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In the immediate aftermath of storms literal and metaphorical, Nevvie in particular has drawn the focus of law enforcement. She’s their prime suspect, and it doesn’t matter the victim was a proven psycho—murder is murder.

Tom and Tyler know not only is Nevvie innocent, no one in their inner circle could or would have committed the murder, no matter how justified it might have been. The problem is proving it. Add to that the fact that whoever pulled the trigger now appears to be stalking them. With everyone close to them under suspicion, the trouble is weeding through the facts to uncover the truth. Especially when Andrew goes rogue and falsely confesses in an attempt to muddy the waters and protect their family.

Except…the reality is even more shocking, and the stalker closer, than any of them expected. As Nevvie’s life hangs in the balance, can they expose the dark and complicated truth before it’s too late?

Genre: BDSM, Contemporary, Ménage a Trois/Quatre

Length: 56,612 words 


LOVE SLAVE FOR TWO:

RETRIBUTION

 

Love Slave for Two 6

 

 

 

 

 

Tymber Dalton

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

￼[image: siren.png]

 

Siren Publishing, Inc.

www.SirenPublishing.com


A SIREN PUBLISHING BOOK

 

 

LOVE SLAVE FOR TWO: RETRIBUTION

Copyright © 2017 by Tymber Dalton

 

ISBN: 978-1-64010-797-7

 

First Publication: December 2017

 

Cover design by Les Byerley

All art and logo copyright © 2017 by Siren Publishing, Inc.

 

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED: This literary work may not be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic or photographic reproduction, in whole or in part, without express written permission.

 

All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is strictly coincidental.

 

WARNING: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

 

If you find a Siren-BookStrand e-book or print book being sold or shared illegally, please let us know at

legal@sirenbookstrand.com

 

PUBLISHER

Siren Publishing, Inc.

www.SirenPublishing.com 


DEDICATION

 

 

To Hubby and Sir. Always.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

 

 

Tymber Dalton is the wild-child alter-ego of author Lesli Richardson. She lives in the Tampa Bay region of Florida with her husband (aka “The World’s Best Husband™”) and too many pets. Active in the BDSM lifestyle, the two-time EPIC award winner is also the bestselling author of over one hundred twenty-five books, including The Reluctant Dom, The Denim Dom, Cardinal’s Rule, the Suncoast Society series, the Love Slave for Two series, the Triple Trouble series, the Coffeeshop Coven series, the Good Will Ghost Hunting series, the Drunk Monkeys series, and many more.

She loves to hear from readers! Please feel free to drop by her website and sign up for her newsletter to keep abreast of the latest news, views, snarkage, and releases. You can also find all of her Siren-BookStrand releases under all four of her pen names on her author page on the BookStrand site.

Honest reviews are always welcomed. They help with a book’s visibility and can boost its placement on book retailer sites. Even a few lines about what you felt reading the book will help. Thank you so much, it’s greatly appreciated!

 

Newsletter: http://eepurl.com/cXKR7v

http://www.tymberdalton.com

http://www.facebook.com/tymberdalton

http://www.facebook.com/groups/TymbersTrybe

http://www.twitter.com/TymberDalton

 

 

For all titles by Tymber Dalton, please visit

www.bookstrand.com/tymber-dalton


AUTHOR’S NOTE

 

 

This book is the second part of a duet story arc, a continuation of the events from LSFT: Resilience (book 5), and picks up where it leaves off while overlapping events from the ending a little bit. You’ll definitely need to read that book before this one.

Yes, there will be more books in this series.

The current books in the series (including the prequel) are available from Siren-BookStrand and are best read in the following order:

 

	Love Slave for Two: Beginnings (Prequel)



	Love Slave for Two (Book 1)



	Love Slave for Two: Family Matters (Book 2)



	Love Slave for Two: Reunions (Book 3)



	Love Slave for Two: Reckoning (Book 4)



	Love Slave for Two: Resilience (Book 5)



	Love Slave for Two: Retribution (Book 6)



 

Referenced characters you might not recall: Rhys is Tyler’s adopted nephew and is featured, along with Manny (Amanda) and Korbin in Two Geeks and Their Girl. Ray and Oot from Love Slave for Two: Beginnings also appear in kitten’s tale and Safe Harbor. Sarah, Del, and John were featured in Dead Moon Rising and in Love Slave for Two: Reunions.



  
    Table of Contents

    
      	
        Title Page
      

      	
        Copyright Page
      

      	
        Dedication
      

      	
        About the Author
      

      	
        Author's Note
      

      	
        Chapter One
      

      	
        Chapter Two
      

      	
        Chapter Three
      

      	
        Chapter Four
      

      	
        Chapter Five
      

      	
        Chapter Six
      

      	
        Chapter Seven
      

      	
        Chapter Eight
      

      	
        Chapter Nine
      

      	
        Chapter Ten
      

      	
        Chapter Eleven
      

      	
        Chapter Twelve
      

      	
        Chapter Thirteen
      

      	
        Chapter Fourteen
      

      	
        Chapter Fifteen
      

      	
        Chapter Sixteen
      

      	
        Chapter Seventeen
      

      	
        Chapter Eighteen
      

      	
        Chapter Nineteen
      

      	
        Chapter Twenty
      

    

  


  
    Landmarks

    
      	
        Cover
      

    

  

LOVE SLAVE FOR TWO:

RETRIBUTION

Love Slave for Two 6

 

TYMBER DALTON

Copyright © 2017

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

Saturday morning, less than a week after Hurricane Gladys hit Savannah…

 

Andrew had awakened a little after dawn, and rather than risk waking Colin, he decided to get up to begin his morning. He already had the coffee brewing when Colin emerged, looking delightfully rumpled, from his bedroom.

Their bedroom.

They’d spent the night at Colin’s house, at Andrew’s request.

Colin walked into the kitchen, wrapped his arms around Andrew, and kissed him. “Okay, so it’s not so bad sleepin’ here, as long as you’re with me. I still prefer your place. I like walkin’ around your neighborhood better, too. It’s prettier than around here.”

“As do I, love. But I think with everything going on regarding Zoey’s situation, it’s best we remove ourselves from the center of it for a while.”

“Huh?”

“Your daughter. I know there’s no logical thing she can do to interfere with what we have, but best we’re here, for now. At least for a little while.”

“Funny, I was thinkin’ it’s better there, at your house. Between Nevvie and Karen, Susan don’t stand a chance. Add in Tommy, Ty, and Bill, and they’ll run her off if she comes back, no problem.” Colin glanced around. “Maybe I should get an alarm system for here. Never felt I needed one before. Even though I changed the locks so Susan can’t get in, it’d be nice to know if she tries. I know a couple of people around here have them.”

“We can talk to Tom about that.” Andrew kissed him again. He couldn’t get enough of kissing him. He started to say something when, outside, they heard several sirens race past the house.

“What the hell?” Colin walked over to the living room window to peek out. Just as he did, yet another sheriff’s cruiser, with lights and sirens blaring, sped past. “Somethin’ big goin’ on. They’re heading down toward Cairdon Road.”

“Which road?”

“The one we walked down yesterday evenin’. Nothin’ down there, except a few houses and private woods on the back side of the state forest. A few hunting camps in there.” He glanced at the time. “Hell, it’s only 6:00.” He turned back to Andrew. “Why are we up so damned early, anyway?” He walked over to Andrew to kiss him again. “There’s other things we could be doin’ in bed, you know.”

“Sorry, love. Force of habit.” He draped his arms over Colin’s shoulders. “We could take our coffee back to the bedroom.”

“I like—” And another siren went past. “Seriously, I don’t think I’ve heard one siren a year go past wasn’t the fire department for brush fires in the woods down the road. This is ridiculous.”

They pulled on robes and stepped outside. Across the street, Colin’s neighbor held up a hand in greeting, apparently also drawn outside by the noise.

Looking up the road, in the direction the vehicles had traveled, Andrew couldn’t see any emergency vehicles although he heard a siren in the distance.

“What’s goin’ on?” the neighbor called over.

Colin shrugged. “Beats me.”

They were about to return to Colin’s house when another sheriff’s vehicle passed, running lights but no siren. A van.

With CRIME SCENE INVESTIGATION printed on the side.

“Bet someone bit it,” the neighbor called out before returning to his house.

Andrew hooked an arm through Colin’s and coaxed him back inside. “No offense, love, but the last thing I want to think about this morning is the police after what my family’s been through.”

“Oh, sorry.” Colin tipped his head. “Is that why you really wanted to come over here? Because, I gotta be honest, it felt like you were makin’ excuses to get outta there.”

Andrew sighed. “I love my grandchildren. You know I do. But…yes, I’m feeling a little selfish. Between the storm, and having Bill and Karen on top of us for several days with no privacy, and then poor Zoey…” He sighed. “Is it horrible of me to want alone-alone time with you right now? And with your place ridiculously close and available, I won’t deny wanting you to myself for a little while.”

“Aw, sugar.” Colin kissed him, and Andrew felt it was one of the best feelings in the world. “Sorry. I didn’t think of it like that. I’m so used to being alone, it’s nice having a houseful of people again. I’m sorry.” He led Andrew back to the kitchen.

“Don’t get me wrong, normally it doesn’t distress me. And I do, I feel bloody awful for wanting to escape the world. But it was terribly lovely being able to walk with you last night, and talk without…interruptions.” He stroked Colin’s hand. “We might have only met two weeks ago, but at my age, two weeks is perhaps equivalent to two months, or even two years of time left.”

“Don’t apologize, Andy.” Colin smirked as he untied Andrew’s robe and let it fall open so he could slide his arms around Andrew’s naked waist. “Seems like someone said somethin’ to me not too long ago about putting me on my bed on all fours and making me scream their name.”

“Mmm. I believe I actually said howl, pet.” He shrugged off his robe, letting it hit the floor. Not only was he naked underneath, his cock had stirred and was showing some interest. “I also believe I mentioned something about walking around nekkid whenever the mood strikes us.” Andrew untied Colin’s robe and pushed it off his shoulders. He, too, was moderately stiff already.

Colin let the robe hit the floor and slanted his lips over Andrew’s in a kiss. “The mood strikin’ you right now, sugar?”

Andrew smiled and touched the tip of Colin’s nose with his finger. “Go fetch a towel, lube, and a condom, and get yourself ready for me. I’d best find you arse-up on hands and knees in bed when I get there. And if you’re very good for me this morning, I’ll introduce you to the new toy I ordered for you this week.”

Colin’s left eyebrow shot skyward. “Toy?”

Andrew sucked on Colin’s lower lip. “Yeesss. If we aren’t too old for sex, we damn sure aren’t too old for toys. Besides, you’re ten years younger than me. I know neither of us are nymphomaniacs, but I plan to keep you thoroughly knackered and blissfully well-fucked.”

Colin’s cock now stood at full mast, twitching a little. “Bed, hands and knees, ass lubed, towel and condom. Got it.”

Andrew smiled as he patted him on the bum. “I shall bring our coffee. Go.”

Colin hurried back to the bedroom.

Humming to himself, Andrew prepared their mugs, feeling lighter than he had since losing Peggy. And especially since finding out about Zoey’s rape.

For this morning, he was determined to shut out the world and simply be in the moment. He had a loving, adorable man to share his bed for now, and—hopefully—his last years of life. He had a loving family and good fortune.

He knew all too well how a single moment could change one’s world, for the better—or worse.

For right now, this morning, he would wring every last bit of joy out of life that he could.

And every last bit of cum out of their cocks.

When Andrew reached the bedroom, he was pleased to see Colin awaiting him exactly as instructed. “Now isn’t that a pleasant sight?” Andrew set the mugs of coffee on the side table and leaned in, first nipping Colin’s left asscheek, then the right.

“Oh!”

Andrew stroked his hands over Colin’s ass. “No one’s ever touched you like I have, have they?”

Colin shook his head.

Andrew took his time, teasing, his fingers trailing down the seam of Colin’s ass, over his balls, along his inner thighs. And Andrew was hard, too, harder than he’d felt in a long time.

Perhaps morning sex is the answer for us both. Before energy lagged and their elderly bodies grew tired. Even at his age, he still woke up with a woody more days than not.

He carefully climbed onto the bed behind Colin. On the towel next to him lay the condom pouch and tube of lube.

“Something to be said about one’s arse being open and vulnerable,” Andrew softly said, taking his time and drawing this out. “So lovely to look at.” He picked up the condom and ripped the pouch open. As he rolled it down his shaft, he smiled. “So lovely to fuck.”

A low moan escaped Colin.

Once Andrew had the condom in place, he slathered extra lube over it and nudged into position. “Perhaps it is best we met now, rather than in our youth. I would have been bending you over any available item of the proper height within my view and thoroughly buggering you every few minutes.”

He swiped the head of his cock up and down the seam of Colin’s ass before pressing the head of it against his rim. “Tell me what you feel, pet.”

“Your cock.”

“That’s right, love.” He caressed Colin’s back, patient, loving how Colin gave himself over to him without reservation. “Do you want it?”

“Yeah!”

“Then press back. Take your time. Show me you want it by working it in there. It’s easiest if you push out while you do.” He stilled his fingers on Colin’s ass cheeks, spreading them so he could watch his cock disappear inside the man.

Colin’s hands fisted the sheets, but he slowly rocked back a little, trying to find the tipping point. Andrew kept his hips still, waiting while Colin finally pressed back hard enough that the head of Andrew’s cock popped through his tight ring of muscle and made Colin gasp.

Andrew let out a pleased hiss. “That’s it, pet.” His fingers tightened, digging into Colin’s flesh. “Very good. Now show me what you want. That was the hardest bit. It gets easier from there to take all of me. Be very good for me and do it.”

Colin started rocking back and forth, a little at a time, finding his angle and rhythm while Andrew had to dig deep into his self-control to not just fuck him silly. No, wasn’t the first time Andrew had claimed this sweet man’s ass, but it was the first time like this, and Colin was still rather new at it.

Andrew wanted it to be enjoyable, memorable for nothing but good reasons.

Something Colin would want to do again and again.

Once Colin’s ass was pressed against Andrew’s thighs, Andrew held him still and ground against him. “That’s excellent, pet. So, so tight and sweet.”

He reached around Colin and found his cock hard, dripping pre-cum. After giving him a couple of slow pumps, which drew more pleasured moans from Colin, Andrew sat up again. He wasn’t quite as flexible as he’d once been to maintain that position for long.

“Reach under you and stroke your cock for me. Get yourself ready, but don’t come until I give you permission.” Andrew held on to Colin’s hips once more so he could take a long, slow stroke out and in.

Colin’s low, rolling moan as he did nearly finished Andrew right there.

“Was that a good moan, pet?”

“Yeah!”

“Did you like that?”

“Yes!”

“Excellent.” He did it again, and again, picking up speed and force, not wanting to hurt him but also wanting him to feel the blissful sensation of being completely owned by someone who knew exactly what to do with an exquisitely lovely man impaled on his cock.

Colin’s breath came in sweetly desperate, hitching gasps, his hips flexing with Andrew’s movements, every noise he made tinged with amazement and awe and undiluted pleasure, and more than just a little bit of raw, hungry need.

Andrew suspected he wouldn’t last much longer. “Harder, then, pet?”

“Yes! Please!”

“Right. You’ll feel this later.” Colin’s ass tightly fisted Andrew’s cock. Thankfully, the condom helped him hold back a little. He pumped his cock into the man’s ass, flesh slapping against flesh, Colin meeting him stroke for stroke and eagerly seeking more.

He was close, sooo blasted close! “Get ready, pet. Come for me, because I want to feel you squeezing my cock when you give it to me.”

Colin’s head drooped as he let out a cry, and Andrew felt it, every ripple transferred through Colin’s body, from his balls to his ass, as his orgasm exploded.

“Nicely done!” Andrew’s eyes fell closed as he took one last thrust and his balls emptied and his cum filled the condom. Remaining buried inside Colin, he braced his hands on Colin’s back and savored his own release, so rich and sweet and, honestly, a part of him he’d thought died with Peggy.

So nice to have it back.

Reluctantly, Andrew withdrew and climbed out of bed on slightly shaky legs to go clean up. When he returned, he found Colin had flopped onto his side, but otherwise hadn’t moved.

Andrew lay in front of him and kissed him, pulling Colin’s hand from his now spent cock and licking and sucking the cum from his fingers as he stared into Colin’s eyes.

A needy whine escaped Colin. “What are you doin’?”

“Hoping to tease you. Is it working?” He sucked Colin’s thumb into his mouth and swirled his tongue around it as he held Colin’s gaze.

Colin shoved himself over to kiss Andrew, fucking his tongue into Andrew’s mouth and hungrily acting like he wasn’t a seventy-year-old man who’d just received his first doggy-style fucking.

More like an eighteen-year-old one.

“Mmm. Goodness. Someone acts like they’re ready for more.”

Colin stared down at him and nodded.

Hooking his hand behind Colin’s neck, Andrew took control for the next kiss, rolling Colin onto his back.

“Stay, pet.” He got up and retrieved something from his overnight bag, the gift for Colin.

He returned, holding it up as he sat on the bed, between Colin’s now spread thighs. “Do you know what this is, love?”

Colin shook his head.

He reached for the tube of lube and liberally applied a coating to it. That done, he used his other hand to push Colin’s thighs wide apart. “Open up.”

Colin reached down and grabbed his legs behind the knees, holding himself open.

“Mmm. Excellent.” Andrew slowly worked the butt plug into Colin’s freshly fucked ass, loving the sweet moans he received in reply. Once the toy was fully seated, Andrew held up the other part of it and flicked a button.

“Oh!” Colin’s eyes, which had fallen shut, jerked open.

Andrew smiled. “Yes, this is a vibrating butt plug. It has many different settings, and not only will I be using it to help gain your interest when I feel like riding your cock, I’ll be using it to help keep you satisfied when my body doesn’t feel like cooperating.”

Andrew tweaked the controller to another setting, which made Colin’s eyes fall shut again and his hips started rocking as he humped the air.

Plus his cock started inflating.

“Ooh, now I will have to remember that setting.” Andrew leaned in and sucked Colin’s cock, teasing him more than anything. “I’m also sure I’ll let you use it on me, but I thought you should get to have some fun first. Look at me, pet. Eyes open.”

Colin forced his eyes open.

Andrew smiled and placed another kiss on the tip of his cock. “I think we both know who you belong to right now, don’t we?”

Colin nodded.

Without looking, Andrew thumbed the controller again, enjoying how Colin’s cock had started growing thick and twitched with every bump of the butt plug against his prostate.

“That can stay in this morning while we take care of whatever it is around here that needs taking care of. Then I’ll let you spend some time worshipping my cock while we see how many settings this thing really has. After that, I’ll suck you off. How does that sound?”

Colin let go of his knees and sat up. “You’re going to leave this running in me?” The sweet desperation threaded through his tone made Andrew’s cock twitch.

“For now, yes. That shouldn’t be a problem, because you’ll be naked.” Andrew widely grinned. “Such a lovely view it is, too.” He cupped Colin’s sac with his free hand. “I promised I’d take care of you in this relationship and let you spend time just being. We have a lot of things to make up for you missing over the years. I plan to cram as many of them into you as possible while I’m still able.”

Colin burst out laughing. “Oh, boy. I’m in trouble.”

Andrew changed the setting again, this time to a low hum, and the accompanying pitiful whine from Colin made Andrew’s cock twitch again with more interest. “Complaining, pet?”

“No. Not at all.”

Andrew kissed him. “Good. Because Peggy and I had a rather vigorous love life. She often joked she didn’t mind me using toys on her because they were the ‘stunt cocks’ and took unreliability out of the equation. I can see I’ll need to buy new ones for us.”

Colin swallowed nervously. “Like…strap-ons?”

“Not ‘like’ strap-ons. Exactly, strap-ons. And more. I can envision a morning spent sipping my coffee and watching the morning news, stretched out in bed, with your sweet ass impaled on a strap-on and me teasing your cock and making you beg for permission to come while you ride the toy.”

“Holy shit,” Colin whispered.

His cock finished fully inflating.

Andrew’s gaze narrowed. “My pet likes being taken in hand, hmm?”

Another of those adorable whimpers escaped Colin, and he nodded.

“Then you simply leave everything to me, and I’ll make sure I take excellent care of you.” Andrew drew him into his arms and held him. “I’m not exactly a sadist, more playfully devious when it comes to sexuality. From this point forward, however, I control your orgasms. Understood?”

Colin nodded.

Andrew reached between Colin’s legs and encircled the man’s cock with his fingers. “Orgasms are earned rewards.” He slowly stroked Colin’s cock, just enough to tease him. “And they will be readily granted, but only I give you permission.”

“Is this like that Master and slave stuff that was in those letters we translated for Tom?”

“It’s…related. To a lesser extent. Along the same path, as it were, but not as intense.”

Colin kissed him again. “Good, because I want that. With you.”

Hmm. “Do you now?”

Red filled Colin’s cheeks as he nodded. “I like you taking charge.”

“Excellent. Then I suppose you and I should start having more in-depth conversations.”

“Like what?”

“Finances, for starters. We’ll need to sit down with an attorney and draw up paperwork to protect us.”

“Against Susan?”

“Against anything.” He released Colin’s cock and palmed his cheek. “We’ll need a few months together before we do anything official. Perhaps you don’t know my horrible secrets. Perhaps there are things about me you will not be able to tolerate. Dark parts of my soul.”

Colin shook his head. “I’ve been around you and your family long enough over the past couple of weeks to know you, and that this is what I want and need. Please?”

He brushed his thumb over Colin’s lips. “Tell me a sexual fantasy of yours. Realistic or not.”

He answered without hesitation. “You and me alone, you sittin’ on the sofa, and me with my head in your lap, suckin’ your cock while you watch TV.”

“Oh, lovely. Now that one we can and will make happen.” He pressed his thumb to Colin’s lips. “I mean it—I am in love with you.”

Colin’s tongue flicked across the pad of Andrew’s thumb. “I love you, too.”

“Most people might be confused by seeing me with you now, after all my years with Peggy, but I won’t hide our relationship. She knew I was bisexual, and that didn’t bother her, because she knew I was true to her. Just like I shall be true to you. But can you bear that? I will hold your hand in public if I wish, and, one day, hopefully introduce you as my husband. I won’t tolerate being introduced as ‘just a friend’ to anyone. You are my boyfriend, and I am yours. We are lovers. There’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

“I know. I’m okay with that.”

“Anything you’d like to add?”

“Yeah.” Colin squirmed a little. “Can you please turn that up some more? It feels really good.”

Andrew thoroughly snogged him that time. “Of course, pet.” He changed the setting and smiled at how Colin’s eyelids fluttered shut for a moment before he got his wits back. “Better?”

“Yeah. What do you want me to do first?”

“Well, I believe you’d mentioned wanting to start sorting through things.” Andrew lay back on the bed. “But first, I think I’d like to work on your cock worshipping skills for a little while.”

As Colin changed position and eagerly sucked Andrew’s cock down, Andrew stared into the man’s green eyes and stroked his head. “Yeeesss, pet. Exactly like that. That’s lovely.” He thought maybe this was what heaven felt like, and wondered how long they’d have together, or if their happiness would be tragically cut short by others, or maybe even by his own actions. “So very lovely, indeed.” 


Chapter Two

 

By the time Andrew left Colin’s house Saturday afternoon to head home, they’d each managed to come once more, took a long shower together, and didn’t get nearly as much work taken care of around Colin’s as they’d originally discussed doing.

Colin was going to bring over a load of clothes and other things to keep at Andrew’s, and would be following in his own car in an hour or so, once a load of laundry finished running.

After making a few stops on the way home, Andrew had a couple of activities he wanted to accomplish with the house to himself, while Karen, Bill, and Chloe were out for the afternoon and not underfoot. Then he grabbed his shopping list and headed over to Nevvie’s, where from the looks of things when he let himself in the front door it appeared he’d missed something…momentous.

Unfortunately, Crystal, Tyler’s publicist, was also there, huddled over a laptop with Nevvie.

And there was no sign of Zoey.

“Nev, what’s going on?”

“Hi, Dad. Ty—” She made an unmistakable motion to Tyler to get his attention and for him to handle Andrew’s question.

“Right.” Tyler stood and led his father down the hall to his office, locking them in. “It’s…been a morning.”

“What happened? Is Zoey all right?”

Tyler hadn’t shaved that morning, and he ran a hand over the stubble along both cheeks, and his goatee and mustache. “Cole Johnson was murdered overnight.”

“What?”

“Hunters found his body this morning, in the woods behind his house. He doesn’t live far from here, apparently. He was shot, but I don’t have any other details besides that. Police won’t release information because of the ongoing investigation.”

Andrew stared at him. “Where did this happen, exactly?”

When Tyler told him, Andrew’s eyebrows arched. “Ah. So that’s why we saw all the police cars pass by early this morning at Colin’s. He lives close to there. In fact, if it’s where I’m thinking, we’ve walked past it before, several times, including yesterday evening.”

“Yes, well…it’s left us in an interesting position.” Tyler slumped against the edge of his desk. “And by interesting, I mean complicated. On the one hand, I’d love to thank whomever did it. On the other, now we’re being looked at as suspects. Not just we, but Nevvie, specifically.”

Andrew’s pulse spiked. “What? But why?”

Tyler held up his hands. “It’s all right, Dad. We’ll get it sorted. Please don’t get upset. We gave them the info for our alarm company. They can pull all the logs from their servers and show that no one left the house during the time Cole Johnson could have been killed. And Bob issued a threat to PR bomb them for the cock-up of letting Zoey’s name get released and spread via social media, and for not having the bastard locked up to start with.”

“The little wanker attacked more girls than just Zoey. We all know that. It could be any number of people who killed him.”

“We know. But, unfortunately, Nevvie is the only mother who screamed various explicit and extremely specific, violent threats at Cole to murder him, while at the police station, during our interview with them yesterday morning. Mere hours before someone actually murdered him.”

Andrew’s gut tensed. “Oh, no.” He hadn’t heard about that yesterday.

“Oh, yes.” Tyler looked weary, and Andrew wished there was more he could do for them other than sit back and…wait. “Bob will sort it all out,” Tyler asserted. “He’s good. Never fear, the police will soon shift their focus from us.” He ran a hand through his hair. “It’s their process, isn’t it? They must eliminate the most obvious suspects first.”

“And…Nevvie? They must clear her, right?”

“Right. She was with us all last night, and the alarm logs will prove we didn’t leave the house. None of us.” He waved at the ceiling. “We have those motion sensor cameras outside, front and back. They snap away and send pictures to the server when it detects someone coming or going. They might not believe us, but they can’t deny the alarm company’s evidence. I’d thought it a silly expense, at first, but thank goodness Tom talked me into it when we got it.”

Andrew relaxed a little. “Yes, I can see that. So…is Zoey all right then?”

“We’ll survive this as a family.” He pushed off from the desk and hugged Andrew. “All of us. And thank you for standing with us.”

Andrew closed his eyes as he held his son. “I’d do anything for any of you. Anything. I love you, son.”

“I love you, too, Dad.”

 

* * * *

 

Tyler knew how upsetting this must be for his father, but he truly didn’t want him agitating himself over it at his age. He’d had a mild heart attack a few years ago, and stress like this couldn’t be good for him.

When Tyler ended their embrace, his father spoke. “So, that girl, Crystal? Isn’t she the one you told me you found a bit…brash?”

“Not so much brash as…intense. Overwhelming. Why? Don’t you like her?”

“I don’t know her well enough to make that decision.”

“Well, regardless of my initial impressions of her, she has proven herself in terms of her job. Nevvie’s been working with her on promotions for my books. Then when all this happened with Zoey, she was here and…”

He forced a smile. “Let’s just say that while I’m not sure my initial opinion of her was completely fair or accurate, I’m not objecting to her being here. She has been helpful. If nothing else, to give Nevvie a healthy outlet. Perhaps her youth and energy are more the issue than her personality. I won’t befriend her to the level Nevvie is. And, fortunately, Crystal has insisted on a level of formality between her and myself as her client, so I suppose that’s a good thing, right?”

“If you say so, son.”

“If I wrote the plot to this whole mess, my editor would call me and ask if I were drunk or high. It’s unbelievable. Not even Augustine’s various misdeeds have this many twists and turns in the plots.”

“Life is stranger than fiction.”

“True. Oh, what did you come over for, I’m sorry. We got side-tracked.”

He held up a shopping list. “I’m going to the grocery store. Need anything?”

“No, thanks. We’re fine for now, I believe. I should probably get back out there and see if they need me.”

Although, truthfully, he’d rather do anything but. He eyed Marcus’ laptop, which now sat on his desk, next to his own. He still had files to sort through, files that Marcus had left to him. Glancing up at the shelf over his desk, he stared at the two urns and the picture of Marcus and Jean-Claude there.

“Son?”

“Sorry. Wool-gathering.” Tyler headed for the office door. “I’m not used to so much activity around here, and it’s left me feeling guilty that I wish to escape to my make-believe worlds of demons and serial killers.”

“If there’s anything I can do, please, let me know.”

“Nothing at this time.” Tyler bitterly laughed. “Unless you can produce footage of whomever took care of Cole Johnson for us. I daresay I’d be vivisected in the press for admitting this publicly, but they should receive a public service medal.”

“I don’t think any rational person could fault you for feeling like that, considering what he did to Zoey and others.”

“Maybe.” He saw his father out the front door and stood in the entry, observing the activity. Crystal and Nevvie huddled around a laptop, Tom nearby and listening, talking to them.

Mikey and Willow had retreated, likely to their rooms.

And…Zoey.

He skirted through the entry and around the living room to the stairs and headed up. Zoey’s door was open only a crack, and he lightly rapped on it.

“Sweetheart?”

“Yeah.” Even her voice didn’t sound like her.

He pushed her door open. All the lights were off and she had her blinds drawn. The only light in the room came from the TV, which currently played Alien. She sat at the head of her bed, her quilt swaddled around her, one Peggy had made for her when she was little.

Tyler closed the door behind him and walked over to sit on the end of the bed. “How are you doing?” There’d been a marked downturn in her mood now from how she’d been responding earlier, just over the past few hours.

“I wish everyone would stop asking me that.” Her voice sounded too soft, no edge to it, no light.

No laughter or joy.

Not that he expected laughter or joy considering the whirlwind that now consumed them, but…he’d expected at least a modicum of relief that she wouldn’t be put through a trial, and even that cold comfort didn’t seem to soothe her.

“I’m sorry. We’re worried about you.”

“He’s dead. Can life go back to normal now? Please? I just want to forget about him and what he did to me and live my life.”

Being a novelist was absolutely no help in a situation like this. “Sweetheart,” he gently said, “we’ll get you back to your counselor as soon as we can next week.” He’d already placed a call to the counselor’s answering service, but since it technically wasn’t an emergency, Tyler had told them it wasn’t critical they talk to her immediately, just at her soonest convenience.

Perhaps I should have told them it was urgent. More guilt on his part.

She glared at him. “What if I don’t want to talk to the counselor anymore?”

“Then I suppose we’ll be paying them to sit and stare at you for an hour every so often.” He’d hoped for at least the hint of a smile, but nothing. “I know you’ve already talked to your mother about her…experience. I’d like to tell you my experience.”

Zoey eyed him, but didn’t speak.

“When we first met your mother, she wasn’t in a good place. Literally. Dreadful apartment, and even more dreadful man. The first time we saved her life, we arrived as Alex was attacking her. Poppa beat up Alex, while I carried her to safety. We took her home and fell in love with her. Offered her safety. Allowed her to heal. Prayed she fell in love with us two stupid blokes, and she did.

“But the one thing we could not do was change her past. The pain and mistrust she still held from what had happened to her when she was only a couple of years older than you are now. Because of that pain and mistrust, she refused to allow us to call the police for her that first time Alex attacked her. That allowed him the opportunity to attack her again later, and he nearly killed her. Then again, years later. Only that time, he killed Poppa’s sister before he attacked us.”

Tyler shifted position a little and clasped his hands in his lap. “I can’t say I know what you’re going through, because I don’t. What I can say, not as your father but as a man who desperately loves a woman who was hurt in a similar manner as you have been hurt, is that if you don’t work on this now, it will come back to haunt you later, in ways that will hurt you even more. I would give my life to turn back time and keep that bastard from doing what he did to you, but I can’t. Please, let us be your parents, and let us get you the help you need to heal in a healthy way.”

He could see, even in the dim light, how tears had filled her eyes again. He could barely hear her whisper. “Promise me you didn’t kill him, Daddy.”

Ah. Maybe this was why her mood had drastically shifted. “I swear, sweetheart, I didn’t do it. None of us did. Mommy, Poppa, and I didn’t leave the house last night. We don’t know who did it, and we have no knowledge of who did it. If we did, I swear, we would have told the police.”

“You didn’t pay someone to do it? Or have Uncle Bob hire someone?”

He suppressed a laugh. “No, sweetheart. I write about horrible things, but I did not have a hand in this particular one.” Although in some ways I’m bloody grateful to them for it.

He didn’t say that out loud, of course.

She sniffled and wiped at her eyes. “Okay.” She crawled across the bed, quilt and all, to hug him. “Okay.”

He held her, his face buried in her hair and remembering the day she and Willow were born. “I love you, Zoey. I wish I could let you feel how much I love you and how much I hurt for what you’re going through right now. I would do anything to make this right for you, and I can’t. I’m sorry we weren’t home when you needed us.”

“It wouldn’t have mattered if you were. He still would have done it.”

He let her decide when to sit back. When she did, she pulled the quilt around her again and tipped her head back. “Please don’t put this in a book, Daddy. I mean, I know you write crimes. But…not this exact thing. Okay?”

“Of course not, sweetheart. Never.”

“Thanks.” She sniffled again.

“Can I get you anything?”

She shook her head. “No, thank you.”

“All right. Door open or closed, or like I found it.”

“Like you found it, please.”

He kissed her forehead and heavily pulled himself to his feet. He was almost to the door when she spoke. “Daddy?”

He turned. “Yes, sweetheart?”

“I love you. I’m sorry I’m a pain in the ass sometimes. Thank you.”

“I love you, too, sweetheart, no matter what. And you are not a pain in the arse. You’re my daughter, and I’d move heaven and earth for you were it in my power.”

Tyler had to retreat to their bedroom for a little while, closing himself in and then locking himself in their bathroom for good measure.

He didn’t want anyone to see him cry, much less hear it.

Especially their children. 


Chapter Three

 

On the next Saturday, a week after Cole’s murder, Detective Cash stopped by the house to tell them they’d officially been cleared as suspects, along with a couple of other families.

More disturbing was the other information she imparted, about a mysterious stalker being captured on their motion-detecting cameras over the course of several nights, starting the night of Cole Johnson’s murder the previous Friday.

Tom contacted Rhys, Korbin, and Amanda—who went by Manny—and had them drive up, at Tom’s expense, to beef up their security. Manny worked for a private security firm in St. Petersburg, and she helped Tom add more cameras and lights to the system. Rhys, Tyler’s adopted nephew, and Korbin were computer wunderkind and lived in a happy triad with Manny. It was nice being able to visit with them as a family, although Tyler wished the circumstances were better.

Crystal continued working with Nevvie on the social media aspects of the situation, but had not as of yet uncovered anything with her efforts that might help the police identify the real killer.

By Wednesday, twelve days after Cole Johnson’s murder, it was a relief to know they were no longer considered suspects.

But no one had yet been arrested in his murder, either.

Their security system upgrades hadn’t caught their prowler on camera again. It was almost as if the person knew they’d made changes and wasn’t going to return. In fact, Tyler suspected that was exactly what had happened, although he had nothing more than pure instinct to go by to arrive at that conclusion.

It disturbed him greatly, because it likely meant the person had their property under observation. With the wooded land around their property, it’d be bloody easy for someone to creep up and watch them, undetected.

That day, the children were still at school. Tyler had been sitting in his office and going through files on Marcus’ computer when someone knocked on his office door.

He closed that laptop and turned to his own, shaking the mouse to wake it up. “Yes?”

“Ty?”

Tom. “Come in.”

He pushed the door open. “You got a few minutes to talk, buddy?”

Tyler nodded and turned from the laptop. “Of course, love.”

When Tom stepped inside, he not only closed the door, he locked it behind him. Usually that would indicate a sexy interlude…

Except when Tom turned, Tyler recognized the large manila envelope he held in his hand, the one containing the packet of letters.

The correspondence Marcus had left to him, letters between Marcus and Jean-Claude that Marcus couldn’t bear to destroy while he was alive.

Ty swallowed hard.

Tom slowly walked in, looking troubled, like he didn’t know what to say. Tyler knew that familiar expression all too well and waited him out.

Tom walked over to the sofa and sat, patting the cushion next to him.

Unable to resist him, Tyler stood, walked over, and sat next to Tom. He couldn’t take his eyes off the envelope, and he also realized Tom held a thumb drive.

When Tyler finally forced his focus up, onto Tom’s face, he found Tom’s gaze also focused on the envelope.

It took Tom a long moment to speak, his tone low and full of thoughtful pauses and uncertainty.

“I know this isn’t exactly at the top of the list of importance right now, buddy, but I took some initiative. That was before…Zoey. I hope you don’t get upset at me, but I wouldn’t blame you if you did. I had the letters translated, and I already read them.”

Tyler wasn’t sure how he was supposed to feel about that, so he abstained from making that call, remaining silent while Tom continued.

“While we were still in Brussels, one night after you’d fallen asleep, I took one of the shorter ones and typed it into Google translate to see what it said. I know the translation wasn’t great, or maybe not even really accurate. But I wanted an idea of what they said.

“I know they were between Marcus and Jean-Claude, but I also know what a trigger that whole situation is for you. Like Nevvie and…” He sighed, but didn’t continue the thought.

He didn’t need to. Tyler silently connected it in his brain.

Like Nevvie and Zoey’s rape.

“I made an executive decision because I love you,” Tom said. “I needed to know what was in them, and what it might do to you, before I let you have them. This was before…”

He blew out another breath. “Before Zoey. But I read them the other night. And I wanted to give you the original letters and…the translations. The correspondence has been numbered, sorted from oldest to newest.” He held out his palm, the thumb drive lying there and drawing Tyler’s gaze.

“There are a couple of letters in there that look like Marcus cried when he wrote them.” Tyler’s gaze lifted, studying Tom’s mouth as he talked. He licked his lips and chewed on them between sentences, as though forcing the words out took him a Herculean effort. “I’m not sure exactly what I thought I was going to find when I read them, but I wanted to know ahead of time if there were any obvious emotional landmines for you. After reading them, I’m not sure if there are, because I know I can’t read your mind.

“What I took away, in the end, was that he loved Jean-Claude very much and was a man full of regrets. I also wish I hadn’t spent so many years hating him. I only knew your side of the story—and you had every right to feel the way you did. But I poured energy into my hatred for the man when I would have been better off adding that energy to the love I feel for you.”

Tyler focused on Tom’s eyes and realized he was crying. “I never want to lose focus again. It’s you, and Nevvie, and me. It’s our kids, our family. I want every ounce of energy I have going to doing things because I love you guys, not split off and focused on someone I hate. Especially someone who really didn’t deserve the level of hatred I spent on him over the years, and which could have been better spent loving you.”

Tyler slowly reached out and laid his hand over Tom’s, not taking the thumb drive, sandwiching it between their palms. “Who did the translation?”

“Dad.”

A soft laugh escaped Tyler. “Of course. I forgot, he taught French and drama.”

“And he was in Seattle and briefly met Marcus. I mean, he didn’t know all the details, and he still doesn’t. I clarified that you and Marcus had a very short relationship, just days, and then he left unexpectedly, and it hurt you. I did tell him Marcus and Jean-Claude had a Master/slave relationship, because that much he could guess from how Jean-Claude called Marcus ‘Master’ in the letters. But…I didn’t tell him anything beyond that. Nothing about what you told me and Nevvie about Ray and Oot and kitten. Please don’t hate me.”

Tyler’s fingers curled around the thumb drive, but he didn’t remove his hand from Tom’s. “I could never hate you, love. You’re my life, my heart, my soul, my breath—my strength.”

He didn’t understand Tom’s choked laugh or why he started crying harder. “Buddy, I’ll never understand why you fell in love with an uncouth Cracker like me, but I’m damn glad you did.” He rested his forehead against Tyler’s. “And if you want those urns to stay with us forever and never scatter them, I’m good with that. They’re together now.”

“I do want to have them mixed together into one urn, the way Marcus requested. Perhaps put their rings and his day collar in with it.”

“Whatever you want, buddy. Your call.”

Tyler only realized he was crying when Tom reached up and brushed the tears from his cheeks. “He wasn’t an evil man,” Tom softly said. “That was my takeaway. He had a conscience and he made some good choices and some bad ones. It boils down to I can look at all of this and I’m glad we were able to be there for him at the end of his life and talk to him. I’m glad we held his hands. I’m glad he didn’t die alone. I’m glad we were able to ease his mind and comfort him. And I really hope it was Jean-Claude he was talkin’ to at the end, because it broke his heart when he lost him.

“I’d be willing to bet he knew he didn’t have a chance with you when he came to Seattle, but he knew there wasn’t another person out there for him but you and he needed to know for sure. So if that means anything, I don’t think he stopped thinking about you and caring for you. When he walked away from you, he reconciled with Jean-Claude, but I think he honestly thought you’d move on and find someone else, and that was part of why he didn’t contact you again. He didn’t want to feel the pain of letting you go again, or cause you more pain.”

Tyler nodded and sniffled back tears, but didn’t say anything.

Tom put the packet of letters in Tyler’s lap and wrapped his arms around him. “I wouldn’t be who I am without you, buddy. I wouldn’t have had the confidence in myself to do half the things I’ve done in my life.”

“I don’t think I can read them yet. Not right now. Not until we’re farther from…what happened.”

“I get it. I understand.” He pressed a long, tender kiss to Tyler’s forehead. “And if you want me there when you read them, that’s fine, too. Whatever you want.”

“Does Nevvie know?”

“She knows I was going to talk to Dad about translating them. She doesn’t know they’re done, or that I read them. I wanted to tell you first.”

Tyler nodded, pulling back just enough he could stare into Tom’s sweet brown gaze.

“That afternoon, you walked in the door smiling,” Tyler said. “One of your friends had apparently said something to you, and you were looking down at your feet, laughing and smiling in a beautifully kind way. As Peggy might have said, like there wasn’t a mean bone in your body. And then when you looked up, your eyes met mine. I was standing behind the counter and talking to one of Haslam’s employees.”

Tyler cupped Tom’s cheek. “I wasn’t sure how to let you know I was interested in you with a roomful of people between us, but every time I looked for and found you, our eyes met. Then you’d look away, as if worried I’d seen you watching me. And my comment about being interested in a good woman or man was directed only at you, to see how you’d react.

“When you came through the queue, I watched how you let people go ahead of you, as if you were trying to decide what to say, like you wanted to be toward the end so you could talk to me and needed more time to sort it in your head. You were adorably endearing and flustered when you spoke to me. I know you know all of that, because I’ve told you before, and because you were there.

“But what I’ve never told you is it felt like I could close my eyes and see our life together ahead of me. You and I, making a life. It was that instinct I have. It wasn’t merely love at first sight. I knew. And I was so, so scared, because I was afraid to screw it up.”

Tyler dropped the thumb drive into his lap and held Tom’s face with both hands. “I almost did screw it up so badly. And you didn’t give up on me. Just like I’ll never give up on you.”

Tom reached up and laid his hands over Tyler’s, lacing fingers with him. “You’ve never collared me,” Tyler continued, “but I’m your slave and I always have been, in my heart. You never needed to take ownership of me, because you’ve had it, ever since you walked into Haslam’s that day. I’ve belonged to you from the first day we met, and I’ve always known it.”

Tyler kissed him, foreheads touching once more. “Just like you and I somehow fell for Nevvie together, and now we belong to her the way she belongs to us.”

Tom leaned Tyler back on the sofa, kissing him, pushing the envelope full of letters out of his way. Tyler dropped the thumb drive on the floor and let Tom shove him back, wrapping his legs around Tom’s waist as he pinned Tyler down on the sofa.

Tom devoured him, low, needy grunts driving Tyler’s desire through the roof where a moment ago, sex had been the farthest thing from his mind. Tom had shaved that morning and his skin felt soft and smooth with no stubble yet. A stiff bulge pressed against the front of Tyler’s shorts and Tom reached between them to fumble Tyler’s shorts open and fish his cock out from his briefs.

Tom’s eyes were open, staring into Tyler’s. Tyler couldn’t close his eyes, mesmerized as Tom stroked Tyler’s cock to full hardness and then sat up and stared down at him, smiling.

“That’s what I wanted.” Tom shoved his own shorts and briefs down far enough it exposed his stiff shaft. Then he leaned in again, propped up on one arm. He spit into his other hand and reached down, fisting their cocks together and slowly stroking.

All while staring into Tyler’s eyes.

Never looking away.

“Got one in you for me, buddy?”

Tyler’s arms had settled around Tom’s neck, holding on. He nodded.

As they both leaked pre-cum their shafts grew slick with Tom’s hand stroking them, smearing it around and providing a little lubrication.

Tyler didn’t care.

If Tom had wanted to fuck him dry, he would have bent over and held his arse open for him.

Anything he wanted.

Everything he wanted.

Because Tom wanted him.

“What are you thinkin’?” Tom whispered. “Where’s your head?”

“The poker game at Pete and Eddie’s where you fucked me in the bathroom when I bluffed and won the pot and took all but one of your chips.”

Tom grinned. “That was fuckin’ hot. Watchin’ you sittin’ there the rest of the night and squirmin’. Knowin’ you were worried you might end up with a wet spot on the back of your shorts because I’d dropped a load in you.”

“You damn tease. You didn’t let me come.”

“I know. Made you jerk off in the truck on the way home and wouldn’t let you come then, either. Told you if you wanted to come that night, you had to keep yourself hard all the way home. You were scared to death we’d get pulled over. God, you were fuckin’ adorable.” Tom sucked on Tyler’s lower lip again. “How about the first trip to New York you took with Nevvie? When I made you lie in bed next to her and jerk off with her asleep while I was on the phone right there with you.”

Tyler let out a needy groan at the memory. “Bloody hell, you’ve always been a sadist. Why didn’t I ever see it before?”

Tom crushed his mouth onto Tyler’s and it was his air, his life, everything condensed in the man’s lips and the tongue deeply fucking him.

His universe.

His man.

His.

Tom stopped stroking and squeezed, making Tyler groan with need. “Wanker!”

“Exactly right.” A long, teasing stroke, stopping at the base of their cocks and pausing. “First date night after I finished restoring the Ford and I took you out to dinner at that car show at the DQ.”

Tyler groaned. “You kept me hard all evening. You teased me all evening. You were so mean.”

Tom grinned. “Then what’d I do?”

Tyler sucked Tom’s lower lip. “When we got home later that night, you backed into the garage, turned off the garage light but left the large door open, laid me back on the seat with the truck door open, and fucked me silly. Anyone who walked by could have looked in and possibly seen us even though it was dark.”

“I think I learned more than a few British swear words that night.”

“You fucking well know you did.” Tyler fisted Tom’s shirt at the shoulders and tried to shift his hips against him. “You’re about to hear a few more if you don’t stroke my cock!”

This was the core of them. The world slipped away when they were together.

Nothing else existed.

Like they stepped aside and melted into each other while time and life passed along without them.

Like in Brussels. A bubble of time outside the universe.

This was one of countless reasons why he loved this man, why their temporary estrangement after Tom’s accident, when he pulled away from Ty and Nevvie, had hurt so damned much.

Because Tom hadn’t let Ty take care of him the way he’d wanted to.

Which was in every way.

“Know what I’m thinkin’ about?” Tom asked as he took another stroke along their cocks.

“How to be sadistic to me next?”

He nuzzled noses with Ty. “How glad I am that you’re the only guy I’ve ever really been with, because you were perfect our first night together, even though I fell asleep on you.”

Just when Tyler thought his heart couldn’t feel any more full, Tom shoved more feels into it. “I’m so very glad you’re the last man I was with, because you’re perfect.”

Warm breath brushed across Tyler’s lips. “Then give me what I want, buddy.” His hand started moving again, stroking, milking more pre-cum from them to slick their cocks. “Because I come before you, I’m going to go find that butt plug I know we got somewhere upstairs, and I’m coming back down here and making you spread those gorgeous arse cheeks for me and shoving it up there so you have to work with it in allll afternoon.”

Tyler’s heart skipped even as his cock twitched in Tom’s hand. “You wouldn’t?”

“I would.”

Of course he bloody well would—he’d done it to Tyler plenty of times before. Never during deadlines, of course, but when he knew Tyler could afford the distraction.

Tyler rocked his hips even faster against Tom. “Please let me come.”

“Hmm. Now you’re all sweet-talkin’ to me, sure. When you think I’m gonna be a big meanie to you.”

Tyler held on tightly to him, foreheads touching. “Please, Sir, make me come,” he whispered. “Please make your boy come.”

“That’s more like it, baby.” Tom tightened his grip, focusing his strokes just behind the head of Tyler’s cock, which he knew was one of the fastest ways to get him off. “Keep beggin’ just like that. I like that a lot.”

“I’ll do anything, Sir,” he whispered. “Your boy will do anything Sir wants.”

“Sir wants you to come for him. Show him who owns you.”

He was close, sooo fucking close.

And he loved it, loved Him.

 

* * * *

 

Guess we don’t need a talk about me callin’ him boy after all.

Tom had hesitated to call Tyler “boy” when they’d been in Brussels out of fear of it triggering Ty in a bad way. Marcus had called him that. They’d tossed the term back and forth before, never completely serious, after Ty and Nevvie had gotten him past that emotional hurdle during his recovery period.

But this?

Yeeeeaaaah.

Fuck, it was sexy. His balls ached to explode but he wanted Ty to come first.

With everything that had happened, the three of them hadn’t felt much like having sex since after the night they’d returned from Brussels. Tom hadn’t expected this talk between them to devolve into smokin’ hot sexy time, but like fucking hell would he put on the brakes when the two of them needed this.

This was one way the two of them had something separate from Nevvie. They were guys, and guys sometimes just needed to fuck.

Sometimes, the worse a situation was, the more they needed to fuck. They needed a few minutes where they could think about something other than whatever shitstorm their life had devolved to, and focus on nothing but the pleasure of busting a nut with the guy he loved.

One of the hottest fucks in his life, and the most humbling, was just after the day Tyler and Nevvie finally confronted him and knocked sense into his stupid head after his accident, when he was home and had stupidly been alienating Ty and Nev and flirting with a physical therapist. Lying in bed on his side, with Ty fucking his ass and Nevvie in front of him, stroking his cock to keep him hard and needy. After Ty had come, they’d helped Tom roll onto his back and Nevvie had ridden him until they’d both come.

He’d finally seen what the two of them had been trying to tell him ever since he’d awakened in the hospital—that they loved him and didn’t give a shit what his body was like. They only cared he was still alive.

And they’d meant it.

Another benefit of this sweet little fuck right now was with Tyler’s shirt on, Tom couldn’t see the old scar on Tyler’s chest from his heart surgery.

Couldn’t be reminded of how close they’d come to losing him.

Tom shifted his grip slightly and sped up his strokes. “I’m close, boy. Better make it fast.”

Sweet desperation filled Ty’s blue eyes, making Tom smile. Every cell in Tyler’s body was currently focused on him.

His heart was focused on him.

His soul was focused on him.

Tom leaned in and gently bit Tyler’s lower lip, pulling, teasing.

It was just enough. Tom’s hand was suddenly full of hot cum, the sudden slickness almost making him lose his hold on their cocks. He adjusted his grip on the fly and didn’t stop stroking, swallowing Tyler’s cries as Tom finally let go and his own orgasm exploded from him, turning the space between them into a sweet, sticky mess.

As his hand slowed and stopped, still holding their wilting cocks, he smiled down at Tyler. “Good boy.”

Tyler’s eyes filled with tears. “I love you so much,” he whispered.

Tom swept his lips over Ty’s. “Love you, too, mister. You’ve always been my guy, and you always will be my guy.”

They snuggled on the sofa for a little while, finally realizing they had to get up and get moving before the kids arrived home from school. Together, they quickly crept upstairs. They thought maybe they’d missed Nevvie realizing they’d had a tryst when Tom opened their bedroom door just as she was coming out, surprising all three of them. She started laughing, then snorted.

“Office sofa sex. Niiice.”

Both men looked down, where it couldn’t be denied what they’d been doing, because it was smeared all over them.

“Sorry, love,” Tyler said, looking abashed.

“That wasn’t a complaint, sweetie.” She kissed him, then Tom. “Clean up and dump those in the laundry downstairs, please. I’ll be starting a load in a few minutes.”

She headed downstairs.

The men looked after her, then at each other.

“She didn’t yell at us,” Tom whispered.

“I know.” Tyler smiled. “We’re two lucky blokes, aren’t we?”

“I’m not upset because I know you guys needed it,” she called back. “And I can still hear you. Just because I’m not in the mood doesn’t mean I want you two to suffer.”

Tom and Tyler’s eyes widened before they softly laughed, leaning on each other for support.

And they got the laundry into the downstairs hamper in plenty of time. 


Chapter Four

 

The next afternoon, Thursday, Tyler was home alone, writing, when the front doorbell rang. Tom had taken Nevvie to their appointment to talk to Zoey’s counselor. They would later pick up Zoey after school let out and take her for her own appointment.

With the mystery prowler still on the loose, despite no further visitations to date, Tyler didn’t like the thought of the house being empty when the kids got home. So he’d volunteered to stay behind. Plus he did have work to do.

Steven or Mikey would drive Willow home, after football practice ended. Until it did, she’d hang out in the school library and wait, or watch their practice at the school’s stadium.

Tyler thought about ignoring the doorbell, until he glanced out his front office window and saw the unmarked police car that sat parked in their driveway.

With a growing feeling of dread, Tyler went and answered the door. Detective Dunn stood there, alone.

“Mr. Paulson, sorry to bother you, but I need to speak with you.”

“Please, do come in.” Maybe it was stupid to do this here, without an attorney—and no doubt Bob would scream at him for it—but why not?

They had nothing to hide. Why should they be worried? “What is this about?”

“I need to talk to you about Cole Johnson’s murder.”

“Do you have more information?”

“No, I’m looking for more information.”

Tyler ran a hand through his hair. “Why talk to us? We were cleared.”

“Do you own a nine millimeter handgun?”

Tyler had to think for a moment. “Yes. It’s up in the gun safe.”

“Can you take me to it?”

“What on earth for?”

“Mr. Paulson, Cole Johnson was shot with a nine millimeter handgun.”

Tyler stared at him. “You can’t possibly think one of us had something to do with it. We already proved we were all home that night. None of us would do that.”

“Your wife threatened him.”

“I’m sure plenty of victims’ parents issued similar statements, perhaps not to his face or in front of the authorities.”

The detective arched an eyebrow at him. “Sir, you killed Alex LaRougue with a nine millimeter handgun.”

“And that’s precisely why I don’t carry the bloody thing now, isn’t it? Not to mention it was a completely justified shooting, and I was cleared of any wrongdoing. I wouldn’t have taken the blasted thing back after it was released as evidence, except my husband and wife didn’t want it somehow ending up in some gruesome collector’s hands. I put it in the gun safe and literally haven’t touched it since in, what, fifteen years?”

“During our initial investigation, you didn’t disclose to us that you owned a gun, sir.”

“Because I had a few things on my mind, didn’t I? Honestly, I’d forgotten I had the bloody thing. And secondly, you never asked me if I had a gun. You showed up here, accused my wife of murder, and asked if we could prove our whereabouts, which we did.”

“I need to see it, please. We can do this the easy way, or I can call in for a warrant and do it the hard way.”

Yep, Bob would definitely be screaming at him at this point, but Tyler just wanted the guy out of his hair. “Fine. Follow me, it’s this way. And I want a signed receipt from you that you’re taking it, including the serial number. I also want it back when you’re finished. Last thing I need is it showing up on an online auction or something, right?”

“No problem, sir.”

“This is a complete and utter waste of time, you know. Waste of police resources to run a ballistics test on it.” He started for the stairs, but the detective’s tone stopped him.

“How did you know we want to run a ballistics test on it?”

Tyler turned. “Are you daft? I know police procedures. Why else would you want to take my gun if not to rule out it was the murder weapon? Which it’s not.”

“We’ll see.”

Wanker. But he didn’t say that out loud. He led the detective upstairs to the master bedroom and pointed at the walk-in closet after he opened the door and turned on the light inside. “The gun safe is in there, in back, to your left. It’s also where Nevvie keeps her shotguns she uses for skeet. I’ll even let you open it yourself. I’ll give you the combination. Just shove the clothes hanging there to either side, out of the way.”

The detective donned a pair of nitrile gloves he pulled from his pocket and walked into the closet, where he pushed the clothes out of the way. Then he froze.

“Mr. Paulson, you said this gun safe is usually locked, correct?”

“Usually? Of course we keep it locked. Wouldn’t be any bloody use if it weren’t, now, would it? It’s a fireproof safe. We also keep personal documents, jewelry, things like that in it.”

The detective stood aside. “Then can you please take a look inside and tell me if anything’s missing?”

“Missing?” Tyler pushed his way past the detective and into the closet. Sure enough, the door stood ajar, just a little. If you weren’t looking carefully, it looked like it was closed. “Bloody hell!”

He hadn’t been in the safe in several months, at least. And buried in the back of the closet, with Nevvie’s clothes hanging in front of it, it wasn’t readily visible if you weren’t looking for it. He could be in and out of the closet a hundred times and never see it there.

“I…I don’t understand. We’re always so careful to lock it.”

Now the detective’s tone turned even more hostile. “Do you know when was the last time the safe was opened, and who opened it?”

Tyler rubbed his forehead, trying to stave off the threatening headache. “Well, Nevvie hasn’t been out to shoot skeet in several months, as far as I know. Unless she went while I was out of town in New York or Brussels. Thomas opened it the Sunday night before we flew to Brussels, so he could retrieve our passports from it…” He distinctly remembered hearing Tom open it that night while on the phone with him.

“Mr. Paulson?”

“I’ll have to call Tom and Nevvie and ask them. It must have been one of them who opened it. They’re at a counseling appointment right now, though.”

“What about your children? Do they have the combination? Or any other family members? And is anything missing?”

“I-I don’t know, I’m not sure. About the combinations. I don’t know who has the combination. I’d have to ask Nevvie.”

Tyler started checking what he remembered had been in there, seeing Nevvie’s and the children’s passports there, but not his and Tom’s, which were still in Tyler’s office, on his desk. The jewelry was there, too. Not a lot, but a few dear items they’d purchased for Nevvie over the years.

Nevvie’s shotguns were all there, in their zippered storage cases.

When he picked up the zippered pouch from the bottom of the safe, the one in which he kept the damn gun, even before he unzipped it from its light weight he realized the one thing the detective wanted to see was the only thing missing from the safe.

“Mr. Paulson? Is anything missing?”

“Yes.” Feeling sick at heart, he slowly turned to face the detective, showing him the empty case. “The nine millimeter. It’s gone.”

 

* * * *

 

Tyler was still trying to get hold of Nevvie and Tom, but they likely had their phones turned off or in do not disturb mode since they were still talking to Zoey’s counselor.

Tyler sat on the sofa as the detective talked to someone on the phone, something about getting crime scene techs out to dust the safe for fingerprints. On the coffee table lay the empty pouch that used to hold the gun. One of the two magazines he had for it was also missing.

He didn’t have any ammunition for it, though. The remaining magazine was empty, and he knew the second magazine had been empty, too. There hadn’t been a round in the chamber, either.

Unfortunately, he hadn’t placed a trigger lock on the gun like Nevvie had on her skeet guns. He’d had one for it when he first purchased it, but between the move to Savannah, and the police having custody of the gun for so long, he’d misplaced the thing.

Besides, it was locked in a bloody gun safe.

As a thought, he called John.

“Hey, Ty. What’s up?”

“I need to ask you a very serious question.”

“Sure.”

“Have you been in the gun safe in our bedroom closet lately?”

“No, why? I don’t even have the combination. I think Kelly has it written down somewhere.”

Tyler rubbed his forehead. “I don’t suppose you have my nine millimeter? The Glock?”

“No. Ty, what’s going on?”

“I’ll have to tell you later. I have a detective here right now. There’s no chance Kelly might have it, is there? The gun, I mean?”

“No, I don’t think so, but I’ll ask her. Do you need me to come over?”

“No, not right now, but thank you.”

Until Nevvie or Tom contacted him, Tyler wasn’t sure what else he could do. Then he called his father. “Dad, is there any possibility Karen or Bill might have taken something from our gun safe? The one in our bedroom closet?”

“What are you talking about? Take what?”

“The nine millimeter. The Glock. It’s a handgun, the one I killed Alex with. It’s missing from our gun safe, and the detective wants to take it in for ballistics testing.”

Andrew went quiet. “Son? What’s going on?”

“This is very important. Do you have it?”

“I’d have to check the gun safe here. There’s no way Karen or Bill would leave a firearm loose with Chloe around. Anyway, they don’t have any guns as far as I know.”

“Can you check it right now for me? Please?”

“Right now?”

“Yes. This is urgent.”

“I’ll try. Been a while since I opened it.”

Tyler heard the sound of his dad walking, then noises like he was moving aside clothes in the closet. A moment later, Tyler heard the tell-tale clank of the door being opened.

“All right, I have it open. What, exactly, am I looking for?”

“Nine millimeter.”

“Tyler, that means nothing to me. I don’t think I ever saw the gun you shot him with.”

“A semi-automatic handgun. It’s black. Something that’s not a rifle or shotgun.”

“Hold on, I need to put the phone down.” Tyler heard noises, then a moment later his father returned to the phone. “There’s a gun in there, a handgun, but I don’t know anything about it. It’s black. I’m not picking it up. I don’t even know if it’s loaded or not.”

A rush of relief rolled through Tyler. “Brilliant! Hang on.” He turned to the detective. “I believe it’s at my father’s house in the gun safe there, although I don’t know how it got there, or when. He lives next door.”

“Let’s go.”

“We’ll be right there,” Tyler told him. “Leave it there. Do not touch it. We’re coming for it right now.”

Tyler practically ran out of the house with his car keys, barely remembering to lock the door and set the alarm.

The detective followed him in his car. Five minutes later, they were trailing Andrew down the hallway to the master bedroom.

The detective went first after pulling on another pair of nitrile gloves. After a moment, he spoke. “Mr. Paulson?”

“Yes?” Tyler and Andrew both said.

“Eh, senior. Is this the gun?” He turned with a gun in hand to show it to Andrew.

“That’s the one I just told Tyler was there. I believe it was Peggy’s or Adam’s. Eh, Adam Kinsey, meaning Tom’s father. Who’s deceased. Not Adam Kinsey-Paulson—”

“Dad.”

“Sorry. I’m not sure who it specifically belongs to. Unless it’s Tom’s. It’s likely been in there since I met Peggy.”

Tyler’s heart sank. The snub-nosed revolver was a .38 special. He knew that much about it from all the research he’d done on handguns over the years.

It wasn’t the gun. In fact, he remembered when Tom bought that gun fifteen years ago, to keep on hand after the final showdown with Alex when they were immersed in a media frenzy of F5 tornado scale.

“That’s Thomas’ gun,” Tyler quietly said.

At the time Tom had purchased it, they hadn’t yet finished the renovations on their house, and Tyler had wanted it kept secure.

“This is the only handgun you have in the house?” the detective asked Andrew.

“As far as I know, yes. Bill and Karen don’t shoot. The rifles were Peggy’s and Adam’s. Tom said they didn’t have room for the rifles in their gun safe, and it’s not causing me any grief keeping them.”

The detective returned the gun to the zippered case it’d been in. He tried to hand it to Andrew, who held up his hands and refused to take it. Dunn returned it to the gun safe, where he’d found it, and then Andrew closed and locked the safe.

“That’s not our murder weapon,” Dunn said to Tyler. “And your gun is still missing. You don’t have any idea when it disappeared?”

“No. Until Thomas calls me back, I have no answers for you.” Tyler had a thought. “Can’t you compare the round you retrieved from Cole Johnson’s body with the ones from Alex? Ballistics will show if they’re the same or not. I put six rounds in Alex.”

“The round from Cole Johnson?”

“You told us he was shot. I’m assuming at least one round stayed in him for you to retrieve and know it was a nine millimeter, correct? Unless your department is now into reading Tarot cards or tea leaves or something.” Tyler knew he should ease up on the snark, but dammit, he was pissed off they were still being looked at when they were innocent.

The detective slowly nodded as he stared at him. “I’ll look into that. A comparison. See if the evidence is still available.”

Tyler recognized that look, as well as that tone of voice. “Listen, I am a writer, in case you missed the memo. I write about a serial killer and other dark subjects, and have for over thirty years now. I know police procedures because it’s my job to know them. If I thought anyone in my family was guilty, would I be suggesting ideas to you that you might not have thought of? Besides, we all have alibis. We were all home. Your own department cleared us.”

“He was killed nearby.”

“He lived nearby! What, not even fifteen minutes away? Using that logic you’ve just made approximately a quarter of Coastal’s student population persons of interest. Considering how many other victims he had, that’s probably not far off the mark, either. What are we up to now on that tally, eh? Thirty? Forty?”

Tyler knew at this point he should be shutting up and calling Bob, but he refused to believe in any way that their family wouldn’t be exonerated.

The detective ignored the potshot. “You have a concealed carry permit, Mr. Paulson?”

“I used to, for Florida. At the time I got it, there was reciprocity in Georgia for a Florida license. I never got around to getting one for Georgia when it expired, because that was years after the incident and I no longer carried.”

“Does Mr. Kinsey have a concealed carry permit?”

“Yes, he does, for Georgia, but it’s expired, and he doesn’t carry. He got that after I killed Alex. He hasn’t carried in years, either.” He pointed at the closet. “That gun is the one he carried.”

“Why doesn’t he carry now?”

“Because he hasn’t needed to, has he? Once our paranoia died down after Alex’s attack, and the media attention waned, we all realized how silly we were being. We were only in true danger from Alex. He murdered Tom’s sister, if you’ll recall. Not to mention at the time we had two very precocious toddlers, and newborn twins. We were more worried about keeping guns out of their hands.”

“Who else in your family has access to firearms?”

“My father-in-law, John Fleischman. He’s who I called from the house. He’s retired military and shoots skeet with Nevvie.”

“I’d like to talk to him.”

“We can go right now. He lives thirty seconds away.”

Andrew saw them out. They headed across the road, and John looked suspicious as Tyler gave him the summary when they showed up.

“Mr. Fleischman,” the detective asked, “do you own a nine millimeter handgun?”

He crossed his arms over his chest. “No.”

“Do you have Mr. Paulson’s gun, or have knowledge of its whereabouts?”

“No. Tyler, shouldn’t you call Bob about this before you talk to him?”

“Well, obviously, if I thought we were going to be named as suspects, but we are not guilty of anything.”

John pointed at the detective. “Uh, he’s here questioning us. He wants to take your gun in for testing. Which is now missing. He’s suspecting someone in this family, but he doesn’t know specifically who yet.”

Tyler stared at the detective, swallowing hard. “Look. None of us would have pissed on the bloody bastard had he caught fire, but we did not kill him. We went to the authorities and filed a report and were letting the system work. Why would someone in our house kill him, for fuck’s sake?”

“Your wife swore she’d kill him.”

“And she was an upset mother! Had your department handled everything more professionally from the start, you wouldn’t have had Cole Johnson and his parents there at the same time we were.”

“She wanted revenge,” the detective said. “People have been killed over far less.”

Tyler felt weak, finally processing John’s advice. “We are not guilty,” he insisted. “We’re innocent.”

At least, he knew he was, and he was the only confirmed shooter in their family.

Except…Nevvie knew how to shoot. And she had become a rape survivor at eighteen—which was why she’d now finally agreed to counseling to help her, following Zoey’s rape.

She was also an extremely upset mother who had screamed dire threats at the boy in the police station, in front of dozens of law enforcement officers as witnesses.

Tom grew up with firearms and felt guilty as hell that they’d been in Brussels, even though them being home wouldn’t have stopped what happened.

John was retired military and shot skeet and trap, and was a loving, devoted grandfather. Kelly also knew how to shoot.

Mikey and Adam were both excellent shots. Even Zoey and Willow knew how to shoot a little, thanks to John and Nevvie taking them skeet shooting.

About the only one in their immediate family he could be absolutely certain couldn’t handle a firearm was his own father.

Bloody hell. 


Chapter Five

 

“Ty, what the hell? You know we’re at the counselor. What do you need?” Tom sounded seriously annoyed. In trying to get hold of him, Tyler hadn’t left any messages, other than to call him back immediately.

“The gun safe in our bedroom. When did you last open it?”

“What? Seriously, what the hell? You’re calling me to ask that?”

“I’m deadly serious. I need to know. Now.”

“I…I don’t know. When I got our passports out. I don’t know, whatever day that was.”

“Is Nevvie there? Ask her the same thing.”

“Ty—”

“Please!”

“Fuck. Nev, when was the last time you opened the gun safe?”

He heard her in the background. “God, I don’t know. Couple of months. Why?”

“Thomas, when you opened the safe to get our passports out, did you close it again?”

“I—” He went silent so long Tyler had to check to make sure the call hadn’t dropped. He was painfully aware of Detective Dunn watching him. “Ty,” Tom said, his tone now deep and serious, “what’s goin’ on?”

“My Glock is missing.”

“What?”

“Detective Dunn is here and wants to take it in for ballistics testing. Please tell me you know something about its whereabouts that I don’t.”

“No! Last I remember, it was in the safe. Did Bob clear this?”

Tyler ignored the question. “Ask Nevvie.”

“Nev, do you know where Tyler’s Glock is?”

“His what?”

“The gun he shot Alex with.”

It sounded like she took the phone from Tom. “Ty, what the hell is going on?”

Tyler closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. “The gun is missing, our gun safe was open, and Detective Dunn is standing in our living room looking at me. Darling, please, if you know where the gun might be—”

“We’re on our way right now. Do not say another word to him until we get there. And call Bob. Now.” She hung up on him.

Shit.

Tyler was already thumbing in the call to Bob as he turned to face the detective. When Bob answered, Tom closed his eyes. “It’s Tyler. I have a serious problem.”

“What?” Tyler summarized it and had already pulled the phone away from his ear when Bob roared his next words. “Do not say another word! Put him on the phone. Right now.”

Tyler held out the phone. “It’s our attorney. He wishes to speak with you.”

Detective Dunn’s expression turned into a mask as he talked to Bob. After a moment, he returned the phone to Tyler.

“I’m going to have the local attorney there in about thirty minutes,” Bob told Tyler. “Dunn can either chill his ass out in his car, or he can have you meet him at the station, but you get him out of your house, right now, and if he wants to come back inside, he’s gonna need to show you a fucking search warrant. You hear me?”

“But…I need to report the gun missing, don’t I?”

“Tyler!” he screamed. “Listen to me! I am your attorney. You do what the fuck I’m telling you to do, right now!”

“Right. Sorry.” Sick didn’t begin to describe how he felt. “Then I’ll just wait for the other attorney to show up?”

“Yes, Tyler. You will wait there, in your house. If Dunn wants to wait in your front yard, fine, but like a goddamned vampire, uninvite his fucking ass out of your goddamned house right the fuck now.”

Bob hung up on him.

Shit.

Dunn was already heading for the door, on the phone with someone. “Don’t worry, Mr. Paulson,” he called behind him, sounding all too cheery. “I’ll have that search warrant in about twenty minutes.” He let himself out, not quite slamming the door behind him, but close enough.

 

* * * *

 

Just before midnight, Tyler, Nevvie, Tom, Crystal, and the triad’s local attorney, Davis Hammond, stood in the driveway and waited. They’d sent Mikey, Willow, and Zoey next door to Andrew’s to wait there.

Now, Dunn and Cash were emerging from their house, along with a K9 officer.

They’d taken nothing from the house, other than the zipper case for the Glock and the spare magazine, but Nevvie could see through the front door it was a disaster in there.

“You know I’m going to take pictures of everything you did and complain like hell, right?” she yelled at Dunn from across the driveway. “You could have brought the damn dog in first instead of destroying our house, asshole.”

Nevvie wanted to slap Dunn’s smirk off his fucking face. “We needed to be thorough, ma’am.”

They’d also searched their vehicles.

“Hope you fingerprinted the goddamned safe before you started,” Nevvie called after him as he walked over to a car, leaving Detective Cash behind.

“We didn’t find any prints on the safe,” Cash said. “We’re going to need you all to come in tomorrow morning to talk to us at the station and give additional statements.”

Davis Hammond looked less than thrilled. “Why, detective?”

“We have…additional questions.”

“Detective Dunn.” The officer calling him stood by the back corner of the house. He waved Dunn over.

They disappeared. When Dunn returned five minutes later, he looked smugly satisfied as he walked over to the triad. “I thought you told us all the entries in your house are rigged with alarm sensors.”

“They are!” Tyler said, sounding at the end of his tether. “All the doors, all the windows.”

“One window isn’t.”

He turned and they followed him. When they reached the back side of the house, which sat on a slope, he pointed at the small basement window that sat over the washer and dryer inside the basement. Maybe a foot square, it had a crank to open, but the handle was missing and they’d never opened it as long as they’d lived there. In fact, it was painted shut.

He pointed. “That window doesn’t have a sensor on it.”

Nevvie had literally had enough of his shit. “All right, Sherlock. How’d someone get in and out of it without breaking the paint seal on it? Or without a handle to crank the damn thing open?”

Dunn frowned. “What?” He played a flashlight over it to get a better look.

“Right,” Tyler said. “And which of us blokes do you think is in possession of some magical ability to shrink themselves down to the size of a squirrel!”

Davis stepped in, holding out his hands. “All right. Officers, have you released this premises?”

“Yes,” Cash said, glaring at Dunn, who was still obviously trying to puzzle out the fact that it was plainly clear the window hadn’t been opened in over a decade.

Tom stepped in. “The reason that window doesn’t have an alarm sensor on it is a) look at the fucking size of it, and b) look and see it’s nowhere fucking near a door or other window someone could reach from it to unlock, and c) it’s fucking painted shut, and, oh yeah, d) look to see it doesn’t have a fucking handle to open it!” Tom’s voice had steadily increased in volume until he yelled the last part.

Everyone froze and stared at him. Throughout the evening he’d remained fairly quiet, deferring mostly to the attorney.

He stared. “You fucks really are clueless, aren’t you? No wonder you’re trying to pin this on Nevvie. Y’all are too stupid to find your way out of a goddamned brown paper bag. Get the fuck off our property, and not a goddamned one of you better set foot back on it unless you have a brand new goddamned search warrant!”

Davis Hammond smiled. “You heard him, folks. Leave. Now.”

“Do you want me to help you tidy up?” Crystal asked Nevvie.

“No, thank you, hon. I…we need to be alone with the kids and talk to Davis. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

“Okay.”

Once the cops and Crystal were gone, Nevvie stepped inside the foyer and stared. Fortunately, the police hadn’t destroyed or damaged anything, but they’d gone out of their way to make a mess. Tyler walked down the hall toward their offices and she heard him doing something in there.

Overwhelmed, she followed him and found him adjusting the urns and the picture, setting the two rings and the chain back in place on the shelf.

Tom stepped in behind her. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” she quietly said, walking in to hug Tyler.

“I feel…violated,” Tyler said, holding her. “Aren’t the police supposed to make you feel safe?”

“That’s how it’s supposed to work, buddy,” Tom said, joining them for a hug.

“Tomorrow at ten,” Davis said from the doorway. “You want me to come pick you up, or meet me there?”

“We’ll meet you there,” Nevvie said, focusing on Tyler. “What about the kids?”

“They want to talk to them, too.”

“Shit. That means we have to pull them out of school. Okay. Thanks, Davis. I’m sorry this fucked your evening.”

He waved her off. “It’s okay. It’s my job. Bob said to joke about billable hours?”

Nevvie chuckled. “Yeah. It’s okay. Thank you.”

He left them alone, and she heard when he shut the front door behind him.

“Let’s go check the girls’ rooms first,” Nevvie said. “Before we bring them home.”

“Good idea,” Tom said.

Fortunately, it looked like with Zoey and Willow’s rooms they’d shown a little bit of respect and compassion. While they had searched and not perfectly put things back, they weren’t in complete disarray. After a few minutes in each room, Nevvie felt they could bring the kids home, and she had Tyler call next door to Andrew to give the all-clear.

When Andrew followed the kids inside, he and Colin, who’d come with him, both pulled up short in the living room.

“Bloody hell,” Andrew muttered as he looked around. He immediately reached over and straightened a picture on the wall. “Bastards.”

“Yeah,” Tom said. “Dunn sent a message.”

“That he’s a fucking asshole,” Nevvie muttered, putting books back on a bookshelf.

But Andrew and Colin wouldn’t let Nevvie send them away. They immediately pitched in to help, as did the kids, to put the house right again.

By three a.m., Nevvie was near collapse, but they were in their own bed.

“That was a total fucking dick move,” Tom said. “They could have brought the dog in first.”

“That’s not very melodramatic or imposing, though,” Tyler said, sounding exhausted. “They do that first, then we have a potential case against them for harassment, if they continue to search after the dog hasn’t alerted. That’s really why they kept an officer out in the driveway with us the whole time, because they wanted to find out if it would rattle us in any way and we’d reveal something.”

 

* * * *

 

Tyler knew tomorrow was going to be long and draining. Andrew insisted on going, with the excuse that at least he could take the kids home if the adults were held there longer. Colin insisted on coming, too.

Tyler couldn’t help but wonder who had his gun, or if it was the same one that had killed Cole. And if the figure captured in the security system pictures was responsible. No telling how long the gun had been missing. Literally could have been years, or a day.

When they arrived at the station Friday morning, Tyler volunteered to talk to Dunn first, with Davis Hammond sitting next to him. He expected Dunn to hammer him, and he wasn’t disappointed.

“Well, Mr. Paulson, we have a problem. The ballistics evidence from the shooting fifteen years ago is no longer in evidence.”

“Then you have a problem, officer, not I.” Tyler had opted for snooty Brit today, because fuck Dunn, that’s why.

“Where’s the gun?”

“I do not know.”

“Awfully convenient your wife threatens Cole Johnson, threatens to kill him, he shows up dead less than twenty-four hours later, shot with a gun the same caliber that you own, and, whoops, it’s missing.”

“Yes, very convenient.”

“Tyler,” Davis scolded.

“No, he wants to be a shit, I’ll be one back. We’re innocent.”

“You lied about all the windows being rigged with sensors.”

“No, we didn’t lie. You yourself said the alarm company said all the openings were rigged. And yes, in fact, all viable openings are rigged. I would suggest you find out who that person was on our security system’s cameras. They likely hold all the answers to your questions.”

“Look,” Davis said to Dunn, “I’m being a nice guy and letting you talk to them. No one’s under arrest, because you have nothing right now to arrest them for. I can pack everyone up and take them home and make you look like an idiot in front of a judge when you try to compel them to appear, or you can be nice to them.”

Dunn left Tyler sitting there while he moved to talking to Nevvie in another room with Davis.

It was over two hours later when Dunn returned, looking haggard, but smiling. Davis wore a stony gaze when he followed him into the room.

Dunn didn’t bother sitting. He leaned in, hands on the table and looking smug. “Your wife confessed, Mr. Paulson.”

“What?”

“When we told her we were going to charge Zoey with the crime—”

“Tyler,” Davis said, “stay quiet.”

“Bloody hell, Zoey didn’t do anything!”

“Of course you say she didn’t,” Dunn said. “But she was the only one, besides Willow, small enough to fit through that little window. That’s why your wife told us how she, in fact, did it.”

Tyler stared at Dunn, certain maybe he’d had another heart attack and had died and was in some weird form of hell. “Are you completely deranged? No one could fit through that fucking window!”

Davis tried to stop him. “Tyler—”

Tyler slapped the table. “I shot him, right? I shot the bloody bastard. Put one right between his eyes.”

Dunn’s smile faltered. “What?”

“I shot the bloody bastard between his eyes. Right in the damn head and he went down like a sack of wet cement. Bam! Arrest me. Nevvie’s lying to protect me.”

Davis started coughing, which suspiciously sounded like laughter, and finally pointed at the detective. “You, out. Now. I want to speak to my client alone.”

Dunn finally left. Tyler knew there was likely a recording device in the room, and he didn’t care.

“What the bloody hell? Why would Nevvie confess to something she didn’t do!”

“For the same fucking reason you just did, Tyler. He bluffed her about Zoey, and Nevvie confessed. But here’s the problem—so did Tom, and Mikey, and Willow.”

“What?”

“Yeah. And here’s the real kicker—so did your father. They’ve got all of you confessing to a crime none of you committed.”


Chapter Six

 

Nevvie paced in the small interview room and fought the urge to do what she always saw in the movies and stick her tongue out at the mirror.

Wait, fuck that.

She walked over to the mirror and flipped it a bird.

She’d sent Zoey out to go sit with Andrew, Colin, and Mikey in the lobby and wait for them, and they’d started questioning Willow. She’d insisted on sitting in as Willow’s mother, even though Davis was there. When Dunn told Willow that Zoey must have done it, Willow confessed.

But…Nevvie confessed, right on the heels of that, and ordered Willow to stop talking while Davis had tried to get both of them to stop talking, and was ordering Dunn out of the room. Then Nevvie had ordered Willow out of the room, to go wait with Zoey, Mikey, Andrew, and Colin.

A very confused Dunn had looked like he was trying to process all of that when Andrew had burst into the room and confessed, with Mikey and Zoey on his heels and also confessing.

It appeared the only one who hadn’t confessed was Colin.

Now, Andrew and Davis were somewhere else, while Nevvie had been asked to remain there. Willow and Zoey were once again sitting out in the lobby with Colin and Tom, with orders from Nevvie to stay there and not talk to anyone except family or Davis. But it was so late in the day, and Mikey had been allowed to leave, that Nevvie had given him the keys to their car and told him to take it because he had a football game to play in. They could ride home with Andrew and Colin.

She flipped the mirror another bird, this time with both hands.

Fuck them.

Davis looked smug when he finally returned with Dunn, who this time looked defeated.

Dunn sat at the table, his attitude now a complete one-eighty from the cocky bastard he’d been the last time he’d talked to her. “Mrs. Kinsey-Paulson, when I talked to you earlier, you confessed to shooting Cole Johnson. Were you lying?” His tone even sounded reasonably respectful.

“Depends. You still trying to railroad me or my daughters, asshole?”

He shook his head. “Did you kill Cole Johnson?”

“No! We keep telling you we’re innocent. Zoey is the victim of a crime, here. You have some unknown person caught on camera. Go look for that asshole! They probably stole the damn gun.”

He slowly shook his head. “Do you have any evidence or knowledge that Mr. Andrew Paulson might have killed Cole Johnson?”

“What? No! Dad doesn’t even know how to shoot a gun. I’m not sure he’s ever even handled a gun in his life, much less fired one. If there’s one person in all this besides me and my husbands and my kids who I know with one-hundred-percent certainty did not do this, it’s Andrew Paulson.”

“The night of Cole Johnson’s murder, do you know Mr. Paulson’s whereabouts?”

“He told us he was going to spend the night with Colin.”

“Colin?”

“Colin Dawson, his boyfriend.”

She noticed Dunn wasn’t taking notes. She assumed at this point she was only confirming information they’d already confirmed. “And to your knowledge, do you know if Mr. Paulson knew where Cole Johnson lived?”

“Not before, no. After, he said he and Colin heard sirens Saturday morning. We all knew where Cole lived after that.”

Dunn wouldn’t look Nevvie in the eyes. “Do you know if Mr. Paulson is experiencing any age-related signs of dementia?”

“What? No. He’s sharp. He probably heard we were all confessing and jumped in, too. He loves his granddaughters. All the grandkids.”

“He is insisting he shot Cole Johnson. When we told him no, we aren’t going to charge any of you, he adamantly refused to recant when we gave him the chance to.”

“What?”

He glanced at Davis, then back down again. “He insisted on writing out and signing a confession that he shot and killed Cole Johnson.”

Nevvie tried to figure out why Davis looked so fucking amused. It took her a moment to puzzle it through, and when she did, she nearly blurted it out and managed not to.

She returned her focus to Dunn. “We done here, detective? Because you fucking trashed our house last night, made us miss our son’s football game, and now you’re trying to say an eighty-year-old-man, who’s never shot a gun in his life, suddenly, what, went aggro and killed a kid?”

“He said he took the gun from your house when he stayed overnight a few weeks ago.” Dunn finally looked up at her. “He gave us the exact date. Said it was the night before Thomas and Tyler flew to Brussels.”

Nevvie glanced at Davis, who still wore a smile and wasn’t telling her to be quiet. “Wait, what? He did stay over that night, yes.”

“He said the gun safe was open, and he took the gun to keep it safe. Then he forgot to tell you he had it. Then when Zoey was attacked, he knew Cole’s parents wouldn’t be home that night because of the fundraiser. He claims he walked to Cole’s home from Mr. Dawson’s home, shot Cole once, and returned to Mr. Dawson’s home. Then he threw the gun in a river the next day, but he doesn’t remember where.”

Nevvie sat back and crossed her arms over her chest. “No way he did it. I would not believe it unless you had a picture of him doing it, and even then I’d scream PhotoShop. He’s not capable of it.”

“We done, detective?” Davis asked.

Dunn finally stood. “We’ll be in touch.” He walked out.

Nevvie leaned in. “What the fuck?” she whispered.

“Andrew confessed.” Davis smiled. “And he won’t recant.”

Nevvie knew her suspicion was correct then as to why Dunn looked defeated. “But they have to know Andrew didn’t do it!”

“Oh, they do. He’s insisting he shot the kid once. Now, they won’t confirm it, but I have a feeling the kid was shot multiple times. Andrew told them he shot him once, mimed exactly how he did it and everything.”

“Mimed?”

Davis grinned. “Held up his left hand and said he put a bullet in the gun and shot the kid.”

Nevvie snorted. “Well, for starters, he’s right-handed.”

“Oh, they discovered that when he started writing out his ‘confession’ and was doing it right-handed.”

She giggled. “Oh, fuck.”

“Then the whole, ‘I put a bullet in the gun,’ business. They asked him to show them. So they provided several fake guns, right? Told him to pick the one that looked most like the one he’d used. He did. A dummy .38 revolver, and then he proceeded to show them how he did it, which in and of itself was amusing. He couldn’t give them an answer where he got the ammo, because Tyler said the gun had none with it. When they asked him exactly how he’d shot Cole, he mimed putting the gun up to the side of Cole’s head before he pulled the trigger. Right against Cole’s temple.

“I was watching Dunn’s face at that point and thought he was going to throw up because I could tell he knew Andrew wasn’t the killer. Then they asked Andrew if he was sure that was the kind of gun he used, and exactly how he’d shot Cole. He swore up and down it was, and asked for a stack of Bibles.”

She giggled again. “No shit?”

“No shit. Now, either he’s senile, or a great actor. I’m not sure which because I keep bouncing back and forth between them.”

“He’s not senile.”

“That’s what I thought. Dunn looked like someone kicked his puppy when Cash had Andrew show her how he loaded the gun. She nearly dragged Dunn out of that interview room by his damn ear.” He chuckled. “Then Colin talked to them and swore Andrew was with him all night.” His smile faded. “He was willing to swear an affidavit that Andrew was at his house, in his bed, and that they’re…together.”

“Why do you look sad?”

“Because he also admitted he knew publicly saying that would probably ruin any chance he might have to reconcile with his daughter and sons, but he wasn’t going to lie and say Andrew isn’t his boyfriend and lover when he is.”

 

* * * *

 

Tyler and Davis sat with Andrew in the interview room, Detective Cash on the other side of the table. Nevvie and the others had gone home earlier, using Colin’s car. Colin refused to leave until Andrew was released, and sat waiting in the lobby.

“I don’t know why I’m not in a jail cell yet,” Andrew said. “I told you, I shot that boy. I showed you how I did it and everything. He lived close to Colin.”

Detective Cash had taken over the questioning because apparently Dunn was about to have a bleeding ulcer. He wasn’t even in the room at that point.

“Mr. Paulson,” she gently said, “Mr. Dawson swears you didn’t leave his house all night. And we’ve already sent a detective out and pulled surveillance video from the security system of his neighbor across the street. Your car never left that night. No one left Mr. Dawson’s house that night.”

“He’s trying to protect me. He’s lying. He loves me. But I shot that boy. He hurt our Zoey, and I shot the smarmy little bastard. And…well, I walked. After I crawled out a back window. That’s why you couldn’t see me. Why am I not arrested yet?”

Someone knocked on the door and cracked it open, motioning to the detective. She left the room, and Tyler reached over to hold Andrew’s hand.

Andrew squeezed. “I did it, son. I’m sorry.”

Tyler hoped this wasn’t the start of the inevitable downturn. He’d hoped for many good years yet with him. He prayed this was simply his father acting, but…

To be honest, the plaintive tone Andrew used even had Tyler wondering if his father had finally hit senility and had managed to hide it remarkably well until…this.

Maybe the stress of it all triggered something.

Detective Cash returned a few minutes later. “We’re done,” she gently said. “Mr. Paulson, and Mr. Paulson, you’re both free to go. Thank you for your time today, and we apologize for keeping you so long.”

“No!” Andrew said, standing and pounding on the table. “Arrest me! I did it! Me, and only me!”

Tyler draped an arm around his shoulders. “Dad,” he said, “it’s all right. We’re done here.”

“But they want to arrest Zoey, and—”

“No, sir,” Cash said. “We’re not arresting anyone in your family. You’re all free to go. Most of your family’s already gone home.”

He turned to Tyler, looking confused. “Gone?”

Tyler swallowed back sorrow. “Davis will drive us home, Dad.”

“Home?”

“Home.”

“But Zoey—”

“Is already home with Nevvie, Tom, and Willow.”

He stared at Tyler, brow furrowed. “But I need to confess.”

“It’s all right, Dad. They know we’re all innocent. We can go home.”

“Where’s my Colin?” His plaintive tone nearly finished Tyler, and it was all he could do to not start crying. “Is my Colin still here?”

“He’s waiting for you, Dad. He’s right outside. We’re going to get him now.”

There was something heartbreaking in his father’s uncharacteristically slow shuffle as they headed out to the waiting room. There, they collected Colin, who when Andrew saw him let out a small sob and started crying as Colin held and comforted him. They waited for Colin to finally convince Andrew to start walking again, keeping a protective arm around Andrew’s shoulders. As Tyler glanced around, he saw plenty of uncomfortable expressions that an elderly man had been held and questioned for so long.

And when he spotted Dunn standing to the side, he realized several of his fellow officers were shooting him dark and thunderous glares.

After a moment, Dunn seemed to realize he wasn’t very popular. He turned and walked back into the bowels of the station.

Colin kept Andrew moving. Together, they headed for Davis Hammond’s car. Colin consoled Andrew the whole way, who kept insisting the entire time they were exiting the building and crossing the parking lot that he shot Cole Johnson.

Tyler sat in the front seat while Colin and his father took up the back seat. Once they were away from there, Tyler realized his stomach was growling and that it was now after seven o’clock and he’d yet to have a substantial meal.

“Right, that’s sorted, then,” Andrew said.

Tyler looked back and found his father grinning. “Dad?”

Andrew kissed Colin, a right fair snog that had Tyler feeling slightly uncomfortable. “You were brilliant, pet. Simply brilliant. Not a dry eye in the house when we left.”

“Dad?”

“How’d I do, Davis?”

Davis glanced in the rearview mirror. “You had me believing you were senile. Prosecutor basically told Dunn unless they find the gun and can put it in one of your hands, he’d better not be bothering any of you again.”

“Brilliant!”

Tyler blinked. “Dad?”

Andrew rolled his eyes. “I was acting, son. My goodness, I taught it in school. You think I can’t convince a bloody awful detective that I’m barmy, think again.”

Tyler laid his head back against the seat and laughed while fighting the urge to cry tears of relief.

 

* * * *

 

Nevvie and Tom walked out to greet Tyler when Davis Hammond brought him home after dropping off Colin and Andrew.

Davis rolled down his window. “And, do me a favor, huh? None of you say a damn word to any of those fucking Mayberry rejects unless I’m there, okay?”

“Right.” Tyler nodded. “Learned my bloody lesson.”

“Good. Have a good night. I’ll keep you posted.”

Nevvie and Tom hugged Tyler, long and hard, as Davis got turned around and drove off.

“What happened?” Tom asked.

“The prosecutor basically told Dunn to shove it up his arse. Dad had them turned around in knots. Literally had some of the officers close to tears in the lobby. Made them think he was mad as a March hare. Davis explained that as long as Dad insisted he did it and refused to recant, and they could prove he hadn’t done it or wasn’t capable of doing it, nothing they could try to prosecute would stick. Reasonable doubt. We were all confessing to the same thing. We all couldn’t have done it.”

“So who stole the fucking gun?” Tommy asked. “And when? How long’s it been missing and we didn’t know it?”

“That’s the question, right?” They headed for the house when headlights rolled up the driveway. “Bloody hell, now what?” Tyler muttered.

It was Crystal. She exited her car and walked up. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes,” Nevvie said after hugging her, “but it’s been a long damn day, and I just want to go to sleep, hon. I’m sorry. Maybe come by tomorrow?”

“No worries, I understand. Just to let you know, I’m going to be heading back to New York probably next weekend. So we can make good use of our time together before then.”

“That’s probably best,” Nevvie said. “You’ve got a life to get back to. Please have Elliot bill for us any charges we racked up having you here. We’ll pay your hotel bill and other expenses, too.”

“Not a problem. Mr. Paterno said it’s taken care of.”

“He is a good egg,” Tyler said. “Thank you for all your help.”

“I’m just a phone call away if you need me tonight.”

Once she drove off, they headed inside and locked the door behind them. Willow and Mikey waited in the living room.

“Where’s Zoey?” Tyler asked.

Mikey and Willow pointed at the stairs.

“Yeah, she’s pretty upset about Grandpa,” Nevvie said.

“I’ll go talk to her.” Tyler didn’t have to knock because her door stood open. “Grandpa’s not going to be charged.”

She sat on her bed, the TV playing, her quilt wrapped around her. “Really?”

“Really. None of us will be charged.”

“How…how is he?”

Now he understood. “He’s fine, sweetheart. He was simply acting. He’s not senile.” She started crying and he walked in to hug her. “It’s all right, sweetheart. I felt like crying earlier, too.”

“I thought he had Alzheimer’s or something.”

“No, love. He’s fine. Never fear. He simply wanted to protect all of us. It was merely an act.”

“I wish I’d never said anything,” she said. “I should have kept my mouth shut and pretended it never happened to me.”

“No, you mustn’t think that, sweetheart. Absolutely not. This happened, and…well, it happened. Can’t get much worse, right?”

“Jesus, Dad!” She looked horrified. “Don’t say that! You’ll jinx us!”

He hugged her again. “Yes, well, let’s move forward now. This will get sorted out.”

“I want my life back.”

“I know, sweetheart. It’ll happen. Trust me. It just takes time to stabilize, that’s all.”

“When’s that happen?”

“Hopefully soon.”

Not soon enough for me. 


Chapter Seven

 

The next evening was Saturday, and Karen and Bill had gone out for the evening. Chloe was spending the night with Clay and Jennifer, since Jennifer’s granddaughters were spending the weekend with them.

That meant Andrew and Colin were looking forward to a calm, quiet night at Andrew’s, alone, without having to go to Colin’s to earn it.

Andrew was more than ready for it. After all the commotion surrounding Zoey’s attack and Cole’s murder, and yesterday’s debacle, quiet was a welcomed respite.

Davis had reported back that afternoon that, no, there would be no further requests for information from Andrew.

That morning, Andrew had helped Colin pack more of his clothes and move them to Andrew’s house. It was obvious where Colin wanted to live—and where Andrew wanted him to live—and silly to drive back and forth all the time.

Especially since the night before, after completely exhausting each other in bed, Andrew had proposed to Colin, who’d tearfully said yes.

The only reason they hadn’t set a wedding date yet was because they knew it would give Susan ammunition in a fight they didn’t want to have with her until after Colin had consulted with an attorney and made any and all changes he wanted to his personal affairs.

They didn’t need to be “married” to be together, and Andrew was content with having the man in his bed and his home. They also weren’t going to tell the family about that yet, either. The last thing they wanted was anyone bugging them about setting a date, or prove a distraction from the triad taking care of Zoey and their other children.

Although, earlier in the week, to satisfy the nagging little part of his brain which insisted on caution, Andrew had spoken to Bob. Bob had run a quick background check on Colin for Andrew, just in case. Bob had reported Thursday evening that Colin appeared to be exactly who he claimed to be, and even had an admirable credit score to boot.

Andrew had prepared them lasagna for dinner, and they’d just sat down to eat when he spotted headlights sweep across the front of the house. Tonight they were eating in the living room, sitting on the couch. Colin set his plate on the coffee table and got up to look out the window next to the front door.

“It’s Steven.”

Bloody hell, they just couldn’t catch a break. “What?”

“Yeah.” Colin unlocked and opened the door. Andrew had set his plate aside and was standing when he heard the boy’s sobs. Steven practically fell into his grandfather’s arms after charging up the porch steps.

“Stevie? What’s wrong?”

Andrew made his way over to them and helped Colin get the boy inside, closing the door behind him.

“It’s Mom,” he sobbed. “She threw me out.”

“What?” Both men stared at each other, and it was Colin who found his voice first. “What happened?”

“Dad wasn’t home. He’s out with Courtney, Sarah, and Robert at a bowling fundraiser thing for Sarah’s school. I wanted to stay home and study. Out of the blue, Mom told me I wasn’t allowed to talk to you anymore, and I told her she couldn’t tell me what to do, because I’m eighteen now. She said she wouldn’t have me talking to ‘some queer’ and living under her roof. So I said fine, guess that meant she didn’t want her queer son living there, either. Then…it got uglier.”

Andrew enveloped both of them in a hug. “Oh, my dear boy. I’m so terribly sorry.”

“It’s okay, buddy,” Colin said. “You’ll move in here with us.” He belatedly met Andrew’s gaze, and Andrew nodded in agreement.

Steven choked back sobs. “I’m glad you said that, because I grabbed as much of my stuff as I could load in my car when I left. I wasn’t sure where I was going to go. Dad doesn’t even know yet, unless she told him.”

“Have you eaten?” Andrew asked. So much for their evening alone, but this was, obviously, far more important.

Steven was family.

And I suppose my instincts were right after all.

They got him seated in the middle of the couch, between them, and Andrew fixed him a plate of lasagna and a glass of iced tea while Colin got him talking, starting from the beginning of what happened.

“She was telling me how horrible it was you were involved with Andy. I guess a friend of hers works for the sheriff’s office as a clerk and she saw you two there yesterday. I finally got tired of it and told her to leave you two alone. Told her that you’re happy, you’re actually living with Andy and not just dating him, and you’re finally smiling for the first time since Grandma died.

“That’s when she started to scream at me how horrible gay people were. I finally had it. I finally hit my breaking point. I’d planned to wait until after I got out of college to come out to her, because I knew when I did that she’d cut me off. But I couldn’t stand there and listen to her talking about you both like that.”

“Aren’t you going to college here in Savannah?” Andrew asked.

“Yes, sir. That was my plan. The community college. I know she probably won’t pay for it now. I don’t have a scholarship. I can work full-time once I graduate high school, I guess. At least I can make a living.”

“Nonsense,” Colin said. “You’re going to college. If she won’t pay for it, then I will.”

Steven’s eyes widened, and Andrew understood from the boy’s shocked expression how much emotional trauma Steven had truly endured that evening. “Really?”

“Yeah. Your momma was so worried about my savings and money and stuff that wasn’t her business to be worried about. I can’t imagine community college is more than I have saved up. Damn sure not leaving it to her after she showed her ass. You’re going to college, and your momma can go screw herself.”

“Oh, my god! Thank you, Grandpa!” Steven hugged Colin, then turned and hugged Andrew. “Thank you, Andy!”

The men smiled at each other. “Well, since you’ll be living here, you should call me Grandpa Andy. So as not to confuse the little one.”

“Will Karen and Bill be okay with me living here?”

“I dare say they would have volunteered to let you live here, if we hadn’t first.”

“I’ll do chores and stuff and help out, I swear!”

“That you will,” Colin said. “This isn’t a free ride. This is Andrew’s house.” His gaze met and held Andrew’s. “He’s in charge.”

Andrew winked at him, smiling.

“Yes, sir,” Steven said, oblivious to their little exchange. “I promise. Whatever rules you want, I’ll follow them.”

“We can discuss that tomorrow, son,” Andrew said. “Eat your dinner, then I’ll show you to your room and you can put your things away. Is there anything else you need to get?”

“A couple of things I’d like to get from my room at home. Some books and stuff. The rest of my clothes. But if I can’t get them I guess I won’t have them.”

Steven’s cell phone rang, and when he pulled it out and looked at it, he angrily ended the call and set it on the table. “Mom.” He practically spat the word.

“I can ask Thomas and Tyler to go with you tomorrow to try to get your things. Perhaps they can distract your mom long enough for you to get what you need?”

“If we can get there and get out between nine and noon, she’ll be gone at church. Dad’s working tomorrow morning.”

“I’ll call them right now.” Andrew fetched his phone and dialed Nevvie, since he knew she’d have hers on her.

“Hey, Dad. Thought it was date night for you and Colin?”

“Change of plans. I need to borrow Thomas and Tyler tomorrow morning. It’s imperative.”

“What? Hold on, what’s going on?”

“It’s…” He sighed. “Perhaps it’s best if the three of you come over right now.”

“We’ll be right there.”

Five minutes later, the triad sat in their living room and listened as Steven tearfully recounted what happened.

Tom looked angry. Ty’s cold, calculating expression spoke to even deeper emotions.

Nevvie summed it up.

“That fucking bitch. You let me go with you guys, in case she shows up. What fucking kind of goddamned mother throws her kid out!”

She realized she was screaming—and swearing—and covered her mouth. “Oops, sorry.”

Tyler hooked an arm around her and pulled her close to his side. “Careful, love. That is exactly why you should not go with us tomorrow. It is a trigger for you, in addition to everything else we’re going through right now.”

“I don’t know, Ty,” Tom darkly muttered. “I kinda want a crack at Susan myself. First showing up here, and now this? She’s as bad if not worse than Emily ever was.”

“Actually,” Colin said, “Emily was friends with Susan. When Andrew told me about what happened, I remembered it. At the time it happened, I was too busy taking care of Camille to put much thought into it. But I remember Susan was really upset about Emily’s death at the time because they’d met through church.”

“Ahh,” Tyler said. “Now we really know why Susan despises Andrew so much. She has likely put it together who he was in relation to Emily.”

Steven spoke up. “I heard her mention something to Dad the other day about an Emily, about missing her, like she was dead, but I didn’t know who she was talking about.”

“Bingo,” Nevvie said. “So she’s going to be a bitch regardless. Literally cut from the same bigoted and brainwashed cloth as Emily was.”

“Do you think there’s anything we need to do, legally, to protect Steven?” Andrew asked them.

Tom shook his head. “He’s eighteen, and—”

They all looked up as more headlights, two sets of them, rolled into the driveway.

One of them a sheriff’s cruiser.

“Right,” Tyler said. He handed Nevvie off to Tom. “See if you can keep her out of jail, please. Let me do the talking. Steven, if you will.” He motioned for the boy to join him as he opened the door.

Andrew and Colin stepped onto the porch behind them, watching as Susan followed the uniformed deputy up the front walk.

“Good evening, officer,” Tyler said. “How may we help you?”

The deputy looked less than thrilled to be there and remained at the bottom of the stairs, not actually stepping up onto the porch. “Mrs. Jardine here says her son is being held against his will.”

“That’s bullshit!” Steven yelled. “She’s just mad because I told her I’m gay!”

“Stop being stupid, Steven,” she shot back. “You’re not gay and you know it. You can’t be gay, because we’re a good Christian family.”

The deputy literally did a double-take and stared at her for a long moment before returning his focus to the group now gathered on the porch. “Are you Steven Jardine?” the deputy asked.

“Yes, sir. And I turned eighteen last week.”

“Do you have your ID on you, son?”

“In my wallet.”

“Let me see it, please.”

He produced his driver’s license and handed it over. The deputy studied it, nodded, then returned it. “Thank you.” He turned to Susan. “He’s legally an adult, ma’am. Unless you want to file charges against him for something, we’re done here.”

“He’s my son! I can’t let him stay…here! It’s bad enough my father’s living here with these…people!”

The deputy turned. “Son, are you here of your own free will?”

“Yes, sir. When Mom threw me out, I packed my stuff and came here. Grandpa and Mr. Paulson said I can live here, with them.”

Susan’s eyes widened. “You are absolutely not living here! I forbid it!”

The deputy looked sympathetic to Steven and the others. “Ma’am, you can’t stop him.”

“I want his car! He stole his car!”

“Susan,” Colin said, “you know damn well that car is in my name. I’ll be getting him added to my auto insurance policy tomorrow, so you can drop that.”

She looked desperate. “His phone! I want that back! I paid for that. It’s in my name.”

Steven pulled it from his back pocket and handed it to the deputy. “There. Enjoy.”

Her mouth gaped open and closed a few times as the deputy passed it to her. “Anything else, ma’am?” the deputy asked.

“He has a few items he’d like to retrieve from her home, if he may,” Tyler said.

The deputy nodded. “Okay. Let’s go do this.”

“No!” Susan screamed. “He’s not moving out!”

“He’s already moved out, Susan,” Colin said. “You threw him out. Great job being a mother, by the way.”

“Of course we cannot force you to let him get his things tonight,” Tyler said, “but I have already called my attorney and he is in the process of drafting an emergency motion to allow Steven access to his property. Either we can handle this tonight, quickly and privately, or I will make sure my attorney forces you to get an attorney and it will cost you a minimum of twenty thousand dollars just to let him get his things. Are you really ready to play that game, madam? Because I can assure you, I am quite eager and ready to bleed you dry many times over after the shameful way you treated your father and mine, much less your poor son.”

Andrew could tell from the steel in Tyler’s voice that while the attorney move was a bluff, it was one he was prepared to make good on immediately. In light of not being able to personally handle Zoey’s crisis, Tyler would channel all available energy into the fights he could fight.

To Steven’s benefit, at least.

The deputy turned to her. “Ma’am? Personally, I say let the boy get his things tonight, and both of you spend a week or two cooling off. I can’t force you to let him into your house, but I’m pretty sure if you don’t, you’re going to regret it in more ways than one, and it’s going to be a lot more expensive than just letting him get them.”

It looked like the thought was physically painful to her. “Fine!” she finally spat. “You’d better go right now and be gone before I get home from church, because if you ever set foot in my house again after tonight, I’ll have you arrested for trespassing!”

“Go,” the deputy said to Tyler. “I’ll be right behind you so I can document and attest to the fact that you didn’t trash the place. Wait until I get there to go inside.”

“Thank you, officer,” Tyler said.

Tom pulled out his keys and grabbed Tyler, guiding him and Steven down the porch and to his truck.

As they drove out of the yard, Andrew pulled himself to his full height and stepped down off the porch. He walked over to Susan and smiled.

“Officer, what do I have to do to issue a trespass warning against this woman? I told her the last time she accosted me here at my home that she’d bloody well best never grace me with her presence again.”

“I’ll get my citation book.” He headed for his car.

“What!” Her voice approached a painfully shrill screech.

Andrew smiled and dropped his voice to a whisper the deputy couldn’t hear. “Shut your gob, you manky bint. You can’t stand it that your father and son are both happier with you out of their lives, can you? I’ve seen how this ends before, and it does not end well for the likes of you. You’ve lost them.” He dropped into a Savannah drawl. “Do not come ‘round here again, or you’ll learn how, like my son, I take care of people in these here parts.” Turning so the deputy, Colin, and Nevvie couldn’t see, he mimed firing a gun at her with his fingers.

She stared at him with wide eyes, recognition of who he was finally dawning, while the deputy returned and wrote out the citation.

He ripped it off the pad and handed it to her. “You are hereby warned not to return to this property. If you do, you can and will be arrested for trespassing. Now, I’ll go to your house and make sure they leave it put together so you can’t claim they destroyed it. I suggest you go to your church meeting like you said you were and not come home until they’re gone. Then calm down, think about what you’ve done, and if you really want to pray for something, pray your son and father forgive you for how you’ve acted toward them tonight.”

“He-he just threatened me!”

Andrew stuck his hands in his pockets and innocently stared at the deputy.

“What’d he say?” the deputy asked.

“He threatened to shoot me! Like his son shot that guy years ago!”

The deputy looked like he’d rather be any place but there, but he studied Andrew.

“I told her not to return, or I would take action.” He pointed at the citation pad in the deputy’s hand. “I will not hesitate to file trespassing charges against her. And yes, I did remind her my son is well off financially, more than rich enough to carry through on his threat to front the legal fees to fight her on this.”

The deputy pointed at her car. “Go. Now.”

“But—”

“Now!”

From behind the deputy, Andrew waggled his fingers at her and blew her a kiss.

“This isn’t over!” she screamed before turning.

“Oh, I quite assure you it is,” Andrew called after her.

The deputy shook his head and turned back to Andrew. “Mr. Paulson, here’s my card, and a case number.” He handed over a business card with the number written on the back. “If you need to call us back out for her, refer to that number so they can find the warning easier.”

“Thank you, officer.” He shook with the man. “I appreciate it.”

The deputy waited until Susan was in her car before he leaned in and dropped his voice. “Your son is sort of a legend in our department,” he said. “I’d just been hired on when he shot that guy. Do you think he’d mind if I asked him for his autograph? I love his books.”

Andrew smiled. “I’m sure he’d be honored. Nevvie, darling?”

She took the porch steps two at a time and quickly joined him. “Yeah, Dad?”

“The officer here is a fan of Tyler’s. Do you perhaps have any—”

She grinned. “I’ll go run grab an ARC super fast. We live right next door. Follow me, and you can take it with you. I’ll call Ty and tell him.”

The deputy grinned. “Thank you! That’s really kind of you.”

Colin stepped down and handed Nevvie his keys. “Take my car, hon.”

She kissed his cheek. “Thanks, Pop.”

As she drove away, the deputy following her, Andrew draped his arm around Colin’s shoulders. “Sorry about our evening, love.”

He wore a pleased smiled. “She called me Pop.”

“I heard.” He couldn’t help smirking. “I did warn you that they would adopt you.”

“Yeah, you did.” Colin’s green gaze didn’t leave him. “Now what’d you really say to Susan?”

Andrew’s eyebrows lifted. “Moi?”

Colin arched an eyebrow at him.

“You truly wish to know?”

“Yeah.”

He shrugged. “I reminded her who my son is. I also might have implied a more permanent solution than just a telephone call to the authorities to have her arrested, if she dared return. After all, is this not a castle doctrine state?”

Colin finally chuckled and slowly shook his head. “I can see where Ty gets it now. Come on, Sir, our lasagna is getting cold.”

“Oh, dear. Steven didn’t get to finish his.”

“We’ll put plastic wrap over it and reheat it later. I’d give you a blow job right now, if I thought we wouldn’t be interrupted before I could finish it.”

Andrew had to stop walking, he laughed so hard. “Did you just offer to blow me for threatening your daughter?”

Colin turned and kissed him, reaching down to palm Andrew’s bulge…which was now showing interest. “Hell yeah. No one’s ever stood up for me the way you have, and I damn sure love it. And you.”


Chapter Eight

 

Several days after Steven moved in, and Colin and Steven hadn’t heard anything else from Susan. While Steven and Colin chose to look at that as a win, it troubled Andrew greatly.

He knew it didn’t mean she’d given up, only that she’d gone to lick her wounds and come up with a new plan.

People like her did not give up until they’d exhausted all recourse. Emily had been proof of that.

Grandfather and grandson enjoyed spending time together, able to relax without worries about Susan looking over Steven’s shoulder, or how he’d spent his time outside of school. Andrew enjoyed having someone else around the house. He also noticed Zoey started spending a lot more time over there with them, as well.

Perhaps that was one way for her to heal. Seeking safety in others she could trust. Someone she knew wouldn’t hurt her.

Chloe felt as if she’d gained a big brother, and it warmed Andrew’s heart that Steven didn’t brush her off as an annoyance. He spent time with her, too, whether it was helping her with schoolwork or working with her on something like tying her shoes.

The peace couldn’t last. Thursday morning, as everyone was getting ready for work or school and Andrew and Colin were trying to stay out of their way after fixing them breakfast, there came a knock on the front door.

Andrew glanced out the kitchen window and spotted an unfamiliar car in the yard. But it was Karen who made it to the door first. As Colin and Andrew stepped into the hallway, she answered it.

“Can I help you?” she asked the man.

“Mr. Colin Dawson?”

“Dude, do I look like a mister or a Colin?”

Colin walked up to the door and pushed the screen door open. “That’s me.”

The man handed him an envelope. “Process server.” Then he turned and left.

Andrew’s rage simmered, because he knew what this was about before he even made it to Colin.

Bill and Steven joined them as Colin ripped the envelope open and scanned it.

“That woman!” His hands trembled as he read. “I’d wring her dang neck if she was standing here.”

“What is it, Grandpa?” Steven asked.

Karen looked murderous. “Your mother is filing with the court to get custody of Colin and be named his power of attorney and all of that. Son of a bitch.”

Andrew held his hand out for the papers, and Colin handed them over.

“I’m going to call her and bitch her out,” Steven said.

“No! Absolutely not.” Andrew waggled a finger at him. “We’ll let the attorney deal with it. We’ll talk to Davis and see if he handles family law. If not, I’m sure he can recommend someone good. Do not, under any circumstances, have contact with her. They might use that against us.”

Colin sank down onto the sofa. “She just don’t want to quit, does she?”

“I was afraid of this.” Andrew joined Colin on the sofa and patted him on the thigh. “We’ll talk to Davis this morning.”

Among the outrageous allegations that Andrew logically knew would be thrown out were things like corrupting her son and “turning him gay by influence,” “living out of wedlock with another man,” and “clear signs of dementia by suddenly changing his living situation.”

I suppose there are attorneys greedy enough to take any case.

The plaintiffs were Susan and her brothers, and the hearing was set to happen in two weeks. And Colin needed a new attorney locally, because his had moved to Atlanta.

Once everyone was out the door, leaving Colin and Andrew alone, Andrew called Nevvie.

“Darling, I need Davis’ number, please.”

“Our attorney?”

“Yes.”

“Um…okaaaay, stupid question—why?”

Andrew barely got two sentences out before she let out an angry shriek and said something he thought sounded like be right there and then ended the call.

Colin frowned. “What happened?”

“I’m…not sure.” He was about to call her back when he heard the sound of a car in the yard, and there came Nevvie, still in her PJs, piling out of it.

He had the door open by the time she stormed up the front porch stairs and into their living room.

“What’d that bitch do?”

Rather than tell her, Andrew handed her the paperwork. As she looked through it, he heard another vehicle, and here came Tom and Tyler in Tyler’s car, both of them looking like they hadn’t had time to dress, either.

As the three of them read the paperwork, Nevvie angrily muttering under her breath the whole time, Tyler took charge and called Davis. Twenty minutes later, Andrew and Colin were taking a shower together, and the triad had headed home to get their own showers. They’d be back in thirty minutes to pick up the men and accompany them to Davis’ office, where one of his partners, who Davis assured them would love to get his teeth into a case like that, would be happy to hand Susan’s ass to her in a basket.

Andrew would have preferred it be just him and Colin, but considering his children loved both of them, and had so readily accepted Colin—and Steven—as full-blooded adopted family, he wouldn’t turn them down.

He was a little shocked, however, when Nevvie whipped out her checkbook when they first got there. “What do you need to get started?”

“Ah, sweetheart?” Andrew said. “We’ve got this.”

Tom smiled, but it was Tyler who actually tackled reeling in their enraged wife and soothing her.

“They are adults, love,” he said. “And if they were to need assistance paying for this, I would hope they both know they need only ask and the blank check shall be issued immediately.”

Her brow furrowed. “No one fucks with my family.”

“They know, love. Now please, let them speak with the man.”

An hour later, the attorney assured them he would enjoy knocking this one out of the park. Rather than request an immediate dismissal, he preferred to take it to court and go for a ruling that would prevent it from being refiled in the future, and would report back to the men in a couple of days with their next step.

Colin also handed over all the paperwork that he wanted updated and changed, such as his will and power of attorney. With that handled, as they headed back to the men’s house, Nevvie, sat in the backseat between them and grumbled the entire time.

“Crystal’s going to think I bailed on her today. That stupid bitch.”

“Crystal?” Colin asked.

“Not Crystal being a bitch. I meant Susan. Sorry. Crystal and I were going to work on a new Facebook ad campaign this morning to dovetail with the Netflix series. She’s leaving for New York on Sunday.”

“Ah.”

Her expression softened. “Hey, you’re family. This takes priority.”

“Why don’t you two come over for lunch?” Tyler asked. “We didn’t eat breakfast.”

“Please?” Nevvie asked as she hooked her arms through theirs.

Colin smiled and shrugged at Andrew. “Please?”

Andrew couldn’t help laughing. “Fine. I know when I’m outnumbered.”

Except…they were partway through their lunch when Crystal arrived. And before Andrew could ask Nevvie not to say anything to Crystal about their personal situation, Nevvie was already all up in it, telling Crystal about it and asking about social media strategies on how to counteract it.

Andrew was trying to figure out a way to gracefully extricate himself and Colin from there when Bob called Tom. Upon finding out Colin and Andrew were there, he asked Tom to put the call on speaker mode.

“Crystal’s here, too,” Tom told him.

“That’s fine. I received a call from Detective Cash. They performed one more data dump on your security system this morning, and that’s going to be the last one, unless they get new permissions from you, or a search warrant. No more signs of the creeper.”

Nevvie crossed her arms over her chest and rubbed her arms as if chilled. “Terrific. And they haven’t done jack shit to find whoever that fucker is.”

“We already knew the creeper hasn’t been back,” Tom said. “I’ve got the alerts going to our phones now. Bad call on my part before, I’d stopped monitoring it because we hadn’t had a need to. Just got texts when the alarm was set or disarmed or if it went off. And all the extra cameras haven’t picked up anything except deer and a couple of opossums. Or us and the kids.”

“Well, that’s one good thing,” Bob said. “I did impress on the detective that it would behoove them to put as much energy into trying to identify that mystery person as they did in trying to falsely accuse Nevvie of killing Cole Johnson. Frankly, Dunn’s an idiot, and Cash basically admitted as much to me over the phone without coming right out and saying it. I think she’s trying to get control of that investigation, too, considering how it’s overlapped at this point.”

“How many victims have they discovered?” Tyler asked. “Of Cole’s?”

“Last count? Nearly forty. Will all of them be able to be confirmed victims? Maybe not. When we start getting numbers like that, there’s bound to be a few people jumping on trying to get a payout. But many of them, even if they don’t have hard evidence, we can confirm they shared classes or had enough regular contact with Cole Johnson that it’s likely they were a victim. Or they’d contemporaneously told others when the encounter happened, and they can attest to that.

“And not all of the encounters were full-on rape the way Zoey experienced. Some of them experienced a sexual assault, like he groped them or fingered them. A couple of them, he reportedly made them give him blow jobs on demand because he cozied up to them and got topless or naked selfies from them, and then used those to extort the victims. So in addition to a rapist, we can technically add child porn to the list.”

Nevvie looked like she was going to puke. “Motherfucker,” she muttered.

Crystal reached over and hugged her.

Perhaps I should be more generous in my thoughts toward Crystal.

Still…Andrew couldn’t understand his visceral reaction to her. And that annoyed him, too.

“They finally movin’ on from us, then?” Tom asked.

“I hope so. She couldn’t promise Dunn wouldn’t make another run at Nevvie in the future, but she said she’s trying to nudge the investigation into a broader scope. The only good thing about how many victims there appear to be is that expands the suspect field. Hell, the killer could have been anyone we don’t even know about yet, maybe a victim or victim’s relative. Cash let it drop to me that there didn’t seem to be any sign of a struggle or forced entry at Cole Johnson’s home. His parents didn’t even realize he wasn’t home until after they got home and had been home nearly an hour. His phone was in his room. Whoever did it, he likely knew them.”

“And he wouldn’t have opened the door to Nevvie,” Tyler said. “Not after what she’d said.

“That’s exactly what I reminded Cash,” Bob said. “Anyway. I can’t promise there won’t be a round three with Dunn, but stay positive. They have identified two other assistant coaches at Cole’s previous school who ‘had talks’ with some of the victims and convinced them to stay quiet. They’ve been fired and are looking at charges for failure to report sexual crimes against students, among other things.”

Nevvie slapped the counter. “What the everlovin’ fuck is wrong with these men?”

“I know, hon.” Bob sighed. “So there’s my status report. What’s new in your neck of the woods?”

Tyler gave him a quick update on Colin’s situation.

“Sonofabitch. Is it asshole season and no one remembered to tell us? I’ll drop Davis a line and see if he needs any research. Lucky for all of us, including me and Terry, that gay marriage became legal. Makes it harder for assholes to pull this shit now.”

“Thanks, Bob. Put it on our tab, mate.”

He laughed. “Just billable hours, Ty. I’ll see you this weekend. I’m coming back up Friday night.”

Once the call ended, Andrew had caught Colin’s attention and tipped his head toward the front door, getting a slight nod from him.

“Nevvie, darling, thank you for lunch, but we’re knackered and really need to head home.” They said their good-byes and refused an offer to drive them home. “Nonsense, it’s a short walk, and we could use the exercise.”

Colin leaned in when they were a safe distance from the house. “Is it just me, or is there something odd about that Crystal woman?”

Andrew breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m glad it’s not just me then. I’ll speak with Tyler about preserving our privacy, even from her, at a more opportune time.”

“Thanks.” He reached for Andrew’s hand and held it as they walked. “I mean, I don’t want to sound ungrateful to them or anything, but I don’t know her. And…I don’t know. I get the feeling she’s fake or something, but Nevvie seems to like her.”

Andrew squeezed his hand. “Exactly, love.” 


Chapter Nine

 

Fortunately, Nevvie was alone when she stopped by Friday afternoon to see if Andrew needed anything from the grocery store the next afternoon. No Crystal in sight.

Which was fine with him. The more time he spent around Crystal, the less he liked her. After further talks with Colin upon their return home yesterday, he was glad to know it wasn’t just him. She struck him as a phony, someone who cozied up to people in an attempt to befriend them and hide her true motives. But Nevvie and the others didn’t object to her, so he would stay quiet since it wasn’t his business.

Colin had run home to sort through more belongings. He’d been meaning to go through his spare bedroom as well as toss a lot of things from the garage, and Monday was trash day. He wanted to put out as much as he could before then. He’d return later, before dinner. Andrew had wanted to help, except Karen would be bringing Chloe home from school that afternoon and needed to head out again for a work dinner, and Andrew needed to babysit for her and Bill, who’d be meeting Karen at the dinner.

“How’s Zoey today, then?” he asked Nevvie.

“She’s…adjusting, I guess. The counselor said yesterday afternoon that she seems to be handling everything well, but not to be surprised if there’s some sort of outburst or something. I don’t know.” She leaned against the counter. “If that stupid Detective Dunn would quit trying to pin Cole Johnson’s murder on one of us, that’d be fucking great.”

Blast. “What? Still? I thought Bob said that was settled?”

“The guy called Bob yesterday, shortly after we talked to Bob, and demanded unhampered access to our security system records. Bob went over Dunn’s head late yesterday afternoon and raised a stink, but Dunn hasn’t been pulled from the case yet. Problem is, they literally have no physical evidence, other than the ballistics, which they can’t compare to the slugs they dug out of Alex, since they’re missing. But they have no other suspects, either. Correction, viable suspects. Because I was the dumbass who screamed at the kid in a police station full of witnesses, I’m still the prime suspect, in Dunn’s mind. And who knows if that person who creeped our house is even related to the murder? It has to be more than coincidence.”

Andrew felt queasy and knew he had to speak up. What if he passed in his sleep overnight and one of his family was charged later? “They haven’t moved on, then, from all of us?” he carefully asked.

“I wish. I mean, officially, I guess, yeah. But I wouldn’t put it past that tricky bastard to try to charge one of us later. Just the fact that he still wants access to our security system records bothers me.”

They were alone in the house. A house he’d lived and loved and lost in. He thought about Peggy, who he’d believed he’d spend the rest of his life with, and who had died in his arms.

Who he’d promised to help protect their family, in the wake of Alex’s attack.

He thought about Colin, a man he was desperately in love with, a second chance for happiness and passion in the twilight of their lives, and who he fully intended to make his husband.

And he pictured the haunted look in their sweet Zoey’s brown eyes. Her life forever impacted by one selfish psychopath who used people without conscience to the harm he did.

“What happens if they try to charge one of you for Cole’s murder?” he asked.

“They can’t, not really.”

“But what if they do?”

Her gaze turned hard, cold. “There’s still the matter of the prowler they haven’t identified. I think they know that totally blows their theories about it maybe being one of us. But if they insist on charging one of us, we fucking fight tooth and nail and exhaust every last penny of our savings, if we have to. No matter how many years it takes to clear our names.”

Andrew wasn’t sure what that was all about, the prowler, because the prowler wasn’t him.

Although, he had a certainty who it might be, even if no one would believe him and he didn’t have an adequate explanation why he felt certain, except for intuition and instinct.

Except…he couldn’t allow his family to do that to themselves. To risk years of heartache and potential financial ruin.

“Perhaps that won’t be necessary,” he quietly said.

Nevvie frowned. “What?”

He sighed, knowing he couldn’t in good conscience let any of his family go to jail, even if it meant he might. “Follow me. Please?” He turned and walked down the hall to his bedroom.

 

* * * *

 

Nevvie didn’t understand what had come over Dad, why he suddenly seemed so…resigned, but she followed him.

“Close the bedroom door, love. Please. And lock it.”

Confused, she did.

Andrew walked over to the closet and pulled clothes back to expose the gun safe. She knew that thing all too well, having ripped it open herself in her race to grab a shotgun from it the day Alex attacked them. Its combination would forever remain etched in her mind.

He opened it and rummaged around inside for a moment. When he returned, in his hand he held a black semi-automatic handgun.

A Glock.

A nine millimeter Glock.

The Glock.

One Nevvie knew all too well, despite how briefly she’d seen it in person that day.

Tight, cold fear tensed her stomach and filled her veins with dry ice.

As she watched, he expertly popped the magazine, then ejected the round from the chamber, wiping the round with his shirttail before he replaced it in the magazine, also using his shirttail to remove his prints from that. That done, he released the slide lock and presented the weapon to Nevvie, empty and grip first, along with the magazine.

She stared at him in shock as she took them with numb hands, the cold weight of them undeniable evidence of the implication he presented to her.

“Now then, love,” he quietly said. “There you have it. What you do with it is up to you. I won’t allow any of you to go to prison for something I did.”

It felt like her heart would explode, it pounded so hard in her chest, in her ears, and she actually felt a little faint. “Wh-wh…” She swallowed. “Where?” she finally managed. “Where’d you hide it? They searched your gun safe.”

“It was here in the gun safe the entire time. False bottom in the main compartment. Peggy said it was for jewelry and other small items. Impossible to locate unless you know it’s there and how to open it. It was an optional feature on these safes, an expensive one Adam added at her request when he purchased it. Very uncommon. Just large enough to hold something like that. The children never knew about it.”

He smiled. “Peggy said when the children were still living at home, she and Adam concealed a small amount of pot there, to keep it away from them. Nothing serious, just an occasional puff or two a few times a year.”

She stared at the gun in her hands, then back to him.

He didn’t speak, waiting for her to break the silence.

“You…you act like you know how to handle a gun.”

“Gracious, of course I do. I was married to Peggy Kinsey for twelve years. I could fire any of the weapons in that gun safe, or yours, and I dare say others like them. After Alex attacked the three of you, Peggy made me learn how to shoot and promise not to say anything about it. Element of surprise, she claimed. She wanted to ensure that, at any time, she could put a weapon in my hand and I wouldn’t shoot myself in the head or shoot my foot off, or shoot any of our loved ones. That I could help defend this family, especially the children, if there was ever another intruder.”

“H-how? How’d you get it? When did you get it?”

“The Sunday night I stayed over when you drove Thomas to Atlanta and spent the night at the airport hotel. That much was completely true. One of the few parts of my story that was. I saw the safe standing wide open in your closet when I was putting the clean laundry away for you. The long guns all had trigger locks on them, but I realized this one weapon did not. I didn’t know why the safe stood wide open, but I thought perhaps you had a reason and didn’t wish to lock it.

“Regardless, Peggy drilled firearm safety into me. So I pushed the gun safe door nearly shut, took the gun, and walked it back here that night, my intent being to lock it up for safekeeping until you returned.”

He clasped his hands in front of him and sighed, his voice quiet. “And then between meeting Colin, and the hurricane, it completely slipped my mind. After what happened with Zoey, I deliberately withheld the information, and the gun, and returned the extra magazine and the zippered case to your gun safe when I was over one afternoon. You still hadn’t locked it.

“Apparently, when I pushed it almost shut that night, no one checked to make sure it was actually closed and locked. I wiped it down with a towel to remove my fingerprints. I still had a partial box of Tyler’s old ammo here from years ago. I suppose I’m lucky it fired at all, which is something I didn’t consider until later. I pitched the spent shell casings, the rest of the ammo, and the box in several different public rubbish bins around town on my way home after leaving Colin’s the morning after.”

She forced herself to say it. “You killed Cole Johnson?”

His intense stare fixed her, froze her in place, Tyler’s blue eyes—Adam’s blue eyes. “You know as well as I do that bloody bastard would never face real justice. He was another Alex. He admitted to me that he had raped other girls in the past and had gotten away with it, and that he would do whatever he damned well pleased. That his father said the lawyer would get him off for Zoey’s rape and the others, or plead the charges down, because he was a minor when he committed most of the crimes. That it was his word against the victims. That they would get Zoey and others to recant, or he’d ruin their lives.” His jaw set in a grim line. “But I cannot live with myself if one of you go to jail for my deed.”

She stared at the gun again, its weight, its cold, hard lines. It had saved her life—hers and Tommy’s both, and possibly Tyler’s, and Mom and Dad and their kids. Indirectly it’d saved the twins, because she’d been pregnant with them at the time. Had Alex killed her and Tommy, Nevvie knew he would have gone after the rest of her family. Including Andrew.

She knew this.

The Glock had doled out righteous justice once before.

It seemed it had a habit of doing that.

“You got lucky that the ballistics evidence was lost from Alex’s case.”

“Yes, quite. I was ready to purchase a new barrel and firing pin for it from a dealer in Atlanta, though, and swap them out, if it came to that, and then admit I had it. Blame old age or claim a lack of gun knowledge for my faulty memory. Something, anything. That was a lucky break. I knew they’d never find the gun in my gun safe, though. Not once did they re-inspect the gun safe after that day Detective Dunn came over with Tyler. Even after I ‘confessed’.”

In his sly smile she saw where her husband had inherited the gesture. “Not a very bloody good detective, I might add. More brawn than brain.” His smile faded. “He’d already completely bought my nonsense pretending not to know a revolver from a semi-automatic, which worked to my advantage when I ‘confessed’ on Saturday.”

He nodded toward the gun. “So what will it be, love? If he’s not going to stop until he wrongly prosecutes one of you, I think I have to come forward with the truth. Don’t you?”

She took a deep breath and held out the gun to him, grip first, and the magazine. “Put it back, Dad,” she whispered. “Please, put it back, and forget it’s there.”

He didn’t reach for them. His blue gaze studied hers for a long moment. “Are you sure?”

She nodded. “I can’t lose you. I will not lose you. Especially not over that bastard. Put it back. We need to figure out how to get rid of it.”

He shook his head. “No. We can’t. If it’s discovered, that might immediately implicate family.”

“What, you just…hold on to it?”

“Back to my original plan, then. Once it’s safe, in a few months, I’ll get what I need for it. Colin and I will go to a local gun range, take lessons, buy a used one the same or a similar model that takes the same parts, say it’s for home protection. This model Glock is one of the most common out there. You can easily find them at gun shows and pawn shops.”

He arched an eyebrow. “After all, there is still an unknown person out there stalking your property. That does concern me. And there’s still a missing gun somewhere out there, or so police think. Heaven knows where it is or who has it. Then it will seem quite reasonable, if it’s ever discovered that I bought parts that match it. They were for my gun.”

She blinked at the thoroughness and future-thinking of his plans. “My god, Dad, you thought all this out?”

“Not all at once.”

“But…you had Tommy’s revolver. Why use the Glock?”

“Because I didn’t have any ammo for it and didn’t wish to purchase any and have a record of it. I still had what was left of Tyler’s ammo in my gun safe.”

“Oh.”

After wiping the magazine and inserting it into the gun, he returned the gun to its hiding place, but only after wiping the outside of it with his shirttail to remove his and Nevvie’s prints. He closed and locked the safe and concealed it with hanging clothes.

He stepped out of the closet and turned to her. “I won’t deny that I am my son’s father. I’ve read every last one of his books, multiple times. After Zoey’s attack, it didn’t take me much to appreciate Augustine’s worldview, as it were.”

Nevvie slumped onto the bed, still in shock.

“I didn’t intend to kill him, truly. I intended to scare him into a confession. I knew his parents were going to that hurricane fundraiser Friday night. After I heard Crystal talking about it, I researched and saw it on Facebook. I scheduled an overnight at Colin’s, since he lived so close to Cole.

“Between the walk we took earlier, a full stomach from dinner, plying him with several drinks, and, lastly, a round of lively sex to finish him off, I was certain he was asleep and would stay that way for several hours. Then I snuck out the back door, skirting through the woods behind neighboring houses to avoid anyone who might have security cameras, and walked over to Cole’s house.”

“Why’d you tell them you snuck out the window?”

He shrugged, slyly smiling. “Dotty old man. Setting the stage, as it were. Why would I invent something so outrageous when yes, the door would suffice?”

“Ah.”

“Anyway, obviously Cole didn’t know who I was when I rang the bell. I drew him outside with a claim of car trouble down at the road. Once he was in the yard, I showed him the gun and marched him through the woods a little ways. I wanted him scared, crying in fright. I was going to make him call Detective Cash and confess, and I’d take whatever legal action was thrown at me for holding him at gunpoint. Claim I was in pre-dementia or something.”

He snorted. “Fucking smarmy little bastard. He told me to piss off. That I didn’t have the bollocks to shoot him. Then he bragged about his many victims, as if it were something to be proud of! Told me his father said that if a girl got herself into a situation where he could do that to her, then she deserved it. Called our Zoey a cocktease. Said that others had helped him hide things in the past because he was a jock and had a football scholarship. You have no idea how many girls he’s truly harmed. The ones who’ve come forward are merely the tip of the iceberg. He’s been doing this since junior high, and his father always got him out of trouble.”

Well, that explained why his parents hadn’t cancelled going to the fundraiser. His father was as big an asshole as the son had been. It was status quo, to him. The other victims who’d come out in the wake of Cole’s death, and the stuff the schools and coaches had shoved under the rug for him, backed Andrew’s version.

Andrew’s lips pressed into a thin, hard line for a moment. “He turned, charged me, and I shot him. I fired reflexively.”

“Once is reflexively, Dad. Twice, maybe. Three is probably voluntary manslaughter. Six is premeditated homicide.”

“I’m not saying I regretted shooting him. Yet I didn’t want to wing him and have him get off because I was a wanker. Yes, once I pulled the trigger, I kept pulling it until he fell. Peggy told me it was always better to shoot sooner, because someone could be on you before you fired if you didn’t. That hesitation kills.”

He stared at his hands. “She also said someone serious about not hurting you would run from you if you pulled a gun on them. If they came at you and you shot them, it was their fault, and to give it to them. She was quite emphatic about that. Using Cole’s own logic about his sexual attacks, that makes it justified, no?”

Nevvie couldn’t help the bark of laughter that escaped her. “That sounds like Mom, all right. So…Colin lied for you? He’s in on this, too?”

A wan smile curved his lips. “No. He truly believes I was there all night. I left my phone at Colin’s, streaming a movie from Netflix. I conveniently forgot to log into his wi-fi router when I arrived, so my phone streamed from my data. I wanted it completely trackable. And I left my walking tracker program running, GPS on, from our earlier walk. It constantly pinged my phone. If they used K9s to track my scent from the crime scene back to Colin’s, I could simply show them our walking history, with previous times and dates, of having been in the area. That’s how I knew where to take Cole once I’d coaxed him out of his house. Colin and I have walked along that road before, several times, and in the woods behind Cole’s house. Including that evening. I wanted to know where the house was for certain.”

“Wow. Uh, how were you going to have Cole call the detective?”

He walked over to his dresser, pulled an older cell phone out of his top drawer, and showed it to her.

“I let Chloe play with it when I take her shopping or to an appointment after she once accidentally purchased an app on my phone that cost nearly fifty dollars. It’s a pre-paid phone and only has a few basic games on it.” His expression grew sad. “It was the phone Peggy bought for me when we first…” He forced a smile. “Before I was living here permanently and bought one. I never had the heart to get rid of it. Now it’s come in handy.”

Now she remembered seeing it before. “Holy shit,” she whispered. “You really did have this planned out.”

“In a manner of speaking. Lucky for me, they assumed whoever did it arrived by car. Once I knew Cole was dead, I returned to Colin’s via the same route we’d taken earlier on our walk, so I’d have a ready explanation in case they did manage to track me. Lots of people walk and jog along that path. I hid the gun in the bottom of my overnight bag and brought it back here the next day, cleaned it, stowed it in its hideaway…and realized I had no clue what to do next except wait and see what happened and pray none of you were named as suspects. Actually, I hoped they didn’t name anyone as a suspect, because I didn’t want to have to confess for real to spare an innocent person jail time. Hence why I never set foot in his house, marched him a ways through the woods, and I was quite careful to collect the shell casings.”

“Then they cleared us of being suspects, until they realized Tyler had a nine millimeter. Then it was game motherfucking on again.”

“And you did exactly what I’d hoped you would do.”

Realization dawned. “You knew we’d all claim we shot him when they accused Zoey of doing it.”

“Of course I did. I knew whoever was accused by the police would immediately trigger a protective action by at least you, Thomas, and Tyler, depending on who they pointed a finger at. I was surprised and humbled to see Willow and Mikey jump in, though. Which was why I piled on last, and why I was able to completely muddy the waters once they questioned me.

“They never considered me a serious suspect, but they also knew they couldn’t take the case to trial with me refusing to recant and insisting I shot him only once when there were six holes in his chest. And the nonsense, of course, of me pretending the fake gun they gave me looked exactly like what I’d used. I had a hard time not laughing then, I can tell you. That was when I came closest to almost losing it and making a right cock-up of my fake confession.”

“What if they’d believed you, though?”

He snorted. “A loving grandfather? Perhaps a dotty old man? A kindly old widower? Whom, as far as anyone knew, had never even fired a gun in his life? The gun range Peggy and I went to burned down about seven years ago, and they moved to a new location when they reopened. There was no one besides Peggy who would know for sure that I’d handled a weapon before. When they could eliminate everyone in our family from the suspect list except my confession, which didn’t fit their facts or preconceived notions, they had to move on. They knew they couldn’t make charges stick against me. All the evidence would have cleared me, I made sure of that.”

He waggled a finger at her. “Luck was on your side, my dear, that you remembered to set your security system that night.”

She sighed. “I know.” She stared at him. “So Colin did lie for you, then. If he was actually asleep.”

Andrew’s face reddened a little. “He loves me, Nev,” he softly said. “He knew by speaking out and insisting I never left his side all night that he was permanently alienating himself from his family by publicly admitting our relationship. He didn’t lie, however, because he honestly believed it.” He sighed. “I might have let it slip to him on our way to the station that morning that I would rather lie to the police to protect my family than have any of them go to prison.”

“You also knew that his neighbors’ security cameras would pick up if your car left or not, and who the hell thinks an eighty-year-old man is going to go traipsing through the woods, at night, alone, in the dark?”

His eyes crinkled in amusement. “You’re catching on, love. I wasn’t sure who had cameras, or where they were positioned, but it was a lucky stroke the one across the street caught my car perfectly, as well as Colin’s home. And that Colin thought to tell the detectives to talk to his neighbors about it. They thought because they could see either side of the house, that I couldn’t have left through the back door. Especially after the nonsense about climbing through a window. I simply walked far enough into the woods I couldn’t be seen.”

He sat next to her, patting her on the thigh. “Do you hate me?”

She tipped her head onto his shoulder and took a deep breath, covering his hand with hers. “No, Dad. I love you. I could never hate you. Especially now.”

He kissed the top of her head. “I know what happened to Zoey triggered you terribly over what you went through. I’m truly sorry.”

“I never should have let them go to that party.”

“It would have happened eventually. Zoey had a crush on him. He would have struck at the slightest opportunity. He was a truly ruthless psychopath. A predator. At least Augustine has a conscience and doesn’t prey on the innocent. That boy literally had no conscience. He would have ruined countless more lives. Who knows if he might have progressed to killing? While I’m sorry I was forced to kill him, my conscience is clean.”

She squeezed his hand. “We never speak of this again. Ever. This did not happen.”

“What didn’t happen, love?”

She laughed when she looked and saw his mischievous smile. “Exactly. Is Colin okay?”

“He’s…grieving. He’d always hoped he could reconcile with his family. He’s going to put his house on the market once the court case is settled, but we can finish moving him in now, over the next few weeks. He’ll put the money from the sale into savings, since he wants to pay Steven’s college tuition.”

“Well, he’s got a whole new family to get to know.”

“I might have warned him of that.”

“We gotta throw you guys a wedding.”

“I don’t know, love. Perhaps I should try living in sin for a while. Murder, mayhem, pre-marital sex. The bad-boy image suits me, no? I’m thinking about getting an ear piercing or a tattoo next.” He smirked, making her laugh.

“You ain’t getting any younger, Dad.”

“I’m teasing. Of course we wish to get married. Eventually.”

She palmed his cheek. “So once again, I find us acting as conspirators.”

“Didn’t know life would be so interesting with me around, did you now?”

She hugged him, hard. “Love you, Dad.”

A contented sigh escaped him. “I love you, too, Nevvie, darling. So blasted much. I truly do. Thank you for making my son so happy, and thank you for finding me. You brought my children back to me, and I had a dozen blissful years with Peggy. I can never repay you for the happiness I’ve known.”

“You already did, Dad,” she mumbled against his shoulder. “You already did.” 


Chapter Ten

 

Saturday morning, Nevvie was still trying to process her talk with Andrew the day before. Not even unexpectedly having Adam home for the weekend could draw her out of her funk, and he noticed.

They were alone downstairs in the kitchen, the first awake and waiting for the coffee to finish brewing. He leaned against the counter and crossed his arms over his chest and it nearly broke her heart how much he looked like Tyler.

And Andrew.

“Are you okay, Mom?”

“Stress.” They’d caught him up with the latest events once Zoey and Willow had gone to bed the night before. “A lot of stress. So why did you come home this weekend? Not that I mind, because it’s good to have you home. Just wasn’t expecting it.”

There was something on his mind—she could see that. But she knew from experience he wouldn’t tell her what it was until he was ready.

Just like Tyler.

“I missed you guys. And I was worried about Zoey.”

“You’re a good kid.” She hugged him. “I love you.”

“Love you, too, Mom. So nothing new on the security system upgrades, huh?”

“No. How crazy is it that now I’m hoping someone does show up so I can call the cops?”

“Weird how they stopped coming around after it was discovered.”

“I know. I was telling Crystal the same thing.” He frowned. “What?”

He shook his head. “Nothing.”

“Honey, it’s okay. Say it.”

“I…I mean, I know she works for Elliot, but I’m kinda like Dad. I don’t like people I don’t know well getting close to me. I’ve already figured that out at school. I have to be careful of people when they find out who Dad is.”

She started to say this was different and realized that’d be discounting his feelings, and she refused to do that. “She’s supposed to be over this morning to do some work. I can ask her not to come.”

“What does she do, anyway?”

Nevvie explained the social media campaigns they’d been implementing, and the immediate results she’d seen on Tyler’s author rankings on Amazon. “And if it means anything, she refuses to call your father Tyler. She insists on calling him Mr. Paulson. She said she doesn’t want there to be any improprieties.”

“Does she call you Mrs. Kinsey-Paulson?”

“I told her to call me Nevvie.”

“And Poppa?”

She fought her growing irritation. “What’s your point, honey?”

“My point is that…” He stared at the floor. “I guess I don’t have one. Sorry.”

The mental door had slammed shut. She spotted his body language, just like Tyler. Pulling in, withdrawing.

He didn’t feel comfortable voicing his thoughts, whatever they were.

“I can call her and tell her not to come. We were going to do some work and then go out for lunch later. She’s going back to New York next week.”

He wouldn’t look at her. “Why’s she still here, anyway?”

“Well, when everything happened, she was working with Bob. She has been helpful. She’s taught me a lot of stuff about social media campaigns to boost Dad’s sales.”

He shrugged. “Don’t change your plans for me. It’s okay.”

But…it wasn’t okay. The tone of his voice told her that, too.

He poured his coffee and headed back upstairs. A moment later, she heard the shower start in the bathroom the boys shared.

She was about to call Crystal and cancel their day when her phone rang.

Crystal.

Waffling, Nevvie finally answered. “Hey.”

“Good morning, Nevvie. I wanted to make sure you were up before I came over.”

“About that, Adam came home unexpectedly last night, and—”

“Oh! That’s even better! We can run some demographic studies past him for the Facebook ad campaign.”

Nevvie stood on a precipice, with Adam on one side and Crystal on the other. The results were there, in black and white—Crystal’s methods had definitely helped Tyler’s stats on Facebook, and his Amazon author rankings had shot through the roof, as had his backlist title rankings. Meaning sales.

That was empirical evidence. She could tie the spikes in the books’ rankings to everything they’d been implementing on social media lately.

Am I a horrible mom to want to work and have a friend?

She loved helping Tyler. Of course he was the Evil Genius. But it was a solo job, what she did.

It was nice having a friend, and it was nice finally seeing a tangible positive impact on what she did for Tyler. Like she was really contributing.

Adam was twenty. He wasn’t a baby. She’d been a work-at-home mom for her children’s entire lives.

What about me?

Losing Peggy hadn’t been just losing a mom, it’d also meant losing a trusted confidant, someone she knew she could turn to for valuable advice and no-bullshit honesty.

Yes, Crystal was younger than her, but couldn’t she still be a friend, too?

“What time are you going to be here?” Nevvie asked. “I’m looking forward to it.”

 

* * * *

 

Tom rolled over in bed and realized Nevvie had left without him waking up.

Damn.

“What’s wrong, love?” Tyler looked delightfully rumpled and half asleep, his voice sounding low and throaty in that sexy way that always hardened Tom’s cock.

Except this morning. “She escaped.”

Tyler slid over to snuggle with him. “You have me.”

“No offense, buddy, but I kinda wanted her this morning.” He sighed, his disappointed cock no longer in the mood.

“I believe I heard her and Adam talking downstairs. You know how she is when he’s home. She wants to spend as much time with him as possible.”

“Well, I guess that’s that, then.” He groaned as he sat up.

Tyler watched him. “Really, love?”

He glanced back at him. “Buddy, I love you, but think back. She hasn’t shown an interest in anything since everything happened. Not even cuddling. I was hoping to spend a little time with her this morning.”

Tyler sat up, not exactly storm clouds in his eyes, but definitely not sunny skies shining there. “Brilliant. Thank you. Not like she’s in a mood to be a sexpot, right? After what happened? Can you honestly blame her?”

Tom wasn’t so dense or half-asleep he didn’t feel this already derailing under him. “Didn’t even mean it like that, Ty. I wanted to cuddle with her and talk. Alone. Well, and you. Without Crystal around.”

He forced himself up and out of bed and headed to the bathroom.

Tyler followed. “What’s wrong with Crystal, then? I thought you liked her.”

“I do like her but I liked her a lot more when it hasn’t been, what, two frickin’ weeks she’s practically been up our asses every time we turn around.” He turned. “Can I pee in peace, please?”

“Sorry.” Tyler stepped outside the toilet alcove. “So what are you planning to do today, then?”

“Goin’ over to Clay’s earlier than I thought I was, I guess. He asked for help puttin’ up that pole barn. Maybe Adam and Mikey will want to go.”

“I thought we agreed no ladders, love.”

“Not me on the ladder. Just my advice and my experience.” He flushed and emerged. “I’m still allowed to use my brain, ain’t I?” He shoved past Tyler to wash his hands.

 

* * * *

 

Tyler felt lost and confused, like he was missing something…vital. “What’s going on?”

Tom wouldn’t look at him. “I’m tired, I want our life and home back, I want Susan to leave Dad and Colin the fuck alone—I’m tired.”

Tom turned. “I want to know who that fucker was on the security camera, and where the hell they are now, and where the fuck that gun is. I knew I should have renewed my concealed carry permit instead of lettin’ it expire, and now I need to reapply for it all over again.”

He headed back to the bedroom and started getting dressed.

“Are you really leaving?”

“Yes, Tyler, I’m leaving. I’m going to call and see if Steven wants to come, and I’m going to get out of this damn house for a while.”

Tom stopped and backed up, pulled him in for a kiss, and took a long moment to stare into his eyes. “I’m not upset with you, buddy. I’m sorry. I…I guess I just had it in my mind how today was going to go, without fucking Dunn showing up to try to put any of us in jail, again, or without Crystal hanging off every fuckin’ word we say, and it started with me being able to at least talk to Nevvie for a little while and check in with her, and…”

He tried to step away, but Tyler wouldn’t release him. “And?”

Tom seemed to fight himself to put the answer into words. “I want our family back. I want Zoey to smile again. And I don’t want to have to watch what I say around whoever’s here. I can’t do that with Crystal here. I’m sorry, nothing against her, but she’s not family, and she never will be family, not even if she becomes a friend. Now, I know that sounds harsh, but after what we’ve been through, that’s the way I feel.”

Tyler knew he should be working today. He really should.

This was more important.

They were more important.

“Can I come with you, then?”

“Really?”

“Really. I mean, I know I’m no bloody good with my hands, but I…I can be there, right?” He tried to lighten the mood. “Someone needs to make sure you don’t climb a ladder, you silly sod.”

The sweet summer’s afternoon returned to Tom’s eyes, and the furrows in his brow eased a bit. “Let’s ask the girls if they’d like to come with us. And Steven.”

“Family day?”

“Well, I guess.”

“I’ll go ask them. You call Steven.”

That’s how, an hour later, Tom and Ty, Willow and Zoey, and Mikey and Steven were crammed into their old SUV and heading to Clay’s house. Adam had opted to stay back and volunteered to take care of the mowing so Tom wouldn’t have to do it tomorrow.

Crystal had just arrived as they were departing. Tyler felt a little surprised at the hint of smug satisfaction that streaked through his mind at her brief expression of disappointment when they informed her they were leaving.

Nevvie, however, had happily hugged them all and waved them off.

Right. Family day.

He reached over and patted Tom’s leg, where he was driving. Behind them, Zoey and Steven were talking, while Mikey and Willow had taken the far back seat.

For the first time since he’d talked to Goossens and learned Marcus was dying and had asked to see him, Tyler started to feel a little normalcy return to his world.


Chapter Eleven

 

Nevvie didn’t understand why Ty and Tom were acting a little weird, but then again, she felt kind of hormonal herself that morning. She’d awakened almost feeling like her period was going to start soon and wishing she’d hurry up and hit menopause already.

The past year or so, she’d had weird monthly symptoms, including killer headaches and even vertigo that was annoying as fuck because she didn’t feel comfortable driving when it hit.

At least the guys were getting the girls out of the house today. Even better that they were including Steven with them.

She also didn’t miss how a frown scudded across Adam’s face when Crystal arrived.

He walked over to the kitchen cabinet where they kept the keys on hooks inside the door, and found the ones for the large detached garage building they called the barn, where they kept the tractor parked, as well as the keys for the tractor.

“Where are you going?” Nevvie asked.

“Going to go mow before it gets too hot. Poppa doesn’t need to be doing that with his bum leg.”

“But you just took a shower.”

“I know. I didn’t grab one last night before bed. I was too tired after my drive. I’ll get another one after I mow.” He grabbed a cold bottle of Gatorade from the fridge and headed out.

Weird.

“Is everything okay?” Crystal asked.

Nevvie turned to find the woman studying her. “Yeah, I guess. He’s twenty. Sorry, I meant to talk to him before he walked out and ask about the social media stuff.”

“That’s okay. We can ask him later. There’s plenty of other stuff to do before then.”

Nevvie headed to the fridge and got herself a bottle of Gatorade, too, and took it over to the small eat-in table where they’d set up their laptops today. “I’m thinking we do lunch in town later, since it’s a girls’ day.” She smiled. “Maybe we can even talk Karen into coming with us.”

“Oh, that’d be nice.”

They worked for several hours, until Nevvie finally realized what time it was. “You know what? Let’s stop. This is a good place.” She stood and felt a little dizzy, reaching for the back of her chair to steady herself.

“Are you all right?”

“Yeah, I get this sometimes. Mild vertigo. It’s hormonal. Stupid periods. I’ll probably look like someone’s butchering a pig in a day or two. You feel like driving today? I’ll buy lunch.”

“Sure.”

“Cool. Oh, wait, were you planning to come back here after?”

“If we’re still going to talk to Adam.” He’d come in a while ago, taken another shower, and retreated to his room with the door shut.

Fine, he wants to be a hermit, he’s earned the day off, I suppose.

“I’ll go change.” Nevvie finished the bottle of Gatorade and grabbed another from the fridge, opening it and taking a swallow. “Wait, ibuprofen first, then I’ll go change.” She took a couple and left her drink on the table while she ran upstairs to change clothes.

She stopped by Adam’s room before going back down, knocking and hoping she wasn’t interrupting him doing something…personal.

“Yeah?”

She didn’t open the door. “Crystal and I are going to grab lunch. You want to come with us?”

“No, thanks.”

She shoved back the guilty mom pang. She’d earned lunch in town, right? “Okay. See you later, honey. Thanks for mowing.”

“You’re welcome. Love you.”

She smiled. “Love you, too, honey.”

The door opened, startling her. “Be careful.”

“What?”

“Just…be careful.” He hugged her.

“Um…okay. Sure. We will.”

She headed back downstairs, grabbed her purse, and the bottle of Gatorade, and followed Crystal out. “Oh, the door.” She locked it but didn’t set the alarm. If Adam was home, it wasn’t necessary.

“Is everything okay?”

Nevvie took a swallow from the bottle before getting into Crystal’s car. “Blech. I shouldn’t have brushed my teeth and taken a swig of that. Yeah, Adam’s just being…moody today.”

“Are you sure you want to go out? I could run get us something from the store and—”

“I want to go out. Let’s stop by Dad’s and see if Karen’s up for shenanigans.” The next swallow tasted a little better, but still toothpaste funky.

They were pulling into the yard when the dizziness hit her again. “Just park there, behind Dad’s car. That’s fine.” She took a few more swallows and set the bottle in the cupholder. Whenever she felt like this, Gatorade always helped steady her and made her feel better. The electrolytes or something in it.

Karen was home, but Bill wasn’t. And Karen didn’t look good.

“Sorry, I’m working on a migraine,” Karen said.

“Yikes. No lunch for you!” Nevvie burst out laughing, then clapped a hand over her mouth. “Sorry. Don’t know where that came from.” She reached out to steady herself against the back of the couch as another wave of dizziness washed through her. “Yikes.”

“Nev, sweetheart, are you all right?” Andrew’s concern touched her, nearly enough to make her cry.

“Yeah, just a little dizzy, that’s all.” She threw her arms around him. “I love you, Dad!”

Wow, I’m really hormonal today.

It was like…it was…weird.

Like she wasn’t exactly in control of herself.

Colin now studied her, too, and she found the twin expressions of concern on their faces funnier than fuck and started howling with laughter. “You guys are adorable!”

She turned and headed for the door, the world spinning a little. “Wow. Maybe…maybe I should go back home. I don’t feel good.”

Andrew tried to get her into the kitchen to sit down, but she resisted. “No, I think I need to go home.”

But when she reached the front porch steps, she sat, firmly, and stared at a knot in the wood that had been painted over and…

Fascinating!

In her mind, she even said it in Spock’s voice, too, which cracked her right the hell up.

Then Adam stood in front of her.

When did he get here?

“Mom?” He was staring into her eyes and then he was Tyler and Andrew before he was Adam again. “Mom, are you okay?”

“No, my head really hurts bad…” She lost her train of thought.

Thinking was damned hard.

“Call 911,” Karen said, taking Adam’s place. “Nevvie, smile for me, honey. Give me a smile. Please?”

A blank slate appeared in her mind, and Nevvie became one with it.

 

* * * *

 

Andrew struggled not to panic as he talked to the 911 operator and answered her questions, flashbacks hitting him of that day.

“I…I don’t know what’s wrong with her. My daughter thinks maybe a stroke because she’s not on any medications that would do this to her, and she hasn’t taken any drugs. She doesn’t do drugs. And she hasn’t had any alcohol. She’s been with a friend all morning and they stopped by our house on their way out to lunch. Her friend said she was complaining earlier of feeling dizzy, said sometimes her period does it to her. She did take a couple of ibuprofen before they left the house about twenty minutes ago and she had some Gatorade.”

“We’ve got an ambulance crew on the way, sir. Please stay on the line.”

Andrew shoved the phone at Colin. “Stay on the line with them.” He’d called Adam to come over, worried that Nevvie had been acting odd and about to go out with Crystal, thinking maybe he could take her home.

Now it looked like maybe his strange worries were wrong, and his worst nightmare was repeating itself.

Crystal stood there, looking like she was in shock and bloody useless. She had done as instructed and fetched Nevvie’s purse out of the car and handed it to Adam, at least. Plus she stood there with hers over her shoulder, hugging it to her.

“Adam, call your fathers,” Andrew said. “Get them back here. They’re at Uncle Clay’s. And drive down to the end of the driveway and wave the ambulance crew in.”

“Got it.”

“Nevvie, darling, look at me.” Her eyes had rolled back in her head and he gently slapped her cheeks, trying to get her to respond. Karen and Adam had moved her off the step she’d sat down on and onto the grass, rolled onto her side.

She let out a soft moan, but didn’t talk, didn’t actually look at him.

Don’t you die on me, sweetheart. Don’t you fucking dare.

What felt like hours later, he heard the sirens in the distance. The ambulance rolled into the driveway, followed by Adam in his car.

Five minutes later, as they were loading Nevvie into the ambulance, she puked all over the grass and started moaning and speaking gibberish.

“What’s wrong with her, Grandpa?” Adam asked.

“I don’t know. Take Crystal and follow the ambulance. Colin and I will be along in a moment.”

Crystal started toward Adam’s car, then hesitated. “Is my car all right parked there?”

“I’ll move it for you. It can stay here for now. Give me your keys. You go with him and we’ll be right behind you. Go!”

She pulled the key fob out of her pocket and handed it to him. “Thanks, Andrew.”

“Quite all right. Now get moving.”

He rushed inside and dropped the fob on the bookcase in the foyer.

Karen followed on his heels. “Chloe! I can’t leave.”

“You stay. Colin and I will keep you posted.” He needed to get shoes and his wallet and phone and he needed his heart to stop pounding so blasted hard. They took Colin’s car, since he wasn’t parked in, and it was only when they were almost to hospital that he realized he had left his heart meds at home and would be due for his afternoon dose soon.

Blast.

A flurry of activity surrounded Nevvie once she was in a bed in the ER, everyone ordered out except for Adam and Andrew, who handed over Nevvie’s ID and did their best to give them her health history.

“Is she on any medications, or use any drugs?”

“Mom doesn’t take drugs,” Adam said, nearly indignant in his reply to the nurse. “They were sitting in the kitchen and working on their laptops all morning. Not even drinking or anything. She had ibuprofen. She was feeling dizzy when she woke up this morning. It happens around her periods sometimes.”

Nevvie was still moaning gibberish, not responding to the ER staff. Andrew and Adam did their best to stay out of the way and answer questions.

Then Tom and Tyler ran in, both looking out of breath and terrified, and Andrew handed off Nevvie’s purse to them and led Adam to the waiting room.

Colin had taken charge of the kids. The girls were huddled on either side of him, clinging to him, both of them crying, Steven flanking Zoey and Mikey on Willow’s other side.

Crystal looked stunned and wasn’t much help other than confirming what they’d already told the staff about their morning. No, no medications, just ibuprofen.

“She was fine,” she insisted. “Just a little dizzy. She asked me to drive.”

They’d been there nearly thirty minutes and there was little change in Nevvie’s condition, and no answers. Saliva tests for alcohol and the most common illegal drugs had been done and were negative. A CT scan also came back negative. Her blood sugar was well within acceptable ranges. Blood tests had been ordered and drawn, and she’d also puked again, so they’d started an IV.

Colin stared at Andrew. “Where are your meds? You’re due to take them.”

Blast. “I’ll be all right.

“Adam, take your grandfather home, please, to get his medicine.”

Andrew started to protest, but Adam jumped up. “I’ll drive you, Grandpa.” His blue eyes met Andrew’s, and…

He looked like Tyler had at that age.

“All right, son.” He turned and kissed Colin, not caring who was watching. “Call me immediately if there’s any news.”

“I will.”

He followed Adam out of the ER.

“This is weird,” Adam said as they pulled out of the parking lot.

“I know.”

“She was fine this morning.” He stared at Andrew. “She was fine. She talked to me before they left, minutes before this happened, and she was fine.”

It took him every ounce of strength not to say So was Peggy.

They all had enough valid fear right now. There was no reason to add to it. 


Chapter Twelve

 

Andrew hated leaving everyone at hospital, but there wasn’t a damned thing he could do there except wait and worry with everyone else.

Neither spoke the rest of the drive. He knew Adam worried about Nevvie—and frankly, so did he. When they arrived, Adam updated Karen with what little they knew while Andrew went and took his medication. Then he headed to his bedroom to grab his phone charger. As he stood there and tried to think if he needed to bring anything else to hospital with him, Adam appeared in his bedroom doorway with an undecipherable expression and furrowed brow.

“Adam?”

“I need to talk to you,” he whispered. “Right now. Alone.”

Adam looked…troubled. Beyond the degree of their current level of crazy.

Andrew waved him in and waited until Adam closed the door behind him to softly speak. “What’s wrong?”

“I need to ask you something, Grandpa, but I need you to keep it quiet.”

“Of course.”

“If I thought I knew something bad about someone, that they’d done a pretty bad thing, or were about to, but I wasn’t one-hundred-percent sure if it was the right person, should I still say something?”

A chill filled him. “How bad are we talking?”

Adam mulled it over for a moment before apparently surrendering to trust. “I think Crystal isn’t who she says she is. I mean, she is, but stuff happened that didn’t happen the way she says it did. The problem is, I don’t have proof. In fact, the proof is against me for some of it.”

Andrew breathed a silent sigh of relief even as his own instincts buzzed. “What’s the short version, and let’s work backward from there, shall we?”

“This all started because my friend, Lyle, in Athens, saw one of Mom’s Facebook pictures a couple of days ago that I was tagged in, and he asked me a question about Crystal. She was in the picture. Lyle’s a few years older than me. He went to school with Crystal, or maybe someone who looks exactly like her. But her name wasn’t Crystal, it was Christine. And the guy she accused didn’t really rape her. The reason campus police didn’t pursue charges at first is because it was all he said/she said. But her parents had money and pushed it through and a jury convicted him.

“She’d originally asked the guy out and he’d turned her down. Later, she’d heard from someone else that he’d made a snarky remark about her. So at a Greek party, she got him alone in a room for a little while. Later, he was found passed out, and the next morning she’s claiming rape, even though people who talked to her right before she left the party said she looked and acted fine.

“She fabricated the story against him. It ruined his life, and he killed himself in jail after he was convicted. Even in his suicide note he said he was innocent and still claimed she’d drugged the drink she’d given him, which was why he was passed out. After the conviction, she got drunk one night and bragged about it to Lyle’s sister, who was a close friend of hers at the time, and that’s how he knows. Christine made a lot of money with fundraisers and stuff. But once the guy killed himself, Christine suddenly moved away. Rumors said she transferred schools and did some intern work in New York City.”

The entire story also sounded strikingly similar to a subplot in one of Tyler’s earlier Augustine novels, which finally struck Andrew as when he’d first started distrusting Crystal—when he’d heard her story about the circumstances surrounding her rape. Andrew couldn’t remember which book at the moment, and the falsely accused didn’t kill themselves in that book. They’d eventually persevered and managed to regain their freedom.

“I understand that’s upsetting, but that’s also hearsay.” And a perverse kind of plagiarism.

“I looked up the case yesterday and that’s the real reason I came home. I need to figure out how to tell my dads. The woman’s name was Christine Higgins. She wasn’t named at first, but then she basically outed herself in the guise of being some victim’s advocate or something, and was raising funds for a sexual assault support group she started but never did anything with, funds that were never accounted for later. A few people accused her of grandstanding, trying to scam money, but when she moved away it all died down. But here’s something else.”

He opened his phone and showed him a website, a fan page devoted to Tyler, run by someone named Cailey Higley. “I Googled Christine Higgins, and then thought to go through website registrations. The .com and .net versions of the domain were registered anonymously. But the .org was registered later, and they forgot to use an anonymous service. Or maybe they couldn’t with a .org, I don’t know. The registrar for the domain was Christine Higgins, at a PO box in Kentucky. Crystal said her mom’s in Kentucky.”

“All right?”

“Look at this.” He pulled up one page, a Coming Soon announcement.

 

Final touches are being added to my self-published, tell-all book that will get you behind the scenes with mega-bestselling author Tyler Paulson in a no-holds-barred way, inside access no one else has achieved before. Personal information, exclusive stories, interviews, and even details on that infamous shooting years ago that you’ll not see anywhere else but in my book! Once I publish it, I’ll be posting the pre-order links on my main page…

 

It was dated just days after Zoey’s rape.

Andrew felt the cold, hard rock in his stomach threaten to upend what little was in it, including the medication he’d just taken.

Adam showed him some of the other pages on the website, and there were several candid shots that, based on Tyler’s mustache and goatee, his clothing, and what Andrew could see of the cropped background, had been taken inside Tyler’s home within the past couple of weeks.

But Adam wasn’t finished. “It gets worse. Lyle said his sister told him Christine idolized Dad, had all his books, used to stalk the book websites and Publishers Weekly and stuff, for any information about him. And she used to write fanfic about Augustine, romantic fanfic, idolizing him and writing herself as his lover.

“I found some of it. It’s…it’s really gross. I don’t mean that as a kid talking about their parent’s sex life. I mean she wrote it with Augustine described as looking exactly like Dad, and speaking with a British accent. And in one of the stories, it was posted two years ago, they kill off a man named Tom Kennedy, who was described looking just like Poppa, down to his bad leg and old head injury, and a woman named Nadine, who looks just like Mom.”

Andrew fought the urge to gag. “You have to tell your parents.”

“Mom loves her, though.”

“She loves her family and your fathers more than some psychotic woman she’s barely known a few weeks. You must tell them!”

“What do I do?”

“Tell them!”

“Will they believe me?”

Andrew stared at the proof before him on Adam’s phone and knew he’d have to take drastic measures.

Immediately.

He returned Adam’s phone. “Go. Now. Call Uncle Bob and see if he’s in town yet. If he is, we need to meet him, so text me the info. If not, you and I need to talk to him on the phone and we’ll do it once I get to hospital, because we might need him to talk to your dads for us.”

“You’re not riding with me?”

“I’ll take my car and follow you. I must make a quick stop along the way.”

He looked relieved. “You think I’m right?”

“Bloody hell, of course I do! There is something wrong with that woman, and maybe she’s even behind what’s happening to your mother. We owe it to them to say something. Bob will know what to do with the information. Now, go!”

Adam bolted for the bedroom door. Andrew heard him run down the hall, then the sound of the front door slamming behind him.

Andrew closed and locked the bedroom door again. Then he quickly gathered what he knew he’d need before he headed out.

Karen’s head popped out of Chloe’s room after he’d passed. “Dad!” she hissed.

He walked back to her, a gloved hand on his midsection, his stomach tight with tension and concealing his extra burden under the light windbreaker he’d also donned. “Yes?”

“Should I go to the hospital?”

“No, stay here with Chloe. There’s nothing you can do there anyway. I’m going back there now with Adam.”

“Didn’t he just leave?”

“I want to have my car there. I’m following Adam.”

“I’m worried about Nevvie.”

“So are we all, love. Keep Chloe occupied, right?” He forced a smile. “No need to stress her out with that. I’ll text you with updates.”

“Oh, I think you’re parked in.”

“I know. Crystal left her keys. I’ll take care of it. You stay in here with Chloe. Keep her distracted.”

He picked up the fob from the bookcase near the front door and walked out to move Crystal’s car. He left it parked far to the eastern side of the yard where it’d get some shade, nose in and past where everyone else usually parked, behind a thicket of red cypress trees screening it from the house.

His mission only took a moment. After returning the key fob to the entry, he removed his gloves, dropped them into the caddy on the bookshelf that corralled stray items like that, and headed out.

Adam texted him by the time he reached the main road.

 

His usual hotel right down the road from your place. Rm 120. He said come right now, he’s there. Hadn’t left for the hospital yet.

 

Adam’s car was already parked outside Bob’s room when Andrew arrived, and Bob opened the door to the room for him before he’d even made it out of his car.

Once Andrew joined them, Bob shut the door behind him. Adam sat on the bed.

“He said this is important but wanted to wait for you to get here.”

“Yes. Long story short…Adam has evidence Crystal is lying to us all and using us to gain information about Tyler. Perhaps she’s even behind whatever’s wrong with Nevvie.”

“What?”

Adam told Bob the long story, which took longer, nearly fifteen minutes in all to tell. As Adam told it, Bob pulled up information on his laptop to see for himself.

“Fuck!” He grabbed his phone.

“Who are you calling?” Andrew asked.

“Elliot.”

“We don’t want her tipped off too soon.”

“No, he knows me. We’ve worked together for Tyler for decades.” The call connected. “Elliot? Bob Campbell. I have a really strange question I need to ask you and need kept quiet.” He looked at Adam and Andrew. “I need you to pull Crystal’s personnel file and look something up for me. … Yeah. What’s her legal first name? … I can’t tell you right now, but I mean it when I say do not say anything to anyone about this, especially her, until I get back to you.”

Bob’s grim expression when he finished the short call told Andrew all he needed to know.

“What do we do now?” Andrew asked.

“First of all, why do you think, beyond this rising shitstorm that I’ll deal with shortly, that Crystal might be behind Nevvie getting sick?”

“Instinct,” Adam and Andrew said in unison.

Bob barked a laugh. “Okay, that’s freaky. Add Tyler, and it’d be a hat-trick.” His smile faded. “Seriously. I need to know, because that’s a damned serious allegation that will have legal ramifications whether you’re wrong or right.”

“The strange figure,” Andrew said. “From the security camera. I’d bet if you find out where Crystal is staying, if the hotel locks are those new ones that can track entry and exit times, she was probably out of her room when the figure was captured on camera. She was in town when Cole Johnson was murdered. She knew his parents wouldn’t be home because she’d been accumulating Facebook information for Nevvie. We all heard her talk about it. Once Crystal knew about the improved security measures, she didn’t return for one of her midnight visits.”

“But what was her plan? Why do that?”

“Possibly to go in when she thought everyone was asleep and search for information to use in her book. It’d be too risky to attempt that when people were awake. She knows Tyler and Tom’s offices are downstairs.”

Andrew went there. “And the gun is still missing. Perhaps she stole it while inside the house, and after Cole’s murder, she tried to return it and found she couldn’t. Perhaps that’s why the visits started the night of the murder. She might have thought they didn’t lock their doors at night, because she’d only been at the house during the day when we all come and go all the time when someone’s home. Maybe she wanted to plant the murder weapon and perhaps implicate Nevvie, since she knew by then about Nevvie’s outburst at the police station. But she couldn’t plant the weapon and needed something else to get her out of the way.”

Bob’s entire posture changed, stiff, all business. “Holy shit,” he muttered. “What’d she say her dad did for a living?”

“He’s an equine vet,” Andrew said. “Her step-father, in Kentucky.”

Bob smacked himself on the forehead before he grabbed his phone. “Let’s go. Now. Ride with me.”

“What? Where?”

“The hospital.” Bob headed for the door. “I think I know what happened to Nevvie.”

“What?” they asked.

Bob turned to them, his expression grim. “What’s commonly used both by vets and date rapists?”

Adam shook his head, looking confused, but Andrew felt the chills race through him again. “Ketamine. Bloody hell.”

“What?” Adam asked.

“Read your dad’s books,” Bob said, yanking open the door. “It’s one of Augustine’s favorite cocktails to subdue his victims. Ty’s used it in at least five books. Let’s go. You both ride with me and keep your mouths shut when we get there. Adam, you’ll stay with your mom, and don’t let her have anything to eat or drink that Crystal touches. Even if you have to drop it on the floor or knock it out of her hand.”

Andrew rode in the front seat and didn’t know what Bob had in mind, but the attorney possessed a grim, determined air as they followed him inside the ER.

Tyler and Tommy were both at Nevvie’s bedside when they arrived, Crystal hovering in there with them. Colin waited with Mikey, Steven, and the girls, and now John and Kelly and Clay, in the waiting room.

Bob cocked his head at Tyler, indicating he wanted to talk. Tyler reluctantly stood and left the room to join them while Adam took his place at Nevvie’s side.

Bob had Andrew come with them. When Tyler tried to question Bob as they headed for the nurses’ station, Bob held a finger to his lips in a gesture of silence. Keeping his voice low, he told the desk nurse he needed to speak to Nevvie’s on-call, immediately, in private, and that it was urgent and related to her care.

They took over a small consultation room and Bob wasted no time. “I’m Mrs. Kinsey-Paulson’s attorney, and I need you to immediately order a swab test for Ketamine.”

“What?” Tyler echoed the doctor’s question.

“You heard me—Ketamine. Now.”

The doctor understandably looked confused. “We were assured there was no way she took drugs. And the preliminary drug and alcohol screens we performed came back—”

“She didn’t take it. I think she was deliberately poisoned. And do your regular swab tests specifically test for Ketamine?”

Tyler’s jaw gaped. “Bloody hell! Who would do that to her?”

Bob’s grim visage focused on Tyler. “You cannot get up and run out there screaming,” he said. “Because first they need to test her to verify our theory. Then we need to get the cops involved immediately.”

“Who do you think did it?”

“Crystal. And that’s not her real name.”

Tyler started toward the door, but Bob grabbed him and shoved him back, hard, into his chair, and planted his hands on Tyler’s shoulders. Andrew helped, standing behind Tyler and also holding his shoulders.

Bob looked at the doctor. “Doc, please go run that test ASAP, but make sure you don’t let on what’s going on. That woman, Crystal, is at her bedside right now. The second you confirm it’s Ketamine, please come get me so we can get security and the cops. I’d suggest you and a nurse clear the cubicle first, or ask Crystal to go to the waiting room since she’s not immediate family. Tell them there’s too many people in the room or something. She sees you with a test kit, she’s gonna bolt before the cops get here.”

“On it. I’ll need to get a swab kit. I’ll go do it myself.” He headed out, Bob and Andrew still trying to hold Tyler down.

“Let me go! She’s out there with Nevvie right now!”

“Listen to me,” Bob said. “So’s Tommy and Adam. And Adam knows. He won’t let her do anything else to Nevvie before the cops get here.”

“But—what the bloody hell?”

Bob and Andrew gave him a super-condensed version of what Adam had discovered.

Tyler’s face turned red and it looked like he wanted to rage past Bob.

“Ty! Stop for a minute and think about this. We could be wrong about Crystal poisoning Nevvie. If we are, and we accuse Crystal, that’s a fucking messy lawsuit you’ll be involved in for years, especially if she’s as whacked as we think she is. Worse, if she’s somehow tied up in Cole Johnson’s murder—”

He sagged, slumping into a chair. “Oh, no!” He stared up at Bob. “You think…she’s been in my fucking house! Around my children!”

“I know, Ty. That’s why we have to get this right. Right now, we have a lot of circumstantial evidence that she’s a shithead and fairly fucked up, but unfortunately, that’s not illegal, not even in this state. I’ll have to get a DMCA request filed on the website to have it taken down, and a cease and desist order to lock down the domain names. I should be able to do that based on her violating the NDA Elliot has on file for her. But if she’s done something to Nevvie, we need to deal with that immediately, and the fastest way is to see if Nevvie’s been poisoned with Ketamine.”

“Why Ketam—” His face went from red to white. “She’s read my books. Brilliant. I participated in my wife’s poisoning by allowing her attacker into my home and giving them a blueprint on how to commit the crime.”


Chapter Thirteen

 

Tom actually felt relieved when the nurse asked Crystal’s relationship to Nevvie, and then asked that she leave for a little while so they could do more tests.

He didn’t even feel guilty for not bothering to ask the nurse to let her stay, and from the look Adam gave him, he suspected his son felt the same way.

Felt good to finally be rid of her for a few minutes.

Once Crystal left, the doctor who’d followed the nurse in closed the door and pulled the privacy curtain around the bed before removing a sealed plastic pouch from his scrub jacket pocket.

“What’s that?” Tom asked.

Adam answered before the doctor could. “Ketamine test kit.” Adam’s expression looked hard, grim, like Tyler’s had when he’d killed Alex.

“What?”

The nurse helped the doctor get the swab in Nevvie’s mouth. Nevvie acted a little more responsive than she had been, but barely. She’d look at them when they talked to her, but she was still talking nonsense. Except now she was using actual words, just not in the right order or context.

The doctor spoke. “Your attorney thinks she was poisoned.” They didn’t talk, waiting while the doctor kept looking at the time. “Okay.”

They removed the swab and put it in the tester. A moment later, it turned a bright blue.

“Son of a bitch,” he muttered. “Call security, tell them to get every officer here, but do not page it openly. Use the code. Tell them we need law enforcement, too. And go tell her attorney about this.”

The nurse’s face turned white. “Yes, doctor.” She hurried out.

The doctor met Tom’s gaze. “It appears that your wife’s friend poisoned her with Ketamine.”

“That’s a—” Horror filled him. “Fuck,” he whispered. “That’s how Tyler’s character subdues victims!”

Andrew returned to the room just as the doctor was leaving. “Dad! What’s going on?”

“Shh!” Andrew peeked out the small window in the door. Moments later, it looked like several men in uniforms ran past the door. Andrew opened it and Adam rushed over to stand there with him.

Out in the lobby, Tom heard screams, shouting, orders yelled for someone to get down on the ground—

The electric zaaap of a taser.

Bob and Tyler appeared in the doorway, Tyler looking ashen and Bob with a death grip on his arm. Tyler rushed over to hug Tom.

“Someone want to tell me what the fuck?” Tom asked.

Bob rubbed his face with his hands. “Yeah. What the fuck is accurate.”

 

* * * *

 

Four hours later, Nevvie was finally responding a little, but she was still pretty out of it. They’d moved her to a private room and gave her some IV medicine to help ease her through the worst of coming out of the “K-hole,” as the doctor had referred to it, but there wasn’t really an antidote for most of the drug’s effects except time. They also kept the lights turned down in her room, because she seemed to become sensitive to them. The doctors told the men that was a common side effect that would wear off.

Adam stayed at the hospital with Tom and Tyler, while Andrew and Colin took the other kids home. Colin stayed at the house with them while Andrew went home to meet the police to grant them access to the property and to watch them search Crystal’s car after they had received an emergency search warrant.

He reported that they found a bottle of Gatorade with a few swallows left in it and took it for evidence.

It was what they found in the trunk of Crystal’s car that interested them most.

When Detective Dunn arrived at the hospital to talk to the men, he looked particularly ashamed of himself, Tyler was satisfied to see. Adam stayed in the room with Nevvie while the men took over a small consultation room near the nurses’ station.

“Mr. Paulson, we confirmed by the serial number that it’s your gun we found hidden in the trunk of Christine Higgins’ rental car. When would she have had the opportunity to steal it?”

Tom pounded his fist on the table. “Motherfucker!”

Tyler forced himself to focus. “Well, she was in our home after we filed the initial report about the rape. She drove down from Kentucky, or so she said. For all I know, she could have been in Savannah even longer than that.”

“We’re in the process of getting that information from the hotel. Would she have had an opportunity to steal the gun when she was in your home?”

“Absolutely. I know at one point she went upstairs with Nevvie to talk to Zoey. Nevvie came down by herself, then Crystal—I mean Christine—a while later. We all assumed she was still talking to Zoey during that time. It was at least ten or fifteen minutes. Perhaps longer. That’s plenty of time to have done that. Not to mention the other times she was there.”

“But how would she have known about the gun safe?”

Tyler shrugged. “Blind luck? I’ve included them in more than one book. In my books, Augustine has one in his home, in the master bedroom closet. I suppose like anything else she did, she likely read up on me and guessed correctly. It’s in the police records from Alex’s killing that Nevvie ran to the gun safe at Peggy’s to get a shotgun. Maybe she assumed we had one, too. But it was unlocked, unfortunately.” He rubbed at his temples. “Blind, dumb luck.”

“She swears she didn’t take the gun and doesn’t know how it ended up in her car.” Dunn referred to the notepad in his hand. “But she’s also swearing up and down she didn’t feed your wife Ketamine, yet there were bottles of it in her purse when we searched it after officers subdued her.

“Initial results from the Gatorade bottle we recovered from her rental car tested positive for Ketamine. She’s also swearing she didn’t steal any Ketamine from her step-father, even though we found more bottles of it in her hotel room, in a box with a shipping label on it addressed to her step-father’s practice.”

He looked up at Tyler. “Frankly, that’s the least disturbing thing we found in her hotel room. Your son was correct—she’s obsessed with you. Our working theory goes beyond the tell-all book, which she admits she was writing and was going to self-publish. We suspect she wanted to get Nevvie out of the way and try to worm her way into your personal life. Either to frame her for Cole Johnson’s murder, or kill her outright.”

He showed them several cell phone pictures, of wall displays she’d made at the hotel. The largest was devoted to Tyler, and showed connections to friends, family, his habits—everything.

The other two were about Tom and Nevvie. Nevvie’s was full of red marker and things scratched out on pictures. Tom’s looked like a work in progress.

“Augustine,” Tom hoarsely said. “She made Augustine project boards. She was going to kill Nevvie, and then me. That’s how Augustine stalks his fucking prey.”

Tyler tamped down on the blind rage coursing through him. “Don’t suppose you’d let me have five minutes alone in a room with her, would you? And turn off the video cameras?”

Dunn actually smiled. “Sorry, sir. Can’t allow that, but I certainly sympathize with your anger.” He took the phone back. “I hope you can understand my earlier position. I’m sorry we wrongly suspected your wife of killing Cole, but when your family jumped in and all falsely confessed, especially your father, that didn’t help matters any.”

Tyler knew hitting a cop wasn’t a good idea. “Well, had you done your job properly in the first place and not accused my wife, or my daughter, who was obviously innocent, we wouldn’t all have been trying to protect them now, would we? You have to make the narrative fit the facts. You cannot bend the facts to fit the narrative.”

The cop’s face reddened. “Cole Johnson might not be dead if y’all had locked your damn gun safe.”

“No, Cole Johnson wouldn’t have been shot by my gun. There is no guarantee he’d still be alive, now, is there? Christine or Crystal, or whatever the bloody hell her name is, obviously isn’t a sane person.”

Dunn stared at him for a long moment. “You have a point, I suppose.”

“Fuckin’ right he has a goddamned point, asshole,” Tom said.

“And perhaps you should talk to your fellow cops in Athens,” Tyler added. “Maybe they should reopen the case of her supposed rapist. Perhaps when he claimed he didn’t remember what happened, it’s because she dosed him with Ketamine, had her way with him to get the DNA evidence she needed, and then sold her version of events. He claimed he was drugged, didn’t he?”

He stared at them, horror creeping into his expression. “Oh, fuck.”

“Yes, exactly. Perhaps an innocent man who was wrongly convicted of a crime hung himself in jail because he knew his life was ruined and he saw no possible way to remedy his situation.”

“I remember that case in the news, how we were all laughing about him using the ‘I can’t remember’ excuse. Typical frat boy.” Dunn looked suitably horrified.

“Yes, well, perhaps he wasn’t the liar.”

The detective sat down, silent for a moment.

“Yet you were so goddamned focused on us it nearly got Nevvie fuckin’ killed,” Tom said. “Trashed our fuckin’ house. Thanks a lot. Serve and protect, my fuckin’ ass.”

When Dunn next spoke, he sounded humbled. “I’m really sorry. You have my apologies. Once we finish processing all the evidence today, I’ll talk with my superiors about how I conducted myself. I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to file a complaint about me, either. You’re right. I was so convinced it was your wife who did it, and you were trying to help her out of it and cover for her, that I couldn’t accept anything else. I thought it was your wife on the cameras.”

“Then why did you try to focus on Zoey?”

“Pressure. I thought if I tried to accuse your daughter that one of you would confess and turn on the other.”

Tyler’s smile held no humor. “Well, we certainly did that now, didn’t we?”

“Man, your dad. For a moment there, I really started to think he shot Cole, until he kept insisting it was only one shot, and then the whole business with the dummy gun.”

“And until you looked more deeply at the facts.”

“Well, yeah. But I can see where you get your storytelling skills. He was pretty convincing, at first.”

“He loves us. He’s as protective of us as we are of him.”

“He’s not really senile, is he?”

“Fuck no,” Tom said. “More sense than you have. Adam told him what he’d found, and he told Bob. We still might not know what the hell happened to Nevvie if it hadn’t been for him taking over.”

“Yeah, well…” Dunn shook his head. “I think it’s pretty safe to say we have our killer in custody, as well as your prowler. She had a hooded sweatshirt that could be the one in the pictures.” He stood. “Again, I’m sorry.”

“Shove your sorries up your ass,” Tom said. “Our wife nearly died, asshole. They said if she hadn’t puked, she might have OD’d.”

Dunn looked like he wanted to say something else, but he left without further comment.

They returned to Nevvie’s room. Adam looked up at their return. Tyler walked over to him and hugged him hard, not wanting to let him go. Tom joined them, his arms around both of them.

“You did good, buddy,” Tom hoarsely said. “You saved Mom’s life.”

“I wasn’t good enough.”

“You figured this shit out.”

“Uncle Bob’s the one who thought of the Ketamine.”

“But you figured out the other stuff that allowed him to do that.”

“Is Mom going to be okay?”

“She’ll have a hell of a hangover,” Tyler said, “but the doctor said as long as her vitals remain stable, she’ll likely be fine in a day or two.” He stared into Tom’s eyes, wishing he could fall into his arms right then and knowing he had to stay strong for their son. “We’ll all be fine.”

 

* * * *

 

Andrew returned to the hospital at ten that night and shooed Tom and Tyler home. The men were gross from working outside that morning, and Andrew told them their other children needed them. They would stop by Bob’s hotel to get Adam’s car, but Andrew had come prepared to sit up all night at Nevvie’s bedside, knowing her fear of being alone in hospital and knowing her men wouldn’t want to leave her alone.

It was Adam who finally talked his fathers into leaving.

Frankly, Andrew didn’t want anyone else around Nevvie if he could prevent it. Not until she was moderately back to herself again, because he didn’t know what she’d say.

Then again, in her state, anything she said would be excused as an effect of the drug and perhaps even parroting things she heard others say around her.

The nurse set up a recliner chair next to her bed for him, where he could reach Nevvie’s hand and she could see him, and he settled in with his Kindle.

A little before three that morning, he sensed something and turned to see her squinting at him.

“Dad?” she hoarsely asked.

“Sweetheart, there you are.” He sat up and lowered the bed rail so he could lean in. “How do you feel?”

“What the hell happened to me? Was I in an accident?”

He already knew she’d likely have no memory of the events. Such was the blessing and the curse of the drug. So he walked her through the morning, what he knew of it from Adam, then the rest of the day, until that point.

“She…drugged me? Why?”

“Because she is apparently very disturbed.”

“Where’s the guys?”

“Home. Please don’t be cross at them—I made them go because the girls needed them and, frankly, they stank.” She gave him a faint smile. “I need to tell the nurse you’re awake.”

She grabbed his hand, stronger than she sounded. “Please don’t leave me alone.”

“I’m not leaving you, sweetheart. Just walking to the door.” He hesitated to use the call button, unsure if she’d also be sensitive to sound as well as light. He was able to wave to the nurses’ station and catch their attention.

Nevvie’s nurse walked in, and when she flipped on the small light behind the bed, Nevvie cried out in pain.

The nurse immediately turned it off again. “I’m so sorry! Okay, hold on, let me go get a flashlight.”

Andrew stayed out of the way while the nurse took her vitals and asked her questions. They hung a fresh bag of IV fluids to keep her hydrated, and when they left them alone again, Andrew settled into the chair and held her hand.

“Dad…I need to ask you something.”

“Of course, love.”

“I…” She stared at him for a long time. “Tyler’s gun.”

“Yes, dear?”

“You said they found it in the trunk of Crystal’s rental car?”

“They did.”

She licked her lips. “What’d she hit me with, again?”

“Ketamine. The same drug Tyler has written about Augustine using in several books. Her step-father is an equine vet.” He stroked her forehead, brushing her hair back from her eyes, tucking it behind her ears. “It’s a popular date rape drug. It can have very strange side effects. Amnesia, hallucinations, nightmares—all sorts of nasty things.”

“Amnesia and hallucinations?”

He nodded.

Her green eyes bored into his. “I stopped by your place yesterday, and we…talked. Didn’t we?”

He slowly nodded. “We did. You were going to the store.”

She stared at him, not blinking. “We…talked.”

He nodded.

He could see it in her eyes, the ready excuse, the easy out.

He actually spotted the moment she thought it and rationalized it.

As she slowly spoke, she never blinked, never looked away. “We didn’t go talk in your bedroom.”

“No, love, we did not.”

“And you…you didn’t show me something from the gun safe.”

He smiled. “No, love, I did not.”

A long silence, and then her hand shot out and grabbed his, hard, a drowning woman yanked from the icy depths just before going under for the third and final time.

“I love you, Dad. I love you so fucking much.”

He covered her hand with his and squeezed. “I love you, too, sweetheart.”

“I want to go to court and watch her arraignment. And I need you there with me.”

“Anything, sweetheart.”

She nodded, her grip finally easing as she laid her head back, closed her eyes, and began to cry. 


Chapter Fourteen

 

Tommy stood behind Nevvie in their bathroom as she stared at her reflection late Monday morning. Tyler had already showered and headed downstairs to his office to work, leaving them alone.

She was still feeling some weird side effects. Like she felt she was standing outside herself, not quite…there. Which she’d been told was a side effect of the drug and should completely disappear in a few days.

She was lucky to be alive. The estimated dose Crystal had given her could have killed her had she not puked as much as she had.

Zoey wouldn’t be going to school today. Nevvie had already talked to the dean on the phone early that morning and told him why, and gotten Zoey’s assignments e-mailed to her from her teachers. Steven would stay home with Zoey, and Nevvie had interceded with the dean on his behalf so Steven could get his assignments, too.

Emotional safety in numbers.

For now, Steven was the only one Zoey seemed comfortable confiding in, outside of the counselor, so Nevvie would do whatever she could to keep him around for Zoey.

“Are you all right, baby girl?” Tommy asked.

“No.” She started to reach for her mascara, then decided fuck it, she wasn’t wearing makeup today. She didn’t need raccoon eyes on top of everything else she’d deal with before she could collapse tonight.

“We don’t have to go today. It’s just the arraignment.”

“I need to go.” She knew she could never tell Tommy or Tyler why, what she knew.

Finding out Crystal was researching to write a tell-all book about their family, as well as had drugged her and had psychotic plans to take her place with Tyler, and kill Tommy, greatly eased the guilt Nevvie felt about going along with Andrew framing Crystal for Cole’s murder.

A frame that didn’t happen, because Nevvie had never talked to him and never saw the gun.

That was her story and she was sticking to it.

The girl was a legit psychopath. She’d falsely accused a boy of rape and had directly caused his death, even if it was suicide.

“I don’t understand why Dad insists on going,” Tom said.

She turned to face him. “He wants to support me, and I asked him to.”

Tommy rested his hands on her shoulders. “I wish you’d let Tyler come.”

“No. I want him to stay here with Zoey. If I thought I could order you to stay here with him, I would.”

“Not a chance in hell, baby girl. You should know me better than that by now.”

The other reason she didn’t want Ty there, besides the media firestorm, was that no way would she give that psycho little bitch another look at her husband. Crystal would think Tyler would be there.

Wrong, bitch.

Nevvie stared up at Tom and thought about all they’d been through. She’d been ready to kill Alex herself that day, except she’d missed him when she’d fired the shotgun.

Committing a little perjury when she knew the death penalty wasn’t on the table?

In this case, her conscience felt clear, now that she knew the evil Crystal had been attempting to do to her family and the likely evil she’d already done to at least one innocent man.

“Let’s say good-bye to them and get going,” Nevvie said. “I want to be there early and in place.”

“Bob’s going to meet us there.”

Zoey sat curled up on the couch in Tyler’s office with Steven, working on a math assignment. Tyler had put in earbuds and was angrily pounding away on his laptop.

No doubt due in part to Nevvie putting her foot down about him staying home with the kids.

When Nevvie stepped into the office, Tyler looked up and pulled out the right earbud. “Leaving?”

She nodded.

He sighed and removed the other earbud, standing and rounding the desk to give her a long, strong hug. “I cannot convince you to change your mind about me going, darling?”

“You’d only be a distraction for the paparazzi,” she said. “You’re needed here in dad mode today. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

She walked over to Zoey and hugged her, giving Steven a kiss on the top of the head. “You’re a good egg, buddy. Thank you for being part of our family.”

He blushed, so much like his grandfather that it took every ounce of self-control Nevvie had not to laugh. “It’s okay, ma’am. I want to be here.”

Tommy brought his cane, even though he wasn’t really limping much today. Nevvie suspected he wanted it more as a potential defensive weapon than a walking aid. He wouldn’t be able to take a handgun into the courthouse.

A cane, however…

Andrew and Colin stepped out their front door as soon as Tom and Nevvie pulled into the yard. Nevvie tried to let one of the men have the front seat, but they insisted she sit next to Tom and they took the backseat.

She caught and held Andrew’s gaze for a moment before he got in. All he did was arch an eyebrow over one of those killer blue eyes before climbing into the rear passenger door.

This is karma, right? I’m not evil for keeping my mouth shut?

Crystal had been trying to get rid of her. Had she been successful, Tom would have been her next victim.

Maybe even the kids.

Naw, this is totally justified.

If that made her a horrible person, she’d own it.

In the wake of all the victims who’d come forward after Cole’s death, his mother had asked the state attorney’s office not to go for the death penalty even before Crystal had been arrested and named the prime suspect. It still wasn’t entirely clear that Cole’s father might not be charged with obstruction, along with the coach and principal, for his role in helping cover up Cole’s crimes.

So it wasn’t like Nevvie was sending Crystal to the needle. Crystal deserved to spend the rest of her life in prison for the things she’d already done, much less what she’d been attempting to do to Nevvie and her family.

I survived one fucking psycho. I don’t want to have to look over my shoulder for the rest of my life. Again.

When they reached the courthouse, Tommy took one pass around the block to suss out the situation. There was some press there already, but they were still setting up and not even ready yet. Nevvie called the prosecutor, who directed them to park in the public parking garage and then meet a bailiff at a rear entrance. Inside the door awaited the prosecutor, and Bob, who greeted them with hugs.

They were escorted through a small security area, including a metal detector, although Nevvie’s purse was manually searched because there wasn’t an x-ray machine like in the main lobby. Then he led them down several back hallways until they reached a small conference room off the side of a courtroom.

“Do you have any questions about today?” the prosecutor asked Nevvie.

“Any chance she’ll plead guilty?”

Although Nevvie suspected that wouldn’t happen.

“Doubtful. And this is a preliminary arraignment. I suspect her public defender will make a couple of motions regarding her state of mind and asking for psychiatric evaluations.”

“Gee, she tried to kill me, among other things, and she might be crazy. Go figure.”

“It’s the process,” Bob said.

“I know. The process is fucked up. This same ‘process’ let Alex go free early without telling me and he nearly killed me and Tommy, after he killed Tommy’s sister. When I was a kid barely older than Zoey, the ‘process’ failed me because some little bastard’s rich father bought him out of trouble and he wasn’t charged for raping me. So excuse me if I’m not a fan of the justice system and its ‘process’ or its ability to protect me and my family.”

“Mrs. Kinsey-Paulson,” the prosecutor said, “we’re going to vigorously prosecute this. The evidence against her is considerable. I never claim a case is a slam-dunk, but I’ve gotten convictions on cases with a lot less evidence than this one. You can stay in here until we come to get you before the arraignment. That’ll keep you away from the press for now.”

“Thank you,” Tommy said.

Once the prosecutor left, Bob settled at the table with them. “Why did you insist on being here today, Nevvie?”

“Because this bitch used me. I actually liked her. She played me. I considered her a friend, and she poisoned me. She could have gone after our kids and hurt them, or Tommy.”

“This is going to be a media circus,” Bob said. “You realize that, right? Today will be mild compared to how crazy it’ll get once the actual trial is underway in a few months.”

“I do. That’s why we made Tyler and Zoey stay home today. Steven’s at the house with Zoey.”

Mikey and Willow had reported that while as Zoey’s siblings they received more attention than before everything started, for the most part they were left alone in school. Perhaps because Willow and Zoey weren’t identical twins, people didn’t fixate on Willow.

When it came time, they made their way into the courtroom to sit in the first row of the spectator gallery, behind the prosecutor’s desk. Because of the notorious nature of this case, and the high level of press interest, the judge had opted to handle the arraignment separately from the rest of the morning’s docket, before the afternoon session started. Definitely wasn’t as large a jurisdiction as Hillsborough County back in Tampa, what Nevvie remembered going through for the ordeal with Alex.

This judge probably processed the number of arraignments in a day what a judge down in Tampa did in an hour.

With Nevvie sandwiched between Tommy and Andrew, both men reached for her hands as two female bailiffs led Crystal into the courtroom through a side door. She was dressed in a set of orange scrubs, and was shackled, wrists and ankles. Nevvie fought the urge to stand and scream at her.

Except…she knew she didn’t totally hold the moral high ground. More like a draw, in one area, at least.

And she didn’t want to give the media any sound bites or video loops that would explode as memes and gifs online.

Crystal was led over to the defense table, where her attorney talked to her for a moment in hushed tones that were overridden by the sound of camera shutters whirring and the soft murmurs of the other spectators.

Crystal didn’t look around, either, other than an initial glance that Nevvie knew meant she’d seen Ty wasn’t there.

Nevvie wasn’t sure if this was a good thing or not.

Part of her wanted Crystal to look her in the eye so Nevvie could send her the thought, Yeah, I know what you tried, bitch. Checkmate.

Part of her didn’t want Crystal to turn around, because she knew every camera in the room would be focused on her and Crystal and recording it. The last thing Nevvie wanted to give away was the one bit of knowledge she and Andrew shared.

Crystal didn’t seem to be listening to her attorney. She was busy vigorously scribbling something on a legal pad, her attorney looking increasingly frustrated at her not responding to him.

A bailiff called the proceedings to order and everyone stood as the judge entered. Once everyone was seated again, the prosecutor was in the middle of listing the charges against Crystal when she stood and turned.

The sound of the judge’s gavel echoed through the room, cutting through the rising buzz of spectators’ voices. “You need to take your seat.”

Her attorney tried to get Crystal to return to her seat, but then she lunged at the bailiff who’d walked toward her.

Someone screamed, “Gun!” As Tom dove over Nevvie, covering her with his body, a shot rang out, followed by screams and the sounds of people scrambling to escape.

Nevvie ended up on the floor, under Tommy. By the time they got themselves untangled and Nevvie realized they—and Andrew and Colin—were uninjured, Bob was trying to get them out of there.

Except Nevvie wouldn’t be moved. Crystal lay sprawled on the floor, on her back, between the defense and prosecution’s tables. All Nevvie could see of her was her legs.

“Get EMTs in here!”

“What’d she say?”

“She confessed to killing Cole—”

“Code blue!”

“She’s coding!”

“GSW in courtroom three, lock down the building—”

Bob, the prosecutor, and another bailiff ushered them back into the room they’d been in before, with orders to wait there. Numb, Nevvie stared into Andrew’s blue eyes and wondered what the hell they’d engineered.

 

* * * *

 

The prosecutor came for them nearly an hour later. He asked the bailiff to step outside and waited until the door was shut behind him to softly speak.

“She’s dead.”

Nevvie didn’t know how to feel. Still seemed to be happening…apart. Not to her. Like she was looking in and watching it as some super-weird virtual reality experience or something.

The prosecutor continued. “At least three people distinctly heard Crystal confess to Cole’s murder and to poisoning Ms. Kinsey-Paulson before she lost consciousness. She’d also written a note that was left on the defense table. In it, she confessed to everything. Playing back the video, looks like she was trying to get herself killed. She probably knew trying to grab a gun would get her shot. She was counting on it.”

“Suicide by cop,” Bob said.

The prosecutor nodded.

Of course she had.

“It was in Tyler’s latest book,” Nevvie quietly said. “The one that just released.” Everyone stared at her. “The guy Augustine wanted to kill got arrested for something else, and he knew Augustine was after him. Augustine was sitting in the courtroom during the trial, watching. The guy rushed a bailiff and got himself shot and killed. He wasn’t trying to get killed, just injured, so he could get transferred to the hospital and hopefully escape from there. He knew he was dead anyway if he went to prison, that Augustine would get to him somehow.”

“Son of a bitch,” Bob muttered. “I hadn’t even had time to read it yet.”

“Oh, sorry. Spoiler alert.”

A harsh laugh escaped Tom and he kissed the top of her head.

“So that’s it, then?” Andrew quietly asked. “We’re done?”

“Yes, Mr. Paulson. We’ll likely hold a coroner’s inquest, but considering she left what amounts to a confession in her suicide note, she made a verbal confession, and all the evidence…it’s pretty open and shut. I hate that phrase, by the way, but I don’t see any reason for a protracted investigation that’s going to drag things out any longer than necessary for your family or Cole Johnson’s.”

“Can we get them out of here without the press mobbing them?” Bob asked.

“Give me your car keys, and I’ll have one of my people get your car and bring it around back.”

Tommy fished them out of his pocket. “Grey Lexus sedan, second floor of the garage. If they hit the button on the fob it’ll show them which one.”

“Thanks. I’ll come get you in a couple of minutes.”

Once he left, Tommy and Bob were talking, but Nevvie and Andrew silently stared into each other’s eyes the whole time.

She supposed it didn’t matter why Crystal confessed to something she didn’t do when she’d wrongly accused a guy of something he didn’t do. Maybe guilt had finally eaten her alive. Maybe she’d suddenly developed a magic conscience and knew she’d never be free again after this.

Maybe she was legit batshit crazy in a psychopathic way and wanted to imitate Tyler’s books.

Maybe she was so in love with Tyler she wanted to send him a statement.

It didn’t really matter…did it?

Andrew reached over and squeezed Nevvie’s hand, arching an eyebrow at her. She slowly nodded, turning her hand over so she could squeeze his hand in reply.

He nodded and sat back, leaning against Colin, who’d watched them without comment.

Nevvie sighed and leaned in to whisper to Andrew. “Now what’ll we do with alllll that duct tape?”

He smiled in reply and dropped her a wink.

 

* * * *

 

“Do I ever hear the full story, Sir?”

Andrew looked over at where Colin had settled on the edge of the bed, staring at him.

“What?”

“The full story.” His green gaze pierced through Andrew in a way even, god help him, Peggy’s hadn’t. The raw steel, the honest heat, the sweet, sexy love.

All of him.

Andrew finished unbuttoning his shirt and dropped it into the hamper before he walked over to Colin and stared down into his eyes.

“Between us alone?”

“I belong to you, Andrew. I meant that in every way. Your secrets are mine.”

“Then what do you wish to know, pet?” he quietly asked.

Colin wrapped his arms around Andrew and pulled him close, looking up into his face. “You left my house that night,” he quietly said. “Friday night, when Cole was shot. I lied to the police when I said you were there with me all night. You and I both know it, even though you thought I wasn’t lying on purpose. You thought I was asleep when you left and came back. I didn’t ask you about it, because I wasn’t sure I wanted to know why you’d left in the first place. Later, when Cole was found, I knew why. I’m not sure how you did it, but you did it.”

Andrew slowly raked his fingers through Colin’s hair. “I went merely to talk. He attacked me. It was in self-defense.”

“But you confronted him. About what he did to Zoey.”

“Yes. He confessed to that and to the others, and more, and showed zero remorse.”

Colin pressed a kiss against Andrew’s stomach, long and lingering. “I’d wondered why you really wanted to spend the night at my house that night instead of here. I didn’t question. I didn’t want to. Especially not after.”

Andrew didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing.

“Will Zoey be okay now?” Colin asked.

“I certainly hope so. She was far from his first victim, and let’s hope none come forward from after he attacked her. She would not have been his last had he lived and not been sent to prison for life.”

“Steven said he was a creep. That he’d brag about…about he could get any girl he wanted, even if she didn’t really want it. That no one could touch him, because his father, the coach, and the principal protected him. But he told me no one took Cole seriously, not really. Hopefully, his father, the coach, and principal will go to jail for covering up for Cole for so long.”

“Let’s hope so, pet.”

“Why do you think Crystal confessed to his murder if she didn’t do it?”

Andrew stared out the windows. From their bedroom, he could see the exact spot in the yard where Alex had dropped dead after Tyler shot him.

“She was deeply troubled. She drugged Nevvie, had been stalking Tyler from afar for years, had done any number of things to others we don’t fully know and might never know. Maybe she felt it was her past catching up to her. Maybe she believed Tyler had killed Cole and she thought she was protecting him. Maybe she wanted to live out Tyler’s books as an homage to him.

“She admitted in the note she left that she loved Tyler. She was probably going to stop somewhere with Nevvie, once the drugs she’d given her had taken effect, kill her, and then stage it to make it look like a suicide. Like in Tyler’s seventh Augustine book. Or perhaps, like in the third book, she’d hoped to give her enough to make her OD, and then she was going to plant the drugs in Nevvie’s purse to make it look like she’d accidentally OD’d. But Crystal didn’t count on them stopping here first, or for so long, and that gave the drugs time to hit Nevvie’s system. Who knows? All that matters is Crystal got herself killed on purpose and took credit for something that she certainly seemed capable of.”

“Nevvie knows, doesn’t she? I watched you two in the room after. And that line she said was from Tyler’s latest book. I finished it the other day. That’s really why you insisted on coming today.”

“Yes. I confessed to her on Friday, and gave her the choice to turn me in or not. She told me to put the gun back in my gun safe and hold on to it because it was safely hidden. And she asked me to come with her today for support.”

“You planted the gun in Crystal’s car?”

“Yes. While it was parked here Saturday. After Nevvie was taken to hospital and I came back to take my heart medication. That’s when Adam told me what he’d discovered. I knew then for certain Crystal was the reason Nevvie was sick, but I didn’t know exactly why at that point. Bob’s the one who remembered the Ketamine. I moved Crystal’s car because she’d parked me in, and made sure to park it where my security cameras couldn’t take a picture of me opening her trunk.”

Colin’s embrace grew tighter. “Thank you, sugar.”

“For what?”

“For fightin’ so fiercely for your family. And for me. I know Susan won’t be able to win.”

Andrew cupped Colin’s face and made him look into his eyes. “You are family. I love you. I want to be your husband. Why wouldn’t I fight hard for you or any of my loved ones?”

“You have a great disguise. A mild-mannered British grandfather. Something out of a PBS show or something. No one would ever suspect you.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment. But knowing all this, does it lessen your feelings for me? I wouldn’t blame you if it did.”

Without pulling free of Andrew’s hands, Colin felt for Andrew’s belt and started unfastening it. “Let me show you what it makes me feel, Sir.”

“Are you about to manhandle me?”

“Maybe. If you behave yourself.”

Andrew grinned and released him. “Then by all means, please continue, my sweet pet.” 


Chapter Fifteen

 

After they dropped off Andrew and Colin next door, Nevvie sat in the car and made no move to get out when Tommy shut off the engine in their own driveway. He worried about her.

She was miles and years and an entire life away from the terrified woman they’d rescued from the shitty Tampa apartment.

She was the love of their lives, the mother of their children. Their partner.

A fierce woman who’d fought for her family in more than one way.

And now…

He wasn’t sure how to interpret the expression she wore.

He reached across the seat to touch her hand. “Baby girl, you ready to go inside?”

She shook her head.

“They probably already know.”

“I know.”

Tom took a deep breath. “Want me to go in first and make sure Zoey’s okay?”

“Crystal’s dead, and there’s no justice.”

“Zoey was believed, and gave others enough confidence to report he attacked them, too, and that’s what’s important. She’s validated. She knows she wasn’t the only one he attacked, and she knows we believed her, and so did the cops. It’s not her fault or ours that Crystal offed the little bastard before the courts could bring him to justice.”

Laughter burped from her but she still stared at the front of the house and made no move to unfasten her seat belt.

“I know this is a trigger for you on a lot of levels,” he said, “but what’s important is that Crystal can’t hurt any of us or anyone else ever again. Cole can’t hurt Zoey or any other girls, either. They’re gone. What’s also important is that from this point forward, we move together as a family and keep supporting each other. Plus Zoey knows her grandfather loves her enough he was willing to lie to say he was the one who killed Cole to protect her and the rest of us. And that all of us—including her brothers and sister—were willing to take that risk, too.”

She finally nodded. “I guess,” she whispered.

“We’re a family. Family matters. Momma would have been deep in the middle of this, too, and you know it. Hell, she probably would have pulled the trigger on that fucker herself, if she’d had half a chance, over what he did to Zoey.”

Now full-on laughter rolled out of Nevvie, until she was crying. He understood this was a delayed stress reaction finally setting in and maybe some residual effects of the drug, too. He got out, limped around the car, and opened her door. After getting her seat belt unbuckled he helped her out and held her as she cried in his arms.

The front door opened, Tyler appearing in the entrance. Wearing an inscrutable expression, he walked down to join them in a group hug, pressing a kiss to the top of her head and kissing Tom on the lips.

“How’s Zoey?” Tom asked.

“Steven finally convinced her to let him hold her phone for her once the texts started pouring in as word got out. It was that, or I was going to take it from her. I do so love that boy. Too bad he’s gay and we can’t marry her off to him. I believe he’s the best and truest friend she has in the world, besides Willow, Mikey, and Adam. I let them go up to her room. The door’s open, but I wouldn’t be concerned if it were closed, and I don’t think we should interrupt them right now.”

“That doesn’t answer the question,” Tom said.

Tyler stroked Nevvie’s hair. “She’s…satisfied. This will die down, and her life can go back to something resembling normal now that it’s resolved. I believe she’s also angry because she feels Crystal used the rape to try to get closer to all of us and hurt Nevvie. She wishes to move on and not think about it. She also said she doesn’t want us involved in her counseling any longer.”

“She needs to keep going to the counselor,” Tom said. “I’m puttin’ my foot down there.”

“I know. She understands that. We struck a bargain this morning after you left.”

Tom didn’t need to be a mind reader. “Steven goes with her?”

Tyler shrugged. “He volunteered. She trusts him and knows he has no agenda beyond friendship.”

“We’re her flippin’ parents!” Tom said. “Our only agenda is we love her!”

“I think the problem is she doesn’t want to talk about…certain things around us. Even if we’re not in the room with her and merely waiting outside. She feels safe with him. Let’s let it play out, shall we? I’ve already called the counselor and talked to her, and she agreed perhaps if this is what Zoey feels she needs, we should allow it, for now.”

Tom didn’t like it. He wanted to fix this for his little girl and knew that not only could he not fix it, his little girl wasn’t so little anymore. She was nearly an adult in some ways.

Too many ways.

Ways she shouldn’t have had to be an adult already.

 

* * * *

 

Tyler envied Crystal somewhat. Not that she was dead, but that she’d taken out Cole.

Not that he enjoyed killing in the real-world. At least, not the one time he’d had to do it. Justified or not, killing Alex had left him with nightmares for months that had taken him going to a counselor to help him overcome.

Vengeance. Cole had harmed their daughter, and Crystal had wielded vengeance.

That was something that, even as Zoey’s father, Tyler couldn’t give her.

He stroked Nevvie’s hair. “Angel, let’s go inside.”

She nodded and let the men lead her into the house. “Should we…Willow and Mikey. Should we pull them out of school tomorrow?”

“Why?” Tyler asked. “At least there they have a bit of normalcy to lean on, whatever that’s worth now. Zoey being the nexus of the whirlwind, it made sense to keep her home.”

Tyler was surprised to see Zoey appear at the top of the stairs, Steven following like a shadow. They walked downstairs and Zoey headed right for Nevvie, giving her a long, silent hug, followed by Tom.

“I love you,” Zoey said, wiping back tears. “I’m glad you’re both okay.”

Nevvie cupped her face in her hands. “You’re glad we’re okay?”

“She could have shot you guys if she’d gotten the gun.”

“Oh, sweetie.” Nevvie pulled her in for another hug. “She wasn’t trying to shoot us. She wanted them to shoot her.”

“Why?”

“It…it’s complicated. Some of the things she did were things right out of some of Daddy’s books.”

“Oh.” Nevvie released her and Zoey turned to Tyler. “Can I read them?”

Tyler glanced at Tom and Nevvie for guidance, but they were focused on him, too. “Eh, well…sweetheart, they are rather…graphic. Augustine is a serial killer. He only preys on people he feels have committed horrible acts, but he’s still a killer. And there are…other things in the books. Violence. A few instances of sexual violence. I’m not sure it would be appropriate for you to read them yet.”

“I’ll be sixteen in a couple of months. Poppa once told me he was reading Stephen King when he was a kid, and I’ve been reading his stuff for a couple of years, too.”

She had him there. “I’ll make you a deal. You let us talk to your counselor first and tell her about the books, and let her weigh in. We go in as a family and discuss it.”

She nodded. “Deal.” She turned and headed upstairs.

Steven watched her go. “I think she can handle them,” he softly said. “I’ve read all of them. She’s strong enough.”

“Are you all right, son?”

He finally met Tyler’s gaze and the sadness there nearly broke his heart. “No. Because it’s my fault she got raped.”

“What?”

“If I hadn’t let her push me away that night, Cole wouldn’t have had a chance to hurt her.”

Nevvie grabbed his shoulder when he tried to leave. “Steven, no. This isn’t your fault. None of what happened is your fault. By that logic, Mikey and Willow are guilty for letting her go off without them, and that’s not the case, either.”

“But I knew he was a creep.”

“So did Mikey,” Tommy said. “But like you, he didn’t think that creepiness extended to rape. You’re not at fault.”

“If you want to play that game,” Nevvie said, “then I’m at fault for letting her go in the first place. We don’t blame you, or Greg Ironsides or his parents, or Mikey and Willow. The only person we blame is Cole Johnson, and maybe his father and the others for facilitating what he did for so long. That’s it.”

Steven nodded, but Tyler could tell he wasn’t convinced. “Thank you for sayin’ that, but it’s how I feel.”

“Oh, sweetie.” She hugged him tightly. “I know your mom’s flunked motherhood, but consider me your mom now, please? You’re our adopted son, and I’m not just saying that.”

Tyler and Tom stepped in as the boy started crying. “I should have stayed with her that night. I knew how much she liked Cole and she didn’t see he was a jerk. I’m so sorry.”

“Shh,” Tommy whispered. “It’s all right, son.”

“I think,” Tyler said, “that perhaps we need to schedule you appointments with the counselor, as well. At our expense. This is very…complex. It’s time we all stop trying to take on blame we don’t own and focus on healing and moving forward. All of us, as a family, including you.”

“Why couldn’t my mom accept me and Grandpa? Why is she like that? Why couldn’t she be like all of you?”

Tyler suspected this was also a huge lynchpin holding Steven’s pain in place. His perceived failure, in his mind, was a sin against his adopted family, a family he’d admired from afar through Mikey and had longed to belong to.

And now…now he did belong.

Tyler took over, holding the boy’s face in his hands much like Nevvie had held Zoey’s moments earlier. “Listen to me, son. You are not to blame, and we love you. We love you even more for your dedication to her. From this point forward, you need to listen to us and let us guide you through this, understand? We’re going to see the counselor as a family—all of us and our children, including you—and we’re going to heal. This is temporary and we will overcome it. And if you wish to move in here with us, we can talk to Adam about giving you his room, now that he’s away at Athens. He can sleep in my office or Tommy’s, or over at my father’s house, when he visits.” Tyler kissed his forehead and released him. “You’re our son, and that means you always have a home, with us.”

Steven hugged himself as his gaze fell to the floor. “I should probably stay over at Grandpa’s and Grandpa Andy’s. Chloe really likes me. She’s been calling me her brother. I’m okay over there, and I like being able to help them out. I can babysit for Karen and Bill after school, too. I don’t want to take over Adam’s room and make him move. He still comes home.”

“Are you quite sure?”

“Yes, sir. Thank you.”

“Dad,” Tyler said. “Dad, and Poppa, and Mom.”

Steven finally smiled. “Thanks, Dad.”

Nevvie hugged him again. “Look at that! Medical miracle. Two dudes who had vasectomies give me an instant son without me having to give birth to him.”

That finally made Steven laugh, and it was a good sound to hear. 


Chapter Sixteen

 

They spent several afternoons in the counselor’s office, all of them together, except Adam, who was at school. Steven quit the football team, preferring to focus on studying and spending time not just with Zoey, but with his chosen family.

Nevvie wanted to throat-punch Susan Jardine for not even attempting to contact Steven. Susan had given Steven’s old phone to his younger sister, Courtney. Courtney was now a secret conduit between Steven, and Sarah and Robert, the youngest two siblings.

Courtney reported that Steven’s father and mother were not doing well, and they’d even overheard a fight between them the week before where their father talked about getting a divorce and taking the kids with him so he could have contact with Steven again. He’d apparently been against Susan filing the motion with her brothers to get control of Colin and his finances.

Courtney had also asked Steven if he thought Colin and Andrew might let the three siblings move in with them, too.

That broke Nevvie’s heart, and she wanted to jump in and offer Steven’s dad help with legal costs to file his divorce, since Susan was bleeding their finances dry with her boondoggle of a case to try to get control of Colin’s assets. Bob, however, put the brakes on that idea, and told Nevvie to hold off until after the hearing. Not that Bob thought Susan would win, but anything Nevvie did that might be seen as trying to influence the outcome could backfire. He rationalized to her that a couple of weeks wouldn’t make a difference, and finally convinced her to wait it out.

Meanwhile, as the court date approached, Nevvie wouldn’t have missed it for anything. Tyler drove them that afternoon, her and Tom. They’d offered to pick up Colin and Andrew and drive them, but they politely declined the offer and said they’d meet them there, that they had things to do first.

When Andrew and Colin finally arrived at the judge’s chambers with Colin’s attorney, Nevvie thought she would blow a gasket. They’d cut it awfully close on time, and she couldn’t understand how Andrew could remain so stinkin’ calm through this. Hell, he looked practically smug, him and Colin both, as they took their seats.

Sure, this was a slam-dunk for them, but at least be nervous about the process. Colin appeared serene and unflappable, both men wearing smiles Nevvie dang sure didn’t feel like donning.

Nevvie, Tyler, and Tom occupied seats along the wall, at the far end of the room and next to the door, while Colin and Andrew sat at the conference table, next to Colin’s attorney.

Seated across the table from them, Susan and her brothers didn’t speak to their father. They shot him—and Andrew—dark, narrowed glares Nevvie wanted to slap plumb off their faces.

Once the proceedings were called to order and everyone was sworn in, the judge started by having Susan’s attorney go first, since they’d filed the motion and were the plaintiffs. Nevvie clenched her hands in her lap, fingernails digging half-moons into the flesh of her palms to keep herself quiet.

The attorney claimed Colin was now caught in the grip of severe dementia, they wanted to have him examined by doctors, wanted to have his will changed, a power of attorney issued for Susan and her brothers—on and on. A litany of points Nevvie could boil down to one truth—

We don’t like our dad is gay and living with another guy and we want to make sure we get our money when he dies.

It disgusted Nevvie.

They also brought into play Andrew’s faked confession during the Cole Johnson murder investigation, which Colin’s attorney had warned them might happen, but to not worry about.

But Nevvie wasn’t expecting it when, upon Colin’s attorney’s turn, he handed the judge a single piece of paper.

“The situation has changed, your honor. As of 9:22 a.m. local time today, Mr. Dawson is now legally Mr. Paulson, as you can see from that certified copy of their marriage certificate. The ceremony was conducted here, at the courthouse, in the clerk’s office.”

He passed over more papers. “I have already filed his amended will, power of attorney, and other paperwork necessary to reflect his husband’s status. Mr. Andrew Paulson is now his legal heir, power of attorney, medical power of attorney, and the executor of his will and sole recipient of his estate. He is also co-owner of Colin Paulson née Dawson’s home, paperwork also filed this morning.

“I also have a notarized statement from Colin Paulson née Dawson’s physician of over fifteen years, dated yesterday, stating that he has fully examined him, and testifies to his mental soundness, and that there is no sign of dementia or reduction of his mental faculties. He is willing to appear in open court or via phone to testify to the same. Likewise, I have a sworn affidavit from Andrew Paulson’s personal physician, dated yesterday, stating that he is also of sound mind, and shows no sign of dementia or reduction of his mental faculties, and will also appear in person or phone.

“The ‘confession’ opposing counsel refers to was simply a loving grandfather’s misguided attempt to protect his innocent family, nothing more. If anything, the calculated nature of his actions provides further proof of his mental acuity, not a sign of dementia. He might be guilty of giving a false statement to the police, but considering they did not press charges against him for it, then the court shouldn’t hold it against him, either.

“Andrew Paulson was also added to all of Mr. Paulson née Dawson’s bank accounts earlier this morning, and is now the listed beneficiary of his life insurance policy, a certified copy which was electronically filed with them today. And he has already initiated name change procedures for all the previously referenced items, in addition to filing a name change with the Social Security Administration and Medicare. He already changed his driver’s license to reflect his new name before coming here.”

The attorney passed over more papers to the judge while Susan went white in the face. “You can’t do that!” She glared at Andrew. “That’s not right! That’s not even legal! A man can’t marry another man!” Her attorney tried to quiet her.

“Pipe down, madam, or you’ll be found in contempt for disturbing my court.” The judge looked over everything and spoke to Colin’s attorney. “Court recognizes the respondent’s legal marriage to Andrew Paulson, and recognizes the respondent’s legal name change. But for this proceeding, the Court requests you continue to refer to the respondent as Colin Dawson for simplicity’s sake, and to avoid confusion with his husband, Andrew Paulson. Let the record show Colin George Dawson’s legal name is now Colin George Paulson.” He continued scanning through the other papers the attorney handed over.

Nevvie, barely able to contain herself, reached over and punched Tom in the thigh in her excitement, until he grabbed her hand and held it in place. She stared up at him, grinning, noting his own wide, pleased smile.

Tyler stared at his knees, lips pressed into a firm line as he idly picked at the crease in his dress slacks.

She wondered how he could remain so calm, knowing his father had legally married Colin. It took her a moment to realize he was desperately trying not to burst out laughing, which was why he wouldn’t so much as look at her right then.

He didn’t want to disrupt the court.

No wonder the two older men appeared so smug and confident when they’d walked into the judge’s chambers—they’d effectively decapitated Susan’s entire case at the ankles by simply saying two little words to each other in front of a clerk of the court.

“Your Honor,” Colin’s attorney continued, “in summary, considering Andrew Paulson is now Colin Dawson’s legal spouse, and we’ve updated all paperwork to reflect that, and we’ve already provided proof of Mr. Dawson and Mr. Paulson’s sound minds and unimpaired mental faculties, I plead with the court to grant respondent’s motion to deny all of plaintiff’s motions and to dismiss plaintiff’s case with prejudice. My client’s relationship with his three children has been strained for a decade, ever since he came out to them as being gay. He sees their filing as nothing more than an attempt to deny him happiness while trying to seize control of his assets and property for their own selfish gain. His relationship with them is irretrievably broken, and he wishes to have no contact with them.”

The judge slowly nodded as he went from paper to paper and finally looked to the opposing counsel. “Do you have any additional evidence to present?”

“We want to have Mr. Dawson examined by our own doctors.”

“Denied,” the judge said. “Don’t think that’s necessary. Without any actual evidence presented to show potential diminishing of his faculties, if his own regular physician says he’s mentally sound, I’m sure he’d know him better than some doctor who’d never seen him before and who was being paid by you to say he wasn’t. Anything else to add or other evidence to present to this court?”

The lawyer shook his head. “No, your Honor.”

“In light of this morning’s developments, the court hereby recognizes Colin Dawson’s husband, Andrew Paulson, as his legal spouse, heir, executor, and power of attorney, and all other legal benefits and obligations pertaining to their union, as per law. The court denies the plaintiff’s motion in full, with prejudice, and finds in favor of the respondent.” He turned to Colin’s attorney. “Order on my desk by end of day for my signature.”

He handed over several copies of paperwork. “Already prepared, your Honor.”

“Excellent. So granted. Court is adjourned.” He gaveled it and started signing papers.

“What? We can’t be done!” Everyone stared at Susan. Her attorney tried to quiet her, but she slapped his hands away and stood. “This…no! I won’t allow it!”

The judge looked up. “Madam, you are one word away from a contempt finding. I suggest you take this out of my courtroom. Now.”

Her brothers apparently had more sense than she did and tried to lead her out, but she fought them. “No! He can’t marry that…that…man! That’s against God’s law!”

“Well, I don’t know if God likes it or not,” the judge said, “and frankly, I don’t care. It’s not against Georgia or federal law, and that’s all that matters to me. Bailiff, take her into custody for contempt of court and have her locked up for an hour to cool off. Then she can apologize to the court at the start of the late session in my courtroom, or she can spend a night in jail and do it in the morning before open session starts tomorrow.”

The bailiff took out a pair of handcuffs, but when Susan tried to run from him, Tommy stuck out a foot where he was sitting and tripped her. Ten minutes later, two more bailiffs were helping the first drag a kicking and screaming Susan out of the judge’s chambers, and they’d called for reinforcements and for a female officer to join them so she could take point.

By that time, Susan had earned herself a minimum of forty-eight hours behind bars to cool off, per the aggravated judge, and would have to appear in the judge’s courtroom to apologize at the start of an open session before she’d be released. She’d get one chance a day until she apologized, and the judge was prepared to keep her in jail until she complied.

Colin’s attorney also requested a restraining order for Colin and Andrew against Susan, Brad, and Conner, which the judge granted.

Colin and Andrew had remained silently seated at the table during the commotion, smiles on their faces as they held hands. The judge nodded to them and returned the signed copies of the orders to their attorney.

“See my clerk about filing them.” Then he looked at Andrew and Colin and smiled. “Congratulations, gentlemen. And thank you for giving me something really good to talk about tonight at my weekly poker game.”

 

* * * *

 

Nevvie was only able to contain her excitement until they reached the hallway. She let out a whoop before she hugged Colin, then Andrew. “You sneaks! Now how are we supposed to throw you a wedding if y’all already got married?”

Andrew draped an arm around Colin’s shoulders. “Well, we did everything so quickly at the attorney’s suggestion that we didn’t have time to shop for rings. So we were thinking perhaps you and Karen can coordinate something for us at the house, and we’ll do a repeat performance, the right way this time.”

Colin kissed Andrew. “You win the bet.”

“What bet?” Nevvie asked.

“Andrew bet me Susan would get herself thrown in jail for a disruption. I thought she’d be smart enough not to do that. He was right.”

“What’d Dad win?” Tommy asked.

Colin’s cheeks filled with pink, even as he smiled. “No comment.”

Andrew wore a playful smile. “It’s…personal.”

If Andrew was anything like his son, Nevvie could only guess what winning that bet had cost Colin.

And she also suspected Colin would enjoy every second of paying up behind a locked bedroom door.

They walked the men out to the parking garage. “When did you decide to get married?” Tyler asked.

“Unlike Florida, Georgia doesn’t have a waiting period,” Colin said. “So my attorney prepared all of the paperwork this week and wanted us to time it so they wouldn’t have any time to prepare or respond. As soon as we got married, he immediately filed all the other paperwork for us and received certified receipts for it from the clerk.”

“Apparently Bob gave him the idea,” Andrew added. “He’d researched it and called Colin’s attorney last week. Said the judge likely wouldn’t overrule it, and it would cause the case to be dismissed with prejudice. When the attorney presented us with that option, we immediately agreed.” He smiled. “The hardest part was keeping it secret from the rest of you. Please don’t take offense to that, but even Bob made the point that if they had time to formulate a defense for it, or make a motion before the hearing to delay things, they’d try to use us getting married so soon as a point in their favor that we weren’t thinking clearly.”

“Sneaks,” Nevvie insisted. “You’re a couple of sneaks.” She kissed Andrew, then Colin on the cheeks. “And I love you both.”

“What happens now?” Tom asked.

Colin smiled at Andrew. “I don’t know about you, but I could use a steak. How about we stop by the store, grab enough to feed everyone, and hold a cookout tonight?”

Andrew kissed him. “Aces, Mr. Paulson. Simply aces.” 


Chapter Seventeen

 

Once everything was cleaned up following their celebratory cookout, and everyone who didn’t live there went home for the night, Andrew led Colin to the master bedroom and locked the door behind them.

“I feel like music,” Andrew said as he walked over to the TV. His cable package had music channels, too. “What do you feel like, hmm?”

“How about some rock, Sir?”

Andrew smiled. “Fifties? Sixties?”

Colin snorted. “How old do you think I am, anyway? Got any Aerosmith?”

“How about something we can dance to?” Andrew selected a channel and Air Supply filled the room.

Colin smirked as Andrew walked over, took him into his arms, and started slowly dancing with him. “Eighties soft rock, huh? Maybe I should have checked you out better before I married you, Sir.”

Andrew grinned. “I did warn you there might be dark parts of my soul you’d rather not be exposed to.”

“I thought you meant homicidal tendencies. Not horrible taste in music.”

“What’s wrong with this music?”

Colin smiled. “Nothing, Sir.”

“Good answer, pet.” They slowly swayed and circled, and Andrew’s heart felt full and healed in a way it had not since…

He’d rather not think about that. Not tonight.

Not on this most perfect of nights, and in the arms of this most perfect of men.

“Oh.” Andrew reached into his pocket and removed the remote control for the butt plug and changed the setting. Colin’s head dropped onto Andrew’s shoulder and he let out a soft moan.

“Dammit,” he muttered.

“Problem, pet?”

“No, Sir.” He ground his hips against Andrew, and Andrew was pleased to feel a full erection rubbing against his own. “Just very, very horny.”

“At least I waited until we were home to put it in.”

“Yes, Sir. Thank you.”

Andrew chuckled and tossed the remote onto the bed so he could once again hold Colin without anything between them.

Except clothes.

“Why aren’t you naked yet?”

“You wanted to dance, Sir, or I’d be sucking your cock right now.”

“Hmm.” He kissed Colin, taking his time and enjoying the build-up. One of the disadvantages of their age being they usually only had the one chance at a time, and sometimes not even that. Tonight he wanted to love his husband and suck his cock and, hopefully, time things close, even if not perfectly, so they came together.

He edged them toward the bed before he reached up with one hand and unfastened Colin’s top shirt button. “The nice thing about being retired is that we can sit back and do nothing but fuck around all day when the children aren’t home.”

“And they wonder why we smile all the time.”

“Quite.” Another button. “Any special requests?”

“To keep lovin’ me as good as you have so far. I don’t want to be in charge anymore. I’ve had enough of it in my life. Not until I absolutely have to.”

The third button fell to his fingers. “No worries, pet. Simply give yourself over to me.” His eyes met Colin’s. “I’ll take care of you…Mr. Paulson.”

Another sweet smile. “That’s gonna take a while to get used to.”

“I told you it was your choice.” Button four parted ways.

“I know. I wanted your name. I’m through with those kids of mine. I like yours better.”

“Me, too, pet. No offense.”

“None taken.”

“You realize you aren’t allowed to wear clothes tomorrow once everyone leaves for the day, don’t you? I plan on putting a small sign on the door warning visitors to call first or knock at their risk.”

Colin’s eyes widened. “I think you’re serious.”

“I am.” The fifth button separated, quickly followed by the rest. Andrew opened Colin’s shirt and leaned in to suck his left nipple, then the right, accompanied by soft whines from Colin. “I plan on making one sexual fantasy of yours come true over my morning coffee.”

Colin’s hips had started rocking against Andrew. “Yes, Sir,” he whispered.

“And we shall sit down tomorrow, since we haven’t really had a chance to do this yet, and create a list of more, for both of us, so we don’t waste any time.”

He latched on to Colin’s left nipple again, grazing his teeth over it, loving the way Colin responded to him. He reached up and pinched the right one, his own cock veeerrry interested in the activities and wanting to know when his turn would arrive.

After a few minutes, he switched, teasing Colin’s right nipple with his mouth and pinching the left. Colin’s hands travelled everywhere—down Andrew’s arms, over his back, cupping his ass—unable to just settle and take it due to how intense it felt.

Something else to work on.

Although watching his pet squirm was quickly becoming a new favorite thing.

Andrew lifted his head and smiled. “Love you, Mr. Paulson.”

Colin’s gaze looked sweetly glazed, eyes heavy-lidded. “Love you, Mr. Paulson.”

“Undress me, then we can climb into bed and I’ll play with the remote control some more.”

Once they were naked in bed, on their sides and in a sixty-nine, Andrew retrieved the controller. “Remember, pet. Not without permission.” He changed the setting and a rolling moan erupted from Colin. “Suck my cock.”

Hot, eager lips engulfed his member and he smiled, already knowing that, at least tonight, he’d be able to give his boy a mouthful of cum.

Nice. He set the controller aside and swallowed Colin’s cock, laving his lips and tongue over the head, using a hand to play with his balls and stroke his shaft. Colin’s technique had greatly improved from their first encounter as he eagerly took mental notes on what Andrew did to him and replicated it.

It didn’t matter how long they might have together. Maybe this was fast, but it was real and powerful and good and had healed both of their hearts.

He was a beautiful man full of life’s scars, and he’d willingly given himself to Andrew in all ways.

Literally.

Andrew hadn’t demanded he hand over everything—it’d been Colin’s request. Not simply as a way to escape his children, either.

They had talked about the letters. Andrew didn’t feel bad about not disclosing to Tom that Colin had helped him with the translations, because Andrew knew Colin wasn’t going to say anything about them.

More importantly, the letters had led them both to deeper discussions.

And to happiness.

Even on the infinitesimal chance they later decided they weren’t “in love” with each other, they still wanted to spend the rest of their lives together. The sex was better than Andrew could have dreamed of at this time in their lives, and Colin thrived with the love of Andrew’s children and grandchildren.

They weren’t alone.

They understood each other.

Except Andrew thought there was about as much chance of them falling out of love as there was Crystal coming back to life.

Imperfection was still beautiful, especially when it held as much heart and hope as they had.

He took his time, using the tip of his tongue to tease Colin’s slit, tasting him, stroking his cock with his lips and tongue and loving every sound the man made. In return, Colin was learning and very, very dedicated to making Andrew feel good.

Andrew circled the base of Colin’s cock with his fingers. “You may come, pet.” He went as deep as he could and started quickly stroking Colin’s cock with his hand, sucking hard, feeling his own release boiling up within him.

Colin moaned when he tasted Andrew’s cum in his mouth, and moaned again when Andrew brought him over almost at the same time. And when, a few minutes later, they were lying next to each other and catching their breath, Andrew switched off the controller.

Colin turned around and snuggled against Andrew’s shoulder. “That thing is wicked.”

Andrew kissed him. “Is it now?”

“Yeah. It…it’s great. Some of the settings are harder to hold back against than others.”

“So one question then. Should we share that one or should I get a second one, hmm?”

Colin shyly smiled. “I’ll share with you, Sir, but I’m not ready to share it yet.”

Andrew nuzzled noses with him. “Then I should buy a second one.”

Colin eventually dragged himself out of bed to remove the butt plug and clean it. When he returned, he crawled in next to Andrew and pulled the covers over them.

“I think we do pretty good for a couple of old geezers,” Colin joked.

“Your face at the doctor’s office that day was adorable.”

“What face?”

“When he mentioned sexual activity, and I said yes, as frequently as possible. You turned positively beet red.”

“Sadist,” Colin muttered.

Andrew nipped his earlobe. “Yes, pet? And your point being?’

He sighed. “Guess I should consider myself lucky you’re not into spankin’ me.”

“Yes, you should.” Andrew smiled. “I can’t wait until your next annual when he gives you the finger exam.”

“What?”

“Oh, by then I plan to have you so thoroughly conditioned that I hope to see bright red embarrassment on your face if you pop wood.”

“Um…yes, Sir?”

“That wasn’t a no, pet.”

“Um…I know, Sir.” Colin nuzzled his face against Andrew’s shoulder. “I did say you’re in charge, Sir.”

Andrew felt his smile widen. “Very good, pet. Love you.”

“Love you, too, Sir.”

 

* * * *

 

Nevvie collapsed, clothes and all, facedown onto their bed once they’d said good-night to the kids and locked themselves in their bedroom.

“Can life please settle down for a little while now?” she mumbled into the covers.

Tommy stretched out next to her. “Right? No homicides, or homicidal maniacs. No storms or shitty, gold-digging relatives.”

Nevvie rolled onto her back and stared at Tyler, where he lounged against their bathroom doorway. “No health problems, no poisonings, and no falls off ladders.” She poked Tommy hard in the shoulder.

Tyler wore a sexy smirk, made only sexier by his killer blue eyes. “That’s it, angel. Remind our sweet boy of his place in the food chain.” He started unbuttoning his shirt.

Tommy rolled her on top of him, only letting out a little grunt at the exertion. “I’m thinking Dad and Dad ain’t the only ones celebratin’ tonight, huh, baby girl?”

She wiggled a little and felt his cock harden in his shorts under her. “Got that right.”

For the first time since Tyler was called away to Brussels, Nevvie actually felt like she could emotionally…breathe. Like they’d finally stepped off the hamster wheel and the world was spinning on without them, at least for a little while.

Zoey was coping, and her counselor assured the three of them that she was healing and making healthy progress.

“The Dads” were now able to enjoy their new life together.

Steven’s father had called him tonight to let him know that he was divorcing Susan, and if Steven would ask Colin if it was okay if he brought Courtney, Sarah, and Robert over for visits, or if the restraining order pertained to them, too.

When Steven had asked Colin, he’d taken the phone from him and had a good conversation with the man.

So that was another healing emotional wound.

Nevvie wasn’t stupid enough to jinx them by saying life was perfect, but life was good enough for now.

Good enough she knew she needed to follow the counselor’s advice to her that she didn’t need to feel guilty or deny herself Ty and Tommy’s love and affection just because of everything else going on around them.

Tonight, with the weight of worry finally off her shoulders, Nevvie knew she needed her sweet love gods now more than ever.

Tyler slipped his shirt off, balled it up, and tossed it into the hamper. “I believe I know a certain pet who is long overdue for some well-deserved TLC, hmm?”

Nevvie rocked against Tom’s bulge, hints of her own libido finally peeking out from the safety of the cave it’d disappeared into for the past several weeks. “You’d better believe it.”

Tom’s hands settled on her hips, trying to work under her shirt. “You’re wearin’ too much clothes, baby girl. Give a guy a break, huh?”

She grabbed the hem of her shirt and peeled it off over her head, tossing it toward Tyler, who managed to snag it from mid-air and then add it to the hamper. “Better?”

Tom cupped his hands over her the front of her bra. “Not yet.”

She reached behind her, unsnapped it, and lobbed it toward Tyler. “How about now?”

“Now you’re talkin’.”

Heat shot through her, like jump-starting a battery, as the pads of his thumbs brushed over her nipples. They tightened into tight, sensitive peaks, aching for more attention from him. Her clit throbbed with every stroke, starting a sweet, deep ache inside her pussy.

Yeesss.

Tyler unfastened his slacks and took his time stripping out of them, and his briefs. Lust coalesced within her core, lower, firing a hunger inside her cunt that she knew could only be sated by her men.

“Exactly how would you like to celebrate tonight, pet?” Tyler asked.

“I think my Masters know exactly how I want to celebrate.”

Both men groaned with hungry need. “Dammit, baby girl,” Tom muttered. “You want to make me bust a nut in my pants?” He squeezed her breasts. “Ty, get nekkid and get yer fine ass over here and help me out. And bring the lube. We’re gonna fill our sweet little slave tonight.”

“Right.” He quickly finished stripping and retrieved lube and a towel from the bathroom.

Heat flared inside her as Tyler playfully wrestled her off Tommy and onto the bed, on her back, straddling her and pinning her arms over her head.

He stared down at her. “Well now, isn’t this pleasant? Perfectly positioned.” His stiff cock brushed against her chin. She opened her mouth and tried to lick him, suck him, but he playfully stayed just out of reach.

“Please!” she said, now really wanting it, no longer just a game.

“Please what, pet?” His blue eyes smoldered a deep sapphire, the playful smirk twisting his lips into the intensely sexy and evil look she longed for.

“Please let me suck your cock, Master.”

“Excellent, pet. Yes, you may.” He didn’t just let her suck it, he fucked her mouth, slowly, deep, and she was barely aware of Tommy working on her slacks and underwear, stripping her bare.

This. Them. The sweet and sexy perfection between them, the passion and love they shared. No matter how bad life got, they could always count on this shoring up their souls.

Them.

Tommy shoved her thighs apart and she felt his bare flesh against her legs as his tongue slowly swiped up her cunt, plunging deep into her pussy before circling her clit. The moan that drew from her vibrated around Tyler’s cock in her mouth and pulled one from him, as well.

“Excellent form, pet. You know how to take care of us, don’t you? A few minutes to drive you insane with need, then we’ll give you a thorough reminder in both holes who owns your sweet ass.”

Ooooohhh, yeeesss.

This was exactly what her heart and soul needed.

Tommy was no idiot. He slid two fingers into her pussy and slowly stroked with them. Not hard or fast or deep enough to shove her over the edge, but combined with his lips and tongue playing with her clit, it made her moan and whine until nonstop noises flowed from her and the rest of the world faded away.

Nothing else existed or mattered right now.

Nothing but her two sweet love gods.

Nevvie gasped when Tyler pulled his cock from her mouth and rolled off her. Another gasp when Tommy stopped what he was doing to help roll her on top of Ty.

Ty grabbed her hips while Tom held Ty’s cock and lined it up with her pussy. Then Tom shoved her down, hard, both of them moaning that time.

“Excellent, love.” Ty pulled her down on top of him and kissed her, his goatee gently chafing her cheeks. With his fingers threaded through her hair and his other arm around her, she couldn’t move and fuck herself against him or rub her swollen clit against his body to try to get relief.

“There we go,” Tommy said. The next thing she felt was his finger, coated with cool lube, pressing against her ass.

Tyler broke their kiss and pressed her face against his shoulder so he could whisper in her ear. “There’s our good girl. Let your other Master get that sweet arse of your nice and ready for his cock. You’re going to go to sleep tonight filled with our cum, aren’t you?”

She knew what he wanted to hear. “Yes, Master.” She kissed her way across his shoulder to the side of his neck, the only bit he’d let her move.

“Excellent, pet.”

It took Tommy a few minutes to work her up to three fingers while Tyler continued whispering dirty, dark things to her and kept her clit throbbing with anticipation even though he wouldn’t let her fuck his cock. She loved the sweet, pinching burn in her ass. Combined with Tyler’s cock inside her pussy, it kept her passion simmering, close to boiling over.

“There we go, baby girl,” Tommy said as three fingers easily slid in and out of her ass. “That’ll do.”

She gasped when his fingers disappeared, prompting Ty to chuckle.

“Patience, angel. Just a moment.”

The head of Tommy’s cock pressed against her ass and she moaned again, needing it, wanting it, loving every second of what they did to her.

How they could effortlessly shut her brain off and wring every ounce of pleasure out of her body.

Tommy’s hands settled on her hips. “Okay,” he hoarsely said. “I know I ain’t gonna last long, so get while the gettin’s good.” With that, he thrust home, hard, her and Ty both moaning again. Having their cocks inside her together stretched her in an erotic way, made every ounce of pleasure feel that much stronger.

Tommy pulled her up and off Tyler, one arm around her waist and the other hand settling between her legs. “Get movin’, sugar. Take what you need.”

Ty reached up and cupped her breasts, playing with her nipples and smiling. “Yes, love. If we come before you, we’ll tie you up tonight so you can’t play with yourself and make you wait until morning.”

That wasn’t an idle threat, either. They’d done it to her before, when she thought they were kidding.

Nothing like waking up several times in the middle of the night with a hot mouth between her legs to tease her and make her even more needy, until she was begging them to fuck her the next morning and to please make her come.

Slowly rising and falling on their cocks, she fucked herself, settling into a rhythm as her body quickly adjusted to them. Her gaze locked with Ty’s. Tommy’s fingers rolled her clit, starting the climb within her.

How’d I get so lucky?

Sure they’d had a rocky patch there, but even then she still had her men to lean on, to love her through it, excellent husbands and even better fathers. They’d survive and heal and move on.

And like the counselor told her, she wasn’t selfish for wanting to be with her men. It didn’t make her a bad mother. It made her human, and ignoring what they could do for her, the love they could give her, wasn’t helping anyone.

The feel of their cocks fucking her cunt and ass helped spin her toward what she knew would be a hard orgasm. She tipped her head to the side so Tommy could kiss her, and not a moment too soon. His lips muffled and swallowed her moans as the climax slammed into her and she fucked herself hard onto their cocks.

It left her breathless and sated and limp, but Tom wouldn’t let go of her, didn’t stop playing with her clit. “One more, baby girl. You ain’t foolin’ me. I know you got it in you.”

She wasn’t sure she did, but she’d damn sure try. It took her longer, but this time when she came and both men moaned along with her as her body squeezed their cocks, Tommy lowered her onto Tyler and started actively fucking her ass, hard.

That kept her orgasm rolling through her with her clit rubbing against Tyler’s body.

Tyler thrust up into her, a seesaw motion in time with Tommy’s withdrawals, until both men were pounding their cocks into her and coming, filling her.

Tom collapsed on top of them, braced on his arms so he didn’t squish them. “Holy fuck,” he whispered. “Damn, did I need that.”

Tyler had captured her lips for another kiss. “Our sweet, sweet pet.” He smiled up at her. “Did we thoroughly ravish you, or should I break out a vibrator?”

“I’m good, Evil Genius.”

They were a little slow to move and untangle themselves, but after a quick shower they returned to bed, Nevvie in the middle and the men draped over her on either side.

“Love you both,” she said in the darkness.

“Love you, too,” they parroted, then she felt their hands move.

“Tell me you two didn’t just fist bump each other.”

A nervous pause, then it was Tyler who spoke. “I think we earned it, love.”

She snickered. “Yeah, you did.” 


Chapter Eighteen

 

It was a cool, early October Saturday afternoon, sunny, with a light breeze and gorgeous weather. Colin and Andrew turned themselves and their wedding over to Nevvie, Karen, and the rest of their family. The only thing Andrew publicly insisted on was that the men would write their own vows.

And privately insisted that Colin would be wearing the butt plug when they said them.

Standing in their backyard, where he’d married Peggy years earlier, Andrew hoped if there was an afterlife that she was looking down on them and giving them her blessings. While the last words they’d ever exchanged had been I love you, they’d had too short a time together.

Except…

Colin.

No regrets, no hesitation. He married him once and would happily do so as many times as life decided.

Over the past several weeks they’d found their groove, sold his house, and when Colin’s car engine gave up the ghost, Andrew talked him into buying a sporty Mustang for them to tool around in.

It amused their family and enraged Susan when they’d bumped into her at Publix or at Mikey’s football games.

Not that there was a damn thing she could do about it.

She’d finally broken and apologized to the judge on day eight, and her husband had filed the divorce papers the next day.

So Courtney, Sarah, and Robert were able to be there with them today, brought by their father, who’d given them a wedding card that was quite lovely, as well as had hugged both men, apologized for his soon-to-be-ex-wife’s behavior, and told them that he wished them well.

Clay, who’d been through a similar situation with Tommy’s sister, Emily, had befriended him.

They had a tent, but rather than formal seating they simply had everyone stand for the ceremony, and then they’d all take seats at the tables for lunch and cake.

Except for dancing, of course.

Andrew went first as they joined hands in front of Bob, who’d agreed to officiate.

“I’m so glad I walked over to you and asked if I could sit down. And you said yes. Then, when I asked if you wanted to come sit with me and my family, you said yes again. Followed by dinner. And here you are, having said yes to me once, you’re barmy enough to do it yet again.”

Everyone laughed, but the smile Colin gave him was for Andrew alone, and he knew it.

“My sweet man, you’ve made dreams come true for me. You’ve given me more grandchildren, you’ve given me love, and you’ve given me peace. I promise to take care of you and love you, from this day forward, and I can’t wait to wake up next to you every day. I love you.”

Colin blinked a couple of times and Andrew realized it was from tears. He squeezed Andrew’s hands and had to lick his lips before he could speak.

“I had honestly quit living. I didn’t see a way out. I never dreamed I would meet someone who could see things in me that I never even realized still existed. But your sweet blue eyes and your amazing accent caught me off-guard. I didn’t know why I wanted to say yes to you and keep saying yes, except that I knew if I didn’t I’d regret it. I don’t regret saying yes to you, and I never will regret it. Because I love you, and I know that this is the best time of our lives. You lead, and I’ll follow you. Anywhere and everywhere. I never knew life could be an adventure, and I’m looking forward to being a bad example with you, because I’m proud to be your husband.”

Andrew smiled as the rest of the audience laughed.

“I promise to love, honor, and obey you. I promise to wake up every morning to tell you I love you. And I promise to do anything to make you happy.”

Andrew didn’t miss that Colin winked when he said “obey.”

Bob had them exchange rings. “By the power vested in me by the State of Georgia, not that you need it because y’all are already married, I pronounce you husband and husband—again.”

Andrew snogged him good, not caring who watched.

Hoping they got an eyeful of what true love looked like.

By the time they finally fell into bed exhausted that night, Andrew knew exactly what heaven felt like.

Colin.

It felt like Colin.

 

* * * *

 

Tyler felt the happy kind of exhaustion trying to settle over him by the time the three of them made it into their bedroom late that evening and locked the door behind them.

Still, he wanted to do one more thing before giving in and sleeping well that night.

“That was amazing,” he said as he stripped. “They bloody well deserve happiness. And it all started by Dad noticing him at a football game and then asking him to sit with him. Simply amazing.”

Tommy stepped in close behind Ty, wrapping his arms around him, nipping the nape of his neck. “Like going to a book signing and agreeing to coffee later.”

“Or seducing your cleaning girl.” Nevvie grinned as she wrapped her arms around Tyler from the front. “Still can’t believe you deliberately dropped trash in the backyard to watch me pick it up.”

“Are you complaining we were admiring your sweet arse, love?”

“No. Didn’t say that.” She ground her hips against him, which finished hardening his cock. “Didn’t say that at all. If I’d known you two were so into me from the start, I would have dumped Alex a lot sooner.”

“Do we have to talk about him tonight?” Tommy playfully groused. “I’d rather fuck.” His stiff cock rubbed along the seam of Tyler’s ass, and Tyler knew exactly where he wanted to be.

Between them.

Tyler stuck his ass out, grinding against him. “Right. Everyone nekkid. Right now, if you please.” He slipped free of them and grabbed lube and a towel from the bathroom.

It didn’t take Tom or Nev long to join him. He handed Tom the lube and stood by the edge of the bed, capturing Nevvie and holding her there with her legs over his shoulders and his face buried in her pussy.

“Mmmm,” Tommy said. “Spread those legs, buster.” He nudged Tyler’s feet wider apart with his foot.

Tyler groaned into Nevvie’s pussy when he felt Tom’s lubed fingers probing his ass. Nevvie plunged her fingers into his hair and ground her pussy against his mouth.

“That’s it, Ty,” Tommy hoarsely urged. “Get her off, then I’ll let you fuck her while I’m fucking you.”

Sweet, hazy desire sucked Tyler down the rabbit hole as he fucked her pussy with his tongue, sucked on her clit, pressed two fingers inside her, against her G-spot. Meanwhile, his own cock throbbed, dripping from what Tom’s fingers were doing to him inside his ass.

Tom took his time tormenting Ty, talking him through making Nevvie come three times before finally relenting. His fingers disappeared from Tyler’s ass, quickly replaced by his cock.

Tyler dragged Nevvie closer to the edge of the bed, so he could fuck his cock into her pussy. He planted his hands on either side of her head and had her knees pressed back against her chest, but he couldn’t fuck her.

Not with Tom’s body hard and hot along behind him.

Tom’s hands roamed Tyler’s body. “I know what my boy wants,” he teased, finding Ty’s nipples and tweaking them. “Beg me for it.”

“Please fuck my arse, Sir.”

“Mmm.” He bit down hard on the top of Tyler’s left shoulder, sucking. Tyler tried to rock back against him, but Tom was planted like a tree, immovable.

Tyler knew Tom would draw this out and opted to kiss Nevvie, who was trying to squirm against him.

Until Tom was ready to move, neither of them were getting any more than they already had.

Tyler moaned when Tom finally released his bite and examined his handiwork. “Perfect.” He straightened and grabbed Tyler’s hips. “Get it before I do, or you’ll hold it.” Tom’s fingers dug in and he started fucking him, hard but slow, every thrust dragging the head of his cock along Tyler’s gland.

Tyler found the rhythm and fucked himself hard into Nevvie, and back again, just as hard against Tommy. Like that, he knew he’d come really quickly.

Fortunately for Nevvie, her pump was primed. With her sensitive clit already swollen, it didn’t take much before she was coming all over Tyler’s cock again.

“Good job, you,” Tommy said. “Makin’ our girl feel good. Now you’d better hurry, because I’m damn close.”

Tyler picked up the pace, slamming his cock into her sweet pussy and fucking himself onto Tommy’s cock. He could spend the rest of his life doing this with them, the loves of his life.

His climax built fast, his balls tightening and drawing up, finally exploding to fill her with his cum. It made his ass squeeze Tom’s cock inside him, and tripped him over the edge, too.

“Fuck, yeah,” Tommy grunted. He shoved Tyler down onto Nevvie and pounded his ass, shaking the whole bed with his thrusts until he took one last, hard one and finished inside him.

As they all caught their breath, Tom started laughing.

“What’s so funny?” Nevvie mumbled, sounding like she was nearly asleep.

Tommy pushed up, not pulling out yet. “I just realized something. Colin’s vows included ‘love, honor, and obey,’ and Dad just said he’d take care of him. I think I don’t want to know too much about their private life.”

Tyler kissed Nevvie, pushing himself up off her. “I’ve been suspecting that myself, love. And agreed—just like I’m sure they’d rather not know about ours.”

Nevvie snorted. “Gives me hope.”

“Hope?” Tyler asked.

“Yeah. If they’re that age and still a couple of horn dogs, it means you two are gonna keep me busy for plenty of years yet.” 


Chapter Nineteen

 

“This is pretty.” Nevvie stared out the window at the park in the waning light. Ice crystals crusted around the edges of the panes and caught and shimmered with lights inside and out.

Snow had fallen the day before, and the crisp, dark blue sky faded to black on the eastern horizon. Every step one took outside crunched with snow, and breath frosted along layers of scarves and hooded jackets.

This time, Tom had made the reservations. They’d flown direct to Brussels from Atlanta, and they’d rented a car. They’d learned from Goossens they had a parking space behind the building set aside for their unit, one of the perks of owning a flat there. With Tyler navigating, they’d taken the long, scenic route from the airport to the flat, stopping along the way for groceries and then schlepping them upstairs. Tomorrow they’d have lunch with Goossens to sign a few stray forms and introduce Nevvie to him.

“I forgot about those fricking stairs.” Tom unwrapped his scarf and hung it on a hook in the foyer, followed by his coat. “Those are hell on me on a bad day.”

Tyler had already shed his coat and scarf and walked over to Nevvie, wrapping his arms around her waist from behind. “Do you like it, darling? Truly?”

“Well, all I’ve seen of it so far are the parking spot, lobby, stairs, and the living room, but I meant in general.” She tipped her head back and smiled at him. “I know we’re keeping it.” She patted his hands, where they rested over her tummy. “I’m fine with that. I think it’s neat.”

Next to the window hung several collage frames, full of snapshots of Marcus and Jean-Claude together. She didn’t begrudge those. This little bubble of time outside of their normal lives was plenty large enough to share with the men’s memories.

Besides, the more she thought about it, it was sad that, other than friends who’d known them, the three of them were the only ones who really…cared what had happened to the men, in the end. Well, Marcus had cared about Jean-Claude, but at the end of his life, except for his paid attorney, Marcus only had them.

And only because of Tyler’s kind and loving heart.

Tom walked over to join them, draping his arms around them. “Bed’s going to be small. We might want to think about taking care of that this trip.”

“Small’s good,” Nevvie said. “Promotes cuddling.”

He laughed. “Easy for you to say. You won’t be the one falling out of it, either.”

“We can change things around however you’d like, darling,” Tyler insisted. “Make it our own. Decor, paint, everything.”

She looked around, took in all the books, the furnishings. It felt…

Like a home.

“This trip, let’s focus on us, okay? Not even cleaning out the storage unit. Maybe empty the dressers and closets and put that stuff downstairs so we don’t have to live out of suitcases. Other than that, I just want to chill out and relax and not worry about arrest warrants or poisonings by crazy women.”

“Nice of Elliot to give me three years’ services free, eh?”

“The least he could do,” Nevvie snarked. “Considering Crystal wanted to kill me off, wanted to kill off Tommy, and write a tell-all book about us. Elliot knows damn well we could have sued his fucking ass and ruined his reputation.”

“There’s one thing I still don’t understand about all that,” Tom asked.

Tyler’s brow furrowed. “One thing?”

“Yeah. If Crystal was so smart, and she was so hung up on you and all, why did she kill Cole Johnson and not make it clear that it couldn’t have been you who did it?”

“Well, she was hoping to frame Nevvie for it,” Tyler said. “Isn’t that obvious? When that didn’t work, she resorted to drugging her. As Dad pointed out, perhaps that was another homage to the Augustine books. Shoot Nevvie once she was drugged, make it look like a suicide. Or make her overdose, and then plant evidence on her to make it look like an accidental overdose.”

Nevvie kept her mouth shut.

“No, it’s not obvious,” Tom said, “or I wouldn’t be thinking about it. I mean, she steals your gun—and yes, my bad for not shutting the gun safe that night—and shoots Cole with it. The first person they’ll suspect is you, if the gun’s recovered.”

“Except she knew about Nevvie’s outburst at the station,” Tyler pointed out. “I wonder how ‘lost’ that ballistics evidence really was, though. Yes, sometimes evidence is culled on closed cases, but there’s no record of that happening, and there usually is. And you don’t get much more closed than Alex’s death. Maybe it was simply a paperwork snafu, that someone forgot to notate the evidence’s destruction in the case record. But perhaps Crystal worked her way into the evidence room somehow, either claiming to be a journalist or researcher, or maybe just befriending someone, and now they can’t use the evidence to make a match between the bullets. Sloppy record keeping by the sheriff’s office, at any rate.”

Tom arched an eyebrow. “What’s sloppy is when you look at everything else she did and then see that one glaring error.”

“Not just one,” Tyler pointed out. “Also sloppy getting herself caught on our security system. Notice she stopped the visits after we let the cat out about the security system? That proves it was her. Well, and she confessed to it in the note, and—”

“But what was she going to do?” Tom insisted. “Put the gun back in the safe?”

“Too risky with us home and asleep, right? Likely, she was going to hide it inside somewhere. Downstairs, maybe?”

“Yeah, but why not do it when she was in the house during the d—”

“Guys,” Nevvie said. “We’re in Brussels, three weeks before Christmas. I’m sorry I mentioned her name. Can we please focus?”

They turned to her. “Sorry,” they said in unison, making her giggle.

“That’s better.” She glanced over at the kitchen. “Let’s get the groceries put away and have dinner.” She pulled the curtains shut over the window and started unbuttoning her shirt with a smile. “And let’s have some fun.”

 

* * * *

 

Tyler had finally read the letters from Marcus a few weeks ago, locked in Tom’s office one night after everyone else had gone to bed, with Tom sitting on the couch and Tyler’s head cradled in his lap.

He did want to read them.

He didn’t want to read them alone.

When he finished them, he’d brushed away tears, looked up into Tom’s sweet brown eyes, and knew the truth—

The letters didn’t matter.

Not one bit.

This man mattered.

Nevvie mattered.

Their family mattered.

It did finally quiet that tiny part of him which had never understood why the man could be so heartless at the time when he’d returned to Brussels. Taken in situ, it certainly seemed the act of a pathological bastard.

Examined as a whole, the man before and after, and Marcus’ relationship with Jean-Claude…

He could now look back on the events and see the landscape instead of one blackened tree root.

Tyler was glad the two men had been able to work things out and spent most of their lives together.

As he’d gone on to do with Tom.

Being truthful, Tyler was not in a good place when he’d married Moira. He’d been needy and desperate, and his own actions by almost locking Tom out of his life over a misunderstanding over Maggie, instead of confronting him immediately and talking, could have doomed his happiness forever.

Somehow, two beautiful souls had fallen in love with him, and together, the three of them had magically created a world he was simultaneously proud and humbled to be a part of.

After reading the letters, Tyler had kissed Tom, climbing onto him and getting himself fucked right there on his office couch while Tommy stroked Tyler’s cock and whispered his sweet, beautiful spells in his ear.

“What’s going on in there, Evil Genius?” Tommy quietly asked.

“Hmm?”

He leaned in and nibbled Tyler’s earlobe. “You went somewhere in your head.”

“Giving thanks for missed opportunities.”

He smiled. “Yeah, I’ve been doing that a lot myself since last time we were here.” He kissed his way down Tyler’s jaw, rubbing his chin along Tyler’s goatee and mustache. “Hey, Nev? You want me to grow one, too?”

She turned to look at them from where she stood at the stove cooking dinner. They’d gotten her down to wearing only Tyler’s shirt, which lay unbuttoned and open along her front. She smiled. “Not unless you really want to try it. I think I like my boys the way you are right now.”

Tommy bent Tyler over the kitchen counter and ran his hands down his naked sides, caressing his ass, then squeezing with both hands and digging in. Tyler’s eyes fell shut and he gave up the battle to control his cock. It throbbed, hard from Tom’s determined and incessant teasing ever since he’d had both of them strip before putting away groceries.

He planted one hand in the middle of Tyler’s shoulders, holding him bent over, and then started bare-handed spanking his ass with the other. Tyler’s head dropped to the counter and he stuck his ass out to give Tom a better target.

“Too bad I don’t have something better than my hand to smack you with.”

Tyler’s eyes popped open. “Well, actually…”

Tom leaned in. “Yessss?”

Tyler suspected his ass might regret this tomorrow.

Except he didn’t care.

“Bedroom closet closest to the door, top shelf, behind some sweaters. Leather valise.”

“Mmm. Stay.”

Then Tom was gone.

Nevvie giggled. “Oh, boy. You’re in trouble now.”

“Yes, well, you just wait until he wears himself out playing Master, Missy. Then you’ll see.”

“That better have been a capital M for both titles.”

“Of course.” He rested his cheek against the cool countertop as he heard Tom return.

“Ohhh, buddy.” A slight noise as he set the bag down on the floor. “Some of these are too far out there, but I think this’ll do the trick.”

Tyler kept his eyes closed, preferring the surprise. Tom used his feet to nudge Tyler’s legs wider apart.

One hand returned to the middle of Tyler’s back…then the cool feel of something being laid across Tyler’s ass.

Paddle.

He knew which one, too, even though he’d only briefly looked through the bag’s contents once while they were there before.

But he remembered his sweet interlude with Ray, Oot, and kitten, and how implements had felt.

The first smack was hard and stingy, but not a fraction as hard as he’d proudly taken from Ray and Oot years ago. “Harder,” Ty said.

“Heh. Will do.”

Smack!

“Yeessss. Oh, that’s quite lovely.”

Tom took his time spanking him, obviously not an expert in it but giving Tyler a head full of good memories, past and present, as he felt the tingles of subspace beckoning to him from the darkest recesses of his mind.

Tom took a break a few minutes later, setting the paddle on the counter and doing something behind Tyler. “Sorry, buddy, but I cannot fucking wait any longer.” Tom had apparently stripped before he’d returned with the bag, because next thing Tyler knew, a lubed cock was sliding up his ass, making both men moan as Tyler adjusted to the sweet pinch of Tom’s cock filling him.

“See, that’s just not fair!” Nevvie playfully groused. “I’m cooking dinner.”

“Turn the burner down and come over here and suck him off for me, baby girl.”

Tyler heard her move the skillet and then felt her soft hair brushing against his inner thighs.

When her warm mouth engulfed his cock, he nearly came right there.

Tom folded his body over Tyler’s and leaned in to whisper in his left ear.

“Who owns this ass, buddy?”

A sweet sigh escaped him. “You do, you silly sod. Now fuck my arse.”

“Damn right I will.” He held on to Tyler’s shoulders, pinning him to the counter as he began pounding his cock into him. “Fucking teasing me on the goddamned plane. I was horny over half the Atlantic Ocean. You’re lucky I didn’t bend you over in an airport bathroom in Customs when we landed.”

Tyler didn’t bother trying to hold his orgasm back. Nevvie had too many years of experience teasing and tormenting them and knowing exactly how to get the best out of them. As Tom plowed his ass, she deep-throated Tyler, one hand cradling his sac and playing with him.

“Come on, Ty,” Tom said. “You don’t come before I do, gonna make you wait all fucking night for it.”

Nevvie gently tugged on his balls and that tripped him over the edge. Her happy moans vibrated through Tyler’s cock even as it emptied every drop of cum out of his balls into her waiting mouth.

“Yeah, that’s it.” Tom finished up in three hard, deep thrusts, sliding an arm around Tyler’s waist to hold him close, warm breath panting along the back of his shoulders, where he started nibbling. “I’m gonna spend so much time fucking that sweet ass of yours this week that cum’s gonna be leaking out your ears when I’m done.”

“We didn’t have to fly to Brussels for loud and raunchy sex,” Nevvie teased. “We could have gotten a hotel room in Savannah. I thought we were going to sightsee?”

She extricated herself from under the two men and went to wash her hands before finishing cooking their dinner. “And someone better get me off real soon, because damn, that was haawwt.”

Tom’s warm chuckle rumbled through Tyler’s back. “We’ll take care of you after dinner, baby girl. Gonna take the two of us that long to recover enough to be able to do you justice.” He bit down on the back of Tyler’s shoulder, holding it, making Tyler’s eyes drop closed again as subspace tried to tether him once more.

Then—Tom let go of him, stepping back after pulling out and shocking Tyler’s eyes open. He slapped Tyler on the ass. “That’s one.” He spun Tyler around, and Tom’s sweet brown eyes were crinkled at the outer edges in mirth. “How many did I promise you before we flew home?”

Tyler swallowed hard. “Twenty.”

Tom leaned in, his gaze narrowing, mirth giving way to playful sadistic satisfaction. “Twenty, what?”

He fought the urge, at first, to drop to his knees…

Wait, why am I fighting it?

He sank to his knees in front of Tom, leaning in to nuzzle the tops of his bare feet with his lips. “Twenty loads of your cum up my arse before we leave for home, Sir.”

Tom’s hand stroked his hair and his voice suddenly sounded hoarse. “Goddamn, that’s sexy.” The hand turned into a fist holding his hair, not too hard, just firmly enough he could tip Tyler’s head up and back to look him in the eyes.

“Let’s go grab a quickie shower while she finishes cooking dinner.”

Tyler sighed, contented. “Yes, Sir.” 


Chapter Twenty

 

Tom had not anticipated a callback to Marcus like that, the bag of implements, but since Ty had offered he’d tried it on for size.

The paddle had fit well in his hand and left Ty’s ass a gorgeous shade of red that felt hot and sexy as hell when he fucked him.

In the shower, Tom pinned Tyler against the bathroom wall and kissed him hard. “And by the way, sorry, I decided your boy’s not in the house this week. Your boy stayed home, in Savannah. You and Nev can flip-flop back and forth if you want, but your ass belongs to me this week.”

“Switch,” Ty said, smiling.

“Huh?”

“Switch. Not flip-flop.”

“Whatever it’s called.” Tom slanted his lips over Tyler’s and kissed him again, hard, long, sucking him, holding him pinned in place with his hand cupping Tyler’s chin. “It means I’m gonna tap that sweet ass of yours on demand while we’re here. And no fucking working, either. You can take notes with your notebook and a pen, and that’s it. We’re either sightseeing, fucking, or sleeping. I see that laptop out without permission, you’ll get the bad kind of spankin’, mister.”

Netflix had already green-lit two more seasons of the Augustine series, much to the delight of Tyler’s fans and their own bank account. This was a true vacation, not a working vacation.

At home, Colin and Andrew were staying at their house with Willow, Zoey, and Mikey. Steven had taken over Andrew’s duties with Chloe for the duration of their vacation, and Karen had told Nevvie she wasn’t sure who was happier about that, Chloe or Steven, because the two of them were getting along great, like he really was her big brother.

Which was fair, since Chloe was calling him her big brother, and defied anyone who tried to argue with her.

After they dried off, Tom smiled. “Oh, I got you something for this week, too. I brought it with me. He turned to dig it out of his suitcase. “Eyes closed.”

Tyler patiently waited, gasping when he felt Tom buckling it around his neck.

“Open.”

Wide-eyed, Tyler stared up at him as his hand flew to his neck to feel.

Tom kissed him, this time slow and sweet and loving. “I got three of them. We all match. Mine’s at home, though. Like I said, I left your boy back in Savannah.” His sexy, playful smirk melted Tyler’s heart. “We’ll buckle Nevvie’s on her tonight.”

Tom grinned, hooking a finger through the leather collar’s D-ring and pulling him in for another kiss. “Brand new, picked them out myself. We’re gonna fill this place with our memories.”

Tyler blinked back tears and caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror over the dresser. Black, the collar was embossed with Celtic knots. Tom wrapped his arms around Tyler from behind, chin resting on his shoulder. “You look damn good in my collar, mister. Maybe you and Nevvie will have a harder time getting your boy back than you thought when we get home.”

Tyler gripped Tom’s arms, never wanting him to release him. “I think I know how to coax him out of hiding.” He leaned back against Tom, staring into the mirror. “But this week, I think I’m happiest belonging to you two.”

“Dinner!” Nevvie called from the kitchen.

Tom didn’t move, holding on to Tyler. “We good, buddy?”

Tyler nodded. “We’re perfect, love.”

Tom nipped his earlobe. “What?”

Tyler grinned. “We’re perfect, Sir.”

“That’s better.” He smacked Tyler on the ass. “Dinner, then we’re going to get our girl and hold her down while we fuck her brains out.” He headed for the bedroom door.

Tyler was having a hard time tearing his gaze from the mirror. Of course this was all in fun and games, part of their shared history and their relationship.

Except…

A sweet ball of excitement had formed in Tyler’s gut. This was the first time Tom had ever taken this kind of direct action regarding him being Tyler’s Dominant, even in a quasi-formal way.

Tom paused at the bedroom door. “You coming, boy?”

Tyler’s cock twitched as his attention snapped onto Tom. “Yes, Sir.”

“Well, come on.” He smiled. “You can stare at that later.” He held out a hand to him.

Tyler went.

 

* * * *

 

After dinner, they retreated to the bedroom and Tom wasted no time buckling Nevvie’s matching collar on her.

She smiled. “So do my Masters have any special requests tonight?”

It made her clit throb that both men groaned in a very hungry way.

“Yeah,” Tom hoarsely said as he grabbed her and laid her on her back. “You keep usin’ that voice. Except for this week, he’s in boy mode.”

“Voice still works on me, though, angel. I think you’ve conditioned us.”

“Shut up and suck her clit, Ty,” Tom said. Her eyes fluttered closed and open again when Ty pushed her thighs apart and dove in there. He slipped two fingers into her cunt as he sucked on her clit and drove her hard and fast toward the abyss.

Overachiever.

She’d expect nothing less from him. He always liked to make things as perfect as possible.

Even this.

Tom cupped her breasts, the rough pads of his thumbs easily turning her nipples into hard peaks as Tyler’s mouth pulled the first orgasm from her.

“I’m gonna call dibs on being on the bottom because of my leg,” Tom hoarsely said, “so I hope you’re ready to ride, baby girl.”

She reached up and stroked a hand through his hair, loving the mix of grey and brown and loving every line on his face. All theirs. “Anything Master wants.”

“Goddamn, Nev! I’m gonna nut right here, you keep that up.”

She smiled. “Then Master better get his ass into position.”

He stretched out and she straddled him, bracing her hands on his chest as Tyler held Tom’s cock in position for her to impale her pussy on it.

Tom sucked in a hard breath. “Oh, yeah. That’s what I needed. Get in there, Ty.”

Tyler grabbed a condom, lube, and towel and started prepping her. For that part, Tom pulled her down on top of him and started kissing her, his hands holding her ass cheeks spread wide for Tyler.

Tyler took his time, from one finger, then two, and a third. He teased her, knowing what this was doing to her, the erotic pressure building inside her again.

While Tyler did that, Tom kept her busy, between kissing her and sucking on her nipples. She wanted to rock her body against his and rub her clit, but the men wouldn’t let her do that.

Not yet, anyway.

Wasn’t her first rodeo with them.

The last couple of months, at least, had been the good kind of crazy. The normal kind of crazy.

Normal for them.

The irony that Nevvie had learned valid social media campaign techniques that she could use to help boost Tyler’s sales wasn’t lost on her. Crystal had known her shit in that way.

But as the triad watched Andrew and Colin and their romance, they’d realized what had been missing from their own, and somehow, they hadn’t realized it’d started slipping away.

Time for them.

The kids weren’t babies anymore.

Tom was retired.

Tyler could slow his writing pace now. They were secure financially.

The day before they’d left for Brussels, the men had kept Nevvie in bed all day after the kids left for school, and since they were already packed except for their carry-ons, she couldn’t give them a valid excuse why not.

It reminded her of the old days, when they couldn’t get enough of each other.

When the three of them had still been finding their groove, and even the near-misses and misfires were still damned good.

It was time to slow their pace and enjoy each other and what they’d worked so hard to achieve.

Tom hooked a finger through her collar’s front ring as Tyler nudged in behind her, the condom-clad head of his cock pressing for entrance against her ass.

“You want him in there, baby girl?”

She smiled. “I damn sure do, Master.”

Tommy groaned, his cock twitching inside her pussy. “Fuck her, Ty. Get in there and get you some, because once I get started I ain’t stoppin’.”

She bit down on her lower lip at the familiar stretch, the pinching burn that Tom quickly turned into pleasure when he reached between her legs and found her clit with his fingers and started playing with it.

“You, baby girl, can come as much as you want.” He blew her a kiss.

She smiled and blew one back.

Tyler set the pace. Once his cock was completely sheathed inside her ass, she shifted around a little and they gave her time to get used to them and find the right position. One of the things she loved about this was how it felt having Tom’s cock pressed against her G-spot by Tyler’s.

She sat up and started rocking in time with Tyler, Tom giving her an assist with his fingers on her clit. It didn’t take long before the next orgasm squeezed out of her and squeezed the cocks inside her pussy and ass with each wave of pleasure.

“That’s it, love,” Tyler whispered. “Give it to us. Be a good pet and show us how good it feels.”

She was tired, but thought maybe one more, if they lasted long enough. She’d sleep good tonight.

And since they had no itinerary tomorrow other than lunch, they could sleep late if they wanted. She forced her eyes open and stared down into Tom’s face as she fucked them, wondering how she got to be the lucky woman who’d landed two sweet love gods of her own.

She didn’t know.

She didn’t care.

But they were hers, and she was theirs, and it was a good thing the next climax hit her when it did, because she shoved Tyler over the edge. His fingers clamped down on her hips and he pounded his cock into her ass as Tom started thrusting up into her cunt. Their overlapping moans felt like magic to her soul. Nothing existed in this moment, in this little bubble, but them.

And their love.

She collapsed on top of Tom, wrung out and ready to sleep. He stroked her hair, a playful smile quirking his lips.

“What?”

“I have a matched set now,” he said. “His and hers pets. This is really cool.”

She winced a little as Tyler withdrew from her ass, and instead of waiting, she followed him into the bathroom to clean up. But before they returned to bed she kissed him, holding him, not letting him get away until she was ready.

Tommy watched from the bed, his head tilted. “Damn, that’s better than TV.”

“Love you, Evil Genius.”

His blue gaze looked serene, content.

Peaceful.

“Love you, too, pet.”

Tommy raised his hand and wiggled his fingers at them from the bed. “Uh, yo. Master over here.”

They smiled at each other and returned to bed to kiss him and exchange I love yous. Nevvie ended up in the middle, and…

Well, yeah, they needed a bigger bed. This one was comfortable, but they were used to a larger one.

Tom lay on his good side and snuggled with her, leaving Tyler to hold his own on the far edge. He rolled toward her, draping his arm over her.

“I have a feeling there will be more frequent nekkid days in our future when we get home,” she said.

“Damn right,” Tom said. “For all three of us.”

“Don’t hear me complaining,” Tyler said.

And as she drifted to sleep, Nevvie said a silent thank you to Marcus for walking away from Tyler so many years ago.

 

 

THE END
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