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  Chapter One


  


  Finally. My own place.


  Cali Charleston looked around the tiny apartment. The move had taken less than an hour, from start to finish, including drive time from her cousin’s house. She didn’t have much, mostly clothes, a bed, and a secondhand couch.


  Fucking asshole.


  That would teach her to trust someone. What’d it get her?


  A big fat nothing, after nearly eight years of being faithful and loyal.


  She slumped onto the couch and Baxter, her two-year-old cat, jumped into her lap. She’d adopted the black-and-white tuxedo when he was eight weeks old.


  Ironically, from the animal shelter where she now worked.


  “Hey, buddy. At least you can’t screw around on me. You’re neutered. I should have neutered Shane.”


  On the other hand, she’d gotten custody of all their mutual friends, who were outraged on her behalf over Shane’s betrayal. They’d tried to offer her assistance, wanted to help her furnish her new place, all of that.


  Other than accepting help moving the bed and the couch, which she’d picked up at a thrift shop for twenty-five bucks, she’d declined.


  Cali was one to stand on her own feet. Always had been. Yes, she’d accepted the spare bedroom at her cousin’s house for six months, until she’d saved up enough money to pay the deposit, first, and last month’s rent on the tiny apartment, and knew she could make enough every month at her new job to cover her expenses.


  But her cousin Ellen’s baby was due in a few weeks. While they hadn’t asked her to move out, Cali knew she couldn’t stay there.


  Hope you’re enjoying Miami, asshole.


  She knew she shouldn’t wish revenge on the guy, but she hoped Shane’s new squeeze gave him something an antibiotic couldn’t take care of.


  Like maybe an exit wound from a large-caliber firearm.


  Eight damn years, doing his accounting and bookkeeping for his business, and now all she had was a job at the animal shelter. Fortunately, they were able to pay her a little more than just a kennel assistant’s pay rate, since they needed a new webmaster and she could do other office duties. So it wasn’t just cleaning cages and caring for animals.


  It was a job, and she knew she was damn lucky to have one in the first place.


  Still, it stung.


  Moving on…


  Her best friend, Essie, and Essie’s men, had helped with the short move. One trip with all their vehicles, with plenty of room to spare.


  Note to self, next time I get a boyfriend, all the shit stays in my name.


  She’d originally moved into Shane’s house with him. She’d met him through friends at school. At the time, she’d been sharing an apartment with a friend.


  Shane was the kind of guy she’d always dreamed about having. In business for himself with a landscaping and lawn care business, there was no shortage of work for him in the Sarasota area. He was self-employed, making decent money, and one of those sees it, wants it, gets it type of men that melted her panties.


  And he’d melted them right off her body, all right.


  Along with her brain.


  When he’d asked her to quit her design job and come to work for him as his bookkeeper and office manager, of course she’d done it. They were making better money anyway.


  Stupid, stupid, stupid.


  Not so stupid for him.


  I need a shower.


  She shared her bathroom with Baxter’s litter pan. Essie, Josh, Mark, and Ted had talked Cali into coming with them that night to dinner and then to Venture, the BDSM club they were all members of. She’d wanted to save the money, but Essie wouldn’t take no for an answer and told Cali that dinner and her entry fee were on them tonight. To consider it a housewarming gift since Cali wouldn’t let them buy her any fancy luxuries, like dishes, utensils, or pots and pans.


  Or groceries.


  As Cali stripped and stepped under the spray, she thought about coincidences. How funny it was she had reached this point.


  Funny of the sad and strange variety, not funny ha-ha.


  Wasn’t anything the ha-ha kind of funny about her life now.


  Two years ago, Shane had discovered the BDSM club and wanted to go. It didn’t take Cali long to figure out she was a masochist, but in no way, shape, or form was she a submissive.


  When Shane dropped the bomb on Cali six months earlier that he was selling the business and moving to Miami to be with his new slave, going to work for her father at a car dealership over there, Essie had been Cali’s first call.


  Unfortunately, the law had been on Shane’s side. She could have fought to stay there, but he was going to move in a week, and she couldn’t afford to keep the house by herself. Not to mention she didn’t have the money to pay for a lawyer. If she’d fought it, Shane threatened to drag things out until she was absolutely broke. Nothing was in Cali’s name, except her car. Fortunately, it was paid off.


  She’d gotten a few things out of the house, including Baxter, who was never Shane’s to start with.


  Thanks to Essie, she had the job at the animal shelter. Essie was a volunteer there and knew they had an opening. Cali also picked up extra cash here and there as part of a temp cleaning crew for Essie and her guys. They ran a disaster recovery and cleaning service. They also starred in a cable TV show about hoarders, and had a side business doing hoarder cleanup.


  Everyone had offered to help Cali, to pitch in, but that wasn’t Cali’s style. She didn’t like to lean on others. The fact that she’d trusted Shane to her detriment grated at the very core of her being.


  No, she’d pull herself up and out of this, somehow. There wasn’t a lot of extra money at the end of every month, but she’d lived lean during college and for a couple of years after, before she’d met Shane.


  She damn sure could do it again.


  This time, however, when she dug herself out of the hole, she’d make sure she kept a tight grip on the damn shovel.


  And use it to smack anyone who tried to dump her back in the hole.


  


  * * * *


  


  She drove to Sigalo’s to meet up with everyone for dinner. Before she’d left, her mom called her from Montana, wanting to know when Cali would just give up, quit being stubborn, and please move home.


  Apparently, Ellen had ratted her out that she’d moved. She’d been planning on calling her parents tomorrow, when she felt a little stronger and knew she could have the conversation without crying.


  They’d never liked Shane.


  Now, she could see why.


  When Shane had dropped the bomb on Cali, she’d moved in with Ellen before telling her parents. Back then, they’d done what she knew they would—begged her to come home to Montana.


  She didn’t want to. They’d lived out there since she was eight, and she’d never settled into life there. Her dad got a job with an oil company, but even as young as she’d been, she never forgot Florida, its warm, sandy beaches, the gorgeous palm trees.


  Her first snowy winter had been a novelty for about three weeks.


  Every winter after that, she begged her parents to let her move back to Florida to live with her mom’s parents. They were now both deceased. But when Cali graduated from high school and got a scholarship to attend Ringling in Sarasota, she jumped at the chance to leave Montana behind.


  It wasn’t anything personal against the state of Montana, but she was a Florida girl.


  The last thing she wanted to do was move back to Montana. She’d do whatever she had to, short of selling her body on the Tamiami Trail, to keep living in Florida.


  Essie stood waiting outside the restaurant when Cali arrived.


  “Where’s your guys?”


  “Inside talking with the others.” Essie hooked an arm through Cali’s. “How you doing?”


  “Still unsuccessfully looking for the silver lining on this dark cloud, but otherwise, I’m okay. Thank you for the help. And tonight. Seriously.”


  Essie patted her arm. “You’re family. Adopted family. You’re not some clingy helpless user. You’ve had a little bad luck. Frankly my feelings would be hurt if you didn’t ask us for our help or take what we offer. Our friendship has been built on honesty. If I thought you were slacking, I’d be the first to bust your chops over it. You know that.”


  “I know. And you’d sic Tilly on me.”


  “Damn straight.”


  The woman herself stood when they approached the table, pulling Cali in for a hug. “How you doing?”


  “I’m okay.” Cali nearly laughed at how Tilly had asked the question almost exactly the way Essie had.


  Abbey and John were there, too, along with Tony and Shayla and several other regulars to the Saturday night dinners. The attendees always changed and fluctuated, but their core group basically remained the same over the years, adding more people here and there. A far smaller and more closely-knit group than the larger Suncoast Society munch, they really had become adopted family to each other over the years.


  Throughout the ordeal, Cali had found their emotional support invaluable.


  Essie had saved Cali a seat next to her, between her and Abbey. As dinner wore on, Cali felt that now-familiar longing well up inside her. Yes, they were her friends. She knew they’d go to the ends of the earth and back for and with her.


  But they weren’t a relationship. Not like she’d thought she’d had with Shane. Being cast aside so quickly after eight years together had wrecked her self-esteem no matter how many of her friends assured her it was his problem, not hers.


  She still felt…useless. Used.


  Broken.


  Not good enough.


  Shaking herself out of those thoughts, she tried to jump back into the conversation.


  Or to at least pay attention and appear to be actively listening.


  “You should see the new paddle Max and Sean have come up with,” Essie said. “It’s some sort of acrylic or something. Really light, but it stings like a motherfucker when it hits because of the way they positioned the holes in it.”


  Max and Sean were regulars at the club and the munch, but they didn’t always make the Sigalo’s dinner. Essie and her men were closest to the two BDSM toymakers because they were neighbors.


  “When is that one going on the website?” Cali asked.


  “Soon. I think they said they were bringing prototypes tonight for people to try out.” Essie grinned. “You could be a demo bottom for it.”


  Shane had refused to let Cali bottom to anyone else while they were together despite the fact that he’d made it perfectly clear he didn’t want to meet her masochistic needs. She’d respected that, not realizing he was catting around behind her back on FetLife and looking for a slave.


  Now, when she could afford to make it to the club, she would bottom for friends of hers from their closely knit group. Nothing sexual, because right now, despite wanting a relationship, she wasn’t sure she trusted herself not to make another bad choice. While she’d let Shane do orgasm play on her at the club, she hadn’t done that with anyone since him.


  Impact and sensation play was one thing. Anything more would have to wait until she felt she had her mental feet back under her again.


  Cali liked Max and Sean. The two men were handsome. Watching them scene with each other always left her hot and longing despite Shane’s private snide remarks to her later.


  Remarks that always flirted with but never quite crossed the line into mean-spirited or homophobic.


  Then again, in retrospect, that was another of those things she never recognized while she was with Shane. One of those things she always made excuses for, or just chalked up to how he was raised.


  Never held him accountable for it.


  Lots of things added up now that she never recognized while she was living smack in the middle of the lie. That was all the past eight years had been—a lie—if he could so easily dump her for someone else.


  She’d gotten herself to the health department for STD and HIV testing twice. Fortunately, Shane hadn’t left her with any lasting gifts that would keep on giving.


  Not physical ones, anyway.


  Mentally and emotionally, however…


  “I don’t know if I feel like playing tonight,” Cali said. “We’ll see. Maybe.”


  She had let the men test stuff on her at the club plenty of times, a few smacks here and there from implements. She’d never had a full-on scene with either of them.


  They never really scened with anyone but each other. While Max seemed to be the more dominant of the two, they were both definitely switches. One night, it might be Max going after Sean with a singletail, the next it might be Sean bending Max over a spanking bench and caning his ass.


  After dinner, they all drove over to Venture. It was still early in the night, but the club seemed pretty busy. The busier it got, the more Cali gave up the idea of playing with anyone, even though her body really wanted to. Her heart just wasn’t in it. Besides that, she’d already had three different people who hadn’t heard about her breakup with Shane come up to her and ask how he was, and where was he?


  By ten, she’d had enough. She sought out Essie and her guys and gave them hugs and thanks for the evening before slipping away, alone, to her apartment.


  As she undressed, she stared around at the empty bedroom. She didn’t even have a lamp to call her own. She used her phone as her alarm clock, and her laptop as a TV, thanks to free Wi-Fi from a fast-food restaurant just across the street.


  Well, I’ve hit bottom. Only place I can go now is up, right?


  At least she had a roof over her head. A roof in her name that, as long as she kept paying the rent, no one could take away from her or evict her from as if she had no rights and had never been there.


  Living well is the best revenge.


  She’d show Shane. She’d rebuild her life without a look back.


  Baxter jumped up onto the bed with her. “At least I’ve got you, buddy,” she said as he settled in for the night with her.


  Chapter Two


  


  Sunday night, Max Trendle studied the hand of cards in front of him as he scratched at the stubble on his chin. It was their weekly post-dinner game at Essie, Josh, Mark, and Ted’s place. The game changed from week to week, and they alternated houses every week.


  “Well?” Sean asked.


  “I’m thinking.”


  From across the table, Essie grinned. “Smoke’s coming out your ears, buddy. You in, or not?”


  Max was glad they weren’t playing for actual money. Essie and her three men, brothers Josh, Mark, and Ted, were real sharks.


  “Fold.” He tossed his hand onto the table. “Next week, we play Uno.”


  “I’d rather play Cards Against Humanity,” Sean said. “It’s a lot more fun.” He took two cards, wrinkling his nose as he tucked them into his hand.


  Max knew that tell. After twelve years together, he could read his partner better than anyone.


  Sean had a good hand.


  Max nudged Ted, who sat to his right. “Weren’t you helping someone move yesterday? How’d that go?”


  Essie let out a low growl from across the table.


  “Down,” Ted said.


  Essie glared at him. “I want to go Tilly on that fucker.”


  “Who?” Max asked.


  “Shane. Cali’s ex.”


  “I thought he was in Miami?”


  “He is,” Ted answered before Essie could. “We moved Cali from her cousin’s place yesterday. She rented a tiny little apartment on Bee Ridge.”


  “Oh. How is she? I didn’t see her at the club last night.”


  “I think she left before you guys got there,” Mark said. “She was okay during dinner, but I think everything started hitting her hard. A bunch of people talked to her last night, asking how she was, if she needed anything, that sort of thing. I got the impression it overwhelmed her.”


  “It did,” Josh said. “At least we got her out to dinner and to spend time with her friends. If we can keep coaxing her out, maybe she’ll get her feet back under her. She’s a real sweetheart.”


  “You know,” Sean said, “we’ve been talking about redoing our website. We could talk to her about a new logo and design.”


  “Too bad Sarton doesn’t need any office help.” Max leaned back in his chair. “I’d put her name in for that.”


  Essie stood, glass in hand, to head for the kitchen. “I think the extra she earns working for us part-time is keeping her afloat,” she said. “The animal shelter can only pay so much.”


  “Can Tony get her a job at Asher Insurance?” Sean asked.


  “She applied months ago,” Essie called back from the kitchen. “They’ve got a waiting list a mile long for call center workers, and that’s all she’s really qualified to do there.”


  “Well, I heard from Kel that Derrick has banned Shane’s ass from the club on the off-chance the fucker ever shows up again,” Ted said. “That’s bullshit, all those years together, he ups and leaves her, sells the business she helped him grow, and she doesn’t get jack shit from it or the house.”


  Essie returned with a fresh glass of tea. “I think Derrick did that more so Tilly wouldn’t commit homicide if the guy ever showed up again. Prison orange isn’t Tilly’s color.”


  “She wouldn’t be the only one,” Sean muttered.


  


  * * * *


  


  At nine o’clock they called it quits on the game. Max and Sean bid everyone good-night and headed down the sidewalk toward their house six doors down at the end of the cul-de-sac.


  “We should write a book,” Sean said.


  Max didn’t need clarification to know which station his partner’s train of thought had just departed from. “How Not to Get Fucked Over by Your Ex In Ten Easy Steps?”


  “Yep.”


  “We could do T-shirts on one of those sites,” Max added. “At least we didn’t lose our incomes or our home with our ex. Just a lot of damn aggravation.”


  “We were damn lucky not to. And not for lack of trying on her part.” Sean didn’t need to name her. In fact, the men usually went out of their way not to mention their ex’s name. It seemed any time in the past they’d spoken about her by name too many times, she crossed their paths.


  “Yeah, I know.”


  They continued walking. “How sick am I,” Sean said, “that while I don’t miss her or her bullshit, I miss having a third? Especially a woman. No offense, dude.”


  Max dug out his keys as they approached their house. “Not sick,” he admitted. “And none taken. I miss having a third, too. She just wasn’t the right one for us.” With Cali on his mind, now he couldn’t get her out of there. They’d both fantasized about her plenty of times after using her as a test bottom for implements.


  “Do you think we’ll ever find our unicorn?” Sean asked.


  They stopped on the front porch while Max got the door unlocked. “I don’t know. If it’s meant to be, we’ll stumble across her some random way. Our mistake, I think, was seeking someone out in the first place.” He opened the door. “Well, it wasn’t a mistake, but in retrospect, she flipped the tables around on us in a way we weren’t expecting.”


  Sean stepped in and disarmed the alarm. “Yeah.” He chuckled. “It sort of backfired on her. I wish you’d let me ask Derrick to ban her from the club.”


  “No, we’re not going to be like that. She gives us a wide berth. If we run our mouths, it makes her look right. Our friends know the truth. Anyway, it’s been years now. Let’s face it, she’s already got a questionable rep, especially since she pissed Tony off that first time he brought Shay to the club. Then she got mouthy with Abbey a few months ago. It’s only a matter of time before she pisses enough people off that either she stops coming around, or Derrick receives enough complaints about her that he bans her outright. He had to demote her from volunteer status after that run-in with Tony. She’s not our problem any longer. I’m damn sure not going to let her run us off from the club. They’re our friends.”


  Sean pulled him into his arms. “Look at you, being all Mr. Logical.”


  “One of us has to be.” Max kissed him. “Hey, think of it this way. One good thing came out of all that bullshit with She Who Won’t Be Named.”


  “Yeah?”


  Max grabbed Sean’s ass, grinding his hips against him. “Yeah. If it hadn’t been for her, the two of us never would have found the balls to hook up as anything but friends. So we do owe her that.”


  “True. Over nine years since the first night she did that to us, I still get hard when I think about it.”


  “She might be a bitch, but she’s a damn smart, tricky bitch. Living well and all that shit. We have our revenge.” Max kissed him again, hard, deep, his tongue probing Sean’s mouth. “Go get your ass in the bedroom and get naked so I can fuck you.”


  “Now you’re talking.”


  Yes, the first three years of living together, they’d been roommates and nothing more. And friends even before that.


  Until…her.


  What had started for the Dominatrix as a fun lark, a voyage into what she perceived to be humiliation for the two men, had backfired on her in a big way.


  And it opened the men’s minds to the larger world of relationship dynamics. Now rid of her, the two men still had each other while their ex bounced from victim to victim.


  By the time Max made it to the bedroom, Sean was down to his briefs and pulling the covers off the bed. Sean was lying on his back sideways across the bed on a towel, ass at the edge of the bed and his legs drawn up by the time Max got naked.


  Max dropped to his knees, swallowing Sean’s cock while his lover groaned. “I thought you were going to fuck me,” Sean gasped.


  Max lifted his head. “I am. In a minute.” He went back to licking and sucking Sean’s cock, his own now rock hard and throbbing in time to his lover’s moans.


  He cupped Sean’s balls in his hand and squeezed, just until he heard a gasp from the other man, a little bite added to sweeten the pleasure. Hell, they were both masochists as well as sadists at this point. No reason to deny it. They’d probably never find a woman who’d understand it and not be weirded out by it, even amongst kinky women.


  Might as well enjoy life while they were young enough to fuck like bunnies. Max was forty-two and not getting any younger. Sean was forty-one.


  Once Sean was begging for relief, Max picked up the condom Sean had laid on the bed, ripped it open, and rolled it down his cock. Then he grabbed the tube of lube.


  “Gonna be hard and fast tonight,” Max said. “You come with me, or you hold it.”


  “Dammit,” Sean muttered. “Fucking sadist.”


  “You remember that the next time you make me wait all day. This is payback for Friday night, buddy.”


  Max aligned his cock with Sean’s rim and slowly breached his ass, taking his time as he got himself buried all the way to the root.


  “I’ll even do you a favor.” Max reached between Sean’s legs and pumped the man’s hard cock with his fist a couple of times before Max started fucking him.


  “Ooohhh…yesss!” Sean arched his back, eyes closed and his fingers digging into his thighs as he held his legs out of the way.


  Max picked up the tempo, slamming his cock into his lover. With his hand he pumped Sean’s cock, feeling the other man’s orgasm begin as his ass started squeezing Max’s cock even before his balls blew his load of cum all over Max’s hand.


  “There you go.” He let go and grabbed Sean’s thighs, ramming him, finally able to quit holding back and let his own climax rip through him, filling the condom.


  He took a moment to catch his breath, slapping Sean’s thigh with his hand and leaving behind a smear of cum.


  “See? I’m a nice guy. Could have got you worked up and made you sleep with your cock locked in a cage all night, but I didn’t.” He pulled out and went into their bathroom to clean up.


  Sean joined him a moment later, kissing him before he cleaned himself up. “Hey, you enjoyed it at the time.” Sean grinned. “You could have safeworded.”


  “For that? I’m no puss.”


  “No, you definitely aren’t.”


  When they collapsed in bed a few minutes later, Max was ready to fall asleep, having had a great meal and a nut well-busted.


  Sean spoke in the darkness. “Maybe if she’s at the club next week we can ask her if she’d be interested in playing. Not just testing implements, but a full-blown scene.”


  Max’s mind had grown blissfully blank with his sexual tension relieved and a full stomach, to boot. “Who?”


  “Cali. She’s single. I like her.”


  His earlier thoughts slammed into his brain. “Go to sleep.” Max knew all too well where this discussion would lead, and frankly, he was too tired to fend Sean off.


  “Just sayin’.”


  “I’m sayin’ go the fuck to sleep.” But as he closed his eyes, even Max had to admit to himself there were far worse women out there to play with than Cali. “Don’t go chasing her.”


  “Asking her to play isn’t chasing her.”


  “Go. The fuck. To sleep.”


  Next to him, Sean let out a little snort of victory.


  Dammit.


  Yes, he knew he’d let Sean wear him down, and they’d end up playing with Cali, if she said yes.


  And then Sean would try to press for more.


  And then…well, either they’d get shot down, figure out she was five gallons of crazy in a two-gallon bucket, or…


  Well, they’d never reached “or” before in that particular equation. Usually it was the first, or the second.


  But if Sean wanted to chase her, Max knew there’d be no talking him out of it unless or until he gave in and let him. Once the relationship slammed into the inevitable metaphorical brick wall, he’d be the one there to console the man.


  The things I fucking do for love.


  Chapter Three


  


  Cali spent Sunday morning working on her resume. She couldn’t even cook herself a decent breakfast, because she didn’t have any pots and pans. All she had were paper plates, plastic cups, and some stray plastic utensils she’d saved up from take-out and gas station stops. So she went across the street to the fast food place where she was filching Wi-Fi from and bought breakfast.


  It made her feel a little less guilty.


  When I can afford cable and Internet, I’ll get my own connection.


  At her current budget constraints, that would be…a while. After all her monthly expenses, she only had about a hundred bucks to spare. That included putting a little away each month into her savings account, which was now nearly up to a thousand dollars. That was something she wouldn’t touch unless there was an emergency, like a vet bill or car repairs, that would otherwise cripple her budget.


  Now I remember the sucky part of college life.


  She’d gotten by on her scholarship and a part-time job, scraping by with a roommate who was just as broke as she’d been.


  I survived it then, I can survive it again.


  Although surviving it now was a lot less fun when, up until six months earlier, she’d been living in a four-thousand-square-foot home with a pool in a gated community.


  Luckily, her car was only two years old. Other than oil changes, for now it was reliable and good on gas and didn’t cost her anything other than insurance and gas.


  Before returning home, she drove over to Siesta Key, to the beach there, and spent some time walking along the sand while dodging tourists.


  Yes, she could move back to Montana, where her parents really wanted her to be.


  And she’d be miserable.


  Also, she knew while she could probably find a job there, it wouldn’t pay enough for her to save up and move back to Florida. Forced to choose, Florida would always win out for her. Not to mention, she didn’t even own a heavy coat anymore. She wouldn’t be able to afford to buy all the clothes she’d need just to survive her first winter back.


  All her friends lived here. The vanilla ones and the kinky ones, although she realized after the Shane-bomb hit that it was the kinky ones who’d stuck by her, while it turned out most of the few vanilla ones she’d had were more his friends than hers. Excluding a couple of friends she’d known since college, or the few from work. And two of them turned out to be kinky anyway.


  Hell, this was the first time she’d ever lived on her own before. From home, to college with a roomie, to Shane, to Ellen’s.


  And now…


  This is a good thing for me. I really needed this. I’m only thirty-two. I’m young. I can kick ass and rebuild my life the way I want it to be, not something dictated by someone else.


  Shane had final say in how they decorated, what they bought. It had been his house, after all, when she moved in with him. His business.


  Only in retrospect did she see how she’d been his property, not his partner. When she hadn’t contorted herself into the proper shape to suit his needs, he’d discarded her for someone else and walked away without a second thought.


  I’m such an idiot.


  No, this was her time. Her life. Her chance to figure out who she was, what she wanted, and where she wanted to go. The next guy who wanted into her life would have to do things her way, take her as she was, and accept the fact that she was her own person.


  And if they couldn’t, that would be their loss.


  


  * * * *


  


  Cali went to bed early that evening, wanting to be rested for her early morning shift at the animal shelter. When she awoke disoriented in the middle of the night, somewhere, a shrill, shrieking alarm pierced through the fog of her sleep. It was only after she realized what it meant that she jumped out of bed, now panicked, wide awake.


  The building’s fire alarm.


  Her unit didn’t have any smoke in it, but she grabbed the clothes she’d laid out for work, pulled them on, and grabbed Baxter’s cat carrier from where it still sat on the bedroom floor, next to the wall.


  Guess not having furniture isn’t a bad thing.


  She found him huddled, terrified, in the bathroom, behind the toilet. Without bothering to be gentle, she set the carrier on its end, grabbed Baxter by the scruff of his neck, lifted him, and dropped him into the carrier and shut the door, making sure it was securely fastened before she ran back into the living room.


  Peering out the viewfinder, she didn’t see anything amiss yet, but now the faint whiffs of smoke were starting to come to her.


  She sat Baxter, now yowling in fear in the carrier, by the front door and ran back to the bedroom to grab her cell phone and charger.


  Her laptop case, purse, and keys were still on the couch, where she’d left them. Sliding her sneakers on, she grabbed everything, including Baxter, and stepped outside.


  Now she saw and smelled the smoke. An upstairs unit two doors down from hers was ablaze.


  Shit!


  She backed away. Before she realized what she was doing, she unlocked her car, threw Baxter and everything else in the backseat, and then moved her car away from the building, getting ready to dial 911 as she did.


  Two people emerged, choking, from the upstairs apartment, and now she heard fire engines approaching.


  Shutting off her phone before the call had even connected, she left it there in the car and raced back to her apartment. There, she scooped her jewelry box into the laundry basket full of dirty clothes. She set it on top of the plastic tub holding her pictures and photo albums, and then ran back outside again carrying them.


  She didn’t want to lose anything else, but everything else was replaceable.


  Firemen, and now a deputy, were going door to door and pounding on them as more firemen set up hoses at the hydrant just outside the building.


  In shock, she returned to her car, uprighted poor Baxter’s carrier, which had landed on its side, and stood there, watching.


  


  * * * *


  


  Two hours later, the fire was out and everyone was safe. The Red Cross had shown up to help out.


  While there was no fire damage to her unit, there was smoke and water damage, making it uninhabitable.


  Fuck.


  She knew the important thing was all the building’s residents—and their pets—had gotten out safely.


  But…


  Fuck.


  She didn’t know who else to call. She picked up her phone and, despite it being three o’clock in the morning, she called Essie Collins.


  Essie and her guys arrived twenty minutes later.


  “I’m sorry I called but I didn’t know what else to do,” Cali tearfully said.


  “It’s okay,” Ted assured her. “Can we get any of your stuff out?”


  “I don’t know. They said they can put us up at a hotel but I need someplace I can go with Baxter. I can’t afford an expensive pet deposit.”


  “I’m guessing they’ll give you back your money since you just moved in,” Essie said. “At least most of it.”


  “I don’t know. They’re still trying to get hold of someone at the management company. Apparently the regular manager was out of town this weekend.”


  “Well, for right now, you can come to our place,” Mark said. “We’ll figure out what happens tomorrow once it’s daylight.


  “Essie, you take her home,” Josh said. “We’ll see if they’ll let us salvage her clothes from her apartment.”


  “I had a bed and a couch,” Cali said, the tears finally breaking through. “What the hell else is the universe going to take from me?”


  Essie pulled her into her arms. “You got Baxter, you got your computer, and your jewelry and pictures. Everything else is just stuff. The important things are safe.”


  She gave the guys the key to her apartment. They had driven over in two trucks, and Essie took the car keys from her and made her get in the passenger seat.


  “I’m sorry I’m disrupting your life like this,” Cali said, weary to the depths of her soul.


  “Hey, that’s what friends are for. Like I told you at dinner, I’d be upset if you didn’t call us for stuff like this.”


  “What am I going to do?” In the backseat, Baxter started yowling again. “Crap. I don’t have food or a litter box or anything for him now.”


  “Hold on.” Essie turned the car around.


  “Where are we going?”


  “There’s a Walmart not far from here. Open all night.”


  The adrenaline crash started to set in. Despair and exhaustion only capped off the toxic sundae of emotions coagulating inside her. “I feel like I start to get a handle on things, start to feel good, and wham. If someone’s using a damn voodoo doll on me, I wish to hell they’d just put me out of my misery.”


  Essie refused to let Cali pay for the thirty dollars in basic supplies Baxter would need. When they pulled into Essie’s driveway a little after seven in the morning, Essie realized she was supposed to be at work in twenty minutes.


  “Dammit.”


  “Never mind,” Essie said. “I’ll call June and tell her what happened.”


  “I can’t call off.”


  “You need to sleep.”


  “I have to go in. Just…” She took a deep breath. “Please tell her I’ll be running a few minutes late, but I’ll be there.”


  “Okay.”


  As they were unloading, Max and Sean pulled up next to the driveway. Sean rolled down the passenger window. “What’s going on?”


  Cali waved to them, but continued unloading, wanting to turn around as quickly as possible and get to work. Essie walked over to talk to the men, and by the time Cali was ready to leave for work fifteen minutes later, Essie had joined her in the house.


  “They said if there’s anything you need to let them know,” Essie told her.


  “Thanks. I can’t even begin to think about that right now.”


  “You sure I can’t talk you into trying to sleep?”


  “No. And thank the guys for me for trying to get my stuff. I’m…” She felt the tears coming and choked them back. “I’m sorry.”


  “Stop. We’re family. Oh, wait.” Essie went to the kitchen, rummaged through a drawer, and returned with a key. “Here you go. Alarm code is 2828 and then hit off. To set it, same code, and hit either home or away when you do.”


  Cali added it to her keyring. “Thanks.” After giving Essie a long hug, she said, “If anything else happens, please, just put me out of my misery.”


  “No such luck, sweetie,” Essie told her. “You’re stuck with us.”


  Chapter Four


  


  Cali had to put gas in her car on the way to work. She bought a large refillable travel mug and topped it off with the strongest blend of coffee the gas station had on tap.


  She knew she’d need every drop of caffeine she could get to make it through the day.


  By noon, she realized she didn’t even have lunch with her. The sandwich was sitting in a zip-top baggie in her fridge.


  At the apartment.


  What was her apartment.


  She locked herself in one of the staff bathrooms, had a good cry, then washed her face and blew her nose.


  Staring at herself in the mirror, she gripped the edges of the sink.


  I can do this. I can do this. This is just a test. I won’t let it break me.


  Maybe the universe at large was trying to push her toward Montana after all, despite it being the last place she wanted to go.


  After all, without a couch or a bed, she could almost fit everything she owned that was still salvageable into her car. Essie had texted her that the men had been allowed to retrieve the rest of her clothes from the apartment and took them to a cleaners for her to get the smoke smell out of them.


  And that they would pick up the expense for her, no arguing allowed.


  She suspected the three corsets she owned were ruined. A couple of other leather and latex garments.


  Then again, Shane and his money bought them for me. Maybe I’m better off without them.


  Before Cali left work for the day, June pulled her aside into her office. On one of the chairs sat a large paper shopping bag filled to the brim with cat accoutrement.


  “This was supposed to be your housewarming gift from me to you and Baxter,” she said, “so now I’m glad I forgot to give it to you on Friday.”


  Cali accepted the older woman’s hug. “Thank you. Believe me, I’m sure the little monster will appreciate it. Poor guy, he just got moved and was settling in, and now he’s moved again.”


  “I’m glad you grabbed him and got him out okay.”


  “Yeah, well, that was one good thing at least. Nowhere for him to hide from me except in the bathroom. I found him immediately.”


  “I’ve got a spare bedroom, if you need anything. I know Essie said you’re covered, but just to let you know.”


  “Thank you.” She hadn’t even told Ellen yet, not wanting her cousin to try to get her to move back there.


  Or rat her out to her ’rents.


  Once her mother found out about this latest development, she’d want to board a plane for Sarasota and drive Cali back to Bozeman personally.


  And if her mom showed up now, Cali wasn’t even sure she had the strength or will to fight her on it.


  When she left the shelter, she stopped by the apartment complex. After waiting in a line behind ten other residents for nearly an hour, she was standing at the complex manager’s desk and being cut a check for her deposit and last month’s rent, since she couldn’t afford to move to either a more expensive, vacant, and livable unit there, or a unit at one of their other properties.


  The first month rent would be refunded to her separately after they’d pro-rated it. She could stop by the next day and pick up that check.


  Sitting in her car, she stared at the check. That was something, at least. While standing in line, she’d heard other residents bitching about not being reimbursed for their belongings, but Cali knew they were screwed if they didn’t have renter’s insurance.


  She hadn’t. She hadn’t had anything worth insuring, except her laptop.


  And Baxter.


  On the way back to Essie’s, she deposited the check at her bank via a drive-through ATM machine. One hurdle jumped.


  Now the search to find somewhere else in the area that she could afford would begin again. There had been other places that were even cheaper, but they’d been in crummier sections of Sarasota and Bradenton. The apartment on Bee Ridge wasn’t the snazziest of places, or the best of areas, but it had been a reasonable choice.


  Back to square one.


  Cali had to park on the street in front of Essie’s house, their driveway filled with their vehicles. Another reason this had to be temporary. While Cali loved her friends and didn’t have a problem with their poly quad dynamic, five adults sharing a house, with one of them not sexually involved with the other four, might get uncomfortable.


  If not for them, then for Cali, who hadn’t been laid since Shane.


  I have to quit thinking about him.


  When Cali walked in carrying the gift bag from June, Baxter met her at the front door.


  She set the bag down and scooped him up, hugging him. From the kitchen she smelled delicious aromas.


  Essie stuck her head through the doorway. “Oh, good! You’re just in time for dinner.”


  “I’m sorry about Baxter,” she said. “I thought I closed my bedroom door.”


  Essie smiled. “You did. He wanted out. He’s allowed the run of the house. I moved his litter pan to the guest bath. We like animals, obviously, in my case. We’ve just been too busy right now to think about getting any of our own. He’s welcomed here.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Is that the goodie bag June told me about?”


  “Yeah.” She set Baxter down and picked it up. “Why do I get the feeling she fibbed about it being a housewarming gift she ‘forgot’ to give me? The woman is like an elephant. She forgets nothing.”


  Essie smiled. “Does it matter?”


  “I guess not. Do I have time for a shower?”


  “If you want. We’re eating out on the lanai anyway. It’s too gorgeous out. Max and Sean will be joining us.”


  Cali sniffed her shirt. “Maybe I should take a shower.” Then the thought hit her, nearly driving her to tears. “Oh, wait, I can’t take a shower. I don’t have stuff, and I don’t have clean clothes to put on anyway. I guess I need to go by the store again.”


  “The guys grabbed your bathroom stuff. I put it in the guest bathroom for you. And if you mean the basket of clothes you brought with you, I did those for you this morning after you left.”


  Now the tears did come and Cali gave up trying to hold them back. “Thank you. How the hell am I going to be able to repay you?”


  “For starters, get a shower. I love you, but I volunteer there, too, remember. I know the routine. You really should take a shower.” She grinned. “Especially since Max and Sean are coming over.”


  “Why do I get the feeling this is like you’re trying to arrange a date or something?”


  Essie’s grin widened. “Never you mind. Just go.”


  Baxter followed her. Sure enough, Essie had folded all the clothes for her and left them neatly stacked in her basket. The guest room didn’t have a dresser she could use.


  Then again, I didn’t even have a dresser I could use.


  She grabbed clothes and was heading to the bathroom when Essie stopped her in the hallway, a glass of chilled white Zinfandel in her hand. This she forced Cali to take.


  “Here. You need it.”


  “I’m not even going to argue.”


  “Good, because I don’t want you arguing. I want you to relax. I left towels in there for you. What’s not in the shower, I stuck under the sink, if you’re missing something.”


  “Thanks.” She kissed Essie on the cheek. “I’m going to start calling you my Fairy Godmother.”


  After Cali finished her shower, Essie met her with the bottle of wine and gave her a refill.


  “You trying to get me liquored up to have your way with me later, lady?” she teased.


  “Just trying to lubricate you through the rest of what was admittedly a worse than normal Monday, even by Monday standards.”


  “You ain’t kidding.”


  Cali was sitting on the lanai with Ted while Baxter investigated the safety of the screened confines. That was one thing, at least. Baxter was an inside-only cat. The short time they’d be staying there, he could explore the lanai and almost be outside. At the apartment, all he’d had was a tiny screened balcony barely large enough to sit on from which to look at the world. Mark and Josh were inside helping Essie finish up dinner when the doorbell rang.


  “And there are Max and Sean,” Ted said.


  “Fess up, headshrinker. What’s Essie got planned?”


  Ted, the eldest of the three Collins brothers, was also a licensed counselor who specialized in working with people with hoarding disorders. “I don’t know,” he said. “But whatever it is, I strongly suggest letting her do it. Because you know how determined she is to see other people get their happily ever afters.”


  That was all he had time to say before Essie, wearing a broad, beaming grin, escorted Max and Sean onto the lanai. Before Cali could stop her, her friend had also refilled her wine glass.


  She wasn’t normally much of a drinker, but tonight Cali would make an exception. She’d dang sure earned it, and sleeping wouldn’t be difficult considering how exhausted she already felt from the early morning panic.


  Yeah, dinner with Max and Sean wasn’t a hardship. Max was a lean and lanky six two, dark-blond hair and brown eyes. Sean was about an inch shorter, and while a little stockier in build, he was definitely in shape. Just a hint of grey at the temples of his brown hair, and his crisp blue eyes definitely melted her.


  Or, maybe that was the third glass of white Zin.


  They’re gay, duh.


  Still, a girl could dream and fantasize. After the craptastic day she’d had, a little fantasizing was a free indulgence that, for once, she’d let herself get lost in.


  Chapter Five


  


  Sean smiled when he saw Cali sitting at the table on the lanai. “Hi.”


  After their brief talk with Essie that morning before they drove in to work, Sean had made up his mind. “Let’s ask Cali to move in with us,” he’d said.


  Max had given him “that look,” the one that wasn’t quite a frown but close enough to have the same zip code. “She’s not our unicorn.”


  “Don’t you like her?”


  “Yeah, I like her,” Max said. “I like her a lot. She’s cute, I like her, and she just went through another life trauma that I feel horrible about on her behalf. You don’t want to just move her in. You want her.”


  “Duh.”


  “You don’t know she has any interest in us. She probably thinks we’re gay.”


  “And we could quickly correct that erroneous impression if she were living with us.”


  “She has a cat.”


  Sean frowned. “I thought you liked cats.”


  “I do like cats. Other people’s cats. We don’t have time for a pet.”


  “He wouldn’t be our pet. He’s Cali’s. You said it yourself that you wanted to talk to her about helping us redesign our website. How much more perfect could that be if she were living with us, huh?”


  Max had let out a groan. “Oh, this is going to go sideways in a bad way. I can feel it already.”


  “That’s not a no.”


  Max had given him “the look” again.


  “Oh, come on. How many times have we come back here, alone, after testing implements on her at the club, and fantasized about having her in our bed? Being too chickenshit to approach her about it for fear of freaking her out?”


  Max had glared in reply, unable to deny it. As a matter of fact, Max had come up with some of the hottest, dirtiest fantasies about what they could do with her if she really were between them in bed.


  Thing was, they never thought it would ever be anything but a really hot fantasy.


  Sean grinned. “Great. When we go over for dinner tonight, we’ll ask her.”


  Well, now they were standing here. Cali’s shoulder-length brown hair was damp and pulled back at the nape of her neck with an elastic band. She wore a T-shirt and shorts and sat with her bare feet tucked up under her.


  She was adorable.


  And yes, he wanted her.


  “Hey, Cali,” Max said from beside him.


  “Hi, guys,” she said, her smile looking worn and haggard.


  Sean wanted to pull her into his arms and fix this for her, although doing just that might weird her out if he didn’t lay the proper groundwork first.


  He’d basically worn Max down throughout the day, not hard to do considering their offices sat next door to each other at Sarton, the construction firm they worked for. Sean was an engineer and Max was their senior cost estimator for their projects. They’d met in college and ended up going to work there, Max first and then Sean six months later when Max was promoted and Sean took his place as the head engineer.


  Well, before their relationship had transformed from straight friends into lovers.


  Sean had called Essie that afternoon, asking how best to approach making the offer.


  Hence the dinner invite.


  She wasn’t a smoker, she was kinky, and she was adorable.


  As they chatted over dinner, Sean didn’t miss that Essie had seated him and Max on either side of Cali.


  “Is Cali short for something?” he asked her after learning about her years in Montana.


  “California.” She snorted. “California Raleigh Charleston, if you can believe that.”


  “Wow,” Max said.


  “Yeah. Especially in a Montana high school. My mom swears at the time she thought it was cute. Hence why I go by Cali.”


  “I don’t blame you,” Max said. “Here I thought Maximilian Roscoe Trendle was bad. They were my grandfathers’ first names.”


  “I’m just Sean,” he said, feeling a little lame over that.


  Essie threw her hat into the ring. “Essline Barrone. My dad made it up, wanted me to have a distinct name, apparently.”


  Sean held up his wine glass. “To names. Glad we can pick what we want to be called now.”


  “Says the man who has the normal name,” Max snarked even as he clinked glassed with Sean, Cali, and the others.


  Sean waited until just before dessert to make his move. “Listen, I’ll admit there’s another reason we’re here tonight,” he said, glancing at Max. “We’d like to offer you our spare bedroom.”


  “Thanks, but I need to find another apartment.”


  “You can rent from us,” Sean said. “Here’s the thing, we’ve been meaning to ask you to redesign our website for us. I heard you say you can do that, right? And we need a bookkeeper for our online store.”


  “I’m not going to stay somewhere and mooch.”


  “No, not mooching. You can pay us rent, and work for us in partial trade.”


  “But I have a cat.”


  “So? We’re okay with that.”


  Essie spoke up. “I know you said you picked up a refund from the apartment complex, but I also remember some of the places I went to look at with you. They were dumps. You’ll be a few doors down from us. It’s a great neighborhood. They have a pool. It’s perfect.”


  Sean played dirty, picking up his wine glass and swirling the contents around. “Unless, you know, you think it’d be weird with us because of our relationship together.” He took a sip.


  He’d picked just the right tone and she fell for it. “No! It’s not that at all. I don’t have a problem with you guys. I like you both, you know that. But face it, I’d be crimping your style.”


  “Not at all,” Sean said, trying to contain his glee and ignore the dark glares from Max. He knew his partner would ream him out later privately for manipulating her like that, but a few seconds of manipulation winning out over hours of begging was worth it, in his book.


  Especially for a great cause like this.


  “Not that we don’t want you here,” Essie said, “because we do. I mean it when I say if I could talk you into living here, I would. But I also know you’ve been wanting your own place. Their spare bedroom is like a mother-in-law suite at the other end of their house. At least go look at it before you tell them no.”


  “You can help us test out toys,” Sean added with a grin.


  Cali turned to Max. “You haven’t really weighed in much. Is this his plan, or are you okay with it?”


  “I’m fine with it,” Max said. “I’m the quiet one. He’s the talker.” Max shrugged. “Honestly? Had I realized the full extent of what you were going through sooner, I would have asked you to move in with us months ago. There’s no reason for you to struggle. You can save up and, at some point, if you still want to move out, fine. Otherwise, pad the savings a little. This isn’t charity.”


  Sean wanted to kiss the man. He knew he’d owe him a damn good blow job later for piping up when and how he did.


  Cali looked across the table at Ted. “Well, you’re the shrink,” she said. “Am I falling back on an emotional crutch if I do this?”


  “I’d have to say no, since you’re asking in the first place. We get it. You want to be independent. But get this, we’re your friends. Family. Make us happy and give in and accept it graciously.” He smiled. “You are a damn hard worker. I say that not just as your friend, either, but as someone who’s worked with you as your employer. If you want, we can call Tilly up and let her—”


  “No, no, that’s okay.” She loved Tilly, but knew her straight-shooting friend would probably ask why the hell she was resisting them. “How much rent are you going to be charging? I was paying six hundred, including electric and water, at the other place.”


  “Oh, hell no,” Max said. “Two hundred. And contribute to groceries every week.”


  


  * * * *


  


  That would mean an extra four hundred a month she could put into savings. Hell, she could think about taking that online college course she’d looked into and getting a degree in accounting.


  Why am I putting up such a fight over this again?


  “I want to do a lease and everything,” she said. “I want it in writing so you guys are protected and it doesn’t get weird.”


  “No problem,” Sean said. “Let’s walk over after dessert and look at it. Hell, we could move you in tonight.” He grinned. “And you can even skinny dip in the pool and hot tub if you want. We don’t mind.”


  “Privacy fences make for awesome neighbors,” Max said.


  This seemed to mean a lot to them, especially to Sean.


  One more glance at Essie, who gave her an eager nod and thumbs-up.


  No, she didn’t get the feeling her friend was trying to shove her out the door.


  If anything, it almost felt like Essie was trying to shove her into the men’s arms, which was stupid. They were gay, and Essie had to know that, considering they were close friends to her anyway.


  Whatever.


  “Okay. After dessert I’ll come look at it.”


  “Great,” Sean said. He leaned over and petted Baxter, who’d stopped to sniff at him. “You can have the run of our house, buddy.”


  When he got to Max, however, Baxter stopped, testing the air, then backed away before turning and running into the house.


  “Go figure,” Cali said. “Don’t take it personally, he did that to my cousin for weeks before he finally warmed up to her. He’s fickle.”


  Max hooked a thumb at Sean. “I live with fickle. I’m used to it, don’t worry.”


  “Hey.”


  “Well, you are.”


  Sean shrugged. “That’s true—I am.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Essie walked down to their house with Cali and the men after dinner.


  “I don’t know why I didn’t think of this before,” Essie said. “This is the perfect solution.”


  “I didn’t know there was a problem before,” Cali said.


  “I know you weren’t happy at your cousin’s house.”


  True. Her cousin and her husband weren’t kinky. She’d curtailed her activities by a lot while living there. Of course, the fact that her budget had taken a massive blow didn’t help.


  That was another bonus. She could go to the club more now without worrying about the expense as much. Maybe not every week, but maybe at least twice a month. It’d be nice to spend more time with her friends for a change. And if she was there with Sean and Max, she suspected they’d be willing to let her use them as an excuse if someone she didn’t want to play with asked her to play. That had only happened once in real life so far, and the guy had been quickly discouraged when Cali referred him to Tilly.


  But online, ever since she’d changed her FetLife status to single, creepers had crawled out of the woodwork. Most of them were harmless and easily blocked. She didn’t want to change her status back to involved because that might curtail interest from genuine guys.


  Then again, a guy was the last thing she needed right now.


  Don’t forget that.


  Their house was nice, and the room had its own bathroom. Situated at the far end of the house, it likely meant she wouldn’t hear the guys when they got…frisky.


  Not that she’d mind that, but it would only serve to remind her how alone she was.


  Heck, the bedroom and bathroom together were almost as large as her tiny apartment. The kitchen alone was as big as her kitchen and great room area combined at the apartment. The bedroom had a sixty-inch flatscreen TV on the dresser. They even had Wi-Fi.


  The bed was comfortable, too. A queen-sized bed far nicer than the cheap, full-sized mattress she’d picked up new from one of those model home furniture liquidators.


  “You know you want to say yes,” Essie said.


  She’d have dressers again, and a walk-in closet.


  Not that she had much in the way of clothes.


  At this point, between the wine and the exhaustion, Cali didn’t have the energy to fight any more. “Okay, yes. Thank you. I’ll try to keep it to only six months.”


  “You can stay as long as you need to,” Sean said. “No rush. I’ll go print up a lease.”


  Essie and Cali headed back to Essie’s to once again pack her stuff.


  “Poor Baxter’s going to be traumatized,” Cali said. “Moving him again.”


  “Baxter will settle in just fine. He’ll love it there.”


  “I’m glad June gave me a new scratching post.” The one she’d had for Baxter had been her cousin’s, for her two cats. She’d wanted to pick one up after moving, but June had included a small one in the goodie bag.


  “This is a perfect match,” Essie said.


  “Why do I get the feeling you’re wanting more to happen than me just rooming with them?”


  “Don’t be silly. They need the help with their website. It’s perfect.” Essie stopped her at her front walk and made Cali face her. “I hated that apartment you were in,” she said. “It was not the best neighborhood. My guys told me to keep my nose out of it, but it was all I could do not to put my foot down and get Tilly to help back me up to move you in with us then. This works out perfectly. I can quit worrying about you, and now you have no excuse not to make Saturday dinners or come to the club.”


  “Except for money.”


  “Stop it. This will give you a chance to save up. It gives you a chance to breathe easy for one goddamned minute since this nightmare started. Hey, no one would let me and Tilly and Abbey go hunt Shane’s ass down in Miami, so give me this win, okay? Please?”


  “Okay, fine. I didn’t know it meant that much to you.” She felt a little uncomfortable being the focus of everyone’s concern all of a sudden, but maybe that was just her, not them.


  She hoped.


  “Thank you.” Essie hooked arms with her again. “Now, let’s get you settled into your new home.”


  Chapter Six


  


  The first couple of days Cali lived with Sean and Max, she worried about cramping the men’s style.


  It didn’t stop her from fantasizing about them as she lay alone in her bed at night, though. Her libido had made a screaming reappearance, due in no small part to the men’s daily presence in her life.


  Not that she could say that to them. That would sound really douchey.


  Hey, you guys don’t mind if I fetishize and objectify you in my fantasies, right?


  Yeeaahh, no. Not something she’d ever admit to them.


  Still, it helped her when rubbing one out to think about herself sandwiched between the two cuties. Or to fantasize how sexy they probably looked fucking each other.


  As she settled into a semblance of a routine with Sean and Max over those first few days, she also realized she felt increasingly guilty.


  It would be far too easy to let them become an emotional crutch and she’d never get out on her own again. It didn’t help that Baxter went out of his way to snub Max, while loving up on Sean like he was some sort of cat Messiah.


  On Friday morning, they were all in the kitchen getting ready for work when she finally had to bring it up.


  “Guys, I really appreciate this, and you have been more than great, but I’m thinking I probably should look for my own place soon.”


  The men exchanged a glance. “Why?” they asked.


  “Did we do something?” Max asked.


  “No, you have been fantastic. I don’t want to end up overstaying my welcome.”


  “You’re not overstaying anything,” Sean said. “We want you here. What do we have to do to convince you of that?”


  “I’ve never lived on my own before. I had less than forty-eight hours in my own place.”


  “So?” Max asked. “What does that have to do with anything?”


  “Besides, we want your help with the website.”


  “I’ll still do that for you. I just—”


  “Is it because we’re bi?” Sean asked.


  “No, it’s… Wait, because you’re what?”


  “Bi,” Max said. “Did we do something to come on too strong or something?”


  “I…” Her jaw snapped shut. “I thought you guys were gay?”


  The men looked at each other and started laughing. “Nooo,” Sean said. “We love women.”


  She stared at them. That meant…


  “Is that why you asked me to move in? Because you’re attracted to me?”


  “It’s not the only reason,” Sean said. “We’d be lying if we said we weren’t, though.”


  “Oh.” That changed things.


  In a biiig way.


  On the one hand, it meant the dirty fantasies she’d been having about the men the past couple of days could come true.


  On the other hand, it meant the dirty fantasies she’d been having about the men the past couple of days could come true.


  And that scared her.


  “Okay, so we’ll admit it,” Sean said. “Yeah, we like you. A lot. We would love to play with you, and not just testing implements. A full-on, no-holds-barred scene. And if you wanted to do more, we’re open to that, too.”


  “More?”


  He stepped forward, forcing her to look up at him. “More. As in, we’ll show you ours if you show us yours.”


  “What are you afraid of?” Max asked.


  “I’m not. I’m…” She swallowed hard. She was.


  “Well, if you’re not afraid, then what is it?”


  “I need to get my own place.”


  “If the rent’s too high, we’ll drop it,” Sean said. “Hell, you can live here for free.”


  “I can’t mooch off you guys. I can’t live here for free.”


  “Sure you can, if we say so,” Max said.


  “What,” Sean said, “you think you can’t handle us?”


  She bristled, getting in his face. “I can handle anything you throw at me and more.”


  When he smiled, she realized he’d set a trap and she’d stepped right in it. “Then let’s make a wager,” Sean said. “Let’s scene together. We win, you stay for at least six months.”


  “What?”


  “Chicken?”


  “No—”


  “Don’t you like us?”


  “Of course I like—”


  “Aren’t you attracted to us?”


  He wasn’t giving her time to think. “Yes, I think you’re both—”


  “Think we’re not men enough for you?”


  “I never said that—”


  “Good. Then here’s the deal,” Sean said. “We make you safeword, then you live with us for six months, free. You don’t move out. By living with us, I mean with us, however you want, in our bed or out of it.”


  Max stepped forward. “Hey—”


  Sean silenced him with an upraised hand. “Deal?”


  She frowned, ignoring the “in their bed” part. That was too tempting. However, she’d seen them scene and knew she could handle that easily on her worst day. “That’s not fair. How do I know you won’t use needles or something on me? Anyone can be beaten into a safeword.”


  “No,” Sean said. “Honest scene. Accidental blows don’t count toward a safeword. No needles, no cutting, nothing like that.”


  She wasn’t convinced. “What’s the catch?” It’d been so long since she’d had the good, hard kind of scene that left her emotionally and physically spent that maybe it was worth listening to him just to get that.


  “No holds barred, either,” Sean said. “Meaning anything we want to do inside of your hard limits but including sexual play.”


  That would be a different limit. One that, considering her relationship status, wouldn’t be completely unwelcomed at that point. “Why is this so important to you?” she asked.


  “Because I really like you and so does Max. We’re not looking to take advantage of you. Why are you being so stubborn? There are people out there who’d jump at a chance to live rent-free for six months.”


  “I’m not most people.”


  “I’m getting that,” Sean said.


  “Is it because we’re bi?” Max quietly asked.


  That seemed to shock her. “No. I told you, that doesn’t bother me. In fact I think it’s kind of hot.” Actually, it was more than kind of hot, to her.


  “Then what is the problem?” Max asked.


  “I…” She didn’t have an answer other than the one that bubbled up from inside her. “Because only six months ago, I got hurt trusting someone, okay? It’s kind of hard for me to trust right now.”


  “Fair enough,” Max said. He turned to walk away.


  “No,” Sean said. “It’s not fair enough.” He wheeled around on her. “Are we not good enough for you?”


  “Jeebus, I already told you I like you two. I would think that was pretty clear.”


  Sean got in her face. “Then what are you afraid of?”


  “I’m afraid of falling in love and getting screwed over again. There. And I can’t promise you guys that in six months I’ll still be here, and not because of you, but because of me. Because I feel like I’m fucking broken inside right now. I wasted all those years on who and what I thought I was, what my life was going to be like, and in the space of a day it was fucking gone. The man I thought was in love with me dumps me because I wasn’t good enough for him in one goddamned way. Instead of talking to me about it, he went behind my back, cheated on me, and not only nuked our relationship, but my life as I knew it in the process. So pardon my fucking French, but I’m not exactly in a good headspace right now.”


  Max cocked his head, studying her. “Then accept the challenge,” he said. “Six months. If you’re so sure we can’t make you safeword, what’s the problem? If we win, it’s not like we’d force you to have sex with us.”


  “You said in your bed.”


  “Yeah? So? He said in or out of it. You don’t have to sleep with us if you don’t want to. We will never force you to do anything. We don’t need your money. We don’t even want your money. You’re our friend first, and that’s why we want to help you out. Do us a favor and quit painting us with the same brush as Shane. Not all guys are fucking assholes like him.”


  He stepped closer. “You seem so sure you’re going to win anyway. If we win, that’s six months you don’t have to worry about anyone bugging you, because you’ll be with us. And you’ll get your masochistic fix whenever you want from us.” He smiled, and it made her pussy clench. “And even more than that, if you want it.”


  “You hate Baxter,” she whispered, grasping at straws.


  “No, I don’t hate Baxter. We just got off on the wrong foot.”


  She stared at them, unsure. “I’m not getting rid of him. He’s the one thing I have in this world that’s all mine.”


  “Whether or not we win or lose, Baxter stays as long as you stay,” Sean said. “We promise. Hell, we’ll put it in writing.”


  Max’s brown gaze bored straight into her. “It’s a win-win. Either you win, you still have a place to live until you move out. We win, you have a guaranteed place to live for six months, free, with all the fringe benefits you want.”


  She stared at them. Why was she fighting this so hard? “Sixty minutes,” she said. “You have sixty minutes to get me to call it. If you can’t make me safeword in that time, I win. No cheating, either. No whacking me on the knee or the shin or the elbow or something. I’ve seen you two play plenty of times, and you’ve seen me play. So no bullshit. I get to make the call on whether a hit was good or not.”


  “Full naked,” Sean said. “And sexual play.”


  “Fine, but no penetration with fingers or penis, duh, and no oral,” she said. “Club rules.”


  Sean and Max exchanged a glance. Max nodded.


  “Done,” Sean said, sticking his hand out.


  She shook with him. “So when are we doing this?”


  “Tonight,” the men said in unison.


  “Tonight?”


  “Might as well settle it now,” Sean said. “Why? Does it matter? I thought you’d be glad to get it done and out of the way. Especially since you’re so certain you’ll win.”


  Her mouth went dry. She’d watched them play. She had no doubts she could take twice the beating and beg for more and never come close to safewording.


  So why was she worried?


  “Okay,” she said. “Tonight. After work.”


  Twenty minutes later, she was sitting in her car. They’d already pulled out and drove away.


  “That was weird, right?” she said aloud to herself. “That was…” The more she thought about it, yes, it was weird…


  But if it meant a chance to do something that once again put her in control of her life, she’d do it.


  They can’t handle me.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Sean had a feeling Max wanted to give him a piece of his mind. For once, if he did, Sean would sit there and take it without argument.


  Because he absolutely knew Max would be right for reaming him out, but he also knew he was right for pushing Cali to accept his challenge.


  Finally, Max spoke. “Do you really think that was the right way to handle things this morning?”


  “No, but it worked.”


  Max glared at him. “How do you figure that? She’s a damned heavy maso,” he said. “I don’t know if I have the stomach to go at her as hard as we’d need to and get her to safeword. In an honest scene,” he added.


  Sean grinned. “I have a plan.”


  “What plan?”


  “I’ll show you when we get home. Let’s make sure we get out of the office early enough today so we can prepare.”


  He spent the day in a state of heady anticipation. If he played his cards right, tonight Cali would not only lose the challenge, they would take the first step to corralling their unicorn.


  He saw the way Max watched her when he thought no one saw him. He caught the way Cali watched them. The attraction and desire were there.


  All he had to do was ensure they gently broke through her fears in a way she could neither deny nor logic her way out of.


  They got home a good hour before she was scheduled to arrive. Sean hummed to himself as he rooted through their implement bags until he found what he was looking for. “Aha. I knew we still had that.”


  “What?” Max asked.


  Sean turned and grinned, holding it up for Max to see.


  “Oh, that’s playing dirty.”


  “Hey, she’s the one who claims she won’t safeword. And she agreed to sexual play. She didn’t say anything about no vibrators. Between this and the nail driver, she’ll be begging for mercy.”


  “You’re going to use both of them on her at the same time?” The nail driver was an older neck and back massager that derived its nickname from the loud noise it made. It was great for loosening shoulder and back knots, its intended purpose.


  It also felt great pressed against the underside of a cockhead, or against the base of an inserted butt plug.


  Sean pointed at the Hitachi in his hand, which had a G-spot stimulator attachment still fitted over the top. “Yep. This one inside her, the other against her clit. We’ll start her out with a regular scene, get her settled in and comfortable and she’ll think she has this in the bag. Then…” He shook the vibrator. “We break out the big guns.”


  “Isn’t that violating the spirit of the agreement?”


  “She said club rules. Venture allows dildos and vibrators for orgasm play. They allow fingers, too, but she specifically excluded that. So…” He shook the vibrator again.


  “Okay. Then let’s get the playroom set up.


  The playroom was actually a guest room with a Murphy-style bed hidden against the wall behind a couch, which became part of its base when folded down. They set up a spanking bench and all the implements they planned to use on her, hiding the two vibrators and the extension cord under a couple of towels on the couch.


  Max surveyed the setup. “I’m still not sure she won’t chicken out.”


  “I don’t think she will,” Sean said. “She’s too determined to prove to herself she can stand on her own. But it’s clouding her judgment. She can’t get past the fact that it was Shane, not her, who fucked up. I applaud her tenacity, but she needs to learn there’s such a thing as being too stubborn about one’s independence.”


  “I don’t know. Living alone might be what she needs.”


  Sean turned to him. “I thought you liked her.”


  “I do like her. Thinking about having her between us makes my cock hard. I’m trying to be the voice of reason.”


  “She wants to be independent because, independence. Not because she really needs to be. She’s not seeing that what we’re offering her isn’t her mooching. She’s thinking it’s some moral weakness on her part and it’s not.”


  “I get it. I agree. I don’t want her resenting us after the fact, either.”


  “She won’t,” Sean said, giving everything one more look-over.


  “You can’t know that.”


  “I feel it. And I refuse to let her struggle in life when she doesn’t need to. It’s not some character-building exercise. It’s common sense. She enjoys being here, we enjoy having her here. We’re going to win this challenge, fuck her silly, and show her there’s nothing to be afraid of.”


  “And basically cheat to do it.”


  “Of course. I’m not an idiot. Hey, it’s within the rules.”


  “I’m going to be really pissed off with you if we lose her friendship over this.”


  “We’re not going to lose her friendship. We’re going to gain a lover.”


  Max arched an eyebrow at him.


  “Okay, so that sounded creepier out loud than I realized it would.”


  “Ya think?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Cali was glad today she was slated to work with animals all day and not do any office work. She didn’t think her brain could handle it, especially if it involved numbers.


  All she could think about, fantasize about, to the point of her panties pretty much being a sodden mess, was the two men having their hands on her.


  Sure for a scene, but it was something.


  When I win, I’ll ask them if we can be regular play partners. I trust them.


  She’d have to invest in a good vibrator at some point. Playing with them would leave her hot and horny.


  Maybe I could ask them to do orgasm play with me. In private.


  Hell, she wouldn’t mind doing orgasm play with them, either, now that she knew they were bi and maybe wouldn’t mind it.


  They did say in their bed or out of it…


  Oh, stop it.


  She refused to make herself vulnerable again, the way she had with Shane. She needed to rebuild her life under her terms, in a way that didn’t make her completely dependent upon someone the way she’d been in retrospect with Shane.


  She had stopped at the store to pick up some things when her phone rang, the display reading Mom.


  Shit.


  Take it, or send it to voice mail and deal later?


  She answered.


  “So how’s the new apartment? I thought I’d hear from you by now?”


  Oh, hell.


  With everything going on, she’d forgotten to update her parents about that. “Um, not so good, actually.” She told her about the fire and fibbed a little about her new living arrangement, making it sound more permanent than she knew it actually was.


  Her mother let out a sigh loud enough for Cali to feel all the way in Florida.


  “Don’t you think it’s time for you to move home?”


  She closed her eyes. “I am home.”


  “You never gave Montana a chance.”


  “No, I gave it over ten years, and I don’t want to live there. My life and friends are here.”


  “What about your parents?”


  Aaand we’re onto the guilt-trip phase of the conversation. Faster than normal, too.


  “I love you and Dad. You know I do. Why can’t Dad quit and you guys move back to Florida?”


  “Your father has a good job here. You could move back home and not pay rent. Save up your money.”


  “And be stuck in Montana for the rest of my life.” She didn’t want to get into the fact that having any kind of a kinky life would be impossible out there. “Mom, I’m an adult. Please respect my choices. Most of my life now, including my adult life, has been spent in Florida. I love it here. This is my home. Yes, I’ve had a couple of setbacks, but it’s still my home.”


  By the time Cali got her off the phone, she’d almost forgotten why she’d pulled into the store’s parking lot to start with. She shut the car off and went inside, got what she needed, and then continued home.


  She was turning onto their street when the challenge returned to mind, jump-starting her clit.


  Yowza.


  No, Montana was never her home. Florida was, and always would be. She’d get her life together, rebuild it from the ground up, and wouldn’t look back. In a couple of years, she’d think back on this time and, hopefully, see that it gave her strength to keep moving forward.


  Baxter met her at the door with a leg-twining act that nearly tripped her as she tried to get into the kitchen. When she turned around, Sean stood in the kitchen doorway, startling her.


  “A little warning next time, stealthy dude,” she said.


  He wore a playful, sneaky grin that tweaked her clit even more. Picking Baxter up to give him some affection and provide a small feline barrier between her and Sean, she fought the urge to back away from him as he walked in.


  “Ready for the challenge?”


  “I reek of kennel stink. Can I take a shower first?”


  “Of course. And then?”


  “You’re really confident, aren’t you?”


  “I wouldn’t have made the bet if I wasn’t.”


  “Why is this so important to you?”


  She was backed against the counters and couldn’t go anywhere. Baxter suddenly twisted in her arms, jumping down and bolting as Max appeared in the doorway.


  Sean pinned her in, not actually touching her but with his arms braced on the counter on either side of her.


  “Because I want a chance to show you how much we want you here, since you’re stubbornly refusing to listen to us and take us at our word. If I have to win your trust through a bet, so be it.”


  He had gorgeous blue eyes she felt she could dive into and drown in. “If you guys wanted to sleep with me, why didn’t you say so before?”


  “Because we didn’t want to weird you out. And we didn’t know if you were attracted to us.”


  “When I win this bet—”


  “If,” he corrected.


  She had to lick her lips to wet them. “If I win this bet, and I’m sure I will, would you guys still be open to being play partners after? Even when I move out?”


  He grinned. “Sure. And more, if you want.”


  “You’re awfully sure of yourself, aren’t you?”


  She kind of liked his confidence, even though she thought he was dead wrong.


  “Go get your shower,” he said, stepping back and releasing her. She realized his shorts were tented. “Because it’s going to be a looong night.”


  Chapter Eight


  


  As Cali stood in front of her closet, it hit her how inanely stupid it was for her to pick out clothes. Not that she had that many clothes to start with, and over half of her garments were still at the cleaners.


  But she’d agreed to full naked.


  Screw it.


  She grabbed her bathrobe and headed out to the kitchen. She’d washed her hair and pulled it back, damp, with an elastic band.


  “Okay. Let’s get this over with so we can have dinner.”


  The men were both shirtless and in shorts. Max turned, smiling. “You sound awfully confident.”


  “That’s because I am,” she said.


  “Don’t want to eat dinner first?”


  “No, because I don’t want to play on a full stomach.” And she didn’t want to delay their inevitable defeat. Or, since they’d asked for sexual play, delay any orgasms they might give her in the course of the scene.


  She’d been horny all day thinking about this.


  They led her down to the spare bedroom that was also their playroom. She’d worried they might have come up with some crazy-assed sex frame to strap her to, but she was relieved to see nothing more than a good old-fashioned A-frame style spanking bench. Like a sawhorse on steroids, with a padded top and padded rails on each side for kneeling.


  Her eyes quickly swept over the assorted implements they’d already prepared, and she didn’t see anything that some variation of hadn’t been used on her before.


  Opting for confidence, she unbelted her robe and tossed it onto the sofa. “I’m showing you mine. Time for you two to show me yours.”


  It took a severe effort of will on her part not to grin when both men’s shorts sprouted large tents at the same time their jaws dropped. She also didn’t miss that it seemed to take them a second to gather their wits.


  This is going to be a cakewalk. One delicious subspace beating, a nice, sore ass tomorrow, and being secure in the knowledge that I’m in control of my life again.


  Although, when the men shoved their shorts down and stepped out of them, she wouldn’t deny she had to swallow to clear her dry throat. Neither man had anything to be ashamed of in the cock department. Both were circumcised and at least as long as her hand, Sean’s cock a little longer, but Max’s cock a little thicker in girth.


  Yowza.


  Once this was done, she’d have to give serious thought to asking them if they wanted to negotiate a friends-with-bennies relationship in addition to play partners, even if she wasn’t living with them. They apparently were open to it.


  “Cuffs, or no cuffs?” Max asked.


  She shrugged. “Your choice.” She didn’t mind either way. She actually liked being tied down, but she didn’t want them to come back later trying to use any excuses over why they lost. She’d let them dictate the terms up to her hard limits.


  Max and Sean quickly buckled soft leather cuffs to her wrists and ankles. She knelt on the bench, settling in as they used snap clips to hook her to the bench.


  Sean’s hands felt warm on her flesh as he had her scoot back a little, her ass hanging further off the bench.


  Wish he’d stroke my back with them…


  Maybe after. Once she’d soothed their egos over their loss. Maybe that was what she could do, use sex as a consolation prize for them. Take the sting out of it for them and get herself laid at the same time.


  A mental image flashed through her mind, of being securely tied down to the bench with rope while the men spit-roasted her, cock filling her at both ends.


  That sent a quiver of delicious energy straight to her clit. If she hadn’t taken penetration with fingers off the table, they could easily figure out how wet she already was.


  Max swiped through his phone, holding it up so she could see. A timer app was displayed, set to sixty minutes. “Ready for us to start the clock?”


  “Just to clarify,” she said, “‘stop’ and ‘ow’ aren’t safewords, but if you don’t fucking respect red or yellow when I’m addressing you, I call a stop to it. I get final say on if something’s a good hit or not, or crossing my hard limits.”


  Max nodded, tapping the screen to start the countdown. “Agreed.”


  “Do you need me to recount my hard limits?”


  Max smiled. “No, I think we remember. And I’m sure you’ll tell us if we haven’t.”


  She wasn’t sure she liked the confident smile he now wore, but she trusted them.


  If she didn’t trust them, she had no business sharing their home. And Essie obviously trusted them. The Collins brothers had known the men well for several years. They would have spoken out and not let her move in had they thought there was a problem.


  Enjoy this.


  She settled in, the men stroking her arms, back, ass, and legs with their hands, massaging, kneading her muscles.


  She closed her eyes, smiling, knowing if this was how slow they were going to start off, her only worry would be them not going hard enough on her to drop her into subspace the way she hoped she would. She’d almost expected them to start off hard and heavy, which would have been okay with her, too, an express elevator to endorphins.


  After a few minutes, one of them started to spank her bare-handed. With her fingers curled around the end of the bench, she forced herself not to taunt them, not wanting to sound like a bitch. As they stepped up the pace and strength of the blows, her ass nicely warming, she felt the soft edges of subspace staring to creep in around her brain.


  Ahhh.


  They switched out to a fairly mild leather strap that was more slappy bark than bite, stepping up to a thuddy paddle that finally helped subspace gather strength enough to cloud her mind in that delicious, fuzzy haze. From there they worked up to a stingier paddle, and then came a variety of crops and canes.


  She was a little disappointed they hadn’t done anything sexual or even very sensual to her after making a point of topping her naked. Her juices had to be literally dripping out of her at that point, a fact they couldn’t miss on the tile floors.


  Then she heard a click followed by a hum that filled the air, making her grin.


  Here we go.


  She recognized a Hitachi when she heard one. And if they thought that was going to get her off, they were sadly mistaken. Shane had enjoyed orgasm denial, along with forced orgasm torture. In retrospect she realized learning how to endure it and hold off her own release had been a passive-aggressive way of defying him. She’d let them build her up and then give them one good, hard orgasm.


  When she felt them inserting it into her pussy, she lifted her head.


  “You said we could use vibrators. It has an adapter. Club rules. Venture allows toy penetration.”


  “Fine.” Okay, she’d give them that. And in all honesty, the angle they were holding it, yes, it was hitting her G-spot, but it wasn’t even touching her clit now. Very little chance of her getting over with that.


  Then she heard another, unfamiliar noise. A hum, but a lot louder and stronger. She was about to lift her head to look and see when it felt like someone had plugged the pleasure centers of her brain straight into a wall outlet.


  One of the men started clipping nipple clamps to her, and then the orgasms started, her body unable to hold back the sudden flood of pleasure assaulting her.


  “Go ahead and moan,” Max teased. “Make all the noise you want.”


  She didn’t just moan, she screamed, straining against the cuffs and trying to twist away from the two vibrators. She’d never felt anything like this before. This intense.


  The men wouldn’t be deterred. Max quickly bound her torso to the bench with rope, stopping her back and forth squirming as she tried to escape the evil humming machines.


  Then the feel of a cane slicing across her ass, amping the pleasure even more and making her howl as another wave of orgasms washed through her. She guessed it was Max manning the cane, timing single strokes at slow intervals, giving her enough breathing room to process and anticipate the next one. Also enough time for another orgasm to pop with each impact against her flesh.


  “Still have twenty-five minutes,” Max said. “And we’re just getting started.”


  Holy…fuck.


  Tears ran down her face, of pleasure, of pain, all of it mixing together as each cane stroke striped a new piece of real estate, not simply him whacking the same spot over and over again.


  Her toes curled. Max started alternating cane strokes with whacks from a paddle, still that same slow, steady cadence, until she couldn’t process anything else—


  “Red!” she gasped, not realizing she’d said it until the vibrators were suddenly pulled away and shut off.


  “What was that?” Max asked, a decidedly joyful lilt to his voice.


  “Red,” she sobbed. “Red!”


  The rope immediately disappeared from her midsection. They unclipped the nipple clamps and the ankle and wrists cuffs.


  She heard a beep and opened her eyes.


  Max had shut the timer off. “Aww. You still had eighteen minutes to go,” he said, grinning ear to ear as he showed her the phone.


  Staring up at him, she tried to process what had just happened and realized she couldn’t. Another wave of tears overcame her, forcing her to rest her head on the bench and cry.


  They draped her robe over her, not speaking, kneeling on either side of her with their arms cradling her. Eventually, they got her moved over to the couch, with her spread across their laps and a towel clutched in her hands that they’d given her to blow her nose with.


  They didn’t say a word. Sometimes, after the best scenes, she cried. It didn’t happen very often to her, and she was damn glad they didn’t try to interrupt her with asinine questions about how she was, if she was all right.


  Subspace slowly dissipated, along with her tears. She collected her wits and tried to figure out how best to face them. Yes, they’d won fair and square. She had agreed to sexual play, to vibrators.


  She’d just never in her wildest dreams…


  Ever.


  That it was also the hardest she’d ever come in her life, and the most times she’d ever come in her life didn’t exactly escape her notice.


  Eventually she sat up between them. They seemed to be waiting on her to speak.


  “You won,” she softly said.


  Sean gently touched her chin, tipping her head to face him. “Thank you,” he said.


  “For what?”


  “For that,” Max said. “For giving us the hottest fucking scene I think we’ve ever had the privilege of doing, and for gracefully accepting the outcome.”


  “So what does this mean?”


  “Besides the fact that we can quit worrying about you leaving for at least six months?” Max asked. “It means whatever you want it to mean.”


  “Friends? Fuck buddies? Friends with bennies? Roomies?”


  “Definitely, hopefully, yes please, and absolutely,” Sean said.


  “Only one catch if you want to be with us sexually,” Max said.


  “What?”


  “Only us two. We’re clean, haven’t been with anyone but each other in years, but we’ll go get new tests if you want us to.”


  “I have the sad fact of having a recent test,” she grumbled. “I made sure of that after Shane left.”


  Max laced fingers with her and brought her hand up to his. “Then let’s have a nice dinner, discuss the next step, and then, if you want, we can retreat to our bedroom for the night.”


  “I want to see what the hell that other vibrator was first.”


  “The nail driver?” Sean asked. He bounced up off the couch and over to it, grabbing it and holding it up. “Pretty good, huh?”


  “Holy crap, I almost expected to see a piece of industrial equipment.” It looked like an older vibrator, one really meant to allow a person to hit knots in their back, not one meant to be used between the legs.


  Although, as she’d learned, obviously it was pretty damn good for that, too.


  “It almost is,” Max said. “If we could replicate those and sell them, we’d be millionaires.”


  “No shit.” She glanced at Sean’s cock, which still stood at attention, and Max’s. “What about you two?”


  “What about us?” Max asked. “We can wait until after dinner. Makes it that much sweeter.”


  “And we both are sort of masochists,” Sean added.


  Chapter Nine


  


  They talked through dinner. The men wouldn’t let her help, making her relax on the couch while they cooked up a simple chicken and pasta dish with veggies, and then they all ate sitting on the couch.


  While Cali’s ego wanted to be upset with the men, with the matter now settled she wouldn’t deny it would be fun to not sleep alone for a change.


  She was single and willing. They were available and more than willing. Even though she had no idea if there would be a long-term future for them beyond the six months, she was a person of her word.


  And they were both good-looking men.


  Sex with them would neither be a burden, nor would it be a hardship. It likely would be damn hot, if the scenes she’d witnessed at Venture before were any indication. They had a chemistry between them that even some het couples didn’t have. Their love for each other was apparent.


  And despite how they’d played dirty to get her to safeword, she had enough built-up sexual tension from the past several months, especially from the last several days living with them, that she could easily expend more of it with them.


  Once the dishes were done, Max grabbed her hand and led her to their bedroom. “Time to play,” he said. “How’s the ass?”


  “Nice and warm,” she said. “And here I thought you guys were going to lose.”


  “Wanted to lull you into a false sense of security,” Sean teased. “We can be sneaky when we put our minds to it.”


  “I’m getting that.”


  Max sat on the edge of the bed and pulled her to him. Sean stepped in close behind her, his arms around her waist.


  “We really like you,” Max said. “Whether or not this goes any farther than friends, we’re not going to rush that or pressure you. But we want to put it out there we’re open to more developing, if you want it to.”


  Sean nibbled along the nape of her neck, over the collar of Cali’s robe, sending pleasant shivers down her spine to her clit. “Screw that,” he said. “I plan on spending the next six months seducing you any chance I get.”


  If he kept that up, it wouldn’t take him six months.


  “I like the no-rushing plan,” she said. “You’ve got me for six months. And it’s only been a little over six months for me since…you know. Give me time to get into the groove.”


  “We’ll give you all the time you want and need,” Max assured her.


  “And I’ll warn you now, I’m not very submissive.”


  “Here’s my shocked face,” Max said, arching an eyebrow at her.


  “We don’t have any defined roles,” Sean told her. “We’re sadomasochistic switches who like to pitch and catch. So if you ever feel toppy, just say so.”


  “Wouldn’t be the first time we let a woman top us together.”


  Another thought crossed her mind. “How did you two guys get together?”


  She felt an uncomfortable distance settle over both of them. “Long story,” Sean said. “Not tonight. Please?”


  “Old news anyway,” Max said. “Would you rather talk?” He untied the belt on her robe and let it fall open. Reaching up, he cupped her breasts in his hands, running the pads of his thumbs over her nipples. “Or would you rather let us make you forget what’s-his-name with a little Californication?”


  Sean snorted. “Oh no, you didn’t.”


  She rested her hands on his shoulders. “Door number two, please.”


  Max leaned in, the warm heat of his mouth around her left nipple pulling fires straight to her clit. He rolled her right nipple between his thumb and finger.


  Sean pulled her robe down off her shoulders, his hands traveling around her and finding her clit. Nibbling on her neck, he whispered, “We want to make you scream like you were earlier, only with our cocks buried inside you.”


  Now she needed to keep her hands on Max’s shoulders to keep from falling over. This felt…so…good.


  “Just think,” Sean continued, “two cocks inside you, whenever you want them, ready for you. Or if you’re not in the mood, we can give you a show.”


  The thought of watching the two men together was oh, so fucking hot.


  Right now, she wanted to taste their cocks. She gently pushed Max back and down onto the bed, kneeling between his legs and pushing his thighs apart. The men had stayed naked throughout dinner, and now their cocks were at attention and ready to play.


  Max propped himself up on his elbows and watched as she went down on him, a delicious smile on his face as she kept eye contact with him.


  Sean knelt behind her, playing with her clit with one hand while reaching under her from behind with the other and finger-fucking her pussy. “Swirl your tongue around the head, baby,” he said. “He loves that.”


  She did, drawing a sharp hiss of pleasure from Max.


  “Fuck this, I need to be inside you,” Sean said, getting up.


  She pulled her head off Max’s cock. “Where are you going?”


  “Condoms.”


  “We don’t need them.”


  He stopped and turned. “You sure?”


  “I’m on the pill. And if in six months I end up with something, I’ll castrate both of you. So as long as you’re being honest with me, we’re good.”


  Sean looked to Max for confirmation.


  He nodded, reaching for her head. “Fuck her brains out.”


  She went back to sucking on him while Sean knelt behind her, nudging her legs wider apart. He fisted his cock, swiping the head through her pussy lips, sinking home as she deep-throated Max and moaned around his cock.


  Sean held still, his hands on her hips. “Oh, fuck, baby. You know how long it’s been since I’ve had sweet, delicious pussy?” He nibbled on her earlobe. “You might be walking funny for a few days after tonight. I haven’t been this hard and horny in a while.”


  While she worked her mouth and tongue over Max’s cock, Sean slowly fucked her, leaning in at one point to take Max’s cock from her and give it a lick, too.


  That nearly made her come, it was so sexy.


  Max grabbed a fistful of her hair. “Up on the bed,” he said, his voice hoarse. “Get on top of me.”


  “I’m fucking her,” Sean whined.


  “Yeah, and you can keep fucking her. I want to eat her out.”


  “Oh. Smart.” He grabbed her, hauling her to her feet and onto the bed without dislodging his cock in the process.


  Max got turned around under her, his cock sliding back into her mouth as his lips and tongue homed in on her clit.


  She was glad she had Max’s cock in her mouth to muffle the moans, because it felt that. Fucking. Good. Shane had used oral as foreplay, a fast way to get her off so he could get busy.


  Max…


  He savored her like a starving man. She suspected from Sean’s assorted grunts and groans that his balls and cock were getting a good tonguing at the same time, too.


  This was better than any fantasy she could have dreamed of.


  “Give us at least one, baby,” Sean begged. “We want to make you feel good.”


  Max felt around and located her breasts, his fingers homing in on her nipples, tweaking and pinching them and setting off an explosion inside her made that much better by the feel of Sean’s cock in her pussy.


  “There you go,” Sean said, fucking her hard and fast and increasing her pleasure as he did, until he let out an echoing moan of his own and fell still.


  Max hadn’t come yet, despite her best efforts.


  “Here,” Sean gasped. “Let me show you.” He pulled out of her and rolled her off Max, taking her place. Max sucked the other man’s cock into his mouth as Sean closed his eyes and deep-throated Max.


  Holy…fuck!


  Her eyes widened, entranced by the sight of the two of them going at it. Max blindly reached over, found her pussy, and started playing with her clit.


  Max thrust his hips, pumping his cock into Sean’s mouth. She realized Sean was getting hard again, but then Max let out a moan, sexy and deep.


  Sean stayed with him, finally sitting up, still humping the other man’s face. He grinned. “That’s how you give a guy a blow job, baby.” He leaned in and kissed her. She tasted Max’s cum in Sean’s mouth and loved it.


  Patting Max on the thigh, Sean swung off him. “Switch. Let her fluff you back up so you can fuck that sweet pussy.”


  They ended up in a daisy chain of sorts, Sean lapping at her pussy with his mouth while she went down on Max. Meanwhile, Max slowly pumped Sean’s cock with his hand to keep him hard. When she felt Max’s member swell and harden against her tongue, he pulled her off his cock.


  “My turn, baby.” Max sounded hoarse, needy.


  It made her feel even sexier.


  Shane had never sounded like that.


  Now it was Sean on the bottom, with his cock in her mouth as he licked her and Max both. Max took his time sliding his cock all the way in.


  “Fuck, baby. I’m going to last a lot longer this time, able to enjoy you.”


  His technique was different, slow, grinding strokes that rubbed against her ass and reminded her she’d already had not only the best beating and orgasms of her life, but she was now having the best sex of her life.


  If she’d died in the apartment fire and was now in heaven, she was good with that.


  Sean’s oral technique was also different than Max’s. Sean pulled another orgasm from her while Max patiently waited her out, holding his own climax back until she’d come and he could let go. He pounded his cock into her, hard, fast, and it only kept her own release rolling through her until he finally emptied his balls inside her.


  After Max pulled out, Sean’s eager mouth wouldn’t stop, licking Max and her clean. When she tried to get up, Max kept her pinned in place, his hands covering hers, his body holding her down.


  “Safeword or take it, baby,” Max said, his dominant tone triggering another orgasm in her. “Don’t you dare stop, Sean.” Max’s body pressed against hers. “Show her how talented you are with that mouth.”


  Sean did, too, leaving her sobbing from another hard orgasm before Max finally got off her and let her collapse onto her side. Sean rolled with her.


  Max reached over to Sean’s cock. “We’ll take pity on you,” he teased. “Open up.” He grabbed Sean’s cock, fisting it as Sean fucked his hand, Sean’s cum exploding into her open mouth seconds later.


  Max grabbed her by the chin, tongue fucking her mouth as he kissed her.


  “And that,” he hoarsely said, “is how you start an evening right.”


  Chapter Ten


  


  They each fucked her once more, and got her off several more times with the help of the nail driver, before they finally collapsed into an exhausted pile on the men’s bed.


  Saturday morning, Cali awoke to find Sean half draped over her on one side, but Max wasn’t in bed. She smelled coffee brewing. When she went in search of Max, she found him on the computer in the office, looking frustrated.


  Sinking down into the other chair, she leaned in for a kiss. “What’s wrong?” she asked.


  He had what looked like a server stats page up for their website for their Two Crafty Bastards Toys online store. “Three web hits in twenty-four hours,” he said. “That’s what’s wrong.”


  “Let me get some coffee into me and we’ll sit down and look at the website. I’m sorry I was busy this week and didn’t get to discuss it with you. My original intent had been to sit down with you last night.”


  A playful smile quirked his lips. “Yeah, well, we sort of distracted you.”


  “True. I blame you and Stud Muffin in there. He always sleep late on Saturdays?”


  “When he can, yeah. He’s not a morning person.”


  She got her coffee, fed Baxter and scooped his litter pan, then rejoined Max in the office. While in the past she’d glanced at their site, she’d never really paid attention to it with a professional eye.


  “We need to redo your logo, for starters,” she said. “Correction, we need to make you a real logo. Who made that monstrosity?”


  “Sean did.”


  “What did he use, Microsoft Paint?”


  “Yeah. It’s about four years old.”


  “It looks like a four-year-old did it. A drunk one.” She reached over and took control of his wireless mouse, paging through the site. “We need to update the product pictures, too. Those are horrible. No offense.”


  “None taken. We need honesty.”


  “You’ll get it in spades. The layout’s wrong, too. It’s not intuitive…”


  By the time Sean woke up an hour later and stumbled into the office for a good-morning kiss, Cali had a list nearly a full legal pad long of what was wrong with the site.


  “I set up a secure website for our regular lawn customers to pay with,” she said. “I can do one for you, too. The way you have it set up now, it makes them not want to buy. And we need to improve your presence on social media, as well as on FetLife. That’s a huge, ready-made customer base right there.”


  “Well, we’ve got a garage full of inventory that’s not selling online,” Max said. “But people tell us at conventions we’ve worked that they love our stuff. They’ll buy from us in person. Hell, we’ve sold out of inventory several times at cons. And the stuff that they stock at Venture. Nearly every week they e-mail us asking to bring in more. If we can translate that into online purchases, we could really make a go of it and turn it into more than just a hobby.”


  Sean had returned with his coffee, and while his hair stuck up at weird angles, he looked a little more awake now. “Don’t get us wrong, we’re not about to quit our day jobs,” Sean said, “but we love making stuff and love seeing it used. Our goal is to get to a point that when we are eventually ready to retire, this is a viable business we can run full-time to make a profit and pay our bills without us having to tap into our savings.”


  “Then that’s what we need to show people,” she said. “This, the quality of this website hurts you. It looks childish and crappy. People will think that’s the way your toys are made. You need a slick, easy-to-buy-from website that reflects your products and craftsmanship.”


  “Can you do it?” Sean asked.


  “Well, yeah. It’ll take me a while. A couple of weeks. And we have to reshoot all the inventory. You might need to talk to Kel about that.”


  “We’ve already got a new set of lights and a backdrop for it. We just weren’t sure how to go about redoing everything.”


  “Will you give me complete creative control over it?” She already had several ideas churning, but she wanted to visit similar sites to see the good and the bad and decide exactly how to proceed next.


  The men exchanged a glance before looking at her. They both nodded. “Yes,” they said in unison.


  “We trust you completely,” Max said.


  That filled her with warm fuzzies.


  It also scared her. She didn’t want to fall in love with them. Not this soon, anyway.


  Not until she was sure there wasn’t another shoe hidden somewhere that would drop and stomp her heart to pieces.


  “Okay, then. Someone please make me breakfast and I’ll start laying the groundwork.” The men kissed her before heading off to the kitchen.


  She sat back and stared at the laptop. They were good at what they did, put their hearts into it.


  It would be nice to see them succeed.


  Then again, helping someone else got me hurt the last time.


  That was different.


  Different…how?


  She tried to quiet the mental argument with herself. They were nice guys going out of their way not to make promises to her the way Shane had.


  They hadn’t promised her forever.


  They hadn’t acted like jerks.


  So far, even in the short amount of time she’d lived with them, they’d been men of their word.


  Shoving the ugly thoughts away, she got to work. She’d agreed to do something, and she was a person of her word.


  If they let her down in the future, well…


  Then she’d blame herself for trusting.


  


  * * * *


  


  She’d immersed herself in the website, curled up on the couch with her own laptop, Baxter stretched out next to her. When the men asked her if she wanted to go to dinner and the club with them, she declined.


  “I’d rather work on this. If you want to go, go.”


  They exchanged an uneasy glance. “We don’t want to go without you,” Sean said.


  “I kind of want to get this done. And my ass needs a little time to heal from last night’s play.”


  “We’d feel bad leaving you here alone,” Max said.


  They looked pitiful. She couldn’t say no to them. “Can we not make it a late night?”


  Their smiles sealed her fate as they eagerly nodded.


  “Okay. Let me go change.”


  Although, at dinner, it hit her that she had an opportunity to keep working even though they were out with friends. She turned to Tony. “Have you visited their website?”


  He seemed to be thinking how to phrase his answer.


  “I know it’s a crappy website,” she said. “Be honest.”


  He nodded. “If I didn’t know them in person, and the quality of their stuff, I’d never buy from them based on the website alone.”


  By the time dinner ended, she had ideas from him, as well as their other friends, regarding points to focus on when she redesigned the website. Including tips on rewriting product descriptions. Deep in thought, she remained quiet in the backseat as Max drove them to Venture.


  “Whatcha’ thinking about so hard back there?” he asked.


  “That I want to do a lot of talking to people tonight while we’re at the club.” Their friends had brought up a couple of design issues she hadn’t considered during her initial appraisal of things.


  “About?” Sean asked.


  “You two crafty bastards let me worry about Two Crafty Bastards Toys while you have fun tonight,” she said. “I’m serious about revamping the website, but I want outside input before I spend a lot of time on design changes.”


  She’d figured out which sites worked and which didn’t based on her explorations and online reviews from others. The sites people most often referred others two in group conversations such as, “Where can I buy X, Y, and Z from?” Every once in a while, in Sarasota-based groups on FetLife, TCBT was mentioned. Usually by users she knew in real life, friends who knew the men and who had purchased and used their toys.


  Usually including a caveat to ignore the quality of the website, because it didn’t reflect the excellent quality of the toys.


  She had a lot of work ahead of her to make the site competitive while rehabbing their brand presence. She was starting to suspect, after taking a look at the outdated backend store software they were using, that she’d have to completely rebuild the store from the ground up.


  Doing it wasn’t a problem, but she didn’t want to waste her time or theirs. And she didn’t want to completely revamp things only to have it make no difference.


  The men made quality stuff. Their garage workshop, taking up all of the two-car space, was amazing. They put care, craftsmanship, and R&D—usually personally—into their products. They had friends test prototypes, making refinements based on their feedback before committing to a final design.


  They had twenty styles of paddles, eight styles of straps, and seven different kinds of canes that were distinct from products she saw elsewhere. Then there was their leather gear. Not a lot, because they didn’t have the equipment, space, or personnel to make production runs, but they did have a heavy-duty industrial sewing machine that could handle leather. They’d made custom arm binders, harnesses, restraints, and other BDSM-related items.


  They also made custom creations, engraving words or initials into paddles, custom color combinations for handles and implements, and a few custom leather goods.


  Then there were the consignment sales and live events. That added a level of complication to the inventory system they’d need to keep track of things and keep customers from ordering inventory they were sold out of. Right now, they manually tracked sales in an Excel spreadsheet.


  If she could scale them up, it would mean needing a whole new system. Better to overengineer it from the beginning rather than trying to make two systems work with each other. So she’d have to include a way to make in-person sales accurately adjust inventory on the website as well.


  Hmm.


  By the time they reached Venture, her mind spun, deep in thought. The website she’d set up for Shane’s business was all labor-based, flat-rate invoicing, but the open-source software she’d used had far more capabilities. She’d spent weeks researching before instituting it, all the work paying off on the other end when her weekly invoicing entry duties went from a full work day down to fifteen minutes for new customers, or modifying customers who’d moved or adjusted their level of service.


  Yes, it would be overkill to start with for the Two Crafty Bastards Toys site, but the men had plans. And she had a completely workable solution for them.


  Now she just needed to make it happen.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sean had known they wouldn’t be able to scene at the club with Cali, but the moment they got inside she took off, making the rounds and talking with people.


  After they’d been there an hour or so, Rob and Laura caught up with them. Because of the couple’s young baby, they didn’t see them as much as they’d used to.


  “What’s Cali talking about?” Laura asked. “She’s redoing your website?”


  “Please be honest with her,” Max said. “We know the current site sucks.”


  “I wasn’t going to go that far,” Rob said.


  “It’s okay,” Sean told him. “We’ve been too busy to do anything about it. And we really don’t have the skills.”


  “If you need help with proofreading or content,” Laura said, “let me know. I can’t offer a lot programming-wise, but anything I can do to help, I will.”


  “Thanks.” Sean glanced across the room, quickly finding Cali again.


  He had a hard time keeping his eyes off her.


  They were getting ready to scene, Max looking forward to beating Sean’s ass. They were standing by a spanking bench, Sean halfway naked, when he spotted Cali talking to Lydia.


  He hadn’t been aware he was taking off after her until Max grabbed him hard by the arm. “Where do you think you’re going?”


  Sean pointed.


  Max looked, his face quickly schooling into an expression of bland disinterest. “Don’t worry about it.”


  “But—”


  Max silenced him with a hand in Sean’s hair and another on his chin, forcing Sean to look him in the eye. “You want to scene tonight, or you want to kick a hornet’s nest? Pick one.”


  Max always had handled things better in this way. Sean was quick to jump, react, where Max had a more reasoned approach, usually.


  He deflated.


  Max rewarded him with a deep, long kiss, dropping one hand to Sean’s crotch and grabbing his cock. He immediately grew hard under Max’s hand.


  “Good boy,” Max whispered in his ear. “Get your ass naked and on the bench.” He turned him around, facing away from Cali and toward the wall. “Now.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Cali knew who Lydia was, but couldn’t honestly remember ever having much if any direct contact with her. She never came to the munches, or, apparently, to the Saturday night dinners. She’d never been at one of the private parties Cali had ever attended, either, that she could recall.


  She didn’t even think they were friends on FetLife, but she’d seen others who were commenting on various threads about her vague and myriad health issues. Which was why, if rumors were correct, Lydia had dropped off the map from being a volunteer DM and desk worker at the club.


  Still, she wanted to get as many opinions as she could. Cali walked up to the woman when she spotted her finish with her conversation with someone else. Introducing herself, she immediately started in, already enthusiastic about the feedback she was getting.


  “Could I bounce a couple of things off you? I’m talking to as many people as I can tonight.”


  Lydia’s gaze swept her, making Cali feel vaguely uncomfortable. She knew the woman was a Dominatrix, that much she remembered about her FetLife profile. But other than that, Cali didn’t know her. “About what?”


  “I’m revamping the Two Crafty Bastards Toys website, and I—”


  “Good luck with that,” Lydia spat, grabbing her purse from where it sat on the floor.


  “What?”


  Lydia shot a glare across the room to where the two men were now playing. She dropped her voice. “Take my advice and don’t let them suck you into their harebrained schemes. They’ll only use you and drop you when they don’t need you anymore.”


  With that, Lydia stormed off and out the door.


  Cali felt like something had happened, and wasn’t sure what, still processing what Lydia had said when Essie scurried over.


  “What happened? What’d that bitch say to you? Are you all right?”


  “I’m fine,” she said, feeling anything but. If she couldn’t ask Essie, she couldn’t ask anyone. “Does she have a problem with the guys?”


  Essie hooked an arm through Cali’s. “She’s got a problem with pretty much everyone. I think Derrick is pretty close to banning her ass from the club. Anything she said, you can pretty much toss it right out the fucking window. Along with the rest of the damn garbage. Come on. Ted just had an idea for you about the website.”


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Sunday, Cali let the incident slip from her mind as she got to work on the website. Between planning the revamp and her day job, and spending time with her two hunks, the next week flew by with too much on her mind to give a crackpot any second thoughts, no matter how uncomfortably close to home Lydia had hit Cali’s fears. The men had even brought up the subject of FetLife first, wanting to change their relationship statuses to reflect her now being a part of their lives.


  She changed hers as well. It took a severe test of her will not to go hunting down Shane to see what he was up to while she was on the site.


  The men were showing her, every day, how dedicated they were to her and this budding new relationship between the three of them.


  The next Saturday night would be her first going to the club with the men, bottoming to them as more than just as a demo dolly. They’d promised her a night guaranteed to rock her socks…followed by a night at home, later, in bed that would make her forget ever wanting to leave them after six months.


  Considering they’d worked their way into her psyche, she’d moved beyond doubting their abilities. Hell, one of them could give her a sexy look and her pussy would instantly get wet.


  They seemed to want her. She wouldn’t forget what happened to her in the past, and would build her new life with an eye toward independence, but she had moved on beyond fighting the men about staying. Either six months would pass and she’d have no desire to leave them…or she’d have a nice nest egg built up when she did.


  Yes, it was a win-win for her, and a definite win for them.


  After dinner with their friends, they headed for Venture. Both men would be topping her, and she knew they’d packed the nail driver.


  Because she’d asked them to.


  Tonight they would have carte blanche with her inside of club rules. They knew her hard limits, they wouldn’t let anyone else touch her, and when they went home after she suspected she’d get a fuck to take the bar they’d already set pretty damn high and send it to the stratosphere.


  They also planned on tying her to the bench tonight, Max getting to use his rope skills on her, making sure she couldn’t move, couldn’t squirm away from them when they started in on her with the vibrator.


  She felt like bouncing on her toes, eager to play instead of talking to their friends, trying to catch the men’s eyes and get them to give her the high sign. Unfortunately it seemed their sadistic streaks included mind fucks, happy to kiss her and pull her close, teasing her, but keeping her on edge.


  She didn’t see Lydia, much to her relief.


  Finally, she turned on Max. “What do I have to do to get my ass beat?”


  He grinned. “Oh, are we a little anxious?”


  She stuck her tongue out at him.


  His hand shot out and caught her hair, pulling her in close so he could nibble on her neck. “Keep sticking that tongue out at me,” he growled in her ear. “I know where you can stick it later.”


  Okay, that made her even wetter. “Please beat my ass so we can go home and fuck.”


  Sean burst out laughing. “Wow. That was romantic.”


  Max grabbed him by the hair, too, and pulled him in. “What was that?”


  It almost looked like Sean was going to drop into subspace. “Nothin’.”


  “Maybe I should beat both your asses tonight.”


  “I was promised a tag-team match,” she protested.


  “I can do both. You, with his help, then him.”


  “Do me! Do me!” she begged.


  Sean snorted. “Do me! Do me!”


  She reached over and playfully smacked his arm. “You can get beaten later. I want to be beaten now.”


  “We did promise her a beating,” Max said. “So let’s go beat our girl.”


  She liked the way he said that. It sent a warm thrill through her.


  Our girl.


  It felt right. In some ways, that scared her, that it felt so right so soon.


  In other ways, she wondered how the hell she’d gotten so lucky.


  Maybe this is where the universe was trying to steer me.


  If so, she was glad to be here.


  


  * * * *


  


  On any other night, Max would have gladly beaten Sean’s ass on demand. Tonight he wanted them focused on Cali, showing her she had quickly become the center of their universe.


  He had expected them to come to love her, but not this soon. And, for his part, not this deep, like he couldn’t remember life before her.


  It even made the bad memories from the past fade away as if they’d never been real to start with.


  All he had to do was look at Cali and see the eager light in her eyes. Beyond that, of course, the fact that she was anything but a leech or a mooch, draining him and Sean of money, energy, time, and resources until they were bled drier than Death Valley in the middle of summer.


  Like…some people in their past had been.


  Focus. On Cali. Right now.


  When they got their spanking bench, Cali eagerly stripped off her dress and panties, almost throwing herself on the bench before Sean could get a towel put down for her.


  Ready, willing, giving.


  It was too soon to tell her that, that they loved her. Not without risking scaring her off because she thought they were weird or creeps or something.


  Although she lived with them, so she already knew what kind of weird creeps she had to deal with and didn’t seem to mind so far.


  Especially when making love to her.


  They buckled the leather cuffs to her wrists and ankles and clipped her to restraint points on the bench before Max started tying her with rope, securing her arms, her lower legs, and her torso to the bench.


  She couldn’t move.


  Sean slipped a blindfold on her and grabbed her by the hair, pulling her head up and back. “Ready for some fun?”


  She wiggled her cute ass a little, all the movement she could manage. “Uh-huh.”


  Tonight they were playing with mostly their own implements, made in their shop, both old and new products. He wanted to test a few things out on her, to see how they performed, how they felt in his hand during a scene.


  Everyone’s a winner.


  She got her butt beat, they conducted R&D…although deducting their club fees as a business expense might prove hard to explain to the IRS.


  They started out easy, bare-handed spanking, warming her up before moving into the heavier stuff. He was vaguely aware of the audience they were drawing. Everyone loved watching a cute woman’s cute ass get beat.


  His focus remained on her.


  Sean moved around behind her and started prepping the nail driver. He had to hunt down an electric outlet for the extension cord. There was a moment when Max was worried that it wouldn’t be long enough, but then Sean found a closer outlet and saved the day.


  After about thirty minutes, he’d worked her all the way up to some carbon fiber canes, raising nice striped welts along her flesh. He could see her juices coating the insides of her thighs, the way she arched her back to flex her ass into each impact, her moans sounding deep and throaty and letting him know she was ready. He gave Sean the sign to move in with the vibrator.


  Touching it against her pussy started a chain reaction like Chernobyl, and nearly as violent. She howled in pleasure, the whole bench rocking as she thrashed against the ropes.


  Must. Remember. That.


  With their relationship status secured, Max shoved two fingers into her pussy, fucking her with them and enjoying the feel of her muscles clamping down on his fingers. Even her toes had curled, her whole body straining through wave after wave of pleasure.


  Then, she turned her head toward them and whimpered, “Red.”


  They immediately stopped. Max walked around to her head, sliding his fingers into her mouth. Her body heaved, panting as she sucked her juices from his fingers. Sean untied her, and within minutes they were cuddled on one of the couches with her securely wrapped in a blanket across their laps.


  Max looked at Sean, who gave him a fist bump.


  He imagined his partner’s smile matched his own. They had a satisfied girl across their laps who they knew would likely tackle them later when they got home.


  Life. Is. Good.


  He closed his eyes and laid his head back on the couch, basking in the feeling.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sean realized Max’s eyes were closed, so he didn’t see the murderous glare Lydia shot their direction before she stormed out of the club. He didn’t know how much of their scene she’d witnessed.


  He didn’t really care if she’d watched them or not, but hoped she’d seen every last second of it.


  Hoped it ate her alive from the inside out.


  They still hadn’t told Cali the full story of their time with Lydia, or what she’d done to them. He knew Max wasn’t looking forward to the retelling, but eventually it had to come out.


  Lydia was liable to say something at some point, and he didn’t want Cali blindsided by it.


  Maybe tomorrow.


  Or…not.


  He hated thinking about it.


  He settled in to relax, smiling about how Cali had looked and sounded during their scene.


  She was gorgeous, and she was theirs. Their perfect, beautiful unicorn, as if the universe had dropped her right into their laps and said, “Here ya go! Enjoy!”


  As if reward for the bullshit they’d put up with Lydia.


  As if a reward for lives lived well.


  No matter what they had to do to convince Cali of how they felt for her, they would.


  Now to work up to telling her we love her and not freaking her out in the process.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Cali’s endorphin rush had faded by the time they returned home, but her hormones still wanted let loose from their cage. When she tackled Sean onto the bed, she grinned.


  “I think you unleashed a monster, buddy.” She kissed him, biting his lip and sucking on his tongue.


  Under her, his cock grew hard.


  It felt like a victory to her, that she had tangible proof of them wanting her.


  Max walked in and dropped the implement bag on the floor with a chuckle. “Someone’s fired up.”


  The fist in her hair lightly tugged at first, then pulled harder until she sat up and crawled back off Sean.


  “Let him get naked,” Max told her.


  She looked up into his brown eyes. “I was getting there.”


  “No, you were about to rub a wet spot on the front of his jeans.”


  “Same thing.”


  Max pulled her down, her face by his bulge. “Start with getting me unzipped, baby.”


  “Well, when you ask like that.” She smiled up at him.


  His fingers dug into her scalp. “Someone’s still got a little bit of feisty left in them. I thought we beat that out of you at the club.”


  “Oh, no. I’ve got plenty left for you.”


  Sean had gotten himself stripped and now he shoved the hem of her dress up and yanked her panties down and off her, his fingers feeling almost cool against her scorching red ass.


  “Unzip me, baby,” Max said. “Or we’ll tie you up and fuck each other’s brains out in front of you and fall asleep and leave you horny all night.” He smiled.


  She reached up and unfastened his belt, his jeans, and eased the zipper down. The outline of his hard cock pressed against his briefs, standing in stark relief.


  He pulled her face against him and she lightly grazed her teeth up and down the outline through the fabric.


  “We’re going to start tonight’s festivities with an appetizer. A spit roast,” he said.


  Sean knelt between her legs, where he swiped the head of his cock up and down between her pussy lips before sinking home.


  “Take it out and suck it, baby,” Max ordered.


  She loved the way Max’s voice dropped deeper as he commanded her.


  When she fished his cock out of his briefs, she looked up into his eyes before she slid the head between her lips, over her tongue, all the way down to the root.


  His sharp hiss tweaked her clit, making it throb. Sean slid his hands over her ass, up to her hips, holding on as he started to fuck her.


  “Such a sweet pussy, baby,” Sean said.


  Every stroke drove her deeper onto Max’s cock, until they finally found their rhythm and had her seesawing between them, her body filled by cock at both ends. She loved it even more when Max grabbed her head and completely took over, fucking her mouth.


  “You love this, don’t you,” Max whispered. “You have all the cock you want, whenever you want it. And we get your sweet pussy to fuck and beat when we want to, hmm?”


  Her eyes dropped closed as she moaned. Okay, this was really fucking hot. Maybe she had a little bit of submissive in her. Not a lot. Just a smidge. Only for her guys.


  In bed.


  Shane had never been like this in bed with her, taking charge, or maybe she would have been a little more submissive for him.


  Then again, she wouldn’t be with these two guys, and she wasn’t willing to give them up.


  Not at all.


  “Know what I’d like to do?” Sean asked. He had a way of grinding his hips against her ass at the bottom of every stroke that made his cock hit all sorts of sweet places inside her cunt.


  “What?”


  “Not tonight,” Sean said. “But at some point in the future, I want to tie her up and see if we can fist our sweet little fucktoy.”


  The thought of that was so damn hot it finished her. She moaned as her orgasm swept through her, making both men chuckle.


  “I wasn’t even done telling you my fantasy,” Sean said. “I bet we can get you to the point we can work both our cocks into your pussy at the same time.”


  Her moans intensified, the mental image of that keeping her own orgasm rolling through her.


  “Oh, she likes that idea,” Max said. “Don’t you?”


  She hoped they spoke moan.


  She hoped they understand those had been two of her deepest, darkest fantasies.


  The second one that, before, she never imagined would ever be something that would really happen.


  Although she never would have wanted Shane to try to fist her. He had rough, hard, callused hands with which he could barely find her clit with a fully illustrated copy of Gray’s Anatomy and a flashlight.


  These two men…


  Wow.


  “Going to take time to work up to that, baby,” Sean said. “Lots of time in bed. Lots of time practicing to get to that point. Training.” She didn’t have to see his face to hear the grin in his tone. “Until then, we can have lots of fun with both our cocks in you at the same time. Like this, of course. Or with one of us in your pussy, and the other fucking that sweet, gorgeous ass of yours.”


  She felt another orgasm building up. Hell, she could count the times on one hand that Shane had gotten her off only with his cock—


  Focus! You’re being fucked very well by two very sexy guys!


  There was that.


  Max pulled his cock out of her mouth. “Flip her over.”


  “Aw,” Sean said.


  “I didn’t say pull out.”


  “Oh.” He wrapped his arms around her and rolled to his side, his cock still inside her.


  Max shed his clothes and climbed up the bed, his cock by her mouth. “I want to taste her pussy with your cock inside her.” His lips latched onto her clit and she’d just sucked his cock into her mouth again as she screamed, the force of that orgasm racing through her.


  Holy hell!


  Sean pulled her arms back, pinning her on her side between them. Max sucked on her clit, leaving her helpless to do anything but lay there and take what he dished out.


  “Fair warning,” Sean rumbled in her ear. “We’re very patient men. We can buy all sorts of inflatable toys. Tie you up, get you all worked up, slide them into you, make you suck our cocks while we use a vibrator on you and use you any way we want to. Get you ready for us to take you like that.”


  She moaned, wanting more, wanting to hear it all.


  Every delicious, dirty thought, every dark dream and sexual fantasy she’d ever had.


  Everything, coming from his mouth.


  “You’d like that, wouldn’t you, baby?” Sean asked.


  “Mm-hmm!”


  “Of course you would, because you just needed two men who know how to take care of a horny masochistic slut, didn’t you? Men who know how to keep you happy and make all your fantasies come true. I can’t wait for the day I can feel my cock and his sliding together inside your pussy. So we can shoot our cum inside you together, and then eat you out and make you come again.”


  And so did she. And so she did.


  Sean chuckled. “Poor baby, forced to be fucked and coming all over my cock and his tongue. Just think, we’ve had years of fantasies building up in our brains, too. Things we’ve been wanting to do to the right woman. Dirty, sexy things. Sometimes it’ll be me and you tying him up and topping him. Sometimes you two will tag-team me. I’d love feeling you fuck me with a strap-on while he fucks you. And then we can switch it up.”


  It felt like her body was going to let go of its tether to her soul, as hard as she was coming. The thought of pegging either of them was so sexy—


  “So get used to running around her naked, baby.” He snaked his hands around her chest, up under her dress, and grabbed her breasts, finding her nipples and pinching them, hard.


  She moaned around Max’s cock. Pre-cum leaked from the slit, rolling down her tongue.


  “Sometimes you’ll get sweet and seductive,” Sean continued, “and sometimes, you’ll get thrown facedown on the bed and fucked until you beg for mercy. Because now that we’ve found our unicorn, if you think we’re going to do anything to fuck this up, think again. We’re going to keep you so happy you won’t have energy to think about anyone but us.”


  The hair on his thighs rubbed against her sore ass and forced her ever closer to that edge again. Then she felt Max’s fingers probing her pussy lips, where Sean’s cock was embedded in her.


  “Oooh, he’s already investigating,” Sean teased, falling still.


  Max sat up, pulling his cock from her mouth. “Need gloves and lube. Don’t want to hurt her. You two stay here.”


  Like that, he bounded out of bed.


  Sean rolled her onto her stomach and took several long, slow thrusts into her, his body pinning her to the bed. “Look at you, so well fucked already, not even naked yet.” He grabbed her by the hair and pulled her head back, kissing her. “Whose little slut are you?”


  “Yours, Sir,” she whispered.


  “That’s right. Me and Max’s sweet little slut.”


  Max returned. “Roll her back onto her side.”


  Sean did, and then Max slid his cock into her mouth again.


  A gloved finger teased, probing, playing with her swollen clit and making her moan.


  “I know,” Max said. “You just lie there and take it like a good girl for us.”


  Another moan from her. They seemed to have figured out every verbal cue possible to melt her to jelly from the inside out, and weren’t far behind with the physical.


  She felt him squirt lube between her legs, around Sean’s cock, and then one finger gently probed, between his cock and her clit. Max worked it around to the side, finding entry and sliding in before working back up to her clit.


  Another long, loud moan around his cock as he slowly started fucking his finger between Sean’s cock and her pussy. It made it so much tighter, and the extra stimulation against her sensitive and swollen clit shoved her over the edge again.


  “Oh, she likes that,” Sean said, sounding close to release himself. “Fuck, that’s awesome.”


  “I’m just getting started.” He managed to get a second finger in, so they were straddling Sean’s cock on either side. It felt like he buried them inside her almost to the knuckle, his palm against her clit.


  “Start fucking her,” Max ordered.


  “Oh…dude…fucking hell…”


  “Don’t you dare blow after two pumps,” Max ordered. “Hold it.”


  “I…dammit that’s good.” Every stroke he took bumped Max’s hand against her clit. She couldn’t even think anymore, her body swinging between too much and not enough pleasure with everything they did.


  “Not tonight,” Max said, sounding ready to pop himself, “but I think she’ll easily take both of us before one of us gets a fist all the way inside her.” He kissed her thigh, nipping and making her whine. “Own our girl right and proper the way we should.”


  Would she ever stop coming? Hell, she’d be wicked sore all over tomorrow, inside and out, but she was beyond caring. She didn’t want this to end and only belatedly realized she had dropped deep back into subspace.


  That had never happened before.


  Ever.


  Never with sex.


  Another first for her, with them.


  “I can’t hold it,” Sean said, then she felt his body tense. He let out a groan, his cock deep inside her as he exploded.


  Max pulled his hand from her pussy and his cock from her mouth and turned around.


  “Move,” he said to Sean. Sean no sooner withdrew than Max slammed home. She heard him pull off the glove and toss it off the bed. He kissed her as he started fucking her, hard, fast, deep. “You want that, baby?” he asked. “You want both our cocks in your pussy?”


  “Yes, Sir,” she whispered, barely able to speak.


  Sean fisted her hair. “You might not be a submissive,” he said, “but you’ve been missing something in your life. Believe me, we’re the men who can give it to you.”


  “Hard and deep,” Max said, then drove his cock into her one last time before he added his load to her pussy.


  Sean pulled her dress up and off over her head as she lay there catching her breath. She felt wrung out, but the men weren’t done. Max pulled out, pinning her hands over her head while Sean dove between her legs again, forcing them apart and burying his face in her pussy. His tongue deeply fucked her even as she tried to squirm away from him, eating her out, his moans of pleasure vibrating through her body.


  Max tightened his grip on her wrists. “Stop struggling. Safeword or take it, baby.”


  She whined, unable to make herself safeword over pleasure.


  Sean reached up a hand and snapped his fingers at Max without lifting his head from her pussy. Max handed him a glove and the tube of lube.


  It didn’t take long to learn what he was up to. She felt him sink two gloved fingers into her pussy, then withdraw them and start playing with her ass. He sucked on her clit again, hard, making her yelp as he pressed the first finger against her rim, seeking entrance. He quickly added the second, finger-fucking her ass as he settled in to eat her pussy out.


  Max chuckled. “Might as well give him another one, baby. He’s going to make you come with your ass fucked. He told me that was one of his fantasies, to get you to the point he could make you come from being fucked in the ass. Have to admit it’s one of mine, too. So I’m going to let him.”


  She whimpered, eyes falling closed as Max’s voice filled her brain.


  “Going to train our sweet little slut to come however we want you to come,” he murmured in her ear. “Design all sorts of evil fucking machines to set up and hook you to. Have you begging for our cocks the second you wake up and the moment you get home. You want that?”


  Who the fuck wouldn’t?


  All she could do was moan in reply, because Sean’s tongue had started a rhythm against her clit, combined with the sweet burn in her ass from his fingers, which drove her up the slope once more.


  When she came again, the men changed position. Now she lay on top of Max, his cock hard and easily sliding into her cunt. She had time to process the sound of a condom wrapper being ripped open before Sean slowly worked the knob of his cock into her ass.


  She whined, too much, too intense. Max grabbed her by the hair. “Take it or safeword, Cali. You know the rules.”


  No, she wouldn’t safeword, because she knew once her ass grew accustomed to Sean’s cock, it would feel really good again.


  And then it did. Sean pulled her up and off Max. Sean started pinching her nipples again while Max flicked her clit with his fingers. The orgasm rippled through her, forcing her to lay her head back against Sean’s shoulder and moan her way through it.


  “There’s our good girl,” Max said. “You can’t lie to us. Don’t even try. We don’t want you to. We want to make every fantasy you’ve ever had come true. Nothing you can say will shock us, and we’ll never make you feel ashamed over it.”


  “Tell us a fantasy,” Sean whispered in her ear. “You’re sitting here with my cock up your ass and his in your pussy. Now’s not the time to be shy.”


  Her mouth opened, the fantasy spinning out of her. “Being strapped to a frame and used and fucked all night as a toy.”


  “Oooh,” both men said. “We’ll make that happen,” Sean added. “What else?”


  And as they fucked her, it spilled out of her, things she’d never spoken to another soul before, never admitted, never dreamed.


  They made her feel safe, loved. Wanted. Worthy.


  Finally, after coaxing another orgasm out of her, Sean gently lowered her onto Max. “And with that sexy wish list now ready for us to start checking off, we’re going to come. Because I feel like my nuts are about to explode.”


  The men started moving. Cali was so drained all she could do was lie there and take it, enjoy it, beyond the point of exhaustion and feeling satisfied in ways she never before thought possible.


  Max came first, then Sean. She wasn’t sure what would happen next, because moving was pretty much impossible for her. Sean carefully withdrew and she heard him cleaning up in the bathroom. He returned with a washcloth and cleaned her up. Max gently rolled her over, got out of bed, then picked her up. She closed her eyes and rested her head against his chest.


  When she heard the sliders open, she knew where they were headed. In a minute, they had her cradled between them in the hot tub, the jets going and the water soothing her aching muscles.


  Nestled between them, she floated, on the water, in subspace, in a sexual and emotional bliss.


  Sean chuckled. “Did we break you?”


  She smiled. “No, you didn’t break me. I think you’re just breaking me in.”


  “Go to sleep,” Max said. “We’ll take care of you.”


  She needed no other hint.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Sunday morning, Cali awoke to find herself securely nestled in bed between the men. She had no recollection of them moving her from the hot tub back into bed.


  Everything hurt. Inside and out.


  In all the good ways.


  Letting her eyes fall closed again, she took a deep breath. They’d broken through every last one of her mental and emotional defenses.


  “Someone’s faking being asleep,” Max mumbled from beside her.


  She rolled toward him, draping her arm across his chest. “Good morning.”


  He kissed the top of her head. “You okay?”


  “Sore.”


  “Bad or good?”


  He even seemed to read her mind. “Good. Ask me again later when I’m up and moving.”


  He chuckled. “Those were some pretty wild things you talked about last night.”


  Heat filled her face. She was trying to come up with an excuse when he continued.


  “It was the hottest thing I’ve ever heard in my life. And we’ll do our best to take care of them for you.”


  Opening her eyes, she looked up into his face. He stared back at her, an intensity in his brown eyes she’d never recognized before.


  “You trusted us enough to tell us,” he said. “As long as whatever we do is only between the three of us, we’ll do whatever we can to fulfill your fantasies.”


  That was something Shane never would have said. If he didn’t like something, that was it. If he liked something, even if she didn’t, they still did it regardless, him guilt-tripping her over it until she gave in.


  I stayed with him…why?


  She didn’t know.


  For the first time, she realized she didn’t care. These guys weren’t like Shane. They were far better than he was.


  And they wanted her.


  “Thank you.”


  “I speak from experience,” Max continued, “when I say that it gets easier to get past the fear over admitting your fantasies the more you do it. We learned that the hard way.”


  She suspected another allusion to their ex. “When do I get that story? About how you two made the leap from friends to more?”


  “Sooner rather than later. Not today, please. I don’t like thinking or talking about her, and I’d rather save that for a weeknight or something when we’ve had some wine and can go to bed right after. I don’t want her in my head all day.”


  “She really hurt you guys, didn’t she?”


  “She broke us,” Sean said from her other side. She hadn’t realized he was awake but he propped himself up on one arm, draping his other around her waist. “We had to rebuild ourselves after. Fortunately, she didn’t destroy us. There were enough pieces left over that we were able to pick them up and put ourselves back together.”


  She didn’t like the sad undertone in their voices. “Then I don’t want to hear it today,” she said. “I believe we have a game night to prepare to host anyway.”


  Sean leaned in and kissed her. “Yes, we do. And it feels right having you host it with us.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The three of them were so tired Sunday night after Essie and her men left that they actually fell into bed and right to sleep with nothing more than light cuddling. Max didn’t want to push Cali past her limits any more than they already had even though he knew had they wanted to, they probably could have seduced her again that night.


  They all needed a little time to recover from Saturday night.


  The next couple of weeks they settled into more of a calmer routine. Still frisky, but with some of the initial franticness expended, they’d relaxed a little.


  After getting home from work that Monday, the men sat in their home office to discuss the website. With the updated design it brought them into a new era, but it didn’t solve the problem of few visitors to the website. Yes, the things Cali had implemented had helped, greatly.


  It wasn’t enough.


  Baxter strolled into the office, twining himself around Max’s feet.


  “We need something to boost web traffic,” Max said.


  “That new site she designed is pretty sweet,” Sean replied.


  “Yeah, but it does us no good if no one’s visiting our site.


  “It’s only been three weeks since the new site went live.”


  “I know, but we need to boost traffic—ow!” Max grabbed Baxter, who’d curled himself around Max’s right foot and then rabbited him with his back legs while digging in with his teeth and front claws. “You little goon. I’m going to tie you up.”


  Sean let out a snort and tossed Max a small coil of neon pink paracord from a pile of coils they’d just received that day from a supplier via UPS. They were going to use it to wrap cane handles.


  “There you go.”


  The men looked at each other, then looked at the cat.


  Then they looked at the camera set-up, where they’d just taken pictures of some new paddles.


  Max looked at the coil of paracord again. “Hmm.”


  Sean stood. “I’ll go get the catnip.”


  “You do that.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Cali practically groaned with relief when she pulled into the driveway. Today had been murder on her. Two people had called in sick. As tired and as sore as she still was from their latest Saturday night scene and free-for-all fuck fest with the guys, the last thing she’d needed was a twelve-hour work day in the kennels on top of it.


  I want a hot bath and a foot rub.


  She let herself in and dropped her lunch stuff in the kitchen to take care of later. She walked past the office, stopped, and backtracked.


  The men stood, frozen. It looked like they’d been taking pictures of something, because the lights and backdrop were set up in the corner.


  Then she spotted Baxter.


  He was rolling around on the floor, obviously in a catnip daze.


  That was not what caught her attention.


  It was the neon-pink paracord shibari rope harness tied around his torso that caught her attention.


  “Guys? What did you do to my cat?”


  “Baxter became a model,” Max said.


  “A what?”


  “A bondage model,” Sean said. “We took his picture and posted it. You should see how many—”


  “Why is my cat wearing a rope harness?”


  The men exchanged a glance. “Um, because he’s kinky?” Sean offered.


  Baxter curled around the other way, reaching a paw up to drunkenly swat at her with a sultry maow.


  She blinked, staring at them.


  Sean pointed at Max. “It was his idea.”


  “Bullshit! You tossed me the paracord—”


  “Guys! Why is my cat wearing a rope harness?”


  “We were trying to boost our website hits,” Sean said. “We were just screwing around and took his picture and posted it and…well, it exploded. It went viral almost immediately.”


  She took a deep breath. “It is not okay to use my cat as a rope bunny.”


  The men looked at each other, near identical smiles slowly filling their faces.


  “No,” Cali yelled. “We are not adopting a bunny just so you can do kinky macramé on it and post pictures!”


  “Why not?” they asked.


  Sean snapped his fingers. “Hey, Abbey’s got that pet tortoise! I heard Gilo say he ordered costumes for it from Etsy. I bet—”


  “No! Do you not understand this is wrong?”


  “It’s not wrong,” they said.


  “Not like we’re hurting him,” Max added.


  “Baxter seemed to enjoy himself,” Sean said.


  She walked over to the desk and picked up the almost-empty catnip container. She shook it at them. “This was new last week. Any other time I’ve bought one of these for him, it lasts six months or longer.”


  The men exchanged a guilty glance.


  “Not our fault your cat has a nip problem,” Max muttered.


  “Like they say,” Sean added. “Talk to your cat about the nip before some other cat does.”


  She stormed over to them, brandishing the nip container at them. “You got my cat high and tied him up.”


  “Nooo,” Max said, holding a finger up. “Technically we tied him, but we didn’t tie him up.”


  “That would connote,” Sean added, “that’d we’d restrained him. We didn’t restrain him. Look at him for yourself. Is he restrained? No.”


  She stared at them, slowly shaking her head. “Unbelievable.”


  Max pointed at his laptop. “Look at the page hits. It’s gone viral. We had over four thousand likes and three thousand shares on Facebook. We’ve never had ten percent of those stats.”


  “And it was retweeted over a thousand times on Twitter,” Sean added. “Web hits shot through the roof. We got a bunch of orders.”


  “We could do a whole series of pics with him,” Max said.


  “I’ve already started working up ideas to make a leather gimp suit for him,” Sean said.


  “What?”


  Max shot him a glare. “You could have waited to tell her that.”


  “Sorry.”


  “My cat did not give consent for this.”


  “He didn’t fight us,” Sean said. “That’s consent.”


  “You doped him with catnip!”


  “He liked the attention,” Max said. “You said you wanted me to get to know him better. Look at him. Does he look like he’s pissed off?”


  Baxter rolled around again, swatting at something in the air. “Maow.”


  If he could speak English, she suspected Baxter would be describing the pink elephants now walking through his field of vision.


  “No,” she said, “he looks like he’s stoned out of his damn gourd. What the hell is wrong with you two?”


  “So what I’m hearing you say,” Sean said, “is that we can’t tie your cat up.”


  “No,” Max said, “We obviously can, because we did. I think she’s saying we shouldn’t.”


  She gave them both stink-eye. “Unbelievable. Seriously fucking unbelievable. You two are grown damn men. Act like it.”


  “What fun is that?” Sean asked.


  “Hey, people dress their pets up in costumes all the time,” Max said. “You don’t go complaining about that. Doesn’t the shelter have a pet costume contest every year at Halloween?”


  “Not like we suspended him or something,” Sean said. “Just a rope harness. Think of it as a costume.”


  “My cat is not kinky!”


  “Uh, we have pictures that say otherwise,” Max said.


  “People think it’s hysterical,” Sean said. “We could do YouTube videos of it.”


  “Okay. I really can’t believe I actually have to say this, but no, you are not making YouTube videos of you tying up my cat, no you are not taking more shibari pictures of my cat, and untie my damn cat!”


  “Geez, someone’s grouchy,” Sean said as he reached for Baxter.


  The cat meowed at him, hooking a paw around his hand and pulling it close to lick him.


  Colors…pretty colors.


  She stared at Baxter. “If he’s hungover and pissed off tomorrow, you two are dealing with him.” She stormed out of the office toward the bedroom. “And you’re not putting him in a gimp suit, either,” she called back.


  “Aww,” they echoed in unison, sounding very disappointed.


  Un. Be. Lievable.


  “And someone owes me for a thing of catnip!” She slammed the bedroom door shut behind her, barely resisting the urge to lock it. It was their bedroom, too.


  Stripping and dropping her clothes onto the bathroom floor, she got into the shower and stood there letting the hot, steamy spray sluice the grime and sweat and stink of the day off her.


  Maybe she was overreacting. No, they hadn’t hurt Baxter. She knew some people dressed their cats up, but they had to be worse masochists than she was to brave pissing their pets off. A dog, maybe.


  A cat?


  She wasn’t that brave.


  And I was worried about Max and Baxter getting along.


  The more she thought about it, the guiltier she felt for yelling at them.


  It also started to sink in what they’d said about the web hits.


  Leaving the water running, she grabbed a towel and raced toward the office.


  “How many hits and orders did you say it got?”


  They’d untied Baxter, but he was now rolling around on the floor again. The men were huddled in front of the computer.


  “A lot,” Sean said. “Take a look.”


  They parted so she could look at the stats report, which was displayed on the screen.


  Their numbers hadn’t just jumped, they’d been launched into orbit.


  “Holy shit,” she whispered.


  “Yeah, tell me about it,” Max said. “We’ve had fourteen orders, six of those for custom stuff, in the past hour alone since we posted it.”


  Her eyes widened. “No. Way.”


  “Yeah, way.”


  She understood what this meant. It was a way for the men to realize their dream, to finally get their business off the ground. What they’d worked so hard for, and she’d bought into emotionally with them, wanting their success, too.


  She stared at Baxter.


  “Maow.”


  “You can’t use pink,” she finally said, turning to head back to the bathroom. “They’ll think he’s a girl. Use blue or green or something. He’s got his dignity, you know.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Cali thought Essie was going to laugh herself into wetting her pants. Cali sat and waited for her friend to get it out of her system. After her shower, Cali had thrown on shorts and a T-shirt and walked down to Essie’s house. Now they were sitting on the lanai, sipping chilled wine and snacking on hummus and crackers.


  “Anytime you’d like to return to sanity land,” Cali said.


  “I…cannot…stand…it…hysterical!”


  “Okay, ha-ha, but is it ethical?”


  Essie snorted again. “You’re asking me if it’s ethical to let them do shibari on Baxter?”


  “I’m serious. You’re a vet tech.”


  “I’m not a constitutional lawyer. Not like they were molesting him or something. They have a point. People dress their animals up all the time. Could he move around?”


  She sat back. “Yeah. He was rolling around on the floor in a catnip high when I got home.”


  That set Essie off again on another laughing tear. “Seriously, I have got to see those pictures,” she said.


  “I don’t want people thinking we’re abusing Baxter. I don’t need PETA jumping down our throats or something. We’re poly kinksters, and they’re bi. That’s enough of an image problem to start with.”


  “There are always going to be people who bitch about something,” Essie said. “What I want to see is the gimp suit they put on him.”


  “You, my friend, are an enabler.” Cali sipped her wine.


  “Ethically, I don’t have a problem with it. If they were restraining him, or suspending him, sure, that would be wrong. But they’re right. It’s a costume. It’s funny. It’s free advertising, and seriously? I bet when they get the gimp suit ready that you’ll have dozens of e-mails from people wanting to order them for their dogs and cats. That could be a whole ’nother business for them right there. Kinky corsets for dogs and cats. Pamper your pussy.”


  Essie burst out laughing again. “Fetish up your four-legged friend. Oooh, there you go. Matching human and pet collars.”


  “I came to you as the voice of reason, and I’m getting atrocious puns.”


  “And not half-bad ideas.”


  “They’re not half-good, either.”


  Essie dredged a cracker through the hummus. “What you should do,” she said, “is have Max tie Baxter and Sean in matching ties, same rope and everything, and have Sean match his cat poses and take pics of them together.”


  Cali drained the rest of her wine and stood. “Enabler.”


  “Tell me it’s not funny?”


  She headed inside. “I’m going home now.”


  “I want copies of the pictures,” Essie called after her. “Or at least invite me over to watch, dammit!”


  


  * * * *


  


  Cali was doubting herself when she walked into the office.


  Except Max turned around, glee on his face. “Four more orders since you left!”


  She stared from him to Sean and back again.


  On the floor, Baxter lay happily purring away in a catnip daze.


  “I am not proud of myself for what I’m about to say, but I blame it on the wine and Essie.” She told them the idea, the men’s smiles growing wider as she did.


  “Do we have any matching paracord and rope?” Max asked him.


  “Besides pink? Yeah, I’m pretty sure we do.”


  “Go look.”


  Sean raced out the door, presumably heading for the garage.


  “If we get people coming after us with pitchforks and torches,” she told Max, “I’m blaming you.”


  “We’ll take the blame.” He stood and walked over, a smile on his face. “How about we make Baxter a Dom outfit? Leather vest and everything. He can lay there with a paw on a leash hooked to Sean’s collar, with Sean tied up in front of him.”


  “Please don’t let this get you two fired. We can’t pay the bills on my income alone, you know.”


  “We won’t.”


  Baxter opened his eyes and stared up at her. “Maow.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  “So what’s this I hear about you guys posting pussy bondage porn on your website?” Abbey asked at dinner Saturday night.


  Tilly had been taking a drink of water. It sprayed across her plate as she started choking. Landry smacked her on the back while Cris handed her a napkin.


  “Excuse me?” Tilly finally managed. “A little context, please.”


  By the time Max and Sean got finished explaining—and showing everyone the pics, which both men had on their phones—the rest of the table was roaring with laughter.


  “See?” Essie told Cali. “It’s great.”


  “I know.” Cali knew it, because they’d had another seventy orders roll in the past week, which the men had spent several hours every night, with her help, packing and getting ready to ship. They would have to start making more implements next week if the current rate of orders kept up.


  Baxter was even getting e-mail of his own. Cali wasn’t sure if it was disturbing or cute that people were having their pets e-mail as well.


  As long as they kept ordering implements, she wouldn’t question it. The men were happy that, finally, it seemed their side business was taking off.


  When they reached the club, they couldn’t start playing because several people came up to them to talk about ordering implements. They had to go out to the lobby so they could process the orders through Cali’s phone for customers, swiping their credit cards via a reader she’d had the foresight to order for them to make in-person sales easier. At one point, Cali noticed Lydia walk in, but she and the guys were too busy to pay her any attention and the woman quickly fell from Cali’s notice.


  It was after ten o’clock when they finally got free to stake out a spanking bench to use after it was cleared by the people currently playing on it. She didn’t see Lydia anywhere and figured she must have already come and gone.


  Fine by her.


  Cali was more than ready for play, sensing her men’s energy was up and bouncy. The success of the website had rejuvenated them in some ways. They were making plans for the future, including Cali in them as if they assumed she would always be there. The even seemed to take great pride in teaching her how to make stuff, wanting her input on every aspect, relying on her decisions.


  A vast difference, she belatedly realized, from Shane. Only in retrospect had she realized he’d never made long-term plans with her. Just some vague possibilities, although he’d been happy to accept her hard work.


  She wondered how long he’d been planning on leaving her behind, or if it was just circumstances.


  It didn’t matter. She had a place in the universe now. She felt wanted and loved, and they looked to her as a partner, not an employee.


  The difference was black and white.


  And the past week had proven that to her.


  In her mind, she’d pretty much given up thinking about the six-month mark.


  After a wonderful scene that left Cali sore in all the good ways, they headed home, the men eagerly discussing the TCBT sales they’d made that night, and how they needed to schedule their time in the workshop to replenish their inventory.


  They apparently thought Cali had fallen asleep in the back, because after a moment’s lull in the conversation, Sean muttered, “I’d love to rub that stupid bitch’s face in it for what she put us through back then.”


  “Shh,” Max said. “I don’t want to talk about her. She’s the past. We have Cali, we’re happy, we have a great future. Leave the past alone.”


  Cali, however, with her curiosity piqued, wanted to know the story once and for all. When they’d reached their bedroom, she plopped down in the middle of the bed and stared at them.


  “I want to hear the story of how you two ended up together. And your ex.”


  “Why?” Max asked.


  “Because I want to know. You know about my past. I want to hear about yours.”


  “I don’t like talking about…her.”


  “I get that.”


  Sean slumped onto the mattress. “Let’s just get it over with, huh?” he said to Max.


  “Obviously there’s a happy ending here,” she said. “You guys are together, we are together. At least the basics, okay?”


  Max started getting undressed. “She was older than us by fifteen years,” he started. “We were still very new to the BDSM lifestyle. We were roommates, had just rented a house together, worked together. We met her at Venture.”


  Sean picked up the thread. “She convinced us she could teach us to be better Dominants if we submitted to her. I’ll admit the thought of a woman controlling me sexually was a turn-on in some ways. I was willing to give it a shot. She ended up dating both of us. No secret about it. She was good in bed. Funny, smart, articulate. And we did learn a lot.”


  Max dumped his clothes in the bathroom and returned to sit on the bed. “She was good. Shibari, impact play. Everything she said made sense in context at the time. Everything she did.”


  “She said,” Sean added, “that the best Dominants started as submissives. That if we wanted female submissives of our own, we needed to understand their needs, their desires.”


  “Their bodies,” Max said.


  She didn’t like the hollow tone in his voice.


  Sean continued. “She ended up moving in with us. At some point, she got us so wrapped around her fingers, we would have done anything for her. We were young and stupid and we had work, and we had her. We didn’t see what she was doing at the time.”


  “One of her kinks,” Max quietly said, “was humiliation. She trained us to wear butt plugs and chastity cages and cater to her every sexual whim. Taught us to love pegging. Said since we enjoyed it so much, it must mean we had a bi streak in us.”


  Cali felt an ugly air creep into their memories.


  Sean looked down at his hands, which were clasped together in his lap. “She demanded more and more from us until one night she declared that if we really were serious, we needed to prove it. A test of our loyalty to her.” He looked at her. There was an old pain in his eyes. “She had us give her a show. Suck each other’s cocks sixty-nine, until we made each other come. Both of us wearing butt plugs.”


  “From that moment on,” Max said, “she rode us. Literally. One of us fucking her, while that one got fucked by the other. Or she’d lock us up for days in chastity and only let us come if we blew or fucked each other. Sometimes make one of us go down on her while the other got fucked. Or she’d peg one of us while the other blew him. She inextricably tied our orgasms to each other. As Tony and the others can tell you, it doesn’t take long to start rewiring a brain with pain and pleasure.”


  “It was hot,” Sean admitted. “She’d be all giggly and loving after it, the reward for it, pleasing her. Until we got to the point that we really began to enjoy it. We didn’t need her to force us to do it. We liked it. We’d gotten comfortable with each other.”


  “That’s when she started turning us against each other,” Max said. “She quit contributing to the household finances, started acting like a queen and not in a fun way. Didn’t help around the house at all. The two of us started having problems between each other, resentful because she’d pick one of us to spend the night with her and not both of us.”


  “When the two of us finally sat down and compared notes,” Sean said, “we realized what was going on. We started working together, watching what she did, and realized how stupid we were for falling for it.”


  “We told her it was over,” Max said, “got her moved out, and agreed never to let someone come between us like that again. That was ten years ago.”


  “What about me?” she quietly asked.


  Max looked confused. “What about you, baby?”


  “Am I coming between you?”


  “No,” they said in unison, closing in to wrap their arms around her.


  “Baby, you’ve brought us closer together,” Sean said. “You are nothing like her. You’re honest and open and caring. You are not a mooch. She wasn’t just a mooch, she was an emotional vampire. Some people are just like that, not happy unless they’re sucking the joy out of everyone else.”


  “You,” Max said, “have made us happy in a way we never knew was lacking before we met you. Don’t get me wrong, Sean and I love each other and what we went through with…her, well, that brought us together in a way we never would have before. So for that, we’ll always thank her. But she did it for her own selfish, narcissistic reasons, not because she wanted what was best for us.”


  “Toward the end,” Sean said, “when we decided to confront her, see if she’d change, give her one last chance, she threatened to out us to our boss. So the day before we got her out of our place, we went in to our boss and told him we were a couple. He assumed we were gay and he didn’t care. But we told him a woman had threatened to out us. His son was gay.”


  “Needless to say,” Max said, “when she did call him, he told her what he thought of her and hung up on her.”


  “That was the final straw,” Sean said.


  Max nodded. “We told her when we moved her out that if she dared cause trouble for us, we would spread it around that she’d tried to out us. Which would have gotten her pretty much blackballed locally. She left us alone after that, and we picked up and continued on with our lives. Sadder and wiser, because we had loved her at one point. There was that to deal with, that we’d both been taken in by her. We’d believed her lies at the start and fell for them completely.”


  Sean leaned in and kissed her. “That’s why we got what you went through with Shane. We didn’t have the same situation, but we were used by her the way you were used by him. Not as long, thank god. We were with her less than a year. But it was a year that changed our lives forever. And in the end, the good lasted. I don’t know if I could ever be with another man the way I am with Max.”


  “Me, either,” Max said, clasping her hand. “That’s why we decided the next woman we allowed into our lives, she’d have to be very special. A good-hearted person, full of healthy love, with an open heart and an open mind. She’d have to want both of us equally, not just one of us.”


  “And that woman is you,” Sean said. “You are so amazing and you don’t even see yourself the way we do. I’m not glad you went through what you went through with Shane, but I’m glad he was stupid enough to let you go and that you found your way to us.”


  “Me, too,” Max said. “And as long as you want us in your life, we want to be right there in it. We know we said six months in the beginning and we’re not trying to rush or pressure you, but we’re fine with how things are between us now, and if you want to stay forever, we’ll be happy to have you here with us forever. But I don’t like thinking or talking about…her. It’s ancient history, she has no hold on us, and we chose to get our revenge by living well. Which we have.”


  Cali felt badly that she’d dredged up their painful past, but with her questions answered, she now understood what a miracle this whole situation was. “So you won’t mind if I peg you guys? That won’t bring back bad memories?”


  Max smiled, leaning in to kiss her. “No, because you’ll be doing it out of a spirit of fun, of love. And we have faith in you that you won’t violate our trust the way she did. We know you’d be doing it so we have fun, too, not just to get your own jollies.”


  “What about topping you guys? You said you wouldn’t mind that.”


  “Same thing,” Sean said. “Because it’s a mutual power exchange. With…her, the exchange was one-sided. She took and took and took. Only looking back toward the end could we see that she never gave anything unless it suited her.”


  “And let’s face it,” Max said with a smile. “Sometimes, it’s just damn fun to break out the stunt cock.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  The next day, Cali awoke before the men, who’d kept her up late after their discussion with a vigorous round of fucking that had scrambled her brain in the good kinds of ways.


  Being with them was anything but boring. While she was glad they’d told her the story about how they’d come together, she knew it wasn’t something she’d ever bring up again. The visible change in them, the obvious pain in their expressions as they recounted what happened, that was something that didn’t belong in their relationship.


  Just like she needed to exorcise the ghost of Shane from her mind for good.


  She decided to clear some e-mails when she noticed she had a notification from FetLife that she’d received a private message.


  Checking it, she saw it was someone she’d never heard of, with a subject line reading FYI.


  Her finger hovered over the touch pad. Something, hell, every gut instinct in her told her not to click that button.


  She clicked.


  


  Just thought you should know the kind of men you hooked up with. My friend was with them. She helped them build their little hobby business, tried to motivate them, provided all sorts of money and help. Even came up with the name. What’d she get in return? Kicked out without a thank-you. Ask around. So be warned, once they get what they want, they’ll toss you, too.


  Make sure you have a little nest egg to land on when they do, because they’ll take everything.


  


  A deep, cold chill washed through her. She clicked on the username and saw they had no friends, no pictures, nothing. The site didn’t give a date a user created a profile, but just looking at it, if Cali had to guess, it was created for the sole purpose of the contact.


  It’s nothing. It’s probably some whacked-out idiot.


  Her mind immediately went to Lydia, what she’d said to Cali that night in the club.


  She sent a brief reply.


  


  Can we talk?


  


  Apparently the mystery person was online, because they replied almost immediately.


  


  I can meet you at Shroders on Fruitville in an hour. Do you know where that is?


  


  This was stupid, but she couldn’t stop herself, old pain now controlling her actions.


  


  Yes. How will I know who you are?


  


  Another reply.


  


  I know who you are. I’ll introduce myself.


  


  * * * *


  


  Cali grabbed clothes, freshened up in the guest bath by her old room, and left the men a brief note that she had to run out and would be back in a couple of hours.


  Heart racing, she pulled into the crowded parking lot and finally found a spot toward the front. She didn’t want to have to park in the back…


  Just in case.


  Eying the people waiting at the front of the restaurant, she slowed her steps as she approached the door. No one she recognized.


  When she walked into the lobby, still looking around, a woman stood up.


  Lydia.


  How did I know that.


  Lydia smiled. It looked sweet and genuine, but Cali wasn’t sure she trusted the woman.


  “Hi, Cali.” Lydia extended her hand and Cali shook with her more out of habit than out of a serious desire to have any contact with her. “Thanks for meeting with me. I apologize for being so short with you at the club that time. But they were there, and, frankly, it’s painful for me. I don’t want to see them do something to someone else, treat them the way they treated me.”


  She looked completely different in daylight, with tasteful and conservative makeup, and regular clothes, nothing like the woman she’d seen at Venture.


  This woman also sounded nothing like the sharp-tongued shrew she’d encountered. No icy, murderous glares.


  Cali remembered Shayla once complaining about Lydia, that she’d given Tony a hard time the first time he took Shayla to Venture after thinking Tony was supposed to be there with some other woman. Supposedly Lydia had been screwed over big time, or…something.


  Conflicted, Cali hugged her purse a little closer. “How long until we get a seat?”


  Lydia’s smile looked warm, but felt…off, somehow. “They said less than twenty minutes. Since it’s only two of us, we can have a small booth.”


  “Why didn’t you just tell me who you were in the message?”


  “Because I didn’t know if they monitored your account. I didn’t want them coming down on you for me contacting you.” She laid a hand on Cali’s arm, meeting her gaze with large, muddy-brown eyes. “They have two sides. Once they get their hooks into someone, they don’t let go until they’re done. And they’re very persuasive, especially at first.”


  An uncomfortable tingle started at the bottom of her spine and slowly oozed its way north.


  The men had been persuasive in trying to keep her living with them. Almost…


  Crazy.


  “But now you’re here,” Lydia continued, “and I can tell you everything without worrying about them interrupting before I’ve had my say.”


  It hit her like mental chords struck slightly off-key, but with her heart now racing, and Shane’s betrayal fresh in her heart, she couldn’t not listen.


  When they were seated and had placed their orders, Lydia dropped her voice and started her story. Of being charmed by the two men. Of being friends with them, hitting hard times, and sweet-talked into moving in with them.


  Back then, their business was nothing more than a cute hobby. Recognizing the quality of their creations, she talked them into trying to produce and sell more of them. That she even came up with their website’s name, encouraging them to try to turn it into a side business. That she gave them her time, her energy, her sweat equity, and, lastly, her money.


  Then, after months of hard work, she developed health problems and couldn’t help out the way she had before, even though she still had a full-time job. She also couldn’t give them the physical attention she once had. She came home one day to them having packed her stuff and moved her out. The locks had been changed, and they’d dumped her stuff in a shitty little motel in North Sarasota, and that was that.


  She dabbed at her eyes with her napkin. “What hurt is they wouldn’t face me. They wouldn’t talk to me. They used and dumped me once they had no use for me. When we first got together, the age difference didn’t matter. But once I wasn’t woman enough for them, they moved on to others.”


  Cali could relate. She’d been there, done that. Not exactly the same way Lydia had, but…


  Wait a minute.


  Her guys hadn’t asked for money from her. In fact, they’d told her they didn’t want her money.


  But she had revamped their website.


  Confusion and heartache swirled through her. “I don’t understand why they would do that to you,” she said, genuinely unsure what to think or feel at that point.


  “If you haven’t noticed, they have some pretty dark fantasies,” she said. “It was okay, at first, when I could still keep up with them. But once I couldn’t, well…” She snapped her fingers.


  Before Cali realized what she was doing, her whole story spilled out and she sat there, tears rolling down her face.


  Lydia leaned in. “Isn’t that just like men?” she hissed. “They want something new, they don’t even have the fucking balls to be men and handle it respectfully. They run from their responsibilities after getting us hooked and dependent upon them.”


  Cali grabbed a napkin and held it to her face, wishing she could melt into the restaurant’s tacky 70’s wood paneling and fade away into nothing. That was exactly what Shane had done, run from her, from what he’d done to her, without a look back or a word of apology.


  Not a single one.


  And now, maybe she’d stupidly dropped herself back into the middle of something even worse.


  Worse because now she was in love with the two assholes.


  After picking up the check for both of them, figuring she owed the woman that much, they said good-bye out in the parking lot. Cali sat in her car, AC blasting, and cried some more, ignoring her phone when Max called her.


  What’s the truth?


  She wasn’t so stupid to think there wasn’t at least a little more to the story than Lydia had said. But…


  It had sounded sooo damn familiar. It wasn’t like she couldn’t envision it happened.


  It had happened—to her.


  Still, something deep inside Cali didn’t want to admit she’d been so wrong about the men she already loved so hard and deeply, despite them never having said it. Nothing in their actions had contradicted anything they’d done.


  Then again, she hadn’t seen Shane’s faults until she looked back with a cold, appraising eye.


  Was she so blinded to Max and Sean? They hadn’t wanted to tell them about their ex before, the woman who’d forced them together. They hadn’t mentioned Lydia at all.


  What else hadn’t they told her about?


  That made her feel a little sick to her stomach as well as stupid. What if they’d lied to her about other things?


  She didn’t know, but she needed to find out.


  After pulling herself together, she returned home, dreading this confrontation but wanting it out of the way now. The sooner she had the full truth out of them, the better.


  Max heard her return and met her in the entry, leaning in to kiss her but then hesitating when he saw her face. “What happened? What’s wrong?”


  “We need to talk.” She wouldn’t let them distract her or put her off or delay.


  She suspected she knew what would happen after, regardless, that it would be the end of what she thought she had with them, but better now than after she got more invested in them.


  Better a clean break of her own doing.


  Dreading this and feeling dead inside, she gathered Sean and Max in the living room.


  “I had an interesting talk this morning with someone and I need to hear your side of it.”


  They frowned and glanced at each other. “What?”


  The men remained silent, their expressions growing darker as she talked, not interrupting her.


  She didn’t know if that was a sign of their guilt of not, but at least it meant she could get the whole story out without bursting into tears.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sean felt rage building inside him. He wanted to set the record straight.


  Then he wanted to hunt that cunt Lydia down and kill her.


  With Cali’s story no secret around the club, it likely hadn’t been difficult for Lydia to pick up scuttlebutt about her and then play to her sweet, trusting nature.


  Telling a story that was mostly lies, yet Cali would swallow hook, line, and sinker.


  Why wouldn’t she? She’d just been through it herself. He didn’t blame her for giving Lydia’s lies weight under the circumstances.


  Fucking psycho goddamned bitch.


  Lydia, not Cali.


  When he started to speak, Max reached out and grabbed his wrist, silencing him. He couldn’t even read Max’s expression, and that scared him.


  Max spoke, sounding quiet, heartbroken. “That’s not how it happened, but you’ve apparently made up your mind. I thought we’d made our intentions clear with you. If you can’t trust us, nothing we say will change your mind. If you want the truth, you’re going to need to hear it from someone besides us, and besides Lydia. Because anything we say to you at this point, you’ll still doubt. When you figure it out, please let us know.”


  Cali’s look of shock probably mirrored his own. “Dude,” Sean said. “What the—”


  “Stop,” Max said. “This is a case where I’m going to put my foot down.”


  Cali had drawn her legs up under her on the couch. She looked broken, vulnerable.


  Scared.


  All Sean wanted to do was pull her into his arms and beg her to listen to them. They’d told her about Lydia. What she’d done to them.


  Then he realized Max had never told Cali Lydia’s name. Maybe she didn’t realize—


  “Sean,” Max said as he stood. “Let’s go.”


  “What?”


  “She needs to work this out. Come on.”


  It was obvious he wasn’t going to leave Sean alone there with her.


  “But—”


  “Now.” Baxter jumped up on the couch, pawing at Max, wanting attention from him.


  Max reached out and petted the cat for a moment, letting the animal head butt his hand, before finally walking toward the hall, headed for their bedroom, no doubt.


  With a last look back at Cali, Sean followed.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Max had no sooner closed their bedroom door behind them than Sean spoke up. “I want to go hunt that fucking cunt down and rip out every last one of her goddamned pubes by the roots.”


  Max pulled his shirt off. “I’m guessing you’re talking about…her, not about Cali?” Even with this in front of them, Max still didn’t want to speak Lydia’s name out loud.


  “Who the fuck else?”


  “Just checking.”


  “Ten goddamned years later, she’s still causing trouble for us. Why the fuck can’t that bitch move on?”


  “Because she’s miserable, and we were the first people to ever turn the tables on her and beat her at her own game,” Max said. “Had she felt she got the better of us, had she walked away from us, she wouldn’t give a shit.”


  “Why are you not more upset about this?”


  “I am upset. Extremely upset. But I won’t get pissed off at Cali for it, and I refuse to give…her any energy from my life. I already gave her too much.”


  “Why wouldn’t you let me tell her?”


  “Because she would still doubt you, and me. If she’s ever going to trust us again, it needs to be on her terms. That means she’s going to have to seek out people she trusts and talk to them and then come to her senses on her own.”


  “Lydia is fucking winning if we lose her!”


  “If we lose Cali, then we fucked up by not doing a better job at winning her trust in the first place.”


  “Why are you letting Lydia win?”


  “Why are you letting her live rent-free in your head?”


  Sean froze, deflated. He took a deep breath before letting it out again. “You’re right.”


  “Of course I’m right.” He sat on the bed. “I have faith in Cali. But after what she’s been through, the harder we try to convince her that Lydia lied to her, the more she’s going to believe Lydia instead of us. Cali knows our friends. She knows the same people we know. She will figure it out. When she does, we’re not going to rub her face in it. We’re not going to gloat. We’re not going to go all ragey. We’re going to love her and hope she never loses faith in us again.”


  “I hope you’re right.”


  “Me, too.”


  “Isn’t this awfully important to leave to chance?”


  “Life is chance. I trust her. I trust her to make the right choice.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Cali hugged her legs to her as she stared at Baxter. He’d followed the men down the hall when they’d left, and she heard his plaintive maow as he’d demanded entrance to the bedroom and had been denied.


  Now he was back, staring at her, accusations on his feline face.


  What did you do, woman?


  She didn’t know what else to do. She walked down to Essie’s, hoping they were awake and not…busy.


  They were, and they weren’t. They were actually out in the backyard doing yard work. Essie sat up from where she’d been pulling weeds and took one look at Cali before a frown filled her face.


  “What happened?”


  Tearfully, the story spilled out of her.


  Essie looked up at her men. “Well?”


  Easygoing Ted looked murderous. “That fucking bitch.”


  Fear crept into Cali’s heart. How badly had she just fucked up her life? “What happened? Did she tell me the truth?”


  “She did…and she didn’t.”


  “What?”


  “She twisted the events around.” Ted pulled a chair over and sat. “Max and Sean aren’t ones to air their dirty laundry in public. When it happened, we didn’t even know the full story at first, until I confronted them and made them tell me. And since then, I’ve heard from others who saw stuff we didn’t that confirm Max and Sean’s story. Not to mention, Lydia is a lying bitch. And she has a pattern of destructive relationship patterns. The only common denominator is Lydia. Either she has the worst fucking luck choosing men, or she’s a toxic shrew.”


  “My bet,” Josh said, “is on Lydia being a toxic shrew. She’s a user. Total narcissist.”


  Horror began to fill Cali. Maybe she’d just fucked things up with her men.


  Mark took over the story. “I helped Max and Sean move Lydia’s stuff while she was at work. She’d been living with them for months, mostly without a job, without doing jack shit around the house, treating them as her personal slaves. She was living off her unemployment. Then that ran out and they still let her stay even though we told them she was taking advantage of them.


  “I don’t know the full story of what happened behind closed doors. The guys didn’t tell that. She had picked up a part-time job that paid less than a hundred a week. But they packed all of her stuff, neatly, not just tossed into garbage bags. We moved her into an extended-stay suite hotel and they paid, in advance, for four weeks. Out of their own pocket. They figured that would give her time to get at least a second part-time job, or a full-time job, and receive her first paycheck. It wasn’t some cheap-ass roach motel, either. It was over off University, near I-75. Just a couple of years old. Nice place.”


  “She said she had health problems.”


  The men laughed. “Yeah, mental health problems,” Essie said.


  “I think the clinical term,” Ted added, “is allergic toworkitis. She didn’t even get another job after the guys moved her out. She ended up moving in with and mooching off some other poor submissive male until she bled him dry, and then moved on to another.”


  The horror deepened inside her. “What about her helping them with their business?”


  Mark nodded. “She did tell them she thought they should make paddles. But I was there helping them at a large con one weekend up at Tampa, manning the booth. Lydia spent more time boozing and shmoozing than she did actually working. And she was skimming cash off the till. If you call that work, then sure. I saw that with my own eyes. That was the last straw, and when they decided to move her out. They did it the way they did to have the least amount of drama. If they’d tried to evict her any other way, they knew she’d try to play the law against them to force them into court and out of their house. They knew if they moved her out lock, stock, and barrel into someplace else, without giving her a chance to fight them, she wouldn’t fight them. Hell, she wouldn’t be able to afford to fight them.”


  “She didn’t help them build the business?”


  The three brothers laughed. “No. She’d whine if they gave her money to go ship a box for them, even when she wasn’t working. She never lifted a finger to help them build anything. With those manicured nails of her? Screw that. She did toss ideas around and take credit for anything they did. She’s great at that.”


  “Why didn’t they tell me all of this?”


  Ted shrugged. “You’ll have to ask them.”


  “Max and Sean,” Josh said, “are great guys. They hate drama, and they don’t go talking about people. Everyone who knows them knows they’re good guys and Lydia’s a bitch. It’s a small community.”


  “Why would she tell me all of that?”


  “Because she’s a goddamned cunt,” Essie said. “And I don’t toss that word around lightly in relation to other women. But that’s the only word that truly fits what she is. Cunt.”


  “They told me about the ex they had who got them together. Is that her?”


  Ted held up his hands. “I wasn’t privy to what they told you, so I refuse to give any answers. All I know is all I know. Lydia is a liar. If she told me the sky was blue, I’d stick my head out of the goddamned door first. If Lydia told me anything about anyone, I’d start out with at least seventy-five percent doubt about the veracity of the facts as she’d stated them.”


  Her stomach churned. The breakfast she’d eaten earlier threatened to come back up. And she’d paid for the woman’s meal!


  “Why didn’t you tell me that night at the club?” she asked Essie. “When I talked to Lydia. Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “Honestly? I figured you’d talk to your guys about it. I wasn’t a firsthand witness to any of it. All I knew was she was their ex, and what little my guys knew. And I knew that Max and Sean don’t like to attract or feed into drama. You’re my friend and I love you, but you also know I’m not a person to gossip, especially if I don’t know all the facts.”


  “What do I do now?” she asked, afraid of the answer.


  Essie grabbed her hands. “They were right to tell you to talk to others. Max is wicked smart. But do you think you need to hear it from someone besides us? I know my guys. I know my guys don’t lie. And I’ve never seen Max and Sean be anything but upstanding guys. Considering Lydia is the only one with a beef with them, my guess is she’s jealous as fuck about them finding someone younger than her, who is really helping their business grow, and who genuinely loves them.”


  Cali trusted Essie. Without question. And her guys.


  Everything Essie said only made her feel worse, not better. She’d basically nuked her relationship with Max and Sean based upon an anonymous note, then by talking to someone who was suspect.


  And she had snuck out behind their backs to meet with Lydia.


  That, of everything, made her feel the worst.


  “What have I done?”


  “The question is,” Ted said, “where do you go from here? Do you need to talk to anyone else? Do you need other third-party confirmation?”


  She swallowed hard. “No.” She knew her friends. She knew they wouldn’t lie to her. She’d seen them stick up for others. There was no reason they’d change that pattern of behavior just for Max and Sean.


  No, Lydia was the common denominator.


  Essie squeezed her hands again. “If you need to, you can move back in with us. So take your time, think things through. Don’t act rashly and do or say anything you can’t take back.”


  Now Cali’s tears started again. “I think I already did,” she whispered.


  


  * * * *


  


  When she finally walked home an hour later, she dreaded it even more than before when she’d thought the men had betrayed her trust and lied to her.


  She was the guilty one now. When she tried to find a single case of the men not doing or being what and who they said they were, she couldn’t.


  Unlike with Shane, where the clues were there all along.


  Lydia had cunningly played her, hoping to break up Cali’s chance for happiness for her own bitter reasons.


  The men were in the garage, working on making new stock. They shut off the equipment when they saw her standing there in the doorway from the house.


  She couldn’t look them in the eyes, kept her hands clasped in front of her so she didn’t nervously twist her fingers together.


  “I’m sorry,” she said.


  They walked over to her, not touching her yet, but waiting, listening.


  After a deep breath, she said, “Now that it’s out, please, I want to know the whole story. I want to be with you, and I want to be the person you need.”


  “We’ve never asked you to be anything or anyone but yourself,” Max said. “That’s all we ever wanted. That’s the only thing we want.”


  “And to be ours,” Sean added.


  “We know you don’t want a label. And I thought we were pretty clear about how we feel.”


  “You were,” she said. Shame filled her. She never should have trusted what Lydia said. She was so raw over Shane that she’d willingly believed Lydia, thinking everything the woman had said made perfect, logical sense. Because, at the time, it had.


  Then again, most psychopaths did seem to make sense in their own minds.


  Or is that a sociopath?


  “I’m sorry I fucked things up,” she said. “I should have trusted you guys.”


  “Yes, you should have,” Sean said. “If you didn’t trust us, you could have gone and talked to any of our friends about her for the truth as soon as you heard it, instead of accusing us of something we didn’t do.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me about her?”


  “We did,” Max said. “Last night, as a matter of fact. We just never mentioned her by name because I make a point of not using her name.”


  More horror filled her. “Lydia is the one who did all that to you?”


  “Yeah.”


  Now she felt even worse, something she hadn’t thought possible.


  “I’ll start looking for a place tomorrow,” she said.


  “What?” Max sounded horrified himself. “Um, nooo, that’s not how this works,” he said. “Besides, someone promised us six months.”


  She couldn’t be hearing him right. “But…what about this? About what I just did?”


  He pulled her into his arms. “It was a fuck-up, sure. It’s not something we can’t get past, is it? Lydia’s a fucking snake. While we’re not happy that you didn’t trust us, it means we all need to back up a few steps and work harder to strengthen that weak point.”


  Sean joined them, his arms around them both. “Yeah. You just put an interesting bend into things. You didn’t break it.”


  “But how can you trust me now?”


  “How can you trust us?” Sean asked.


  She stared at him. Now with the full story, she felt like an idiot. Had they told her it was Lydia, as soon as she’d seen the woman at the restaurant she would have given her a piece of her mind.


  Max spoke. “We’re back to the same point we started at. You can come up with a thousand and one different reasons for us to end this now, or you can trust us to know that who we want is you. We have the benefit of seeing this from a different angle. Are we upset? Yeah. Are we pissed off? At Lydia, yes. We’re disappointed in you because we thought you trusted us more, but we don’t not trust you.


  “We’re also disappointed in ourselves that we didn’t do a better job earning your trust. Yes, we should have made sure you understood Lydia is our ex. Honestly? I thought everyone knew that. I didn’t realize it wasn’t common knowledge. I take full blame for that miscommunication. We understood how badly you were hurt by Shane. We get it. So we’re fine with backing up a few steps and letting you catch up to us. We’re not going anywhere, and we don’t want you going anywhere, either.”


  “It can’t be that easy.”


  “It is that easy,” Sean insisted. “If you let it be.”


  “But I want to know one thing,” Max said. “Why did it piss you off so much, besides the whole Shane thing? When Lydia talked to you. Why did it strike a nerve so hard and so fast?”


  “The truth?”


  “Of course.”


  She took a deep breath. “Because I’ve already fallen in love with you both,” she whispered. “I thought I fucked up again.”


  Sean gently took hold of her chin and made her look at him. He wore a gorgeous, sexy smile. “Good,” he said. “Because we’ve already fallen in love with you, too. We’ve been afraid to say it because we didn’t want to spook you.”


  I. Am. An. Idiot.


  She broke down crying, sobbing.


  They still wanted her, even after she’d failed them.


  And they loved her.


  “Is there anything else I need to know?” she managed to choke out. “Anything else that might come out? Because I don’t want to fuck up again.”


  Max tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “Lydia fucked us over emotionally. Yes, we moved her out. After we realized she was using us, we sat down one day with each other and started comparing notes. She’d started trying to turn us against each other, playing us, divide and conquer when she realized forcing us to be bi wasn’t going the way she thought it was. That we weren’t humiliated the way she’d planned it. She was trying to get us to split up. We don’t know the full extent of her plan there, but our guess, based on her previous activities, is that she was going to pick whoever had the most money to leave with.”


  Sean spoke up. “She never did chores. She treated us as her slaves, and not in the fun, happy, get-your-rocks-off kind of way, either. When she found out we were enjoying the forced bi stuff, she stopped it, because it wasn’t hot for her anymore. She got off on the humiliation, on using us. Some people are just like that.”


  “And the business? Mark said she stole money from you.”


  “She did,” Max said. “And she didn’t do jack shit with the business. Did she help us come up with the website name? Yes, that she did. Did she say we should start a business? Yes, she did. All talk. We paid to incorporate. We paid the web URL registration and hosting fees. We paid for supplies. We did the labor. We did that. Not her. She loved using the implements on our asses, so if you count that as contributing to R&D, sure.”


  “Why did you let her do that to you?’


  The men exchanged a glance, Max answering. “We loved her. Why did you help Shane for all those years and end up with nothing to show for it?”


  Point taken.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Stop apologizing. It’s done. The question is, can you move past it? Do you, and can you trust us again?”


  She nodded. “I do trust you. But now I’m not sure I trust myself to make sound decisions.”


  The men hugged her between them. “Talk to us,” Sean said. “We want you to trust us but we get it. That’s why we’re not in a rush to press you for more than you’re ready for. We love you. Maybe if we’d said that earlier it would have been easier for you to trust us. I don’t know. I’m not willing to let you walk out the door without a fight. Even if it means we need to go to counseling or whatever it takes.”


  She looked up in his face. “You mean that?”


  “Yeah.”


  Max nodded. “Anything.”


  Shane had always pooh-poohed counseling as a waste of time and money. She’d wanted to go a few months before he left, seeing how much he was drawing away from her.


  Retrospect…


  “What I want you to do is make love to me.”


  “Are you sure?”


  She nodded. “I want you to make me quit thinking about what an idiot I am and show me again how much you love me. How lucky I am that you guys forgive me.”


  Sean looked at Max. “Can we show her the surprise now?”


  “Yeah, it seems as good a day as any.”


  “What?”


  Max stepped around her to the door and held out a hand to her. “Follow me.”


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  She didn’t usually go to the play room on a daily basis. In fact, they kept the door closed to keep Baxter out of there, also using it as storage.


  When Max opened the door and stepped aside, she spotted the surprise sitting there.


  Sean wrapped his arms around her and nibbled on the nape of her neck. “Well?”


  “Oh…my.” Her pussy clenched, clit throbbing, juice flowing. “Is that what I think it is?”


  “Mm-hmm,” Sean said. “Built just for you.”


  “And adjustable so any of us can fit in it, of course,” Max added.


  She walked over to the padded metal frame, imagining herself strapped into it. It had moveable joints, so that whoever was attached to it could be positioned in a number of ways, open and accessible however the person strapping them into it wanted them to be.


  “We’ve been working on the design for a while,” Max said. “This is our prototype. We need to make a couple of modifications for production, but we can sell it for three hundred, make a good profit, and there’s nothing quite like it out there. Takes six hours, start to finish, to make one. If they want it powder-coated, they can tack on fifty bucks, but we have a buddy who’ll do it for thirty, because all the pieces come apart into plain tubing.”


  “Holy shit.”


  “And,” Sean said, “it’ll break down and transport in a large suitcase. Totally discreet.”


  She stripped off her shirt. “Well, let’s break it in, then. I think I earned a paddling for my behavior this morning.”


  Cali didn’t understand why Max didn’t return her grin. “Honey, all joking aside, that’s not how we want this dynamic to work. Funishment is one thing. But if we have issues, we sit down and talk about them.”


  “I want a paddling,” she said, draping her arms around his neck. “I want to think back to this morning and remember this moment and remember how much I love the two of you, and how damn lucky I am you put up with me in the first place.”


  He finally smiled. “Well, when you put it like that, sweetheart, get naked.”


  Sean rushed out, presumably to get implements. By the time he returned, Max was naked and had her strapped facedown onto the frame, her knees bent but thighs spread as wide apart as she could get them. Her arms were also immobilized, and her head was strapped securely into a padded cradle, the height adjusted perfectly for her to suck a cock.


  The frame’s construction allowed unfettered access to her breasts. Max reached under her and played with her nipples. “I think someone’s wearing nipple clamps for this session,” he said, pinching them hard enough to make her gasp.


  She felt her juices running down her thighs. She felt open, vulnerable, exposed.


  Hornier than hell.


  Sean put something down. From her position, she couldn’t see him or what he’d brought back. “Whoa, that’s even better than I thought.”


  “I know, right?” Max said. One of them reached out and stroked her ass. “And the accessory clamps will fit perfectly here and here, just like we talked about.”


  She wasn’t sure what clamps they meant, but heard and felt them doing something to the frame.


  Then she felt one of them insert something into her pussy. Something that suspiciously felt like the Hitachi’s G-spot stimulator. When they turned it on, set to low, she moaned. It wasn’t enough to get her off.


  “See?” Max said. “Positioned perfectly there, so it’s not hitting her clit. Torture, without getting her off. If someone wants to move it, they can, so it hits the woman’s clit.”


  “Or clamp balls and a cock,” Sean said.


  Max laughed. “I know, I lost rock-paper-scissors. You can test that on me later. For now, we test it on her.”


  With her legs spread, it left her ass open and exposed. Sean leaned in and rimmed her, grabbing her ass cheeks and holding them wide open.


  “You’re in for a treat today, baby,” Max said. “We were going to save this, but since it’s a special occasion, we’ll use it.”


  He knelt down and showed her. “Inflatable dildo,” he said, smiling. “Time to start your training.”


  She whined, trying to wiggle to get her clit closer to the vibrator and unsuccessful. The frame held her securely in place.


  Sean slapped her ass. “Oh, baby, this is just the start.” He slid a finger into her pussy, along the vibrator attachment, and wiggled it around. “We’re going to fill your ass with our cocks while you’re strapped down to this.”


  She heard the squirt of lube, then felt it, cool against her rim. The start of something being pressed against her ass, wider, wider still, making her moan until the widest point of the butt plug finally passed through her ass and settled into position.


  One of them tapped on the base. “That’s staying in,” Max said, “while we redden your ass.”


  Sean affixed the nipple clamps to her, making her whine again while still driving her need higher. The Hitachi was now annoying, because it was making her horny without providing relief. But then it was shut off and disappeared, almost prompting her to beg them to return it.


  Two fingers effortlessly slid into her pussy. “Oh, yes,” Max said. “She’s ready.”


  His fingers withdrew. Immediately, they inserted something else. She heard the sound of them pumping, and the dildo began inflating. It quickly grew from interesting to wow to almost unbearable, where they stopped.


  Max walked around to her head and slid his fingers into her mouth, making her suck her juices off of them. Sean’s hand played with her clit, flicking it, tormenting her and making her moan with need.


  “That’s right, baby,” Max said. “Stuffed so full. We’re going to get you nice and deep in subspace and inflate that dildo a little more. You can take it. Just think, it’s the first step to you being able to take both our cocks in your pussy.


  She gasped, the mental image almost enough to drive her over the edge except Sean had stopped playing with her clit. He delivered a stinging smack with a paddle.


  Max knelt in front of her again, pulling his fingers from her mouth and kissing her. “How’s the frame feel, baby?”


  She could barely form thoughts, much less words. “Green,” she whispered.


  He smiled. “Good enough for now.” He stood and presented his erect cock. She opened wide. He grabbed her head and started fucking her mouth, knowing how deep he could go without choking her.


  “Seeing you strapped into this, baby, I know I can blow a couple of times this morning, at least. So you’re going to be a good girl and swallow every last drop of this first load. The next one goes in your ass.”


  Sean paused every few hits to reach below her and tweak her clit. Not enough to get her off, but enough that her body clenched around the toys buried inside her, making her moan. The nipple clamps were connected by a chain, and that swung with every smack, adding another dimension to her torture.


  She slid head-first into deep subspace, wanting it all and craving more. They wanted her. She’d take every last bit of what they gave her and more, just to feel it.


  Barely aware when Sean added a couple of pumps to the dildo inside her pussy, all she knew was she couldn’t wait for them to try it. This was better than any of her fantasies.


  Way better.


  Because they loved her.


  Time flowed, her increasingly hot ass striped by fresh cane marks overlaying the ones from the previous night, her desire ratcheted up higher than she ever remembered.


  Max shoved his cock deep into her throat when he came, holding there as she swallowed and only easing out enough to let her breathe again once he’d emptied his balls.


  “Good job, baby,” he hoarsely said. “Get me hard again.”


  Unable to use her hands, she eagerly worked her lips, her tongue over his shaft, sucking, wanting to please him. All the while her cries from each of Sean’s impacts were muffled around his cock. Once he was hard again, he pulled out and switched places with Sean.


  “Open wide, baby,” Sean said. “Gonna fuck that sweet mouth of yours.”


  He did just that while Max picked up a new implement and went after her thighs with it. She was aware of Max inflating the dildo a little more. Then he pinched her clit between his thumb and index finger with one hand and kept smacking her ass with the other.


  She exploded. As she screamed in pleasure, Sean fucked her mouth faster, deeper, shooting his load down her throat even as she was sobbing, the pain and pleasure now a delicious mix she never wanted to be free of.


  “Oh, baby,” Max said. “Now you know what that means.” He pulled the butt plug out of her. She only had a minute to process that before he’d replaced it with his condom-clad cock, shoving it deep and hard inside her and triggering another orgasm in her.


  “Shit,” Sean said, giggling. “She just came again.”


  “Good,” Max said, taking long, hard, deep strokes. “I wouldn’t mind trying to train her to orgasm from giving us blow jobs.”


  “Ooh,” Sean said. “I like that idea.”


  Cali moaned in agreement, beyond words. The feel of Max’s thighs against her sore ass kept her pleasure simmering, ready to explode again.


  “Hook it up,” Max said.


  Sean pulled his revived cock from her mouth and did something. The vibration reverberated through the frame as it felt like he hooked something to it.


  There was a moment’s recognition before the click and familiar hum of the nail driver, but set to low.


  Long, deep moans erupted from her. This kind of orgasm wasn’t the intense burst that would make her safeword. This was the kind she couldn’t escape from, that never seemed to end.


  “There you go,” Max said. “Enjoy it, because once I’m done, Sean’s going to fuck your ass, too.”


  Enjoy it? Hell, she couldn’t get enough of it. Every thrust made her clit bump the vibrator. The inflatable dildo inside her pressed against her G-spot, and combined with his cock fucking her ass, it was unlike anything she’d ever dreamed.


  Max’s thrusts sped up. “Getting close, Sean. Get ready to take my place.” She felt him come, disappointed when he withdrew a moment later, then another moan from her when Sean’s cock replaced it.


  Sean wanted hard and fast. “Look at you, so helpless and enjoying it. Aren’t you, baby? Is this what you wanted? Being used as our sweet little fuck toy?”


  Oh, hell yeah. “Please don’t stop,” she managed to gasp.


  Max laughed. “Oh, we’re not stopping until you safeword. You want to remember this morning? Well, I guarantee you, you will.”


  Sean didn’t last as long in her ass as Max had. Once he pulled out, the butt plug was immediately put back into place. Followed by more cane strokes across her ass and thighs. Max varied the strength, light and then hard, painful and caressing.


  Cali was vaguely aware of Sean saying something to Max, who said, “Okay. Do it.” Max laid the cane in his hand across her ass. “Big finish, baby. This is going to hurt.”


  The nail driver switched from low to high as Max took several hard, vicious swings with the cane. Pleasure and pain once again exploded in her brain until she couldn’t tell the two apart any longer. Sobbing, twisting, screaming, finally she gave in.


  “Red!”


  Everything stopped. So suddenly it almost felt like she was falling. They must have had the vibrator plugged into a power strip Sean could kill with the flick of a switch. The butt plug and inflatable dildo were removed, and strong hands quickly unhooked her from the frame, cradling her, carrying her over to the couch where they cuddled with her.


  Then, the tears.


  Of joy and relief more than subspace. She groped for their hands, pulling them to her chest and holding them there, grateful she hadn’t fucked up whatever this was.


  Because she knew she wanted to spend the rest of her life just like this, with these two especially crafty bastards.


  Max stroked her forehead. “Like it?”


  She sighed. “Love it. Love you both.”


  They squeezed her hands, and in unison said, “Love you, too.”


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Three months later, and they’d moved past the incident. Cali knew she’d never take the two men for granted again, never doubt them or their love for her.


  Once Kel and Mallory learned what Lydia had done, Kel, Venture’s landlord, had a talk with Derrick, the club’s owner and his friend.


  Lydia ended up with a lifetime ban.


  Immediately, Lydia started ranting on FetLife, not naming names but saying how it was unfair people were conspiring about her and telling lies.


  It was funny to watch her friend count plummet like a rock in a swimming pool as locals unfriended her when word got around what she’d tried, as well as the full truth about her trying to out the men from before.


  After a couple of days, Lydia’s profile disappeared.


  Cali refused to give her any more mental energy, blocking the account Lydia had used to originally contact her.


  Baxter, who now had his own FetLife account, had become something of an Internet star himself. His Facebook page had over eight thousand likes, and their orders were steadily growing. Cali had actually made the decision to resign from her job at the shelter in order to take over running the TCBT business, including making toys.


  It was one of the scariest things she’d ever done, but the men truly seemed to appreciate it, and the paycheck she now earned from the webstore easily replaced her pay from the animal shelter.


  Whatever Max and Sean had planned for their collaring ceremony, they weren’t saying. All she knew was that they would exchange rings, which the three of them had picked out, together.


  They also told her since they didn’t have the usual Dominant and submissive dynamic that they would make sure the ceremony reflected it. That they were collaring each other as equals.


  She was good with that.


  They had forgiven her and not thrown her mistrust in her face. If anything, they worked harder. While that relieved her, it also made her feel worse.


  They didn’t want a huge to-do for their ceremony. In fact, they scheduled it to happen right before a regular Saturday night play session at Venture.


  Cali was a little disappointed Abbey and Gilo couldn’t be there, but they’d gone out of town on a pre-planned vacation they couldn’t change. She liked it when Gilo contributed his little ad-libs to the ceremonies.


  Loren, as always, conducted their ceremony for them. She held a large, manila envelope in her hand, as well as the ring box.


  “Gilo and Abbey send their love and congratulations,” Loren said. “But apparently they made alternate arrangements through Tilly.”


  Cali glanced at their friend, who stood off to the side, an iPad in her hand and a wicked grin on her face.


  “We seem to have an abundance of switches lately,” Loren said. “Must be something in the water.” Everyone chuckled. “But as always, all that matters is that the people involved in the dynamic are happy and know what the hell is going on, even if it confuses the rest of us in the process.” She smiled, waiting for more laughter to dwindle. “These guys have something very special for you, and something outside the normal range of what’s done. But it kind of goes along with the whole charting your own course theme.”


  She handed the envelope to Max, who opened it. He withdrew a sheaf of papers, handing some of them to Sean.


  Max started. “Sean and I love each other. You know how we started, but we know how we’d like our life to continue, with you in it, a full partner in love, in life, in business. Without you, we wouldn’t have the joy we now have. And without you, we wouldn’t be where we are today.”


  “And Baxter,” Tilly called out.


  Sean laughed. “And Baxter,” he chimed in.


  Max agreed. “And Baxter.” He held out the papers to show her. “This is the paper we’re filing Monday, adding you onto our house as an owner.”


  Shock filled her, her vision blurring as she read the document. Sure enough, it was a request to add her on.


  Sean held up more papers. “This is the paperwork to add you to our trust, which covers our financials, our cars, everything else except the business. And to give you a power of attorney for both of us in case anything happens, to make decisions for us on our behalf.”


  More tears, shock rendering her speechless.


  “And this,” Max added, showing her one last set of papers, “is what we’re filing to add you to the corporation as an officer and shareholder, and to the business banking accounts.”


  “We’re doing this,” Sean said, “because we can’t both marry you. Hell, he and I can’t legally marry each other yet, even though that law is probably going to fall soon. So the next best thing we knew we could do was to add you, legally, to every other aspect of our lives. So you know that we aren’t interested in letting you get away. That we value you not just for what you do for us, but who you are to us.”


  “That we love you,” Max said. “And want to spend the rest of our lives with you.”


  “Forever,” Sean said. “Not just because we love you, but because we trust you and respect you, too.”


  She nodded, unable to hold back her tears. “Yes,” she cried, letting them embrace her, kissing them. This had far exceeded anything she’d dreamed of them doing. Max held her left hand while Sean slid the ring onto her finger.


  It took her a moment to compose her thoughts. Everything she’d thought she would say had flown out the window. “I didn’t think I’d ever be able to trust again,” she said. “And you two proved me wrong. You proved that not only do dreams come true, but so do fantasies. And never in my wildest fantasy did I ever come anywhere close to dreaming something as good as we have. Thank you for loving me, for trusting me, and for being patient with me when I was stupid.”


  That got a laugh from the audience.


  With a trembling hand, she managed to get their rings onto their fingers, each man holding the other’s hand as she slid the rings on.


  Loren looked at Tilly. “Your turn.”


  She swiped something on the iPad, then held it up. On it, Gilo and Abbey were smiling at the camera. Together, they said, “Switches rule, bitches! And congratulations!” They waved before the short video ended, and the audience erupted in laughter.


  Tilly held up a hand for silence. “They said if you guys ever have a wedding, or handfasting, they’ll be happy to make up for not being here in person today.”


  “So that done,” Loren said, “I wish you congratulations.”


  The men kissed Cali and then each other. Standing between them, she clasped hands with them. “Thank you,” she said.


  Sean and Max wore identical smiles. “Oh, you thank us now,” Sean said. “Just wait till we get your sweet little ass home and have our way with you.”


  “There’s a reason we took off Monday and Tuesday from work,” Max said. “You will likely be walking funny, and we’ll have to take care of the shipping for you while you recover.”


  Pleasant flutters churned at her clit, anticipation amping up. She suspected what they might have in store, but one thing she’d learned from these two was that they had a knack for blowing her mind, and her expectations, right into orbit.


  She wouldn’t have it any other way.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  Cali didn’t know who was more eager to get home, her or the guys.


  Baxter met them at the door and Max ended up being the one to take care of his food and litter pan. The star of their website seemed to realize it and was acting more and more like a spoiled brat.


  And Max had apparently become his new favorite person.


  Once they were all naked and in bed, the men rolled her onto her back and spread her legs wide. She was already wet both in anticipation and from their not-so-subtle teasing all night long.


  She had a feeling what was on the agenda.


  Sean crawled between her legs, going down on her while Max tormented her nipples, pinching them, making her even wetter. “Tonight, baby, we do what we’ve been promising you. All that time spent on the frame like a good girl, we think you’re ready for it.”


  Yeeesss. She was more than ready for it. As they’d refined the frame’s design, she’d eagerly spent plenty of hours strapped to it and having her ass beaten and fucked as well as her mind sent into the deepest reaches of subspace. One of her problems now was when working on the website, the very sight of the pictures of their implements often made her wet.


  The damn crafty bastards.


  When she’d admitted it to them, they’d laughed, evilly delighted to know they had that effect on her.


  As Sean teased her, working her up but not letting her come, he got two, then three fingers deep inside her pussy. Both men’s hands were just too big for fisting, something she’d come to accept.


  There was something else they could do, however.


  Only after she was begging to be allowed to come did Sean sit up. He laid down on his back, cock hard and rigid and ready. She knelt over him and impaled herself, trying to stay relaxed and not rushing them. She wanted to come and knew they wouldn’t let her until they were good and ready.


  Behind her, Max straddled Sean and pushed her down onto Sean’s chest. “Ass as far in the air as you can get it without losing his cock, baby.”


  Ooohhh yeesss…


  She arched her back, Sean’s cock at least halfway in. She felt Max squirt lube on her and Sean both, working it in with his fingers. “Just a little insurance,” he said.


  Then…


  She fisted the sheets, closing her eyes and moaning against Sean’s chest as she felt the head of Max’s cock pressing for entrance against her pussy.


  “I’ll go slow,” he promised. “If it’s too much, say so.”


  It was too much, but not in the way he thought. They’d tormented her with that damned inflatable dildo that she loved and loathed, because just holding it up and showing it to her made her instantly wet.


  At first, she wasn’t sure this would work. But then he eased the head of his cock in, making her gasp and drawing a moan from Sean.


  “Oh, fuck, dude. That’s amazing!”


  Max tapped her on the shoulder. “Come up a little, baby. On your arms. Change the angle.”


  She did, feeling the incredibly full pressure of his cock stretching her entrance and slowly sliding farther into her pussy. It was almost too much, borderline pain, but he waited, letting her get used to it.


  “Work your muscles, baby,” Max said. “Squeeze our cocks.”


  After a couple of Kegels, she felt Max’s cock shift just a little, and suddenly it went from almost painful to deliciously full, much like the inflatable dildo.


  “That’s our good girl,” he cooed, easing in even more. “Just needed to get arranged properly.”


  Sean cupped her breasts, playing with her nipples, sending fire to her clit. “Don’t come yet, baby,” he gasped. “I want to come with you.”


  It felt like forever before Max worked his cock all the way inside her. It was so different than when she had one of them in her pussy and one of them in her ass at the same time, so much more intense.


  “Sit up,” Max ordered.


  She did, leaning back against him. He took over playing with her nipples while Sean reached over and grabbed something. When it started humming, she realized it was a little vibrator.


  “Just something to help you out,” Max murmured in her ear. “Look at you, baby. One of your fantasies come to life. Both our cocks inside you, going to empty our balls in that sweet pussy of yours. And when we get through, you’re going to suck us both clean and get us hard again, and then we’re going to do it again.”


  “The second time with the nail driver,” Sean said.


  Then he touched the little vibrator to her clit.


  The only thing she could compare it to was the Death Star’s destruction in Star Wars. It was the good kind of pleasure and pain that seemed to have no start and no end.


  “Take it for us,” Max said as she moaned. “We’re the only guys who’ll ever fuck this sweet pussy again, and you’re the only woman we’ve ever done this with. Make this first time count, baby, so you never forget where you belong and who you belong to.”


  She had to hook an arm around Max’s neck to keep herself upright. It felt like her bones had dissolved, no tendons holding her together any longer.


  He wasn’t done. “And if you ever decide you want a baby? This is exactly how you’ll get fucked, every time, until you’re pregnant.”


  She squeezed her eyes closed. Another dream she’d never thought would come true. She did want kids…one day. But Shane hadn’t.


  It wasn’t a topic they’d talked about yet, but the men had seemingly read her mind.


  Because she’d fantasized about the two of them taking her just like that, getting her pregnant just like that.


  Another supernova ripped through her.


  “Fuck, I’m close, man,” Sean said.


  “Work that ass, baby,” Max ordered. “Start fucking these cocks. You own them, so use them for what they were made for. Just like we own your sweet pussy and that fine ass of yours and use them the way we want to.” He pinched her nipples, hard, just the way she loved it.


  She found the right angle to rock back and forth, harder and faster as her muscles loosened up and another round of orgasms swept through her.


  “So fucking sexy, baby,” Max said. “So damn good.”


  She wasn’t sure which of the men came first, but it was likely a photo finish. They both started moaning, hips jerking against her as their orgasms exploded inside them. Sean shut off the vibrator and Max gently lowered her on top of Sean. Inside her body, their cocks deflated, eventually sliding free.


  Max stretched out next to her and Sean. When she could finally open her eyes again, she looked into his brown gaze.


  “How the fuck did you do that?” she whispered.


  “What?”


  “Get into my head.”


  He reached out to stroke her arm. “I thought this was something you wanted. That’s why we’ve been working on you with the inflatable.”


  “I know. I did. That’s not what I meant.”


  “She meant about a baby,” Sean said, apparently recovered enough to talk. He reached up and tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “Because if you ever want one,” he said, “that’s how we know we’d want to get you pregnant.” He grinned. “And if you don’t want one, well, it’s always fun to practice and fantasize.”


  So many deliciously dark sexual fantasies she’d confessed to these two, and they’d barely scratched the surface of them.


  She bed suddenly dipped as Baxter jumped up and strolled over to them, climbing on top of her and settling in the middle of her back.


  “Hey,” she said. “Nonconsensual pussy sitting.”


  Max chuckled, sat up, and collected Baxter. “Sorry, buddy. The only pussy in this bed tonight is Mommy.” He put him out in the hallway and shut the door, but before Max had even returned to the bed, Baxter started yowling.


  “He’ll stop in a minute,” Cali said.


  Five minutes later, Max walked over and opened the bedroom door.


  Baxter stopped in mid-yowl and twined his body around Max’s ankles as he walked in.


  “Listen you little cock-blocking bondage diva. We’re kind of busy.”


  Baxter walked over to the bed and jumped up, head-butting Sean.


  “Maow.”


  Once the giggles started, she couldn’t stop them, until she was roaring with laughter.


  Baxter sat on Max’s pillow, stuck one back leg out in a yoga position, and proceeded to lick himself where his balls had been before he’d been neutered when he was a kitten.


  “Dude, I think you’re being dissed,” Sean said.


  “I know I’m being dissed.” Max picked Baxter up and carried him out of the room. They heard him talking to the cat, then the sound of him yelling.


  Baxter streaked into the room and leaped onto the bed.


  “Maow.” This time when he sat on Max’s pillow, it was the other rear leg he stuck out before he started licking what was left of his junk.


  Max followed a few seconds later. “He’s determined.”


  “Go get the catnip,” she said. “Dump a bunch in the guest bedroom. That’ll distract him.”


  “Ah. Good plan.” He grabbed Baxter and carried him from the room once more.


  This time when Max returned, he returned alone. He closed the bedroom door and crawled into bed, a smile on his face. “Now, where were we?”


  She smiled back. “I think we were about to—”


  Wham! It sounded like a car slammed into their bedroom door. Then the scratching started.


  “Maaaooowww!”


  “Oh, come on!” Max yelled. “You have got to be shitting me!”


  Now Sean was laughing with her, interrupted by a yawn, which she caught.


  “Actually,” she said, “I hate to say this, but I think I’m done being plundered for the night.” She winced as she rolled off Sean. “I have a feeling I need a little more training before we try that twice in one night.”


  She crawled out of bed and opened the bedroom door for Baxter on her way over to the master bath.


  Baxter bolted in, straight for Max’s pillow.


  Max let out a sad sigh.


  When she returned from using the toilet, she said, “Hey, I have an idea.”


  “What?” the men said. Max sat on the edge of the bed, watching Baxter lick himself on his pillow.


  “We still haven’t properly tested what the frame’s like having a guy restrained in it. And I distinctly remember you said you lost rock-paper-scissors.”


  Max grinned. “You feeling a little toppy?”


  “Maaaybee.”


  They headed for the playroom. Behind them, they heard Baxter jump down from the bed, following them. “Maaaooow!”
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