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  The moans of pleasure. The crack of a whip splitting the air. The smack of a paddle against flesh. That’s what comes to mind for most people when they think of BDSM.


  When you peel back the trappings, silence the heavy, throbbing bass line of the club music, what’s left are the beating hearts, the gasps, the exhaled breaths. Heels on a tile floor, or the rustle of fabric.


  Sometimes, the best parts of BDSM lay nestled among the softer sounds of play.


  Note: This book contains a heroine who is a domme.
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  Opening


  


  When people think of BDSM, it calls to mind the crack of whips, the moans, the screams, the cries.


  A paddle smacking a fleshy ass.


  The whzip of a riding crop or a cane being slashed through the air.


  The zap of a violet wand.


  There is something to be said about the soft, subtle sounds of BDSM.


  The heel of a boot against a tile floor.


  A breath in an ear.


  The rustle of a skirt.


  A growl as teeth bite into flesh.


  A zipper slowly sliding open.


  The click of a lock closing on a collar.


  Tony and Shayla


  


  It’s not just what you say—it’s how you say it. It always pays to weigh your words carefully.


  Especially when you’re talking to a Dom.


  And especially when it’s your Dom…


  


  * * * *


  


  Shayla knelt waiting on the playroom floor, naked except for her leather collar. They’d just returned from Venture, the BDSM club they frequented.


  Upon returning home, Tony, her husband and Master, had wordlessly pointed at the playroom and sent her with a snap of his fingers to await him there. With the door open, the dull sound of his bootheels on the tile as he walked down the hall toward their bedroom softly reverberated through her soul.


  Those boots.


  Those goddamned black leather motorcycle boots that she couldn’t even so much as look at in the closet now without getting wet.


  And she knew that was the very reason he’d ordered them kept right by the closet door, where she’d have to see them, step around them, every time she went into the closet.


  The quiet reminder, every bit as powerful as the collar around her neck and the ring on her finger, of who she willingly belonged to.


  The same boots he’d worn the very first afternoon at the club when he’d worked with her, before they had a relationship, when he was leading her firsthand through the world of BDSM.


  Soft. Supple. The earthy scent of the leather as heady an aroma as the man himself.


  He’d been DMing tonight, filling in for an injured friend.


  Which meant they didn’t get to play.


  She’d not just wanted to play—she’d needed to play. Craved it.


  Yes, she’d gotten pissy with him, more than a little mouthy when he’d told her she’d have to wait until they got home despite the fact that he’d spent the night before and all that day teasing and tormenting her, getting her hornier than hell, working her to a frenzy with a promise of a really hot forced orgasm scene there at the club.


  Well, okay, more than a little pissy with him.


  So, yeah, she’d admit it. The news hadn’t made her happy.


  The dark look in his green eyes when he’d arched an eyebrow at her and told her to settle down.


  That look.


  The one that meant she’d crossed the line from playful banter into questioning his authority. The line she’d willingly agreed to give to him, to his sole discretion. Especially since she’d crossed that line in front of other people.


  Kinky people.


  Their kinky friends.


  At the BDSM club.


  A place where, if nowhere else, he was her absolute authority.


  Time to pay.


  She had no doubt her ass would be feeling it tomorrow.


  Could she safeword, stand up, and stand up to him?


  Yes, but it would forever alter their dynamic. This was what she’d signed up for, agreed to.


  Longed for.


  If she didn’t obey him, if she didn’t take her lumps—especially when she damn well knew she’d earned them—she wouldn’t feel right about it.


  And she knew why she’d earned them. Instead of accepting it when he’d told her they’d have to wait to play until they got home, instead of just saying, “Yes, Sir,” she’d spat out a word that even made their friend Tilly’s eyes widen.


  “Fine.”


  Not just what she’d said. That might not have earned her strokes.


  It was the tone in which she’d said it.


  And the fact that when Tony had stopped midturn and looked back at her, she hadn’t corrected herself.


  Yes, okay, maybe she’d subconsciously been trying to push his buttons, pissed off that she was hornier than hell and he’d had three blowjobs since the night before.


  Because then she’d looked him squarely in the eye and asked, “What?”


  In that same tone.


  Maybe it was Tilly’s audibly sharp intake of breath, her friend literally clamping her mouth shut, that had finally shaken Shayla’s mood. Shayla actually took a second to look into her husband and Master’s eyes and realized, oh, shit.


  The line she’d crossed was about a mile in her rearview mirror and quickly disappearing in the dust.


  And had she apologized and possibly remedied the situation?


  No.


  She’d taken that damn shovel and deepened the hole even more as fast as she could.


  “Fine, Sir.”


  Maybe there’s a SAM streak in me I don’t know about.


  Never one to make a dramatic scene in public, not that their little exchange would have been dramatic to the average vanilla person in the first place, Tony had hesitated for a moment, the weight of his gaze heavy on Shayla before he’d turned and headed back to the club’s office to pick up his DM name badge.


  Tilly had leaned in. “Um, yeeeaaah. If you were looking for a beating, honey, I think you just found one. In the bad way. Even Gilo isn’t that brazen.”


  “Gilo wasn’t treated to twenty-four hours of tease and denial, either, with a promise of getting to scene and orgasm tonight,” Shayla had muttered.


  “Fair enough. You’ve got bigger balls than me, girlie. I’ve never seen your dude look so pissed off.”


  “Neither have I.”


  Now Shayla regretted her tone. It wasn’t Tony’s fault. He hadn’t deliberately waylaid her orgasms even longer. Derrick, the club’s owner, had gotten rear-ended in the bad and literal way that afternoon and was now dealing with insurance paperwork after his trip to the hospital and several hours spent in the ER. He’d called the volunteer manning the desk that night to please ask any of the regular DMs who showed up that night to fill in.


  Tony and Shayla had been the first ones through the door. Well, Tony had been the first volunteer DM through the door that night.


  So it wasn’t some bullshit excuse, either.


  Shayla knew she should have been a little more charitable, especially considering the circumstances.


  But…fuck.


  Back in the present, it’d been at least fifteen minutes since they’d returned home. She knew her ass better be kneeling in here, naked and waiting, when Tony finally decided to join her in the playroom. She didn’t know what he was doing, besides dragging this out to give her time to think about what she’d done and what he might be about to do to her.


  Finally, the sound of his bootheels on the floor again, heading toward the playroom. Then the sound of him stopping in the foyer, where he’d left their implement bag, a rolling suitcase, followed by the resumption of his trek and the noise of the wheels rolling across the tile and the rattle of canes and crops in the plastic tube he carried them in.


  She felt rather than saw him stop in the doorway. Another long, silent moment passed. Then he crossed the room and brought the implement bag over next to where she knelt, her eyes fixed on the floor in front of her. He laid the cane tube down next to it.


  And his boots came into view. The soft matte-black finish, a few stray scuffs on the squared-off toes. He stood there, waiting, silent.


  Then he tapped his left boot once.


  She scooted forward and kissed the top of his boot, pressing her forehead to it and now feeling even more ashamed of how she’d acted.


  It wasn’t that she’d talked back to him. She was always allowed to express her opinion.


  It was the attitude, the snark she’d used. The tone.


  The lack of respect.


  If she’d just said, “I’m angry about this, Sir, and really wish you’d reconsider because I’m horny as hell and You promised to play with me,” that likely would have earned her a long, sexy kiss, a hug, a heartfelt apology, and a promise to make it up to her.


  But she’d let her feelings—and her mouth—take over.


  “I’m very disappointed in you, pet,” Tony softly said.


  She cringed. There were a lot of things she could deal with.


  Disappointing him wasn’t one of them.


  “I’m sorry, Sir.”


  “Talk to me. Tell me what you did and what you deserve.”


  She swallowed hard, her lips pressed to the top of his boot. “I was disrespectful to You,” she said, barely able to raise her voice above a whisper. “I was rude. In front of our friends. I earned at least twenty cane strokes for my actions.”


  He tapped his right boot once and she changed sides, moving to that boot, kissing it, laying her cheek against it.


  “Twenty? With a cane?” he asked, as if assuring himself that’s what he heard her say.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  They didn’t have many set punishments. Very few, in fact. Tony preferred talking things through like adults. Oh, he’d happily beat her ass for fun, but he considered their relationship more than just fun. It was a lifelong commitment he didn’t want to fuck up.


  This was, however, an old issue for her. It wasn’t the first time in their relationship that she’d let her temper—and her mouth—get the better of her and she said things she wished she could take back.


  She also knew if she asked for the cane he wouldn’t require as many strokes.


  She hoped.


  But asking for twenty of what she knew from experience would be really fucking painful strokes would, hopefully, assuage her guilt and satisfy him.


  All would be forgiven, and life would go on.


  Hopefully with some orgasms for her. And a reminder to her to catch herself before she let her emotions run her mouth.


  Although now that he’d verbalized his disappointment in her behavior, it had taken the edge off her ardor like a damned ice-bucket challenge.


  She hated disappointing him.


  Hated it.


  Haaated it.


  It was one of the reasons that, even though she wasn’t a masochist, per se, she enjoyed getting a beating. Because she lived and loved to serve him.


  He still didn’t move, didn’t speak. She kept her cheek pressed against his boot. She wouldn’t move until he told her to.


  “I’m sorry we couldn’t play tonight, pet,” he said. “It wasn’t deliberate. I felt bad about it, but you didn’t make it any easier on me.”


  She tried to scoot closer, to meld with his boots, to absorb into them. “I know, Sir,” she said. “I’m sorry.”


  Sorry didn’t begin to cover it. Had he been angry and yelling and screaming, she might not have felt as badly as she did now.


  Tony wasn’t a yeller or a screamer. His quiet, calm demeanor was one of the many things she loved about him. If anything, it made him even more dominant in her mind. Because he didn’t have an obsessive need to push people around or make a point.


  He just…was.


  “If you want me to stop volunteering as a DM, you need to tell me that. Otherwise, one of the responsibilities of my position is that if Derrick needs my help, I give it. As long as work doesn’t interfere. You know that.”


  “I know, Sir.”


  “Do you want me to stop volunteering there?”


  She took a deep breath. “No, Sir. I don’t.” She knew Tony enjoyed it. And to be honest, despite the fact that they had their own private playroom at the house, it was kind of nice having the keys to a dungeon. They had Derrick’s permission to use it during off-hours if they wanted. And, in the past, they had.


  “Then in the future, I expect better behavior from you. Understand? I do not want to have to have this conversation a second time. And if you make me have this conversation a second time, not only will there be punishment from me, but you will have to be the one to return the key to Derrick and explain yourself why I won’t be volunteering there anymore. Understand?”


  She fought the urge to cringe. “Yes, Sir.”


  Okay, screwing up in private was one thing. Well, being disciplined in private.


  Having to go to one of their dear friends and explain that Tony couldn’t volunteer anymore because she’d acted like an immature bitch was something she would not allow to happen.


  “Good girl.” He leaned over and stroked her hair. “Are you ready to begin?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Greeting, pet.”


  She returned to his left boot, nuzzling it, kissing the top of it. Then the right. Then the back of his left hand, and his right. Then she nuzzled the front of his jeans.


  Unfortunately, his cock wasn’t hard, pressing against the fly like it normally would be just before play commenced.


  Dammit.


  He really was disappointed in her. That he couldn’t summon sadistic glee from this meant she truly had crossed a line.


  More guilt for her. He didn’t even have to say a word for her soul to feel weighed down by it. She would mentally beat herself up over this far more than he would physically. Her physical wounds would quickly heal.


  The mental berating she subjected herself to would last much longer.


  “Get your cuffs out of the bag and put them on, pet,” he quietly said.


  She rose up on her knees and quickly unzipped the front compartment where her things were kept for quick and easy access when at the club. Cuffs, the bit gag she preferred, her blindfold.


  She didn’t miss the fact he was making her put them on herself.


  Normally, when they were about to scene, he had her get them and present them to him so he could put them on her.


  Another silent statement, that she was willingly accepting this punishment. That she understood the line she’d crossed and was accepting the consequences of it. He was reaffirming her acceptance of his authority.


  To reinforce that this was a lesson he would not be compelled to repeat with her.


  That he expected far more from her.


  Far better.


  When she had her cuffs on, he pointed at the bench. She climbed onto it, straddling it.


  “You know how this works, pet,” he said. “I won’t restrain you for punishment. You have to willingly take them.”


  She felt her tears trying to break through already. “Yes, Sir.”


  Behind her, she heard him open the top of the tube, the unmistakable sound of him rooting through it to find what he wanted. She knew what he’d be looking for—the severe rattan cane he rarely used on her for more than a couple of lighter hits, just enough to spice things up if he thought she was getting too complacent.


  For tonight, it would be punishment.


  Fighting the urge not to flinch when he touched it against her ass, she curled her fingers around the end of the bench, closing her eyes as tears forced their way out and dripped to the floor.


  “Twenty punishment strokes with a cane, pet,” he said. “That is what you want?”


  “Yes, Sir.” She could barely talk without it coming out as a sob. She wanted this over with, quickly, so she could curl up in his lap and cry. They would likely talk again after. Then, maybe, they’d play. Depending on how they both felt.


  She might be too emotionally wrung out by then. She knew Tony was no longer angry with her. If he was, they wouldn’t be there in the playroom. Another benefit of his calm demeanor was he rarely showed anger when he felt it.


  But he refused to play angry—or to mete out punishment when angry.


  He was a man in control of himself above all else.


  “Count them, pet.”


  He slid the cane up and down her ass for a moment, then paused. She had just enough time to suck in a breath and start blowing it out when he took the first stroke.


  Zwhip.


  A sharp line of fiery pain sliced through her nervous system, making her gasp. “One, Sir…”


  By the fifth stroke she was sobbing, more from her own shame than the pain.


  By the tenth, it took every ounce of concentration she had to get the words out.


  He paused. “Do you want me to continue?”


  “Yes, Sir.” She didn’t want this dragged out, hanging over her head. She didn’t want them delayed.


  She wanted it done, over with, her soul and conscience purged and cleansed by the pain.


  Wanted to be able to move on and not dwell on her shitty behavior.


  No, in a normal relationship it wasn’t much more than a little snark. But Tony not only demanded calm and controlled behavior from himself, but from her as well. He wanted her using her brain and not simply reacting from emotions.


  He expected better of her.


  Hell, she expected better of herself and still couldn’t believe how she’d handled it.


  And this was what she’d signed on for.


  It wasn’t like she didn’t know his personality or the responsibilities on her head when she fell in love with him.


  She knew.


  She’d agreed to it.


  She’d wanted it.


  The eleventh stroke bit into her. Not even subspace could take the edge off the pain, because in her current emotional state she knew there was no way she’d drop into it.


  Enduring was her only option, because no way in hell would she safeword.


  Not for something she’d rightfully earned, something that was her fault.


  When she counted off the twentieth stroke, her emotional dam burst. She was aware of Tony draping a blanket over her, helping her off the bench, cuddling her in his arms.


  Calling her his good girl.


  This wouldn’t be held against her. He wouldn’t throw it in her face. It was done, as far as he was concerned. In the past.


  Eventually, he picked her up and carried her to their bedroom, laying her on the bed and cuddling with her. It was late, and now, with a world-class cry out of her system, exhaustion set in. Physically and emotionally.


  He didn’t seem to be in any mood to be frisky himself, either.


  He tenderly kissed her forehead. “Love you, pet. You’re My good girl.”


  “I love You, too, Sir.”


  She curled up next to him while he turned on the TV, and in seconds, she was fast asleep.


  


  * * * *


  


  No, this wasn’t how Tony thought he’d be spending his evening and night. He’d planned on tanning her ass, sure. In the fun way. Accompanied by a forced orgasm scene that would lead to hot sex upon their return home.


  Not…this.


  He really had thought he’d misheard Shayla at first in the club. In the early days they’d butted heads a couple of times, mildly and at home. Leftover emotional triggers from her ex.


  He got it. He didn’t fault her for it.


  But ’tude like that, at the club, and in front of Tilly?


  No.


  Had Shayla immediately backpedalled and changed her tone the first chance he gave her, he also would have let it drop with nothing more than a discussion in the car on the way home.


  But a negative pattern of behavior like that, especially a deliberately disrespectful one, not only as her Master and owner, but as her husband, wasn’t something he’d let go.


  And he had felt badly that it had been his fault her feelings were hurt. She was an adult, however. A writer. Able to use her words.


  Insulting snark over a situation beyond his control wasn’t tolerable. He’d never do it to her, and expected the same respect in return.


  He’d expected her to ask for five or ten with the cane, not twenty.


  That meant she really felt bad about what she’d done. He could have overruled her, but this way, she felt better about it. She’d be able to let it go now, the way he’d already let it go.


  But it sure as fucking hell killed his libido. He hated punishing her.


  Of course he’d beat her all day and night, if she wanted it, for fun.


  Punishment sucked. Anyone who said they enjoyed genuinely punishing a slave they claimed to love and cherish as a life partner, in his opinion, needed a full psych eval. Being a sadist didn’t equate, to him, with enjoying their partner’s emotional pain.


  He set the TV’s sleep timer, put the remote aside, and closed his eyes, hoping for sleep to come soon.


  


  * * * *


  


  Shayla awoke Sunday morning with a very sore ass.


  Oh, yeah.


  Moving carefully and quietly so as not to wake Tony, she slipped out of bed and into their bathroom. Before she used the toilet, she turned and looked at her ass in the mirror.


  Yep, twenty cane strokes.


  Normally, she enjoyed having his marks on her ass.


  This morning they were a reminder of her bad behavior. She knew it was in the past, done and done, but still…


  Had she just not been snotty to him, she could have ended the night at home with the fun kind of beating that was accompanied by lots and lots of orgasms, which would have left her wrung out in the good way, not the bad one.


  After using the bathroom and washing her hands, she headed to the kitchen to get the coffee brewing. Yes, it was a fresh start, clean slate and all that.


  Still, she couldn’t shake what she’d done. The more she reflected on it—with or without the cane strokes—the worse she felt. At the club, when he’d broke the news to her, she’d reacted without thinking. And she was better than that. Or, should be.


  Tony wasn’t her ex, James, but for a second there’d been a flash in her brain, of one of the many times her ex had said something, promised something, and then hadn’t followed through.


  But Tony was not her ex. She could count on one hand with fingers left over the times Tony hadn’t followed through on something, and all of them had good explanations.


  Like last night.


  After a couple of years of marriage, she should be beyond those old triggers. The emotional wounds.


  Her friend, Allison, who still lived in Ohio, had told Shayla in passing one time that James had been through a string of women and was still lamenting to anyone who’d listen that he wished he hadn’t screwed up things with Shayla.


  Serves him right.


  It pissed her off on a visceral level that she’d let old emotional wounds from James bubble up last night in her response to Tony.


  Yes, she was making a big deal about it. Because it was a big deal. She wanted to be better than that emotionally wounded woman who’d moved to Florida for a fresh start.


  She leaned against the counter and waited for the coffee to finish brewing so she could fix Tony his mug and take it in to him. On work mornings, they usually weren’t formal, both of them racing to get ready and get out of the house on time.


  But on weekends and holidays, they had a protocol. Today, it was more important than ever to her that she follow it to the letter.


  One of their cats, Cream, wound her way around Shayla’s ankles, twining herself back and forth between her legs. She stooped down and picked up the cat, who was black except for a white spot on her belly. They’d adopted Cream, and her brother, Bagel, from the local animal shelter. Littermates, their elderly owner had died and none of the relatives wanted the cats.


  “Mommy screwed up,” she whispered into the cat’s fur. “You guys are so lucky.”


  The cat, oblivious to Shayla’s mindset, happily purred at the attention.


  Once the coffeemaker gave up its last steamy, burbling gasp, Shayla put the cat down and poured Tony’s coffee, fixing it the way he liked before taking it into the bedroom.


  After setting it on the bedside table, she slid back into bed, wincing when he stirred.


  He rolled over and draped his arm around her. “Good morning, pet,” he mumbled, kissing the back of her neck.


  “Good morning, Sir.”


  He lifted his head. “What’s wrong?” Now he sounded completely awake.


  “I still feel bad about last night.”


  He made her roll over onto her back and look him in the eye. “Last night’s done. Over. Past. Clean slate.”


  She nodded.


  He sighed and sat up, looking for and finding his coffee. He took a sip before speaking again. “Why can’t you let this go?”


  “Because I should have been better than that.”


  “Things happen, pet. It’s all right. I’m not mad.”


  “I’m mad at myself.” She started picking at her fingernails. “I thought I was beyond James being able to get under my skin anymore.”


  He looked thoughtful. “You triggered because of James.”


  She nodded. “I know you’re not him. I know you felt badly about last night. It was like I just lost control of my brain. And I hate that. I’m better than that.”


  “Then remember it the next time something comes up. Try to remember to take a deep breath and think about that before you respond. Not just with me, but with anyone.”


  “It’s been a couple of years now. Why would I still trigger like that?”


  “Why does anyone? We’re imperfect creatures, pet.” He took another sip of his coffee before setting it on the bedside table again. Then he rolled on top of her, catching her wrists in his hands and raising them above her head. “Now, did you want to discuss psychology this morning, or would you rather me make up for last night?”


  “Make up for last night.”


  “That’s my good girl.” He kissed her, slowly at first, giving her time to disengage her brain and let her body take over. It took her a few moments until her tenacious thoughts finally faded away under his steady, patient, tender kisses.


  Nuzzling the side of her neck, he started nibbling at first, then biting, making her squirm and moan as the pain triggered the now familiar and deeply ingrained response in her.


  Her clit throbbed, pussy growing wetter as her ass rubbed against the bed. Now she was able to relish the pain in her ass, the sensation adding to her growing desire and helping fan the coals into a raging flame she needed him to smother for her.


  “There’s my good girl,” he murmured. He sat up and reached over to the bedside table, retrieving a snap clip from the drawer and using it to fasten her wrist cuffs together.


  His cock stood out, rigid, engorged, ready.


  But she knew he wouldn’t sate his own needs until he’d taken care of her first.


  He worked his way down the bed and shoved her thighs apart before burying his face in her pussy.


  With her eyes closed, she let out a loud moan, relief to finally have this need not only back with a vengeance, but also the promise of immediate gratification.


  He slid two fingers inside her pussy, slowly fucking her with them while his lips and tongue worked on her clit and pulled the first orgasm out of her.


  This.


  She didn’t bother trying to keep quiet, knowing he wanted to hear her as he kept her orgasm rolling, flowing through her, spinning and weaving, one long, slow burn that showed no signs of stopping. He knew her body better than her at this point, knew what tricks to use to keep her coming, each climax melting into the next so they were impossible to tell apart and it felt like one long release.


  At one point the fingers disappeared from her pussy. He reached up to her breasts, cupping and squeezing them even as his tongue still flicked at her clit. Fingers pinched her nipples, hard, triggering yet another orgasm.


  She didn’t know how long she lay there, helpless to do anything but endure it, sensory overload of the best kind. His hands, his mouth…


  His love.


  Finally, he sat up again, aligning his cock with her pussy and slowly sinking deep inside her, matching soft gasps of pleasure escaping them.


  He kissed her as he thrust, slowly, his hands once again clasping hers.


  This.


  The delicious feeling of being owned, swallowed whole by him, mind, body, soul.


  Heart.


  Patiently, he took his time, building her up again until one last orgasm bubbled and swelled inside her, deliciously bursting, giving him the signal he needed.


  “My good girl,” he whispered. His thrusts sped up, increasing, harder, faster until he came and fell still inside her, his lips pressed against hers.


  Her soul felt at peace once more.


  After a few minutes, he unclipped her wrist cuffs and rolled to the side with her, holding her even as his cock went limp inside her. “Better?” he softly asked.


  She buried her face against his chest. “Better, Sir. Thank You.”


  “Thank you, pet.” He nuzzled his face in her hair, his beard lightly scritching against her scalp. “What say we laze around today?”


  “I thought you had stuff you wanted to get done today?”


  “I did.” He seemed to settle even more deeply into the mattress with her still wrapped in his arms. “But I think I’d rather spend it with you.”


  His heart softly thumped in her ear through his chest. “I’d like that a lot, Sir. Thank You.”


  John and Abbey


  


  Dynamics can be fixed, like a mountain.


  Sometimes they can be fluid and flexible, just like the tides…


  


  * * * *


  


  Back rounded, forehead on the cool floor, his knees and forearms also pressed flat against it—he waited.


  Naked, as she’d ordered.


  Nothing.


  Nothing in his head, and nothing on his body that didn’t belong to Her. Just Her collar.


  And rolling through his mind, thoughts of what she might have planned for when she arrived home.


  The thoughts were what made his painfully hard cock ache with every pulse throb.


  Normally, John and Abbey had a very fluid and easy dynamic, nothing formal, flowing back and forth from one end of the spectrum to the other at will and depending on the other’s mood.


  But every once in a while, she got a really Dominant headspace going…


  And he was more than happy to hang on for the ride until she got it out of her system. Especially today. It’d been a while since she’d done more than just top him in play and for fun.


  This was all Mistress he’d be dealing with today, he knew. From the tone of her voice over the phone when she’d called him at work five minutes before he was scheduled to leave for the day, to the orders she’d given him as she did so.


  He loved it.


  Most of his own life was spent Dominant—at work, even at home, to a certain extent. Abbey liked to submit to him, too, and their default mode gently leaned toward him being the stronger of the two. Not by conscious thought or action, it just…happened.


  That was the nice thing about them both being switches, there was never a power vacuum between them. Their dynamic ebbed and flowed as their energy levels did.


  And damn good thing, too, because he needed a subbie day.


  A masochistic fix.


  Outside, he heard her car roll into the driveway and shut off. She took her time getting out, probably checking her e-mail on her phone. The sound of the car door shutting meant he could mentally track her progress as he listened.


  Her footsteps on the front walk.


  Her hand on the knob, turning it, swinging the door open.


  “Good boy,” she said.


  It was all he could do not to wag his ass in glee at her tone of voice. Puppy play was on their list of items to try, but he hadn’t yet purchased the gear he wanted for it, like a puppy hood or leather mitts for paws.


  Her high heels clicked on the floor as she went into the living room and set her things down on the couch before walking over to where he knelt in the hallway. Then she kicked off her heels and stood, barefoot, in front of him.


  “Who’s my good boy?” she asked.


  “Me, Mistress.”


  “Yes, you are. Say hello.”


  He scooted forward and kissed her feet, his mind deeply sinking into bliss, knowing he could completely shut down the control center and do nothing more than act and react as she ordered.


  Blessed subspace.


  She leaned over and ruffled his hair. “Did you already take care of George?”


  “Yes, Mistress. I gave him his romaine already.” Her pet tortoise—their pet tortoise, now that they were engaged—was happily sunning himself in his large enclosure on the lanai.


  “Good boy.” She snapped her fingers, making him jump to his feet to follow her. She sat down on the couch and patted her lap.


  Wow. Not even a subtle warm-up. Yay!


  With his cock already rock-hard, he laid across her thighs and closed his eyes again as her left hand hooked around his collar and the right stroked his ass.


  “Tilly’s right. You do have a nice ass,” she said just before she began spanking same said ass with her bare hand.


  He couldn’t help it—he moaned. She wasn’t hitting him hard, her bare-handed spankings never a fraction as vicious as a good paddling. This was simply the appetizer for what he was sure would follow.


  In the bedroom, he’d arranged a couple of towels on the bed, as she’d ordered, along with gloves, lube, the Feeldoe, a condom on the Feeldoe, and the strong vibrator.


  And the Delrin hexrod, an implement that made the most severe rattan cane look fluffy by comparison.


  He’d shivered when he’d pulled it out of the cane tube and neatly laid it on the bed, arranging it with everything else.


  That damn thing would leave muscle knots in his ass if she hit him hard enough with it.


  He hoped she’d hit him that hard with it.


  He also hoped he hadn’t left a small puddle of pre-cum on the floor where he’d been kneeling and awaiting her.


  Experience told him that his leaking cock meant she’d end up with a small wet spot on the front of her skirt, which she would undoubtedly make him lick before taking him into the bedroom for his “punishment.”


  More like funishment, really, but hey, it worked for them. He wasn’t complaining, and neither was she.


  After a few minutes, she stopped, running her hand over his warmed ass cheeks. “Is everything ready like I ordered?” she asked.


  “Yes, Mistress.” Even he heard the slur in his voice. No other partner had ever been able to drop him this deep into subspace before. Due in no small part, he knew, to the trust he had in her.


  The love.


  The knowledge that she enjoyed this every bit as much as he was enjoying it.


  “Then get up.”


  He did, not even wobbling on his feet as he stood.


  “Tsk.” She looked down at her skirt. “Someone was a bad boy.” She pointed.


  Yep, there was a wet spot.


  Without her even asking, he dropped to his knees in front of her and started licking the fabric.


  Her fingers plunged into his hair, keeping him in place. “Such a goood boy,” she whispered. “Didn’t even have to tell you what to do.”


  The sound of her voice vibrated through him, to his core, enveloping him.


  There were still two months until their wedding. At this rate, John wasn’t even worried they might wear themselves out before then.


  He knew they were just getting started in their life together. They hadn’t even begun to plumb the depths of the well of their mutual kinkiness together.


  Finally, she patted the top of his head. “Good enough for now. Let’s move to the bedroom.”


  He stood and offered her a hand up. She led the way, the soft swish of her skirt loud in the otherwise quiet house. At their bedroom door, she paused, appraising.


  “Excellent,” she said. “Good job. Go stand at the end of the bed.”


  Hurrying to comply, he dashed past her and fought the urge to dance from foot to foot in his eagerness to play.


  Abbey, however, knew how eager he was and decided to draw it out. A little bit of subtle sadism. She took her time getting undressed, using the bathroom, freshening up, leaving him standing there and growing more anxious by the moment.


  When she returned to the bedroom, she hooked her fingers through the back of his collar and bent him over the end of the bed. “Who wants a nice sore ass before they get fucked?”


  “Me, Ma’am.” He closed his eyes, widening his stance for balance as he rested his weight on his elbows.


  This was going to really.


  Fucking.


  Hurt.


  His cock throbbed in anticipation.


  The Delrin hexrod lay next to him. She picked it up and touched the end of it to his lips. He sucked on it, laving his tongue over it the way he would her clit or finger or even her toe.


  That earned him a chuckle. “God that’s so fucking sexy.” She pulled the cane away and laid it across his ass. “These are going to hurt,” she warned him. “You haven’t had any in a while, and I feel badly about that.”


  That was all the warning she gave him before she laid the first stroke across his ass.


  He dropped his head to the bed, forehead pressed against the covers as he moaned. Yes, it fucking hurt.


  And it made his cock throb even more.


  No, he wasn’t a true masochist. It wasn’t the pain that turned him on, it was her control of it and of him, her Domination, her love.


  That was sexier than hell.


  He didn’t have to keep count of the strokes, fortunately for him. That allowed him to slip even deeper into subspace, to relish every impact, every ounce of pain spiraling outward from its landing point, every rush of endorphins swelling in on the backside.


  Tossing the cane onto the bed, she reached for the disposable gloves and lube. “You know what comes next, don’t you?”


  “Yes, Ma’am,” he mumbled.


  Good thing for the towels, or there would be a wet spot on the bed, too.


  He felt her hands on his ass, spreading his cheeks, working cool lube inside him and making him moan. One finger, then two, and a third, slowly fucking his ass with them as he flexed his hips in time with her motions.


  “Good boy,” she whispered. “Such a good boy for me.”


  “Thank You, Ma’am.”


  The hands withdrew. She picked up the Feeldoe, inserted the one end in her, then he felt the business end pressing for entrance against his ass.


  A loud, low, needy moan escaped him.


  “Yes, you’ve been wanting this, too, haven’t you?”


  “Yes, Ma’am.” It was one thing to wear a butt plug when they played.


  It was entirely another—and better—thing to have her actively fuck his ass. Her ownership of him, complete and without any debate or question. No different than when he fucked her with his own cock, as he had that morning, making them both ten minutes late out the door to work.


  Taking her time, she slowly worked the condom-clad head of the fake cock into his back channel, his cock throbbing in time with her steady progress. Then came the feeling of her body pressed against his aching ass and the backs of his thighs.


  She stripped off her gloves and dropped them to the floor before reaching for the vibrator. “Okay. Time for some fun.” He felt her slide the vibrator between their bodies, against her clit, and turn it on.


  That’s when she started fucking his ass.


  Her moans echoed his. Starting slow, she picked up speed and force until he was slamming back against her, trying to get the dildo into him as deeply as it would go. Faint vibrations ran through the Feeldoe and down into his ass from the vibrator, only adding to his pleasure.


  Then she orgasmed.


  For the first time.


  He smiled even as he continued moaning. Now that she was on a roll, she would ride him, use him, for several more minutes before reaching around him and getting him off.


  He loved it. Loved when she used him like that, for her pleasure, for her amusement. Whether it was mummifying him in plastic wrap from the neck down and cutting a hole in it so she could ride his cock when she wanted, or tying him up and sitting on his face until he licked and sucked her to several orgasms, or being used as her fuck toy, he enjoyed every second of it.


  It made him happy.


  Made him feel wanted.


  Needed.


  Loved.


  Useful.


  After what he knew had to be several orgasms for her, she shut off the vibrator and, as expected, reached around to find his cock.


  “Your turn,” she said, slicking his own pre-cum over his member and stroking him.


  It wouldn’t take long, not with her still fucking his ass and the Feeldoe hitting him right in the prostate with every thrust. Within a few strokes of her hand, he felt his release building, reaching critical mass until he threw his head back and moaned and his balls pumped hot cum all over her hand.


  “That’s my good boy,” she said, still stroking him until she was sure he’d finished. She let go of his cock and held her hand in front of his mouth.


  Eagerly, he laved his tongue all over her, cleaning her up. Hey, she swallowed. And it was his own cum. There was no reason why he wouldn’t do this for her. While he did, she ran the nails of her other hand up and down his spine, making him shiver in a good way.


  Finally, she patted him on the back. “Clean up time.”


  He waited for her to withdraw and step back before he straightened and turned. She gave him the Feeldoe to clean up and headed for the shower, where he joined her a few minutes later, wrapping his arms around her and kissing her deeply.


  Then she snuggled against him and he felt the energy shift. Specifically, her energy.


  “Long day?” he asked.


  “Frustrating. We had to deal with letting someone go who’s been doing very poorly with their accounts and it was a massive ordeal with HR. But now they’re finally gone and not our problem anymore.”


  He nuzzled the top of her head. “Ah. I wondered.”


  “Was it that obvious?”


  “Not specifically. But it was kind of out of the blue, the way you hit me up. Not that I’m complaining,” he quickly added.


  She looked up, smiling. “I didn’t think you were complaining.” Droplets of water beaded in her hair from the spray. “You didn’t sound like you were complaining.”


  “Those were the sounds of a very happy man,” he said.


  “I know.” She rested her head against his chest again. “I’m glad it doesn’t bother you to do stuff like that.”


  “I love making you happy. Even if I didn’t enjoy it—which I did—I’d still want to do it to make you happy.”


  “But that’s not the way I want you to be.”


  “That’s the way I want to be. If I really didn’t want to do something, I’d say so. I’m not a child or an immature brat. I promise, I’ll tell you. Just like I want you to promise to tell me.”


  She sighed. “There is one thing I want.”


  “What’s that?”


  “For our wedding date to hurry up and get here. I keep worrying you’ll change your mind about me.”


  He laughed, the sound echoing off the shower’s tiled walls. “Never, baby. You’re stuck with me forever.”


  After their shower they dried each other off and headed out to the kitchen. Tonight would be leftovers, nothing fancy. He loved that she’d grown as comfortable being naked around the house as he was.


  It definitely gave him something lovely to look at.


  While she was out checking on George, he remembered to take a peek.


  Yep, there was a dried patch of his cum on the flooring where he’d been kneeling, waiting for her. He grabbed a damn paper towel and got it wiped up before she returned.


  After dinner, they snuggled together on the couch, her head in his lap as she handed the clicker over to him. “You pick,” she said. “I’m brain dead tonight.”


  He stopped at a rerun of The Big Bang Theory, a guaranteed laugh for them both.


  As she laid there, she found his hand and laced her fingers through his, squeezing. “Thank you,” she said.


  “For what?”


  She looked up at him. “For taking care of me. Of all of me. And George.”


  “Baby, I love you. Why wouldn’t I take care of you? And him.”


  “I meant my bottom side and my Toppy side.”


  He stroked her hair with his free hand. “Again, why wouldn’t I? You take care of both of my sides.”


  “It’s just, I like how you don’t have expectations. You kind of go with it.”


  He didn’t need further explanation. They’d had plenty of talks about her ex and how he’d handled things.


  Especially the way he’d dumped her just before she’d needed back surgery, because she wasn’t “dominant” enough for him anymore.


  “We’re people first, babe,” he said, meaning it. “What we do works for us. I don’t give a crap how anyone else does it as long as you and I are happy. And I’m happy.”


  She smiled. “I’m happy, too.”


  “Good. Then that’s settled, right?”


  “Right.”


  Yes, their wedding day couldn’t get there soon enough for his liking. He already had some deliciously evil plans for their wedding night and knew she was working on a few of her own as well. They’d need a vacation to recover from their honeymoon at the rate they were going.


  And he wouldn’t have it any other way.


  Sully, Mac, and Clarisse


  


  Safe harbors come in all shapes and sizes…


  


  * * * *


  


  “Go ahead and set it,” Clarisse called out as she shifted the smoothly throbbing engines into neutral.


  On the bow, the anchor splashed into the water, the chain unwinding from the windlass as it played out and turned into rope. Clarisse bumped the engines into reverse, just enough thrust to stop their forward momentum and let the current pull them back to more easily set the anchor before setting the drift alarm.


  With clear skies and calm seas, it was a beautiful Tuesday to be out on the boat.


  Made even better with a friend at their home, babysitting their two sons. That gave Clarisse, Mac, and Sully a few hours out on the water.


  And since they were on the water, that meant boat rules applied.


  Mac was in control.


  In fact, Clarisse had put her play collar on as soon as they’d pulled out of their berth at the marina. Mac had put Sully’s on him once they’d hit the headmarker at the end of the channel and were heading out into the Gulf, past Anclote Island.


  It’d been a while since full-on boat rules had applied. The three of them didn’t get much time out on the boat alone. And sometimes it was just two of them at a time, meaning Clarisse usually let Mac and Sully go so Sully could give masochistic Mac the time he needed.


  But not today.


  Today was all about boat rules.


  Clarisse held her breath as Mac made his way aft from the bow without losing his grip or his footing. This was a sight that, at one point, Clarisse wasn’t even sure she’d ever see again. The image of Mac lying in that hospital bed, in a coma, following the brutal attack by her ex, was never more than a moment’s thought from her consciousness, no matter how hard she tried to get rid of it.


  Some memories just couldn’t be erased.


  He jumped down onto the deck and pulled Sully in for a kiss. “Get naked, buddy,” Mac told Sully. Then he glanced at Clarisse and arched an eyebrow. “Why are you still dressed?”


  She grinned as she shut off the engines and cranked the generator. “I’m working on it, Sir.” She pulled her shirt off. “Better?”


  “Almost.” He pointed a finger at her shorts, drawing a circle in the air. “Those, too, sweetheart.”


  “I’m getting there.” She folded up her shirt and laid it on the dash.


  “Get there faster.” He reached out and cupped the back of Sully’s neck. “I know it’s boat rules, but how much latitude have I earned?”


  Sully smirked. “Complete.”


  “Oooh. Good.” He started pushing Sully down to his knees. “Then blowjob first. I don’t get enough of those from you.”


  “Hey!” Clarisse playfully protested as she balanced on one foot and tried to get her shorts off without falling over. “I give you blowjobs all the time, Sir.”


  “I know you, do—oh, fuck that’s good. I know you give them to me, but he doesn’t. I was not casting aspersions on your oral talents, baby.” He now cupped Sully’s head in both hands, his cock already down Sully’s throat.


  Clarisse could barely hear the sound of the waves gently lapping against the boat’s fiberglass hull over the sound of the generator rumbling below decks. Entranced, she watched as Sully—usually their Master—slowly got his mouth fucked by Mac.


  Yeah, that was hot. Really hot. She loved watching the two of them together, regardless of who was in control at the time. It was just…


  Hot.


  She knew some of their friends didn’t get their kinky dynamic, how Sully could switch with Mac, but Clarisse loved it. Even some of their friends who were switches didn’t get it. They weren’t like John and Abbey, where both of them were switches without a “default mode.” And even on the boat, Sully was still their Master. They felt it in their hearts.


  It didn’t mean he couldn’t enjoy letting the reins loose every once in a while for Mac to take charge of things.


  Clarisse didn’t switch. Sully and Mac had once asked her if she wanted a “boat rules” equivalent every so often, but she declined. While she loved and trusted and understood her guys, she didn’t want to dominate either one of them.


  They had a little dog for that. Bart the Dom dog.


  And their two kids.


  The only time she’d ever come close to taking charge was during Mac’s extensive and grueling rehab. Where she’d had to play drill sergeant to get him to do his exercises sometimes when he didn’t want to.


  But that was…different.


  Even in those darkest days, in Clarisse’s heart, Mac was still her Sir. Even when he lay unconscious in the hospital bed. Yes, also owned by their Master, Sully, but still an extra tier of emotional support and safety in her life once his recovery reached a level that impressed all of his doctors and rehab therapists.


  That would never change.


  Mac smiled down at Sully, who had his hands wrapped around the other man’s thighs. “I’m not going to deny I enjoy this,” Mac said. “Every once in a while.” He picked up the pace as he fucked Sully’s mouth. “It’s nice to have the memory of looking down and seeing your eyes staring up at me, my cock down your throat. Pet, since you’re just standing there, why don’t you get busy and suck his cock. He’s doing a good job and I want him to have an incentive to keep doing it.”


  Mac widened his stance enough that she could lie down on her back between his legs and reach Sully’s cock. Sully let out a loud, long moan as she swallowed his cock.


  “Good girl, pet,” Mac said, sounding a little hoarse now. “Play with his balls, too. Just don’t let him come yet. I have plans for him.”


  She wrapped the fingers of one hand around the base of Sully’s cock, pressing on the underside, going slowly, knowing how to keep him close to the edge without tipping him over. With her other hand she gently squeezed his balls, rolling them in the palm of her hand.


  A low hiss of pleasure escaped Mac as Sully moaned around his cock. “That’s it, pet. Make him make noises. That feels so fucking good.”


  After a few minutes, Mac pulled his cock out of Sully’s mouth. “Get up, pet,” he said. Time for some fun.” He grabbed the bottle of lube he’d brought on board with them and headed out onto the deck.


  Clarisse followed him, looking around, scanning the horizon. They were ten miles offshore, and other than what looked like a large shrimper several miles to the south of them and heading in, they had this patch of ocean all to themselves.


  Mac had her sit on the stern, legs spread wide. Grabbing Sully by the hair, he bent him over. “Make her yell her head off,” Mac playfully ordered. “I want to hear her coming.”


  Sully didn’t have to be told twice. He wrapped his arms around her legs and buried his face in her pussy, knowing exactly how to get her off quickly. She leaned back, propped on her arms, and watched as Mac stripped and started slathering his cock with lube. Then he dropped to his knees behind Sully, nudging the other man’s legs farther apart.


  “You want to play,” Mac said, “you have to pay.” He drizzled lube over his hand and started working a finger into Sully’s rim.


  Sully let out a moan that reverberated through Clarisse’s pussy, making her moan in response. She was trying not to let her eyes fall closed, not wanting to miss watching a second of the sexy action, but it was damn hard not to just let go and succumb to Sully’s talented mouth as he licked and sucked on her clit.


  After Mac had three fingers easily sliding into Sully’s ass, he lined his cock up with the man’s rim and sank home. Clarisse climaxed as Sully’s fingers dug into her thighs, his moan of pleasure echoing through her entire body.


  “That’s it,” Mac said. “Today, you’re the middle of the sandwich. Been too damn long since I’ve had my cock in your ass.” He grabbed Sully’s hair and pulled him up and off Clarisse. “Stand up. Don’t lose my cock or you’ll get tied to the railing with a butt plug up you all afternoon and no relief.”


  As one, the men got to their feet.


  “Pet,” Mac said, “turn around and present that gorgeous ass. I want him in your pussy when I’m fucking him.”


  She slid off the stern, feet planted on the deck, her breasts pressed against the sun-warmed fiberglass of the stern as Sully slid his cock inside her. Wrapping her fingers around the edge of the stern, she arched her back, gaining just a little more cock inside her pussy.


  “Good girl,” Mac said. “Sully, give her a hand. Don’t leave her hanging.”


  His hands encircled her, fingers finding her swollen, sensitive clit and playing with it. She let out a moan as another orgasm trickled through her.


  “Now I’m going to ream your ass out,” Mac said. “Leave you something to remember me by for a while. Don’t you dare fucking come before I do, or your ass will be black and blue in addition to being well fucked by the time we get back to port.”


  Clarisse felt Mac’s thrusts as Sully was shoved into her with each stroke. Timing it just right, she found and picked up Mac’s rhythm, so that she was withdrawing when Mac did and slamming her hips back against Sully when Mac thrust.


  Sully groaned. “Fuck,” he whispered. “I can’t hold out long. It feels too damn good.”


  “You’d better hold out,” Mac said. “You won’t like it if you don’t.” Clarisse heard the sound of Mac slapping Sully’s ass as he fucked him. “Like I said, I’m going to make damn good use of the time I have in the driver’s seat.”


  Clarisse was glad she hadn’t been given any orders to hold it. Another orgasm ripped through her, made only better by the feel of Sully’s cock bottoming out inside her.


  Behind them, Mac let out a familiar grunt she knew signaled the start of his own release. She gave up trying to keep up with their rhythms, now simply holding on and enjoying it.


  “Okay,” Mac gasped. “You may come.”


  Sully grabbed her by the hips and started fucking her hard and fast and triggering yet another orgasm in her, the weight of his body pinning her against the stern until his cock finally exploded and filled her.


  As they all laid there, the world gradually coming back to them, the thrum of the generator, the sound of the water against the hull, Clarisse snickered.


  “What’s so funny, pet?” Mac asked from the back of the pile.


  “I’m sure when Uncle Tad named this the Dilly Dally that he never expected anything like this to happen on board.”


  “Probably not,” Sully agreed.


  “Or, maybe he did,” Mac said. “Who knows what he and your aunt did?”


  “I don’t want to know,” Clarisse said.


  After they untangled themselves, they jumped into the warm Gulf water for a quick swim and to clean up. After climbing back on board, rinsing the salt water off with fresh and drying off, Mac reached for the key to the lock on Sully’s collar and opened it.


  Sully looked confused. “What are you doing?”


  Mac shrugged, a bashful smile on his face. “I’m good.”


  Sully caught Mac’s hand before he could unbuckle the collar. “What about boat rules? This is your afternoon to be in charge. We agreed.”


  “I only had a little toppy energy to expend.” He tipped his head toward Clarisse. “I don’t know if it’s because she’s always looking to me as her Sir, even when I’m Your slave, or because of being dad to the kids, or what. But I’m good, seriously.”


  Sully released Mac’s hand. “If you’re sure.”


  “I’m sure.” He removed Sully’s collar and slipped the lock back into place, closing it with a soft click. “I get to be in charge enough right now. I prefer our natural order of things.”


  Sully leaned in and kissed him, opening his arm toward Clarisse so they could include her in their hug. “I prefer our natural order of things, too,” Sully said, “but I won’t deny I like the occasional boat rules outing.”


  “You guys have no idea how hot it is watching you two together,” she said. “Especially like that.”


  Sully nuzzled his nose against hers. “No toppy time for you, huh?”


  “Nope. I’m good. Being a mom is more than enough toppy time for me. I’d rather be a minion than a mastermind.”


  Mac laughed. “Maybe we need to paint you yellow and get you a little blue romper to wear.”


  “Umm, yeeaahh, no. That’s not happening.”


  “You safewording on that, pet?” Sully asked.


  “Yes. Because if I don’t, you two won’t be happy until you do it to me.”


  “You know us far too well, pet,” Mac said.


  “Which is why I’m happy to always be the pet.”


  Overhead, a gull cried out before it landed on the stern and stared at them.


  “Sorry,” she called out to it. “We’re not fishing today.” It wasn’t unusual for gulls to follow them out, or to investigate them, always on the search for a handout of bait or chum.


  “I bet the boys would like it if we minionized you,” Mac teased.


  “No.”


  “But you’d look so cute,” Sully said.


  “No. Don’t make me mom-voice you two.”


  The men laughed. “Yeah,” Mac said. “That’s sort of a chubby-killer when you use that tone.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sully wasn’t going to argue with Mac. The man knew his own mind and was capable of making decisions. And that was why he also wouldn’t feel guilty about the abbreviated boat rules day, either.


  After their years together, if Sully couldn’t trust Mac to know what he needed, then there were more serious issues to be dealt with.


  Clarisse turned on the radio and plugged her iPod into it. The sounds of Jimmy Buffet rolled through the cabin and out over the water.


  “That’s more like it, babe,” Mac said, doing a silly little naked bump-and-grind against her. “Let’s party like we don’t have a babysitter awaiting our return and two cranky toddlers to soothe.”


  Sully laughed. More because of that fact than their dance. “Ooh, that’s so romantic. Talk dirty diapers to me.”


  They all laughed. It was a running joke with them in some of the precious alone time that they got, about merging parenting with their dynamic without either suffering.


  So far, they’d managed it, even though it meant an end to nakey days for Mac and Clarisse, and they weren’t free to scene whenever they wanted to.


  Because there were days when Sully had stared at Mac as he laid in the hospital bed and wished and prayed for the man to open his eyes.


  Days he couldn’t erase from his memory. Days that couldn’t have been less like the beauty of this afternoon. Days where he thought times like this were a thing of the past.


  Days when he realized that, without meaning to, he’d taken Brant for granted in many ways, that the man would always be there for him, indestructible. He was the one who had issues, between his bum leg and nightmares of the shooting that permanently and prematurely retired him from the force. He was the one he assumed would be the weaker of the two of them regardless of Brant being his slave.


  Or maybe Clarisse was stronger than both of them put together. Not just the love of their lives and the mother of their children, but she’d faced evil head on and blown its brains out.


  Literally.


  A fact no one else knew besides the three of them.


  A fact no one else would ever know for certain.


  He hadn’t been able to protect Brant. He hadn’t been able to protect Clarisse. And yet these two people looked up to him as their Owner and Master and husband. They had two sons who looked up to him as their father.


  He liked the boat rules days to remind him of that fallibility. Not that it was a state he wanted to occupy full time, but it was a nice escape on occasion.


  With a soft breeze and smooth, glassy rollers on a light current, the boat barely bobbed on the water. They spread towels on the deck and stretched out for a nap, sunning themselves, enjoying the brief respite today provided. Yes, once their boys were old enough to go to school, the three of them could snatch little moments of time here and there at home and not have to go out on the boat or rent a hotel room to do it.


  Sully preferred the boat, though. Not just for boat rules, but it was also where Clarisse had originally burst into their lives, literally, when she’d stowed away on it thinking it still belonged to her uncle.


  And despite it being the place where Brant almost lost his life, Sully still loved it. Because it was where the two of them became three.


  And he wasn’t entirely sure that at least one of their sons might have been conceived while aboard it, too.


  They had survived, healed, and moved on, their family growing, while Clarisse’s ex was worm food.


  Sully lay in the middle. He reached to either side of him and found Brant and Clarisse’s hands. “Love you, guys.”


  “Love you, too, Master,” they echoed in unison, setting off giggles in Clarisse and laughter in Mac.


  “Stereo,” Sully said. “Ahh, gotta love it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mac loved the feel of the sun against his naked body. A nearly perfect day, the two people he loved, a quiet boat, and a calm Gulf.


  Perfection.


  He’d dozed off when Sully squeezed his hand, waking him. “Ready to head in, Brant?”


  Mac lifted his head, feeling a little groggy. “How long’s it been?”


  “It’s nearly three.”


  “Holy crap.” He sat up. Clarisse was already up and dressed. Sully was standing, leaning over, a pair of shorts on. “How long was I asleep?”


  “Over an hour.”


  He rolled over and climbed to his feet, stretching. “Wow. I’m surprised I’m not charbroiled.”


  Clarisse held up a can of spray suntan lotion. “Got ya covered, Sir.”


  “Ah. Smart pet.”


  “I try.”


  They ate their lunch of sandwiches before Clarisse shut off the genny and cranked the engines. Mac made his way forward to the bow to make sure the anchor windlass coiled properly. Clarisse bumped the throttle just enough to put a little slack in the line as it started coiling.


  Once the anchor was stowed and Mac had made his way back to the wheelhouse, Clarisse punched in their return course and got them turned around.


  “This was a nice day,” Mac said. “We should do this more often.”


  “Hey,” Sully teased. “I asked you if you wanted to keep doing boat rules.”


  “I don’t just mean that,” Mac said. “I mean this. Together. This is nice.”


  “Yeah, and once the boys are old enough to come out with us, that’ll effectively end the era of boat rules.”


  Mac sighed. “I know.” He wrapped his arms around Sully from behind and rested his chin on Sully’s shoulder. “We’ll have to get more creative the older they get.”


  Clarisse giggled. “They’re already creative. They’re going to be a handful when they’re older, if they’re anything like their fathers.” She cast a loving gaze at them from where she sat behind the wheel. She knew this boat even better than Mac did, having first practically grown up on it with her uncle and aunt, and then supervising the later refits to it to turn it into a fish-and-dive charter boat instead of a commercial fishing vessel.


  “You mean more of a handful than they already are?” Sully asked. “Maybe I should book more out-of-town speaking engagements,” he teased.


  She leveled a finger at him. “Don’t you dare. Master,” she quickly added. “I need all the help I can get with those two.”


  “You know I’m just teasing, pet.” He patted Mac’s hands and turned in his embrace. “But I do think I know someone who might be in need of a quick paddling before we get too close to shore.”


  Mac let out a happy sigh. “Yes, Master.” He headed for the hatch to go below decks. They couldn’t do much impact play at the house with the boys there for fear of them hearing. Two inquisitive toddlers were not conducive to loud play.


  Behind him, he heard Sully kiss Clarisse. “We’ll be back up in a few.”


  “Take your time, boys,” she said. “We’ll be at least ninety minutes before we reach the dock.”


  Mac had already stripped and leaned over the galley table between the booth seats.


  “Just what I wanted to see,” Sully said, grabbing Mac’s ass cheeks and squeezing, hard.


  Mac’s head dropped, his eyes falling closed. Around them the low throb of the diesel engines and the sound of water against the hull helped drown out his pounding pulse.


  Sully grabbed the back of Mac’s collar with his left hand and laid the cool wood of the paddle against his ass cheeks. “Sorry this will be quick and hard, slave,” Sully said. “Next week we’ll get a couple of hours while Clarisse takes the boys to visit Tad.”


  “Yes, Master,” he said.


  The first impact was stinging, hard, loud, the crack slicing through the cabin even as the pain bit through his nervous system.


  Yeesss…


  No, Clarisse wasn’t a pain slut. She didn’t need it the way he did.


  She didn’t need the mental reset.


  He craved it. He’d take everything Sully would throw at him and then some without a single complaint.


  Sully paddled him, hard, with just enough time between strokes to allow him to process each one before the next landed, but not slowly enough to give him time to think about them and throw off his rhythm. By the time Sully finished, Mac had a nice, hot, glowing red ass, and a raging hard-on to boot.


  He heard Sully lay the paddle on the galley counter. With his left hand still firmly gripping Mac’s collar, Sully reached around Mac and grabbed his cock, stroking it.


  “One of the many things I love about you, slave,” Sully whispered in his ear. “I love that you’ll take that for me and it makes you hard and horny for me.”


  Mac, beyond words, flexed his hips against Sully’s hand, wanting more traction against his throbbing cock.


  Sully yanked him up and off the table and pushed him ahead of him, forward to the larger cabin. There, Sully turned him around, kissed him ferociously, and then shoved him backward onto the bunk.


  “Legs up, slave. I want to watch your face while I fuck you.”


  Mac grabbed his knees and drew them up while Sully put down a towel under Mac’s ass. Sully shoved down his shorts and slicked his cock with lube before working a generous amount of it into Mac’s ass.


  “Lucky for you,” Sully said, “beating your ass makes me fucking horny as hell.”


  He pressed the knob of his cock against Mac’s rim and slowly pressed forward, breaching his ass and giving him time to adjust to the intrusion. Once he’d worked his cock all the way into Mac’s ass, filling him, he reached down and twisted Mac’s nipple rings until he cried out.


  “That’s right,” Sully said. “I control the pleasure and the pain, don’t I?”


  “Yes, Master!” he gasped.


  “Ask me for what you want.”


  “Please pound my ass, Master!”


  Sully’s lubed hand encircled Mac’s cock, stroking him even as he started thrusting. “Oh, I’m going to do that, all right. But you’d better come before I do, or you’ll be holding it for several days.”


  With his ankles over Sully’s shoulders, Mac felt his climb start as Sully’s cock hit him perfectly in the sweet spot with every thrust. He stared up into Sully’s grey eyes, knowing he was exactly where he wanted and needed to be—under this man.


  It didn’t take long for Sully to wring an orgasm out of Mac, his cock exploding in the other man’s hand, coating his belly with cum.


  “Good boy,” Sully whispered before fucking him in earnest, pounding his ass, driving Mac up the bed until Sully finally came and fell still.


  He leaned in and kissed him. “Love you, Brant.”


  Mac smiled up at him. “Love you, too, Sully.”


  “You have my permission to bend Clarisse over in the bathroom and fuck her brains out when we get home. I’ll watch the boys while you do. We’ll tell them you’re in the shower.”


  Mac laughed. “Well, that part will be true.”


  They cleaned up in the head and made their way back to the wheelhouse. Clarisse smirked at them. “I take it I’m getting nailed when we get home?”


  Sully and Mac took turns leaning in to kiss her. “Are you complaining, sweetheart?” Sully teased.


  “No, just making sure. It’s not my fault you two are so sexalicious.”


  “Is that a word?” Mac asked.


  “Considering she’s using it to describe us, I won’t question it,” Sully said.


  The men flanked her as she sat there, manning the controls. With the seas still gentle, it was almost akin to driving a car, without having to worry about the direction or size of the waves or how the wind was hitting them.


  Heaven, Mac thought. Absolute heaven.


  Beneath their feet, the engines throbbed, the boat’s heartbeat, gently carrying them back home.


  Seth and Leah


  


  Sometimes, even a Dom needs to whip himself into shape…


  


  * * * *


  


  Crack!


  Seth frowned as he stared at the pristine target hanging from an oak tree in the back yard. He hadn’t meant to crack the whip, simply nail the target.


  A double fail, in other words.


  From the shade of a tree behind him, Leah softly laughed. “You want me to show you how it’s done?”


  “Smart ass.”


  “I’m not the one who hasn’t practiced in over a month.”


  He glanced over his shoulder at her. “Be glad I’m not practicing on your ass.”


  “Oooh, please don’t throw me into the briar patch.”


  “Hmph.” Seth turned back toward the target, a paper napkin hanging from a lower branch, suspended by a clothespin tied to the branch with a piece of string. Yes, he’d gotten out of practice. But they were teaching a class on whip handling next weekend at Venture, and he needed to shape up beforehand.


  He took a deep breath to settle himself, shook out his arms, and tried again.


  This time, he didn’t crack the whip, but he didn’t hit the target, either.


  “Dammit,” he muttered.


  Behind him, he heard Leah get up and walk over. “Would you prefer I showed you what you’re doing wrong, or let you keep getting more frustrated?” In the past five minutes, he hadn’t hit the target once.


  Totally unlike him.


  “What, exactly, are you planning to show me?”


  “You’re too tense, for starters.”


  She held out her hand and he relinquished the singletail to her. Stepping out of her way, he watched as she shook out her arms, then took a couple of gentle underhanded test swings at the target to gauge her distance.


  Then she settled into a relaxed stance before drawing her arm back and flicking the whip forward.


  The napkin target barely moved, but a chunk suddenly disappeared from the bottom of it.


  She took four more swings, each time nipping a little more from the target without cracking the whip, either.


  Turning, she coiled the whip and handed it to him. “You’re too tense, too stiff. You’re stopping your wrist too soon. That’s why it cracked. You didn’t follow through to the target.”


  “You and Kaden always make this look easy. Made.” He went silent as he stared at the kangaroo-hide singletail in his hands.


  She slipped her arms around him. “He’d be so proud of you, you know.”


  Seth nodded. “Of you, too.”


  She smiled up at him. “Well, I’d hope so. Wouldn’t want him coming back and haunting the crap out of us because we weren’t living up to expectations.”


  That finally drew a laugh out of him. He pulled her into his arms, his face buried in her hair. “The ghost of Christmas kinky?”


  “Exactly. Now just relax. You’re putting too much pressure on yourself.” She disengaged from their hug and walked over to the tree. There, she removed the target and hung up another napkin in its place. “Maybe I should make you practice on my ass,” she teased as she returned to his side.


  “Not yet. Let me get back into fighting form first. Going after your ass when I’m this out of practice will only make me more nervous.” They’d had midterms, lots of studying for their exams for the college business classes they were taking together. He’d barely had time to think, much less work on other pursuits. Now, with the semester break in full swing, he could relax.


  And work on his swing, so to speak.


  After a couple of test swings to gauge his distance, he threw the singletail for real. This time, he hit the napkin. Not exactly where he’d intended to, because it ripped it free from the clothespin.


  But at least he’d hit it without cracking the whip in the process.


  “There you go,” Leah said, walking over to reset it for him. “See? Just have some patience.”


  After about an hour of practice, where he worked on his aim with his left as well as his right arm, he was done. “Let’s go take a dip in the pool, babe,” he said.


  She smirked. “Giving up for the day, huh?”


  “No, not giving up. Resting. I don’t want to overtax myself.”


  “Uh-huh. Suuure.” She picked up the old napkins as well as others that hadn’t been shredded yet.


  “No, really. Wouldn’t want me to throw something out, would you?”


  She grinned. “Nooo, Sir. We wouldn’t want that to happen.”


  “You could at least try for a serious face.”


  She snorted. “I thought you never wanted me to lie to you?”


  “That’s not lying. That’s preserving what little shreds of dignity I have remaining. You know whips didn’t come naturally to me. Not like a bicycle. You sure you don’t want me to use a paintball gun on you?”


  “No, Sir. No paintball guns. You’ve got this.”


  “Easy for you to say.” He opened the door to the lanai for her, indicating for her to go first.


  “You need to quit being a perfectionist,” she said. “That’s a majority of your problem right there.”


  “I’m not a perfectionist.”


  “You are. You want to do things exactly right when they don’t need to be exactly right.”


  “Yeah, and it’s your ass on the line. I don’t want to hurt you.”


  “You won’t.” She set everything on the lanai table and pulled her T-shirt up and off over her head. She didn’t have a bra on. The only reason she had clothes on at all was they’d been out in the backyard. “You worry too much sometimes.”


  “It’s my job to worry about you.”


  “It’s your job to take care of me,” she said as she kicked off her shorts. “It’s not your job to incessantly worry about me in ways that only serve to waste your time and energy.” Having said that, she jumped into the deep end of the pool, surfacing only a moment later and treading water. “You coming in?”


  He stripped off his T-shirt and shorts and left them on top of her clothes before he cannonballed into the water. He broke the surface shaking his head and splashing water everywhere, making her giggle.


  Before she could get away, he reached out and snagged her arm, dragging her close and kissing her. “If I say it’s my job to worry about you, I’ll worry about you.”


  With her arms draped around his neck and her legs wrapped around his waist, it didn’t take long for Seth’s cock to harden in the comfortably warm water.


  “Would you like to discuss this, or fuck my brains out, Sir?”


  “Trick question, love.” He reached between them, grabbed his cock, and got it lined up with the entrance to her pussy. She needed no further encouragement and eagerly impaled herself on it.


  In the early days after Kaden had made his confession about their BDSM dynamic and his terminal cancer diagnosis, Seth had wondered how the hell he’d be able to take care of Leah. Keep her alive.


  Hell, keep himself alive.


  Now that they were a couple years past losing Kaden, they had settled into their own routine.


  Still, sometimes those doubts returned, rising to the surface as they did today.


  What would Kaden do?


  Kaden would keep on keeping on the way he always had. Seth knew that was exactly what he needed to do, too. But doing it was another matter entirely than knowing he had to do it.


  Trying to shelve the matter until after he’d finished making love to Leah, Seth kissed her, drowning out the mental cacophony threatening to distract him. At least when making love to her, all was right in his world. He eased them toward the shallow end of the pool so he could get his footing and properly fuck her.


  “Come on, baby,” he said. “Don’t hold out on me. Give me one.”


  She bit down on his shoulder as a familiar cry escaped her.


  “That’s what I wanted to hear.” He sped up, catching up, finishing with her as one last gasp filled his ears and heart with the sound of her climaxing.


  Sinking into the water until just their heads were exposed, he kissed her. “Trying to distract me with pool sex won’t change the fact that I need to get back into training with a whip,” he said.


  She giggled. “No, but it did distract you for a few minutes.”


  “Of course it did. It always does.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The next afternoon he was out in the backyard again. This time, it wasn’t just Leah watching him practice, but their friend Tony as well.


  “She’s right,” Tony said. “You’re tensing up on the backswing. You’re overthinking it.” He stepped in and reached for the whip.


  Seth thought Tony was going to take the whip, but instead he grabbed Seth’s hand around the whip and drew his arm back. “See? Like that. You’re coming too far past your centerline on the backswing and throwing it at an angle. Try it underhanded first a few times and get your confidence back.”


  He did, nearly nailing himself in the nuts on the backswing.


  Leah giggled. “You’re too tense.”


  “Someone’s cruising for a week’s worth of tease and denial,” Seth shot back.


  “Did you think about using a shorter one to practice with?” Tony asked.


  “This is only a six-footer.”


  “You might want to get your confidence back with a three-footer,” Tony said. “Once you’re consistent with a target, step up again.”


  “You guys make this shit look easy and it’s not.”


  He remembered the first time Kaden and Leah had worked with him with the whips.


  They’d both made it look ridiculously easy. Which was kind of the point, because it took a hella lot of practice to get to the point where it did look easy and not like a drunk idiot was throwing it.


  “I’ve seen you make it look easy, too,” Tony told him. “What’s so different now?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “I do,” Leah said.


  The men turned to her.


  “It’s been a while since we’ve taught one of these classes,” she said. “The other day, he was watching videos of Kaden practicing. Now he’s feeling like he’s not up to snuff.”


  Seth’s face heated, but he didn’t respond.


  Tony stared at him. “Well?”


  “Hey, Kaden was a lot better at this shit than I am. He was a lot better at most things, if you didn’t notice.”


  Leah stood and walked over to him, silencing him with a kiss. “No one expects you to be Kaden except you,” she softly said. “Least of all him. He told you to find your own way. Stop picturing Kaden in your head every time you throw that whip and start focusing on what the whip actually feels like in your hand.”


  He really didn’t want to admit she was right.


  But she was right.


  Too bad it took that damn long to click in his brain, and that it took her to point it out to him.


  She pointed at the target.


  Seth turned. Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes and tried to picture what it felt like once he’d started getting the hang of throwing a whip.


  Yes, he had been trying to imitate Kaden in the videos, now that he thought about it. He’d tried to imitate his friend’s form, even though his friend had been built differently than him and had been an expert with a whip for years.


  Opening his eyes, he focused on the feel of the whip, the plaited leather, the shot-weighted handle, the length of it. He held out his left hand, pointing it at the target the way he used to do when he was first learning, but it felt right even if it was technically a step back.


  This time, when he threw, he did it gently, easily. Carefully. Maybe not the best throw, or the snazziest one, but the napkin danced a little on the clothespin as the popper made contact with it.


  “There you go!” Leah said, slapping him on the back. “Do that. And keep doing that.”


  She and Tony stepped out of the way while he tried again. And again.


  And again.


  An hour later, both his arms were sore, but he was finally thinking maybe he’d gotten his mojo back.


  “Better?” Tony asked him..


  “Yeah. Thanks for coming by.”


  “Hey, no problem. Shay’s up in Bradenton covering an elementary school art festival or something. I really didn’t feel like going, so you gave me a perfect excuse to bail.”


  “Glad I could help.”


  Once they were alone again and back in the house, Leah stepped up behind him and encircled his waist with her arms. “Thank You, Sir.”


  “For what?”


  “For not giving up. For trying even though you were frustrated. And for listening to us when we told you what we thought was wrong.”


  “Ah, you thank me now. Just wait until I’m using that on you at the club next weekend.”


  She giggled. “I’ll still be thanking You then, Sir.”


  Mike and Jenny


  


  What do you know? Old dogs can be taught new tricks…


  


  * * * *


  


  Mike’s dice softly clicked together as he rolled them into the felt-lined tray he used. “Eighteen…” He counted in his head. “Twelve modifier. Thirty.”


  “Dammit,” Axel, their DM muttered. “You pick the lock.” Next to him, his phone went off, the wheezing, gasping sound of the TARDIS taking off. “Aaaand that’s the night, kiddos. I have to get home.” He closed his notebook and started gathering his things.


  Mike’s friend, Rusty, leaned back in his chair. “You sure you don’t want to hold game night somewhere else for a while? I kind of feel like we’re mooching off you guys.”


  Rusty’s wife, Eliza, smacked his shoulder with the back of her hand. “You aren’t volunteering me, barbarian. Not until someone gets that hole in the drywall patched where Booger tried to eat her way through to the guest bathroom three weeks ago.”


  Booger was their nickname for Boo, their fifty-pound Old English bulldog.


  Which apparently had developed a sudden craving for drywall.


  Rusty looked a little abashed. “I said I’d get to it,” he muttered.


  “Yeah, well, no guests until you do. If you wait too much longer, I’m going to yank your gaming privileges until it’s fixed.”


  Rusty pouted. “You wouldn’t do that, would you?”


  Jenny, Mike’s wife, laughed from where she stood in the kitchen doorway. “I bet she would,” she said.


  “Kailey’s home on break from school,” Eliza said. “She has to use our bathroom because where the hole is, you can see right through to the toilet.”


  “Why did Boo try to chew through the drywall?” Mike asked.


  “Who knows?” Eliza said. “She’s ‘special.’” She used air quotes around the word. “Apparently there was something or someone in the bathroom she wanted, and someone had left the door closed while he wasn’t home.”


  Another glare shot in Rusty’s direction.


  “I said I’m sorry, okay?”


  “I don’t get it,” Jenny said. “What did that have to do with anything?”


  “If we’re not home,” Eliza said, “we can’t leave doors closed to rooms. She won’t mess with closets, just rooms. I guess she goes looking for us and knows we go into rooms. If we’re home, she’ll sit outside the door and bark until we let her in. She tried clawing her way through our bedroom door when she was a puppy.”


  Their friends gathered their things, said their good-byes, and five minutes later Mike was locking the front door behind them. He turned and pointed at Jenny.


  She yanked her sundress off and dropped it onto the table, a sultry smile on her face. “Yes, Sir?”


  “That’s better. Over the back of the couch tonight, I think.”


  In the year since Jenny had convinced Mike to try a BDSM dynamic, their love life had exploded in a good way. Their twenty-six-year marriage felt new again, especially with their son off to college up in Tampa.


  Jenny, now wearing nothing but a fuck-me pair of sandals and a smile, sauntered over to the couch, rolling her hips with every step and damn well aware of what she was doing to her husband. He worked on his belt and zipper as he joined her behind the couch where he grabbed her by the neck and shoved her forward over the back of it.


  “Legs wide apart, baby,” he said, freeing his cock.


  This was part of the reason he liked having game night here. Because as soon as their friends were gone, he could bend Jenny over whatever piece of furniture he wanted and fuck her silly.


  Usually after spending the evening teasing her every chance he got with a stolen fondle or a quietly issued order to go insert a butt plug or vibrating egg.


  Not tonight, though. He’d been running late from work and everyone else had been waiting on him when he arrived.


  Tonight would be a simple, straight, delicious fuck.


  After feeding his cock into her soaked pussy, he took a moment to pause, hands on her hips, enjoying the way her slick muscles grabbed at him. Then he lightly slapped her ass. “Maybe I should tie you up and fuck you tonight, baby.”


  “You’re already inside me,” she teased.


  “Doesn’t mean I can’t pull out.” He started to do that, noticing how she forced herself backward, trying not to lose contact with his cock.


  A soft whine escaped her. “Don’t do that, Sir,” she begged. “I want you to fuck me. Please?”


  Yes, at first he’d been nervous, hesitant.


  Resistant.


  Now he loved the sound of her begging, whether for a fucking or his new favorite thing, over-the-knee spanking with his bare hand. Everyone had warned him early on that his hard limits might expand the longer their journey through this continued.


  Looked like their friends—and his boss, Tony—were all right about that.


  He used his hands on her hips to shove her back against the sofa. “I thought I got to say how and when and where I fucked you, hmm?”


  “Yes, Sir.” It was nearly a plaintive whine, now. “But I’m horny.”


  “So am I.” Before she could further protest, he grabbed her by the hair, fisting it around his hand, and pulled her up. Leading her around the couch like that, he sat and pulled her over his lap.


  She squirmed against him as he stroked her ass. “I think someone needs a nice spanking to get them in the mood.” He knew if he stuck his fingers in her pussy right then, she’d explode. He never went heavy on her with the spankings, just enough to make her ass a beautiful shade of pink and leave her tingling and close to coming.


  With one hand pinning the back of her neck and the other on her ass, he started spanking her. The sharp sounds of his palm landing on her flesh echoed through the room.


  After a moment, her squirming and squeals of pain soon turned into rhythmic humping and moans of pleasure as she found the sweet spot to rub herself against his thigh.


  Hell, his cock was twitching, leaking pre-cum, close to exploding from the sight and feel of her body.


  He thrust his fingers into her pussy and sure enough, she rewarded him with a long, low moan. Around his fingers her pussy contracted, pulsing, as he finger-fucked her. He used his thumb to rub her clit and enjoyed the way her toes curled, her hands drawing up into fists as she rode wave after wave of pleasure.


  After he was sure she’d finished coming, he lifted her off his lap, bent her over the seat of the sofa, and knelt behind her. Once more, he sank his cock into her.


  With a hand in her hair he yanked her head back. “Better, baby?”


  “Yes, Sir,” she whined.


  He reached around her with his other hand and started fingering her clit. “Don’t make me have to get the vibrator out to get another one from you. If you do, you’ll spend the night tied up with the vibrating egg in your pussy.”


  She moaned again, responding, climaxing around his cock.


  Yes. That.


  Once he’d gotten it through his thick head that his domination of her could be more about pleasure than pain, he’d taken off with it. He loved tying her up and doing forced orgasm play with her, making her orgasm to the point she finally safeworded and he could then fuck her brains out.


  And she loved it, too.


  Now it almost felt like being newlyweds again, screwing like bunnies and wanting little more every day than to get home from work so he could figure out some new demented way to try to make her orgasm.


  Once she’d finished coming yet again, he grabbed her hips and fucked her in earnest. This time, he wouldn’t stop until he’d finished and filled her.


  And then she would turn around and suck him clean, something she’d decided she liked doing, and he damn sure wasn’t about to stop her.


  She even gave him one last, smaller orgasm before his own swept through him. He dug his fingers into her hips, the sound of their flesh slapping together filling the quiet house, his satisfied grunt, her soft moan before they fell still together.


  After catching his breath, he pulled out and rose, sitting on the couch. She eagerly dove between his legs while he ran his fingers through her hair.


  “Such a good girl,” he whispered. “My good girl.”


  Another whine from her.


  She loved it when he called her that.


  Why had it taken so many years for them to get to this point?


  Oh, yeah. Because I’m a dumbass.


  It was the same reason he’d fought it at first. Not understanding how much this meant to her, the brief mental vacation it gave her.


  But now that it was a part of their lives, embedded in their marriage and their relationship, he wasn’t about to give it up, either. Not when he saw how happy it made her.


  And making her happy was what made him happy.


  Soft shnurfling noises escaped her as she greedily licked and sucked his cock, until, finally, he tapped her on the head.


  She rested her cheek against his thigh, the warmth of her flesh migrating through his slacks. She’d sit there and suck him until he got hard again if he let her. Even if it took hours.


  Tonight he knew he only had one in him, unfortunately.


  When he patted his lap, she climbed up into it, her head resting on his shoulder. “Ready to head for bed?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  She already sounded sleepy. They both always slept well after one of these sessions.


  That was another bonus. He’d rarely had trouble sleeping now that they’d started doing this. He slept better than he had in years.


  There was something to be said about living well and being happy.


  “Then let’s head for bed, sweetheart.” He tenderly kissed her. “I’ll shut off the lights. You head on in.” He heard the soft patter of her bare feet on the tile as she walked toward their bedroom.


  Yes, heaven.


  He didn’t bother tucking his spent cock in. Holding his pants up with one hand, he checked the front door lock, shut off the living room lights, and the ones in the kitchen. Then he followed her to the bedroom, the soles of his shoes lightly echoing down the tiled hallway.


  I’m a lucky, lucky guy.


  Tilly, Cris, and Landry


  


  What’s that old saying? Something about a redbird in the hand…


  


  * * * *


  


  It was the rustle of sheets on either side of her more than actual movement in the bed that caught her attention. On either side of her, her men, Landry and Cris, had slipped out of bed. A glance at the clock told her it was only 4:11.


  She lifted her head. “Where you two goin’?”


  Landry leaned in and kissed her. “Early flight, remember? I’m getting in the shower and he’s going to make my coffee. And then come blow me in the shower.”


  “Oh. Okay.” She dropped her head to the pillow again. “Have fun with that.”


  Yes, she remembered now. Landry had a couple of business meetings in LA he had to take care of. Cris would stay behind with her and run the Florida office.


  Some women might be pissed off that their husband never took them to LA with them.


  Tilly wasn’t some women.


  And she damn sure didn’t like early flights, unlike Landry, who never minded being up at the asscrack of dawn.


  Tilly rolled onto her side, dragging Landry’s pillow into her arms as she tried to go back to sleep. She was vaguely aware of the sound of the shower starting, the delicious aroma of coffee filling the air, and thought perhaps she’d get up just to watch the hot man-sex action.


  The next thing she knew, Landry was kissing her good-bye.


  Peeling an eye open, she glared at him. “Evening flights are good, too, you know.”


  He chuckled. “I am a creature of habit, love. You know that. Love you.”


  “Love you, too, you damn sadist.”


  Another chuckle. She heard Cris follow him out of the bedroom, the front door opening and closing. He’d drive himself up to Tampa to the airport there and leave his car in long-term parking. He’d be back in three days.


  Then the front door opened and closed again. A moment later, Cris was climbing back into bed with her.


  Instinctively, she snuggled against him, loving the way he draped an arm around her waist.


  There was a time not that long ago when she never would have imagined this kind of closeness with Cris again. Not after what had happened.


  Now…


  Now she was glad Landry had brought him back into her life. And brought himself, as well. Two men were better than one.


  Cris kissed the nape of her neck. “Go back to sleep, sweetheart. We don’t need to get up yet.”


  That was an order she would happily follow.


  


  * * * *


  


  The next time Tilly opened her eyes, it was daylight outside. The clock read 7:48, a far more reasonable time for her to attempt to face the world.


  Next to her, Cris still slept.


  Landry would be in the air already and on his way to LA.


  Carefully, she untangled herself from Cris and headed into the bathroom. From there, she made her way to the kitchen for coffee. The pot had already shut itself off, but it was still warm enough to drink.


  Cris joined her a few minutes later, giving her a good morning kiss. Naked, of course. Which she loved. She wore a short robe against the slight morning chill. “So what are your plans today?” he asked.


  “I’m supposed to meet up with Leah and Loren about that Christmas charity thing Leah’s roped us all into.”


  “You love it and you know it.”


  “Yeah.” She held her mug in both hands. “It’s fun.”


  He leaned back against the counter after fixing his own mug of coffee. “You could always go back to work if you wanted to. Not that we need you to,” he quickly added. “I meant if you were bored or something. Or you could volunteer.”


  True, she could. Except Landry was worth a hell of a lot of money, and she’d almost had her house paid off by the time he marched into her life with Cris in tow.


  She didn’t need to work.


  And that was a nice problem she enjoyed having.


  “I know what you meant, Cris. I’m not that bored.” She walked over to him, pressing her body against his, and kissed him. “I could always come work with you two.”


  He snorted. “Um, yeah. Nooo. I’d pull rank on you if you tried that.”


  “Why not?”


  “Seriously? The only reason I can work with him is because I’m his slave. You two would be butting heads immediately, and not in the fun way, either. Trust me on this one. Let me save all of us the aggravation. And since when are you a programmer?”


  “Oh. True. There is that.”


  Cris set his coffee mug down, then took hers from her and set it on the counter next to his. He pulled her into his arms and stared down at her with his sweet brown eyes.


  “Just enjoy letting us have you as a kept woman, okay?” He reached up and tucked a stray strand of her reddish auburn hair behind her ear. “It’s what I always wished I could do for you back then, anyway. I hated that you had to work.”


  “I wanted to work.”


  “I know. And I love that about you.”


  She poked him in the chest. “And thank god I had school and work, anyway. I would have lost my mind. Worse than I already had.”


  “I know. I’m sorry.”


  This wasn’t the direction she wanted the conversation to take this morning. “So how was shower sex?”


  He smirked. “One-sided, as usual. He revved me up for your benefit.”


  “Oh, goodie. Lucky me.” She rose on her toes and kissed him, enjoying the way his cock stiffened against her.


  Yes, having Cris back in her life definitely wasn’t a chore, even if there was still one way in which she hadn’t been able to bring herself to completely reconcile with him.


  Draping her arms around his neck, she asked, “So what orders did Master Fussypants leave you with?”


  He shrugged. “The usual. Take care of you. Be a good boy. Yadda yadda.”


  She sometimes helped Landry Top Cris in a scene. It had taken her a while to mentally get to a place where she was comfortable with that. Especially since her first relationship with Cris had been as his slave.


  She never would have called herself Cris’ Top or Domme. Ever.


  And she hadn’t yet been able to let herself slip into a totally submissive mindset with him again, either, even though in bed he and Landry frequently tag-teamed her.


  Not that she was complaining. Not in the least.


  The three of them wore matching rings, even though she and Landry were legally married. And she’d started wearing her fluorite pendant again, the one that had been her day collar when Cris had been her Master. A symbol. She wore Landry’s ring, and Cris’ necklace. They did both own her heart.


  Hell, Cris had always owned her heart. Even despite the way he’d disappeared and released her the first time around, she’d never stopped loving him.


  Even though she’d hated him at the same time. And herself, a little, too, because of her inability to quit thinking about him.


  “How about a little shower sex of our own this morning before breakfast?” she suggested.


  He grinned. “Sounds like a plan to me.”


  


  * * * *


  


  This morning, one thing Tilly had noticed before, but never really paid attention to, was how Cris made love to her when Landry wasn’t around.


  Cris solo took charge in bed, almost animalistic if Tilly was up to that level of fun, whereas Landry’s slave Cris always seemed to defer to Landry. Yes, they would tag-team her and roll her eyes back in her head and leave her drained in the good way, but it was…different.


  In a way, solo Cris was almost like having her old Master back.


  This morning, after they climbed into the shower but before they got distracted by their fun, Tilly decided to mention it.


  “Why are you different with me when he’s not around?” she bluntly asked.


  He frowned. “How?”


  “Like this.”


  He seemed to consider it. “I don’t know. I hadn’t really thought about it before.”


  Yes, she’d let Landry top her before. Usually if Cris wasn’t around, if he was out of town. Hell, she’d given herself to Landry as a birthday present their first year together, and that had been the first time she’d bottomed to anyone since Cris’ departure from her life.


  They were well past all the pain and angst of their reunion, of Landry’s cancer treatments, of Landry’s anger at Cris for leaving Tilly in the first place—all of that. Water under the bridge.


  They were over two years past all that now.


  As she stared up into his eyes, she realized that one thing still missing from her life.


  “I want to try an experiment,” she softly said.


  “What?”


  Then she did something she hadn’t done in…years.


  She dropped to her knees in front of Cris, resting her forehead on his feet.


  Something inside her soul slid back into place with a nearly audible click.


  That missing thing.


  That long-lost piece.


  Peace settled over her.


  For a long moment, he didn’t move, didn’t speak, and she started to worry that maybe she shouldn’t have done this. That maybe in his headspace as Landry’s obedient slave, he wouldn’t or couldn’t step back into that role.


  Then came the hand in her hair, tenderly gathering up the wet strands in his fist as he urged her to sit up on her knees.


  Right at eye level with his stiff cock.


  But he didn’t let her at it yet. He held her back, kept her from being able to swallow him down to the root the way she wanted.


  “What are you asking me, Redbird?” he hoarsely asked.


  Her heart swelled. It was what he’d always called her, his nickname for her, because of her last name, Cardinal.


  Her voice trembled as she forced the words out. “For today, at least, I want my Master back. I want Cristo back. Please?”


  “And then?” His voice sounded pretty choked up, too.


  “I…don’t know. Not yet.”


  “I’m always going to be Landry’s slave. He might overrule this.”


  “I don’t care. He won’t overrule me.”


  “Technically, you’d have to be Landry’s slave, too. Unless he says otherwise.”


  That was something she couldn’t do. In his slave mode, Cris showed a level of dedication and devotion she’d once thought she had given.


  His service to Landry paled in comparison to what hers had been to Cris in their days together.


  “Then just for while he’s gone, until we can talk to him. Please?” She had to lick her lips to wet them, even with the warm spray from the shower steaming up the place. “Please, Master.”


  He sucked in a sharp breath before pulling her up to his cock and sliding it between her lips.


  Both of them moaned, Tilly’s hands curling around the backs of his thighs as she held on.


  This would be no blowjob. This would be him fucking her mouth in a way he normally did not do, unless Landry ordered him to do it for his amusement.


  A way he used to do.


  “Redbird,” he whispered. “My sweet, beautiful Redbird. I’ve missed you so much, baby.”


  She closed her eyes, not wanting him to see her tears. Knowing he might mistake them for pain when, in fact, they were tears of happiness.


  Joy.


  Feeling like that open circuit in her soul was once more closed and complete.


  


  * * * *


  


  Cris didn’t know what to think, what to say. Rather than risk fucking things up, he opted to go with it, to let her guide him through what she wanted. Later, when he could talk with Landry, he’d find out if he’d crossed his Master’s line or not.


  He suspected not, because that kinky bastard he loved so much wanted nothing more than to see Tilly happy.


  And if finally being able to give herself to Cris again as his slave made her happy, Landry would likely order it done.


  His fingers tightened on her scalp as he slowly fucked her sweet mouth, the past and present melding and blending, his soul complete once more. Yes, it’d killed a part of him to let her go the first time.


  It had tortured him to see the results of her pain.


  Now, she’d regained most of the weight she’d lost after his departure and she no longer looked like a grotesque, hollow, shrunken skeleton. Her hair had also grown out, nearly its former length, and she’d quit coloring it the harsh red she’d used.


  The deep lines around her eyes, the hollows, had disappeared.


  She was once more, in appearance, at least, his beautiful Redbird.


  As if not a day had passed between them, not a minute’s absence.


  “Take it for me, baby,” he whispered, the old words coming naturally, easily.


  Freely.


  Words he didn’t feel right saying in front of Landry. Not when Landry owned him. Not that he thought Landry would be jealous, because he wouldn’t. But because Cris didn’t feel right staking an ownership claim on the woman his Master was married to, no matter how much he also loved her.


  He thought about pulling out, but knew the way he felt this morning she’d quickly get him up a second time. So when he went deeper, harder, faster, she was ready for him. His balls drew up tight against his body and she swallowed him whole, softly moaning as his cum shot down her waiting and eager throat.


  Pressing her face against his body, he didn’t pull his cock from her mouth. It softened, not quite all the way.


  She noticed.


  Before long, her tongue and mouth were once again sucking on it, licking it, trying to get him hard again.


  “Such a good girl,” he said, hoping she couldn’t feel the way his body trembled. “My good girl.”


  She moaned.


  He knew that moan. The happy, contented one.


  The one he often heard in his sleep, in his memories.


  The moan that could still instantly harden his cock—even if he’d just come—like it was now.


  He pulled her to her feet and turned her, back against the wall, lifting her, impaling her on his cock. She wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist as his fingers dug into her ass and he fucked her like he owned her.


  Like he still owned her.


  Hoping he wasn’t about to fuck up whatever this was, he switched to French, to the old triggers. “Come for me, baby. Give it to me.”


  He winced as her nails dug into his shoulders, the good kind of pain as she cried out and he swallowed them with his mouth pressed against hers.


  This felt so good, so right. So familiar, and yet it’d been so damn long since they’d been just them, Owner and owned, Master and slave.


  His and his alone.


  He talked her through two more orgasms before finally letting go and coming a second time himself, his cock deeply buried inside her pussy.


  For a long, nervous moment, neither of them moved. Cris didn’t dare breathe, afraid maybe he’d crossed a line and had undone the years of work Landry had created to bridge that gap between Cris and Tilly.


  Then she nuzzled the base of his throat, nipping him there. “Thank You, Sir,” she whispered.


  He felt like crying. The good kind of tears.


  Instead, he closed his eyes and rested his chin on the top of her head. “You’re very welcome, my dear, sweet Redbird. My good girl.”


  She shivered.


  


  * * * *


  


  Cris called in to the office that morning and told them he was working from home. If they needed him, they could call or e-mail him. It wasn’t uncommon for him or Landry to not go in if there weren’t any meetings on the calendar.


  They cooked breakfast together, equals, Tilly still not quite sure what had come over her, and yet not wanting to slide back into bitch mode, either.


  Not that she’d been truly bitchy to Cris in a long, long time, but she made the distinction in her own mind. Bitch mode, or pet mode.


  She was definitely more on the pet end of the scale right now and not entirely sure how she felt about it.


  After breakfast, they stood in the kitchen to talk. Landry would be calling any minute after his arrival in LA.


  This wasn’t something Tilly wanted to toss at Landry while he was out of town. It was something she wanted to sit down and discuss in person, all three of them.


  And it didn’t change a thing about how she felt for Landry, either.


  Never in her wildest dreams had she imagined she’d ever return to a place of trust where she would be able to give herself to Cris.


  Never.


  “I don’t know,” she said, “if I can do this outside of the bedroom yet. Or, if ever. I’m not even sure I can do it in front of him.”


  She knew she didn’t need to clarify who she was referring to.


  “I understand,” he said.


  “Good. Could you explain it to me?” She turned and leaned against the counter.


  It took him a couple of moments to compose his thoughts. “Because you’re now entrenched in a kind of dynamic with Lan,” he said. “The way I’m entrenched in a dynamic with him. Even for all the years I was with you, it took me no time at all to step back into slave mode with him. But as much as I’ve missed being your Master, it feels weird trying to step into that with him right there with me. Being with you in bed is one thing. Talking to you, treating you as my slave is another.”


  “Yeah,” she said. “Exactly.” She studied her fingernails for a moment. “I kind of feel like I just went from emotional security to limbo again.”


  “Til, I’m sor—”


  She waved down his objection. “I didn’t mean like that. Or because of what we did. In some ways, I can understand John and Abbey a little better now. How they can switch. I wish I could develop that. The way you can switch between modes.”


  He gave her that handsome smirk she’d never forgotten in their time apart. “You are a switch.”


  “It’s different for them, though. It’s like they can move back and forth between the modes at will. I…can’t. And I don’t want Landry thinking I’m sick of him and wanting you to the exclusion of him, because that’s not true, either.”


  Cris didn’t interrupt her. She drummed her fingers on the counter, her short nails softly clicking against the countertop. Then, “I want it all,” she softly said. “Like they have.”


  He pulled her close. “Then all you have to do is figure out how to approach it. I know Lan will be happy with it. He’ll probably get a thrill from watching me step back into that role with you.”


  “And see, that’s part of the problem. I don’t know if I’ll be happy with him watching us do it. That was…that was us. Ours.”


  “Lan and I have stuff that’s ours that you’ve seen.”


  “And that’s different. You guys were together first.”


  He frowned. “You don’t doubt how either of us feels about you, do you? Because we both love you.”


  “I know. I love both of you, too.” She poked him in the chest again. “Even you, after what happened.” She stared at her cell phone. “I even like you again.”


  He stepped behind her, wrapping his arms around her. “We don’t have to settle this now, or even before he gets back. We don’t have to settle it this week or this month or this year. We can just be and see what happens.”


  “I don’t like limbo,” she said. “I hate living in it.”


  “But you’re not in limbo.” He turned her to face him. “You’re married to Landry—”


  “But I’m owned by you.”


  He sadly smiled. “Technically not. That first day, when he dropped me off here, you officially withdrew your submission, if you remember.”


  Her fingers sought the fluorite pendant. “But you gave it back to me when I asked for it.”


  “I gave you back your pendant. I didn’t attach any strings or roles to it.”


  Who was she kidding? It had never stopped being her day collar. And when he’d returned it to her, putting it on her that day the way she’d asked him to, she’d felt another silent piece settle into place.


  She hadn’t taken it off since.


  “Do you want it to be your day collar again?” he asked.


  “Is that something you have to ask him to do?”


  “That wasn’t my question, sweetheart.”


  She stared up into his brown gaze, knowing she wouldn’t get anywhere with him until she answered his question.


  She nodded.


  His voice sounded barely louder than a whisper, yet nearly a scream in the otherwise silent house. “You have to say it.”


  After taking a shaky breath, she said, “I want it to be my day collar again. For you.”


  “As your Top, Dominant, Owner, or Master?”


  “Yes.”


  He smiled. “All the time, or just part of the time?”


  “I don’t think you ever stopped being any of those. Not really. Not deep down inside. My heart could never turn it off. It just did its level best to try to distract me and make me forget you.”


  “I think when Lan gets home, the three of us need to sit down and talk. As equals.”


  She nodded.


  For a long moment he stared down into her eyes. Then he gently wrapped her damp hair around his hand and guided her down to her knees, where she rested her forehead against his legs, her eyes falling closed.


  Content.


  Then she wrapped her arms around his legs, eyes still closed, and tried not to cry.


  So many countless times when they’d been together, she’d greeted him like this, whether in the morning or after he came home from work or whatever.


  She had missed this.


  Desperately.


  He didn’t make her move, and she was in no hurry to get up either. With one hand, he kept a grip on her hair. With the other, he slowly stroked the top of her head. “My sweet, beautiful Redbird,” he whispered.


  On the counter, her cell phone vibrated, rattling against the countertop as it rang.


  She didn’t move as his free hand left her hair.


  Then, his voice. “Hey, Lan…Yes, she’s right here.” He pressed the phone against her ear, but she wouldn’t open her eyes, wouldn’t take it.


  “Hello, love,” his voice purred from the phone.


  “Hey, yourself. How was the flight?”


  He hesitated. “Are you all right?”


  Dammit. The man was preternaturally sensitive to her moods sometimes. Maybe even more so than Cris. “I’m fine. I miss you. Little jealous Cris got shower sex with you this morning.”


  “Ah. Well, feel free to use him in place of me, love. You know that. I’ll make it up to you upon my return.”


  “Done, and you’d better believe it. Love you.”


  “Love you, too.”


  “Here’s Cris.” She still didn’t open her eyes, even as Cris started talking to Landry again.


  “No, not going in this morning. She needed a little TLC time of her own…I think so…No worries. Everything’s fine.”


  Her breath quickened as he tightened his grip in her hair and lightly tugged, urging her up to her knees, her mouth to his cock.


  His shaft was already inflating and she immediately sucked him down to the root, playing with his balls as she did.


  “Yes,” he said. “She’s giving me a damn good blowjob right now, as a matter of fact…Well, sorry, but you got to shoot your load down my throat this morning and left me horny and hanging…Don’t worry. We’ll still have plenty of energy for you when you get home in a few days…Thanks, I appreciate that. Love you, too.”


  He must have ended the call, because she heard him set the phone down on the counter again and his other hand returned to her head.


  “Okay, Redbird,” he hoarsely said. “Guess what? He told me to make sure to fuck you silly in any position possible until he gets back, and I plan to do exactly that. And that when he gets home, he wants to watch me fucking my sweet little slave’s ass over the spanking bench.”


  She moaned at that mental image.


  “Oh, yes,” Cris said. “Maybe you don’t want to be my slave full-time, but I’m damn sure going to remind you how much I love being your Master during the times you let me.” He slid deep into her throat, holding still, making her get used to it, taking it. “He said he wants to see Cristo the Master who could tame his feisty Cardinal.”


  He pulled his hard cock out of her mouth and forced her to look up at him.


  In his eyes, in his expression, he was all Cristo, all Master.


  No hint of Landry’s slave to be seen.


  He leaned in, grinning. “I think someone’s gone way too long without a morning spanking, haven’t they?”


  Her throat went dry, but she couldn’t have stopped herself from saying the words even if she’d wanted to.


  She swallowed and heard the dry click in her throat. “Yes, Sir. Way too long.”


  Sir and pet


  


  Some collarings are full of celebration and light, a crowd of well-wishers to congratulate the partners. As important and meaningful as any wedding or handfasting to those participating in them.


  Then there are other collarings…


  


  * * * *


  


  A bright October moon and a dark night, in a nearly-empty field. The party had broken up yet they still stood outside, talking by their cars. The house behind them lay dark, everyone else having left already.


  She didn’t want to go home.


  He didn’t want to let her go.


  Life and work and schedules and distance frequently interfered with the part of their lives they wished they could immerse themselves in all the time. They were all the prices they paid to be able to enjoy this little bit of freedom. Her husband was out of town for a week, and she wasn’t looking forward to returning to an empty house. His wife awaited him at home, likely asleep already.


  Both their spouses knew and consented to these snippets of time together. They wouldn’t have happened otherwise.


  Around her neck, the collar she had a key to, the stainless steel chain dog collar. He’d snipped the round ends off and put a small padlock on it, along with her tag. A pawprint, with both her husband’s name, his name, and her slave registration number.


  The same tag in a different color that he wore on his own collar. He and her husband had playfully and privately co-collared her a few months earlier, more for play than true ownership, when they’d taken the journey from her topping one or both of them into her submission, usually to him, not to her husband.


  A slippery slope, it turned out, that worked quite well. They’d been playing nearly a year with her topping him, and a few months switching, with her submitting to him.


  A perfect match made in the bowels of some amusement park fun house from hell, a yin and yang of sadism and masochism springing from different sources with the same beautifully vicious result—when the beatings were over, fun was had by all.


  She had the key and could remove it when she needed to, although the times she wanted to remove it were few and far between.


  She tried to be brave, not to break down as the time drew closer for them to say good night and go their separate ways. An empty house always reminded her of some painful future time where it might not be merely a week and a plane flight separating her from her husband.


  And he knew that. Maybe more than anyone else, since she confessed things to him, fears, that she never felt she could tell anyone else. The safety not just of submission, but trust.


  Friendship.


  Love.


  He held her, hugging her, then had a thought. “Hold on, pet.”


  He walked over to his car, retrieved something, and returned to her.


  “Would you feel better if I swap out your lock tonight and put a different one on? One only I have the key to?”


  She nodded hard, barely able to keep her tears at bay. She had been trying so hard not to cry, wanting to wait until she was alone in the car and on the way home to have her breakdown.


  He turned her to face away from him. “Stand still, pet.” She felt him reach up, unlock the padlock, and replace it.


  His forearm crossed her throat, pulling her in, pulling her close. In her ear, his soft voice.


  “I am the only one with the key to this lock,” he said. “It’s My lock. By putting it on you, it means you’re Mine. Is that what you want?”


  She felt herself sinking back into subspace, the comfort of his strength, knowing she could push back against him physically or emotionally and he was strong enough to bend and stand before her without giving way or breaking.


  Her higher power.


  “Yes, Sir,” she whispered, her fingers clutching his forearm. He wasn’t trying to choke off her air, but even if he had, she wouldn’t have struggled.


  She didn’t want to struggle.


  She wanted him to overpower her, her anchor, her lighthouse.


  The only safety valve she had where for a few blissfully short hours at a time she could give way to someone else, let go of all control, and retreat from the world at large. With all trust and certainty that he would never let her fall nor fail.


  Never.


  “You want to wear My collar, My lock, be Mine?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  In her ear, the soft, quiet click of the new lock snapping shut.


  And His voice whispering in her ear. “Done.”


  She nearly came right there.


  “Who’s My good girl?” he whispered.


  “Me, Sir,” came the automatic response from her.


  “When you’re alone this week, you’ll feel your collar around your neck and know I’m always with you. Part of you. Be strong, for Me, pet.”


  “Thank You, Sir.”


  “You’re very welcome, pet.” He put the key on his keyring and presented it for her to kiss. “I’ll always have it on Me. Okay?”


  She nodded, hard, in the way he knew meant she’d be crying before her car even reached the highway.


  Hopefully good tears that she could process in a healthy way with that little bit of emotional safety in place.


  It was on his way home a little later that the thought struck him that his own wedding anniversary had only been a week earlier, making him wince.


  Crap.


  Well, at least his wife never pried about the details of what they did beyond scheduling.


  Dom fail.


  Not that he would ever lie to his wife about it, but she likely wouldn’t believe that he hadn’t given an ounce of thought to the actual date.


  At the time, all he’d cared about had been the pain in her eyes, the hitch in her breath, the fear in her voice as he tried to prolong their good night. Wanting to do something, anything, to make it marginally better for her tonight.


  Wanting to fix it for her. Feeling horrible he had to send her home to an empty house. Hoping the security blanket of not being able to take her collar off herself without the use of a pair of bolt cutters would help ease her anxiety until her husband returned home.


  He wiggled in the seat a little, his own well-beaten ass a wonderful feeling. She’d topped him first, then he’d sprung up frisky and feisty and had taken her in hand in return.


  He’d ask her husband later if he’d want a copy of the key. Or he could always hide a copy at their house the next time he was over there, just in case.


  Then again, the thought of that little key now residing on his regular key ring stirred something inside him. That she trusted him enough to let him do that to her.


  That she wanted to be the only person to wear his collar.


  That she wanted him to be the only one to hold the key.


  He reached up and adjusted his own collar, nearly identical to hers. One he couldn’t wear during the day at work. At least she could wear hers all the time since she worked from home.


  Lucky pet.


  


  * * * *


  


  The stainless-steel chain collar around her neck softly jingled as she walked. Inside the plastic tube slung over her shoulder by its carry strap, her canes and crops rattled softly against the plastic.


  In her other hand, she held the handle to the rolling bag she used for her other implements. Tonight she wore the black boots similar to his, the heels softly clumping on the parking lot’s concrete as she crossed it heading toward the club’s door.


  He wasn’t there yet.


  Late as usual.


  She’d have to give him a few extra for keeping her waiting.


  They’d discovered it was far better for him to bottom first, if they were going to switch. Topping drained her, in a good way, but bottoming to him meant she was done for the evening once their scene finished.


  Whereas bottoming to her revved his engine better than any nap could, leaving him ready to play and vent some of his Toppy energy.


  She envied that about him sometimes, but didn’t resent it. Just another way this part of their lives worked so well, as if scripted by some unseen hand. Nearly a year since he’d locked his collar on her, and she’d never been uncollared since. When he had to replace the collar due to wear, he locked a new one on her first and swapped out the tag before cutting the old lock off.


  He’d even offered to switch to a different kind of fastener, a smaller link with a twist end that he could permanently glue shut with Loctite, more discreet than the little padlock, but she’d refused.


  She preferred the lock.


  She liked the knowledge of him being the only one who had the key.


  Even though it meant a TSA pat-down every time she flew.


  She was checking in at the club’s front desk when he walked in. She shot him a glare, which he ducked before walking over to her. “Sorry, Ma’am.”


  “Uh-huh. How late are we?”


  “Nine minutes, Ma’am.”


  She reached up and tousled his hair, grabbing him by the earlobe and pulling him in close. “What happens when we’re late?”


  “The pup gets extra cane strokes, Ma’am.” Already he sounded like he was dropping into a deep submissive headspace. Not exactly subspace, because, unlike her, he could literally transition back and forth in a second or two.


  She pulled him in for a kiss and patted his cheek. “Go take my stuff inside, get yourself signed in, then bring your stuff in.”


  “Yes, Ma’am.”


  She smiled as she watched him grab her things and carry them inside the club.


  Behind the desk, her friend smiled. “Switching it up tonight?”


  “We always do.”


  She smiled again as he emerged from the club’s interior and joined her at the desk to check in. Once he had paid, before he could turn to walk outside, she snagged his hand and crooked her finger at him.


  He bowed his head and stepped up next to her.


  Hooking a finger through his chain collar, she pulled him in close. “Who’s My good boy?” she whispered.


  “I am, Ma’am.”


  She kissed the top of his head. “Yes, you are. Go get your stuff.”


  He left the office, an unmistakable bounce in his step.


  She went inside and found where he’d left her things. The club wasn’t crowded yet. They’d play early, especially since they were switching. He didn’t need extended aftercare time the way she did following a scene. Then Sir and His pet would have the rest of the evening to socialize with their friends.


  For now, Ma’am was going to beat the everlovin’ crap out of Her pup.


  Once they had all their things inside and he’d changed out of street clothes, she’d staked out the large A-frame to play on. The party starters, since no one else was playing yet.


  Fine by her. She didn’t Top him to have an audience.


  She Topped him because she wanted to, because she loved the trust he had in her, because she loved playing his body like a musical instrument.


  Because she loved hearing the tone in his voice and seeing the slightly glazed look in his eyes when he dropped down deep and hard into submissive mode.


  Knowing she’d done that, that she was the only person who got to do that with him.


  He wore a leather jock to protect the family jewels from stray hits, and a leather hood to protect his face. Around his ankles, leather cuffs, which she snapped to a spreader bar. Suspension cuffs immobilized his hands, clipped to chains overhead. A blindfold and a ball gag completed the ensemble.


  She watched the rise and fall of his chest for a moment before moving in and stroking his back, his arms, his legs. He knew the hits would come sooner rather than later, but she wanted him relaxed when they did.


  It was always better that way.


  Starting with bare-handed slaps to his ass and thighs, she warmed him up, quickly progressing to a leather paddle that was more smacky thud than sting. Suede mop floggers that wouldn’t hurt anyone but were great for warm-up. A couple of silicon spatulas repurposed as matching percussion implements.


  Back and forth, using her hands and implements, working her way around him, the world fell into oblivion. If it didn’t exist within a three-foot radius, it might as well have been a million miles away. She loved playing here because of the layout. People rarely strayed into her space. In other places, there’d been times she’d had to deliver “accidental” backswings to people with a riding crop or other implement because they’d encroached on her scene.


  But not here.


  Watching him, using her hands not only as implements but as instruments to test him with, to check the temperature of his fingers and make sure he wasn’t past his limits, she stepped him up, changing implements every few strokes and never letting him get too complacent.


  When she felt he was settled too deeply in, she’d step behind him and pound on his outer thighs with her fist, in a trigger area she’d accidentally discovered could nearly take his legs out from under him.


  An exploit he used on her now as well.


  It always made him laugh even as he gritted his teeth and swore at her around the gag.


  She loved the laughter as much as she did the noises she extracted with pain.


  It was more an innate sense of pushing his upper limits than a time constraint when she finally amped things up to their “big finish.” Out came the heavy Delrin hexrod.


  The mother of all implements.


  She rolled it up and down his spine, presenting it to him. “Ready?”


  His shoulders rose and fall with his breathing. “Yes, Ma’am,” he mumbled around his ball gag.


  With one hand around the front of him, resting on his stomach, she laid the cane across his ass. “Five good ones.” They would count as his “punishment” strokes for being late, too.


  Smack!


  She rarely made him count. Mainly because she enjoyed watching him process the pain, could almost see the mental effort going on inside him as he rose up on his toes to process it.


  Once he was flat-footed again, the second stroke, harder than the first, which had been pretty damn hard.


  He rarely marked. Not with this implement, at least. The best she could do was give him a sore ass as a reminder of their play.


  And he would definitely be sore in the morning.


  By the time she’d delivered the fifth and final stroke, his arms had tensed, every muscle contracting and fighting as he worked his way through the pain to the other side, where he could surf the endorphin high for a few minutes.


  She quickly gathered her implements before unclipping his ankles from the spreader bar. Then his wrists, one at a time, slowly, carefully watching him. Once she knew he was steady on his feet, she grabbed a blanket and led him over to the nearby corner where they’d rest. Putting him down on his hands and knees, she returned for her implements, moving them before sitting down next to him.


  He shifted position to lay his hooded head in her lap, his arms clasped around one of her legs.


  Closing her eyes, she smiled, breathing deeply as she laid a hand on the top of his hood. “That’s my good boy,” she whispered. Her energy flowed and swirled around them. She enjoyed this part of the process, too, settling in with him as he recovered. It allowed her to refocus, prepare for her downshift into subby time.


  After several minutes, he nuzzled her leg with his head. She reached over and got the bottle of water she’d prepared and took the ball gag off him, letting him drink. He nodded when he’d had enough.


  “Blindfold off?”


  He nodded.


  She unbuckled it and watched as he blinked, then focused his hazel-green eyes on her.


  She felt the shift in his energy, the frisky bounce-back from pup to Sir.


  When his eyes narrowed, crinkled at the outside edges in a smile, she knew her already soaked panties had just gotten a little wetter…


  


  * * * *


  


  He fought the urge to punch the accelerator and squeal the tires as he turned into her driveway. She’d done her level best to push every last one of his goddamned buttons in as passive-aggressive a way as she could, apparently. Two years since collaring her and sometimes these little incidents cropped up. Not nearly as bad as they had in the beginning. She was far better now about not triggering.


  But when she triggered, she triggered hard. He hadn’t had to deal with one like this in a while.


  Yes, he’d had to go on vacation. Not the best time, but it’d been scheduled for months, and it wasn’t like he could tell his wife sorry, I have to stay behind because my girlfriend’s upset. And work had been crazy right up until he’d had to leave, so he hadn’t had any time to spend with her.


  And then since he’d returned two days earlier, he’d barely gotten two words out of her via text. Yes, he was worried about her. He knew she’d taken the death of her grandfather hard—who wouldn’t? And it’d happened just a couple of days before he left town for two weeks.


  But she had her husband and family there by her side. She wasn’t alone.


  She didn’t need him.


  At least, that’s what he’d thought.


  And tonight when he’d asked her if she wanted to go to the club, she’d said no. He’d agreed to meet a couple of friends over there, then the passive aggression started. She wouldn’t come right out and ask him to come over.


  Finally, knowing the only way to kick her out of this damn cycle was to confront her, he’d angrily agreed to come over.


  He’d given her his orders—to be waiting, naked, collared, and cuffed, kneeling on the floor when he walked in.


  He’d fucking beat this attitude out of her. Well, not beat it out of her, but maybe derail whatever bad track her brain had settled into enough they could have a productive conversation on the other side of it.


  When he slammed his car into park, he shoved the car door open and got out, slamming it behind him. He yanked his implement bag out of the trunk, and slammed it shut, too.


  She’s going to have a fucking black and blue ass to remember this night by.


  The front door was unlocked. Her husband was already in bed and didn’t care what they did out in the living room. How the poor bastard tolerated her when she got this pissy, he didn’t know. He must just knuckle under and put up with it.


  There she was, exactly as he’d ordered. Only…


  He pulled up short in the doorway. She was already sobbing, her entire body shaking. She never cried before their scenes.


  The only time she ever sobbed like this…


  He closed the door and set down the implement bag, hurrying over to her, kneeling down in front of her. “Pet?”


  He’d read about, but had never actually heard, a keening wail before.


  Now he knew exactly what one sounded like, because as he had to physically peel her up off the floor and sit on the couch with her balled up in his lap, that’s exactly what she did. Wordless, painful sobs wracked her. Her mind wasn’t there. She’d already gone to wherever it was his beatings took her when she needed a cathartic cry.


  Cries she could usually only achieve with a helluva lot of pain being applied first.


  I’m an idiot.


  He should have recognized it. It wasn’t something that had come up in a while, her inability to process grief. He’d seen her make such magnificent strides during their time together that he’d naturally assumed she’d be okay.


  The refusal to admit just how badly she was doing. Her brave and futile attempt to hold everything together, to keep putting one foot in front of the other.


  Eventually, it had to fall apart.


  Normally, she only fell apart with him, confident he had the strength to pick her back up and fit her pieces together again. A role he wasn’t entirely comfortable with, sometimes worrying she placed more faith in his abilities than he had in himself.


  Through her sobs, she was trying to whisper something.


  “I can’t understand you, pet,” he gently said.


  “I’m sorry, Sir,” she managed before breaking down again.


  “No, it’s okay. I’m the one who’s sorry, pet. I thought you’d be okay. I didn’t know how bad off you were. I should have known.”


  This resulted in renewed tears.


  It took her the better part of an hour to cry herself out in his lap. He waited on her, not moving, not rushing, knowing if she didn’t get through it, it would only pop up again worse later. She had a pattern. One he’d fucked up by not thinking about sooner, but a pattern nonetheless. She held onto her pain until she could safely let it go with him.


  While they each loved their spouses and didn’t want to ever leave them, while they clicked on fundamental levels with each other, this was the downside to poly. He couldn’t be there every time she needed him. It wasn’t as bad for him, because he could easily hold in his submissive side and needs as long as he had to, or get masochistic fixes in other ways.


  She couldn’t.


  When she lay hollow and still in his lap, softly sniffling, he laced fingers with her. “Better?”


  She nodded. “I’m sorry, Sir,” she repeated.


  “No, it’s okay.”


  “Did you want to beat me now?”


  He shook his head. “No, pet. I’d rather just snuggle here with you, I think.”


  She sniffled, a hitching, hiccuping breath. “But I earned it,” she said.


  “No, you didn’t. I was angry. I wasn’t recognizing what you were going through. That’s my fault.” He gently squeezed her hand. “I should have known better and tried to make time for you before I left.”


  “I was trying to be strong and not bother You while you were gone,” she said.


  He hadn’t taken it that way. He’d taken it as silence because she was upset at him.


  Dumb damn Dom.


  “Why didn’t you just ask me to come over tonight, pet?”


  “Because you sounded like you wanted to go to the club. I didn’t want to stop you from going because that’s what you said you wanted to do and I knew I couldn’t go the way I am right now.”


  He successfully choked back that aggravated sigh. “You do realize most of these triggers happen when you try to take matters into your own hands and be Toppy instead of just leaning on me and telling me what’s going on so I can help you through it, right?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He stroked her hair. “Okay, new rule, pet. This is our default mode from now on. No flipping into toppy Ma’am mode unless you’ve asked permission first. No more trying to deal with things alone because you think it’s best. You bring everything to me from now on and let me be the judge of how we handle it. Understand?”


  Her tension melted away, her body relaxing in his lap. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.


  Reaching up to her neck, he hooked a finger through her chain collar, the tag warm against his palm. The links clicked together as he gently tugged on it. “This is there for a reason,” he said. “I’m always with you, even when I’m not. Don’t ever forget that. Just like you’re always with me, the key on my keyring. It’s always with me, always in my pocket or right there in front of me when I’m driving.”


  She nodded.


  He leaned in and kissed her. “Now how about I get more comfortable and we’ll snuggle and play a little and then watch some TV?”


  She nodded.


  It was several hours later before he said good night and headed out to his car. Yes, he still felt somewhat guilty, but it had, at least, been productive. They clicked together so well most of the time that when they hit a wall, it was usually a spectacular collision, and not of the good kind.


  But now he knew her just a little better than he had. They’d made progress. She’d worked her way through another emotional situation, and now had a different coping skill to use.


  They didn’t repeat too many of the same mistakes twice.


  As he loaded his implement bag and climbed behind the wheel, he found her key on his ring. Hard to miss, being right next to the ignition key for his car.


  Yep, it would always stay right there. Right where he would know it was safe, even if not in his direct line of sight at the time. Much like her in his life.


  


  * * * *


  


  She waited until his taillights disappeared down the street to shut off the outside light. The front door was locked, and now she’d have to go slip into bed.


  It felt like a boulder had been shoved off her shoulders. One way, one place in her life where she could fully let go and not have to be the decision maker, the one who called the shots. The one responsible for everything.


  Where she could give up control and just…be.


  She slid into bed and her husband awoke just enough to roll over and drape an arm around her waist. “Better?” he mumbled.


  “Yeah.”


  “Good. No offense, you’ve been a royal bitch. I’m glad he’s back in town.” Almost immediately, he fell asleep again.


  No, she got it. When she bottled up the bad stuff inside her, it had to spill over somehow.


  If she could let it spill over with Sir, that was always the best. Her husband had learned to hunker down and try to stay out of her way until she could get it out of her system, usually with a good beating.


  Unfortunately, life had gotten in the way.


  And she had been a royal bitch.


  As she closed her eyes, she reached up and felt her tag. Peace settled over her.


  Thank You, Sir.
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