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Chapter 1 





    When the two women came into the bathroom, it didn’t take Hilary too long to realize that they were talking about Jessica and Chris. It always astounded her that people would just walk into a work restroom and begin gossiping without checking to see who else was in there! She didn’t recognize either of their voices so they might not know her, but she also didn’t want to leave the restroom until after they did because they might recognize her and realize that she’d been listening in to their conversation about her best friend. 




     “She’s so lucky, Chris is such a hunk,” one of them said. “I’ve been trying to get him or that Justin to notice me for months. The two of them together are way too hot.”




     “Tell me about it. I’m so sad Justin’s gone. I asked him for his number so that we could keep in touch, but he said that he’s seeing someone. “Both women sighed dejectedly and Hilary couldn’t help but smile. If only they knew! Of course, it was much better that they didn’t. Jessica was terrified of people at work finding out that she was in a threesome relationship with both Justin and Chris, thinking that they would judge her. Which they probably would. Hilary was slowly starting to understand why Jessica wanted to be with both of them, and even why both of them wanted to be with her, but she had to admit that she still found it strange. 




     “Do you think it’s that friend of hers? I know the four of them went out for a few lunches before Justin left.”




    Hilary gave a small jerk as she realized that they must be talking about her. Her? With Justin? Scary, intimidating, super serious, alpha-male Justin? Wow, were they off base. Okay, maybe not entirely off, because she had started thinking that maybe she wanted to try a little domination and submission – maybe – but Justin was way too intense for her.




     “Hilary? Yeah, probably. I know that Mark down in accounting was going to ask her out, but now he seems to think she’s off-limits.”




     “Well that’s no surprise. Can you imagine Mark trying to compete with Justin for a woman.”




    They both laughed, a little cruelly, before leaving the bathroom. Feeling slightly unclean, Hilary emerged from her bathroom stall and immediately stuck her hands under the sink, the water automatically flowing over them. It wasn’t that she was interested in Mark, not at all. She knew exactly who they were talking about. The thought of dating someone she worked with didn’t appeal to her in general, but it would have been nice to have the option. Apparently, she didn’t have that anymore either. Even though she was doing her best not to be envious of Jessica, sometimes, like right now, it was really hard. Two men for her, none for Hilary - and apparently she was being put off the market because people assumed she and Jessica were double dating rather than the truth. 




    Jessica was having to go through all kinds of emotional stuff and a lot of self-doubt, but she had two men who obviously loved her, supported her and were willing to buck societal expectations for her. Her battles were worth it. Hilary wanted that. She wanted a relationship with a great guy who wanted the same things she did. Not a guy who would ravish her mouth with a kiss and then tell her that she was better off staying away from him.




    Gripping the paper towel with unnecessary force, Hilary tore it away from the dispenser, feeling frustrated with herself. As much as she hated it, so far she hadn’t been able to go a single day in the past two weeks without thinking about Liam. It didn’t make any sense. He wasn’t her type at all. Okay, so he was good looking, but not in the preppy way that she normally liked. No, Liam was purely masculine in face and body, with wavy auburn hair, steely grey eyes and hands that... Yeah, enough of that. Bad enough that she couldn’t stop thinking about him, worse that whenever she did she started to get aroused.




    Leaving the bathroom Hilary headed back to her desk, determined to get her mind on more appropriate things. Like work. And finding an appropriate man. And work.




    Back at her desk she dove in almost grimly, focusing her mind on her projects and getting an astonishing amount done that afternoon. Enough that her supervisor praised her in an almost startled way when he stopped by her desk. Of course, at the end of the day she realized that, in some ways, her tactics were going to backfire if she got too far ahead in work and ended up with nothing to do. 




    If only coming home was more of a relief, but Justin and Chris were often over with Jessica, and their presence always made her think of that man. Which made her think of her inappropriate urges. She really didn’t know how Jessica handled her desire to be dominated along with being in love with two men simultaneously. It was hard enough just knowing that she had erotic cravings that she shouldn’t, and hers were so much tamer than Jessica’s. Sometimes that made her feel bad, when she admitted to her friend just how unsettled she was by her desires, considering how much more risqué Jessica’s were, but she never made Hilary feel bad or like her trepidations weren’t valid. Jessica was such a good friend. 




     “Hey Hil,” Chris said as she walked into the kitchen. “How was work.”




     “Good. Where are Jessica and Justin?” she asked as she got out the white wine from the fridge. Drinking a glass at the end of every day was a habit for her, although soon she’d probably be switching over to reds as the weather cooled down. 




     “Out on a date,” he responded easily.  “If you don’t feel like company you can kick me out, I just figured I’d come over and help you with dinner, be an eating companion if you were in the mood.” He winked at her flirtatiously, without intent.




    Hilary’s heart went out to him. He and Justin did this on a fairly regular basis. At first she’d felt like they were taking pity on her but then she’d realized that she was taking pity on them too. Although they didn’t get jealous when Jessica got one-on-one time with the other, it did mean that they particularly relished spending an evening alone. Both of them seemed to enjoy her company, although sometimes they got together with their other friends too. But today in particular, she appreciated Chris’ gesture of hanging out and making her dinner. 




     “No, please stay,” she said, sitting down at the table with a small groan, watching him cook. It wasn’t quite as much fun as watching Justin cook - that man could probably get a job as a chef if he wanted - but it was still better than turning on the news which was always depressing. She’d had enough of downers today.  “I could use the company.”




     “Rough day at work?”




     “Sort of.” She studied Chris, taking small sips of her wine, thoughts swirling around her head. Mostly about Stronghold and Liam, as usual. Questions floated through her mind. Chris was much safer to ask than Justin. Although they both seemed to respect her need to come to her own conclusions about what she wanted, she got the distinct feeling that if Justin thought she was desiring but hesitant, rather than just unsure, he’d do whatever he thought was best for her. Even if that meant dragging her to Stronghold. Which, she had to admit, might solve some of her problems. Part of her wanted someone to make her face up to what she wanted, but she was still too scared to even hint at that to Justin. Chris, on the other hand, wasn’t quite as pushy about taking care of people, he tended to interfere only when asked. “I’ve been thinking about Stronghold a lot lately.”




     “Yeah?” He raised an eyebrow and grinned at her. “You hadn’t mentioned it since that first time. Justin and I thought that you’d decided you weren’t interested.”




     “I’m not sure I am,” she replied. “Don’t mention it to Justin, okay? I feel like his solution for helping me decide would be to bring me back there so that I can make an informed decision on the spot.”




     “Oh absolutely.” Chris laughed, his darkly handsome face lit up with amusement. Hilary grinned back at him. Although she’d developed friendships with both him and Justin, there was no doubt that in a lot of ways she and Chris got along better. Justin found it harder to socialize, relying on Jessica and Chris to help provide a conduit to other people. “Not only that, but he’d probably assign one of our friends to give you an introduction scene this time so that you could get some hands on experience to help you decide rather than just observing. I can’t say he’d be wrong to do that though. Watching and doing are completely different experiences.”




    Yeah, she’d already found that out for herself, with nothing more than a few orders to keep her hands around Liam’s neck and one incredible kiss that had her rubbing herself all over his thigh. Heat bloomed in her face at the memory and she took another sip of the cool, crisp wine to help disperse the memory.




     “You can’t really make an informed decision until you’ve tried something,” he continued, his eyes on the stir-fry rather than on her, fortunately. “Unless you already know that you have no interest in trying.”




    Hilary sighed. “I’m not sure.”




     “Then it sounds to me like you should try,” he said, grinning at her as he turned off the stove. “Because if you knew for sure that you didn’t want to, you wouldn’t be so conflicted.”




     “You make it sound so simple,” she complained, smiling at him as she got up and grabbed two plates from the cabinet, handing one to him so that he could serve himself. 




     “Easier said than done, as they say.” Chris stood aside like a gentleman and gestured for her to serve herself first. Thanking him, Hilary scooped up some of the piping hot food. She stopped suddenly as he cupped his hand under her chin, bringing her gaze up to meet his, his voice soft but firm. “But I think you already know what you want. You just don’t want to admit it.”




    He released her and she went to the table, slightly shaken. Sometimes it was easy to forget that Chris had a dominant side too, it was so often overshadowed by Justin’s more obvious authority. Even though she wasn’t attracted to him she couldn’t lie to herself that being pinioned under his gaze didn’t have an effect on her. Especially because he so rarely brought that side of himself out around her. He was right though. She admitted to herself that her reaction was part of why she was less comfortable around Justin, because she responded to his unthinking authority. Since Chris didn’t exert his as often she was more relaxed, because he didn’t make her confront that side of herself. Not until just now anyway.




    Thankfully he didn’t seem to be interested in pressing the issue. Dinner conversation was about work and friends, a little bit about Jessica and Justin, and after dinner they watched a movie. The other two joined them about three quarters of the way through the film, and it turned into a pretty good, friendly night. 




    But she couldn’t get Chris’ words out of her head. Darn him. Now that the truth had been said out loud, she was having a lot more trouble avoiding it. She knew what she wanted. She wanted to go back to Stronghold and explore these desires, find out what it was she was missing. What it was she was yearning for. If the reality would live up to the fantasy. If she couldn’t handle it. 




    And maybe a little part of her wanted to see Liam again. But just a little part.




    ****




    The bar at Stronghold was particularly empty tonight, Liam mused. Rick hadn’t felt like making the two hour drive, which wasn’t uncommon. Adam was introducing a newbie sub to the club and doing an Introduction scene with her, Patrick was in his office catching up on work and Olivia had found a sub to scene with. Here he sat, alone at the bar, feeling sorry for himself because he hadn’t been able to find a single sub that he was interesting playing with tonight. He chatted with a couple of the other Doms that were around, but the truth was he had been hoping one of his other friends would be around for some more meaningful conversation. Topics that he could focus on and distract himself with. 




    Inspecting the lounge area where the available subs congregated, he tried to work up some interest in asking one of them to play. He wondered if any of them would be more interested in holding herself in place at his command, rather than wanting ropes or restraints to do it for her. The last time he’d found a sub to play with more than once, she’d been new to the scene and had ended up deciding that he wasn’t enough for her. The more she’d found out about BDSM and the more comfortable she’d gotten with the club and submitting, the more bondage and pain she’d wanted. He’d ended up suggesting she play with some other Doms and to come back to him if she wanted to. Hadn’t seen her in the club for a while and the last he’d heard she was in a relationship with someone else, a Dom that she’d met here.




    If they’d been more compatible maybe he would have been sad about that, but mostly it made him feel tired. No more newbies for him. No more women who hadn’t explored enough about the scene to know what they want and ended up deciding to try things out with other Doms and ultimately leave him because they wanted more than what he could give. No honey-blondes that he couldn’t stop thinking about just because he’d liked the way she’d felt in his arms and the way she’d so easily and sweetly done exactly what he told her to on the dance floor and then ended up climaxing in his arms.




     “Do you want a drink man?” Andrew’s voice cut through Liam’s reverie about Hilary. About time too. He shouldn’t have been thinking about her at all. “Or are you going to go play? “ 




     “Play, I’m going to go play,” Liam said, resolving himself as he glanced back over at the chattering and laughing submissives in the lounge area.




     “You sound more like you’re going to a funeral,” his friend said grinning. “Want to trade places? You can stand back here and I’ll go play.”




    Liam stared at Andrew, trying to figure out how to formulate his question in a way that wouldn’t upset him.




     “What?” 




     “I’ve been thinking that maybe I should try to find a vanilla girl and introduce her to what I like,” he said and watched as Andrew’s face hardened. Quickly, he continued before Andrew could think too much about his own situation that had sent him running to New York and back, but he knew that out of all of their friends Andrew would have the most insight. “I just keep... I can’t find someone here that’s compatible with what I want. Their needs don’t match mine and we both end up unsatisfied.” 




    Andrew sighed. “You might have better luck with it than I did, considering your preferences,” he said gruffly, rubbing a cloth on the wooden bar top over and over even though the surface was gleaming. “But I think you’d still end up unhappy. You’d end up being the one wanting more from her than the other way around. Eventually that want gets just as bad as the need to give her what she wants and needs. You can’t shut off this part of yourself and be happy, but women who aren’t into the scene... she might like it a little rough. She might like it when you take charge some of the time, but not all of the time and you’ll end up in the position of pushing for more.”




    Looking away from Liam, Andrew cut off anything more than he might have said and they both sat in silence for a minute. He knew that they were thinking the same thing, about the same woman. The one who had taught Andrew not to get emotionally involved with women who weren’t into kink. Liam might be fairly easy going in a lot of ways compared to his friend, but he could see what Andrew was saying. Although his own preferences weren’t likely to upset a vanilla girl as much as Andrew’s more sadistic tendencies.




     “Or maybe I’ll accidentally end up with a closet dominatrix,” Liam joked, trying to lighten the mood a little. “That’d go over well.” 




    The small smile that Andrew gave him said that he was forgiven for bringing up the subject. For a moment Liam wondered if he should take him up on his offer and stay behind the bar tonight. But, after talking to Andrew, he wasn’t sure he was ready to give up on the available submissives tonight.




     “Go play,” Andrew urged. “You never know, maybe tonight will be your lucky night.” 




     “Alright,” said Liam, holding out his hand. Their palms slapped together and then he turned and headed over to the lounge area.




    Seeing an approaching Dom the submissives there perked up, some of them giving him flirtatious looks, some of them lowering their heads and peeking at him from the corners of their eyes. A few who didn’t look interested at all. Surprisingly, the ones that he’d played with before were mixed between being interested and ignoring him. But he wasn’t interested in playing with any of the ones that he’d already scened with. Zara liked to try and top from the bottom in order to earn punishments, Lori craved the whip more than a light spanking and Erin couldn’t - or wouldn’t, it was sometimes hard to tell which - hold herself in place without restraints. 




    None of the subs that he’d played with before appealed to him. Actually none of them really appealed to him much at all, but he was determined to get Hilary out of his head. She was way too conflicted for him, no matter how attracted they were to each other. Chances were she wouldn’t come back to Stronghold anyway. Or be interested in talking to him if she did.




    It took one of the shyer subs wincing when she looked up at him for him to realize that he had a snarl on his face. Smoothing away the expression Liam looked around at the subs, choosing to approach one that was sitting quietly on her knees, peeking at him.




    She was pretty, with dark hair that was cut into a bob and wearing a short skirt and loose t-shirt top that had been cut just under her breasts to show off the smooth skin of her stomach. 




     “Hey there,” he said, sitting down in the armchair next to where she was kneeling. Patrick made sure to keep the carpet in the lounge area clean and soft for the subs, so she was probably pretty comfortable. 




     “Hello Sir,” she replied, giving him a pleased smile. Eager to play. He liked that at least. The fact that she was the complete opposite in looks from Hilary didn’t mean that he was trying to prove anything to himself. Definitely not. 




     “I’m Liam.”




     “I know,” she said with a small smile on her face, looking a little more directly at him in a flirtatious manner now. He raised his eyebrow at her and she blinked innocently. “Sir. I’m Gina.”




    His instincts said that she was going to try to top from the bottom or push him to punish her if they played. On the other hand, his instincts and body kept drawing him to Hilary who was all sorts of wrong for him, so why should he listen to them anyway?




    Still. He chatted with her for a few minutes, asking questions about her experience and how often she came to Stronghold. Whom she had played with before ended up being more revealing, especially when she shot a wistful little look in Andrew’s direction after saying his name. Then she blushed when she glanced up at Liam and realized he’d seen where she was looking.




    Sighing, Liam drummed his fingers against his knee. “I don’t think we’d suit each other, even for a scene Gina. If you enjoyed being with Andrew then I’m going to be too tame for you.”




     “I’d like to try, Sir,” she said. But her eyes flicked in Andrew’s direction again.




     “Are you hoping that he’ll be jealous if he sees you scening with another Dom?”  




    The deep flush and expression of mortification before she blanked her face said yes. His mouth quirked as he tried not to frown at her. Manipulation like that from a sub was not attractive to him, although some Doms would have been intrigued. Doms who liked to punish naughty slaves and enjoyed a struggle to obtain dominance.




    Gina looked down at the floor. “I’m sorry, Sir. It’s not just that though, I swear. I was hoping that playing with someone who did things differently might help me.”




    Well that he could understand. Isn’t that what he was looking to do himself? But he was surprised that Andrew had hooked this sub so strongly, normally he didn’t play with subs for more than a scene or two and he always told them that it wouldn’t be more than that.




     “How many scenes did you do with Master Andrew?”  




     “Master Andrew has honored me three times, Sir. “Her eyes gleamed, and he could tell she was aroused just at the memory. Knowing the kinds of scenes that Andrew preferred, heavy on bondage and punishment because he was more than a little bit of a sadist, Liam knew that he wouldn’t come close to providing Gina with what she needed.




     “I prefer to use honor bondage, Gina,” he told her baldly. “I’ll want you to spread yourself open and hold onto the headboard with no help, submitting to my words and hands and mouth. I’ll want you to follow whatever orders I’ll give you. I prefer less physical punishments when you don’t meet my standards. Does any of that appeal to you?” 




    He could already see that it didn’t. Although she looked intrigued by him, and she responded to him as a dominant, she wasn’t at all aroused by his words. Her curiosity seemed almost clinical rather than sexual.




    Gina bit her lip, looking very pretty and yet somehow even less appealing than he’d found her before. Not because she was interested in Andrew but because he could tell that scening with her would be unsatisfactory for both of them.




     “I could try,” she offered.




     “Good little sub,” he murmured and enjoyed her flush of pleasure. He did like to see a pretty sub glow with a compliment. “But you’ll be better off with someone whose needs match yours, and so will I. Trying out new things with someone who won’t be able to fulfill your needs isn’t going to get you anywhere.” 




     “You’re probably right, Sir,” she said with a wistful little sigh. “Thank you for considering me.” 




     “I wish we were more complementary,” he said honestly. “You’ll find someone to play with tonight, don’t worry.” 




     “I’m not, Sir,” she said with an impish grin. He liked that little flash of confidence and stroked her hair before getting up and moving around to talk to some of the other subs. After chatting with three of them, none of whom appealed, Liam gave up and headed back to the bar. Someone might as well have fun tonight. Andrew shook his head at him, but headed over to the lounge cheerfully enough, quickly choosing a sub and heading down to the Dungeon. Not Gina, Liam noted, as she looked wistfully after the couple. He talked to William William, one of the unattached Doms sitting at the bar who had been eyeing the subs in the Lounge, and suggested that he consider Gina for a scene. William was a very talented sadist, and if she wanted to try and find someone who fit her, matching her with another sadist seemed like a good bet.




    Taking care of the bar was good, it helped him keep his mind off the fact that he’d originally come here tonight to play. Patrick swung by for a chat and to get Liam’s opinion on how to handle Lexie, who had been hinting that she’d like to spend more time inside the club rather than just the lobby. Not something that any of her pseudo-big brothers wanted to see happen, and not just because they’d promised her real big brother to look out for her. Liam wasn’t sure that he could handle the idea of seeing someone beating her cute little butt, much less anything more extreme, without wanting to take the guy down, even if it was what she wanted. Patrick looked ready to tear his hair out (well, that’s what he’d look like if he had any) trying to figure out ways to put her off. Hiring her as a receptionist helped but apparently not enough. Even if there was always someone out there acting as bouncer, whose new duties included scaring any interested Doms off of Lexie.




    Eventually that situation was going to come to a head and he was just so glad that he wasn’t the one who was going to have to deal with it.




    Later he saw William and Gina chatting before they eventually headed down to the Dungeon. So at least he could feel like he’d done a good deed for the day.


  




  

    
Chapter 2





    Sitting on a mat in the exact center of the Kung-Fu school that he’d founded, Liam breathed in a steady meditation pattern, all of his senses calm but alert as the slight ripples of air caused by the vents passed over his skin. He liked to meditate before any of the brown or black sash classes, but especially before the class with all of his friends in it. They were all proficient in the solo forms, but tended to prefer having classes in the sparring forms. There was something to be said for the release of sparring with each other, completely different from the release that they found at Stronghold, but just as important in its own way.




    Emptying his mind and relaxing his body beforehand helped him to focus. He always invited his friends to join him in his pre-class ritual, but they rarely came. Which was why he owned the dojo and they just attended classes. The amount of discipline and time involved for him to stay on top of his game, where he wanted to be, was much greater than any of his friends would be willing to put in. He’d also never had such a hard time meditating. Normally he was able to slip into the peaceful state with ease, enjoying the focus on his body and the cleansing of his mental faculties. Of course, he’d never had such a frustrating evening at Stronghold as he had the night before. There was no one to blame but himself. Maybe he really should consider dating a vanilla girl.




    Hilary immediately came to mind before her pushed her out again.  




    He was pretty sure that he’d royally pissed her off by challenging her at Adam’s Labor Day party. Also, he didn’t like to date friends of friends. Or friends of friend’s girlfriends. It was just asking for trouble if, when, things didn’t work out.




    Taking in a deep breath, Liam let it out on a slow seven count until his lungs were completely empty. Footsteps echoed down the hallway outside, heading to the dojo from the locker room, and he mentally blessed the interruption. Opening his eyes, he looked up to see Adam standing in the doorway. The muscular blonde cocked his head as he looked Liam over.




     “You look like shit,” he said baldly.




     “Thanks,” replied Liam, his voice dry.




     “Late night last night?” 




     “Yeah, but not for any good reason. How was the newbie? “Liam stretched, let himself roll back and then kipped up to his feet in a flash of movement. The nice thing about Adam was that he usually knew exactly what someone was asking even when they didn’t say it. It was also a little scary how well he could read people, but it was why he was trusted with so many of the newbies who wanted an introductory scene to the club. All of Patrick’s friends took turns with it, but Adam probably did more than his fair share.




     “Too curious for you, even if she didn’t enjoy a higher level of pain than you’d want to give. Definitely a bit of a brat.” 




     “Sounds like your kind of girl,” Liam mused. Adam shrugged noncommittally. As far as Liam could tell, the other man wasn’t all that interested in finding a sub that would fit into his regular life as well. There were plenty of subs who were compatible with his needs, and even more who wanted to play with him at the club, but Adam hadn’t found one that he liked outside of the bedroom. He didn’t want a brat, he said, he just wanted someone who would challenge him, right up until he handcuffed her, spanked her hard and fucked her brains out. Personally Liam just thought Adam set impossible standards because he didn’t feel like settling down yet.




     “She won’t have a problem finding a good Dom,” Adam said as he settled down onto the floor to stretch, giving the implication that said Dom wouldn’t be him. Liam joined him, loosening up his muscles after sitting still for so long.




    It wasn’t long before Patrick, Justin and Jared wandered in as well. Andrew was the only one that Liam was really expecting that hadn’t shown up, but if he’d had a late night with the sub at Stronghold last night then he might not come. They all knew that if Justin showed up without Chris, there was no way Chris was coming. The two of them were practically living with Jessica at this point, and Chris’ absence meant that the other man hadn’t been able to get him out of bed. 




    He made them all stretch out a bit, although not as much as he’d done on his own before they arrived. As they loosened their muscles and started on their kata - forms - the energy in the room slowly and subtly shifted. All of them were becoming more alert, more in tune with their bodies. Antsy too, in the way that a room full of dominant men will, especially because Liam found himself in a more challenging mood than he often did. 




    At the end of the hour he was itching to do something more physical than forms.




     “Spar?” he asked, in hopes that one of them might take him up on it. 




     “Spar,” Patrick immediately answered, stepping forward with an air of relief. The big man towered over Liam, and he felt his blood hum with anticipation. The other men in the room grinned and began talking quietly, probably placing bets. Although they all enjoyed sparring, it was rare that anyone would jump into a match with Liam. 




     “Adam, referee.”




     “No problem,” said the blonde man, grinning amiably. If their friends were setting bets then someone would need to keep track of the hits and points.




    Despite being the shortest of their group, Liam was more than a match for any of them. Including the biggest of the bunch, which would be Jared, but Patrick wasn’t much smaller. Compared to Liam, the club owner was taller, stronger and had a longer reach, but Liam was faster, had better balance and was damn good at getting under Patrick’s guard. Plus, owning the dojo did give him a bit of an edge since he worked out more than any of them. 




    Balancing on the balls of his feet, Liam took a good hard look at his friend. Patrick looked… frustrated. There were hints of circles under his eyes, despite his dark skin, which said he hadn’t been sleeping that well; there was tension in the way he held himself that a normal class hadn’t been able to work out. 




    In short, he looked an awful lot like Liam felt. 




    A wash of calm slid through him as they faced each other and bowed. Some people might find it strange that violence calmed him, but sparring took the same kind of focus and control that a scene at Stronghold would, and it relaxed him in the same way. The tension that he’d been feeling for weeks was finally dissipating. Why hadn’t he had a sparring match sooner? 




    He and Patrick flowed towards each other, half-circling but always moving forward. Neither of them were in the mood to try to toy with the other, they both wanted the contact.




    Patrick’s leg lashed out and Liam easily blocked it, sweeping it to the side as his hand snapped out towards Patrick’s midsection. The big man spun away, quickly for someone of his size, but Liam was faster and he followed with a kick that landed in the meat of Patrick’s thigh muscle. During a competition match that wouldn’t be allowed, but here in his own dojo, with his friends, they would spar full contact, except for head shots.




     “Hit,” said Adam.




    It went on like that, exchanging blows and blocks. At one point Patrick managed to sweep Liam’s legs out from under him, but Liam immediately kipped up and got Patrick in the back as he brushed past him.




     “I hate it that you can do that,” Patrick half-growled, half-laughed. As tall as he was, it was a lot harder for Patrick to kip up from the floor. Although he had impressive stomach muscles, he also had to get that much higher in the air in order to get his legs fully under him and land on his feet. 




    Liam just grinned at him and feinted a lunge at his right side.




    By the end of the match, both men were running out of breath and had collected their own set of bruises, but Liam had amassed the most points. As usual.




    Still, Patrick didn’t look at all disappointed at having lost the match. He’d also lost a lot of the tension in his shoulders and was looking more relaxed. Liam was feeling pretty good too, as though he’d managed to work out all the angst that had been plaguing him.




    No one else was interested in sparring today, apparently only he and Patrick had the extra energy to work off. 




     “Good match,” he said, reaching up a little to pat his friend’s shoulder. “How’s the chin.”




     “Not bad. Probably won’t even bruise on my skin,” Patrick replied, rubbing the piece of anatomy in question. It was true that his mocha skin tone was a lot harder to mark up, although Liam had managed to give him a few. However, hitting him on the chin had happened completely by accident when Patrick had tried to duck out of the way, forgetting that Liam’s height difference made that a hell of a lot harder for him. “Don’t worry, I’ll get you back for it. Soon.”




     “Sure, sure,” said Liam with a laugh. Chances were, Patrick would just find some kind of scut work for him at Stronghold, maybe ask him to spend a few nights tending bar. He wouldn’t realize that giving Liam an excuse not to have to try and find a sub would probably be a relief at this point.




    ****




    Hilary put down the e-book that she’d been reading and laid her head back, resting it on the back of the couch. Sometimes she thought that getting her own e-book reader was the worst decision she’d ever made because now she had her own little collection of naughty books that no one could see the covers of or know that she was reading. It took away the entire embarrassment factor and made it far too easy for her to download tons and tons of books that fanned the flames of desires she wasn’t sure she wanted to have. Instead of going out to happy hour with her friends after work or going out dancing or trying to find a guy, she was going home and reading dirty books and getting all hot and bothered about spankings. 




    With a low groan she tossed the contraption aside, knowing that it was safely encased in its slim leather cover, and rubbed her hands over her face. She was so, so horny.




    This was kind of a new state of being for her. Not that she’d never been horny before in her life, it was just that she’d never been quite this horny without a guy already involved in the situation. Usually as the source of her horniness. For a moment she sat there, her thighs pressed tightly together, needy pussy wet and hungry between her legs. 




    Fine. She was going to do it. Last year Jessica had bought her a vibrator for her birthday as a joke present, because Hilary had never owned one. So Jessica had gotten her the rabbit of Sex and the City fame, figuring that Hilary might feel more comfortable using something like that. She hadn’t. But this was getting close to being an emergency situation, and she was going to go crazy if Jessica and the guys came back here tonight and she had to listen to them having fantastic sex while she sat and squirmed.




    Not that they didn’t try to be quiet most of the time. They just didn’t always succeed. Even when they were quiet, Hilary knew what was happening behind that closed door.




    The two guys at once fantasy didn’t really do much for her, but wondering how they were dominating Jessica did. Wondering what orders they gave. Whether or not she was tied up. Wondering what she herself would do in that position. Or at Stronghold. Which just made her think of Liam and his deep voice as he ordered her to put her arms around his neck while she writhed on top of his thigh.




    Rummaging through her closet, she finally found the unopened box, neatly tucked away behind some shoes and a pair of work pants that she’d thought the laundry monsters had eaten because she hadn’t seen them in so long. The picture on the box wasn’t very threatening. She didn’t particularly think it was ‘cute’ either, the way Charlotte said in the show, but at least it wasn’t scary. She’d checked out enough toy sites, just out of curiosity after she’d started reading Jessica’s BDSM e-books, to have seen some seriously frightening sex toys. Some of which she didn’t want within ten feet of her, much less inside of her. 




    The dildo part on the vibrator was only about 6 “long and a normal size around and the base of it was filled with pearls which were apparently supposed to rotate and massage her pussy lips. Of course, there was the rabbit part, which was the little bunny with its long ears that would flutter and vibrate against her clit and supposedly give her fantastic orgasms.




    It wasn’t that Hilary was repressed. Not at all. She liked sex. A lot. She even liked giving head. But she didn’t particularly like touching herself. Vaginas were wet and sloppy, and the one time she’d put her fingers inside of herself, the strange spongy texture of her tunnel had completely distracted her from whatever pleasure she was feeling. Maybe with a vibrator it would be different, since she wouldn’t really have to touch herself at all, other than with the toy, and she’d finally be successful at getting herself off.




    Not being the kind of girl who was interested in a booty call, this really seemed like her only option at the moment since she didn’t think she had the ability to run out and snap up a boyfriend in one night. 




    Bravely, she opened the box and pulled out the toy. It looked just like it did on the box, although it was softer than she had expected, with almost jelly-like see through rubber over the entire shaft of the dildo and the rabbit. 




    Batteries check. 




    Testing... she giggled as the vibrator started up, twirling in her hand in an almost gyrating way, the pearls shuffling below. Well, it worked. 




    Nibbling at her lower lip, Hilary wondered if she really wanted to do this. Touching herself, even with a toy, just wasn’t something she felt excited about. But her body was practically pulsing with the need that the e-book had created in her. The soft folds between her legs literally ached she was so hard up for it.




    She didn’t have long to just sit here and think. Jessica and the guys could be back any minute. How awful would it be if they came home as she was… in the middle of things? She wouldn’t be able to continue if they were there, she’d be too worried about them hearing her. Or worse, knocking on her door and asking her to come hang out with them.




    If she was going to do this she had to do it now, before they came home.




    Stripping off her jeans and panties, Hilary started to lay down on the bed, and then decided that she felt weird with her shirt still on and no bottoms. She stripped down completely naked and lay back down, spreading her legs and putting her feet flat on the bed so that her knees were in the air. The position felt surprisingly sexy even though there was no one there to see her, she liked the lewdness of having herself splayed open, feeling cool air on her heated flesh. 




    For a moment she hesitated. This was the moment of no return. She examined the vibrator again, wondering if she really wanted to do this. But she was so horny. If Jessica and the guys came home, would they be able to hear it? It wasn’t exactly noisy, but if they walked by her door they’d probably be able to. Or hear her moaning.




    Then I’d better get on with it, so that they don’t catch me, right?




    Determined, she reached between her legs and rubbed the head of the phallus up and down her slit, slickening it with the copious amount of juices that had gathered there. Even that little bit of stimulation felt good. She pushed it inside of her, just a little bit, and moaned softly as she began working it back and forth, shoving it a little deeper with each stroke. Her inner walls stretched around the bumpy surface. It wasn’t the same as being with a man, not at all, but it still felt really good. Finally she had it all the way inside of her.




    Here goes nothing. She flicked the button to turn the vibrator on to its lowest setting.




    And then jumped as it came to life, massaging her insides as the little rabbit fluttered against her clit. Oooo... that felt shockingly good... 




    But it wasn’t enough just having something inside of her, Hilary realized. For a moment she thought about running back out to the living room to get her e-book so that she could read through some of the sexier passages that had been getting her so riled up, but what if someone came home unexpectedly? She really didn’t feel like putting her clothes back on, or even getting up from the bed.




    Closing her eyes, Hilary imagined a man - a Dom - standing at the end of her bed, staring up at her naked body and getting an intimate view of her open legs and toy-filled pussy. She pictured his flinty eyes devouring her, roaming over her. 




    Touch yourself, he’d say in a deep, commanding voice. Touch your breasts and play with your nipples for me.




    Bringing her thighs together to help hold in the vibrator, which started to slip out of her when she pulled her hand away, Hilary shuddered at the intense teasing sensations that having her legs together created as the toy worked its magic inside of her and against her swelling clit. Cupping her breasts she presented them to the Dom in her mind, enjoying the way his eyes filled with lust as she squeezed and kneaded the soft, ivory mounds, her nipples hardening to tempting pink nubs under his gaze. 




    Pinch your nipples, he’d order. Hard.




    Hilary moaned as she squeezed her nipples, the slight pain like a shock of electricity straight down to her core where heat and need was swirling, massaged by the gyrations of the vibrator inside of her. Her back arched as she squirmed, whimpering at the relentless pressure on her tender buds. 




    Please, Sir, she’d beg. I want to cum.




    Not yet. Use the vibrator. I want to see it moving in and out of you.




    Moaning, Hilary reached down with one hand and spread her legs open again. She was so incredibly wet now as she began to move the vibrator back and forth a little; the sloppy sounds were surprisingly sexy as she imagined herself masturbating for someone else’s pleasure. The man in her mind lasciviously licked his lips as he stared at her splayed sex, the fake phallus that was filling her. Flicking one of the dials, Hilary shuddered as the pearls began to move, rubbing against her sensitive outer lips.




    That’s it. Now turn it up. You may not cum yet.




    She gasped as she increased the intensity, her body arching as the vibrator swirled inside of her, pressing against her g-spot over and over and the little bunny hummed against her clit. Thrashing back and forth, Hilary’s free hand clutched at the sheet as she tried to hold back the oncoming orgasm, but it was useless.




    Cum, cum now, her imaginary Dom snapped out, just as her ears roared with the powerful climax. The combination of her fantasy and her first experience with the hi-tech toy was too much for her, she couldn’t control the intense sensations as they rushed over her. Crying out wildly, Hilary’s hips bucked as she rode out the waves of ecstasy, her body clamping down around the gyrating toy and extending her climax as fireworks burst over her nerve endings. She pulled the vibrator from her body as the stimulation became almost painful, her insides still spasming from the force of her release.




    Turning onto her side, Hilary curled up and panted. That was the best orgasm she’d ever had in her life. Her body was still shaking with aftershocks and she felt sure that if she just touched the swollen folds of her sex that she would set herself off again. Was it the toy? Or was it the fantasy? Closing her eyes, she suddenly realized how closely the Dom in her mind resembled Liam.




    Remembering his words at the Labor Day party, his insinuation that she wasn’t ready for Stronghold, Hilary had been put off from returning there, thinking that he was probably right. Now she wondered if that had been the wrong decision. Maybe she wasn’t ready, but maybe she never would be if she just didn’t jump in and try it. Maybe she just needed to go and experience it. Then at least she’d know for sure.




    Getting up from her bed, Hilary put her clothes back on and went to the bathroom to clean off her toy, keeping one ear out for the front door opening. When Jessica and the guys got home, she was going to ask them to take her back to Stronghold.




    ****




    Liam was at Stronghold early on Saturday, determined not to have a repeat of the week before. Tonight he was going to find someone to play with even if they didn’t completely complement each other in desires. In fact he was early enough that it was possible he might be able to find more than one person to play with, especially since during a scene with someone new there was almost never intercourse. First scenes were almost like a dance, each partner maneuvering, possibly testing, seeing if the other person liked their favorite things. It could be a lot of fun or it could be a complete disaster, or anywhere in between. Most of Liam’s more recent tries had fallen under boring or unsatisfying which was why he had started to become so frustrated in the search.




    Tonight he was feeling more motivated, almost like getting a second wind. Coming in, he headed over to the bar to greet Andrew and Rick, who had apparently made the trek up to Stronghold. Rick lived the furthest away from the club, living about a two hour drive away in Virginia, but he managed to make it to DC about once a month in order to see his friends ever since Justin and Chris had first brought him there. The situation wasn’t ideal for him, but he was managing so far.  




     “So how was the sub you picked out last week?” he asked Andrew, after exchanging the usual social greetings and niceties.




     “Ellie? Very nice. The scene was very hot. She’s interesting though, she kept trying to hold back,” Andrew said. “Kept me on my toes, trying to draw her out.” He smiled happily. “And she has the same play philosophy as I do.” 




     “Scene today, gone tomorrow?” Rick teased, laughing.




     “Pot, meet kettle,” Liam murmured. Although Rick’s lack of interest in committing to more than a scene or two with any of the subs he met at Stronghold probably had at least a little something to do with his long commute to the club.




     “Like you’re much better,” Andrew accused.




     “But he’s at least looking,” said Rick, jumping in before Liam could defend himself. “You can’t say the same about us. Unless something’s changed for you?” He gave the big, Hispanic Dom a penetrating look, and Andrew looked away. “Yeah that’s what I thought. Maybe I’ll have to see if Ellie’s here tonight and willing to play with me.” Andrew didn’t seem to notice that Rick eyed him with those last words, as if assessing the veracity of Andrew’s lack of interest in Ellie. 




     “You should, you’d both enjoy it,” he responded immediately. Liam exchanged a look with Rick. Nobody wanted to get into each other’s business, but Andrew had gone from being in a very serious relationship to shunning them altogether - after having run away to New York because he couldn’t deal with the break-up. Not that anyone ever had the balls to accuse him of running away from anything, but that didn’t make it less true. Liam hoped that his friend just needed time to work out his demons and that eventually he’d stop holding back. Funny that he accused a sub of doing just that.




     “Are you going to play tonight?” Rick asked Liam. 




    He nodded a little absently, turning his head as he saw Patrick coming towards them. The illustrious owner of Stronghold was dressed in blue jeans and a green t-shirt that clung to his upper body. The outfit would have looked casual if he wasn’t taller than everyone else and built like a tank. 




     “I’ve got a newbie coming in tonight, needs an Introduction scene, “he said without preamble, nothing more than a nod of acknowledgment to his friends. Patrick wasn’t exactly talkative even at the best of times, although he’d been known to loosen up considerably when his best friend Jake was around, but when it came to business he was always short and to the point. The three available Doms looked at each other. 




     “Adam’s not coming in tonight?” asked Rick.




     “Adam might be a little much for this particular newbie, “said Patrick, his lip quirking as he eyed Liam. The bland expression on his face did not inspire confidence for some reason. “In fact, you and Andrew might both be a little much for her,” he told Rick. Which, of course, left Liam as the only available possibility. Something smelled rotten in the state of Denmark.




    Liam crossed his arms over his chest and glared at Patrick. The owner was an intimidating man, but Liam wasn’t exactly a pushover. He wasn’t going to jump just because Patrick said to, especially when Patrick seemed sketchy. “Any sub wanting to join Stronghold should be able to handle Adam. Or Andrew or Rick. At least during an Introduction scene. It’s not like they’re going to push a woman to their limits rather than hers.”




     “Well, she’s not exactly sure she’s a sub,” Patrick admitted, his face slowly stretching in a huge grin. For a moment, Liam considered the dangers of smacking him upside his bald head. There was a reason Patrick was doling out tidbits of information at a time. Not just to dangle Liam on a string, although he was sure that was amusing enough, but with Patrick there was always a punchline coming up that would kick you in the balls. Liam had the sinking feeling that this newbie was Patrick’s payback for the accidental hit to his chin during their sparring match.




     “Then what is she doing here?” Liam countered, refusing to go down without some kind of fight. Not a sub? “You never let tourists in.”




    Patrick leaned against the bar counter, far too casually. The three Doms were watching him with interest, Andrew with a sadistic glint in his eye at Liam’s discomfort. He and Patrick had very similar senses of humor. “Well, she’s been here before already, with Justin and Chris.”




    There it was, the kick to the balls he’d been waiting for. Hilary was coming back. That sweet honey-girl that he’d been doing his best to forget because she sparked all kinds of interest and attraction that he didn’t want to deal with. She wasn’t even sure she was a sub! He was sure though. Honey-girl was definitely a sub. Once she figured that out for herself, she’d want to start experimenting and exploring her needs. If those needs didn’t match his own then he’d have to watch her with someone else. Not on his top ten list of things he wanted to spend his weekend doing. Although, maybe if their desires were compatible then he’d lose some of the attraction to her.




    It wasn’t until Andrew casually stretched with his hands above his head, his long, brown arms twisting around each other, that Liam realized he was just standing there in silence like a mute. Grinning almost evilly, Andrew lowered his arms and rubbed his hand along his belly, as if in anticipation of a delicious meal. “I could take her if Liam doesn’t want to. I’ll do my best not to scare her.”




     “I didn’t say I didn’t want to,” Liam snapped immediately, with a sharp glare at his friend. Then checked himself, taking in a deep breath. All three of his buddies were looking at him with interest now, and Rick with every evidence of surprise. Apparently Andrew and Patrick had caught the scene on the dance floor, which Rick had evidently missed. Great. Just fucking great. He was being played and he knew it. Rubbing his hands over his face he tried to rub away his consternation, both at how much he really wanted to do a scene with Hilary and how much he didn’t want anyone else to. Also over how he’d just revealed both to his far-too-observant friends. “Yeah, I’ll do it. When does she get here.”




    Grinning merrily, Patrick glanced at the high-tech watch he had strapped to his wrist. “They’ll be here in about thirty minutes. Do you want a room? Justin said he, Chris and Jessica wanted to play in Jail.”




     “A room would be good,” Liam said distractedly, already thinking about what kind of scene he could do with Hilary to show her a little bit about BDSM, enough to tantalize without scaring her off. Would she like role play? It was one of his particular quirks but he hadn’t really found too many subs that were as into it as he was, not in combination with his preference for verbal domination. It might help her though, to pretend to be someone else. Loosen some of her inhibitions. Last time she’d been able to lose herself in the music and being an anonymous face in the crowd, this time privacy would probably help. “Can you reserve the Office for us?”




    Out of the corner of his eye he could see Andrew and Rick exchanging looks and a few soft sentences, but he ignored them. Privately he thought that Patrick’s assessment was right, either of them would be too much for Hilary. She didn’t need a demonstration of the different ways in which she could be restrained, touched and disciplined to see what she liked best; she needed a gentle seduction into being convinced that she might even be interested in one day having that demonstration. Patrick usually put the more nervous subs with Liam first anyway. They usually got a taste of submission from him and then wanted to move on to bigger and better things. 




    Hilary would probably do the same, so he would just have to control his attraction to her. Keep her from getting under his skin any deeper than she already was. When she did decide to start experimenting deeper with BDSM he just wouldn’t watch. Maybe scening with her would even help loosen his attraction to her, especially if they didn’t click. Hell, maybe their moment on the dance floor had only been an aberration because she was already aroused from having taken the tour. So this time they’d just go straight to a room and play, and then he’d get the fuck out of there as soon as he could. 




     “Good,” said Patrick, interrupting his thoughts. The all-too-observant club owner was looking far too smug for Liam’s comfort. Damn matchmaker. Whatever. Liam wasn’t going to waste his time falling for some newbie who wasn’t even sure she wanted to be here, much less what she wanted from a Dom. 
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