stories at girls’ nights. A lot of them had hoped that she and Jake might get together, but Leigh seemed a lot more interested in the goings on of Stronghold than Jake did. Of course, that might also just be because he was still getting used to the relationship between his best friend and little sister. They tried to be circumspect when he was around, but they’d forgotten themselves more than once at the club. Now Jake hardly ever came by, and when he did, Patrick and Lexie were on their best behavior. Either way, it definitely seemed like there was more between Jared and Leigh than Jake and Leigh, romance-wise.

      Going by the way Jared was acting right now, he definitely had some developing feelings for her, but Marissa’s hooks had always been in so deep... Olivia had hoped in the past that someone else at the club might be able to draw him away from Truck Stop, but it had never happened. She’d always managed to pull him back, manipulating his feelings of responsibility.

      The fact that Leigh was floundering a bit now that she was single, that she was obviously still having trouble getting over her own ex, might be just what Jared needed. She could understand what he’d gone through better than anyone else in the group, and at the same time, her own emotional pain would be something that Jared would feel the need to help. Leigh wasn’t broken, far from, but she was cracked. The combination might be exactly what Jared needed to finally get away from Marissa...

      Because Olivia didn’t doubt the bitch would be back.
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      “Hello, baby Doms,” Olivia said, with a cruel smile, her gaze flicking over the five men in the room with her. For today’s lesson, the fourth and next to last of the classes for the newbie Doms, she’d chosen the Doctor’s Office. They’d already been in the Schoolroom, the Locker Room, and the Jail. She’d planned the last lesson for the Interrogation room, which is when they’d be working with the more severe implements of punishment.

      Patrick’s opinion was that a good dominant needed to know exactly what they were doing to their submissive, which included knowing how the implements they used felt from the other end. The Doms in front of her had already gone through several different kinds of paddles and floggers, crops, nipple clamps, nipple suckers, and a lot of bondage. Kincaid, who was bisexual and enjoyed topping both men and women, had also gone through a stint of cock and ball torture in the Locker Room, which had left the others cringing. Olivia had to hand it to him, he hadn’t flinched, even though he’d jokingly pointed out that this was something Olivia couldn’t actually experience herself. Fortunately for him, she was still quite skilled at it. 
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