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      4 PM

      Leigh stared at her phone. She’d been texting Jared at this time every day for weeks until yesterday. They’d been... not dating exactly, but not not dating. Ugh. Being single was so confusing. They’d been seeing each other. Talking every day. She hadn’t realized how much she’d come to rely on sending him a stupid joke at 4 pm, every day, and getting some kind of response from him until yesterday, when it hadn’t happened.

      It was like a craving.

      Just text him.

      Friends could still text each other. And Jared had said no matter what happened, he still wanted to be friends. Leigh wanted that too.

      She didn’t blame him for needing some space. His ex, Marissa, had turned up on his doorstep, promising him everything he’d ever wanted from her. They had seven years of history together; seven years of effort, of trying to make their relationship work. She and Jared had been seeing each other, sort of, for maybe a couple months? 

      Yeah, in a romance novel, Marissa and Jared would be the main story line. The second-chance romance. The woman who realizes everything she’s about to lose and goes to make the effort to keep her man. Leigh would be the other woman. The stalker ‘date’ who wouldn’t let go. The bad guy. 

      Leigh’s own story line was much more depressing. Definitely not a romance. Lately, it kind of felt like a soap opera. She was the girl no one wanted. Not even the guy she’d been trying to make things work with for seven years. Michael, her ex-boyfriend, the man she’d thought was the love of her life, her soulmate, her everything, hadn’t been satisfied with just her. He’d wanted to date other women. To know what it was like to have sex with other women. Until this most recent break-up, they’d only ever had sex with each other.

      Since the break-up, Leigh had slept with a couple of guys. Enough to know that, while sex could be fun without emotion, she preferred it with. It was definitely more fun with. Unfortunately, Michael didn’t want to get back together, and the only other guy she’d started to feel emotions for... well, they hadn’t gotten that far before his ex had shown up on the scene.

      Ugh. 

      Lucky bastard.

      It didn’t really hurt that much. Compared to having her heart ripped out of her chest and crushed by Michael, this little scratch by Jared was next to nothing. She’d cried a little bit over it, of course. She really did like Jared, and she felt a little bruised, but she also felt happy for him. Jared deserved to be happy, and she was glad his story was getting a fairy-tale ending.

      She might have also cried a little bit because she was envious. Part of her wanted to scream - why him? Why not me?

      What was it about Jared that had brought Marissa back to him that Leigh didn’t have? Why didn’t Michael want her back?

      Yeah, he’d been pissed about her sleeping with other guys - although she thought that might be because, so far, he hadn’t managed to do the same with another woman. But he didn’t want her back, even though he didn’t want her with other guys. Or, well, he did want her back, he just also wanted to be able to date other women. Asshole wanted to have his cake and eat it too.

      Sometimes she really hated him.

      Yet, she knew if he came back, promising her everything she ever wanted... would she give up Jared? 

      The idea of completely giving up on Michael was so foreign to her. They’d been through so much together. She still missed him, as if he was a limb that had suddenly dropped off. Michael hadn’t just been her boyfriend, he’d been her best friend. She still found herself wanting to call him when something funny happened to her. Or to pick up a six pack of his favorite seasonal beer when she was at the store. Having an interest in Jared had helped a lot with all of that.

      Was she just sad because Jared was a distraction from Michael and now he was gone?

      No. It might be partly that, but it was so much more complicated. Spending time with Jared had made her happy. He didn’t try to change her. He didn’t judge anything she said. Michael’s job had started to grind away at their relationship; he’d wanted her to look differently, act differently from the person she’d always been, to be the person he thought she needed to be in order to help him advance. She’d tried, she really had, but she’d felt so stifled. So boxed in. Being with Jared made her feel free, especially because he really seemed to like who she was. He liked it when she was silly. It made him laugh, and that made her feel good because she liked to see him laugh...

      Ah, fuck it.

      She was going to text him.

      But what? A joke didn’t seem quite right... maybe a quote... or a funny picture...

      Ten minutes later, Leigh was still scrolling almost aimlessly through her phone when she finally saw it. The exact perfect thing to send.

      Her stomach churned with anxiousness as she typed it out, but when she hit the send button, her shoulders felt lighter too. No matter what, at least she’d reached out. At least she’d tried.

      She and Jared could still be friends. They hadn’t gone very far with the whole dating thing anyway. Leigh didn’t want to just give up, she wanted to keep him as a friend. Not to mention, it could make their whole social group very awkward if they weren’t.

      Still, she vowed to herself that if he didn’t text back, or if he didn’t seem that enthused about her texting him, she would let it go. Not cling. Not try to hold onto something that wasn’t there. She wasn’t going to be the villainess in his story.
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        * * *

      

      Whole new year, same damn problems. Jared sighed, rubbing his forehead. He’d come in to work at Stronghold in order to get away from his apartment for a bit. Marissa hadn’t had anywhere to stay, so she’d spent the past two nights in his bed. 

      Alone.

      He’d taken the couch.

      Things were too complicated as it was. 

      Last night she’d tried to get him to join her and he’d put his foot down. He hadn’t committed to getting back together. So far, he hadn’t touched her in any kind of romantic manner. No holding hands. No arm around her shoulders. And definitely no kissing.

      Surprisingly, it hadn’t been that hard. She’d never been much for physical affection anyway. She wasn’t cuddly like Leigh.

      And that was the real problem, wasn’t it? Everything kept coming back to Leigh. He couldn’t stop thinking about her, couldn’t stop comparing Marissa to her. On one level, it made him feel guilty as hell. He’d loved and cared for Marissa for years; in comparison, he barely knew Leigh, had barely spent any time with her, and yet she was on his mind just as much as Marissa was. 

      This should have been an easy choice. Marissa was offering him everything he’d ever wanted with her. A chance to validate why he’d stayed with her for so long. Redemption for his pain. Reward for his struggle.

      So why did it feel like he was losing?

      Because of Leigh.

      Sweet, definitely submissive, adorable, silly Leigh, who had brought sunshine back into his life. Marissa felt more like a black hole, trying to suck that light away from him. And just thinking that made him feel like such an asshole, because he knew Marissa had problems. Her mother was a narcissist who never had time for her unless she needed Marissa for something, her father was a politician who didn’t care what his children did as long as they didn’t “ruin” anything for him, and Marissa had grown up wealthy, not knowing how to do much of anything for herself. She was the epitome of a poor little rich girl, and while she was also a drama queen, self-centered, and self-involved, it wasn’t entirely her fault. So he felt like shit for judging her for it. 

      His emotions jumped back and forth between wanting to take another chance with her and wanting to wash his hands of her entirely. If the latter would even be that easy. What Marissa wanted, she usually got. He didn’t want Leigh to be exposed to Marissa’s particular brand of viperish manipulations, and he didn’t think Marissa would let go of him easily.

      He wasn’t being conceited, it was just that Marissa didn’t lightly let go of things she considered hers. Which was why she always came back to him. She loved him. He was pretty sure she did at least. More than she loved anyone else. 

      Why was this shit never easy?

      His phone vibrated in his pocket, and his heart jumped. Which was weird, because that hadn’t happened before. When he pulled it out and looked at it, he realized it was 4:15 pm. His heart had jumped because he wanted it to be Leigh. Because this was the time of day Leigh had been texting him. He was like a junkie needing a fix, and he felt a definite rush when he saw that the text actually was from her.

      Opening it, he stared blankly for a moment. And then he laughed.

      And laughed.

      And laughed.

      From behind Stronghold’s reception desk, Freddy perked up, but Jared barely noticed him. He couldn’t stop grinning. That girl... 

      Love is a snow mobile racing across the tundra and then suddenly it flips over, pinning you underneath. At night, the ice weasels come.

      It was perfect. It was everything he’d been feeling and somehow, she knew. She got it. Completely.

      Those goddamn ice weasels lol. Where’d you get that one from?

      A few seconds later, as if she’d been waiting eagerly for his response - and he couldn’t help but hope that she had - his phone buzzed again.

      Matt Groening, if you can believe. The Simpsons are deep.

      I believe it. Thank you, I needed that.

      Any time ;)

      As much as he wanted to text her back again, he had no idea what to say. Was he being selfish? Wanting to continue the conversation when he didn’t really have an answer for her on where things stood between him and Marissa? Not that she’d asked. Somehow, Jared didn’t think she would. 

      God she deserved so much better than him.
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        * * *

      

      “What are you grinning about?” Angel asked, suddenly appearing in the doorway to the bedroom Leigh had been using. Adam and Angel had opened their house to her. Adam had offered immediately, otherwise Leigh probably would’ve been sleeping on the couch of Angel’s old roommates. Or someone else’s couch. She’d just needed out. Her parents would have taken her in, but she would have had to get a different job; there would have been no way to commute. She’d left Michael with the apartment they’d shared. The idea of being there without him had made her feel like she couldn’t breathe. In the beginning, she’d hoped that the empty space they’d lived in together for so long would make him miss her. That he’d see little reminders of her everywhere and realize what a colossal idiot he was. That he’d realize he couldn’t live without her and come chasing after her. 

      Obviously she’d been wrong on all counts.

      She wasn’t doing much better on this, her second romantic venture in life. Well, sort of romantic. And she didn’t really count the other guys she’d had sex with. There hadn’t been any emotion there. 

      “Um...” Leigh almost tried to hide the phone as Angel scowled, but her best friend had already seen it, so that was useless.

      “You aren’t texting him are you?”

      “Him who?”

      “Either him.” Angel’s voice was flat as she crossed her arms over her chest. “At this point, they might as well be one and the same.”

      “Jared isn’t nearly as bad as Michael,” Leigh retorted immediately. She blinked in surprise, realizing her first instinct had been to defend Jared, not Michael. Which was a big change. She was used to defending Michael constantly. Unfortunately, the switch up didn’t seem to reassure Angel at all.

      “They’re both bad news, because, apparently, neither of them knows what he wants.” Angel scowled, and Leigh just sighed. When it came to people she cared about, Angel’s protective mode could become violently intense. Like, seriously. Violently. 

      “Jared does; he wants the woman he was in a seven-year relationship with, and I don’t blame him.” Not that he’d come out and said that specifically, but Leigh could read between the lines. And she really didn’t blame him. “But I want us to be friends, and I don’t want things to get awkward in the group.” She gave Angel a hard look.

      Putting up her hands in front of her, in a mock-placating manner, Angel nodded. “No awkwardness here, I swear. Anyway, that’s not the reason I came up. Adam’s on Dungeon Monitor duty at Stronghold tonight. We’re having a date night.”

      Immediately, Leigh perked up. She loved girls’ nights with all the ladies of Stronghold, she really did, but date nights were just her and Angel time. “Just let me put on pajamas.”

      A few minutes later, she was heading down the stairs to join Angel, who was kissing Adam goodbye at the front door. The two of them were a really cute couple. Adam was a big, blond, blue-eyed, kind of pirate-y looking guy with a neatly trimmed mustache and goatee; dressed in black leather pants and a button-down shirt (Leigh had rarely seen him in anything but a button-down, despite the fact that they lived together... the few times she’d seen him in a t-shirt, it had just looked weird). Coming up to his chin, Angel’s curly brown hair tended to end up in his mouth when they cuddled, which was hilarious because Adam would sometimes pretend to chew on it, which drove Angel nuts. Leigh envied Angel’s generous curves on both top and bottom, as well as the slightly slanted eyes her half-Asian heritage gave her. She was just a touch exotic looking, especially compared to Leigh’s ‘girl-next-door’ looks.

      Looking down at Angel’s chest, Adam scowled, and Leigh covered up a giggle with a cough.

      “Is that a new one?” he asked, squinting suspiciously.

      “No,” Angel lied blithely. Leigh knew immediately that Angel was lying, she wasn’t even trying to hide it, which meant Adam definitely knew. He could be kind of scary accurate when it came to reading body language.

      Lately, Angel had been on a bit of a spending spree... nerdy t-shirts with funny sayings were taking off in a big way, and Angel fell in love with a lot of them. In fact, it was all she wore lately unless she was going to Stronghold, and Leigh was pretty sure that if anyone could find a reason to wear a nerd shirt to Stronghold, it would be Angel.

      “I don’t remember seeing that one before.”

      “Do you want to keep asking me about my shirt, which is totally not new, or do you want to be on time for your shift tonight?” Angel asked cheerfully, knowing very well which one Adam would choose. He was a control freak about everything and he hated to be late to anything.

      “We’ll talk about this later.” The look he gave her promised a spanking, and Leigh felt her insides squeeze tight with envy as Adam gave Angel a deeply controlling kiss, his hand on the back of her neck. It wasn’t just the kiss though, and Adam’s obvious love for Angel, it was the domination and the fact that Angel was going to love getting spanked. 

      In fact, Angel was a lot brattier to Adam than she’d ever been to any of her other boyfriends, because they both liked it when he spanked her for it. Of course, sometimes she took it too far, and then she’d be punished in ways she didn’t like nearly as much, but Leigh figured that was worth the trade-off. It wasn’t until lately that she’d started to realize she wanted that kind of relationship for herself. Michael had been really good about the big romantic gestures, never forgetting an anniversary, and picking out fantastic presents for special occasions, but he hadn’t really done day to day caring stuff. He wouldn’t pick up her favorite food from the grocery store just because, or bring home flowers for no reason. Leigh would have preferred a higher level of the latter, rather than receiving big, elaborate gestures a few times a year only to be taken for granted the rest of it. That’s how her parents’ relationship was, and her mother had asked on more than one occasion why Michael never did any of those things. Her parents had liked Michael, but they hadn’t seemed entirely surprised when it ended either.

      Turning around, Angel saw Leigh on the stairs and smiled. Angel’s shirt proclaimed that she wanted a Muggle in the Street and a Wizard in the Sheets. No wonder Adam didn’t like it; there was a good chance Angel was going to ask him to show her his wizard’s rod later. Or maybe his magic wand. Just to bug him. Living with the two of them reminded her of when she and Michael had started living together... and what they’d lost along the way. They’d had fun together, in the beginning, but by the end, it had just been a lot of her doing her best to please him while he did his thing and occasionally threw some big, romantic, but usually generic, gesture her way. He always went all out on those, but none of them were personalized to her. They were always the kind of thing that any woman would love… always. Any woman. So after a while, they didn’t feel so special anymore, it just felt like he was going through the motions of what he thought would sound good when he told other people what he’d done for her. Which also made it hard to complain without sounding horribly ungrateful.

      Angel and Adam, on the other hand, spent as much time bickering as they did just having a conversation, and sometimes Leigh thought Angel’s main goal in life was to annoy Adam. Perversely, he seemed to almost enjoy being annoyed and it frustrated Angel to no end when she was sure she’d finally “gotten his goat” (as their friend Hilary would say) only to have him laugh and call her adorable. But then her frustration would melt away, and she’d grin, and cuddle up to him, and be perfectly happy to have finally found a man who didn’t just see her as one of the guys and who appreciated her for her... quirks.

      Yeah, it was hard not to be envious.

      “Girls’ night!” Angel said, bounding forward and washing away Leigh’s envy. It was hard to be down when Angel was in a good mood; she had a tendency to drag people along with her. “Let’s get some food.”

      By which, of course, she meant junk food. Living with Adam meant eating healthy 98% of the time, especially after he’d found out about Leigh’s high blood sugar. Angel had practically gone starry eyed about him taking care of Leigh and becoming protective over her health, but that didn’t stop the two of them from occasionally indulging when he wasn’t around. Her mouth was already watering just thinking about the possibilities.

      As they went into the kitchen, Leigh was surprised to see that the oven was already on. “What’s in the oven?”

      “Tater tots.”

      Leigh moaned in appreciation as she sat down on one of the bar stools while Angel started pulling their junk food out of all the various hiding places she’d created. She moved them every time they ate, so Adam would have more trouble finding them, and so Leigh couldn’t just eat whatever she wanted when Angel wasn’t around. It was better that way, even Leigh admitted; she had shitty willpower when it came to things like Doritos. 

      “I was just thinking I wanted some tater tots,” Leigh said, sighing happily as she saw the bag of cheesy chips Angel pulled out from behind the cleaning supplies under the sink. 

      “We’re like, made for each other.”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you too, baby.” Grinning, Angel pulled out a two pack of cream filled chocolate cupcakes. “Here’s the proof.”

      “Oh my god...” Leigh reached out, trying to snatch them away, but Angel was too fast.

      “Uh-uh, you get one and I get one, missy.”

      “Greedy bitch.”

      “Hey, someone has to keep an eye on your blood sugar.” 

      Leigh sighed, but she knew Angel was right. Indulging still had to be done carefully.

      An hour later they were in the basement, in front of Adam’s big television, eating a multitude of cheese flavored things, and talking over the fourth Harry Potter movie. Not that they didn’t love the fourth Harry Potter movie, but they’d seen it enough times that they could talk over it, still know what was going on, and instinctively fall silent for their favorite parts. And when Cedric Diggory died, which obviously wasn’t a favorite part, but deserved their silence.

      “So you’re really okay if Jared gets back together with Marissa?” Angel asked, skepticism filling her voice.

      “I mean... does it kind of hurt? Yeah, but probably not like you think.” Leigh searched to find the right words to explain to Angel, because she really didn’t want anyone giving Jared a hard time, and she knew the others would follow Angel’s lead, considering her a barometer for how Leigh was really doing. “It’s hard for it to really hurt when we weren’t really involved. I mean, not on a level that meant anything. There are no broken promises, no misunderstandings... and he’s been honest with me the entire time.”

      Angel made a humphing noise, but she didn’t interrupt. 

      “It’s more disappointment than hurt. I liked him. It would have been nice to... you know. Try some things with him. Like... Stronghold things.” Leigh felt color rising in her cheeks as Angel perked up, staring at her and completely ignoring Harry Potter flying around an angry dragon. 

      “Oh reaaaaaaaaally?” Angel drawled out the word, her eyes sparkling with glee. She hadn’t pushed Leigh to do any experimenting in the club, but Leigh knew Angel thought it would be good for her. “So... you’re open to that now?”

      “I mean... I was considering it. With Jared. Because I trusted him. I don’t know if I could...” Leigh’s voice trailed off as she recognized the almost manic gleam in Angel’s eye.

      Dammit, the woman was already plotting.

      “You know there’s a whole class of newbie Doms right?” Angel asked, practically bouncing up and down with glee. “Some of them are... whoo!” She fanned herself dramatically. “Hot!”

      “Funny how you never mentioned that before,” Leigh mumbled.

      “Yeah, well.” Angel shrugged, mischief in her eyes. “It hasn’t been the right time to bring it up.”

      “Does Adam know you think they’re hot?”

      “Of course not. It hasn’t been the right time to bring it up.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re really going to do this?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re sure you can handle it?”

      “Yes.”

      “You don’t think this might be a huge mistake?”

      “No.”

      Jared sighed. “Fine. But just so you know, I think you’re going to pay for this later.”

      Dark eyes glittered malevolently at him, but Jared stood firm, arms crossed over his chest as he shook his head. Patrick could intimidate almost anyone in the club with his size and aura of power, but Jared was even bigger than him and just as stubborn, even if he was quieter about it. 

      “She deserves it.”

      “I know.”

      “There’s nothing in our contract that restricts it.”

      “I know.”

      “She can safe word out at any time.”

      “You know she won’t.”

      “She’s my sub, and I’ll punish her the way I see fit.”

      Jared spread his hands in a placating gesture. “Of course. I’m just saying.”

      On the bar beside them, Lexie made a muffled noise of outrage. Patrick had her bent over the bar, completely naked, with her legs tied together and tied to the bar. He’d put padding on the edge of the bar to make sure she’d remain reasonably comfortable, before tying her wrists down to it as well and then gagging her. In one hand she held one of those squeezie stress toys - this one was in the shape of a panda bear - which she was to drop if she needed to safe word out.

      Beside her, on the gleaming wood of the bar, was a two foot long and half a foot wide leather paddle.

      “So am I making the announcement or not?” Andrew asked, a look of amusement on his face as he watched from the other side of the bar. Lexie let out another outraged noise that sounded an awful lot like she was cursing him. Although Patrick claimed he’d gagged her because he didn’t feel like hearing her sass right now, Jared was pretty sure it was because he didn’t want her adding to her punishment by cursing at the other dominants. Or him.

      A small crowd had gathered, obviously wondering what was going on, although they were all pretending they weren’t watching Lexie’s predicament. Jared sighed as Patrick sat down on a bar stool next to his recalcitrant sub and girlfriend. The two of them were perfectly suited to each other, even though Jared thought Patrick might regret this particular punishment later. 

      It was incredibly fitting though. Very close to an eye for an eye.

      “Make it,” Patrick said, his voice hard. Lexie squealed and he reached out to give her a short, sharp smack on her exposed ass. “Quiet subbie. Unless and until you drop that toy, we’re going through with this punishment. You know you deserve it.”

      The expression on Lexie’s face was more mutinous than remorseful, but she didn’t try another useless protest again.

      Behind the bar, Andrew picked up the phone and pressed the button that cut off the music and let him make an announcement to the club as a whole. His voice echoed in the main room, the Dungeon, and upstairs; even the private rooms would hear the announcement. Considering it was a Saturday night, the club was pretty much packed, but everyone stopped what they were doing to listen. After all, club-wide announcements weren’t actually made often.

      “Attention Stronghold members,” Andrew said, his deep voice tinged with amusement. “All members who have seen the YouTube video titled ‘Dom on the Dance Floor’ are requested by Master Patrick to stop by the bar sometime this evening and give his lovely submissive a whack on her bottom.”

      Beside Patrick, Lexie made another outraged noise, her fingers twitching around the stress toy in her hand, but she didn’t drop it. Jared covered his lips as they twitched upwards in a smile. He was pretty sure Lexie was going to want to get back at Patrick for this, and he didn’t think the big man was going to enjoy seeing so many people appreciating Lexie’s butt as it turned cherry red, but it was well deserved on her part. 

      On New Year’s Eve, she’d gotten Patrick drunk and coaxed him onto the dance floor. Then she’d kept him there, and urged him to continue once she’d seen the camera was running. There was a reason neither Patrick nor Jared danced in public. They were both bad at it. Like, bad enough that it was laughable. Jared had been in the video too, but he hadn’t been featured liked Patrick was, and - unlike Patrick - he hadn’t had a naughty submissive encouraging him once she’d realized it was being taped.

      Dom on the Dance Floor had over a thousand views before it had been taken down from the website. Fortunately, the club’s channel was private, so only members had been able to watch, but that just made it more obvious that many of them had gone back for second, third and fourth viewings. Patrick had been incensed on many levels. 

      Lexie had been in time out while the club owner figured out her punishment. The actual videographer, Olivia, had been much easier to discipline, despite the fact that she was a Domme. Patrick could have denied her use of the club, but instead he’d decided she’d have to work it off. After all, they were friends, and she hadn’t instigated anything... she’d just recorded it for posterity. Plus, this way, Patrick got some help around the club. Olivia would be allowed to scene again once she’d worked as many hours as the video had views before it had been taken down. Personally, Jared thought it was rather inspired. There was no way Olivia could protest that such a punishment was unfair, it was definitely proportional with her ‘crime,’ and she could take as much or as little time about it as she wanted. 

      Considering she’d added extra Dungeon Monitor and Introduction Scene duties to her schedule of teaching the new dominants, Jared figured she was looking to work it off as quickly as possible. Making her wait to play was the best punishment Patrick could have devised for her, although he doubted Patrick would actually really make her work the full thousand hours. He’d relent after a month or two.

      Working at the club wasn’t exactly a punishment for Lexie, nor would it have been as appropriate as Patrick’s solution. Already there was a line, queuing up behind her upturned bottom, of eager looking dominants and nervous submissives. It was the dominants that made Patrick frown and were the biggest reason for Jared’s reservations. Even though Patrick often liked to see Lexie prancing around his club in various states of undress, he was a possessive bastard. Letting someone else spank her, even if they didn’t actually touch her, was going to be hard for him.

      No matter how elegantly perfect the punishment was. 

      On the other hand, his honest distress at the situation was probably going to be as hard for Lexie to bear as the physical side. So, hopefully, she’d learn her lesson and it would be a while before she was up to her tricks again. 

      “Get in line,” Patrick said in a tense voice, nudging him in the side. He wasn’t even looking at Jared, he was glaring at the quivering submissive who barely tapped Lexie’s butt with the paddle. “Try that again, Freddy, that wasn’t a spank at all. And I happen to know you watched that damn video at least three times, so you better swat her hard enough to count for every single view.”

      The young man winced, but seeing as Patrick was both a scary as hell dominant, and his boss, it wasn’t like he had much of a choice. “Sorry Lex.”

      SMACK!

      Lexie howled in outrage, but Jared had no doubt that by the end of the night there’d be a lot more remorse in her voice.

      He went and got in line just behind Adam, who was watching the goings-on with amusement. Glancing at the Dungeon Monitor vest Adam was wearing, Jared raised his eyebrows. “Shouldn’t you be on duty?”

      “We’re taking turns standing in line,” Adam said with a grin. “Well, except Olivia. She doesn’t get a turn.” The big, blond man gave Jared a once over, almost carefully, a kind of wary look in his eye that made Jared want to cringe. “So ah... how are things with you?”

      Considering Adam currently lived with Leigh, Jared knew Adam knew exactly how things were with him. But he appreciated the other man’s discretion. Their group of friends could be worse than small town old ladies when it came to gossip.

      “I’m fine.”

      The silence hung between them as Adam waited, both of them listening to the sound of leather against flesh, barely audible above the music, before the line would shift forward again.

      “So... Marissa, huh?” 

      Outwaiting Adam didn’t even feel like a triumph. Jared had known the other man would ask. Leigh and Angel were like sisters and Leigh had been living in Adam’s house for weeks now; it was only natural that he’d feel protective. It was even deserved.

      “We’re not back together,” he said, clipping off his words. Even to himself he sounded defensive.

      “Do you want to be?”

      Jared hesitated, and then decided to give Adam full disclosure. If nothing else, it might keep the man off his back while he tried to figure things out. “Look, I like Leigh a lot, okay? But Marissa is… fuck, stubborn doesn’t even begin to describe it. I don’t want Leigh having to deal with her shit, and if we’re dating, or even talking, you know what kind of shit storm Marissa is capable of.”

      “I do,” Adam said calmly, his blue eyes meeting Jared’s dark ones, measuring him. “I also know that Leigh is a big girl and can take care of herself. That’s if Angel doesn’t take care of anything that comes her way for her.”

      “She shouldn’t have to,” Jared said irritably. “Not for me.”

      “So you’re getting back together with Marissa.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      The line shifted forward as Adam looked at him thoughtfully. “If Leigh weren’t part of the picture, if you didn’t think you needed to protect her, would you even be considering getting back together with Marissa?”

      Hell no.

      Ah fuck.

      He was so fucked.

      Jared growled. “I really hate you sometimes.”

      “Sometimes the hardest things in life turn into the best rewards,” Adam said with a kind of serene smile that made Jared want to punch him even more. Although, if anyone would know, it was Adam. He and Angel hadn’t exactly had an easy start of it either.

      Either. As if he was already seeing his and Leigh’s relationship heading towards where Angel and Adam’s already was.

      Fuck. Yeah, he was screwed.

      And they’d reached the front of the line. Lexie’s butt was bright red, and Patrick looked ready to murder Mitch, one of the newbie Doms from Olivia’s class. The big idiot was grinning like a loon as he turned away, with one last lingering look at Lexie’s ass, obviously seriously lacking any sense of self preservation. He handed the paddle to Jared.

      “Hey Patrick,” Jared said, distracting the club owner and probably saving Mitch’s life – or at least his face from a pounding. “I need to leave early tonight. I have some uh, things I need to take care of at home.”

      “Fine,” Patrick grunted. He patted his sub’s back, almost encouragingly. “Give Lexie a whack and you can head out.”

      The noise Lexie made now sounded much more remorseful. 

      SMACK!
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      In the end, it was both harder and easier than he’d anticipated.

      When he got home, Marissa had been surprised at his early arrival. She’d been in the middle of setting up candles and cooking him food. Something which she’d never done before. Some small part of him twinged, wondering if he shouldn’t give her another chance...

      But she’d also been on the phone, with her agent, and she’d been surprised enough to let it drop why she was cooking him a romantic dinner.

      Another trip. Another ‘opportunity.’ 

      It hadn’t even been two days and she was already looking to leave again; although this time she didn’t want to have an open relationship while she was gone. This time she wanted to be exclusive. She wanted him waiting to welcome her back.

      Fuck that.

      Two years ago, Jared would have been willing to work with her, been willing to compromise. Considering he’d already been resisting getting back together when she’d been promising that she wasn’t going to leave again, there was just no fucking way. It just confirmed what he’d been thinking – she wasn’t ever going to actually change. It was a relief to have a real, solid reason to tell her they were never getting back together and she needed to get out of his apartment. 

      “Don’t you want me to be happy?” she sobbed, stinging him with guilt that he was all too familiar with.

      “Not at the expense of my own happiness.”

      It had been painful. It made him feel like shit. It had required packing up her things for her and physically taking them out the door while she trotted along behind him, still crying and begging him to reconsider. He’d almost caved when she’d sat outside, on her suitcase, still crying. 

      Except, just when he’d almost decided to go to her, to at least try to comfort her, she finally stood up and left. Stomped away angrily, actually, into the darkness to her car. Jared watched her go from his window, saw her get into the car and leave. She was upset, but not too upset to drive, since she didn’t peel out of the parking lot.

      Part of him wanted to text her, to find out where she’d gone and whether or not she’d gotten there okay, but he resisted the impulse. Which made him feel both relieved and guilty. Part of him thought that it couldn’t hurt to check in on her, but another part of him thought that would just send a mixed signal. She had friends, or, if she really didn’t want to call anyone else, she could go to a hotel. She’d be fine.

      Sitting on his couch, in his suddenly, completely empty apartment, he felt guilt, relief, and dread. Relief because he’d finally put his foot down. Marissa was gone. And for the first time, she’d actually gone. She hadn’t threatened to kill herself. She had thrown a tantrum but...

      Maybe this time, for the first time, she’d realized how serious he was. How done he was.

      Because Adam had been right. If it wasn’t for Leigh, if Jared didn’t want to try to protect Leigh from Marissa, he wouldn’t have even considered letting Marissa hang around again this time. And that was a really fucked up reason for letting Marissa stay in his life.

      “It’s over,” he muttered under his breath, running has hand over one of the cushions he had propped up against the back of the couch.

      The dread rose up, nearly obscuring his relief and guilt, because he didn’t really believe it. 
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        * * *

      

      “What are you two doing?” Adam asked, his voice filled with a kind of resigned amusement. 

      Leigh lifted her head off of Angel’s breast, which made for a very comfy pillow, and grinned sleepily at him as Angel twisted her head around, reaching for him with one arm. Standing on the bottom step into the basement, his arms crossed over his chest, wearing a black, button-down shirt, and black leather pants, he looked like a kinky, Viking sex god. Lucky Angel. 

      “Cuddle puddle!” Angel said cheerfully, wiggling her fingers at him invitingly.

      Adam sighed as he came over and carefully laid down atop both of them while they giggled and squirmed, adjusting so that everyone was comfortable. Well, as comfortable as they could be with her and Angel wrapped around each other and Adam on top of them.

      “You know, someone walking in on this could really get the wrong idea about our relationship,” Adam mumbled into Angel’s neck. 

      Both of the women giggled. 

      “You’re my man and Leigh’s my woman,” Angel said cheerfully. “What’s so hard about that?”

      “It’s like that show on TV,” Leigh said. “The Mormon one... we’re um... what’s the term...?”

      “Sister wives?” Adam asked dryly.

      “Right!” Leigh squeezed his bicep. “You’re my sister-wife!”

      “Don’t you mean Angel is your sister-wife?”

      “Nope. Nope, definitely not,” Angel said shaking her head before pressing her lips to Adam’s shoulder and giving him a possessive little nip. “That would mean Leigh’s your woman, but she’s mine. You’re both mine.”

      Adam snorted, and Leigh gave him a look. “Did you really think she meant it any other way?”

      “A man can hope.” 

      Angel squealed in outrage, and then in shock and excitement as Adam suddenly rolled off the couch, taking both Leigh and Angel with him so that he ended up on bottom and they were on top.

      “Cuddle puddle!” Angel shouted.

      “So how much did you two have to drink?” he asked, obviously amused. Leigh just laughed, snuggling into his side. She was a lot less drunk than Angel, but was still feeling warm and tipsy and quite lovely, really. Much happier than she’d been earlier in the day. All the snuggling didn’t hurt. She and Angel had been cuddling on the couch for about an hour before Adam arrived, just talking and giggling and watching the movie. Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix was about half an hour away from ending. She didn’t want to watch the sixth movie tonight anyway... way too depressing of an ending.

      Cuddling with Adam was always fun too. He was so cute about it, because he was always checking to make sure that Angel didn’t care, and always seemed kind of surprised that she didn’t even take a second glance at him and Leigh. Leigh knew she never would. The trust that they had in each other went way beyond being secure that there would be no boyfriend stealing. Not that Leigh thought Adam had even a hint of a feeling more than brotherly towards her, but he was always concerned about what Angel might think, which she thought was adorable. She was also glad that Adam never seemed particularly bothered by her and Angel’s extremely affectionate and snuggly friendship. It had bothered Michael in the past. Especially when people would joke that they never knew who the real couple was - her and Michael or her and Angel. 

      Then again, Adam was definitely a more confident man than Michael in a lot of ways.

      “How was Stronghold?” Angel asked, without answering him. She’d rolled onto her tummy and was currently nibbling her way up his bicep from his elbow. There was nothing sexual about it. Angel just had a tendency to do whatever popped into her mind when she’d been drinking. 

      “Busy, but no trouble tonight,” Adam said easily, grabbing a handful of his girlfriend’s hair and pulling her head upright when she got too near to his armpit for his comfort. Angel grinned at him and Leigh giggled again, snuggling in when Adam tightened his hold around her shoulders while he dragged Angel down into a matching position on his other side. “Can’t you be a good girl like Leigh?”

      “You wouldn’t like me so much if I was,” Angel said, right as her teeth made a bid for his nipple. Adam’s fingers in her hair managed to catch her before she could actually bite down, and he sighed. “You like it that I bother you.”

      “I tolerate that you bother me. There’s a difference.”

      “Yeah, but you like tolerating her,” Leigh felt moved to point out. Adam’s blue eyes turned to her, looking wounded.

      “You’re going to turn on me too, sister-wife?” he asked plaintively. Well, as plaintive as Adam ever got, which was to say not much. Both Angel and Leigh started giggling and found that they couldn’t stop. Adam actually calling Leigh his sister-wife... every time they caught each other’s eye they just started laughing again, while Adam grumped in between them and pretended to be offended. Finally, apparently tired of their giggling, he brought out the big guns. “Don’t you want to know what Patrick did to punish Lexie tonight?”

      “Patrick punished Lexie?” Leigh asked, sobering immediately. Right after her breakup with Michael, she’d become very close to Lexie. Not as close as she was to Angel, obviously, but if Leigh needed a girlfriend and Angel couldn’t be reached, Lexie would be her very next call. She knew that Patrick loved Lexie and would never really hurt her, but he’d been pissed as hell about being coaxed into dancing in front of everyone. Having it videotaped and then uploaded so the other club members could see it... 

      Well, Lexie hadn’t been allowed out of his apartment since New Year’s Day, as far as Leigh knew. 

      “Yeah, and I don’t think she’ll be doing anything publicly humiliating to him ever again,” Adam said with a slight smirk. 

      Strangely enough, his superior satisfaction in Lexie’s punishment made both Leigh and Angel relax. Lexie was like a little sister to all the guys, and while they were getting better with having her in the club, they were all still very protective of her. 

      “Are you going to tell us what Patrick did or not?” Angel asked, poking Adam’s side and then squealing when he tickled her back - much more effectively than she had him. Leigh giggled but didn’t poke his other side. She didn’t know if that made her more of a “good girl” or just smarter.

      “He tied Lexie to the bar and had everyone in the club who had seen the video come over and give her butt a smack with a two-foot paddle.”

      Both Leigh and Angel gasped.

      “And you were okay with this?!” Angel asked, poking Adam again, but this time not playfully.

      Adam instantly went from boyfriend mode to Dom mode, pinning Angel with a look that made Leigh wish she was a turtle, so she could just pull her head inside her shell and hide.

      “Lexie chose to be Patrick’s submissive, which means she chose to accept whatever punishments he deems appropriate. And yes, I found this punishment to be particularly appropriate. She embarrassed him in public, so she was embarrassed and disciplined in public. I think it was the perfect punishment. Something that you should keep in mind.”

      Even though Angel was glaring back at Adam defiantly, she visibly shuddered at his authoritative tone. “You wouldn’t do that to me.”

      “Not as long as you don’t deserve it,” he said blandly.

      “Bah.” Angel tucked her head into his armpit, hiding from him. Chuckling, Adam turned his focus back to Leigh who was trying very hard to pretend she didn’t exist.

      “Don’t look so worried, Leigh. You’re such a good girl, I doubt you’ll ever be in trouble like that. I don’t suppose you could try to be a good influence on Angel?”

      Leigh giggled as Angel’s head popped up to glare at her boyfriend. She grinned at Adam, shaking her head. “What makes you think that I haven’t already been?”

      “Hey now, Leigh’s been a terrible influence on me! She’s the real troublemaker!”

      “It’s not about making the trouble,” Leigh said primly. “It’s about not being caught.”
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        * * *

      

      Over twelve hours and not a peep from Marissa. Jared didn’t know whether to take it as a good or a bad sign. Part of him hoped it was a good sign, that she had finally realized their relationship really was over. Another part of him was waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      At least he was about to have a distraction from his own issues. As a bonus, he was also going to get to see Leigh again. 

      During football season, Adam usually held gatherings at his house to watch the games. Granted, Adam and Olivia were the only ones who really cared about the games, but everyone liked the chance to get together and hang out outside of the club. It was more relaxed, the subbies tended to be more mouthy, and everyone had a good time. Well, except for Olivia who, as a Redskins fan, took a lot of game losses. Hilary and Jessica usually provided a good amount of entertainment just because they got really into watching the games even if they didn’t care who won or lost. It was the only time anyone ever heard Hilary curse, usually when she was screaming “Run, fucker, run!” at a running back.

      Today should be even more interesting than usual because, for the first time, Andrew’s ex-girlfriend and her best friend would also be there. Kate had returned from California and, on her first night back at Stronghold, been injured in the club’s parking lot when she’d tried to rescue Leigh from a wannabe, asshole Dom that had just been kicked out of the club. That had immediately endeared her to Angel and Leigh, no matter what the history with Andrew was. Surprising everyone, Andrew didn’t seem to have a problem with Kate’s presence. They’d all thought, for years, that she had broken his heart and that’s why he hadn’t been in a relationship since, but from the little bit that had been said about the past when they’d faced off in Patrick’s office, things were way more complicated than that.

      But it remained a bit of tense situation, not the least because Angel and Leigh already adored Kate while the other girlfriends were more reluctant to welcome her presence, and everyone that had known Kate when she’d been Andrew’s girlfriend, and gone by Kathy, didn’t quite know how to feel about her. After all, when her and Andrew’s relationship had ended, she’d stepped out of all of their lives, effectively ending the friendships without ever telling them why. The guys and Lexie were all getting used to having her around again, and since Angel insisted on inviting her to everything and Andrew seemed to like having her there, they were getting plenty of practice. Kate had personally apologized to each of them for dropping out of their lives and explained that she hadn’t wanted anyone to have to choose between her and Andrew. She’d just wanted to get away from the area, make a clean break of it. All of them could at least empathize with that, even if they wouldn’t have made the same choice. So things were getting better. Kate’s outspoken best friend, Sharon, helped a lot, because all of them had befriended her before Kate’s return, so she was kind of the bridge when things got awkward. 

      Jared was actually kind of glad for the drama that was inherently part of Kate’s reappearance into their lives – otherwise, everyone would be totally focused on what was going on between him, Leigh, and Marissa. This way their attention was divided, which took some of the pressure off of him. He hated being the center of attention.

      Swinging by the store on his way over for beer and chips, Jared took a detour into the produce section to pick up vegetable and fruit trays as well. Something healthy for Leigh, since football day usually meant everyone brought over a bunch of junk food. He still remembered how, on their first real date, he’d made her cookies and then found out that she struggled with high blood sugar. Not that that had kept her from eating a bunch of the cookies.

      It made him want to spank her ass.

      Which then made him feel guilty that he was already thinking about spanking her ass when he’d just forced Marissa out of his apartment yesterday. Not that he and Marissa had gotten back together, or even been together for months, but it still felt like another breakup for some reason.

      It was a huge relief to get to Adam’s and find that things were already rolling. Justin and Chris were in the kitchen with their girlfriend Jessica - Justin was the best cook out of their whole group of friends - while Liam and his fiancé, Hilary, sat on the other side of the counter, chatting and probably taste-testing. 

      “Jared!” Hilary said, jumping up to give him a big hug. Jared smiled down at the pretty blonde, giving her a one armed hug as he unloaded his burden while everyone else said hi.

      “I’d give you a hug too, but...” Jessica grinned as she held up her meat covered hands. It looked like Justin had her rolling meatballs.

      “I’ll pass, thanks,” Jared said, chuckling. “Where’s everyone else?” He knew he’d seen more cars outside, including Leigh’s.

      “Downstairs,” said Chris, giving Justin a doleful look. “Having fun.” The two of them were like brothers, which was how they’d ended up sharing a girlfriend rather than breaking up their friendship when they’d both fallen for Jessica and she’d fallen for both of them. Jared thought they were all good together, even if it wasn’t the kind of relationship he’d ever choose. Not just because he didn’t like sharing, but Jessica had lost friends over it, and her family still wasn’t 100% accepting. Plus, she and Hilary were best friends, and Hilary had met Liam through Justin and Chris, but she and Liam were already engaged, whereas the threesome had yet to figure out exactly how they were going to handle a legal arrangement. He knew it was something Justin and Chris worried over pretty much constantly, especially now that Liam and Hilary were getting married. Jared didn’t think they needed to be concerned Jessica would leave them for that, but you never knew. 

      “Cooking is fun,” Justin told Chris, completely unperturbed, as he gave Jessica a kiss on the cheek before passing by her to check something in the oven.

      “It smells amazing,” Jared said as Chris looked at the ball of meat in his hand like he was considering throwing it at the back of Justin’s head. Chris was definitely the less serious of the two; they had different but complementary personalities, despite the fact that with their dark hair and eyes and similar builds they were physically alike enough that some people mistook them for twins.

      “Why do you think I’m hanging out here waiting for the first taste?” Liam asked, laughing. The redhead had one arm draped across the back of his fiancé’s chair, keeping physical contact with her the way he always did. Jared felt a little prick of jealousy. Even when he and Marissa had been together, she hadn’t been into that kind of physical connectivity. Leigh was definitely more the type, but Jared didn’t know if he had the right anymore... bah. He should really go downstairs.

      And he was just about to when the door from the garage opened again and Patrick and Lexie came in. Impatience to see Leigh warred with curiosity about how Patrick and Lexie were doing. The little imp seemed like she hadn’t suffered any lasting harm from last night, although she was moving a bit gingerly as everyone said hello and more hugs were sharing around. Patrick looked surprisingly placid, considering how amped up and possessive he’d been last night while Lexie was getting spanked by everyone but him. 

      While they were all saying hi, Leigh came up into the room with an empty bowl of what had been tortilla chips, going by the crumbs in the bottom, and Jared saw his chance. After she said hi to Lexie and Patrick, he gently tugged her away from the laughing, chatting group.

      “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      Her mismatched eyes, one green-hazel and the other brown-hazel, looked up at him solemnly with a hint of wariness in them. “Yeah, sure.”

      Relief surged through him at her easy agreement. He hadn’t been sure she’d want anything to do with him. After all, other than the texts they’d exchanged, he hadn’t talked to her since he’d told her Marissa was back and he needed some space. Even though she’d seemed fine then, he’d hated the idea that might have hurt her.

      She didn’t look hurt right now though, as she led him into the front room, away from the kitchen and their friends. She just looked sweet and gorgeous. The jeans she was wearing hugged the curves of her ass perfectly, and her sweater hung loose on her slim upper frame while still dipping low enough to show just a hint of cleavage. For the middle of winter, it was a sexy outfit. Jared hadn’t even realized how much he’d gotten used to being able to touch her until now, when she was right in front of him, and his first impulse was to put his hand on the small of her back... but he couldn’t.

      Could he? 
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        * * *

      

      There was a tension between her and Jared that had definitely never been there before, and it wasn’t entirely an awkward one. Something had changed. Leigh just didn’t understand exactly what it was or why now. When he’d asked to talk to her alone, her initial thought had been that he wanted to tell her, himself, that he and Marissa were back together. But he hadn’t brought Marissa today...

      And when she’d turned around to face him, the look in his dark eyes wasn’t a regretful or anxious look. He’d been looking at her ass.

      A feminine smugness fluttered through her. Okay, she probably shouldn’t be feeling good about that if he had gotten back together with his ex, but she couldn’t help it. A girl had her pride after all.

      “So,” she asked after a moment of silence hung between them. “What did you want to talk about?”

      Jared cleared his throat, suddenly looking awkward and not at all confident. Considering he was such a big guy, it was pretty cute. “I um.... I just wanted you to know that I’m not back together with Marissa. And I’m not going to be.”

      Well that hadn’t been what she’d expected. Leigh blinked as his words sank in, and she tried to think of how to respond. Blurting why or because of me? just didn’t seem quite right.

      “Oh... I’m sorry?” she finally said, because from his blank expression, she couldn’t really tell how he felt about it.

      White teeth flashed in a kind of resigned smile. “I’m not. I mean... it sucked while it was happening, but I think she got the message. At least, she seemed to take me seriously this time and she didn’t try any um... stunts to deter me.”

      “Well that’s good.”

      They stared at each other, and Leigh wondered what she was supposed to do now. Jump in his arms? Pat him on the back? She didn’t really feel like doing either to be perfectly honest. 

      She’d been prepared for a lot of things. To see Jared with Marissa. To reconcile being just friends. To bolster herself if that ended up being more hurtful than she thought it would be. 

      This? This spun her world on its axis, especially when he was staring at her, anxiously waiting for some kind of reaction. 

      But this was... Was she suddenly the villain in his story? A home-wrecker? Or was she a rebound? The go-to girl... The idea that he might have broken off with Marissa completely for her... well, geez. Talk about putting pressure on a relationship. If things went south, then he would have thrown away a seven-year relationship to be with her and have it not work out. 

      “Can we just be friends for now?” Leigh cringed almost as soon as the words were out of her mouth. Ugh, how arrogant did she sound, as if she assumed he had broken up with Marissa for her! Assuming he was telling her because he wanted to try and date her now... again... whatever the hell they’d been doing before Marissa had come back. Hanging out.

      Jared’s mouth quirked in a smile, reassuring her. “Of course.” But then he stepped forward, his focus narrowing, and his eyes were suddenly hot and hungry and so very intent... Leigh felt her thighs clenching, pressing down on her pussy as Jared suddenly, and for the first time, went completely Dom on her. He leaned down, and her heart pounded as she wondered if he might try to kiss her. Instead, his mouth bypassed her lips and cheek and he whispered in her ear. “As long as you know I’ll be trying to change your mind.”

      Oh geezus... his deep, velvety voice rumbled through her and she felt her nipples tightening. For the first time ever, she felt completely off balance around him. Yes, she’d been attracted to him for a while. Yes, she loved it when he touched her and seemed to be protective of her. Yes, she’d thought he was hot. Yes, some part of her had responded when he’d found out about her high blood sugar and had given her a look that she now recognized, having seen it on Adam’s face when Angel had done something reckless. It had been a look that said he wanted to spank her for not taking care of herself.

      None of that compared to right now. It was as if some kind of switch had flipped within him, now that he’d sent Marissa on her way and she’d gone. A switch that had set free a side to him that he hadn’t really used with Leigh before. 

      It was knee-weakening, panty-melting hot.

      “Come on, little girl,” Jared said as he straightened, before wrapping his arm around her shoulders. Leigh’s nipples throbbed as his hand dangled down near her breast, and she had to quell the urge to twist her body so he’d actually be touching one. “Let’s get back to the party.”

      Her knees actually felt shaky as he led her back to the kitchen.

      Apparently, the party had split up a bit, because the kitchen was full of dominants without a subbie in sight. Even Olivia was up here, standing and talking with Andrew and Michael. When she saw Jared and Leigh walking into the room, her grey eyes flashed approval, and Leigh stifled the urge to stick out her tongue at the nosy Domme. Everyone knew Olivia hated Marissa. Leigh had a feeling that Olivia would cheer for Jared having sexual relations with an animal before getting back together with his ex.

      Slightly relieved to have an excuse to get away from Jared, whose presence she suddenly felt both uneasy and exhilarated by, she scampered downstairs to where the submissives were. She needed to recover her equilibrium. Who knew that Jared going all sexy and commanding on her would rock her so badly? Even being called little girl had made her go squishy inside, and he’d called her that plenty of times before... it was just, somehow different now, even if she couldn’t put her finger on exactly why.
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