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  Sapiosexual


  Chelbie Larson’s turned on by intelligence, but the creative, snarky, feisty woman knows she’s too much for any one guy to handle. The picky sapiosexual refuses to settle for less than what she wants, which is why she’s still single. Her parents have a solid marriage, and she knows that’s the quality of love she yearns for.


  Enter Nick and Rich Hurst, fledgling kinkster twins. One is a computer expert, the other a talented musician. And they’re no stranger to showing a woman a good time. Chelbie’s not bashful about showing them what she wants. Just when Chelbie had given up on finding a guy, they show her maybe dreams can come true.


  But when Chelbie’s attacked out of the blue, the truth about the triad’s relationship doesn’t make her parents happy. Now she faces a difficult choice between appeasing her parents…or deciding to follow her heart.


  One thing’s for sure—her life will never be the same.
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  This is Chelbie’s story. She is Mallory’s best friend from His Canvas. While the books in the Suncoast Society series are standalone works which may be read independently of each other, the recommended reading order to avoid spoilers is as follows:


  


  1. Safe Harbor
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  3. Domme by Default
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  Chapter One


  


  Chelbie Larson pointed her fork at her best friend, Mallory. “You, my friend, need to get off my case.”


  Mallory grinned from across the table. “Oh, no, you don’t. I recall a certain someone literally dragging me over to meet Kel. You don’t get off that easily.”


  Now that Mallory and Askel were happily engaged, Mallory had made it her life’s mission to find Chelbie someone.


  “Look, not just any Dom’ll do me,” Chelbie said. “Well, do for me,” she clarified. “I’m sure there are some asshats out there who will nail any vagina with two legs, but I’m not looking for a guy like that.”


  “The last nine guys you’ve gone out with, you only went out with them once.”


  “Not true. I went out with that one guy twice.”


  Mallory arched an eyebrow at her. “Filing a restraining order against a guy is not considered a date.”


  Chelbie stared down at her food. “It is in my book,” she mumbled.


  “Obviously it’s time to let me and the others start hooking you up with guys.”


  “I’m perfectly happy.”


  “No, you’re not.”


  “Maybe I’m gay.”


  Mallory arched an eyebrow at her again.


  “You need to quit doing that,” Chelbie groused.


  “Doing what?”


  “The Dom eyebrow thing. You’re imitating Kel too much.”


  “Then suck it up, buttercup, and put your big girl panties on. And no, you’re not gay, so stop it.”


  “Maybe I’m bi.”


  “Are you bi?”


  Chelbie scrunched up her face at Mallory. “No, Miss Smarty Pants,” she finally shot back.


  “Okay, then. I’m going to start setting you up on dates.”


  The two of them had many friends throughout the Suncoast Society munch group. Most of them were paired already, either as a couple, a poly triad, or, in one case, a poly quad.


  What they didn’t have a lot of were eligible single male friends who blipped Chelbie’s interest radar. Chelbie had tried meeting local guys via FetLife.


  That hadn’t worked out so well for the snarky, creative young woman with a borderline genius IQ level.


  “I can’t help it that I’m Sapiosexual,” Chelbie said.


  “I think the term you meant was intellectual snob, but whatevs.”


  “I am not a snob!” Chelbie jammed a forkful of salad into her mouth. A little too much roughage, actually, but she refused to let that show, instead choosing to try to chew her way through the mouthful of lettuce without choking on it.


  Mallory set down her fork and leaned in. “You refused a second date with that one guy only because he liked Nickelback.”


  “No, not true.”


  Mallory gave her the eyebrow again.


  “Okay, fine, it was partly true, but mostly because he had no idea who Beck is. I’m sorry, I can deal with a little bit of crappy taste in music, but that guy was beyond help.”


  Mallory picked up her fork again. “Uh-huh. Snob.”


  “You say that like it’s a bad thing. Besides I’m not a snob, I’m choosey. Big difference.”


  “Snob.”


  “Not like I care if a guy has money or not. Although I’d prefer someone reasonably self-sufficient enough not to be living at home with his parents—”


  “Says the woman living at home with her parents.”


  “—when he’s in his thirties,” Chelbie finished. “Or older. And, FYI, I’m moving out in six weeks, thank you very much.”


  Mallory snickered. “Yeah, into our apartment that we’re renting to you.” Technically it was Kel’s apartment, the one over his office in the warehouse unit that literally was on the other side of the back wall from Venture, the BDSM club they frequented.


  “And I’m paying my bills myself.”


  “No, seriously, I’m proud of you. But I’m giving you back in spades every single ounce of ball-busting you gave me before I met Kel. Payback’s a bitch, and so am I.”


  “Remind me why I’m not siccing Tilly on you?”


  “Because she luuuves me,” Mallory teased. “And because she’s on my side in this. She’s putting out feelers, too.”


  “Greeat.” Mallory picked at her salad. “Maybe I don’t need a guy.”


  “Maybe I’ll sprout wings and fly out of here while dollar bills shoot out my ass.”


  “Hey, I’d pay good money for that show. Since when did I become the pet project for everyone? The let’s-get-Chelbie-paired-off show. Maybe I just need a vanilla guy with an open mind who’ll let me have play partners to get my kink fix.”


  “Yeah, like that’ll work.”


  “It could.”


  “In what reality? Seriously, Chel, quit digging your heels in and let us help you out.”


  “Just for the record, I’m not looking for some guy looking for a doormat.”


  “Do you honestly think I’d set you up with someone like that?”


  “I’m just sayin’. That’s all.”


  “You want a creative, intelligent, preferably employed guy who has some charming quirks and a kinky side, but who isn’t a domineering asshole.”


  Chelbie stared at her. She shook her fork at Mallory. “You shoot one of those out of your ass, you can take that act on the road.”


  “Am I right?”


  “Okay, yes, fine. You’re right. Happy?”


  “Not yet.” Mallory smiled. “But once we find you a guy, I will be.”


  “You’re working on the presumption that I have a need to be a relationship to feel whole when I don’t.”


  “I didn’t say that. I never said that, and I wouldn’t say that because I know better. What I know is that I’ve seen you watching others at the club and at the private parties. When you think no one’s watching you. How you get that sad look in your eyes.”


  Mallory reached across the table and took Chelbie’s hand. “I’m not saying some magic prince is going to come riding in and sweep you off your feet. But I’ve also seen how you’re trying to pull away from people over the past couple of months and that’s not my Chelbie. That’s not my bestie who will kick someone’s ass if she even suspects they’re about to do something to one of her friends. That’s not the sweet, outgoing woman I know and love.”


  “Aww, you love me. Maybe you’re bi?”


  Another dose of eyebrow.


  Chelbie dropped the act. She should have known better than to try it with Mallory anyway. “Yeah, I’ve had a crappy run of luck with guys lately. So what? I’m young. I’m not even twenty-four yet. I’ve got decades before I’m even close to getting desperate. If it happens, it happens. I’m sorry I’ve been withdrawn. I just…”


  Her train of thought faded.


  I just what?


  Chelbie let out a sigh. “I see everyone else getting their happy-ever-afters,” she quietly admitted, “and it’s taking me a little while to get used to the fact that there isn’t one in my immediate future. Marriages, proposals, collarings. Babies. I’ll be fine, really. I am a patient person.”


  Mallory squeezed her hand again before letting go. “No, you’re not patient. But why didn’t you just say that from the start, hon?”


  “You know me. You even have to ask?”


  “True.” Mallory picked up her fork again. “We’re still going to set you up on a couple of dates.”


  Chelbie didn’t bother hiding the eye roll. “Fine. I know you and Tilly won’t be happy until you do.”


  “Damn right.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Lunch was on Mallory, who, thanks to a trust fund wrested from her uncle’s clutches, turned out to be loaded. She enjoyed being able to take her friend out and do things for her. Chelbie knew that, and after years of friendship, taking Mallory under her wing since the other woman’s parents were dead, she was more than happy to let Mallory foot the bill. Today, they’d lunched at the Columbia, a Cuban restaurant on St. Armands Circle, one of Mallory’s favorite places to eat.


  Especially now that Mallory could afford it. She was finishing up her degree at Ringling, where Chelbie also attended, and would be helping Kel with his photography business, as well as focusing on her art. With careful management of her trust fund, she’d never have to work, if she didn’t want to.


  But she wanted to. And Chelbie was overjoyed her best friend not only had a happy ending in the relationship department, but was no longer worried about her financial future, either.


  At least Chelbie had a set of loving parents as her safety net. She knew if worse came to worst, she could rely on them. She always had a place to live if something happened.


  Until Mal met Kel, her friend really hadn’t had anyone. Well, except Chelbie and her parents.


  Fortunately, Mallory’s damn uncle was out of her life now, and wouldn’t be coming back.


  Not unless he wanted to violate a restraining order.


  Outside, the women parted company at Chelbie’s car, Mallory giving her a long hug.


  “Thank you for standing by me,” Mallory said. “I love you, sister. You know I do.”


  “I know. That’s why I’m putting up with your nonsense now,” Chelbie joked. “I’ll let you and Tilly get your jollies watching me flame and burn until you get tired of the emotional sadism and move on to another target.”


  “Stop. Don’t be pessimistic. What’s the worst that can happen, seriously? We can’t do much worse than Restraining Order Guy.”


  “True. He was a piece of work.”


  After their final farewells, Chelbie climbed into her car, cranked the AC, and headed east over the Ringling Causeway toward home.


  I don’t need a guy.


  She tried to focus on the road.


  No, she didn’t need a guy, but maybe there was more than a kernel of truth in what Mallory had said. She knew she was a bit of a snob in some ways. Intellectually, for sure.


  The world was populated with stupid people. There wasn’t a law requiring her to associate with them. She was forced to deal with them enough on a daily basis, she damn sure didn’t want to be in a relationship with one, no matter how handsome he was.


  And she’d met some fairly handsome dumbasses in college. More than her fair share. There also appeared to be an assholish ratio in direct proportion to their dumbassery and handsomeness. Meaning the cuter and dumber they were, the more they naturally expected any woman to give her left nipple to jump into bed with them.


  Actually, sometimes it was fun to mess with them and turn them down. It would piss some of them right the fark off. Like how dare she say no to their boudoir skillz.


  With the z being all too—unfortunately—visible in the way they said it.


  Sigh.


  If she were to misquote movie lines, her most overused one would probably be, The dumb is strong in this one.


  For realz.


  With a deliberately ironic z.


  Chapter Two


  


  Nick Hurst sat on his IKEA sofa with his MacBook in his lap. On the TV played reruns of Firefly. A marathon, he thought. He wasn’t sure because he wasn’t paying attention.


  Right now, he was trying to debug his friend George’s website. The dumbass had tried to customize the template and ended up farking it all to hell.


  Great artist, sucky at web dev.


  I never should have given him admin privileges.


  And now, here he was, after midnight on a Friday night, while George was out with his girlfriend and texting him every five minutes asking if it was fixed yet, while Nick was doing…


  Well, this.


  Who’s the dumbass? Ah, that would be me.


  George was freaking out because he might lose one or two sales—if past sales trends tracking on the site were any indication—of his custom art.


  No, of course switching out to a default template until Nick could rebuild the one George had farked wasn’t an option for George.


  He wanted the new one working again.


  And since George had upgraded the web site’s core software that morning to the newest version, Nick couldn’t just revert the template back to his backup copy. Some of the updates had broken parts of the template there, too.


  And of course, no, George couldn’t wait until Monday to do the update, like Nick had asked him to. When Nick would have had the template modified and tested for him and ready to drop into place.


  Nope.


  So now here went his Friday night.


  Not that I had plans. But it would have been nice to have the option.


  A couple of his friends had told him about a club they were going to that night. Had invited him to come along with them. A BDSM club. They were having an open house newbies’ night. His friends had acted quite titillated in a five-year-old kind of way about it all.


  He hated to break the news flash to them that he’d already known all about Venture. He just hadn’t gotten there yet.


  Also, he hadn’t admitted to already researching the club for his own reasons.


  Close to two a.m., he heard keys rattling in the apartment’s front door. He didn’t bother looking up. His twin, Richard, walked in, kicking the door shut behind him.


  “Hey,” Nick said.


  Rich mumbled a response as he headed over to the small table to dump his stuff.


  “Don’t forget to lock the door,” Nick said.


  Another mumble in reply, but Rich walked over and snapped the deadbolt back into place. A faint whiff of pepperonis and tomato sauce followed Rich like a cloud.


  “Rough night?”


  Rich stopped and glared at him.


  “Sorry,” Nick said.


  Rich headed toward his bedroom. Nick knew the routine. Rich would take a shower to wash of the smell of pizza before grabbing a bite to eat and then collapsing into bed until at least noon the next day.


  After twenty-nine years of being brothers, Nick knew better than to say anything to his fraternal twin about his life choices. At least Rich had saved up enough money to try to finish his degree online and was currently taking a couple of classes. If they weren’t living together and sharing expenses, there wouldn’t be any way his brother could afford it.


  A few minutes later, his brother’s bedroom door opened again, then the hall bathroom door closed, followed by the sound of the shower starting.


  Yep.


  Richard also played guitar and gave lessons. However, Friday and Saturday nights were the prime nights at the pizza place he drove for. He couldn’t not work those shifts. He made reliable money, albeit not much, that he couldn’t guarantee if he worked with a band somewhere picking gigs up on weekends. Although he did sometimes sit in with some friends of his for weddings, Ren fairs, and other events like that.


  He’s an adult.


  Nick had finished sorting out the template issues by the time Rich emerged from the bathroom, his brown hair wet and sticking up on his head, a towel wrapped around his hips.


  “Did you let George sucker you into working on his site tonight?” Rich asked.


  Nick didn’t look up from his laptop. “It was that, or my phone blowing up from texts all damn night long.”


  Rich shook his head. “He walks all over you. You know that?”


  “He’s my friend.” He looked up at Rich. “And he pays cash.”


  “Yeah, well, Mr. Trust-Fund Baby can afford to throw greenbacks around.” He headed for the kitchen. “You should charge him more if he’s going to boss you around like that.”


  Nick did go in and change George’s user settings from administrator to editor, which meant George could post content but no longer mess with the template.


  And Nick changed the FTP password and file permissions for good measure.


  The next time George wanted to change the template, he’d have to message Nick first.


  Nick shut his computer down and set it on the coffee table. “I don’t mind doing it. Not like I was going out tonight, anyway.”


  Rich sniffed at a plastic tub holding leftover mac and cheese before he grabbed a fork and started eating it, cold, right out of the container. “You need a life. You work hard. You deserve time off.”


  Okay, for all his brother’s faults, at least narcissism wasn’t one of them.


  “So says the guy who hasn’t been out on a date in how long?” Nick asked.


  Rich leaned against the counter. “We’re pitiful. You know that?”


  Nick stood and stretched. “Yeah, well, at least we’re pitiful together. Race to the bottom, and all that crap.” He smiled. “Did Dad text you today? About breaking up with Kimberly.”


  Rich snorted. “I wish I could say I felt bad for him, but I don’t. I kind of want to smack both of them.”


  “Join the club.” He hit the remote and shut the TV off. “What’s it say that, at least in that way, we have our shit together better than our parents do?”


  Rich shrugged. “Doesn’t say much, honestly. Not in the ways it should.”


  Nick headed to his bedroom. It’d been easy to settle who got the master bedroom with the en suite bathroom. Nick made more money and insisted on paying a slightly larger share of the monthly bills.


  Nick knew his brother was trying, working his ass off, and Nick didn’t feel resentful about the disparity in monthly expenses. It wasn’t that his brother wasn’t smart, because he was. He was smarter in different ways than Nick. His grades hadn’t been enough to get an academic scholarship like Nick had. So when their parents divorced, Rich had opted to drop out and join the workforce. Partly out of practicality, and partly out of spite at both of them.


  While Nick hadn’t agreed with his brother’s decision, he had respected it. The last thing he’d call his brother was a slacker, even if Rich’s worldview and approach to life differed from his own.


  Right after graduation, Nick had landed a job at Asher Insurance, in their Windows department, writing code and debugging problems that cropped up, helping to keep the insurance behemoth running smoothly. Benefits, paid vacation, and PTO, it was a great job even if it didn’t stretch his mind that much. It kept him busy, it kept him paid, and it kept him comfortably able to pay his bills while building up his retirement.


  Rich, on the other hand, was barely making it paycheck to paycheck. Over the past six months, since making the decision to try to complete his degree, he’d depleted the little bit of savings he’d had paying for that. When Nick had offered to loan him the money, Rich had refused.


  Stubborn to a fault, but again, Nick couldn’t blame him. He’d rather have a stubborn brother who tried to stand on his own feet than a leech who sucked the life and money out of him.


  They had to stick together. Their parents had proven unreliable in that regard.


  As he got ready for bed, he once again wished they had divorced years ago, when he and his brother were little kids.


  It would have been far easier to deal with, rather than learning what he thought was a perfect marriage had only been a lie for their benefit all those years.


  


  * * * *


  


  After Nick went to bed, Rich stood in the kitchen and polished off the remains of the mac and cheese. He was sick of eating pizzas, or subs, from the pizza place he worked for.


  He also still had about four hours’ worth of homework he needed to finish and get turned in by Monday morning for his class. He wasn’t sure what he’d do when he finally got his BA, but maybe he could apply to be a substitute teacher or something. At least until he managed to land a better-paying permanent gig.


  He held no illusions he wouldn’t become an Internet sensation, no matter how well his YouTube channel did in ad revenues. Right now, he was pulling in around a hundred dollars a month in ad fees from there. It helped pay for groceries, at least, but it wasn’t like it would make him rich.


  He envied Nick’s ability to buckle down and focus and land a great job after graduation. He’d never had that tenacity.


  When their parents split up, Nick had taken a challenge accepted mindset.


  He, on the other hand, spent months reeling emotionally, unable to accept their childhood had been one big lie.


  Why bother getting the degree and getting married and getting the house and the kids and all that crap if none of it was real and didn’t mean a damn thing?


  Growing up, he’d silently looked down on his friends whose parents had divorced, thinking he and Nick were in some way superior to them.


  At least their friends’ parents hadn’t lied to them all those years. Didn’t matter that Rich and Nick’s parents thought they were doing the right thing. It left Rich with a sour taste in his mouth that the perfection he’d silently admired as a kid, and had hoped to aspire to as an adult, was nothing more than smoke and mirrors.


  When he finished off the mac and cheese, he washed out the container and stuck it in the dishwasher with the rest of the dirty dishes. Then he headed for his bedroom to try to knock out a little bit of his homework before collapsing for the night.


  While it would be nice to have a woman in his life to curl up with, he’d learned firsthand that it wasn’t a sure-fire bet. He needed to finish getting his life in order and back on track before he settled in a rut and ended up delivering pizzas for the rest of his life.


  Besides, it wasn’t like he could afford to take a woman out on a date.


  If he could even find one who would want to settle down in the kind of relationship he wanted.


  Popular fiction aside, most women tended to give you the evil side-eye if you told them you preferred to be in control in bed.


  Unfortunately, life was getting in the way. Romance would have to wait until he was in a better position to pursue it.


  Chapter Three


  


  Saturday morning, Chelbie knew if she didn’t at least put in an appearance at Venture that afternoon, Mallory would come hunting her down and drag her there, kicking and screaming. They were holding a rigging class, for newbies and intermediate riggers, teaching the basics of suspension. It was being billed as both a demo and a class, so that people who were completely new to shibari and suspension would feel free to attend.


  Kel would be teaching, as would his friend, Scrye. Several of their friends would also be there as assistants and spotters. Cali, Sean, and Max would be there with a demo model of portable bondage furniture, as well as some of their most popular implements for sale and demo. They were also bringing several new prototypes, to get people’s opinions.


  It wasn’t like Chelbie could claim she didn’t know anyone.


  And she enjoyed being a rope bunny for the riggers.


  Hell.


  She honestly didn’t feel like socializing today, especially with all their friends.


  She loved her friends. She truly did. They were a kinky adopted family to her. But an afternoon of seeing all her friends together when she was alone wasn’t high on her to-do list. Her energy felt whacked out.


  What she really wanted to do was go take a long walk on the beach. Unfortunately, it was a Saturday, meaning everyone else would be out there, too.


  I’d be better off going to the club.


  Finally, she talked herself into going and confirmed it via text with Mallory. If she went this afternoon, she could beg off the play session later that night. Her parents were out of town this weekend. Her dad had some sort of conference in Ft. Lauderdale or something and had stayed over. Her mom had gone with him since the hotel room was already paid for as a work expense.


  Chelbie could fire up the TV, watch a couple of movies, eat nothing but junk food, and then collapse in a bloated carb coma.


  Plan. Doable.


  


  * * * *


  


  “You’re late,” Mallory said upon Chelbie entering Venture’s lobby that afternoon. Chelbie’s friend stood by the desk, presumably talking with the volunteer manning it.


  “Hello to you, too. And I’m not late. It starts at two. It’s not two.”


  Mallory grabbed her by the arm and started dragging her toward the door leading into the play space. “It starts in ten minutes. I was beginning to think you weren’t going to show. It’s packed in there.”


  It wasn’t exactly packed, but there were thirty-odd people or so in addition to the people there to present and teach.


  As she scanned the audience, Chelbie recognized about half of the people in attendance. Of the rest, there were a couple of guys who caught her eye, but who knew if any of them were single, or even looking?


  Or have a brain between their ears.


  She was seriously sick of guys who could list the location of every season of Survivor, but who had no damn clue that The Canterbury Tales weren’t some indie punk band, or a TV show. Guys who thought The Big Bang Theory was hysterical, but for whom most of the best jokes simply went over their head.


  Everyone had their kink. She made no apologies for the fact that she was a sapiosexual, that smart guys made her bell ring.


  And she didn’t want an obnoxiously smart guy, either. One who was a total academic without a sense of humor or a lick of common sense. Those kinds of assholes were nearly as annoying as the gym-rat jocks who could wax melodic about the virtues of Muscle Milk.


  Blech. Now that sounded like a creepy kink, if taken out of context.


  Mal stopped just inside the door and leaned in close, dropping her voice. “I need you to model for Kel today. Please?”


  “Why? You love doing—oooh.” Her friend’s uplifted eyebrow told the story. “Sorry.”


  “Yeah, so am I,” Mallory grumbled. I thought I had a couple of days.”


  “Well, beats the alternative.”


  “True. Thank you for doing this.”


  “No probs.” They walked over to where Kel was getting his rope ready under the large metal A-frame. “I hear I’m your rope bunny for the afternoon.”


  “I appreciate it, Chelbie.”


  “No worries. Nakey, topless, or tank? I even matched my undies and my top today.”


  He smiled. “Tank top and panties are fine.”


  “Don’t wanna grope me, huh? Fiiiine. I’ll remember that.” She dropped her bag next to his rope bag by one of the A-frame’s uprights.


  He laughed. “Don’t go getting me in trouble, now.”


  He knew she was teasing him. “No, I see how you are. Don’t want to scare the noobs. Sure, fine.” She peeled off her blouse and folded it.


  “Want me to dig out a ball gag for her?” Mallory asked.


  “No, she’ll just like that,” he said.


  Chelbie stuck her tongue out at him as she kicked off her ballet flats and unfastened her jeans. “I’ll remember that, buddy.”


  “Behave,” Mallory said as she sat, her back against one of the uprights.


  “What’s the fun in that?” Chelbie folded her jeans and put them and her blouse on top of her bag, her shoes next to it. “Life’s too short to behave, kiddo. History never remembers the quiet people. Except, you know, like Helen Keller—”


  “Really?” Mallory said. “Okay, what the hell did you have to eat this morning? Did you mainline caffeine or something?”


  Chelbie smiled. “Hey, someone said I had to be here.”


  “I didn’t say your snark had to be here with you.”


  “Suck it up, buttercup.” Chelbie raised her arms and stretched, twisting her body both ways. “Next time you decide you’re going to try to hook me up with someone, you’ll think twice about it.”


  “I’m thinking twice about it now. Holy crap. You’re in rare form even for you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Rich looked like an extra out of The Walking Dead when he emerged from his bedroom a little after one Saturday afternoon. “Where are you going?” he asked Nick.


  Nick had just made himself a sandwich and was eating it at the counter. “Going to go check out that BDSM club this afternoon. They’re having a rope bondage class and demo today.”


  Rich froze, his back to Nick, his hand on the fridge handle.


  “We going to talk about this or dance around it?” Nick finally asked.


  They’d shared women several times before. It seemed to be a popular fantasy some women had, of having twin brothers doing them at the same time. Even if they weren’t identical twins, they were close enough.


  Rich slowly turned. “What do you want me to say?”


  “I want you to admit it’s not the world’s worst idea.” For all their shared experiences with women, they rarely talked about their respective sex lives.


  Not that either of them had had much of a sex life now.


  “I’m not into beating the crap out of women, okay?”


  “Neither am I,” Nick said. “But it’s a lot more than that. That last chick, Willow? Remember how her head nearly exploded in the good way when we let loose on her?” It was Nick’s current favorite fantasy for masturbating. How he’d fisted her hair and took charge, fucking her mouth while Rich had gone down on her.


  She’d loved it. Unfortunately, she’d also been in Sarasota on spring break. While she’d texted them a few times once she’d returned to college at NYU, both brothers knew there wasn’t a long-term prospect there.


  Frankly, the times they’d shared a women had always been hotter than any lone experiences he’d had. Nick knew his brother wasn’t shopping for a long-term relationship right now, but maybe Rich wouldn’t turn down the opportunity if Nick gave it to him.


  “Dude, I have to work today. I can’t go with you. Don’t let that stop you.” Rich finally yanked the fridge open and grabbed the carton of milk from it.


  “I want to get out and start meeting people. I know you’re working weekends. But if at least I can get out and meet—”


  Rich slammed the carton of milk down onto the counter. “Then go! Nobody’s stopping you.”


  “That wasn’t what I meant.”


  “Then what did you mean, huh? Look, I don’t need your pity fucks, okay?”


  “Life is too short for us to waste it not being happy.”


  “Yeah, well, you get to be happier than I am for now, okay? My own damn fault I wasn’t smart enough to get a scholarship.”


  “Really? Going right for the self-pity?”


  “What do you want from me?”


  “An open mind,” Nick said. “That’s it. And a promise that if I do meet someone and bring her home, that you won’t shut down and shut me out. Or her. That maybe you’ll give us a chance to have something. We know what didn’t work. So why don’t we try to find a woman who wants two guys?”


  “Fine.” He grabbed a coffee mug from the cabinet and poured some leftover from that morning straight from the pot. Then he stuck the mug in the microwave to nuke it. “Is that all you wanted?”


  “We get the gift of hindsight,” Nick said. “We don’t have to settle like Mom and Dad did. You know that. I’m tired of hanging around hoping the right woman drops into my lap. Our laps. Think about that. There are people out there who really do live happily in a poly lifestyle.”


  “I can’t afford a relationship right now.”


  “Who says you have to?”


  Rich turned from where he’d been staring at the coffee mug in the microwave. “I’m sure I’d be a great catch for someone. ‘Hey, I deliver pizzas for a living and sometimes play and teach guitar. Oh, and I have a YouTube channel.’ How pitiful is that?”’


  “It’s better than a lot of guys.”


  “Since when did you get so hot-to-trot to find a relationship, anyway?”


  “Aren’t you tired of being alone?”


  “I am tired. I can tell you that much.”


  “Keep an open mind.”


  Rich snorted and turned back to the microwave. “Sure. Whatever.”


  “Have a good night at work tonight.”


  “Thanks. Have fun.”


  Nick left his brother standing there, watching his coffee rotate on the spinning plate. Nick didn’t want to be late to the demo and couldn’t afford to stand there and banter any longer.


  He also hated feeling guilty that his brother had to work his ass off without any free time for his efforts. That their parents had been so fucking selfish to pull the rug out from under them the way they had with their divorce, after promising Rich all through high school they’d make sure he could go to college even if he didn’t get an academic scholarship.


  If it hadn’t been for the divorce chewing up their finances, they probably could have swung at least a student loan for Rich, if not paid the tuition outright. Yes, he’d managed an academic scholarship, but his brain worked differently than Rich’s brain did.


  And the emotional hit of the divorce had slammed into them in different ways.


  Nick had been bound and determined to make it himself, to succeed at any cost so he didn’t repeat their mistakes.


  Rich had been determined to get out and away from their now-toxic parents, who’d allowed twenty years of ill-will toward each other to stew and fester beneath the surface before it exploded upon the brothers’ graduation from high school.


  When Nick arrived at the club, he belatedly wondered if he’d meet any of his friends there. Not that it mattered, really. Rich would be more self-conscious about something like that than he was. Nick personally didn’t give a shit what others thought.


  The club had pictures on the website showing their facility, so he wasn’t surprised when he stepped into the lobby. More intrigued, really. They had a small showroom in addition to the registration desk, various implements on the walls, as well as things like cuffs and collars.


  After checking in, he walked through the door leading into the main area. Once inside, he stopped to take it all in.


  Then, he froze.


  Shit.


  Just across the room stood someone he knew very damn well. Wasn’t his boss, but he knew him.


  Tony Daniels, the head of operations for the data center at Asher Insurance.


  Fuck.


  This was a contingency he hadn’t counted on. Tony, while not his boss, could make life very uncomfortable for him at work.


  Maybe this wasn’t a great plan after all.


  He’d started to turn to leave before Tony spotted him, and Nick nearly ran into Michael Kennedy, who did work under Tony.


  Holy hell.


  Michael looked as shocked to see him as he was to see Michael.


  From behind Mike, a woman spoke. “Honey? Are we going in?”


  “Just a minute, Jenny.”


  A throat cleared from behind him.


  He turned. Tony Daniels stood there, an intense look on his face. “Mike, Nick, let’s step outside and talk for a minute, shall we?”


  “Good idea,” Mike said.


  Chapter Four


  


  Dammit.


  Nick knew damn well if Rich were there he’d be laughing his ass off right now at the irony.


  He followed Mike and Tony outside. Tony led them a short distance away from the club’s entrance in the nondescript industrial complex, to the shade of a tree in a parking median.


  “Look,” Tony started. “I’m going to give you the same talk I gave Mike. First of all, is this going to be a problem?”


  Nick shook his head. “Nope. Not at all. My mouth is shut.” He wasn’t an idiot. He wanted to keep his job. He had hopes of working his way up his department ladder, maybe becoming a director or veep or something, retiring from there.


  Mike and Tony exchanged a glance.


  “Good,” Tony said. “What happens in this, stays in this.” He circled his index finger. “Since I haven’t seen you around before, I’m going to assume you’re new to this.”


  Nick nodded.


  “Okay. We do not talk about this”—he circled his index finger again—“at work. Period. Got it?”


  Nick nodded.


  “This”—another circle drawn in the air—“does not exist as far as any of us are concerned while we’re at work or around coworkers. Understand?”


  “Yes, sir. Clearly.”


  “If Mike or I hear any hint you’ve talked about anything you’ve seen or heard in this, you will be gone. I will have you fired, even though you’re not in my department. Your boss was one of my guys years ago, before he was transferred over to Windows and promoted. He’s a close personal friend of mine. If I ask him to get rid of someone, no questions asked, he’ll do it, because he’s always got a backlog of resumes to fill the slot. Got it?”


  “This will not be a problem, I promise.”


  “You scared for your job right now?”


  “Frankly? Yes.”


  Then Tony smiled, extending his hand. “Good. Don’t make me do it, because I don’t want to be a dick like that. But I promise you, if you try to burn me, I’ll take you down with me. If you want to ask questions outside of work? Mike and I will be happy to answer anything. Outside of work.”


  Nick breathed a deep sigh of relief. No, Tony was a hard-ass, but he was also known to be a man of his word. He shook with him. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”


  “You here alone?” Mike asked.


  “Yes. I’ve been curious for a while. Some of my friends came out last night, but I was working.”


  Tony frowned. “You don’t work nights, do you?”


  “Sorry, I meant on my own. Web dev for a friend of mine. I don’t have a life, so I was home working.”


  “Ah. Sorry. You single?”


  “Yeah?”


  Tony clapped him on the shoulder. “Well, now that we have our negotiations completed, let’s get you back inside so we can introduce you around. Actually, you know what? I have the perfect someone I’d like to introduce you to.”


  Nick didn’t care if she was a three-eyed troll with cholera. He’d schmooze her all afternoon, if it’d make Tony happy.


  Fortunately, when Tony walked him over to the girl in the matching panties and camisole and bright-red hair, he breathed a sigh of relief.


  “Chelbie,” Tony said, “this is Nick. He doesn’t work for me, but he works where I do.”


  Her eyes widened. “Oops.” She grinned and stuck out her hand. “Hiya. Chelbie Larson.”


  Her pixie cut bobbed as she talked. She wasn’t a skinny twig, but she had sweet curves in all the right places. Brown eyes, and a wide smile.


  “Nick Hurst.”


  “Nice to meet you.”


  “Nick,” Tony said, “is new. After Kel’s finished with you, do you mind talking with him? He’s here alone today, and single.”


  “Sure, no problem. Mal!”


  The woman who was apparently Mal leaned forward from where she was sitting next to one of the frame’s legs. “Yeah?”


  Chelbie hooked a thumb at him. “Fresh meat. You want to babysit him for me while your guy runs me through the wringer?”


  Mal patted the floor next to her. “Absolutely.”


  Chelbie leaned in and whispered, “Please, humor them. And I apologize in advance. They’re trying to fix me up. I swear, I won’t take it personally if you never talk to me again after today.”


  He laughed, actually intrigued by the woman. “No problem. I appreciate the conversation.”


  He walked over to Mal and sat next to her. She stuck her hand out. “Mallory Weaver. You can call me Mal.” She pointed at a guy with a coil of rope in his hand, who was talking to a huge guy who looked like a biker. “The shorter guy there is Askel, or Kel. My guy. Chelbie is my bestie. How new are you?”


  “Still learning. I’ve done a little research.”


  “Okay. Then you’ve come to the right place.”


  Mallory started telling him about what he’d be seeing today. After a couple of minutes, Kel stepped forward and called for attention.


  “Okay, we’re starting in two, so last call.”


  Everyone started taking their seats.


  “You don’t like to be tied up?” he asked her.


  “Oh, I love it. I’d planned to be his bunny today, but…” She patted her stomach. “Mother Nature came to call. I volunteered Chelbie to step in. Kel’s tied her countless times. And, if you couldn’t tell, she’s snarky, so she’s always a crowd favorite.”


  “No, I couldn’t tell that at all.”


  Mal grinned. “Buddy, I’ll give you a hint. If you can grab her and hold on for the whole eight seconds, she’ll surprise the hell out of you.”


  “I’m assuming you meant that metaphorically.”


  “Good. You passed test one.”


  “Test one?”


  “A sense of humor. You don’t have one of those, she’ll eat you up and spit you out.”


  “Just out of curiosity, how do you know I’m even interested in her?”


  “I don’t. But I watched you when you met her. You’re curious.”


  “Okay, I’ll admit to that.”


  “She’s a straight-shooter. Zero tolerance for bullshit, and she’s sapiosexual.”


  He laughed. “Got a think kink, huh?”


  Mallory cocked her head at him, contemplative. “Very good,” she said. “Test two, passed.”


  She started to say something else, then the demo got started.


  One thing was certain, from the way the crowd reacted, he could tell the man was used to giving demos, and many of the people there either knew him, or knew of him, from the way they paid nearly rapt attention. He knew Rich would have felt self-conscious sitting up front like that, but he eagerly anticipated the demo getting under way. He had a front-row seat for the activities, could hear every word.


  At the first break an hour later, Chelbie, now wearing a rope harness on her torso, walked over. “Well? What do you think?”


  What he thought was that he’d finally found his true calling in life. He’d seen pictures of rope bondage on FetLife and elsewhere, but hadn’t put it together in his brain that it was a thing he could do.


  This was a thing he really wanted to do. A lot.


  Maybe even with Chelbie.


  “I like what I’ve seen so far.”


  Chelbie grinned. “Of the class, or me?”


  He met her even gaze. “Yes.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Chelbie found herself at an uncharacteristic loss for words. Nick’s intense blue eyes seemed to peel something back inside her.


  “Hey, Chelbie,” Mal said, breaking her spell. “Guess what? He’s sapiosexual, too. And he knew what the word meant.”


  Holy fuck.


  For a second, Chelbie was afraid she might have spoken that aloud. He had neatly styled blond hair to go with those killer blue eyes. “Well, good for you, there, buddy,” she said. “Nice to know.”


  Mallory had likely told him everything about Chelbie she could, including her blood type and IQ.


  Well, that’ll be a timesaver.


  “And, even better?” Mallory added. “He likes snarky women.”


  “It’s just my lucky day, I guess, isn’t it?”


  Scrye would be teaching the next segment, leaving Chelbie free to talk with Nick. As she led him across the room toward Max and Sean’s table, she leaned in. “Sorry if she bored you to tears.”


  “She didn’t. She spoke very highly of you.”


  “Yeah, well, heh, I kind of have this coming the way I literally shoved her and Kel together.”


  “She told me that, too.”


  Now Chelbie looked up at him. “She did?”


  He had a delicious smirk. “I’m a programmer, I live with my twin brother—”


  “Whoa, what? There’s two of you?” She clapped her hand over her mouth. “Sorry,” she muttered from behind her hand. “That was rude, even for me.”


  “You’re welcome!” Mallory called out from across the room.


  Chelbie looked, uncovering her mouth to stick her tongue out at her bestie.


  “We’re fraternal twins,” Nick said. “Not identical.” His playful smirk never slipped. “He’s got brown hair. He’s a musician.”


  “Shut. Up.”


  She had to be dreaming.


  “And he’s curious about the lifestyle, too,” Nick continued. “I feel like I already know you from what Mal said, and she told me that one of your biggest turnoffs is someone beating around the bush. So I’m going to put it out on the table that my brother and I are apparently poly. We’re currently both single, and he’s agreed with me that maybe it’s time we stop trying to plow our way through life alone.”


  She blinked.


  “Again,” Mallory yelled from where she sat, “you’re welcome.”


  “Shut up!” Chelbie yelled back. A few people laughed at their exchange. Mallory wasn’t close enough to hear everything being discussed, but her bestie knew Chelbie well enough to read the signs.


  Chelbie pulled him farther away from the main group and turned so Mallory couldn’t see her face. “Um, okay. Wow. Mallory knows how to shut me the hell up, doesn’t she?”


  “I’m sorry. Was that too much info?”


  “No, no, that was…wow.”


  Wow indeed. She was now wet at the thought of this cutie and a carbon copy of him possibly taking care of her at the same time.


  Holy cow.


  “Okay,” she said, finally regaining her powers of speech. “How about we leave things at that for right now and see if we even still like each other by the end of the afternoon?”


  He nodded. “Sounds like a plan to me. I’m in no hurry. To be honest, from what your friend said about you, you and I might hit it off. At least as friends. And I’m fine starting out as friends and seeing if things go anywhere from there.”


  “Now you’re just fucking with me.”


  “No, I’m not. I swear.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. A dark cloud rolled across his expression. “I thought my parents were happy together. We both thought that. We were the only kids they had. They dropped it on us after we graduated from high school that the only reason they stayed together was for us, and they really couldn’t stand each other, and hadn’t been in love with each other since we were babies. Then the nastiest divorce you’ve ever seen outside of reality TV got started.”


  “Oh. Wow. I’m sorry.” She felt even luckier for her parents’ solid marriage. Sometimes they bickered, but never had she heard them fight. Ever.


  “Yeah, so were we. I’m in no hurry to rush a relationship. The tl;dr version of my life that your friend told me to give you is that I’m smart, I have an offbeat sense of humor, I’m poly, my brother is also interested in the lifestyle, and I’m not ready to just swoop in and collar someone and call myself…” He seemed to think about it. “She said ‘Sir Fussypants,’ but I got the impression that’s an inside joke.”


  Chelbie burst out laughing. “It is, no worries. Any idea what your area of interest is right now, kink-wise?” She gave thanks for being a kinkster. At least in this regard, even though she could tell the guy was a little nervous, she didn’t feel the slightest bit bashful talking about all of this. She was used to negotiations when she played with someone. It was second-nature to her at this point.


  It would have felt weird if they had danced around stuff instead of talking about it directly.


  “I like being in charge in bed,” he said. “So does Rich. And,” he quickly added, “since Mallory brought this up, no, there’s no squicky stuff between my brother and me.”


  “That’s good to know.”


  “I think I really like rope. And I’d like to learn as much as I could. I’ve seen some stuff I know I’m not going to be into, like really heavy sadism.”


  “Hey, I’ve met a lot of heavy sadists who started out thinking that.”


  “I mean, in play, sure. I’m not looking to run someone’s whole life for them. And my brother isn’t, either. We want to have fun with someone we can click with out of bed as well as in it.”


  Chelbie said something that surprised even her. “Let’s make sure we exchange phone numbers and e-mail addresses before we leave here today, huh?”


  “I’d like that. Thank you.”


  Chapter Five


  


  Nick was a little disappointed to find out Chelbie hadn’t planned on coming back for the evening session, but he refused to push things. Mallory had made it utterly clear that if he acted clingy, or pushy, or like he wanted to rush things, that Chelbie wouldn’t even give him a first date, much less a second.


  When he’d talked about not coming back later, Chelbie looked at him. “You should. You know what? Go out to dinner with the gang tonight.” She smiled. “Let them grill you for me.”


  He suspected she was only half-kidding. “Will they want me there?”


  “Sure. You know Tony and Mike already. And Mallory will, I’m sure, give me a complete report in triplicate tomorrow.”


  Mallory walked up. “A report about what?”


  “I took the liberty of inviting Nick to dinner tonight with the gang.”


  Mallory frowned. “I don’t understand.”


  “Dinner? Or the inviting,” Chelbie said.


  “You’re coming, too, right?” Mallory asked her.


  “No. I already told you, I can’t tonight.”


  Mallory grabbed Chelbie’s arm and pulled her aside for a quick chat. When they returned, Mallory looked frustrated while Chelbie looked victorious.


  “It’s not that I don’t want to come to dinner with you,” Chelbie said, “but my parents are out of town this weekend. And, honestly, I’d planned to spend some desperately needed alone time recharging tonight. Mallory here is pissed off that I’m giving up a chance for her to give me a little bit of pushy friend payback in the dating department, but I’ve assured her that you and I will get together for coffee or something in the next few days.”


  Mallory indeed looked peeved.


  Nick had the perfect answer. “Hey, my brother is playing Monday night at a coffeeshop over on 41. Puerto Mellow. Ever heard of it?”


  “Actually, I have,” Chelbie said, looking pleased. She turned to Mallory. “There. Happy?”


  “What time?” Mallory groused.


  Chelbie rolled her eyes at her friend, but she turned and winked at him. “What time works for you?”


  “He starts playing around 7:30 on Mondays, so how about seven?”


  “Perfect.” She poked Mallory in the arm. “And we already exchanged numbers and e-mails. Happy?”


  “No. You’re being deliberately stubborn.”


  “You mean I’m depriving you of a little sadistic pleasure, bestie. You’ll have to excuse her, she’s a fledgling sadist and doesn’t realize it.”


  He laughed. “No worries. Sounds like I’ll fit right in with everyone.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Chelbie thought about changing her mind and returning to the club for the evening play session, but decided not to.


  She really did need some alone time.


  And as much as she liked Nick, and had gotten along with him all afternoon, there was a vast gulf between initial attraction and a relationship.


  If she changed her mind now, it would look like she was too eager.


  It would also mean she’d have to watch Mallory be smug all night.


  She loved her bestie, but in this case, her gut told her to wait. Monday would come soon enough, and then she could meet the brother, too.


  Her other fear, the last thing she wanted to do was get all hung up on Nick just to find out his brother was a ginormous tool.


  No bueno.


  Chelbie opened and closed the freezer and fridge at least ten times each and still couldn’t figure out what she wanted to eat.


  She was standing there for try number eleven when she heard a commercial on the TV for a pizza chain.


  Close…


  She wanted pizza, but not that brand. There was a local chain in Sarasota.


  Mmm. Pizza.


  Now that the idea had hit her, she couldn’t get it out of her mind. She walked back to her room to find her purse and see how much money she had.


  Score! She had sixty bucks. She didn’t like putting stuff on a credit card over the phone if she didn’t have to, even though her parents would do it.


  She was a little more cautious than them. Less trusting.


  I’m getting pizza!


  She ran back to the kitchen and dug the menu out of the cabinet. “Ooooh, garlic knots!”


  Imma gonna eat me some food!


  Ooh, I could text Nick. They probably haven’t eaten yet.


  Then she nixed that thought.


  Again.


  She really liked him, but as she’d learned firsthand from watching other peoples’ relationships implode, it was better if she took her time. If he was someone worth getting to know better, then taking her time would be the best way.


  And if he was bullshitting her today about wanting to take his time, it would soon become apparent.


  She also didn’t like the idea of a guy she’d just met at a BDSM club knowing her home address right off the bat. Especially when she was home alone.


  Anyone in a rush to get into something long-term wasn’t someone she wanted to be in a relationship with.


  She also didn’t want to be that person doing the rushing, either. Monday would be soon enough.


  She grabbed her phone and made the call, her mouth already salivating over the thought of pizza and garlic knots.


  And I won’t have to share.


  


  * * * *


  


  Rich got to speak to his brother all of five minutes while Nick stopped by home to change clothes before heading out again. He eagerly told Rich about all the things he’d seen, what he was going out again for, and where…


  And the girl he’d met, who would be meeting them at the coffeeshop on Monday evening.


  Great.


  “Did you tell her I’m a broke loser while you were busy talking us up? That I come home every night smelling like I lost a war with a clove of garlic and a tub of marinara sauce?”


  Nick glared at him. “Stop it. She’s nice.”


  “Yeah, I’m sure she’ll love the hell out of me.”


  “Christ, you said you’d keep an open mind!”


  “Okay, fine.” Rich reached for his keys and phone. “Have fun with that. I’m going to work.” Despite his best efforts not to slam the door behind him, he still did.


  Rich tried not to think about his brother going out to dinner and then back to the BDSM club tonight. He didn’t begrudge Nick his free time.


  Not his fault I’m a fuckup.


  He couldn’t remember the last time he took free time for himself. If he wasn’t working or studying, he was sleeping. Hell, the only reading he did lately that wasn’t school-related was when he sat on the toilet in the morning.


  And even then sometimes it was a textbook in his lap.


  He no sooner walked into work when the boss handed him an order. “Perfect timing. Here’s one for you.”


  “Can I clock in first?”


  “Go. Fast.”


  After he clocked in, he grabbed the ticket. Caramelized onions, black olives, and mushrooms with spinach white sauce, and two dozen garlic knots. The address was only a few minutes away, fortunately. It wasn’t even quite dark yet when he pulled into the driveway and parked. His car now smelled like garlic knots and caramelized onions.


  Greeeaat.


  The young woman who answered the door had short, bright-red hair. Red-red, not orange-red. Red like a fire truck.


  She lit up like he was Santa and gave him a ten-dollar tip, too. “Hot damn,” she said, practically drooling as she watched him slide the order out of the pizza bag.


  He laughed. “Having a party?”


  “Nope. Going to indulge my carb craving alone tonight.” She made grabby-hand motions at him. “Gimme gimme gimme!”


  He laughed. It wasn’t obnoxious, but adorable. “Promise I won’t draw back a bloody stump?”


  “I make no such promises. Have you had these damn garlic knots? They’re addictive!”


  “Yeah. Unfortunately, I eat them on a regular basis.” He handed it over.


  “Lucky duck! I wish I had your job.”


  “No, you really don’t. Have a nice night, ma’am.” She was cute and tipped well. He’d have to note this address in case it ever came up again and try to be the one to grab the order. He had a little seniority. Sometimes, if there was more than one driver available, dibs were allowed.


  


  * * * *


  


  Chelbie hoped she hadn’t drooled all over the guy. He was cute, looked vaguely familiar.


  Maybe he’s delivered to us before.


  He’d looked a little sad when she’d made the comment about working there. He probably hadn’t thought it was as great an idea as she did.


  The delicious aroma overcame her. She rushed the food over to the coffee table and set it down, ripping the Styrofoam carton open that held the garlic knots.


  “Om-nom-nom!”


  As she slowly chewed, savoring the delectable dough, she closed her eyes. They used chunks of garlic in their butter sauce, and some parmesan cheese, too.


  It…was…heaven.


  And as she sat there, another thought crossed her mind.


  That she found herself so attracted to a guy—okay, a guy bearing her food, but still—after having spent the afternoon with Nick was even more of a reason for her to take things slow with the man and his mystery brother.


  Wasn’t like she had guys falling out of her asshole, but she wasn’t going to rush. Her parents were proof people could have lifelong relationships. She’d fooled around. If she wanted orgasms, there were at least five different Tops she could pick off the top of her head who’d be happy to play with her at the club and give them to her. Or she could give them to herself, although ones given by someone else were more fun.


  What she wanted was a relationship. Someone she could enjoy out of bed as much as in it.


  With someone smart, handsome, funny, quirky, and willing to let her be who she was while giving her what she needed.


  Glass slipper, much? Or would that be a glass jock strap?


  Whether Nick and his brother would be those men remained to be seen.


  She stuffed the remainder of the knot into her mouth and slowly chewed. Hell, she could have made a meal just on these.


  So, sooo good.


  Chapter Six


  


  Rich had already prepared his setup so he’d be ready to start when it was time and yet have time to talk with Chelbie—if she showed up.


  Nick looked over at the front door every time he heard the bell jingle when a new customer walked in. The place held about fifty at the tables, and they were already half-full. Mondays were popular because the owner, Tom, gave extra discounts on Mondays for AARP and other groups. It helped bring in a different clientele than he might see on the weekends.


  “Dude, calm down,” Rich said. He couldn’t remember seeing his normally steady brother so worked up over a girl before.


  “You don’t understand.”


  “Yeah, I do. You’re freaking out.”


  “Wait till you meet her.”


  “How do you even know she wants a matching set of guys?”


  “Because she joked about it.”


  “That’s looong way from actually doing it, or both of us.”


  “She’s kinky. Several of her friends are poly. It’s not a foreign concept to her. I was honest with her about it and she didn’t freak out.”


  “Doesn’t mean she wants it in real life.”


  A few minutes later, a cute girl walked in. Short, bright-red hair in a pixie cut, and brown eyes. Nick stood and waved. Totally unnecessary, Rich thought.


  She also looked familiar…


  She smiled and walked over to join them.


  Rich had to admit, she was a cutie. He stood as she approached. Then, it hit him. “Saturday night. Caramelized onions, black olives, and mushrooms with spinach white sauce, and two dozen garlic knots. And I nearly drew back a bloody stump when I handed them over.”


  The girl laughed. “Right. Oh my god, you’re his brother? No wonder you looked familiar. How freaky!”


  Nick looked from her to Rich and back again. “What? What’d I miss?”


  “I delivered a pie to her Saturday night.”


  “And the best garlic knots in Sarasota,” Chelbie added.


  “Two dozen of them. And I barely left with all ten fingers intact.” He wiggled a hand of intact digits at her.


  She giggled. “I’m sorry. I love those damn knots.”


  “Ah.” Nick proudly made the introductions. “Chelbie Larson, this is my brother, Rich.”


  “Hi,” Rich said. He noticed when she shook hands, she had a firm grip, not a wishy-washy woman’s handshake. “Nice to meet you. Again.”


  “Same here.” They settled at the table, Chelbie between them. “I’m looking forward to hearing you play,” she said. “Your brother really talked you up Saturday.”


  “Yeah, well, he’s biased. I’m okay. I get by. I’m no Beck.”


  She brightened. “Are you shitting me? I farking love Beck.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Okay, so that was yet another freaky coinkydink. A pleasantly freaky one, admittedly. Two in the space of a minute or two.


  Maybe they’re signs.


  Good ones, she hoped. She believed in signs. Mallory had reported to Chelbie that Tony and Mike had both signed off on Nick in terms of what they knew about him. Although they added the caveat that he could be a total dick in his private life and they wouldn’t know. But at work, he seemed okay. He was gainfully employed, at least.


  As she talked with Rich, she felt Nick mentally bouncing like a happy kid on her other side.


  She was no dummy.


  And these guys were handsome.


  A twofer. Yay, me!


  No, she hadn’t been with two guys at once before, but so what? Even if something long-term didn’t develop with them, she could check an item off her sexual bucket list.


  And twins, too. Okay, so not identical, but who cared? Where Nick was blond, Rich had brown hair. They both had blue eyes, and their faces looked enough alike that if you shaved them bald, they’d probably pass for identical twins. Nick’s blond hair was business short and neatly styled. Rich’s brown hair was slightly longer, a little on the shaggy side, but it looked good on him.


  A smart guy, and an artistic guy.


  It was perfect.


  If nothing else, the longer she sat and spoke with them, the more she knew she wanted to keep talking with them. But then Rich glanced at his phone and had to excuse himself. “I start playing in five, sorry. Are you staying? Maybe we can talk during my break and after?”


  “Oh, absolutely. Looking forward to it.”


  Beside her, Nick seemed ready to bounce out of his seat. “Told you we were different.”


  She patted him on the thigh and left her hand there. “Different’s good.” She thought about how to phrase her next statement and decided the best way to say it was just to say it. “Like we talked about Saturday, I want to take things slow. You know, see what happens. Okay?”


  He eagerly nodded. “I agree.”


  “Good.” Where Rich was mellow, Nick seemed a little more tightly wound. Not a bad thing, and she gave him the benefit of the doubt, allowing it could be nerves. He hadn’t acted like this Saturday when they’d talked.


  If she had to bet on it, she guessed he was nervous, hoping Chelbie liked Rich. Or maybe hoping Rich liked her. Or both.


  Or…neither. It was a coffeeshop, for cripes’ sake.


  “How much of that stuff have you had?” she asked, nodding toward his cup.


  He looked down at it. “This is my…oh. Third.” He smiled, bashful. “Guess I won’t be going to sleep anytime soon tonight.”


  “Slow down there, bunky. You shouldn’t drink like that. Let the trained professionals handle that much of the bean this late in the evening.”


  He laughed. “Roger roger.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Chelbie was about ready to strangle Mallory. Her friend was practically texting her nonstop asking about what was going on. She didn’t want to be staring at her phone the whole time she was trying to talk to Nick and listen to Rich play.


  Finally, Chelbie had it. She texted Mallory.


  I CAN’T HEAR YOU…TUNNEL…clkjslfafslsjflfjds


  Then she shut her phone off.


  Mallory would likely blow up her text and voice mail in the interim.


  That was all right. It’d be worth the momentary peace and quiet to focus on the two cuties.


  Rich checked his guitar, an electric acoustic hooked to an amp, to make sure it was in tune. When he was ready, he turned on the amp, his speakers, and the stand mic set up in front of a stool. It looked like he had an iPad on a stand as well right next to him, and wires that appeared to be hooked up to the speakers.


  “Thanks for coming tonight, everyone. I’m Rich Hurst, and I’ll be playing for you tonight.” His voice sounded smooth, steady, like a rich, sweet, caramel latte. “I don’t do a lot of requests, because I might not know the song, but I play here a couple of times a week. I’ve got business cards here on the stage. Feel free to pick one or a few up and look me up. If you tell me what you want to hear and when you’re coming to one of my sessions, I’ll try to be ready.”


  With that, he started strumming. His first number was a haunting instrumental that left Chelbie mesmerized.


  Nick leaned in and whispered, “That’s his own composition. Isn’t he great?”


  “He’s fucking awesome. Does he have an album on iTunes?”


  “Not yet. I’m trying to get him to put one together. He’s got a YouTube channel.” Nick dug a business card out of his wallet and handed it to her, which she glanced at before slipping it into her purse.


  It gave her a warm, fuzzy feeling that Rich’s brother carried business cards around for him. Some of her friend’s siblings were real dicks to each other. It was nice to see some brotherly warmth and compassion.


  “Can I get you something to drink?” Nick asked, keeping his voice low. “They’ve got coffee, tea, chai—”


  “I’ll take a chai, please.” She glanced at the menu boards behind the counter. “Vanilla, please, with honey.” She returned her attention to Rich. His eyes were closed, his head slowly bobbing in time with his music, fingers moving gracefully across the strings.


  Another area where the brothers differed slightly, she noticed. Rich’s fingers looked lean, nimble, while Nick’s were…just fingers. Not that he was ham-handed or anything, but she would guess, from having friends who played music, that Rich had been playing for quite a few years.


  If not, then he was a freaking natural at it.


  By the time Rich took his first break an hour later, his tip jar was nearly full and he’d earned a standing ovation from some of the room.


  Including Chelbie.


  She’d noticed that many of the people who’d been there at the beginning of his set were still there, and even more people had come in. The place was almost completely packed, including a strange couple sharing the table with Chelbie and Nick because she would have felt weird saying no.


  Several more people stepped forward and put money in his tip jar, as well as took business cards. A couple of patrons stopped him to talk to him and shake his hand. He looked a little bashful, as if not comfortable with the attention.


  Strange.


  At least he didn’t appear to be a raging narcissist.


  One of the baristas walked around the end of the counter and handed him a bottle of water. He accepted it with a thank-you. But when he headed their way, Chelbie didn’t miss how the girl, maybe her age, seemed to glare daggers at her.


  Well, chill, chica. She returned the woman’s stare with her own steady gaze, until the barista blinked first and turned to flounce into the back room.


  Odd.


  Rich had to squat next to the table because there weren’t any empty chairs close by.


  “You are awesome,” Chelbie said, for once without a hint of snark. “That was great.”


  He bashfully smiled before taking a swallow from the bottle of water. “Give me time. I can get worse.”


  “No,” the woman on the other side of the table said. “That was really good. Can I buy your music on iTunes?”


  “See?” Nick told him. “I keep telling you to put together an album. I’ll even loan you whatever you need for studio time, or to buy equipment, or whatever it is you need.”


  “Talent,” Rick said, glancing up at Chelbie before staring across the table. “I need talent.”


  She laid a hand on his arm. “You have that in spades,” she said, wanting to give him a swift kick in the ego. “Believe me, I’ve heard some crappy music in my life. That was not crappy. Far from it.”


  He shrugged. “Thanks.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Nick could see his brother liked Chelbie. The way Rich had tried to deflect praise—totally him. He’d also heard Rich play a few songs he rarely played in public, ballads Nick had always told him were good, and Rich’s fans on YouTube and Facebook had always clamored over, but Rich usually claimed were too “sappy” to play in person.


  Not tonight.


  Seemed Rich was going for full sap.


  Now if his brother would just go full wood and show Chelbie in a way she could tell meant he was interested, things would be moving in the right direction.


  After Rich finished his second set, he got his equipment packed and ready to go before he rejoined them at the table. This time, the other couple wasn’t there and Rich could sit.


  The staff was preparing to close, giving last call.


  “You need to release an album,” Chelbie insisted. “You’ve got talent.”


  “Thank you,” Nick said. “I keep telling him that and he blows me off.”


  They walked her to her car after she helped Rich and Nick carry Rich’s gear out to his.


  “Thank you,” she said. “This was great. When do you play again?”


  “Tomorrow night,” Rich said. “Same bat-time, same bat-coffeehouse.”


  “I’ll try to stop by, then.” After exchanging e-mail addresses and phone numbers with Rich, she hugged him, then Nick, before getting in her car and driving away.


  “That went well,” Nick said.


  “Yeah.”


  Nick looked at him. “Told you.”


  “It was a couple of hours. Not even a date.”


  “Can you for once be positive?”


  “I’m positive she’s cute.” He stared at Nick. “That’s as good as you’ll get from me for now.” He headed for his car.


  “Well, thank god for that, at least.”


  Chapter Seven


  


  Just before Chelbie went to bed, she texted Mallory.


  I’m home safe. NEED SLEEP. Will call you tomorrow, promise. Went well.


  Chelbie’s mind raced as she lay in bed and thought about the brothers. Rich’s music haunted her in a way she hadn’t dreamed possible.


  Nick hadn’t been exaggerating.


  Now she couldn’t wait to listen to him again.


  After talking to Mallory the next morning, Chelbie had to buckle down. She’d lost nearly an hour perusing Rich’s YouTube channel, website, and Facebook page.


  There was one user, probably a woman, if Chelbie had to guess, who was all over all his stuff like flies on crap. Lots of hearts and exclamation points when writing to him, including text speak, which Chelbie abhorred outside of text messages.


  Finally pulling herself away from that, she had a couple of assignments to work on for her final classes during the day, and a couple of book covers to complete and send to clients, but as soon as she finished all of that, she prepared to head out to the coffeeshop again.


  She wanted more time with Rich. She’d had alone time with Nick on Saturday. His brother needed equal time, so to speak, before she could decide if she even wanted to look into taking things farther with them.


  Packing her laptop so she could work, she left home early and arrived at Puerto Mellow a little after six. The coffeeshop had some light food, and after pigging out on pizza and garlic knots on Saturday night, Chelbie still felt bloated. A light dinner wouldn’t be the worst thing.


  The little bitchy barista who’d given her stink-eye last night was there, too.


  Chelbie waited in line, offering the girl a bright smile when it was her turn. “A fruit cup and a vanilla chai, please.”


  “Six forty.”


  Chelbie dug the money out of her purse. “Nice day, huh?”


  The girl stared at her.


  No, not stared. Glared.


  Fucking glared at her like Chelbie had just kicked her kitten.


  “Is there a problem?” Chelbie asked.


  “No.” The girl turned to make her chai, and Chelbie barely blinked, keeping a close eye on her, making sure she didn’t spit in it or something.


  After getting her order, Chelbie took it to the far corner, to a half-booth where she could easily see the stage yet avoid the worst of the death-glare from the little bitchista.


  Rich arrived before seven. Chelbie spotted him outside first, smiling and waving when he walked in.


  He saw her, making a straight line for her.


  Chelbie noticed bitchista staring.


  He slid into the chair on the other side of the table. “Hey.”


  “Hey.”


  “Glad you came back.”


  “Me, too.”


  He seemed at a loss.


  “Look, let me go first,” Chelbie said. “Did your brother tell you what we talked about Saturday?” They’d kind of touched on this yesterday, but she wanted to be sure Rich was on the same page and not just carried along by Nick’s enthusiasm.


  


  * * * *


  


  Here came the uncomfortable part. “Yeah.”


  “And you’re okay with it?”


  Rich nodded. “We’ve done it before. Just not…you know, long-term before.”


  She reached across the table and took his hands. He was glad to lace his fingers through hers.


  Something about the feel of her hands pulled at his soul.


  There’s a song there, somewhere.


  “As long as you guys are good at taking things slow and easy, and making sure we’ll get along as friends first, I’m good with that, too.”


  Relief. If they were friends, he wouldn’t have to admit his financial situation to her. “Agreed.”


  He loved her smile. He could stare at her face all day, gaze into her eyes. “I’ll tell you the same thing I told him,” she added. “If you’re looking for a kinky girl in bed, I’m your girl. But I’m not looking to have my every thought controlled. If you try that, we’ll have a problem. I like a guy to take charge in bed, but who’s comfortable with me being me any other time.”


  More relief. “I’m good with that, too.”


  She squeezed his hands. “See? We have a lot in common already.”


  


  * * * *


  


  As they sat and talked, Chelbie could tell he was a genuine kind of guy not into spouting bullshit just to make himself look good. Self-effacing, he didn’t seem able to take praise very well.


  And he was adorable in addition to smart. They shared a lot of the same tastes in music, books, movies, and TV shows.


  She was enjoying herself so much, she almost didn’t notice the customer when he walked in.


  Chelbie slid down in her seat.


  Fuck!


  At first, as her heart raced, she tried to talk herself into thinking she was wrong.


  Nope. That was definitely Henry Green.


  He walked up to the counter and spoke with the waitress who’d taken ’tude with her. Cranky Pants naturally smiled at him, talking with him for a minute. He got a coffee—didn’t look like he’d even paid for it—and left.


  “Um, Chelbie?”


  She looked at Rich, who was watching her. “Sorry.”


  “What’s going on?”


  She frowned. “TRO guy, that’s what’s wrong. The guy who was just in here and got coffee. Must be a coincidence.”


  “Uh, who?”


  Finally, she sat back up again. “Henry Green. I went out with him one time, and found out he was crazier than a squirrel jacked up on Red Bull and turned loose in a preschool. He literally called me like twenty times the next morning, demanding we get together again. I told him sorry, I wasn’t interested, and he started e-mailing me crazy shit. I had to get a temporary restraining order against him to make him back the hell off.”


  “How’d you meet him? FetLife?”


  “You know, you’d think so, but no. Took my car in for an oil change at one of those discount places. He was one of the mechanics there, started talking to me. Thought he was a nice guy. We chatted a couple of times on the phone, and in text, and I agreed to go out with him. That was my first mistake.”


  “Sounds like your first mistake was taking your car in for an oil change.”


  “Yeeeaah. I never went back to that place. Wasn’t where I usually go, either. Only reason I went there was because I had a Groupon for it.” She reached for her coffee. “Sorry I wigged out.”


  “No, understandable. How long ago was it?”


  “Last year. When the cops looked, I wasn’t his first TRO, either. Apparently he’s a little…obsessive.”


  “Wow.”


  “Exactly. No charges or convictions for violence, fortunately. He’s just batcrap crazy.” She sipped her chai. “That’s the worst thing in my closet,” she said. “Besides kink. And, no offense, another reason I like to take things slow.”


  He nodded. “I can understand.”


  Before she left that night, after his last set and helping him load his gear into his car, she knew she wanted to spend more time with him.


  Soon.


  He had Wednesday night off. “Okay, here’s the deal,” she said. “I’ll come over and cook for you guys tomorrow night. How’s that sound?”


  “I need to study.”


  “Do you need to eat dinner?”


  She finally coaxed a laugh out of him. “Point taken. Yes, that’d be great.”


  “Any food allergies?”


  “Nope. We like pretty much anything.”


  “Text me your address. I’ll be there at six. How’s that? Then we’ll watch some TV, or you’ll do homework, and we’ll chill. No stress.”


  “That sounds like the best idea I’ve heard in a long time.”


  “Good.”


  As Chelbie drove home, she realized for the first time in a long, long time, something exciting was happening to her life.


  In a non-creepy, non-stalkery way.


  The good kind of excitement.


  The kind of excitement that meant she looked forward to what was going to happen.


  She only hoped it kept going as well as it seemed to be. If so…


  Oh, boy.


  Two sapiosexual men?


  She might just be in heaven.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Chelbie hit the grocery store on the way over to their apartment the next day. She’d waffled about what to make, then decided on an easy dish that wasn’t Italian.


  Rich probably had enough of that from work.


  Ground beef, cream of mushroom soup, fresh mushrooms, sour cream, and egg noodles. She’d throw broccoli in with it, and some cauliflower, and boom, one-dish goodness.


  Well, two, because of the pot to cook the noodles in.


  She was looking forward to this. She’d never really cooked for a guy before. At home, sure. And even for Mallory, when she’d spent the weekends when Chelbie’s parents were out of town.


  She hadn’t been with a guy long enough to cook for him.


  This is a record for me.


  What does that say about my previous choices in men?


  This would also be only the second time she’d visited a guy’s home she was going out with in nearly two years. She always made sure first dates were in public, and hadn’t gotten any farther than that meeting, unfortunately.


  Shoving those thoughts away, she loaded the groceries in her VW Bug and headed for the men’s apartment.


  Upon arrival, she hoped she wasn’t making a mistake. She’d texted Mallory their address, and told her friend she’d text her periodically throughout the evening, and then when she left and returned home again.


  Just to be safe.


  Even though tonight she didn’t expect anything more than cooking and talking.


  And that was a nice expectation to have.


  But what was wrong with the guys? Didn’t there have to be some horrible secret that would blow her hopes out of the water? It never failed something cropped up.


  With a defeatist attitude like that…


  Having both hands full, she tapped on the lower part of the door with her foot instead of knocking. Rich opened the door a moment later, swooping in to help relieve her of her groceries.


  “Thanks,” she said.


  “I wish you’d let us chip in for some of this,” he said, leading her to the kitchen. “It’s only fair.”


  “No worries. You guys can cook for me next time.”


  Another first. An assumption on her part there would be more than one of these kinds of nights.


  Another good sign?


  She damn sure hoped so.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Nick’s on his way home,” Rich told Chelbie as he helped her unpack. “He texted me a little while ago. We can go ahead and get started. He should be here in about thirty minutes or so, give or take.”


  “Perfect.” She smiled, looking around. He tried to read her expression, to see if she was impressed or not, but then she made it unnecessary. “Nice place. Keeping with the whole honesty thing? I’m glad to see you guys aren’t slobs.”


  “Neither of us like cleaning,” he admitted. “So if I tell you a secret, you have to promise not to laugh.”


  “I make no such promises,” she said, her smile widening.


  “When we were kids, we always had problems keeping our rooms cleaned. Mom and Dad cut off our allowance until we started following the FlyLady system and started helping out more with chores.”


  “FlyLady? What is that?”


  “She teaches how to build routines and zone cleaning and decluttering and stuff. It took us about a month to get the hang of it, but once we started, it sort of stuck.” He shrugged. “It’s corny, but it works. Now it’s a habit. We don’t leave a sink full of dishes at night. Or, ever, actually. One of us might vacuum the living room one day, the other dusts, we wipe down the bathrooms every morning, that kind of stuff. So when you see the calendar inside the pantry door, that’s what it is.”


  “Ah. I like it when a guy can admit he’s not perfect.”


  He wasn’t sure if she was teasing or not. “Well, then you should love the hell out of me,” he said.


  “How about a quick tour?”


  “Okay.” It wasn’t a long one. His bedroom, the hall bath, Rich’s bedroom and bathroom. Back to the living room.


  “So you record your videos and stuff in your room?”


  “Or in the living room. I hang a sheet behind me for a backdrop and use a desk lamp for extra lighting.”


  “If you ever need a quiet space to record, you can come over to my apartment, once I’m living there. Just a few more weeks until I move. During the day, your playing won’t bother anyone, and at night there aren’t any neighbors. Well, except for Venture on Friday and Saturday nights. And then you might not want to try to record because of the noise next door.”


  “How does that work, anyway?”


  “Kel owns the complex. He was living there when he and Mallory got together. He still uses the office for work, and the downstairs section for storing his gear and some shoots. It’s a full apartment, two-two, kitchen, everything. They’re renting it to me for a flat three hundred a month, just to have someone living there full-time. I don’t even have to pay utilities.”


  “Wow. That’s cheap.”


  “I know, right? I tried to pay more, but they wouldn’t let me. I could move out somewhere else and pay normal price, but this way I can bank the rest in savings for when I eventually do get my own place. I’d like to save up for a down payment on a house.”


  Hell, he was twenty-nine, drove a crappy beater car, and could barely pay his bills every month. Here was a woman, only twenty-two, graduating from college, and was already planning how to buy a house.


  She’s out of my league. What does she see in me?


  Chelbie frowned. “What’s wrong?”


  Might as well own up to it. “You’ve got your shit together. I feel like a loser next to you. I’m going to be up front and admit I’m not rich. I’m scraping by, but if it wasn’t for living with Nick, I’d be in serious trouble. Nick’s the successful one. He’s got the college degree and the great job he’ll probably retire from. I’m…broke.”


  She shrugged. “So?”


  “That doesn’t bother you?”


  “If you were lying around and not giving a shit, not working your ass off, yeah. That would bother me. Mallory was an orphan. Her uncle was a royal ass. She had a roof over her head, barely. She had to bust her ass for every extra penny she earned. She worked a job while going to school, and doing freelance work on the side.”


  “I’m not an orphan.” He leaned against the counter. “I just have dick parents.”


  “You guys aren’t close to them anymore, huh?”


  “No. I feel like they lied to us. Not just about how they felt for each other. All through high school, I worked my ass off. It was never quite good enough for the grades I needed to get a scholarship. That was while working on my music at the same time, and being in band. They said nooo problem, you’ll go to college. We’ll make sure of it.”


  “What changed?”


  He let out a disgusted snort. “They dropped the bomb on us. Said they couldn’t take it anymore. And the money they were going to use for my college tuition went straight to the lawyers’ pockets. They had to sell the house, which they were underwater on. By the time they went their separate ways, neither of them barely had two nickels to rub together.”


  The floor held his interest. He didn’t want to look and see if Chelbie had pity in her eyes for him or not. “I tried. I got a couple of loans, but I couldn’t keep my grades up to hold onto them. After two years, I said fuck it and gave up. Went to work full time.”


  “Do you guys see your parents?”


  “Not any more often than we have to. Dad lives over in Orlando and dates anything of legal age possessing a vagina. Mom’s living with her sister in Tallahassee and working in a call center up there for some place. I really don’t care where. You’re lucky, you know that? Your parents are still together and not being total dicks. It was like ours enjoyed using a scorched earth policy against each other. We grew up thinking we were the lucky ones, you know? Our friends’ parents were all getting divorced, or on their second or third marriages, and here we were, a perfect nuclear family.”


  She reached out and touched his arm. “I’m sorry,” she quietly said. “But, to be honest? This is why I want to take things really slow. Because I don’t want to make a mistake like that. And I don’t want to end up like that. I’d rather take my time now, see if it’s right, and go from there.”


  “You sure you want a poly relationship?”


  She grinned. “I don’t honestly think one of you could handle me by yourselves.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Chelbie pretty much had dinner ready by the time Nick arrived home. Even more than ever, she wanted to keep spending time with them. After Rich made his revelation to her, he seemed to relax. As if that knowledge had been holding him back, afraid she’d reject him.


  She couldn’t care less if he was rich or not. Yes, she’d told Mallory she’d wanted a self-supporting guy, but Rich was. He was working his ass off. No, he hadn’t been through a great tragedy like a hurricane or surviving a war.


  But he was also a sensitive guy. She could tell from the way he’d talked about their parents’ divorce how deeply it’d hurt him.


  She got it. She wanted a relationship like her parents had. Well, the love they had for each other. No way she’d waste her life on a lie, on being anything other than genuine to herself. Especially not staying together just for the sake of the kids.


  Look where that had gotten the Hurst parents. Two sons who didn’t respect them, didn’t like them, and barely communicated with them. They’d failed their sons as parents, living a lie instead of just owning up to their mistake early on and divorcing then.


  Rich had paid the price of that lie. Nick was smart in a numbers and analytical kind of way. Rich was the emotional one, smart in an artistic way.


  Yin and yang.


  The guy she wanted, only in two different bodies.


  After they ate dinner and cleaned up the dishes, they sat and talked until nearly eleven, when she started yawning.


  “I’m going to call it a night, gents,” she said, standing and stretching. Then, she turned, leaned in, and kissed first Rich, then Nick. Slow, lingering kisses, promises of more to come without getting greedy. And in this way, neither disappointed her, either.


  “Saturday, let’s get together,” she said.


  “I have to work,” Rich said.


  She shrugged. “So? I’m used to keeping late hours on Saturdays. Nick and I can go to the club, and then we can come back here and I can fill you in on what you missed.” She smiled.


  “Is that a euphemism for sex?” Nick asked, pleasantly surprising her by his directness.


  “Maaaybe. Or, at the very least, it’s a euphemism for maybe I can start showing you two some kinky play. I have more experience in that area than you guys do. Orgasm play doesn’t have to mean sex.”


  She gathered her purse. “In fact, there’s a whooole lot of play we can do that doesn’t mean sex and yet to the non-kinky person sure would look like it. If you want to, that is. I mean, I’m being honest here. I’m not a vanilla kind of girl. You need to learn the stuff I like, and see if it’s even going to be stuff you like. If we’ll be compatible. You two might decide I’m not your cuppa. Which is cool. But we’ll never know unless we try. Talking will only get us so far. Right?”


  The brothers exchanged a glance before looking at her again and nodding.


  They were so cute. “Eeegggcellent,” she said. “I have several friends I play with at the club who are just friends. But I trust them, I trust how they play. And I don’t want to lead you guys on if you decide I’m too much for you. That’s not fair to you. I’ll come over Saturday around five, Nick. You and I can go to dinner with the gang, and then go to the club. When we get back, Rich can get caught up.”


  They nodded again.


  “Good.”


  They walked her out to her car, hugging her. Even their bodies felt right against hers. She was five five, and they were around six feet tall. As she headed home, she couldn’t help being hopeful.


  I have a really good feeling about this.


  


  * * * *


  


  The men stood there, watching as the taillights of her Bug disappeared into the night.


  Nick said it first. “Are we in over our heads with her? I really like her, but what if we aren’t kinky enough for her?”


  Next to him, Rich sighed. “I don’t know. But she seems determined to figure that out. You told me to keep an open mind, so I’m going to. I was afraid she’d be turned off by me being broke. I got nothing else.”


  Nick still stared, even though she’d turned out of the complex and was gone. “She seems to know what she wants.”


  “Yeah. I got that impression.”


  “We already know Mom and Dad did things the wrong way. Maybe this is the right way.”


  “Only one way we’ll find out.” Rich turned to head inside. “We’re no worse off than we were before we met her. Maybe our luck’s finally changed.”


  Nick still stood there, contemplating, even after he heard the apartment door shut. “Maybe it has,” he said to himself before heading inside.


  Chapter Nine


  


  The three of them texted back and forth until Saturday. Nick was glad he already knew what to expect to see at the club Saturday night when they went there after having dinner with the rest of the group.


  Tony and Mike had taken Nick under their metaphorical wings last Saturday, explaining lots of things, answering his myriad questions.


  Nick knew that, despite what the others jokingly warned might happen in the future, he was currently not a sadist. Dominant, definitely. Sexually aggressive and controlling? Yep. He’d been drawn to the forced orgasm scenes, the women restrained and made to come repeatedly.


  Hell, yeah, he could get into that. He’d never really even thought that was possible before, despite knowing the anatomical basics. Yes, he could make a woman come.


  At least, they’d told him and Rich they’d come.


  But this was something he knew Rich would enjoy, too.


  Now he had a target to aim for, a basic area of expertise that drew him in. He’d love to learn how to tie the elaborate rope harnesses he saw at the class last week, restrain Chelbie with them, and then make her come until she begged to stop.


  Oh, yes. That primed his pump. His cock grew hard just thinking about it.


  Intellectually, he got that some people liked pain. And he wouldn’t mind doing some impact play with Chelbie. But if her interests migrated to the extreme end of the scale, either he’d have to learn to be okay with her playing with others so she could get that fix, or they’d have to say good-bye to her. He knew Rich wouldn’t want to get involved with heavy sadism, either.


  He’d done a lot of research online this past week, too, at night, in the privacy of his bedroom.


  Rubbed out more than a few in the process.


  With some knowledge, he’d been able to figure himself out a little bit. He’d filled out—and forwarded the url to Rich as well—a BDSM checklist. Between that and his newfound knowledge, Nick felt far more confident than he had just a week ago.


  Rich had already left for work when Chelbie arrived right on time, wearing a black sundress and carrying a small tote bag in addition to her purse. “I brought clothes to change into at the club,” she said.


  “You want total honesty, right?”


  She frowned. “Of course.”


  “I don’t have this figured out yet. I have an idea of what I like. What I won’t be able to do, at least not at this time, is heavy impact play. I just…can’t. Or stuff like needles or cutting or anything like that. Is that going to be a problem?”


  “Whew. You scared me for a second there. No, it’s not a problem. I’m not a pain slut. An extra cane stroke here or there, sure. But as Mallory and Kel like to call it, I don’t play in the shadows. At all.” She sidled up to him, staring up into his eyes. “I like to be tied up. Cuffed and collared. Restrained. Played with. And forced to come until you decide to let me stop. With safewords, of course,” she added. “In bed, if you try missionary on me every time, we’re through. Just sayin’.”


  He laughed. “Okay.”


  “See? That was a negotiation right there. This isn’t brain surgery. People fuck it up trying to make it complicated. How does Rich feel?”


  “I’m pretty sure he and I are on the same page.”


  “Good.”


  “What I’m not sure about is if I’d be okay sharing you with anyone but Rich, even for play.”


  She cocked her head at him. “That might be a problem. I’m a demo dolly for Kel and Scrye and some others sometimes. I’d hate to stop doing that.”


  “Like at the class last week?”


  She nodded.


  He thought about it. “That’s different. That’s not real play. Not like what I saw last Saturday night.”


  “So you’d be okay with that?”


  “I think so. But if you wanted to play-play with someone else, I might not be okay with that.”


  “See? That’s perfect. That’s good. You told me what you aren’t comfortable with.”


  “But will it be a problem?”


  “I don’t know. We’d have to talk more about it. It is, however, a damn good start. Is it the orgasm play that bothers you? Or would you be okay with someone playing with me, like for really heavy impact play, if I decided I wanted to do that?”


  He considered it. “You know, I honestly can’t answer that. I hadn’t thought about it like that.”


  “Another point for you to ponder,” she said. “Sometimes, Mal plays with other people. Not all the time, but if it’s a busy night at the club and one of their friends wants to play with her, she will. But it’s always with panties and a bra on, and never orgasm play. And Kel gives her aftercare. Prime example, she loves singletails, and he doesn’t feel he’s good enough with one to use one on her. So he lets her play with someone who is.”


  Mulling that over, he realized what she was saying. “I might be okay with that. I’d have to talk to Rich.”


  She draped her arms around his neck. “Negotiations. Communication.” She rubbed noses with him, hardening his cock.


  She must have felt it, because she wiggled her hips against him, making it even worse. “This is how a relationship is built. One stone at a time. One negotiation at a time. With room to change things if we change.”


  “I wish our parents had learned that years ago.”


  She brushed a kiss across his lips. “Never lie to me. Never violate a safeword. Always talk to me, no matter how uncomfortable it feels. Those are my three big rules. Oh, and if you harm me, Tilly will make sure they never find your body, with Mal’s help. That pretty much covers everything that will ever crop up.”


  “Heh. You said crop.”


  She grinned. “So I did. And if you play your cards right, buster, I might let you use one on my ass tonight.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They were still a ways from sex, Chelbie knew. They needed discussions about sexual history, and she wanted recent test results.


  She wasn’t about to let down her guard, no matter how many thresholds the men had passed toward gaining full and unfettered access to her heart.


  Some of those thresholds they’d passed before she’d even realized they’d made it that far.


  Which scared her a little. In the good ways.


  Very good ways.


  After dinner, they went to the club, where Nick signed up for a membership for himself, as well as paid for one for Rich. All Rich would have to do when she finally got him there would be to fill out the waver and produce his ID.


  Max, Sean, and Cali were there, too. Not only had they set up a table over on the social area side of the space, they were going to do a scene later with one of their new bondage frames.


  Chelbie volunteered to watch their table for them while they played. Nick sat there with her, picking up and examining the various implements.


  “I looked on their website,” he said. “That cat of theirs is hysterical. And the tortoise, too.”


  “I know, right? What a scream. The tortoise is George. He’s actually Abbey’s. She lets them use him for photo sessions with Baxter.” She pointed out Abbey and Gilo, where they were playing on the other side of the dungeon. Abbey had Gilo strapped to a St. Andrew’s cross and was in the process of viciously caning his ass. “They’re switches.”


  “Oookaaay.”


  She giggled. “That means it’s not a case of who’s on first, but who’s on top. They’re fun to watch.”


  She picked up one of the Two Crafty Bastards Toys’ new prototype implements. Max had told her they’d dubbed it the Silencer. A piece of aluminum tubing about sixteen inches long, with a vinyl handle on one end, it had various-sized holes drilled along its surface in neat rows. The other end was left open.


  Deceptively light, when Chelbie whacked it against her thigh she winced, realizing it was a lot stingier than it appeared. And, from the looks of the rough edges around the holes, would put a hurting on someone if they were hit too hard or in the wrong spot with it.


  “That’s…interesting.” She put it back on the table.


  Nick didn’t pick it up. “It looks painful.” He stared at her thigh. “Really painful.”


  “Yeah.” She rubbed at one of the marks. “That thing could easily draw blood.”


  He picked up a slappy rubber strap, fixed to an acrylic handle shaped like a butt plug. “Double your pleasure?” he asked as he smacked it against his own thigh.


  “Something like that. It’s a multitasker.”


  He slapped himself a little harder, then slapped it against his other arm. “I can see Rich and I have a lot of practice ahead of us.”


  Chelbie grinned. “That’s half the fun.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Max, Sean, and Cali let Chelbie borrow a few of their tester implements and take them home with her when she and Nick left around midnight.


  Including the Silencer. As scary as it was, she wanted to play with it a little more, to use it as a prime example of how a very severe implement could have more than one use.


  She imagined if it was stuck in the freezer for an hour or so that it would make a great sensation play implement.


  The men needed to learn the biggest part of play would take place in their brains, not in their brawn.


  After returning from the club, she grabbed a duffel bag out of her car, one she’d kept quiet about. In it, a few things she had, like her play collar and cuffs, some snap clips…


  And her Hitachi vibrator. Along with a dozen condoms, a tube of lube, several pairs of nitrile gloves, and two dildos.


  If the men wanted to play with her, she’d play right back, but they were going to play on her terms tonight. She’d gladly make them come, but until they crossed a few more thresholds and covered some more basics, they’d come safely wrapped and with their dicks outside her body.


  Mallory texted her just as they were walking into Nick’s apartment. She replied, told her where she was, and that she’d probably be there for several more hours.


  “So, what would you like to try first?” she asked Nick.


  He shrugged. “Honestly? I don’t know where to start. This isn’t moving too fast for you?”


  “I’m pragmatic. There are two parts to this. The non-kinky relationship part, and the kinky. Sex can qualify in both categories. But play and sex are different.”


  She held up a finger. “Rule one, you don’t try to stick your penis in me tonight. We can get each other off as many times as we want, but no sex.”


  “That’s not sex?”


  “That’s just play. I have a lot to teach you guys.” She smiled, holding up a second finger. “I say red, you stop, no matter what it is. Immediately. If you don’t, you better be miles away when I get loose, or you’re going to wish you’d never been born. You’ve met Tilly. That should be warning enough.”


  She ticked up a third finger. “You have the right to call red, too. Or yellow. If I call yellow, that means we need to stop and talk.”


  A fourth finger. “Never violate a safeword. Ever. Eeevveerr. The first time you do, that’s the last time you set eyes on me. Ever. Got it?”


  He nodded. “Got it.”


  “Sound fair?”


  “What if I have questions?”


  “Oh, I’m hoping you have questions. The first several times we play, I’m guessing you’re going to be doing a lot of talking. I’d rather you ask me what you think are dopey questions than not ask me and this goes off the rails, as they say.”


  “This is a lot of hard work.”


  She frowned. “Yeah, it is. Is that a problem?”


  He shook his head. “Not at all. It just makes me mad at my parents a little more than before.


  Chapter Ten


  


  Chelbie opted to play in the living room. She didn’t want to make a whole lot of noise and disturb the neighbors, but fortunately the men were on an end unit, and downstairs, so hopefully they’d be okay.


  Nick sat on the couch and watched her unpack the duffel bag of goodies onto the coffee table. When she held up the Hitachi, an electric one, she grinned. “You said you wanted to play with forced orgasms, right?”


  He nodded, his eyes wide and looking a little shell-shocked.


  “Good.” She waved it back and forth in front of her. “Then this will become your new best friend,” she said. “Better than batteries.” She set it aside and got everything ready. After she had him fetch a couple of towels, she straddled his lap on the couch, her arms draped over his shoulders.


  “Any questions?” she asked.


  He seemed to be at a loss for what to do with his hands, so she grabbed them and put them on her ass, then returned her arms to his shoulders. “No restricted zones,” she said. “Just restricted activities.”


  “What else isn’t allowed?” he asked, sounding hoarse.


  Poor guy, his cock was hard and pressing against his slacks.


  It didn’t help matters that she was rubbing herself against him, either.


  “No oral tonight,” she said. “Either way. Hands can go anywhere. And there are toys.” She smiled. “We can get naked. But no penetration. No body fluids exchanged.”


  “No kissing?” he asked.


  “Kissing allowed,” she said. She leaned in and did just that, enjoying the way his fingers dug into her ass, the way he moaned as she rubbed against his cock through his pants.


  “And this is allowed,” she said, slipping the straps of her sundress down so her breasts were exposed.


  He took the hint and moaned around her right nipple, sucking it, licking it.


  “Yeesss,” she said. “Just like that. I won’t leave you guys hanging tonight,” she said. “When Rich gets home, I’ll take care of him, too, while we play. See? There are a lot of things we can do that don’t involve crossing the line into sex in my book.”


  He moved to her left nipple, eagerly sucking it and making her clit scream for attention.


  After a few minutes of that, she leaned back, grabbed her collar and wrist cuffs from the table, and handed them to him. “I think I need to be collared and punished for teasing you, Sir,” she whispered.


  He took the hint, his fingers trembling as he buckled the collar around her throat. She watched his face as he buckled the cuffs around her wrists.


  Then she brought his hand up to the D-ring on the front of her collar and hooked his finger through it before letting her hands fall to her sides.


  “Your turn,” she softly said. “Don’t worry about marking me. Just try not to mark my arms, do not mark me above my neck, and avoid my lower legs.”


  She ground her hips against him again. “I’m thinking maybe you might want to start with a spanking, Sir.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Nick felt like his brain had shut off. His cock screamed for attention, but he ignored it, knowing if he tried to go there right now, it would ruin the evening.


  He would suffer through it and do things the way she said.


  It was the only way he’d learn.


  He drew her head down, making her lie over his lap, her head to his left side. With his left hand on the back of her neck, smoothed his hand over her ass.


  “You can pull my dress up and my panties off, Sir.”


  He pulled the hem of her sundress up, but left her panties on. Instead, he ran a finger under the leg hole on each side, gathering the fabric until they were a wedgie in the seam of her ass.


  Then he stroked her ass, almost content to sit there and just do that until she squirmed a little on his lap and he remembered they were just getting started.


  He raised his hand and, erring on the side of caution, lightly smacked her right ass cheek.


  She wiggled her hips at him. “Thank you, Sir. But you can go harder than that.”


  It took him six more tries, adding a little more force each time, before she let out a satisfied sigh.


  “Yesss, Sir,” she said. “Redden your girl’s ass.”


  He proceeded to do just that, taking his time, and even running his fingers between her legs. The crotch of her panties was soaked.


  She even spread her legs wider, arching her hips when he did that.


  He took a chance and slipped his fingers under her panties, one finger easily sliding inside her.


  Chelbie let out a gasp. “Yes!”


  He started playing with her, watching her body language as she squirmed, noting how she seemed to enjoy it when he tightened his grip on the collar even more and held her in place while he explored her pussy with his finger and played with her swollen clit.


  “Such a good girl,” he said, feeling a little silly as he said it.


  A soft, mewling sigh escaped her. “Thank you, Sir.”


  Then he started spanking her again, back and forth, until both her ass cheeks were nice and red. He reached over to the table, grabbed the smaller dildo, and carefully started working it inside her.


  Now she squirmed, rocking her hips, moaning. He got it mostly inside her and then pulled her panties over it to hold it in place while he started spanking her again.


  His cock was hard, throbbing, aching, but something about this felt…


  Right.


  In the times he and Rich had a woman between them, squirming, moaning, coming, nothing had felt this…


  Sexy.


  He liked it.


  He alternated spanking her with reaching under her panties and playing with her clit, gently fucking her with the dildo embedded inside her.


  After nearly thirty minutes of that, she started squirming. “Sir, please, make me come.”


  The instinctive answer welled up from inside him. “No.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Chelbie’s eyes popped open. “What?”


  He smacked her ass again. “You don’t get to come until Rich gets home.”


  She tried to sit up but Nick held her collar in an iron grip. “What?” she asked, nearly a whine.


  “I said, you don’t get to come until Rich gets home. I got to spend all evening with you. It’s only fair he gets to see you come for the first time for us.”


  “But—”


  “Is that a safeword?”


  “No, but—”


  “Then you’re going to wait. It’ll be about an hour or so. I’m sure you can survive that long.”


  “I…” She lay there, trying to process this. “What?”


  “I said, I’m not letting you come until he gets home.” Now he pulled on her collar. “Up on your knees,” he said.


  She did, glad he’d left her panties on her or she would have lost the dildo. She was so wet, it would have slid right out of her.


  “Hands behind your back.”


  She complied.


  His blue eyes looked dark, intense. He reached over to the table and grabbed one of the snap clips and clipped her wrist cuffs together.


  Her clit throbbed. Yes, she could easily undo the clip herself, but that wasn’t the point.


  He smiled, hooking a finger through her collar and pulling her down for a kiss. “You look a little befuddled.”


  “I…” She swallowed hard. This is exactly what she’d wanted.


  She just hadn’t expected this.


  “Oh, don’t worry. Once we get you coming, we’re not going to stop unless you safeword, or we’re ready to let you stop. That okay with you?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Yeah, what?”


  She gulped. “Yes, Sir.”


  She didn’t even call the other Tops she’d played with “Sir” because she wasn’t collared to them.


  This felt right, though. Calling him that.


  With his free hand, he reached down and ran his fingers over her clit through the sodden fabric of her panties. “Like you said, no reason to rush things. Right?”


  Fuck. He’s a sexual sadist!


  Her pussy clenched around the dildo. If this didn’t work out with the brothers, she might just give up trying to find anyone and take an oath of celibacy.


  No one she’d played with had ever made her feel like this before.


  Ever.


  Yes, she’d done orgasm play with others. But it had been mechanical, fun, physically sating, but not emotionally fulfilling. Like eating rice cakes on a diet. It temporarily slaked the hunger, but didn’t exactly take care of it.


  His lips curled in a delicious smile. With both hands, he started playing with her nipples, experimenting, pinching them, squeezing until she winced and then backing off a little but only adding to the throbbing in her clit.


  “You know,” he said, “when we do progress to sex, Rich and I love fucking a woman at the same time. Have you ever had anal?”


  She nodded. “Mostly toys, but yeah.”


  He scanned the stuff on the table, then pulled the dildo from her pussy. She shouldn’t have worried, though. He picked up the larger one and slowly started working it inside her pussy, making her moan, finally using her panties to hold it in place.


  Then he took one of the condoms and opened it, rolling it down over the dildo, and she knew exactly what was about to happen. He donned gloves, grabbed the lube, and laid one of the towels over his lap. Thus equipped, he reached around, unclipped her wrists, and patted his lap. “I want to see you come with two cocks in you. Fake ones or ours, I don’t care. Give us a realistic preview.”


  He smiled, and it nearly made her orgasm right there. “When Rich gets home shortly, we’re going to enjoy hearing you beg to come.”


  She climbed back over his lap, facedown. He made her put her wrists together above her head and clipped the cuffs together. At least like this, she could balance a little on her elbows.


  He pulled down her panties and patted her ass. “Spread your legs.”


  When she felt the cold lube hit her ass, she moaned, trying to hold still.


  This is really happening!


  He took his time, teasing her, first with one finger and then two, fucking her ass with his hand before getting the dildo lubed up.


  When she felt the tip of the toy pressing against her ass, he said, “At least this is something I have some experience in. Nothing sexier than having a woman squirming on Rich’s cock while I get her ass nice and loose so I can fuck it.”


  She moaned as he slowly started fucking the dildo in her ass. She’d had this one in her ass plenty of times, especially in the shower, while she made herself come with the handheld massage shower head.


  But this…someone else in control of it, with the larger dildo stretching her pussy…


  Wait, why am I waiting for sex?


  Right. Focus…


  It was hard to focus on anything with the feel of the toys buried in her body. Once he had the dildo inside her ass, he slowly fucked her with it, making her moan even louder.


  “How does that feel, missy?”


  “Good, Sir!”


  Fuck, yeah, it felt good. Better than good.


  He was about to say something when they heard the front door open. Rich walked in, started to speak, and then apparently froze.


  “Hey, bro,” Nick said. “Just in time. She’s pretty horny, but I told her she wasn’t allowed to come until you got home.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Rich froze, not even closing the door as he stared at them. Chelbie, over Nick’s lap her dress up over her waist, down exposing her breasts, her panties down, and what looked like…


  Holy fuck!


  “Well, come here,” Nick said. “We’ve been waiting for you.”


  He finally closed the door, set the food down on the table, forgotten, and walked over.


  “What… What?”


  Nick grinned. “Here’s the ground rules.” He laid them out for Rich. Rich stared at Chelbie, who was squirming across Nick’s lap. He stared at her pink ass, a few handprints visible here and there.


  “So, are you good with that?” Nick asked.


  “Uh, uh-huh.”


  “Good. Grab the Hitachi and we’ll flip her over and get started. I’ll let you do the honors. She’s really horny.”


  He swallowed, realizing his own cock was now pressing against his shorts.


  “Okay.”


  Nick got her rolled over and lifted her legs so Rich could sit next to her. Repositioned like that, her hips were actually between them, but he had the perfect angle to reach her pussy.


  Nick peeled off one of the gloves inside out and tossed it on the floor. “Might want to leave her panties on, to help hold them in.”


  This has got to be a dream.


  He stared up at Chelbie’s face, her brown eyes glazed over, cuffed hands clipped together over her head. “You’re okay with this?”


  “Please make me come, Sir!” she desperately begged. “He hasn’t let me come yet. Please!”


  Fuck!


  Now his cock ached, throbbing, hell screaming for relief. “When do I stop?” he asked, not sure if the question should be directed to Nick or Chelbie.


  “Her safeword is red,” Nick said, staring down at her with an evil smile. “Unless she calls red, even if she begs to stop, we don’t stop. Not until we’re ready to stop. Right?” he asked her.


  She nodded. “Please don’t stop until you’re ready to stop,” she said. “Unless I safeword.”


  “I told her,” Nick said, “that we wanted to see what she looked like coming with two cocks inside her. Hopefully a preview of what she’ll look like when we get to that point sexually.”


  “Um, isn’t this sex?”


  “Technically not,” Nick said. “We’ll go over that. My thinking,” he continued, “is that once we’re done making her come, we let her put condoms on us, and she can keep those dildos inside of her while she gives us handjobs at the same time. When she makes us come, then she can take them out. How’s that sound?”


  Chelbie moaned, nodding.


  Rich nodded, hoping he hadn’t just moaned out loud, too. He knew he’d have a wet spot inside his briefs. “Okay.” His voice broke. “Sure.”


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Chelbie squirmed on their laps, wishing they’d get on with it. She now sympathized with guys about blue balls. She’d always thought that was bullshit.


  Apparently not, and apparently women could have it, too. She’d never needed to come so badly before. Ever.


  She’d been with three guys, total, before, but no one in a couple of years. And those three guys had all been vanilla, whose idea of getting kinky meant doing it doggy style or pulling out and coming on her tits.


  This…


  Holy shit.


  The wonderful, faint aroma of garlic filled the apartment and her mouth started watering. Must have been the food Rich had brought home.


  Wait, focus, dammit!


  Rich clicked the switch on the Hitachi and it hummed to life. Nick started playing with her nipples, pinching and twisting them, making her gasp.


  And then Rich pressed the Hitachi against her clit through her panties.


  The world exploded, her back arching as she tried not to scream with pleasure.


  Fucking hell! Nothing had ever felt as intense.


  Ever.


  Eevvveeerrr.


  Nick let go of her nipples, one hand grabbing her collar and holding on, the other resting on her stomach. “Such a good girl. Look at me.”


  She forced her eyes open, the pleasure racing through her, singing every last nerve ending in her body, her ass and pussy clenching against the dildos inside her.


  “Just think. When we finally do get to that point, those will be our cocks inside your pussy while we use a Hitachi on you.”


  Holy.


  Shit.


  “You think you’re going to like it when we get to that point, missy?”


  She nodded.


  “Answer me.”


  “Yes, Sir!”


  She felt it, subspace. It had snuck up on her, whacked her over the head, and ran off, giggling and yukking it up.


  She’d do anything for them.


  She desperately hoped they didn’t fuck this up and force her to safeword.


  He leaned in, his lips inches from hers as the Hitachi mercilessly pulled another orgasm out of her. “Poor baby. All helpless. I can’t wait to learn how to hogtie you. Then when we’re finally able, one of us can be fucking that sweet mouth of yours while the other one pounds his cock into your pussy. And then we’ll switch places and do it again.”


  She writhed, pleasure so intense it was nearly agony.


  “How’s that sound?”


  “Yes, Sir!”


  He grinned. “You know what? I never had any idea forced orgasm play was so much damn fun. It’s going to make waiting on that handjob you’re going to give us sooo worth it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  While a little uncomfortable at first, it didn’t take Rich long to get on board with the plan. Now that he realized what was going on, and Nick brought him up to speed between rounds of Chelbie pleading for them to stop—without safewording—he was getting into it.


  Yet again, when she begged for them to stop, Rich raised the Hitachi while Nick grabbed her chin. “That’s not the safeword, missy,” Nick said. “You want us to stop, you safeword.”


  She stared at him, then shook her head.


  “Are you safewording?”


  “No, Sir.”


  “Keep going, Rich,” Nick said.


  Rich pressed the Hitachi to her swollen clit again. They’d slid the waistband of her panties down so he could actually see what he was doing. Her clit, swollen and puffy, was an unmistakable target. When the humming vibrator made contact again, she moaned, her back arching as she squirmed in their laps.


  Yeah, waiting for a handjob was well worth this. This was…


  Hell, even if they didn’t get to ever have sex with her, he’d settle for this. He’d never seen a woman look so hot, so free, so lost in pleasure like this.


  Finally, after nearly half an hour of forced orgasm play, Chelbie started begging for mercy. Nick motioned for him to turn the Hitachi off. “Is that a safeword?” Nick asked her.


  Tears streamed down her face. “Red,” she whispered.


  He immediately unclipped her wrists and pulled her up into a sitting position in his lap as she burst into tears.


  Rich and Nick exchanged a worried look. She immediately held up a hand. “I’m okay,” she said, gasping through her sobs. “This is good. This is okay.”


  Nervously, the men waited her out until she finally settled down with a series of hitching breaths that suddenly transformed into laughter.


  The brothers shared another confused glance as gales of laughter poured out of her, rendering her unable to speak once again.


  Finally, she trailed off into snorting and giggles. “Oh, boy.” She pointed at one of the other towels on the coffee table. Rich grabbed it and passed it to her.


  She blew her nose, wiped her eyes, and took a couple of long, deep breaths.


  Then she stared at them. “I thought you guys said you had no experience with this?”


  “We don’t,” they said in unison, which set her off on another giggle fit. At least Rich was now starting to relax. Obviously, whatever the crying had been, she couldn’t be upset at them if she was now laughing.


  She leaned in and kissed him, long, deep, lingering. When she pulled away, she stared into his eyes and he knew, dammit, he was well on the path to falling for her.


  “You smell sooo good,” she said. “What is that?”


  “Pizza sauce and garlic,” he said.


  She grinned. “Fuck yeah. I like it.”


  He’d totally forgotten about getting a shower. “One of the unintended side effects of working there.”


  She laid a hand along his cheek and leaned in again to kiss him. “Sorry you couldn’t go to the club with us tonight. I missed you.”


  “I missed you, too,” he said.


  And he had. He’d tried not to think about what they’d be doing there. Tried not to be jealous. He didn’t want to be jealous. Not of Nick.


  But he’d definitely been envious.


  She kissed Nick. “Now, if you guys will let me go get cleaned up, I’ll be right back.” She carefully stood, her thighs pressed together. “I owe you two really good handjobs.”


  


  * * * *


  


  As she waddled her way into the hall bathroom, Chelbie hoped she didn’t face-plant from her wobbly knees.


  Holy. Fucking. Hell.


  That had been the singularly hottest moment of her goddamned life.


  And they weren’t even naked!


  When Nick had told her she wouldn’t be allowed to come until Rich got there, she’d nearly come right there.


  She winced a little as she got the two dildos out. Her dress she shed, and her totally sodden panties. Fortunately, she had a spare pair in her bag.


  After peeling the condom off the one dildo and washing them both with soap, she used the bathroom, then found a clean washcloth and sponged herself off. Once she was presentable again, she emerged, carrying her clothes in one hand, the clean dildos in the other.


  The men still sat on the couch, where she’d left them.


  Smiling, she put her stuff down, grabbed two condom pouches, and then knelt on the floor in front of them. “You guys can get naked, if you want to.”


  They did. She eagerly watched them strip. Their bodies were identical, too, except that Nick’s body hair was blond, while Rich’s was brown.


  Their circumcised cocks were about nine inches, and comfortably thick. And they were both hard, rigid, and ready.


  She had them sit again. She ripped open one of the pouches and held the condom up. “Who’s first?”


  The men looked at each other. Rich pointed at Nick. She slowly rolled the condom down Nick’s shaft, making eye contact with him, loving the way his breathing changed faster, shallow, his cock twitching under her fingers.


  Then she rolled the other one onto Rich. Similar reaction, with just enough difference to make it interesting.


  After squirting some lube into her hands and rubbing them together both to warm it and coat both hands, she reached out and fisted their cocks. Pausing with her fingers wrapped around the heads, she looked first to Nick, then Rich.


  “This,” she said, “is how a good girl always finishes an evening. By taking care of her Sirs.”


  With achingly slow strokes at first, both men closed their eyes and leaned back, their sounds and movements making her feel powerful, sexy.


  This was haawwt.


  She took her time, not in a hurry, teasing them, knowing from the way their cocks felt rigid that they would both explode too fast if she rushed.


  Male anatomy being different, she felt a little sorry she couldn’t reciprocate in this department, extend their pleasure the way they’d extended hers.


  After about twenty minutes, both men had grabbed her hands and were now in control. Grinning, she went along for the ride, having fun watching them as first Rich, then Nick exploded within seconds of each other, filling the condoms before falling still on the couch.


  They let out nearly identical sighs of relief and pleasure.


  She giggled. “And that, gentlemen, is how you have sexy fun without sex.”


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Monday, Chelbie went over to the men’s apartment late in the afternoon.


  By the time she was finished showing Rich the same things Nick had done to her, she was horny as hell, and so was Rich.


  This time, he didn’t bother filling her with the dildos. He laid her out on the living room floor, had her roll a condom on him, and he used the vibrator on her, forcing her to come until she made him come with her hands.


  Which, surprisingly enough, he found it easy to hold back when he focused on making her come, much to Chelbie’s interest later when they discussed it.


  They were just finishing up when Nick arrived home and Rich had to get ready to go play at the coffeeshop.


  By the time Rich was ready to leave, he walked over to the couch, where Chelbie was now naked across Nick’s lap with the two dildos stuffed inside her pussy and ass while Nick used the Hitachi on her.


  “You were too easy on her,” Nick teased.


  Rich grinned. “I was just warming her up for you.” Rich leaned in and kissed her, lingering, wishing he could stay and play and loving that he’d had alone time with her. “Have fun.”


  “Thank you, Sir.”


  When she heard the front door close, Nick waggled his eyebrows at her. “Now, where were we?” he asked as he switched the Hitachi on again.


  


  * * * *


  


  “I wish Rich could have come tonight.” Chelbie fought the urge to pout as she rode with Nick in his car to Mallory and Kel’s house Wednesday night.


  “One thing about him, he’ll never pass up the opportunity to work,” Nick said. “I can’t fault him for it.”


  “I know. I don’t blame him.” The coffeeshop had called Rich and asked if he could fill in at the last minute for the person scheduled to play tonight, who’d had a family emergency.


  Of course, he’d said yes. It’d mean a chance to make more money.


  She’d even kissed him and shooed him out the door.


  “I hope your friends don’t think less of him for that,” Nick said.


  “Nooo. Mallory’s been broke before. She’ll understand. Hell, he’ll earn brownie points from her for it. Her and Kel, both. Rich is a responsible adult. They’ll like that.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Rich was almost to the coffeeshop when he realized he’d forgotten to get gas.


  Dammit!


  And he was on fumes.


  He was also running a couple of minutes late, which wasn’t a big deal, unless he took the time to stop now.


  Okay, need to get gas on the way home.


  Alexis opened the front door for him when she saw him coming loaded down with his gear, greeting him with a bright smile. “There you are! Tom told me you were filling in.”


  He was juggling his laptop bag, amp, and guitar case. “Yeah, here I am. Sorry I’m running late. Hey, please help me remember I need to get gas when I leave here or I won’t make it home.” He headed toward the stage.


  “Oh, sure thing! I love the new video you posted. Great song! Will you be playing it tonight?”


  “Um, maybe. I don’t know.” He set his stuff down and started getting ready. That song he’d written for Chelbie, for the way she made him feel. “Kind of depends on the crowd. It’s sort of a high energy song.”


  “That’s why I loved it. It was so good. I shared the video on Facebook and Twitter for you.”


  “Thanks.” He wished she’d go back to the counter because she was messing with his routine, and he was flustered enough as it was by running late.


  He ran out to his car for his guitar stand and the other two speakers. Thank god for iPads. He didn’t need to carry a bulky, expensive keyboard around with him. He could run everything through the tablet with a fraction of the equipment.


  There was already a five-dollar bill in the tip jar when he returned.


  Okay, this night is getting off to a better start than I thought it would.


  


  * * * *


  


  “I’m sorry Rich couldn’t make it tonight,” Mallory said when they arrived. “That stinks. I was looking forward to meeting him.”


  “Imagine this one, with shaggy brown hair,” Chelbie said, holding out her hands and indicating Nick. “That’s Rich.”


  “I’d like to go hear him play some night. Chelbie sent me the links to his stuff. He’s really good.”


  “Maybe next Monday, then,” Nick said. “I’m sure he’d love to have you guys there.”


  “We just need to avoid the bitchista,” Chelbie snarked.


  “What?” Nick asked.


  “You know, that one girl. Long brown hair, looked at me with 9mm glares designed to kill?”


  “Really? Hadn’t noticed her.”


  “I did. I don’t know what I did to piss her off, but apparently she hates the hell out of me.”


  Mallory grinned. “We should introduce her to Tilly.”


  Nick laughed. “You guys keep throwing her name out like she’s some scary person. She seemed very nice when I met her.”


  Mallory, Chelbie, and Kel looked at each other before bursting out into gales of hysterical laughter.


  “What?” Nick asked, confused.


  When the three of them finally recovered, Chelbie said, “Go ahead, Mal. Tell him about how she handled your uncle.”


  By the time Mallory finished retelling the tense standoff, Nick understood what they meant about Tilly. “Okay. So she’s like your secret weapon.”


  “Not so secret,” Chelbie said. “She’ll flat-out tell you you’re dead meat if you cross her. That’s why we love her. She’s like this well-trained police dog who only attacks when ordered.”


  “I’ll remember that.”


  “You’d do well to,” Kel said. “Even I’m a little wary of getting on Tilly’s bad side, and she considers me adopted family.”


  


  * * * *


  


  When Rich finished his gig, he remembered he needed gas before he went home. Alexis seemed a little clingy tonight, so he tried not to make eye contact with her while he got his gear ready to load into his car.


  “Do you need any help with that?” she eagerly asked.


  “No, thanks. I’ve got it.”


  She was friendly enough, but he’d never been interested in her. He tried not to interact with her much online, either. Although he didn’t want to overtly piss her off. She did a lot of word-of-mouth promotion for him, his Facebook notifications full of tags she’d left on various music pages for him.


  Walking a fine line with her might not be possible any longer. He didn’t want to lead her on now that he and Nick were with Chelbie and things were going well there.


  It looked like his luck had finally changed for the better, at least in one aspect of his life.


  After loading his gear, he started his car, letting it run for a minute while he checked his e-mail on his phone. He was just finishing that when he looked and saw the low fuel light on his dash wasn’t lit.


  “What the hell?” It showed he had nearly a quarter of a tank, which wasn’t possible.


  Just about that time, the engine started making noise, running really rough, before it died.


  “What the…fuck?” The indicator lights on the dashboard came on, including the maintenance and service needed lights.


  He tried to crank it. It turned over, fired, ran rough for about two seconds, then died again.


  “Shit!” He pounded the steering wheel. This was the last thing he needed right now, and he was anything but a mechanic.


  After ten minutes of trying to start it, he was about to call Nick when a knock on his window startled him.


  Alexis stood there.


  He rolled it down.


  “Everything okay?”


  “Car just died.”


  “Oh, I can take you home!”


  He was already pulling up Nick’s number. “No, it’s okay. I’m calling my brother.”


  “But it’s all right. I don’t mind taking you home.”


  “Thanks for the offer, but I’ve got it handled.” He turned away from her, watching from the corner of his eye as she stood there, apparently waiting for him to look her way again.


  When Nick answered, Rich felt horrible he had to call him. “Sorry. Can you come get me? My car just took a shit.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I don’t know. It started acting weird and died, and now it won’t start again. It ran fine over here.”


  “We’ll be right there. You have that AAA card?”


  He’d forgotten about that. “Yeah.” One concession, he’d let Nick pay for the family plan and put him on it. One less thing he had to pay for. “I’ll call them.”


  “Have them tow it to that guy I used a few months ago for my brakes. I’ll text you the info when we hang up.”


  “Okay, thanks.”


  Yes, Alexis was still standing there when he hung up.


  “I really don’t mind driving you,” she cheerily offered.


  “It’s okay. I have to call AAA and wait for them, and my brother and girlfriend are coming to pick me up.”


  Her face fell. “Girlfriend? I didn’t know you had a girlfriend.”


  Now was the time to get this out there and hopefully back her hopes off without hurting her feelings. He didn’t look up at her again. “Yeah.”


  “You didn’t mention it on Facebook.”


  He didn’t mention anything on Facebook of a personal nature. He only went on there to post when he had new videos on YouTube, gig updates, and to post in the group of friends from high school, where they kept in touch.


  “I don’t talk about my personal life on Facebook,” he said. “Privacy.”


  She took a step back. When he looked, now her expression appeared dark, odd. “How come you haven’t brought her here before?”


  “I have. She’s been here a few times,” he fibbed. “In fact, she was here just last week. Monday and Tuesday.”


  Alexis turned and headed for her car without another word.


  Damn.


  That was a closely dodged bullet.


  


  * * * *


  


  Over an hour later, they were caravanning back to the apartment and his car was on the back of a flatbed wrecker, heading toward the repair shop to be dropped off. Chelbie had the good idea to stop and pick up her VW from their apartment before going to the coffeeshop, figuring there might not be enough room in Nick’s car for all three of them and Rich’s gear.


  She was right.


  Once they got his gear unloaded into the apartment and after a round of hugs, the men kissed Chelbie good night. Rich was supposed to play there again tomorrow night, so Nick would get home early enough to swap out the car so Rich could use it.


  Friday and Saturday, however, were problematic. He’d have to take Nick to work Friday, because Nick wouldn’t be home in time for Rich to get to the pizza shop. So Chelbie would pick Nick up from work.


  Hopefully by then he’d have word from the garage about what was wrong with his car.


  And how much it’d cost to fix it.


  


  * * * *


  


  Thursday evening, Chelbie and Nick came by to catch part of his first set. During his break he sat with them to talk, making sure to hold Chelbie’s hand so Alexis saw it.


  The girl had hardly even looked at him today, and his e-mail was strangely lacking any Facebook tag notifications from her.


  Yay.


  Then Chelbie slumped down in her seat. “What the fuck?” she muttered.


  “What?”


  She nodded toward a guy who’d walked in and was now speaking to Alexis. “TRO guy. Again! This can’t be a coincidence.”


  The men were careful not to be obvious about it, but they watched as the guy got a coffee from Alexis, looked like he didn’t even pay for it, and left.


  Chelbie breathed an audible sigh of relief as she sat up. “Dammit. That’s just freaky.”


  “Well, he didn’t even look your way,” Rich said. “So maybe he didn’t even know you’re here.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” Nick said. “Maybe we should get going.”


  “Give it a couple more minutes,” Rich said. “In case he’s hanging out or something.”


  “Give me your keys,” Nick said, palm out to Chelbie. “I’ll go get the car and bring it around.”


  She dug them out of her purse and handed them to him. He walked out.


  “Be careful, okay?” Rich said to Chelbie.


  “I will. You, too.” She leaned in for a kiss and for a moment, he could forget the world existed.


  He got up to prepare for his second set while Chelbie left. He noticed Alexis watching her go and hoped the girl would get over her irritation. He couldn’t afford to have anyone there pissed off at him.


  Tom the owner was a good guy, but Rich didn’t want to cause any waves that might make him rethink having him play. Tom always had a waiting list of people who wanted to perform. If it wasn’t for the fact Rich needed the pizza job, hell, he could probably play every night. Except the tips usually weren’t good enough to equal what he made on just a Friday and Saturday at the pizza place.


  Focus.


  He shoved that all out of his mind and let the music take him away.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Friday morning, Nick was waiting on Rich to finish getting dressed so Rich could run him to work. The garage was busy and wouldn’t be able to look at Rich’s car until this morning.


  Please be good news. Please be good news.


  Nick had already called the repair shop’s owner and talked to him, asked that he call him first, not Rich, when they had an estimate ready.


  He knew approximately what his brother’s budget was. If the bill was too high, or it was so serious it wasn’t even worth trying to fix, he wouldn’t let Rich flounder.


  His brother worked too damn hard to have the rug pulled out from under him, again.


  Rich finally emerged, looking like he was still half-asleep. “I’ll drive up,” Nick said, feeling sorry for his brother.


  “Thanks.”


  They walked out and as Nick drew closer, he spotted a piece of paper tucked under his driver’s side windshield wiper.


  Shit.


  He glanced at it. It looked like both mirrors were still there.


  “What’s that?” Rich asked.


  “I don’t know.” Nick reached over and pulled it out from under the wiper.


  It was a pink piece of paper, maybe out of a notepad, lined, a ragged top edge where it was torn out.


  In blue ink, someone had written a terse note.


  


  She’s a cheating whore going after ur brother. Do you really want someone like that?


  


  “What the fuck?”


  “What?” Rich asked.


  Nick opened his door and got in, then passed the note to Rich when he got in the passenger side.


  “Da fuck?” Rich said after reading.


  “It’s safe to say Chelbie didn’t leave it.”


  Now Rich sounded wide awake. “You think? What the hell?”


  “I don’t know, but I don’t have time to deal with this. I need to get to work.” He backed out and got them headed out of the complex.


  “This is freaky,” Rich said. “And whoever it is can’t write worth shit. Who writes U-R instead of ‘your’ for a written note?”


  “That’s your takeaway from that? How about someone knows Chelbie is with us? And apparently one of us has a stalker?”


  “Who? No one knows. Well, okay, some people know. But this looks like someone pissed off. The people who know, know we’re together.”


  “I don’t know,” Nick said, “and, frankly, I don’t have time to figure it out right now. Let’s not tell Chelbie about it yet. I don’t want to worry her. Let’s wait until we can talk about it first.”


  “Okay.” Rich folded the note and stuck it in the glove box. “Great. Creepy way to start the morning.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Nick was at his desk and working when his cell phone rang a little after ten that morning.


  The repair shop.


  “You want the good news or the bad news?” the shop owner asked after they’d exchanged greetings.


  Nick leaned back in his chair, already rubbing at his eyes. “The bad.”


  “You’re looking at nearly fifteen hundred dollars, including tax.”


  “What’s the good news?”


  “It’s a simple fix.”


  “For fifteen hundred dollars?”


  “Yeah. Diesel fuel in the gas tank. Not sure how he managed that, because the fuel pump nozzles are different sizes. A diesel nozzle shouldn’t have fit in the gas inlet for that car. Not one that new. He must have accidentally poured it in from a jerry can or something.”


  “What?”


  “Yeah. Tank has to be dropped and drained, flush the lines, new fuel filter, maybe new fuel pump. Probably can save the injectors. That fifteen hundred is a worse-case scenario and includes all four injectors, and the fuel pump, so it might be less. If the fuel pump can even be saved, but with the miles on the car, it might be better, since it has to be removed anyway, to go ahead and replace it now. No extra labor.”


  “Diesel in the gas?”


  “Yeah. From the smell of it, nearly straight diesel. If it was just a little bit, we might be able to get by topping the tank off with gas and just keep running it and replacing the inline filters. But based on the fuel gauge level, and the size of the tank, looks like there’s about maybe five gallons of diesel in it, or close to that.”


  “Huh.” Rich was no mechanic, but even he was smart enough to know not to put diesel in his car. “Okay. Do whatever it needs. Go ahead and replace the fuel pump anyway. Can it be finished today?”


  “Yeah. Maybe even by lunch.”


  “Fantastic. Thanks. Don’t call my brother on it, okay? I’ll call him and handle it.”


  “Sure thing.”


  Nick hung up and stared at his phone.


  A weird note on his car two days after his brother’s car dies.


  Under really suspicious circumstances.


  The first call he made was to Chelbie, to see if she could pick him up when Rich’s car was ready. No problems there, and he asked her not to tell Rich that. He also didn’t mention the note to her.


  His second call was to his boss to see if he could leave early when Rich’s car was ready.


  Again, no problem.


  His third call was more problematic. Nick finally decided on a Chelbie approach.


  When Rich answered, he sounded sleepy “What?”


  “Sorry. Did I wake you up?”


  “No. S’okay. What’s up?”


  “Let me ask you what’s going to sound like a really dumb question.”


  “Okay.”


  “Did you put diesel in your car?” There was a moment of silence from the other end of the line. “Rich?”


  “What did you just ask me?”


  “I asked you if you filled your car with diesel fuel.”


  “What kind of idiot do you think I am?”


  “Probably not one. But let me continue. When was the last time you got gas?”


  Another bout of silence. Finally, “How about you get to the point and we backtrack from there, because I haven’t had enough coffee for this shit.”


  “The repair shop called me. The reason your car died was it’s full of diesel fuel in the gas tank.”


  “What?”


  Well, at least now he sounded awake. “Yeah.”


  “Okay, why did they call you?”


  “Because I called them and told them to, so you can be pissed off at me about that later. Back to the subject. How did diesel get into your car?”


  “I…I don’t know. But here’s what’s fucking weird. I was running late to the gig Wednesday and my fuel light came on. I didn’t have time to fill up before I got there, so I parked. I even asked one of the waitresses to help me remember I needed gas so I didn’t run out on the way home. And when I got into my car…”


  “When you got into your car what?”


  More silence. “I sat there checking my e-mail, and then I realized the low fuel light wasn’t on and I suddenly had more gas registering on the gauge than I’d had before.”


  “About maybe a quarter tank?”


  “Yeah. Fuck.”


  “Second question. You don’t have a locking gas cap, do you?”


  “Shit. No.”


  “I get a weird note on my car this morning. Your car was tampered with two days ago. Anyone you can think of who’d do this?”


  “No. Why?”


  “Anything weird happen at the coffeeshop Wednesday?”


  “No. When I realized my car wasn’t running, that one girl, Alexis, she asked if she could give me a ride home. Sounded pretty intent on it. I told her you and my girlfriend were coming to get me.”


  “Son of a bitch.”


  “Wait. She’s just a waitress. Are you seriously saying she sabotaged my car just to get some alone time with me?”


  “I’m saying it’s pretty damn suspicious.”


  “I can’t just go accusing her of something like that.”


  “I’m going to call the mechanic back,” Nick said, “and tell him to get a locking gas cap.”


  “Not a bad idea. How bad’s the damage?”


  “Don’t know yet, exactly. He’ll let me know. I’ve already called Chelbie and she’ll come get me and we’ll go pick it up.”


  Rich went quiet for a moment. “You don’t need to save me.”


  “I’m not saving you. I’m saving my car from smelling like garlic for the next three weeks. That might turn Chelbie’s knob to eleven, but it does nothing for me, asshole.”


  Rich finally laughed. “Okay. I’ll pay you back.”


  “I know you will. Just be glad it’s an easy fix. You might have your car back for tonight. And if you can’t afford it, we can add it to the rent and I can give part of it to you as your birthday present. Okay?”


  “Thank you. I really appreciate that.”


  “Yeah? Well…don’t go getting mushy on me just because I love you, bro. We have to stick together. Even more so now.”


  “Yeah. Love you, too. What should I do about Alexis?”


  “I don’t know,” Nick said, “but I’ll tell Chelbie in person when she comes to pick me up.”


  “Okay. Thanks.”


  “You said thanks.”


  “Well, I’ll say it again, asshole. Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome, dick.” Rich was laughing as Nick ended the call. He set the cell phone on his desk, then picked it up again and called the mechanic back to add the locking gas cap to the bill.


  It was just too coincidental.


  And Nick didn’t believe in coincidences. Not like that.


  


  * * * *


  


  Chelbie was there to pick Nick up at three. When he got in, he greeted her with a kiss before giving her directions to the mechanic.


  “So, what was it?” she asked.


  He went for direct and told her everything.


  Chelbie’s hands tightened around the steering wheel. “Okay,” she said through clenched teeth, “I’m going to call Tilly and Mal and pay that little cunt nugget a visit.”


  “No, you’re not,” he said. “We have no proof, and Rich doesn’t want to falsely accuse her of something.”


  “Seriously? You’re kidding, right?”


  “No, I’m not. We have to respect his wishes here. But I have a plan that might take the wind out of her sails.”


  “It better be a good one.”


  “I think Tilly would approve.”


  After picking up the car—only eleven hundred dollars, fortunately—Nick had Chelbie follow him to the coffeeshop, where Rich would meet them to swap keys.


  They were sitting inside at a table and receiving venomous glares from Alexis when Rich walked in a few minutes later.


  Chelbie got up and gave him a deep hug and kiss in greeting, making sure Alexis saw it.


  “Well, I have to go,” Chelbie said.


  Nick stood. “Don’t I get a hug and kiss, too, baby?”


  Chelbie evilly grinned, giving him one as deep and sexy as the one she’d laid on Rich.


  Alexis’ jaw dropped.


  Rich—who’d been informed what to do—sat in a chair, reached out, and pulled Chelbie into his lap, slinging his arms around her waist and nibbling her neck. “Hey, no fair. You get her tonight and I have to drive pizzas.”


  “Don’t worry,” Nick said. “I’ll have her warmed up and waiting for you when you get home tonight. She’ll still have energy for you.”


  “She better.”


  They were sitting at a table closest to the counter, so Alexis heard every word. Nick could tell from the stunned look on her face that she had.


  Then the girl turned and slammed through the door to the back.


  The three of them burst into quiet laughter.


  “Okay,” Chelbie said. “I’m willing to chip in a third toward the repair costs. The look on her face was worth it.” This time, she kissed them both good-bye and really left.


  Nick stood, shaking with Rich after exchanging car keys. “See you tonight.”


  “Thanks again, bro. Thank god I’ve still got you.”


  “Yeah? Well, thank god I’ve still got you, too.”


  Left unsaid between them, they still had each other even when their parents had fucked up.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Chelbie had an idea to get Rich’s mind off the car repair. And since he wouldn’t be playing at the coffeeshop the next Monday or Tuesday, it meant he wouldn’t have to worry about Alexis’ reaction for a few days.


  But there weren’t any afternoon events at Venture that Saturday. So once Rich was awake that morning, Chelbie coaxed him into getting up, showered, and dressed, and bringing a change of clothes with him for work later.


  When he tried to get her to fess up, she said, “Wait and see.”


  She rode with Rich while Nick followed in his car. As they pulled up outside Venture, he asked, “Is this the club?”


  “Uh-huh,” she told him. “Special occasion.”


  “What?”


  She held up a key. “Kel talked to Derrick and got permission for me to bring you today for a session.”


  “You’re shitting me?”


  “Nope. My bestie’s guy is the landlord and besties with the club owner. I have connections, my good Sir.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Yes. Now, would you like to take me inside and redden my ass properly, or sit out here and talk about it?”


  He grinned. “Get your ass moving.”


  She went in first to get the lights and AC turned on, then locked the outer door behind them. Rich looked a little wide-eyed as she gave him a proper tour and orientation about the club rules.


  “Now, technically, since we’re here alone, we could violate the no-sex rule. However, I promised to adhere to the club rules when I borrowed the key, so I’m going to do that. However…” She held up another key and jingled it.


  “What’s that for?”


  “Kel’s apartment next door.” She pointed at the space’s back wall. “Literally right over there. Shower and everything. It’s what I’m going to be renting. He gave me a key and the alarm code. As long as it’s just the three of us and no one else, we’re allowed to use it as much as we want.”


  “Then how come we’re over here?” Rich asked.


  She kissed him. “Because this is foreplay. That,” she said, pointing at the back wall, “will be the happy ending for you two. Club rules means you can make me come as much as you want with the Hitachi.”


  Rich pulled her to him, his hard cock grinding against her. “Then get your ass naked, baby, and point me to a bench.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The men were quick studies. Chelbie had also borrowed a few other implements from Mal and Kel, and showed her men how to use them.


  Within fifteen minutes, they had her collared, cuffed, and tied down to a spanking bench.


  Within twenty minutes, Rich was holding the Hitachi to her clit while Nick used a riding crop on her ass and had her coming.


  Loudly.


  After an hour, she was worn out, and they’d used several of the paddles, straps, canes, and other implements on her that she’d brought. When they unclipped her from the bench, they wrapped a blanket around her and led her to a couch where they snuggled.


  “Fuck,” she whispered. “That was…fucking fantastic.”


  “Oh, we’re not done with you yet,” Rich joked, putting her hand over his crotch so she could feel his hard bulge through his shorts. “You promised us happy endings.”


  “And I never renege on my promises.”


  “You never renege on your promises…” Rich said.


  She grinned. “I never renege on my promises, Sir,” she said.


  “Good girl,” Nick cooed, kissing her. “We’ll get you trained yet. Or you’ll train us. Or something like that.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Walking into the club had terrified Rich at first. It meant this was real, this was a thing, and he was actually considering beating a woman he was quickly falling in love with.


  But when he saw how much harder she came, even harder than the night they had her double-stuffed with dildos, he quickly readjusted his thinking. This wasn’t a bad thing.


  Not at all.


  Once Chelbie had recovered and they cleaned the bench and packed their things, they waited outside for her while she shut off the lights and AC. Then they drove around the building to Kel’s unit.


  Ten minutes later, she had them both sitting on the couch, naked and on towels, and was alternating between giving them handjobs and blowjobs through the strawberry flavored condoms she’d surprised them with.


  Rich threw his head back and moaned the first time she went down on him, his hand buried in her short hair and trying to fuck her mouth. If it felt this good through a condom…


  Fuck.


  So hot and sweet, her tongue licking and sucking him down her throat all the way to the root.


  He could only imagine how good it would feel once they had gotten their medical testing out of the way and could stop using the rubbers.


  She stretched it out, never letting either go soft as she moved back and forth between them, slowly stroking one while sucking the other, playing with their balls, until Rich couldn’t take it anymore and exploded, filling the condom while she made happy moans around his cock with her mouth.


  Still, she wrapped her fingers around his wilting shaft even as she moved back to Nick to finish him off. Once his brother lay there, sated, she stayed kneeling on the floor, wearing only her cuffs and collar, her head tucked between them, her hands on their limp cocks.


  Rich reached down to stroke her hair. “I think I need to make an adjustment to our arrangement,” he said.


  Chelbie didn’t lift her head. “Yeah?”


  “I know we talked about you playing with others, but I can’t agree to that. Not orgasm play. I want to be the only one giving you orgasms. Well, me and him, obviously. I know technically this isn’t sex, but it feels like sex to me. And I want that to be special between the three of us. And I don’t want anyone giving me orgasms but you.”


  “Well I sure as hell ain’t giving them to you,” Nick quipped.


  “Asshole. I’m having a moment here.”


  Chelbie giggled. “Sir,” she said, “I’m fine with that stipulation. I kind of like that, actually.” She sat up and looked up at them. “Okay,” she softly said. “That’s a good boundary. We’re monogamous with each other. No sex, no orgasm play with anyone else.”


  Nick nodded. “Deal.”


  She crawled up on the couch and climbed into their laps, sitting in Rich’s lap with her legs in Nick’s. They’d be coming back to the club tonight, and could play at home if they wanted to.


  She’d already made it clear she wanted to give special time to Rich when she could, because of the logistics.


  And Nick had agreed to it.


  Rich surely wasn’t going to argue.


  She kissed him.


  “Blech,” he said. “That’s not strawberry.”


  She laughed. “No, not exactly. But it’s better than the normal ones. They just taste gross.”


  “So what happened to going slow?” Rich asked. “I’m not trying to be dense, here, and I’m not complaining, either.”


  She thought about it. “This is slow, for me,” she said. “We’re feeling our way through things. Setting boundaries. Like being monogamous with each other. I know this feels fast compared to vanilla, and maybe it is. But we’re building a solid foundation. That’s important to me. I trust you both, more every day. Every time we play and you take your time to learn, and I see you respecting my boundaries and not trying to push them in bad ways, that puts another brick of trust in the foundation for me.”


  She sat up. “If I was to tell both of you, okay, I want a six-month moratorium on sex. Nothing more than what we just did. Condoms, no fluid exchanges, just toys and my hand or mouth over a condom. What would you two say?”


  Rich exchanged a glance with Nick and answered first. “Sign me up.”


  Nick nodded. “Me, too.”


  “See? If you went to the average vanilla guy and said, okay, we’re going to have a personal, intimate relationship, but no sex for a minimum of six months, what would they do?”


  “Probably grouse about it a little, depending on the dude,” Rich said. “I don’t know. Most guys, if they’re really into the girl, they might be okay with it. I don’t know.”


  “Would you?”


  “To be honest,” Nick said, “we haven’t had relationships last that long over the past few years.”


  “Being in this lifestyle,” Chelbie said, “means accepting different responsibilities. Communication. Trust. But look how easily you agreed to what I just said.”


  “Do you want to wait six months?” Nick asked. “Because if you do, my answer’s still the same. It’s damn sexy watching you come. In some ways, it takes the performance anxiety out of it for me. I don’t have to do anything but help and watch.”


  Rich snorted. “Okay, cool. I was thinking that, too. Glad it’s not just me.”


  Chelbie grinned. “Why do you think Doms love forced orgasm torture? It gives them a chance to level the physiological playing field. Especially older guys who might have trouble getting it up. They can keep their sub well orgasmed and then perform when they feel like it. It’s a win-win.”


  “You didn’t answer his question,” Rich said. “Do you want to wait six months? Like he said, I’ll still say yes.”


  “Hell, no,” she said. “If you guys keep this up, I’ll probably be wanting to take the next step with you once we get our test results back and are cleared that way. Why do you think I said I wanted to be monogamous?”


  Rich kissed her, then Nick caught her collar and pulled her in for a kiss. “Seriously, it’s your call.”


  “Little hint,” she said. “Once we get to that point, I reeeallly like being held down and fucked.” She grinned. “Just sayin’.”


  “Is that topping from the bottom?” Rich teased.


  “Nope. That’s communication. If I told you how to tie me down and fuck me without you asking for input, that could be topping from the bottom.”


  “What if we tied you down, filled you full of dildos, and then sat and watched a game on TV?” Nick joked.


  She leaned in, nose-to-nose to him. “Then you’d better be using the Hitachi on me to wear me out, or you’d better make sure you have a running start before I get loose, buddy. That’s just not right, denying a woman her orgasms once you’ve started. I’ve seen men come close to losing their balls over that shit.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  The men’s willing acceptance to wait on sex if Chelbie wanted to meant, ironically, that Chelbie didn’t want to.


  But she didn’t tell them that.


  Not at first.


  She waited to reveal that little fact to them after they’d gotten their test results back. It was a Tuesday night, not yet the two-week mark since they’d taken Rich to the club.


  And she didn’t want to wait anymore.


  She went over to their apartment to cook dinner for them in cuffs and collar, since Rich had the night off. Only when they were getting ready to play after dinner did she break the news to them.


  “I have an idea, guys,” she said.


  “What?” Nick asked.


  “How about I’m dessert?”


  Rich looked understandably confused. “Huh?”


  She knelt in front of him, where he stood in the kitchen after helping her clean up the dinner dishes. She unfastened his shorts and fished his cock out of his briefs. It immediately came to life, and before he could react, she looked up into his eyes and swallowed him to the root.


  He let out a groan.


  Nick walked around the counter. “You saying what I think you’re saying?”


  She waggled her eyebrows at him in reply and didn’t release Rich’s cock while she crooked a finger at Nick to call him over.


  With his help, she got his cock free, too. She kept one hand on Rich’s cock while she moved over to Nick’s and deep-throated him.


  Then, with her hands around both their cocks, she sat back and said, “I don’t think we need to wait six months to have sex-sex.” She smiled. “I don’t think I can wait that long. You guys have proven to me that you’re trustworthy. With everything we’ve done, you would have been pressuring me before now if you were jerks.”


  The men exchanged a glance before identical smiles filled their faces. They each grabbed a hand, carefully peeling her fingers from their cocks, and pulled her to her feet. They started leading her to Nick’s bedroom without further discussion.


  She giggled as they tossed her onto the bed. She’d half expected them to pounce, but here they pleasantly surprised her, too. Nick climbed between her legs first, burying his face in her pussy, his talented tongue spearing her, flicking her clit, making her moan.


  Which was okay, because Rich stretched out next to her, put her hand back on his cock, and proceeded to fuck her mouth with his tongue, kissing her deeply.


  Then he moved down to her breasts, going back and forth from one to the other, licking, sucking, biting.


  They knew what she wanted, and were obviously willing to give it to her. Why would she want to be an idiot and not take them up on it?


  She didn’t want to be an idiot.


  It didn’t take Nick long to pull the first orgasm out of her, especially when he inserted first two, then three fingers in her pussy and slowly finger-fucked her.


  The men immediately swapped places, Rich now eagerly eating her out, sucking on her clit and making her eyes roll back in her head.


  And those talented musician’s fingers…


  Holy…crap!


  “So what do you want tonight?” Nick asked. “You want us both in you at the same time like with the stunt cocks? Or do you want a little more traditional?”


  She actually wanted them one at a time this first time, but wasn’t quite in possession of the brain cells to verbalize it while Rich was blowing her mind with yet another orally induced orgasm.


  She held up one finger.


  Nick smiled. “One at a time it is. Rich, why don’t you do the honors since you’re down there already?” He slid a hand down her body, finding her clit as Rich sat up. “I’ll keep you distracted.”


  Rich’s hair fell forward and brushed against his cheeks as he carefully positioned the head of his cock at her entrance. “I honestly don’t know how long I’ll hold back,” he hoarsely said. “So apologies if this one is fast. I know I can get it up a second time, don’t worry, and I’ll make it up to you then.”


  Chelbie stared up into his blue eyes as he slowly slid his cock deep inside her pussy. She reached up to stroke his cheek as he began fucking her.


  “Yesss!” she hissed, the feeling way better than the stunt cocks. They were okay, but they were no substitute for a warm, living, loving cock.


  Especially these two warm, living, loving cocks.


  Nick’s finger coaxed another orgasm out of her before Rich’s strokes sped up.


  “Can’t hold it,” he grunted, then his body went rigid, his eyes dropping closed with his cock deep inside her.


  She pulled him down for a kiss, then crooked her finger at Nick. “Next?”


  He grinned and switched places with Rich. “Like he said, I might not last long.”


  “That’s okay,” she said. “I think I want a spit roast after this.”


  “Oh, holy crap, that’s hot,” Rich said.


  She arched an eyebrow at him. “Then you’ll love the hell out of the other ideas I have. Maybe not for tonight, but definitely soon.”


  Nick’s style was different than his brother’s. Despite practically identical cocks, he managed to hit different places inside her body that his brother hadn’t.


  But she really didn’t have time to contemplate that. Rich used his fingers to give her an assist, and pretty soon her next orgasm was triggering Nick’s. He sped up, shaking the whole bed with the force of his strokes before he finally fell still inside her.


  When he leaned in to kiss her, she knew. She was in love with both of them, deeply, madly. Whether they’d last long-term remained to be seen, but her heart belonged to them.


  After recovering for a few minutes, Chelbie rolled onto her hands and knees and sucked Nick’s cock into her mouth while she wiggled her ass.


  Rich laughed and climbed into position behind her, between her legs. “I think we’ve been given our instructions.”


  Nick cradled her head in his hands. “I think so. Don’t see me complaining.”


  Rich slid his cock inside her, feeling so good, filling her. “Didn’t say I was complaining,” he said. “But I think I need to coax at least one more out of her.” He reached around her and found her clit.


  Her eyes dropped closed, her moans muffled by Nick’s cock in her mouth. She loved this, and the reality was far better than her fantasies about it.


  Thankfully.


  Part of her had worried that, when the reality hit, it might be a disappointment. Another reason she didn’t want to wait. If it turned out they didn’t have chemistry when they got to this point, it would be easier to gently let them down.


  Fortunately, they were now stuck with her for as long as they’d have her, unless they did something spectacularly stupid. Which she doubted.


  The tingles of her next climax started, swelling and rolling from her clit to the rest of her body.


  Rich sucked in a sharp breath. “Holy crap, that feels so damn good, making you come on my cock like that.”


  “You should feel it at this end,” Nick said.


  “Ooh,” Rich said, finally starting to fuck her again. “I think next time we use the Hitachi on her while we’re doing this.”


  She whined, the mental image shoving her over the edge again in combination with the feel of Rich’s cock fucking her.


  “Excellent idea,” Nick said. “Sounds like she likes that idea, too.”


  After she came down from that orgasm, both men got into it and before long, she felt Nick’s cock grow even harder against her tongue.


  “I’m nearly there,” he hoarsely said.


  “Don’t wait on me,” Rick said. “I’m almost there, too.”


  She didn’t know who came first, but a little orgasm flowed through her as she moaned at the taste of Nick’s cum hitting her tongue and rolling down her throat. She swallowed every drop while Rich filled her pussy with the third load of the night.


  Sated, the three of them collapsed onto the bed with Chelbie in the middle.


  “Good?” Rich asked.


  She nodded, a smile on her face.


  “As good as you’d hoped?” Nick asked.


  She smiled and nodded even harder. “Better,” she whispered. “Much better.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Over the next two weeks, the three of them spent a lot of time together, mostly in the evenings. Although there were a few days Chelbie went over during the day while Nick was at work—with his knowledge and blessings—to spend alone time with Rich when her class schedule allowed it. She got more time alone in the evenings with Nick because of Rich’s schedule, so it was only fair.


  She wouldn’t deny she loved the way Rich smelled after he got home from working a shift at the pizza shop, or the way his car always smelled like garlic, but she wouldn’t admit it to him, either, unless directly asked. She knew he wasn’t happy having to work there, but she gave him credit for it.


  I guess my luck has changed for the better.


  Finally.


  Even Alexis had calmed down, according to Rich. She’d stopped giving him the silent treatment and had started tagging him on Facebook again. He’d started parking closer to the building, too, and his car wasn’t tampered with again.


  The snotty waitress fell from Chelbie’s radar. She had more important things to think about and keep her occupied.


  Like not one, but two guys, sexy guys, smart guys, smart in different ways. Each speaking to a different part of her soul, the creativity, and the intelligence.


  How lucky am I?


  She was having fun teaching them kinky stuff, too. There were some women, she knew, who’d be put off by that. It wasn’t topping from the bottom. Both men were naturally dominant in bed. They just had to learn the skills to amp the kink to a higher level.


  They also weren’t assholes outside of bed.


  Bonus.


  And the fact that they had medical stuff out of the way and were fluid bonded meant they were now free to do whatever they wanted, however they wanted, without worrying about condoms.


  And boy howdy, were they boinking each other’s brains out at every opportunity.


  Her parents were leaving late that Friday afternoon to drive up to Tampa for the night. They had tickets for a concert and would spend the night up there rather than driving back late that night.


  Chelbie kept her mouth shut, silently begged them to hurry the hell up, and hoped they got out of there soon.


  She wanted to get over to Nick and Rich’s place. Rich had to work, but they could have time together after he got home. She’d be able to drag her tired and hopefully sore ass home before her parents returned the next morning.


  Then she wouldn’t have to explain or make excuses. She hadn’t exactly lied to them about the guys, but she hadn’t had the whole hey, I’m poly discussion with them yet. Her parents had apparently taken a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy with her love life once she turned eighteen.


  She figured as long as she held up her end of the chores that they asked her to do, kept up with her schoolwork so she graduated on time, and didn’t get herself pregnant, it really wasn’t their business what she was doing, or with whom.


  The holy hat-trick of keeping her parental units happy.


  Once she moved out into Kel and Mal’s apartment, then she would think about broaching the subject of her relationship status with the ’rents.


  Nick and Rich hadn’t asked her to move in with them. Which was fine, because she was actually looking forward to living on her own. Being alone didn’t scare her. Because of her creative pursuits, she actually needed some alone time, thrived on it. Craved it at times.


  After returning home at three that morning, Chelbie thought about grabbing a quick shower and then decided no, she wanted to go to sleep smelling like her guys.


  And garlic.


  Mmmm, garlic.


  She wouldn’t deny she loved the garlic knots.


  She left her bag on the bed, the one with the implements in it.


  It also contained Rich’s work shirt, which smelled like him…


  And garlic knots.


  After using the bathroom and returning to bed, she’d just dropped off to sleep when a noise outside woke her up. When she heard the garage door going up, she groaned.


  They must have changed their mind. Her parents, home early.


  Thank god I’m home already.


  Closing her eyes, she tried to go back to sleep. When she heard her bedroom door open, she barely registered it. It didn’t matter how old she was, her parents still checked on her.


  But the violent pain in her left shoulder made her scream and roll over.


  In the darkness, a dark shape hovered over her, raising something over its head. In the dim light, Chelbie couldn’t tell, but it looked like a baseball bat.


  The attacker swung again. Chelbie threw up her left arm to deflect the hit, screaming in pain—and more than a little rage—and her brain clicked into gear and realized what was going on.


  As she scrambled across the bed and away from the attacker, another blow caught her in the back of the head. Chelbie got tangled up in the bag and Rich’s shirt, which had been on the other side.


  Then her hand fell on something round, and she grabbed it, lunging toward her attacker, who fell back as Chelbie screamed with rage.


  The Silencer.


  Blindly, Chelbie moved in close, taking a few more glancing blows from the person, but Chelbie knew they needed distance to be effective. She slashed, screamed, jabbed at the face concealed in the shadows of a hoodie. The attacker was slim, maybe a teenaged boy, nearly her height, and let out high-pitched cries when Chelbie landed hits on them.


  Then Chelbie threw her weight on the person and they tripped backward, the bat going flying.


  Slashing at their face, Chelbie tried to climb on top of them, but after she landed a few blows the attacker got free and ran.


  Chelbie got her feet under her and followed. “Get back here you son of a bitch so I can fucking castrate you!”


  The attacker reached the front door and yanked on it, fumbling with the latch as Chelbie caught up and spun them around, taking one more jab at their face and getting a satisfying high-pitched scream in return as she felt the Silencer hit its target.


  Then she was shoved, hard, losing her balance as the attacker opened the front door and ran.


  Chelbie started after them, then realized that might not be the best idea. Especially when the world suddenly felt off-kilter and pain filtered in.


  Slamming and bolting the door shut, she remembered hearing the garage door go up and went to check.


  Sure enough, it was.


  “What the fuck?”


  Feeling more pain crowding her conscious—bad pain—she fumbled for the wall button to send the door down, then locked the inside door.


  Call…


  She sank to the floor as the shakes hit and she crawled her way across the room. Now crying, she managed to make it to one of the house phones and sobbed when she punched in Nick’s phone number.


  His sleepy voice filled her ear. “Babe? Why are you calling from the home phone?”


  “Come here. Please,” she cried. “Please, it hurts so bad.”


  Now he sounded awake. “What? What happened? Are you okay?”


  “Someone just attacked me.”


  “Rich! Babe, did you call 911?”


  “I…no I called you. Please—”


  She heard pounding, like on a door, over the phone. “Rich, wake the fuck up! It’s Chelbie, something happened! Babe, you stay on the line with me, we’re going to call 911, and we’re on our way. Are they gone?”


  “I think so.” Everything hurt. She slumped against the wall, her left arm feeling numb. “Hurry. Please.”


  “Hold on, baby. We are. We’ll be right there.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Nick drove, keeping Chelbie talking, relaying info to Rich, who relayed it to the 911 dispatcher as they raced to Chelbie’s. By the time they got there, the first marked deputy unit was already in the yard.


  The driver’s side window of Chelbie’s VW was smashed, but Nick didn’t have time to contemplate that as he slid to a stop, parked askew in his hurry to get to her.


  They pounded into the house, nearly running into the deputy, who was kneeling next to where Chelbie sat propped up against the wall by the front door. She’d managed to drag herself to the front door to unlock it for the deputy when he arrived.


  Only now that Nick was here, with her, did the adrenaline shock hit him.


  The deputy tried to order them out, a hand going to the butt of his gun, but Chelbie burst into tears. “Please don’t shoot them! They’re mine, they’re the ones I told you about. It’s okay, they didn’t do this.”


  The deputy backed off, radioing back to the dispatcher to ask where the ambulance was.


  Blood ran down her face from a cut on her forehead and she had her left arm cradled in her lap and reached for them with her right.


  “Babe, where’s it hurt?” Rich asked.


  “Everywhere,” she said. “Fucker hit me with something.”


  “I need to clear the house to be sure,” the deputy said. “You two stay here with her until I get back.”


  Nick and Rich nodded as he did just that, this time drawing his sidearm and heading down the hall. Only after he checked the entire house did he reholster his weapon.


  “You said the garage door was open?” he asked.


  “The big one,” Chelbie said. “I thought it was my parents coming home early. They must have gotten in somehow.”


  “The window of her Bug’s smashed,” Nick said. “They probably reached in and hit the remote.”


  “There’s a baseball bat on the floor of your room,” he said. “And I found an…odd piece of metal rod with holes in it on the floor in the living room.”


  “The Silencer,” she said. “I guess I dropped it on my way to the garage. I hit the fucker with that. First thing I grabbed. The fucker hit me with the bat. He smashed the Bug’s window? Are you shitting me? Goddamned motherfucker!”


  The deputy looked at the men. “She always swear this much?” he asked them.


  Nick actually managed a laugh. “Yeah. If you want to know the truth, I think it means she’ll be okay.”


  The deputy walked outside and checked and saw that the clicker was still in place on her visor. He returned as the ambulance pulled into the yard. “I know you’re in a lot of pain, miss, but we need a statement from you, if you can.”


  “Damn right I want to give a statement. Can I state I want the fucker hung up by his balls? I bet it was TRO guy.”


  Rich rubbed at his forehead as he sat back on his heels. “I know I shouldn’t be laughing right now, but I’m so fucking relieved she’s okay it’s just good to hear her feisty.”


  “I’m with you,” Nick said. They had to back up so the EMTs could check her out. They got her loaded on a gurney by the time a detective showed up to talk to her. After guiding Nick to her purse and cell phone, he sent them with Rich, who rode with her in the ambulance.


  Nick watched as it pulled out and turned to the deputy. “How badly is the guy hurt, do you think?”


  “From the looks of the blood on that thing she nailed him with, he should have some visible marks. She got him good.”


  “Good.”


  “What did she call that thing again? And what is it?”


  “The Silencer. Believe it or not, it’s a sex toy.”


  The deputy snorted. “Apt name. But not the weirdest thing I’ve seen used as a sex toy in my years on the job, trust me.”


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  They’d just gotten Chelbie settled in a room over six hours after her arrival at the hospital when she heard her mom’s frantic voice from somewhere down the hallway.


  “Prepare for the mompocalypse,” Chelbie snarked, not sure if that was really funny or only funny in her head because of the painkillers.


  “What?” the men said.


  She didn’t have time to explain, because then her parents were rushing through the door.


  “Chelbie!” her mom practically screamed, racing over to the bed and nearly knocking Nick out of the way.


  “Hey, easy with the manchandise there,” Chelbie said, snickering. She looked up. “See what I did there?” she asked Rich.


  He smiled. “Yes, I saw.”


  “Are you all right?” her dad asked.


  “I’m fine. See?” She held up her left arm, the one with the bandage and IV. “Sorry.” She dropped that arm and picked up her other one. “See? Fine.”


  Nick moved around to the other side of the bed. “They gave her a dose of painkillers,” he said.


  “Good shit, too,” Chelbie said. “Really good shit.”


  “Who are you?” her dad asked.


  “Gee, and I’m the one on the meds.”


  “He means us, Chel,” Nick said.


  She pushed herself up on the bed. “Oh, them. Mom, Dad, this is Nick and Rich Hurst. They’re twins. And they’re mine.”


  “Your what?” her mom asked.


  Rich patted her shoulder. “Chelbie, you’re kind of out of it—”


  “Mine!” Chelbie said, knowing this wasn’t the best idea, but unable to stop herself. Plus, she figured the painkillers were giving her an IV dose of courage. “You know, like we’re together.” She smiled up at her guys, who now looked decidedly uncomfortable.


  Nick raised his hand. “Hi,” he said. “Nice to meet you.”


  “That’s Nick,” Chelbie said. “They’re twins, but here’s a secret.” She leaned in. “They’re not identical.”


  “She’s really doped up,” Rich said.


  Her dad started to say something when the detective who’d responded and questioned her at the house walked in. “Miss Larson, I need to ask you a few more questions.”


  “Did you talk to that fucking rat bastard with the restraining order?” she asked. “He fucking broke my goddamned car window to use the clicker for the garage door. I want his head on a fucking platter!”


  “Restraining order?” her dad asked.


  “Whoops. Heh. Yeah, creepy guy last year. Don’t worry, I toootally handled it on my own.”


  Her mom’s mouth opened and closed a few times. “Chelbie, what’s—”


  “So, did you talk to the rat bastard?” Chelbie asked the detective.


  He looked uncomfortable. Then again, it could have been the drugs skewing her perceptions. “Yes, ma’am. He has an alibi. He was at home, with three other people.”


  “Shit. Oh, these are my ’rents,” she said, pointing to her parents.


  Nick, who’d walked around to stand next to Rich, patted her shoulder. “We can go.”


  “That would be best,” her dad said.


  “Hell, no.” Chelbie groped for and finally grabbed Rich’s arm on the second try. “They’re here because I called them. They stay. And how do you know that rat bastard wasn’t lying?” she asked the detective. “I’ve seen him twice at the coffeeshop. Muerto Pillow.”


  “Puerto Mellow,” her guys corrected.


  “Yeah, that.” She giggled. “The Dead Pillow. That would be kind of funny, huh?”


  The detective looked at his notepad. “You told the responding officers your attacker was about your height, slender build, and had a higher pitched voice than the average man.”


  She tried to process that. “Yeah? Oh. I guess the rat bastard doesn’t fit the description.”


  She thought the detective might be smiling because he was amused at how she was acting. She wasn’t sure. They were pretty good drugs. “No, ma’am.”


  “What happened last night?” her dad asked, practically yelling.


  Chelbie laid back and waved at the detective. “Can you please tell them?”


  He pulled them aside and started talking to them while Chelbie looked up. “I love you guys.”


  Rich brushed the hair from her forehead. “We love you, too, Chelbie.”


  “You can’t leave.” She pointed at Nick. “Promise me. If you leave, I’ll scream, then they’ll drug me and put a psych hold on me and it’ll be all your fault.”


  “I’m thinking you might need a psych hold now,” Rich joked.


  At least, she hoped he was joking.


  Her parents returned to her bedside.


  “Well,” her dad said. “Thank you for coming to help her, but you two can go—”


  “Uh, no they can’t,” Chelbie said. “They’re staying.”


  Her mom tried. “Honey, you’ve been through a lot—”


  “And they’re staying.” She looked at her guys. “Am I not speaking coherent English? Is it the drugs? Because I swear it sounds like English in my head.”


  “You’re speaking English, babe,” Nick assured her.


  “Good.” She looked at her parents. “They’re my boyfriends. Both of them.” She held up two fingers. “Did I mention they’re twins?”


  Her mom looked like she was trying to find the words to respond.


  Her dad looked like he’d swallowed a sour goldfish, and not the cracker kind, either.


  The live, slimy, wiggling-on-the-way-down kind.


  “Well? Say something.” Then Chelbie spotted the detective standing by the door. “Oh, hey, you’re still here.” She pointed at Rich. “The place he works? Best. Garlic. Knots. Ever. Evvveerrr.”


  “You guys really should go,” her dad said.


  Chelbie sat up in bed. “Okay, they said I was speaking English. If anyone’s going to go, it’s you two.”


  “We’re your parents.”


  “And they’re my significant others.” The room spun a little, so Chelbie lay back against the bed. “And I say they stay.”


  Her mom finally exploded. “This is not the time or place to discuss this, young lady.”


  “It tooootally is, Mom. Because I’m drugged to the gills and no longer scared of admitting what’s going on. I nearly got my skull beaten in, but don’t worry. I got some flesh on the asshole. Literally. They’re going to do the whole CSI thing on it and run tests and shit.”


  “You can’t have two boyfriends,” her dad said. There was a vein standing out on his forehead Chelbie worried a little about. She started to reach out to poke at it when she refocused.


  “No, I obviously can,” she said. “Because I do. And they’re damn good boyfriends. They even yelled at me when I called them first instead of 911.”


  “What?” her dad asked.


  Nick had covered his face with his hand and was slowly shaking his head.


  “I won’t stand for this.” Her mom tried to sit on the end of the bed. “I will—”


  “Did you seriously just say you weren’t going to stand for something and then sit down?” She looked up at her guys. “Did she really just do that?”


  “What your mother was going to say is we do not approve of this,” her father said.


  “I. Don’t. Care. If this is going to be a problem, I’ll just move out early. No problem.” She snickered. “Hey, see what I did there?”


  Her mom stood. “This isn’t right. You’re young. You have your whole life ahead of you. Why do you want to do something like this?”


  “Because I love them. I’m sorry, but you don’t have to like the choices I make with my life. And if you don’t like it, you all can leave.” She started to give them a vigorous nod of her head for emphasis, but it made her feel woozy again so she closed her eyes.


  Her dad wasn’t giving up. “You’re not feeling good, Chelbie. You’re on medication, and in pain, and—”


  “How do you know what I’m feeling?” she screamed, finally opening her eyes. “You two have no fucking idea what I’m feeling! You have the perfect marriage. I barely had any friends until I met Mallory. Who—”


  “Chelbie! Oh, my god!” Mallory barreled through the door, almost taking out the detective, Kel following in her wake.


  “Oh, there she is. Hey, chica. That’s my bestie, right there. Great timing.”


  “Mallory,” her dad said. “Can you please talk some sense into her? She’s talking nonsense. She’s saying both those guys are her boyfriends and she’s ordering us out.”


  “Uh, yeah,” Chelbie said. “Because y’all are being assholes. Duh.”


  Mallory froze, looked like a deer in the headlights, looked to Rich and Nick, and then looked at Kel.


  Kel stared at the guys.


  “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Chelbie said. “I just told them I’m poly with them and they’re having a cow. The first them meaning my parents, the second them meaning my guys, and then they’re meaning my ’rents again.”


  “She’s on a lot of good drugs,” Rich said.


  “Chelbie, as your father, I’m going to put my foot down.”


  “I’ll put mine up your ass when I’m feeling better. Oops, can I say that in front of the detective?”


  Mallory looked shell-shocked. “Um, wow.”


  “Good wow?”


  “No.”


  “Dammit. Here’s what’s going to happen,” Chelbie pointed at Mallory. “You and Kel, follow them”—she pointed at her parents—“home and pick up some clothes and stuff for me, please? Like my laptop and iPad and phone and stuff.” She pointed at Rich and Nick. “These two are going to stay here with me. The doc said after they do another round of tests in a couple of hours, as long as there aren’t any lasting effects—”


  “How can they tell?” Kel muttered.


  “I heard that. Anyway, then I can go home.” She pointed at Nick and Rich. “These two will take me home to their place. Whoever did this is still out there. That means I need to go somewhere whoever attacked me won’t know.”


  “No!” her mom said. “You can’t do that!”


  The detective, Chelbie thought his name was Orsen, or Orphan, or Opie, or something, cleared his throat. “Um, actually, that’s not a bad idea. I was going to suggest she go somewhere else for a couple of days.”


  “Ha!” She triumphantly jabbed her finger at the detective. “See? Opus said it’s good!”


  “Orsbey.”


  “Really good meds,” Rich said.


  “Can I get some?” Mallory snarked.


  A nurse appeared. “Hi, I’m sorry, but I need to ask you all to please keep it down.”


  Her mom turned. “Fine,” she said. “Chelbie, last chance. Either you let us stay, or you’re choosing them over us, and you can just go ahead and live with them.”


  Chelbie held up one hand, folding her fingers over in a sarcastic wave. “Buh-bye. Mal, Kel, please bring me my clothes and stuff. You know, the stuff in my bathroom and…stuff. You know what I need. Bring it back here please and give it to the guys. Guys. Guys!” She wanted to make sure her parents heard that part. “I’ll get the rest in a few days when I’m able to, I don’t know, move around since I nearly got my fucking head caved in by some random psychopath.”


  Detective Orsbey walked out with her parents, followed by Kel and Mal.


  When it was just the three of them again, Chelbie started to cry.


  The men flanked her on either side of the bed, holding her hands, Rich on her left, Nick on her right.


  “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Nick said. “I wish you would have just let us leave and deal with this when you feel better. We don’t want to come between you and your parents.”


  “I’m crying because I’m in fucking pain, not because of that.”


  “It’s all right to admit you’re upset, you know,” Rich said.


  “I am upset. Some fucking psycho tried to kill me!”


  “Chel, stop,” Nick said, squeezing her hand. Which, fortunately, didn’t have the IV in it. “This is us. Drop the snark and talk to us.”


  She stared into his blue eyes. “I knew they might freak a little, but I wanted them to be okay with this,” she said. “Why can’t they understand?”


  “Honey, poly isn’t something everyone accepts. And that’s their right not to. But this wasn’t the…best time to break that news to them.”


  “Are you saying I fucked it up?”


  “I’m saying they should be cut some serious slack. You weren’t exactly…tactful.”


  “And you’re on really good drugs,” Rich said.


  


  * * * *


  


  They let Chelbie out around noon and told the guys to not let her go to sleep until later that night, and to bring her back immediately if she had any complications.


  Chelbie tried to listen to that part, but boooring.


  She let the men—her men—handle it for her.


  A nurse had pulled her IV a couple of hours earlier, and she hadn’t had any pain meds since then.


  And she was really starting to hurt.


  A lot.


  A fuck-ton of pain.


  Baaaad kind of pain.


  Before she was discharged, they got the hospital’s pharmacy to fill her prescription for pain meds for her, enough for a week. They got her into Nick’s bed and Rich brought her a glass of water and a pill.


  “Take this, babe.”


  “I’m sorry,” she said, struggling not to burst into tears. “I’ve fucked everything up, haven’t I?”


  “No,” Nick assured her. “We’re not going anywhere. We love you. I love you.”


  “I love you, too,” Rich said.


  “I love you guys. You’re the best. Can you lay here with me?”


  “You’re not supposed to go to sleep,” Nick said.


  “I know. That’s why I need you.” She fumbled for their hands and pulled them up, holding them over her heart. “Please?”


  Rich looked at Nick. “I’m supposed to work tonight. I need to call in.”


  “Go work,” Chelbie said. “I’ll be okay. I don’t want you to get in trouble. And bring me knots home, pleeeease?”


  “It’s all right,” Nick said. “This is your biggest night.”


  “I hate leaving her.”


  “Subby says it’s okay for Sir to go.”


  Rich sighed. “I can tell the drugs are kicking in again.”


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Sunday morning, Rich decided he’d better get someone to cover his Monday night gig at the coffeeshop. He didn’t want to, and his bank account would be screaming at him over it, but better to arrange a replacement than to outright cancel and piss off the owner. Tom had been very kind to him over the past couple of years, and he didn’t want to do anything to harm that relationship.


  And he felt horrible that he’d worked Saturday night. He should have stayed there, with Chelbie.


  I’ll just have to make cuts in my spending somewhere. She’s more important.


  When he rolled out of bed, Chelbie reached out. “Where are you going?” she mumbled.


  He leaned in and carefully brushed a kiss across her forehead, mindful of her stitches. “I need to cancel my gig for tomorrow night. I need to find someone to take it for me.”


  “I’m okay. Don’t cancel.”


  He sat on the edge of the bed. “We still don’t know who did this to you. I don’t want to leave you alone if we can help it.”


  “Nick will be home.”


  Nick sat up. “It’s okay.”


  “I want to do this,” Rich insisted. “Okay? It’s no big. I’ll find someone to cover for me. Maybe even swap gigs with them so I don’t lose the pay altogether.” He met Nick’s gaze. His brother stared him down, flinching first.


  “Okay,” Nick softly said.


  “I don’t want you to lose the money,” Chelbie said, nailing the heart of the matter. “Please. Go play.”


  “Let me be the judge of that, missy,” he teased using Dom tone.


  Either way, he still needed to go by the coffeeshop that morning to pick up a check for the previous week. He didn’t want to do it tomorrow, because Nick had to work, and he didn’t want to leave Chelbie alone in the apartment.


  Would not leave her alone.


  “You’re stubborn,” Nick said.


  “Yes, I am. So are you, bro.” He went and started a pot of coffee, going to take his shower while that brewed.


  He thought about who he could call to take his place. He’d start with the musicians who regularly played at the coffeeshop. Two of them he knew had other jobs that would prevent them from doing it, so he scratched them off his list.


  Maybe I should go get my check and ask if he minds if I cancel first.


  Surely if he explained what had happened, Tom would be sympathetic. And it would be the safer option, instead of just springing it on the man.


  I can’t afford to lose this gig.


  Closing his eyes and turning his face into the hot spray, he thought about it. Second-guessed himself. Nick and Chelbie were telling him not to cancel. If he sussed Tom out and the man did seem irritated over it, he could just go ahead and play anyway.


  Dammit.


  How could he be a Dom to Chelbie when he felt like he wasn’t even in control of his own life? At the mercy of his bank account?


  She deserves better.


  A light knock sounded on the bathroom door. “What?”


  The door opened. When he looked, Chelbie was bringing him his coffee. “Babe, why are you out of bed?”


  “Because I want to be.” She set the coffee on the edge of the sink and then dropped her robe. She was naked beneath it. Undeterred, she pushed the shower curtain aside and stepped into the back of the shower with him.


  Ugly black and purple bruises marred her arms, her back, and stiches crossed her forehead, where the baseball bat had hit her.


  Folding her into his embrace, he kissed the top of her head. “You didn’t have to get up, babe.”


  “I know I didn’t. I wanted to. You need to stop feeling guilty about this.”


  Shocked, he looked down to find her staring up at him with those sweet brown eyes of hers.


  “What?”


  “You feel guilty that you weren’t there. Stop it. You are in no way responsible for this. And I made you go to work Saturday night. You had to. It’s okay.”


  Actually, that was exactly how he felt, even though he couldn’t adequately explain why. “But I want to be here for you now.”


  “I know. And I love you for it. Nick will get home Monday and be with me. Then you can go play your gig. I’m serious. I want you to go play.”


  “I hate that I can’t take better care of you.”


  “I’m not asking you to take care of me. I’m not a child. I was going to be moving out of my parents’ house anyway. I have an income. I honestly don’t give a shit how much money you make. Am I going to lie and say it wasn’t something I used to look at in guys? No. I was shallow in some ways. But you work your ass off. You’re trying to better yourself. You’re a talented musician. You make people smile when you play. I’ve readjusted my priorities a lot in the past couple of days. All I care about is that you have the heart of a workhorse. And that you love me.”


  “It means this much to you?”


  “Yes.”


  He couldn’t say no to her. Who was he trying to kid? “I still need to go get my check so Nick can deposit it for me tomorrow.”


  “Okay, that’s fine.” She smiled. “You can bring me back a couple of blueberry scones.”


  “Deal.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Rich tried not to think about how badly he did need the money from the gig. Especially with the damn car repairs digging into his budget.


  I catch the asshole who did it, they’re going to be fucking sorry.


  Not just a locking gas cap, but locking lug nuts were in his future, too. Although the money for those wasn’t really in his budget right now, either.


  When he walked into the coffeeshop, he was surprised to see Tom behind the counter taking orders. Usually he worked in back, or was in the office. It was only him and two other people.


  And they had a line.


  Dammit.


  He got in line and waited, because he didn’t want to interrupt the man.


  “I can wait,” Rich said, “but after I place my order, when you can, I came for my check. But seriously, no rush.” This morning wouldn’t be the morning to cancel. Fuck it, he’d play.


  “Thanks,” Tom said. “It’s ready. I’ll just have to go grab it. What’ll you take?”


  He looked in the case. “I’ll take all six of those blueberry scones that are left, and a black daily pick coffee. Large.” He and Nick could have the other scones.


  Tom bagged the scones for him, rang him up, and gave him his change. “I’ll get the coffee for you in just a minute, and your check. Hold on.”


  Rich stepped aside so the next person could order while Tom dashed into the back. He returned a moment later and got Rich his coffee after handing him his check.


  “Why shorthanded this morning?” Rich asked as he folded it and tucked it in his back pocket.


  “Damn Alexis flaked on me. She called off yesterday, said she was sick. Fifth time this month. I told her I’m done, and she needs to get her ass in here today or she’s fired. She’s already fifteen minutes—for fuck’s sake, what the hell happened to you?” Tom gaped at someone behind Rich.


  Tom never swore in front of customers. Rich had heard the door open and didn’t think anything of it. When he turned to look, he spotted Alexis scurrying toward the end of the counter, a pair of large sunglasses hiding part of her face, and wearing a hoodie, the hood pulled up.


  Rich frowned. “It’s nearly ninety out there. Why are you…”


  She glanced at Rich, and he realized why she wore the hoodie. Her face was a mess, what he could see around the glasses. Several regularly spaced gouges across one cheek, a couple of larger circular-shaped injuries on the other. On both cheeks there were lined patterns of smaller circular marks.


  It slammed into him, immediately, a baseball bat to his brain.


  Oh, shit. I’m a fucking idiot.


  With no further notes or incidents, none of them had thought about mentioning those events to the cops.


  “Hi, Rich,” she shyly said, ducking her head away from him and darting around the counter.


  Tom shook his head. “Alexis. What the heck happened to you? Are you all right?”


  “I’m fine,” she said. “It’s nothing.” She pushed through the swinging door into the back.


  Rich now understood what writers talked about in horror books, that cold, creeping feeling washing up a person’s body and freezing them in their tracks.


  He knew.


  Tom went after her, following her to the back room. Rich grabbed his coffee and the bag of scones and bolted from the coffeeshop.


  I have to call Detective Orsbey.


  


  * * * *


  


  Rich sat in his car, nervously drumming his fingers on the steering wheel and waiting. When the unmarked cruiser pulled into the parking lot twenty minutes later, his nerves were nearly shot.


  The detective opened the driver’s side door. Rich got out and headed toward him as a marked sheriff’s cruiser pulled into the parking lot.


  “Where is she?” Orsbey asked without hesitation.


  “Inside. Her first name’s Alexis. If she isn’t the one who attacked Chelbie, then I’ll fucking eat my goddamned guitar. She’s about the right height, and Chelbie said the attacker sounded like a young teenaged guy. Her face is covered with marks. She’s seen Chelbie with me and Nick here at the shop.”


  “Okay, calm down. We’ll handle it.” The uniformed deputy, a woman, had walked over to the detective. “You stay here,” Orsbey said to Rich, motioning for the deputy to follow him.


  Rich leaned against the cruiser. He hadn’t called or texted Nick and Chelbie yet, wanting to know for sure before getting their hopes up.


  In his heart, he knew.


  He jumped when his phone went off in his pocket fifteen minutes later. Digging it out, it was Nick.


  “You okay, bro?” Nick asked.


  “I’m…fine.”


  “What’s going on? What happened?”


  In the background, Rich heard Chelbie yell, “Is he okay? What happened?”


  “I’m fine. I’m still at the coffeeshop.”


  “Okay. We were just getting—”


  “Hold on.” Detective Orsbey had emerged from the coffeeshop, Alexis following behind him, the deputy bringing up the rear with one hand holding Alexis’ arm.


  Alexis still wore the hoodie, the hood back, no sunglasses.


  Her arms were handcuffed behind her. The deputy carried a purse Rich had seen Alexis enter the coffeeshop with a few minutes earlier.


  Alexis stared at the pavement. She had a black eye, and more scrapes.


  “I’ll call you right back,” Rich said. “I think they just caught Chelbie’s attacker.”


  “What—”


  Rich hung up on him, his heart pounding as the three walked toward the unmarked car.


  Detective Orsbey walked up to Rich while the deputy put Alexis in the back seat of the cruiser. “She confessed. Didn’t even try to deny it once I asked her how she got the facial injuries. And you had a car problem a couple of weeks ago, didn’t you?”


  Rich’s phone rang and he silenced it, sending Nick’s call to voice mail.


  “Yeah. We’d forgotten about it because it didn’t happen again and we didn’t know who did it. There was a note, too, left on my brother’s car.” He looked toward the cruiser. Alexis was now staring at him through the windshield. “So she really did do all that, huh? I wasn’t going to accuse her of it because I didn’t have any proof.”


  “Yeah. We’re taking her in now to book her and get her full statement.”


  “She just admitted it?” Rich sent another call to voice mail.


  “I Mirandized her, and asked her about her injuries, and she told me everything.”


  “What the hell? Why did she do it?”


  “She’s has the hots for you, apparently. She got pissed off that you had a girlfriend and she decided to try to hurt her. She said she didn’t expect her to fight back.”


  “She was going to kill her, wasn’t she?”


  “She didn’t say exactly that, but I’m betting in the interrogation room she clarifies a little.” He handed Rich a business card. “Can you bring Miss Larson in? That’s the address. I know she said she didn’t get a good look at her during the attack, but I still want to have her take a look and listen to her voice, just in case. Formality.”


  “Yeah.” This time, he answered Nick’s call.


  “Dude, what the—”


  “Get dressed,” he said. “And have Chelbie get dressed. I’ll be home in twenty minutes. Be ready to leave when I get there. We have to take Chelbie to the station. They caught her.”


  Nick went quiet. “They caught her?”


  “Yeah. I’ll explain when I get there.” He hung up. “We’ll be there in less than an hour,” he told the detective.


  “Good.” He stuck his hand out. “Good observation there, son.”


  Rich shook with him, feeling a little sick at heart as he glance at the cruiser again. “Wasn’t good enough or we would have thought about it sooner.” The deputy was getting behind the wheel of her cruiser, and Alexis still had a creepy, intense stare going on.


  “Hey, doesn’t matter. We got her, that’s what matters. You did good.”


  Chelbie had been hurt because of him. “Thanks.”


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  Nick nearly tackled Rich when he walked in. “What the hell’s going on? What happened? Who is it?”


  Chelbie emerged from Nick’s bedroom, her purse in her hand. “He can tell us in the car. Let’s go. Are those my scones?” She took the bag from him and looked inside. “Oooh, extras.”


  Once they were in Nick’s car, with Chelbie happily nomming on her scones in the backseat, Rich explained as Nick drove.


  “Son of a bitch,” Nick said. “Didn’t you say she comments on your videos and stuff?”


  “Yeah.” He thought about it. “Dammit. She’s been stalking me. I bet she’s the one who left the note on the car.”


  “I wish we still had that note.”


  “Son of a bitch.” Rich pounded his head against the head rest. “I’m so stupid. It was obvious.”


  “No it wasn’t,” Chelbie said from the backseat in a spray of scone crumbs. She held a hand up to her mouth to contain the crumbs. “Sorry. She’s a whackadoodle. Like my TRO guy.”


  “I barely even knew her name before now,” he said. “I’ve been playing there for two damn years, and she’s been working there about a year. Why the hell would she be obsessed with me?”


  “Bitches be crazy,” Chelbie mumbled from the backseat around another bite of blueberry scone.


  “Present company excluded,” Nick teased, glancing in the rearview mirror.


  Chelbie swallowed. “No, I absolutely am crazy, I’ll admit it. But I’m the good kind of crazy.”


  “I didn’t know there was a good kind,” Rich said.


  “Yes, there is, thank you very much. All three of us are the good kind of crazy.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Chelbie had finished two of the scones by the time they reached the station. They had to wait in the lobby for Detective Orsbey, who shook hands with everyone when he emerged from a hallway to get them.


  “Thanks for coming so quickly. We’ve got her whole confession on video,” he said. “She didn’t bother lawyering up.”


  “I want to see her,” Chelbie said.


  “Let’s go.”


  Like a TV show, he led them into a room next to an interview room. One-way glass showed Alexis, handcuffed to the table, talking with a female detective, who was taking notes.


  Chelbie balled up her fists. “Did she say why she attacked me, other than she’s a fucktacious cuntwad?”


  The detective coughed. “That’s a colorful descriptor I hope you won’t use on the stand during the trial, if it gets that far and she doesn’t take a plea deal. But yes, she wanted you scared away from Richard Hurst.”


  “Bitch.”


  “Chelbie,” Nick warned.


  “Hey, she nearly caved my skull in with a fucking baseball bat, and we’re not in front of a goddamned jury. I get to call her any fucking name I want.” She stepped forward, nose almost touching the glass. “Wish I’d gotten her in the fucking eye,” she muttered.


  “She agreed to a DNA sample,” Orsbey said. “We’ve already taken it and are sending it to the FDLE lab to be compared to the samples from the, eh, defensive weapon.”


  “The Silencer,” Chelbie said, staring at the bitch.


  The detective coughed again. “Yes. That. Lucky for you that you had it. It likely saved you.”


  “Remind me I owe Max and Sean for that,” Chelbie said. “I want to pay them for losing their prototype.”


  Nick stepped forward and rested his hands on her shoulders. “I’m sure they’re not in a hurry for that. Like he said, it saved your life. Thank god you had it.”


  “I hope she scars. I know that’s horrible to think, and maybe it’s bad karma, but frankly I don’t give a shit.” She turned to the detective again. “So she disabled Rich’s car, too? She’s the one who tampered with it? And why, if she liked him?”


  “Miss Green said she hoped by doing it that he’d accept a ride home from her. When you arrived with Nick at the coffeeshop, it upset her. She followed Rich home later and left a note on the car.”


  “How’d she even know to do that to his car?” Chelbie asked. “Most idiots dump sugar in the tank.”


  “I asked her that myself,” he said. “She said her brother’s a mechanic. He’s apparently done it to people before.”


  “Wait. What’s her name?”


  “Alexis Green.”


  “And her brother’s a mechanic?”


  “Yes. Why?”


  “Name’s not Henry Green, is it?”


  “Why?”


  “Seriously. Go farking ask. Please,” she added when Nick gave her stink-eye.


  “Okay.” The detective rapped on the glass. The female detective looked up from the file, then excused herself, taking the file with her.


  Detective Orsbey walked out to talk with her and returned a moment later. When the female detective re-entered the room, Orsbey flipped on a microphone so they could listen in.


  “You said your brother is a mechanic,” the detective started. “What’s his name?”


  “Henry.”


  “Full name?” The detective started writing.


  “Henry James Green.”


  “Son of a bitch!” Chelbie screamed, pointing at Alexis through the glass. “That’s TRO guy!”


  


  * * * *


  


  Orsbey got them settled in another interview room, with cups of coffee and a promise to return shortly, once they’d finished another line of questioning.


  Nick wished he could have dissolved one of Chelbie’s pain pills in hers to calm her.


  “I want that fucker arrested, too,” Chelbie muttered. “Why the hell won’t they arrest him, too?”


  “Because he didn’t have anything to do with it,” Rich patiently reminded her. “He had an alibi, remember?”


  Ever since they’d added up the equation, Chelbie wouldn’t stop muttering under her breath. Mostly revenge fantasies.


  Alexis didn’t live with her brother and admitted he had nothing to do with what she’d been doing.


  When Orsbey rejoined them a half hour later, he brought a few papers with him.


  “Miss Green has four other restraining orders against her. Stalking, mostly.” He laid the papers on the table so the three could read them. “Her brother has five other restraining orders since the one issued to him about you. And there’s another brother, older than Henry, with three. There’s a history of domestic violence between their parents. Their father’s in jail for assault, and their mother’s in jail for a fraud conviction, but she has several battery convictions against her, too.


  Chelbie let out a disgusted-sounding snort. “So I guess the crazy sap runs high in their family tree, huh?”


  Nick chuckled. Leave it to Chelbie to turn a phrase.


  “Needless to say, we’ll be getting with the state attorney’s office and recommending a plea deal. She doesn’t have money for an attorney, so she’ll need a public defender.”


  “She needs psychiatric help, too,” Chelbie darkly muttered. “Like a baseball bat to her fucking brain pan. Repeatedly. Ooh, pick me, pick me!”


  “We’ll recommend the higher end of the sentencing guidelines, and we’ll be helping you file for a permanent restraining order against her and her brother, considering the circumstances, since the TRO you had expired a couple of months ago.”


  “I didn’t even know her!” Rich said.


  Nick felt badly for his brother. It would take him and Chelbie a while to get Rich past feeling guilty over this. And he knew it wasn’t Rich’s fault.


  Crazy was just…fucking crazy.


  Plain and simple.


  And Alexis was crazy.


  Not even the good kind.


  The detective shook his head. “As Miss Larson so eloquently said, it’s not your fault. She’ll face arraignment tomorrow morning. They’ll probably ask for no bail, or a very high bail. If she doesn’t have money for an attorney, I doubt she’ll have money for bail. If she is released, we’ll let you know immediately, but I doubt she will be.”


  “Let ’em release her,” Chelbie said. “I have a new fucking toy I want to introduce her to. Next time, I’ll make sure I kill her before I call 911.”


  “I didn’t hear you say that,” Detective Orsbey said. “Anyway, so that’s where we’re at. Thank you for coming in, and someone from the state attorney’s office should be contacting you later today or early tomorrow.”


  It wasn’t until Chelbie was once again in the back seat of his car, and he was getting ready to pull out of the parking space, that she let out a long, ear-piercing scream of rage.


  He shifted the car back into park, looked at Rich, and they both unfastened their seat belts and turned to wait her out.


  Finally, once she was hoarse a few minutes later—and the two of them were deaf—she settled down.


  “Done?” Nick asked.


  “No,” Chelbie said. “Let’s make bail for her and then kill her.”


  “Stop. That’s not even funny to kid about.”


  “Who said I’m kidding? I’ll call Tilly. She’ll fucking help me.”


  Rich reached back between the seats and caught her right wrist. “Stop,” he said. “This isn’t a joking matter. Don’t you think we want a crack at her, too?”


  Chelbie smiled. “We’ll let you have a crack at her while we’re—”


  “Stop,” the men said in unison.


  Nick picked it up. “You know what? I’m going to play the Dom card. Knock it off, babe. She could have killed you. It’s only sheer luck she didn’t get a hit in first before you woke up. This isn’t funny, and it isn’t a joke. We need to tell your parents.”


  That refocused her ire. “Fuck them. I’m not talking to them.”


  “Babe, you have to.”


  “No. I don’t. Not after the way they acted.”


  He looked to Rich for help.


  “They were worried about you. They didn’t know who we were. They—”


  “Oh, you are not taking their side, are you? Seriously? Because if you—”


  “Stop!” Rich barked.


  Chelbie flinched but went quiet.


  He squeezed her hand, which he hadn’t let go of. “When we get back to the apartment, you’re going to text your mom and dad. You’re going to tell them the cops have the suspect in custody, and that she confessed. And that you’ll call them in a day or two. Deal?”


  She stared from Rich, to Nick, who wasn’t about to contradict his brother. It was a solid plan.


  “Okay. Fine.” She tried to pull her hand free but Rich wouldn’t let go.


  “Fine what?” he said.


  Even Nick had to hand it to him. He sounded Domly.


  Chelbie’s eyes widened a little as she stared at Rich. Finally, in a soft, docile voice, she said, “Fine, Sir.”


  Rich kissed her hand before releasing it. “Thank you, sweetheart. That’s better.” He turned, catching Nick’s gaze before he faced front again.


  Nick put his seat belt back on, shifted into reverse, and backed out of the parking space.


  Oh, boy. What had they gotten themselves into, thinking they could keep a handful like Chelbie taken in hand?


  Chapter Twenty


  


  Rich and Nick drove Chelbie back to her parents’ house on Monday evening to pick up a few more things. Mallory and Kel had volunteered to go with them, or go in their stead, but Chelbie knew she had to do this. When they’d returned to the apartment Sunday afternoon, she’d texted them, just like Rich had ordered. Then she’d called them later that night to tell them they’d be over.


  She didn’t feel like talking. She needed some time and space and to process everything that had happened before she talked with them.


  Time to let her anger reduce from roiling boil to at least a hearty simmer.


  She loved her parents, but she was an adult. Whether they liked it or not, they had to let her live her life.


  At least she felt relief to know they wouldn’t be in any danger. Not with whackadoodle Alexis Green safely in jail and fortunately unable to make bail, as Orsbey had predicted.


  As they turned onto her street, the one she’d grown up on, Chelbie realized how much had changed. Not just the neighborhood, but especially her.


  It pained her that her parents might not want to accept her choices, but Nick and Rich were who and what she wanted. The two halves that made her whole.


  If her parents couldn’t accept them…


  She’d have to respect that, but she wouldn’t let it change her life.


  Not when she knew she loved the men. When she’d talked about moving into Kel and Mallory’s apartment, the men had pulled the Dom card on her again and said she would move in with them, if she was really moving out of her parents’ home.


  For once, Chelbie wasn’t inclined to argue.


  Her parents’ vehicles both sat parked in the driveway when they pulled in.


  “Are you sure this is okay?” Nick asked as he shut the car off.


  “We’re already here,” she said. “I told them I wanted to come by, and they said okay.”


  Rich opened the passenger door. “I really wish you’d talk to them.”


  “I’m done talking. They were totally out of line.”


  “They were worried about you,” Nick said. “They were scared.”


  “And you were pretty doped up,” Rich added.


  “Doesn’t give them the right to issue ultimatums like that. Whose side are you on, anyway?”


  “We’re on your side, sweetie. Unfortunately, we know what it’s like to lose a relationship with parents due to their stupidity. We’d like to see if you can avoid that same fate.”


  “I promise I won’t blow up unless they start shit. That has to be good enough, because it’s the only patience I have.”


  They helped her out of the car and followed her up the walk to the front porch. She didn’t have to knock or ring the bell.


  Her mom opened the door as they approached.


  Her father walked up behind her mom, and for a moment there was a tense, silent, uncomfortable standoff worthy of the Alamo.


  Bill Larson cleared his throat. “Hi, sweetheart.”


  “Hi, Dad. Mom.”


  Nick spoke next. “Mr. and Mrs. Larson.”


  “Hi,” Rich said.


  After a moment, her mom stepped aside and opened the door wider.


  “Thanks,” Chelbie said. She hoped her guys were right behind her because she didn’t want to do this without them.


  As the three of them stepped all the way into the foyer and her mom closed the door behind them, her father spoke. “Chelbie, can we speak to you for a moment? In private?”


  She pulled up short, turning. “Anything you want to say to me, you can say in front of them.”


  Nick laid a gentle hand on her arm. “Hear them out. It’s okay. We’ll wait here.”


  She looked from him to Rich and realized the brothers were in agreement.


  “Did you already talk to them or something?”


  “No,” Rich said. “We’ve been there, remember?”


  “Fine.” She faced down her folks. “Let’s talk.”


  She followed them into the living room. She didn’t know if it was going to be some kind of intervention on their part or not, but she’d cut them off if they tried that shit.


  “Please, sit,” her father said.


  She crossed her arms over her chest. “No. Just say it.”


  Her mom sat. “Honey, I’m sorry I blew up at you in the hospital. We love you.”


  “Funny way of showing it.”


  “I was scared,” her mom said. “Then you weren’t being reasonable, and you dumped that on us.”


  Chelbie had to admit she probably could have handled things a lot better than she had, but she wasn’t about to admit it.


  At least, not right then.


  “You have to agree,” her father said, “we’ve been very lenient with you over the years, especially the last few. Once you turned eighteen, we didn’t keep tabs on you, we didn’t harass you. As long as you did your chores and stayed in school, we left you alone.”


  Well, okay, they had a valid point. “Then why did you act that way in the hospital? I love them. Like you said, I’m an adult. I know it’s not traditional, but you should respect my choices.”


  “You caught us by surprise,” her mom said. “We didn’t know if they were responsible for the attack or not.”


  “The detective told you they weren’t!”


  “But we didn’t know that for sure,” her dad said. “Not then. We just got there, and we were scared.”


  “Then you owe them an apology, too, don’t you think?” Chelbie asked. “For suspecting them? Really? They’re great guys.”


  “I know,” her dad said. “And we will. But this is about you. We wanted to know if you’d reconsider moving out.”


  “I was already going to move out. You know that.”


  “We mean not moving in with them. We don’t want you to get trapped,” her mom said.


  “Trapped? Like, what, a cult or something? We’re poly. It’s not a big deal in the grand scheme of things.”


  She bit her tongue to keep from adding, You should see what else we do.


  Her mom looked like she did when she was having “the talk” with Chelbie. Which had been awkward and uncomfortable for both of them, especially since Chelbie had already known where babies came from.


  “Into thinking it’s something you have to do,” her mom finally said.


  “I’m with them because I want to be. Not because I have to be, or because I’m being controlled. Are we done?” Technically true even though they had pulled the Dom card. She could have stayed at home or safeworded and still moved into Kel and Mal’s apartment.


  But she wasn’t about to split that technical hair right then.


  “It’s just that…we know things can go sideways.” Her mom seemed to be skating around the issue. “I know personally how you might feel in control of stuff and then later realize you’re not. That things can get…ugly.”


  “What are you trying to say?”


  They exchanged a glance before her mom finally spoke. “There are some things you don’t know about your father and me. When we first met and were still dating, we were…”


  “What?” Chelbie asked after her mom’s pregnant pause gave birth, breast-fed, weaned, and then got pregnant again while the first pauseling entered kindergarten.


  “Swingers,” her father said.


  “I got us into it,” her mom continued with her face now a deep shade of burgundy. “I wanted to experiment. I wanted to have fun. It was early in our relationship, and I wanted to explore my sexuality. We were in college. Then we met another couple—”


  “Wait.” Chelbie put her hands up, still digesting what her mom had just admitted. “Hold on a minute. The headline here is you guys were swingers, and you’re giving me grief for being poly?”


  “The point is,” her mom said, “that we met another couple. Thought they were very nice, had a lot of good times with them.”


  Chelbie crossed her arms over her chest and snorted. “Yeah, nice. I’m sure it was. That’s not the word I’d probably use, but okay.”


  “But,” her mom said, pretending Chelbie hadn’t spoken, “things went badly. She decided she wanted to be with your father a lot more than I was comfortable with. I wanted to end things with them, and she reacted…badly.”


  “In what universe is this the same situation?”


  Apparently her dad decided her mom had tossed out more than enough rope to hang herself with. “The point she’s awkwardly trying to make is that what started out as fun ended up with us losing people we’d thought were friends, and we nearly broke up in the process.”


  Chelbie thought there’d be more, but there wasn’t. “Seriously?”


  They stared at her.


  “Okay,” Chelbie said. “Let me get this straight. You were swingers. Things went bad. You almost broke up but didn’t.”


  “Maybe she didn’t explain it the best way—”


  “I got attacked by a batcrap crazy woman who had delusions of being a soulmate to a guy who didn’t even know her last name, and you think it’s even remotely the same thing?”


  “When people do things without thinking them through—”


  “I’m kinky!” She threw her hands up, ignoring the way pain flared in her left shoulder when she did. “Okay? Here’s the full truth. I’m kinky, I’ve been kinky for as long as I could remember, even before I knew there was a name for what I was. I’ve been going to a BDSM club. I know swingers, Mom, Dad. Okay? I have friends who are swingers. I’m not, but whatever. Your kink is not my kink.


  “But all my life, I felt different. I felt weird. I felt like an oddball. I didn’t fit in. I think that’s why Mallory and I got along so well together, because we had each other. I looked at you two and thought you know, I would love to have what my parents have, but I have a feeling I’m never going to find something that good.”


  She turned and pointed to where the men were still standing in the foyer. “For the first time—and yes, I get that I’m young—I feel like I’ve found the right path. The Holy Grail. The perfect answer. I don’t feel weird anymore.” She stared at her parents. “And when I met them, I thought I’d finally found where I fit in, someone who’d love me and all my weirdness.”


  “We love you,” her mom said.


  “I know. But I never thought I’d find someone to love me the way you two love each other.”


  “We’re not perfect,” her dad said. “Far from it. But we wanted to tell you that even though we’re worried for you, we know we can’t control you. If they’re who you really want…okay. Just promise us that if something goes wrong, you’ll come home. You won’t try to tough it out because you’re too proud to admit something went bad.”


  “We won’t say we told you so,” her mom said. “We promise.”


  “You won’t have to,” Chelbie said. “They’re the real deal.”


  “Chelbie,” Nick said from the doorway. “Let them talk.”


  “Yeah,” Rich said. “You’re kind of not hearing them.”


  “We’re sorry we blew up at the hospital,” her mom said. “It caught us by surprise.”


  “We’d like a chance to start over,” her dad said.


  Chelbie eyed them suspiciously. She hurt all over. She also didn’t want to take any more pain pills.


  “Please?” her mom asked.


  “We’re a package deal,” Chelbie said. “Like it or not. Yes, I promise, on the chance things don’t work out between us, I’ll admit it. But things will work out just fine. You have to trust me.”


  Her dad walked over and opened his arms to her. She finally went to him, hugging him. Her mom stood and joined them.


  “If you haven’t eaten yet, I was going to make dinner,” her mom said. “All three of you can stay if you’d like.”


  Chelbie looked at her guys. “Well?”


  Rich and Nick nodded. “Thank you, Mr. and Mrs. Larson,” Rich said. “We’d like that very much.”


  “You can call us Bill and Susan,” her mom said.


  


  * * * *


  


  When they finally left a little before eleven, after dinner, more talking, and picking up some of Chelbie’s things, the three of them had agreed to come over again for dinner the next evening since Rich would have the night off.


  On the way back to their apartment, Chelbie closed her eyes and rested her head against the seat. She’d finally broken down and taken one of her pain pills, and it was hitting her hard.


  “You all right?” Nick asked.


  “Just in pain.”


  “Sorry, sweetheart,” Rich said. “We should have called it sooner. But since they were being so nice—”


  “It’s okay,” she said.


  “I can’t believe the damage Alexis did,” Nick said. “Honey, you realize you’re lucky she didn’t bash your skull in, right?”


  “Yeah, yeah.”


  “No,” Rich said. “Don’t blow it off. That was impressive. Now I know what the cops were saying, why they couldn’t believe it at first when you told them what you nailed her with.”


  Chelbie smiled. “The Silencer. Works every time. Just gotta know how to use it.”


  Chapter Twenty-one


  


  It took a couple of weeks for Chelbie’s parents to finally relax around the three of them. And when Chelbie officially moved out of their house and in with the men three weeks after the attack, her parents even helped with the move.


  Mal and Kel understood why she was backing out on moving into their apartment and completely supported her decision.


  Her parents made Chelbie promise to try to come to dinner at least once a week with them. She countered the offer with them either coming to their place sometimes, or meeting them at Puerto Mellow on nights Rich was playing.


  They agreed.


  Three weeks after living with the men, and they’d really grown into their roles. Now, they confidently dominated Chelbie in play and in bed, rarely taking that dynamic outside of the bedroom unless Chelbie hinted she wanted a subby day.


  Then she usually had to spend it naked, cuffed and collared, and ready to be bent over the couch for a quick bare-handed spanking before one of them fucked her mouth and the other fucked her pussy.


  On their one-month anniversary of living together, Rich had the night off and they took her out to eat at a nice restaurant on Siesta Key.


  After dinner, there on the beach, they both dropped to one knee and offered her a collar, a solid, round piece of hinged metal rod sealed with a special hex key. To it was attached a small, silver heart-shaped tag with both their initials engraved in it.


  “We want you to have this,” Rich said. “In six months, if you still want it, we’ll have a ceremony in front of everyone.”


  “We love you,” Nick said. “And I know we’re not the perfect Dominants yet, but we’re willing to stumble along as long as you promise to be patient with us and keep loving us.”


  She tearfully nodded, crying happy tears as they carefully fastened it around her neck. Anyone who didn’t know what it was would simply think it was a pretty piece of jewelry.


  To her, it was better than a wedding ring.


  “You guys are perfect,” she said, her arms around both of them. “You’re perfect for me, and I love you just the way you are.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Six months into her relationship with Nick and Rich, Chelbie knew she was exactly where she wanted to be, and that neither man was going anywhere. Chelbie had thought about inviting her parents to the collaring ceremony, then decided against it.


  Neither of her parents had asked her about her collar, even though she’d caught both of them eyeing it after the men gave it to her.


  Eventually, Chelbie and the men would discuss concrete future plans, like maybe her marrying one of them for legal reasons, but for now she was happy with their current arrangement. They’d settled on one year from the beach collaring as their “discussion date.” Then they’d figure out what the best course of action would be, including talking to an estate attorney recommended by Seth and Leah and Kel and Mal.


  But in Chelbie’s heart, she became the permanent property of her two guys that night on the beach when they stared up at her with hope and more than a little bit of fear in their eyes. They weren’t sure she would accept the collar, something they only admitted later.


  To her, that was a good thing. They weren’t complacent know-it-alls who would run roughshod over her.


  And she was happy to be owned by them.


  When the apartment’s lease was coming due for renewal, they talked with the complex manager and snagged a larger apartment, still first floor, in a different building. This one had a third bedroom and a larger master bedroom. Now they had a dedicated playroom, and Rich had a dedicated room he could use to make his music and videos. In the evenings, Nick could use the desk in there. With the three of them combining their pay, they had no problem paying the increased rent.


  Chelbie insisted on paying her fair share of the rent and utilities, meaning even with the increase, their per-person share went down so Rich had to chip in even less than before.


  Which Chelbie knew would help him out paying for his classes.


  And with her encouragement, and her help revamping both his website and YouTube channel page, his web hits had quadrupled.


  With the increased hits, his monthly ad revenue had increased, too. And he was working on an album to release on iTunes. Chelbie had created an album cover for him, and it and his YouTube videos were being shared all over social media among local student groups Chelbie and Mallory had friends in.


  Chelbie had also featured some of his music on book trailers her author clients had paid her to create. Extra bonus. They got free music, and Rich received additional free exposure.


  She loved seeing Rich’s self-esteem and confidence grow.


  The morning of their formal collaring ceremony, she happily awoke in bed between them, listening to the sounds of their light snores.


  This felt good. It felt right.


  She felt like she belonged here, with them.


  Neither man wanted to keep a foot on her neck in terms of controlling her. Well, in bed—or in the dungeon—they were completely in charge, which she was good with.


  Outside the bedroom, they considered her a cherished, well-loved partner.


  But she’d wanted to be collared by them in front of everyone. It didn’t mean squat legally, but it meant the world to her, and them.


  It meant the three of them had a commitment. A promise. One solid enough to repeat in front of everyone they considered friends and adopted family.


  And that was good enough for her.


  Loren, Tilly, and Mallory had wanted to go nuts with the ceremony.


  Chelbie didn’t want that. Neither did Rich or Nick. They wanted quick, short, sweet, and fast.


  It wasn’t lost on Chelbie that it was more because of Rich and Nick wanting it short and sweet than her wanting it that way that it would get all three of them their wish.


  Gilo even kept his ad-libs to a minimum, with Tilly’s blessings, while Loren basically ran through a kinky version of a vanilla wedding ceremony with them.


  Five minutes later, with the three of them exchanging simple, matching gold bands, they were being congratulated by all their friends before the playspace was declared open for the evening session.


  Tilly walked up to get her hugs. “I call dibs on throwing a kick-ass wedding or handfasting ceremony for you, if you go that route.”


  “And then you can,” Chelbie said. “Not until after I graduate, at least. But this was more a recommitment, not a first-time collaring.”


  Tilly poked each man in the shoulder. “You’re family now. That means if you fuck up, you’re especially fucked.”


  Rich grinned. “Don’t worry. We’re not letting her go anywhere.”


  “And we plan on keeping her very happy,” Nick added.


  “Good.” Tilly hugged her again, whispering in her ear as she did. “I think you did good, honey. I’m proud of you.”


  Chelbie felt herself tearing up. She didn’t just consider Tilly a friend, but a mentor. To hear that from her meant the world to her.


  “Thanks.”


  Tilly waggled a finger at her, smiling. “Just don’t fuck it up.”


  That got Chelbie laughing. “I promise. No fucking up of the perfection.”


  “Atta girl.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They of course had to save the super-sexy time for when they returned home that night, although the men had reddened her ass on a bench and got her nice and horny without giving her any relief.


  Deliberately, Chelbie knew.


  Not that she was complaining.


  Hell, no, she wouldn’t complain about the two of them.


  Once they returned home, Chelbie eagerly tried to grope the men while they stripped her all the way to the bedroom before the three of them fell into bed. Nick finally had to grab her hands and pin them over her head.


  “Okay, Rich,” he said. “You get undressed, and then hold her. Only way we’ll get naked at this rate.”


  She squirmed against his grip, but only a little.


  Just enough to feel the resistance, the way he held her down. She didn’t actually want to be released.


  But being pinned down was hella good fun.


  Once they were both naked, Rich scooted up the bed, pulling her with him before flipping her over. “I think you know what to do now, baby, don’t you?”


  Rich grabbed her hair in one hand, her leather play collar with the other, and guided her to his stiff cock.


  After smiling up at him, she swallowed him to the root, while wiggling her hips and ass at Nick.


  “Oh, maaaan,” Nick groaned. “You know I can’t resist you when you do that.” He smacked her ass. “Do it some more.”


  She giggled around Rich’s cock as she went down on him, moaning at times when Nick alternated bare-handed swats to her ass with fingering her clit and pussy.


  When Nick nudged her knees wider apart, she knew what was coming. He knelt behind her and fed his cock into her pussy, grabbing her by the hips before slamming into her, hard and deep.


  It shoved her farther down onto Rich’s cock and made her explode in an intense orgasm that had her loudly crying out around his meat.


  They’d discovered by accident the exact angle to do that. Didn’t happen all the time, and she had to be really horny and ready to go when they did it, but it had pleasantly shocked her and them both when it happened the first time.


  So now they tried it as much as possible.


  She felt herself sinking back into subspace as Nick started a slow, deep grinding rhythm with his strokes that felt sooo damn good.


  “Such a good girl,” Rich cooed. “Taking our cocks at both ends. Going to fill you up top and bottom tonight.” Sometimes it was top and bottom, sometimes it was pussy and ass, sometimes all three in one night if they could get it up enough times.


  But now that they’d settled into a comfortable routine, they didn’t fuck like bunnies the way they had in the beginning.


  Well, not every night.


  Nick slowed his strokes and reached around her to her clit. “Need a little help there, baby?”


  “Mm-hmm…”


  “I’m close,” Rich said. “If you want to get her over again and then ride, let’s do it.”


  Hell, that was almost enough to drive her over the edge again as it was. Close, so damn close…


  Nick raked the fingers of his other hand down her back, digging in just enough to make her shiver in the good way. “I think she’s being stubborn tonight. Maybe we’ll have to tie her up and not let her come—”


  And that did it, pushing her over the top and into the sweet abyss once more.


  “Oh, fuck I love the way you moan around my cock, baby,” Rich groaned, now thrusting his hips and actively fucking her mouth while Nick sped up, fucking her pussy.


  It didn’t take long, the two men drawing one last small orgasm out of her from the fucking before Rich exploded a load of cum in her mouth and Nick filled her pussy. When Rich finally released her and let her fall onto her side, Nick rolled with her, his cock still inside her.


  Rich smiled as he leaned in, kissing her. “So damn good, baby. And you’re all ours.”


  She smiled before an unexpected yawn escaped her, making the men laugh.


  “Sorry,” she said. “Tired.”


  Nick kissed her on the shoulder. “That’s okay. I think we’ve had enough fun for one evening.”


  Rich settled next to her. “Yeah. I don’t honestly know if I could get it up again tonight. Worked too many hours this week, I think. I’d have to call in the stunt cocks.”


  “I don’t think I could handle the stunt cocks tonight,” she joked. “I think I prefer having the real thing and calling it a night.”


  “Love you.” Nick pressed another kiss against her flesh.


  She looked over her shoulder to get a kiss on the lips from him. “Love you, too.”


  “What about me?” But Rich wore a smile.


  “Love you, too, Sir.” She kissed him.


  Cupping her cheek with his hand, he brushed his thumb across her chin. “Love you so damn much, you have no idea.”


  Chapter Twenty-two


  


  Chelbie rolled over in bed without opening her eyes. “Oh, my god. You son of a bitch. Now I’m hungry.”


  Rich leaned in to kiss her, a deliciously aromatic cloud of pizza and garlic wafting around him. “You wanna suck my pepperoni, baby?” he teased.


  “Only if I can eat your garlic knots.” She opened her eyes. Nick lightly snored on her other side. They’d gone to bed around midnight after watching a movie and having played around a little.


  Now it was past two early Saturday morning, and she was both horny and hungry for garlic knots.


  “Ow, baby.”


  “You better have brought me some.” She sat up and swung her legs over the edge of the bed.


  “The container’s on the counter. You’re welcome,” he called after her as she let out a happy squeal and bolted, naked except for her collar and cuffs, for the kitchen.


  As she ripped open the large Styrofoam container, the delicious scent of garlic hit her. “Nom!” She grabbed one and shoved the still-warm dough into her mouth, making contented noises as she slowly chewed.


  “Glad to see you, too, babe,” Rich teased from the kitchen doorway.


  She turned to look. He’d pulled off his shirt, but still wore his shorts.


  “I can’t help it,” she mumbled around her mouthful. “I love these damn things.”


  He walked over and pulled her close, his arms around her waist. “Got to keep my little knot whore happy.”


  She grinned. “You do, Sir,” she said.


  “Do I smell garlic knots?” Nick sleepily called from the bedroom.


  “No!” she yelled. Hell, there were two dozen in the container. She wouldn’t eat all of them.


  Not in one sitting, at least.


  “You know the rule, baby,” Rich said as he ground his hips against her ass.


  Oh, yes, she knew the rule.


  She leaned against the counter and spread her legs wide. They were just three weeks from their one-year anniversary of the first collaring, and one of the men’s rules was that at home, unless she was cold or on her period, or guests were present, she only wore her cuffs and collar. They’d bought her new leather wrist and ankle cuffs and a collar, a matching set.


  Another was that she had to pay for her knots. One way…or another.


  Usually another.


  Behind her, Rich stepped aside and started spanking her ass bare-handed.


  “Fuck, you did bring knots home,” Nick called out from the bedroom.”


  “Ooh, you lied to Sir,” Rich said. “He’s going to give you the belt.”


  She shoved the knot into her mouth. “I don’t care,” she mumbled around it. “Worth. Every. Stroke.”


  Rich unfastened his shorts and shoved them and his briefs down, sinking his cock into her pussy. “Keep eating those knots, you little knot whore,” he said. “You’ll be stuffed with cock here shortly when Nick gets up.”


  “I know.” She took a bite of another one, eyes closed, savoring it.


  Nick emerged from the bedroom. “Ah, I knew it.” He grinned as he walked over and wrested the container from her and took one for himself. “That’s five, baby.”


  “Good.”


  This was a well-loved ritual. Technically, it wasn’t a lie. Nick knew Rich had brought her garlic knots. He always did after his shifts. And Chelbie always tried to bogart them by lying when Nick asked her.


  And she always got five from the belt.


  Which made her hornier than hell.


  And then after letting her have about three knots, she got to have Nick’s cock shoved up her pussy while Rich fucked her ass. Then the three of them would collapse, exhausted, after Chelbie snuck one more knot. And then Rich could get his shower.


  She’d eat more of the knots for breakfast the next morning.


  Nick grabbed a fistful of her hair, which wasn’t easy considering it was short, and led her down the hall to the bedroom. “Time for your five, baby.”


  She was still shoving one more garlic knot into her mouth even as she climbed up onto the bed on all fours, head down, ass up and wiggling at him, legs spread.


  And her pussy soaking wet and dripping down her inner thighs from excitement.


  Nick even kept the belt hanging on the back of the door. He wrapped it around his hand a couple of times and lined up the strokes, giving her five fast, hard smacks with it.


  It was impossible for the men to tell what were moans of pain, pleasure, or knot-induced bliss.


  It didn’t matter, because then Nick stuck two fingers into her pussy. “Oh, our little knot whore is soaking wet.”


  She dropped her head to the bed and moaned. “Yes, Sir.”


  “What’s our little knot whore get now?”


  “Well fucked.”


  “And why does our little knot whore get well fucked?”


  “Because your little knot whore loves to get her pussy and ass fucked by her Sirs.”


  That was definitely no lie.


  “Good girl.” Nick returned the belt to its position and got a towel, the lube, and a condom ready for Rich, while Rich shed his clothes.


  Nick lay down across the bed, at the edge. Chelbie climbed on top of him, moaning as his cock impaled her.


  They were the perfect size for her, always melting her in a good way.


  Rich donned a condom and slicked his cock with lube before working some into her asshole. “Were you a good girl tonight for Sir while I was at work?”


  “Yes, Sir,” she moaned. “He made me wear the butt plug.”


  “And did you give Sir a nice blow job while you did?”


  “Yes, Sir.” She’d actually sixty-nined Nick, him on top and fucking her face, his legs pinning her arms down to the bed, immobilizing her and making her helpless.


  Also making her come about five times with his mouth before she tapped out and called red. Then he was able to shoot his load down her throat while she knelt in front of him while he sat on the edge of the bed, holding her face in his hands and fucking her mouth again.


  Dammit, she loved these men. Gentle and tender and smart and playful outside the bedroom, and ready to take her firmly in hand inside it.


  Well, technically outside it, too, without picking at semantics.


  They weren’t domineering, they were Dominants.


  Her Dominants.


  And she loved them, heart and soul.


  As Rich worked the thick knob of his cock into her ass, she let out a moan. Getting them both inside her was part one.


  Surviving more than five minutes of them using the Hitachi on her with both their cocks inside her was part two.


  Staying awake more than five seconds after they finally let her stop coming and they’d exploded inside her as her body wanted to collapse into a satisfied garlic-knot-and-orgasm coma was part three.


  She didn’t even bother trying to match their rhythm. Once Rich had his cock buried deep in her ass, all the way to the balls, he grabbed her arms and pulled them behind her back, sitting up and making her lean back.


  Nick grinned as he grabbed the Hitachi. “Ready, baby?”


  She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”


  He flicked it on. Her clit and pussy and ass, already conditioned to respond to the sound of the vibrator coming on, clenched and throbbed in preparation. Nick didn’t waste any time, pressing it to her clit while reaching up with one hand to play with her nipples.


  She threw her head back and moaned, the orgasm tearing through her, their cocks stretching her, owning her, giving her that delicious pinching burn that made her climax that much sweeter and stronger.


  Every damn time.


  It took her less than three minutes to start begging the men to stop. Tonight, they got out of her the promise to let them spit roast her on the couch tomorrow afternoon while they watched football pre-season games. Or some sort of game. She didn’t even care what game. She also promised to give their balls a thorough tonguing, and to let them each give her five smacks with the replacement Silencer Max and Sean had given her as a gift for surviving the attack with the other one.


  Which was now in an evidence box for the case against Alexis.


  Another part of the ritual. She’d agree to anything they asked of her within their boundaries while forcing her to come while impaled on their cocks.


  “One more thing,” Rich whispered in her ear. “We want to know if you’ll marry me,” he said.


  Her eyes popped open. “What?”


  Nick grinned up at her. “We talked about it. His business stuff is going to be a lot more complicated with the album royalties and everything. I want you to marry Rich. We’ll still have paperwork for all three of us, use a trust for the finances and property, all of that. But I want you to marry Rich.”


  She couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. “Red.”


  Nick’s expression turned worried as he pulled the vibrator away and switched it off. “I’m sorry. We thought you—”


  “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I’ll marry him.” She looked back at Rich. “On one condition?”


  “Yeah?”


  “We do a handfasting ceremony so it can be all three of us. Okay, two conditions.”


  “What’s the second?” he asked.


  She grinned. “We still do garlic knot Saturday, even if you’re not working there anymore at some point.”


  He grinned. “Agreed.”


  “We good?” Nick asked.


  She smiled. “Carry on, Sirs.”


  Nick turned the Hitachi back on and pressed it against her clit. “I think for scaring us like that, you get another ten minutes with the Hitachi.”


  She closed her eyes, smiling as she leaned back against Rich. “How about twenty?”


  “Kinky little knot whore,” Rich teased. “That’s one of the many reasons we love you.”


  “Love you, too, Sirs. Love you both.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Rich had a moment of panic when she’d safeworded, but now that matter was settled, he could once again happily continue fucking her sweet ass. Good thing, too, because the momentary panic had almost softened his cock.


  But now, with the knowledge that she was going to legally be theirs—and that was exactly what he saw this as, her marrying them, even if she was legally marrying only him—he could quit allowing the vague pinch of worry that always tried to gnaw at his mind any further hold on him. That he wasn’t good enough, what could she possibly see in him, that kind of bullshit.


  She did want him. Them.


  Forever.


  He nibbled on the shell of her ear as he tried to hold back his own orgasm. The feel of her ass tightly fisting his cock always threatened to send him over the edge if he didn’t concentrate. Especially when they used the vibrator on her at the same time. “Our kinky girl, look at you, two cocks buried inside you and a vibrator. Our greedy, sweet little knot whore.”


  She made a noise that sounded somewhere between a groan and a giggle.


  From below, Nick let out a groan of his own. “I can’t hold it much longer. I won’t make it that long.”


  “Okay,” Rich said. “Let’s do it. She can owe us.”


  Nick switched off the vibrator and set it aside. Moving together, they started fucking her together, pulling one last sweet orgasm out of her that had her crying out as both of them exploded inside her.


  As Rich sat there with her in his arms, he hugged her tightly to him. “Love you so much, baby. You have no idea. We’re going to spend the rest of our lives keeping you happy.”


  “Absolutely,” Nick added. “Going to show you how much we love you.”


  She sighed, sounding sated, content.


  Happy.


  “Love you guys, too. And as long as you keep the garlic knots flowing, we’re good.”


  He laughed and nipped her shoulder. “Knot whore.”


  “Your point?” she asked.


  “No point,” Nick said. “Just an observation. At least that’s an easy request to fill.”


  After Rich got himself cleaned up, and then her, they snuggled in bed together with her between them, her fingers laced through theirs.


  He loved this as much as he did the sexytime. The snuggling, the tenderness.


  “Thank you, guys,” she said, already sounding sleepy.


  “Why are you thanking us?” Rich said.


  “Because now I feel like I finally am right where I belong.”


  They each gave her a good-night kiss.


  As he drifted to sleep, Rich thought it was funny that now, he, too, finally felt he was exactly where he belonged.
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