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      One Year Earlier

      “Hey, Jax, you play Castles and Creatures, right?”

      Looking up from the multitude of papers currently covering his desk, Jax met the gaze of his teaching assistant and raised his eyebrows. Suzette Jenkins, Suzie for short, was a stunningly gorgeous twenty-something whose bright mind was often overlooked for her hourglass curves, honey blonde hair, and beautiful face. She once told him she was relieved when he’d offered her the position of his TA since she knew she wouldn’t have to put up with harassment or innuendo from him.

      That confession had made him even more protective of her than others, and they’d ended up with a close friendship, despite their age difference. Several people in the department were sure he was having an affair with her, apparently believing that close platonic relationships weren’t possible.

      “You know I do.” Amusement quirked his lips as he folded his hands on the desk in front of him. He could tell when someone wanted something from him. Why Suzie was asking about Castles and Creatures, especially when she knew full well he had a weekly game night with his best friends and his wife. Unless she was finally getting into it on her own.

      “Right.” She shifted her weight, looking a little uncomfortable. “So, I kind of have a massive favor to ask.”

      When her words stalled out and she paused for a little longer than normal, Jax raised his eyebrows and rolled his finger through the air with the universal sign of ‘move it along.’ He had papers to finish reading and grading. Suzie had her own stack, too.

      “Right, so, you know, it’s kind of having a bit of a renaissance, and some of my friends have expressed interest in playing, but none of us have played before. My friend Laura is willing to be the DM, but we were hoping maybe you could come help us out for a few games until she gets the hang of things.”

      Excitement jumped in Jax’s chest, surprising him.

      He had been playing C&C with his own friends since they were in their twenties. Now they were all in their early fifties. Not once had he ever gotten to be the Dungeon Master—the person who ran the C&C games, called so because of the many dungeons that showed up in the castles, which was where a lot of the action happened. That spot had always been filled by his friend Gavin. Jax had never thought about taking Gavin’s spot, never guessed he would be interested. Maybe he wouldn’t have been with his own friends. Gavin did a damned good job DMing, and the idea of being compared to him didn’t particularly appeal.

      However, to help design and run a campaign for newbies, who had no idea what to expect and would need someone to guide them… well, that was something Jax wasn’t sure he could turn down. There were a few problems, though.

      “How many of you are there?”

      “It’s me, Laura, as our DM, and my friends Katherine, Annie, and Karen.”

      Four of them playing and Laura running the show—a pretty good number. It also meant it was an all-women contingent, and Jax guessed they were all about Suzie’s age.

      “How many sessions would you like me to attend?”

      “At least a few?” Suzie had a faintly pleading expression. “Laura’s worried about not knowing what she’s doing, but I told her I had someone who could help her figure things out, which was the only reason she agreed to be our DM.”

      Which meant they likely wouldn’t be able to play at all unless someone, presumably Jax, showed Laura the ropes.

      “Do you know anyone else who plays C&C?” he asked, rather than saying no.

      “Nope.” Suzie smiled ruefully. “Help me Obi Wan Kenobi. You’re my only hope.”

      Damn, how was he supposed to resist that kind of nerd plea?

      He loved seeing C&C becoming popular in a way it hadn’t been, even back when he’d been younger and playing. The idea of getting to run the show for a little… well, he hadn’t realized he wanted to until it was offered. Sure, it was a temporary gig, but that might be for the best.

      Jax could only imagine how his wife would take it if he told her he was going to be getting together with a bunch of young women in their mid-twenties to walk them through playing C&C. When he’d wanted to hire Suzie as his TA, Esther had been hesitant but supportive. She knew he’d never cheat on her and trusted him, but she’d still been taken aback when she met Suzie and realized how beautiful she was.

      Not that Esther wasn’t. As far as Jax was concerned, Esther was his ideal in every way. They met in their twenties, married, spent close to a decade having fun together, and finally got around to having kids in their late thirties. Now, Esther was freaking out a little about being over fifty and their oldest about to graduate high school.

      Suzie had reminded her of her age… and weight gain. The stretch marks that had never disappeared after her pregnancies. The gray hairs she’d found. The little wrinkles forming around her eyes and mouth. None of those things changed how Jax saw her, but he knew they affected how she saw herself, especially when she compared herself to Suzie.

      Realizing that, he did his best to keep the two of them from having to interact. He didn’t like seeing Esther feel bad about herself. None of the things he said made a difference, so the best way had been to keep her from seeing Suzie and setting off her penchant for comparing them. He also didn’t talk much about Suzie at home, so he didn’t set off Esther’s inevitable insecurities.

      So, the idea of telling Esther he was going to spend one night a week for the next few weeks, with not only Suzie but a small group of her friends…

      She would tell him to do it. He knew she would. Being a woman and playing C&C hadn’t always been easy, and she would love the idea of a group of young women playing the game. It would also bring up all the insecurities that plagued her every session he joined.

      But… as long as he knew she would say yes, maybe he didn’t need to ask her. That way, he could help Suzie and her friends, but Esther wouldn’t have to suffer unnecessarily.

      “What day were you hoping to meet up?” The words came out of his mouth slowly. Part of his brain still felt as though this probably wasn’t a good idea, but… well, he really wanted to do it. Esther would be totally supportive if she knew.

      Suzie’s expression lit up with hope. “Any day that would work for you, we’ll make it work.”

      That opened things up a lot.

      He could tell Esther he was working late a few nights, which sometimes wouldn’t be a lie. There had been more of those nights lately as class sizes grew. Suzie was a great TA and a great help, but Jax insisted on doing some things on his own. He also didn’t like to swamp his TA. She had her own work to do.

      Or Sundays when he was usually at the gym. His friends wouldn’t notice if he missed a few weeks.

      “Sure.” He couldn’t help but grin at Suzie’s gleeful squeal. She hugged the books she was holding against her chest, rather than rushing forward and hugging him, and he was grateful. The university was a hotbed of gossip, and rumors had been started for less. He held up his finger in admonishment. “Only for a couple weeks, though, until Laura gets the hang of things.”

      Suzie nodded enthusiastically. “Thank you! You won’t regret this!”
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      Esther

      How far down the rabbit hole did she want to go? She’d opened Pandora’s box and was already regretted it, but now that it was open, shouldn’t she discover what was inside?

      Using the tracker on Jax’s phone had been a bad idea and a massive breach of trust, but after so many late nights and suspicious behavior, when her best friend Leah had told her that Jax had been lying about being at the gym on Sundays… she hadn’t been able to hold off anymore. She’d had to know.

      Esther stared at the beautiful young woman on the computer screen, the blonde who lived at the house where Esther had tracked her husband’s phone. Michelle Cain worked at the University of Pittsburgh, same as Jax, but she wasn’t Jax’s TA. She was someone else’s. Which was kind of funny, in a cynical, not-actually-funny way, since Esther had sometimes been worried maybe his gorgeous teaching assistant, Suzie, would attract Jax’s attention. She hadn’t even thought about the danger coming from someone else.

      After a moment of hesitation, Esther ran the search. The internet came back with more pictures and information about the woman whose house Jax was at when he’d told her he was working late.

      Beautiful. Single. Asian, but Esther would guess Chinese rather than Korean, like herself. Friends with Suzie, Jax’s TA, which was undoubtedly how he’d met her. In her mid-twenties, just like Suzie. Slim, fit, and sophisticated in a way Esther had never been. Just looking at the pictures made Esther feel even more rumpled and less put-together than usual.

      She looked down at the Hello Kitty t-shirt she was wearing, then back at the picture of Michelle and Suzie. They looked as if they’d stepped off a catalog page or maybe an Instagram influencer’s post. Not only were their outfits stylishly sophisticated, but their hair was flawless, and so was their makeup. They looked like the kind of woman someone like Jax should be with. Unlike Esther.

      Over the years, Esther had struggled with knowing some of her needs were a little different from other women’s and that some of those needs made their way into her everyday life in a way a lot of men weren’t interested in handling. She needed a Daddy Dom. She wasn’t a full-on ‘little,’ considered herself more of a ‘babygirl,’ but unlike some littles she knew, she didn’t have a ‘big’ side because of that.

      At the club she belonged to, there were littles who were powerful women with important jobs during the day, women who wore business suits and cocktail dresses with flair, and who could do their hair and makeup just as well as Suzie and Michelle.

      Esther, though… she was 24/7 not that interested. She didn’t particularly like messing around with makeup, though she wouldn’t call herself a tomboy. She prioritized comfort over style—makeup, hair that required more than a band for a ponytail, any outfit that required pantyhose. Sometimes, she wanted to be ‘more’ and had tried but always ended up falling back into her old habits—a.k.a. her habit of not doing any of it.

      Since her job had never cared about how she looked, other than following the business-casual guidelines in the office handbook, she went to work in slacks, a blouse, and her hair in a ponytail, no makeup.

      Now that she was getting older, she wondered if she needed it more. Wrinkles had finally formed, mostly around her eyes and mouth. She’d always joked her half-Korean heritage had kept her skin smooth, but that was no longer as true as it once was. She’d been dying her hair for about five years, keeping the greys firmly covered. When she’d been younger, she hadn’t thought she needed the makeup and everything, but now…

      Jax had never seemed to mind. He’d tease her and tell her she was the perfect trifecta—sweet, upbeat, and low maintenance. Plus, just enough babygirl to satisfy the Daddy Dom in him. Now they were older, and she didn’t look so much like the cute little babygirl anymore, but he was still sexy as hell. He worked out regularly, unlike her, so he still basically had the same body as when they got married. Maybe even more muscular. Unlike her. He had some grey in his goatee, but it was sexy. Silver fox.

      Over the years, they’d had less and less time for the kinky stuff, especially after the kids were born. They’d kept saying, “When the kids are older,” but Jennifer was about to graduate high school, Daniel was a freshman, and here they still were. Rarely going to their club, the Outlands, and even more rarely doing more than hanging out when they were there. Their sex life had mostly dried up, and the little bit left was pure vanilla. Maybe he didn’t see her as a babygirl anymore. Maybe she just looked like an old woman, pretending to be something she wasn’t.

      Or maybe Jax didn’t want to be a Daddy Dom anymore.

      Maybe he was tired of having to take care of everyone after becoming a real dad.

      Maybe women like this Michelle were more what he wanted. Young. Sophisticated. Ambitious. Getting her graduate degree. Someone who obviously took the time to take care of herself. The opposite of Esther in so many ways.

      Esther stared at the photo, tears springing into the backs of her eyes. It hurt, yet there was almost a sense of relief and validation. Finally, knowing what was going on instead of burying her head in the sands of denial and pretending everything was just fine.

      There was only one question left—what was she going to do about it?
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      There was something wrong with Esther.

      Something more wrong, that was.

      Over the past few weeks, he’d noticed something was wrong with her. A few times, she’d even wistfully said she wished he wasn’t so busy. Which was when he’d known he needed to bring the C&C campaign he was still running for Suzie and the others to a close. It wasn’t supposed to have gone on for this long.

      Being the Dungeon Master had been so easy for a while and hadn’t changed anything other than his schedule, really…

      Until a few weeks ago, Esther had seemed more wistful than usual as they watched their friends, Leah and Gavin, get back together. Jax had seen the effort Gavin put into winning his ex-wife back and had been happy for them. Esther had seen it and had started acted angry with Jax.

      Which he got. Their relationship wasn’t like that. Jax would even say it was in a rut, and that was before he got to the fact they didn’t have as much time together as either of them would like. Which was his fault.

      But now, something was even more wrong.

      “Can you pass the peas, please?” Esther asked, perfectly polite, but her eyes didn’t meet his. She was sexually submissive, but she didn’t do the ‘downcast’ eyes thing much because she was a babygirl more than a sub. They didn’t do protocol of any kind and never had.

      “Sure, here, honey.” He tried to angle the bowl so their fingers would brush against each other when she took it from him. Esther placed her own hand precisely where he couldn’t reach her, still not meeting his gaze. It was as though she’d withdrawn into her own little world instead of trying to make the most of the time they had together.

      The anxiety that curled through his stomach made him nauseous, and the delicious dinner she’d made tasted like dust because he couldn’t enjoy it when something was so utterly wrong between them.

      “Scott’s having a sleepover Friday night. Can I go?” Daniel, their youngest, wasn’t picking up on the tension between them, but Jax wasn’t so sure about Jennifer. She had been pretty quiet all through dinner, which wasn’t entirely unusual, but she also was more perceptive than her little brother.

      After a beat—when Esther would usually look to Jax for his answer, but this time remained focused on spooning peas onto her plate—Jax responded.

      “Sure.” He glanced at Jennifer. “Is there anywhere you’d like to go?” Maybe he could get both kids out of the house for a Friday night and have a date night with Esther. Get to the bottom of what was bothering her.

      “Yeah, but Mom’s taking me. We’re having a mother-daughter night.” Jennifer grinned at Esther, who smiled back at her. There was still something a little off about her smile, but she seemed happy enough. Jax had to smile. It had been a while since the two of them had gone off to do something together. Jennifer was normally so busy with her homework, friends, and theater.

      “Oh, that’s good. Sounds like fun. Maybe I’ll see if I can switch my late night at work to Friday instead of Thursday this week.” That way, he would be one of many out doing something on Friday instead of the only one missing Thursday dinner and evening. Thankfully, the campaign was coming to a close soon. He’d already told them he couldn’t run the next one. He shouldn’t have been running this one as long as he had.

      No matter how much he’d enjoyed it.

      Because he was watching carefully, he saw Esther’s lips tighten in reaction. Yeah, she didn’t like him mentioning his late nights at work. Guilt suffused him. Being DM for Suzie and her friends had put more strain on his marriage than he’d realized until recently. He’d told himself Esther was fine. Hell, she’d told him she was fine, and he’d accepted that answer because it was what he wanted to hear.

      Thank goodness the campaign was almost over. He’d miss being DM and playing C&C with new people, but Esther was more important. She clearly had noticed his absence more than he’d realized.
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      It took everything she had not to react to Jax’s casual switching around of his schedule.

      A few weeks ago, before she’d tracked his phone, she would have been relieved, even happy he wanted to spend more time with her and the kids. Now, it felt as if he was doing everything he could to cover his tracks. Esther was sure he wouldn’t be working late. He would be with Michelle.

      Hopefully, for the very last time... if she had anything to say about it.

      Pressing her lips together, she made herself focus on Daniel and Jennifer, who were arguing over the latest superhero movie, and ignore her husband. She was still thinking about what she wanted to do.

      Sometimes, Esther wished she was one of those people who could make snap decisions, but she needed to think of things from every side, examine every angle. Only then did she feel as though she understood the best way forward. She didn’t want to jump and regret her decisions later, so she waited… even when it was killing her.

      Looking at her two beautiful children, Esther felt the decisions she’d made solidify.

      She wouldn’t follow the advice she would have given to a friend, which would be to dump his cheating ass. She would probably royally piss off her two best friends because they wouldn’t understand her decision.

      Heck, she didn’t entirely understand it herself, but it felt right. She couldn’t give up on him. He was her person. At the end of the day, she wanted to know she had done absolutely everything she could to save her marriage.

      That started with winning her husband back.
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      Jax

      “Hey, Jax!” The chorus of greetings as soon as he stepped into Michelle’s house made him grin. The ladies were around the table in their usual spots, eating from takeout containers. As it was the end of the day, most of them had changed into casual clothing, although Suzie was still wearing her same outfit from campus. Probably because they’d had to stay a bit late today. Jax hadn’t had time to run home and change, either, but he’d taken off his tie and jacket, so he was fairly comfortable.

      Thankfully, they’d all been amenable to changing their plans to play on Friday rather than Thursday. It hadn’t occurred to him until after he’d asked, at their age, they might have something more fun to do on Friday nights, but Suzie had assured him they were happy to switch.

      “Hello, ladies.” Joining them at the table, he shrugged his bag off his shoulder, so he could get set up with his screen, guidebook, and everything else he needed to run the session. With a sigh, he figured he might as well jump right into things. “So, I think we’re only a few sessions away from the end of this campaign, and I wanted to let you know I won’t be able to do any more after it’s done.”

      “Oh, no.” Katherine was the one who spoke, but all of them sat up straighter with similar expressions of disappointment. “You’re such a good DM, though!”

      “Thank you.” The compliment warmed him. “Unfortunately, it’s become too much of a time commitment, and I can tell it’s affecting things with my wife.” He didn’t see any point in being anything but honest and hoped they’d be sympathetic, which they all were.

      “Oh, yeah, I get that,” Michelle said, nodding. “If my boyfriend was spending one night a week with a bunch of women I’d never met, I wouldn’t love it, either.”

      “You don’t trust him?” Suzie asked, looking inquisitive. Jax had heard a little about each of their significant others during their time together and had the impression Suzie wasn’t a huge fan of Michelle’s boyfriend.

      “I trust him, but that doesn’t mean I would love or even like it.” Michelle made a face. “You can trust someone and still not like a situation.”

      Wasn’t that the truth? It was exactly why he’d hidden what was going on from Esther in the beginning. He had known she would trust him but wouldn’t like the situation. Well, he’d had his fun, and now he could tell she didn’t like the situation, anyway, but at least she thought he was working too much and didn’t have extra worries. Michelle’s words backed up his initial decision not to be totally truthful with his wife, which made him feel a little better. He didn’t tell the ladies he hadn’t been completely truthful with Esther, though. Their assumption that he had been made him a little uncomfortable.

      “Well, I totally get it, and we really appreciate you continuing to DM for us when Laura decided Castles and Creatures wasn’t for her,” Katherine said earnestly.

      “I had a lot of fun doing it.” He would miss it and the weekly—and sometimes bi-weekly—sessions with them. Not that he didn’t love playing with his own friends, but he’d enjoyed being in charge, shepherding newbies in the game, and hearing them talk about what was going on in their lives. Sure, sometimes, what they talked about made him feel old, but it was so different from what he and his friends talked about, but he enjoyed it.

      “We should see how fast we can get through the rest of this campaign.” Suzie looked around at the others, clearly gauging their reactions. All of them nodded, warming Jax’s heart even more.

      “You don’t have to do that.” It was an incredibly sweet offer, but he hadn’t meant to make them feel rushed.

      “We don’t want to keep your wife waiting,” Suzie replied firmly. Unlike the others, she had actually met Esther, so perhaps she was feeling more guilt, but they were all taking her lead. She smiled at him. “Besides, I wouldn’t mind trying to run a campaign myself. This way, I can kick you out of your spot and get started faster.”

      Jax chuckled. He knew Suzie would make a good DM. She was creative, quick-thinking, and good at taking charge. That last was particularly needed. As the ladies had gotten more comfortable with the roleplay and game mechanics, they’d become more unpredictable in their choices.

      The guilt he’d felt about having to stop DMing for them melted away, knowing they’d be able to keep things up without him. Yes, he’d miss it, but he’d have the satisfaction of knowing he’d given them a successful introduction, and they would continue on without him.
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      Walking into Ulta, Esther was overwhelmed by the shiny displays and the staggering number of options. There were mirrors everywhere, reflecting her unhappiness—and her unsatisfactory appearance. She wanted to run away, which was probably why she’d never done this on her own.

      Really, including her daughter was a stroke of genius. Jennifer was already bouncing on her toes, head swiveling this way and that, excitedly taking in all the options. In that respect, she and Jennifer were so totally opposite. Having to take lessons in makeup and fashion from her own daughter was a little humiliating, but Esther was trying to write it off as a good bonding experience.

      “Ooh, I think this shade of lipstick would look great on you.” Jennifer snatched one from the stand near the entrance, picking up a little basket at the same time.

      “You do?” Esther stared at it. It was pink and looked an awful lot like all the other pink colors next to it. Yeah, they were all different shades of pink, but would one shade really look that different from the one next to it? And how did Jennifer know which shade would look good?

      Sometimes, Esther wondered if she had been born missing the makeup gene.

      “Hello, ladies, can I help you?” A young man, probably in his early twenties, stepped up next to them, beaming. He had beautiful curly hair that waved attractively across his forehead and wore bright purple eyeliner. Esther was fairly certain he was wearing more makeup than just the eyeliner, but it was so subtly done, she couldn’t really tell. Foundation probably. She knew foundation was still a thing. He definitely had the makeup gene.

      Or maybe it was a generational thing, and she was just old. That didn’t make her feel any better. Before she could respond, Jennifer jumped in.

      “Yes, please! My mom needs everything.” Stressing the last word, Jennifer sounded excited instead of judgmental, which was the only thing that kept Esther from melting into the floor in shame.

      “Ooooookay.” The young man looked at her but not into her eyes, looking over her face with intense scrutiny. Esther was sure he cataloged every line and spot. “I’m Braden. What kind of ‘everything’ are you looking for? A total makeover? Something for a specific event?”

      This time, Esther finally got a word in edgewise.

      “Total makeover.” Her voice wavered a bit, and Braden raised one carefully arched eyebrow at her. “I… well, I haven’t done a lot of makeup, ever, so something easy would be best.”

      “Of course, you haven’t, honey. With your skin and eyes, you wouldn’t need to.” The compliment was given so effortlessly, Esther blinked in surprise. He might have been buttering her up, but the matter-of-fact way he’d made the statement didn’t make it seem he was. “Makeup isn’t always for covering things up. Sometimes, it’s about playing up the features we want people to notice first, and that’s what we’re going to do with you.” Gesturing at a chair next to one of the displays, he ushered her over as he spoke.

      Something settled inside Esther. Braden didn’t seem to find her ignorance unusual or laughable, which made her feel so much better. Maybe she was too hard on herself.

      The next half hour sped by. Braden helped her choose colors with Jennifer’s assistance and showed her how to apply everything. At the end, Esther stared into the mirror. She still looked like herself, mostly. Somehow, her eyes looked a little bigger, her cheekbones stood out more, and her skin looked a little smoother.

      But she still looked like her.

      “I thought it would be more… dramatic.” This was okay, though. So she didn’t get to have her Princess Diaries’ moment. She still liked the way she looked, and she looked a little more stylish.

      “Ah, well, if you want more drama, we can give you more drama, hun.” Braden grinned, picking up the eyeshadow brush again. “Let’s start with your eyes.”

      In less than five minutes, Esther was completely transformed and gaped at herself in the mirror.

      “Wow.”

      “Wow,” Jennifer echoed. “You look like a model, Mom!”

      Braden had gone much darker with the eye shadow and lipstick for her dramatic look, using eyeliner to emphasize the shape of her eyes—which she got from her Korean mother—while also making them look even bigger. The dark eyeshadow was just enough to give her the ‘smoky eye’ she’d once tried in the past.

      “Thanks, sweetie,” Esther said, turning her head back and forth to take in the eyes and the darker shade of lipstick that made her lips pop. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to repeat this, though.”

      “That’s okay, I can help,” Jennifer sounded downright eager. It would be humbling to turn to her teenage daughter for more makeup help while trying to win back her daughter’s father, but what the heck. Why not? Jennifer had followed Braden’s tutorial closely and would likely do a much better job recreating the look than Esther.

      “Okay. Thank you.”

      Maybe after wearing makeup like this a few times, she would even get used to it. Not that she didn’t look like herself now, she did. Not like the self she was used to seeing in the mirror. More like if an evil alternate version of her had arrived and switched places with her and was now about to unleash havoc upon the world.

      Her lips quirked into a rueful smile. Her taste in tv shows and books was coming through. Even her smile looked a little more evil.

      Huh. Maybe this was why she hadn’t done much with makeup before. She hadn’t really thought about it, but the bad guys always seemed to wear more makeup, and Esther had always wanted to be a good girl. Well, hopefully, she would get used to it since this was what Jax seemed to want. It looked like the makeup Michelle was wearing in several of her Facebook pictures.

      “Can we go get you some new clothes now?” Jennifer asked as Esther got to her feet. Her teenage daughter ran a critical eye up and down Esther’s outfit. Apparently, the plain blue t-shirt, which was one of her less childish tops, and mom jeans didn’t pass muster. Here she’d thought mom jeans were coming back in style.

      “Yeah.” Might as well go all the way. The only thing she wouldn’t do was cut her hair. She loved her long hair, and so did Jax. Besides, she could make a big change just by wearing it down more often instead of up in a ponytail or bun. “A few new things.”

      Jennifer squealed, clapping her hands, obviously enjoying herself.

      “Can I get a few new things, too?”

      Laughing, Esther shrugged, winking at Braden, who came to the register with them, carrying the basket full of makeup. He was chuckling quietly at their back and forth.

      “Oh, we’ll see, I guess… if there’s any money left.”

      “Mo-om.”

      “I’m just saying, Jen, all this makeup you want me to buy looks expensive,” Esther teased.

      “I’m going to pick out the ugliest outfit I can find for you.”

      “Thanks for the heads up. Now I know not to try on anything you pick out.”

      “Ugh, you’re the worst mom.” The complaint was said with such affection, Esther couldn’t take any offense. Still grinning, she reached out and wrapped her arm around her daughter’s shoulder, pulling her in for a hug.

      “Okay, I’ll buy you the ugliest outfit I can find for you.”

      “Mom!”
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      Esther

      Nerves strained to the max, Esther could barely concentrate on the book she was trying to read to distract herself. Jennifer had already gone to bed for the night, or at least to her room, which was on the opposite end of the house from the master bedroom. Every time she heard a car driving down their street, she tensed. And every time the garage door did not open, she tensed again before forcing herself to relax.

      Face still done up, hair hanging straight on either side of her face, she was wearing a lacy bra, panty, and garter set with black stockings and black high heels. Not at all her usual lingerie.

      When she and Jax had gone to the Outlands regularly, she would wear little slips and teddies—sometimes ruffled, sometimes layered, always cute, frilly, and fun—with her hair in pigtails. She was no stranger to thigh highs—she’d worn white or pink ones with little bows on the front, but never a garter belt and never black ones with a seam up the back.

      That was young Esther, pre-kids and pre-fifty.

      She’d picked this set because it matched her new look. Her more mature, ‘I’m a sexy, desirable woman’ look. She couldn’t make herself younger, but she could do this.

      The sound of a car.

      She tensed.

      The garage door opened.

      Esther’s heart beat triple time in her chest, and her mouth went dry. She wanted to jump up, tear off the lingerie, throw on a t-shirt, and pretend she was asleep.

      What if Jax was coming from another woman’s bed?

      What if he thought she looked stupid?

      What if he laughed at her attempt to be sexy?

      Then it’s time to call the divorce lawyer.

      Maybe not for that last one, but… maybe. Rejection at this point might be the straw that broke the camel’s back.

      Being at the end of her rope was almost a relief. If this didn’t work, she could consider it a sign it wasn’t meant to be. Deciding to save her marriage, rather than ending it, hadn’t been an easy decision. She’d already swallowed plenty of her pride to make that decision.

      The downstairs door closed, and Esther jumped to her feet, putting her book on the nightstand. Taking a deep breath, she glanced in the mirror on her dresser as she posed. Her makeup still looked incredible, thanks to Braden. The smoky eye, her hair down, and the dark black lace of her bra made her look particularly sultry.

      Her breasts were bigger yet saggier than they when she and Jax had met, thanks to breastfeeding two children, but they looked good in the bra, which pushed them up into tempting mounds without being too uncomfortable. The garter belt dug into her waist a little, but it also hid the lower pouch of her stomach, the part of her body she hated the most. The panties were skimpy, and the g-string felt even more uncomfortable standing than sitting, but hopefully, she wouldn’t be wearing it for very long.

      Putting one hand on her hip, she shifted her weight, so she was posed like a model, almost all of her weight on one leg while the other foot had her toes pointed at the floor. She couldn’t decide if she felt sexy or ridiculous—it depended on Jax’s expression when he walked through their bedroom door.
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      Tonight’s session had gone later than Jax intended because the group had been so determined to get as far ahead as they could, so they wouldn’t have as many sessions left with him. He was touched and a little sad. He would miss these sessions, but going a little later on a few nights to end them sooner was a worthwhile option.

      Unsurprisingly, the house was pretty dark when he got home, though he doubted everyone was asleep. Jennifer and Daniel liked to hole up in their rooms at the end of the night rather than hang out with their parents, so the lights being off didn’t mean they were asleep.

      A little surprised Esther wasn’t downstairs watching television, a twinge of guilt hit him. Hopefully, she wasn’t upset about how late he was.

      Leaving his bag in the car, he headed into the house, carrying his jacket and tie. The downstairs lights were all off, but he knew the layout of the house well enough to bump around, especially with the dim light from the moon coming in through the windows. The days of accidentally stepping on Legos or some other painfully hard toys were long gone, so moving around in the dark house barefoot didn’t carry the same dangers it once had.

      Light showed under the door of his and Esther’s bedroom. She was still up. Jax tensed as he approached, already martialing his excuses why he was extra late tonight. It would be so much easier to tell her the truth, but that day was long past. If he told her what he’d been doing on his late nights, it would seem so much more suspect than it really was, and she’d be hurt he’d lied to her for so long. Just a few more weeks to get through, then he could stop sneaking around, and everything would go back to normal.

      Taking a deep breath, Jax opened the door and felt as if someone had punched him straight in his gut, forcing all the air out of his body as he stared at his wife. At least, he thought it was his wife. It looked like her, mostly, except it was Esther, as he’d never seen her before.

      The only time she’d worn this much makeup was for their wedding day, and she hadn’t had those dark, smoky eyes or bright-red lips. Her hair was down, some of it hanging over one shoulder, nearly touching the lacy top of her bra. The black lace over her creamy skin made it clear there was nothing under the lace. Nope. He could see right through it.

      She looked like a sex kitten, complete with the pose, and Jax had to blink several times to make sure he wasn’t hallucinating. Esther smiled.

      “Welcome home.” Even her voice was different, lower and smoother. What the hell was going on?

      “Well, hello.” He finally got words out, giving his head a little shake as he tossed his jacket and tie onto the dresser, kicking the door shut behind him. “You look amazing.”

      She did. Even though he wasn’t sure he liked the new look, Jax knew better than to say it out loud. If she liked it and it made her feel good, that was what mattered. Him feeling like she didn’t look like his wife… those words sure as hell wouldn’t pass his lips.

      Stepping forward, he appreciatively ran his gaze over her body. Not his favorite kind of lingerie, but hey, lace was lace, and he could appreciate Esther in anything.

      “Thank you.” Real relief was in her voice and eyes, and he realized she wasn’t as sure of this new look as she was pretending to be. So why had she done it? He knew this must have been what she and Jen had been up to this evening. He doubted Esther had asked their daughter to help her pick out lingerie but definitely the makeup.

      “Is this all for me?” he asked, putting his hands on her waist, then running them up and down her sides. His cock stirred with interest.

      Damn. When was the last time they’d had sex? It had been a while.

      “You know it.” Esther stepped into him, rubbing against him, and Jax’s cock jerked to life, quickly thickening with his mostly naked wife pressed against him. She breathed in deeply and wrapped her arms around his neck. Her nose nuzzled against his skin, and Jax groaned. Sliding his hands down her sides to cup her ass… holy shit—she was wearing a thong. His cock jerked against her soft stomach.
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      No lipstick on his collar, no scent of another woman, and little Jax was very happy to see her. Her arousal surged along with her relief. There was no way Jax had been out with another woman tonight. Or, if he had been, they hadn’t had sex. In their youth, Jax had been able to go two or three rounds in one night, but that had ended in their thirties, and by their forties, he was down to one a night. Esther had never minded because it meant they took more time with each round, and Jax was very, very good at taking his time.

      Like right now, as he claimed her lips, dominating her with his kiss while his hands squeezed her buttocks, pulling her firmly against him. The hard ridge of his erection dug into her stomach, and she rocked against it. The lace over her nipples was scratchy as the little buds puckered, rubbing against his shirt, the combination of fabrics stimulating her.

      She moaned against his lips as he bent her back, taking over what she’d started. Having him hold her like this, his hands roaming over her bare skin, cock achingly hard against her body, set her senses aflame with need for him. Long-buried need that had been so pent up, she hadn’t even realized it was there until now.

      Esther wanted the physical reassurance she was still desirable, that her husband still loved her… that she wasn’t making a massive mistake, trying to save their marriage.

      She was getting it.

      Her husband’s hands gripped her as hers slid over his shirt, seeking the buttons. Moving toward the bed, they stumbled a little, shedding his clothes as they went. Excitement, as much as arousal, drove her. Feeling Jax’s desire, the relief he was here with her and hadn’t been with another woman, knowing her ploy was working, was a triumph to be celebrated.

      So what if she had never been great at makeup? She could learn. She would dress better. Do her hair better. Maybe this would be like a second coming-of-age for her. And she could still give Jax what he needed, even though his needs had changed.

      Maybe this was her sign it was time to grow up from being his babygirl.

      They tumbled onto the bed, Jax’s hard body atop hers. Even though she knew, thanks to her friend Leah, Jax hadn’t been going to the gym with his friends as often as he said, he was still in incredible shape, especially for a man his age. Esther loved the feel of him on top of her, his body between her legs, arms on either side of her, caging her in. She’d always felt safest here, and she’d missed it.

      “Jax!” she gasped out as he ended their kiss and moved his lips over the sensitive skin of her neck. Leaning on one arm, his free hand moved over her side, from her breast to the crook of her knee, then back up again.

      Dragging her nails over his shoulders, the way she knew he liked, she slid them up his neck to the stubble atop his head. Her sexy bald Daddy. Esther bit her lip against saying the word aloud, not wanting to ruin the moment, in case that wasn’t what he wanted from her anymore. He hadn’t acted like her Daddy for well over a year now.

      It was fine.

      They’d be fine.

      As he nipped the top of her breast, his hand cupping the other, his mouth moved to her nipple, sucking the tender bud through the scratchy lace. Esther moaned and writhed beneath him. Relationships changed over the years. Maybe their relationship was no longer about him being a Daddy but about hot vanilla sex. For two people in their fifties, that was pretty good, right?

      It would be enough. It had to be.
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      Jax

      Esther was going off into her head. Sometimes, her thoughts would go off on their own little tangents, but Jax had always expected her to be present when he was trying to pleasure her. Naughty girl.

      With a little growl, Jax bit down on her nipple. Felt her response. Heard her gasp. Esther wasn’t a hardcore masochist, but she liked a bit of pain with her pleasure. She compared it to adding salt to chocolate chip cookies to enhance the sweetness.

      His wife writhed, moaning as he laved his tongue over her nipple, like an apology for the nip. Not that she minded. Moving his mouth back and forth between her nipples, he sucked and licked, dragging his teeth over the lace of her bra, teasing her horribly.

      He owed her some serious pleasure. It had been far too long, and he’d been so busy lately…

      Not that he was only pleasuring her out of guilt. He sure as hell enjoyed it as well. Running his hands all over her body, remembering why he loved sex with her. Yes, she was wearing different lingerie and had done her makeup differently, but she was still Esther, still his babygirl, though he took his cue from her appearance and didn’t call her that. She didn’t look like she wanted to be his babygirl tonight.

      It was enough they were together, touching each other, pleasuring each other. Reaffirming their attraction and love for each other.

      “Jax!” She writhed again when he bit her nipple a little harder before giving it a final suckle and moving away, pressing his lips to her stomach. His hands caressed her breasts, squeezing and playing with them through the wet lace. While they were bigger than they’d once been, they fit easily into Jax’s hands, and he enjoyed how well they filled his palms.

      His cock rubbed against the bedsheets as he moved down her body. Thankfully, she’d put the thong on over her garters so he wouldn’t need to get scissors to cut them off. Moving onto his knees, he quickly pulled her panties off, tossing them to the side, then settled back into place—with a slight difference.

      Sliding his hands under her thighs before moving them back up to her breasts, the position forced her legs apart. He draped them over his shoulders, exposing her bare pussy to him.

      “Good girl,” he murmured before lowering his head between her thighs. Esther moaned, her hips jerking upward when his tongue delved between her wet lips. She tasted like peaches and cream, his sweet girl. Jax pressed his lips against hers, devouring her with single-minded intensity.
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      Oh… holy…

      Esther stretched her arms up to grab the spindles of their headboard. She didn’t need Jax to order her to. From their long time together, she knew what he expected—and she wouldn’t make him stop to give her a spanking for not doing so. She didn’t want him to ever stop.

      There was a massive difference between a man who went down on a woman to get her wet and one who went down on a woman because he loved having his head between her thighs. Jax was definitely the latter. His hands moved on her breasts, expertly pinching and twisting her nipples, while his tongue and lips went to work on her pussy. He licked, sucked, and nibbled, working his tongue up and down between her lips, teasing her clit before moving away again, making her squirm with growing need.

      Jax knew exactly how to touch her, stimulate her, make her hotter and wetter. As he lavished attention on her pussy, she clenched emptily, wanting him inside her. Biting her lip against begging, she let him have his way with her, knowing from long experience, he would take his time even more if she started pleading for him to move faster.

      She moved her hips, trying to rub herself against his face, desperate for the climax growing inside her. The need was becoming painful in its urgency, her body quivering on the edge of ecstasy without having quite enough to fall over into climax.

      Mean Daddy.

      “Jaaaaaaax.” She dragged his name out while her hips moved up and down. In response, he pinched hard on her nipples as he suckled her clit.

      Esther cried out, fingers tightening around the spindles as waves of hot rapture burst inside her. Jax continued suckling her, the sensation becoming so intense, it was as painful as it was pleasurable, and she writhed against his lips. When he finally raised his head, Esther went limp on the bed, panting.

      Rising onto his knees, like a dark god, Jax loomed over her, fisting his cock with one hand.

      “Good girl.” His deep voice rolled through her, and she shivered, smiling happily at the accolade which never failed to warm her inside and out. “Keep holding onto the headboard.”

      Hands slid from her thighs to her breasts, then back down again, lifting her legs up and apart, so the head of his cock pressed against her. Esther moaned and closed her eyes as Jax’s cock slid inside her. She was hot, wet, and swollen from her first orgasm, and the sensation of him finally pushing into her was utterly delicious.
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      Looking down at Esther—who was being such a good girl holding onto the headboard the way she knew he liked—Jax could only reflect on how fucking lucky he was. She was stunning. It didn’t matter that her makeup was running or her lingerie wasn’t what he would have picked for her—she was utterly gorgeous.

      Hot, tight, wet silk engulfed his cock. He’d always loved the sight of his cock filling her pussy, the contrast of his dark, almost purplish shaft pushing between her tawny, dusky rose pink lips. When he pulled back, his cock was coated with her arousal, slick and wet, making it easier to thrust in deeper.

      Holding her hips, he kept her lower body elevated, hips canted upward to meet his thrusts, while her head thrashed back and forth between her arms. She was stretched out before him like a sweet offering, a ready receptacle for their combined passion.

      Her legs wrapped around his back, muscles tightening as she tried to pull him deeper. Chuckling, Jax set a pace of slow, steady thrusts, sure to drive her wild as he ground his groin against her splayed pussy lips and swollen clit every time he filled her.

      “Jax… oh, Jax… oh, please…” Her eyelashes fluttered, lips pressing together after she said his name.

      She was already close to another orgasm.

      “Not yet, baby.” He released one hip and gave the side of her bottom a quick, sharp slap, and Esther cried out again, her pussy clenching around him. A few more swats—nothing strong enough to really hurt her, but enough to add that little sting she so enjoyed and warmed his palm—the grip of her legs crushed his sides.

      Pulling on his self-restraint, Jax contained himself for a few more minutes before he finally gave in with a groan, thrusting hard and fast, riding her with all the pent-up passion he had saved inside him.
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      As Jax let loose the reins of his control, Esther screamed his name. The bed’s frame creaked from her pulling on it, her body moving against his, beneath his, in perfect unison. Incredibly sensitive, she could feel every tiny motion of his cock, every inch as it thrust and receded inside her. The long, hard strokes were coming faster, harder, relentlessly pounding into her. She cried out as the vortex of painful pleasure geysered inside her.

      “Jax… oh, God… Jax!”

      Daddy…

      The word was on the tip of her tongue, but she held it back. Barely.

      “Fuck… Esther…” Her name, said in a guttural tone, was the last thing she needed to send her careening over the edge into pure erotic bliss. Liquid heat burst inside her as Jax’s cock buried fully inside her, his body rocking against hers as her legs tightened around him.

      She finally let go of the headboard when she felt his cock throbbing against the spasming walls of her pussy and held him close to her. She felt closer to him than she had in months, with him inside her, wrapped around her, his weight crushing her down into the mattress. Esther had always enjoyed being crushed by him. As long as she could still breathe, it was one of her favorite places in the world.

      Eventually, Jax shifted on top of her, kissing the top of her head before rolling off her. She sighed at the loss of warmth. But she needed to get cleaned up.

      “That was quite a welcome home,” he said, running his hand over her head down to her neck in a caress. Esther smiled, feeling a bit of her old sassy self returning.

      “Maybe you should be home more often to be welcomed,” she retorted, teasing. Yes, she meant it, but she was so happy right now, it didn’t have the sting it could have.

      “Oh, definitely. I shouldn’t need to work late as much soon.” Jax grinned, settling back against the pillow, closing his eyes. He looked exhausted.

      Esther’s heart skipped a beat, but he didn’t elaborate or open his eyes again. After a long moment, his breath evened out, and he let out a little snore. Seemed she’d completely worn him out. Well, good.

      He wouldn’t need to work late so much, soon? Because he was no longer having an affair? Or maybe because Esther had now shown him she could give him everything he needed. He certainly seemed to have liked the new look, but she really wished she knew when he’d made this decision.

      Inwardly sighing, Esther got to her feet and headed to the bathroom to get cleaned up. She supposed she would get used to her new appearance. Though when she saw herself in the bathroom mirror, she let out a small shriek. Her makeup had not survived sex with Jax. It wasn’t terrible, but it wasn’t good either.

      The smoky eye was well on its way to becoming racoon-eyed, and her red lipstick was smeared. Ugh. This was what he liked now? Shaking her head, Esther went to work, cleaning off and stripping out of her lingerie. She sighed with relief when she put on one of Jax’s t-shirts, which was what she normally slept in.

      Much more comfortable.

      If makeup and less childish clothing were what it took to keep her husband, it was a sacrifice Esther would make. Considering how tonight had gone, she knew she was on the right track.
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      When Jax woke up, Esther was already out of bed, which was surprising. Normally, she turned her alarm clock off and went back to sleep. Jax would have to drag her out of bed after he already had his shower.

      Even more surprising, Esther was sitting in the little vanity area next to their bathroom. There was an awful lot of new-looking makeup, which she must have picked up while shopping last night. Not that Esther never wore makeup, she just didn’t do it very often, and she didn’t wear a lot. Seeing her sitting there, first thing in the morning, doing her makeup was a jolt to his system and not an entirely pleasant one.

      “Hey, honey.” He put his hands on her shoulders and dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “What’s all this?”

      “Just trying something new. I look pretty good, right?”

      The little note of uncertainty in her voice had him nodding his head. She did look good. Unlike last night, she didn’t look all that different than she usually did, which he found reassuring. At least she wasn’t changing everything.

      “You look gorgeous, but you always do. Your eyes look even brighter.” Jax was torn. He didn’t want her to think she hadn’t been gorgeous yesterday, before the makeup, but he also didn’t want to accidentally step in a landmine for whatever was prompting this new look. Complimenting both seemed safest.

      “Thanks.” She studied herself in the mirror and smiled. “I think I did a pretty good job. Do you think the people at work will notice?”

      “Maybe. Did someone say something to you there?”

      “No… I just… you know.” She shrugged. “Trying a new look.”

      Which was what she said before. Something about the repetition made him feel increasingly unsettled. Jax looked over her head in the mirror, meeting her eyes.

      “I don’t know much about makeup, but you always look good to me.” He dropped another kiss on her head then stepped into the bathroom, trying to push away the raw feeling in his gut that something was very wrong. That somehow, his Esther had been replaced by a new Esther. One whose motivations he was increasingly unsure about.

      Last night, the makeup and lingerie had definitely been for him, but what about this morning?

      Why was she wondering about what people at work would think?

      Most importantly, what had changed in the past twenty-four hours to prompt this change?
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      Esther

      “Oh, Mom, you look amazing!” Jennifer gushed when Esther finally joined them at the breakfast table. It had taken her a few tries to get everything right, and she hadn’t managed it quite as well as Braden had, but she was pretty proud of her first attempt at the ‘day’ look.

      Daniel looked up and blinked, scrunching his nose as he studied her up and down.

      “You look different.” To Esther’s amusement, his tone was almost accusing. Her youngest didn’t always do well with change. Jennifer elbowed him in the side.

      “Good different, right?” The prompting tone wasn’t lost on Daniel, and after a second, he nodded his head, but the little wrinkle between his eyebrows remained. Sometimes, he reminded her so much of Jax. Though with Jax, she was pretty sure the little wrinkle in his brow had been because he was confused about her motivation, not because he didn’t like the change.

      That was fine, too.

      “Thank you,” she replied serenely, sitting and helping herself to some cereal.

      The weekend sped by with a few odd looks from Jax, but he was around all weekend. When he went to the gym on Sunday, Esther refrained from contacting their friends to find out if he’d actually gone. Since he showered at the gym, she couldn’t do much to find out if he’d been with another woman other than asking their friends… and instigate a little afternoon delight.

      Just like Friday night, Jax was eager to jump into bed with her. She was the one who’d needed a little lube, which wasn’t unusual at her age. His eagerness made her feel much more secure. Maybe when he was in his twenties, he’d have had the stamina to jump from one bed to another, with no advance notice, but he sure as heck didn’t now. Which meant her new look was working, firming her resolve to keep it up.

      She missed their old connection, but this was better than losing her husband. In time, she’d adjust.

      On Monday, she went into the office, and almost everyone noticed the makeup, either complimenting her or asking if she was going somewhere after work. That second reaction told her how unusual it was for her to wear makeup, her hair down, and nicer than usual clothes. The first reaction amused her because it felt like people thought they should compliment her because she had changed her look.

      Studying herself in the bathroom mirror in the middle of the afternoon, she still wasn’t sure how she felt about her new look. People’s reactions told her she was supposed to feel good—and she supposed she did—but she didn’t entirely feel like herself. On the other hand, constant compliments were nice. She’d definitely take the boost to her ego.

      Stepping out of the bathroom, she had to hold back a laugh when she passed a guy from marketing in the hall, and he did such a hard double-take, he actually tripped.

      “Woah, you okay there?” she asked. Roger… that was his name. He was in his twenties, a fairly new hire, and a pretty good-looking guy. Making him trip over his own two feet felt even better than all the compliments, especially since he was around Michelle Cain’s age. It was nice to get attention from someone so much younger and know Jax wasn’t the only one who could.

      “Yes, ah, sorry. Uh, you look really nice today.” He gave her an awkward thumbs up before fleeing the scene. Esther giggled all the way back to her desk.
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      Every day Esther woke up and did her makeup, the little knot of tension in the pit of Jax’s stomach wound a little tighter.

      Was this a midlife crisis?

      He ignored the little voice in the back of his head, the one that said when a spouse started suddenly putting new interest into their appearance, it meant they’d found someone they wanted to look good for.

      He ignored the urge to reach for his Daddy Dom side and spank some answers out of her when she got sexy with him on Sunday afternoon. They had hot vanilla sex without a single sign she wanted to get into her babygirl headspace, and that was that.

      He ignored the stab of jealous possessiveness when Esther told the story about her young co-worker tripping over his feet when he saw her. If she was dressing up for someone at work, he didn’t think it was this Roger.

      Wednesday was game night with their friends, and it was their reactions he was the most interested in. They’d been playing Castles & Creatures with the same group of friends for decades now. Their friendship had been formed through their mutual love of the game and of kink, and Jax counted all of them as his best friends.

      He was especially interested in Leah’s and Cyana’s reactions. Not that Gavin and Aiden, the other two men, wouldn’t have good insights, but they tended to split along gender lines when spending time together… well, until recently when Gavin and Leah had reconciled after ten years of being divorced. Although Gavin wasn’t spending extra time with Esther just because he and Leah were joined at the hip again. Which was why Jax was less interested in Gavin’s response.

      Holding Esther’s hand, Jax made sure he was the first through the door at Leah’s house. Since the door swung inward, it made sense. He held the door open for her but would also be able to see everyone’s expressions as they looked up to say hello. Mostly, he wanted to know if he was the only one who’d been blindsided by Esther’s new look.

      Today, she was wearing a dress—something she never used to wear to work, much less to game night—and she hadn’t changed into something more comfortable for game night. Her hair was down, as it had been for days now, and she’d even touched up her makeup before they’d left the house.

      Gavin and Leah were standing in her kitchen, whispering to each other and looking a little lovesick. Not too surprising since Gavin had recently moved out of the apartment he’d been living in and into this house. It was still hard to think of it as anything but ‘Leah’s house,’ but eventually, Jax would get used to it.

      Their friend, Cyana, was sitting on the couch, ignoring the two lovebirds. She looked up at Esther and Jax as they came in, a smile on her face. When she got a good look at Esther, her smile froze, and she blinked rapidly, her eyebrows lifting—which, for Cyana, was the equivalent of screaming ‘What the fuck?’

      She was the only Domme among their group of friends and tended to be rigidly controlled.

      “Well, hello there. Did you two just come from a date or something?” There was an odd note to Cyana’s voice. She tilted her head, and her sleek silver hair brushed against her shoulder. The color was especially startling against the mahogany brown of her skin, but it looked good. She said the steely color made her even more intimidating—especially helpful in her private investigations.

      “Nope.” Jax kept his voice mild. “Just work.”

      Cyana blinked again, her eyes narrowed. Gavin and Leah finally looked up from each other, their attention drawn by the odd conversation. As tall as Jax, Gavin was slightly less muscular, with salt-and-pepper hair and beard and piercing blue eyes that immediately skipped Jax and zeroed in on Esther. His eyes widened, and he openly gaped.

      Out of all of them, Leah recovered the fastest.

      “Ooh, I love that dress, Esther! And your makeup! Did you get it done?”

      With her hand still in his, Jax could feel the tension in his wife’s fingers as she answered Leah, despite the breezy tone she adopted.

      “Jen and I went to Ulta on Friday, so I could have someone show me how to do it. You like?”

      Well, at least now, he had his answer. None of his friends had known about Esther’s sudden interest in changing up her appearance.
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      Feeling a bit like an animal at the zoo, Esther let go of Jax’s hand and made a beeline for the bottle of wine on Leah’s counter. Was wearing a dress and makeup really cause for so much comment from her friends?

      You know it is.

      Heck, she’d almost chickened out and put on one of her usual t-shirts and yoga pants, the way she normally dressed for game night. Her new look was basically the bat signal that something was up. Leah already knew something was. She was the one who told Esther Jax hadn’t been going to the gym on Sundays with Aiden and Gavin as he’d claimed—which meant Gavin knew because he’d been the one to tell Leah.

      They didn’t know what Esther had done after Leah told her. They didn’t know Esther had tracked Jax’s phone or about her new plan to save her marriage.

      Cyana was the one she was most worried about. As observant as she was protective, Cyana also had strong opinions about everything. Once she knew what was going on… well, she had the best chance of talking Esther out of saving her marriage. Esther hated disappointing Cyana. Well, she hated disappointing anyone, but Cyana topped the list. If she could choose someone to be like, it would be Cyana—tough as nails, always put-together, and completely confident.

      “You look great,” Leah said, hurrying over to wrap Esther up in a hug, forestalling any questions, and Esther was grateful. Not quite as intimidating as Cyana, Leah was another person who always looked put-together. Her greying blonde hair was hanging loose over her shoulders in soft waves, and she’d changed into jeans and a comfortable shirt rather than her work clothes, looking both classy and approachable.

      “Thank you.” Hugging her back, Esther did her best to relax.

      “Gorgeous.” Gavin, Leah’s ex-husband and current boyfriend, came up to add his hug, the corners of his blue eyes creasing as he grinned at her. He had a swoon-worthy Scottish accent that always made Esther sigh internally when she listened to him talk. “Any man would be lucky to have you.”

      There was a bit of a sharp edge to his voice, and she was pretty sure he glanced at Jax as he spoke. Biting her lip, Esther kept from scolding him.

      “That’s always been true,” Cyana pointed out, coming up for her hug, her glass of red wine still in her hand. Her dark gaze skittered over Esther, then Jax, as though she was hunting for clues about what was going on. Clearly, she suspected there was more than what she could see on the surface, and she wasn’t wrong.

      “Yes, it has,” Jax agreed. There was a note of suspicion in his voice that made Esther want to kick her friends. Maybe she should have given them a heads-up, but seriously, couldn’t anyone play it cool?

      Thankfully, before things could get any more awkward, the door opened again, and Aiden came barreling into the room, bringing the delicious scent of bread, tomato sauce, and cheese with him. Mmm, pizza.

      “Hey, everybody!”

      Esther and Jax turned to face him to say hi. Aiden, another Dom, looked a lot like Jeffrey Dean Morgan but goofier. He almost always sported a big grin and had a love of getting under peoples’ skin, especially his fellow Doms.

      Despite being a big goofball most of the time, he was far from unobservant. As everyone chorused their greetings, his gaze flitted over them before finally landing on Esther, and his double-take was almost comical.

      “Damn, Esther, you look amazing. Are you shopping for a new man or something?”

      Just like that, it was awkward again.
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      Jax

      Playing C&C wasn’t having the normal relaxing effect it usually did. Jax couldn’t get everyone’s reactions and words out of his mind.

      Gavin and Leah had made comments that made Jax feel like he needed to defend himself, except he was pretty sure he knew where those comments were coming from—everyone thought he hadn’t been spending enough time with Esther. They seemed to think her new look had something to do with him, and he really didn’t have a defense for that. All he could do was grin and bear it and make a promise to himself he would spend more time with her.

      It was Aiden’s comment that bothered him the most, though.

      Was Esther looking for more attention from others because she hadn’t been getting it from him?

      Was there someone specific, other than him, she wanted attention from?

      While he didn’t think Esther would ever cheat on him, he didn’t like the idea she was looking for attention from others because he wasn’t giving her enough.

      That seemed to be what his friends were hinting at with their comments and pointed looks. Jax had to grit his teeth and take it because he knew, on some level, they were right. It made for one of the less enjoyable C&C evenings he could remember.

      “While you’re taking your rest, do you want to do anything?” Gavin asked, opening up the opportunity for roleplay, which was probably Jax’s least favorite part of C&C. Preferring the in-the-heat-of-the-moment roleplay, he wasn’t as into the character and relationship-building stuff.

      Hmmm... maybe that was something he should think about. In his real life, he needed to do more relationship-building things with Esther.

      “Yes,” Cyana said immediately, sitting up straight. “I want to feed Dog a treat.”

      Reactions around the table were predictable. Gavin, who was running everything and hadn’t wanted the dog included in the game, sighed heavily. Esther and Leah giggled, and Aiden shook his head smugly. When Dog—the pet they’d picked up in a previous session, who still didn’t have a real name because they couldn’t all agree on one—had joined their party, thanks to Aiden, Cyana and Jax hadn’t been interested until Gavin had come up with a point system to figure out who the dog loved the best. Sure, now he said it was who the dog was most loyal to, but they all knew it was who the dog loved the most.

      Cyana and Aiden had been in a head-to-head battle for the top spot for a few weeks now. Although Jax had become slightly more interested when Gavin inadvertently made it a competition, he was happy to let Cyana and Aiden duke it out rather than waste even more time trying to beat either of them. Cyana hadn’t cared until Gavin had come up with the loyalty point system.

      “Fine.” Gavin’s Scottish brogue was clipped with amused annoyance. He liked to pretend he hated the dog’s addition to the party, but they could all tell he found the whole thing entertaining. “Roll for animal handling.”

      Shaking her dice, Cyana tossed them into her tray. Her face fell so fast, it was comical.

      “Five.” She sighed. Aiden pumped his fist in the air, earning a death glare. There was no way she moved ahead of him with that roll.

      Gavin’s lips twitched.

      “Dog has been overfed, and he throws up all over your shoes. Giving you a baleful eye, he slinks away and settles down on the other side of the campfire to glare at you.”

      Leah snorted with laughter, and Esther dissolved in a puddle of giggles as Cyana turned a baleful eye on Gavin. Leaning back in his seat, Jax slid his arm along the back of Esther’s, letting her lean into him while she laughed. She might have changed her appearance, but she hadn’t changed inside. He hoped.
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      They hit the midgame break, and Cyana didn’t hesitate to kick the guys out to the back patio, so she could have ‘lady time’ with Esther and Leah… a.k.a. “Interrogate Esther” time.

      Esther settled down on the couch with a sigh, not at all surprised when Cyana appeared in front of her, arms crossed in front of her chest, studying her with narrow eyes.

      “Okay. What the fuck is going on?” Her tone was actually gentler than Esther had been expecting, almost worried. Esther sighed and exchanged a glance at Leah, who had some idea of what was going on.

      “Do you want to tell her?” Esther asked. Somehow, now that it was time to say it out loud, she couldn’t find the words, and they had little time. Besides, in some ways, it had all started with Leah.

      The narrow-eyed look Cyana slanted Leah’s way was much more pointed than the one she’d directed at Esther. No mercy for Leah, apparently.

      “Gavin mentioned Jax hadn’t been to the gym with him and Aiden in a while, so I told Esther.”

      Cyana’s gaze bounced back to Esther.

      Well, when Leah said it like that, it sounded much simpler than it felt. That was exactly what had happened. She didn’t need to explain to Cyana that Jax had been working a lot of late hours and still been going to the gym every weekend with the guys—so he’d said.

      “And then?”

      Esther sighed, rubbing her hands on her thighs, messing with the skirt. She tugged it back down to her knees. This was why she hated wearing skirts and dresses. They were always riding up and slipping out of place.

      “Then I took some time to think… then I tracked his phone.” Esther rushed through the explanation, avoiding her friends’ gazes. She didn’t want their judgment over her decision, didn’t want to face their disapproval or their questions about why she’d stay with him after he… yeah. She didn’t even want to think about it, not after how good the past few days had been. She didn’t want to be told she was doing it wrong, so she hurried to tell them how things had already changed.

      As she finished up, Cyana sat in ominous silence. Leah looked thoughtful, tapping her fingers on her wine glass and glancing down the hall toward the backdoor. They wouldn’t have much longer before the guys came back—which Esther was grateful for. Less time for them to scold her.

      “You sure this is what you want?” Cyana asked after a long moment. For a moment, it looked like she was going to say more, then she pressed her lips together, clearly holding back. Esther appreciated her restraint.

      “Yes,” she said as firmly as she could. Was there a little niggle of doubt at the back of her mind? Absolutely. She was easily influenced by the opinions of her closest friends. Other people, not so much, but Cyana and Leah? Their opinions mattered to her, and she didn’t want them to think less of her, but they weren’t the ones who had to live with her decision.

      “Okay then.” Cyana nodded, the little lines around her lips tightening even more.

      Leah exchanged a wide-eyed look with Esther.

      “Really? No advice? No lecture?” Suspicion reared its ugly head. “Wait, do you know something I don’t?”

      “No, but I’m going to find out.” Cyana’s tone was almost grim.

      “Cyana—”

      Noise at the back of the house indicated the menfolk were returning. Esther threw up her hands. It wasn’t as if she’d be able to stop Cyana, anyway. If Jax kept seeing that Michelle chick, even as things were getting better in their marriage, well… this time, she’d rather know sooner than later. She wouldn’t bury her head in the sand anymore.
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      As soon as they were outside and away from Esther, Cyana, and Leah, Jax started questioning Gavin and Aiden.

      “Do you know what’s going on with Esther?”

      “What do you mean?” Aiden asked, his forehead wrinkling with puzzlement. “Other than she looks extra nice tonight? Oh, wait, is that what you mean?”

      Aiden was useless. Observant as hell when he was in Dom mode at the Outlands, but when it came to relationships or noticing what was going on with a woman outside of a scene, not so much. Jax turned his scowl on Gavin, who was studying him intently.

      “You know something.” It wasn’t a question.

      “I am Jon Snow.” Gavin spread his hands wide, holding them up in a kind of surrender.

      “Ha!” Aiden chortled, appreciating the Game of Thrones reference, even if Jax didn’t. He didn’t believe for a second Gavin knew nothing.

      “Don’t give me that. I know you know something. Did Leah tell you something about what’s going on with Esther?”

      “What about what’s going on with you?” Gavin cocked his head, tipping his scotch glass toward Jax before bringing it to his lips to take a sip. “You’re acting weird tonight. Don’t you like Esther’s new look?”

      “I like her new look fine, but I don’t know where it’s coming from or why she’s doing it.” He scowled. “I know I haven’t been the most attentive husband lately, but you don’t think she’s… do you think she’s… I mean, do you think this is some kind of midlife crisis or something?”

      Aiden shrugged, leaning against the deck railing.

      The night was beautiful. They could see the stars and the moon sparkling in the sky, though the sun hadn’t fully set. Summer nights started late.

      Jax itched to go back inside, but he doubted the ladies would be done with their conversation yet.

      “What’s wrong if it is?” Aiden asked. “She looks good. Is she doing anything else differently?”

      Jax looked around to make sure no one was listening, even though there was no one anywhere near hearing distance.

      “She initiated sex a couple times, but, you know, not as a babygirl. Regular sex.”

      “Vanilla?” Aiden made a face. “Where’s the fun in that?”

      “It’s been plenty of fun, it just… do you think it means she doesn’t want to be my babygirl anymore?” He sounded as if he was whining, which he wasn’t proud of, but he felt like whining. If that was what Esther wanted, he’d do it, but he’d miss being her Daddy Dom. He didn’t want to give up that part of himself. Sure, it had been a long time since they’d gotten kinky, but he hadn’t thought it was the end.

      Shit. He really wished he’d made more of an effort to keep up that part of their life. If he’d ever thought it might actually be over one day, he would have. That Esther had already called him Daddy for the last time… Well, hell. The more important thing was making his wife happy. He could mourn the loss of that part of their life later.

      “Maybe she wants your attention,” Gavin suggested, a wicked smile curling his lips. “Are you sure you don’t want the name of my and Leah’s couples’ therapist? She’s kink-friendly.”

      It wasn’t the first time he’d made the offer, but it was the first time Jax had really considered it. Before this past week, he would have said they didn’t need to. When he didn’t say no right away, Gavin raised his eyebrows.

      “Have you asked Esther what’s going on?” Gavin asked.

      “Of course, I have. She said she’s trying out a new look.” It felt as though there was more to it, especially after coming here tonight and seeing their friends’ reactions.

      “Mmmm.” The little noise wasn’t very revealing, but Jax was sure Gavin knew more than he was saying. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem he was going to share what he was thinking.

      That was fine. Jax would figure it out and fix it on his own. Well… maybe he’d also call Gavin’s therapist. She’d helped Gavin convince Leah to give him another chance, and they’d been divorced for the past decade. He and Esther weren’t nearly that bad off.
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      Esther

      The rest of the C&C game was a little awkward, or maybe it only felt that way. Maybe it was only her imagination everyone’s eyes were always on her.

      By the time she and Jax got in the car to head home, she was jumpy and a little on edge. Not seeming to notice, Jax got the car started and reached over to put one hand on her thigh. Automatically, Esther reached for it, twining her fingers around his. Funny, she hadn’t really thought about it until now, but they always did this. It was one thing they had going for them. Despite everything else, Jax always wanted to hold her hand. She’d taken it for granted for a long time, but if he hadn’t done it, she would have noticed, and it would have hurt.

      “So, what did you and the ladies talk about?” he asked, his voice casual. Too casual. So much for hoping he hadn’t noticed how their friends had reacted to her new look. Part of Esther wished she had dressed down for game night, but another part of her—a little vindictive part of her—thought it was nice that Jax was now the one worrying.

      How many months had it felt like there was something going on with him she didn’t know about? Now the shoe was on the other foot, and it felt kinda good. Vindicating even.

      How do you like it, Jax?

      “Oh, not much. I think Cyana wanted to make sure I wasn’t having a midlife crisis or something.” It looked like Jax flinched, but she couldn’t really tell in the dark. Interesting. Was that what he thought?

      Well, he wasn’t entirely wrong.

      Leaving him guessing didn’t hurt, though. Maybe that was part of why he’d lost interest in her. There had been no mystery left in their marriage. She’d made herself too available to him. Some men just like the chase. Granted, she’d never thought Jax was that kind of man—it wasn’t as if he’d changed after they got married—but maybe the years had worn on him.

      “What did you and the guys talk about?” she asked before he could continue to question her. Besides, she really wanted to know.

      Jax hesitated only a moment, as though he was thinking about how much he wanted to say. Uh-huh. He wondered why she didn’t feel like talking, but he surprised her.

      “Gavin asked if we’d like to go see his therapist. Is that something you’d like to do?”

      “Do you think we need to?” She was genuinely curious about his answer and also a little confused. Since she was the one still fully invested in the marriage, shouldn’t she be the one asking for counseling?

      One shoulder lifted in a little shrug, his hand shifting slightly on her lap.

      “Nah, I know we hit a bit of a rut for a while, but we’re getting better, right?”

      “Right.” She agreed, she did, but something churned in her stomach.

      They were getting better because she was pretending to be something she wasn’t. But… fake it till you make it. At least she knew it was working. So, why did she suddenly feel like crying?

      Turning her head to look out the window at the passing landscape in the dark, Esther swallowed the lump in her throat and blinked away the tears that threatened.
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      Entering Michelle’s house, he felt extra guilty. He’d seen how disappointed Esther was when he’d said he had to work late tonight. Even the welcoming smiles from the group didn’t puncture his mood. He did his best, forcing a smile onto his lips, but he couldn’t stop thinking about how Esther would react to another late night.

      As far as he knew, she was staying in tonight, but tomorrow, she was supposed to have a ladies’ night with Leah and Cyana. If she was feeling neglected, would she use that time to get the attention she felt he wasn’t giving her? Would Leah and Cyana encourage her to?

      He felt torn. Esther was his first responsibility, but he felt like he owed this little group something, too. Watching them go from learning to loving the game, seeing how they grew, and being so close to the end, he just wanted to give them the best ending to their campaign he could without damaging his marriage. Was that so much to ask?

      “Hey, Jax!” The chorused greeting was full of happiness to see him, but more than one lady gave him a quizzical look.

      “Hello, everyone.” He sat down in his chair. Michelle and Katherine glanced at each other. Suzie’s brow furrowed.

      “Hey, what’s wrong? Was Esther mad you had to come tonight?” Suzie’s voice was all concern, and another flash of guilt went through Jax. He was so tired of lying to everyone.

      So, he admitted everything—that he had never told Esther the truth about what he was doing when he was with them… and why. From their expressions, it didn’t absolve him, and they all thought he was an idiot. He told them how things had snowballed, and lately, Esther had become upset with how much time he hadn’t been home.

      And all about her new makeover.

      He didn’t tell them she was no longer interested in kinky sex, but that was about the only thing he held back. It felt good to get everything off his chest, even if it changed their opinions of him.

      “Oh, my God, Jax.” Suzie moaned, holding her face with both hands as though she was getting a headache. “Why are you so dumb?”

      He bristled but knew she had a point.

      “It was only supposed to be a couple of sessions. I didn’t know Laura would quit, and, well, when she did, I’d already lied once. I didn’t want to fess up because Esther would want to know why I’d lied initially, then it would seem like a bigger deal than it was.”

      “And now it’s a huge fucking deal,” Katherine finished for him, shaking her head. The sympathy pouring from her was almost harder to bear than Suzie’s “you dumbass” attitude. Sympathy grated over him. It meant there was a reason to feel sorry for him, and there wasn’t yet. He could fix this.

      “Okay, well, do you think we can finish the campaign tonight?” That was Annie, moving straight into fix-it mode, which Jax appreciated.

      “Yes… probably.”

      “Oh, we’re going to finish it,” Karen said grimly. It didn’t matter she was decades younger than Jax. When she gave him a hard look, he quailed inside. She was a miniature-Cyana was what she was. “No way will you keep coming over to help us play a game when your wife is hurting. Are you insane?”

      Ouch. Brutal. But not undeserved.

      Karen gave him another look. She’d make a good schoolteacher with that stern glare. “Though, you should tell her what you’ve been up to, anyway.”

      “I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it,” he muttered, then gave himself a shake. They weren’t wrong, but it was his decision not to tell Esther. Admit that he’d been lying to her for the past year? No. Her reaction would be so much worse than theirs had been, and now that he’d said it out loud, his explanation sounded so much less reasonable than it had in his head. Everything had gotten away from him, but that was alright. He could put it back together once this campaign was finished. “Okay then, let’s get going so we can end this. Last time, we ended when you found a safe room to hide away in for a rest in the dungeon…”

      They could definitely finish the campaign tonight, though he might have to stay a little later than he usually did. Still, it would be worth it since he wouldn’t need to come back.
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      It was a very late work night, apparently.

      Esther’s stomach twisted.

      He’s not working. You know he’s not working. Why are you doing this to yourself?

      If he wasn’t working, it meant that all her hard work wasn’t working…

      Unless…

      Maybe he was breaking up with the other woman tonight. Esther didn’t even want to think her name. It made her too real, and right now, she was too vulnerable.

      Maybe he was breaking up with her because of Esther’s recent efforts, and that’s what was taking so long.

      Or maybe she was trying to convince him not to break up with her, and that’s what was taking so long.

      Sick uncertainty felt like a stomachache, so bad, she actually thought she might throw up.

      Check his phone. See where he is. Maybe he really is at the University. Maybe it really is just a very late worknight.

      Or maybe it wasn’t, and she was a sucker.

      She’d never much liked the Schrodinger’s Cat story—she felt for the poor cat, even though she knew it wasn’t real, and she didn’t need to feel bad for it—but for the first time, she felt as if she really understood it. Until she checked, she could believe in the illusion that maybe he wasn’t cheating on her. That maybe everything she’d done hadn’t been in vain. What was she going to do if she checked, and he was at that woman’s house again?

      I don’t want to know. I don’t want to know. I don’t want to know.

      Tears burned her eyes, and she blinked hard, realizing how clenched her jaw was. She made herself relax, opening her mouth and bending her head toward her shoulders, back and forth, trying to loosen her muscles.

      “Hey, Mom, I’m going to bed. Is Dad still out?” Daniel wandered through the living room, a piece of beef jerky hanging from his mouth. Jennifer had already disappeared into her room and likely wouldn’t be back out again if she was still up.

      “Yeah. He had to work late.”

      “Big surprise.” Daniel scowled. “He works too much.” His voice cracked, which made him scowl even harder. It hadn’t done that in a while, which showed he was more emotional than he was pretending to be. “Night, Mom.”

      “Night, honey.” Esther stared after her not-so-little boy. At fourteen, he’d become a lot less expressive, so it meant he was willing to say something about Jax not being home. This was affecting her children, too. She looked at her clock. Daniel rarely went to bed before eleven… yup. Eleven thirty-two, exactly. The latest Jax had ever been.

      She had to check. Schrodinger be damned—she had to know.

      When she pulled up the tracker for his phone, it was moving—and showed him nearly to their neighborhood. He was finally on his way home… at almost midnight.

      She had no way of knowing where he’d been.

      Unprepared to face him, she jumped up and turned off the lights, heading quickly upstairs. She could skip brushing her teeth for one night if it meant avoiding an awkward conversation. Huddling in bed, she closed her eyes and tried to will herself to sleep.

      It didn’t work, but it meant Jax thought she was asleep when he made his way upstairs. His lips brushed softly over her temple before he headed to the bathroom to get ready for bed.

      That simple gesture of affection made her feel like crying even harder.
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      Jax

      When he got home from work—a full day of Suzie obliquely hinting around whether he’d talked to Esther yet but not coming out and actually asking—both kids were home, but Esther had already gone out for dinner with Cyana and Leah. Inwardly, Jax sighed. He couldn’t be mad at her for making plans with her friends, not when he’d been constantly out of the house, but it did kind of suck.

      No, he didn’t plan on telling her he’d been running a C&C game for the past year instead of working, but he had been excited to tell her he would no longer be working late. Now, that would have to wait till she got home tonight, maybe even tomorrow. He supposed it depended on how late she stayed out—and it would serve him right if she spent the night at Cyana’s, like the universe getting him back for all the nights he’d been out.

      Popping his head into the family room, Jax grinned. Jennifer was watching a reality tv show, and Daniel was playing with his handheld.

      “Anyone want pizza for dinner?” That was his go-to when Esther was out of the house for dinner. He could cook, but it wasn’t his favorite thing to do, especially on a Friday night. He was tired at the end of the week.

      Instead of the enthusiasm he expected, both of his kids looked up with almost wary expressions.

      “Oh, you mean you’re home for dinner tonight?” Daniel’s tone dripped with sarcasm only a teenager could muster.

      Gritting his teeth and forcing himself to keep his grin, Jax nodded.

      “Yup. And I finished up my work yesterday. No more late nights.”

      His kids sat up a little straighter, and the expressions on their faces nearly broke his heart. Jennifer had always been expressive, but Daniel had become less so over the past couple years. The clear relief and happiness that he would be around… shit. He hadn’t even realized his kids had missed him. They were always so involved in their own lives, but seeing their reactions, he knew they’d not only noticed his absence, they hadn’t liked it. It was harder than ever to keep the smile on his face, but he managed it somehow.

      “So, pizza and movie night? What toppings do you guys want?”

      “Pepperoni.” Jennifer got in her option right before her brother.

      “Mushrooms and green peppers.” Daniel glared at her. Jax shook his head, chuckling. Their disparate tastes in food were a constant source of conflict, one that amused him. Jennifer was the pickier eater, and sometimes, he thought Daniel only asked for certain things to challenge her.

      “We can get one of each,” Jax declared, rather than their usual half-and-half option. Heck, he was hungry and felt like spoiling his kids. Esther wasn’t around tonight, but he could start making up for his lack of presence with part of his family. “How does that sound?”

      “Bet!” Jennifer grinned, which Jax took as assent. He did his best not to let on to his kids that half the time, he did not know what their slang meant.

      “Fu-dge yeah! Thanks, Dad.” Daniel caught himself, cutting off the curse word and switching it for an allowable one, just in time.

      “Nice save,” Jax replied dryly. Daniel grinned at him.

      That was the gratitude he got before they turned their attention back to what they’d been doing. He still remembered the days when they would have jumped up to give him a hug or done a little dance of happiness. Well, he’d take what he could get now that they were both teenagers and treasure the memory of their expressions when he told them he would be home more often.
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      Esther could tell as soon as she sat down at the table that something was up with Cyana. She was practically simmering with excitement, something she only did when she’d found out something really good in her private investigations business. However, this time, her attention was focused on Esther. She narrowed her eyes at her friend.

      “What’s going on?” Suspicion weighted Esther’s voice. Last night Cyana’s demeanor had been entirely different.

      “Let’s wait for Leah to get here. Order your drink.” Cyana gestured to the server, who had already been on his way over. Her dark eyes were sparking with excitement.

      Sighing inwardly, knowing there was no point in hassling Cyana for more information—she was a vault when she wanted to be—Esther obediently ordered a glass of white wine from the server, aware of Cyana studying her. Normally, for ladies’ night out, Esther would dress up a little, but it still wasn’t to the level she had tonight.

      She was wearing another dress, and this one dipped low in front to show off the girls. The dark red color was also not something she was normally drawn to, but Jennifer had declared it made her look ‘lit,’ so she’d bought it. Her hair was brushed out into soft waves that hung around her shoulders, and she’d pinned it back from her face with plain bobby pins instead of the sparkly barrettes she normally favored. The real difference, though, was she’d tried the smoky eye for the first time.

      Jennifer had helped a little, but Esther had done most of the work, and she thought she looked pretty good. Sophisticated. She couldn’t decide whether she was happy Jax hadn’t been home to see her before she left. Part of her wished he had been to see his reaction to both her sexy look and knowing she was going out tonight, and part of her was relieved because she still wasn’t sure how she felt about last night.

      They’d barely spoken that morning. They’d overslept their alarms and had to rush out the door.

      Esther felt classy. Sophisticated even. A little uncomfortable and exposed, and as if she was a little kid playing dress-up, but she could deal with that. Something about the way Cyana was looking at her told her that her friend didn’t see it the same way.

      “Is there something wrong with my hair?” Esther asked, nervously reaching up to touch it. The soft strands wisped through her fingers.

      “No. It looks great. You look beautiful.”

      “Yet, somehow, that doesn’t sound like a compliment,” Esther muttered. She looked down at the menu, spreading it flat with her hands. Dammit. Despite her curiosity over Cyana’s buzzing excitement, she was more distracted by her censure.

      “I’d like the new look better if I thought you liked it better.”

      Ouch. Shots fired with devastating accuracy. Esther winced.

      “Hey, Leah, over here!” Cyana waved, thankfully distracted by their third. The server appeared at the same time with Esther’s wine, which she took gratefully. It was cold, sweet, and fruity, just the way she liked it. She took a big swallow as Leah sat down.

      Like Cyana, Leah’s eyes moved over Esther, taking in her appearance as she sat across from her. Even after Esther had dressed up for game night, Leah still seemed a little taken aback.

      “Wow, did you do your makeup like that? I love the eyeshadow.” Leah actually sounded sincere, which was nice, and helped Esther relax a little.

      “Thank you.”

      “Order your drink. I have news.” As usual, Cyana wanted to get right down to business, and Esther had no objections. She was dying to know why Cyana had insisted on waiting for Leah. Maybe it was a sixth sense or that she knew her friend so well, but Esther was sure whatever had Cyana worked up, it had to do with her and Jax.

      Leah coughed delicately. “Really? I have some news, too.”

      She waved her left hand around.

      For the first time in a decade, a familiar-looking ring graced her ring finger. Esther squealed, jumping up and throwing herself at Leah.

      “You’re getting married again!”

      Laughing, Leah wrapped her arms around Esther, returning her hug. Pure joy for her friend made Esther feel on top of the world. She knew how hard Gavin and Leah’s divorce had been and had seen how much they struggled with still being in love but not feeling they could make a relationship work over the years. That they’d overcome that…

      Talk about a Hallmark moment. She stepped back so Cyana could congratulate Leah, dabbing her eyes with her napkin—remembering just in time not to wipe them. As it was, she still got makeup on the napkin, but hopefully, it didn’t look too terrible. Resisting the urge to go to the bathroom to check, she sat down. Cyana would tell her if she looked like a raccoon. She might be cynical about Esther’s new look, but she’d never let Esther look bad, knowing how embarrassing she would be.

      “Congratulations,” Cyana said warmly. She’d gotten to her feet and bent down to give Leah a hug.

      “So, what are you going to do? The full ceremony again? The courthouse?” Esther’s enthusiasm was already bubbling over—helped along by a tiny, selfish need to avoid whatever news Cyana had for a little longer.

      “We don’t know yet. It happened last night.” Leah’s face was flushed with happiness, which Esther reflected right back at her. Even cynical Cyana was smiling happily. “So, we haven’t worked out any of the details yet. We called Mitch this morning to let him know, and I’m telling you two now.”

      “Is Gavin telling Aiden and Jax?” If Gavin wanted to tell Jax, Esther would have to do her best to contain her glee until he got around to it.

      “I think he said he was going to call them.” Leah shook her head, rolling her eyes at the difference in their friendships. Esther had to laugh. Yes, that sounded like a very Gavin thing to do. Then Leah turned to Cyana, and Esther’s stomach swooped unhappily. “What’s your news? Sorry to jump in like that, but I couldn’t contain myself.”

      “No worries, I get it.” Cyana grinned at her. “I’m thrilled for you two, honestly.” Although she couldn’t be thrilled for Esther and her new look. She knows your new look isn’t really you. Whatever. She needed to get past needing Cyana’s approval.

      Reaching into the messenger bag she had next to the table—Esther recognized it as the one Cyana used for work—she pulled out a big tan envelope. Esther and Leah blinked in surprise. While Cyana sometimes told them about cases she was working on, in oblique terms, she ruthlessly protected her client’s privacy, and she’d never shown them pictures.

      Oh, crap.

      Esther suddenly realized what Cyana might have pictures of.

      I don’t want to see that.

      “Cyana—”

      Cyana cut her off, holding up her hand and shaking her head. “It’s not what you think.”

      “Isn’t that Jax’s line?” Esther quipped and laughed, even though it wasn’t funny. Leah and Cyana laughed, too, but it felt as though Leah was laughing more out of support than anything else. However, Cyana seemed genuinely amused, which was not what Esther expected.

      “Oh, I have a feeling that’s exactly what he’ll be saying, and I am dying to hear his explanation.” Cyana opened the envelope and pulled out a small stack of pictures, just like P.I.s in television shows, and put them down in the middle of the table.

      “Ladies, are you ready to order or—”

      “We need a minute!” They all said in unison, not even looking up at the server who had approached them. Esther’s eyes were glued to the first photo, a picture of Jax entering a house. It looked different from this angle than  Google Maps’ street view, but she still recognized it.

      “Right, I’ll be back in a few!” The server’s cheerfulness was undaunted as she retreated. Esther would tip her extra.

      “This isn’t what it looks like?” Leah asked skeptically, leaning forward and shooting another worried glance at Esther.

      “Nope.” Cyana popped the ‘p’ with relish and picked up the photo to show a woman Esther recognized coming out of the house—Suzie, Jax’s TA. Before she could say anything, Cyana was already revealing the next photo of two more young women exiting the house. Neither of them was Michelle, who actually lived there. Esther would have recognized her. The final photo was of Jax leaving the house. “These were all taken last night. I waited around, but no one else left the house. So, unless Jax has a bona fide harem, I’ll say it’s definitely not what it looks like.”
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      Esther

      Completely flummoxed, Esther shuffled through the pictures again. There were a lot more than she’d originally gone through, but they were basically duplicates. Cyana had taken extra for posterity—a.k.a. Cyana couldn’t do anything without being thorough.

      No matter how many times she looked at the pictures, things didn’t add up.

      Yes, the young women were all attractive, but none of them were dressed up like Michelle and Suzie had been in the pictures online… the styles she’d been trying to emulate. They either appeared to be in work clothes or comfortable clothes. Not one of them appeared to have dressed up or looked like they were trying to look sexy.

      And none of them looked like they’d just had sex. Neither did Jax. So, what on earth had he been doing in that house last night?

      What the hell has he been doing there for the past year?!

      Esther reached out without looking and grabbed her wine glass. Which was maybe not the healthiest response, but she was having trouble caring about that at the moment.

      “What on earth?” Leah muttered, flipping through some of the pictures Esther wasn’t holding on to.

      Cyana was sitting back in her chair, watching the people around them with interest and keeping half an eye on Leah and Esther. She’d had all night to absorb this new information.

      “What do you think?” Esther asked her bluntly. Maybe it was the wine, maybe she had just reached the end of her emotional rope, but for once, it wasn’t difficult to be abrupt rather than trying to be polite or delicate.

      “I honestly haven’t got a clue. I only know that I don’t think he’s cheating on you. Or if he is, it’s the weirdest setup I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen a lot.”

      “Maybe it’s a study group?” Leah suggested, but from her tone of voice, she wasn’t at all sure.

      “If he’s doing lots of late nights and skipping gym with the guys for a study group, I’m going to…” Esther didn’t know what she was going to do, but she felt unusually… violent. Smack him? Castrate him? Murder him?

      It would be better than cheating on her, though. Right?

      So, why did she feel so angry?

      When she’d thought he’d been cheating, she’d been so hurt. Betrayed. Devastated. This… this was totally different. She wasn’t sure why, but the rage building inside her was completely new.

      “Breathe, honey.” Cyana’s voice was calm, soothing. Esther knew she was being managed, but she took a deep breath, anyway. And another. That was a little better.

      “I just don’t understand.”

      “I don’t think any of us do.” Leah looked up at her sympathetically and shook her head. “This is… I don’t have an explanation, but I’m dying to know what it is.”

      “You and me both.” Esther flexed her fingers, clenching and unclenching her fists in her lap. It took a lot to get her truly angry, but once she was there, she burned hot and long. She pressed her lips together, flexing her neck.

      Cyana had likely chosen the restaurant to tell her because she knew it would give Esther time to calm down. She never liked making a scene in a public place, and she couldn’t go flying at Jax the way she wanted to, so she had to sit and wait. Which wouldn’t do much but bring her down from a boil to a simmer, but that was better than completely flying off the handle.

      She scowled at Cyana. “You did this to me on purpose.”

      “Of course, I did.” Cyana smiled, sitting back in her chair as her plate was set down in front of her. “Now eat up. You’re going to need your build up your strength to yell at Jax later.”

      Despite everything, the corners of Esther’s lips twitched upward. God, she loved her friends.
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      Kids fed, movie over, and abandoned to his own devices, Jax pondered what to do with himself. Normally, with free time like this, he’d have planned the next part of the campaign as part of his Dungeon Master duties, but he didn’t have those anymore, which left him feeling kind of aimless.

      Huh. Maybe he was the one having a midlife crisis, although he thought that was something that happened in someone’s forties, not their fifties. Esther was barely out of her forties, so he’d figured it could make sense for her, but for him… Well, they’d had kids later than many people they knew, so maybe he was doing everything else a little late as well.

      Well, one thing he hadn’t done nearly enough since doubling up his C&C campaign time was workout. He could probably get in a quick one before Esther came home. Hell, she liked it when he worked out. Maybe he could greet her the same way she had greeted him and get some sexy time. Reconnect a little more. Celebrate how he would no longer be ‘working late.’ Talk about what they’d do with his new availability. The kids were old enough, maybe they could get away for a weekend.

      Changing into looser clothes, he’d get in a few jumping jacks and push-ups before bed, maybe some burpees while he watched the news.

      The sound from the television meant he wasn’t able to hear Esther’s car when it pulled up, and he was completely unprepared for his wife to come storming in with stomping feet and hair flying. Mid-pushup, he looked up at her, and his elbows buckled when he saw her expression—so angry, he barely noticed the dress she was wearing or that she looked incredible.

      Something plopped onto the floor in front of him, and Jax automatically looked down—pictures sliding over each other on top of a light brown envelope. Pictures of him, Suzie, Katherine, and Annie, coming out of Michelle’s house.

      “What the hell?” He shook his head, scarcely able to believe what he was seeing.

      “Yeah… that’s what I’d like to know.” Anger seethed in Esther’s voice.

      Shit. Danger! Danger, Will Robinson!

      “Are they your harem, Jax?”

      “What? No!” Feeling incredibly awkward, not to mention vulnerable sprawled on the floor, Jax pushed to his feet, scooping up the pictures along the way. He didn’t look at them, though, too busy staring at his wife in consternated horror. She couldn’t really think that… could she?

      “Then what’s the explanation, Jax? I know you haven’t been working late or going to the gym on Sundays with the guys. You’ve been at that house doing something with those women.” Esther’s dark eyes flashed, but they also filled with tears. Her hands were fisted at her sides, jaw clenched and jutting out. Every inch of her screamed hurt, betrayal, and rage.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      “I have been sometimes,” he said weakly. There had been nights when he’d legitimately had to stay late at the university. His brain was racing, spinning in circles like a hamster on a wheel, trying to find some kind of escape, some kind of acceptable excuse, and getting absolutely nowhere.

      Esther wasn’t backing down and was angrier than he’d seen her in years. She was the type to suppress her emotions and keep them on lockdown unless she was being his babygirl or when she was royally pissed.

      “Jax…” She looked like she was about to spontaneously combust.

      “Right, sorry… yeah… I’ve been… uh, I’ve been DMing a C&C game—”

      “What?!” Esther shrieked.

      “I’ve been DMing a C&C game,” he said a little louder, not able to meet her. Esther’s arms went from hanging by her sides to crossed over her chest. Never a good sign. The words spilled out in a torrent, a rush of explanation he had to get off his chest. It helped that he’d already told the whole story once. “Suzie had a group of friends who wanted to play but none of them ever had before, and it was only supposed to be a couple of sessions, but then the girl that was supposed to be Dungeon Master dropped out and well… I didn’t want to leave them in the lurch.”

      Esther’s mouth dropped open, clearly speechless. He couldn’t blame her. What was she supposed to say? Her lips shut, and a little muscle ticked in her jaw as she stared at him. Jax did his best not to hang his head in shame, although he felt like doing so.

      “How long?”

      “How long what?”

      “How long has this campaign been going on?” She bit off the end of each word, making them oddly staccato as if she could barely bring herself to speak them.

      “It ended yesterday,” he said quickly.

      “That’s not what I asked, Jax.”

      Bracing himself, knowing exactly how bad it looked, Jax took a deep breath before confessing.

      “Over a year.”

      Her face turned dark red, lips pressed together, and the sound that came from her was pure rage.

      “I… I…” she stuttered while she tried to find the words, and Jax flinched. Raising her hands up on either side of her face, she spread out her fingers in a short burst. “Flames.”

      Flames on the side of her face.

      It was a quote from Clue, their favorite movie. Under most circumstances, it was hilarious, but right now, Jax felt nothing but shame and regret that he had driven Esther to such rage, she couldn’t find the words to express how upset she was, only that she felt like she had flames on the sides of her face.

      “Honey, I’m sorry, I…” He stepped forward, reaching out toward her, but she held up one hand, shaking her head and looking away while she got control of her emotions.

      Jax bit his bottom lip, but he respected her ‘stop’ gesture and came to a halt. His arms ached to pull her into him, to hold her until she felt better, but he was the one who had caused her pain.

      When she met his gaze again, her eyes were dark pits in her face, empty of emotion. She’d pushed it all down.

      “Why didn’t you just tell me from the beginning?” Her tone was as hollow as her gaze as if he’d sucked all the life from her. His heart clenched, his chest too tight as if something was squeezing the air out of him. “Why lie? Why not tell me what you were doing?”

      “I was worried…” Fuck, how could he say this so she would understand? Was it even possible? “I didn’t want to hurt you. I know Suzie has made you feel insecure, without meaning to, and I didn’t want you to think…”

      “You didn’t want me to think, what? That you were cheating on me with her? Because guess what, Jax, that’s exactly what I thought. That you were cheating on me… for months now.” She laughed. Hollowly. Bitterly.

      Fuck, he missed the rage she’d shown when she’d first stomped in here. He had never seen this cold, distant side of Esther and was actually frightened. Not for his safety but for their future together.

      She’d thought he was cheating? Fuck. He hadn’t even realized she’d thought much about his late nights. At least, not until recently. He sure as hell hadn’t realized, hadn’t thought she would think he’d actually cheat on her. For months? Fuck. Why hadn’t she said anything? Maybe, eventually, he’d feel hurt or angry she’d thought he could, but right… right now, he knew he was so in the wrong, he couldn’t do anything but think about how he was going to salvage this situation, salvage their relationship, and fix the pain he’d put in her eyes.

      “I’m sorry. Months? I’m sorry.” The words felt completely inadequate, but they were the only ones he had. “I’m sorry, it was only supposed to be a couple of sessions, and you weren’t supposed to even know—”

      “So you lied, and kept on lying, and were going to keep on lying.” Esther closed her eyes but only for a moment before her gaze pinned him again. “And what, you thought that was fine?”

      “Not fine, exactly. I didn’t want it to be a thing, so I tried to keep it from being one, and everything got out of my control.” It was lame—so, so lame—yet it was the truth. He had nothing left but the truth, for all the good it might do him now.

      “Well, guess what, Jax, now it’s a thing, and it didn’t have to be.” Esther whirled around, headed back to the front door. Jax followed like a puppy begging for scraps, hands still clutching the small pile of photos.

      “Esther, wait, where are you going?”

      “Cyana’s! I can’t be here tonight.”

      “Esther, please…”

      He stood on the steps of their house, watching helplessly as his wife drove away into the night.

      Fuck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      Esther

      This was not where she’d hoped she’d be tonight. Esther’s hands shook as she peeled them off the steering wheel. In fact, it felt like her entire body was shaking.

      She’d really hoped that she would go home and Jax would have an explanation that made sense. Something they could laugh about. Instead, she was even angrier than she had been when Cyana first showed her the pictures. So angry, it felt as if she couldn’t contain it.

      Angry at Jax.

      Angry at herself.

      Angry at Cyana for showing her the pictures, even though she was relieved about that.

      Everything was out in the open now. She had the truth. But what did she do with it?

      Sniffling as her emotions wavered between rage and despair, Esther made herself move.

      Pick up purse.

      Unbuckle seatbelt.

      Open door.

      Stand up.

      One step at a time. That was all she could focus on. If she thought much past that, she would fall apart.

      The lights were still on in Cyana’s house. Leah and Cyana would be there, chatting and waiting for Esther to call or a text. Hoping she would to satisfy their curiosity. Boy, were they going to be surprised to see her.

      She needed them so badly.

      Instead of feeling as if she could barely move, she rushed forward, running headlong to the house and the safety of her friends’ arms. When Cyana opened the door, concern was clearly written on her face—Esther had been pounding on it. Throwing herself into Cyana’s arms, she finally did what she’d been holding back all night—what she’d been holding back for months now—and sobbed her heart out.
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      It had not been a good night.

      He’d finally gone to bed after Cyana had texted him that Esther had arrived safely. Esther hadn’t responded to any of his texts, and he hadn’t called her. If she wasn’t answering texts, she definitely wouldn’t pick up her phone. If he could think of something good to say, he would try, anyway, and leave a voicemail, but right now, the words weren’t coming.

      All night, he’d lain in bed, trying to think of the right words, the right apology, the right thing to say, but nothing had come to mind. He turned over her homecoming in his head, again and again, trying to pinpoint exactly where he could have changed the outcome.

      The real answer, of course, was all the way back when he decided not to make a big deal out of Suzie’s request by not telling Esther about it.

      He also couldn’t help turning Esther’s words over in his mind… repeatedly.

      She thought I was cheating on her? For months? Why the hell didn’t she say anything!

      He never wanted her to think that. Part of him was still insulted she would, but the more logical side of his brain pointed out all the reasons she might have come to that conclusion. Yet he still felt angry she hadn’t said something to him. Asked him. If he’d known she was hurting, known she was thinking something so extreme, he would have come clean much sooner.

      Then he’d be drowned in guilt when he realized he was getting angry at her even though it was his own initial actions that had put them in this situation.

      So, yeah, he hadn’t gotten a lot of sleep. Maybe a couple hours after he’d passed out from sheer exhaustion. Esther hadn’t come home. He still hadn’t figured out the right words. Now, it was Saturday morning, and he had to face his kids and tell them their mother wasn’t home, and he didn’t know when she’d be back… and they were going to want to know why.

      Taking a deep breath, he forced himself out of bed.

      One step at a time.

      Get dressed.

      Coffee. Coffee was going to be absolutely necessary.

      Figure out what to say to the kids.

      Maybe he should have spent some of last night thinking about that.

      Focus. Get up and get dressed. Then worry about the next thing.

      Thankfully, he had a little time before they were awake and moving.

      Jax checked his phone again after he got to his feet, even though it hadn’t made a single sound. Just in case.

      Nothing.

      He sighed and headed to the closet. When the phone rang a few seconds later, he nearly killed himself trying to reach it with his pants only halfway up his legs, stumbling and flailing… only to discover that it was a damn sales call. Growling under his breath, pants now around his ankles, Jax did something he’d always thought was pointless.

      He gave Esther her own ringtone, as well as all his friends, in case Gavin, Cyana, Leah, or Aiden called about her. He also gave his kids their own tone.

      Before today, he’d never bothered. The phone rang, he answered it. He’d find out who it was when he glanced at the screen before picking up. Well, he didn’t answer for sales calls, but he’d still glance at the screen because he wasn’t giving everyone in his address book their own ringtone.

      Now though… now he needed to know when it was Esther or someone who might have news about Esther. Considering how mad his kids would be when he fessed up to them, he wanted to know when they were contacting him.

      When I fess up to them?

      He examined the thought, and it felt right. He’d been lying to everyone for too long. It didn’t feel right to lie to them today, not when everyone else already knew the truth.

      Actually, not everyone else. Leah might have told Gavin, but she might not have, especially if she’d spent the night with Cyana and Esther last night. Aiden wouldn’t know yet. Closing his eyes, Jax quashed the urge to bang his head against something. This was his fault. It was time to pay the piper and confess his sins.

      Hopefully, his friends would understand.
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      “I can’t believe he was cheating on us,” Gavin huffed, shaking his head, huffing. The only reason Esther didn’t laugh was she was afraid if she did, her head would actually explode. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this hungover or the last time she’d drunk tequila, but the hangover had probably been the reason she’d stopped.

      Last night, she’d had way more than was reasonable, especially at her age. God, to be in her twenties and able to bounce back after a night of drinking again, even her thirties when she’d be hurting for the day but mostly functional. Now? She was probably looking at a two-day hangover. Maybe three. God, she was getting old.

      Although the cheesy sausage pretzel bun things Gavin had brought over were helping. Greasy goodness and the only thing that hadn’t made her stomach twist with nauseous rejection this morning.

      Cyana and Leah laughed at Gavin’s reaction. When he’d shown up with food, Cyana had invited him in and—with Esther’s permission—updated him on the events of the evening before. Esther had stayed quiet, oddly disconnected from everything. It hadn’t felt good to hear Cyana’s explanation, but it hadn’t hurt either.

      She mostly felt numb.

      “Sorry, Esther.” Gavin had noticed she hadn’t reacted to his joke.

      “No, it’s okay,” she reassured him, though her tone was hollow. Okay wasn’t the right word, but then what was? “He was kinda cheating on the group, even if he wasn’t cheating on me.”

      Cyana eyed her. Unlike Leah and Esther, she didn’t wasn’t a hot mess this morning. Her hair was perfectly straight, hanging in its usual style, and she was wearing a workout top and leggings. The crazy woman had actually gotten up and gone for a run. With a hangover. Insanity.

      “You sound like you’re almost mad he wasn’t cheating on you.” There was a little lift at the end of her voice, almost making it into a question, inviting Esther to share more of her thoughts.

      She took a savage bite off the end of my cheesy sausage pretzel roll and chewed. There was some truth to what Cyana was saying. The others watched Esther warily, especially Gavin. She could tell he was concerned and wanted to help, but he didn’t know what to do. Hell, how could he? Esther didn’t know what to do.

      Swallowing, she took a sip of coffee before finally responding.

      “I think I am. At least when I thought he was cheating, it was… I don’t know.” Normal? Cliché? Something she could at least understand, even though it hurt like hell. This? She threw her hands up in the air, maintaining a tight grip on her roll. There was no way she wanted to lose that. “I don’t get it. Why didn’t he just tell the truth from the beginning?”

      “Yeah, that was…” Leah’s cocked her head to the side, the messy bun of blonde hair flopping with her movement, giving her ex-husband/current fiancé, a look. “You’re a man. Why would he do that?”

      “Don’t put me on the spot. I’ve never done anything like that,” Gavin protested, his Scottish brogue thickening, the way it always did when he was emotional or caught off guard. “Yer the one who does that. Not like Jax,” he added hastily. “But yer the one who didn’t tell me you got into a fender bender two weeks ago.”

      “Because I didn’t want you to be upset when it was no big deal.”

      He snorted. “She thought I wouldn’t notice the scratches on the bumper,” Gavin said to Cyana and Esther, ignoring Leah’s protest.

      Esther stilled. “That’s a lot like what Jax said.”

      “What?” They turned to look at her.

      “Jax said he hadn’t wanted it to be a thing, so he tried to keep it from being one. He knew Suzie made me insecure, so he didn’t want me to know he was spending extra time with her and her friends.” Esther took another savage bite out of her pretzel roll, snapping her jaw, which made her head hurt, but it felt good to take out her aggression on something.

      “Did Suzie make you feel insecure?” Leah asked curiously.

      “Yes, but I never told him that.” Or had she? She tried to think back. “I mean, he knew I wasn’t thrilled about him having a young, gorgeous blonde as his TA, but it wasn’t like I put up a protest or anything.” She never did. Esther was easy. Low maintenance. That was how she’d always thought of herself and was proud of it.

      “Clearly, he picked up on it, even if you didn’t say it.” Leah sat back in her seat with a thoughtful expression.

      Gavin’s arm was wrapped around the back. They weren’t exactly cuddling, but they looked so right and comfortable next to each other, it made Esther’s heart ache. That’s what she and Jax once had. That’s what she’d wanted to regain. Instead… she got this. This was bullshit.

      “You’re like me, a guesser. I think Jax might be, too, and you both just got your wires crossed.”

      “A guesser?” Esther frowned. She had no idea what Leah was talking about.

      “You aren’t great at asking for what you want—no, don’t look at me like that. You aren’t. I’m not saying it’s a bad thing, I’m not, either, but you said Jax was surprised last night. How many times have you actually told him you want him home more often, and it was hurting you he hasn’t been?”

      “I told him I didn’t like him working late so much.”

      “Yeah, but did you say why? Did you tell him you wanted him to stop?”

      “No, of course not.” Esther shook her head. “If he has to work, he has to work. I didn’t want to add to his burden by making him feel bad about it.”

      “Hmmm… interesting.” Cyana leaned forward. “Jax didn’t want to make you feel bad. You didn’t want to make him feel bad.”

      Esther opened her mouth. Closed it. Took another bite of her roll, this one even more savage.

      “I’m not saying he didn’t fuck up… big time,” Cyana said while Esther chewed. Her tone was still gentle but firm. Tough-love-Cyana had come out to play. “Because he did. But if you never tell him how much it bothers you and that you want him to stop, he can’t be responsible for not knowing. Of course, that doesn’t undo what he did wrong,.”

      Ugh. She hated it when her friends were right. Esther scowled at the last bite of her roll. It wasn’t sitting as comfortably in her stomach anymore.

      A chiming sound made her look up. Gavin and Cyana were both checking their phones.

      “Ah, about time,” Gavin said before tucking his phone away and getting to his feet. Cyana was already on hers. He looked at Leah and Esther. “Ladies, it’s been a pleasure. However, I have been called to a friend in need.” He glanced at Cyana. “You coming, too?”

      “Oh, yes. Wouldn’t miss a Domtervention.” She leaned down and gave Esther a kiss on the top of her head while Gavin gave Leah one on the lips. “Stay as long as you want, sweetie. I have a feeling we’re going to be awhile with your husband.”

      “Thank you.” An odd feeling of relief suffused Esther as she watched Gavin and Cyana go. She could have felt abandoned, but she didn’t. She was glad. Glad Jax was reaching out to their friends, especially since he’d left all of them in the dark for so long.

      Glad she had some serious time to think.

      Once the door closed behind them, Leah looked at Esther. She had dark circles under her eyes, and while she didn’t look like she felt as bad as Esther did, she didn’t appear to be especially chipper.

      “Wanna go lie on the couch, watch a movie, and make vows to never drink again?”

      “Yup.” That sounded perfect.
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      Jax

      When Jennifer dragged herself downstairs, Jax looked up from where he was sitting, already on his second cup of coffee. She was wearing blue jean shorts and a tank top, her hair hanging straight from her center part on either side of her face. Typical, relaxed weekend clothes for her, but she didn’t look at all relaxed. Jennifer’s expression was full of suspicion.

      “Did you make blueberry muffins?” she asked.

      “Yes.” They were a house favorite, which they normally only pulled out for special occasions…. Oh. Crap. The scent and lack of special occasion had given him away.

      “Where’s Mom?”

      “She slept at Cyana’s last night after her girls’ night.” He thought it was an innocuous answer since he didn’t want to get into it before Daniel came down. If he had to confess his sins to his kids, he only wanted to do it once.

      Jennifer crossed her arms over her chest. God, she looked more and more like her mother every day, especially when she looked at him like that.

      “Pizza last night, blueberry muffins this morning, and Mom’s not here? What did you do?”

      Inwardly, he sighed. Yeah, he probably should have known he wouldn’t be able to put this off.

      “Go get your brother,” he said, rather than answering directly. He didn’t want to have to go over this twice.

      Whirling around, she stomped to the bottom of the stairs.

      “Daniel! Wake up and get down here!” she yelled loud enough the neighbors probably heard her.

      “I could have done that,” Jax commented dryly when she turned around. “I meant for you to go upstairs and get him.”

      His daughter shrugged an unrepentant shoulder. Creaks above them indicated Daniel was up and moving, so it had worked, which only made him want to sigh harder. No point in haranguing her with the clear evidence she’d been effective.

      Keeping one suspicious eye on him, Jennifer went over to grab a couple muffins off the rack on the counter where they were cooling. Jax took another large swallow of coffee as his stomach twisted nervously. He had no idea how the kids were going to react.

      Sitting down in silence, Jennifer cut one of her muffins in half and buttered it. Jax watched her out of the corner of his eye, fingers tapping nervously against his thigh under the table. All morning, he’d been waiting for them to come down so he could get this over with, but now he wished he had more time.

      Daniel pounded down the stairs a minute later.

      “I smell blueberry muffins. Why do I smell blueberry muffins? Did I forget someone’s birthday?”

      Before Jax could answer, his daughter was on it.

      “Mom’s not here. Dad messed up somehow, and she slept over at Aunt Cyana’s instead of coming home. That’s why we’re getting pizza and muffins.” Jennifer looked up from her muffin and glared at Jax. “Are you guys getting a divorce?”

      “What? No!” Daniel was bewildered. Standing in the middle of the kitchen, he stared at Jax, looking as if his entire world was ending. Fuck, Jax knew how he felt. And he’d thought blueberry muffins would help make this easier?

      “No one is getting a divorce,” he said firmly. Hell, Esther had thought he was cheating on her for months, and she hadn’t tried to divorce him. Instead, she got a makeover and started wearing lingerie. Yeah, he’d done a lot of thinking about that last night, too. There was no way he would let her go without a fight. She’d been fighting for him, for them, and he hadn’t even realized. “Your mom and I are having some issues, and we did have a fight last night, but we’re going to resolve them.”

      Neither of his kids looked convinced, but Daniel seemed somewhat reassured. He relaxed enough to grab a plate and pile muffins on it, though his expression remained far from happy.

      “I have something I need to tell you. I haven’t been working late.” His kids stared at him while he went through his explanation. Not that he told them he thought Esther would be jealous because she’d already been insecure about Suzie, just that he hadn’t wanted to tell her because he’d be hanging out with so many young women. Daniel nodded, though his expression was confused, and Jennifer rolled her eyes.

      “Dad, that’s a terrible reason.” Seething, she was defensive and protective of her mother.

      Jax didn’t blame her. Likely, she was placing herself in Esther’s shoes, wondering what it would be like if her husband did this to her. While she didn’t have a steady boyfriend at the moment, she was old enough to be thinking about things like that. Jax knew if he’d found out some jerk had lied to his little girl the way he’d lied to Esther… Yeah, he sure as hell wouldn’t have found that a good reason.

      “It is?” Daniel asked, bewildered.

      Crap. Yeah, definitely not the example he wanted to set for his kids. Despite the typical teenage rebellion, he knew in some things, Daniel still thought Jax could do no wrong. What a way to fall from that pedestal.

      “It is,” Jax said firmly. The best example he could give both kids now was to fess up when he was wrong and take the metaphorical punches on his chin. “I should have told her, regardless, because lying didn’t make anything easier.”

      “Oh, I guess that makes sense.” Daniel went quiet again.

      Jax got the sense he was processing everything and possibly still worried about his parents divorcing. Leaning over, Jax put his hand on Daniel’s shoulder, and he didn’t try to shake it off, confirmation his son was unsettled.

      “Everything’s going to be okay, son,” Jax said quietly. “Sometimes, it’s easy to forget relationships take work, especially when you’ve been in a good one for a really long time. I made a big mistake, thinking I knew what was best and not communicating with your mom the way I should have. Now, I’m going to do whatever I have to in order to win back her trust.”

      “Okay.” Daniel let out a long sigh of relief, and Jennifer looked mollified—and relieved. She was definitely mad on Esther’s behalf, which was understandable, but not so mad she wanted Jax gone, which might be the best he could hope for at the moment. Teenagers could be so volatile. He still vividly remembered the first time each of them had declared they hated him.

      Fuck. He’d really underestimated the effect his absence had on his family. It had been just once or twice a week, which didn’t seem like a big deal, but clearly, it had been more of one than he’d thought. Or maybe it was because it had gone on for so long.

      Either way, it was time to fix it.

      “What are you going to do?” Jennifer asked, still skeptical.

      “Good question. Got any suggestions?” He’d get some from his kids and some from his friends, all the people who knew and loved her best and had seen what he hadn’t, then make a plan from there.
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      Being at Cyana’s house without her was a little weird, but Esther didn’t want to go home yet. She didn’t want to face Jax. Didn’t want to face the kids and figure out what to tell them. Which wasn’t fair to them, but she needed a break. Like, a weeklong vacation.

      “Want to go on a cruise?”

      “What?” Leah looked at her as if she had two heads. To be fair, they’d been sitting on Cyana’s couch in silence for ten minutes, so it had come out of nowhere. Their hangovers were only marginally better. The sharpness of her headache had dulled, but her entire body felt sore, especially her joints.

      It didn’t help that Cyana’s couch was one of those super comfortable, cushy couches that tried to eat people. Esther wasn’t sure she would ever be able to get up, although it wasn’t a bad plan. She could stay here and become one with the couch and not have to worry about husbands keeping secrets, her own bad communication skills, or the effect this would have on her kids.

      “Esther.”

      “What?”

      “A cruise?” Leah prompted from the other end of the couch. She was propped up with her back against the other arm, facing Esther, with her legs on Esther’s lap.

      Oh, right.

      “I could use a vacation away from everything. Running away sounds nice right now, but I don’t want to have to take care of anything. On a cruise ship, they do everything for you, cooking, making your bed, and they have those cute little towel animals.” Esther loved the towel animals. The monkey was her favorite, but the elephant was super cute, too.

      “That actually sounds really nice, but you can’t run away from this,” Leah said. “Maybe we can go on a celebratory cruise after you and Jax fix things.”

      “If we fix things.” Scowling, Esther knew her tone was dark and dire, but she didn’t care.

      “You’ll fix things… as long as you want to fix things. Do you want to fix things?”

      Esther sighed. Ugh.

      “Yes, but I also want to kick Jax in his naughty place.” There was a bit of plaintive whining in her voice she recognized. Her babygirl side. The side of her she’d been trying to suppress. The side of her that had been disappointed and mad when she’d stormed off, and Jax hadn’t followed, even though she would have given him hell if he had. The side of her that wanted him to wrap her up, hold her tight, and tell her everything was going to be okay.

      She wasn’t so sure she liked that side of herself right now.

      “I want to smack him upside the head.” Leah demonstrated with her hands, using one of them as a placeholder for Jax’s head. “I wanted to do that to Gavin a lot, and I had valid reasons to be upset with him. But he wasn’t all in the wrong.”

      “Yeah, I know. Jax messed up this much.” Esther held her hands out in front of her. “I messed up this much.” She brought her hands closer together. Frowned. “Or maybe more. This whole blow-up could have been avoided if I had told him earlier the late nights were hurting me and that I wanted him home instead of being passive-aggressive. I mean, he knew I wasn’t happy about that, but we didn’t really talk about it.”

      “This whole blow-up could have also been avoided if Jax had told you from the beginning what was going on,” Leah pointed out. “But yeah, I get what you’re saying. There were several points along the way where different choices would have changed the outcome.” She sighed, rubbing her forehead. “I definitely know all about that.”

      Esther’s phone rang, the obnoxious buzz of its vibrations against the coffee table hurting her head. With a sound of frustration, she leaned over and snatched it up. The music filtered through her brain—the theme to the Addams Family—and she groaned. It was one of her kids. She so wasn’t ready for this, but waiting wouldn’t make her any readier.

      “The kids?” Leah asked sympathetically.

      “Yeah, Jennifer.” Esther sighed again and swiped to pick up. “Hey, sweetie.”

      “Hey, Mom... Daniel’s here, too… Dad told us everything… Are you okay?” The words came out in a rush as if she couldn’t get them out fast enough, worry laced through them. Esther sat up straight... well, straighter. The couch didn’t exactly make ‘straight’ possible.

      “He told you everything?” Her voice squeaked. What had Jax done? No, wait, of course, he wouldn’t have told them everything, but he’d taken on the burden of telling their kids what was going on by himself instead of waiting for her. Maybe she should be mad he hadn’t consulted her first, but at that moment, she was too relieved to be spared.

      “Yeah, he told us about the game thing he was doing instead of working and how he lied about it. He apologized to us, and he said he’s going to do whatever he has to in order to earn back your trust.” Jennifer sounded skeptical. “I can’t believe he was off playing a game that whole time.”

      “Mom plays the game, too.” Daniel’s voice wasn’t as loud, as if he was a little farther away from the phone.

      “With their friends and Dad. She doesn’t play it with other people.”

      “No, I don’t, though the fact he wanted to play wasn’t the problem.” Even if he had been right about her feeling insecure about him spending a bunch of time with a group of young women, it would still have been better than lying to her. Now, she felt insecure about everything. She decided it was best to steer the conversation to safer waters, though. “Yes, I’m okay. I’m with Leah, and we’re hanging out for a bit. I’ll be home before dinnertime.” Saying the words settled something inside her. Yes, she would go home tonight. See her kids. See Jax.

      She was encouraged he’d told the kids the truth, apologized to them, and declared he’d win back her trust. While it didn’t take away any of the hurt, it counted for something. Just how much, she wasn’t sure yet.

      “Okay. Love you, Mom.”

      “Love you, Mom.”

      Esther’s heart melted a little. Whatever she and Jax had done wrong with their relationship, they’d done something very right with their kids.

      “Love you both. I’ll see you later.”

      She hung up the phone and looked across the couch at Leah. Her friend was leaning back against the couch’s arm, head tipped back, eyes closed, one hand on her head.

      “Leah? You still awake?”

      Leah groaned.

      “I am never drinking again.”
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      Jax

      Jax had to raise his eyebrows as he walked into Aiden’s place. It wasn’t where they usually gathered, and he remembered it being tidier, with a lot fewer takeout boxes.

      “Hey, sorry.” Seeing the direction of Jax’s gaze, Aiden hurried started scooping up boxes and containers. A few of them left grease spots behind where they’d been sitting on the table. Either he was leaving the food containers out for a really long time after eating from them, or he was eating almost entirely takeout for all his meals. There were a lot of beer cans lying around, too. Sure, Aiden wasn’t a great cook, and he did often order-in his food, but he also used to eat a lot of smoothies and salads and always cleaned up after himself.

      “Been eating out a lot?” Jax asked, keeping his tone casual, though a spike of worry went through him. After missing all the signs from his wife and kids, he was a little worried he’d been missing some signs from his friend, too.

      Wearing jeans and a loose tank top, it was hard to tell if Aiden had gained weight, but he worked out enough, so he might not have. Though this was a lot to counteract.

      “Yeah. Been busy and haven’t really felt like cooking.” Aiden shrugged one shoulder, returning to the living room to pick up beer cans. From the looks of things, it had been a while since the place had been dusted and vacuumed. Aiden wasn’t a neat freak, but it was weird enough Jax was concerned. Or was he overreacting because of how much he’d missed from Esther and the kids?

      Shit, he couldn’t tell. Gavin and Cyana were on their way, so he’d ask them later, even if they’d missed out seeing the worst of it.

      Aiden hurried back with a sponge to give the coffee table a quick wipe down.

      “Want something to drink?”

      “Just water.” Jax hesitated. “So, uh, I should update you on what’s going on.”

      “You don’t want to wait ‘til the others get here?” Aiden asked, surprised, just as someone knocked on the door. It swung open before Aiden called out, “Come in.” Gavin strode into the house, his gaze sweeping through the room, skipping Aiden and coming to a rest on Jax.

      “Hey, I was about to tell Aiden what’s going on,” Jax said.

      “I already know what’s going on. I was at Cyana’s, bringing the ladies hangover food.” There was a strong note of disapproval in Gavin’s brogue. Hands on his hips, a steely look in his blue eyes, he was every inch the Dungeon Master. He didn’t normally bring out his Dom side with other Dominants, but right now, it was out in full force. “You’ve been cheating on us.”

      “What?” Aiden asked, frowning in confusion.

      Jax groaned, flopping onto Aiden’s couch without thinking. Dust flew into the air, and he sneezed.

      “Ah, sorry. Guess it’s been a while since I vacuumed,” Aiden said sheepishly, heading back to the kitchen to return the sponge. Gavin frowned, his eyes following Aiden for a moment before he turned his attention back to Jax.

      “Jax has been playing C&C with another group,” Gavin said to Aiden, though he was glaring at Jax. He crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Jax, no! How could you?” Aiden gasped, staggered. He put one hand over his heart, and the other one came down to rest on the counter, supporting him.

      “Oh, shut it.” Jax threw a dusty pillow at Aiden, ignoring the crumbs that fell off it. Yeah, they needed to have a talk with Aiden. Gavin was eyeing their third friend as well, so Jax didn’t feel as bad about not knowing the state of affairs here. He wasn’t the only one who hadn’t realized something was off with Aiden. Dodging the pillow, Aiden tossed the sponge back into the sink before turning to face Jax again.

      “Were we not enough for you?” He sniffed dramatically, pretending to wipe away a tear.

      Groaning, Jax quickly explained what had happened. Cyana came in a few minutes after he started talking but miraculously stayed quiet—though she ran a very displeased eye over Aiden’s furniture before settling on the edge of one of his chairs—while he gave everyone the rundown. A fuller rundown than he’d given his kids, or even than he gave Esther since no one interrupted him.

      He talked about how Suzy had approached him. Why he’d thought it was best not to tell Esther. How Laura had dropped out, and he’d ended up taking over as DM instead of only staying for a couple sessions. Telling Esther had gone from hard to impossible, but it had been working, at least until now… or so he’d thought.

      He told them about Esther’s makeover, their renewed love life, Esther coming home from ladies’ night last night with the pictures from Cyana, and how that fight had gone down. Realizing things hadn’t been as okay as he’d thought and hadn’t been for a lot longer than he’d thought.

      There was a long moment of silence when he finally finished. He didn’t feel good exactly, but it felt as if a weight had been lifted. They said confession was good for the soul.

      “So… what do I do?” Jax had some ideas of his own and some Jennifer and Daniel had suggested, but he wanted to see what his friends said without influencing them.

      “Don’t ask me.” Aiden held up his hands in surrender. “I’ve been divorced twice. Ask Gavin. He’s the one who got his wife to take him back.”

      “You don’t want either of your exes back,” Gavin pointed out, smiling with amusement. Rather than sitting down, he leaned his hip against the side of the couch. Aiden sat in the chair opposite Cyana’s, though he’d relaxed into it instead of perching on the edge like she was.

      “Yeah, but even if I did, I doubt I’d be able to manage it.” Aiden smiled his most charming smile, but there was something missing, and it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I’m not built for the long-term.” It wasn’t the first time he’d said something like that, but Jax thought it sounded a little different than usual, as though he wasn’t as comfortable with the thought of who he’d once been.

      “Is everything okay?” Jax asked, pushing aside his issues in favor of whatever was going on with Aiden. He was getting more and more worried. Cyana and Gavin were looking a little concerned as well.

      “I’m fine, don’t mind me.” Aiden waved his hand. “I’m a little tired, and it’s making me sassy.” He winked and gestured toward the others. “Just saying, I’m probably not the person you want for relationship advice.”

      There was more to it than that, but Jax needed to focus on his own issues. Getting distracted by Aiden’s would not help him. Once he and Esther were back on track, they were definitely going to revisit this. From the look Cyana and Gavin exchanged, they felt the same way. They also seemed to come to the same conclusion Jax had—his need was more pressing. They turned to focus on him. Not exactly a comfortable position to be in. It didn’t matter that he was a Dom. Being at the center of displeased attention from three other dominants was enough to intimidate anyone.

      Cyana glared at him.

      “You understand how bad you fucked up, right?” Cyana glared at him, not willing to dispense advice until she got the reassurance he realized the monumental nature of his screw-up. He’d spent an awful lot of time thinking about all the ways he’d gone wrong.

      “Yes. I should have told her from the beginning. If not then, I should have told her when they asked me to become their Dungeon Master or any time after that. And I should have done more to be present when I was home, instead of assuming everything was fine.”

      “Good.” Cyana nodded firmly. She might be the youngest in their group of friends, but at moments like this, it made absolutely no difference. “Other than some heavy groveling, I think the best thing you can do is take some serious time out to spend with Esther.”

      “Agreed. She’s missed spending time with you, which is the biggest thing. I think you’re wrong about her not wanting you to be her Daddy Dom anymore. Leah and I talked about her new look after game night—she looked good, but she also didn’t look happy or comfortable.”

      “She is very much still a babygirl,” Cyana agreed before Jax could voice his skepticism. “She was trying to look like what she thought you wanted.”

      “What she thought I wanted?” The notion baffled Jax. Esther was what he wanted. His sweet girl.

      The exasperated expression on Cyana’s face had him snapping his mouth shut again.

      “Yes. You need to talk to her about that, not us. In fact, you two need to talk more, period. I also think you need to take charge. It’s been too long since you acted as her Daddy Dom, and she’s been floundering.” That was an order, not a suggestion, which made Jax bristle, but he pushed his pride down. His pride had no place in this discussion.

      Besides, Cyana had been the shoulder Esther leaned on last night, her and Leah. It would be the height of stupidity not to listen to her. If she said Esther needed her Daddy, then Esther needed her Daddy, even if he was pretty sure Esther wanted nothing to do with him. So, he’d have to figure that out. Jax groaned and rubbed his hands over his face.

      “I don’t know what to do,” he admitted. “I know I need more time with her. I thought about taking her away for a weekend, but how do I integrate the kink into it? She won’t be comfortable doing that just anywhere.” He sighed. “Maybe I can take her away for the weekend, then we can spend some extra time at Outlands.” Public play wasn’t Esther’s favorite, but she liked to watch, then… then they’d go home to where their kids were.

      Fuck. No wonder they’d let the kink stuff slide over the years. It had gotten a lot more complicated. The kids hadn’t killed their sex life, but they’d done a hell of a number on their kink life.

      “Tell you what, I know where you can go, and I’ll even pay for the room,” Gavin said, leaning forward, his devious smile widening. “Remember that club I went to look at a few months ago, Marquis?”

      “The trip where you outed yourself as kinky to your son?” Jax asked dryly. “Yes, I remember.”

      Mitch, Gavin’s son, lived outside of Washington DC and belonged to a pair of clubs down there. He hadn’t known his parents were kinksters, and they hadn’t known he was until that trip. Gavin had gone to check out Marquis, which operated as a kinky hotel with theme rooms. He was thinking about doing something similar with the Outlands.

      Hmmm... kinky hotel with theme rooms. A little spark of excitement curled in Jax’s chest. He’d looked over the club’s website with Gavin before the trip. There had been two rooms for Bigs and littles, one which would serve a Daddy Dom and his babygirl very well.

      “Leah and I have stayed in their Dungeon room, and it was wonderful, but I’d like to get a feel for more of their rooms—and also not have them know it’s someone I’m sending to check them out. A secret shopper, if you will. I don’t think service will be any different, but I am curious if they pulled out any special stops for us or if things are done differently.” Gavin grinned. “I think it would be perfect for you and Esther, especially as Leah and I don’t have any interest in their littles’ rooms.”

      “I think that’s perfect—as long as the weekend isn’t all about the sexy stuff,” Cyana tacked on, giving Jax a stern look. “Esther needs to be shown you want to put in the time and effort for more than just sex, though I agree with Gavin that giving her a safe space to be both your babygirl and to be a couple would be ideal.”

      “I vote yes, too,” Aiden said, then looked hopefully at Gavin. “Want any more secret shoppers to go down there?”

      “Do you have someone you’d like to go with?” Gavin asked, his tone mild but curious. “The hotel is geared for couples… or partners, throuples, even small groups, whatever. It’s not really for singles. You’d probably enjoy the show Marquis does, but you might have trouble picking up someone after. You’d have to go all the way to their sister club, then bring them back.”

      “Yeah, never mind, not my scene.” Aiden made a face. “Perfect for Jax and Esther, though.”

      Yes, it would be perfect. Hope rose in Jax’s chest, though he tried to temper the emotion. He still had to convince Esther.
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      Esther

      Most awkward dinner ever.

      She’d waited until right before dinnertime to arrive home and was wishing she hadn’t. She’d thought the kids would provide a buffer, so she didn’t have to talk to Jax alone right away, but the massive elephant in the room actually made everything worse, not better. No one knew what to say, and every conversation felt forced. The kids got tenser with every passing second, their eyes darting back and forth between her and Jax as if watching a ticking time bomb.

      Basically, it wasn’t comfortable for anyone, and the kids were happy to flee as soon as Jax suggested Jennifer take Daniel out for ice cream. It was the first time Esther could remember Jennifer leaping at the chance to take her little brother anywhere since she got her driver’s license, much less go somewhere to hang out together.

      Unfortunately, the awkwardness didn’t abate with their absence. She and Jax were left staring at each other across the table. It was so odd. They’d been having dinner for years at this same dining room table, with the six chairs and the candlesticks they’d inherited from his grandmother. Everything was familiar. Comforting. Except when she looked at him, she didn’t feel as though she was sitting across from her husband, the man she’d been eating at this table with for so many years.

      It felt as if she was sitting with a stranger.

      Somebody that I used to know.

      The song lyric slid through her head, sad and resigned.

      “So...” Jax said, then stopped, gathering his thoughts.

      Esther looked down at her hands. Should she say something? Should she wait? After a long moment, Jax took a deep breath took the decision from her, to her relief.

      “I’m sorry, Esther. I know I already said that, but it’s worth repeating. I am so, so sorry. I shouldn’t have lied to you from the very beginning. I… well, at the time, it made sense, but looking back, I think I was just trying to make it, so I didn’t have to be uncomfortable.”

      A small spurt of anger shot up, but she squashed it, biting her lower lip. She nodded, still staring at her hands where they were intertwined in front of her on the table.

      “Am I…”

      “What?”

      “Did you really think I would have a terrible reaction? That I’d throw a tantrum or something?” The words came out in a rush.

      “A terrible reaction? No, but I thought it would bother you, maybe even hurt you, then I would feel guilty for going anyway, but I also knew you would insist I go…” He sighed and shook his head. “I was trying to spare us, but in hindsight, that was the wrong decision.”

      Esther chewed her lower lip. Okay, she could see that. She didn’t like it, but she could see it. She couldn’t deny she probably would have reacted just as he said. It would have made her anxious that he was spending one night a week—and sometimes Sunday afternoons—with a bunch of gorgeous twenty-somethings, but she would have never said so because she wouldn’t want him to think she didn’t trust him. She would have insisted he go if it was something he wanted.

      She might have become a little passive-aggressive in expressing her anxiety, and it wouldn’t have been the first time that had happened. Yes, he still should have told her, but she was honest enough to admit she saw his point, even if it made her extremely uncomfortable, and she wanted to protest that she would have done no such thing.

      One advantage of getting older, she had a lot of experience to draw on as long as she was honest with herself.

      “It was. I get what you’re saying, but it still was.” He should have told her, anyway. Regardless of what her reaction would have been. Now, she had a reason not to trust him.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      She peeked at him. He looked so sad, leaning on his forearms with his hands clasped on the table. Not unlike how she was sitting, except he was leaning toward her, and she was leaning away from him. Esther straightened up. If they were going to talk and try to make this work, she needed to be more receptive. Oddly, changing her position made her a little less antagonistic toward him.

      “What do we do now?” she asked, then bit her lip against the plaintive note in her voice. No matter what she did, the babygirl side of her kept trying to come out but indulging that part of her didn’t seem smart. After all, he was the one in the wrong here.

      It wasn’t as if she could spank him as punishment. She didn’t even want to. The very idea made her shudder. No, Esther didn’t want to discipline him and doubted spanking would work on him, even if she kinked that way. Spankings worked on her just fine, but not the other way round.

      What she wanted was for him to make it better.
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      Damn it.

      It took every ounce of Jax’s willpower not to jump up, run around the table, pull Esther into his arms, and hold her on his lap, but he didn’t have that right. Not right now. Not when he’d fucked up so monumentally. He had to earn back the right to be her Dom.

      “Well, Gavin gave me a suggestion this afternoon that aligned with thoughts I had and suggestions the kids gave me,” Jax said, treading lightly. He didn’t want Esther to think he was trying to get into her pants and nothing else, but the more he’d thought about Gavin’s suggestion, the more sense it had made.

      Hearing the little whine in her voice, seeing the pleading way she was looking at him, called to every one of his Daddy Dom instincts. His babygirl needed him, and he needed to fix everything for her. Maybe Gavin hadn’t been wrong, which hopefully meant the suggestion would be well-received, especially since it wasn’t Jax’s idea.

      “Oh? What?” Skeptical and hopeful, Esther’s expression challenged him to find the answer.

      “I want more time with you. After Gavin made his suggestion, I talked to the kids this afternoon about how they felt about you and me going away for a weekend without them.” He held up his hand before Esther could say anything. While Jennifer was probably old enough to watch over her brother for a weekend, it would be hard for him and Esther to relax. “Jennifer suggested she spend the weekend at Katie’s, and Daniel spend his at Anthony’s.”

      Esther relaxed backward, her expression turning thoughtful. Katie and Anthony were the kids' two best friends. They knew both sets of parents and knew there wouldn’t be a problem foisting their kids on them for a weekend. Both had come on multiple family vacations with them in the past few years and vice versa.

      “That could work. So, we’d have the house to ourselves?”

      “If you want to, though Gavin’s suggestion was to send us to that club in DC he’s been checking out, Marquis, and spend the weekend in one of their theme rooms. He even offered to pay for the room since we’d be his secret shoppers. He’s still thinking about how he wants to expand the Outlands and would like our impression of how Marquis has done their club.”

      Dark eyes lit up with interest, and her lips formed a little ‘o’ as he explained the idea. Yeah, she was interested. Almost as quickly, she warily retreated again.

      “So, we’d spend all weekend having sex?” There was a hefty dose of sarcasm ladled onto the skepticism in her voice, but he thought he detected a hint of wistful interest.

      “No. We don’t have to have sex at all to test out the room, though I certainly hope we would at some point. We also wouldn’t spend the entire time at the hotel. There’s a show every evening Gavin would like us to go to, but otherwise, the days are ours to do with as we please. I thought we could go to the zoo and a few museums. Maybe even the Monument.”

      Now she couldn’t push back her enthusiastic reaction as her excitement flared. Esther loved the National Zoo, and they had a list of museums in DC they’d always wanted to visit but hadn’t made to yet. The Washington Monument had been closed for construction the last time they’d been there, so they hadn’t done that yet, either.

      Jax was absolutely not only interested in going to Marquis because of its rooms, though that was a big part of it. The more he thought about it, the more he realized how perfect its location was for dates with Esther.
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      A weekend in DC with Jax, both the kids taken care of, and it sounded like he’d be taking care of all the arrangements. She should be jumping up and down with joy. A few days ago, that was exactly what she would have been doing, so why was she holding back?

      Because I’m still mad.

      Whether it was lingering from when she’d thought he was cheating on her or because of the reality of his lying to her, she wasn’t sure, but she felt the truth of it. She was still mad and wasn’t sure she was ready to make nice again. Letting out a long sigh, Esther propped her elbows on the table and leaned into her hands for a minute.

      Her kids wanted her and Jax to figure it out. Their friends wanted them to figure it out, so much so, Gavin offered to pay for the room. Yeah, he got something out of it, too, but he wouldn’t offer if he wasn’t rooting for them. Jax clearly wanted to make things up to her.

      What did she want?

      The sound of the chair moving on the other side of the table indicated Jax was moving. She heard footsteps coming to her side of the table, then two big arms wrapped around her from behind, holding her so tightly, cocooning her in warm muscles, anchoring her into place.

      “It’s okay, babygirl. I don’t need an answer right away.” Jax’s deep voice was even deeper than usual, smooth and soothing, reaching into all the dark nooks and crannies of her mood and leaving them light and airy. “There’s no time limit. Not to Gavin’s offer, and not to how long you make me work to regain your trust. I’m not giving up… ever, even if it takes the rest of our lives.”

      Esther’s breath hitched as tears sparked, flooding her eyes.

      His words, his arms around her, reminded her despite her anger, despite everything, she still loved him and wanted to make their marriage work. She’d been willing to fight for him when she’d thought he was cheating on her. She was hurt and frustrated with him, but if they were going to work, she needed to be open to letting him fight for her. And maybe she needed to fight for him, too, even if what she was fighting was herself.

      “We should go.” She nodded, doing her best to hold back the tears. “I want to go.”

      “Good girl.”

      The accolade sank in, warming her from the inside out. Leaning into his hold, she savored the strength and love she found there. Jax had always been her haven, exactly what she needed from him right now.
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      Jax

      It was amazing the difference a couple of days could make. Things hadn’t gotten back to normal, but that was okay because the previous normal hadn’t been good anymore. Jax wanted to make things better than they had been before.

      Some things were still the same. After a Sunday spent as a family, going out to the movies, then home to play board games, which was something they hadn’t done together in ages, Monday went back to normal as far as daily schedules. The kids went to school, and he and Esther went to work.

      Since he’d been coming home on time on Mondays and Tuesdays, there wasn’t much difference, but somehow it still felt different, and he knew the difference was within himself. He was paying more attention, both to his wife and his kids. Yeah, he was still thinking ahead—that wasn’t something he’d ever been able to turn off—but instead of thinking ahead to the campaign and what he would do in the next C&C session, he was thinking ahead to his trip with Esther and what else he could do with his kids while they were still around. Jennifer’s first two college acceptance letters had come yesterday, driving home the point that time with his kids was extra precious.

      Now, he and Esther were headed to Leah’s for their weekly C&C game with their friends, and there was a certain amount of tension that hadn’t been there before. Esther hadn’t completely abandoned her new look, but she’d changed out of her work clothes into her usual t-shirt and leggings and pulled her hair back into a ponytail.

      They held hands on the drive, which was made in silence. Everything about the game felt a little more fraught than normal. Jax didn’t want to talk about it in case anything he said reminded Esther he’d been lying about playing with another group, and she didn’t seem to want to talk, just stared out the window.

      When they pulled up to Leah’s house, he let go of Esther’s hand so they could get out of the car and tried not to feel disappointed at the loss of contact. Getting out, he gave himself a little shake before reaching into the back to grab his bag while she got hers. This upcoming weekend and their trip out of town couldn’t come soon enough. Not that he thought it would fix everything—only time and showing Esther he could be trusted would do that—but reconnecting and spending some quality time together could only help.

      Esther went into the house before him.

      “Hey! Come on in,” Leah called out as Jax followed Esther. She and Gavin were in the kitchen around the island with Aiden and Cyana, and they were all holding champagne flutes. “We’re celebrating.”

      “Celebrating?” Jax was caught off guard, his mind racing. Shit, had he forgotten someone’s birthday?

      “Leah agreed to marry me. Again.” Gavin was grinning widely. He cast a fond look at his ex-wife, who held up her left hand. The ring flashed on her finger, impossible to miss as it glinted in the light. Beside them, Cyana was casually leaning against the kitchen island, grinning and sipping her champagne. Aiden was on the other side of Gavin, hip against the counter, arms crossed over his chest, and looking dubiously at the delicate flute in his big hand as if he was afraid he would break it, but he smiled a greeting at Jax and Esther.

      “Holy shit, when?” Jax asked, setting down his bag, only then realizing Esther didn’t seem surprised. She turned toward him with a guilty expression.

      “Sorry, I forgot to tell you… Leah told Cyana and me on Friday.” A little cloud of darkness cast its shadow in her eyes.

      Ah... that must have been before Cyana brought out the pictures of him coming out of Michelle’s house.

      “Congratulations!” Jax said, pushing a smile onto his face. Not given time to dwell on her thoughts, the cloud quickly lifted from Esther, and she turned around with a quickly growing smile. “That’s amazing.”

      He didn’t bother to ask why Gavin hadn’t told him on Saturday when they’d all been together. Likely, Gavin hadn’t wanted to rub things in while Jax’s marriage was falling apart, which wasn’t something Jax wanted to bring up right now. Not when Esther was finally smiling, accepting her glass of champagne from Leah.

      “Good, now that we’re all here, we can do the toast.” Gavin wrapped one arm around Leah, beaming down at her before turning his gaze back to his friends, gathered in a loose circle around him. He lifted his glass. “Here’s to second chances. Slàinte mhath.”

      The Gaelic toast, pronounced slan-ge-var, was one Jax always mangled a little, but he did his best. As he did so, he snuck a peek at Esther.

      To second chances.

      The toast was meant for Gavin and Leah, who were taking a huge second chance on each other after being divorced for over a decade, not for him and Esther, but it was still appropriate. They might not be divorced or even separated, but that’s what she was giving him—a second chance.
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      “I walk into the room and look around.” Aiden was always the first into the room when they reached a dungeon, which was why he almost always chose characters like his current character, Morag Thundercock. One who could take a lot of damage before being knocked out, so they didn’t need to be as careful as squishier classifications of characters, like wizards and witches.

      “Looking around the room, you see two doors on the far end of the room. The rest of the room appears to be empty.” Gavin’s expression was implacable, usually not a good indication. Esther felt her tension ramp up. It had been a bit since they had an encounter, which meant one was probably right around the corner, especially since they were exploring a new part of the castle’s dungeon.

      Personally, she always preferred the ‘castle’ exploration part of the game to the dungeon fights, but she knew most people felt differently, including her group of friends. They liked the excitement of the fights. Esther hated having to worry about her character dying and making a new one. She’d become attached to Xidria over this campaign.

      Also, every time they had a fight, she now worried about Dog. It didn’t matter that Dog was an entirely fictional non-playable character Gavin had to take charge of. She didn’t want their imaginary pet to die in a fight. Since Aiden was currently highest on their pet’s love chart, there was every likelihood Dog would be right by his side as he charged into battle. Esther preferred it when she or Cyana were highest since their characters hung back and attacked from a distance, where Dog was usually safer.

      “I want to roll for perception and make sure nothing’s hidden,” Leah said, and Gavin nodded. The room was still empty, even after Leah rolled high, so Jax’s character, Doklos, went to take a closer look at the doors.

      Gavin grinned, anticipation lighting up his blue eyes. Whatever this was, he was looking forward to it, which was never a good sign for their characters’ health.

      “On one door, there is a large carving of a duck. On the other door, there is a carving depicting many small horses.”

      “Oh, no,” Cyana groaned. “Not this again. I hate you, Gavin.”

      “We should go through the duck door,” Jax said immediately.

      “We should go through the horse door,” Aiden said simultaneously.

      Gavin’s eyes danced with mischief, his grin widening. A few years ago, someone, Esther couldn’t remember who, had brought up the question, would you rather fight one giant duck or one hundred duck-sized horses? The debate between Jax and Aiden had raged for days, driving the rest of them nuts when the two men wouldn’t talk about anything else until they ‘settled the matter.’ Which they never did. It only ended when Cyana had threatened to tase them if they didn’t shut up about it.

      “I hate you so much.” Cyana closed her eyes as Jax and Aiden argued the merits of the doors. Shaking her head, she sat up. “Ysolde casts a disparaging look at Doklos and Morag, then walks past them to open the door with the duck on it.”

      “Yes!” Jax pumped his fists in the air. Despite everything, everyone cracked up, even Aiden, though he quickly pretended he was upset and crossed his arms over his chest, glowering at Cyana. Esther giggled helplessly.

      The beginning of the night had been awkward during the drive over, and she hadn’t been able to shake the knowledge Jax had been playing with another group and had lied to her. Being here, though, actually playing with their friends, everything settled back into place in her head, and she felt so much better.

      When they paused for a break, for a moment, Esther thought Jax might not leave her side, but he went out back with Gavin and Aiden as always. She wasn’t sure whether to be relieved when Leah and Cyana pounced on her.

      “So?” Leah asked.

      Esther made a face as she got up from her chair to get herself some water. If they were going to make her talk, she needed something to drink.

      “What? I texted you updates. Things are fine. Awkward, but fine. I’m looking forward to our trip this weekend.” She was. Mostly. Okay, she was a little torn, but she was trying hard to be positive. One weekend away could hardly wipe away months of resentment and unhappiness.

      “Yeah, but it’s hard to tell how you’re actually feeling from texts.” Cyana followed her into the kitchen, Leah only a few steps behind. They probably didn’t mean to corner her, but that’s what it felt like. It chafed, but she appreciated they cared. “Like, you said you were excited about going to Marquis next weekend, but you don’t really sound excited.”

      Called out. She sipped her water to get a moment to think because Cyana wasn’t the type to accept prevarication.

      “I am both excited and nervous. I really want to go and can’t wait to spend the weekend with Jax, but I really don’t want to go all at the same time. Okay?” That was the full and honest truth. Totally conflicted feelings.

      “That’s fair,” Leah said sympathetically, leaning over to put her arm around Esther’s shoulders. Some of the tension fled with the half-hug, and Esther leaned in, putting her head on Leah’s shoulder. “I don’t think you’ll regret it, though.”

      “I don’t think I will either, but…” She glanced toward the hall leading to the back door. There was no sound coming from there, so the guys were still safely outside. “I think part of me wants to still be mad at him. I’m not sure I’m ready to make nice.”

      “Also fair.” Cyana nodded, a little smile quirking her mouth. “I don’t think he’ll object if you give him a little hell, as long as you also give him a chance.”

      Hm, that was a fair point. Maybe she could do this, but she really wanted to stop talking about it. Straightening up, she turned to Leah.

      “Enough about me. What about you and Gavin? Any thoughts about your second wedding?”

      The look Leah gave her indicated she knew what Esther was doing but would let her get away with it for now. She gracefully picked up the conversational lead.

      “We want to do something small and intimate, away from here. Take a trip.” She shook her head. “Now that he knows Mitch is kinky, I keep finding him looking at all these BDSM resorts. I told him I don’t think Mitch wants to go there with us, but…” She shrugged. Yeah, going to a kink resort with their son, even if he was kinky… well, that was Gavin’s problem.

      “Ooh, like where?” Esther didn’t know of any resorts, but then why would she? It wasn’t as though she and Jax would have been able to go anywhere like that in the past two decades. Actually, she couldn’t remember the last time they’d taken a trip, just the two of them for more than one night.

      “Did you know there’s an actual castle in the middle of Ohio?” Leah shook her head in amazement.

      “Isn’t that the one where a bomb went off a few years ago?” Cyana asked a little dubiously. Somehow, Esther wasn’t at all surprised Cyana knew about both the resort and the bomb. A castle sounded really cool. The bomb, a lot less so.

      “Oh, yeah, but they’ve rebuilt, and the pictures look amazing online. Gavin talked to the owner, Master Marshall, and he reassured us it was a one-time event due to a sting operation from law enforcement, and everything is perfectly safe now.” Leah shrugged, apparently unconcerned. “I think he’s leaning toward Hideaway Island.”

      Cyana’s face lit up immediately, sparking Esther’s curiosity.

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s an entire island, a small one, dedicated to a kink resort.” Cyana’s face fell a little. “It’s also expensive as hell.” Cyana made pretty good money as a P.I., but she wasn’t rolling in it by any means. Jax and Esther were in the same position, especially with Jennifer going off to college next year and Daniel following soon.

      Gavin and Leah definitely had the most disposable income—Mitch was long done with college, and he’d been their only child. Now that they had combined households again, a lot of their living expenses had halved. One reason Esther had convinced herself not to feel bad about letting Gavin pay for their rooms at Marquis. That and that they were kinda working for him for the weekend, so it worked out for everyone.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Leah reassured her. “I think Gavin wants to splurge, and apparently, he’s going to use his connection with the owner to get us a discount or something.”

      “That would be amazing.”
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      Even though his weekend with Esther was coming up and things were nowhere near normal between them right now, Jax eyed Aiden with more worry than usual. He was doing a good job of acting like his normal, cheery self, but he still seemed a little off.

      They’d sat down in the chairs on the patio, relaxing and staring up at the stars in the sky. Damn. He needed to do this with them more often, not just on game night.

      “Hey, Aiden.”

      “Hey, what?”

      “Wanna talk about it?”

      There was a long pause. Gavin and Jax stayed quiet, giving Aiden the opportunity to say something. Putting further pressure on him wouldn’t help, and saying something before he did might keep him from saying anything at all.

      After another long moment, Aiden heaved a sigh.

      “Just feeling my age, man. I’m getting old and cynical, and it seems like the subs at the club are getting younger and younger. They’re full of so much energy, which should be fun, but it makes me feel more tired than anything else.”

      “Maybe you should try playing with some subs closer to your age,” Gavin said dryly.

      “I have been.” Aiden sounded more resigned than defensive. “It’s still not the same.” He reached over, giving Jax a clap on the shoulder. “You and Gavin have it good. He got Leah back, but you need to fix things with Esther. She’s one of the good ones. You don’t want her getting away.”

      “Trust me, I know,” Jax replied. “I told her I’ll spend the rest of my life fixing us if that’s what it takes, and I meant it.”

      Aiden nodded solemnly, settling back in his chair. Gavin tipped his beer bottle toward Jax in acknowledgment. Hopefully, this time next week, he’d be back here after a great weekend with Esther, and they would be on a new, better path to their future.
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      Jax

      Marquis was a restaurant on the bottom, with the kink club and hotel portion on the second floor. From the outside and even walking through the restaurant, there was no way to tell there was a kink club upstairs. The restaurant was nicely furnished, with servers dashing to and fro, wearing button-down white shirts, colorful ties, and serving aprons. It looked like any other downtown restaurant on a busy afternoon.

      The bar was packed for happy hour, three bartenders on duty, wearing similar uniforms to the servers, their sleeves rolled up to their elbows. Jax had to admire the style of the one working the center section—a white guy, about Jax’s age. The bald head and goatee didn’t work on everyone, but it did on him and on that bartender. He always felt a little kernel of kinship with those who had the same style.

      The bartender looked up at that moment, and their gazes met. The other man inspected Jax for a second before giving him the nod of acknowledgment.

      We have the same style, and it looks damn good.

      Jax nodded back to him before moving through the restaurant to the back. He and Esther had left their bags in the car for now. They could have come in through the back and gone straight up to their room, but he’d wanted to check out the restaurant portion.

      In some ways, the setup reminded him of the Outlands, except the Outlands had their club below the restaurant rather than above. The Outland’s restaurant was also a lot more casual and turned into a dance club at night. Marquis was higher-end and remained a full-time restaurant.

      Jax’s head turned as a server walked by, plates stacked up one arm all the way to their shoulder. Damn. More maneuverability than carrying a huge tray, but it also seemed risky. Then again, when he thought about it, so did a tray. The server easily swerved past a busboy on their way to the table.

      “Oh my God, that smelled so good,” Esther said, giving herself a little shake as if coming out of a reverie. She wasn’t the only one. There was something captivating about Marquis, and they hadn’t even been upstairs. Jax had her tucked under his arm, and she leaned forward to peer around him.

      “Do you want to eat dinner here tonight?” she asked.

      “We could, but they have the same menu upstairs. It depends on what kind of show you want to watch.” He was happy to do whatever she wanted. The drive down had taken several hours, and they’d ended up putting on an audiobook. Esther had wanted to listen to some book about bunny shifters—there had been wolf, bear, and normal shifters too, but what had drawn her was the bunnies. They’d ended up cracking up multiple times during the drive, which had made things a lot less tense for both of them.

      Jax was actually looking forward to hearing the rest of the book on the way home.

      Thanks to that break in the ice between them, being able to listen to and laugh at a book together, they were a lot more comfortable with each other than they might have been otherwise. There was no way in hell he was going to ruin that by saying they had to eat upstairs and watch the sex show tonight. Yeah, Gavin had said he wanted them to attend both nights if they could, but Jax wanted to do whatever made Esther happy.

      Looking around, she shrugged. “I think I’d prefer to eat down here.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll do.”
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      After scoping out the restaurant and returning to their car to grab their bags, Esther followed Jax into the private entrance to Marquis, which took them straight up to the hotel area. They input the code into the elevator to send them up, then they stepped into a gorgeous lobby.

      The color scheme was like downstairs, a lot of dark reds and blacks, with black-and-white photographs on the walls. Esther found herself a little disappointed that there wasn’t anything overtly kinky. Then again, they weren’t really in the club portion. She could see the stairs coming up from the back area of the restaurant and hear noises from downstairs before she heard a door shut.

      Likely, the lobby was purposefully designed, so it wouldn’t cause comment if any vanillas accidentally wandered upstairs.

      There was a desk next to a door and another door on the sidewall with a brass plate that read ‘Manager.’ Behind the desk were a man and a woman, who both looked up and smiled when they saw Jax and Esther. The woman was a stunningly beautiful redhead with long hair that hung in perfect curls down her back and over her shoulders. Her makeup was flawless. She could have just come from seeing Braden at Ulta.

      Beside her, the man was her height, dark, and handsome. If Esther had to guess, she would say he was Filipino. Younger than her and Jax but not too much younger, she would guess he was in his forties. Like Jax, he was totally bald but had a goatee. It was a good look. And he was ripped, muscle wise, the same way Jax was. Even though he was wearing a white dress shirt, she could tell by the way he filled it out.

      “Hello, welcome to Marquis!” The redhead’s bubbly chirpiness came on a little strong, but Esther smiled at her. She seemed like she was trying very hard, despite her almost intimidating beauty. Her gaze was a little odd—she was looking directly at Jax, then glanced at Esther for a moment, trying to focus on her, before her gaze went right back to Jax. “My name is Morgan. How can I help you?”

      It was parroted as if she was reading from a script she wasn’t quite comfortable with. Morgan glanced at the man beside her, looking for his approval, and he nodded. His expression didn’t change, but that seemed to be all she needed to reassure her. Esther was fascinated by the interaction. Maybe she was in training?

      “Jax and Esther Johnson. We’re here for the weekend in the pink room.”

      Morgan glanced down at the computer in front of her and pressed a couple keys on the keyboard.

      “Wonderful, welcome! I have your keys ready for you, and if you have questions, you can come ask me any time.” Morgan passed the keys across the counter and glanced at the man beside her again, and he put his hand on her shoulder. Esther hadn’t realized how much anxious energy the redhead had until the man did that, and she stilled.

      Definitely a Dom and Morgan must be a submissive, a very nervous one at that.

      “I’ll take you to your room,” the man said, stepping away from the redhead. He came around the desk to take Esther’s bag.

      “Oh, thank you,” Esther said. Yeah, he had an air of dominance as her husband, Gavin, and Aiden. No way was she going to argue with a Dom in a kink club when they’d just arrived, not without a really good reason, and him offering to carry her bag wasn’t one. Besides, the bag was getting heavy. Esther had a penchant for overpacking and should have used one of her suitcases with wheels, rather than a shoulder bag.

      “Thank you, Master Law,” Morgan chirped.

      The Dom winced slightly, his nose wrinkling for a moment, then the expression disappeared, and he gave Morgan a smile.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said before turning back to Jax and Esther. “Follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      “Master Law?” Jax asked as they walked through the door behind the front desk, keeping his voice low so Morgan didn’t hear him. Even though he didn’t know the two of them, it was clear something out of the ordinary was going on there. The man didn’t like being called Master Law, but he hadn’t stopped her.

      The man sighed.

      “My name is Lawrence, and I’m a lawyer. The submissives decided that meant I’m Master Law.” He shook his head. “There’s no stopping them, and they’ve all picked it up. Morgan doesn’t mean any harm, and she’s not doing it to be bratty, so I’ve learned to live with it.”

      Jax didn’t quite know what to say, and he wasn’t sure it mattered. He and Esther had come to a complete stop as they entered Marquis’ main room. The lobby had been beautiful but unremarkable, nothing overtly to draw the attention. This room was completely different.

      There was a circular stage in the center of the room, raised about a foot above the rest of the hardwood floors. The walls were lined with alcove booths, heavy red curtains hanging on either side of their openings, which could be drawn across them, and a sheer black curtain hung in front of each of them. It looked like it could be drawn aside.

      The booths were all made of black leather, and both the seats and the tables they curved around had a multitude of places where cuffs or chains could be attached. Definitely not a standard restaurant setup.

      “Wow…” Esther breathed out the word, looking around in awe. “And people scene on the stage?”

      “Yup. There’s a long waitlist for the sign-up.” Master Lawrence grinned. “We have quite a few exhibitionists among our members.”

      “They would have to be,” Jax murmured. With his hand on Esther’s back, he could feel her shiver.

      She was more of a voyeur, though they had played together at the Outlands in public scenes. It had never been either of their preference, though. Jax wasn’t an exhibitionist. Though he didn’t mind being watched, he preferred Esther be comfortable, which meant he also preferred privacy for play. They’d gone mainly to be with Aiden, Cyana, Gavin, and Leah and to be around their people.

      Then Gavin and Leah got divorced, Jax and Esther had kids, and it wasn’t like they’d wanted to play publicly at the Outlands, anyway, so it had become easier to stay home. But being at home with the kids had made getting into the right mindset to be Daddy Dom and babygirl really difficult. Walking into this room, even empty, called to a part of Jax he hadn’t felt in a long time. He could sense the change in Esther in the way she was relaxing, the perk of interest and excitement at being in this space, and talking to someone who was part of it.

      He hadn’t realized what a difference being around ‘their’ people and in a kinky space made to his mindset. Not that they couldn’t play at home and would absolutely continue to do so, but he’d gotten so used to being ‘dad’ at home, he had stopped thinking of himself as Esther’s Daddy.

      That was something he resolved to fix. The kids were more than old enough now for him and Esther to go out for some later nights. Or perhaps, they could do more coordinated sleepovers with the kids’ friends, so he and Esther could come home to an empty house instead of having to sneak around.

      Either way, it was something he could easily fix after they got home. Plus, now that Gavin and Leah were back together, going to the Outlands wouldn’t be as awkward.

      “Come through this way,” Master Lawrence said, walking straight across the room to a door tucked between the booths.

      The hallway on the other side was decorated in a similar manner as the lobby, with lots of reds and blacks. Gorgeous artwork lined the walls, all showing some aspect of kink. A little plaque beside the closest announced the artist was Natalie Mercer. They were stunning, tasteful, and erotic as hell.

      “Wow,” Esther murmured, eyes wide. The art made it clear this was a kinky hotel.

      “Here’s your room,” Master Lawrence said, stepping aside so Jax could insert the keycard. The pink room—set up for age play, Daddy or Mommy Doms, and their partners, decorated entirely in pink. There was a blue room as well, which was set up the same way, but Jax knew Esther would prefer this one.

      Glancing over his shoulder, he reached back to take her hand as he pushed the handle on the door.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      She nodded, eyes wide and sparkling with excitement. Grinning, Jax pushed open the door.
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      Esther

      It was babygirl heaven. Or littles heaven. Whatever. She would have killed for this room when she was five. Or twenty-five. Forget a red room; she was all about the pink.

      Light pink walls, pink carpet, white furniture, and a pink canopy on the bed with a pink comforter that dripped with white frills. There were stuffed animals on the shelves, books, a rocking horse, a white table, and chairs—she ignored the rings on the furniture that showed how easily it could go from a coloring space to a kink space—and pretty much everything she could want. Her head was already shifting into babygirl space, which she wasn’t sure was a good thing, but in a room like this, she couldn’t help it.

      “The actual sleeping quarters are through here,” Master Lawrence said, moving to the back of the room where there was another door.

      Esther peeked, but only for a moment before she turned her attention back to the pink room. That room was boring compared to this one. It looked like a normal hotel room.

      This was the fun room.

      She went to the shelf and picked up a white stuffed bunny. It smelled clean and fresh as though it had just come out of the laundry and was so soft and furry against her cheek. Giving it a squeeze, she tucked it against her chest as she explored while Jax and Master Lawrence went into the second room.

      There were several cabinets hanging on the walls and a dresser with a bunch of drawers. Esther opened each of them.

      Whoops.

      Found the sex stuff.

      The dresser was filled with brand new toys, still in their packaging, and the cabinets had all sorts of implements that could easily be cleaned and sanitized. She assumed in case someone forgot something or decided they wanted to try out something new. Kind of like a minibar, but with vibrators and butt plugs.

      “What do you think?” Jax asked.

      Esther turned around to face him. She’d been so busy exploring, she hadn’t noticed him back into the room and Master Lawrence already on his way out, the door to the hall closing behind him.

      “This is amazing,” she said honestly. “I would love if Gavin had something like this at the Outlands.”

      “Yeah, the private fantasy rooms are a nice touch.” Jax looked around, shaking his head with bemusement. “This is an awful lot of pink, though.”

      “I think it’s just the right amount,” Esther sassed back without thinking. Her babygirl side had snuck up on her, and from the flash in Jax’s eyes, he recognized it. Immediately, her stomach did a little flip, waiting to see how he reacted.

      “So, you wanted to eat downstairs?” he asked.

      Even though the answer was yes, and even though she had explicitly said she didn’t want to jump straight into the sex stuff, Esther was a little disappointed. This room…

      Well. There’d be time enough for that later.

      “Yup.”
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      The pink room was amazing, even better than it had looked in the pictures online. Jax was already making plans in his head. He could tell the room was getting to Esther. It was designed to bring out that side of her. Getting both of them into the right headspace would be no chore at all.

      In the meantime, they could eat a wonderful dinner at the restaurant downstairs. As they passed, Morgan stopped them to let them know there was a back hall and elevator that would take them straight up to their room if they wanted to return while the show was going on.

      Hearing that, Jax thought Esther might change her mind about not watching the show, but after a moment, she headed for the stairs. Ah, well, definitely tomorrow night. Anticipation would make it more exciting.

      A restaurant in a busy city on a Friday night, Marquis was bustling, with plenty of opportunity for people-watching. He and Esther tried to pick out who might be kinky and who was there for the food.

      “What do you think about our server?” Esther asked after the young woman dropped off their dinners. “Kinky? Or totally unaware of what’s going on upstairs?”

      “I mean, I think even if they’re not kinky, anyone who works here has to have an inkling of what’s going on upstairs. Everyone at the Outlands knows what goes on downstairs, even those who only work the dayshift.”

      “True.” Esther dug into her risotto, her lips curving up in a little smirk. “I can only imagine it would be hard to squash gossip in the kitchen. Someone’s gotta be working upstairs where the show is.”

      “Hopefully, they warn them ahead of time,” Jax said with a wink, making Esther burst out laughing. The idea of a total newbie walking into a kink show, ready to serve dinner, was hilarious.

      A tall, curvy redhead—beautiful, though not in as showy as Morgan—came to a halt next to their table, her lips curving in a smile to meet Esther’s laugh. In a silky bright-red shirt, a black skirt that hugged her hips and fell to her knees, and high heels at least three inches high, everything about her screamed ‘manager.’ One look at her and Jax’s instincts also screamed ‘Domme.’

      “How is everything here? Enjoying your meal?” she asked.

      “It’s wonderful,” Esther said, beaming up at her, practically bouncing in her seat.

      “Fantastic, thank you.”

      “Good, good. I’m Olivia, and I manage Marquis. Let me know if you need anything. Hope to see you at the show tomorrow,” she said with a wink before walking away.

      “Domme,” Esther whispered to him with a giggle. “There is no way she’s not part of the club, and she’s definitely a Domme.”

      “Oh, really? What makes you think that?” he teased back, sliding his arm around the back of her shoulders.

      Esther rolled her eyes.

      “You mean, other than when she looked at me, I wanted to kneel on the floor when I’m not usually submissive that way?”

      Jax had to laugh. There weren’t too many Dominants who could make Esther sit up and pay attention—she was a true babygirl brat. Jax was one of them when he was in Daddy mode, and Gavin was another, but there weren’t many others at the club—including Aiden. Esther had a finely tuned sense of which Dominants would and wouldn’t indulge her.

      Apparently, she sensed Olivia wouldn’t, and Jax knew to trust Esther’s instincts on that matter.
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      Dinner had been wonderful, but now that they were heading back upstairs to their room, anxiety was striking.

      Now what?

      Things had been nice at dinner, but she didn’t know what Jax would expect from her once they got upstairs, especially with that room. Even though she knew he hadn’t been cheating on her, hadn’t been out looking for a more ‘sophisticated,’ younger woman, there was still a part of her hesitant to jump back into calling him Daddy. No matter how much she wanted to.

      Jax’s hand squeezed hers as if he could feel her anxiety. Maybe he could. He’d always been observant. Well… he had when he was her Daddy. Maybe that was part of why things had gotten off track between them. Esther was used to him noticing her emotions and acting on them, but it wasn’t an excuse for not talking to him if she was unhappy and he wasn’t noticing, but it was still an interesting revelation.

      “How does a movie sound when we get upstairs?”

      “Yeah?” Her voice wavered as though she was asking a question herself rather than answering his.

      “Yeah. There are televisions in both rooms, and the room comes with streaming channels, so we can watch just about anything we want.”

      It only took about two seconds for Esther to decide what she wanted to watch.

      “The Princess Bride.”

      Jax chuckled, reaching into his pocket with his free hand to grab the keycard with his left hand rather than letting go of her hand. He winked as he opened the door for her.

      “As you wish.”

      Was it any wonder she wanted to go all melty and soft for him?

      Esther sat down on the canopy bed while Jax got the movie ready, then joined her. They laid on their sides, Jax’s big body curled around hers. She started off tense… and not just because of the screaming eels. Jax’s hand stroked her stomach while they watched, and by the time Wesley was climbing the Cliffs of Insanity, she had relaxed against him.

      Apparently, he was serious about keeping things PG tonight. Which was fine… it was… except the more he respected that line, the more she wanted to cross it.

      She shifted her hips. Just a little. A wiggle to get more comfortable. That’s all it was.

      Definitely.

      Jax’s fingers kept gently stroking her stomach as if he hadn’t really noticed how snugly her bottom fitted against his groin. This had been a lot easier when they were younger, when a mere brush of touch against his dick got him hard. Still. She shifted again.

      Wiggled.

      Felt movement against the curve of her bottom.

      Waited a few minutes.

      Another wiggle.

      Jax’s fingers stilled against her stomach.

      Breathe. She could hardly play innocent if she held her breath.

      The movie rolled on, and Jax’s fingers started stroking her stomach again. She couldn’t decide if she was disappointed. She could feel he was half-hard, partial erection nudging her butt. She’d had some effect.

      Esther focused on the movie, totally invested in the banter between Miracle Max and his wife. Yup. She giggled at their antics. Wiggled. Because she was giggling, of course. It was a totally normal movement that just happened to press her ass firmly against Jax’s growing erection because she was laughing so hard.

      Jax’s fingers splayed out against her lower stomach, and he rocked his hips forward, his now completely hard bulge in his pants wedging between the crease of her ass.

      “Babygirl, you are playing a very dangerous game,” he growled in her ear, making the little hairs on the back of her neck stand up.

      “What game?” she asked, her voice as innocent as possible. Whoops. Might have overplayed her hand there. Naughty girl.

      Yeah, her babygirl side was out in full force.

      Teeth nipped at her earlobe, making her gasp, as his hand moved over her hip to the curve of her bottom and squeezed, sending her senses on high alert. Her nipples hardened, tingling with anticipation, her pussy throbbed and clenched, and she squirmed again, but this time because she truly couldn’t help herself.

      “Keep it up, babygirl,” Jax murmured in her ear, his voice deepening. “Daddy’s happy to take care of you tonight if that’s what you need.”

      Daddy.

      It was like setting off a bomb inside her libido. Every part of her yearned. She arched her back without thinking, firmly pressing her ass against his groin.

      “That’s it.”

      Before she could protest or say she hadn’t meant to, Jax was upright and pulling her over his lap. The position was oh-so-familiar, making her heart pound and her thighs press together against the tingling between them. She loved and hated being here but had missed it so much, she hadn’t cared until she was actually in it. Or maybe part of her hadn’t thought he would really do anything. She’d been testing her limits.

      Either way, now that her ass was on the line, she was regretting the impulse to tease him.

      “Wait! The movie’s still going!”

      Really, Esther? The movie is still going? That’s the best you can come up with?

      At the moment, yes. Give her a few days, and she might come up with something better.

      “No problem.” Jax hit the pause button. “I’m sure it will wait, and my naughty babygirl will have an easier time focusing when she has a nice, red-hot bottom.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      Jax

      Spanking Esther had not been in the plans tonight, but his babygirl was asking for it, and he’d be a fool to ignore her signals. That was how they’d gotten into this position. He’d stopped watching for them, and he felt a failure—as a husband and a Dom.

      Now, with her over his lap, something settled inside him. It wasn’t just having his hands on her or knowing she still wanted them there, but because he’d missed this. Missed her sassiness, missed her babygirl teasing, missed exerting his own dominance over her when she did.

      Fuck, it had been far too long.

      He curved his hand over her bottom, still covered by the leggings she’d worn for traveling.

      “Well, this won’t do,” he murmured and reached up to yank the waistband down. One nice thing about leggings, other than how fantastic they made her ass look, was how easy they were to pull down. Her panties came with them, leaving her bottom bare and exposed, nicely framed by the shirt bundled around her hips and the leggings just below the curve of her ass.

      His wife let out a little squeak.

      “Jax, you said no sex tonight!”

      He barked out a laugh. “Clearly, it has been too long since we did this if you think we can have sex in this position, babygirl.” His hand came down hard on her ass, and she jerked against him, letting out a little whimper in response. “I said no sex, and I meant it, babygirl, but you’ve earned this spanking.”

      Another couple swift slaps to her bottom left her gasping and wriggling. Jax had to press his forearm down the center of her back to keep her in position.

      “The next time you address me, you’d better call me Daddy, or this will be an extra-long spanking.”

      Smack! Smack! Smack!
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      Owie, owie, owie, owie…

      Regrets… she had a few…

      Being bare bottomed over her Daddy’s lap while he set her ass on fire was as exhilarating as it was painful. There was a little part of her doing a happy dance of joy at this proof Daddy was still her Daddy and still wanted her.

      “Ow, I’m sorry!” she shrieked, kicking.

      For half a second, she froze, thinking she needed to keep it down, then she remembered where they were.

      Their kids were a whole state away.

      No need to worry about someone hearing them in the hallway or other rooms. Not only were these rooms extra soundproofed, Jax had told her everyone else in this part of the building would be doing the same things.

      Good grief, the very freedom made her limp with relief or would have if she had gone limp while being spanked.

      Another hard smack, right on the center of her butt, which already felt like it was glowing red, then Jax’s hand dipped down to her needy, achy pussy. Why her body responded like that, she didn’t know and had never understood. She only knew that it did.

      Somewhere in her brain, a certain amount of pain equaled pleasure—especially when applied to her butt. She wasn’t a hardcore masochist, not really, not like some submissives at the Outlands, but a good hard spanking got her engine going as much as it did her tears.

      “What are you sorry for, babygirl?” One of his fingers stroked between the pouting lips of her pussy, easily sliding through the wet folds.

      Esther squirmed and whimpered, her hips lifting and pushing back to meet him, needing his touch. Her wet flesh was hot and swollen, and the waistband of her leggings around the tops of her thighs meant she couldn’t spread them like she wanted to give him the access she craved.

      It was a horrible tease—just like she’d been teasing him.

      “I’m sorry for teasing you, Daddy,” she said, looking over her shoulder with her best pouty lower lip and big, widened eyes.

      Jax chuckled, pushing his finger into her as their gazes met, and she gasped, bucking in response. Her muscles clenched around the invader, hips lifting again, then lowering, rubbing the front of her mound against his hard thigh.

      His erection was pressing into the soft side of her stomach, and she could feel how aroused he was, which turned her on even more.

      Good, sexy fun. That’s what this was. With a spanking as a cherry on top of the sexy sundae.

      Jax’s finger moved back and forth inside her, making her drop her head and moan. Her bottom felt nice and hot, but his finger was making her even hotter… then it was gone, leaving her burning and aching.

      “Good girl.”

      The next thing Esther knew, he was lying back down, pulling her against him into the same position they were in before. The only difference was her leggings were still around her thighs, which meant the sensitized skin of her chastised bottom was rubbing against the front of his pants, which felt so much rougher than they would have otherwise.

      A moment later, the television flickered back to life.

      Oh… the big teasing jerk.
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      The frustration was pouring off Esther in waves, and Jax barely held in his chuckle. She was riled; he didn’t need to add to her consternation. Sensually torturing his babygirl was always fun, though.

      She’d expected more of a spanking, which meant she was tight and anxious from not receiving one, and even more so because she didn’t get the orgasm she wanted, either.

      This time, when her bottom squirmed against his hard cock, he didn’t threaten her or sit back up. Instead, he slid his hand from her stomach, up under her shirt, all the way to her breasts. Esther froze against him as he casually cupped one, gently squeezing and kneading it in his hands. He felt her stuttered breath, and her hips shifted minutely against him, then she whimpered when he pinched the hard bud of her nipple through the silky material of her bra.

      When she pressed back against him, his cock jerked. He could feel the heat from her spanked bottom through the thin fabric of his pants, which made ignoring her squirming movements even more difficult.

      Of course, now he could pay her back in kind, toying with her breasts, rolling her tender nipples between his fingers, and tugging them. Driving her wild.

      The movie was playing on, Humperdink and Buttercup were getting married, and Jax knew Esther wasn’t paying attention to it at all. Which would also likely frustrate her because she loved the end of this movie. She wasn’t getting what she wanted out of the movie or what she wanted sexually.

      As Inigo Montoya began chasing the six-fingered man through the castle, Jax slowed his teasing. He loved the end of the movie, too, and in the end, keeping Esther simmering without pushing her to boiling would be enjoyable for both of them.

      His cock had no problem staying hard with Esther’s curvy, hot bottom snuggled up against it, especially since she kept wiggling against him. She wasn’t even trying to be subtle anymore—but then, neither was he.

      When he abandoned her breasts and caressed his hand over her stomach again, he could tell she thought he was going for her pussy. Instead, he adjusted course over her hip to cup her hot cheek while pressing a kiss on the nape of her neck.

      He loved the little whimpers and noises she made.

      By the time the grand rescue was over, and the characters were escaping to the horses, Esther had apparently had enough.

      Squirming around to face him, she didn’t wait, going straight in for a kiss. Jax kissed her back, his hand still on her ass, which he gave a hefty squeeze. Esther moaned against his lips, and he thrust his tongue into her mouth, pulling her fully against him so the front of her body was grinding against his cock.

      It felt fucking amazing.

      Making out like high schoolers, he rolled on top of her—forgetting they were on a twin-sized canopy bed.

      “Shit!”

      Esther squealed, clinging to him as he frantically tried to roll back, but the forward momentum with her added weight meant there was no going back. She was hanging off the bed, and he had a choice—he could let her go, or he could be a hero.

      Somehow, he shifted direction, again, so when they fell off the bed, he ended up on the bottom, which meant rather than crushing her, he got the wind knocked out of him. He groaned.

      “Oof.” Esther’s voice was filled with suppressed laughter. Little brat. “Are you okay, Jax?”

      He had enough energy to slap her ass, making her squeal and jerk, which did little to get his breath back. He grunted, tightening his stomach muscles, which was not as easy to do as it once had been.

      “What are you supposed to call me?” Unfortunately, the threat came out strained and in a much higher voice than he normally employed, undermining his attempt to be stern.

      Esther giggled madly as she answered.

      “Sorry, Daddy. Are you okay?”

      “I will be.” He groaned when she squirmed on top of him. Despite everything, his erection had only partially subsided, and with her moving like that on top of him, it was rapidly coming to life again. “I didn’t realize how close you were to the edge of the bed.”

      “Really?” she sassed. “You mean, you didn’t mean to end up on the floor?”

      Opening one eye, Jax squinted at her.

      “You really want another spanking tonight, don’t you, babygirl?”

      “No, Daddy.” She smirked down at him, her hair flopping messily in the bun on top of her head, which had become somewhat disarranged as they moved. “But you can’t expect me to just pretend like nothing happened.”

      She had a point. Jax grinned.

      Sometimes sex, even carefully planned scenes, got a little messy, but he’d never minded rolling with the punches. In their twenties, Jax had ended up at the hospital for stitches because they’d fallen off an ottoman they’d been rather precariously balanced on. Of course, they weren’t in their twenties anymore, but he’d rally. As soon as he got his breath back.

      “Doesn’t mean you have to make fun of me, though.” He cupped his hands over her buttocks and rocked his hips upward. Despite her amusement, Esther was clearly still turned on. She bit her lower lip and wiggled against him as he dug his fingers into her soft, hot flesh. There. That should help put her in her proper frame of mind, despite rolling off the bed and landing on top of him. “Naughty girl.”

      “Sorry, Daddy,” she said again, batting her eyelashes at him, only sounding slightly more remorseful. “Do you need an icepack or something?”

      He gave her butt a little slap.

      “No, thank you babygirl. Now, get your pants off and your sexy little butt up on the bed.”

      “What about you?” she asked as she got up and stripped off her pants, true concern showing through her amusement.

      “Oh, I’m going to stay down here on the floor,” he replied. His back only mildly protested as he sat up and positioned himself on his knees in front of the bed. He patted a spot right where he was kneeling. “Now, sit your pretty ass down right here and lie down. I want to eat your sweet little pussy.”

      Esther turned bright pink.
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      Esther

      When Jax talked dirty in that smooth, deep, sexy voice of his, Esther couldn’t help but blush. Dirty talk was not something that came naturally to her, but the words always seemed to trip easily off his tongue. Half the time, she was sure he did it to make her turn pink, but the other half, she knew he did it because he liked it.

      She liked it, too.

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, she scooted into place. The long t-shirt she was wearing fell around her hips, covering her upper thighs.

      “Lie back,” Jax reminded her, sliding his hands and arms under her legs. She didn’t have much choice but to obey as he gripped her hips, pulling her forward to the edge of the bed, with her legs draped over his shoulders. Esther fell back, and the movement shifted her shirt enough, she was now totally exposed below the waist.

      There was something especially naughty about being half-clothed while Jax’s face was between her thighs. Being fully naked should feel naughtier, but it didn’t. Being partially covered made it feel more taboo, more as though they were doing something they shouldn’t be.

      Lips pressed against the inside of her right thigh, and she moaned, trying to squirm closer to him, but his hands tightened their grip on her hips, holding her in place. He kissed her again, closer to her pussy, but not nearly close enough to satisfy her. His goatee tickled her, teasing her even more.

      “Daddy,” she whined, her hips moving up and down as best she could while he had her pinned to the bed. “Please…”

      “Please what, babygirl?” Jax licked along the outside of her pussy, his tongue swiping up to pass over her clit but not actually touch it. Esther squealed, then groaned. He wanted her to say it, knowing it would make her blush even harder than his dirty talk.

      “Please… kiss me.” Her brain urged her to spit the words out and get it over with, but her mouth never obeyed. Something hidden in her psyche always resisted, and she never understood why.

      It was as if she enjoyed being sexually tortured.

      “Kiss you where?” he asked, planting a kiss on her left thigh, directly across from where’d he’d started on her right. The sadistic tease. Esther squirmed, her hips lifting.

      “You know where, Daddy.”

      “I do, but I want to hear you say it.” He licked the opposite side of her pussy, tracing his tongue along the lip, teasing her.

      Esther gripped his wrists where he was holding her place, writhing with her need. She panted for breath, unable to catch it, and strained. His hot breath wafted over her wet, needy folds, his mouth hovering just out of reach.

      “Please… please, kiss my pussy.” Heat climbed into her face, saying the word out loud, but the reward was worth it.

      Jax’s tongue slid between her lower lips, a smooth stroke from the bottom to the top where he circled her clit, and Esther moaned, her hips jerking upwards. He didn’t kiss, he feasted, sliding his tongue up and down her slit, laving her clit, then circling around to do it again.

      “Oh, Daddy!” The combination of the sensation and finally calling him her Daddy again sent Esther soaring. Releasing his wrists, she pressed down on his head, the smooth skin giving her nothing to grip, but that had never mattered.

      He sucked her clit into his mouth, and she cried, pussy rubbing against his face as her ecstasy spiraled. The hands on her hips gripped her harder, holding her in place as she came, pleasure crashing in waves over her. Esther thrashed her head back and forth, shuddering and squeezing her thighs together before going limp and panting for breath.

      Staring at the pink canopy above her, she knew this wasn’t how she’d expected this evening to go, but she wasn’t sad.

      Jax sat back, letting her legs drop, and Esther blinked in surprise when he got to his feet. The bulge at the front of his pants was still prominently displayed as he stretched upward, but she could already tell from his demeanor he wouldn’t do anything about it.

      “Daddy?”

      Letting his arms drop, Jax winked at her.

      “Tonight was about you, babygirl. No sex, remember?”

      Yeah, she remembered, but she hadn’t expected to be so disappointed.

      Still, half an hour later, as they curled up together on the much larger bed in the hotel room behind the pink room, Esther had to admit—as before—him resisting just made her want him even more. She had a feeling he knew it, too. Her devious Daddy.
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      Someone was being very naughty this morning.

      He came out of sleep to the sensation of fingers curling around his hard cock. Falling asleep with an erection hadn’t been fun, but he’d been happy to do it for two reasons—he’d promised Esther and had realized how frustrating it was for her. He did enjoy teasing his babygirl.

      Apparently, she’d had enough teasing and had taken things into her own hands this morning—literally.

      Opening his eyes, Jax looked down his body to where Esther was kneeling at the side of his hip, fingers wrapped around his cock.

      “Good morning, Daddy,” she said impishly. Tossing her long, dark hair over her shoulder, it brushed against his thigh, adding to the enjoyable mix of sensations as she pumped his cock.

      “Good morning, babygirl.” He raised his eyebrows. “You’re being very naughty.”

      Esther stuck out her tongue and licked the tip of his cock, making him groan and flex his hips as pleasure rushed through him. She was completely naked, even though she’d gone to bed wearing her long shirt, sans panties. Jax enjoyed the view. He’d always loved watching her play with his cock.

      Sliding his hands under his head, he propped himself up so he could watch as she stroked him, her tongue flicking out to tease the sensitive head and slit, while she peeked up at him to see how he was reacting. When their gazes met, she giggled and dropped eyes, so she could open her lips and take the tip of the head between them.

      Groaning, he pushed his hips up again, pushing deeper into the hot, wet heat of her mouth. Fuck, that felt amazing. First thing in the morning, he had less control than later in the day, especially when he hadn’t been expecting to wake up to Esther in a sexy mood. That she was starting his day off with her mouth…

      He debated pulling her pussy up to his mouth again and reciprocating, but seeing how much she was enjoying focusing on him, he decided to let her have her fun. His babygirl wanted to play, and he was happy to let her. Besides, that would help start her day off in a sexy mood, which would persist if she didn’t get hers right away, and that would be fun, too.

      At first, she teased, using mostly her tongue and only taking the first few inches of his cock into her mouth, her hand pumping in time. Jax relaxed, enjoying the teasing, loving watching her play. Giving her a stern look every time she peeked up at him made her giggle, and the vibrations played pleasurably over his cock.

      Eventually, her patience ran out before his did. She moved her hand, sliding it down so only her forefinger and thumb circled the base of his cock and she could slide her entire mouth over him. Groaning, Jax abandoned his efforts to remain casual and let her have her way.

      Reaching down, he threaded his fingers through her dark hair, twining it around his hand so he could take over her movements, which turned her on even more. He could tell from the way she started wiggling and humming when she slid her lips over him.

      “Fuck, babygirl…” He jerked beneath her as her lips moved down to press against her fingers. She sucked hard, her tongue flicking along the sensitive underside of his cock.

      Moving her head up and down, he established a fast, hard rhythm that left her whimpering and gagging, yet she didn’t even try to stop or slow him. She kept going, suckling him, taking everything he had to give her until his pleasure finally peaked, and he pulsed inside her mouth. Her throat worked, massaging the head of his cock as he throbbed and jerked until he finally went lax with a shuddering gasp.

      A moment later, Esther sat up with a very ‘cat who got the cream’ smile on her face and licked her lips. Jax pulled her down next to him for a cuddle, his cock soft and satisfied against his thigh.

      “Naughty girl,” he said without any real heat.

      Giggling, Esther squirmed beside him, then tipped her head back to meet his eyes. It didn’t matter they’d grown older together or if there were lines on her face where there hadn’t been before. She was still every bit his babygirl—as she always had been. Why the hell had he let things go between them for so long?

      Never again. That was his new vow to her. The old adage that marriage took work was something he’d always believed, but now, he also realized, it wasn’t so much work as it was wooing. Courtship. Noticing the simple, beautiful little things every day, like how much Esther’s eyes lit up when he called her naughty girl or good girl and taking pleasure in it.

      “So…” She walked her fingers up his chest before stopping and rubbing the center, right between his pecs. “What are we doing today?”

      Chuckling, Jax glanced past her to look at the clock.

      “Up to you… zoo, museums, or Monument? Or do we want to try for more than one?”

      Pursing her lips, Esther gave it a moment of thought. As well as he knew her, he wasn’t surprised at her answer.

      “Zoo first. Then if we have time, museums or Monument.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      Even though he knew they were in the middle of the bed, he still double-checked to make sure the edge was very far away before he rolled over on top of her, pressing a kiss to her lips. She squirmed beneath him as she kissed him back, horny since she hadn’t gotten her morning delight, and Jax grinned.

      Yup. He was definitely going to let her simmer again today.

      “Come on, babygirl,” he said. Rolling off her, he reached back to flip her over and give her bottom a hefty swat. Esther squealed, her hand going to the spot and rubbing. Since it wasn’t a real punishment, he let her. “Let’s get moving. I need some breakfast. And you need something other than sausage.”

      Esther groaned, but she couldn’t hide her smile. “That was terrible, Daddy.”

      “You loved it.” Standing, he groaned. Damn, his back still hurt, but stretching out the muscles helped a little.

      “Aw, poor Daddy.” Behind him, Esther got off the bed and placed her hands on his shoulders, thumbs digging into the sore muscles, though he was pretty sure it wasn’t just his muscles that were sore. “Maybe we should get a massage while we’re here.”

      “Let’s see how I feel. Moving around might help, but that may end up being our afternoon plans,” he admitted, relaxing against her hands. That felt good.

      She trailed her fingers down his back and gave him a little pat.

      “Okay, old man, let’s get moving.”

      Growling, Jax chased her into the bathroom, spanking her ass every step she took. Sassy brat. She would be a handful this weekend, and he was going to relish every second.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      Esther

      It was a beautiful day to go to the zoo, hot but overcast, so there was plenty of shade, and for once, not much humidity.

      Holding hands, she and Jax walked down the cement paths. Esther actually bounced up and down when she realized one of the orangutans was on the move, crossing above the path on the cables strung between their enclosures.

      “I never get to see this!” She’d heard about it and seen videos, but she’d never seen it in person and hadn’t really expected to.

      Jax laughed, wrapping his arms around her as they stopped, his head resting on top of hers as they watched the orangutan. It stopped for a moment, peering down at them, before moving on. Esther sighed.

      “You okay?” Jax asked.

      “Yeah, just… I know things are dangerous for them out in the wild, and their natural habitats are disappearing, but I hate that they’re cooped up in the zoo, and these are the only things they can climb. At least they have these, I guess.”

      “It’s a dilemma.” Jax hugged her, which made her feel a little better. He knew she loved the zoo, loved seeing all the different animals, but she also got melancholy over them being in enclosures instead of out in the wild. Sadly, there didn’t seem to be any easy answers, especially for animals like orangutans, whose forests were being destroyed, forcing them out for humans. “He can climb here and cross the park. The zoo didn’t use to have these, so there’s that.”

      “True.” They watched the orangutan for another long minute, and she let Jax’s words make her feel a little better. People were trying. The reason she knew about the plight of wild orangutans was because of a documentary she watched about the people trying to save them. So, there was still some good in the world.

      Sighing as the orangutan moved out of sight, Esther leaned back against Jax.

      “Onward to the seals?”

      “Onward to the seals.” He let her go, slipping around to stand at her side again and take her hand. “They definitely won’t make you sad as they swim around and around in circles.”

      “Shut up.” Laughing, she playfully bumped his shoulder but knew he was right.
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      While Esther cooed at the seals, Jax sat on the concrete stairs that overlooked the tank, groaning only a little. Walking around had both helped and hurt his back. The muscles had loosened up the muscles, but the constant standing and walking were putting a strain on them.

      Pulling out his phone, he scrolled through some of his apps. He glanced up every couple of minutes to make sure Esther was still preoccupied, but he knew from experience, they would be here for a while, and she wouldn’t require his attention. The seals were her favorite.

      After sending texts to Jennifer and Daniel, just to check in, he ran the cleaner program that he’d installed to keep his phone running optimally, which brought up a program he’d never seen before.

      A tracking program.

      Jax stared at it for a long moment.

      Then looked up to where Esther still had her nose to the glass and was waiting for the seal to loop back around.

      Opened the program.

      Yup. It was tracking his phone.

      Anger threatened for a moment before deflating when he realized this was part of why she’d thought he was cheating. In all likelihood, she hadn’t put this on his phone until she’d become suspicious.

      It hurt. He felt betrayed and invaded, but there was a little voice asking what he would have done in her place. He liked to think he would have talked to her, confronted her rather than putting a tracker on her phone, but he couldn’t be sure.

      He knew that wasn’t Esther’s personality. She would have worried about upsetting him if she was wrong. She wouldn’t have wanted to believe it, so she would have gone looking for more proof. So… phone tracker.

      It made sense.

      Dammit.

      Now, he didn’t know if he should punish her for it or not. He understood, even though he didn’t like it, and knew he was culpable for it happening. Which made disciplining her more difficult.

      Setting the phone down without deleting the app, he watched Esther as she ran back and forth with the seal. He grinned, seeing how happy and carefree she was right now—something she hadn’t been over the past year—which made it easy to forgive her.

      She’d been scared. He got it because he was scared now, scared of losing her. He was damn lucky she hadn’t thrown her hands up in the air and given up on him when she thought he was cheating. That… that hit deep, knowing he’d hurt her that badly, and her response had been to win him back instead of leaving his ass.

      So, when she turned around, beaming, he smiled back at her. He hadn’t decided what to do about the app yet, but he’d figure it out. For now, he wanted to focus on making this a good trip to the zoo. Later, when they were back at the hotel, he could decide whether his naughty little girl would get a spanking.

      “Sorry,” she said, coming back to him. It took a moment to realize she was talking about her preoccupation with the seals since, of course, she didn’t know he’d found the tracking app.

      “It’s okay. I knew what would happen as soon as we got here,” he teased. Standing, he put his phone in his pocket, then reached out his hand. “Want to go to the rainforest now?”

      “Yes! But I’m not going to look at the tarantula.”

      “I didn’t expect you to.”
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      It had been such a good day, but Esther felt a little guilty because she was pretty sure Jax’s back had been hurting more than he’d been willing to let on. After the seals, he’d been a lot quieter, and she was pretty sure he’d sat down because of his back—not that he’d ever admit it.

      So, when he asked where she wanted to go next, even though part of her would have really liked to go to the Natural History Museum to see the gemstone room, she insisted they get afternoon massages. Thankfully, all they had to do was call Marquis to get recommendations, and the person at the front desk, a chipper young man, named Freddy, set them up at a nearby spa.

      It worked wonders on her as well. She felt like a whole new person by the time they left, and Jax was much more relaxed.

      “The massages were a good idea,” he said, squeezing her hand. “Thank you.”

      “Thank you.” She beamed back at him, happy he was looking better. “This weekend is a lot of fun so far.”

      “Dinner upstairs in Marquis tonight?” Jax asked, glancing at his watch. “I made the reservation, so we’ll need to get back to the hotel and get changed if we want to go.”

      “Yes, we’d better, or Gavin might make us pay for our room,” she teased.

      The look Jax gave her heated her blood. He knew she wanted to watch the show tonight for herself, not because Gavin had asked them to. Although even if she hadn’t, she would have given him the same answer.

      She wasn’t sure Jax would care. He’d be more than willing to pay for the room if she wanted to do something else, which she appreciated.

      There was no way she was going to miss out, though. This was their last night here, and she wanted to watch, something she’d missed about no longer going to the Outlands. She hadn’t even known until she’d realized how excited she was about watching tonight.

      Last night she hadn’t been ready. She’d still been settling in and getting past all the issues she and Jax had. Going to watch the show would have made it feel as if this weekend was all about sex and not reconnecting.

      Which, of course, had ended up with her making the evening a little about sex.

      Tonight, she wanted the full experience. The dinner. The show. And everything that came afterward.

      She also really liked how Marquis was set up, so they could play in the privacy of their booth without being seen by the rest of the patrons. That was one of the few things that didn’t work for her at the Outlands—the inability to watch and play without also being watched.

      Maybe it wasn’t fair she wanted to watch others but not be watched in return. Marquis solved that problem. She knew there was a sister club, Stronghold, which was set up more like the Outlands. Maybe they’d visit that some other time, but she had a feeling she’d prefer the privacy Marquis offered.

      “The schedule said they’re doing a pet play show tonight.” Jax led her down the street, heading back toward Marquis. It was close enough they could walk, which was nice. Esther was enjoying the nice, slow pace of walking everywhere, which made time feel as if it was going a little slower, extending their weekend away.

      “Ooh, that sounds fun.” Esther always enjoyed watching the pets at the Outlands. She and Jax had done some pet play of their own in the past, and she’d found it fun to be a kitten occasionally. Other than the tail plug. Not that she didn’t like plugs, she did, but there was something in her brain that said she shouldn’t like them. Wearing one constantly was distracting and always made her feel like she was being naughty. Of course, there were other kinds of tails, but Jax had preferred the plugs. Most Dominants did.

      Jax squeezed her hand.

      “Yeah, it should be.”

      He was still quieter than she’d expected, but that might be because he was blissed out from the massage. He was definitely moving easier.

      Esther walked beside him in silence, content to look around, watching the people and peeking into the windows of the buildings they passed. Sometimes, Jax became quiet and introspective while she was the chatty one, so she’d gotten used to doing her own thing when it happened.

      Oh.

      Maybe he was planning out tonight’s scene.

      Duh.

      Excitement fizzed through her. She’d enjoyed starting off this morning by waking him up with a blowjob. She had known what he was doing by not returning the favor, so she’d tried to ignore her arousal all day by not thinking about any of it. Now, they were on their way back to Marquis, and it was as if that part of her body turned on again, anticipation welling fast and hard, as though it had been building, just waiting for her to notice it again.

      Thinking about watching a scene had kicked off that space in her brain, but realizing Jax was probably thinking about what he wanted to do with her really got her pulse racing.

      She couldn’t wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      Jax

      Watching Esther get ready for the evening, Jax found himself in a bit of a dilemma. Did he confront her about the tracking app?

      She was so happy, and he hated to ruin that, but he also didn’t think pretending he didn’t know was the right move. It might be the perfect time to talk to her about it, which is why they were here, so far removed from home and that situation. Or it was the worst time to talk to her about it since it would bring all of that baggage here when they were having such a nice weekend?

      Esther’s phone chimed, and she picked it up, smiling when she looked at the message.

      “Jennifer says she’s having a good time and we need to pay attention to each other and stop checking in on her.” She glanced at Jax, her dark eyes sparkling. “I take it you texted her, too?”

      “Yeah, earlier this afternoon when we were at the zoo.” His phone went off, and he pulled it out to look. “She says the same thing to me.”

      “Bossy little thing, isn’t she?” Esther shook her head, amused. Putting down her phone, she pulled on her white thigh-high stockings with the little pink bows on the front and got to her feet, twirling around.

      Jax had to grin. She looked so happy and cute. The pink dress had a low-cut front, very short, and underneath the skirt, she was wearing a white ruffled petticoat, which made the skirt look even shorter because of how it was lifted. She’d put her hair into pigtails and tied them with pink bows at her shoulders.

      “She is.” Getting to his feet, Jax walked over to wrap his arms around his spinning wife. Laughing, she stumbled against him, probably already dizzy. “And you are adorable.” He leaned down and captured her lips with a kiss, enjoying how she clung to him, kissing him back and leaning against him for balance.

      While he still wasn’t decided whether he’d bring up the phone app, he knew he wouldn’t do it right now. Maybe after the show. Let her be fun and bouncy and enjoy the evening’s show, and then they could discuss it. Spanking her for being naughty sounded like a good plan.

      He didn’t have it in him to be angry about it right now, but it would make a good excuse for a funishment.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Esther

      The menu was the same upstairs as it had been downstairs, but the atmosphere was entirely different. Everyone coming in was dressed in some kind of fetwear, whether it was latex or corsets or leather. Like the Outlands, there were many types of people represented—skin colors, body types, ages. There was even one couple who looked older than her and Jax. There were couples and groups—some of which seemed like they might be polyam and some which looked as if they were there as friends. Esther was fascinated by all of them.

      She nudged Jax in the side.

      “Maybe we should come back sometime with Gavin, Leah, Aiden, and Cyana,” she whispered, nodding toward a group that had just come in. There were two couples and one man and a woman who were clearly not together, sitting on the opposite sides of the table from each other. The other two couples were cozying up to each other before they even entered the booth and especially afterward.

      Jax chuckled. “Might be kind of crowded in here if everyone wants to use the table.”

      The thought made Esther giggle. The booth, plenty big enough to fit six adults, felt huge with just the two of them, but he was right about the table. Picturing someone laid out on top of it, there would really only be room for one or two people, depending on how they were arranged. Three would be a squeeze. But that hadn’t been how she’d pictured things. She elbowed him again.

      “I meant to watch. I figured we’d play after.”

      Grinning wickedly, Jax pulled her closer into his side. “Bet Gavin and Leah wouldn’t be able to wait.”

      “Then we could watch them.” Esther giggled again. There was still a part of her that thought it was a little weird to watch their friends, nominally being part of their sex lives, but she’d become used to it over the years. Sometimes, she just had to pretend she didn’t know the people she was watching.

      As dinner wound down, the servers came around to get dessert orders. As soon as the desserts came out, the lights dimmed. When the last server had exited the room, the room became completely dark.

      A light appeared in the center of the room, right over the stage. Esther looked across, but she could no longer see the occupants in the booths directly across from them, even though she knew they hadn’t drawn the sheer black curtain, which made her feel better about whether people could see her. Unless they had some kind of night vision, there would be no possible way.

      Something moved in the darkness, then a bell rang, a high tinkling sound. A moment later, a woman crawled into the light. The bell was on her collar. Otherwise, she was naked except for black knee pads, a pair of black cat ears in her hair, and a tail trailing out from her bottom where she was plugged. When she got to the middle of the stage, she paused and looked around. Getting the first good look at her face, Esther knew she was part but not full Asian, just like Esther. She always recognized others like her.

      Esther blinked. For a second, it looked like the ears were… her jaw dropped. The ears were moving. They were twitching back and forth among the woman’s brown curls, which would probably be a little longer than her shoulders when she was upright.

      “How is she doing that?” she whispered, more entranced by the moving ears than the naked woman dressed as a cat.

      “I saw an ad for those. They’re for cosplay,” Jax whispered back. There was a convention in Pittsburgh every year, so they were familiar with cosplayers—the attendees who dressed up as their favorite characters. “They’re connected to a headband that makes them move.”

      That was really cool. Esther wanted a pair. Just for fun.

      “Angel.” The deep voice that came out of the darkness was accompanied by heavy footsteps, making their way to the stage. “Here kitty, kitty.”

      Angel, presumably, sat up in a kneeling position and looked around, ignoring the voice at her back, just like a real cat. There were a few chuckles from around the room.

      Since Esther didn’t know what to expect—at all—she watched with interest as a very handsome young man stepped into the light. Like the woman, he looked to be in his early thirties. He was tall, muscular, and blond, with a neatly trimmed goatee that framed his mouth. In leather pants and a white button-down shirt, he looked like he could be a romance cover model.

      “Come here, kitty cat.” He held out his hand to her. The amount of authority in his voice made Esther shiver. Even though she was pretty sure he was young enough to be her son, she could appreciate an attractive, authoritative Dom.

      Glancing over her shoulder at him, the woman smirked, then turned away, her hair swishing across her shoulders and above her breasts. Esther shook her head in amazement. When Jax talked to her like that, she felt the immediate impulse to hop-to.

      “Looking for a spanking already?” Amusement laced the Dom’s voice.

      The woman looked around the room, making sure everyone could see her roll her eyes before she finally turned around and twined around the Dom’s leg, just like a real cat. When she looked up at him, Esther could see the connection between them, the heat and chemistry. They were roleplaying and enjoying it, and even though they weren’t ‘themselves’ exactly, this was bringing them closer.

      Her chest ached. That was exactly how she felt when she was Daddy’s babygirl. It was roleplay, and they weren’t themselves, not their daily selves, but it was like opening a door to a more intimate, secret part of herself, she and Jax had lost.

      And now we’re going to find it again.
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      The show wasn’t anything like what Jax had expected, not that he’d really known what to expect going in. From what Gavin said, they usually did demonstrations and scenes, and this was that, but it was also almost like a little play.

      Esther was enjoying it, that was for sure. She giggled at the ‘kitty cat’s’ antics and the Dom’s genuine amusement and frustration with his submissive’s behavior. There were a lot of parallels between a ‘kitty’ in pet play and a babygirl. Jax felt for the Dom.

      Of course, the naughty cat’s bad behavior eventually led to her being bent over a spanking bench and disciplined. She wasn’t tied down other than her collar with a lead that went between herself and where it was tied on the bench, and effectively kept her in position since she wouldn’t be able to move without falling off. With her butt up in the air, the Dom gave her a hefty spanking before feeding her a ‘treat.’

      Jax felt his own cock rise in reaction to the kitty’s enthusiastic sucking.

      Watching the two of them, he pulled Esther onto his lap, enjoying the way she squirmed. Leaning back against the booth, Jax let his hands roam over his wife’s body, teasing her with soft touches and strokes. A quick brush of his fingers over her nipples and down between her thighs. A little nip to the back of her neck, in the sensitive spot where it met her shoulder.

      She gasped and shuddered, squirming against his erection. Under the many fluffy layers of petticoat, she wasn’t wearing panties, and he could feel the wet spot growing on his thigh.

      “Daddy, I’m getting you dirty,” she whispered, whimpering and squirming as if she was going to get off his lap but didn’t actually want to move away. Jax knew she wanted him to stop her.

      Gripping her bottom with one hand, the other thrust between her legs, his fingers unerringly going for her pussy. Esther gasped, and her hands quickly followed, bracing against his wrist as he pushed two fingers into the wet heat of her body.

      “Oh no, babygirl.” He pumped his fingers. “I’m getting you dirty.” And enjoying every second.

      Onstage, the Dom released the kitty’s hair, his cock dark pink and erect, shiny with her saliva, and walked around behind her. The kitty mewed as he pulled the plug from her ass and let it fall to the floor beside them before taking her hips in his hands and thrusting into her upturned, reddened ass.

      Esther gasped, wriggling again.

      “That’s what happens to naughty kitties.” Jax’s voice was a low growl in the darkness. He pushed his fingers in deeper, twisting back and forth, ignoring the pressure on his arm as she tried to hold him still. Even though no one could see into their booth, it was impossible to ignore the room was full of other people, all of them watching the Dom and sub onstage as he rode her ass. “Naughty babygirls, too.”

      Sliding his fingers out of her pussy he pushed them down lower, teasing the outer rim of her ass. Esther squealed, then quickly tried to quiet herself. Chuckling wickedly, Jax wrapped his arm around her waist to hold her more firmly in place.

      “I’m a good girl!”

      “Oh, are you?” His finger pressed in, and her muscles clenched around the tip as he moved his lips over her neck. “I guess we’ll find out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      Esther

      Onstage, the kitty came with moans and gasps, the Dom following behind her a moment later, while Jax’s finger burrowed deeper into her bottom. Heat flushed Esther’s face, not only from arousal but because he was touching her there. Invading her there. And she couldn’t squirm away.

      It wasn’t that it didn’t feel good. It felt good, but her brain told her it wasn’t supposed to. She wasn’t supposed to enjoy being touched there or having anything inserted there. Jax’s finger pushing into her bottom made her feel like the naughty girl he’d called her.

      Especially as the lights faded on the stage, and the Dom swept his limp, satisfied sub into his arms, carrying her off the stage into the darkness.

      “Jax! Daddy!” She quickly corrected herself. “The lights are coming up!”

      She squealed as he pushed his finger in deeper, twisting it.

      “You don’t get to decide what your Daddy does, remember, babygirl?”

      Esther moaned as his thumb pressed on her clit, sending another surge of pleasure through her, battling with her embarrassment. Even with the sounds of others around them, clearly enjoying themselves in their own booths, she felt as though everyone must be able to hear her, and when the lights came up, they’d be able to see her as well.

      Another twist of his finger, then it retreated, leaving her empty and unsatisfied. Her body was buzzing with need, and so were her emotions. She craved the connection the Dom and kittycat had and wanted to feel it again with her Daddy Dom.

      “Let’s go back to our room, naughty girl,” Daddy growled in her ear.

      “I wasn’t naughty!” she protested, even as she scooted along the booth into the open. They weren’t the only ones making their way back to the hall leading to the hotel rooms. Several others were headed into the hall, and a few booths had the curtains drawn, with very telling noises filtering out from their interiors.

      “Weren’t you?” Daddy’s hand gripped her bottom under her skirt, lifting it slightly from behind, and Esther squeaked as she tried to reach behind her to push down the skirt fabric. Her mind raced frantically.

      Had she done something naughty today? Or during dinner? Or was he roleplaying a scene?

      If he was roleplaying a scene, why had he gone to naughty girl rather than good girl getting a reward?

      Her heart pounded in her chest as Daddy gave her bottom another squeeze, then took her hand, pulling her down the hallway. It only took him a moment to get the door open, then he was moving her in front of him, not letting her hand go until he had to, then gave her ass a hefty swat.

      “Inside, naughty girl. I have plans for you tonight.”

      Confused, aroused, exhilarated, and slightly terrified, knowing he was probably deliberately stirring this mix of emotions inside her, Esther obeyed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jax

      Oh, yes, going with ‘naughty girl’ was definitely the right way to handle this. A funishment, rather than a punishment. Esther deserved some discipline—regardless of how anxious she’d been when she’d installed the app, she should have asked him directly what was going on instead of tracking his phone—but he could only be so mad about it.

      If she’d had no reason, it might have been a different story, but he acknowledged his own culpability in why she’d taken such drastic action. His behavior had been suspicious as hell, and as for not talking, he’d sinned first.

      Esther scampered into the room in front of him, her skirt bouncing and swirling around her, showing off her upper thighs. As soon as she was in the middle of the room, she turned around, nibbling her lower lip as she eyed him with nervous anticipation. Jax’s cock, already hard, jerked in response to the pretty picture she made.

      Crossing his arms over his chest, he gave her his best ‘Daddy Dom’ look.

      “Well, babygirl, do you have any confessions you’d like to make?”

      Her face went blank for a moment, eyes unfocusing, and he knew she was frantically trying to think if she’d done anything wrong today. That she’d guess he’d found the tracking app was doubtful. She didn’t look too worried, which meant she thought he was roleplaying, but she couldn’t be completely sure. The combination of excitement and tension gripping her body was exactly what he loved to see.

      “Um…” she said after a long minute, spreading her fingers wide.

      Jax chuckled sadistically and enjoyed watching her shiver. Her dark eyes were wide, and she licked her lips as if they’d gotten dry from nervousness.

      “Not ready to confess yet, hm? I’ll have to see what I can do to motivate you.”

      There were quite a few fun toys around the room, but none of them had interested him as much as the rocking horse. He’d known from the moment he saw it he wanted to use it with Esther, and using it for interrogation was perfect.

      “Go stand in the corner,” he said, pointing. “Lift the back of your skirts, so I can see your pretty bottom. You can take the time to think about how naughty you’ve been while I get your punishment prepared.”

      With one last wild look, Esther hurried to the corner and lifted her skirt and the layers of petticoat to show off her ass. The pale curves of flesh really needed some pink in them, but that was going to have to wait. Normally, he’d spank her, then put her in the corner to do her thinking when her bottom was already hot, but right now, he liked the idea of her worrying about what he was going to do to her cute little bottom. Framed by the layers of petticoats and skirt hanging on either side and the tops of her white stockings that came up just beneath her ass, it was like staring at a blank canvas he would soon decorate.

      Humming under his breath, Jax went to inspect the rocking horse. The email that had been sent to him about the room contained pretty explicit details on some of the setups in the room, including the rocking horse. In a cabinet on the wall, just as described, Jax found a sheet of instructions on how to attach the dildos to the horse’s saddle, as well as an array of unopened toys.

      Grinning, he carefully selected two of the smaller options, one a little larger than the other, both about six inches long but not too thick around, which was perfect. The length would mean they would easily stay in, but because they were more slender, he could use both at the same time.

      When he closed the cabinet door, he saw Esther half-turned around, trying to see what he was doing.

      “Eyes forward.” The command cracked out like a whip, and she jumped, her head swinging back around to face the corner. “If I see you peeking again, that will add to your punishment, naughty girl.”

      Esther’s shoulders hunched, and he could see her pressing her thighs together. She was squirming with her arousal, just the way he liked her.

      It only took him a few minutes to figure out how to attach the toys—returning to the cabinet once to reread the instructions—then he grabbed the lube and slicked it over both rubbery surfaces. He wanted them to be nice and slick for her.

      Wiping his hands off, he finally turned his attention back to his naughty girl. She was standing in the corner like a good girl, but he could see her squirming, and her head kept twitching as if she was constantly keeping it from turning.

      “Okay, naughty girl. Turn around. Last chance to make a confession before I put you on the rocking horse.”
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      Turning around, curiosity burning her up inside, Esther’s eyes widened when they fell on the rocking horse. Jax was standing next to it, his expression stern, but she could barely pay attention to him, all of her focus on the new additions to the toy.

      Oh my God.

      The rocking horse was a pervertible. Somehow, she’d missed that earlier. Maybe because there had been too much around the room to take in. Her thighs clenched together, bottom cheeks squeezing when she realized there was not one but two dildos attached to the saddle. Neither of them was frighteningly large, but the idea of having both of them inside her…

      Esther whimpered.

      Usually, the closest Jax got to double penetration was sliding a finger in her ass while he was fucking her, a move that always drove her wild but made her feel utterly depraved. If something in her bottom made her feel like a naughty girl, being filled in both holes made her feel absolutely wicked.

      “Do you have anything you want to confess?” Jax’s arms crossed over his chest, gaze boring into her when she looked at him again.

      She’d spent most of her time in the corner trying to listen to the noises he was making and guess what he was doing, not thinking about what she might have done to earn a punishment. Mostly because she was pretty sure she hadn’t done anything, and this was roleplay. Now, though, she thought she must have done something.

      “I can’t think of anything, Daddy.” There was a little whine in her voice, a little pleading as she shook her head. “I’ve been a good girl.”

      His frown deepened, though it didn’t quite reach his eyes, and Esther was a little relieved. Whatever he’d decided she’d done, it must not be very bad. Maybe this really was roleplay, and he was going a little deeper than usual, and she needed to stop overthinking everything.

      “Come here, babygirl. Maybe a nice ride will help you think.”

      Riding on the dildo horse was supposed to help her think? Yeah, no, but that convinced her even more this was roleplay because only in a pretend scenario did that kind of twisted logic make sense.

      She also wasn’t sure it was going to be a ‘nice’ ride. ‘Nice’ seemed far too banal an adjective. Naughty. Perverse. Sinful. Those were much more in line with riding a dildo rocking horse.

      Uncrossing his arms, Jax crooked his finger. Esther shuffled forward and dropped her head, still holding up her skirts since he hadn’t told her she could put them down.

      When she reached him, he stripped her down to nothing but her stockings and shoes, making her even more vulnerable. With him fully clothed and her completely on display, other than her legs, she felt naughtier than ever, and he knew it. Between her legs, she was hot and slick, and exposed to the cool air, her nipples were tightly budded and perking up more.

      Jax’s eyes glinted with appreciation, his hands moving over her body before turning her around to face the rocking horse. He stroked his fingers up and down her sides, teasing her soft skin and the undersides of her breasts. Her breath hitched.

      “Time to ride, babygirl.” His deep voice was laced with anticipation, and Esther’s insides quivered. He was going to watch her ride. See her bouncing on the horse, her breasts completely unrestrained, the plastic cocks sliding in and out of her… heat and need and shame flushed over her. The shame because she knew she was going to enjoy it—all of it.

      Biting her lower lip, she accepted his help to get her leg over the horse, his strong arm giving her something to lean on. He helped position her, so the dildos were in the right spots. Whimpering as they pressed against her holes, her bottom automatically clenching to prevent the invasion. Esther looked up into his merciless eyes.

      “Down, babygirl.” It was an order.

      Esther moaned as she sank onto them, gasping when she realized how hard it was to move slowly. Her thigh muscles screamed in protest, even as her body begged her to go slower. The lubricant on the dildos made it a little easier, but she still felt the burn, especially in her bottom when it was forcibly opened.

      She cried out as she finally landed on the seat, muscles clenching and throbbing around the invaders, panting for breath as she adjusted to being filled.

      Before she could get used to the sensations, before her body could fully adjust to accommodate the insertion of the fake cocks, Jax bounced the horse. Esther’s grip on his arm tightened as it moved beneath her, her clit and pussy lips rubbing against the saddle, the dildos moving inside of her, partially out, then back in again simultaneously.

      “Daddy!”

      “Think hard, naughty girl…” He moved her hands from his arm to the rocking horse’s handles on either side of its head. “Confess to Daddy, and your punishment won’t be so bad.”

      “I didn’t do anything!” Esther wailed. The horse rocked again, and her hips moved with it. The rocking horse was deviously designed, the cocks pushing in deep at just the right spots, the movement beneath her rubbing against her pussy with delicious friction without being too hard. Her breasts bounced with its movements, and she couldn’t even twitch without making the horse move. Her bottom hole throbbed around the dildo, forcing it open, making her want to squirm even more, but she knew that wouldn’t help.

      Smack!

      A sharp crack of pain flared in her buttocks where Jax’s hand came down, hard enough to make her cry out and clench, making her hips jerk forward—but her lower body couldn’t move because of the dildos inside her, making made her move on top of the horse, which made everything rub and thrust again…

      Smack!

      Esther writhed on top of the devilish rocking horse. The sensations were overwhelming, the movements of the horse uncontrollable, and she shuddered.

      “I swear, I didn’t do anything, Daddy!”

      “Oh, no, naughty girl? Then who put the tracking app on my phone?”

      Her mind screeched to a halt, a massive boulder dropping into the center of her stomach and forcing the wind from her body.

      Oh God, he knows.
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      Esther

      Horrified, Esther stared at Jax. He’d found the tracking app.

      Guilt slammed into her, fast and hard. She’d pushed it out of her mind for so long because she’d known it had been the wrong thing to do. Why hadn’t she removed it from his phone? Had she wanted him to find it?

      Even the sensations running through her body didn’t distract from the emotional storm that swamped her. She wanted to run, but she was literally stuck on top of a rocking horse, both holes filled, and she couldn’t even fall off if she wanted to.

      Meeting her gaze, Jax raised his eyebrows. When she didn’t answer, staring mutely back at him, he leaned down and gave her bottom another hard swat, making her squeal and bounce on the horse again. The jolt of pain jumpstarted her brain, and Esther realized he was still in Daddy Dom mode, still acting as if this was roleplay and not a grievous betrayal… which made no sense.

      She’d broken his trust.

      Tracked his phone without his knowledge.

      Hadn’t told him about it.

      “I’m sorry!”

      She was. She really was. Even sorrier, she hadn’t taken it off his phone before he’d found it. Everything would have been fine if he’d never known.

      Isn’t that what he said about playing C&C with that group of young women?

      Oh.

      Ouch.

      That hit harder than the guilt.

      “I’m so sorry, Daddy.” A far more sincere than the first apology, tears filled her eyes. No, she hadn’t actually done it, but only because she hadn’t thought of it. She’d forgotten about it with everything else that was going on because she didn’t like thinking that she’d done it in the first place.
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      Shit, that was a bit of a backfire.

      Jax had thought that bringing it up this way, as part of a scene, would make it clear he wasn’t actually angry, but Esther looked like she was about to fall apart and not from sensual overload. This wasn’t the reaction he’d been after at all. Tears were gathering in her eyes and not the fun kind that came from a hard spanking or too much pleasure.

      He needed to salvage this. He was determined to salvage this.

      “I know, naughty girl,” he said, his tone taking on a more soothing edge than it had before but still within the bounds of the scene he’d set up. “And I’m going to make sure you learn your lesson to never do it again.”

      Giving her a wink, he lifted his hand and brought it crashing down on her ass again. Esther shrieked, confusion clear in her expression. The guilt she felt was real and overpowering, which meant it was his job to punish her enough to get past it, so they could have some fun.

      “We are both going to work on communicating better with each other.”

      Smack!

      “You will never track my phone again.”

      Smack!

      “If you want to know where I am, you will ask me, like a good girl.”

      Smack!

      Despite her clear bewilderment, Esther hadn’t been able to stop herself from rocking on the horse. Her pretty breasts bounced up and down as the horse moved up and down between her thighs. She moaned as her butt got pinker, and her pussy got wetter and hotter.

      Jax’s cock, which had deflated when he realized how upset she was, quickly re-hardened to full mast as he watched her ride the rocking horse.

      “I’m sorry, Daddy!” The sincere remorse in her voice reinforced his decision not to truly punish her. She already knew what she’d done was wrong and why, and Jax knew how much he’d been in the wrong as well.

      Did that make up for what she’d done? No, but neither did what she had done make up for his actions. It made him more sympathetic. They could revel in having fucked up together, and now, they could make up together.

      “I know, babygirl,” he said, reassuring her even as he brought his hand down hard on her already pink ass again. Because of her position on the rocking horse, he couldn’t reach most of her bottom unless she rose in the stirrups, which meant he was mostly spanking the same spots repeatedly… which freaking hurt!

      Esther moaned, rocking, caught between the pleasure and the pain, the arousal and the guilt. As long as he could keep her feeling all of it, he would consider it a successful scene. He had to make sure she didn’t fall too deeply into either the pain or the guilt. Keeping her on the cusp of both was the goal.

      “But you still need to be punished.”

      He spanked her, hard and long, forcing her to ride the horse at the same time. The combination was getting to her. Gasping, her back arched, thrusting out her breasts. His cock throbbed, his palm was hurting from spanking her… and she was nearing orgasm.

      “You are not allowed to cum.”
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      Fuck, fuck, fuck!

      Of course, because Jax said she wasn’t allowed to orgasm, her body kicked into high gear. She was already exquisitely sensitive from riding the rocking horse, the slick shafts pushing into each of her holes, filling her over and over again while her lips and clit were ground against the unyielding leather of the saddle. The pain of the spanking mingled with her growing pleasure gave it an edge, the sensations mixing and melding and sending her senses reeling.

      “Daddy, please!”

      Her bottom was burning hot, but the throbbing need in her core was burning hotter, and she honestly didn’t know much longer she could control it. The hard spanking was relieving her of her guilt, leaving only her arousal and need for Jax in its wake. She was being punished, and once it was done, she would be absolved.

      She really hoped that orgasm denial wasn’t part of her punishment.

      Even though she would probably deserve it.

      Tears were sliding down her face, as much from the spanking as from the guilt and sexual frustration.

      “That’s enough riding, for now, babygirl.” The motion of the rocking horse stopped, and Esther moaned again, this time in wordless protest. She’d been so close… and knew that was why he had stopped. Sometimes, her Daddy had a sadistic side.

      Her legs were wobbly as he helped her to her feet, the upper tops of her thighs slick with her own juices and the lube from the toys. Every inch of her lower body ached and throbbed with need, and she felt so empty now that she was no longer on top of the horse.

      Jax grunted as he swept her up into his arms and carried her over to the canopy bed. Neither of them was as young as they used to be, but she enjoyed the short carry, especially since she wasn’t sure how well her legs would hold her up.

      A shiver went up Esther’s spine as Jax put her down facing the bed and immediately bent her forward. The cool air on her sore pussy, hot bottom, and anus made her feel even more vulnerable, especially now that he was looking down and seeing all of it. She wriggled, rubbing her breasts against the fabric beneath her, knowing he was going to fuck her here, bent over this bed, exactly the way she’d imagined he would yesterday.

      Except he’d made yesterday all about her because he’d been trying to make things up to her. Today she’d been a naughty girl, and she had a feeling this was going to be all about him. Which shouldn’t be such a turn-on, but she couldn’t deny the hot arousal coursing through her as she waited for her Daddy to use her for his pleasure.

      She was a naughty girl, and that’s exactly what she deserved.

      She wanted it. Craved it even.

      That’s what happened when she was a naughty girl—and Jax was absolutely right, she had been. The punishment made everything better—not between them but for herself. It wiped away her misdeeds and shed the guilt.

      If she got to pleasure him in the process, it turned her on even more.

      So, when his hands gripped her hips and the head of his cock pushed against her sphincter, stretching the muscle again but this time to a far greater expansion than the dildo, Esther didn’t even attempt to protest. She needed this. Needed him inside her, needed to feel the shame and ecstasy of naughty girl sex, needed to know she had been forgiven.

      “Fuck…” Jax’s voice was hoarse as he rocked his hips, pushing deeper into her bottom before pulling out and thrusting in again.

      Whimpering, Esther squirmed, her muscles clenching around his cock as it filled her. The dildo had prepared her, but he was so much bigger, it still stung, still hurt in the most wicked way. She was his naughty girl, and he was taking her bottom to teach her a lesson.

      The kink she had but could never say out loud because it was too shameful.

      Her pussy clenched emptily, body throbbing as Jax’s body came to rest against her hot cheeks. The feel of his body against her punished bottom made her shudder. Every inch of her skin was sensitized from the spanking, and knowing his cock was buried in her ass between those chastised mounds of flesh, imagining what it looked like, was nearly enough to make her fly apart.

      He pumped, sliding in and out of her from behind, the lube allowing him to push through despite her clenching muscles. His clothing brushed against her sensitized skin, and she arched beneath him, wanting more of him. The hands slid from her hips to her breasts, cupping them and rolling her nipples between his fingers, using them to pull her back against him, burying himself in her ass.

      Esther cried out, shuddering and clenching as Jax rode her, her pleasure bubbling and seething beneath her skin, working its way to a glorious climax without the need to touch her pussy. Leaning forward, his hands roughly squeezed her breasts, hard thrusts pushing her into the pretty, frilly bed.

      The taboo act of being taken in her most forbidden hole in this sweetly decorated room on the pink and white canopy bed rather than the hotel room added to Esther’s excitement. Her stockinged thighs rubbed against the side of the bed, mound pressing into it as her legs rubbed together, adding friction to her clit.

      Not that it mattered. Every thrust of Jax’s cock pushed a spot deep inside her, so different from when he was in her pussy, but with much the same effect.

      Pleasure surged and claimed her, curling her toes as she sobbed with the exquisite mix of agony and ecstasy, her tears falling to the bed beneath her. Jax groaned, feeling her tightening around him, spasming and squeezing his cock, then thrust harder than ever. The pain of his body slapping against her already spanked bottom added to the chaotic mix of sensations filling her, and Esther writhed beneath him.

      It was too much, yet not enough. She gasped and moaned, then finally went limp beneath him as he buried his cock in her ass one last time, filling her to the hilt before he throbbed and spurt inside her. The clenching muscles of her ass milked him, and she could feel every hot jet of liquid as it flooded her bowels, leaving her both shamed and utterly satisfied.
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      Jax

      Waking up beside his wife never got old, but it was particularly good today, as though a great weight had been lifted off his shoulders.

      If anyone had told him going away for a single weekend would make a world of difference to their relationship, he would have scoffed. How much could a couple nights and only one full day away really do?

      But it had.

      Maybe because they’d both been dedicated to it making a difference. Maybe because they’d focused on reconnecting before the sex. Maybe because he’d found the app on his phone, and now everything was out in the open. Whatever the reason, he felt better than he had in months. Years even.

      Esther was still fast asleep, snuggled into him like the happy little spoon she loved to be. Her bottom still felt hot against his groin, and he chuckled. They’d taken a very nice bath together after her punishment. She’d whined about the heat of the water on her sensitive skin, which had caused him to give her another few slaps on her wet bottom—which hurt far more than on a dry one. That had stopped the whining.

      Not that she’d truly been complaining, but she’d been deep in her babygirl headspace and looking to push his limits a little. She was often that way after naughty girl sex, as if she wanted to see whether she could get away with anything since she’d already been punished.

      Stroking his fingers over her hair, he hid his smile when he saw the bit of grey coming through at the roots just in case she woke up and saw him looking at them. Jax never minded the grey, her wrinkles, or any of the other changes her body had gone through over the years. To him, they told the story of how long they’d been together, all the time they’d spent loving each other.

      When they married, he’d vowed to grow old with her, and that’s exactly what he intended to do. Which was why the revelation she’d thought he was cheating had hit him so hard.

      It still hurt to know she’d felt that way, but the feelings were further away, muted, replaced by understanding and deep satisfaction with where he and Esther were right now. Acknowledging if they’d felt this connected during the past year, she never would have harbored that suspicion.

      “Mm.” Esther wiggled her butt against his cock, which was mostly hard thanks, as it was first thing in the morning. “Good morning.”

      Chuckling, Jax propped himself up on his elbow and looked down at her.

      “Good morning, babygirl. How are you feeling?”

      Making a face, Esther wiggled around, so she was lying on her back, letting out a hiss when her butt seemed to touch a very sore spot. Jax’s cock jerked again. Knowing she was still feeling her punishment from yesterday turned him on. Pain from anything else would have had him frantically running around trying to fix it for her, but this kind of pain? Total turn-on.

      And they still hadn’t had regular sex all weekend.

      “Good morning. Sore. Good but sore.” She wrinkled her nose, looking adorable and rumpled. “I’m sorry about the tracker.” Despite last night, she clearly was ashamed of her actions. Her brows furrowed, eyes averted, and she bit her lower lip, dragging it through her teeth as she waited for his reaction.

      “I’m sorry you felt it was necessary.”

      Her gaze met his again.

      “It was a massive breach of trust. I feel you should be angrier than you are.” There was a hollow note to her voice. Esther hated it when she felt guilt over doing something wrong, which was why she so often required some kind of punishment to move past it.

      Someone had once asked him why she was the only one who ever got punished since he was clearly sometimes in the wrong, and that had been his simple answer—because it made her feel better. Being spanked wouldn’t make him feel absolved or relieved and wouldn’t have any pleasurable benefit for him. That was just how their brains worked and why they had their respective roles in kink.

      Jax rolled on top of her, pinning her down to the bed and cupping her face between his hands, staring down at her, so she couldn’t look away.

      “It was, but you’re forgiven. You’ve been properly punished, so no more feeling guilty, babygirl. Daddy loves you.”

      Relief suffused her expression, and she let out a long, slow breath.

      “I love you, too, Daddy.”

      Esther giggled as Jax leaned down to kiss her.

      “No, Daddy, I have morning breath!”

      “I don’t care.” His lips met hers. Esther squeaked in protest, but it didn’t matter. Jax was on a mission.

      Stretching her hands above her head, he pinned her wrists as he slid inside her, moving atop her, holding her immobile—the combination left her breathless and moaning. It was a sweet, intimate, and utterly satisfying way to end their weekend.
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      The ride home felt like subdrop. She was sad to be leaving the weekend behind, but it was better because Jax was there the whole way, holding her hand. They finished the audiobook, and she cued up the second book in the series, but rather than starting it, they ended up talking about the first book, which led to other conversations. The next thing she knew, they were too close to home to start a new book, so they kept talking, with only brief periods of silence. A comfortable silence. It felt good.

      She sighed as they pulled onto their street.

      “Everything okay?” He squeezed her fingers, glancing at her questioningly before turning his attention back to the road.

      “Yeah.” Except it wasn’t, not entirely. Talk to him, dummy. “Sad the weekend is over. Back to real life.” Would it be back to their old routines? That’s what she was really worried about. So tell him! Why is this so hard? She didn’t know why it was so hard, but she was going to push through and try. “Maybe a little worried being back means going back to being in a rut.”

      Pulling into the driveway, Jax squeezed her hand again before letting go to park. Then he turned in his seat, giving her his undivided attention. Esther looked down at her hands in her lap, worried she’d hurt his feelings and not wanting to see the evidence if she had.

      Not that Jax let her hide. He reached out and took her hand, drawing it back to him and pulling her gaze back as well. His dark eyes were calm, gaze steady, and she relaxed. The connection they’d made over the weekend was still there, and she could feel it, feel his confidence, feel his reassurance with a simple touch.

      “We’re not going to let ourselves,” he said firmly. “This weekend was wonderful, but it wasn’t a ‘fix.’ We need to keep working at it, keep making time for each other, keep checking in with each other because neither of us wants to go back to how things were.” She relaxed even more as he spoke, knowing he’d understood everything she’d said and everything she hadn’t. “Maybe we should discuss going to see Gavin and Leah’s therapist. It can’t hurt.”

      “It can’t hurt.” Echoing the sentiment, she felt a little uncomfortable at the idea of opening up fully to a stranger, but Jax was right. It couldn’t hurt. It had definitely helped Gavin and Leah. They were doing better than ever.

      “Ready to go inside and face the kids?” Jax’s smile was lopsided, and Esther had to giggle. Poor Jax. They’d been presenting a united front to the kids, but since his confession of how he’d messed up by not being honest with Esther, they’d made it clear they thought he needed to make things up to her… and them.

      Speaking of… her heart clenched.

      “Do you think I need to tell them I tracked your phone?” She couldn’t keep the worry out of her voice. Jax dealt with their judgment easily enough, but she wasn’t sure she could handle it as well. Fair was fair, though, and he had confessed what he’d done wrong to them. To her surprise, he shook his head.

      “No, that’s between you and me, and it didn’t affect them. The reason I came clean with them about why you were mad at me was it affected them. A lot. I wasn’t just missing out on time with you, I was missing out on time with them, too. They noticed my absences, and I was hurting them. They deserved to know why and receive an apology.”

      “Oh.” That made sense and made her feel a little better. Jax grinned at her.

      “I am all for us setting a good example of how to make a relationship work, especially now that they’re old enough to understand, but we don’t have to share every little detail with them.” He winked.

      “Definitely not.” Esther remembered when Jennifer had wanted an e-reader and to be put on Esther’s account. She’d nearly fallen over at the idea of her daughter being able to see what she was reading, so they got Jennifer her own account so she could connect her e-reader.

      If Jennifer was going to read kinky romances, she would have to find them all on her own, just as Esther had.

      Grabbing their bags, they made their way inside.

      Jennifer and Daniel were sitting on the couch, watching TV. Both of them had been dropped off earlier. While Esther remembered the days when her kids would come running as soon as she entered the house, she didn’t expect that anymore—thankfully.

      Both of them looked up, but neither moved.

      “Hello, you two,” Esther said, putting down her bag. Seeing them again made her heart so full.

      “Hey, how was your weekend?” Jennifer asked, hitting pause on whatever they were watching.

      “Good. Great.” Esther grinned as Jax took her hand, threading his fingers through hers. She turned her grin to him, knowing she had a slightly sappy expression, before refocusing on the kids. “How was yours?”

      “Good.” Jennifer shrugged.

      “Yeah, good,” Daniel echoed.

      “Glad to hear it. Your mom and I are going to go unpack,” Jax said cheerfully, giving her hand a squeeze. “Dinner will be in two hours.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” the kids chorused.

      Well, some things were the same.

      Any worries she’d had that everything would suddenly revert and change once she and Jax stepped back into the house fell away. He was right beside her, hand in hers, a warm, reassuring, and present presence. The kids were the same as ever, but they weren’t. Yes, they’d have to work to keep it up, but they were both committed to that now.

      It wasn’t like before when she’d decided to fix things and hadn’t included him in her plans. Or when he hadn’t been aware how badly she felt things between them had gotten.

      Headed up the stairs, bags in hand, Esther could hear the kids whispering to each other, apparently not realizing they were doing so pretty loudly.

      “Do you think they’re going to have sex?”

      “Ew, no, shut up, that’s probably what they spent all weekend doing.”

      “Oh my God, ew, why would you say that?”

      “You asked first!”

      “Whatever. Shut up.”

      “You shut up.”

      Clapping her hand over her mouth, she and Jax exchanged glances. She couldn’t stop the snort that escaped as her amusement grew, and he coughed to cover his own laugh, both of them moving a little faster. Ah, kids. One day, they’d learn.
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      Jax

      “Uh… Jax? Can I ask you some questions?”

      Jax knew from Suzie’s apologetic tone the questions had nothing to do with the course material or their students. He closed the laptop in front of him and looked up. He wasn’t doing anything clandestine, exactly, but he wasn’t working, either. Chances are no one would frown on him browsing jewelry sites while no one needed him during office hours, but he still didn’t want anyone to know.

      “Sure, come on in.” A sinking feeling tightened his gut. No, she wouldn’t ask me to return again.

      “Thanks.” Shutting the door behind her, she hurried over to take the seat in front of his desk, putting down her C&C handbook and a lined piece of paper with a long list of questions. Jax raised his eyebrows.

      “You made running things look a lot easier than it actually is,” Suzie said. “We all have some questions about a few of the spell things… and Katherine changed characters to play a Scoundrel—because we started fresh with this campaign—but some of that stuff is really confusing.”

      “It is.” The Scoundrel classification had a lot of complexities for game players, especially for a newbie. He wasn’t surprised they were struggling a little after changing things up. The game was complicated enough, and even though they were all on a level playing field, that also meant they had to learn everything together without someone to lead the way. Guilt niggled at him, but there really wasn’t anything he could do except help Suzie out with some questions. “Let’s see what you have for me.”

      They worked their way through one by one, and thankfully none of his students wanted to take advantage of office hours today. Answering Suzie’s C&C questions took the rest of the time. By the time they were finished, she seemed to be reassured and excited, and Jax felt a little better, although a little sad because he missed playing with them.

      “How are things going other than this?” he asked, tapping the sheet of questions and answers.

      “Good! Much slower than when you were with us since I have to look up a lot of things. Now I know why you always cursed when we did something you didn’t expect.” Her eyes twinkled with amusement, but also a little exasperation, the look a DM got when trying to manage a herd of unruly players.

      “It’s nice to know at least one of you properly appreciates me now,” he teased.

      “Oh, trust me, we all do.” She blew out a breath, wilting a little. Dammit, he wanted to offer to help, he really did, but… fuck. He couldn’t do more than this.

      “You’ll get there, Suzie. It’s a lot to take on, and I’m sure you’re doing great.”

      “That’s what they tell me.” Her smile was only a little off. “The learning curve has been steep. We miss you. How are you and Esther doing?”

      “Good. Really good.” They’d had their first appointment with Dr. Silverwood and established a Friday night movie night with the kids and a Saturday night date night for themselves. Esther was happier than he’d seen her in a long time. Truthfully, so was he, even though he missed DMing.

      Her smile brightened a little. “Good, I’m so glad to hear that.”

      It’s worth it was the underlying message he heard, and it was.
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      Something was bothering Jax, something he didn’t bring up at dinner. The kids didn’t seem to pick up on it, but Esther could tell he had something on his mind. It didn’t worry her the way it once might have. Before the past few months, she might have pretended not to notice. She wouldn’t want to make him share anything he didn’t want to, but Dr. Silverwood’s advice at their first appointment about giving him the opportunity to talk, in a way that didn’t make her feel like she was pressuring him, had really resonated.

      So, when the kids had gone upstairs to their rooms, and it was just the two of them sitting on the couch, she took a deep breath and went for it.

      “Is everything okay?”

      There. That wasn’t so hard. Mostly. It was a perfectly innocuous question that gave him an opening.

      Jax leaned back against the couch, letting his head fall back. That meant there was something, and the silence meant he didn’t want to tell her. Esther rubbed her tongue over the back of her teeth, wondering if she should push now. She didn’t want to. She really didn’t want to.

      Thankfully, after a moment, Jax seemed to come to some kind of internal decision to answer.

      “Not wrong exactly… but Suzie needed me to answer some questions today. About C&C.”

      Hearing that felt like a gut punch, and Esther’s chest tightened. No….

      “Did she want you to come back?” she asked carefully. Neutrally. No emotion.

      Jax snorted, and some of her tension seeped away.

      “Hell no. That wasn’t even on the table. She needed help to understand some of the game mechanics around spells, and Katherine started playing a Scoundrel when they began this campaign, so she’s struggling a little.”

      “Oh, Scoundrels can be confusing.” Esther loved them but she would never suggest someone start out there. Especially with a DM who was also new.

      Darn it. Now she felt kinda bad. She’d taken away their C&C mentor.

      “Yeah.” Jax lifted his head back up and smiled at her. “They’ll figure it out, though. Do you want to watch a movie?”

      The abrupt change in subject didn’t sit well. She knew Jax was unhappy he couldn’t help—he always wanted to help, which was what made him such a good teacher. She didn’t like the idea she was the reason Jax had to let people down. She could only imagine the group cursing her name for taking away the person who knew what they were doing.

      Not that she would blame them.

      They weren’t responsible for Jax’s decisions… but they were the ones suffering now. Not in the same way that she had, but still.

      Things were better with her and Jax. Everything was out in the open. No, it wasn’t perfect, and they still had a lot of work to do, but what if this could be part of the work?

      Before, he’d gone behind her back. Kept her out of the loop. Now, he was keeping her in the loop, but he also denied himself something that had given him a lot of joy and had been really helpful. That didn’t have to be necessary for them to be good. She didn’t love the idea of him being absent every Thursday again, but it would hardly be the worst thing in the world.

      Maybe they could even do it together.

      “What if we both went?” The words were out of her mouth before the thought fully formed, but as soon as she said them, they felt right. Good.

      Jax stared at her, blinking as if he wasn’t sure he’d heard her correctly.

      “Both?”

      A niggle of doubt wormed its way through her, but she pushed it aside. He wasn’t trying to keep her away from his harem, platonic though they’d been. He was surprised because he hadn’t expected the suggestion.

      “Yes, if we both went to play. You could help Suzie, and I could help the others.” The thought still made her chest feel tight and her stomach nauseous. She wasn’t sure how they’d take her intrusion into their evening. Maybe she should stay home. Just let Jax go. She opened her mouth, but Jax was already sitting up, bright-eyed and full of enthusiasm.

      “That’s a great idea! I’ll go text Suzie now.”

      Esther bit down hard against taking the offer back as Jax jumped up to his feet to grab his phone. He was so happy. Even if the other women weren’t happy to have her there, they would hardly be mean to her.

      Tomorrow, during their C&C game, she’d ask Leah and Cyana what they thought. Surely, they’d have good suggestions about how to make herself feel less like an outsider while she was with Jax’s platonic harem.
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      Why hadn’t he thought of this before?

      Because you didn’t think you could have it both ways.

      He shook his head as he tapped out the message to Suzie. After today’s conversation, he was pretty sure she would jump at the chance to have him and Esther come help, especially since Esther could help the others while he helped Suzie.

      In the meantime, he and Esther could watch them play. It wouldn’t be the same as watching experienced players, who could make gameplay seamless, but he was pretty sure Esther would enjoy it.

      Turning back, Esther was still sitting on the couch, staring off into space.

      Before he could ask what she was thinking about, his phone buzzed in his hand. Taking a quick glance down at the message, he grinned.

      “That was an even faster response than I thought it would be. Suzie says they’d love to have both of us on Thursday.” Introducing Esther to the part of his life he’d hidden from her felt a little strange, but he was excited. Having it out in the open was so much better than keeping it tucked away from her.

      “Oh, good.” Esther nodded, though she looked a little worried. “They don’t mind I’ll be there?”

      “Absolutely not. Suzie said they’ll all be thrilled to meet you and grateful for the help.” He moved back across the room, sitting on the couch next to her, and showed her the text. Because of how close they were, he felt her relax when she read it. Jax typed out a quick message back to Suzie that they would be there, then set his phone down.

      “So… movie?”

      “Movie.” Esther grinned up at him, snuggling in closer. “What do you want to watch?”

      “Something new or something old…”

      “Hmmm, I could go for either.”

      Their faces only a few centimeters apart, Jax leaned in to give her a kiss. It was supposed to be a simple kiss, but it kept going. Esther put her arms around his neck, drawing him in, and he pushed her back onto the couch, both of them blind and deaf to the world around them.

      “Oh my God, my eyes!” Jennifer’s screech ripped through the air, and Jax jerked up—except his limbs tangled with Esther’s, and he didn’t quite make it. He ended up rolling off the couch and landing flat on his back.

      Worst déjà vu ever.

      On top of him, Esther was giggling madly while they heard the pounding of Daniel’s footsteps coming down the stairs.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Don’t look!” That was their drama queen daughter. Groaning, Jax sat up, Esther still on his lap.

      Jennifer was halfway down the stairs, hands still over her eyes, moaning slightly. Daniel was right behind her, looking torn between amusement at his sister’s dramatics and being grossed out.

      “Aren’t you two a little old to be making out on the couch?” Daniel asked, arching a brow at them.

      “He sounds just like you,” Esther whispered, still giggling.

      “I would never say we’re too old to be making out on the couch.”

      “Oh my God, you are definitely too old to be making out on the couch! I think I’m blind… there isn’t enough bleach in the world…”

      Well, that was one way to ruin the mood, but with Esther cracking up on his lap, Jax still felt everything was pretty great right now.
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      Esther

      Something had changed since she and Jax had come home, Esther realized. A good thing. Everyone at C&C night was a lot more relaxed. She hadn’t realized how much the tension between them had affected everyone else until it was gone.

      So that was good.

      “I walk forward down the hall.” Jax stared at the map as Gavin uncovered a little from where his character now stood, allowing him to see farther and revealing yellow splotches on some of the newly exposed areas. Aiden let out a low whistle.

      “That looks like gold.”

      “Yes, it does,” Jax said, shaking his head.

      “Okay, who’s next. Morag?” Gavin asked, naming Aiden’s character, probably because it looked like he was about to jump out of his seat.

      “I walk this way.” Aiden moved his character down one of the side passages, making a satisfied sound as Gavin uncovered more of the map, showing more gold. They still couldn’t see most of what was in the chamber they’d entered, but that was an awful lot of gold.

      “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Cyana muttered.

      “You have bad feelings about everything,” Aiden countered, then leered at her. “You could always let me give you some good feelings.”

      “Focus.” Cyana pointed back at the board. Esther giggled, and Leah shook her head in amusement.

      “Are you doing anything else?” Gavin asked Aiden, clearly joining Cyana’s effort to get him back on track.

      “No one can see me, right?” Aiden looked around the map. Since he’d moved down a side passage from where everyone else was, no one would have a direct line of sight.

      “I definitely have a bad feeling about this.” Glaring at him from across the table, Cyana looked as if she wanted to throw something at Aiden’s head. She hated it when he got off task, especially when he did something stupid. Which was fairly often. He was playing a barbarian.

      “I pick up some gold without anyone noticing.”

      “Roll stealth,” Gavin said over Cyana’s groan. Honestly, sometimes half the fun of playing was watching Cyana and Aiden’s interactions. Esther was heroically doing her best not to crack up.

      “Twenty-four.”

      “You pick up a handful of gold without anyone noticing. Everyone rolls for initiative.”

      Groans erupted around the table, and Gavin grinned sadistically. Aiden had set something off by picking up the gold. They were entering combat and needed to know who was going to go first, which meant they were about to be attacked. And because of the way he’d done it, none of their characters knew he’d done it, so they were going to be attacked out of nowhere.

      “I’m gonna kill you,” Cyana growled as she rolled her dice into her tray.

      “If he gets Dog killed, I’m going to kill him,” Esther said. They’d had a few close calls already, and right now, they didn’t know what they were facing.

      “Dog will be fine.” Aiden clapped his hands together, clearly undeterred. He glanced at the clock. “Anyone want to take a break before we get started? We’re getting close to time.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Gavin concurred. “Everyone, give me your numbers, then we’ll break.”
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      The night air was warm and muggy, and crickets were chirping all around them. Leaning against the railing, Jax studied Aiden as his friend flopped down into one of the patio chairs. He looked tired, and although he had plenty of grey hair sprinkled among the black, Aiden didn’t usually look old. Right now, he did.

      “Everything okay?” Jax asked, trying to keep most of the worry out of his voice. If he sounded too concerned, Aiden was more likely to prevaricate or even lie.

      “Tired. How was Marquis? Was it everything you hoped it would be?”

      “Yeah, was it?” Gavin asked, joining them outside, scotch glass in one hand. He’d taken the opportunity to freshen up his drink. Sitting down next to Aiden, the differences between them were starker than usual.

      They’d always looked alike—about the same age, close to the same height, same build, white guys with salt-and-pepper hair and goatees, same aura of confidence—but now, they held themselves differently.

      Gavin looked relaxed. Happy. Settled. Aiden was jiggling his knee, something he only did when he wasn’t at the top of his game. Jax was surprised Aiden had asked. He’d seemed to lose interest when he’d been reminded the place was for couples. Maybe he was looking for a distraction from whatever was bothering him or wanted so badly not to talk about what was bothering him, he was willing to distract Jax by asking about something he wasn’t interested in.

      Well, Jax would let him continue to get away with it for now. If Aiden didn’t start talking to someone, they would have to have a talk.

      “It was really good.” He’d already emailed Gavin on Monday, but he wasn’t surprised Gavin wanted the in-person report. This way, Jax was able to update Aiden as well. Even if Aiden wasn’t really interested in Marquis for himself, he was invested in Jax and Esther’s relationship as a friend. So, Jax gave them both a quick rundown of the weekend, only leaving out a few small things—like falling off the bed. Some things they didn’t need to know.

      He went into more detail about the show and the pink room since it was one Gavin hadn’t stayed in. He’d had a tour, but there was a difference between looking and actually using the equipment.

      “That rocking horse sounds fun,” Gavin said thoughtfully. “Maybe Leah wouldn’t mind doing a little roleplay.”

      Jax and Aiden chuckled.

      “I wouldn’t mind a ‘hotel’ setup,” Aiden said. “If it came with theme rooms.”

      “I was thinking more along the lines of closing down the bar and restaurant on the main floor of the Outlands and setting up the theme rooms there,” Gavin confessed. Jax sat up. That was the first time Gavin had said anything like that.

      “Really?” He hadn’t thought Gavin might change the top floor of the Outlands.

      Gavin shrugged. “I’m getting old. Being on my feet all day with the bar and running a restaurant, plus the club on the main floor and the kink club underneath… the kinky part brings in enough that I don’t really need the restaurant anymore. Especially if I charged more for the use of the theme rooms.”

      “I know Esther and I would go more frequently. We love to watch, but it would be nice not to have to go home to do anything fun since neither of us really wants to partake in public play. If there was somewhere to go at the Outlands, that would be preferable.”

      “I like it.” Aiden gave them a wry smile when they both looked at him, surprised. Aiden had never seemed to mind putting on a show. “Something different to try, right? I never do much roleplay in the Dungeon.”

      Hmmm, interesting.

      “I’m still thinking about it. It wouldn’t happen till after our second wedding,” Gavin said, rubbing his hand over his goatee. His eyes were slightly unfocused, and Jax knew he was already planning things out in his head.

      “Speaking of,” Jax said, clearing his throat, drawing his friends’ attention. “I’m going to ask Esther to renew her vows. Cyana’s helping me pick out a ring.” He’d also been looking at jewelry sites at work all week.

      “That’s great!” Gavin grinned, leaning forward in his seat to clasp hands with Jax.

      “Great,” Aiden echoed, although his brow was furrowed as though he was wondering what the point was. “So, you’re doing a full proposal and ceremony?”

      “Yeah, I want to make it special. I feel like… we’re not starting over exactly, but we’re starting new, and I want to mark that.”

      “We should do it together!” Gavin’s eyes were unfocused again, head tipped to the side as if he already pictured it. “That’s exactly how Leah and I feel—it’s more of a vow renewal than a ceremony.”

      “Maybe… I’d need to talk to Esther first, and you should talk to Leah.” The idea appealed, making a second commitment for their lives alongside their friends as they did the same. “They might want to have their own celebrations.”

      “My experience, not that it counts for much, is women rarely like to share the big events,” Aiden said dryly.

      “Your opinion still counts. Cut it out.” Gavin kicked at Aiden’s shin, barely connecting. Aiden kicked him back.

      “Behave, boys,” Jax intoned, using his best ‘professor’ voice, making both of them laugh. Aiden sounded so down on himself, which was not like him at all. Jax would have to talk to Cyana and Gavin when he got a chance, so they could figure out what to do about Aiden.
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      It was so nice to be back with her besties, chatting and not having them stare at her with sympathy and worry. They wanted to know all about her weekend with Jax, of course, but their questions were full of interest rather than concern. They laughed their asses off when she told them about falling off the bed. Leah liked the sound of the rocking horse.

      “I wonder what the blue room is like,” Cyana mused, rubbing her chin thoughtfully.

      “Thinking about being a Mommy Domme?” Leah looked skeptical, and Esther didn’t blame her. For all the mother-henning Cyana liked to do, she didn’t really seem like a Mommy Domme.

      “Not really, just wondering about the toy options.” The Domme grinned wickedly. Yeah, that made more sense. She did like to get creative. Esther shivered. Cyana was way too hardcore for her, but she was fun to watch, even if she scared Esther sometimes.

      “So, now what?” Leah asked, bringing her attention back to Esther.

      “Well, we keep working on things… and tomorrow, I’m going with him to meet his other C&C group and help them out.”

      “What?!” Cyana sat up straight, surprise and interest flaring. She pointed at Esther with a demanding finger. “Talk. Now.”

      “Bossy.” Esther stuck out her tongue, then explained about the invitation to join Suzie and her group, and that she and Jax had said yes. She didn’t hide her worry about whether the younger women would accept her presence or that she would feel like she didn’t belong. She was the interloper, crashing their party. Both Leah and Cyana did their best to reassure Esther, but she knew she wouldn’t feel better until after tomorrow night was over and done with.

      The guys came back in a few minutes later, and they all returned to the table. Sitting down next to Jax, she smiled when his hand made its way over to rest on her thigh, fingers entwining with hers. Their eyes met, and he smiled, but she could see something in his expression.

      Wordlessly, his gaze shifted to Aiden, and Esther’s followed. That was all it took for her to realize he was concerned about their friend—and giving him another look, she was worried as well. He looked… rough. He always looked ‘rough,’ actually, but normally in a sexy way, not in a ‘looks like he’s been up for three nights in a row and possibly drinking during all of them’ kind of way. Esther pressed her lips together. This wasn’t the time to ask him about it, but she’d be bugging Jax after they left for details.

      In the meantime, they got back into the game. Esther kept a closer eye on Aiden, noticing he relaxed as the gameplay intensified. Hopefully, whatever was going on with him wouldn’t be too serious—the fact he was clearly enjoying fighting the dragon he’d pissed off by taking its gold soothed some of her worries.

      Especially since he and Cyana sniped back and forth at each other the way they always did. Cyana wasn’t impressed with his decision to steal dragon’s gold, even if he hadn’t immediately realized that’s what it was. She was even less impressed when his character ran out of health, and Jax’s had to pick him up and carry him out as they fled the dungeon.

      “I should just let you die,” Cyana muttered, scowling at him.

      “Come on, Cyana, don’t make me start over with a new character,” Aiden wheedled. “You know Morag was growing on you. Besides, Ysolde doesn’t know he picked it up. You have to play to what your character knows.”

      “If you could heal him, so I don’t have to carry his ass, it would be appreciated.” Jax hid his grin when Cyana shot a glare at him. “I’m just saying, it’s slowing down my speed.”

      “Fine. I’ll cast Cheat Death,” Cyana said, sighing heavily and rolling her dice. She smirked when she added up the roll to her skill points. “Twenty-two.”

      “That saves.” Gavin didn’t bother hiding his amusement.

      “Great.” From the way she drawled the word, it didn’t sound as if she thought it was actually all that great. “I run up next to Doklos and slap Morag’s ass, transferring Cheat Death and waking him up.”

      “Woo hoo!” Aiden pumped his fists, his previous melancholy from when he’d returned to the group gone. Esther cracked up as he grinned at Cyana, his voice dropping to Morag’s deeper tones. “I knew ya liked me, Ysolde. Feel free to slap my ass anytime.”

      “Careful what you wish for, Morag,” Cyana taunted. “You might get a taste for it.”

      “I’ve got a taste for whatever you’ll give me, sweetheart.”

      “I put Morag down, so he can run on his own,” Jax said, interrupting Aiden’s flirtatious and overexaggerated winking. It was more hilarious than seductive, but considering how little charm his barbarian had, it fit.

      Giggling, Esther ignored the twist in her stomach as she wondered what tomorrow’s game would be like, doubting it would be anything like this or that she’d feel this happy or comfortable.

      She’d hope it was half as much fun and try to keep an open mind, the way Cyana and Leah had told her to.
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      Jax

      Maybe it was Esther’s anxiousness rubbing off on him, but the closer they got to Michelle’s house, the more nervous Jax became. He wasn’t sure if he’d been this nervous when he introduced Esther to his parents, way back when. Totally different situations, yet he saw similarities.

      Esther had been anxious back then as well, worried his parents wouldn’t like her. He was pretty sure that’s what was going on, but tonight, she felt as if there was reason not to like her. No matter how many times he told her Suzie and the others didn’t hold his decisions against her, he knew she wouldn’t really believe it until she was there.

      He was nervous because he wanted Esther to truly understand she had nothing to worry about with any of the young women. He wanted her to like them. Part of him was a little worried this would make everything worse instead of better, rubbing her nose in a portion of his life he’d deliberately kept her out of for so long.

      She let out a deep sigh as Jax turned onto Michelle’s street, and a pit of foreboding opened up in his stomach.

      “We don’t have to go. I can cancel.” Maybe it was bad timing. They were trying this too soon to after everything had blown up in their faces. He didn’t want to lose the progress they’d already made.

      “No, I want to do this.” Esther hesitated for a moment before turning her head away, so she wasn’t looking at him when she made her admission. “I’m afraid they won’t like me.”

      Dammit, he’d known that.

      “Oh, babygirl.” He squeezed her hand. “They’re going to love you.”

      As expected, his words did nothing to reassure her. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see her dragging her teeth over her lower lip the way she did when she was anxious. This was feeling more and more like a bad idea, but if they turned back now, she’d only feel worse. That was the only thing that kept him from putting his foot down as her Daddy Dom and take control of the situation. He never wanted her to think she couldn’t handle something when she insisted she could. That would only undermine her self-esteem, which wouldn’t help anything.

      Parking the car, Jax took a deep breath. He had his own admission to make. Maybe it would help if Esther realized she wasn’t the only one who was nervous, and he was trying to be better about his own communication.

      “I’m nervous, too.”

      “You are?” Startled, Esther turned toward him, shock and surprise clear on her face.

      “Of course I am. I want you to like them, and I’m worried this will hurt you. Now that someone who knows how to play is here, I’m worried you’ll discover I’m an awful Dungeon Master.” He winked, hoping to get a smile out of her, and it worked.

      “You’re not awful,” she said automatically.

      “You don’t know that; you haven’t seen me at work yet,” he teased, giving her fingers a squeeze. As he’d hoped, she seemed more relaxed. Still nervous, but admitting his own feelings had helped. Glancing at the door, he tilted his head at her. “Ready?”

      Esther took a deep breath.

      “Ready.”
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      As ready as she would ever be.

      She was clinging to Jax’s hand as they approached the front door. The twisting in her stomach got so much worse with every step she took, and it was getting harder to breathe. It wasn’t only meeting the other group. She realized so many of her emotions had been tied to what this group represented.

      Jax’s lies. The many nights she’d spent feeling lonely and inadequate. The worry he’d been cheating on her.

      Her husband’s steps slowed, and he looked down at her, his brow furrowing with worry. Esther knew he was about to suggest—again—they turn back.

      Nope. She would not give these women another reason to dislike her by having him cancel.

      Letting go of his hand, she darted to the door and pressed her finger to the doorbell before he could stop her.

      “Esther,” he growled from behind her, but she employed selective hearing.

      Thankfully, the door opened before he could say anything else. Esther found herself face to face with Michelle Cain. She was as beautiful in person as she had been on the internet, though she was dressed more like Esther was in yoga pants and a long shirt, although hers were more fitted than Esther’s.

      The reason she might have felt so jealous hit her like a freight train. It wasn’t only that Michelle’s photos online had been beautiful and sophisticated, but she also kind of looked like a younger version of Esther. Ouch.

      She didn’t have time to assimilate that revelation before Michelle’s expression lit up, and she stepped forward to hug Esther.

      “You must be Esther! It is so nice to finally meet you,” Michelle said, giving Esther a firm squeeze before stepping back. Moving on autopilot, Esther returned the hug and blinked, trying to figure out what was happening. Behind Michelle, several other young women were coming toward her with welcoming expressions. “Jax has told us so much about you.”

      “He has?” Esther asked, surprised. Michelle basically passed her off to the next person—who happened to be Suzie.

      “Oh, yes.” Suzie laughed, giving her a quick hug. “I’d already met you, of course, but everyone feels as if they know you. Jax never shuts up about you. This is Katherine.”

      The abrupt turn from the revelation Jax had talked about her—she’d assumed the ‘hiding’ went both ways—to being introduced to the rest of the group had her thoroughly off-kilter. It also killed her nerves. There was no room for anxiety when she was still trying to find her footing in an entirely unexpected situation.

      “I never get greeted with hugs,” Jax said behind her, pretending to sound offended.

      “That’s because food is more important than you,” Michelle responded, laughing. “But finally meeting Esther? That takes precedence.”

      “We’re so glad you could come,” Annie said. Esther had recognized her from the pictures Cyana had taken. Of course, she hadn’t mentioned that when Suzie introduced her, Katherine, and Karen. “Thank you so much.”

      “Oh, it’s no problem,” Esther replied automatically.

      “I doubt that.” Katherine snorted. “Jax told us what a dumbass he was. We really appreciate you letting him come back for another tutorial and coming with him to help. I love this game, but we didn’t realize how much he was guiding us until he was gone.”

      “We don’t have to keep talking about what a dumbass I was, you know,” Jax muttered, making them all laugh.

      The not-so-gentle way they ribbed Jax and the overly aggrieved way he responded reminded Esther so much of how he interacted with Jennifer. She realized he saw these young women in a fatherly way—not in the Daddy Dom way. Even Michelle, who reminded her of herself, he treated her the way he would Jennifer. He didn’t see the resemblance to Esther. He saw her as his own daughter.

      Now that she could see them all together, interacting, the truth was inescapable—she had absolutely nothing to worry about with Jax and any of these young women, and she never had.
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      Sitting next to Suzie behind the DM screen, Jax grinned as he watched Esther, sitting spot between Katherine and Michelle. She was spending most of the time with Katherine—she’d chosen the most complicated character—but she was also helping the others… and having a great time doing it.

      He was so grateful Michelle and all of them had greeted her with literal open arms. He hadn’t asked them to; it had been spontaneous and sincere, and he knew that made a difference. It had also set Esther at ease right from the beginning, especially with all of them joking about what a dumbass he’d been. He took it on the nose since he couldn’t blame them.

      There was a bit of boys versus girls going on, but as long as Esther was happy, he would tolerate it. Especially since none of the young women knew about the kinky side of his and Esther’s relationship, and his babygirl was having fun taking advantage of that. She was aiming for a good spanking later.

      By the end of the night, Esther was ‘one of the girls’—evidenced by the fact they asked her to return rather than him.

      “We know Jax fucked up, and we totally get it if you don’t want him to play anymore, but would you consider coming back to play with us?” Katherine was using her big, pleading puppy-dog eyes to full effect, and Esther wasn’t immune. Heck, even Jax wasn’t sometimes, and he’d had plenty of time to get used to Katherine’s antics.

      “Me?”

      “Uh, yeah. We got through so much more of the game thanks to you.” As if sensing Esther’s weakness, Katherine’s expression became even more pleading, going in for the kill. “I understand my character so much better.”

      “Well, and thanks to Jax,” Suzie piped up, giving him an apologetic look as if she felt bad he’d been left out. He could only shake his head with bemusement. He wanted to say he didn’t mind being replaced, but it was a very odd feeling.

      Esther exchanged a look with him, and he could see her amusement. She knew she was being played but didn’t mind and was considering it.

      “We could both come back…” she started to say.

      A chorus of jubilant ‘yes’ greeted her suggestion.

      “You should make up your own character and join us!” Karen said. “That way, you can help us and play.”

      “Can I go back to being a regular player?” Suzie asked. “Oh, wait, did you mean you could both come back every week, or did you mean you could come back a few more times to help us out? I can keep DMing if I need to.” She didn’t look thrilled about the idea.

      Jax had already known Suzie wasn’t comfortable leading unless she knew every tiny intricacy about a topic, but she was also the type to step up when no one else did. It had clearly weighed on her. He could sense her relief at the idea she wouldn’t have to anymore.

      “I think Jax can take over if you really want him to.” Esther gave him an amused smile. “We might need to miss a week now and then to make sure our kids don’t feel neglected.”

      “No, that’s okay, we’ll totally work around your schedule,” Annie said quickly. “We got used to playing a lot, but we can take it down a notch. Everything is much easier with you two here.”

      “Then we’ll make it work,” Esther said before giving all of them a hug goodbye. Jax got his hugs as well. Even before they closed the door behind them, they could hear the excited explosion of chatter.

      “Thank you.” Jax took Esther’s hand as they walked toward the car.

      “I had fun. I get why you wanted to keep doing it, even though you only intended to do a few sessions to get them started. They’re hard to resist.”

      “They are, and so is their enthusiasm. Good idea about having to miss a few weeks. I don’t want the kids to feel neglected again.”

      “We’ll make sure they don’t.” Esther smiled, going up on her toes to give him a quick kiss before he opened the car door for her.

      Grinning, Jax waited till she sat down, then closed it and moved around to his side of the car. It felt good to be a solid team again.
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      Jax

      “What do you think?” Staring down at rows of rings sitting atop the display case, Jax tapped his finger on the velvet next to the one he’d found online. Personally, he thought it looked even better in person, but it had to be perfect.

      Which was why he’d brought reinforcements.

      Cyana leaned over the display case, studying the ring, as did his son and daughter but for very different reasons. The kids were here because he wanted them to feel part of this, and he knew they’d appreciate having their opinions asked. Cyana was there because she was well acquainted with gemstones and was much better at haggling than him.

      The salesperson stood a few feet away, not quite hovering but definitely listening in, waiting to hear the verdict.

      “I think she’ll love it,” Jennifer announced.

      “Are you sure it should be pink?” Daniel asked at almost the same time, and the two of them glared at each other.

      “Mom loves pink.”

      “I’m not saying she won’t like it, but engagement rings are supposed to be white diamonds.” There were certain things Daniel was very traditional about, and this appeared to be one of them. Which was amusing, but Jax wasn’t sure how to get through to him that just because things were often done a certain way, they didn’t have to be done that way.

      “It’s not an engagement ring, though. It’s a vow renewal ring. It can be whatever.”

      “Lots of engagement rings aren’t diamonds anymore,” Cyana commented. “There are many people who worry about the provenance, and they don’t want to wear blood diamonds.”

      “Blood diamonds?” Daniel frowned, confused.

      “Look it up,” Cyana advised him.

      “I know what blood diamonds are,” Jennifer said, smirking at him with superiority.

      Which, of course, within seconds, Daniel was on his phone, frowning at the screen as he tried to catch up with everyone else. Jax could only shake his head. Still, it wouldn’t hurt for Daniel to learn about some of the nasty sides of the jewelry world. He took things at face value without taking the time to look deeper himself, while Jennifer researched odd facts and read history books for fun. Jax wasn’t surprised she already knew about blood diamonds.

      “So that’s the one?” Cyana asked, then smiled. “For what my opinion’s worth, I think she’ll love it.”

      “And be happy no one died to get it,” Jennifer muttered with a glance at her brother. He didn’t say anything—his brow furrowed as he read whatever article he’d pulled up on his phone.

      Nodding, Jax beckoned to the salesperson, who brightened. Hopefully, he still felt the same way about making a sale after Cyana was done with him.
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      Having her very own in-home makeup artist would take some getting used to, but she didn’t argue. Bonding time with her daughter, where Jennifer was enthusiastic about spending time together, was worth its weight in gold. That was the best thing that had come out of her decision to have an impromptu makeover.

      “I think some of the purple eyeshadow tonight,” Jennifer said, looking at the palette with a critical eye.

      “If you say so.” Esther would have never dared choose purple eyeshadow, but she trusted her daughter knew better than she did. As if she knew what Esther was thinking, Jennifer grinned.

      “Purple looks good against brown eyes. Now close them.”

      Obediently, Esther did and felt the sweep of the brush over her eyelids. This was the first date night she and Jax were going on since they got back from visiting Marquis, and she figured she might as well pull out all the stops. She’d bought a bunch of makeup, and this way, it wouldn’t be wasted.

      “Are you and your brother going to be okay tonight?”

      “Yes, Mom.”

      Esther didn’t need to look to know Jennifer had just rolled her eyes.

      “I don’t want you two to feel like we’re not spending time with you, especially now that we’ll be going to play C&C on Thursdays as well…”

      “Mo-om, we already have Friday night family night. We do not need to spend every night together.”

      Having one designated night was hardly spending every night together, but Esther bit her lip against pointing that out. Jennifer was a typical teenager. Esther should enjoy the time they had together and be happy her kids still wanted a family night every week. Still, there was something she didn’t understand.

      “I thought you and Daniel didn’t like your dad being out all the time.”

      “Yeah, because it was making you sad.” The matter-of-fact way Jennifer said it made Esther’s eyes fly open. Her daughter jerked back, an expression of horror on her face. “Mom! Close your eyes! I almost messed up!”

      Ah, yes, that would be a real tragedy.

      Esther wasn’t able to stop herself from grinning as she closed her eyes again. Jennifer muttered something under her breath. It was nice to know her kids had cared. It also made her worry about how they’d viewed Jax and her relationship, although they were getting to see them repair their relationship. That had to count for something.

      “Okay, you can open them.”

      When she did, she looked at both of her kids. They were grinning so widely, their excitement so palpable, she blinked in surprise. Wow. They hadn’t acted like this when she and Jax had gone away… though at that point, they’d probably been pretty worried. Now that things had returned to normal, they were both happy to see their parents happy.

      That or Jax had something planned for tonight. Though she couldn’t think of what or why their kids would know.

      “You look amazing, Mom.” Daniel’s tone was almost reverent, reminding her of when he’d been much younger and stared in awe on the few nights when he’d seen her dressed up. Her whole heart turned mushy.

      “Thank you, sweetie.” She got to her feet and looked at her daughter. “And thank you for doing my makeup.”

      Were those tears in Jennifer’s eyes?

      “Any time, Mom.”

      To Esther’s great surprise, both Jennifer and Daniel flung themselves forward, wrapping their arms around her. Well, she certainly wouldn’t miss this opportunity. She hugged them right back, as hard as she could… and wondered what on earth Jax had planned.
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      Touching the suit jacket over where the ring box lay in the inner pocket, Jax quelled his nerves as he heard movement headed for the stairs. It was only a few minutes until they had to leave, so he knew this was finally it.

      His breath caught in his throat as Esther appeared at the top of the stairs and walked down. She was wearing one of her new dresses, but not one she’d worn to the office. Black with violet and pink flowers decorated the hem, which flirted around her thighs as she moved. The top wasn’t particularly low cut, but it was low enough to show off a hint of cleavage. Fitted to her waist, the skirt then flared out, and he caught a peek of petticoat underneath. Jennifer had done Esther’s hair and makeup, proving she knew what she was doing with both.

      “You look stunning,” he said, aware of their two children hovering at the top of the stairs, watching them.

      “Thank you.” A couple strands of hair had been left hanging down to frame her face, and she reached up to shyly tuck one behind her ear. When she reached the bottom of the stairs, Jax stepped forward to take her hand and help her down the last one, making her flush with pleasure.

      Before she could say anything else, before she could move another step, he went down on one knee.

      Esther’s eyes widened.

      Still holding onto her hand, he reached into his jacket with his free hand and pulled out the ring box, deftly popping it open. Esther’s mouth dropped open. Behind her on the stairs, the kids shifted, obviously trying to peer down and see her reaction. Damn, he should have had them come down first. Oh, well, too late now.

      “Esther, you are the love of my life. I know I haven’t always made you feel that way, but that’s why I’m doing this. I know there are things we still want to work on, things we want to fix, so I want us to renew our vows. I want to renew my commitment to you, to make new vows to add to the ones we made to each other before, to reflect where we are in life right now.” He cleared his throat, gazing into her eyes and doing his best to ignore the tears gathering. “I want us to say, ‘I still do.’”

      Both kids groaned.

      “Dad, no…”

      “Quiet in the peanut gallery,” he yelled. Esther giggled. “This isn’t for you. It’s for your mom.”

      “And it’s perfect,” Esther said, her fingers tightening around his. “I still do, Jax, and I always will.”
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      Pure, unadulterated happiness bubbled inside her as Jax grinned, letting go of her hand to take the ring out of the box. Perfect. He was absolutely perfect, and so was this. She’d had no idea what he was up to, but now it made sense why the kids were involved and why he wanted to get so dressed up.

      Suits weren’t comfortable for him, with his broad shoulders and muscular build. He’d had to get this one custom-tailored and only pulled it out for very special occasions.

      Jax slid the ring onto her right ring finger. It was beautiful, a pink princess cut diamond, with two white stones on either side. Looking at it made her feel as if her heart would burst out of her chest with joy. Getting to his feet, he held her hand in his, letting her examine it more closely.

      “It’s perfect.” Unable to contain herself any longer, Esther threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck and pulling him down for a kiss. After a couple moments, they had to ignore the gagging noises coming from the top of the stairs, but that was easily done. She was wrapped in her own little bubble where nothing could touch her buoyant emotions.

      They finally broke apart, Jax’s hands still lingering on her lower back, caressing slightly, while she beamed up at him.

      “You two kids better get a move on,” Daniel bellowed down the stairs in a near-perfect imitation of Jax. Esther and Jennifer cracked up while Jax’s head jerked up to stare at his son. “You’re going to be late.”

      “Uh-huh.” Jax let go of her with one arm but kept the other firmly wrapped around her waist, leading her forward and calling back to the kids over his shoulder. “You two behave. Don’t wait up. And if you’re still awake when we get home, maybe play some loud music or something.”

      “Dad! Gross!” Jennifer’s squeals and Daniel’s renewed gagging sounds followed them out the door. Esther laughed so hard, she had to lean on Jax to walk. Not that he seemed to mind. He was chuckling as well, leading her to the car.

      Grinning, she looked up at him to meet his gaze.

      “You are terrible.”

      “Just giving them the heads up.” Leaning down, he gave her another firm kiss before pulling away so he could open her car door. “I intend to celebrate us tonight, and that includes a happy ending.”

      Laughing, Esther got in the car.
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      Esther

      Dinner was delicious and fun. It didn’t matter that they’d been together for over thirty years; she felt like a newlywed again. Or maybe newly engaged, with the ring on her finger? Either way. It was like they were young and in love all over again, except that now they were also older and wiser, which made everything feel even more robust.

      The future was bright.

      After dinner, they headed to the Outlands. Despite a heavy sigh, Jax agreed to go through the main floor entrance, so they could spend time in the club section before going downstairs to the Dungeon. It was loud, the flashing lights were bright, and the music wasn’t at all what Esther liked, but she didn’t care because she loved to dance… and Jax was right there with her.

      Their bodies swaying together to the throbbing beat, her arms around his neck, it was easy to ignore the jumping, bumping, and grinding of those around them.

      Jax danced with her for longer than she thought he would, so when he finally suggested going downstairs, she agreed. The club was filling up as the hour got later, which meant it was more crowded than she liked. They headed downstairs, past the Dungeon’s bouncer, with her ears ringing from the music upstairs.

      “Thank you,” she said, leaning into him. She could tell his ears were ringing as well by the face he made, his finger pressing against his ear, then releasing as if he was trying to get the annoying buzz to go away.

      Meeting her gaze, Jax smiled, an indulgent softness shining in his dark eyes.

      “Any time, babygirl.”

      A soft kiss, the squeeze of his arm around her waist, then the elevator arrived. They went through the lobby to the Outlands dungeon and into the play area. Esther knew they weren’t there to play, but she was excited to watch… and to show off her ring.

      “There they are.” Jax moved her toward the bar, where she could see her friends gathered, talking. “Let’s go say hello.”

      “Did they know?” Esther asked, the thought suddenly occurring to her as they moved.

      “They did, but only Cyana has seen the ring, and I didn’t tell them when I was going to do it.” Unsurprisingly, Jax had picked up on her real question. Esther smiled up at him. This would be at least a little of a surprise for them, too. She liked that.

      As they walked up, they could hear Gavin and Aiden’s conversation. The Dungeon Master was giving Aiden a talking-to while Leah and Cyana sat on their barstools, gazes ping-ponging back and forth between them.

      “Maybe you should try something different if you really want something different, instead of doing the same kind of scenes with the same kind of young submissives over and repeatedly.”

      “I scene with different submissives!”

      “Yes, and despite all the differences between them—and to your credit, there are a lot of differences—they all have one thing in common. They’re all at least twenty years younger than you and fall worshipfully at your feet.”

      “He has a point,” Jax said, stepping into the conversation. “You might try something other than rotating through all the young submissives who trip, falling all over you.”

      “Oh, good, now it’s five against one,” Aiden said, rolling his eyes and teasing. “Esther, you want to be on my side, don’t you?”

      “I think Gavin and Jax are on your side, and you don’t realize it,” she told him, laughing when he put his hand over his heart and pretended to be wounded. She patted the top of his hand, and he frowned. Grabbing her fingers and holding them up, light glinted off the pink diamond, catching Leah and Cyana’s attention.

      “What’s this?”

      “My vow renewal ring,” Esther said. Leah squealed and jumped up to hug her.

      Esther gave Aiden a look over her friend’s shoulder, knowing he’d latched onto the first thing he could use as a distraction. He shrugged unrepentantly, and there was a twinkle in his eye, so she decided to let him get away with it. She let their friends draw her into conversation—especially when she heard Gavin suggesting a double ceremony.
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        * * *

      

      Jax

      Leather, pain, and pleasure—was what the Outlands was all about. As much as he’d enjoyed his visit to Marquis, it was the Outlands where Jax really felt most at home. He and Esther preferred not to play but liked to watch, and the Outland’s large room meant they could watch all sorts of scenes.

      Holding hands, they walked through the club, stopping to watch a few scenes—skipping the one where a slightly bored Aiden was taking a worshipful submissive through her paces. Aiden was a good Dom, so he was giving her a good experience, but the chemistry and sizzle that made up an enjoyable scene to watch weren’t there. Jax was pretty sure Aiden wasn’t feeling it, either. Less experienced couples were enjoying the scene, but for him and Esther, it was painful to watch.

      The more they walked around, though, the more Jax wanted to do rather than observe.

      Standing with Esther in front of him, his hands on her hips, holding her back against his front, they watched the spanking scene on one of the benches for that purpose. He could feel Esther’s arousal from her wriggles and the way she pressed back into him, leaning her head back and giving him access to her body. Lowering his lips to right next to her ear, he gave the sensitive lobe a little nip.

      “Want to get out of here?” His voice was low, a rough growl compared to his normal tones. He wanted privacy for them.

      “Yes, Daddy,” Esther answered quickly.

      Blood surged to his cock, but he ignored it for now. Taking Esther by the hand, he led her out of the Outlands—the back entrance this time, rather than going through the dance club—waving to Gavin as they went. Smirking, Gavin waved back.

      Yeah, Jax wouldn’t mind it if the Outlands’ upstairs was turned into private rooms. It would make things a lot easier on him and Esther if they could go upstairs instead of all the way home. He hoped the kids remembered his advice if they were still up when he and Esther came home.

      The house was quiet and dark when they arrived. Since it was after midnight, he’d assumed it would be, but with teenagers, one never knew. If they were up, they were holed up in their rooms.

      Still, when he got Esther up to their room, kicking the door closed behind them, he took her in his arms and pulled her against him before giving her an order.

      “You need to be very, very quiet, babygirl. I don’t want to hear a sound out of you.”

      Her eyes flashed with understanding and lust, the command turning her on, and Jax grinned wickedly. Lowering his lips to hers, he gave her a thorough kiss, his hands sliding up her back to find her zipper and pull it down. His cock was already hardening again, his body eager to complete their celebration.

      Being at the Outlands, they had been surrounded by sex and sensuality, but what really turned him on was being here with her.

      Peeling off her clothing, one piece at a time, Jax peppered kisses on her bare skin as it was revealed. Esther whimpered, wriggling as he teased and fondled her.

      “Over to the bed, babygirl,” he whispered. He probably could have spoken in normal tones without having to worry about anyone overhearing, but keeping his voice hushed added to the taboo-esque feeling. “Lie down on your back with your hands above your head.”

      She started to sass him, then awareness flashed in her eyes. If anything, Esther was more modest than he was. They were playing a quiet game, but it was one she absolutely did not want to lose because it would mean their kids overhearing. She couldn’t be sure whether Jax would give her a spanking if she was a bad girl, which would make it much harder to stay quiet.

      He grinned when she decided obedience was the better option.
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        * * *

      

      Esther

      Lying back on the bed, Esther bit her lip to keep silent when Jax followed her, settling between her thighs and pushing them open.

      Oh… the bastard…

      He kissed his way up the center of her inner thighs, knowing how hard it would be for her to stay quiet. Hard, but not impossible. More and more difficult with every little burst of pleasure he coaxed from her body as he buried his face in her pussy, the swipe of his tongue straight up the center surprised a tiny moan from her before she remembered to silence herself.

      “Quiet, babygirl,” he reminded her. “I want you to be perfectly quiet… and good girls get rewards.”

      She wanted to whimper so badly, but she stifled it—then clapped her hand over her mouth when he swirled his tongue back over her clit, teasing the tiny bud to hardness. Suppressing a moan, she rolled her hips, doing her best to take long, slow, even breaths as Jax worked her over, teasing, suckling, and doing his best to get her to make noise.

      It was exquisite torture by pleasure, leaving her writhing, one hand over her mouth, the other pressing on his head as he tormented her. Her sensitive nerve endings were screaming, and she wanted to beg him, but if she did, that would make a noise, then she’d be a bad girl.

      And he might keep torturing her for being naughty.

      The best thing to do was to let him do as he wished—feasting, licking, nibbling, and sucking, making the hot pleasure tighten in her core without giving her the satisfaction of a release. Her back arched, toes curled, and body throbbed from the stimulation, and just when she was about to break and beg, he slid his mouth away from her needy pussy.

      She ached, inside and out, and panted for breath, but she hadn’t broken. She hadn’t made a noise.

      “Good girl.” His voice was still low, guttural as he knelt between her thighs, slowly stroking the dark length of his cock with one hand. Lining it up with her body, he began a slow but firm slide inside her, and Esther stifled another moan.

      When she reached up to wrap her arms around his neck, he slid his hands along them, pushing them back down and stretching them out above her head. Threading his fingers through hers, he pressed the backs of her hands into the mattress as his cock slid into her wet heat.

      Gasping, straining, Esther’s hips moved up to meet him, her legs wrapping around him. He might pin her upper body to the bed, but he couldn’t stop her from doing that.

      Hips moving, cock thrusting in and out of her, Jax leaned down to kiss her, and she tasted the sweetness of her own arousal on his tongue. She moaned, and the kiss smothered the sound. His tongue slid deeper, claiming her mouth while his cock pushed in and out of her with slow, steady thrusts. Moving her hips up to meet him, Esther’s legs pulled him, trying to draw him deeper and hold him in place as her needy pussy clenched around him.

      Abandoning the kiss, Jax’s fingers tightened around her hand as he moved harder, faster, grinding his pubic bone against her sensitive spots. She was caged beneath him, helpless against his strength, submitting to her Daddy, to his conquest of her body and his domination over her senses.

      Every thrust rubbed over her swollen clit, and her body couldn’t take it anymore. The tension burst over her, ecstasy filling her, then rebounded when she closed her mouth against it, the very act of staying quiet making it so much more intense than usual.

      She writhed, panting, tears sliding from the corners of her eyes at the overwhelming sensations running through her. The pleasure splintered apart, consuming her, and she spasmed as he thrust in, hard and deep, filling her and making her complete.

      Not much later, in a tangle of limbs, Esther stared at the perfect pink ring glinting in the moonlight where her hand rested on her Daddy’s chest, moving up and down with each one of his steady breaths.

      Months ago, when she’d started her plan to save their marriage, she wasn’t sure she’d expected it to succeed, but here they were, albeit the path not at all what she’d thought it would be, but so much better.

      Jax’s hand smoothed over her head where it rested on his shoulder, idly playing with a lock of hair.

      “I love you, babygirl.” He breathed out the words, and Esther didn’t have to look up to know that his eyes were closed, and he was on the verge of sleep.

      “I love you too, Daddy,” she whispered, rubbing his chest. Closing her eyes, she snuggled in.

      They had the rest of their lives to spend together, and she couldn’t wait.
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      Aiden

      Game night was his favorite night of the week, which he took as a sign he was getting old. He loved getting together with his friends, but his favorite nights used to be weekend nights when he could go to the Outlands, find a likely submissive who wanted to play for a night, and get his needs met.

      He still did that every weekend, but it wasn’t fulfilling the way it used to be, and his friends were getting that look in their eyes. The look he thought he’d never have to see again after he turned fifty.

      Surely, fifty was too old to have friends turning their matchmaking sights on him. After multiple divorces, he’d proven he was a bad bet in a relationship.

      His friends were on a major romance kick. Gavin and Leah were back together a decade after being divorced and were getting remarried. Jax and Esther had just gone through a hell of a rough patch, but they were better than ever now and were going to renew their vows.

      Thank God for Cyana, the other divorced and single person in their group. She was also a scary-as-hell Dominatrix and the only female dominant Aiden had ever been attracted to. He was a guy who thrived on challenges, and she was the ultimate one.

      “Need help?”

      Speak of the devil, Cyana walked up as he leaned into the passenger side of his car to pick up the pizza boxes from the seat. It was his turn to provide food for game night, and he was a lazy cook, so he usually brought takeout. He could cook, just didn’t enjoy cooking for one.

      “Sure, thanks.” He handed over the top two boxes to Cyana, admiring the way the black tank top she wore under her leather jacket fitted snugly to her curves.

      Cyana gave him a stern look, the one that had always gotten him hot and ended up encouraging him more than putting him in his place.

      “That was not an invitation to check out my boobs, Aiden.”

      “But they’re such nice boobs.”

      As always, the side of her mouth lifted for a moment before settling back into place, letting him know she wasn’t nearly as unaffected by him as she liked to pretend. Shaking her head, she turned and headed up the walkway to Gavin and Leah’s house.

      “Now I’m looking at your ass,” he called after her.

      “If you want to look at things you’ll never have, I won’t stop you,” she yelled over her shoulder.

      Grinning, his mood already lifted, he picked up the last two pizza boxes and shut the door. There was nothing like verbal banter with Cyana to give him a much-needed ‘pick-me-up.’

      “Looking forward to you losing our bet and eating those words.” The only response he got this time was the middle finger from her free hand, thrown up over her shoulder. Chuckling, he followed her.

      Sure, he had to put his own ass on the line making that bet, but it was the first time she’d ever given him a chance at her. Cyana had gone through the same class as all Dominants at the Outlands, making sure they understood everything they’d be putting the submissives through, but she hadn’t submitted to anyone since then.

      Two weeks ago, they got drunk together after Jax and Esther announced their plans to renew their vows. Aiden had challenged her with the bet, though he hadn’t expected her to go for it. Was it a sure thing? Nope. But it was his best chance to get in her pants and get rid of some of the sexual tension lingering between them.

      Sauntering into the house only a few steps behind her, Aiden was not prepared for the sight that met his eyes.

      The pizza boxes were set down on the dining room table already, and his friends were clustered around the island, all of them holding glasses of champagne. Leah was handing one to Cyana as he watched. She looked as baffled as he felt, so at least he wasn’t the only one in the dark.

      “Now, what’s going on?” he asked.

      “We’ve made some plans and have something very special to ask you and Cyana,” Leah said, picking up the last champagne glass and holding it out toward him.

      Setting the pizza boxes atop the ones Cyana had brought in, Aiden obligingly moved to take the glass. Leah stepped back into Gavin’s waiting arm, which curved around her. They exchanged glances with Jax and Esther, and an unsettled feeling slowly curled in the pit of Aiden’s stomach.

      “So, we’ve decided to have a joint wedding ceremony slash vow renewal here in town so our kids can all attend,” Gavin said, blithely unaware his announcement felt like a punch to Aiden’s gut as if all the wind could be knocked out of him by mere words. “Then we’re all going to the Hideaway with a smaller group for a collaring ceremony.”

      “And we want you to be our Best Man and Maid of Honor for both!” Esther squealed, cutting in and bouncing up and down.

      Fuck.

      Aiden still couldn’t get his breath back.

      “Of course!” Cyana said, stepping forward to hug Esther without looking at him.

      “Of course,” he echoed, choking out the words and nodding his head vigorously, doing his best to pretend as if his best friends hadn’t totally, unknowingly, fucked him over.

      He hadn’t thought there would be any way they’d want to share their special days. Gavin had seemed gung-ho about going to the Hideaway, and there was no way Esther and Jax would bring their kids to a BDSM resort, no matter how upscale it was. Sure, he’d known things might not work out in his favor, but he hadn’t really believed it.

      Cyana’s ass was supposed to be his. Not the other way around.

      Through all the hugs and the clinking of glasses, the Domme caught his eye, tipping her glass toward him and smiling like the damned Cheshire cat.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you so much for reading! I hope you enjoyed Jax and Esther’s second chance. Next up, Aiden and Cynthia face off in Dungeon Showdown! CLICK HERE to preorder Dungeon Showdown and make sure you don’t miss out on their epic battle of wills.

      If you’d like some steamy hot freebies while you’re waiting, make sure to CLICK HERE to join the Golden Angel Legion!

      

      The End
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