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      14 years ago

      Eleanor hugged herself as she got onto the noisy school bus, her head slightly tucked under, shoulders rounded. The bus ride home was always the worst part of her day this year. The ride to school wasn’t nearly as bad because she was at the first bus stop, which meant she had first choice of seats. Unfortunately, for the ride home, she was always one of the last people on the bus because her seventh period class was so far away from the front doors of her high school. 

      No one wanted to sit at the back of the bus with the three jerks: Kevin, Ryan, and Lawrence. They were all sophomores on the football team and thought they were too good to be riding the bus. When they weren’t tormenting their fellow passengers, they spent their time talking about what kind of cars they’d be driving next year and what position they’d have on the football team. All of them bragged to each other about how they’d be starting, even though starting positions usually went to seniors, not juniors. Reality didn’t seem to matter to them.

      Her steps faltered a little bit as she saw a new head sitting back there, in the very last seat, which Ryan usually claimed. Well, not new exactly, just unusual.

      Mike. His head was tipped back against the seat, his eyes closed, and he looked like he was asleep.

      A senior, he rarely rode the bus, but it happened every so often. Unfortunately, it meant there was no buffer seat between the terrible trio and the rest of the bus. Everyone else’s gaze skittered away from hers as she walked down the aisle, her heart rising in her throat. She kept her eyes on the seat in front of Kevin, who always sat in front of Lawrence. With a choice of Kevin or Ryan, Kevin was definitely nicer. He was a little bit more of a follower, which meant he wouldn’t immediately feel the need to start anything with the person sitting in front of him just for kicks. And, hopefully, being across the aisle and one seat up from Ryan would be enough of a buffer.

      Even though he’d never done anything to her, she really kind of hated Mike in that moment. Couldn’t he have sat in front of Ryan’s usual seat? Did he have to sit in the very back?

      Taller than anyone else on the bus, Mike had long, lean swimmer’s muscles which looked good on him. He didn’t play football like the other back-seat jerks; he was on the swim team when he wasn’t the lead in the school show. Ryan had tried to make fun of him for the theater thing once and only once. Mike had stared at him, brown eyes completely focused, strands of long, brown hair brushing against his high cheekbones, until Ryan had cringed and turned away.

      It wasn’t like Mike was intimidating at first glance, but he was just so focused, so intense, and had the kind of self-confidence Ryan and the others only pretended to. Eleanor wished she could even pretend.

      Sliding into her seat, Eleanor let out a quiet sigh of relief. Ryan had barely glanced at her, and Lawrence and Kevin had ignored her completely. She pulled out the book she was reading for English class - Ender’s Game - and went to her bookmark. Maybe she could just read the whole way home and they’d ignore her.

      That hope lasted until about two minutes after the bus started moving when Ryan snatched the book out of her hands.

      “Hey, bookworm, whatcha reading?” he asked, not bothering to even look at the title as he held the book away from her. 

      Eleanor half stood, one knee on the bus seat. “A book for class. Give it back, please.”

      “Aw, she said please. That’s cute,” Ryan said, making a face at Kevin and Lawrence, who both laughed like the jerks they were. He tossed the book back to Lawrence, and Eleanor lurched forward trying to catch it, but didn’t even manage to graze it with her fingertips. “Oops, too slow, Sandler.”

      She didn’t know why Ryan called her by her last name, but somehow it always felt like an insult or a way of making her less than she was, and she hated it. 

      “May I have my book back please, Lawrence?” she asked, trying to keep her tone even though she couldn’t stop the blush of anger rising in her cheeks. Getting mad just made them happy. Sometimes, if the person they were tormenting stayed calm, they’d get bored and leave their victim alone; so she always tried to stay calm, and most of the time it worked.

      Unfortunately, it didn’t appear that today was her day.

      Lawrence looked at Ryan for a cue of what to do, but Ryan was still looking at Eleanor.

      “Hey, Sandler, you’re not bad for a freshman. How about you give me a kiss and we’ll give you your book back?”

      Ice slid down Eleanor’s spine, spiking through her body and into her hands. Geezus... no.

      It wasn’t that Ryan was bad looking. He wasn’t. None of the trio were. Blond haired, blue eyed, square jawed, and tall for his age; Ryan looked like he should be quarterback of the football team - and he might be in a couple years. Kevin was taller than him, with rich mocha skin, his curly hair shaved close to his head, and melting, chocolate brown eyes. The shortest of the three, Lawrence was also the most muscular; he had wavy black hair that was constantly falling in his hazel eyes and lashes which made every girl who met him sigh with envy. Put together, they were gorgeous. Unfortunately, their insides didn’t even come close to matching their outsides, and Eleanor had absolutely no intention of kissing Ryan.

      “No,” she said in a low voice, keeping her gaze averted from all of them because if they saw how mad they were making her, they’d never stop. At least, she told herself it was just anger they’d see in her eyes. She glared at the textured green back of Kevin’s bus seat, halfway between looking at him and Lawrence. “Please just give it back.”

      “What’s the matter, bookworm? Too good for me?” Ryan moved closer, crowding her, and Eleanor fought her instinct to move away, because she could only move in one direction - further into her seat. 

      The other teens on the bus were noisy, talking to each other, ignoring or unaware of the drama taking place in the back. The bus driver was either too far away to care or just didn’t care period. Everyone was used to the terrible trio harassing whoever was unlucky enough to sit closest to them. Everyone was used to the back of the bus being loud. If Ryan pushed her into the seat and made her kiss him - or worse - she didn’t know if any of them would help, even if she started screaming.

      Maybe if she started screaming someone would intervene, but then what? The terrible trio all lived in her neighborhood. They knew where she lived. Even if Ryan got kicked off the bus, it wouldn’t make anything better. It would probably only make things worse, especially since then both Kevin and Lawrence would be pissed at her, and she would still have her last class in the farthest room from the bus pick-up.

      All she wanted was her book back... but it wasn’t worth whatever Ryan was leading up to.

      “Forget it, keep the book,” she said loudly, too loud in her attempt at sounding strong. She turned back towards the front, but Ryan grabbed her arm as she turned, setting her off balance. His fingers dug in, hurting her, and making her voice shrill with the fear she couldn’t hide. “Let me go!”

      “Let her go.”

      The deep, low tone was almost like a growl, and Eleanor whipped her head around to see Mike unfolding himself from the back seat, a pissed-off expression on his face. He grabbed the book Lawrence was still holding high in front of him. The bus lurched along the road, and Ryan’s grip released as he stumbled back into his seat. 

      No one else on the bus seemed to notice or care as Eleanor sank into her seat, feeling completely breathless, her heart pounding so hard in her chest she could actually hear its rapid beating. It felt like she’d just run a mile at top speed.

      A shadow loomed over her, and she looked up to see Mike standing over her, scowling. 

      “Scoot over,” he said, jerking his chin at her. The bus seats on the left side where she was sitting could usually squeeze in two people, but Mike always seemed larger than the other teenagers on the bus and she wasn’t sure they would both fit. Eleanor scooted anyway.

      Then she was breathless for an entirely different reason as folded his body into the seat beside her, trapping her against the window and he handed her book to her. He had such a presence it almost seemed strange he could fit on the seat beside her. She took the book from him with nerveless fingers, hyper aware of the silence in the seats behind her, a strange counterpoint to the noisy chatter across the rest of the bus.

      Mike leaned towards her, his voice low enough she doubted anyone else could hear it. “I’m going to hold your hand, okay?”

      She couldn’t find her voice, so she just nodded her head, still clutching her book, staring at the back of the seat in front of her. She wanted to just curl into a ball and shut out the rest of the world, but when Mike’s fingers slipped through hers, his much larger hand cradling hers, suddenly she could breathe again. That simple touch made her feel less alone, less frightened. 

      “If they think you’re mine, they’ll leave you alone,” he murmured into her ear.

      Eyes wide, she couldn’t stop herself from looking at him in shock. His? He didn’t care if they thought he was interested in a freshman? She’d thought he was just trying to make her feel better not... not make them think something. But Mike just smiled at her, his brown eyes warm and encouraging.

      “Thank you,” she mouthed, too stunned to find her voice.

      He leaned into her. “So, what’re you reading?”

      They ended up talking the entire way to the bus stop where he got off with her and immediately recaptured her hand. Behind her, she could hear Ryan, laughing and joking with Kevin and Lawrence, as they followed along. For the first time, hearing them heading home on the same route as her didn’t make her feel tense or anxious. She felt completely safe.

      Which kind of sucked.

      “What’s with the scowl?” Mike asked, looking down at her with a frown. “Should we stop holding hands now?”

      She suddenly realized he thought there was someone in the neighborhood she didn’t want witnessing their hand holding.

      “No... it’s just...” Her voice trailed off, because after he’d saved her, she didn’t want to offend him.

      “Just what?”

      Eleanor couldn’t help but glance back over her shoulder. The terrible trio didn’t even notice, they were too busy doing their own thing, or at least pretending to. They hadn’t even glanced at her when Mike had stepped out of the bus seat and gestured for her to go in front of him, keeping his body between her and them. 

      “It makes me so mad they couldn’t just leave me alone,” she said finally. “Thank you for stepping in, but it just...”

      “It sucks that I had to,” he finished for her when she struggled for a way to finish her sentence. Since he didn’t sound offended, Eleanor nodded. “That’s their problem, you get me? It does suck I had to step in, but that’s because they’re shitty and no other reason. If they weren’t little jerks, they would have taken your no as a no, and they should have.”

      “So why didn’t you just tell them that?” She couldn’t stop herself from asking the question.

      Mike raised his eyebrows at her. “Do you think that would have made much of a difference?”

      She made a face, seeing his point. “Maybe for like, a day.”

      “Yeah. They’re assholes. Eventually, hopefully, life will set them straight.”

      “Karma’s a bitch.”

      “Exactly.”

      When he smiled down at her, his hand warm around hers, she had to remind herself he was just doing this to be nice. To protect her from the assholes. After all, she was just a freshman, and he was a senior. 

      But it still felt nice to hold his hand.
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      It didn’t surprise Ellie that holding Michael’s hand brought up a whole host of memories. Although they’d both changed a lot since high school, somehow holding his hand still felt the same. Like he was cradling her fingers against his, there for support and strength, there to protect her.

      The whole rest of her freshman year, he’d ridden the bus, and every day she’d sat next to him. They’d become friends. He didn’t have a girlfriend that entire year - and even though she’d had a huge crush on him, she’d still hoped it wasn’t her fault. She would have felt pretty guilty if he’d missed out on having a girlfriend just to protect the little freshman girl on his bus; but she’d always been too scared to ask. Scared, embarrassed, whatever. He hadn’t gone to prom, although she’d dreamed about him asking her, despite knowing it was a silly dream. When she’d asked if he was going, he’d just shaken his head, but his shoulders had stiffened in a way that made her think he was uncomfortable about the question, so she’d immediately changed the subject.

      Then he’d gone off to college, and in the days before social media, they’d lost touch. Her cell phone plan in high school hadn’t included texting or calls for a long-distance friendship. Besides, as a college student, would he really have wanted to keep in touch with a sophomore in high school?

      Although, if he had, maybe she wouldn’t have made such stupid choices.

      As if he could sense the sudden tension gripping her, Michael’s thumb swept over her skin in a comforting manner. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see he was studiously watching the choral concert, but somehow he’d known.

      Pushing thoughts of the past away, Ellie focused on the present. It was a pretty good present after all.

      After college she’d become involved in the BDSM scene when she’d finally gathered the courage to step offline and try some real, in-person experiences. She’d ended up at Stronghold for one of their open houses and had ended up signing up for an Introduction Scene. One week later, she’d actually orgasmed with another person, for the first time, and they hadn’t even been having sex. And she hadn’t been even a little attracted to the Domme topping her, Ellie could appreciate an attractive woman but she was only attracted to men. Mistress Lisa was a sadist though, and it turned out Ellie was a masochist.

      She’d played with just the Dommes at first, without much of a sexual component to her scenes since she was straight. After talking with them, the other subs, and finally feeling completely safe in the club (especially down in the Dungeon where there was always a monitor on-site and everyone could see everything), she’d tried her first scene with a Dom. 

      The only problem with scening with Doms was they knew she was straight, and so some of them became hopeful something more would come out of scening together. Unfortunately for them, she wasn’t interested. And she didn’t do scenes in private rooms until she met Andrew, and they had only clicked because neither of them wanted a relationship. He’d been safe, emotionally. Fun, outside of the scene. 

      Ellie had even started to make real friends at the club. She was friendly with plenty of the subs, but she hadn’t been hanging out with them outside of work initially. First was Lexie, the sweet, extroverted receptionist, who seemed to take Ellie’s standoffish demeanor as a personal challenge. Then Ellie had taken the self-defense class with Angel, a pretty brunette who now engaged to Adam – Adam also being a friend of Andrew’s. Angel, unlike Ellie, drew people to her and, if she liked them, didn’t let them go. Or, as Angel put it, decided to ‘keep’ them.

      Not long after Angel showed up, so did Michael - all grown up and gorgeous, and the only person who called him Mike now was Angel. The first time Ellie had seen him, her past had come rushing back in an instant and she’d panicked. Immediately avoided him, even when he’d try to seek her out. The shame that had welled up inside her hadn’t been anything new, but it had been something she’d thought she’d gotten past.

      She wasn’t the same girl he’d known back in high school. She didn’t have the same positive outlook on the world, she didn’t have the same courage, the same confidence. He’d spent so much time her freshman year, helping her build up all of that, and after he’d left, she’d held onto it for a while... until she’d fucked everything up. Now she was broken. She didn’t trust. She didn’t do vulnerability and openness. And she hadn’t wanted him to see the new her. The fact that she was very much attracted to him didn’t help her state of mind either. Ellie didn’t do very attracted. Ellie did do scenes, but with strict boundaries, witnesses, and plenty of emotional space. 

      But when she’d tried to start pulling away from Angel, Lexie, and Andrew, somehow she’d found herself being pulled back. At one point, Angel, who was very close friends with Michael, had even told her, “I don’t care what weirdness there is between you and Mike, I like you, so I’m keeping you.”

      It had warmed Ellie from the inside out. She still tried to keep herself a little separate from the group of friends, but... she liked having friends. So she’d tried to keep herself separate from Michael. And that had worked. 

      Until she’d gotten all pent-up and unable to hold herself together. Work had been crazy, being around Michael at the club had been driving her crazy, and she asked Andrew for a scene - which also stressed her out because he’d finally gotten back together with his ex-girlfriend. Not that she was asking for a sexual scene, they hadn’t had one of those in months anyway, but she’d needed the pain... needed the release.

      Andrew had agreed, as long as Kate could be there to watch, but he’d also included a fourth party to the scene. Even though Ellie had been blindfolded and the guest Dom never spoke and left before her eyes were uncovered, she’d known exactly who it was. But the blindfold had let her pretend, and it had been one of the most intense and satisfying scenes she’d ever done.

      She’d tried to lie to herself that the high of the scene was because having two Doms working her over was an incredible experience, but deep down she knew that wasn’t all of it.

      Then, she’d been invited to come to Kate’s choral concert. She couldn’t say no. Not after Kate had been generous enough to let Andrew scene with Ellie. Besides, she liked Kate. She liked Andrew’s group of friends. She liked being included. They were the first friends she’d made that she spent time with outside of the club as well as in it. 

      Ellie had seated herself in the front row with everyone else, in between Leigh and Sharon and had been enjoying herself, talking about Angel and Adam’s engagement and whether or not they were going to end up being married before or after their baby was born. So far Adam was pushing for before, Angel was pushing for after. Ellie kind of thought Angel might just be pushing for after to get on Adam’s nerves though. She was kind of a brat regularly, always looking for a spanking, and Adam’s gentle handling of her since she’d become pregnant was grating on her nerves. She’d been turning down his proposals for a while too, until he’d finally snapped and taken her in hand. Now that he was back to treating her like glass, she was becoming contrary again.

      Then, Jake had sat next to Sharon and she’d taken off, and Michael had taken her place. Sharon and Jake didn’t get along. They were also both definitely attracted to each other, and didn’t want to be - which was probably a big part of why they didn’t get along. Not that either of them admitted to it, but Ellie liked watching people and figuring out what made them tick. She was pretty self-aware about her own hang-ups too, even though knowing what was wrong didn’t lead to being able to fix it.

      Which was why, when Michael offered to change seats, seeing how uncomfortable she was, when he said he’d stop approaching her at the club, and stop asking her to scene with him if that’s what she really wanted... Ellie hadn’t been able to answer right away. He’d sounded so sad. The lights dimmed before she could respond, and then Kate led the students out on stage, and Ellie did the only thing she could think of to do - she reached over to take his hand while listening to a choral version of Bohemian Rhapsody.

      Okay, maybe there were other things she could have done, but she’d wanted to take Michael’s hand. Even if she didn’t really know what she wanted from Michael, she knew what she didn’t. Maybe it was selfish, but she didn’t want him to stop trying to reach out to her. She didn’t want him to completely give up on her. She thought she’d given up on herself a long time ago, but hearing Michael say he would stay away if she wanted him to... every cell in her body rejected the idea.

      The small smile on his lips indicated he was content with her non-verbal response. Which was a relief. 

      The music swelled as Ellie’s thoughts skittered around her head. BDSM was supposed to be about communication, but, other than explaining her hard and soft limits, Ellie really hated talking. Doms that tried to get inside her head didn’t get more than one scene with her. Inside her head sucked; she knew it, and she didn’t feel like sharing her messed up thoughts with anyone else. She also didn’t like having her boundaries pushed, and she’d known Michael wouldn’t let her get away with that. Even in high school he’d been insightful.

      There was so much of herself she didn’t want him to see.

      Maybe she shouldn’t have taken his hand.

      But she didn’t like the idea of him leaving her completely alone either.

      Indecisive much?

      Rather than wallowing in her own issues, Ellie forced herself to focus on the music. The singing really was beautiful, and that was what she was here for after all.
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      The feel of Ellie’s hand in his was a familiar one, but at the same time it felt completely different than it had in high school. Not just because they were older, but because in high school she’d been so trusting, so open. Now she was guarded, and holding her hand felt like a much bigger deal - because it was.

      So it also didn’t surprise him when she tugged her hand away from his to stand up, clapping along with everyone else at the end of the concert, and didn’t return it. Disappointed him, but didn’t surprise him.

      Or when she quickly turned and followed Leigh out towards the aisle, without even glancing at him. 

      What did surprise him was that when she made it to the aisle, she glanced back at him, teeth sinking into her lower lip nervously. Granted, she was blocked from actually leaving by everyone else in the rows behind them, but he was still a little surprised she looked back at him.

      “What are you waiting for? Go get her!” Jake whispered from behind him, poking his finger into Michael’s back. 

      Michael was going to remember that for later.

      But it wasn’t bad advice. 

      He strolled to the end of the aisle, enjoying the way Ellie’s fidgeting increased as he got closer. Anxiety was written in every line of her body, focusing him, making him more hyper-aware of her every movement. Yes, he got off on knowing he was causing her discomfort. After all, he enjoyed mental sadism as much as physical; a good mind fuck could be just as satisfying as a good flogging.

      Seeing him coming, Leigh, Jared, Angel, Adam, Maria, and Rick - who had exited the aisle ahead of Ellie - all grinned. Internally, Michael sighed. It had become very apparent to him that the small group of friends was more gossip prone than high school teenage girls, and not just the women or the submissives either. All of them were guilty of it. Even the ones who claimed they tried to stay out of it, like Jared and Andrew.

      It was just part of having friends though, and Michael liked having a stable group of friends again. 

      The aisle was clearing up by the time Michael made it to Ellie, but the others kept her trapped there by not moving, waiting for Michael’s approach. Having nosy friends wasn’t so bad when they were trapping a reluctant submissive for him. 

      Michael shoved his hands into his pockets to keep from reaching out and touching her. Even though she’d held hands with him, indicating she didn’t want him completely taken out of her life, he wasn’t going to rush in. He’d tried that when he’d first recognized her, and it had set him back months. 

      Slow and steady wins the race.

      Catching her dark eyes with his, he held her gaze, ignoring the others. He stood close enough to her to loom but without touching her, making her aware of his presence without completely overpowering her with it. 

      “Play with me, tomorrow at Stronghold.” He didn’t phrase it as a question, but they both knew it was a request. Fear and excitement flared in her eyes. Still biting her lower lip, she nodded. Michael smiled at her. “Good girl.”

      Then, for the first time, he retreated.

      He turned his ass back around returned to join Olivia, Justin, Jessica, Chris, Liam, Hilary, Jake, Lexie, Patrick, Andrew, and Sharon on the other side of the aisle. Justin, Jessica, Chris, Liam, and Hilary were standing ahead of the rest of their group, gathered in a small cluster and laughing about something. Spaced behind them, Lexie and Sharon had their heads together, allowing Sharon to pretend Jake didn’t exist, while Andrew, Olivia, and Jake were involved in a conversation and Patrick was kind of staring off into space as he stood with his arms around Lexie. He looked like a guy who had something heavily weighing on his mind, but Michael wasn’t going to ask. While he was definitely becoming friendlier with everyone in the group, he was closer to Andrew, Angel, and Leigh than any of the others. And sort of Adam and Jared by default, although Jared was a pretty quiet guy and hard to get to know, and Adam... well, it was hard for the two of them not to butt heads now and then. They did their best for Angel’s sake, but Michael had been looking out for her for a long time, and Adam felt that was his job now, so they rubbed along uncomfortably, but Michael wouldn’t call them close or anything.

      As he approached, Sharon looked up at him and gave him a wink. “Good job. She’s totally staring at you now.” 

      Lifting her head, Lexie grinned at him too. “Please tell me you guys are finally going to hook up. Watching you two is torture.”

      “We’re going to scene together,” he said, keeping his voice casual at first, and then turning it stern for the warning. “Tomorrow. But you are not going to say anything to her about it. I don’t want anyone pushing her.”

      Sharon rolled her eyes. Little brat. If she were more of a masochist, he would have been interested in playing with her when he first came back. She and Ellie even resembled each other a little; both petite and curvy with dark hair. Sharon’s was much longer though and her skin was more olive than Ellie’s pale cream. “Dude, we are so much more subtle than that.”

      Behind her, Jake snorted and then looked away as her head snapped around to glare at him. A small smile played on Lexie’s lips. Luckily for Jake, the line of people was finally clearing up and they started moving up the aisle towards the lobby, where Kate would come out to meet them. Sharon flounced ahead with Andrew, her nose in the air, completely oblivious to Jake checking out her ass from behind. Michael noticed, but he didn’t say anything. She did have a cute, curvy ass after all.

      “Want to go get a beer after this?” Jake asked, turning his head as he asked the question to include both Patrick and Michael. 

      Michael shrugged. “Sure.”

      His day job wasn’t particularly demanding - Adam had hooked him up with an administrative assistant position through his temp agency - and he was between shows right now, so he had plenty of free time. 

      As they waited for Kate, he couldn’t help but think he felt a bit at loose ends. He’d come back to DC because he wanted something more permanent. He’d gotten tired of always being on the road for theater, always traveling and living out of a suitcase. It had been an incredible ride, but over the years, the enjoyment had started to pale. Now that he was here, he was still feeling restless and unsatisfied. Maybe it was the theater life in general that was starting to pale.

      It was a lot of hard fucking work and not a lot of pay. Anyone who got into theater wasn’t doing it for the money. 

      Maybe he was just getting old. There were plenty of other actors who were older than him but... it just didn’t appeal the way it used to. He just didn’t know what else he wanted to do. Definitely not be an administrative assistant full time. He couldn’t see himself not working either. But he wasn’t happy with where he was. Especially since a few months ago a great-uncle had passed away and left Michael with an inheritance. He didn’t have to work anymore, he just didn’t know what else to do. The feeling of being unsettled had been growing stronger every day he’d gone to work at a job he didn’t actually need. Being unsettled by Ellie hadn’t helped either.

      Hanging out with friends helped.

      Ellie turned down the invitation to go out and practically fled the lobby after giving Kate a quick hug, but the flushed look she gave Michael before she ran made him feel incredibly impatient for tomorrow. She was on edge and needed some time to regroup, and he was okay with that, even if he wished she had come out. Angel and Adam also headed home, Angel yawning her way through the goodbyes, and Jared and Leigh weren’t far behind them. Although Kate tried to talk Sharon into joining them, Sharon had gotten a text on her phone and was off to meet Brian, one of the newly trained Doms at Stronghold.

      Standing next to Olivia, Michael was surprised to see her frowning as Sharon trotted off. 

      “Everything okay?” he asked the fiery-haired Domme. He liked Olivia, although he sometimes felt like she was still holding back her judgment on him.

      “Yeah. I’m just having a hard time picturing Brian and Sharon together. He’s... definitely not the Dom I would have chosen for her.” Olivia had taught the new Doms class, so she was well acquainted with the Doms and their preferences.

      The others teased her about being a mother hen, and Michael could see why. “Maybe they’re stepping outside of their comfort zones.”

      “Mm,” Olivia replied, noncommittally, making Michael laugh. She tilted her head towards him, laughter in her silvery eyes. “I’m just saying. They’re not going to last.”

      “I’m sure you’re right,” he said agreeably. Truth be told, his only interest was because he wanted to see if things would ever shake down between Jake and Sharon. 

      Damn.

      He was getting as nosy as all the other gossip-hounds in this group.
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      “So I hear you’re scening with Ellie tomorrow.” Chris’ dark eyes gleamed with amusement as Michael let out a resigned huff of air. They’d gone to a bar not too far from Kate’s school which wasn’t too loud but was also kind of full. They’d ended up scattered around separate tables by necessity. 

      It was a big group of friends.

      A big, nosy group of friends.

      “I literally asked her to scene with me about half an hour ago, and I’m pretty sure everyone in this group already knows,” Michael said dryly before taking a long sip of his beer. 

      “That’s just how we roll,” Patrick said. Before Justin had come up, Patrick, Jake, and Lexie had all been chatting with Michael, thankfully not about Ellie. He wasn’t entirely pleased with the conversation turn.

      “It’s not my fault,” Chris protested, although he was still grinning. “Jessica wanted to know.”

      “And yet you don’t see Justin over here,” Lexie pointed out, teasing.

      Justin, Chris, and Jessica were in a poly relationship centered around Jessica since both Justin and Chris were straight and dominant. They also looked alike, having the same height, broad-shoulders, and dark hair and eyes, but in personality they were fairly different. Justin tended to be much more serious whereas Chris was more playful; outside of the bedroom, Justin tended to lead - and from what Michael had witnessed of their public scenes, he tended to lead in the bedroom as well, although Chris had no problem dominating Jessica on his own. Justin was just as big a gossip as the others in the group though, even if he wasn’t nearly as blatant about it as Chris.

      “Yeah well, I’m nosy,” Chris said cheerfully.

      At least he admitted it. 

      A smile on his face, Michael turned his head towards Jake, and was immediately distracted by the way Jake was looking at Patrick. Turning his head to face the other man, he was a bit surprised to see Patrick staring off into space again with his forehead wrinkled so much it was pulling at the scar next to his eye. Group gossip said Jake had accidentally given him that scar when they were teenagers. 

      “What’s up man?” Jake asked, reaching across to slap the table in front of Patrick and making the big man jump. As Patrick scowled across the table at his best friend, Lexie placed her hand on Patrick’s chest and looked up at him in concern.

      “Are you thinking about the club again?” she asked, her tone worried, which of course made everyone else standing at the table worried. Chris straightened, the grin gone from his face, and Michael felt a trickle of alarm go up his spine.

      Patrick owned Stronghold, which was open five days a week, and operated mostly as a kink-club. On Tuesdays, it was open for swingers; on Wednesdays, they’d added classes (women’s self-defense, along with BDSM 101 for new subs and Doms); and Thursday through Saturday nights, it was a full on BDSM club. It was where they all spent most of their time when they went out. Michael hadn’t thought it would be in trouble; it was always packed, especially on Friday and Saturday nights, and there was always a wait to use the equipment and the private rooms.

      “What’s wrong with the club?” Chris asked, sounding as alarmed as Michael felt.

      “It’s too successful.” The tone Patrick used was the complete opposite of his words. Usually people didn’t talk about being successful like it was some kind of horrible outcome.

      “What do you mean?” Michael asked, while Jake and Chris stared blankly at Patrick. 

      “We’ve had to start turning away newbie applications,” Lexie explained. “We’re running at full capacity, but we can’t expand without either getting rid of the gardens or buying land on either side, but those warehouses aren’t interested in selling.”

      Patrick’s arm tightened around Lexie, his dark fingers stroking her pale cheek, although the gesture looked more like it was to comfort him than her. “I’ve also been getting some pressure to make the club more select. We have some members who want more privacy and security because of their positions in the real world. I’ve thought about opening a second location, but I’m not sure I want the hassle. Honestly, I never thought the club would be this successful. I don’t really like the idea of opening another club all on my own.”

      “You have me,” Lexie pointed out, scrunching up her nose at him. They all knew she was just doing it to make him smile, and it worked. While Lexie did help immensely with running the club, they all knew there was no way Patrick would be okay with letting her run a club in a separate location from him. Out of the whole group, their relationship was the closest to being a 24/7 Master/slave dynamic. It worked for them, but it also made Patrick extremely overprotective and intent on having her nearby. 

      “Yes I do, Pixie,” Patrick said, a wide grin splitting his face as he looked down at her, the stress dropping away for just a moment.

      Huh. The possibilities spun around Michael’s head. A second Stronghold location? A more private location. Probably something ritzy since the people looking for more privacy and security would also have more money. Something more dramatic than the comfortably elegant main floor of Stronghold. Not just dramatic in looks either; Michael felt the stage at Stronghold was severely underused. 

      “What if you had a partner?” Michael asked, the question popping out of his mouth before he had a chance to really think it through. He wasn’t often an impulsive person, but... it had just come out. 

      Patrick blinked in surprise. “A partner? To run the place?”

      “Not just run it, but invest too,” Michael said, a thread of excitement started to curl through him. It was a spontaneous, almost silly, idea, that came out of nowhere and yet... he could picture it. Want it. Now all four of the others were staring at him in surprise. “I inherited some money a little while ago and, other than paying off my mom’s house, I haven’t done anything with it. I could live off of it, but...” He shrugged. He’d actually wanted to buy his mom a new house but she’d liked her neighborhood and her house, and insisted she didn’t want to bother with the care of a larger place. Which Michael could understand since he was still living in the same small one bedroom apartment he’d rented when he’d first returned to DC.

      “I’m sorry,” Lexie said, her eyes filled with sympathy. “I didn’t realize you’d lost anyone.”

      Feeling a bit uncomfortable, because he knew he was about to sound callous, Michael ran his hand through his hair and smiled a little sheepishly. “My great-uncle... I actually hadn’t seen him in years. He was kind of estranged from the family, but... I guess he didn’t have anyone else to leave it all to. It’s... well, let’s just say I have more than enough to invest in a business if that’s what I want to do.”

      Leaning forward on the high table, one arm still looped around Lexie, Patrick’s gaze was entirely focused on Michael. “What would you want to do with it?”

      “Well, I’m the first to admit I’ve never actually run a club, but I’ve worked a lot in restaurants, and I definitely know how to manage people,” Michael said. “It would need to be similar but different from Stronghold. Put it in a more central location in the city but with a discreet entrance. If people want more privacy and security, they’re going to have to pay more for it, so might as well go ahead and make it upscale in every way - food, drinks, decor.” He could feel his enthusiasm growing as he started to really warm up to the idea. “Make it kind of like a classy speakeasy - you can’t get in unless you’re in the know.”

      “I like it,” Lexie said, before Patrick could reply, her bright blue eyes shining. “Not that I don’t love Stronghold, what you’re describing sounds like a snobby version, but in a good way.” 

      “Why food?” Patrick asked. “That’s a lot more work.”

      “Yeah, but it also makes it more than a kink club, and if the new target clientele is people with money to spend, they’ll like the extras. It could be like a speakeasy, restaurant on one level, then the rest of the club on the others. Or behind a door. The restaurant takes the place of the lobby, and that way people can hang out before or after. Food could still be served at the bar in the club area, but it wouldn’t be the focus there. Hell, make it into a hotel... have some rooms where people can spend the weekend if they reserve the rooms, fully immerse themselves into the BDSM experience.”

      Interest was alight in Patrick’s eyes, tempered just a bit by caution. “That doesn’t sound anything like what I was originally thinking, but I really like it. Keep talking.”

      “Okay, well while you guys do that, I’m going to go talk a walk over to the bar,” Jake said, picking up his near-empty beer glass. “There’s a seriously hot blonde over there who could definitely use my company.” Lexie made a faux-gagging noise as her brother walked away, but the others just chuckled before turning back into the conversation, just as interested as Patrick and Michael at brainstorming ideas.

      It didn’t take long before the entire group was squeezed in around their table, suggesting ideas for what a new Stronghold club might look like while Lexie scribbled frantically on the back of a paper coaster.
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      “How can I have so many clothes and nothing to wear?” Ellie muttered under her breath. She shot a glare at Watson who was sitting on her bed. “And, of course, someone had to shred the exact corset I was planning on wearing.”

      Completely unperturbed by her annoyed tone, Watson lifted his leg in the air and proceeded to lick his nonexistent balls. She made a face at him.

      “So helpful.”

      Furry little bastard. At just one year old, he still had a lot of playful kitten left in him and, unfortunately, one of his favorite things to do was play with corset strings, which often led to shredding the actual corset. Normally, she left the closet door closed, but if she accidentally left it open even a crack, her nosy cat was in there in a flash. That’s probably what she should have named him, but she’d gotten him right after she’d started watching Sherlock and he’d had a limp just like Watson in the first episode... His leg was all healed up now, just like Watson’s. 

      “Well at least you didn’t get fur on everything,” she muttered under her breath. He was short haired, but his orange and cream fur tended to stand out, especially on her club wear, which had a lot of black in it. 

      The doorbell rang and Ellie let out a sigh of relief. Thank goodness. When she’d realized Watson had shredded her corset, she’d done something she’d never done before... she’d reached out for help. Ellie usually wore whatever she wanted to the club; she’d definitely never dressed for a particular Dom before. She didn’t know why she’d gotten so hung up on the idea of wearing her purple corset tonight, but now that it wasn’t possible, she’d turned into a total twit, unable to make a single decision for herself. So she’d texted Lexie, begging for help getting dressed. 

      Hurrying to her front door, Ellie tried not to feel like a failure just because she couldn’t do something as simple as picking out an outfit. This was what friends were supposed to do in the event of a wardrobe crisis. She’d seen it in movies and read about it in books. Just because she’d never had a friend to do this with didn’t mean anything... she’d also never had a wardrobe crisis before. Lexie had been the first person to spring to mind, and, thankfully, she’d also seemed thrilled Ellie had reached out to her. 

      None of this felt like Ellie. Being so nervous she became indecisive... reaching out to a friend for help because she couldn’t make up her mind... yeah, she wasn’t used to any of this. It felt like she was in high school all over again. She hadn’t felt like this since she was a teenager... because nothing had mattered enough to fluster her like this since she was a teenager.

      “Helloooo....” She said as she opened the door, but her voice trailed off as her eyes widened with shock. 

      “Hello!” chorused the group of women outside of her apartment. Lexie surged forward to wrap her in a hug, which Ellie returned even though she felt like she was having an out-of-body experience. 

      Giggling, Angel pushed her way into the apartment, a plastic bag swinging from her arm. She was followed by Leigh, Sharon, and Maria. 

      “I brought reinforcements,” Lexie said impishly as she let Ellie go.

      “I see that,” Ellie said uncertainly. 

      It wasn’t that she was upset with all the company, she was just kind of surprised by it. All of them looked excited as they looked at her with anticipation, which started to make her feel all warm and gooey inside. Yeah, she definitely wasn’t upset. 

      “Sorry to just invite ourselves over,” Leigh said, almost managing to sound apologetic. “But when you texted Lexie, she texted Angel about getting a corset from her, and we were all hanging out together....”

      “And we figured we might as well come along for the ride,” Sharon said, her dark eyes sparkling.

      Maria snorted and shook her head, her trademark messy bun wobbling but ultimately staying in place. “By which she means a stampede of horses couldn’t have kept her away.”

      “Oh yeah, cuz you were so reluctant,” Sharon shot back, grinning. 

      “Well... thank you all for coming,” Ellie said, nervously rubbing her hands on the yoga pants she was wearing and hoping she didn’t sound as awkward as she felt. It was really nice of them to show up, but Ellie just... wasn’t used to this. 

      “We come bearing gifts and many opinions,” Angel said, holding up the bag she’d been carrying. “I brought a couple of corsets I think will look fabulous on you.”

      Like Ellie, Angel worked from home for the most part, but her work was very different from Ellie’s. Angel had her own Etsy shop where she sold a lot of handmade pieces, although currently her business was really booming from the number of custom pieces subs and Dommes at Stronghold were commissioning from her. Ellie had actually designed the business cards Angel handed out there. 

      She was doing just fine with her graphic design freelancing, but she didn’t really have enough extra budget for the kind of corsets Angel made. Ellie got most of hers through clearance sales on big websites - three corsets for $100, that kind of thing. As far as she knew, Angel didn’t sell a single corset for under $100.

      “Ummm...” Ellie tried to find the right words to say ‘that’s really sweet but there’s no way’. 

      Correctly interpreting the look on her face, Angel shook her head. “Oh no, no payment necessary. You’re finally scening with Mike, and that’s payment enough for me.”

      Ellie knew Michael and Angel were good friends, but she didn’t really understand why Angel would consider that payment. Fortunately, Maria asked the question for her. 

      “How do you benefit from Michael scening with Ellie?” Maria asked, sounding amused. Even though they were all around the same age, Maria often seemed like the big sister of the group to Ellie. 

      “And why does that make me feel kind of like a prostitute?” Ellie muttered. Only Lexie seemed to hear her thankfully, and she snorted into her hand so as not to draw attention to Ellie’s comment.

      “Because if Mike hooks up with Ellie, then Adam will stop being so overly possessive about Mike and me hanging out, because it’s obvious Mike’s really into Ellie,” Angel said gleefully.

      Ellie opened her mouth and closed it again without saying a word, because she couldn’t really think of what to say. She wanted to protest that Michael didn’t like her that much, but he obviously did like her enough to pursue her, and Angel would probably know better than Ellie exactly how much he liked her since they were good friends. 

      “It would also probably help if you stopped calling him ‘Pretty Boy’ and playing with his hair,” Leigh teased.

      “Well, he is pretty and so is his hair. If Adam grew his hair out I would want to play with it more.”

      “Then he’d really look like a Viking,” Sharon mused, her eyes going a little unfocused. 

      Angel elbowed Sharon in the side. “Hey, no fantasizing about my man while I’m present. You keep that shit to yourself.”

      “Okay ladies, focus,” Maria said, cutting into the banter. She smiled at Ellie. “Let’s take this to the bedroom.”

      “Hopefully that won’t be the last time Ellie hears that today,” Lexie joked as she grabbed Ellie’s hand and led the way down the hall. 

      This was not at all what Ellie had expected when she’d texted Lexie earlier... it was so much better. If this was what happened when she let people in a little, maybe dropping her guard wasn’t so bad.
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      Fuck me sideways.

      Ellie looked like submissive sex on a stick. The violet and black corset she was wearing set off her creamy skin, black hair, and dark eyes, and pushed her breasts up like an offering platter. Black lace trimmed the top of the corset, matching the lacy, black mini-skirt she wore with it. Her legs were bare, pale against the dark skirt, and she was wearing strappy high heels which gave her several extra inches of height and added a seductive sway to her walk as she moved into the main room of Stronghold. Her hair was pulled back from her face but was otherwise down, curling around her shoulders, and her dark eyes looked huge in her pale face.

      Trailing behind her, like a brood of ducklings, were Angel, Leigh, Sharon, Maria, and Lexie, all of them with excited expressions of expectation on their faces. Nosy little subs. They’d all dressed up for the club, but none of them were nearly as all-out dolled-up as Ellie. They waved at him and trotted over to the bar, with wide conspiratorial grins on their faces.

      When another Dom, Leo, stepped in Ellie’s path to talk to her, Michael was moving before he could even think about it. Leo was another sadist, with a liking for wax play, and someone Michael knew Ellie had played with in the past, although not recently. Michael had planned to make Ellie come to him but...

      Oh well. It wasn’t often Michael allowed his impulses to affect him so greatly, but he wasn’t about to miss out on his chance to play one-on-one with Ellie now that he’d finally gotten her to agree.

      “I’m sorry, Master Leo, but I’ve already made plans to scene with Master Michael tonight,” Ellie said, with a smile on her face to soften the blow, just as Michael came up behind Leo. Gratification and relief slid through him; she wasn’t trying to run or use Leo’s advances as a shield. Her eyes flicked past Leo and she smiled, causing the other Dom to turn to see what she was looking at. With Michael only a few feet away from him, he nodded in greeting.

      “Maybe some other time then,” Leo said to Ellie with a half-smile, stepping back and away, before pivoting to head towards the Lounge area where other unattached submissives gathered.

      Michael’s acting skills came in handy, since he wanted to scowl at the other man’s comment. Of course the other man would assume Ellie would still be available to play on another night - she rarely scened with the same Dom twice in a row and she never made any kind of commitment, even in the club. He hoped to change that, but he wasn’t stupid enough to say so now, even if the idea of her going from playing with him to playing with Leo sent a hot, possessive feeling surging through his chest. 

      If he showed any of that, he was afraid Ellie would run again. 

      She was skittish, like a wild animal... while they hadn’t spent much time together, he’d spent enough time watching her to know that the sweet, generous, giving girl he’d protected had grown up into a sweet, generous, giving woman. She just now also had walls as big as the Great Wall of China, and he wanted to strip back those defenses and claim her. It was a primitive emotion and strange to him because he’d never felt like this before, and it didn’t make any logical sense since they hadn’t actually spent time together in over a decade... but there it was. The protective feelings she roused in him now weren’t nearly as innocent as they had been in high school. He’d known she’d had a crush on him then even though he’d never considered her anything more than a cute, sweet kid – and now he wanted to do terrible, perverse things to her until she was screaming his name and begging for more.

      But he had to hold back, play by her rules for now... show her he could be trusted and wait for her to come to him. The slow route was frustrating as hell... but it also worked, as evidenced by her finally agreeing to do a scene with him. Chase her, but not too fast and not too hard... and then let her catch him.

      Which meant he had to smile and act like it didn’t bother him at all that other Doms were thinking about playing with her in the future. 

      Fortunately, for his peace of mind, Ellie didn’t agree to a future play date, even though she smiled at Leo before he turned away, her gaze went back to Michael and her focus remained there. Big, dark eyes full of a mix of anxiety and eagerness - exactly the combination a Dom like him liked to see. Needed to see.

      All for him.

      “Hello there, beautiful,” he murmured, holding out his hand. The sensation of triumph surged through him when she barely hesitated before taking it. 

      “Hello, Master Michael,” she said almost shyly. 

      As much as he liked hearing his title and name on her lips, it also felt a little wrong, like she was using it to distance herself from him. He kept himself from frowning, but he shook his head.

      “Just Michael,” he said firmly. Slight consternation flickered across her expression, confirming his suspicion. She called all the Doms by their titles. This would differentiate him; she wanted to say no, but obviously protesting such a little thing would seem silly, so she didn’t.

      A second victory for him, following behind just getting her here to scene with him. 

      He could see their friends out of the corner of his eye, hanging out by the bar like they usually did, all of them pretending they weren’t watching him and Ellie. No doubt their respective significant others would be arriving soon, which would either distract them or double the number of people pretending they weren’t watching. 

      “I have the School Room reserved, unless you’d prefer to play in the Dungeon,” he said, keeping his tone casual.

      Other than with Andrew, he’d never seen Ellie play in the private rooms. He wanted her all to himself, but for this first scene, he’d let her choose her comfort level. 

      Ellie blinked.

      Opened her mouth.

      Hesitated.

      Hope rose in his chest.

      “The School Room?” she asked, sounding wary but curious. 

      Michael grinned mischievously at her, reaching out with his free hand to tug a tendril of hair resting on her shoulder. “I thought it might be fun, considering how we know each other.”

      So what if he hadn’t had fantasies about her in high school? Now that they were older and it wasn’t perverted for him to be attracted to her, he’d had a few classroom fantasies. And he’d hoped the school room would tempt her, considering he’d been aware she definitely had harbored a crush on him in high school.

      It looked like it was working too. Ellie might not normally utilize the private rooms, but the idea of being in a classroom with him had her considering it. 

      She stared up at him, her eyes slightly unfocused; he could practically see her thinking. Hesitating. He waited patiently, ignoring the hum and conversations happening around them, the people walking past, the distractions, and just looked down at her. Letting her take her time. 

      “Okay,” she said finally, despite the apprehension clear on her face. “We can do the school room.”

      “Thank you for trusting me,” he said, smiling down at her. Keeping his hold on her hand, he turned and began to lead her towards the stairs. 

      Victory tasted sweet.
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      Thank you for trusting me.

      Michael’s voice echoed in her head, nearly making her stumble as she followed him blindly, hand tucked trustingly into his.

      How had he struck so close to the heart of the matter so quickly?

      She trusted him. Despite her actions, despite how she’d run from him, she trusted him. Hell, part of the reason he scared her so badly was because she trusted him far beyond any of the other dominants she had scened with. That and his connection to her past and all the things she didn’t want to think about and definitely didn’t want him to know.

      But she went along with him anyway, hand in his, heart pounding, body thrumming with anticipation. As they passed by the bar, Angel and Lexie both gave her a thumbs up, and Ellie smiled, even though she was definitely feeling a little apprehensive. 

      When was the last time she’d been in a private room with a dominant who wasn’t Andrew or a sadistic Domme? Whenever it was, she knew the door had always been left open when during all of those scenes, at her request. She already knew she trusted Michael enough to let him close the door, which made her feel panicked for a whole slew of other reasons. 

      When was the last time she’d actually wanted to have sex with the person dominating her? Sex was definitely not a required part of BDSM, and Ellie had found it was easier to keep the Doms at bay if she made sex one of her hard limits for the scene. It wasn’t one of her club hard limits because sometimes she did want sex, but those times were more about how long it had been and definitely not about the particular dominant.

      But she wanted to have sex with Michael. 

      Would he even want to have sex with her? Or did he only want to scene with her because she’d been running since the day he stepped into the club and he took it personally?

      That’s your anxiety talking, Ellie. If you’re nervous, ask, but don’t build up something in your head without any evidence.

      The voice in her head always sounded like her therapist, Dr. Amy Evanko. She’d been going to Dr. Amy for years now, so that made sense.

      Not that she was going to ask Michael, because deep down she already knew the answer. It was just… sometimes the thoughts in her head got away from her and came up with all sorts of ridiculous scenarios that had the ability to panic her. Like, actually panic - shortness of breath, rapid heart rate, and gut-churning nausea. Dr. Amy worked with her on talking herself down from the ledge whenever she got like that. 

      Stopping outside of the door to the School Room, Michael frowned down at her. “What’s wrong?”

      This is why she knew he wasn’t just into her for the chase. That just wasn’t the kind of guy Michael was. At least, he hadn’t been in high school, and she hadn’t seen any evidence that part of his personality had changed since then. 

      “Just nervous,” she said.

      The smile he gave her was gentle. “We don’t have to do this unless you want you.”

      “No! I mean yes,” Ellie said hastily, stumbling over her words, feeling like a little kid who was afraid her treat was about to be taken away. “I want to do this... I’m just... nervous.” She sighed. She sounded like an idiot. A total newbie. Nothing at all like the confident persona she strove for. “Are we going to have sex?”

      The smile on Michael’s face shifted to something more predatory, making her nipples pucker beneath the corset Angel had insisted was now hers. He really was ridiculously hot. It kind of wasn’t fair. All he had to do was smile and she creamed her panties. Add in his sweetness, his protectiveness, and his persistence in reaching out to her (without being creepy or stalkery about it), and how was she supposed to have kept resisting? She wanted him.

      “We’ll decide that during negotiations,” he said, opening the door and ushering her into the room with his hand on the small of her back. She swore she could feel the heat even through the corset. 

      “Negotiations?” she echoed. There was no way he’d skipped looking over her play sheet, which had all of her hard and soft limits on it. Especially since she knew he had to be the Dom who had joined in the scene with Andrew. Maybe he was just trying to make her wonder whether or not he really had been?

      Giving her a gentle push towards one of the desks in the first row, Michael moved to the teacher’s desk, standing in front of it and leaning back against it with his arms crossed as Ellie settled into her chair. With her sitting and him standing right in front of her, she could already feel herself settling into a submissive mindset, and it made her feel calmer emotionally, even as her body tingled with growing excitement.

      “I’ve already looked over your limits, but I still want to talk about them first, since this is our first scene together,” he said, although one side of his mouth hitched up into a little half-smile when he called it their first scene. Yeah, he was definitely the “mystery Dom” from her scene with Andrew. “You have some unusual limits.”

      Immediately, Ellie’s body tensed, the calm she was feeling retreated as she scrambled for the walls which normally kept her from feeling vulnerable. It was a long moment before she realized Michael was still standing there, watching her reactions, and she had to force herself to release her white-knuckled grip on the sides of the desk. She pressed her palms flat against the desk, spreading out her fingers. Tilting her head back, she looked up into his eyes, somewhat defiantly.

      He just raised his eyebrow at her.

      Damn observant Doms. He was probably reading all sorts of things into her reaction. Maybe even hitting somewhere near the truth.

      “I haven’t had anyone complain before,” she finally said, unable to bear the silence and his measuring gaze. 

      “It’s not a complaint, but we’re going to talk about them,” he said, his tone calm and even. 

      If she wasn’t sitting in a desk, she might have tried to run then and there. Worse, she was pretty sure he knew it. Which was why he’d maneuvered her into this particular room and this particular situation. He could be on her before she even finished standing up, much less before she tried to bolt. Of course, she could always say ‘Red,’ the club safe word, and she knew he would honor it... but her pride balked at using a safe word just because he wanted to talk.

      Especially because her friends downstairs would immediately be all over her the second they saw her, and then she’d have to explain to them why she was back downstairs so quickly. 

      Realizing she was trapped actually helped, even though she knew that would be strange to most people. Kind of like when she was in bondage. When there was nothing she could do about her situation, when all her choices were gone, she could actually relax. 

      Still, she couldn’t quite keep herself from sounding rebellious and a little bratty when she responded. “So what do you want to know?

      She leaned back against her seat, crossing her arms over her chest. It wasn’t the most comfortable position in the world because of the corset, but she’d live. Michael stared down at her, scrutinizing her. Assessing her. Making her want to squirm.

      “Let’s start with the soft limits. No need to ask about multiple play-partners, I have no interest in sharing you for this scene. Blindfolds - I’d like to use one today. Are you okay with that?”

      “Yes,” she said, relaxing just the tiniest bit. Soft limits were much easier. She’d trust Michael to do any of them. It didn’t surprise her that he was reciting her limits by memory either; she’d have been more surprised if he hadn’t. He was thorough like that.

      “Anal play?”

      “Yes.” Her anus clenched in anticipation. Ellie actually loved anal play, but she didn’t trust too many people to do it right. She might be a masochist, but that didn’t mean all pain felt good, and anything anal made her feel incredibly submissive, which wasn’t always how she wanted to feel when she was playing. Especially with someone new. But with Michael? Yeah, that was fine.

      “Fisting?”

      Her pussy fluttered, her chest tightening. “I’m... open to it, but I’ve never done it before.”

      In fact, the first time she’d heard of it she’d been horrified, in a completely fascinated kind of way. She’d watched videos of it online, peeking through her fingers, completely enthralled even as her stomach churned in panicked terror. To say her feelings were mixed was putting it lightly. Especially when she looked at Michael’s long fingers and large hand. 

      “We can work up to it, in the future.”

      Relief warred with disappointment, followed by a flutter of apprehension as she realized he was already planning future scenes for them. That was... good? Scary? Exciting? Nerve-wracking? ... All of the above?

      “Now, hard limits.”

      Ellie’s insides twisted.
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      Michael didn’t think he’d ever scened with a submissive so reluctant to just talk. Even the impatient ones would concede, although they might try to get it over with quickly. In contrast, Ellie’s expression turned stubborn, and he knew he wasn’t going to get all the answers he wanted today.

      That was fine. He could be patient. 

      He also wasn’t going to let her get away with completely avoiding answering his questions.

      “Hair-pulling seems the most problematic for me,” he said, keeping his tone light and conversational. “I like to touch a woman’s hair, run my fingers through it.” He let his gaze slide to her raven-locks, making it clear he’d like to play with her hair, and was pleased when her cheeks flushed pink. “Can you clarify your limits with your hair?”

      The question set her off balance, as it was meant to. She obviously hadn’t ever been challenged on any of her limits. Michael wasn’t going to push her past them, but he also wasn’t going to let her remain comfortably within them without at least examining their boundaries.

      Her left hand rose, seeking out a lock of hair to wind about her fingers as she thought for a moment.

      “Running your fingers through it is fine,” she said, almost shyly. “Even a little pulling that’s not too hard, just... just not wrapping it around your hand or um... Yeah. Just not wrapping it around your hand.”

      Michael rewarded her with an approving smile. “Thank you. I have to admit, I would have been disappointed if I’d been forbidden from playing with your hair at all.” The smile she gave him in return was still shy, but gaining in some confidence. “You left breath play blank on your form, it’s not a limit, but you didn’t indicate an interest in it either. Would you be open to trying some breath play?”

      Her teeth bit down into her lower lip, dragging across the surface as she considered. Michael didn’t miss the way her legs pressed together under the desk. Something about it appealed to her, but she was even more unsure about it than the hair pulling. Still, he wanted an answer, so he waited patiently for her to think through it.

      “I... yes. I’d want to use ‘yellow’ as a slowdown word and... only with you.”

      “Thank you, sweetheart,” he murmured, touched - again - by the trust she was showing in him. 

      It soothed some of his angst over the way she’d avoided scening with him for months. At least now he knew it wasn’t something he’d done. It couldn’t be; she was already showing far more trust in him than she had for anyone but Andrew. Hell, perhaps even more than she had for Andrew, since Andrew had definitely never pushed her emotional limits even though he might have done so with her pain threshold. 

      There were a couple other items he wanted to address, but she’d tensed up so much when he said he wanted to talk that he didn’t think pushing even more now was the best course of action. It could wait until she was more comfortable with him. Wait until after she’d played with him a few times and was feeling more confident.

      “Alright, Ellie... now… we’re back in high school, what do you think we should do with this empty classroom?” he asked, giving her a wink.

      Ellie gaped at him, a flash of relief flickering across her expression, immediately followed by wariness. “That’s it? What about my other limits? What about sex?”

      “Your other limits are unimportant for today’s scene,” he said, and was pleased when she immediately relaxed, looking only a little troubled. Probably because she was already thinking to the future and having to talk about her hard limits then, but Michael was sure he could distract her. “As for sex, how do you feel about it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yes what?” he asked, a little surprised at the alacrity of her answer.

      “Yes, I would like sex.” Her voice was a little breathy, definitely eager. Michael’s cock jerked in anticipation.

      But he shouldn’t read too much into her eagerness. Ellie scened a lot with a lot of different Doms and sex didn’t necessarily mean anything emotionally. Although, it would certainly be enjoyable.

      “Then sex will be left up to my discretion as the Dom.”

      She made a face of disappointment that almost made him smile. But he held it back, since it wouldn’t fit his plans for the scene.

      Stepping forward, he leaned down and placed his hands on either side of the desk she was sitting at, placing their faces only inches apart. “So, Ellie... are you wearing any panties today?”

      Her face flushed immediately, and the presence of her legs close to his suddenly disappeared as she pressed hers together underneath the desk. Michael grinned.

      A little spark rose up in her eyes at his reaction, and then a foot was pressing against his inner calf and gliding up the inside of his leg. “Wouldn’t you like to find out?”

      “I absolutely would.”

      Straightening back up, he stepped back and glanced down at her legs, which were slightly parted, although the desk blocked the view of her short skirt. Ellie giggled at the mock-disappointed noise he made. 

      “You should stand up so I can find out,” he said, just a hint of an order in his voice. 

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have had me sit down if you really wanted to know,” Ellie sassed back, making him grin.

      This was the Ellie he remembered from high school, and apparently it was a side she didn’t show too often. From what he’d seen, she was pretty quiet, even among her friends. While he remembered her being shy, she definitely hadn’t been reserved once he’d gotten to know her. He’d thought maybe she was just quiet in comparison to the more exuberant of their friends - Angel and Chris could make anyone except each other seem quiet by comparison - but no... this sassy little sub with the sparkling eyes had definitely not made an appearance before, at least not that he’d observed. And he’d been watching closely.

      “Are you trying to sass me into spanking you before I even know what you have on under your cute little skirt?” He was teasing, but still allowing just a hint of threat to deepen his voice. 

      The flush in her cheeks and the hitch in her breath said Ellie was enjoying flirting with danger... and he was enjoying seeing this side of her personality come out to play. None of the Doms had ever mentioned her being a SAM - a Smart-Ass Masochist - which meant she might not have allowed herself to relax enough with any of them to fully be herself. 

      “Sass you into spanking me?” She asked, sliding sideways out of the desk and getting to her feet. She turned around, peeking back at him over her shoulder as she flipped up the back of her skirt to show off her completely bare bottom. “Right on my bare butt?”
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      Ellie squealed as Michael darted forward, catching her around the waist with one arm as his hand smacked down on her butt cheek with a fiery slap. A giggle worked its way up out of her throat, the sound so strange in their current location that she almost wondered who had made it. 

      She felt almost giddy. Aroused, excited, apprehensive... and giddy. It wasn’t exactly a mix she was used to. Arousal, apprehension (in a good way), relief to be scening... those were all things she was used to. Sassing and playfulness? Yeah, not so much. But, with Michael, it felt almost natural. 

      Fun too. Daring. Which made her apprehension rise, but also her excitement. She’d been so anxious when he’d wanted to talk about her limits; having him end the conversation before she’d anticipated had felt like a giant weight being lifted. 

      “Feels like no panties to me,” Michael growled in her ear, his hand rubbing over the bare skin he’d just spanked, her skirt brushing against her ass around his hand. 

      She was also more aroused than she’d ever been by just a single swat to her bottom. Normally, it took at least a full on glowing, red ass before she was really turned on, but right now she was wet just from teasing him and the tiny little sting. Yeah, she wanted more where that came from, but her level of arousal was still surprising.

      “Perv,” she said, arching her back to stick out her bottom more. 

      Michael just laughed and turned her around to face him rather than giving her another spank. He laughed again as she pouted up at him in disappointment, inwardly wondering where this flirty playfulness of hers had come from. If she’d been doing it on purpose it would have made more sense, but it just seemed to be flowing naturally, even if it felt a little strange. 

      It seemed like he was enjoying himself too; the mock-stern expression on his face didn’t hide the way his lips tilted up at the edges or the amusement dancing in his eyes. 

      “Are you trying to rush me, Ellie?” he asked, teasing through his flinty tone. “Topping from the bottom?”

      “Umm... no?” It came out as a question.

      Topping from the bottom wasn’t something she did in a scene. She just accepted whatever she was given. If she needed more, she asked for it outright, she didn’t taunt or challenge her dominant... but that was kind of what she was doing, wasn’t it?

      Michael chuckled. “Show me how good you can be then,” he said, giving a tendril of her hair a tug before turning his body to give her room to move around him. “Go bend over the teacher’s desk.”

      Anticipation thrummed through her as she passed by him, so close she could have touched him... but he hadn’t told her to. And she really wasn’t trying to top from the bottom. Ellie liked pain she had earned from being a good girl, she wasn’t really into punishments. Besides, if Michael was anything like Andrew - and she suspected he was - punishments usually meant not getting a special treat rather than receiving extra blows. 

      Damn devious sadists.

      Ellie bent over the desk. 

      The back of her skirt fluttered against her pussy lips; it was short enough that she was sure Michael had a very nice view. Her breasts, plumped up by the confines of the corset, flattened against the desktop, nearly spilling out. Widening her stance a little to help her balance, she turned her head to lay her cheek against the cool wood, her hands on either side of her head. 

      “Very pretty, Ellie,” Michael said approvingly, his hand sliding up the back of her thigh and flipping up her skirt to bare her ass completely. “Good girl.”

      The accolades made her blush happily, filling her with warmth, right before -

      SMACK! SMACK!

      Two quick, hard swats, one to each ass cheek. The initial impact like a sharp sting, followed by a slow burn that made her want to moan. 

      It wasn’t that masochists didn’t feel pain. It was that the pain could feel good. It hurt... but that hurt would evolve into endorphins and adrenaline and sexual pleasure. If it was administered correctly. 

      And Michael knew exactly what he was doing.

      His hand rubbed against the two spots. 

      Not soothingly. Not to rub away the burn.

      No, he rubbed her tender skin roughly. 

      Ellie squirmed.

      Michael lifted his hand.

      “Have you thought about what kind of scene you would like, Ellie?”

      Thought about? No. Fantasized about what Michael might do, based on past experiences, sure, but right now it felt like he was asking if she wanted anything specific. 

      She shook her head. “Just make me hurt.”

      The plea in her voice would have embarrassed her at one point in her life. No longer. She had accepted she was wired this way a long time ago. Begging for pain at Stronghold didn’t bother her, not even in front of someone from her past. 

      Whatever he wanted to do to her... that was what she wanted. 

      “Hmmm.” The low hum of his voice was accompanied by a sensuous stroke of his fingers over the tender places on her ass. The light touch was a tease to her senses, and Ellie had to remind herself not to arch her back again, not to try and force his hand just because she wanted more. Bad Ellie, no topping from the bottom.

      Definitely not something she’d ever had to remind herself before.

      She bit her bottom lip as his hand continued to stroke. 

      Gently.

      Like he was just waiting for her to protest. To be bad. To try and tip his hand.

      A test.

      And for some reason, it got her hot even as she wanted to scream at him to just spank her already.

      Mental sadism? Was that a thing? 

      She wasn’t used to having to wait. Most scenes started with her being tied up, moved on to whatever implements the dominant wanted to use, and ended with her being untied, and sitting in the women’s locker room while she came down from her scene high. Unless she was scening with Andrew, he always insisted on her receiving some kind of aftercare from him - or from Jared if he couldn’t for some reason. 

      This was... what was it? 

      What was she doing?

      Was she flirting? Unease sparked.

      SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

      Ellie gasped as Michael’s hand came down hard on the exact two spots he’d already spanked, reigniting and building on the sting. Her body hummed. Her thoughts tripped. 

      “You’re thinking too hard, Ellie,” he murmured, rubbing those same spots roughly, squeezing her cheeks and sending a rush of hot warmth straight through her core. Ellie moaned. “I don’t want you able to think.”

      “Then maybe you shouldn’t leave me waiting,” she muttered saucily. 

      Michael made a tsking noise. “Just for that comment, you’re only going to get my hand, not a paddle.”

      Dammit.

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      The two red spots on her ass had apparently turned into targets, because Michael was focusing on them to the exclusion of all else. Her focus narrowed to those two spots, knowing exactly where the next blows were going to land.

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      Her breath caught in her throat. Even without the paddle, each smack of Michael’s palm against her flesh was a jolt of growing pain, like fire had set in her skin and was being stoked higher and higher. Her pussy throbbed with need as she whimpered, wanting more... and only being touched in those two exact spots.

      Over and over again.

      SMACK!

      SMACK!

      It was like an unending rhythm, one she kept thinking he couldn’t keep up... but he did. The two spots were like a conflagration - burning, pulsing, throbbing as he spanked them over and over again. 

      She felt her pussy spasm.

      Her muscles clench and release.

      Tears sparked in the back of her eyes.

      There was something about the intensity of having all his focus on those two spots, of having all the pain congregated right there... his hand must be smarting by now. But still he continued.

      When he suddenly stopped, Ellie’s body jerked in response to a swat that didn’t land. She sucked in a breath feeling almost lightheaded. It wasn’t the harshest spanking she’d ever received, especially since the majority of her buttocks were left blemish-free, but she knew she’d be feeling it for a few days.

      So far, this scene with Michael had been nothing like she expected... what was he going to do next?
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      Each of Ellie’s buttocks now sported a dark, purplish-red spot right in the center of the creamy mound, and Michael’s palm was tingling with stinging fire from such a concentrated spanking. Her cheeks quivered, clenching and relaxing, the pink pucker of her anus winking at him. Just below, her pussy lips were plumped, swollen, wet, her clit peeking out from underneath its hood as proof of just how aroused she was. 

      He wondered if she realized just how much her body language told him in the moments of stillness. 

      Before, when he’d made her wait, she’d gone into her head and he’d practically been able to watch the tension knot itself through her body. Now, her attention was on her body... on her pain and arousal, and she was completely relaxed. 

      Waiting.

      Submissive.

      Perfect.

      “Good girl,” he said, his voice deep, low. A shiver went down her spine, mostly hidden by the corset she was wearing and her hair, but he saw the movement in her upper back. A good kind of shiver. 

      Ellie deserved a reward.

      Walking around the desk, he chose the side she was facing so he could see her expression. She smiled at him, her eyes dreamy, cheeks flushed. Nowhere near subspace, but she was in a good place. Interest and excitement sparked as he opened one of the desk drawers.

      The desk held a veritable banquet of treats. Michael grabbed one of the individual bottles of lube and a medium sized vibrating plug. It was the same reddish purple he’d just spanked into her cheeks, and after they finished playing tonight it would be hers. If he could convince Ellie to play with him again, he’d buy some toys just for her before their next scene... he hadn’t wanted to do so for this one. Maybe he’d been afraid of jinxing it.

      Anal was on her soft limits. 

      He was going to push her, but she was going to like it. 

      When she felt the tip of the plug, slick with lube, against the crinkled rose of her ass, she tensed. 

      “Relax, Ellie, it will make it easier,” he said. 

      “Easier for you,” she muttered.

      Not that he particularly wanted it to be easy. He pressed. She resisted. Not because she was trying to, but because she was uncomfortable. 

      It didn’t matter. 

      He’d used enough lube so she couldn’t keep the toy out. Michael didn’t bother trying to work it in and out; he just pressed, and her bottom strained. Stretched. Opened. 

      Ellie groaned as he pushed it in, very slowly but firmly, a long, slow slide into her resisting body.

      “It hurts,” she said, the slightest hint of a whimper. 

      Hurting didn’t bother her. Having her ass filled did. His cock jerked against the front of his pants at the seductive quaver in her voice. Seductive to him because he liked hearing her discomfort. 

      “You’ll get used to it,” he said. Her breath caught as her hole stretched over the widest part, and then she sighed as it sank fully in, her tight muscle settling around the narrow neck between the plug and the flange. For a moment, she relaxed, and then she squirmed a little, as if trying to get comfortable.

      Grinning, Michael tapped on the base of the toy, enjoying her reaction as she squirmed again. Reaching up, he undid the knot in her corset laces, loosening the tight hold.

      “Stand up and turn around, Ellie. Hands behind your back.”

      She made another little sound of distress as she obeyed, shifting her weight back and forth on her feet, her nose wrinkling as the plug was moved around by her changing stance. Gorgeous. Adorable. Unsure but eager. 

      Big, dark eyes blinked up at him, filled with interest and tinged with a touch of apprehension. Her tongue flicked out to lick her lips, immediately making him think of putting her on her knees. Unfortunately, that wasn’t part of tonight’s plan.

      Slow and steady wins the race.

      “The corset is beautiful,” he said, tracing his finger along the top of it, just barely brushing against the soft skin of her breasts. “But it’s going to have to come off.”

      Another little hitch of breath and a sweep of her tongue over her bottom lip in were her excited response. Michael grasped the front of her corset and pushed it together, undoing the clasps, and then pulled it free from her body. Pink grooves were set into her creamy skin where the boning had pressed in, creating an even more exaggerated hourglass shape than she naturally had. The tips of her nipples were hard, a darker pink than the grooves on her skin, begging to be touched.

      Cupping her sensitive breasts in his hands, Michael leaned down to suck one hard nipple into his mouth. Ellie gasped at the sudden movement, her back arching as she leaned back against the desk, her hands still locked behind her. During the scene Andrew had shared her with him, Michael had discovered she had very sensitive nipples and the undersides of her breasts, something he was eager to exploit now.

      Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a square of burlap. It wasn’t particularly rough burlap, but it was well textured and wouldn’t actually prick. Perfect for abrading skin. 

      With his right hand, he began rubbing the burlap all over her right breast while he sucked on the nipple of her left. Ellie whimpered and squirmed, and he could practically feel her confusion as her skin began to turn pink under the rubbing of the cloth square. Smiling, he switched breasts, and she let out a little shriek as his mouth closed around her nipple, which would be feeling much more sensitive after being worked over by the burlap. 

      The rough cloth abrading her skin would make her that much more tender, that much more sensitive, and would make the sting of the lash that much more effective. 

      He sucked hard on her nipple, long pulls on the turgid bud as she squirmed and trembled, her breath coming faster as she struggled to hold her position. Releasing the little bud from his mouth with a pop, Michael straightened and looked down at her. He grinned. The surface of her large breasts was now pretty and pink, her nipple glossy and plump, completely primed to be tormented by him. 

      “Up on the desk and lie on your back,” he ordered her as he went to one of the cabinets which he knew stored an assortment of impact instruments. “Hands by your head, feet flat on the table and spread apart.” Michael picked out a crop with a leather flap and a small pussy whip made of thin rubber strands. When he turned around, Ellie was laid out on the table for him, her pink breasts slightly flattened by the position, her skirt a mere strip of cloth around her waist, and her thighs spread wide. 

      She really did look like a school boy’s fantasy. Well, a kinky school boy’s.

      He positioned himself on the side of the desk, looking down over her, and placed the pussy whip down near her legs. 

      “Good girl,” he said again as he brought the crop down on her breasts.
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      A line of fire, much stronger than she’d expected, streaked across the underside of Ellie’s breasts, making her suck in a gasp of air as her pussy clenched. The plug in her ass jostled around, reminding her of its presence - as if she could forget - and it felt like her entire body pulsed in response. Anal wasn’t on her soft limits because she didn’t like it, but because it felt so intimate to her, but she loved the way it felt to be filled. The coolness of the wood was heating fast under her ass, where the twin spots he’d spanked throbbed under the weight of her body lying on them.

      She felt spread out. Vulnerable. On edge. 

      This scene wasn’t anything like what she’d expected and it made her feel more alert all over, her senses heightened, constantly trying to anticipate what he was going to do and never managing it. She’d been expecting something like her scene with Andrew.

      She was left off balance, but she was also more turned on, more into the scene than she’d felt during a scene in months. Maybe years. 

      Michael’s hand slapped against the underside of her breast, over the welt he’d just laid down with the crop, and she cried out, arching upwards. His hand felt hot on her sensitized skin, rougher than before, uncomfortable just from contact, and she finally understood what he’d been doing with the rough cloth. It hadn’t hurt when he’d been rubbing her with it, but it made her so sensitized that everything else he was doing now hurt more. His hand lifted and came down on her other breast, rubbing and squeezing the same way, and Ellie writhed.

      The sensations assaulting her were confusing and arousing. Her ass was full, uncomfortable, and just the memory of the long, slow slide of the plug into her made her feel breathless. It hadn’t hurt enough to make her say ‘red’ but the long burn had been completely new to her while the slow filling had made her pussy throb. 

      Now, her breasts were beginning to burn too, as he lay down another streak of fire across the tops of her breasts, and followed it up with slaps and more rubbing.

      Her ass was full, throbbing, and burning with discomfort. Her breasts were tender, tingling, and licked with fire. But her pussy, her needy, quivering pussy, was left quiet and empty.

      THWAP! THWAP! THWAP!

      Michael started to rain little strikes down across her breasts and stomach, using just the leather flap on the end of the crop, and Ellie arched as she fisted her hands by her head. Not being bound actually made it harder not to move as the little, stinging slaps bit into her flesh, sparking pain with every blow.

      The sudden start of vibrations in her ass had her hips jerking upwards, and she cried out as her anus spasmed and tightened around the plug, making it feel even larger as it buzzed inside of her. Her pussy throbbed, emptier and needier than ever.

      “Please,” she begged, arching her back but otherwise managing to hold the rest of her body in place. “Please... more...”

      The small strikes of pain mixed with her growing pleasure, adding to her need as the pressure inside of her began to build. 

      “More?” Michael asked, with a sadistic smirk as he laid down the crop. “More here?”

      Ellie nearly screamed with frustration and the explosion of pain and pleasure as his hands closed over her breasts and roughly caressed. Her sensitive skin flared and burned at his hot touch, the welts throbbing and stinging. When his fingers closed over her nipples and pinched hard, crushing the tiny buds like tight clamps, she cried out as she nearly orgasmed from that alone. Her pussy convulsed, so empty, so needy... stimulated only by the vibrations in her ass.

      “Please,” she begged breathlessly, practically tearful from the aching need to orgasm. She was so close... so very, very close. “Please whip my pussy.”

      Leaning over her, Michael brushed his lips over hers, very gently, a complete contrast to the way his hands were mauling her aching breasts. “As you wish.”

      Even when he released her breasts, they didn’t stop hurting. Blood rushed back into her crushed nipples, the lingering ache of his roughness tingled on her skin, and the cool air felt even colder against the warmth of her skin. Her knees fell to the side, opening her even further, as he moved down to the other end of the desk, picking up the small whip on the way.

      “Very pretty, Ellie,” Michael said approvingly. His free hand caressed her ankle and calf, warm and gentle. She closed her eyes for just a moment, taking in all the sensations, feeling every inch of her body, her ass tightening around the plug inside of it. 

      Pain and pleasure exploded as tiny rubber strands snapped against her pussy lips and clit. She cried out, her knees involuntarily coming together.

      “Open, Ellie,” Michael said, his voice firm as his hand slid up her calf, exerting pressure to make her legs fall open again. 

      She obeyed, her hips tilting to offer her pussy up for more abuse. 

      Her body arched and writhed as the whip landed again on her most tender parts, her pussy and ass spasming. The vibrations in her ass felt more intense than ever... she was so close to cumming...

      Another snap of rubber tendrils stung her lips and clit, and she cried out... and then screamed as Michael’s hot mouth suddenly closed over her abused clit. He sucked hard, and Ellie’s orgasm went from good to overwhelmingly intense in a heartbeat. She sobbed as her body pulsed, bringing her hands down to tangle them in Michael’s hair as his tongue flicked against her swollen clit. 

      It was the most satisfying orgasm she’d had in months.
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      Taking long, slow licks of Ellie’s creamy slit as she came down from her orgasm, Michael adjusted his cock in his pants, trying to keep his fantasies under control. Tonight was about her, not about him. 

      Keep her coming back for more.

      Hopefully. 

      He shut off the vibrator in her ass, letting it go quiet. Although, he wasn’t going to remove it. He wanted to send her home with it. 

      When she let out a long sigh and her hands relaxed in his hair, Michael reluctantly straightened. The tart, sweet taste of her filled his mouth, and it was all too easy to imagine grasping her by the hips and pulling her to the edge of the desk so he could fuck her senseless while sharing the taste of her cream with her. 

      Opening her eyes, Ellie looked surprised as he helped her sit up, holding her corset in his hand.

      “What about you?” she asked, looking a little dazed. “What about sex?”

      “My decision as the Dom, remember? I’d like to do another scene with you though. Next week, same time?” he responded as she slid to a standing position. He pulled the corset around her. With the loose laces, the front clasps easily slid into the place.

      She stayed silent as he turned her away from him so he could tighten the laces just enough for the corset to stay in place, although not nearly as tight as they’d been when she’d arrived at the club. When she faced him again, her expression was wary but thoughtful.

      “Okay,” she said quietly.

      Triumph surged through him, far more satisfying than a mere orgasm would have been. 

      “Good girl,” he said, cuddling her under his arm. “Now let’s go to the aftercare couch.”

      “I don’t need aftercare,” she said. It sounded like an automatic response, and Michael was fairly sure that it was. 

      “But I need to give it, and I’d appreciate it if you let me,” he said evenly as they exited the room. He gave a nod to one of the subbies on duty, hanging on the side of the Dungeon, letting him know the room was ready to be cleaned. As he’d suspected, Ellie’s need to please him in some way after the scene meant she allowed him to lead her to the aftercare corner, wrap her in a blanket, and snuggle her on the couch.

      It caused a few stares since Ellie only ever accepted aftercare from Andrew or Jared... but she snuggled right into him and allowed him to hold her on his lap, her head resting on his shoulder. Most people wouldn’t call it a ‘happy ending,’ but for Michael, it was exactly the ending he’d been aiming for.

      No matter how much his cock ached.
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      After walking Ellie out to her car, Michael wasn’t really into hanging out around the club and dealing with the inevitable gossip, so he went home too. His apartment seemed emptier than ever, although the solitude was usually a relief. The sparsely furnished one bedroom was basically just a place for him to hang his hat; he hadn’t really done anything to make it into a home yet.

      He’d gotten too used to being on the move, needing the ability to pack up and go easily; settling in one place had felt foreign. Even though he wanted to make it look more like a home, whenever he went into a store with decorations and knick knacks, he had trouble convincing himself to buy anything. His brain kept asking what he would do with it if he got into a show and went on tour again. It didn’t matter that he didn’t plan to go on tour again, it was still the mindset he was most comfortable with.

      Now, he looked around and wondered what Ellie would think if he ever managed to convince her to come to his place. 

      Just thinking about her possible reaction reminded him of how gorgeous she’d been tonight... how surprisingly sassy and fun before submitting beautifully. His cock, which had never fully gone down, rose up again as he ran his tongue around the back of his teeth, the taste of her still lingering. With a groan, he headed for the shower.

      Not a cold one either.

      With the hot water pounding down on his back, conditioner coating his hand, he closed his eyes, fisting his hand around his dick as he started to pump, his mind already reaching for the memory of Ellie’s voice as she whimpered and moaned... the tiny noises she made in the back of her throat when the leather tip of the crop had landed on her breasts, inflicting little sparks of pain, but not the welts the full length of it had created. 

      Her creamy skin had marked up beautifully - the two large prints he’d left on her ass, the welts and peppering of small marks on her breasts, even her pussy lips had plumped and pinked under the small whip. Tomorrow, she’d feel his marks and remember every time she touched her breasts, every time her clothing moved over her skin... the two long welts would last till then and the abrasion from the burlap would make her more sensitive. She’d think about him every time she sat down, feeling the two spots where he’d focused her spanking. 

      And she’d agreed to scene with him again.

      His balls tightened as he started thinking about all the perverse, sadistic things he could do to her. 

      Clamps and weights on those sensitive nipples. She’d make those little moaning noises in the back of her throat every time the weights swung, and he’d make sure they swung a lot.

      Clamps on her pink labia. Maybe he’d connect them to the ones on her nipples, forcing her to hold a position or pull on the clamps... clover clamps, which would tighten with each tug.

      Turn her ass pink with his hand and then setting lines across her blushing cheeks with a cane.

      Flogging her from head to toe until she was begging to cum.

      And once she was reduced to a mass of sensation, a seething mix of passion, pleasure, and agony, he’d sink his cock into her and finally sate the need which had been building since she’d come back into his life. He squeezed his cock, gasping as his orgasm hit him hard and fast, Ellie’s face standing out in his mind, her cries filling his ears.

      “Fuck...” he muttered, leaning his shoulder against the tile of the shower wall. It felt cool against his skin as he straightened his knees, his cock throbbing and slowly softening in his hand. 

      It wasn’t the first time he’d jerked off while thinking about Ellie - and it probably wouldn’t be the last - but it was definitely one of the more potent. Sharing her scene with Andrew, when she had been blindfolded and hadn’t actually been submitting to him, hadn’t been nearly as emotionally satisfying, and, while it had fueled his fantasies, hadn’t had quite the same impact. 

      Waiting for next Saturday was going to be an exercise in patience.

      Well, at least he’d have the planning of the new club to keep him occupied. There was a lot to do; sign contracts with Patrick, search for a space, start looking for employees, and he should probably put in his two weeks to his current job. 

      It seemed like his whole life was starting to move forward in an unexpected way now. Apparently when it rains, it pours.
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      Every part of Ellie’s body ached deliciously.

      “MROW!!!”

      “Yes, yes, I see you,” she said, exasperation filling her voice. Watson darted forward, winding his furry, orange body around her boots, obviously not accepting of her reassurance that he was totally and completely visible to her. While he was a shy cat with strangers, with her, he was a complete and total attention whore. “Needy cat.”

      “MROW!!!”

      He sat down, looking up at her expectantly.

      Ellie sighed as she leaned over to scoop him up. Her anus clenched emptily, her corset shifted over her sensitive breasts, and she shuddered. Yeah, she was going to be feeling the aftereffects of tonight’s scene for a while. 

      What she really wanted to do was just sit on her couch and decompress by herself, settle into the aftereffects of the scene, but Watson needed attention and when Watson needed attention, Watson got attention. Because otherwise he annoyed her until he did. 

      He purred happily as she cradled him like a baby, belly-up, his little, white paws coming up to try and bat at her face. Kissing the bottom of his paws, she moved towards her bedroom. Pajamas first, then to the couch with the little monster. She needed to just chill out for a while. 

      Sit.

      Think.

      Despite the satisfaction she’d felt after the scene, she’d started feeling unsettled. Maybe it was sub drop, but she didn’t think so. She was pretty sure it had more to do with Michael.

      Watson grumbled as she put him on the bed, watching her with narrowed eyes as she stripped out of her clothes and pulled on comfy sweats. She knew from experience that if she tried to leave the room without picking him back up, he’d let out an ear-splitting yowl. 

      “I see you, I see you,” she muttered, scooping him back up.

      Okay, it was kind of nice to have a sweet, furry animal to cuddle with even though she wanted to be alone with her thoughts right now.

      “After all, you don’t really count as people, do you?” she asked, tickling Watson under the chin while he purred ecstatically, his little paws waving and kneading the air. “Even if you do demand my attention when I just want to focus on me for a minute.”

      Gingerly, she sat down on the couch, hissing slightly as the cushions didn’t totally protect her bottom from the throbbing, lingering soreness. Absently stroking Watson’s belly, she leaned her head back and let out a long sigh as her body relaxed. 

      She felt so good.

      Sated. Loose. Relaxed. The way she felt after the best kind of scene. And she hadn’t felt this way in a while.

      Which didn’t really make sense because, as intense as the scene had been, she’d had scenes that involved so much more... more pain, more implements, more orgasms. This scene... even though she felt sated, she still wanted more. She didn’t want a scene with someone else, she wanted to go back to Michael.

      Which was a really scary feeling.

      Even more so because she hadn’t exactly been acting like herself. Although, that seemed to be the theme of the day, from calling Lexie because she was freaking out over what to wear, to sassing Michael, to agreeing to another scene with him. That last one made her feeling particularly antsy because she knew everyone at Stronghold was going to read all kinds of things into it... but she still wanted to do it.

      As if sensing her anxiety, Watson let out a particularly loud purr, his paw coming up to bop her on the underside of her chin. 

      “Yeah, your momma’s got issues,” she said, tilting her head down to kiss his foot. Watson liked having the pads on the bottom of his feet kissed and nuzzled, the little weirdo. 

      Trust and relationships were two things she didn’t even try to do anymore. She’d made the attempt twice since her first disastrous high school boyfriend, and neither time had worked out well. Her college boyfriend, Steve, had tried, but having a damaged girlfriend wasn’t a lot of fun for a horny guy with a high sex drive, and eventually he’d given up on her. The next guy she’d almost dated had been in the scene, but then he’d ignored her safe word the first time they’d scened alone. She’d had to scream it over and over before he finally gave in, pouting the entire time like she’d been unreasonable about having her hair pulled. If he’d ignore it for a small thing, he would have ignored it for larger ones too and she’d immediately stopped seeing him. After that, Ellie had kept everything in the club where there were Dungeon Monitors and lots of witnesses to everything and she didn’t see anyone regularly. It was why she only did private room scenes with Andrew, and she’d taken months to get to that point with him.

      But with Michael...

      Everything was different, just as she’d known it would be from the very beginning. Yeah, she’d spent months running from him, but once she’d agreed to scene with him, she’d immediately trusted him enough to go into a private room and close the door. And she’d been... herself. Uncensored. Unguarded. Vulnerable in a way she hadn’t been in so long.

      No wonder she’d been running from him for so long. She wasn’t used to letting herself be that open. Even with her friends. But a few minutes with Michael and she’d found herself not just talking, but sassing... almost flirting. 

      She’d given in because... 

      Because she was envious. Because she’d known her time with Andrew was coming to an end. He was the Dom she trusted the most, but she’d hated herself for needing to ask him for a scene when he and Kate were back together. Not all scenes had a sexual component to them, but since she and Andrew had had sex in the past and his second chance with Kate was pretty new, she’d still felt weird about it. Especially since he wasn’t scening with anyone else. And while she hadn’t begrudged his attention to Kate, and he certainly hadn’t held back during the scene, she’d known his full attention wasn’t on her.

      And she wanted someone’s full attention on her. 

      Admitting that to herself had been hard. Admitting to herself that the only person whose face she pictured, when she fantasized about having a Dom’s full attention, was Michael’s was even harder. 

      But if she wanted to try for a relationship, where better to start than someone she already instinctively trusted? Even if it didn’t work out, she knew it wouldn’t be because he treated her horribly. Maybe she really was too damaged to salvage, which she suspected sometimes, but if anyone could be patient enough, understanding enough, it would be the man who had been pursuing her for months. She’d seen him doing other scenes at the club and knew his patience bled into his style of domination as well.

      He’d probably need every last bit of it to put up with her.

      Watson’s paw bumped her chin again and Ellie smiled. Somehow he always knew when she was spiraling and distracted her. She’d told her therapist Dr. Amy that he was like a little therapy cat, always interrupting her thoughts when they became too anxious or self-loathing. 

      “Such a good kitty,” she said, baby-talking to him as she rubbed his belly. Watson stretched, giving her more access, and purred like a little motor. “You think I should try to have a relationship, don’t you?”

      Actually, probably not. Watson was not a big fan of men. When her brother, Austin, had come for a visit and spent the week on her pull-out couch, Watson had hidden the entire week. Her brother claimed he hadn’t even caught a glimpse of Watson the entire time he was there.

      Still, unless Ellie wanted to spend the rest of her life alone... 

      Other people were getting together. No one had ever thought Adam would find a sub he could tolerate in a long-term relationship, and now he was going to be a daddy soon and begging the sub in question to just hurry up and marry him already. Everyone had bet Patrick would never actually make a move on Lexie either, but now they were together and glowingly happy. Even the most unlikely-to-be-in-a-relationship, commitment-phobic Andrew, was in love and completely exclusive with his second-chance love. 

      It was enough to make even an ultra-cynical pessimist like Ellie start to feel hopeful. Especially when she managed to get through an entire first scene with a man without even a tiny moment of panic, and ending it feeling like she wanted more from him... something she didn’t think she’d ever allowed herself to feel before.
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      “So what do you think?” Claudia, one of the subs who came to Stronghold regularly with her husband and Master, asked proudly, waving her hand around to indicate the full space.

      Apparently, when Patrick decided something, he decided something. Michael probably shouldn’t be too surprised; after all, he was pretty decisive himself, but he still hadn’t expected Patrick to move quite as quickly as he had. They’d hashed out an agreement for going into business together on Monday, signed it on Tuesday, and now here they were looking at properties on Wednesday. It just so happened Claudia was a real estate agent specializing in business properties, and Patrick had contacted her on Monday as soon as they’d agreed to open the second club.

      They were now in the third space Claudia had lined up for them. Originally, it had been the fourth on her list, she’d told them, but after getting their impressions from the first two, she’d bumped it up.

      She was good too... because Michael thought it was pretty fucking perfect.

      Completely different from the warehouse district where Stronghold was located, this building was right in the center of downtown. The entire four-story building was now available, although it needed a bit of fixing up. The main floor used to be a speakeasy restaurant, while the upper floors had held offices. The main restaurant area wasn’t very large because the main floor was divided between the front restaurant and the “speak easy.” 

      “What do you think?” Patrick asked, turning to Michael after a careful look around. They were back in the main dining area after having explored the upstairs.

      Michael raised his eyebrows at the other man. 

      “Sure you don’t want to tell me what you think first?” he joked. Patrick just grinned back at him, arms crossed over his chest and totally at ease. He knew he was a bossy bastard. Fortunately, Michael was pretty easy-going in most ways.

      “I think it’s fucking perfect,” Patrick said. “But since you’re the one who’ll be running it, I’ll let you have a say.”

      Claudia giggled as Michael barked a laugh. Watching the two doms, she jumped up to sit on one of the high barstools while she awaited the verdict. Those stools would have to go. They were cheap looking plastic trying to be something it wasn’t. Whoever had had this place before had tried to scrimp and save on small things, but people didn’t want to spend money in a cheap looking place. The speakeasy would have been a cool idea if it had been done right, and it was also what made both the location and the space so ideal.

      Looking around at the front space, Michael found it easy to picture exactly how he wanted things set up. It really was perfect. The speakeasy area was accessed through the back hall. There was another bar back there with little alcoves already set up along the walls, and a small raised platform in the center of the room, which would be perfect for demos. The upstairs floors could be turned into private rooms, like the upstairs rooms at Stronghold. Theme rooms. He’d have to think of some new themes though, he didn’t want to do repeats. A spa/massage room perhaps? A small medieval Dungeon room… maybe a pet room or and an age play room for the fetish players… Excitement curled inside of him as the place came together in his head. 

      It would be easy to keep regular restaurant patrons out of the “private dining” areas, and the main restaurant and bar would make a good front for the members who didn’t want their activities known. Especially since the entrance was tucked back from the main street, so they wouldn’t get a lot of foot traffic anyway. 

      They also didn’t plan to advertise. From what Patrick said, they were going to have more than enough business just through Stronghold. The sister clubs would each offer something different. Stronghold would be the starker, darker side of BDSM. It had the Dungeon, after all. This club would be more centered on performance in its main room, with private alcoves for voyeurs to play in while they enjoyed the main show, as well as private rooms upstairs. Everything about it would be more discreet and private, the focus on already established couples and play partners, since it wouldn’t have the Lounge area for single subs like Stronghold, although Michael would definitely have club submissives and dominants available for sessions. 

      Looking back at Patrick, Michael smiled. “It’ll do.”

      “Yay!” Claudia said, clapping her hands excitedly. “I knew you’d like it. Okay, let’s go talk paperwork.”

      Suppressing a groan - because this was definitely the boring part - Michael followed Claudia and Patrick back to the car. There was a garage right next door, which would be convenient.

      But, as he glanced back over his shoulder down the side street where the entrance was, he felt a surge of excitement. This was going to be a lot of work, but he had a feeling it was also going to be a lot of fun. Plus, he could still scratch his performing itch if everything went as planned. He wondered if Ellie would be down for doing some demos with him.
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      Staring at her computer screen, Ellie made a face. 

      Not because the current design she was working on looked bad - it didn’t - but because she was having serious trouble focusing for the fourth day in a row. Fortunately, she didn’t have anything urgent this week, but since she was a freelance graphic artist, the faster she worked the better. After all, she couldn’t take on new projects if she was already working on too many unfinished ones.

      This week she was working particularly slowly. Her mind kept wandering, back to the weekend and her scene with Michael and forward to this upcoming weekend and fantasizing about what this scene might be like. What he might do. What he might try to surprise her with. How she might act. 

      Whether or not they’d have sex this time.

      It was weird; before scening with him, she’d fantasized, of course, but it hadn’t made her so antsy. Hadn’t made her feel so impatient and needy. Scening with him had awoken some kind of itch inside of her, and she couldn’t scratch it, not with a regular dildo, a vibrator, a plug, her Hitachi, or even a combination of toys. She just stayed... itchy.

      When her phone buzzed with an incoming text message, it was a relief to turn away from the computer screen. 

      Angel - I’m bored at home. Wanna go to lunch? Olivia’s in the area so she’s coming too.

      Ellie grinned. Distraction? Yes, please! Plus she could give Angel the present she’d ordered for her last week, which had come in yesterday. 

      Sure, where?

      Murphy’s Meals in half an hour?

      The restaurant Maria was the day manager of… duh. She should have guessed; Murphy’s was the go-to place for all of the girls in the group if Maria was working. Fortunately, it was also really good food and affordable.

      Sounds good, see you there.

      Strangely, having a new distraction in the form of going out to lunch actually helped her get some work done in the fifteen minutes before she had to leave, which meant she didn’t feel so bad about going out to lunch. When she got to the restaurant, Angel was already sitting in a booth with Maria and Olivia, all of them chatting animatedly. As soon as Angel saw Ellie, she perked up and waved, making the other two turn. 

      Olivia was dressed in a red power suit that somehow managed to not clash with her red hair, which was pulled back into a neat bun. Next to her, Maria’s messy bun of curly hair looked even messier, although just as cute; she was wearing a basic teal-blue, button-down shirt, the sleeves rolled up to her elbows. As always, the most casually dressed was Angel, whose purple t-shirt featured a white, maniacally laughing bunny running with a chainsaw in each hand and the words “My Spirit Animal” emblazoned above the bunny’s gleeful countenance. Ellie’s lips twitched. The t-shirt was definitely getting a little tight over Angel’s bump, which was starting to become too big for her to wear her regular clothes.

      Grinning, Ellie handed over the plastic bag she was carrying to Angel as she slid into the booth next to her.

      “Hey guys.”

      “Hey Ellie! I’m so glad you could make it out!” Maria said, with a warm smile of welcome. Olivia smiled at her too, although she was more interested in the bag Angel was peering into.

      “What’s this?” Angel asked, pulling out the shirt.

      “A pregnancy present,” Ellie said, feeling her lips spread even wider as she waited for the revelation.

      Angel pulled up the shirt so the back was facing Olivia and Maria, and cackled with gleeful amusement. “Oh my god, it’s perfect!”

      “What does it say?” Olivia asked, already sounding amused just from witnessing Angel’s reaction. They all enjoyed Angel’s continued torture of Adam, who was not always a fan of her t-shirts. He wasn’t uptight exactly... except he kind of was. 

      Angel flipped it around so Olivia and Maria could see the Death Star on the stomach of the t-shirt, right where her pregnant belly was rapidly expanding and the words ‘That’s No Moon’ floating in space above it. It was meant for a pregnant woman, so it was both large and stretchy, and the material was super soft for comfort. Maria snorted with laughter as Olivia cracked up.

      “Thank you, Ellie!” Angel practically sang out as she put the shirt back in the bag and turned to hug her. 

      “You’re welcome,” said Ellie giggling. “I just saw it and thought of you.” And now she was basking in the glow of how nice it was to have friends and to be able to give a simple gift in exchange for such a happy reaction. 

      “It’s perfect,” Angel said happily. “Adam might even face palm.”

      Maria shook her head. “You two have the weirdest relationship.”

      “Nah, she’s perfect for him,” Olivia said. She rolled her grey eyes expressively. “Adam needs regular shaking up and someone to make him smile.”

      “Smile. Sigh. Face palm.” Angel stuck her tongue out at Maria. “Like you don’t try to find ways to get under Rick’s skin.”

      “Yeah, but he’s not bothered by t-shirts.”

      “I bet I could find a t-shirt that would bother him. But in order to prove it, you have to wear it for his reaction, you can’t just show it to him.”

      Maria opened her mouth to respond... and hesitated.

      “I wouldn’t accept that challenge if I were you,” Ellie murmured, picking up her menu to hide her smile. Next to her, Angel was practically quivering in her seat, obviously hoping Maria would fall for the bait. 

      Sitting back in the booth, Maria crossed her arms over her chest. “So what’s everyone eating?”

      Slumping in disappointment, Angel elbowed Ellie, obviously blaming her for Maria’s retreat. Ellie just giggled. When she looked up from the menu, Olivia was studying her from across the table, a contemplative expression on her face. Uncomfortable, Ellie looked back down at her menu, but when the server came over to take her drink order, Olivia was still looking at her with that piercing gaze. It wasn’t judgmental, but it was just a little too focused for Ellie to be able to relax. Everyone ordered their food, and Ellie ordered a glass of wine at the same time. 

      She spread her fingers across the edge of the table nervously, concentrating on the smooth wood it was made out of. Angel and Maria started chattering, with Olivia’s occasional interjections, but Ellie could still feel Olivia’s focus on her. Which made her feel nervy. The Domme had the same kind of penetrating gaze Michael did, like she could see more than a normal person. Not exactly a comfortable feeling.

      “... new club.”

      “New club?” Ellie asked, echoing Angel’s last words.

      “Yeah, apparently Michael and Patrick are going to be business buddies,” Angel said, playing with her straw wrapper. “Patrick can’t fit any more people into Stronghold, but new applications are still coming in, and there are some people who want to come and would be willing to pay big bucks for a more discreet location.”

      “So the new club is going to be more expensive?” Maria asked.

      “Only for people who want membership exclusively there or to be able to visit as often as they want,” Olivia said. Ellie dared to look up and was relieved to see Olivia’s focus had shifted to Maria. “Regular Stronghold members will be able to visit there four nights a month with their Stronghold membership, and it’ll be open Wednesday through Saturday every week so they’ll have plenty of chances. Or they can pay more for more visitation days, etc. if they want to, or even apply for a full membership to the new club, but the regular membership dues to Stronghold aren’t going to change.”

      “That’s pretty cool,” Maria said, resting her hand on her chin. “I bet it’s going to get slammed when it first opens though. Everyone’s going to want to check out the new place.”

      “The smart people will take advantage of Stronghold being emptier to get the reserved rooms they want,” Angel said. “Lexie said it’s getting harder and harder to manage the reservations... especially when people go over their time.”

      Olivia snorted. “Don’t remind me. I had to kick Mitch and Caroline out of a room on Friday night because he was taking his sweet old time. Not the best way to end the scene, but my Baby Doms are going to have to learn to play by the rules.”

      Pressing her lips together, Ellie tried not to laugh. Only Olivia could manage to sound like a mom when talking about a group of very dominant, alpha men. Calling the newly trained Doms ‘Baby Doms’ made them sound like something they definitely weren’t. Ellie had helped out as a subject for the classes, so she’d gotten to know them a little, and none of them were what she would call ‘babies’ in any way, shape, or form. Even if Mitch liked to try and bend the rules sometimes, he was all alpha male when he wanted to be. 

      “Speaking of Michael and room reservations, I heard he’s got another room reserved for this weekend,” Angel said wickedly, turning her head to Ellie. “Know anything about that?”

      “Maybe,” said Ellie, keeping her voice even and smiling at their server, who had arrived at the table with their food.

      Pretending to gasp, Angel put her hand over her heart and leaned back as her chicken risotto was placed in front of her. “Oh my goodness... Ellie, are you teasing me?”

      “Maybe.” This time it was more of a struggle to keep her face straight.

      Maria snorted laughter as Angel shook her head. “Michael’s already been a terrible influence on you. Just horrible.”

      “Take that sass into the club and the Doms aren’t going to know what hit them,” Olivia said, sounding amused as she picked up her fork to dig into her salad. Ellie just shrugged, but a little smile played on her lips. 

      “If you tell me whether or not Michael’s scening with you, I’ll tell you what room he’s reserved.”

      The offer had Ellie straightening up with interest and speaking without thinking. “You know what room?”

      “Ah HA!” Angel pumped her fist. “I knew it! You’re scening with Michael for a second week in a row!”

      “So?” Ellie said, shrugging her shoulder like it wasn’t a big deal as she picked up her chicken club sandwich. 

      “So? So?!” Angel shook her head, sharing disbelieving looks with Maria. She tried to catch Olivia’s eye too, but Olivia was already focused back on staring at Ellie like she was trying to crawl inside her head. “You never scene with the same Dom two weeks in a row. Not even Andrew. And you never scene in a private room with a Dom other than Andrew. But now you’re breaking both rules for Michael. That’s big!”

      “I’m pretty sure she knows it’s big,” Olivia said dryly. “However, the bigger a deal you make it, the more pressure it is on both of them.”

      “Oh... Right, sorry,” Angel said a little sheepishly. “I just get excited. I love Michael, and I really like you, and he obviously really likes you and... well... I just want him to be happy...”

      Alarmed, Ellie froze as Angel teared up. What the- what should she do?

      “Pregnancy hormones alert!” Maria passed a tissue over to Angel, who took it.

      “Thanks... ugh... I don’t even know why I’m crying. I know I said I love Michael but I don’t love him enough to cry over him. Oh my god, please don’t tell Adam I cried about Michael. And definitely don’t tell Michael I cried about Michael. I will never hear the end of it.”

      “I won’t tell if you don’t bring up my scening with Michael again,” Ellie said quickly, making sure to make it clear she was teasing by her tone of voice.

      They all stopped and stared at her, Maria’s jaw dropping a little. Then Olivia held up her hand for a high-five.

      “You tell her, Ell.”

      Grinning, Ellie slapped Olivia’s hand. Okay, so maybe the Domme wasn’t so scary. Well, actually, she really was, but she was pretty cool too. Happily, Ellie dug into her sandwich while the conversation turned back to Patrick and Michael’s new business venture, which she was happy to hear all about. Part of her was a little sad she hadn’t heard about it first from Michael, but... it’s not like he even had her phone number. And they didn’t hang out or anything. They just saw each other at the club. 

      Maybe she’d ask him about it this weekend. If they had time before their scene.
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      Walking into Stronghold, thinking about how they were going to do the new club differently, made Michael look at the whole place with new eyes. He tried to ignore that though, because he wasn’t there to think about the new club (they really needed to think of a name), he was there to scene with Ellie. 

      Focus.

      He didn’t want to mess things up with Ellie just because he now had a new thing going on with his work life. Plus, it wasn’t like the new club was going to be ready to be open for a couple of months. Even though their offer on the building had been accepted (thanks, in large part, to the substantial down payment Michael had been able to provide), there were a lot of renovations needed - and some of them needed to be done discreetly. Fortunately, Andrew had already offered to help on those, and the rest of their friends would probably step up to help too. Obviously, if the club was going to be discreet, they didn’t want an entire group of contractors to know what it was being used for. However, they’d be able to take care of setting up the entire restaurant and doing some of the basic work on the private rooms before Andrew and the rest of them came through and added all the kinkier elements.

      But, as excited as he was about this new business venture (especially after putting in his two-week notice to his less than stimulating day job), he didn’t want to let it distract him from Ellie. She deserved his full attention. Not only that, but he probably wasn’t going to get what he wanted from her unless he gave her his full attention. She had a lot of practice at holding herself back and keeping herself apart from the Dom she was scening with. 

      Angel waved at him from where she was standing next to Adam at a table in the bar area. Adam had her tucked under his arm, and Michael grinned when he moved towards them as Ellie’s shorter head came into view around Jared’s shoulder. Sharon was the shortest of their group of friends, but Ellie and Lexie were close behind in the petite stakes, even when wearing heels. Seeing him, Ellie smiled nervously but with a light of anticipation in her eyes, which just made him grin even more broadly. Leigh and Jake were also at the table chatting together, and Ellie looked relaxed, surrounded by people she was comfortable with. 

      “Hello, pest,” he said, ruffling Angel’s curls as he slid in next to Ellie. From the other side of her, Adam narrowed his eyes at Michael in warning.

      Of course Adam didn’t really think there was anything going on between Michael and Angel, it was just in his nature to be possessive, and it was just in Michael’s nature to want to rile him. 

      “Hello, beautiful,” he said, turning his attention to Ellie, who flushed a very bright red and stared at her drink.

      “Hi,” she said, her voice wavering a little although she struggled to keep it normal. The way grins were popping up around the table, it was probably a good thing she was focusing on her drink and not on their friends. 

      “Hello, everyone else,” he said grinning at Ellie’s reaction.

      He wasn’t just calling her beautiful to compliment her though, she really did look lovely, wearing a black leather halter-top that dipped low in front before being tied together with laces. Her entire upper back was left exposed, creamy skin just begging for a whip or flogger. The black leather mini-skirt hugged her ass, curling around her curves invitingly and barely covering them. The strappy shoes on her feet looked more like torture devices than footwear, but they also made her legs look incredible. 

      Michael wanted to touch her, the way Adam had his arm around Angel’s waist as she leaned against him, or the way Jared had Leigh tucked between his legs, but he didn’t want to scare her off either. Slow and steady. Instead, he just stood close enough to her so he could feel her body heat, so she couldn’t move without brushing against him; invading her personal space but not actually claiming her the way he wanted to. 

      Across the table, Jared lifted his beer glass to his lips to hide his slow grin as he watched. Leigh was more interested in Ellie, coming to Ellie’s rescue when it appeared she was continuing to pretend unnatural interest in the bubbles of her soda.

      “So uh,” Leigh cleared her throat. “I heard about this thing on the radio today, which I can’t believe I’d almost forgotten about, that I think we definitely need to revisit. Push presents.”

      “Push presents?” Ellie asked, obviously jumping on the new topic to distract from her reaction to Michael’s arrival. The color in her cheeks was still high, but fading a little. “What on earth is that?”

      Leigh’s eyes slid over to where Adam and Angel were canoodling, smirking slightly. She brushed her long, brown hair back from one shoulder, and shooting Jared a smile when he began running his hand through the long strands. “Apparently, it’s a fad for having a baby; like a thank you from the father to the mother for carrying his progeny for nine months...” She looked meaningfully at Angel.

      “And then pushing it out of her!” Angel said, finishing the sentence as she cracked up. She looked up at Adam, almost gleefully. “I can’t believe I forgot to tell you about this. But now you know, after I give birth to your baby, I expect a ‘push present.’”

      “It should probably come in a Tiffany’s box,” Michael added helpfully, earning another glare before Adam’s narrow-eyed focus returned to his fiancé. Next to Michael, Ellie giggled, covering her mouth with her hand. Jared, Leigh, and Jake were a lot less discreet about their own amusement.

      “I don’t know how we would fit me-not-leaving-you into a Tiffany’s box,” Adam said dryly. 

      Angel’s mouth dropped open as everyone else burst into laughter at Adam’s unexpected response and her reaction. Jake looked like he was choking on his drink, laughing so hard he finally gave up and just put his head down on the table. 

      “You’re expected to not leave me!”

      Raising his left hand, Adam wriggled his fingers at her, his expression completely serious but his blue eyes were dancing. “No ring, no guarantees.”

      Leigh was holding onto Jared for support she was laughing so hard. Michael would be laughing a lot harder, but he was distracted by Ellie leaning into him as she giggled incessantly, trying to hide her face against his arm. To put his arm around her, or not to put his arm around her... that was the question... 

      Fuming, Angel raised her own hand, where her diamond engagement ring glittered, her chin jerking up with a challenge. “You already put a ring on it, you’re stuck with me.”

      “If you liked it, you should have put a ring on it,” Adam said, as seriously as he could while reciting Beyoncé lyrics.

      Their dynamic always entertained Michael. Adam was good for Angel in so many ways; not in the least that he could sometimes actually get the better of her when it came to teasing. Most of the time, he either ignored her attempts at riling him or spanked her for them, but sometimes he gave as good as he got, and watching Angel flounder when it happened was phenomenally enjoyable. 

      “Oh no, Mommy and Daddy are fighting,” Leigh managed to choke out between spurts of laughter. “Oh dear, what have I done?”

      “Mommy and Daddy are engaged in foreplay,” Michael responded, draping his arm around Ellie’s shoulders with a casualness he didn’t feel. To his relief, she didn’t pull away; instead, she leaned into him, and his spirits lifted even higher, although he didn’t dare show any outward reaction. “They’ll probably thank you later.”

      Angel’s head whipped around so she could glare at him. “You annoy me.”

      Solemnly, Michael looked over her head at Adam. “She’s switching targets; that means you won the argument.”

      The feisty little noise Angel made sounded an awful lot like a growl. Pulling her back against him, Adam gave her ass a little swat as he started whispering in her ear. Probably something dirty and distracting, going by the changing expression on her face. 
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      Leaning against Michael, tucked under his arm as he teased Angel and Adam alternatively, felt weird but nice. Weird because she’d never allowed this kind of intimacy from another Dom - actually from another man in a really long time - and nice because... well, because his arm felt strong, and secure, and protective. She especially appreciated the last feeling because she was getting a few dirty looks from the Lounge area where the unattached submissives were gathered. 

      It didn’t take a genius to figure out why they were so pouty - Michael was hot, sweet, and excellent with a whip. A lot of the subbies had crushes on him. A lot of them had had crushes on Andrew too and had somewhat resented she’d been his only regular play partner. That resentment had been ameliorated when nothing more than play came from it, especially after Kate showed up, but now that she was playing with Michael for a second weekend in a row, she wasn’t entirely surprised some of the other submissives were a little disgruntled. 

      There were others who were cheering for her though. Tori gave her a thumbs up and a wink. They weren’t friends outside the club, but they hung out sometimes at Stronghold, and Tori had always been urging Ellie to do more than just play with the Doms. A few of the other submissives smiled encouragingly at her. So it wasn’t all jealousy and resentment, but she still liked having Michael’s arm around her. 

      Warm.

      Secure. 

      The last time she’d felt like this...

      Ellie stiffened as her breath caught in her throat. Choked her.

      Fear and adrenaline surged as her heart jumped, pounding, white noise roaring in her ears as spiders crawled across her skin. Phantom fingers slid through her hair, gripped, and she jerked.

      Jerked away.

      “Ellie!” 

      “Step back, let her breathe!”

      “Ellie? Honey, are you okay? Ellie?”

      “I’m okay,” she said, gasping slightly, blinking rapidly as her sight started to clear.

      Notice what’s around you, Ellie. Dr. Amy’s voice in Ellie’s head was calm, grounding, beginning the familiar routine she’d made for herself to help with her anxiety and panic attacks. What do you hear? What do you see? Where are you? Focus on what’s actually happening.

      Music was playing.

      She was sitting on a barstool, two arms around her back holding her stable, one coming from either side. The hard body of a man on her left, the soft press of female curves on her right. She leaned right, towards safety and the smell of vanilla.

      On her left, a hand wrapped around hers, fingers sliding into hers, and Ellie immediately relaxed.

      Safe. I’m safe.

      She took in a deep, shuddering breath as the awful band around her chest dissipated, her fingers gripping the hand holding hers hard. It took her a moment to realize the person whose hand she had in a death grip was Michael’s, while she leaned on Leigh. Across the table, Angel looked like she was about to jump out of Adam’s arms to get to her.

      Jake reappeared beside Adam, a short glass with amber liquid in his hand. He put it on the table in front of her. “Here, have a bit of a drink, you’re pale as a sheet.”

      “Thanks,” Ellie said, her voice sounding slightly cracked. She blinked back sudden tears as humiliation swamped her.

      She hadn’t felt like that in years. 

      Years.

      Then Michael put his arm around her and... 

      And everything went to hell because her head was all fucked up. 

      Because she was embarrassingly, horribly damaged. Yeah, this was why she avoided doing the whole ‘more than playing’ thing. All her new friends staring at her with concern, all of them thinking the same thing - ‘What’s wrong with her?’

      Ellie drank the entire shot of whiskey in one gulp. At least, she assumed it was either whiskey or bourbon by the tiny bit of flavor she managed to taste. The burn went all the way down her throat, spreading some warmth through her chest. Her fingers tingled. Unfortunately, it didn’t do anything about all the people still staring at her. 

      Her shoulders hunched forward, as if to ward them off.

      “Master Michael? Master Michael, your room is ready.” Ellie recognized Glory’s voice, coming from behind her. Glory was one of the submissives who paid a discounted membership rate to Stronghold in exchange for shifts taking care of the private rooms, helping out Doms after scenes, and cleaning equipment in the Dungeon.

      “We’re not going to need it tonight-“ Michael started to say, and Ellie immediately interrupted.

      “No! I mean, yes, we still want the room.” She spun in her seat, towards Michael, still holding his hand, so she could see Glory. The blonde submissive looked confused. Looking up at Michael, she could see the concern and hesitation in his face. “Please? It will help, I swear it will.”

      Not only would it give her some privacy, but she’d found a play session really could help her regain her lost equilibrium. The pain helped focus her mind on the present rather than the past, and she always felt cleaner afterwards. Calmer. More in control. Sex was easy, especially in Stronghold where she had the final say in everything. She needed that.

      If he didn’t play with her tonight, she’d have to go find someone else. Her little... episode... had left her shaken and anxious, and if she didn’t find some way to burn off some energy, she’d have nothing but nightmares tonight and possibly for days to come. It wasn’t just about wanting to do a scene now, she needed it. And she’d much prefer it be with him, because even now, he made her feel safe. 

      Even though being held by him had triggered some kind of sensory memory and her episode.

      Well, she’d never claimed her head made any sense. 

      Studying her face, she could tell he was hesitant, and she squeezed his hand. “Please, Michael.”

      Slowly he nodded. “Alright.” Looking up, he glanced around the table. “We’ll see you guys in a bit.”

      Ellie barely glanced at the others, hating the conflicted, concerned expressions on their faces. Hating being the center of attention. 

      As she started to slide off the bar stool, Leigh’s arm tightened around her for just a moment. 

      “If you need anything, we’re here,” Leigh whispered, before releasing her.

      Warmth flooded Ellie, chasing away some of the humiliation. Leigh didn’t sound judgmental or disapproving, just fiercely protective. She accepted Ellie knew what she was doing, but wanted to make sure Ellie knew Leigh was there for her if she needed. Even though Leigh had known Michael for longer than she’d known Ellie, she was ready to come to Ellie’s defense if needed. 

      Suddenly, it wasn’t so hard to look at everyone anymore as she realized she didn’t need to be embarrassed. Not about her episode, and not about her need for a scene after it. 

      Concern is not necessarily a bad thing. It doesn’t mean they’re thinking you’re crazy.

      Thanks, Dr. Amy. 

      Forcing a smile onto her face didn’t take as much effort as she thought it would, and she managed to look at everyone around the table before turning away, her hand still in Michael’s. There was concern on his face too, but he wasn’t looking at her like he thought there was something wrong with her, just like he was worried about her. 

      There is a difference. Keep remembering that.

      This was not a group of people who liked to cast stones. They didn’t judge. They didn’t think they knew better than her. They were just there... just in case.

      They were pretty awesome.

      Ellie could have really used them earlier in her life.
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      Holding Ellie’s hand in his, Michael was more relieved than ever that the Interrogation Room - the room he’d originally wanted to reserve - had already been completely booked tonight. While she seemed eager for a scene, after seeing her go completely pale, blank, and unresponsive - and not knowing why - he wasn’t up to pushing her as much as he’d originally planned. 

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked, giving her hand a small squeeze as they headed down the stairs.

      The smile she gave him was a little manic and didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Yep. I’m fine.”

      He reviewed all the ideas he’d had for tonight’s scene in his head, rapidly revising his plans as they descended into the Dungeon. 

      Since the Interrogation Room hadn’t been available, Michael had reserved the Doctor’s Office instead. He could definitely work with that. In fact, the medical surroundings might even offer up some fun the other room wouldn’t have. It wasn’t his usual, but...

      As he led Ellie to the open room, he caught the jealous glances of several Doms who saw them and couldn’t help but smirk a little. Yeah, two weekends in a row with Ellie, something none of them had managed before. It was also a good reminder not to fuck this up, since he was already getting a chance no one else had. 

      Glancing up at him, the smile on Ellie’s lips looked a little more real now.

      “So we’re going to play doctor, huh?”

      “We can if you’d like to,” he said, smiling back at her, trying to inject as much warmth into his smile as he could so she wouldn’t see his concern and anxiety about doing a scene with her right after she’d had what looked like some kind of PTSD episode or something. The desperation in her voice when she’d begged for the scene had been the only thing which had convinced him to give in to her, and his acceptance had immediately calmed her, so it was probably the right thing to do... but he still felt pretty unsettled about it. “I’m not really into improv, so I’m not always great at role play past the first few lines.”

      Ellie’s smile widened. “You didn’t do so badly last week.”

      “Thank you,” he said, a bit dryly. “Now be a good patient and take off all your clothes.”

      She started laughing, chasing the rest of her tension from her expression and body, and Michael was finally able to relax a little too. Closing the door behind them, he turned to see Ellie pulling off her halter top, letting her breasts gently bounce as they were freed from the confining fabric. Crossing his arms over his chest, Michael leaned his hip against the counter, enjoying the show. 

      “I’m pretty sure doctors are supposed to leave the room while their patients undress,” Ellie teased.

      “I knew there was a reason the medical profession had no appeal for me.”

      Giggling, Ellie turned her back to him and wiggled her hips as she started peeling off her mini-skirt. She peeked over her shoulder at him, mischievously. “So, theater must be nice, with all the costume changes.”

      “The quick changes on the side of the stage are the best,” he said, enjoying the way she carefully stepped out of her skirt, not even wobbling in her high heels. She seemed completely past whatever had happened upstairs. He still felt discomfited, but he didn’t want her to know that. “Whoever’s around gets to lend a helping hand the first dress rehearsal, and then that’s their job for the rest of the show. Although, just standing back and watching can be quite nice.”

      She preened under his attention as his eyes traveled over her naked body while she bent over to unstrap her heels, turning to the side so he could see her hanging breasts and the curve of her form. Damn she was gorgeous.

      Michael wanted to step forward and pull her into his arms... but he kept holding back. He didn’t want a repeat of upstairs. Which was also why he was hesitating on really getting the scene going. 

      “Ellie...”

      She straightened up, wariness in her expression as she heard the change in his voice. “Yes?”

      “Are you sure you’re up for scening?” When her expression turned mutinous, he held up a placating hand. “I’ve never had anyone safe word in a scene with me, and I’m quite proud of that. I’m asking because I didn’t mean to do anything to upset you upstairs, and yet I managed to anyway. I’d like to avoid upsetting you down here.”

      Hugging her clothes to her front, it was obvious she felt vulnerable. Her eyes flicked to the door, but to get to the door, she’d have to pass him. Michael didn’t want her to feel trapped, and he certainly wouldn’t block her, but he didn’t regret positioning himself to make it harder for her to run either. Ellie took a deep breath and let it out, like she was steeling herself against something. 

      “If you stick to my hard limits, I should be fine,” she said. “I need this. I really do... it... I feel back in control when I’m doing a scene. I know that if I say ‘red,’ you’ll stop. I need that right now. I need to lose myself in a scene and know I can trust you.”

      He moved forward, quickly, to cup her face in his hands. “You can always trust me,” he said softly. “If you need even a breather tonight, just say ‘yellow,’ and I’ll pause and we can talk.”

      Something flickered across her expression. Yeah, she didn’t like to talk. Too bad. They were going to have to eventually. But he wasn’t going to push her tonight. He wasn’t going to try to dig deeper into her psyche when it had already taken a hit tonight. The confession of what she needed was enough for now.

      He was going to give her what she needed, pleasure her, and show her she could trust him. 

      Taking her clothes from her, Michael stepped back. “Alright then. Up on the table, Ellie.”
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      Heart pounding in her chest with relief and excitement, Ellie hopped up onto the doctor’s table while Michael put her clothing on the counter. There was something hot about being completely naked while he was completely clothed. Sure, she felt vulnerable, but in a good way. Sexually vulnerable, physically vulnerable... not emotionally.

      Emotionally, she was still a little off-kilter, but she was already feeling better. Leigh’s words had helped a lot, Michael’s understanding and his lack of pushing for more answers had helped even more. Plus, she was going to get her scene. Just the anticipation helped make her feel more centered, more calm.

      “Lay back, hands above your head,” he said, his voice deepening, making her shiver as she raised her arms above her head, spreading her legs for balance as she lay back. 

      Michael moved around her, his gaze sliding over her naked body with appreciation as her nipples hardened. She could see he was still a little concerned, but at least he wasn’t stopping. 

      At least he wasn’t questioning.

      That would be a serious mood killer.

      Wrists went into leather straps, feet went into stirrups, and then leather straps secured her ankles. Michael ran his fingers up the inside of her leg, making her squirm a little as his fingertips brushed over her sensitive skin. She also felt a trickle of dread as he neared her pussy, but she trusted he remembered her hard limits.

      No touching the top of her mound.

      For just a moment, she felt dragging fingers pulling on hair that no longer existed, and she shuddered as her skin crawled, fear welling in her chest. Michael stilled immediately, his fingertips soft against her inner thigh.

      “What is it?”

      Dammit.

      “Just...” She hesitated, wetting her suddenly dry lips with her tongue. “You’re getting close to my mound.”

      His eyes softened. “I remember your limits, sweetheart, it’s okay.”

      “I know that... it was just a physical reaction.”

      Tilting his head to the side, Michael studied her, and Ellie flushed, suddenly feeling vulnerable in a not very good way. She was on the verge of saying yellow when he spoke again.

      “Would a lighter or firmer touch make you more comfortable?”

      “Firmer,” she said immediately, her words almost a plea. Anything but dragging fingers. It was too close to feeling like her skin was crawling. 

      Watching her closely, Michael immediately dug his fingers into her thigh, massaging the muscle, and Ellie closed her eyes as her body relaxed.

      “What color are you, Ellie?”

      “Green,” she said, with a little sigh. She’d prefer not to spend their entire scene saying colors, but she understood why he needed a little reassurance right now, and she was happy to give it to him, especially if he kept massaging her legs. Slowly, his hands moved higher, bringing them closer together, but that didn’t bother her at all.

      The firm, stroking motions of his fingers felt good, even as he neared her mound, and she didn’t have a single moment of dread or even trepidation, not a single flicker of memory. Just pleasure. She sighed happily. This was good.

      His hands curved over her hips, sliding up her body to her breasts, and Ellie arched a little. Part of her was almost sad he hadn’t continued the firm kneading onto her mound... she thought it actually might not have bothered her as long as he’d continued the motions he’d been using, which were nothing like scrabbling fingers. As he cupped her breasts, kneading the soft flesh, the bad memories slid even further away, and Ellie relaxed further, moaning a little as his fingers plucked at her nipples. 

      “I know blindfolds are on your soft limits, but how would you feel about wearing one this evening?” Michael asked, his voice deep and almost hypnotic as he continued to massage her breasts, which were starting to feel swollen and achy. “I’d like to indulge in some sensory play with you.”

      Curiosity rose. Ellie hadn’t ever really been interested in sensory play. Impact play was what she was used to and what she enjoyed, but... well, it was Michael.

      “Will you still whip me a little?” she asked, her voice almost wistful as she opened her eyes to look at him.

      Chuckling, Michael pinched her nipples and made her squirm. “If you’re a good girl.”

      This time her wiggle was deliberate and provocative, lifting her chest further into his hands. 

      “I can be a good girl.”

      “Okay then, good girl, I’ll get the blindfold.”

      Not being able to see didn’t bring up any bad memories, she just didn’t usually like feeling quite so vulnerable. She liked being able to see what was coming. But, with Michael, she felt vulnerable in a good way. It was a little scary, but the kind of scary that made her heart beat just a little faster, her nipples pucker, and her breathing become more shallow in anticipation. 

      The blindfold was a good one, it shut out all of the light even under her eyes, leaving her completely blind. 

      Soft lips pressed gently against hers. “Thank you for trusting me.”

      She blushed. “Not like I haven’t been blindfolded with you before.”

      “I thought we were pretending you didn’t know it was me,” he teased, and then his hands closed around her breasts, warm and firm, but somehow rubbery, as he kneaded her soft flesh, avoiding her nipples. It took her a moment to realize the rubbery texture of his hands was because he was wearing plastic gloves. To give the medical thing more realism?

      Ellie moaned. His palms felt warm - warmer than before or was the blindfold tricking her into thinking her senses were already heightened?

      “I smell cinnamon,” she said in surprise, as the spicy scent wafted around her.

      “Cinnamon warming oil,” Michael said, amusement tingeing his voice. “You should be feeling it too.”

      Oh... that’s why his palms felt so warm. And why her breasts felt so warm. And like they were getting warmer. Ellie squirmed. It didn’t feel bad, and it didn’t hurt exactly, but it wasn’t one hundred percent comfortable. 

      Michael’s hands moved away but the warmth stayed, tingling and hot on her flesh, her nipples aching from lack of stimulation even as her breasts throbbed from it. She’d never really been interested in oils before, never thought it could do much for her, but the cinnamon stung her nose and was starting to feel like little pinpricks stinging her breasts. It was a more subtle sensation than impact play, but it wasn’t bad.

      In fact, it was really good.

      Fingers closed over her nipples, rubbing. Just her nipples. Deliberately not touching the rest of her swollen breasts.

      “Now this is mint.”

      She gasped, arching, as the oil was rubbed into her skin. 

      Mint was cold.

      It felt like he was rubbing her nipples with ice cubes, almost. She hissed out a breath, her body writhing, but because he was using oils and not ice, there was no way to get away from the cold. The contrast between the cinnamon and mint, the heat and the cold, had her panting for breath as her pussy throbbed.

      The pain wasn’t hard or deep like she was used to, but it was maddening, like an itch she couldn’t scratch... and the sensations didn’t go away, there was no rest period between lashes, she just burned - hot and cold - and there was no escape. Ellie hadn’t realized just how effective the oils could be. She’d been missing out. 

      When his fingers moved away, her nipples still burned cold, and his finger trailed down the center of her stomach, leaving a trail of tingling coolness. 

      “Which do you think I should use on your pretty pussy?”

      Ellie whimpered again as the portion of her anatomy in question spasmed. His finger moved away from her body when he reached her belly button, and she heard the sound of at least one of his gloves being replaced.

      Did she want her pussy to burn hot or cold? Not that he was really asking her. His question had been completely rhetorical, meant to mess with her mind, because now she knew where his next target was, but she didn’t know which oil he’d use. Anticipating the delicious burn, her pussy was already fluttering, her mind torn as to which she wanted, or if she wanted neither – but she wasn’t anywhere near safe wording. 

      “Which do you think I should use on your ass?”

      Fingers pressed against her anus, and Ellie squealed in surprise as her tight hole stretched to admit them. Her muscles burned as his fingers slid into the narrow orifice.

      “Neither?” she said, phrasing it like a hopeful question. 

      Michael chuckled, thrusting his fingers in and out, fucking her with them. “Too late.”

      It must be the cinnamon, because she didn’t feel the immediate coolness like she had with the mint. As her anus continued to burn, getting warmer with every thrust of his fingers, she knew she was right. Panting, she squirmed, unable to stop herself from trying to writhe away from the oils tormenting her sensitive parts.

      Two cool fingers slid into her pussy, and she moaned, arching upwards as the mint oil covered digits spread their offering over her sensitive tissues. Now she was burning inside and out, fire and ice, her holes spasming around his fingers as her body writhed for him. 

      It hurt so good.

      When he slid his fingers out of her, she cried out in disappointment and also in renewed discomfort. The friction of his thrusting fingers had actually helped relieve some of the itching burn; now she had nothing to focus on but the fiery torment of the oils.

      “Please,” she begged, her body quivering, her pussy shuddering. “I need more...”

      “More?” Something in his tone made her try to cringe back against her restraints, she heard the sound of him switching gloves again. “Well, since you asked so nicely. This is pepper oil.”

      His fingers pressed against her clit and rubbed. Ellie howled, more out of fear than actual pain, although a moment later she was crying out in in pain too.

      It burned.

      Far hotter than the cinnamon. And his fingers were rubbing the oil relentlessly into her most sensitive bundle of nerves. Needles of red-hot agony pierced her, followed immediately by inexpressible ecstasy as an orgasm suddenly blew through her. 

      Ellie screamed, her tears soaking into the blindfold as the exquisite mix of pain and pleasure wracked her.
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      Watching Ellie writhe in orgasm, her body bowing and thrashing, Michael pressed his free hand - his ungloved hand - against the front of his leathers, against his cock which was throbbing painfully. Fuck she was gorgeous. He rubbed her clit with his other hand, using firm circular motions to both rub in the tiny drop of pepper oil and to stimulate the sensitive bud. 

      The sensations of the oil would fade, although he’d use some olive oil at the end of the scene on her clit to soothe the effects of the hot pepper oil. 

      For now, he’d give her the whipping she’d requested.

      Her pussy was soaked with juices, her clit hard and swollen, peeking out from between her puffy lips, and he could tell from the expressions on her face as he’d used the different oils that she hadn’t been expecting the effects to be so intense. Thankfully, Patrick kept the medical room fully stocked for the people who wanted to play. If Ellie wanted to play with chemicals again, there would be other options - even pervertibles at home like Tabasco sauce, toothpaste, and Icy Hot. 

      Pulling off his gloves, Michael tossed them in the trash can, enjoying watching Ellie pant and squirm as the oils worked on her without any need for further stimulation by him. She’d be burning, hot and cold, all over on her most sensitive parts, although the effects on her breasts were probably starting to fade a bit.

      So he’d start there. 

      The leather strap he chose was like an old-fashioned Victorian tawse; about a foot and a half long including the handle, and it could be used for a thuddy or stinging sensation depending on how he wielded it. Standing to the side, he wasn’t going for anything too heavy, but the impact play would add to the hot warmth of the oil, and would particularly sting her budded nipples.

      “What color are you, Ellie?”

      “Green,” she said breathlessly, immediately, a bit of a plea in her voice.

      Such a beautiful masochist.

      WHAP!

      She screamed as he brought down the leather strap across the top of her breasts, the blow surprising and paining her. Panting, she jerked at her restraints. Michael only gave her a moment, admiring how the tops of her breasts went from creamy to bright pink, before laying down a second stripe.

      WHAP!

      This time, he practically skimmed the leather along her stomach, landing it against the undersides of her breasts and making the large mounds shake and bobble. 

      Ellie sucked in a breath before crying out again, less noisy this time as she’d expected him to continue to torment her breasts. 

      WHAP!

      The leather landed flat atop her nipples, biting down into the flesh of her breasts, and she screamed, arching upwards as the pain shuddered through her. Michael’s cock throbbed. 

      He wanted nothing more than to don a condom and shove himself into her creamy pussy, hands on her breasts, tormenting her even more as he pounded between her legs. The sensation of his body against her swollen, burning clit would only compound the pleasure for her. 

      Instead, he focused on whipping her breasts, ignoring his cock, as he turned her skin from cream, to pink, to an angry, bright red. It didn’t take long, using the wide leather strap, even if he wasn’t beating her full force, but the effort left both of them panting and horny. When he moved back down where Ellie’s legs were spread, he could see a small puddle of wet juices on the table beneath her, her labia were dark pink and slick with her cream, and her clit was bright red and completely erect.

      She was temptation incarnate.

      “Please, Master Michael, please, fuck me,” she started to beg, as if sensing his desire, his wavering resolve. Only the fact she’d called him Master Michael, rather than Michael, allowed him to keep his head.
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2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
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presented to the users.
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TERMINATION
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