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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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