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  When Vanessa Riddick’s beloved older brother, Tony, aka Basco, dies unexpectedly, finding his journal leads to more discoveries…like his secret life and friendships in the local BDSM community. Vanessa’s world revolved around work and her brother, so she gravitates to his friends, who welcome her with open hearts.


  Reed and Lyle were friends and play-partners with Basco and wondered what happened to him, why he’d suddenly dropped off the radar. As they get to know his little sister, they realize their interest in her is more than trying to keep the spirit of their friend alive.


  They are falling for her.


  Vanessa has lived her life in a career-driven stranglehold, and now the loss of her brother has sent her into an emotional tailspin. One thing’s for certain—she can’t keep going the way she is. And she’s beginning to wonder if Reed and Lyle might be the answer to her finally having the life she’s longed for.
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  Chapter One


  


  Vanessa Riddick found his diary under his bed, tucked away in one of those cloth-covered box organizer drawers, like what you’d find stashed in an IKEA cube shelf. She wouldn’t show it to anyone, especially their parents.


  They were in enough pain.


  She made the discovery late Tuesday, one day after her brother’s funeral on Monday, and four days following his death late Friday night. She finally opened his bedroom door and stepped inside, determined to start the long and emotional process of going through his things. Leaving the room a dormant shrine to her older brother wouldn’t be healthy for anyone.


  Especially her.


  She also didn’t want to share the task, not even with her parents. She’d gently rebuffed them, and friends, who’d offered to come over and do things like sort through his clothes for her.


  It was a task she wanted to do—needed to do. By herself.


  When she was ready.


  Besides, she knew he wouldn’t want anyone else in his room, anyway. He was very private. She’d respected that privacy during his life, and would do her best to honor it in death as well.


  After her parents had left to fly back to Seattle, where they lived, and on her way home from driving them up to Tampa International, she’d stopped by a grocery store. There, she’d bought herself several bottles of moscato wine—Tony’s favorite—and decided to spend most of the next three days of her personal leave from work, and the weekend following it, tanked to the gills.


  No, not the healthiest way to spend it, sure, but it wasn’t like she was driving now that her pear-shaped butt was safely home and she had a freezer full of food brought by friends and distant family.


  Her parents had gently hinted that maybe they should stay longer, for her, but in all honesty she didn’t want that, as cold as it sounded.


  She wanted—needed—to be alone and start to process things. Since Saturday, her life had been a non-stop blur of activity during which she didn’t even have a chance to catch her breath. Both her parents worked for a software company out in Seattle, had tons of friends, an active social life. Yes, they were grieving. And yes, she was planning on traveling out to stay with them at some point, but she also knew they weren’t exactly flush with cash and couldn’t afford to spend weeks in Florida coddling their adult daughter.


  Not to mention for now…for right now, she needed to be alone. If nothing else, to finally begin accepting how alone she really was. Having her parents hanging around and delaying her inevitable good-bye with them would only prolong the agony for her. She knew they needed her, and yes, she felt more than a little like a horrible daughter for it, but for the sake of her sanity she needed them to get on with their lives. She also desperately needed her remaining time off spent getting her game face firmly back in place for work.


  With the first large drinking glass full of wine and ice cubes in her hand, she sat on the floor next to his bed. His dog, Carlo, laid down next to her with his head resting on her leg. The cocker spaniel mixed-breed mutt looked as morose as she felt.


  She stroked his head. “Guess it’s just you and me now, buddy.”


  His tail thumped once, unenthusiastically.


  She sighed. “Yeah, I know. I miss him, too.”


  Tony had easily gained custody of the dog because the dog had hated Tony’s ex-wife, Kelly. When Carlo immediately fell in love with Vanessa, it had pissed Kelly off to no end at the time, much to Vanessa’s secret pleasure.


  She stared down at the dog, her last remaining breathing tie to her brother. Since Tony’s death, Carlo had barely let her out of his sight while she was home, and he’d slept on her bed every night, much as he had Tony’s bed.


  Guess I need to get this done.


  After taking a deep breath to steel herself, and setting her glass aside, she reached under the bed.


  Starting there felt safest to her. She didn’t want to face his dresser drawers full of neatly folded shirts and briefs. She didn’t want to stare into the gaping maw of his closet, arranged far more neatly than any retail store display.


  It’d been all she could do not to break down sobbing that morning when she’d gone to fish clean underwear out of the dryer and realized that some of his clothes had gotten mixed in with the load her mom had done for her the night before.


  He kept several plastic storage bins under the bed, and three of the square cloth bins. She thought the shelving unit the cloth bins went into was either disassembled in the garage or residing in his storage unit.


  Another chore that could wait until another day.


  It was in the second cloth bin that she’d discovered the journal.


  When she opened it and realized what it was, she froze, hesitating.


  Should she even read it?


  It took her a while to make that decision. A long while, and draining the glass of wine.


  Vanessa’s older brother, Tony, had been thirty-nine when he passed suddenly from pneumonia. Only five years older than her, and while not quite the center of the universe, his position in her life had pretty much cemented him as the center of her world. Her big brother had been her best friend growing up. He’d moved in with her at her insistence over four years earlier, after a nasty divorce that took pretty much everything from him except Carlo and some furniture.


  He’d insisted it would only be temporary.


  She’d insisted it wouldn’t.


  This time she’d won, in typical little-sister fashion.


  After refilling the glass with wine and more ice cubes, she sat on Tony’s bed with Carlo curled up next to her and started reading. Apparently, this journal was one of several, based on the dates and indications he’d made on the inside cover. This one had been started over four years earlier, just before he’d filed for divorce and a few weeks before he’d moved in with her, and he didn’t write in it every day.


  It did, however, uncover startling revelations about her beloved brother. Nothing that would make her hate him, or lose respect for him.


  But it made it perfectly clear she’d done the right thing following her instincts to handle this herself. Especially when she started reading and learned there was a lot more to her brother than she’d ever suspected.


  Like the fact that he was bisexual, something he’d successfully hid not just from his family, but from his ex-wife as well.


  And the fact that he was into BDSM.


  


  * * * *


  


  I can’t take it anymore. I’m going to file for divorce from Kelly and move in with Nessie. I’ve dragged this out long enough and I can’t deny the inevitable. Hence, the new journal. All fresh and empty and ready to be filled.


  There’s a joke there, but I’ll avoid making it…


  Vanessa couldn’t help but laugh. That was sooo Tony, always ready with a quick double-entendre to crack her up. Not at work, no. He was professional at work, but at home or around friends, he was easily the funniest guy in the room.


  …but I’ll avoid making it and instead take a moment to reflect. Ten years of my life where I denied who I was even more than I had in the past. Where I stuffed my needs and tried to pretend I could be that “normal” guy with the dog and the wife and the great job and the great house and maybe even kids.


  Kelly wasn’t the person for me. I know that now, and no, this isn’t fair to her. I thought I was going through a phase in my life and thought I’d successfully locked the door.


  All it did was point out to me in glaring clarity how wrong I was. How I should have listened to that still, quiet inner voice that always told me I wasn’t vanilla. That I wasn’t strictly hetero. That I wasn’t the image I’d tried so hard to portray to everyone.


  And now I will, unfortunately, be hurting Kelly in the process. I’ve tried to hint around at it, but she’s not taking the hint. I thought maybe she was as unhappy as I am, but apparently not. The crater-pocked battlefield of her parents’ marriage must have numbed her to dysfunction at an early age.


  Yay, me.


  Yes, red flags I should have looked at, but I thought it would be okay. The fact that she doesn’t like Nessie and hates spending time with my parents, too, should have been another. Not that she doesn’t have her good points, because she does, but she’s not the person for me.


  I suspect this won’t go well, that there will be a lot of anger on her part. That there will be more than a little bit of fighting before I get through to the other side. Hell, no, I won’t tell her everything. I hate to say it, but I can’t trust her not to fling it in my face or take it to my family and friends. Hell, maybe even my regional supervisor.


  What does that say about me, that I settled for someone that I can’t fully trust like I can Nessie? Hell, there’s shit I told Nessie as a kid I know our parents never heard about. She’s about the only person I can trust in this world…


  Now she broke down crying again. That was the other thing that greatly sucked about this, beyond the grief over losing her brother.


  She’d lost her best friend, her confidant.


  The one person she knew would never pick on her in a mean way, who would never violate her trust. Well, yes, she loved her parents, but they were her parents, not friends.


  Tony had been her best friend, not just her brother. It saddened her a little that he’d never admitted any of this to her before, but she suspected she understood. He thought it better to hide it away completely than to risk her freaking out over it. He knew she never snooped in his room or about his life.


  Another reason she’d wanted to be the only one going through his things. She didn’t know what she’d find—case in point—and didn’t want anyone else finding it.


  That’s not what he would have wanted, and she knew it.


  And yes, Kelly had made Tony’s life a living hell during the divorce. Now knowing that he’d tried to make things easy on Kelly, that just pissed Vanessa off even more, that he’d martyred himself in the divorce for a woman who wasn’t worthy of him.


  …trust in this world to not tell my secrets. I wish I could tell her about all of this but I don’t want to burden her with it. No, I’ve never cheated on Kelly, but I have started going to events on the side to make sure, and now I know this is what I need. I’m going to have to walk a bitter line and come up with a valid excuse as to why I want—need—out. It’ll mean giving up a lot, maybe everything.


  But that’s just stuff. Things. Material possessions I can replace later.


  I think I married Kelly partly because I was worried I was missing out on something. But then when Kaden died…I think that was the final wakeup call that shook me to my core.


  Life is short. Too damn short. I don’t want to be at the end of my life and looking back at all the things I wish I’d done in the limited amount of time that I had. I don’t want it to be a series of regrets over things I didn’t do. Better one large regret of having to divorce Kelly to be my real self, which will also allow her to find someone better for her than I am while she’s still young enough to rebuild her life.


  Ever since Kaden died, I knew what I had to do. It started out a tiny seed, growing more over the past several months, until I can’t ignore it any longer…


  Vanessa frowned as she reached the bottom of the first page. She’d never heard of a friend named Kaden. Especially not one who’d died. That wasn’t exactly a fact her brother would usually conceal.


  Absently stroking Carlo’s head, she reread the first page.


  Poignant and sad, nevertheless very truthful and self-aware.


  While he’d lived with her, he’d tried his best to get her to relax, to lighten up. They’d even taken a vacation together, the first one she’d allowed herself in…ever. They’d taken a road trip with Carlo along the Blue Ridge Parkway and the Great Smoky Mountains Parkway, stopping at every park and attraction they could along the way, hiking, and generally enjoying themselves.


  Tony had been six months post-divorce and looking for something relaxing to do when he’d seen a show on TV about the parks and insisted that would be their sibling vacation.


  Of course she’d agreed to it. He was her big brother.


  And they’d had the time of their lives. For the first time in her adult life, she’d been able to not think about her job, not stress about anything, and just relax and enjoy herself with no expectations, no plans, and no worries about anything other than what they were doing at that moment. Tony had made sure of that.


  How am I going to make it through the rest of my life without him?


  


  * * * *


  


  Vanessa read the entire journal that night. There were eight blank pages in the back of it, and his last entry had been only two weeks earlier. She’d discovered a new, blank journal, also in the same bin, so he’d been planning on continuing the habit.


  I’ll have to go through his stuff in the garage and storage and see if there are any other journals.


  She couldn’t imagine this was a habit he’d just randomly picked up. In high school and college, he’d been interested in writing, but his business degree hadn’t exactly been made for that pursuit. And when he’d ended up promoted at his job at a grocery store chain to assistant manager, and later store manager, followed by area manager…he’d stayed with that because he was making good money.


  She gathered journaling was his way to fill the creative need in his soul to set words and thoughts down on paper.


  Apparently, he’d known he was kinky since his teenaged years, but he’d first assumed those thoughts were “wrong” and shouldn’t be pursued. College had allowed him to dip a toe into the water, both in terms of exploring his sexuality and his kinky side, but then he’d pulled back after he graduated as work took over. He’d started working part-time as a stock boy and bagger back in high school and had never intended to make it his career, but luck had been on his side. When he’d died, he’d been making close to a hundred thousand a year, and had been on track for a promotion to regional manager.


  She’d taken a similar track, except for an auto parts store chain. And she’d never gotten her four-year degree like he had. She’d spent her time as a kid hanging out with him, watching over his shoulder as he’d worked on his own beater rides in high school and college. When it came time for her to get a job, he’d talked to his friend, an assistant manager at a local parts store, and got her in as a part-timer, because the grocery store he worked for wasn’t hiring at the time.


  From that point, she’d taken her fate into her hands. It was challenging, but she enjoyed it and enjoyed the work.


  She wouldn’t deny secret satisfaction when she proved to men—co-workers and customers alike—that she was not only up to the task, but excelled in it. She learned everything she could about cars, poring through repair guides and Internet car sites, subscribing to car magazines and e-mail lists, and generally charting her own course.


  She hadn’t had the grades for an academic scholarship to USF like Tony had, so she’d opted for two years at the community college, paid for in part by her parents, while she still continued working.


  By the time she was twenty-three, she was a store manager, one of only four female store managers in the state of Florida for the chain.


  By the time she was thirty, she’d spent three years as an area manager before being promoted to regional manager handling over thirty stores in west-central and south Florida.


  And there she sat. She’d reached her comfort level, both with her salary and her job responsibilities. She could have pressed onward and tried to work her way up to a national corporate position, but she really didn’t want to. As it was, corporate frequently flew her out to other regions who were having issues so she could go over their records and help identify the problems as well as offer up possible solutions.


  That was enough for her.


  Her house was paid for, her car was paid for, and she didn’t have any significant debt. She paid her credit cards off every month. She had a modest retirement plan and savings, which would grow now that she’d paid off her house late last year and was putting all of that money into her retirement accounts.


  She considered herself very, very lucky.


  She also couldn’t deny she was lonely as fuck, and losing Tony drove that home in about as painful a way as possible. The only recreation she willingly engaged in, besides yard work or reading her Kindle, was working out at the gym on occasion. The only reason she did that was to keep her weight down.


  As it was, at five six and one-sixty, she knew she wasn’t exactly a twig. But she’d kept herself around this weight for a couple of years now and realized she didn’t want to kill herself working out when she despised it. It was enough to be healthy. So she wasn’t a size two.


  She didn’t need to be. She had well-rounded curves in all the right places, and while she ran into plenty of eligible men in her line of work, she never mixed business and pleasure.


  Unfortunately, she really didn’t do much socializing, either. Hell, she’d gone out to eat with other people more often in the past several years while Tony lived with her than she had in the years before he moved in.


  Most of the friends she had now were only because they’d been Tony’s friends, and she got to know them through him once he moved in.


  I am fucking pitiful.


  Emotionally drained and mentally exhausted, she got up, with Carlo following close on her heels, and closed Tony’s bedroom door behind her. She would start again tomorrow.


  How she’d make it past then remained to be seen.


  Chapter Two


  


  It was a great day to be alive, a gorgeous, picture-perfect southwest Florida Tuesday, the kind of day the county tourist boards loved to brag about.


  Reed Hibbard stood at the wheel of his twenty-eight-foot Mako fishing boat. His five charter passengers held on while he blasted over the glassy Gulf rollers, up on plane, both outboard engines at full throttle.


  They were heading in to the marina, right on time for him to reach the dock, refuel, get more bait, lunch, pick up his next charter at one, and head out again. Hopefully they wouldn’t have much in the way of summer storms today. The seafront pattern had moved east, toward the center of the state, and the afternoon thunderstorms were usually blowing up over land. If that same pattern held this afternoon, he wouldn’t have to cut the afternoon charter short.


  Meaning happy customers.


  Right now, he didn’t even need his GPS unit mounted on the dash. He’d made this inbound trip countless times over the past couple of years, had all the landmarks and channel markers embedded in his brain. Going out, yes, he needed to be right on the numbers, but coming home was easy once he was close enough to make out the landmarks on shore and the head marker.


  His phone, which he had strapped to the bottom recorder bracket with a Velcro strap while underway, lit up with several text messages from Lyle as they ventured back into cell tower range.


  I really need a new cell phone. And a new service provider.


  It wasn’t uncommon for his customers to have cell coverage long after and before he did when heading offshore and returning again. But the cheap-ass plan had saved him hundreds of dollars every year at a time early on when he’d needed to cut expenses. Now that he was making money again, and out of the initial locked-in contract period, maybe it was time to look into switching to a company that was better than two tin cans and a piece of rotted string.


  Hell, there were days he’d settle for two tin cans and a piece of rotted string when compared to his current cell provider.


  He’d wait to respond to Lyle until he was safely docked at the marina he used as a home base. He was coming up on the head marker, and with it being low tide, he wanted his full focus on where he was going. The shallow channel could be treacherous to lower units and props if someone veered too far out of it and into the rock-strewn shallows surrounding it. He’d busted one prop in his time as a charter guide, and that was more than an expensive enough lesson to last him a lifetime.


  Thirty minutes later, he was safely tied up at the dock, the passengers were unloading their stuff and happily heading toward a cleaning table to filet their catch themselves, and he could finally text Lyle back.


  Just got in from morning run. Doing turnaround now.


  Lyle replied.


  Dinner?


  Reed thought about it. He had a grouper of his own in the cooler that would easily feed both of them, but he wasn’t sure he’d feel like cooking after he got home tonight.


  I’ll clean it if you’ll cook it.


  Lyle responded a minute later.


  :)


  Reed headed in to the bathroom before refueling. He had an account at the marina, and they charged him automatically every week, so he didn’t have to worry about paying for it or his fresh bait right then.


  One of the perks of using the place as his home base. Most guides who launched their boats from the marina’s ramp didn’t get credit accounts. Some of them didn’t even get discounts, if they were too cheap to buy a monthly launch pass from the office and instead paid on a per-launch basis.


  He got it. Some of the guides only did it part-time and needed to save every penny they could. But he’d discovered the added benefit of free advertising, both from the marina’s referrals and from having his boat parked there in a covered slip near the fuel dock, meant it was worth the trade-off. He had his name and number on the side of the boat, and he had a full-color sign mounted on a piling on his slip, with a business card holder. Plus, he could deduct it from his taxes as a business expense.


  Yes, early on, when he’d first started working as a fishing guide, he’d scrimped for every penny, too. He got it. If it hadn’t been for moving in with Lyle, he’d probably still be scrimping.


  But at least he was happy. That was a hell of a lot more than he could say before his divorce and career change three years ago. Fifteen years as a financial advisor had burned him out, especially when layered on top of nine years married to a woman whom he’d discovered he was totally not compatible with.


  The first year married to her had driven home his misery in a way he wouldn’t repeat. He’d married Marie at twenty-three, which had also been a mistake, because he hadn’t even known everything about himself yet. Then, five years after the divorce, he’d finally said fuck it to his career, which even on a good day had felt like treading water in a shark tank while bleeding profusely. He got his captain’s license and bought a boat. Fishing had been his hobby for years, and he’d owned his own boat before—and had to sell it in the divorce.


  Which, ironically, worked out all right. It would have been too small for commercial work anyway.


  Good credit got him a loan to buy this one. He obtained his captain’s license—and bought the boat—before he quit his job. He hadn’t had any alimony to pay—and no child support, fortunately. He’d saved up enough to get him by for at least six months.


  A sore spot for him, but again, in reality, something that turned out to be a good thing in retrospect.


  He’d wanted kids but Marie really hadn’t. Thankfully, he’d never talked her into it.


  Now he was two months past forty, happy overall, owned his own business free and clear, and had a guy he could honestly say he loved and who he could see himself spending the rest of his life with.


  And he didn’t have to feel like a deviant or a pervert because he liked to both get his ass spanked as well as do some spanking himself.


  He’d met Lyle over two years ago through the Suncoast Society munches and their mutual memberships at Venture. They played a few times at the club, and Reed invited Lyle out on his boat.


  If Lyle hadn’t enjoyed that, there was no way they would have worked out. He wouldn’t make that mistake twice.


  Fortunately, Lyle had loved it.


  His ex-wife had hated going fishing, hated the boat, hated everything to do with it, and had resented the time and money he spent doing it.


  Which is why he knew she took great satisfaction in demanding he sell it as part of the marital assets, so she could get her half in cash.


  Bitch.


  Water under the bridge, though. She’d already moved on and married a guy he knew from another brokerage firm. It wouldn’t have surprised Reed if he found out at some point that she’d been cheating on him, because she hadn’t exactly acted shocked or dismayed when he’d asked her for the divorce. She’d loved the perks of being a retirement fund manager’s wife, including the pay, cars, parties, and all of that.


  Another thing he’d been glad about, that he hadn’t let her quit working at the bank she’d started at as a teller. She’d moved up to assistant branch manager by the time they divorced, her average salary almost equal to his own.


  She’d wanted to quit and go back to school at one point, but he’d been having a shaky patch with the stock market doing the hokey pokey and playing hell with his own earnings. He hadn’t been sure he’d even have a job before it finally turned around.


  Fortunately, in that case, he had gotten his way, she had kept working, and by the time they finally divorced his income had rebounded.


  Then he promptly had to sink it into attorney’s fees.


  But unlike his bride, who liked all the finer things in life, he was perfectly happy settling in a small two-bedroom condo he’d rented from a friend. Utilities and everything except cable and Internet were included, and that’s where he’d been living until he moved in with Lyle twelve months earlier.


  Marie and her new hubby were living in a fancy gated community in a section of Lakewood Ranch where cheap homes started around four hundred grand.


  And they weren’t living in a cheap home.


  He shared Lyle’s thirty-year-old house off Beneva, which wasn’t fancy, but they’d redecorated the interior and revamped the pool, so it felt fresh and new. And except for the home equity loan Lyle had taken out to pay for those upgrades—and which Reed was paying half of—it was owned free and clear.


  Lyle owned an insurance company specializing in writing policies on the kinds of homes Reed’s ex lived in, as well as other high-risk properties, like beachfront condos. Even before meeting Reed he’d lived an understated, yet comfortable and easy life.


  Another reason Reed had fallen hard for him. He felt he could be his real self around Lyle with no need to put on airs.


  After refueling, taking on fresh bait, wolfing down a sandwich from the marina store’s deli, and getting his afternoon charter customers on board, he cast off his lines and headed out of the marina basin again, happy to be alive. Other than a little residual indigestion he suspected was due to how fast he’d eaten, he felt great, his soul light and airy.


  He’d never felt like this at his old job, eager to get back to it, enjoying every day, even the crappy ones. Yes, the trade-off was a lower salary, but the reduced stress and increased happiness was well worth it.


  Life is good.


  


  * * * *


  


  With a smile, Lyle Bracken set his phone aside on his desk. He didn’t know what species of dinner Reed would bring home, but absolutely he’d cook it. One of the perks of having a charter captain as a partner was all the fresh-caught fish he could handle.


  Lucky for him, he adored fish.


  More than once he’d thanked his lucky stars for meeting the man, as well as for the stupidity of Reed’s ex-wife. If it hadn’t been for the perfect confluence of events, they might never have met.


  And that would have been a damn shame, because Reed was the love of his life.


  Yes, they both played around with men and women at the club, and occasionally even fooled around in bed with women, but they weren’t interested in dangerous casual flings that might break them up. Some of their friends had gone from happy twosomes into gleeful threesomes, but that wasn’t really on their radar.


  Although, never say never.


  That weekend, they were going to the club again. They had been scheduled to meet up with another friend of theirs, Basco, last Saturday night to play, but the man had been a no-show without so much as a message why.


  Which was unlike Basco, but sometimes life intervened. They knew Basco lived with his sister, who had no idea about the kinky and bi side of her brother’s life. He’d warned them that there might be times he’d have to ditch them at the last-minute, without warning, if she needed him.


  Before now, that had rarely happened. Also, Basco was always good about sending them a note via FetLife or Facebook if he had to cancel on them.


  Basco was an acquaintance and play partner, but they hadn’t taken things farther than that with him, yet. Not that they wouldn’t have liked to, but they knew Basco was still struggling with keeping his vanilla life separate from his kinky life because of his sister, and even because of his job, to a certain extent. Basco didn’t like to lie to his sister any more than he had to about his activities and time spent away from home.


  Basco had never given them the impression that his sister was a ballbuster or nosey. In fact, what he had revealed about her to the men had indicated he was very protective of her, worried about her, that she was a workaholic. Basco didn’t want to add more stress to her already stressful life.


  Lyle and Reed had, however, discussed talking to Basco about stepping up their play to a sexier level, maybe even sex, if he was open to it. Nothing permanent, more a play partners with benefits kind of dynamic.


  Maybe he’ll be there this weekend.


  Although Lyle had a slightly funny feeling in the pit of his stomach about that. A hunch that maybe something big had happened. Maybe even something bad.


  It was unlike Basco to totally go off the radar for several days in a row and not even answer private messages sent via Fet or Facebook within a few hours. They didn’t have his cell number, but he hadn’t given them that and explained he also used it for work and rarely gave it out to anyone, which Lyle could understand. Basco had told them he’d be getting a prepaid phone he could carry with him, but just hadn’t had time to do it yet.


  Trying to shove those thoughts out of his mind, Lyle thought about dinner. Fish meant a variety of things. There was plain and simple, baked with a little lemon pepper, or he could try something fancier, depending on the kind of fish Reed brought home. Light and flaky fish were different than heavier, oilier fish.


  Maybe I could use the smoker.


  Now he was just getting ahead of himself and he knew it. He’d have to wait until tonight to find out. It was sort of like Christmas, in a way.


  A fishy way. Well, maybe not exactly like Christmas, but a surprise. The fun kind of surprise, not the “hey, you’re getting an IRS audit” kind of surprise.


  Fish for dinner. Nom!


  Maybe Reed would even be in the mood to have him for dessert later.


  Chapter Three


  


  Reed texted Lyle when he was on his way home, the freshly-cleaned grouper filets safely stored in a zip-top baggy and chilling on ice in a small cooler he kept for just that purpose. Lyle would, no doubt, work some magic with it.


  The man always did.


  It wasn’t that Reed didn’t like to cook. He did, but he didn’t have the patience or finesse Lyle did. Reed would make big pots of spaghetti, or a large meatloaf, or a slow cooker full of pulled pork, or something like that.


  Quantity with a stick-to-the-ribs aspect.


  That’s how he’d fed himself after his divorce, before he met and moved in with Lyle. He’d cooked large, had leftovers, and usually got away with cooking only once or twice a week. Nothing fancy, but good, in a large enough batch he could portion it out over several days.


  Or sometimes he’d stop at the grocery store on the way home, buy pre-bagged salad and some cherry tomatoes, pan sear fresh fish on the stove, and cut it up for on top of the salad.


  Again, leftovers for a couple of days, at least.


  When they’d moved in together, Lyle, already well aware of Reed’s cooking habits, declared he’d be the primary chef. It only made sense, because Reed nearly always returned home later than Lyle.


  Lyle met Reed at the door with a kiss and an outstretched hand, ready to take the cooler from him. Already, Reed could smell the aroma of something yummy wafting through the house.


  “What’s cooking?”


  “Broccoli casserole to go with the fish.” He headed for the kitchen. “Get your shower. I’ll have dinner ready in about twenty minutes.”


  Reed did just that. By the time he emerged, wearing nothing but a pair of boxers, Lyle was ready to serve dinner.


  Reed leaned in and kissed him. “You take such good care of me. I really appreciate it.”


  Lyle’s whole face lit up, his brown eyes full of joy. “I love you. Why wouldn’t I take care of you? You take care of me.”


  “Yeah, but not like this.”


  “Hey, you take care of me in other ways. You help out with the house, and you pay your own way.” He grinned, cupping his hand over Reed’s bulge, which started hardening under his partner’s palm. “And like that.”


  “Mmm.” Reed stepped in close, pushing Lyle against the counter and trapping Lyle’s hand over Reed’s rapidly inflating cock.


  “I think I’ll be taking care of you like that after dinner.”


  “That’s what I was hoping you’d say.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Lyle had the good fortune in high school to be friends with a guy who’d come out as openly gay. Yes, he’d been hassled by some for it, but the guy’s friends—male and female alike—had rallied around him and supported him, helping make a positive difference in the culture of tolerance among the students and faculty.


  He would never forget one talk he’d had with the guy, Paul.


  When Lyle asked him why he chose to come out as gay, Paul had simply said, “Because I am. I refuse to live my life as a lie. I don’t want to die regretting things I didn’t do out of fear.”


  That had made a huge impact on Lyle. Especially because he realized he wasn’t gay, since he’d had attractions toward girls as well as guys.


  It wasn’t until his senior year of high school that he realized bisexuality was a thing, and that it was okay to be attracted to a person, not just to a penis or a vagina.


  The life-altering realization, along with Paul’s untimely death in a freak car accident when a texting driver blew through a red light and T-boned him in the driver’s door, set Lyle on the course that had eventually led him to Reed.


  Lyle had pledged at his friend’s funeral that he would live his life authentically, not settling just because he “had” to.


  During college at USF, Lyle had discovered the kinky scene in Tampa, and was tickled to find out later that there was also a thriving scene in Sarasota, where he’d grown up. He built his business, his life, around himself. Not in a narcissistic or selfish way, but with the knowledge that he needed to be a complete and happy person if he wanted to attract a complete and happy partner.


  Eventually, he’d met Reed.


  He’d had relationships before, yes, men and women, kinky and vanilla.


  What he realized was he needed a kinky partner, someone willing to give and receive. That his partner happened to have a penis and not a vagina was irrelevant to him. Had Reed been a woman, there would have been frequent pegging involved.


  He loved it all. He was happy being a sadomasochistic bisexual switch.


  And he was lucky enough to find a partner who fit perfectly into his life in that way.


  Playing with carefully selected others only made things better. Hence why they enjoyed bottoming to Landry on occasion. No sexual play with the man, it was more like foreplay, leaving Lyle and Reed free to rip each other’s clothes off the second they walked through their own front door, both of them sporting deliciously sore and well-striped asses.


  They’d both played with men and women from time to time, topping them mostly out of bed, but occasionally in it. It was fun, it was for play, and until they’d met Basco, they really hadn’t had a play partner lately with whom they’d felt comfortable enough to cross the sexual boundary line.


  After they finished eating and Reed helped him clean up the kitchen, they skipped watching TV and headed for the bedroom. In the dim twilight seeping through the bedroom blinds, Reed’s blue eyes looked dark, like the Gulf after a storm.


  Reed pulled him close, kissing him. “Get those shorts off, buddy. I want to take care of you.”


  By the time Lyle had shoved his shorts all the way off, Reed had stripped naked and pulled the covers down. Then he grabbed Lyle and gently pushed him back, onto the bed, straddling him for another soul-melting kiss that finished hardening Lyle’s cock.


  He could tell Reed was in a mood to be on top tonight, so to speak, and let the energy flow that direction.


  It didn’t matter to him, as long as he had his guy’s love.


  Reed clasped Lyle’s hands and raised them, pinning them over Lyle’s head. Reed’s cock was as hard as Lyle’s, both their members trapped between their bodies, delicious, erotic friction as Reed kissed him again, harder, deeper.


  Lyle knew Reed knew damn well what he was doing. Amping up the tension, driving Lyle to the point where he’d be begging Reed to make him come.


  Reed loved to make him beg, whether for a fucking or a beating. It was one of the things that turned his lover’s sadistic crank.


  Which was fine, because Lyle always gave it back to him when he was on top.


  Reed kept one hand pinning Lyle’s wrists over his head and with the other reached between their bodies, his fingers wrapping around both their cocks. He swiped his thumb over both heads, gathering up pre-cum from both slits and rubbing it over them.


  “Someone’s horny,” Reed teased.


  “Not just me,” he gasped.


  “Oh, definitely not just you.” He squeezed both their cocks against each other, making Lyle moan again. “The question is, do I want to fuck mine out of you, or do I want to shove my cock down your throat and watch you swallow my cum?”


  More pre-cum, more slickness, their cocks now sliding against each other and Reed’s hand as he teased Lyle. He slowly jacked Lyle off, focusing mostly on the other man’s cock instead of his own, his fingers gliding over their heads and slits and adding to the delicious sensation.


  Lyle already knew part of Reed’s plan. He could tell. This wasn’t his first rodeo with the man.


  Reed rested his weight on his left elbow, that hand the one pinning Lyle’s wrists against the mattress. Staring down into Lyle’s eyes, he smiled. “Someone’s looking a little subspacey.”


  Hell, Lyle had started trying to rock his hips in time with Reed’s hand, except that most of the man’s body was pinning him in place and every time Lyle tried to match the rhythm of Reed’s strokes, the man would change it up.


  Maddening in the good way.


  “Dammit, don’t fucking tease me,” Lyle said.


  “That’s not a safeword, and you know it.”


  “Fuck. Please, make me come.”


  The fingers around his cock gripped him more firmly. “What was that?”


  “Please, make me come. I’m fucking horny, and I want to come.”


  “You come all over my hand, you know the rules.”


  “Yes, I know the rules.” Hell, he’d been the one who’d made the rules.


  He gasped when Reed played dirty, releasing their cocks and shoving two fingers into Lyle’s moth. Lyle eagerly sucked on them, tasting their mixed juices, his cock throbbing even more in loud protest at the interruption.


  Reed leaned in, his eyes staring into Lyle’s, fingers still shoved in his mouth. “You come all over my hand, you clean up every last drop. You know, I think I want to fuck your ass tonight. You blew me the other night, and you fucked me in the shower the other morning.” He grinned. “My turn to plow that gorgeous ass of yours.”


  Lyle moaned, his mind swirling deep in subspace, wanting everything, wanting it all.


  “What happens if I get you hard again while I’m fucking you?” Reed whispered.


  Lyle softly moaned before answering. It wasn’t a case of if, it was a case of when, another reason Reed was tormenting him like this. “I have to keep myself hard, get you hard again, and then give you a show while I’m riding your cock.”


  Reed’s eyebrows lifted in amusement. “Yes, you do. What happens if you don’t get me hard again?”


  Another soft moan. “I have to ride the stunt cock until you let me come.”


  The stunt cock being a strap-on they’d picked up originally for a female partner to use to peg them during play, but it’d gotten most of its use between just the two of them, as a stand-in when one of them needed a little recovery time, or couldn’t get it up again, and yet there was still playtime energy to be expended.


  What Reed would do in those cases would be to lie on his back, cuff Lyle’s hands behind him, and slowly jerk Lyle off while Lyle straddled him and rode the stunt cock.


  The standing record thus far of Reed edging him like that without Lyle losing his hard-on or coming was nearly an hour.


  A deliciously torturous hour.


  Especially if Reed attached nipple clamps to him at the same time, or used a silicone cock ring on him to make it more difficult for him to come.


  Lyle preferred tying Reed up while the man was lying on his back, helpless and hog-tied, and fucking him with the strap-on while edging him. Then there was the time Lyle had stuck a vibrating butt plug in Reed and straddled his mouth, making him lick and suck his balls and rim him while Lyle had edged him. That had lasted nearly forty minutes before Reed’s cock finally exploded.


  Reed pulled his fingers from Lyle’s mouth and reached between their bodies again. This time, even more pre-cum had pooled there, and his hand easily glided over Lyle’s cock, pressed against his own, as if he’d dumped lube all over them.


  Reed nipped Lyle’s lower lip. “You know what I want,” Reed teased. “You might as well give it to me now. No use fighting it.” Reed knew exactly how to stroke, how to keep the head of his own cock rubbing just under the head of Lyle’s, how to cup his fingers around Lyle’s shaft, the perfect amount of pressure to use—


  Lyle gasped as his orgasm surged up out of his balls, his juices coating Reed’s fingers and both their stomachs as Reed stroked him harder, faster, forcing Lyle to take it until Reed’s hand finally slowed and stopped.


  Catching his breath, Lyle already had his mouth open as Reed brought his hand up again and started feeding his own cum to him. Getting his own kind of revenge, he licked and sucked Reed’s fingers as if they were Reed’s cock, laving his tongue over them and drawing a hiss of pleasure from Reed.


  “Dammit, you fucking know how to turn me on,” Reed said.


  Lyle smiled as best he could around the fingers in his mouth, his gaze fixed on Reed.


  Reed released Lyle’s hands and sat up. He kept dipping back into the puddle of cum, making Lyle clean it from his fingers, until he finally leaned in and kissed him again.


  “Okay,” Reed hoarsely said. “I can’t fucking wait any longer. Assume the position.”


  Reed arose from the bed and headed to the bathroom. When he returned, with a tube of lube, two condoms, a towel, and wipes, Lyle was on his hands and knees, waiting.


  “Fuck, I love your ass.” Reed gave him a couple of light, stingy bare-handed swats across both cheeks. It only took him a moment to get Lyle’s hole lubed up before he rolled one of the condoms on himself, slathered it with lube as well, and then knelt between Lyle’s legs.


  Reaching forward, he grabbed Lyle by the back of the neck and shoved his head down against the mattress. “Get that ass in the air. You know you want me to fuck you.”


  Lyle let out a moan, already feeling his cock beginning to stir again. Yes, he loved this side of Reed, the alpha, the Dominant, the sadist.


  Reed kept his hand on the back of Lyle’s neck as he fed his cock into Lyle’s ass with the other.


  Lyle closed his eyes, spreading his legs a little wider, arching his back, trying to rock his hips to take him in more deeply.


  “Yeah, that’s it. You can’t lie to me.” Now with the head of his cock past the outer ring of muscle, Reed held onto Lyle’s hip with his free hand. “Start fucking that ass onto my cock. Show me what you want.”


  Lyle did, eyes closed, breath racing as he rocked back and forth, impaling himself more deeply on Reed’s cock until he felt the man’s thighs touching his.


  “There you go.” Reed sat up and then reached under Lyle. It only took a couple of firm strokes of Lyle’s cock to get him fully hard again.


  Reed let out an evil chuckle. “And there you go. Now, you keep one hand on that cock of yours and make sure it stays hard. Don’t you dare come, either.”


  Lyle moaned, reaching under him and fisting his cock.


  Then Reed started fucking him. Long, slow strokes at first, taking his time and making sure Lyle was loosened up enough before he started fucking him, hard, fast, deep, shaking the entire bed with every stroke.


  All Lyle could do was hang on to his cock. If he tried to stroke himself, he’d explode from how great it felt with Reed’s cock hitting him in the prostate with every stroke. And it didn’t take Reed long to blow his load, either, ending up with his cock deep inside Lyle and his weight on him, finally collapsing him to the bed.


  As Reed laid there on top of Lyle, he trailed kisses along the back of the man’s left shoulder before biting down, hard, until Lyle finally cried out.


  Not that he minded the pain. He loved it.


  “That cock better still be hard,” Reed said.


  “It is.” Pinned under his body and still fisted in his hand, his cock twitched, throbbed, eager for round two to begin.


  Reed sat up, used wipes to pull the condom off, cleaned himself and Lyle up, and disposed of everything in the trash can by the bed. Lyle heard him open the bedside table, and then came the feel of a leather cuff being fastened around his free left wrist.


  “Sit up.”


  Lyle did, pushing up with his right hand. Reed grabbed his hand and yanked it behind Lyle’s back, placing Lyle’s fingers around Reed’s softened cock. Then Reed squirted a little lube into Lyle’s hand.


  “You know what to do.”


  Blindly, Lyle started jerking the other man off, working by feel alone as Reed kept one arm around Lyle’s chest and holding him upright.


  It didn’t take long. In just a few minutes, Lyle felt his partner’s cock begin to harden once more.


  Reed bit the top of Lyle’s right shoulder, making him gasp and earning a chuckle from Reed, his cock twitching against Lyle’s palm. “Yeah, you get it easy tonight. No stunt cock for you.”


  Reed buckled the second cuff around Lyle’s other wrist and clipped them together. Leaving him sitting up like that, Reed grabbed the condom and rolled it onto his shaft, adding more lube, before stretching out on the bed on his back.


  He smiled up at Lyle. “I love this part.”


  Yes, the damn sadist did. Lyle struggled and finally managed to straddle Reed without falling over. The trick came trying to get the other man’s cock inside him while his own hands were clipped behind his back.


  Reed laid there, his hands laced together under his head, smiling in great amusement as he watched Lyle fumble around.


  It took Lyle a couple of minutes and several attempts, but when he finally felt the head of Reed’s cock lined up with his hole, he shoved himself down onto it, gasping with relief to feel it sliding back inside him.


  Reed let out a chuckle and reached up, taking Lyle’s cock in his right hand. “Aww, someone must really want to come again. You did that pretty fast.” He used his left to start playing with Lyle’s nipples, back and forth, pinching them hard. “Look at me.”


  Lyle had to force his eyes open. He stared down at Reed. A dim pattern of slatted light from the security light in the backyard streamed through the blinds and fell across his face.


  “Ride my cock,” Reed ordered. “You want me to make you come, you’d better get moving.”


  Lyle did, fucking the man for all he was worth. It was harder to do like this, without the use of his hands, and Reed damn well knew it.


  Because Lyle was the one who’d given him the idea in the first place, when he’d done it to Reed the first time.


  Reed’s hand tugged on Lyle’s cock, not enough to get him over, but enough to keep him hard and close to the edge until he was ready to let Lyle come. Lyle’s world had shrunken into a tight, secure cave, this man and their passion, their raw and rough and hard sex. It wasn’t always like this. Sometimes it was slow, gentle loving.


  But they both loved a good, hard, dirty fuck on occasion.


  “That’s it,” Reed said, his tone deepening, breath growing faster. “Ride that cock.”


  Lyle bounced up and down as fast and hard as he could, grinding his hips at the bottom of every stroke to get every last bit of Reed’s girth inside his hole that he could. When Reed’s free hand dropped to Lyle’s hip, he knew the man must be close.


  And then when Reed started stroking Lyle’s cock, harder, faster, he knew Reed was trying to time it just right.


  “Yes!” Reed’s hand was a flurry of motion on his cock. Lyle didn’t bother trying to hold back. He let out a grunt of his own as his balls tightened and his second load of the evening ended up all over Reed’s stomach.


  Reed grinned at him, reaching up with his left hand and grabbing Lyle’s hair. “Come one,” he playfully said. “Do it.”


  Lyle managed to get himself off Reed’s softening cock. With Reed still holding his hair, he leaned in and first cleaned off Reed’s other hand, then licked his belly clean before working his way up the man’s chest to kiss him, fucking him with his tongue.


  Reed reached around him and unclipped Lyle’s wrists. Lyle planted his hands on either side of Reed’s head. “You just fucking wait,” Lyle said. “Payback’s a switch.”


  A playful grin filled Reed’s face and he blew him a kiss. “And so are we. Love you.”


  Lyle leaned in again and kissed him, hard, deep, fucking him once more with his tongue before sitting up and rolling off him. “Love you, too, buddy. Never forget that.”


  After cleaning off, they curled up in bed, Reed’s head resting against Lyle’s chest, snuggled against his side.


  “TV?” Lyle asked.


  “Mmm-hmm. Set the timer,” Reed groggily replied. “I won’t last long.” He let out a long yawn.


  Lyle kissed the top of his head and reached across him to where the remote lay on Reed’s bedside table. Reed had to get up nearly an hour earlier than Lyle did on the days he had charters. That meant he usually crashed out earlier at night.


  Which was fine with Lyle. He was happy to snuggle like this, both of them now stress-free and sleepy, with full tummies and empty balls, ready to call it a sweet, sweet night.


  And that was perfect, as far as he was concerned.


  Chapter Four


  


  Late the next morning, Vanessa awoke feeling more than a little cotton-mouthed, hungover, sad, guilty for reading through Tony’s journal—and wanting to go through more of his things. She simultaneously wanted the task over and done with, and didn’t want to go through with it because it meant he was really gone and not coming back.


  Yes, she knew the stages of grief. She’d already researched all of that over the past couple of days. Grief wasn’t something she had a lot of experience with. She’d been fairly young when both sets of their grandparents had died. Her brother was the first serious loss in her life, not counting a couple of acquaintances over the years, and three coworkers.


  There were lots of things she could—and had—dealt with in her life.


  Grief was not one of them. And right now, she was firmly stuck in denial, hoping in some way he might come back, not wanting to believe the beloved big brother she’d dragged to the ER a few days earlier because his persistent cough that he wouldn’t get looked at had turned into a high fever and relentless, raw, hacking, had died only eight hours later.


  Before these events, overall, despite the lack of any kind of a social life and absolutely zero sex life, she’d blissfully coasted along day by day. Nothing upset her world, other than a hurricane that had her supervising several store managers who had to make storm prep in conjunction with overworked regional store facilities crews.


  To her, that had been stressful, her idea of a “bad” day. Nothing could usually shake her equanimity.


  I had no idea how fucking lucky I was before now.


  She wasn’t a virgin, but it wasn’t like she’d been a slut, either. Her last boyfriend had been five years ago. When she realized after a couple of months that it wasn’t her he was into as much as it was the perceived “easy sex” because she was a “desperate fat chick,” and he’d liked her employee discount for auto parts, she’d dumped his ass.


  The “desperate fat chick” label had come from him accidentally texting her when he thought he was texting his asshole friend.


  He’d shown up at her house later that night to find a few of his things he’d left there sitting in a box on the front porch, while she’d sat inside the darkened house, her car in the garage and all the lights off, pretending she wasn’t home.


  Since then, she hadn’t bothered trying to find another relationship. It wasn’t worth it. Besides, she had work, and then she’d had Tony.


  At the time when she’d called her brother to cry on his shoulder, an enraged Tony had told her the guy was an ass and it didn’t mean she shouldn’t get out and try again, but she’d seen it as a sign. A sign that her work needed to come first, and if she was ever meant to meet a guy, she would.


  Meanwhile, she had a vibrator and a Kindle full of erotic romance.


  And once Tony had moved in, she’d had him for companionship.


  So she’d been all set, as far as she was concerned.


  Now…


  She stared at Carlo, who didn’t raise his head from the bed as he stared at her and gave her an apathetic thump of his tail.


  She stroked his head as she started crying. “I know, boy. Me, too. It’s just us now.”


  He edged closer to nuzzle against her, his head resting on her chest, his golden-brown eyes staring into hers.


  Was this the sum of her life from this point on? Work, Carlo, and dealing with the gaping maw of loneliness without Tony there?


  She’d never felt lonely before he moved in. But after he’d moved in, it was like color and volume returned to the movie of her life, and she hadn’t even realized it’d been faded and muted before that.


  She understood him and his habits a little better now, the late nights out with “friends,” including overnights. But he’d seemed happy.


  Happier than he’d ever been in his life.


  And now, after having read his journal, she understood why. He’d finally been living a fully authentic life.


  Not a completely open one, unfortunately, but at least an authentic one. As authentic as he could. He’d been enjoying himself, loving life, and…


  He’d written that he’d been worried about her, about her mental state. One of the reasons he’d allowed her to talk him into permanently living with her. He’d felt she was going to work herself to death if he wasn’t there to force her to use her days off for rest.


  Still looking after her, and here she’d thought she’d been looking after him.


  She closed her eyes. “Why’d you have to like moscato?” she mumbled, her head throbbing. The fruity wine was too easy to guzzle down in copious quantities, unlike hard liquor or beer, of which she wasn’t a fan.


  There were two texts on her phone from her friend, Jenny, checking on her. After responding to those, Vanessa forced herself up and out of bed.


  After accomplishing that major feat, she used the bathroom, washed her face and brushed her teeth to clear the nasty taste from her mouth, swallowed a couple of ibuprofen, and then took Carlo out into the backyard to do his business.


  Squinting against the bright late-morning sun, she stood in the doorway of the lanai and watched as Carlo did his thing in the grass. The early summer morning already felt warm and muggy. Yes, the backyard was totally surrounded by a privacy fence, but she liked to keep an eye on the dog anyway.


  Especially now.


  Her head throbbed.


  On second thought, maybe drinking herself stupid over the next few days wasn’t such a good idea after all. It didn’t lessen the impact of her grief, and all it had done so far was make her feel even more damn miserable.


  Actually…


  Once Carlo was back inside the lanai, she stripped and jumped, naked, into the pool. She hadn’t turned the heater on in months, and it was a comfortably cool temperature. Enough to help lessen the throbbing in her head a little.


  As she floated on her back with her eyes closed, she remembered the Saturday before how, after mowing the grass, Tony had jumped into the pool, clothes and all, and invited her to jump in with him. She’d been in a T-shirt and shorts and weeding the back flowerbed.


  After kicking off her sneakers and socks, she’d jumped in, too, clothes and all, both of them laughing.


  Now, in retrospect, she felt guilty as hell that he’d been mowing the lawn. He’d had pneumonia even then, but he’d insisted he was fine despite the cough.


  He hadn’t been fine.


  Carlo let out a whine. She opened her eyes and looked to find him standing at the edge of the pool, closest to her, staring at the water and whining.


  She flipped over and swam to him, smiling at the way he wagged his tail when she joined him at the edge.


  “Sorry, buddy. I know you don’t like the pool.” Hell, bathing him was an Olympic-worthy sport. They took him to a groomer a couple of times a month for baths and trims.


  Now it would be her doing it.


  Alone.


  I need to update his microchip in formation. And the vet’s office. And the groomer.


  So much kept cropping up to add to her to-do list. Things she kept thinking about. Ed Payne, the attorney Tony had used to draw up his will and hers, had given her a checklist of things to handle. Some things she could do immediately, and some would require her brother’s death certificate, which the mortuary would give to her when they received the certified copies. And some things would have to wait until after probate was finished.


  Not that it would take very long, because he hadn’t had much. And she’d been the executor and recipient of his estate. His retirement fund, his life insurance policy, and what he’d had in the bank.


  The money in the bank she could access, because he’d added her as a co-signer back when he’d moved in with her, just in case.


  At the time, she’d thought it was unnecessary, but she’d responded in kind and added him.


  Now…


  I’ll have to take him off my bank accounts.


  Tears threatened again as she choked back a hitching sob. The first thing she needed was some food in her stomach. With the worst of her hangover beginning to recede, she’d definitely decided not to spend the next couple of days drunk.


  She didn’t like feeling like this in addition to grieving for her brother.


  Looks like I don’t have much of a future as an alcoholic.


  She emerged from the pool, to Carlo’s immense relief. She quickly toweled off with her clothes and returned inside, going straight to the shower. After feeling somewhat human, she pulled on a T-shirt and nothing else, her long, auburn hair damp and loose down her back, and headed for the kitchen. It was nearly eleven in the morning. No, she wasn’t a morning person, usually. Her days off were always spent sleeping late unless she had to get up to walk Carlo because Tony wasn’t home.


  But she had stuff to do and wishing she didn’t have to do it wouldn’t get it done.


  That stuff to do included going online and notifying people in Tony’s social networks about his passing.


  Not a chore she relished.


  I could ask Jenny to do it…


  No, because again, that would have violated the spirit of Tony’s request. At Vanessa’s request, Jenny had kept silent about Tony’s passing, except to inform a few close local friends Vanessa knew about who’d been welcomed at the small, private service for him.


  In retrospect, the macabre conversation Vanessa had with Tony during that road trip to the Smokey Mountains had been productive. It’d started out as a hypothetical discussion when they’d happened upon on old country graveyard next to a dilapidated church. Some of the markers had been from the mid-1800s and even earlier. They’d pulled into the grassy area next to it to stop for lunch and let Carlo stretch his legs.


  “I want to be cremated, FYI,” he’d said.


  “That’s a weird tangent.”


  He’d swept his hand, indicating the cemetery. “Think anyone comes to visit their graves? Think anyone even remembers who they are?”


  In fact, while it looked like the property received periodic mowing, there were no fresh flowers present. Not even fairly recent headstones, from the looks of them.


  “Why take up the resources?” he’d said. “I’d rather be cremated. Then you can do what you want with me. Scatter me, or put me in an urn you’d like to look at and set me on a shelf so you can have me close by. Let’s be honest—I won’t be around to care one way or another.”


  That had led to the discussion. Cremation, a small, intimate private service for her and their parents and close friends, and then later his other friends and coworkers could have whatever kind of memorial gathering they wanted to throw in his memory.


  Vanessa now wondered if maybe he’d been waiting for an opportunity to have exactly that discussion with her, and the circumstances had presented the perfect opening. If she wasn’t getting the dates wrong, he’d reworked his will only weeks earlier with his attorney, before they’d left for the road trip.


  She hadn’t really given much thought, before that day, to the disposition of herself and her own estate. But Tony had recommended Ed Payne and his services, so she’d also had a will drawn up. Yes, with a house and car of her own, and her retirement account and life insurance policy, she did have “assets” and should have some way of protecting them. She’d listed Tony as her executor, her parents as back-ups.


  Never in her life had she thought she’d ever be leaving stuff to her parents.


  Another change I need to have made, make them the beneficiaries of everything.


  One more morbid item on the growing to-do list from hell.


  A list she was quickly growing to despise with a passion.


  Does it ever get easier?


  No, not even a week yet since his death, and it still didn’t feel real. As she settled into her new normal, she knew on an intellectual level that, eventually, she would come to terms with it.


  Passing that message to her heart and soul at this time, however, was getting nothing but a fast-busy tone or a “this voice mail account is full” message in reply.


  Trying to break this down into bite-sized pieces she could handle, she focused on her immediate need—scrambling a couple of eggs for breakfast before she puked her guts up.


  She glanced down at Carlo and fished him a cookie out of his Batman cookie jar.


  A jar Tony had bought for him because he’d loved it. A jar his ex wouldn’t let him buy when he’d wanted to, saying it was a waste of money and counter space to spend it on a dog.


  Kneeling next to the dog, she cradled his head in her hands after he’d scarfed down the cookie.


  “You’re not allowed to die on me. Got it?”


  He licked her nose in reply, his tail wagging.


  Chapter Five


  


  Vanessa knew going through Tony’s laptop would be a chore in and of itself. Facebook, Twitter, his e-mail contacts—she almost didn’t want to do it but knew it had to happen. So after puttering around the house Wednesday and doing chores, delaying the inevitable, trying to keep her mind off her current new sucky reality, and talking on the phone with her mom, who was checking to make sure she was okay, Vanessa finally got Tony’s laptop late in the afternoon and curled up on the sofa with Carlo.


  It had. To. Be. Done.


  Just like she’d have to deal with his car sitting in her driveway. Not counting Carlo, or Tony’s bank and retirement accounts, it was the only “possession” he’d had, other than things like clothes and some furniture. Now that she’d read through the journal, she realized why he’d lost everything in the divorce.


  Tony hadn’t lost everything. In the divorce, he’d given it to Kelly as a sort of penance, letting her think she was “taking” him as a result.


  It’d been his plan the entire time, a way for him to feel like he’d helped make things right for her in the only way he could. Not to mention a way for him to divest himself of “stuff,” as he’d said it. To lighten his load physically as well as emotionally and mentally. Including stuff Kelly had bought that he’d hated but tolerated because he thought it was what people were supposed to do when they were married.


  He was no longer tied down, other than to Carlo and Vanessa.


  Dealing with contacting Tony’s work about his death had been bad enough. Vanessa had let her friend, Jenny, make the call to Kelly. Jenny had been texting and calling Vanessa multiple times a day since the funeral, checking in with her, but…


  It wasn’t the same. Jenny was her friend, a sweetheart, and someone she enjoyed spending time with. But Jenny also had a life of her own to live, a boyfriend.


  Ironically, Jenny and her boyfriend, Ken, had been friends of Tony’s first, which was how Vanessa had met and befriended them.


  Now she wondered if Jenny and her boyfriend knew more about Tony’s private side than she did.


  Tony had once specifically requested that if anything happened to him to let Kelly know as a courtesy more than anything, and to let her attend the private memorial if she wanted. Jenny hadn’t outright asked Vanessa if she was nuts when Vanessa asked her to make the call, but the implication from Jenny’s arched eyebrow had been there.


  And, of course, Kelly hadn’t shown up at the service, even though she had been invited.


  Again, invited as a courtesy. Had Tony never mentioned it, Vanessa wouldn’t have called the woman in the first place. He hadn’t even wanted his death mentioned in the paper, afraid that it might attract scam artists or identity fraudsters and cause Vanessa even more aggravation and grief.


  Fortunately for Vanessa, she knew the password to Tony’s laptop. He’d given that to her a while back when she’d needed to use his after her personal laptop had to go into the repair shop for a bad screen. From there, she knew she could get any passwords she didn’t have, because she had access to his e-mail.


  She started by scanning his e-mail, deleting spam, and looking for subscriber lists he was a member of and how to unsubscribe him. No use in that just pilling up, more busy work for her to remind her of his absence.


  There were only a couple of personal e-mails in there, including one from a day before he died, a guy she knew, and whom she knew had been at the funeral, so no reason to e-mail him.


  Then…


  Facebook.


  Fortunately, he’d saved the password in memory and she didn’t need to go through the recovery process to get a new one.


  He’d been very active on the site, had nearly maxed out his number of friends there. She’d asked people not to talk about his death on Facebook or post on his wall, and from the lack of postings apparently they’d honored her request. She had a Facebook account, but she rarely used it and only had a couple dozen friends—including Tony—on her account.


  After taking a deep breath she started composing her update.


  This is Vanessa Riddick, Tony’s sister. I’m sorry to have to break the news like this, and I’m sorry that I wasn’t able to do this sooner, but Tony died late last Friday night. Our parents flew in from Seattle for the funeral, which we had on Monday. He didn’t want a big service, and he was cremated. I’m sorry I didn’t make the announcement on here ahead of time, but that was by his request. His passing was very sudden and unexpected and has, honestly, torn my life apart. If you knew him personally, you knew how close we were, and this has shattered my world. Please, if you’re sick, don’t wait. Go to the doctor. He thought he had bronchitis or something, and it turned out it was pneumonia. By the time I finally forced him to let me take him to the ER, it was too late, and he died a few hours later.


  After reading through it several times and tweaking it, she finally hit the post button.


  Then she closed the laptop, curled up on her side with Carlo, and sobbed.


  


  * * * *


  


  An hour later, after a long walk with Carlo and more pressing chores like checking her own work e-mail, cleaning out dryer lint, and rearranging her pantry, she dared to open Tony’s laptop again and found over a hundred and rapidly growing comments to her post, including dozens of PMs to his account with messages of condolence and volunteering to organize a local get-together in his memory.


  Realizing there would be nothing but mass confusion unless she made a decision, she composed a second post.


  This is Vanessa again. Thank you for all the messages. Several people have asked about organizing a get-together. He did say in his instructions he was okay with his friends doing that after the fact, but he’d wanted his actual funeral service to be very small. Honestly, my brain is fried and I can’t do it. Please talk about it in this post and feel free to make the arrangements here and organize it. I’m sorry I’m not up for doing that, but I know you all will understand. And please let me know the plans, because I’d like to attend.


  She retrieved her own laptop and when she opened her Facebook account, she found she had several messages there, too, because Tony had her listed as family on his profile.


  They were mostly from people she actually knew in real life, or had heard about through Tony’s stories or discussions in passing, so she went ahead and approved all of them without bothering to check them out more thoroughly.


  They were a connection to her brother. No, she might not have much contact with any of them after the flurry of activity was over, but it was a tenuous thread she didn’t want to ignore.


  She’d once asked him why he spent so much time on Facebook, either on his laptop or phone or iPad.


  “I stay connected with my friends,” he’d said. “I can’t always get together with them, but I can keep up with them.”


  “But you have so many.”


  “I group them. People I know in real life, I sort them that way.”


  That jogged her memory. Back to his laptop, and sure enough, there she saw where he had done just that. That whittled the number of real-life “friends” down to less than two hundred.


  That she could understand.


  The sad fact didn’t escape her that she knew well over that many people, through the employees in the stores under her, but most of them weren’t even acquaintances, much less “friends.”


  I really am pitiful.


  


  * * * *


  


  Wednesday evening, Reed had returned home, handed over the fileted snapper he’d brought home for dinner, and headed to the bathroom to get a shower. Once he finished that, he took his laptop out to the couch to check for e-mails from clients, bookings, and to goof off on Facebook.


  Then, he saw it.


  “Oh, fuck.” In shock, Reed stared at his Facebook feed.


  “What?” Lyle called from the kitchen, where he was making them dinner.


  Reed sat back, stunned. “Now I know why Basco didn’t make it last weekend like he said he would.”


  Lyle stuck his head out the kitchen doorway. “Why?”


  He couldn’t say it. Rather than saying it, he picked up his laptop, carried it into the kitchen, sat it on the counter, and pointed to the post from their friend’s sister.


  “Oh, shit,” Lyle whispered. “Sonofabitch.”


  “I know, right?” Reed walked over to the fridge and pulled out a beer, holding it up to Lyle. Lyle shook his head, so Reed closed the fridge and popped the cap off it, draining a third of it in several long swallows.


  Lyle stood in front of the laptop. “Wow. I wonder if she knows.”


  Reed knew what Lyle meant. “I don’t know. I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”


  Reed knew Tony had a sister, but from what the man had said, while they were close and lived together, Tony had kept the kinky part of himself closely closeted from her. Very few people in their kinky group of friends actually knew him as Tony. The only people from the BDSM community he’d friended on Facebook were ones he knew only engaged in vanilla interactions on the site. Both to keep it a secret from his sister and family, and because of work.


  Everyone locally in the kink community knew him as Basco, which was fine, because it saved them confusion trying to tell him apart from Tony Daniels, who frequently volunteered at the club as well as helped host the Suncoast Society munches.


  Lyle let out a long, deep sigh. Reed slipped an arm around his waist. “We’ll go when they announce the arrangements,” he said. “And since no one’s mentioned this on Fet yet, I’d be willing to bet no one else knows about it, unless they’re on his Facebook account, too.”


  “Should we say something on Fet?”


  “I don’t know. Let’s see what happens. I don’t want to be the bearer of bad news. I also don’t want a bunch of kinksters showing up at his vanilla memorial. Maybe we’d be better off having one of our own for him at the club.”


  “Good point.” Lyle stared at the post as if still unable to process the emotional blow. “This sucks.”


  “Yes, it does. Unfortunately, life is fatal one-hundred percent of the time, for one-hundred percent of the population.” He took another swallow of his beer.


  “He was so…nice.” Lyle sounded grieved.


  Reed got it. They’d started to bandy between them the possibility of talking to Basco about more than just a play relationship. Maybe bringing him home for private play of a more sexual nature. There weren’t many men they were both into enough to want to get sexy with them.


  Play partners, absolutely. But in bed, when they had a third, it was almost always a woman. Playing with men was different than sex with men, and while it was easy for the two men to find a woman they were both into for sex or sexy play, it was more difficult to find a guy they both were into enough to want to take that next step, who was also into both of them as well. And even if they were both into the guy, it was difficult for the guy to meet their very exacting parameters in regards to monogamy within their triad, if they took things to that level.


  Reed set down his beer, turned Lyle to face him, and put his arms around him. “It’s okay. We’ll get through this.”


  “Fuck.” He rested his head on Reed’s shoulder. “I’m just…stunned. I can’t believe it. It doesn’t feel real.”


  “That’s usually the first reaction.”


  Poor Lyle. Reed had ruthlessly downsized his life—his wife, his possessions, his career, his earnings—in search of an authentic life. In a way, he’d felt a kindred spirit with Basco, who’d done something similar.


  Lyle, on the other hand, hadn’t had to do that. He’d never been divorced, hadn’t gone through the drama of that. Lyle had known for years that he was bi and kinky and had decided early on not to settle for less than what he felt was a lifetime commitment with someone who could handle every facet of him. While it might have been slightly more lonely for him romantically through some of those years, it also meant he’d had it easy in other ways.


  “I wish we’d known he was sick,” Lyle said, still sounding morose. “I would have been bugging him to get himself checked out by a doctor.”


  “Don’t do this to yourself. If his own sister didn’t realize how bad off he was, what makes you think we could be mind readers when we only saw him a couple of times a month?” He tightly hugged him. “Let’s use this as a learning experience to make sure we don’t do something like that ourselves.”


  “Deal. I don’t want to lose you.” He looked up into Reed’s eyes, his brown eyes full of tears. “I can’t lose you. You’re my life.”


  Reed kissed him, slowly, deeply. “You won’t lose me, buddy.” He rested his forehead against Lyle’s. At five eleven, Lyle was four perfect inches shorter than Reed. “You’ve got me forever.”


  Chapter Six


  


  After recovering from dealing with Facebook, Vanessa forced herself to eat a little something and did several more pointless chores that were nothing but a delay tactic on her part.


  Around eight that evening, she settled on the couch again with Tony’s laptop and Carlo. Much to her relief, she’d discovered her brother had kept a Google spreadsheet with all his passwords. When she’d recovered his e-mail password via his phone, she was able to log into his account.


  There, in the list, a notation for an account at a site called FetLife.


  She suspected that had something to do with what she’d learned from reading his journal.


  Do I really want to do this?


  Finally, her personal hesitation was outweighed by the fact that her brother had a life apart from her and their family. Friends she had no idea existed. And if their positions were reversed, she’d want someone to notify those friends so they didn’t think she’d just dropped off the face of the planet.


  His login name for the site was Basco_SRQ. She smiled, knowing why he’d picked that. He’d been born with a cast-iron stomach and titanium taste buds.


  His nickname growing up—which she’d bestowed upon him—was Tabasco, shortened to Basco.


  While she and her parents had preferred mild food, Tony would readily slather his with hot sauce. She now had eight different bottles of the stuff in her fridge and she couldn’t bear to throw them out yet, even though she would never use them.


  When she logged into the site, it took her a moment to orient herself. On his profile there was a list of events he’d marked himself as going to, including one this coming Friday night, a shibari class, whatever that was.


  Clicking on it showed it was a class on bondage ropework, which jogged her memory. Yes, some of the erotic romance books on her Kindle involved BDSM, but she wouldn’t consider herself an expert in it.


  Far from it.


  According to the RSVP list, he was friends with twenty-one of the people listed as going and ten of the people listed as maybes. The venue was a place called Venture, in Sarasota. A quick search of the address listed for the location showed it was in an industrial complex just east of I-75.


  Hmm.


  She hadn’t liked the idea of posting a notification on Facebook, but it was the only way she could get the word out to the largest number of people. Had it been practical, she would have personally notified everyone on his friends list about his passing.


  Unfortunately, logistics made that impossible.


  Here, too, it would be impossible. He had over eight hundred friends. Surely not all of them were real-life friends.


  I could go on Friday.


  It had been billed as a beginner’s class. When she looked a little more closely, she thought she spotted something familiar on one of his friend’s avatars. She clicked on the person’s icon.


  Yep. If that wasn’t Jenny’s “necklace” that she always wore, Vanessa would eat Tony’s damn laptop. The distinctive heart-shaped locket on her friend’s necklace always caught Vanessa’s eye. There wasn’t a face shot of the person, just them wearing the necklace, but the user’s ID was listed as SRQtango_girl.


  It couldn’t be a coincidence that her friend also enjoyed ballroom dancing with her boyfriend, and had the exact same necklace.


  Vanessa picked up her phone and called her.


  Jenny answered. “Hey, sweetie. I was just about to text you. How you doing?”


  “Tell me about FetLife,” Vanessa responded without hesitation. She didn’t want her friend to have time to come up with a gentle lie. She wanted to catch her off-guard, take her totally by surprise, and get the absolute truth.


  Jenny hesitated for a moment before she replied. “Um, what?”


  “I’m looking at his FetLife account,” Vanessa said. “On his laptop. Tony. I read his journal, too. I know he was into BDSM and he was bi. It’s okay. I’m not upset, but I need to know about this.”


  Vanessa swallowed back the tears that threatened to erupt and forced herself to stay pragmatic. “I want to notify his friends. All of his friends. So please, tell me about this.”


  After a resigned sigh, Jenny did.


  When her friend finished blowing Vanessa’s mind, Jenny asked, “Are you really okay?”


  “I am,” she quietly said. “It explains a lot, really. It makes sense. I just wish he’d felt comfortable enough coming out to me.”


  “He didn’t want to worry you.”


  “So he denied that part of himself.”


  “Well, not really. He just kept it hidden from you and your parents. He still went to events and played with people. He didn’t want to stress you out and add worries to your plate.”


  Vanessa felt guilty that her brother hadn’t thought he could open up to her about this. To the end he’d still been her big brother, looking after her to the exclusion of himself.


  “It wouldn’t have stressed me out,” she said.


  “I can’t speak to anything other than what he told me,” Jenny gently said. “He loved you so, so much. I don’t think it was because he thought you’d disown him. He was worried about you. He didn’t want you worrying about him.”


  “So are you still going to this thing on Friday night?”


  “What?”


  “This rope thing. I’m looking at the event listing right now. I’m assuming you’re SRQtango_girl.”


  Jenny laughed, but the sound didn’t hold most of her usual easy humor. “Yeah, that’s me. I was going to cancel and come over and spend time with you.”


  “How about I meet you there? Will they let me in?”


  A moment of silence almost had Vanessa checking the connection before Jenny spoke. “Yeah, anyone can attend a class as a guest. But…why?”


  “Because a lot of his friends are listed as going. At least I can give them the respect of telling them to their faces instead of just posting an impersonal message on a website that they might not see for days or weeks.”


  “What’s really going on here? Do you want me to tell them, or post a message about it for you?”


  “No. I want to meet them.” It poured out of her. “If these people were an important part of his life, I want to meet them and thank them in person for being friends with him. He was happier since the divorce than he’d been in years. I wish he hadn’t hid all of this from me, but I would have supported him had he told me.”


  “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you sooner,” she said.


  “No, I get it. But now I understand why he wanted a very tiny service for us.”


  “He was really afraid of someone accidentally outing him in front of you guys and shocking you,” Jenny said.


  “Yeah. That’s what I figured once I found this.” She took a deep breath. “So, you’ll be there Friday?”


  “If you’re going, yes, I’ll be there. Me and Ken. I’m going straight from work. He’s going to meet me there. You sure you’re okay about this?”


  “It’s one small way I can still have contact with him. I want to know him the way his friends knew him.”


  “Then I’ll see you Friday night.”


  After saying good-bye, Vanessa ended the call and stared at the laptop for a moment. Then she logged out. There were private messages waiting in his account, but she didn’t want to contact those people yet.


  She couldn’t.


  She didn’t have the emotional or mental strength to. What reserves she had were all used up.


  What she needed to do right then was to take Carlo out for a long evening walk in the neighborhood and then come home and start going through Tony’s room again. She hadn’t made much progress other than under his bed. Reading his entire journal a second time earlier that afternoon didn’t count as progress.


  Then again, maybe she could start on the garage. It might be easier with a little emotional distance, not being right there in his room, the bed still made with sheets and a pillow that smelled vaguely like him.


  It was too easy to want to curl up around his pillow, bury her face in it, and cry.


  And if she was going to move on with the rest of her life, she needed to find a way to keep moving forward or she’d end up drowning once treading emotional water got to be too much for her.


  Others had survived far worse grief, far worse tragedies. She knew she shouldn’t compare herself to others, but if that was what she needed to do to get through the next few days and weeks, she’d do it.


  And she suspected there would be plenty of renewed tears when she got to meet more of Tony’s friends—the vanilla and kinky ones—in person.


  For right now, she didn’t want to cry. She wanted to breathe, to find a safe, neutral mental median she could pull over onto, hit pause, and not focus on all of this.


  


  * * * *


  


  I got to try fire cupping for the first time at the club tonight. Kel did it on me. Wow! It was amazing! I’ll have to make sure I wear a shirt around Nessie until the marks disappear so she doesn’t see them and start asking uncomfortable questions. I know she reads spicy stuff on her Kindle, but reading something and having her big brother involved in it are two different things.


  The past three months living with Nessie have proved to me how wrong I was to stay married to Kelly for so long. It wasn’t fair to her. When I finally realized how I was, I should have talked to her about it, opened a dialog with her. Maybe she would have been okay with it, maybe not.


  I suspect not, based on her not-quite-subtle jabs about certain subjects in the news.


  I was struggling too hard to be normal, to fit in, when I realize now I didn’t need to. It wasn’t fair to Kelly to use her as my attempt to conform to society’s expectations of me. I wasted her life and mine. And I feel badly about it.


  At least now I can spend time with Nessie when I want to instead of Kelly whining about it. That should have been my huge red flag, right there. That Kelly obviously didn’t think very much of my sister, or my parents. Although she did hide that from me pretty well until after we were married.


  Then Carlo. Oh. My. God. He loved Nessie and hated Kelly. Clue number two, right there, and I ignored it. That should have been the last straw…


  Vanessa slipped her thumb between the pages and closed the journal, her mind racing. Her brother had lived a double life pretty much all his adult life. First while with Kelly, then while living with her.


  Although at least with her, he’d been able to have that part of his life that he’d needed.


  And no, Vanessa—and her parents—had pretty much hated Kelly on sight, but they’d done their best to pretend to like and welcome her into their family. Vanessa and her parents had always found the woman to be very shallow and materialistic, more interested in fashion and reality TV than in the real world and the people populating it. Hell, even the birthday cards from them had always been bought and signed by Tony. Vanessa knew his handwriting.


  It never escaped Vanessa’s notice that it was always Tony taking her out for her birthday dinner, Kelly always having to “work” or giving some other lame excuse for her not joining them. Even family holiday dinners were barely tolerable. The last couple of years Tony was still married to Kelly, when their parents flew in from Seattle to stay with Vanessa for the holidays, they’d all simply gone out to a restaurant to eat instead of cooking a large meal at home. Tony had suggested it to Vanessa, under the guise of “simplicity.”


  He hadn’t fooled her. Vanessa knew it was because Kelly didn’t want to spend time with their family. Her family was all up in Tampa, and after they finished their family celebration, she dragged him up there for the rest of the afternoon and evening.


  Every. Damn. Time.


  As if Kelly couldn’t wait for the moment she could dash out of there, dragging Tony in her wake and escaping them.


  The first thing Vanessa’s mom had said to her when she told her Tony was filing for divorce was, “Thank god. It’s about time.”


  At least Vanessa could take comfort in the fact that the last four years of his life had been good ones, happy ones, and she would always have those memories. It would have been that much more tragic had Tony died still tethered to the damn shrew and never able to be his true self.


  She opened the journal and started reading again. This was her third time through it, and it was close to midnight, but she wanted to absorb every word, understand him as much as possible.


  It was all she had left of him.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Thursday morning, Lyle asked his receptionist to hold his calls. He shut the door to his office before making a call of his own.


  When Jenny answered the phone, he didn’t detect anything off in her tone. “Hey, Lyle. What’s up?”


  “Can you talk?”


  “Um, sure. Hold on.” It sounded like she moved to a quieter location. “What’s going on?”


  He took a deep breath. “I need to ask you about Basco—”


  “Yes,” she said, cutting him off. “And I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you.”


  “You knew we were friends with him. Why didn’t you tell us?”


  She dropped her voice even lower. “Because he’d specifically told his sister a while ago when they discussed final arrangements for each other that he only wanted immediate family and very close friends in attendance at the service. His sister didn’t even know he was kinky or bi. How was I supposed to explain to her his relationships to people she’d never even heard about, much less met before? How did you find out, anyway?”


  “Facebook. She posted on his wall yesterday. Friends are going to organize a service for him. I’m assuming a vanilla service.”


  “Oh.” It sounded like she breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay. She said she made a post but I didn’t go look. That’s the service meant for everyone else. It didn’t mean he didn’t care about you guys. And it was killing me not to tell anyone.”


  “Are you going to post something on Fet about it?”


  She let out another sigh. “Vanessa called me last night. She found his Fet account.”


  His stomach curled. “Oh.”


  “It’s…okay. She wasn’t freaked out by it. She said it actually made sense. She found his journal first, before she even made the Facebook post and before she’d discovered his Fet account. I told her yes, I’d met him through the local BDSM community, and asked her if she wanted me to post something. She said she’d handle it herself. So please, don’t post anything. Very few people in the community even knew his vanilla name, much less were friends with him on Facebook.”


  “Guess we were special,” he bitterly said.


  “You guys absolutely were special to him. Listen, I’m sorry. She’s obviously upset right now.” Her voice gentled. “He was her life, her best friend, not just her older brother. I know you guys cared about him, but she knew him her entire life. He was her big brother. You know how much he loved her and worried about her. She’s working her way through her grief the best way she can, the only way she can. Cut her some slack, okay?”


  That made him feel like shit. He scrubbed his face with his hand. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” Yes, he knew how much Basco had adored his sister. And he also realized to honor his friend meant honoring that bond.


  “No, it’s okay. I know you’re upset, too. This isn’t easy on any of us. I’m going to approach her about having a service at the club for his kinky friends. I’m sure Derrick and Kel will agree to it.”


  “Will she want to be there?”


  “I…don’t know. Not yet. I promise, as soon as I know anything, I will call or text you. But please don’t post this on FetLife yet. She’ll handle it how she wants to handle it. She’s going to the rope class on Friday night. I’m meeting her there.”


  “She is?”


  “Yeah. She saw that several friends of his had RSVPed as going, so she wants to go and tell them in person. She didn’t like having to post about it on Facebook. She wants some in-person contact.”


  “Is it okay if we go and meet her, too?”


  “Absolutely. I’m sure she’d love to meet you and talk to you. She’s…lost right now. She’s alone.”


  “What about their parents?”


  “They live in Seattle.”


  “Didn’t they come here?”


  “They did, but she sent them home Tuesday. Some aunts and uncles and cousins came in and left on Monday. She wanted alone time. She’s single, she’s a workaholic, and most of the few friends she has were Tony’s friends, including me, Ken, Rusty, and Eliza. So if you really want to honor Tony’s memory, come out, befriend her, and help me get her through this. She’ll need all the true friends she can get right now. I’m really worried about her.”


  He closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose to keep his tears at bay. “Yeah. We can do that.” Well, he knew he could do that. He wasn’t sure what Reed’s schedule would be or if he’d even feel like going out that late when he’d likely have a Saturday morning charter scheduled.


  After ending the call with Jenny, Lyle opened his office door and headed for the bathroom to splash water on his face. His day felt cloaked with gloom, a dark funk settling over him from the moment he woke up.


  It was hard to believe the friendly, full-of-life guy they’d known was…gone. He wasn’t even forty yet.


  Hell, I’m not even forty yet.


  He was still four months from his fortieth birthday. Almost the same exact age as Tony.


  People their age weren’t supposed to die that young. Especially over something so stupid as pneumonia, something easily treated in someone that age.


  Maybe a tragic car wreck, or unfortunate accident, okay.


  But…that?


  Note to self, I’m overdue for my annual checkup.


  So was Reed, come to think of it.


  After telling the receptionist he was available again, he buried his head in his work and tried not to think about the loss of their friend, the loss of what might have been had they said something sooner to him. Maybe they would have been able to force him to the doctor sooner.


  Maybe…maybe…maybe.


  It echoed in his brain like a lonely church bell lost in the fog.


  


  * * * *


  


  Reed’s morning had gone to shit before he even moved his boat out of the slip. The starboard engine didn’t want to crank. He was able to grab one of the marina’s techs to look at it, who discovered it had a bad ignition module, and fortunately had the part in stock. Over two hundred dollars later, and running nearly forty minutes late, he and his morning charter headed out of the marina basin.


  That would put him up against the clock with the afternoon charter. He’d be lucky to have time to hit the bathroom, much less eat lunch.


  One solution would be trying a spot slightly closer to shore than he usually fished, one that he’d had luck with before. A diver friend of his had given him the numbers to the rock pile, said it usually had grouper, sheepshead, grunt, mangrove snapper, and sometimes even amberjack on it. Reed had only fished it twice, and at different times of the year, both times producing decent catches even though the grouper they’d caught were almost all too small to keep.


  He called the spot up in his GPS before he reached the channel’s head marker and plugged it in.


  With that done, and the course laid in…


  Basco’s death returned to mind. Not even the gorgeous day and perfect weather could drive the darkness back once that thought had settled in.


  Memories of their friend had haunted his mind all morning, kept at bay only by the hectic detours in his routine before returning now with a vengeance.


  He wasn’t even sure if he’d have time to call Lyle at lunch to see if he got hold of Jenny or not about it. This wasn’t exactly the kind of discussion he wanted to have via a text stream.


  It definitely wasn’t a conversation he wanted to have in front of other people. Especially customers.


  All he could do at this point was try to make it through the morning as best he could.


  


  * * * *


  


  Fortunately, the spot paid off. It didn’t hurt that Reed’s morning charter passengers were not experienced anglers. They were tourists from Minnesota who’d booked a charter with him at the last minute. They were perfectly happy to reel in the fish they caught, much to Reed’s relief.


  No, nothing huge, and no grouper today, but nearly everything else was legal length. By the time he had to haul anchor for the return, he’d thought maybe he was going to pull this day out of the crapper after all.


  Until he’d almost reached the head marker. He cut in a little sooner than he usually did and was startled by the bump and sudden severe vibration from the port engine.


  Dammit.


  Immediately throttling down and shifting to neutral, he raised the engines and took a look.


  One of the blades on the port prop was missing a chunk from it.


  Only the fact that one of his passengers was a twelve-year-old boy kept him from swearing a blue streak at his luck.


  “Everything okay?” one of the men asked.


  He forced a smile. “Could be worse. Just a prop. I’ll swap it out when I get back to the dock.”


  Spare props he had. He’d be stupid not to. And yes, he could swap it out himself. After he had the marina pull the boat with a forklift.


  Dammit.


  So much for making up time.


  Reed lowered the starboard engine back into the water, checked his bearings, and slowly made his way toward the channel.


  He was running right up against time when he finally made it to the dock. He’d already called the marina over the VHF radio and they said they’d have the forklift waiting for him to haul him out. After offloading his passengers, he cast off lines and motored over to the pull-out dock.


  Carl sat there, smiling, chewing his gum like he was angry at it. “You’re just having shit luck today, ain’t ya?” he called out.


  “You can say that again.” Reed shut the engine off and got out, using a bow and stern line to back the boat onto the lift forks. Ten minutes later, they had his boat securely sitting on blocks, and Reed was racing for his truck to get his tool bag. The fuel dock clerk would tell the charter group he was running a couple of minutes late, and why.


  After swapping out the prop—relieved to see the skeg itself hadn’t sustained any damage from the hit—he dropped the prop off at the repair shop for them to send out for him, returned his tool bag to his truck, hit the bathroom, and grabbed a sandwich from the marina’s store to take with him before running back to help Carl get him in the water again.


  So much for an easy day, and for catching up on his schedule.


  He quickly texted Lyle while Carl was moving his boat back to the water.


  Running real late. Nothing but problems today. TTYL. Love U.


  Before he slipped his phone into his pocket, Lyle responded.


  :( Sorry. Love you, too. I’ll take care of dinner.


  Reed stuck his phone into his pocket.


  I definitely need a new cell phone.


  


  * * * *


  


  Lyle was waiting at the door with a beer for Reed when the man arrived home that evening.


  “Thanks, buddy,” Reed said, taking it from him after giving him a kiss. “You’re the best.” He walked in and dropped his duffle bag on the couch as Lyle closed the door behind him.


  “Sorry you had such a crappy day.”


  “Crappy doesn’t begin to describe it.” Lyle followed him to the bathroom, where Reed started stripping in preparation to take his shower. He told Lyle about the morning mechanical problems, then the prop.


  “Well,” Lyle said, trying to put a positive spin on it, “it could have been worse.”


  “I know. I could have whacked the rock hard enough to do damage to the lower unit. That would have put me out of business for several days. I don’t have a spare one of those just lying around, and they’re damned expensive to fix.”


  “I called Jenny this morning,” Lyle told him.


  Reed froze and slowly turned. “And?”


  “Basco’s sister found out about his kinky side.”


  He leaned against the counter. “How?”


  “Apparently he had a journal or something, and his FetLife account.”


  “Wow.” Reed stared at his feet.


  “She—his sister—is going to Tony’s shibari class tomorrow night. Jenny’s going to meet her there.”


  Reed stared at him. “Why?”


  “Jenny said she wants to meet her brother’s friends. Apparently, she’s okay with him being…having been kinky.” He told Reed about the conversation. When Lyle finished, Reed stood there, his arms crossed over his bare chest.


  “I’d like to go,” Lyle said.


  Reed slowly nodded. “Okay. I’d like to meet her, too.”


  Lyle breathed a silent sigh of relief. He hadn’t been one-hundred-percent sure if Reed would actually want to go or not. “Cool.”


  He left Reed alone to get his shower. He needed to put the last touches on dinner, which he’d delayed until Reed returned home. He knew Reed didn’t care if Lyle ate without him or not, but Lyle preferred to wait. He’d spent plenty of years eating alone already. Not that he had a problem eating alone, but it was nice, now that it looked like he had his soulmate, to wait to eat with Reed.


  He was definitely worth the wait.


  In more ways than one.


  Chapter Eight


  


  The people I’ve met through the Suncoast Society munches and through Venture have become the kind of friends I wish I’d had all throughout my adult life. Still, I have to keep a distance. Work, for starters. Not that I’m worried about my job security so much, but who knows if or when I’ll run across someone and it becomes an uncomfortable situation.


  I also don’t want Nessie caught up in this. I don’t know if she’d understand, and as her brother, the last thing I want to do is add stress to her life. Maybe there will be a day when I can start broaching the subject to her, when I find a like-minded kinky partner I want to settle down permanently with, and who I can’t hide from her, or her from them.


  Especially if it turns out to be a man instead of another woman.


  No doubt, then I’ll have to have some conversations with her, hint around, so she isn’t totally caught unaware.


  And if they don’t like Nessie, or she doesn’t like them, I won’t be making that mistake twice. I will not let anyone keep me from my sister.


  They’ll also have to pass the Carlo sniff test. :)


  For now, there’s no reason to lay this burden on her when things are going too well. It’s a secret that’s no problem for me to keep for now. It’s not hurting anyone. And the last thing I want to do is needlessly hurt her over something that…


  Trip number four through Tony’s journal was more like a type of emotional masochism. She fought the urge to pick out every little time he’d put her before his own needs, even though she hadn’t realized it at the time, and chastised herself for being a sucky little sister.


  Late Friday afternoon, Vanessa still wasn’t sure what to wear. A text to Jenny gave her the easy answer—comfortable.


  She opted for a loose gypsy skirt and a blouse. They’d been a combo that Tony always said looked magnificent on her, so it felt right to wear the outfit. She wouldn’t be partaking in the class itself, although she thought she might stay to observe and be there with Jenny, if nothing else.


  She’d spent the afternoon avoiding Tony’s laptop. She used his phone to get Facebook updates about the plans for the service, which it looked like would be the following Saturday, not tomorrow. That meant plenty of time for people to find out about it and for the organizers to secure a venue.


  That would give her time to get word to his coworkers.


  Former coworkers.


  It also meant time for her to pull herself together so she hopefully wouldn’t fall apart during the event.


  She’d gone back on her own computer and looked up the club again, sending the address to herself so she could pull it up on her phone for the GPS directions. She’d created herself an account on FetLife that morning, picking NessieR_FL as her handle.


  Nessie had been his nickname for her. In big-brother-teasing-speak, sometimes she’d been the “Loch Ness Monster.” But never in a mean way.


  Tony had never been mean to her. Ever. Even his teasing of her had borne love, affection. She’d never felt belittled or demeaned by him.


  She’d listed herself as Tony’s sister on her FetLife profile, and she’d logged into his and listed her as his sister on his.


  It had hurt, but in the good way. It felt like big brother was still looking out for her, in some small way. And, as he had done, she fudged her location as Antarctica, and posted the same profile pic Tony had: a bottle of hot sauce.


  Again, it felt like the right thing to do.


  She’d also listed herself as not applicable where it asked for her D/s role and sexual orientation. In the looking for section, she listed friends. For the information section, she went for simplicity.


  Grieving sister looking for peace and solace and to connect with my brother’s friends. Nothing more.


  It was the truth.


  She hadn’t had the heart yet to change his profile to indicate his passing, but she would tomorrow. At least, that was her plan. Hopefully the people she met tonight would be as kind and welcoming to her as Tony had thought they were, and as friendly as Jenny had assured her they would be. If not, she’d delete her account and his and not look back.


  After walking Carlo one last time, she headed out, her stomach a tight knot of nervous tension making it impossible for her to eat anything.


  Jenny had suggested she go see her doctor and ask for a prescription to get her through the next few weeks, at least something to help her sleep, if nothing else.


  Sleep wasn’t her problem, though. It was the lonely waking hours without Tony. Returning to work on Monday would be the next big hurdle, getting through the rounds of condolences, any cards, all of that.


  Then coming home to an empty house that first night.


  Tony had almost always been home before her, unless he had to work a rare late shift for some reason. He usually started his morning a couple hours earlier than her and returned home shortly after five. All the stores in the area that he supervised were less than an hour from their house in any direction.


  Depending on her schedule, and where she had to drive on any given day, she might be home shortly after him, if she worked locally for the day, or return home late that evening, if she had to drive down south to one of those stores.


  He almost always cooked for her, or made sure there were leftovers for her.


  Another thing she’d miss, that he’d always had something healthy ready for her. When he’d moved in with her, he’d been appalled by her mostly TV-dinner diet. Yes, she had lost a few pounds since he’d lived with her, and her time working out had helped convert some of her fat to muscle, but she’d never be skinny.


  Then again, she had hardly any appetite now. If she looked at the scale, she’d probably be shocked to see she’d lost a few pounds.


  Not the healthiest way to lose them, sure, but she’d take the win.


  It was the only one she had so far.


  


  * * * *


  


  There were already a few cars in the parking lot when she arrived at the club. Steeling herself, Vanessa walked in and was shocked to realize the office looked nothing like she’d imagined it would based on the books she read. Except for the BDSM implements for sale, it would have looked…


  Boring.


  A woman sitting behind the desk gave her a friendly smile. “Hi. Are you here for the class?”


  She nodded. “I’ve never been here before.”


  “No problem. First thing, I need to see a photo ID.”


  Five minutes later, after filling out a liability waiver, Vanessa was ready to enter the club as a guest. Before she walked inside, she admitted something else. “My brother is…was a member here.”


  “Was?”


  She nodded. “That’s actually why I’m here tonight.”


  “Oh. Will he be coming?”


  “Um…no.” She finally broke the news to the girl, who looked sad. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know him personally.” She seemed at a loss. “Would you like me to note that on his membership…” She trailed off, obviously unsure what to say next.


  Vanessa saved her. “Yes, please. Thanks. I wasn’t sure what the protocol was.”


  The girl turned to her computer. “We really don’t have one. We just highlight their name in the spreadsheet and add it to the notes section. Fortunately, we don’t have this problem very often. I’m really sorry.”


  “I wanted to meet his friends and tell them in person, you know? I didn’t want to just post it on FetLife without having a chance for people to learn about it firsthand.”


  The girl nodded. “I understand. I’m sure they’ll appreciate that. That’s very kind of you. A lot of relatives wouldn’t be so understanding or sensitive.”


  She sighed. “My brother wouldn’t want me to be anything but.”


  Walking inside, again she was startled. It wasn’t what she thought a “dungeon” would look like. Certainly not the lavish surroundings suggested by romance novels. The house lights were up, and there wasn’t a single naked person in sight. If it hadn’t been for the bondage furniture off to her left, she would have thought she’d walked into a American Legion hall or something.


  The books she’d read were flat wrong.


  Figures.


  Maybe they were lying about happily-ever-afters being out there, too.


  She must have looked lost, because a woman smiled and walked over to her. “Hi, I’m Tilly. You look a little overwhelmed.”


  “I am.” They shook. “Vanessa.”


  “Never been to a rope class before?”


  “Never been to a dungeon before.”


  “Ah. Come on over and have a seat. We were just talking. I’ll introduce you around.”


  “Thanks.”


  Vanessa got settled and after the intros, she dove in. “Look, I need to admit something. I’m not just here for the class.”


  Tilly, who’d remained standing, said, “You’re not?”


  “No. I’m here because my brother was supposed to be here. And…I’m sorry to say this, but Tony died. I wanted to tell everyone in person.”


  That seemed to grab everyone’s attention in a way she hadn’t expected. The room literally fell silent, the few people who hadn’t been sitting at the table now gathering close around it, shock and grief plainly evident on their faces.


  Tilly finally spoke. She looked gut-punched. “I…I don’t know what to say.” She sounded like she might be sick as she slowly shook her head in stunned disbelief. “I can’t believe Shay didn’t call someone. Is she okay? When did this happen? What happened?”


  Vanessa was still lost at the earlier part of Tilly’s question. “Who?”


  “Shay…you know. Shayla. His wife?”


  Vanessa frowned. “Who? Tony was divorced, not married. And her name was Kelly.”


  Now Tilly frowned and started to say something when the door to the office opened again and a man and woman walked in.


  The gathered group seemed to let out a relieved sigh all at the same time, some of them even breaking out into laughter.


  Tilly’s head swiveled to take in the newcomers, then swiveled back to her. Her tone changed, too, now sounding wary. “What’d you say your name was, again?”


  “Vanessa. Vanessa Riddick.”


  Tilly clapped a hand over her eyes. Another tone change, this time to apologetic. “Okay, for starters, let me profusely apologize in advance, because I’m an idiot. Secondly, I’m truly sorry for your loss. And third, who, exactly, was your brother again?”


  The man and woman walked over. “What’s going on?” he asked.


  Tilly still had her hand clapped over her eyes and blindly gestured toward him with her other, then back to Vanessa. “Tony, meet Vanessa Riddick, who was just about to tell us more about how her brother, Tony, died.”


  She finally dropped the hand covering her eyes and looked at Vanessa. “And as I’m sure you just guessed, you can see where my confusion stemmed from. This is our dear friend, Tony, and his wife, Shay.”


  Vanessa felt slightly horrified. “Oh, my god, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to confuse you. I guess I should have told you my last name at the start. I wasn’t sure if anyone would know his real first name, much less his last name. He went by the name Basco on FetLife. Guess I should have called him that. Sorry.”


  Now several of the people’s faces transformed from amused relief to grief again, including the two new arrivals.


  “Basco died?” Tony asked. “Man, I’m so sorry.”


  The woman with him clung to his arm and started tearing up, her gaze dropping to the floor.


  Tilly’s expression turned somber. “Fuck.” She seemed to catch herself. “Sorry. Wow. I haven’t seen him in nearly a month. I’m really sorry. He was a nice guy.”


  “What happened?” Tony asked.


  This was the story she hadn’t wanted to tell but knew she had to. Despite her parents and her friends telling her she had nothing to feel guilty about, she still did. The people’s reaction quickly turned from relief to grief again as she told them about what happened, why she didn’t inform people sooner…


  That she’d found out about his kinky side and wanted to personally meet the people who’d shared this side of his life with him.


  Wanted to thank them for helping him enjoy and really live the past several years, for being there for him. To tell them her appreciation in person.


  When she finished, more people had arrived, filled in with whispers by others on the fringes, and Vanessa realized she was sitting in the middle of over thirty people, including Jenny and her boyfriend, who’d slipped in toward the end of her telling it.


  She took a deep breath. “So, that’s why I wanted to come here tonight.”


  Tony cleared his throat. “Well, I think I speak for everyone here when I say we’re honored to have you here, and we’re truly sorry for your loss. Of course you’re welcomed here. If you have any questions, please, don’t hesitate to ask any of us. I think it’s very generous of you to come seek us out like this, and to be so understanding. You shouldn’t blame yourself for what happened. He was an adult. He held responsibility for his own actions. You can accept the blame, but it’s not yours to carry, and it’s an unnecessary burden you shouldn’t be shouldering in the first place.”


  “If you want,” Tilly offered, “I’ll be happy to stick with you tonight. I’m alone tonight, anyway. My guys are on a business trip to their LA office.”


  “Thank you. I’d appreciate that.” Despite the initial rocky start, Vanessa sensed Tilly felt badly over the clumsy way she’d handled Vanessa’s introduction to the group.


  “Well,” Tony said, “let’s get started.”


  “You’re the teacher?”


  “I’m the teacher.” He offered her a kind smile. “Obviously, under the circumstances, I don’t expect you to participate. But feel free to ask any questions you’d like.”


  “Did Tony—Basco. My brother. Did he do rope stuff?”


  She’d have to get used to speaking of him by his scene name, not as his real name. Even though she’d given him the nickname in the first place, she’d usually called him Tony, and had since they were teenagers and she didn’t want to embarrass him in front of his friends.


  She surely didn’t want to scare anyone else with the false alarm.


  The truth was heartbreaking enough.


  “He’d developed an interest in it, yes. He liked to be tied. I never suspended him, but I’m pretty sure Kel did, and possibly Scrye. I’m not sure if Scrye’s coming tonight, but I know Kel will be here later for the open play session, if you’d like to talk to him.”


  “Thanks. I’d appreciate that.”


  As she settled in to watch, she realized she felt far calmer than she thought she might. Someone had brought her a box of tissues at one point, but other than her initial tears, there was a…reassuring, calm energy in the room. Sad, but also filled with genuine compassion and friendship.


  If that, for nothing else, she’d stay.


  To not feel totally alone for a little while. To try to imagine how Tony had felt amongst these people.


  To hope they’d accept her as a friend the way they’d accepted her brother.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Lyle was doing his best to make up time without getting a ticket for speeding or losing his temper at Reed. His partner couldn’t help it that he’d returned home later than usual.


  “I’m sorry,” Reed quietly said.


  Again.


  “Please, stop,” Lyle said. “It’s okay. I just didn’t want to be late and I wanted a few minutes to talk to her before class started. You couldn’t help it.”


  Reed stared out his window.


  “I’m not mad at you,” Lyle insisted.


  “I’m mad at myself. It’s like this day’s been shit from the minute my feet hit the floor. And got worse from that point onward. As if it wasn’t enough I had to drop money on emergency repairs yesterday, and then the mess this morning, but tomorrow’s charter cancelled. Not just a morning charter, either, but an all-day one.”


  More unexpected mechanical problems, this time a fuel line splitting. Fortunately it happened before he’d pulled out of his slip, and an easy enough fix, but a helluva pain in the ass to clean up. It delayed the start of his morning charter by nearly thirty minutes as he had to scrub gasoline out of his boat and then change clothes so he didn’t smell like it all day.


  Lyle reached over and patted his partner on the thigh. “It’s okay.”


  “It’s not okay.”


  “They paid the cancellation fee, right? That covered your repairs.”


  “It’s the principle of the matter. You know I hate having to dip into savings.”


  Yes, Lyle knew. His partner was far from poor, and was a damn good money manager. He imagined it was this same kind of dedication to his job that had made Reed good at his previous profession, before he walked away from it.


  But any time an unexpected expense came up, especially if it was an emergency like this, Reed always had this same reaction. It would be endearingly funny, and a worry that Lyle would usually fuck right out of Reed’s brain, except for the circumstances.


  They both felt sad about Basco, and they both felt nervous about meeting his sister.


  As far as they knew, Basco hadn’t currently been involved with anyone more seriously than as play partners, which was why he and Reed had talked about asking him if he was interested in becoming more. Basco didn’t whore around like some people did, so he was not only a handsome and fun choice, but a safe one, too. And drama-free, which was an added bonus.


  What was that about missing a hundred percent of chances not taken?


  They arrived at the club a few minutes late. They hadn’t bothered bringing a rope or gear bag with them, because play was, honestly, the last thing on their mind that night. They hurried through check-in and hustled inside just as Tony was gathering the class around him to get started.


  They spotted Jenny first, sitting with her boyfriend, and Tilly, and a woman they didn’t know.


  That likely meant the sister.


  Jenny held up a hand and they made a beeline for them.


  “Hi, guys,” Jenny said. “Vanessa Riddick, this is Lyle and Reed. They were friends and play partners with Basco.”


  Lyle nodded. “Hi. We’re really sorry for your loss.”


  “He was a great guy,” Reed added.


  She looked close to tears. “Thanks. Sorry I didn’t get to tell anyone earlier about this. Jenny told me she told you guys. Thank you for coming tonight. I was hoping I’d meet you.”


  “You were?” Lyle asked.


  “I…I found my brother’s journal. He mentioned you both in there several times. He really liked you guys.”


  Lyle didn’t know what to say to that. They slid into chairs at the table with them. Even usually feisty Tilly appeared somber and subdued tonight as she looked on. The two men loved Tilly and her guys. They’d both played with Landry as bottoms several times. The man was an extraordinary sadist.


  Lyle couldn’t ever remember Tilly looking so close to being distraught as she did now. Like she was forcibly holding things together for everyone else’s benefit.


  He returned his focus to Vanessa. With her long, auburn hair, which she’d pulled back with a barrette, and her hazel eyes, she strongly resembled her brother. So much so that it tugged at his heart.


  He hated that he couldn’t help but notice she wasn’t wearing any rings. No jewelry at all, actually. And she had beautifully rounded curves, a real woman’s body, and wasn’t some skinny, bony twig.


  Get your head out of your ass. Her brother just died.


  Still…


  He’d be lying if he said he wasn’t attracted to her. Whether that was a protective, instinctive reaction because he knew how much she had to be suffering right now and he wanted to ease that pain, or because of her relation to Basco, or because he was just attracted to her—that all remained to be seen.


  And now was not the time to be thinking any of that.


  


  * * * *


  


  Reed couldn’t help it. Logically, he realized it was most likely a reaction due to grief and longing, missing Basco.


  But he felt a draw to Vanessa. He’d be lying if he denied it. He could see Basco in her features, the way she talked, the tilt of her head. Even had he not known her brother very well, much less having known Basco for over three years, had he seen the two of them side-by-side the likeness would have been eerie.


  It was a very melancholy feeling. So close, and yet so far from their friend.


  And it was exactly on that point Reed realized he did understand why she was there. Probably for that very reason—wanting to hold onto a little bit of who her brother was, in the only way she could.


  With people who knew a different side of him.


  Just like Reed regretted not getting to know Basco even better, the way he and Lyle had wanted to.


  “So you guys were friends with Ton—Basco?” she asked.


  Tilly reached out and patted Vanessa’s hands. “We had a slight misunderstanding when she first got here,” Tilly said without a trace of her usual trademark snark in her tone. “She told us her brother was Tony and…” She pointed with one hand, palm up, at where Tony was starting to teach.


  “I’m so sorry,” Vanessa said.


  Tilly squeezed her hands. “It’s okay, seriously.”


  Reed wanted to be the one comforting her instead of Tilly.


  “Yes, we were friends with Basco,” Reed said. “Play partners.”


  “I just…I don’t know how or what to ask.”


  “You can ask us anything,” Lyle assured her as Jenny slipped an arm around her shoulders. “We’ll do our best to answer it.”


  “I don’t know what’s considered too personal,” she said.


  “Don’t worry about it,” Reed said. “If we can’t answer it, or don’t want to, we’ll say so.”


  “They mean it,” Jenny told her. “One thing about this lifestyle is people quickly learn that communication is extremely important.”


  Vanessa looked at where Tilly still clasped her hands around hers. “I wish he’d felt like he could have communicated to me about this.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Reed and Lyle seemed like nice guys, which was probably why her brother had mentioned them a lot in his journal. While he hadn’t come right out and said he loved the two men, it was patently obvious to her through her readings that Basco had a deeper affection for them, felt a closer affinity to them, than toward most other people in the lifestyle.


  Tonight, they both wore jeans and short-sleeved, button-up shirts. Not exactly the garb she would have expected from Doms. Or subs. Or switches, or whatever it was they called themselves.


  They seemed like two ordinary guys who wouldn’t get more than a second glance from her normally, and that only because they were both fairly attractive men, by her standards.


  Reed looked like he spent a lot of time out in the sun, with his tan and the lines at the outer corners of his blue eyes, and the sun-lightened tint to his short, brown hair. Lyle had sweet brown eyes and black hair with only a few sprinkles of grey at the temples.


  If she had to guess, from his paler skin tone, she figured he worked in an office.


  “Sometimes,” Lyle said, “people don’t want to burden their families with this. It can be kind of personal. They worry they’ll be shunned or disowned. It’s happened a lot before.”


  “But I wouldn’t have done that.” She stared at Tilly’s hands, trying not to remember how she’d clasped Tony’s hands, willing him to get better even as he sharply declined, before the medical staff forced her away from his bedside as they tried heroic measures to save his life.


  “It’s like sex lives,” Reed said. “It’s not always something people are comfortable discussing with other family members unless they absolutely can’t avoid the issue.”


  “Basco and I could talk about anything,” she said. “At least, I thought we could.”


  “It doesn’t mean he loved you any less,” Reed told her.


  “He told us how much you meant to him,” Lyle said. “How much he loved you. That he was glad he was living with you and able to be a part of your life. He made it clear to us from the beginning that you always came first with him. That there might be times he had to ditch us at the last-minute if you needed him, and we were perfectly fine with that. He hated that his ex got in the way of his relationship with you for so long.”


  She didn’t know if that made her feel better or worse, even though it gelled with what she’d read in her brother’s journal.


  “I wish I’d known about this. I would have told him I was okay with it since it made him happy.” She tipped her head toward where Tony was teaching. “I’ve read far kinkier stuff in books than I’ve seen here yet. This is not what I was expecting. At all.”


  “Thought you’d see nekkid people swinging from the rafters, right?” Tilly joked, smiling as she gave Vanessa’s hands a final squeeze and sat back, releasing her.


  “Well…yeah. If you want me to be honest.”


  Everyone else around the table smiled and softly chuckled. “It’s both far more boring and mundane, while simultaneously being weirder, than anyone imagines,” Jenny assured her. “Look at me and Ken, here. You didn’t think anything about us was different.”


  “True.”


  She knew her friend was open-minded and liberal, but while the news that Jenny was kinky didn’t surprise Vanessa, no, it wasn’t a fact she’d readily foreseen.


  Her brother was more proof of that.


  There was something else she wanted answered. “So I can ask anything?”


  Everyone nodded.


  “Okay. Then who was Kaden, and why did his death have such an impact on my brother?”


  Everyone froze.


  Chapter Ten


  


  “To be best of my recollection,” Tony said, “Basco started coming around to munches and the club just before Kaden left the public scene for good.”


  She was sitting alone with Tony on a couch in the club’s far side, a second space they’d recently added. The music was a little louder over here, and the lights dimmer, but there was only one couple playing, and they were on what Tony had called a St. Andrew’s Cross on the far end of the space.


  For all intents and purposes, they were alone and could talk in private.


  When she’d asked about Kaden, everyone gathered around the table had gone still and quiet for a moment before Tilly took the reins again, back to a very subdued, quiet tone.


  “We’ll table that topic and let Tony talk to you about Kaden,” she’d said. “Of all of us here right at this moment, he knew him the best. It’s better he answers your questions.”


  So now here she sat, just a few minutes after Tony’s class had ended. Vanessa had told him it was okay if he wanted to wait to talk about it, but he didn’t seem nonplussed by the topic or her desire to talk about it.


  Tony continued. “People didn’t need to know Kaden personally, or deeply, to be effected by him. He was a very calming, serene presence. He and his wife, Leah, taught classes here. Rope, whips, other things.”


  Tony seemed lost in thought for a moment. “So I’m not sure how well Basco actually knew Kaden, because I was around Kade a lot in those last months and don’t remember seeing him or hearing Kade talk about him. That doesn’t mean Kade’s death didn’t have an impact on him.” He caught himself. “Well, obviously it did have an impact on your brother, because he wrote about it. So he must have met Kade at least once or twice.”


  “But why? Why would Kaden’s death have an impact on my brother if he didn’t know him very well?”


  “Because Kaden died of pancreatic cancer. It took…a while. When he found out about it, he set in motion a series of events to put his life-long best friend, Seth, in place as his wife’s Master and husband.”


  She blinked. “Say what?”


  The sad smile Tony gave her made her regret her tone. “He was a complete control freak. And Leah…needed…things. Not need like, ‘Oh, I’d really like a spanking tonight.’ Without breeching a confidence, she needed a certain type of…” He seemed to search for the word. “She needed a certain type of loving managerial style to ensure she would keep moving forward.”


  In her current state, Vanessa had no problem believing that. If it wasn’t for Carlo and her promise to her brother to take care of him, she’d find it damned hard to come up with a reason to get out of bed every morning.


  She didn’t interrupt, sensing Tony had far more to say.


  “When everyone learned, mostly after Kade’s passing, what he’d set in motion to provide for Leah, it sort of changed those who’d known him, even a little. It drove home the point about how not living authentically meant condemning yourself to a future in a prison, in a way. That life was short. That love was important. That if death could take someone as determined to live as Kade was, and who loved Leah as much as he had, then it could take any of us at any moment.”


  That was exactly what had happened with her brother.


  Taken at any moment.


  “When did Kaden die?” she asked.


  “About four years ago. In January.”


  That would have been just before her Tony had admitted one night at dinner, when it was just the two of them, that he was going to be filing for divorce.


  And when Vanessa had immediately insisted he’d move in with her.


  In his journal, he’d mentioned sussing out BDSM before making the decision to divorce Kelly. How he’d attended several munches and events, trying to figure things out for himself before taking that final step and initiating the divorce.


  This hadn’t been an overnight whim for her brother, but a carefully researched, thoughtful decision.


  “Wow,” she said. “He must have been a really great guy.”


  “He was. Poor Ed, I feel sorry for him. He had it rougher than a lot of us. He was Kade’s partner at the law firm, and the one who had to steer Seth and Leah through the process Kade had set up for them.”


  “Wait…who?”


  “Ed. Ed Payne.”


  She closed her eyes and started laughing. Laughing so hard and long, that she realized she was crying, sobbing, only when Tony pressed a few tissues into her hand from a box of them setting on a small table at the end of the couch.


  “Are you okay?” Tony asked her.


  She sob-laughed some more, shaking her head, nodding, then shaking her head again as she blew her nose and dabbed at her tears.


  Finally, when she could speak again, she looked him in the eyes. “Ed Payne, an attorney from Sarasota?”


  He looked confused. “Yes, why?”


  “He’s the one who handled my Tony’s divorce, drew up his will, and who is also my attorney—referred to me by my brother—and who drew up my will for me. And he’s handling Tony’s probate. Basco’s.”


  I really need to get my head around calling him Basco when I’m here.


  Tony smiled. “He’s a good attorney. Let me know if you need an accountant. I can give you two names right off the top of my head, one of them a CPA.”


  She froze. “Is one of them Mark Jarette?” That was her CPA, also referred to her by her Tony.


  Tony playfully grinned. “Ah, so you do know Scrye.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Reed and Lyle sat at the table, talking with Shayla, Tilly, and Jenny and Ken, and waited while Tony took Vanessa off to the “new side,” as everyone thought of the recent addition to the club, to talk in private.


  Reed fought the urge to pull his phone out and check the time repeatedly. Cell phone use was forbidden in the dungeon, although it wasn’t uncommon to see people pulling them out to check the time before quickly shoving them back into their pockets or purses. The new wristwatch, an engrained reaction that was difficult to remember not to do.


  Then Keith and Scott walked in, and Reed held a hand up to them in greeting. The men veered over toward their table, and Reed and Lyle both stood to hug them.


  “Hey, guys,” Reed said. “Where’s Noel?”


  Her husband, Scott, grinned. “Her morning sickness is now afternoon and evening sickness,” he said. “She feels like shit, but the doctor says the baby is perfectly healthy and normal, so she’s staying in.”


  Keith, the Master and Owner of the couple, snickered. “She’s cursing at both of us, too. I’m giving her a pass for that, obviously. She said for us to give our love to everyone.”


  Keith was one of the mechanics at the marina where Reed kept his boat. Noel ran the office. Scott was a 911 dispatcher for the county and couldn’t always make it to the club with Keith and Noel if he had to work, so it was nice to see him out for a change.


  Reed wouldn’t deny he’d felt a little bit of envy for the triad. While he didn’t want to be a full-time sub or slave like Scott and Noel did, he wouldn’t mind a switchy third to satisfy both his and Lyle’s switchy natures.


  A switchy third they’d thought they might have found with Basco.


  The men pulled up chairs to chat. “Why does everyone look so damned sad?” Keith asked.


  Everyone looked to Tilly.


  “Great, thanks,” she snarked, but still only at about a tenth of her usual pointedness. She gentled her tone. “Did you guys know Basco?”


  Scott frowned. “Did we? What happened?”


  “Yes,” Keith said. “We do.”


  Tilly shook her head and told them what Vanessa had related. By the time Tilly finished, both men looked stunned.


  “Damn,” Keith said. “I just talked to him, what, two weeks ago. At the munch. Noel was with me.”


  “He was a nice guy,” Scott said. “That’s a damn shame.”


  Keith reached over to where Scott’s hand lay on the table and laced fingers with him. “New rule,” he said. “And you and Noel can use this one against me, too. Anyone’s sick and it’s not getting better? Doctor visit. ASAP.”


  Scott covered Keith’s hand with his other one. “You’d better believe it. Damn, I can’t believe he died from that.”


  “Believe it,” Tilly said. “It happens. People’s immune systems get compromised for too long, the body starts to shut down. If he’d gone to the doctor early on and they’d caught it, he’d probably be sitting here tonight instead of his sister sitting in there, talking to Tony.”


  Reed had to fight the sudden urge to get up and walk over to the doorway separating the two spaces and peek around the edge to check on Vanessa.


  Maybe it was because of her resemblance to Basco, maybe it was the shock of trying to process his own grief, but he wanted to take care of her. Basco had loved her, put her first in his life after too many years of his wife trying to pull the siblings apart.


  The least he could do to honor his friend’s memory would be to help look after the man’s beloved little sister.


  Right?


  Lyle eerily echoed his thoughts out loud. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I plan on trying to be there for Vanessa as much as she’ll let us. I think Basco would have wanted us to welcome her and treat her like family. Especially since she went out of her way to seek us out.”


  Nods of assent from all around.


  “He would have,” Jenny said. “I know he would have. She was his life. Had he realized how cool she is with this, I know he would have told her. She was the main reason he kept such a sharp delineation between his vanilla and kinky lives. He deliberately asked me and Ken to come to dinner with them one night to meet her after he’d moved in with her. She’d had a rough week at work dealing with a sexual harassment issue at one of her stores. He wanted her to try to make friends, so we agreed there would be no mention of kinky stuff, and we genuinely did become friends with her. We also knew Rusty and Eliza, so they were sort of drawn into this as well. The vanilla beard-friends.”


  Jenny made a point of making eye contact with Lyle, and with Reed. “Like I told Lyle on the phone, don’t take Basco not crossing that barrier with any of you as an affront. He was very protective of her. I don’t even think she realizes how much. He was scared she’d end up alone, working herself to death, and dying of a heart attack or something before she was forty. She literally only has work and home. Sometimes she’ll go to the gym, if she remembers. If it wasn’t for Basco, she never would have left the house for anything other than groceries and work. She reads for a hobby, takes care of the house, and that’s it. She’s a workaholic who doesn’t know how to relax. He was doing his best to try to get her to loosen up some like that.”


  “Sounds like someone I know,” Lyle drawled as he reached over and took Reed’s hand.


  “Hey, I know how to relax.”


  “True, you do, but you’re very driven when you work. Even you have to admit that.”


  “I have to make a living.”


  “Everyone has to make a living,” Lyle said, “but if it wasn’t for me, you’d forget how to make a life at the same time.”


  Lyle’s words stung a little.


  Probably because he heard the truth in them. “I’m the one who ditched my old career for a better one, if you’ll recall.”


  “Yes, I recall. But you are also as intense with this career as you were with your last one. Just in different ways. When was the last time you took a day off and refused a charter?”


  “Tomorrow,” he shot back.


  “Um, nooo. The charter cancelled on you. And don’t lie and say if someone called you at the last minute that you wouldn’t be out on the water in a heartbeat, despite the fact that you got a cancellation fee from the charter you lost.”


  Reed stared at the table. “So?” he mumbled. “That’s smart business.”


  Tilly laughed, a hint of her usual self sparkling through. “You, sir, are a workaholic. I hereby announce you tried, found guilty, and convicted in this kinky kangaroo court. I’d sentence you to a spanking, but I don’t have that kind of relationship with you. Lyle, you do the honors when you get home.”


  Reed looked to find Lyle smirking at him. “I just might do exactly that,” he said.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  After Vanessa’s talk with Tony, she understood a little better why her brother had made some of his decisions. Losing someone like Kaden, and the impact it would have had among their close-knit circle of friends in the local BDSM community, definitely would cause anyone to re-evaluate their life the way her brother had.


  That Kaden had been so beloved among their local community, even among people who barely knew him, stood testament to the positive impact he’d had on so many lives.


  She wondered what kind of an impact Basco’s death would have on people. No, he hadn’t been a member of the community for as long as Kaden had, and wasn’t as well-known among them.


  But if one person avoided an untimely death because they went to the doctor, or if one person decided to take the plunge and live authentically because of his loss, she’d be happy with that. It would mean…something. That he hadn’t died totally in vain.


  By the time she and Tony emerged from their private talk, Mark—aka Scrye to the kinky folks—and a woman she suspected was his wife, were standing at the table with Jenny and everyone else. There was another man and woman there as well, whom Tony quickly introduced.


  “Scrye, I guess you already know,” he said.


  Vanessa bashfully lifted a hand in greeting at her CPA. “Funny running into you here.”


  He grinned. “Not if you knew me better, no, not really.” His smile faded. “Sorry about your brother.”


  “Thanks.”


  June, the slim, petite woman a stark contrast to Scrye’s bear-like bulk, was in fact his wife. Then Kel and Mallory. Kel had been one of the ones Tony thought Basco played with, and was not only a part-owner of the club, but the landlord as well.


  Vanessa couldn’t exactly talk in private with the two men since more people were now over on the other side playing, but the men settled with her at a far table, drawing close. She wanted to get her talk with them out of the way so she didn’t mess up their plans for the evening. She knew Reed and Lyle would be there all night, and had no plans to leave early. They’d insisted it was all right for her to get this over with, and she appreciated their generosity for it.


  “Like I told Tony, I’m not sure what to ask. I want to know more about my brother and why he liked this.”


  Kel shrugged. “Speaking for myself, I can’t give you a solid answer. There are as many reasons why people like this as there are people involved in it. Why do some people like vanilla over chocolate ice cream? Why do some people like rap music versus country versus classical? It just…is. Some people fall into it accidentally and fall in love with it, and some people are simply hard-wired to be kinky because it’s a part of who they are in their DNA.”


  Scrye nodded. “What he said.”


  “I guess something else I want to know is, was he happy? Did he seem happy to you?”


  “He was,” Scrye said. “The first time I suspended him, he was still relatively new to the scene and asked for a really strict bondage suspension. He’d been suspended a couple of times already.” He looked at Kel. “You popped his rope cherry, didn’t you?”


  Kel smiled. “I did. He came to a class I taught and eagerly volunteered to let me suspend him when I was talking about the physiological differences between suspending men and women.”


  “He was enjoying himself,” Scrye said. “I never saw him without a smile. Especially when he played.” He tipped his head toward the table where the others still sat. “I know he was really fond of Reed and Lyle. He’d been playing mostly with them over the past several months, as far as I know. Well, as far as I saw when I was here. You’d have to ask them about that.”


  Words failed her. Now that she was here, she wasn’t even sure what to ask, much less how. A week ago this time, she’d been sitting in an ICU room with her brother, softly begging him to hold on, to get better.


  To not leave her alone.


  She’d called her parents when they’d gone to the ER, just an FYI, never dreaming what would happen a few hours later.


  She felt like she’d failed him then, and she felt like she was still failing him.


  The men patiently sat, waiting for her to speak.


  Tears tried to surface again and she shoved them away. “I know retracing his steps won’t bring him back,” she admitted. “But I don’t know what else to do right now.”


  The men both reached out, each one clasping her hands.


  “It’s okay not to know,” Scrye gently said. “You’re still in shock. And that’s okay, too. Anyone who tells you to buck up and move on is an idiot.”


  “Yeah,” Kel said. “It’s going to take you a while to even begin to start processing this. Do you have any friends you can lean on?”


  She glanced over at Jenny. “I’m guessing Eliza and Rusty are kinky, too, aren’t they?” she asked. “They were friends of my brother and he introduced them, and Jenny and Ken, to me.


  Kel laughed. “Um, if it’s the same Eliza and Rusty I know, that would be a definite yes.”


  Her gaze dropped to the table. “Then I guess,” she quietly said, “I technically don’t have any friends. They were his friends and he introduced me to them. I don’t know if it’s fair of me to ask them for their support when they’re going to be grieving for him, too.”


  “Stop,” Scrye said, gently squeezing her hand. “Look at me.”


  She finally did, finding it hard not to cry.


  “If your brother was their friend, they’ll want to be there for you. Let them. This is, no kidding, an extended kind of adopted family. Don’t push them away because of what you think you should or shouldn’t do. Let them make that call. Ask. Reach out. You’ve got a table full of ready-made friends over there already, and I think I can speak for Kel in this case and add the two of us and our significant others to that list, too.”


  Kel nodded.


  “Thank you,” she said, her voice failing her. “I just…I feel so damned guilty,” she forced out.


  “Don’t,” Kel said. “He was an adult and made his own choices, as cold as that sounds. You couldn’t force him to the hospital any sooner than you did.”


  That wasn’t the sole source of her guilt, but she’d let it go for now. She’d about hit her limit of processing things.


  The men led her back to the table, where she once again sat between Tilly and Jenny.


  “We’d like to have a memorial service for him here, if that’s okay,” Tilly said. “You are, of course, invited.”


  “Thank you. On Facebook, some of his friends are organizing a…well, I guess a vanilla service. For a week from tomorrow.”


  “Perfect,” Tilly said. “Then, Kel, how about a week from this Sunday? Two in the afternoon?”


  “I’ve got a charter I can’t cancel,” Reed said, looking glum.


  “No worries,” Tilly said. “How about seven in the evening?”


  Reed looked grateful and relieved. “I can make that, no problem. Thank you.”


  “Done,” Kel said. “I’ll go add it to the schedule. Next Sunday, seven in the evening.” He turned and headed for the office.


  “Thank you,” Vanessa said. “I’ll pay whatever—”


  “Stop,” Tilly said. “No charge. Everyone will bring food, and the club donates the space and the soft drinks and coffee.” She sighed. “Unfortunately, it’s not our first memorial service, and I’m sure it won’t be our last.” She glanced at Reed. “And Sunday evening probably works better for most folks, anyway, who will be sleeping in late from spending Saturday night here.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It was around ten o’clock when Lyle found out Vanessa hadn’t had anything for dinner. Before Tilly could even jump on her about it, he was up and moving.


  “I’m on it,” he said, not missing the knowing smile on Tilly’s face as he headed over toward the buffet tables. There wasn’t a huge selection left this late in the evening, but he was able to cobble together some meatballs, fresh veggies and ranch dip, and a couple other little side dishes still available to fill a plate to bring back to her.


  He set it in front of Vanessa, and before she could respond, he said, “Now, m’lady, what would you like to drink?”


  She blushed, and he thought he might have tripped and fallen head-first in love with her.


  “Water or unsweetened iced tea, please.”


  “Coming right up.” He bustled back to the food area, fixed her a cup of iced tea, and also set it in front of her.


  “Thank you,” she said.


  Tilly slid out of her seat and grabbed him by the shoulders, steering him down and into her chair. “You can have my seat,” she said, giving him a wink as she patted him on the shoulder. “I’m going to go talk with Kel about doling out chores for the service. Make sure she eats at least half of what’s on that plate.”


  Oh, shit.


  He stared across the table at Reed, who was staring back at him, his gaze slightly widened.


  He suspected his own shock was mirrored on his partner’s face.


  They’d been around long enough in the local community to know what that little exchange had meant.


  Matchmaker Tilly had just set her sights on a new target.


  Them.


  Up until Leigh had her baby, Tilly’s time had been greatly divided between LA and Sarasota. Tilly was Leigh’s personal assistant, an integral part of the smoothly running clockwork of Leigh, Lucas, and Nick’s production company. Now that Leigh was only a few months post-delivery, they were running their business from their Florida office, meaning Tilly was now home more and free to attend events.


  And free to focus her matchmaking skills on her victims.


  Eh, friends.


  Thank god Eliza’s not here.


  He’d no sooner thought that than the office door opened.


  Oh, fuck.


  In bustled Eliza, who barely took a second to glance around the club before homing in on Vanessa and swooping in to give her a teary hug.


  “I’m sorry we couldn’t get here sooner. I didn’t see Jenny’s text until late this morning, and the barbarian had a work thing we couldn’t ditch earlier tonight.”


  When Lyle started to get up, Jenny leaned forward, caught him with glare cast with an arched eyebrow, and softly cleared her throat.


  Message received. He eased himself back down into his chair and Jenny nodded, smiling.


  Dammit.


  Apparently all the women in their social group, regardless of what side of the D/s slash they played on, were cued into this quirky little code of fostering possibly budding romance.


  He looked to Reed for guidance.


  Reed shrugged and nodded toward her plate, which was going ignored with Eliza hugging Vanessa and whispering in her ear.


  Lyle got the message loud and clear.


  If she hasn’t eaten by the time Tilly returns, my ass is grass and Tilly’s Goatzilla.


  


  * * * *


  


  Reed wouldn’t deny watching his partner’s discomfort tweaked the sadistic side of him more than just a little.


  It turned his crank, is what it did.


  Also, the fact that Tilly was basically signing off on them, practically pushing them together, bolstered his spirits and made him feel less assholish for his earlier thoughts.


  And only an idiot or a complete stranger to Tilly’s ways could have missed what she’d just done there. That Jenny had reinforced it to Lyle when he’d tried to stand and give his seat to Eliza only confirmed it.


  Then, Jenny took a second to join the women’s hug, hugging them both, but he didn’t miss—although Vanessa no doubt did—how Jenny whispered what could have only been a couple of words into Eliza’s ear.


  Eliza looked across the table, nailing him with her gaze.


  Fuck.


  If there was an Olympic sport for matchmaking, Tilly and Eliza would lead the US team to certain gold without a doubt, leaving the mangled bodies of the other countries’ teams in their wake. So he didn’t bother to question it when, five minutes later, he somehow had managed to be maneuvered by the other women to take Jenny’s place at the table, on Vanessa’s other side, while Vanessa went back to picking at her plate of food.


  Tilly emerged from the office just as Eliza had been about to head into the office. Eliza and Tilly engaged in a quick, whispered conversation, high-fived each other, and headed back into the office together.


  Vanessa missed all of this.


  Lyle, however, saw it, his eyes going wide on the other side of Vanessa as Reed stared at him over her head.


  Jenny leaned in and whispered in Reed’s far ear. “Suck it up, buttercup. It’s already been decided. Relax and enjoy.”


  She patted him on the shoulder before straightening. “I’m going to go pick at the dessert table,” she said in a normal tone. “Nessie, want me to bring you anything, sweetie?”


  She looked up, shaking her head. “No, thank you,” she quietly said. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to finish this or not.”


  Jenny and Ken headed off.


  He noticed that Vanessa’s energy seemed sapped compared to earlier. Probably the weight of everything hitting her, combined with the nervous adrenaline she’d likely felt before arriving at the club finally wearing off.


  Her crash was imminent.


  Taking a risk, he spoke up. “Are you doing anything tomorrow?”


  She shook her head.


  “Would you like to go out on the boat with us? It’s a shame to waste the day.”


  “I…How long? I can’t leave Carlo.”


  “Carlo?” His heart skipped. Had there been some crucial part of the story he’d missed?


  “Basco’s—my dog.” She looked back down at her plate. “He’s my dog now, I guess.” She closed her eyes and his heart broke when he spotted silent tears falling again. Of course, Basco’s dog. He’d loved his dog almost as much as he’d loved his sister.


  He and Lyle nearly fought over the tissue box, Lyle grabbing it first and ripping a couple out to press into her hand.


  “We’ll just go out for the morning,” Reed said. “We’ll even come pick you up. We’ll be back by early afternoon.”


  Jenny seemed to magically appear behind Vanessa from out of nowhere. “I think that’s a great idea!” she said. “What time will you guys pick her up?”


  Vanessa hadn’t even officially agreed to it, but from the way Jenny had placed her hands on Vanessa’s shoulders, somehow, Reed knew, she would get Vanessa to agree to it.


  If it was the last thing she did.


  And if she didn’t, she’d probably sic Tilly and Eliza on her, the tag-team from hell.


  “We won’t leave real early. How about eight?”


  “Eight’s perfect!” All Jenny missed was adding an enthusiastic squee to punctuate her statement.


  Rusty, sitting across the table from them, said, “You know, I’m honestly not sure that it’s a good idea Vanessa drives herself home tonight.”


  Betrayal from their own kind. Great.


  “I think when she’s ready to leave,” Rusty continued, “one of you should drive her. The other can follow. And, bonus, you’ll know where she lives for tomorrow morning.”


  “Excellent idea,” Jenny agreed.


  Vanessa nodded, but didn’t look up.


  Tony, Scrye, Kel, and the others had already left the table long ago. He looked to Ken for help.


  He merely shrugged.


  Vanessa was still dabbing at her eyes.


  He glared at Rusty, who gave him a serene smile.


  “Are you helping?” he mouthed at his friend.


  “I’m not hurting,” Rusty mouthed back.


  Reed rolled his eyes. He didn’t know how Rusty lived with Eliza.


  Wait, yes, he did. Rusty was submissive to her.


  Having a few random inappropriate thoughts on his own was one thing. To suddenly have what appeared to be the bulk of their friends encouraging something to happen was completely another—and uncomfortable—thing.


  He didn’t feel like the kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar. He felt like the kid with the sadistic parent who caught him with his hand in the cookie jar, and then proceeded to make him eat all the cookies as punishment.


  Well, this definitely isn’t how I thought the evening would work out.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Over the next couple of hours, Vanessa somehow found herself…subsumed by the others.


  And she wasn’t even sure how.


  It surprised her even more to realize she didn’t mind.


  If this was the kind of treatment her brother had received when he first entered the local community, then she felt comforted to know these people had been his friends.


  She ended up seated between Lyle and Reed at the table, talking with them most of the night about Basco, happy to answer their questions about what he was like growing up as well as them answering hers about him and the time they’d known him.


  Yes, she realized logic dictated her instant affinity for them was due in no small part to their relationship with her brother. She got it. She wasn’t an idiot.


  It didn’t mean she found it any less comforting to her, personally. Add to that both Eliza and Jenny seemed to think very highly of the two men, and it wasn’t difficult for Vanessa to want to trust them.


  The club didn’t close until two, but by one o’clock she felt exhausted, mentally and physically. If she was going to go out on the boat with them tomorrow, she’d need to get to bed.


  “I’m sorry, I’m not trying to rush you guys, but I need to go home. I’m sure I can drive myself. It’s okay if you want to stay here.”


  “Nope,” Tilly said. “I don’t want you out there alone. Sorry, but the nurse training is kicking in.”


  “You’re a nurse? I thought they said you worked for a film production company?”


  “Once a nurse, always a nurse. Don’t worry, I wouldn’t let you leave with these guys if I didn’t trust them completely.”


  Knowing it would be pointless to argue, because she knew she didn’t have the strength to argue with Tilly or Jenny or Eliza or anyone else, she nodded her head. “Okay. I’m sorry if it’s putting you guys through any trouble.”


  “Stop,” Tilly said. “Listen, we take care of our friends. I wish I’d known Basco was sick, I would have dragged his ass to the ER for you.” Her bravado faded, replaced by sadness. “Please, let us be here for you. He was our friend, and he’d want us to all take care of you.”


  That finished Vanessa off, her tears flowing again. Tilly pulled her close, holding her as she cried.


  “I feel so alone,” Vanessa admitted. “He was all I had.”


  “How about your parents?”


  “I’m an adult. I can’t ask them to drop their lives and take care of me.”


  “Then all the more reason why you need to let us take care of you and get you through this. Believe me, this is what we’re good at.” Somehow, Tilly slipped her into Lyle’s arms.


  She wouldn’t deny it felt good to lean against someone male.


  Someone strong.


  “Come on,” he said. “Give Reed your keys. He’ll drive you while I follow in my car.”


  After a round of hugs and good-byes to her new friends, Tilly, Eliza, and Jenny walked Vanessa and the men out to the vehicles. Lyle opened the passenger door of her car for her after Reed found and hit the unlock button on the key fob.


  “We expect to see you at dinner tomorrow night,” Tilly said. “We’ll all be there, don’t worry.” She turned to Lyle. “I’m adding you on as three for the RSVP.”


  The way Tilly said it almost sounded like an order.


  “We’ll be there,” he assured her.


  Once Vanessa was in the car and her seat belt fastened, and Reed was situated behind the wheel, she took a deep breath and let it out. It was only a minute or so later when she realized he’d started the car, but they were just sitting there.


  When she looked at him, he kindly smiled. “Where to, madam?”


  A haggard laugh escaped her. “Yeah, I guess that would be helpful, wouldn’t it? I’m not too far north of Beneva and Fruitville.”


  “Perfect. We live about ten minutes from there anyway. See? It’s not out of our way.”


  “Thank you, again, for this. And for tomorrow.”


  “You don’t need to thank us. It’s what friends do for each other.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Reed hoped whatever this was, or was destined to become, that he didn’t do something to screw it up and hurt her. Whether they would be friends, or more, he desperately wanted to do right by the obviously suffering woman.


  “How long are you taking off work?” Reed asked.


  “I go back on Monday.”


  “Monday? They only gave you a week off?”


  “Oh, I could have taken longer. I actually have about six weeks’ of vacation time accrued. I didn’t want to.”


  “Not to sound insensitive, but why didn’t you take more time?”


  “I just couldn’t. Rattling around in the house without him there is hard enough. I’d rather get back to work.”


  “I think he’d want you to take care of yourself, though.”


  “This is the only way I know how,” she quietly said. “In a couple of months, I’ll go visit my parents in Seattle for a weekend or something.”


  He snapped his mouth shut on what he wanted to say. He was a confirmed workaholic himself. Him telling her how to run her life was like him trying to tell Da Vinci how to paint a portrait.


  He felt stupid for even thinking about trying.


  Tilly, however, would be the perfect person to point in her direction. Now that Tilly was aware of Vanessa’s situation, and now that Vanessa had reached out to them, Tilly likely would make Vanessa her hobby—bringing her into the fold at the very least as a friend, even if Vanessa never got involved in the lifestyle.


  He mentally stumbled to pick up the conversation and not let awkward silence fill the car. “Have you ever been out on a boat before?”


  “Not really, no. I mean, a canoe and stuff. When we were kids. Not out in the Gulf.”


  “Oh.”


  “I like the beach, though. And Tony used to take me fishing when we were kids.”


  It took him a second to remember Basco’s real name was Tony. “So what do you do for a living, again?”


  “I’m a regional manager for Karr Partz,” she said. “I’ve got thirty stores under me.”


  “Uh, wow. That’s impressive.”


  He risked a glance over at her.


  She stared forward, but shrugged. “It’s okay. It’s a job. I’ve never worked anywhere but there. I started out a part-timer in high school and worked my way up.”


  “Do you work on your own car?”


  At that she did let out something resembling a chuckle. “I wouldn’t have time to even if I wanted to. I mean, obviously, I know the basics, the parts. I’m not a diagnostician.”


  “So how did you end up doing that?”


  She told him about how her brother had gotten her the job originally…


  And then he felt like shit, realizing that talking about her work wasn’t actually getting her mind off her brother, now that she’d pointed that fact out to him.


  He desperately tried to come up with a way to salvage this. “I guess there aren’t a lot of women in your field.”


  “More than there used to be,” she said. “Although I’m still a rarity at the monthly corporate meetings. There’s only one other female regional manager east of the Mississippi River, and she’s up in Tennessee, near headquarters.”


  “Wow. That’s impressive.”


  “There are a lot more female store managers, though, than there used to be. That’s something. I’ve tried to encourage any female employees who go to work in the stores to push harder and learn as much as they can to try to advance. It’s not a bad career once you hit the store manager position. The salary and benefits start to finally add up then, and the work isn’t exactly rocket science. There’s a lot to learn, but once you do, the routine is keeping up on the reports, watching sales trends, making sure inventory is correct, riding your crew to keep up with truck shortage checks, loss prevention protocols, things like that. It’s not like lives depend on what we do.”


  She went quiet for a moment and he suspected he shouldn’t interrupt her.


  Finally, she spoke again. “Is there anything I should wear or bring special tomorrow?”


  “Oh, a hat. Sunglasses, if you have them. Sunscreen, or I have some in the boat. Might want to wear a bathing suit if you want to catch some sun or go swimming.”


  “Food?”


  “We’ll pack drinks and snacks, unless there’s something special you want to bring or you have a special diet.”


  She snorted. “If you haven’t looked at me, I’m not on a diet, even though I should be.”


  He was a little surprised to catch the bitter undertone in her voice. “I think you’re beautiful,” he said, and meaning it. “What’s wrong with you?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Great. There’s a blind man driving my car. And I’m riding shotgun.


  She stared at him. “Are you serious?” she asked.


  “Dead serious.”


  She scoffed. “Um, I know Basco said this outfit looked great on me, but I didn’t know it hid my extra pounds so well.”


  “That outfit does look great on you, and so what if you have a few extra pounds? I do. So does Lyle. Not every man is into a woman who starves herself into a size 0, you know.”


  She didn’t want to hurt his feelings and call him a fucking liar. “Then I guess I’ve never met any of those men before,” she said


  “Lucky for me.” From the way he snapped his mouth shut, she wondered if he’d meant to say that out loud.


  He finally looked at her when he stopped for a light. “Seriously,” he said, as if he’d regained a little bravery. “You’re beautiful.”


  “You’re also gay.”


  “FYI, I’m bi, not gay. So’s Lyle. Ask him. He’ll be honest with you, too. I’m also not blind or dead. When my dick tries to get hard over a woman, duh, I find her attractive.”


  Oookaaay…


  That put a slightly different twist on things. She wondered if Tilly and Eliza and Jenny realized the men weren’t gay.


  “And, also FYI, sometimes I tend to speak a little too honestly,” he added, his hands tightly gripping the steering wheel. “I hope I didn’t just freak you out and make you want to cancel tomorrow, because, seriously, Tilly will kill me if you do that, and Eliza will castrate what’s left.”


  That made her giggle. She could picture Eliza doing that.


  “Is that why you invited me out?” she asked. “Because Tilly and Eliza told you to?”


  “No, that was all my idea. My charter for tomorrow cancelled. And I realized that trying to talk there at the club might not have been the easiest thing for you. Alone, just the three of us…” He shrugged. “I’m not going to deny I have my own reasons for wanting to spend time with you.”


  “Like?”


  He let out a sad sigh. “You’re looking for answers about your brother. I’m looking for any last trace of him I can hold onto. This might sound weird, but Lyle and I were talking about asking Basco if he wanted to be more than just play partners with us.”


  “You were?”


  “Yeah. And I feel guilty as fucking hell we waited. Maybe if we hadn’t waited…maybe we would have known he was so sick and maybe we could have helped you get him to the doctor sooner. Maybe he’d still be alive.”


  Her heart nearly broke at revelation. She hadn’t thought about things like that.


  Taking a chance, she reached over and rested her hand on his thigh. He covered hers with his and gently squeezed.


  “I’m looking forward to tomorrow,” she softly said. “I’d like the chance to spend time with both of you, talking about him.”


  “Fair warning—dinner and the club tomorrow? Tilly and Eliza have already set their sights on trying to play matchmaker with the three of us.”


  She blinked. “Say what?”


  “Yeah. It’s kind of their fetish, fixing up their friends they feel are lonely with each other.”


  “I…” Her jaw snapped shut. “I don’t even know how to respond to that.”


  “I know, right? And again, I hope it doesn’t weird you out.”


  It…didn’t.


  It had sent her mind, surprisingly, spinning toward some of the erotic books on her Kindle.


  “Um…” She tried again after stumbling. “But you don’t even know me.”


  What she didn’t want to do was admit that yes, she did think the men were attractive, and yes, it’d been too fucking long since she’d been laid, and yes, she’d even consider the idea of some less-than-permanent sex with them just to get herself out of her own head for a couple of hours, get laid, and not think about her brother’s death.


  And she didn’t want to admit all of that and then get shot down if they didn’t find her attractive, regardless of what he’d said about her appearance.


  “I realize that. But Tilly is very…persuasive when she wants to be. As we all told you earlier, we’re a pretty forthright bunch. Yes, I find you attractive. Is that the basis of an entire relationship? No. You might get to know me and Lyle and not like one or both of us as anything more than friends. That’s okay, too. We do want to be your friends. Partially for our own selfish reasons, because of Basco, and partially because we’ll never turn down the opportunity to make new friends. And you seem to be someone who could use a few friends in your corner right now.”


  “You ain’t kidding.” She had a thought that might help her salvage her ego and possibly get her laid at some future time. “Okay. So if they’re intent on doing that, how about we give them what they want?”


  “How so?”


  She shrugged. “Let them think they’re doing what they set out to do. Like you said, even if we don’t end up together, we can still be friends. It’ll keep them off your case and mine.”


  “Hmm. A little subversive counter-operation against Tilly and Eliza. It’s dangerous…it’s sneaky…” He grinned. “I like it.”


  “Dangerous? Tilly seemed very sweet.”


  He burst out laughing. “Don’t let her fool you. She would—no shit—literally take a bullet for a friend in danger. But if someone crosses her or does what she considers harm to one of her friends? It’s like feeding the Tasmanian Devil a case full of Red Bull and sugar, winding him up, and setting him loose. A blender set to frappe would do less damage to a person’s hand stuck in it than Tilly could do metaphorically. Maybe even literally. She has a rep.”


  “She does?”


  He proceeded to tell her about the time Tilly was the first on the scene at Mallory’s, and how Tilly had backed down Mallory’s uncle until backup arrived. How she’d helped orchestrate another friend’s protection and care from LA after the woman’s boyfriend had beaten her. How she’d come unglued and gone after another woman’s ex—physically restrained only by her two men holding her back—when the ex showed up at the club one night. The man had dumped the woman the day she’d found out she needed serious back surgery.


  “And then it was Tilly who helped Gilo take care of Abbey post-op. When Abbey got an infection, it was Tilly who called the ambulance and got her help.”


  “I wouldn’t have imagined she has such a mean side.”


  “She does. She’s very protective of her friends, like I said. When you finally meet Cris, one of her guys, ask him how she beat the crap out of him once.”


  “Isn’t that kind of what people do to each other in this lifestyle?”


  He snorted. “He was her Master. Without warning, he left her. Landry, her husband—not her husband at the time—brought Cris back a few years later and Cris was Landry’s slave. She lit into Cris like a woman possessed.”


  “Wow.”


  “And he took it.”


  “Why?”


  He shrugged. “He felt he deserved it, and more, for what he’d done to her.”


  “Why had he done it? Left her?”


  “I’ll tell you the details as I know them tomorrow, but Landry was in an accident and they discovered he had cancer. Cris had been his slave before and had never told Tilly. He released her and left without telling her why or even saying good-bye, just a letter. When Landry found out a few years later what Cris had done, he orchestrated a reunion.”


  “But…” She was trying to figure it out. “You said Landry is her husband?”


  “Right. When he showed back up, he had cancer again and made a deal with Tilly to marry him and nurse him through the treatment, and he’d make her a rich woman. Literally.”


  She wondered if she’d trusted Tilly too soon. “So she only married him for the money?”


  “No, she married him because she felt it was the right thing to do, to help him heal, to make sure Cris could have access to him through everything. Eventually, she did fall in love with him, and she and Cris worked things out between them. Now, the three of them, they’re crazy in love with each other.”


  “Wow.”


  “Yeah. Exactly.”


  Was possibly fooling around with a couple of handsome guys who had been close to her brother any weirder than that?


  Not even close.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Lyle parked behind her car in the driveway. He recognized Basco’s car parked there as well and fought back a wistful pang of emotion.


  Of course Vanessa still had his car. She said she hadn’t been able to really go through his things yet, and he didn’t blame her. It was too soon.


  She didn’t live in a bad neighborhood, but the thought of her walking her dog alone this late at night didn’t settle well with him. He shut off the engine and got out before she’d even emerged from the passenger side of her car. He hurried to open her door for her and help her out.


  “Thank you guys for this,” she said. “I appreciate it.”


  Inside, he heard a dog’s bark.


  “Is that Carlo?” he asked.


  She took her keys from Reed, who’d hit the button on the key fob to lock the doors. “Yes, that’s him.”


  “Mind if we meet him?” Lyle asked. “And, seriously, we’d like to stick around and make sure everything’s okay before we leave. We’ll help you walk him. Or walk him for you.”


  She cocked her head at him, apparently studying him. “Tony—Basco said that he should have taken it as a sign when Carlo didn’t like Kelly. His ex.”


  She smiled, and despite the sadness there, Lyle caught a glimpse of how beautiful she must look in better times. “Yeah, maybe you should meet him now. Let’s see if you pass the test. Let me get the alarm shut off first.”


  Leading them up the front walk, she unlocked the door and slipped in, closing it behind her, followed by the distinctive beep of an alarm being deactivated. They heard her talking to the dog, whose barks had turned into happy-sounding whines.


  Then she opened the door again, holding onto the dog’s collar as she stepped out of the way so they could come in. It was dark inside, but she reached up and hit a light switch that turned on lights in the foyer.


  “Sorry. I’m used to where everything is.” Once they had the door closed behind them, she released Carlo’s collar. “Carlo, this is Reed and Lyle.”


  The dog had the head and ears of a cocker spaniel, and the buff-colored coat, but he also had longer legs and a lankier build than Lyle was used to seeing, as well as an undocked tail. As soon as she released the dog he rushed over to them, not quite all the way, stretching his head and neck out toward them, his tail falling still.


  The men held still as the dog sniffed them, then finally started wagging his tail as he rushed all the way in and started begging for attention.


  “Did we pass?” Lyle asked as he knelt to pet the dog.


  She leaned against the wall. “Apparently. If he doesn’t like someone, or is scared by them, he’ll spook, turn, and run to his crate.”


  At that, the dog turned and ran off.


  “Uh-oh,” Reed said.


  “No, this is good,” she assured them. “Just wait.”


  The dog returned seconds later, mumbling at them around the large stuffed animal in his mouth, his tail still wagging, so hard that his butt was wagging, too. He charged at them, mumbling, jabbing his nose at them but then ducking away when they reached for him.


  She laughed. “He’s bringing you one of his talky-wubbies.”


  “Talky-wubbies?” Lyle asked.


  “That’s what Tony called them,” she said, not correcting herself this time, Lyle noticed. “He only does that mumbling thing when he’s got one of his wubbies in his mouth. The game is you try to take it from him, but you don’t actually take it. Just make him think you’re going to try to take it.”


  “Ah.” Lyle reached out, and the dog playfully ducked away from him, play-bowing at him and mumbling even more loudly and forcefully at him.


  “Just like that,” she said.


  “What is he?” Reed asked, also making a half-hearted swipe with his hand at the dog’s toy.


  “He’s part cocker and part something. His mother was a pure-bred cocker spaniel show dog who had a wild party afternoon in the backyard, apparently, when one of the owner’s teenagers let her out when she was in heat and didn’t stay with her and bring her right back in. A male dog got into the backyard and had some fun before they could stop him.”


  “How’d your brother end up with him?” Reed asked.


  “He belonged to a friend of Tony’s who had to move overseas unexpectedly for work and couldn’t take him. Broke the guy’s heart, and he didn’t want to take him to a shelter when none of his family could take him. Carlo was only six months old. So Tony adopted him.”


  “He hated your brother’s ex, huh?” Lyle asked, taking another turn reaching for the toy and laughing at the dog’s delighted reaction.


  “With a passion. Tony said when she got home from work that night, she went to go pet him and Carlo growled at her and ran. They thought maybe he was just shy because of the new surroundings, or upset because of the move. His previous owner had him from when he was eight weeks old. But he never liked Kelly, and the feeling quickly became mutual. Carlo only tolerated her when Tony wasn’t home.”


  “How old is he?” Reed asked.


  “He’s about five.”


  “He obviously loves you,” Lyle said.


  She grinned. “Yeah. Tony brought him over to meet me right after he got him, even before Kelly got to meet him. Carlo was snuggling and loving all over me. Tony didn’t tell Kelly that the first night. It wasn’t until later, when they brought him over to me to watch for a weekend when they went out of town, that she saw how much Carlo adored me.”


  “Bet that pissed her off,” Lyle said.


  She snorted. “Yep. Ask me if I care.”


  “Where’s his leash?” Reed asked. “We’ll walk him for you.”


  “Oh, I usually turn him out loose in the backyard and watch him. Come on, I’ll show you around.”


  She turned and started walking through the house. It was obvious Carlo didn’t want to move from his new friends, so she had to call him. “Come on, buddy. Walkies!”


  The dog froze, spat out the wubbie, and bolted past her, obviously knowing where he was going.


  The men laughed and followed.


  


  * * * *


  


  Vanessa wouldn’t deny that she felt relief. The two men had passed the Carlo test with flying colors. He did like most people, although some he would regard with distrust, or at least be wary with them until he got to know them better. Not everyone got the immediate paws-up from him the way the men had.


  The only person she’d ever seen him outright hate was Kelly.


  After flipping the switch to turn on the lights in the backyard, she led them through a back sliding glass door in the kitchen-dining room area, and they walked out onto the screened pool lanai. From there, into the yard, where Carlo immediately went to go do his thing.


  “When I can,” she said, “I take him around the neighborhood for exercise.”


  “Does he stay out here all day?” Lyle asked.


  “Oh, no. He’s an indoor dog totally. He doesn’t even like to go outside if the grass is wet. He’s like, ‘Ew! Wet-grass poisoning!’” She mimed high-stepping with her hands. “It’s hysterical to watch.”


  “Does he swim in the pool?” Reed asked.


  “Hell, no. He hates it when I go into the pool. He’ll whine and walk around the edges, all worried about me. We take him to the groomer…” She caught herself. “He goes to the groomer for baths and trims,” she said, now feeling a little more subdued.


  It was tricky how Tony slipped into her mind and conversations in so many things, so many places, so many ways…There wasn’t much in her life she couldn’t talk or think about that didn’t have a direct connection to her brother.


  After Carlo finished, he streaked back into the lanai, eagerly waiting at the sliding glass door to go inside. She opened the door for him and he ran into the kitchen. There, he plopped his furry butt down in front of the counter, staring up at it eagerly.


  “What now?” Lyle asked.


  She reached over and got Carlo his treat out of the Batman cookie jar. “He knows the jar is right there.” She laughed as she handed the treat to him. “He’ll sometimes stare at where he knows it is, like he’s trying to tell me, ‘It’s right there!’”


  After she rubbed his head, the dog bolted out of the room, returning a moment later with a different wubbie and continuing his earlier game, mumbling at the two men.


  “Oh, you’re in trouble now,” she said. “He wants to play some more.”


  She liked that both men dropped down to their knees to play the game with Carlo. She knew the dog had to be hurting as much as she was, knowing there was something seriously wrong with his one human, but without the understanding that his daddy wasn’t ever coming home again.


  After a few minutes, she knew she couldn’t let the men sit there all night playing, even though that wouldn’t be a bad thing. “So, eight tomorrow morning?”


  Reed didn’t look up from where he was faking out Carlo. “Yes, we’ll come get you.”


  Carlo’s tail was wagging furiously, the happiest she’d seen him since…


  Since a week ago.


  In fact, it’d been a littler earlier than this time exactly a week ago when Tony had died, and she stood there in shock next to his bed while a hospital chaplain and a nurse observed her from close by. She’d stroked his hand, telling him the joke wasn’t funny, that he had to open his eyes and look at her.


  She slumped against the counter.


  In a flash, both men were up and moving, on either side of her.


  “Are you okay?” Lyle asked.


  She slowly shook her head, bursting into tears. Hell, she hadn’t cried in years, and it felt like all she’d done the past week was cry.


  “It was a week ago,” she whispered. “About a week ago right now.”


  They got her out to the sofa, flanking her, sitting with her. Carlo’s tail slowed as he stood in front of her, then eventually he dropped his wubbie and sat in front of her, his head in her lap.


  Breathing hurt.


  Everything hurt.


  “When does it stop hurting so bad?” she managed through her tears, no longer caring that these men were almost strangers. She was done pretending she was strong enough to deal with this alone. Now she wished she hadn’t shuffled her parents off as quickly as she had. They’d been calling her every day to talk, to check on her, and she’d been putting on an act for them so they didn’t worry about her.


  “I don’t have an answer for you,” Lyle gently said. “I wish I did. Everyone processes things in their own way.”


  “Are you going to be okay alone tonight?” Reed asked. “Would you like us to stay here with you, or call Jenny or Eliza or someone?”


  She shook her head. “No, I’ll be fine. I need to do this. I have to get used to this.”


  “You don’t have to get used to it alone, or all at once,” Reed said.


  “I know, but I need to.” She took a deep breath. “It just kind of hit me all at once. Again. Sorry.”


  “Please don’t apologize,” Lyle said. “You need to do what you need to do.”


  She focused on Carlo, who looked worried beyond measure. “I’ve got this guy to keep getting up for every morning. I’ll make it through somehow. I don’t have any other choice.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Lyle hated like hell to leave her there alone and hurting, but he knew they couldn’t force their company on her. She wasn’t a danger to herself or others, so he couldn’t even call Tilly in against her will for that reason, to evaluate her.


  She was just very, very sad and lonely. Understandably so.


  And it broke his heart he couldn’t fix this for her, and wasn’t in a position to hold her while she cried and let her fall asleep in his arms.


  Which was exactly what he wanted to do.


  Once she’d pulled herself together, she walked them to the door and gave them both long, strong hugs.


  “Thank you for bringing me home. And thank you for tomorrow. I appreciate it. I guess I do need to get out and do something to shake myself out of my head for a while.”


  “It’s our pleasure,” Reed assured her.


  Once they were back in the car and pulling out of her driveway, Reed laid his head against the headrest and let out a long, sad sigh.


  Then he filled Lyle in on the conversation he and Vanessa had on the drive from the club. He finished that just as they were pulling into their own driveway.


  “So…what, exactly, are we doing?” Lyle shut the engine off and sat there. “Are we pretending, with her, that we’re getting together to fool Eliza and Tilly, or is she genuinely interested in getting together with us?”


  “Does it matter? Tell me I’m wrong, but you’re into her, too, aren’t you?”


  Lyle stared at the front of their house. “Yeah,” he quietly admitted. “At the very least, I’d like to be friends with her. Preferably more, if she’s ever open to it. I don’t want to rush or pressure her when she’s obviously vulnerable right now.”


  “No, of course not. But friends, for sure.”


  “For sure.”


  “And then, who knows what else,” Reed said.


  “Are we sure we’re into her for healthy reasons?” Lyle asked.


  “Why?”


  “Basco,” Lyle said.


  “Well, I guess if we take it slow, we’ll figure that out, won’t we?” Reed opened his door and headed for the house.


  Lyle hoped he could follow his own advice to take things slow.


  Because the last thing he wanted to do was screw things up with her and scare her away.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Despite her exhaustion, Vanessa had difficulty falling asleep after the men left. Her thoughts raced, about Lyle, about Reed.


  About “the plan.”


  Sure, she could easily mask her own needs under that perfect guise, but was it fair or right to do that? To emotionally slurp off the two men who so obviously and generously wanted to be friends with her?


  Then again, life is short. Too short not to chase happiness.


  Tony’s own words in his journal had taught her that.


  She had managed a few hours of sleep before having to arise the next morning, walk Carlo, and grab a shower. When she started to reach for a T-shirt, she thought about it.


  All she had was a one-piece bathing suit. She’d never been trying to impress anyone, and either she’d been swimming at home or at the gym.


  Still, better than nothing. And it wasn’t like she wanted to try to cram her frame into a bikini, anyway. Seeing her wearing a flowing skirt that truly hid her wide-load, one-sixty ass, and seeing her pop out in the bad ways of a two-piece suit were different things.


  She pulled on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, and grabbed a spare change of clothes, including undies, and a couple of towels to take with her. She found a hat, her sunglasses, and a pair of flip flops, and was ready, travel mug of coffee in hand, when they arrived at five after eight. She’d even managed to nibble on a toasted bagel with some cream cheese.


  Yay, me.


  Lyle gave up the passenger seat and moved to the crew cab’s rear seat so she could ride shotgun.


  Reed offered her a smile. “Feeling a little better this morning?”


  “I’m sorry I was such a flake last night.”


  “Please, don’t apologize,” Reed said. “As friends, we want you to be able to be honest to us and around us. If you need to cry, cry. If you need to scream, scream—”


  “If you need to fart, fart,” Lyle piped up from the backseat.


  That made her laugh.


  “Mr. Romantic there,” Reed said, but he responded to her laugh with a smile of his own. “Oh, I have motion sickness medicine if you want to take some. I keep it on hand for my charters.”


  “Might not be a bad idea. What’s in it?”


  He pulled a package out of the center console built into the armrest between the seats. “Here you go, you can read it for yourself.”


  She did, and then took one of the capsules, swallowing it with her coffee.


  Couldn’t hurt. It would be bad enough crying around the men.


  The last thing she wanted to do was puke her guts up, too.


  


  * * * *


  


  Lyle had awoke that morning worried they were moving too fast. Reed assured him this morning would only be about being friends with her, being there for her, supporting her, and trying to get her mind off her troubles the only way Reed knew how that didn’t involve impact play or sex.


  Fishing.


  He had to admit, he enjoyed going out on the boat. He even enjoyed fishing, but there was something soothing about lying in the sun, the boat gently rocking on the water, relaxing and…just being for a little while.


  Since he worked weekdays, and Reed rarely took a weekend day off, Lyle didn’t get to go out with him as often as he wanted. Sometimes, on long summer evenings when it stayed safe light until after eight, after work Lyle would go straight to the marina, meet up with him, and they’d take a near-shore dinner jaunt to watch the sunset and get back to the marina before full dark.


  They parked the truck and Lyle helped Reed grab the cooler and fishing poles and other things they’d need from the truck bed, which was protected by a locking topper.


  “Can I help?” she asked.


  “Nope,” Reed said. “Usually, I’m doing this alone. Lyle knows the routine. Mine’s right down there.” He pointed. “I’m the third from the end, the green Mako.”


  She headed down the dock.


  Reed looked at him. “We need ice, gas, and bait and we’ll be all set.”


  “And a lot of luck,” Lyle added.


  Reed grinned. “That’s a given.”


  By nine o’clock, they were motoring out of the marina basin toward the channel. She sat on the cooler in front of the control console, one hand on her hat, the other holding onto the cooler’s rope handle once they left the no-wake zone and Reed eased the throttles forward to bring the boat up on plane.


  It would be a warm day, but so far, the water still looked smooth, glassy, the sea breeze not yet kicking in to even ripple it.


  They couldn’t have asked for a more perfect day to bring her out for her first trip. Once they were out of the channel and in safe water, Reed even had her take the wheel and showed her how to run the boat.


  It took them thirty minutes to reach their first spot, a honey hole Reed didn’t often bring customers to. Once he got on the numbers and verified the spot with his bottom finder, the tossed the anchor to keep them just up-current from the spot, shut the engines down, and switched the XM Radio unit on.


  It was the one splurge Lyle had been able to talk Reed into early on, reminding him that his customers would appreciate the ready-made music selections, or even sports programming, and he wouldn’t be out of range.


  And yes, Lyle had been right.


  Reed set it to the Margaritaville channel that played a heavy rotation of Jimmy Buffet’s music, perfect for the day and the situation. Mostly upbeat, fun, and tropical.


  “Are you ready to learn how to fish?” Lyle asked her.


  “I just realized, I don’t have a fishing license. Don’t I need one of those?”


  “I have a commercial license,” Reed said. “I have to, as a guide. Most of my customers are from out of state and don’t have licenses.”


  “Oh. That’s good.”


  Lyle gave her credit, she didn’t even flinch when Reed showed her how to cut the frozen squid bait into usable pieces and how to bait the hooks. Reed put out a chum bag and pretty soon, they were all wetting hooks and starting to get nibbles right away.


  When she pulled up her first fish, a small grunt not nearly big enough to use for bait, much less keep to eat, she readily let Reed show her how to slide her hand down the fish and firmly grip it so it didn’t fin her, and she could hold onto it to get the hook out.


  When she gently returned it to the water and rinsed her hands off, she straightened with a beaming smile. “Let’s do that again!”


  


  * * * *


  


  Once they arrived at her place a little before three that afternoon, she got out of the truck and went to unlock the door and walk Carlo while the men dug the cooler out of the back of Reed’s truck. She was just coming back inside with Carlo when she realized the men were standing in front of her open fridge, bags of fresh fish filets in their hands.


  “What’s wrong?” she asked.


  Reed arched an eyebrow at her. “That’s an awful lot of wine for one woman to drink.”


  She felt her face go even redder as heat filled it. “Yeeaahh. My original plan after dropping my parents off at the airport was to come home and drink myself blind until this morning, giving me two days to sober up and get over my hangover before I go to work on Monday.”


  Lyle laughed. “So how much did you drink? And what changed your plan?”


  “Only one bottle. And I changed the plan because I woke up feeling so crappy Wednesday morning, I decided it wasn’t worth feeling like shit and feeling hungover at the same time.” She stepped between them and started rearranging things. “Moscato was his favorite. If you guys want a couple of bottles, take them. It’ll take me a year or longer to drink all this.”


  “Give us three,” Reed said. “We’ll take ’em off your hands.”


  She handed three out to Lyle, who traded her the bottles for the bags of fish in his hands.


  With all the fish safely stowed, she turned to the men. “Thank you for this morning. I had a great time.” She was a little surprised to realize that wasn’t even an exaggeration.


  She did have a great time with them. She was even able to talk to them about what Tony had written in his journal about them, how he’d liked the men, trusted them. Yes, a lot of talking, and some tears, but for the first time since Tony’s death she felt like she could breathe again without a heavy weight upon her soul.


  Yes, it still hurt, and she knew it would hurt for years.


  Probably forever.


  But at least she had a little hope now that her grief would, gradually, reach a point where she could live with it without it crushing her.


  “We had a great time, too,” Reed said. “Thanks for coming out with us.”


  “But the day’s not done yet,” Lyle said. “You have time for a nap and a shower before we pick you up at six for dinner.”


  She wasn’t even going to argue with them. She realized if she tried to back out that Eliza, Jenny, and likely Tilly—who also had her phone number since asking for it last night—would be calling her and wanting to know why she’d backed out.


  It was easier to go and play along. As she’d discovered from that morning, playing along would be the easiest thing in the world to do with these two men.


  Once they’d left, she headed for the bathroom, stripped, brushed out her hair, and got in the shower, standing under water a little cooler than she would normally take it. She’d used sunscreen, but still got a little bit of exposure.


  Carlo laid outside the shower, not leaving her side after going out for his walk.


  And the men hadn’t even freaked out when she stripped down to her bathing suit and jumped in the comfortably warm Gulf water with Lyle for a quick swim.


  Which she’d needed, because she’d had to pee and didn’t feel like squatting off the back of the swim ladder like Reed had explained she could do.


  They’d caught their legal limit of grunts and grouper today.


  Tomorrow night, she would cook them dinner. Tony had a notebook in the kitchen full of recipes he’d cooked for her, including a couple of delicious fish recipes she knew she could duplicate.


  It would be fitting to cook something of his for the men.


  Therapeutic.


  She knew he would have approved of her going out with them. The sun, the calm water, the light breeze, and good company. Reed had even let her take the wheel on the way in, showing her how to steer the boat, what the channel markers meant, and even let her try her hand at docking it, which according to the men, she’d done pretty well at for her first attempt.


  She’d been able to go periods of time, once nearly an hour, without thinking about Tony’s death.


  Although never far from her thoughts was the wistful desire to pick up her phone and call him, or text him pics of their day.


  The three of them even took selfies together, when she’d pulled up her first keeper grouper.


  It’d been fun.


  Another thing the morning had taught her—being friends with the men wouldn’t be a problem or a chore or even an act she’d have to fake. They were sweet, funny, smart men. If it eventually went farther than just friends, she’d be okay with that, too.


  She wasn’t sure of the BDSM stuff, although after talking to them about that, too, she realized it wasn’t nearly as freaky as she’d worried it might be. Between seeing people play the night before, and hearing their personal takes on it, it made sense to her.


  Some people had very formal, rigid, structured dynamics. These men were switches, playing both roles whenever it suited them for fun.


  She could understand that.


  And, despite her initial discomfort, it was easier to talk to them about her brother, to ask them how he’d liked to play, what they enjoyed doing with him, what he enjoyed with them—it was a way to learn more about him and soothe her soul a little.


  After getting out of the shower, she made a quick call to her parents, returning their call that she’d missed while in the shower. She knew they were worried about her, but right now, she still needed time to rebuild her protective bubble around herself.


  Then she put her phone on the charger next to her bed and set the alarm to wake her up so she could take a nap. She wouldn’t need much time to get ready, just brush out her hair, get dressed, and go.


  The men had seen her without makeup already. It wasn’t like she needed to dig the stuff out of her bathroom cabinet and put it on. She didn’t wear it at work. It was a pain in the butt to wear, and, frankly, she didn’t like wearing it.


  She patted the bed, calling Carlo up with her, and closed her eyes.


  


  * * * *


  


  In her dream, she was back on Reed’s boat, but it was just her and Tony and Carlo.


  Ironically, it was Carlo’s presence that tipped her off it was a dream. The dog was happy, calm, sitting there with his head in Tony’s lap, and not freaking out like she suspected he would over the water.


  While part of her wanted to cry with joy to see her brother sitting there, and part of her wanted to curl up in his arms, she suspected that might jolt her out of this dream and she didn’t want to do that.


  She wanted it to last forever.


  “I love you,” she said. She’d said it to him over and over that night in the hospital as his condition worsened. At least she’d said it to him when he could respond and say it back to her. That was one small comfort she’d always cherish.


  He smiled, the same, playful smile he’d worn when alive. “I know. I love you, too, Nessie.” He stroked Carlo’s head. “Time to move forward.”


  “I’m not ready to do that yet.”


  “I know. But you’ll never be ready if you don’t do it. I’ll always be here.” The journal was in his hands. She hadn’t even seen it appear, it just was.


  “How do I go on without you?”


  “You just do. Reed and Lyle are great guys. You’re an adult. Follow your heart, follow your joy, follow what makes you smile. You made me smile, Nessie. They made me smile. My friends, they made me smile. They brought me joy. So did you. Life is short, and you have to keep living it while you have the chance.”


  Suddenly, they were anchored outside a large nuclear power plant and loud alarms were going off. Before she could say anything about that change in events, her eyes popped open and she was instinctively flailing around to find her phone and shut off the obnoxiously loud power plant alarm tone that had awakened her.


  Carlo lifted his head and stared at her.


  She sat up, knowing that if she laid there for too long she would go right back to sleep.


  “Shit.” She had less than forty-five minutes before the men were scheduled to arrive. She’d dropped right to sleep, apparently.


  And she had a text message on her phone from Jenny from nearly an hour earlier.


  Still on for tonight?


  Trying to get her wits about her, Vanessa texted her back.


  Yes.


  Jenny replied almost immediately.


  How was the boat?


  Hell, she needed coffee before attempting a conversation.


  I’ll tell you tonight. I need to get ready. I just woke up from a nap.


  Okay, see you then!


  She stumbled to her feet and headed for the bathroom while Carlo watched her from the bed.


  She would definitely need some coffee if they’d be out as late tonight as they were last night.


  It surprised her to find out she wanted to be out that late with them again.


  Anything to not have to be alone right now.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  “You look like you got a little sun today,” Tilly noted when they arrived at the restaurant and the woman swooped in to hug first her, then Reed and Lyle.


  “I did.”


  “Have fun?”


  Vanessa didn’t even have to force the smile. “I did. They were very sweet. Thank you for introducing me to them.”


  Tilly beamed. Vanessa didn’t miss how she shot a wink over Eliza’s way, who gave her a head nod in return.


  Vanessa nearly giggled when Reed caught her eye. Operation Bamboozle, as they’d playfully dubbed it on the way over, was underway.


  Vanessa wouldn’t deny she hoped it became more than just a ploy to keep Tilly, Eliza, and Jenny off their backs. She did like the fact that the men were interested in honest discussions, even difficult and awkward ones. They swore that communication got easier the more it happened.


  It was a refreshing change.


  She’d also accepted that they were attracted to her. Once she was back in the boat from her swim, she’d kept her T-shirt and shorts off, and Lyle had helped her reapply sunscreen.


  After, she noted with more than a little boost to her ego that both men tried to surreptitiously adjust their shorts so their erections didn’t show.


  Maybe they really did find her attractive. One thing she had processed from the night before at the club, she hadn’t been the skinniest woman in the room, but she’d been far from the most obese, either. In fact, the majority of the people there looked like they had at least a few extra pounds.


  She normally wasn’t someone to feel self-conscious in the usual course of her day. Last night, she’d been more wrapped up in her grief and the overwhelming influx of meeting people and learning things about Tony to actually focus on what was going on around her.


  With a little time and distance, it occurred to her that not only had most everyone there last night seemed pretty average in terms of appearance, but they also seemed fairly…normal.


  Their kinky activities and clothes notwithstanding.


  And ditto tonight. As Vanessa settled into a chair at the table, seated between Lyle and Reed, looking around at the mostly familiar faces, she realized this could be any group of friends getting together for dinner, not just kinky friends.


  Other than the occasional necklace or bracelet she suspected was actually a day collar, there wasn’t anything to distinguish these people from the vanilla population.


  The men had warned her that tonight would be a slightly different night at the club. No class early on, just an open play session. There would likely be more people there, too, and she should be prepared to see any number of things she might not have seen the night before.


  She was more than good with that. It would help keep her mind off her brother.


  She hoped.


  As they had the night before, they settled in at one of the tables in the social area, the men on either side of her. Tilly, Jenny, and Eliza all kept tabs on her, but left her mostly alone with the two men.


  In some ways, she preferred it that way. She’d quickly come to feel an affinity for these two men. Amongst all the people she’d met so far, excluding Jenny and Eliza and their guys, Reed and Lyle had, in some ways, known her brother more intimately, a different side of him. They’d shared play experiences with him, not just a friendship.


  He’d obviously trusted them enough to do that with them, and he’d spoken highly of them in his journal. Toward the end of it, he’d mentioned them several times. She wished Tony had kept up with it more regularly. Sometimes he might write several days in a row in it, and then go weeks with nothing. It was snapshots of things he’d apparently thought important enough to note at the time, but she missed seeing the minutiae, the trivia, the mundane.


  Any little scrap of insight she could glean from it.


  As she sat there, Reed leaned in. “I checked Facebook earlier,” he said. “I guess they’ve secured a venue for the memorial for next Saturday. It’s going to be over on Siesta Key at a park, at five.”


  “He would have liked that,” she said. “Will you be able to make it?”


  “Yeah. I’ve got an all-day charter scheduled, but I’ll discount their rate and tell them why I’m cutting it short by a couple of hours. I’m sure they’ll understand.”


  “I know you haven’t checked the thread,” Lyle said, “but they mentioned setting up a video show of pictures.”


  She felt her heart pound. “I can send them pictures,” she said. One thing she and Tony had done together, not long after he’d moved in, was scan all their old family photos into the computer, as well as gather in one place all their digital photos, so they’d both have copies, plus send them on a thumb drive to their parents.


  “If you want any help going through them,” Reed said, “We’ll be glad to.”


  “Thanks. I appreciate that.” She took a risk. “I won’t turn you down either.”


  Lyle patted her shoulder, leaving his hand resting there. It felt comforting, comfortable…


  Right.


  She laid a hand over his and squeezed, holding on.


  


  * * * *


  


  The more I play with Lyle and Reed, the more comfortable I feel with them, and the more I trust them. Not that I didn’t trust them to start with, or I never would have played with them at all. But it’s like they get me, like we have common…goals isn’t the right word, but it’s all I can think of now. Like they don’t have an agenda. Like whatever this is that’s building between us, it’s safe, it’s healthy, and maybe even something that will be solid enough to last long-term.


  I like the thought of that. I like the thought of maybe in a few years we’re still playing together, or more. They’re both drama-free, and they aren’t out to build their egos by playing with as many people as they can…


  As Vanessa sat and watched others playing, she thought about Tony’s journal. She tried to imagine him there, playing with Lyle and Reed, what it must have been like. Tonight there were more male Tops and female bottoms. In fact she hadn’t seen any male bottoms play that night at all.


  By midnight, when Reed was yawning and she realized he probably had to get up early for a morning charter, they were sitting huddled even closer, their own little self-contained pod, both men leaning in and at different times one, or even both of them, had an arm draped around her shoulders in a familiar way.


  No objections from her.


  “Guess you’re turning into a pumpkin,” she teased Reed.


  “Yeah, sorry. Charter tomorrow, too.”


  “We’re still on for dinner?”


  “Absolutely,” he said. “I wouldn’t miss that, believe me.”


  As they drove her home, Vanessa riding shotgun while Reed rode in the back at his insistence, she said, “I don’t know if I’ve truly thanked the two of you yet, but thank you. For last night, for this morning, and for tonight. It means a lot to me that you’ve sort of taken me in like this when you don’t even know me.”


  “We kind of feel like we do know you,” Lyle said. “From the things Basco told us about you.”


  “I wish he’d felt comfortable enough telling me about you guys. Not just having to read about you in his journal.”


  She still hadn’t posted a message on FetLife about his passing. That was something she needed to do, to cross off her list. It wasn’t something she wanted to do, but the people who knew him the best in the local community had been notified in person by her, or had likely been told by others already.


  “We understand why he didn’t,” Lyle said. “Most of our family members, and nearly all our vanilla friends, would be surprised, if not shocked, if they found out about this side of our lives. It’s not something most people are able to shout about from the rooftops.”


  “Yeah.” She knew she couldn’t in her job. Not that it would get her fired, but if anyone she worked with found out about this, it would likely weaken her position as a manager. It was difficult enough being a woman in a male-dominated profession, and there had been times in the past she’d had to stand up for herself against pinheaded asshats.


  If someone thought she was kinky and word got around about that, she’d never live it down.


  I need to be careful.


  And she wasn’t even kinky. Kink-friendly, absolutely. She’d even admit to being kink-curious at this point.


  “I get why he did it,” she added. “I just wish he’d felt safe enough with me.”


  “It’s not about safety,” Reed said. “In his case, he was very protective of you. He didn’t want to do anything he thought would stress you out.”


  “He always did look out for me. Even when we were kids.”


  “Never doubt how much he loved you,” Lyle said.


  “I don’t,” she quietly said.


  


  * * * *


  


  She had dinner nearly ready when the two men arrived Sunday night. Reed had been out of touch all day because of his charter, but Lyle had texted with her.


  Jenny, Tilly, and Eliza all expressed their enthusiasm over Vanessa having the men over for dinner.


  And even Carlo was thrilled to see them, running to fetch a talky-wubbie when they arrived.


  Her morning had been filled with doing mundane chores, like laundry and scooping Carlo’s poop out of the backyard, getting things ready for her return to work tomorrow, and avoiding Tony’s room.


  She wasn’t ready to sort through his things.


  She’d placed a short note on his FetLife profile early that morning and had checked for and replied to messages on FetLife all throughout the afternoon, both on her account and his.


  That was all she could emotionally handle.


  And when she ran out for groceries, she stopped by an office supply store and picked up a couple of spare thumb drives, one to give to the organizer of the memorial next Saturday, and one for Tilly, who wanted to do something similar.


  With a score of new friends suddenly in her life, Vanessa had decided maybe the best course of action was to emotionally coast for a while. They were all telling her the exact same thing—there was no rush, that she should be taking care of herself right now, and that her brother wouldn’t want her to wall herself up in a protective shell and shut everyone out.


  All truths.


  And now…


  Now here were two men kneeling in her hallway and playing with Carlo.


  She could even lie to herself if she needed another excuse and say she was doing it for the dog’s sake. Tony had friends dropping by all the time, several times a week, either in passing, to go somewhere else, or to eat with them.


  There was no reason why she should stop doing that now, with the friends now hers by inheritance.


  When they finally sat down to eat, both men wore inviting smiles. “This smells great,” Lyle said.


  “My cooking skills are a little rusty,” she admitted. “I hope it’s okay.”


  Reed nodded after taking a bite of the fish. “It’s wonderful.”


  “Oh, if you like hot sauce, I have a bunch to choose from.”


  “We do,” Lyle said, “but I don’t need any for this.”


  “Good, remind me, I’ll give you all of it to take with you. It was…I don’t use it.”


  Tonight, she didn’t want to cry. She wanted to try to seek some normalcy.


  “Well,” Reed slowly said, “we could leave it here in your fridge for when we eat here.” He arched an eyebrow at her, sending her pulse into a skittish gallop.


  She swallowed hard, liking the implication behind that statement. “Do you think you’ll be eating here enough to use it?” she carefully asked.


  “I really hope so,” Reed said, meeting her gaze head-on. “But I think that’s more up to you to decide than us, isn’t it?”


  Her mouth went dry. She nodded.


  Lyle smiled and reached over to pat her hand. “He’s a flirt. I should have warned you.”


  “That’s okay,” she said, returning her gaze to Reed’s. “I don’t mind. I like it.”


  Reed grinned. “Good. Then I’ll feel free to carry on until you tell me otherwise.” He waggled his eyebrows at her.


  Holy hell, was she actually getting turned on by this?


  It shocked her to realize she was.


  “Anyone want some wine?” she asked, getting up to head for the kitchen. “I’ve got plenty of moscato.”


  


  * * * *


  


  She limited herself to one actual wine glass of wine and noted the men did, too. When they finished dinner, they insisted on helping her clean up the kitchen. With that finished, they settled on the lanai, dusk wafting in around them with a humid, purply light. Carlo had already been out again. He now lay on the pool deck with a wubbie in his mouth, hopeful that someone would try to take it from him.


  “We spent a lot of time out here,” she said.


  “It’s peaceful,” Lyle said.


  The backyard was shaded by a large oak tree in the far corner that helped block the hottest of the afternoon sun. The eight-foot privacy stockade fence was barely visible in places, between tall shrubs and jasmine vines that grew on and in front of it.


  “Would you believe I didn’t use the pool here a lot until Tony moved in?” she said. “I paid a service to take care of it, but it didn’t get much use.”


  “Why not?” Reed asked.


  She shrugged. “I just…didn’t. Tony used it more than I did. Hell, he’d just shuck his clothes and jump in and skinny dip if it was the two of us.”


  “Stupid question, then,” Lyle asked. “Why’d you buy a house with a pool?”


  “It was a good price at the time. The condo I was renting, my new neighbors were a very sweet and practically deaf retired couple from Michigan, who shouted at each other to be heard over the volume of their TV. I decided if I was going to pay money every month to live somewhere, I should be able to decide the level of noise pollution I wanted to tolerate. So, I moved.”


  “Smart,” Lyle said.


  “No, smart would have been me dragging him to the doctor a week sooner than I did and not being so busy with my own work that I didn’t even notice how sick he was until that night.” She stared at her hands in the deepening gloom. “I’ll never stop feeling guilty over that. I don’t care what anyone says, I was so wrapped up in my job that I didn’t pay attention to how bad off he was.”


  Silence fell, broken only by the sound of the pool pump kicking on and neighborhood noises, the occasional car passing on the street out front.


  “I don’t have any advice to give you,” Reed said. “I wish I did. I still say it’s not your fault. No one blames you.”


  “Not a single damn person,” Lyle added.


  “Sorry. Didn’t mean to be a downer.” She leaned forward in her chair and stared at the pool. “Anyone want dessert? I bought a key lime pie.”


  “In a little bit,” Reed said, also leaning forward in his chair. “I was thinking about taking a dip in the pool.”


  Lyle chuckled. “I’m in.”


  Before she realized what was happening, the men had stood, stripped, and jumped into the deep end of the pool.


  She sat there, frozen, both by the fact that they’d done it…and that they were hung.


  Carlo lifted his head, his wubbie falling from his mouth as he whined at the sight of his two new friends in the water.


  Before she realized what she was doing, she found herself standing, stripping, and then cannonballed into the deep end next to them.


  She broke the surface to the sounds of their warm laughter. She swam over to them, their arms opening to her and around each other.


  It felt right sliding her arms around their waists.


  “See?” Reed said, his blue eyes looking like sapphire in the dim light. “Isn’t this fun?”


  She nodded.


  Then, before she lost her nerve, she leaned in and kissed him, relieved that he didn’t miss a beat and immediately kissed her back. She didn’t know, didn’t care what she was doing.


  She was feeling and going with that.


  While she was kissing Reed, Lyle shifted positions slightly and started kissing the side of her neck. “What do you want tonight?” Lyle softly asked.


  Reed let her answer. “I…I don’t know.”


  She did know that both their cocks were now hard and had brushed against her a couple of times.


  And yes, she was turned on by it.


  Lyle gently caught her chin and turned her face so she had to look at him. “How long has it been since you’ve been with anyone?”


  Now she felt a little embarrassed. “Five years,” she muttered.


  “Mmm,” Reed said. “Then we’ll go slow for tonight. Just a little taste.” He started nibbling on the other side of her neck while he took her hand and placed it on her cock.


  Her clit throbbed, at the feel of it, the size of it when her fingers wrapped around his girth.


  Lyle took her other hand and placed it on his, too.


  Then, Lyle slipped one arm around her back. “Trust us,” he whispered, kissing her again.


  She did, floating back and trying to ignore the way Carlo was now whining.


  She closed her eyes, enjoying Lyle’s kiss, moaning when someone’s hand slipped between her legs and started playing with her clit. Two more hands, one on each breast, teased her there. She’d guess Lyle between her legs and Reed up top. Meanwhile, she started slowly stroking their cocks, their hungry moans firing her own need.


  “That’s it,” Reed whispered in her ear. “Such a good girl.”


  Something inside her broke free. She felt wild and untethered, not an entirely unpleasant feeling, especially considering she’d never felt like this before. Her fingers grew more sure on their cocks, working in time with their thrusts as the finger between her legs started moving faster, faster still.


  It was a good thing Lyle was kissing her when her orgasm burst free. She let out a crying moan, pleasure, passion, emotion—she didn’t know or care—that he swallowed with his mouth over hers.


  And then Carlo the cock-blocking cocker started barking, apparently worried by her response, making both men laugh. She was still trying to get her wits about her, the hand in her pussy falling still but not moving, as Lyle broke their kiss and said, “We’ll play with you later, buddy. This is our playtime.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Lyle hadn’t been sure what Reed was up to by suggesting a skinny dip, but he wasn’t going to argue with him.


  This had certainly not been his predicted outcome, but no complaints there.


  What Lyle wanted to do was scoop her up, carry her inside, and spend the night making love to her and keep her anchored firmly there, with them, in the present, without a chance for her pain or grief or anything else to burrow in and steal her from them.


  So she wasn’t angles and bones. She was sweet, rounded curves, a gorgeous body he could hold onto and not worry about hurting her in the bad ways. She wasn’t fragile, she was real and warm and willing.


  They worked their way over to the edge of the pool where Carlo ran around to check on them. Vanessa still hadn’t opened her eyes, and she still stroked their cocks.


  With Carlo settling down a little, Reed took over kissing her, one of his hands sliding over the top of Lyle’s. Lyle traded off with him, moving his now free hand to cup and play with her other breasts. She softly moaned, her fingers deliciously tightening around their cocks, and Lyle suspected Reed had worked at least one finger inside her pussy.


  No, they wouldn’t try to fuck her tonight. Not unless she wanted it and brought it up. They’d both be more than happy to settle for handjobs from her.


  This was far more than he’d ever expected, especially this soon. Then again, they did say grief-sex was a very common phenomenon. A way to rail against death, to try to forget, to try to heal.


  Within a few minutes, she was rocking in the water, her strokes faster, firmer on their cocks as she drew closer to coming again.


  “Be a good girl and give us another one,” Lyle murmured in her ear, quickly cuing in on what Reed had said to her earlier. “We’re going to stay here until you do, so you might as well be our good girl and do it.”


  Reed’s hand between her legs sped up, and then she let out another of those absolutely gorgeous moans that finished Lyle off. He released her breast, wrapped his hand around hers around his cock, and thrust, hard and fast, his orgasm exploding and finishing before she’d even stopped moaning. Then he reached across her body and grabbed her hand around Reed’s cock, squeezing, urging her to stroke faster, harder, the way he knew his partner loved, pleased when Reed quickly started moaning as he, too, orgasmed.


  They stood there, silent, still for a moment. Then Reed wrapped his arms around her, and Lyle, and leaned in to kiss Lyle.


  “I have a feeling,” Lyle said, “we’re not going to have to fake many things around Tilly and Eliza.”


  She shook her head. “No,” she said, her voice sounding thick. “I think that’s not going to be a problem.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Monday morning, Vanessa drove to the store in Sarasota that served as her primary home base.


  Her brain felt filled with a fog of confusion.


  They’d stayed in the pool for a while, talking, silent, her having another healing cry that was even better with the feel of two warm bodies gently sandwiching her between them.


  She felt drained in the good way.


  And she agreed with them that whatever this was? She wanted to pursue it.


  She’d thought they’d try to talk her into sex in bed, which she would have been great with, but by ten o’clock when they’d done nothing more than dry off and snuggle together, the three of them, naked on the couch to watch TV and with a sheet draped over all of them, she’d felt a peace settle over her.


  “There’s no rush,” Reed said.


  “Life’s short,” she countered.


  Lyle offered her a playful smile. “At least we’re not.”


  “Heh,” Reed said.


  Lyle’s smile faded. “How about we come over tomorrow night after work. We’ll cook you dinner, we’ll play with Carlo…and then we’ll see what happens.”


  “I don’t have a charter on Tuesday,” Reed said. “I can stay later.”


  “Or all night, if you want,” Lyle said.


  “Can we do this again?” she asked, almost reluctant they’d say no.


  “We can do whatever you want to do,” Lyle said.


  “Anything you want to do,” Reed added.


  Before they left, they both took turns kissing her good-bye at the door, long, slow, deep kisses, romantic kisses, that stole her breath.


  “For tomorrow,” Lyle said, “promise me you’ll text or call me if you need me. He’ll be out of contact most of the day. Even if it’s just you need to hear a friendly voice. Okay?”


  She nodded. “Okay.”


  He smiled. “Good girl.”


  Something about that twisted her innards, in the good ways.


  All the good ways.


  Could she do what some people did? She didn’t know. She didn’t think she was a submissive or a masochist, but then again, she’d never dreamed she’d have two of the best orgasms of her life out in her pool while jerking off two well-hung hunks, either, so she wouldn’t say never.


  Now she was left trying to drag her mind into work mode when all she could think about was how damn good it’d felt having two of Reed’s fingers fucking her pussy the night before, followed by her using her vibrator on herself—twice—after they’d left.


  She couldn’t wait to see what would happen next.


  Life is short, and they make me smile. I’m an adult, I don’t have any obligations to anyone, and they’re okay with this. I’m not going to fight it when there’s no reason to.


  By eleven that morning, she’d texted Lyle several times, each time right after someone from corporate or one of her stores had called to talk with her, and then added a condolence on top of whatever business matter they’d needed to discuss.


  An immediate text to Lyle after each of those calls would be returned with calm reassurances from him to keep thinking about last night, about them coming over tonight, that all she had to do was get through the next few hours, and she’d be able to let go with them.


  And the one text from him that sent her bolting for the bathroom for the good kind of cry—


  I’m so proud of you for hanging in there today. You can do this.


  She’d never lacked for love or support from her parents, who were also still calling and texting to check up on her. They’d always expressed to her how proud they were of her and her achievements.


  But so had Tony.


  No one but herself had ever hung it over her head that she hadn’t pursued and earned a four-year college degree. She’d be lying if she said she didn’t feel a little less-than for it, however. That she hadn’t been able to scrape the time and money together, to focus a little less on her job and more on school, to get more than just a two-year degree.


  But throughout the years, even when their parents moved when she was only twenty-one and already living on her own, Tony had made a point of telling her how proud he was of her. He’d sit and ask her about her day, listen to her stories of work, and be engaged. Even when they were kids and she was a pesky little sister.


  Even her last “boyfriend,” to use the term loosely, had never seemed like he was interested in anything more than sex or whatever she could do for him, yet he’d wax on, boring the pants off her about his job at a dealership.


  She was more than a little shocked when her boss walked in just as she was getting ready to head out to pick up some lunch.


  Which she’d planned to bring back and eat at her desk in the back of the store while she worked.


  “Stu? What are you doing here?” Stuart Wiselan was a corporate vice-president, in charge of Florida.


  He pulled up a chair in front of her desk and sat. “I drove in late last night and spent the night here. I saw you were planning on coming back to work today and wanted to see you.”


  She felt a chill building inside her. “Yeah?”


  Apparently, he sensed it. He held up a hand. “No, nothing bad. You and I don’t get to talk alone very often anymore, and I wanted to take you out for lunch, if you haven’t eaten yet.”


  “I was just going to go grab something and bring it back.”


  “No, we’re going to go have a nice, long, sit-down meal, on me.”


  “Okaaay.”


  “No laptop, either.”


  She’d leaned over to grab her laptop case. When he said that, followed by a smile, she sat up again. “Wow. What do you do for your next trick? Pull a rabbit out of your ass?”


  That made him laugh. She could talk like that to Stu, who she’d known literally her entire time with the company. He’d had her current job before he got promoted and had recommended her for his old job.


  “I want this to be a lunch between friends,” he said, “not between a boss and an employee.”


  She sat back in her chair. “I’m okay.”


  “You only took five days.”


  “Yeah, and I have a lot of stuff backed up to deal with as a result of taking that much time off.”


  “You have six weeks’ vacation accrued.”


  She could see it was going to be one of those kinds of conversations. “I’m okay.”


  He stood and motioned for her to follow. “No arguments. Grab your purse and let’s go. I’m driving.”


  She watched him walk out of her open cubicle in the rear of the store’s back area, which held her desk, a shelving unit, and her locked file cabinets.


  “Dammit,” she muttered as she grabbed her phone, purse, and headed after him.


  He drove them over St. Armands Circle, to the Colombia. On a Monday, there weren’t a lot of lunch patrons there on that summer day, much to her relief. He asked for a quiet table in the back somewhere, and once they were seated, she decided to cut right through the bullshit.


  “If you’re here to psychoanalyze me,” she said, “you wasted a trip. I’m good.”


  “Reeeaally?” He arched an eyebrow at her. “You haven’t taken a sick day in nearly a year. In fact, except for a Friday and a Monday last July, you haven’t taken any days off. Not even the paid holidays you’re supposed to be taking off, like Memorial Day and Labor Day. As far as I can see, the only days off you’ve taken were Christmas and Thanksgiving, when the stores are closed. And yes, for the record, I was curious and checked and found where you’d been handling emails on those days, too.”


  And those two days off she’d taken had been a long weekend Tony had wheedled and begged her into taking with him, where they’d driven down to Key West and spent the time playing tourist.


  “The stores are open on those other holidays, meaning I should be working, too.”


  “The stores are also open on Saturdays and Sundays, and you take those off. Or have you been sneaking in extra hours there, too?”


  She glared at him. On Saturdays and Sundays, she usually did check her work e-mail, handle phone calls and voice mails, and deal with any problems that cropped up.


  In fact, the past two weekends were the first two weekends in forever that she was in town and hadn’t seriously kept up with work matters.


  He sat back in his chair, shaking his head. “I have three daughters around your age, kiddo, and trust me, I know every look there is. You can argue with me all you want, but the truth is, whatever game face you think you need to put on for everyone else? It’s not going to work with me. I took three weeks off when my sister died. I needed the decompression time. You can’t lie to me and say that all you need are five measly days, especially when it was so sudden. I had two years of cancer treatments to come to terms with my sister’s impending death before we actually lost her. I know how much you loved your brother. I was there from the beginning, remember?”


  Yes, he had been. Not only had he recommended her for his job, he’d been the area manager when she’d first been hired in as a part-timer and had asked him how she could best go about advancing in the company.


  He’d helped guide her every step of the way. And he’d been one of the few people she’d invited to the funeral service. He’d driven in from Jacksonville for it.


  “Believe it or not, I did spend a good chunk of the weekend with friends,” she shot back. “I even went out on a boat Saturday for the first time. In the Gulf. Fishing.”


  “I don’t believe it.” He smirked. “You? Do something fun?”


  “It is possible.”


  “It’s also possible I’ll hit the lotto but it’s not very damn likely.”


  He knew her too damn well. He was right, she couldn’t fake things with him. “I’m going to take some time off and visit my parents.”


  “When?”


  “Not right now. I’ve got an inventory cycle coming up. I refuse to be out of town during that. Once the reports are finalized, I’ll make the arrangements, depending on my parents’ schedule.”


  He pulled out his phone and started tapping into it.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Making myself a calendar reminder to check on you.” He arched an eyebrow at her. “Middle of August, I’d better see some time off in your schedule when I check, or I’ll be hounding your ass about it.”


  “I can’t guarantee it’ll be then when I go.”


  “I know. But by then you should have an idea of when you can and have put in for the time off.” He finished and laid his phone face down on the table. “So it’s a reminder to me to start going through your schedule to make sure you’ve put in for it.”


  She picked up her menu. “Is that why you brought me out here? To bug me about that?”


  “No, I brought you out here because I know how tough you try to be in front of everyone else and I needed to talk to Vanessa, not Regional Manager Riddick.”


  She glared at him, making him laugh. “Again, I have three girls. Try that shit on someone else, because it won’t work with me, kiddo.”


  


  * * * *


  


  For the first time that she could actually remember, she was eager to get out of work that evening at what was supposed to be her scheduled time. Usually, she had “Just One More” syndrome, where she’d start to get ready to leave at her scheduled time, handle one more e-mail, one more voice mail, one more phone call, and an hour later she’d look up and realize she was supposed to be heading home.


  Lyle and Reed would be coming over around seven.


  She stopped by a drugstore on the way home and found herself growing red-faced in the condom and lube aisle. Remembering her name tag, she pulled it off and stuck it in the pocket of her white uniform shirt that all management wore when they worked in stores.


  After hemming and hawing, she tossed two boxes of condoms and a bottle of lube into her hand basket, then also grabbed some other sundries, like deodorant, toothpaste, and tampons, things she didn’t really need but it made her feel a little less self-conscious than simply going up to the register with an “I’m getting fucked tonight” shopping haul.


  She was on the pill, had been for years, because of migraines and pain. So that, at least, wasn’t an issue.


  And she’d made sure at her first doctor appointment after she’d ditched “desperate fat chick easy sex” guy to get herself tested for STDs. That had been eight months after the fact. Since she hadn’t been with anyone since then, she figured she was probably okay.


  God, I hope they’re not man whores. That might just break her heart.


  Then again, if Tony had thought they were, he likely wouldn’t have been playing with them. While he wasn’t a prude by any stretch of the imagination, he also wasn’t into meaningless hookups. That much had been clear both by the actions she’d seen after his divorce and his own words in his journal. She could get how play wasn’t sex. It wasn’t a contradiction to her.


  Tony trusted them, she repeated to herself as she drove home. If he trusted them, that means I can trust them.


  Even better, Jenny and Eliza seemed to trust them, as did ferocious Tilly.


  And they’d passed the Carlo test.


  What more could she ask for?


  A few more orgasms would be nice.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  The men arrived a little before seven. Carlo was ecstatic to see his new friends, immediately coming after them with loud mumbles and a mouth full of wubbie. Then he dropped that one for a different one when they headed for the kitchen with the grocery bags in their hands.


  “What did you get?” she asked.


  “Well, we knew there’d still be fish left, so we planned for that,” Lyle said. “Time for me to cook you one of my specialties.”


  Once they had their hands empty, the grocery bags on the counter, first Reed, then Lyle grabbed her and kissed her, hard, leaving her breathless.


  “And then for dessert,” Reed said, pulling out a can of whipped cream, “there’s this.”


  “What’s it going on?”


  He waggled his eyebrows. “Wherever you want it to go.”


  She felt herself growing wet.


  Before they’d arrived she’d taken a shower, shaved everything thoroughly from the pits down, including her cooch, and had put on a sundress she usually only wore around the house because it was a little too tight across her breasts.


  And no bra or panties. She was hoping she wouldn’t have use for them anyway.


  Lyle stepped behind her, pulling her hips against his. “I know where I’d like it to go,” he said, nibbling down the side of her neck.


  Hell, she was crazy. This wasn’t like her, just falling over two guys she barely knew.


  But Tony had known them. And Eliza and Jenny, as well as Tilly, were all-in on her getting together with them.


  If she couldn’t trust her brother and her friends, who could she trust?


  She pulled Lyle’s hands up, over her breasts. “I’m sure I can think of a few places.”


  She felt his cock harden against her ass.


  “Mmm,” Lyle said. “Dude, check it out. No panties. Or bra.”


  “Really? Good girl.” Reed lifted the hem of her dress. “Oooh, that’s a nice surprise.” Before she could ask what he meant, he’d dropped to his knees and she felt his lips close in on her pussy.


  Then the world basically ended, for all that she cared. She had her head thrown back against Lyle’s shoulder, and he was practically holding her up as Reed quickly worked her up toward an orgasm.


  “Oh,” Lyle said. “I should have mentioned something.” He nipped her earlobe. “We both love a freshly shaved pussy.”


  With that, she tipped over the edge, Reed’s hands clamped around the backs of her thighs and Lyle with one arm around her waist to keep her upright.


  The other hand worked back and forth, grazing his fingers across her nipples through the taut fabric of her dress.


  “That’s it, baby girl,” Lyle murmured in her ear. “Let him make you feel good. That’s all we want to do. FYI, your pussy is gorgeous, but we prefer it shaved so you can feel every little thing we’re doing to you. So make this a new and regular part of your preparations before we get together, okay?”


  “Yes…Sir.” It felt right to say that.


  Both men froze. Reed emerged from under her dress. “Honey, you don’t have to call us that if you don’t want to,” he assured her.


  “I do want to,” she said. “Just like I liked it when you called me your good girl last night.”


  The men exchanged a glance. Had she fucked something up? Some protocol she didn’t know about?


  Reed stood, cupping her chin in his hands. “Okay, seriously. We’re not about forcing someone to play with us. You want sex, well, honey, we’ll give you every bit you can handle and then some, as much as you want. We are absolutely cool with that, and we’re not having sexy time with anyone but each other and you, I promise. But play is different.”


  “I want you to play with me like you did him.”


  Now Lyle turned her to stare into her face. “You don’t even know if you’ll like the same kind of play he enjoyed. He was on the road to becoming a fairly heavy masochist.”


  “Okay.”


  “No, not okay,” Lyle insisted. “You have no idea what that even means and we are not going to do something to hurt you and fuck this up and lose you before we even get a chance to be with you.”


  He fell silent, as if he felt maybe he’d gone too far.


  Hell, they’d just given her another fantastic orgasm and she wasn’t complaining. What more did they want?


  Reed moved to stand next to Lyle. “What if we were to start ordering you around and giving you a bunch of protocols to follow?”


  “I…I don’t know. I’d have to know what they are first.”


  “Exactly,” both men said. Reed continued. “Are you willing to give up say-so to us for stuff? Let us rule the roost, so to speak?”


  She wanted to say yes, but she knew the truth. “I don’t know. I’m used to running my own life.” She felt like crying. “I guess I’m not very submissive.”


  They held her close. “Baby,” Lyle said, “you don’t have to be our submissive to be with us. We’re cool with that. If you want to explore things, we’re cool with that, too, but a little at a time. We don’t want to burn you out and then you hate us. We’re good with hot sex and orgasm and sensual play even if you don’t ever want to try anything else.”


  “Sensual play?”


  “Yeah,” Reed said. “Like forced orgasm play. A little bondage. Leather cuffs. Me holding your hands over your head while he makes you come over and over. Maybe a little light spanking at first. You have to crawl before you can walk.”


  “I thought I had to be a submissive to play.”


  Both men groaned. “Please don’t tell me you got that from books,” Lyle said.


  “But I thought with what I saw at the club…Okay, yes, from a few book.”


  Both men laughed, kissing her in turn. “No,” Reed said. “You do not have to be our submissive to play with us. All we ask, since we’re obviously moving into a sexual realm here, is that you stay monogamous to us. We won’t be with anyone but each other and you. Deal?”


  “Deal. Easy deal to keep, honestly.” She felt a wistful pang. “I saw all those different roles on FetLife when I’d joined and now that I know what some of them mean I thought it meant I had to pick one.”


  “You don’t have to pick anything you don’t want to,” Lyle said. “You get to define your label.”


  “I don’t know what it is. I’d rather you do it.”


  The men exchanged a look. Reed had an a-ha expression. “Okay, how about this? Sense we’re going to start out at the sensual end of the scale, let’s say you’re our baby girl.”


  She frowned. “What’s that?”


  “It’s not age play,” he said, correctly guessing what her tone had held. “It’s like a very loving, nurturing dynamic. And we’ll be your Sirs. How’s that?”


  She nodded. “Okay. So what are the rules?”


  Lyle cupped the back of her neck and leaned in close. “You don’t lie to us, and we won’t lie to you. You don’t cheat on us, and we won’t cheat on you. It’s a committed relationship until all three of us settle in and decide where else we want to go from this point. If you decide after a while you want to try being a submissive, or try stricter play, we can do that. If we’re together long enough, if you want to move from submissive to slave, we might try that.”


  “That sounds too easy.”


  He smiled. “That’s because it is.” He kissed her, slowly, deeply. Then, keeping his hand cupped behind her neck, he drew Reed in and kissed him, deep, sucking, licking.


  Then she realized what he was doing—tasting.


  “Fuck,” Lyle finally gasped when he let Reed come up for air. “I can’t wait to have my turn.” He grabbed her, and seemingly effortlessly lifted her up and onto the counter. Before she realized it, he’d spread her legs, shoved the hem of her dress up, and had his face buried between her thighs.


  His technique was different but just as good as Reed’s. Her eyes fell closed as she tried to keep her balance.


  Reed grabbed her hands, putting one on top of Lyle’s head. “Grab a handful of his hair,” Reed told her. “He loves it rough.”


  She did, and he practically growled into her pussy.


  Thus encouraged, she held on tight, Reed’s arm supporting her back as she crashed into yet another breathless orgasm.


  When Lyle emerged from there, he grabbed her and kissed her. “If we don’t get this meal cooked, your dinner’s going to consist of nothing but a liquid protein diet from us fucking that gorgeous mouth of yours.”


  She felt dizzy, her world spun round. “Yes, Sir.”


  He grinned, and it was gorgeous, handsome, setting fire to walls within her, breaking her to pieces inside in the good way. “Baby girl,” he hoarsely said, “I do think I will quickly grow used to hearing you call me that.”


  “A-fucking-men,” Reed said.


  


  * * * *


  


  The men did get dinner cooked. They wouldn’t let her help other than to point out where things were in the kitchen. They were content to have her sitting there on a barstool at the counter, talking to them, and them teasing and tormenting her, working her up into a frenzy until she was ready to say fuck the meal, please fuck me!


  And from the size of the bulges pressed against their shorts, she could tell they were eager to get through the main course, too.


  Life is short. I’m an adult.


  And they’re hot and want to fuck me.


  Tony trusted them.


  And when she boiled it down to the most basic equation, the argument that held the most sway with her, that’s what it came down to.


  Yes, please!


  It didn’t hurt that they were, so far, great guys. Nothing they’d said or done had led her to believe otherwise. Yes, something might crop up at some point, but unless or until it did, she’d take them at face value.


  They ate at the table, on real plates, like adults. Like they had the night before.


  Many nights, she and Tony, if they’d eaten together, it’d been off paper plates on the couch in front of the TV, chatting with each other. Casual.


  “I have a confession,” she said as they were sitting down to eat.


  The men’s head swiveled. “Yes?” they asked in unison, nearly making her giggle.


  “Nothing bad. The past two nights? They’re the first time I think I’ve used real dishes in…weeks. Sometimes, Tony and I would use them when we had people over, but usually it was just paper plates.”


  “I should spank you for that scare,” Reed said, leaning in and kissing her.


  “Ditto,” Lyle said, getting a kiss from her as well. “I was envisioning something horrible.”


  “I don’t actually have anything horrible in my background,” she said. “The sad truth is I’m pretty dull. This is, in all honesty, the craziest thing I’ve done in my life.”


  “Then we’re honored that we get to be the ones doing it with you,” Reed said.


  After dinner, they both took their shirts off before they started cleaning up.


  That…


  She checked to make sure there wasn’t a line of drool slowly dripping from the corner of her mouth. In the light, she could see Reed’s tan lines, as well as the dusting of brown hair across his chest. Lyle had less hair on his chest, but a delicious-looking treasure trail that led from his navel and under the waistband of his shorts.


  Lyle grinned. “We wouldn’t want to get our shirts wet.


  “Right,” Reed said.


  “You’re a couple of teases.”


  “Guilty,” they said.


  She joined them in the kitchen, speeding the process along. When they almost had the last dish in the dishwasher, Reed said, “Someone should probably walk Carlo now, because someone isn’t going to want to walk anywhere by the time we get done with her later.”


  “Oooh, that sounds like a promise.”


  He pulled the can of whipped cream out of the fridge, shook it, popped the cap, and shot a squirt of it into his mouth. “It was.”


  She giggled. They had a silly side, and she loved that, too.


  Uh, whut?


  No, that could not have been the L-word cropping up in her brain, could it?


  She called to Carlo, who looked a little depressed that his fun new friends were more interested in her than him, and got him walked, giving him a couple of extra cookies. With everything else done, the men surrounded her.


  “What are you thinking?” Lyle asked.


  “That I’m hornier than hell,” she said.


  He grinned. “Good, because I swear I haven’t had a case of blue balls this bad since before he moved in with me.” He hooked a thumb at Reed.


  “No shit,” Reed said.


  “I…I bought condoms. I wasn’t sure what the protocol was. And lube.”


  “Ooh, good girl,” Lyle said. “We did bring our own, though. So that just means we’ll have extras. We’re clean, and we brought our latest test.”


  “It’s been a couple of years since we’ve been with anyone else,” Reed added.


  “It’s been over five years since I’ve been with anyone, but I got tested quite a while after him. I’m clean. But I don’t have papers.”


  “That’s okay,” Lyle said. “I somehow doubt you’d lie to us about that. But if you want to use condoms, we will.”


  “I’m on the pill.”


  Reed caught her hand and brought it to his lips, making it difficult for her to think. “Baby, another rule we have is it’s always okay to tell us no about something. Or yes. Or safeword. Just say red. Don’t trust us just because you think you have to. If you were anyone else, and we didn’t sort of know you already before we’d even met you, we’d be having a totally different discussion right now. I want you to understand that in case things don’t work out with us and you’re out and about again. This is your life we’re talking about. Don’t just accept someone’s say-so.”


  “Okay. Then show me your test results.”


  He reached into his back pocket, pulled out his wallet, and handed his to her. Lyle did the same.


  She’d almost expected them not to, or to be offended she’d asked, but they did it without hesitation.


  “Um, okay. Thanks.”


  Reed smiled. “Warned you. Communication is forthright. Once you get a taste of that, that alone makes vanilla dating suck eggs.”


  “Did you want to use condoms since you can’t see my results?”


  “Do we have any reason not to trust what you’ve said?” Lyle asked.


  “No.”


  “Then okay. When you can, if you want, get a new set done and show us those. Easy.”


  “I should have tried kinky dating years ago.”


  “Yes, you should have.” Lyle pulled her in for a kiss. “Because maybe you wouldn’t have been dealing with all this alone.”


  “Yeah, but maybe you’d been with my brother.”


  “Yeah, that might have been awkward.”


  “Or look at the other side, it might have been kinkier. Look at Rich, Nick, and Chelbie,” Reed said. “They’re brothers.”


  “Ew. They do each other?”


  “Not as far as we know,” Lyle said. “I sincerely doubt it. They’re fraternal twins.”


  “Oh.” Come to think of it, some of the books on her Kindle involved brothers sharing a woman.


  “What’s off-limits tonight?” Reed asked.


  “I don’t know,” she said, wishing she’d put a little more thought into this instead of just fantasizing about it. “Nothing painful, please, Sir.”


  Reed let out a groan and kissed her. “Oh. My. God. You calling me Sir…dammit. I love it. How about we leave it as sex, maybe a little sexy domination, maybe a few light bare-handed swats on the ass, and if we do something you aren’t sure about, you say yellow or red and we’ll stop. Deal?”


  “Why is this so easy?” she asked.


  “Because it’s so much damn fun,” Lyle said.


  She thought they’d want to go right to the bedroom, but instead Reed went out to their car to grab a duffel bag before they got started. “Being prepared,” he said, digging into it. Their own overnight stuff, plus condoms and lube.


  Then they sat on the couch and had her stand in front of them.


  “Take your dress off for us, baby,” Lyle said. “Let us see you in the light.” It wasn’t glaringly bright. She’d shut off the kitchen lights. The living room was illuminated by two lamps and the TV which was playing unwatched.


  “Slowly,” Reed said.


  She blushed, slowly raising the hem and then pulling it off over her head before dropping it onto the coffee table behind her.


  “Do you have a vibrator or a dildo?” Lyle asked her.


  She felt her blush deepened.


  “Ooh,” Reed said. “Go get it, baby girl. Your Sirs want a show.”


  “Seriously?”


  Reed arched an eyebrow.


  “Seriously, Sir?”


  “Either go get it, or safeword,” Lyle said. “Those are your two options, and either is acceptable.”


  She went and got it out of her bedside drawer. Fortunately, it had fresh batteries in it.


  “Hmm, we need to get you a better one,” Reed said when she returned with it. “Now turn it on and play with yourself with it, but don’t come.”


  With her blush now creeping down her chest, she fumbled until she got it switched on. With it humming, she reached between her legs with it and started running it over her clit.


  “Good girl,” Lyle said.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Watching Vanessa start to get over her initial bashfulness, Reed reached down and squeezed his cock through his shorts. He hadn’t worn briefs tonight and his cock ached, pressing against the zipper of his shorts.


  They’d decided on the way over that they were going to take this slow. Well, okay, the two of them going down on her earlier had been spontaneous, but before they actually fucked her they both wanted to know for sure that was what she wanted.


  There were plenty of ways they could make her come, and bunches of ways she could make them come, but you couldn’t unfuck someone once you’d done it.


  And if she wasn’t really ready for that step, they didn’t want to rush her.


  “That’s it, baby girl,” Lyle said, also rubbing his cock. “Work it inside you. Show us what you can do.”


  Reed’s cock throbbed as she slowly started thrusting it inside her pussy, a little more of it disappearing with each stroke.


  “Get it in you as deep as you can, sweetheart,” Reed said. “Then hold it there until we tell you, but don’t come.”


  She whimpered a little, her head falling forward, her long, gorgeous hair falling forward and hiding her face as she got it worked nearly all the way to the base and kept it pressed there.


  By the time she went to sleep tonight, they were going to wring every last orgasm out of her possible. Women were lucky and had the blessing of multiple orgasms.


  And one of their shared kinks was seeing how many times they could make a woman come in one sitting, so to speak.


  Not for their own egos, but because both men thought there was nothing more beautiful than a woman—or a man—caught up in the throes of that uncontrollable release, the pleasure of orgasming.


  “Okay,” Reed said. “Pull it out and turn it off.”


  She did, and Reed didn’t miss how her eyes looked a little glazed. Maybe not subspacey, but he suspected she’d definitely have that potential.


  If they could get her there just with sensual play, even better.


  He leaned forward and crooked a finger at her, drawing her close. She approached, and he said, “Spread your legs for me, baby girl.”


  She did.


  He looked up into her eyes as he reached out and traced her clit with his finger. “Is our baby girl horny?”


  She nodded.


  He slowly slipped the finger inside her, playing dirty, hooking it and using that to gently tug her even closer. “Hands behind your back,” he softly said.


  She complied.


  Lyle leaned forward and captured her right nipple between his lips while Reed did the same to her left.


  She let out a needy moan.


  Reed slowly started fucking her with his finger again, adding two, and then adding a third only when he was certain she could easily take it.


  She rocked her hips, but kept her hands behind her back as they’d ordered.


  He sat back, letting go of her nipple, as did Lyle. That made her gasp, her moans turning to whines when he pulled his fingers from her pussy.


  He reached up. “Open,” he said.


  She did. When he slid his fingers into her mouth, she eagerly sucked and licked them, desperately.


  His cock throbbed, pissed off such great oral action was being wasted on fingers that couldn’t adequately appreciate it.


  “Good girl,” Lyle said. “Good girls always like to lick and suck what’s put in their mouths.”


  She moaned around Reed’s fingers.


  He pulled them from her mouth. “Give me your vibrator.”


  She handed it over.


  “Now get on your knees and ask your Sir, Lyle, if you can suck his cock.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Hell, she’d beg, if she had to!


  She dropped to her knees in front of Lyle, looking up into his eyes. “Sir, may I please suck your cock?”


  “Hmm. Good girls swallow. Reed and I both swallow. If I let you suck my cock, and I give you a load of my cum, are you going to swallow like a good girl?”


  She eagerly nodded. “Yes, Sir!”


  He gathered her hair into one hand and pulled her face into his lap. “Kiss it first, before you unzip it. And be careful, I’m commando.”


  She ran her lips over the shape of it through the fabric, wishing it was inside her.


  “Good girl. You can take it out and play with it.”


  Mindful not to catch him in the zipper, she wrapped her fingers around his hot shaft and eagerly swallowed it as far as she could.


  His fingers tightened in her hair as he let out a moan. “Oh, fuck, baby. Such a sweet mouth.”


  She realized Reed had gotten up from the couch and was now kneeling behind her. She wasn’t sure what he was going to do until she heard the vibrator click on and she felt him begin to run it up and down between her slick pussy lips before slowly sliding it home inside her.


  She let out a moan of pleasure as Lyle held her head with both hands. “Yeah,” he said. “Just like that. Just think, that will soon be a real cock inside you, not that plastic one. Two cocks fucking your gorgeous body. We’re going to work up to getting you used to having our cocks in your ass, too. Not tonight, that’ll take a while. But the first time we have both our cocks in you at the same time? One in your ass and one in your pussy? We’re going to use a real vibrator on you that will make that one look weak and make you come until we’re ready to let you stop coming. Feel your body squeezing our cocks, over and over.”


  That mental image was almost enough to shove her over the edge.


  Reed was stroking her ass and back with one hand while he slowly fucked her with the vibrator. “You can come, by the way. As many times as you are able to. The more, the better.” He started fucking her harder and faster with the vibrator, shoving her over the edge. She cried out around Lyle’s cock when her orgasm hit her.


  “That’s it,” Lyle said, now in control and fucking her mouth. “Keep screaming around my cock. Jeez, that feels so damn good when you do that.”


  Reed’s free hand had settled on her lower back, resting there. “Can’t wait to feel it myself.”


  “Oh, fuck, baby,” Lyle gasped. “I won’t last much longer. Swallow every drop I give you.”


  She was no longer in any kind of control. Not of her body, and not of her pleasure. She realized she was rocking back and forth between Reed’s hand fucking her with the vibrator, and Lyle’s cock, until she ripped apart from the inside out and Reed’s free hand ended up under her, lightly rolling her clit between his fingers and only dragging out the orgasm even longer.


  Nothing had ever felt this good, and she wasn’t regretting her decision to do this in the slightest.


  That was pretty much the last conscious thought she had for a few minutes, until she was swallowing a load of hot cum from Lyle and Reed finally relented, turning the vibrator off but holding it embedded inside her body.


  As Lyle sat there recovering his breath, he stroked her head, his softening cock still in her mouth. “Good girl,” he said. “Always hold your Sir’s cock until he tells you you can let it go.”


  She whimpered in agreement.


  “How long you gonna be?” Reed asked. “I’m just sayin’.”


  “Give me a second.” He finally lifted her head from his cock and leaned in to kiss her. “Sit up, baby.”


  She did, on shaky knees.


  He slid out of the way, then she felt Lyle’s hand take her place holding the vibrator inside her while Reed unzipped and removed his shorts and sat, naked, where Lyle had.


  He also gathered her hair up in one hand. “Okay, baby. He’s going to make you come again while you suck my cock. Make it loud.”


  She eagerly leaned in and sucked down his cock, enjoying his moans of pleasure as she did.


  But then Lyle moved, pushing her knees wider apart, until she realized he was sliding under her.


  When he grabbed her ass and pulled her pussy down over his mouth, she realized what he was up to, but then he switched the vibrator on and her world shattered again, so she didn’t care.


  “Fuck, yeah,” Reed said. “Holy crap, that’s amazing.”


  Well, the feel of Lyle’s lips on her clit, along with the vibrator humming along inside her pussy, was pretty damned amazing, too. She started humping Lyle’s face as she sucked and licked Reed’s cock.


  “That’s it. Grind that pussy down on his face,” Reed urged. “Now that he’s got you coming, he’s not going to stop.”


  She felt wanton and free and dirty and reborn all at the same time.


  She loved it.


  No judgment, no fear, no shame. These men urging her on, loving what she was doing.


  And she was loving what they were doing to her.


  “Going to give you a second load,” Reed said. “Get ready, baby. Be our good girl.”


  Another whine from her. Those two damn words.


  Good girl.


  Fuck.


  She’d do anything to hear them say those words in that tone.


  Sweetly tangy pre-cum was followed soon after by Reed letting out a groan and filling her mouth with his juices. She started swallowing, desperate not to lose a drop, not wanting to disappoint him, either of them.


  Once he’d finished, she knelt there, still moaning, shuddering, weak, because Lyle was still fucking her with the vibrator and licking and sucking on her clit.


  Reed nudged him with his foot. “Time, dude. Let’s go to the bedroom.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Lyle could have laid there eating her pussy all night long. Instead, he pulled the vibrator out of her, shut it off, then climbed out from under her.


  Reed eased her head off his cock and Lyle replaced it with the vibrator, slowly thrusting it between her lips while she licked it clean.


  Fuuuck.


  Reed finally pulled that out of her mouth and then helped her to her feet. “To the bedroom,” he said.


  She led the way on legs that looked a little shaky. In her room, she flipped on the overhead light, but that was too bright. When she turned on a bedside lamp, Lyle shut off the overhead lights before following them over to the bed.


  Reed had grabbed their bag, and he set it on the floor next to her bed. Then he pulled down the covers and eased her onto the bed, straddling her chest and lacing his fingers through hers to pin her hands over her head.


  “Time for you to get me hard again, baby,” he said. “And while you do that, Lyle will give you a little incentive.”


  Lyle pushed her thighs apart and went to work on her pussy again with his mouth. He handed Lyle the vibrator, and Lyle slid it inside her after turning it on.


  Her mouth opened wide, her gasps and cries of pleasure already doing a lot to stir his cock a second time. He eased his member into her mouth and she eagerly sucked and licked.


  “Fuck yeah,” he whispered. “Baby girl, you’re a perfect dream.”


  


  * * * *


  


  If this was a dream, she’d kill the motherfucker who woke her up.


  With Reed pinning her down, and Lyle once again working to bring her over again, she had lost all track of time.


  If this was being kinky?


  She was damned cool with it.


  It didn’t take very long for her to feel Reed’s cock grow hard and hot against her tongue.


  “There you go, baby. Good girl.” He released her hands and pulled his cock out, swinging off of her. The sudden disappearance of his comforting weight on her surprised her.


  Lyle removed the vibrator again and got out of the road for Reed to kneel between her legs.


  “Tell us what you want, baby girl,” Reed said. “Where are we? Give us a color.”


  “Green,” she said. “I want to feel your cocks in me,” she said.


  “Beg me to fuck you, baby.”


  “Please, Sir! Please fuck me.”


  He fisted his cock and nudged her legs wider apart. Then he slowly swiped the head up and down through her pussy juices. “Fair warning, baby. You cheat on us? You won’t get these again. Ever.”


  She nodded. “I won’t, Sir. I promise.”


  “Good girl.”


  It…felt…amazing. There was something far different between a piece of slick plastic inside her and a real, warm, hard cock. He took his time, easing in, slowly fucking a little bit at a time into her before pulling back, deeper with each thrust until she felt his pubic bone rubbing against hers.


  He let out a breath. “Okay,” he said, sounding strained. “You are so fucking tight, this one won’t take long.”


  He grabbed her legs and raised them over his shoulders. Then he withdrew until just the head of his cock was inside her before thrusting forward again.


  Lyle stretched out next to her. “He’s going easy on you, baby. He loves a good, hard, vicious fuck sometimes. Don’t be afraid to grab onto him, onto either of us. We won’t break. Dig your nails in, whatever. We like that. Full-contact fucking is the best kind. If you’re just lying there, and you’re not tied up? That’s boring.”


  She held onto Reed’s upper arms, his hands planted on the bed on either side of her head. Lyle reached between them and alternately started rolling first one of her nipples, then the other, between his thumb and index fingers.


  “Color,” Reed said.


  “Green.”


  She gasped as he started picking up speed. It felt so…fucking…good!


  “Harder!” she begged. “Please!”


  He obliged.


  Nothing had felt this good. Then again, her previous partners hadn’t been so generously endowed, or done so much prep work. She’d never come just from being fucked before, but from the way his body was rubbing against her swollen clit, and the sparks of pleasure from Lyle playing with her nipples, she was really…damn…close.


  And when she felt that gentle ripple begin, she nearly started crying with joy that for the first time in her life, she finally was having an orgasm just like this. Her fingers dug into his arms, making him grunt.


  “That’s our good girl,” Reed said. “You just came for me, didn’t you? Excellent.” He started pounding her, quickly finishing and his body going rigid as he came and fell still inside her.


  Then he leaned in and kissed her. “So beautiful,” he whispered. “Our beautiful baby girl.”


  The men switched places. Lyle had a different style this way, too. With her legs flat on the bed, he easily slid his cock into her, really grinding against her clit in the process. Then he stretched out straight, every stroke he took driving her straight back up the slope again.


  He reached up, laced his fingers through hers, and held her hands over her head. “Yeah, this way doesn’t work every time, but you’re all prepped and ready, aren’t you, baby?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Good girl. That sweet clit of yours will be throbbing all day tomorrow, especially when you think of this.” He kissed her, still slowly fucking her, making her wish he’d fuck her hard and fast, too. “Tomorrow night, maybe we’ll bring some rope with us, if you’d like. And we’ll take turns licking that sweet pussy, filling it with our cum, and then licking you clean just to do it again. Would you like that?”


  “Yes…Sir…”


  Reed chuckled. “I think subspace has been achieved,” he said. “She’s fully glazed.”


  Lyle squeezed her hands. “Give me one like this, baby, and then I’m going to put you on your hands and knees and fuck you doggy style while he eats you out.”


  He sped up a little, and yes, she was soon tipping over the edge again. Once he was sure she was finished, he pulled out, sat up, and flipped her over onto her hands and knees.


  Reed had been ready and waiting and climbed under her, reaching around her and pulling her hips down so her pussy was over his mouth.


  She gasped when Lyle slowly started filing her with his cock again.


  “I know, baby. I’ll be careful. And you’ll be coming again pretty soon, too. That’ll make it feel really good.”


  He dug his fingers into her hips, holding on as he slowly fucked her.


  Reed sucked on her clit, relentless, flicking it with his tongue while Lyle started picking up the pace.


  “One more, baby girl,” Lyle said. “One more, and then we can cuddle.”


  Reed reached down and started pinching her right nipple.


  That triggered her orgasm. She didn’t understand how there was now an expressway from her nipples to her clit, but apparently her body had eagerly constructed that superhighway without her knowledge.


  And she wouldn’t question it.


  Once Lyle felt that start, he moaned. “Oh, fuck yeah, baby. Just like that.” Faster, harder, deeper, until his flesh slapped against hers and the whole bed shook. Reed’s mouth kept her orgasm going, rolling, flowing through her.


  Finally, too soon almost, Lyle came, burying his cock deep inside of her before sitting up to keep his weight off her and off Reed beneath her.


  “I don’t know about you two,” Lyle said, “But I need a rest before round two.”


  She flopped over onto her side on the bed. “Round two?” she asked in disbelief. “That was like five rounds!”


  Reed sat up and kissed her. “No, baby girl,” he said, tugging on her hair. “It’s only the round your Sirs tell you it is.”


  She started giggling. “Yes, Sir.”


  “Good girl.”


  She whimpered.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  The men did spend Monday night with her, and she was more than happy to have them there. Her queen-sized bed was a little snug, but to her that was even better.


  As she sat at her desk Tuesday afternoon and struggled to work, she realized that, for the first time ever, she had a distraction in her life that could even pull her mind from her work.


  Something that had never happened before.


  Her clit, chafing against her panties, still felt puffy and swollen and tender in the good way. In fact, her whole body ached in good and pleasant ways every time she moved, reminding her of the fantastic night before. She’d showered with Lyle that morning, while Reed had opted to sleep in a little and shower at home later. Lyle would drop him off there.


  I need to get them a key.


  Another first. Something she’d never done for anyone but Tony, get a key made.


  She could have given them Tony’s key, but then decided she wasn’t ready to do that yet.


  Hell, she couldn’t even deal with his things yet.


  Yes, she realized hot sex with hunks was also a delaying tactic, to avoid dealing with her grief, but she didn’t care.


  She wanted those two men, and she needed the distraction until she was able to deal with everything else.


  When her personal cell phone rang a little after two, she didn’t recognize the local number that popped up on the screen, but she answered it anyway. Sometimes, local employees or managers called from their cell phones if their store lines were busy and they needed to talk to her right away, but it was unusual for them to call her personal cell.


  “Riddick.”


  “Ms. Riddick, this is Michael Parker from Moalen Brother Funeral Services. I’m calling to inform you we have your brother’s remains ready to pick up at your convenience. We also have the certified copies of the official death certificate ready for you.”


  It shocked her into silence. Of course they’d have them back. It had been a week, and that’s what they’d told her.


  It just wasn’t what she’d expected.


  “Um…thank you,” she finally said. “How late are you open today?”


  “Somebody will be here until ten tonight, ma’am.”


  “Okay. It’ll be before then. Thanks.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  She ended the call, numb, unable to remember what it was she’d been thinking about only moments earlier. As she felt her chest tighten, her eyes prickling with impending tears, she realized she had to get out of there.


  Immediately.


  Otherwise, she’d have an emotional breakdown right there, and she refused to do that.


  Hands trembling, she frantically scooped everything together into her laptop case, grabbed it, her purse and her phones, and rushed for the front door. Before she jogged for her car, she barely took the time to tell the store’s manager she was leaving for the day and to tell people she’d be back tomorrow if they called for her.


  She wasn’t sure where she was going at first, and pulled into the parking lot of a shopping center just down the street from the store to think.


  As she stared at her phone, she knew what she needed to do.


  She called Reed.


  He was off today, had been trading sexy, teasing texts with her all afternoon. She was supposed to go over to their place tonight for dinner, her and Carlo both.


  Reed answer. “Hey, baby girl. What’s up?”


  She tried to talk and dissolved into tears.


  “Honey? Nessie? What’s wrong? Talk to me.”


  She must have finally gotten enough intelligible words out for him to understand what was going on.


  “Where are you? Are you still at work?”


  She got that information out, too. Somehow.


  “Okay,” he firmly said in a tone that sounded both completely unlike him and comfortingly firm. “Stay there. We’ll be right there. Do not leave. Just sit there and wait on us.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Even that felt right.


  She laid her head back against the seat, struggling against feeling weak and helpless, worthless.


  What had happened to her? The woman who could take care of herself?


  Or had she ever really taken care of herself? She felt lost and adrift now. Was she really falling for the hunks, or were they a convenient replacement for her brother as the true anchor of her life?


  She didn’t know anymore.


  But when Lyle’s car raced into the parking lot fifteen minutes later, with both men inside, she shoved aside her thoughts of feeling guilty and instead let herself feel relief over their arrival.


  The men parked next to her, both of them getting out and walking around to her driver’s door. She got out, and they enveloped her in their arms, holding her as she cried.


  “We’ll go with you,” Lyle said. “Do you want to go home first and change clothes?”


  She shook her head. Once she got home tonight, she wanted to stay there and maybe revisit the getting drunk plan again.


  Hell, Stu wanted her to take extra days off. She could call in tomorrow.


  Reed drove her in her car while Lyle followed. On either side of her, holding her hands, they walked with her inside the mortuary, to the office. Michael Parker led them to a smaller side office and had them wait while he went to get…Tony.


  Him.


  She didn’t feel right thinking “it,” even though the spirit and soul of who he was had been reduced to a few pounds of ashes inside of a cobalt blue urn. She’d picked it because it’d been his favorite color.


  The thought of casting him onto the Gulf to drift away forever wasn’t something she could bear. She needed him there, with her, what little she could keep of him.


  When Parker returned a few minutes later, he spoke to her, but she didn’t absorb a word he said. He’d handed her the urn and she clutched it to her, eyes closed and tears spilling down her face.


  Finally, she heard Reed and Lyle speaking with the man, apparently getting whatever information it was from him, while one of them gently dabbed at her cheeks with a tissue when she wouldn’t take what they tried to press into her hand.


  Tony.


  She supposed part of her still thought—hoped—as stupid and childish that it was, that her brother would pop through the doorway, grinning ear to ear and claiming it was the world’s best prank ever in an attempt to get her to live her life, to force her out of her bubble.


  As the cool urn slowly began to warm to her flesh, she realized Michael Parker had left them alone again.


  Reed touched her arm. “Baby girl,” he softly said, “let’s get you home and we’ll take care of you tonight. I don’t want to leave you alone.”


  “He’s really gone,” she whispered. “He’s not coming back, is he?”


  “No, sweetheart,” Lyle said. “He’s not. I’m sorry.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Lyle truly worried for her. He definitely didn’t want her driving like this. He absolutely did not want her left alone in this condition. In his mind, their plans for a sexy night had vanished upon getting the call from Reed, replaced by knowing they had to help her through this.


  Although she was far worse than he’d thought she would be.


  She softly keened, sobbing, curled over and around the urn as if trying to become one with it.


  It shattered his heart, his soul, her pain and the fact that the only thing he could do was stand there beside her and walk with her through it. He couldn’t fix it. He couldn’t make it better. He couldn’t even tell her things would be okay when, in her mind at that moment, she felt her world had ended.


  And he had no adequate reply to that truth. It might be a temporary truth that would eventually be replaced by a new one as she processed her pain, but he knew for now it was her truth. Cold and black emptiness she couldn’t fathom, had never before dreamed of.


  Eventually, they got her up and moving. He carried the large envelope with the death certificates and other paperwork the man handed over. It took him and Reed to get her seatbelt buckled around her, because she wouldn’t let go of the urn to make it easier and they didn’t have the heart to try to take it from her.


  At home, Reed went to walk Carlo while Lyle got her settled on the couch, the urn still clutched in her arms. He laid the paperwork on the counter and returned to her side, an arm around her shoulders as she pressed her face against him.


  Two hours later, she finally let them help her up, set the urn on the counter, and take her to her bedroom to help her change clothes. They got her into a long T-shirt and then back out to the kitchen.


  There sat Carlo at the counter, in front of the urn, staring up at it intently, the way he usually did his Batman cookie jar.


  Vanessa collapsed, sobbing, Reed and Lyle barely managing to keep her from hitting the floor.


  


  * * * *


  


  The rest of the week passed in a blur. She called Stu and took off the next three days, knowing there was no way in hell she could function.


  He didn’t even tell her he told her so.


  “I’ll mark you as tentative for next week,” he’d said. “If you need more time, call me Sunday and let me know. It’s not a problem.”


  Her men rallied everyone together. When they couldn’t be with her, Tilly, Eliza, Jenny, or someone was, at least one person, usually two.


  The men spent every night with her, snuggled tightly together in her bed, holding her as she cried herself to sleep.


  By Saturday, she was beyond grateful for them and all her friends’ love and support. Tilly had helped her with the pictures, getting them to the man coordinating the vanilla service. And Lyle, Reed, and a small contingent of her other new friends, who’d known Tony, were all in attendance. Kel and Mal were there as well, to videotape it for her parents and anyone else who couldn’t be in attendance.


  She’d even brought Carlo, as much for her own comfort as everyone else’s. It didn’t matter if he’d be allowed in the park or not, she needed him and knew that everyone else would support her, under the circumstances.


  And she’d brought Tony, his urn carefully clutched in her arms until it was placed on a picnic table under a shelter where she perched herself, sitting in front of it, protectively flanked by Lyle and Reed, and Tilly and Jenny and everyone else.


  She had no idea how many people came. People got up to speak and eulogize him, people she didn’t know, had never met before.


  Everyone had loved him, from their words. The guest book someone had provided was quickly filled to nearly three-quarters. People spoke to her, gave her their condolences, but her world had shrunk and she only nodded in acknowledgement, unable to process, much less speak.


  Stu had even driven over, which greatly touched her. At one point, he leaned in to hug her and whispered in her ear, “If you come to work before Wednesday, I’ll call the store manager and have them force you back into your car. Understand? And if you need longer than that, call me.”


  She nodded, no energy to argue with him.


  There wasn’t any way she could work in this condition and she knew it.


  She was barely aware of it when the men finally helped gather her up and trundled her back to the car some time later.


  As they rode home, she asked, “Can I bring Carlo to the club tomorrow?”


  He was riding quietly in the back seat, next to Reed.


  “Yes,” Lyle said. “We can bring him. That won’t be a problem.”


  “Okay. Thank you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tony had pulled the men aside earlier the week before, Saturday night, and warned them to keep an eye out for certain signs as Vanessa went through her grief. Tilly and Eliza had both echoed those thoughts at various times.


  Now, Lyle understood what they’d meant. No, she had not been processing things before now. Not really. Maybe in a superficial way, but her emotional numbness, the shock, had cushioned her at first.


  Getting her brother’s cremains back had triggered her true grieving, a shattering of the bargaining and denial phases in an irrevocable way and forcing her farther along the path. The memorial services, held for people she didn’t feel a need to be strong for, had only cemented that loss.


  Maybe after tomorrow’s service she could finally start rebuilding her life.


  They obviously hadn’t been sexy with her or each other since Monday night, her state of mind and their own helpless sorrow on her behalf killing any thoughts in that direction for them both.


  They just wanted to make her smile again. Wanted to bring forth the little bit of joy they’d glimpsed early on when she was trying to stay in denial.


  And the next day, when they reached the club, she pretty much responded the same way she had the day before, withdrawn, barely responsive.


  Hell, they’d hardly been able to get her to eat anything the past week. Tilly had brought a couple of cases of protein shakes in different flavors on Thursday, something they could coax Vanessa into at least sipping.


  To the men’s knowledge, the last real meal Vanessa had eaten was her lunch on Tuesday.


  After the service concluded and they declared lunch was served, Tilly showed up with a plate with a few pieces of cheese, a couple of finger sandwiches, and some crackers, as well as a bottle of water.


  “Okay, missy,” Tilly gently said, setting the plate down in front of her. “I’m going friend on your ass. Don’t make me go nurse on you. I need to see you eat all of that.”


  “I’m not hungry,” she protested.


  Lyle still couldn’t get over how weak she sounded. Not just physically, but emotionally. Even the very first night they’d met her she hadn’t sounded so weak.


  So broken.


  Devastated.


  “I didn’t ask you if you’re hungry,” Tilly said. “You will eat that.” She pulled out a chair and sat down. “You will nibble on it until you finish it if we have to sit here all night. You can’t live on protein shakes. You’re going to get sick, and then what would Tony think of that, huh?”


  He was glad Tilly was willing to play that dirty, because he didn’t have the heart to and knew Reed didn’t, either.


  Finally, he breathed a sigh of relief when Vanessa reached out, picked up one of the crackers, and started nibbling on it.


  “Good girl,” Reed softly said from her other side. “That’s our good girl.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tilly ordering her to eat felt like a foglight in the solid inky blackness. Logically, Vanessa knew her friend was right. If Tony were here, he’d be upset at her not taking care of herself.


  It took her a while, but by the time they were ready to head home again, she’d managed to finish everything.


  She never could have done this without her men.


  And yes, she was already thinking of them as her men.


  They’d made it clear they weren’t going anywhere unless she wanted them gone.


  She most certainly did not.


  She never would have made it through the week without them, or their friends.


  Her friends.


  So much she’d lost, but so much she’d gained. Not that she wouldn’t trade all of them in a heartbeat to have her brother back, because she would.


  But the cosmic irony didn’t escape her. In losing her brother, she gained a whole village of people stepping in, stepping up, and standing beside her, supporting her because of their love for her brother and her.


  She lost a brother and gained two Sirs.


  When they pulled into her driveway, she was stepping up onto the porch with Lyle when she heard Carlo growl behind her.


  Headlights swept over them, and she turned to see a car pulling in behind hers.


  Reed had Carlo on his leash, and the dog stepped back, ears flattened.


  Shit.


  The car shut off. Kelly got out, hesitated, and started walking toward them when Carlo barked a warning.


  She stopped.


  “Can we help you?” Reed asked.


  “I…I’m Kelly. Tony’s ex. I wanted to come speak to Vanessa.”


  “You can talk from there,” Reed told her.


  While Vanessa didn’t have the energy to deal with her, she processed and stored away her enjoyment of Reed using full-on Dom tone on her and holding her there in her tracks.


  Vanessa clutched the urn a little more tightly.


  “I just wanted to say I’m so sorry. Can I come in and talk to you? For just a minute?”


  Reed looked back at her, waiting.


  She realized he was waiting for her to give him a sign one way or another.


  How would Tony have handled it?


  She nodded at Lyle, who spoke up. “You can have five minutes.”


  They got Vanessa inside and seated on the couch. She wouldn’t let go of the urn, afraid if she did that Kelly might want to touch it.


  She didn’t want her touching his urn.


  Kelly looked more than uncomfortable sitting on the chair across from the couch. Reed had to put Carlo in his crate because he wouldn’t stop growling at Kelly, and Vanessa was afraid that, under the circumstances, he might actually bite her.


  The last thing she wanted was that bitch trying to take Tony’s dog away because of a bite.


  “Well?” Lyle finally said. “What did you want to say?”


  “I’m sorry, we weren’t introduced,” Kelly said.


  “No, we weren’t,” Reed said. “And your time’s running out.”


  Kelly went red in the face, obviously not used to being talked to like that.


  Finally, she spoke. “Look, I know you and I didn’t always get along great, and I’m sorry. I loved Tony. He was a good man. I’m sorry I didn’t come to the private service, but I couldn’t get away.”


  Vanessa didn’t even want to know what pressing matters were so important it would overshadow that.


  She didn’t care, either.


  She stared at Kelly.


  The other woman forged on. “I just…I didn’t want your last impression of me to be some greedy, spiteful woman. Things just didn’t work out between us.”


  Knowing what she now knew, Vanessa kept her mouth shut.


  One more try on Kelly’s part. “I hope we can be friends.”


  At that, she laughed, and found her tongue unsealed. “Friends? Seriously? You didn’t want to be friends when he was alive, so why would I want to be friends with you when he’s dead? And by the way, no, he didn’t mention you in his will, if that’s what you were edging around for.”


  Kelly straightened in the chair, her face going an even deeper shade of red. “That’s not why I’m here!”


  “Bullshit,” Reed said. “You’re a horrible liar.”


  Lyle stood. “And that’s time. Thanks for stopping by. Don’t let the door hit you in the ass on the way out.”


  Kelly stood but now that Vanessa could speak, she wouldn’t stop. “He loved you enough to let you go to be happy,” she said. “He knew he couldn’t be happy with you or make you happy, so he let you go and let you think you took him in the divorce. You treated him like shit, said some pretty horrible things to and about him, when all he was trying to do was spare you the truth. Even after the shitty way you treated my family.”


  She glared at Kelly. “All the times you tried to make him choose between his family and you, and he still was decent to you when he didn’t have to be. He could have simply up and left you one day while you were at work, and he didn’t. He wanted to be fair to you because he felt guilty. So while I’m sure he’d want me to show you some compassion, frankly? I don’t have any for you. Fuck. You. That’s something I wished I could have said to you long ago when I first met you and realized the kind of person you are, and I didn’t because I didn’t want to hurt my brother’s feelings.”


  “I was right about you,” Kelly said. “You weren’t smart enough to go to a real college and get a real job, so you stayed in the first place dumb enough to hire you and probably slept your way—”


  “Out!” Reed bellowed, rising from the couch. Both he and Lyle started toward her.


  “Get out,” Lyle said, “or I swear we will heave you out of here ourselves.”


  Vanessa stood. “Kelly, I feel sorry for you. I really do. Because Tony was happier in the last four years of his life, even with the divorce, than he’d ever been before. And you’ll live the rest of your life as a miserable person.


  Lyle had already made it to the front door and was holding it open for her while Reed followed Kelly to the door.


  Kelly turned and glared at Vanessa. “I wish I’d never met your brother,” she spat.


  “That makes two of us!” Vanessa screamed at her.


  Lyle closed the door in her face, flipping the deadbolt and putting the security chain on.


  “Wow,” Reed said, turning. “What a fucking bitch.”


  “Please let Carlo out,” she said, her legs shaking as she sank back onto the couch. She leaned forward and set the urn on the coffee table.


  “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Lyle said as Carlo rounded the couch from the other direction, a wubbie in his mouth. “We shouldn’t have let her in.”


  “No, it’s okay.” A peace had settled over her, as if a bubble had popped, a blister, emotional pus slowly draining from her. Like a dose of virtual hot sauce onto her mental palate, shocking her back to reality with its heat and burn.


  “It’s really okay.” She stared at the urn.


  Cobalt blue, it was made of metal, she didn’t know what kind, the enameled finish usually shiny but right now smudged with her hand prints.


  After a few deep breaths, she felt steady enough to stand and picked it up, carrying it back to the kitchen counter. She got a clean dishtowel and started polishing the urn until no more smudges remained.


  The men had offered to install a shelf for her, wherever she wanted, so she could safely put it somewhere and see it.


  For now, she couldn’t think that far ahead.


  The men gathered behind her.


  “I actually think I needed that,” she said.


  “Needed what?” Reed asked. “A greedy bitch insulting you?”


  She nodded, still staring at the urn. “Yeah. Because Tony was right. Life’s too short to be unhappy.” She finally turned to face them. “And I’d rather choose to be happy. And she’ll never even understand that’s a choice she can make.”


  Chapter Twenty


  


  The next eight weeks Vanessa spent with the men were a blur. Every night, either they were at her house, or Vanessa and Carlo were at theirs.


  She wasn’t about to give them up, and they were in no hurry to get rid of her. They’d done a lot of talking, about them, about Tony, about where they were heading, the three of them together.


  Four, counting Carlo.


  Their friends were openly cheering them on from the sidelines, with Tilly especially dropping not-so-subtle hints about when could they plan a wedding or collaring or something?


  They weren’t in a hurry for that.


  The sex was hot, even hotter as they taught her what they enjoyed and let her explore what she liked to do to them. She found she enjoyed strap-on play, both as an active participant and sometimes as a passive one, being tied up and vibrated while wearing the strap-on and they took turns fucking themselves on it.


  She even discovered she liked giving them some impact play, even though she didn’t want to totally dominate them. Still, the men were thrilled with that, and had expressed no desire to play with anyone but her.


  She’d realized that while she liked to submit to them sexually, and for sensual play, even some light impact play, she wasn’t submissive in any other way outside of the bedroom. She had grown to love the term “baby girl,” and one night a few weeks earlier, together, they’d all changed their relationship statuses on FetLife to reflect them being her Sirs and her being their baby girl.


  They’d celebrated by tying her up and vibrating her with a Hitachi until she safeworded. And since they’d never violated her safeword, and plenty of times had stopped their fun before she was ready to stop, her trust in them had long ago been sealed.


  And even more unbelievable?


  It was a Saturday morning, and she was going out on a boat with Reed.


  Taking. Time. For. Her.


  Yes, they’d have to play it a little cool because of the charter passengers. But they were one of his regular groups that he took out, and since there were only three of them, they didn’t mind if Reed brought one more. Sometimes, Lyle went out with him.


  Today, it would be her, because Lyle had to be in Orlando for a day of seminars for one of the companies he wrote policies for. He couldn’t miss it, or he’d have been on the boat, too. He’d actually driven over the night before and stayed there since the first one started at eight that morning.


  In a way, it was nice being able to have a little alone time with one of them. Not that she minded spending time with both of them together, obviously. But, last Saturday and Sunday, Lyle had her to himself during the day on both days.


  It was only fair Reed got some solo time, too.


  And she loved the boat. It wasn’t uncommon for them to go out in the evenings during the week when Reed didn’t have charters, Reed having her run the boat and gaining confidence with it as they ate dinners and watched the sun set.


  She also liked boat sex, under the stars with her two men, feeling free, feeling happy. She still didn’t have enough confidence to bring the boat through the channel after dark, so she would hold the spotlight, finding channel markers with Lyle’s help and lighting them as Reed drove.


  When Reed pulled into her driveway at five-thirty that morning, she was ready and waiting and hurried into the truck, giving him a quick hello kiss.


  As he put the truck into reverse, he winced. “What’s wrong?”


  “Oh, just indigestion,” he said, rubbing at his stomach. “I’ve had some bouts of it off and on, and it’s been getting worse the past few weeks.”


  She cleared her throat at him, making him laugh. “I scheduled the appointment already,” he assured her. “Next Tuesday.”


  She leaned in to kiss him. “Thank you.”


  “It’s okay, though. Indigestion is a little different than a fever and being sick. I think I might have that, what’s it called? Reflux? Sometimes if I take stuff for that, it goes away immediate. I probably need to quit eating crap and change my diet. Please, don’t let it upset you. I nuked a greasy breakfast burrito and wolfed it down with hot sauce before my shower. It’s just not settling right in my stomach is all.”


  She relaxed. Yes, that was probably all it was. “I promise I won’t drag you to the doctor as long as you’re following up on it.”


  “Oh, I am. It wouldn’t shock me if it’s the start of an ulcer, either. Which I know isn’t good, but my dad, three of his brothers, and my grandfather had those. I know in the grand scheme of things, those are usually easily treatable.”


  Yes, they were. She refused to let her mind go down that rabbit trail of what-ifs.


  Reed was an adult. And he was already on top of it. He knew it was a trigger for her, and she trusted him to make a sound decision.


  Within an hour, they were on the boat and headed down the channel toward open water. It felt freeing with the boat up on plane and speeding over the glassy water. She’d left her cell phone locked in his truck, only taking her ID and her tote bag with her towels and other sundries. She wouldn’t need anything else out on the boat.


  It was supposed to be fun, even if it was work, technically. It couldn’t be for nothing but pleasure, because the men had met Lyle before and knew he and Reed were a couple, so Reed had introduced her—truthfully—as a friend who’d recently lost her brother and needed to spend some time away from home as a result. It saved an awkward conversation about poly relationship dynamics. So, technically work.


  Yes, she enjoyed her work, or so she’d thought. This kind of work…she could understand why Reed had made the trade-off.


  He leaned in so he could talk in her ear and she’d hear him without the wind ripping his words away or their passengers up front hearing him.


  “We should look into getting you a captain’s license,” he said. “Then you could come out with me any time you wanted and even run the boat.” He smiled down at her.


  “We’ll see. Never say never.”


  He’d warned her ahead of time that, with a paying charter on board, he needed to be at the wheel due to liability and Coast Guard regs, so she wouldn’t be running the boat today.


  The thought of maybe being able to do this for a living, even on the side, had never entered her mind before.


  Why does he always have damn good ideas?


  Because now that he’d planted the seed, she felt it already growing roots that were taking firm hold in the fertile ground of her brain.


  They’d done well at their first fishing spot of the day and headed out to the second after the tide changed around noon. They ate lunch, and then Reed dropped another chum bag into the water off the stern before they started their second round of fishing about twelve miles offshore from Sarasota.


  She’d taken a moment to discreetly tinkle off the swim platform before he’d put the chum bag in. When Reed turned back to the center console, she spotted something wrong. He was rubbing at his stomach again and wore a pained look.


  “Did you bring anything to take for it?” she asked, keeping her voice low.


  He shook his head. “There might be something in the first-aid kit. It’s in the side storage hatch in the console.”


  She went in search of it. The customers weren’t paying any attention to them. They already had their hooks in the water and were on their fourth beers each. Reed had assured her they always stopped drinking before he headed in at the end of the afternoon, and were sober and safe to drive by the time they hit the dock. One of the reasons they liked going out on a charter was that they had the freedom to drink if they wanted and not worry about breaking the law.


  She found the kit and rooted through it. There were some antacid tablets that had expired six months earlier, and she handed them over to him.


  “Thanks.” He took two and chewed them, chasing them down with some water.


  “You really need to update your first-aid kit.”


  “Yeah, I know. I’ve been meaning to and keep forgetting.”


  “Stop forgetting.” She poked him in the shoulder. “And get it done.”


  He arched an eyebrow at her. “What was that, missy?” he said in a low tone.


  She blushed. “Please get it done, Sir,” she whispered.


  He smiled, blowing her a kiss. “That’s better.”


  But then Reed wasn’t better, unfortunately. In fact, an hour later, he suddenly doubled over in pain, sending her heart racing.


  Moe, Larry, and Curly reeled in their lines while she tried to help Reed down to the deck where he writhed in pain.


  “Chest…hurts…”


  “Shit,” one of the guys said. “That sounds like a heart attack.”


  Her own first-aid training from work kicked in, barely holding her growing panic at bay. He did seem to have all the classic signs people were told to look for with a heart attack.


  “There’s aspirin in the first-aid kit. Hand it to me,” she ordered, snatching her bottle of water from the cup holder on the console.


  One of the guys fumbled the box open and dug the bottle out. She gave Reed two of them and held his head up so he could chase them down with water. Then she reached for his phone, swearing when it wasn’t getting a signal.


  “Do any of you have service?”


  One guy pulled his phone out. “No, sorry.”


  The other two shook their heads. “We left ours in the car. Sorry.”


  “Shit!”


  “Hail the Coast Guard,” Reed said. “Use the radio. VHF. Channel 16.”


  She scanned the console and found it. She’d never seen him use it, other than to check weather reports, and keep it turned down low so it didn’t squawk all the time. She found the volume button to turn it up, and saw it was already on channel 16, then grabbed the mic.


  “What do I do?” she asked him.


  He started to reply, then turned and puked all over the stern deck. She dropped the mic and rolled him onto his side while one of the guys grabbed a bucket to rinse the deck off and the other two sympathetically puked over the side.


  Dammit. Just great, Reed’s fucking dying, and I’m stuck in the goddamned Gulf with three puking drunks!


  She helped Reed rinse his mouth out, holding his head up for him again while she held the bottle.


  “Hail the Coast Guard,” he gasped. “The Clearwater air station. Declare a mayday. They’ll tell you what to do. They’ll have you change channels and give them coordinates from the GPS.” He pointed to where the unit sat mounted on the dash.


  That she knew how to work. He’d shown her how to plug coordinates into it, how to pull up past trips, saved numbers, everything.


  She grabbed the mic again and keyed it. “Mayday! Calling the Clearwater Coast Guard! Please, I need medical assistance, I have a man having a heart attack on a boat!”


  She released the mic key and nearly burst into tears when a woman responded seconds later.


  “This is Coast Guard Air Station Clearwater. All traffic hold and clear channel one-six immediately. Vessel with medical emergency, please respond. Over.”


  “Yes, that’s me. We’re off Sarasota. Please, you’ve got to help him!”


  “Vessel needing medical assistance, this is Coast Guard Air Station Clearwater. Please switch to channel two-two and hail, acknowledge. Over.”


  “Okay. I’ll change channels. Um, over.”


  She switched the channel, her hands shaking, and tried again. “Mayday, Clearwater Coast Guard, are you there?”


  The all-too-calm sounding operator responded and walked her through getting her GPS coordinates, the boat’s description—which Vanessa was embarrassed to realize that she needed the passengers’ input because they knew better than she did what kind of boat they were on and its size—and the nature of their medical emergency.


  “Vessel stand by channel two-two. We have dispatched a rescue chopper to your location. They will contact you on this channel. Please acknowledge. Over.”


  She looked at Reed, who had one hand clenched over his chest, his face contorted in pain. “Please, hurry! How long will they take? He’s in a lot of pain!” She shoved daymares of him dying in her arms out of her brain.


  “Ma’am, they are en route to your location now, ETA twenty minutes. Vessel stand by and continue monitor this channel for contact. Coast Guard Air Station Clearwater, clear channel two-two for channel one-six. Out.”


  She dropped the mic again and knelt next to Reed, pulling him into her arms. “Don’t you dare fucking die on me,” she said. “You’re not allowed to goddamned die on me!”


  He winced with pain. “Trying not to, babe. Believe me, it’s not on my to-do list.”


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  Vanessa still knelt on the deck with Reed when she heard the radio sound off again, this time a man’s voice.


  “Vessel twenty-eight-foot Mako needing medical assistance, this is Coast Guard Air Rescue 6014. Please verify your current coordinates. Over.”


  The guy not puking his guts up grabbed the swinging mic and handed it to her. She read the numbers off the GPS unit again and finished with, “Over.”


  “Captain, are you currently underway? Over.”


  “No, we’re anchored.” She fought the urge to correct him that she wasn’t a captain, much less the captain.


  The captain was currently fighting for his life.


  “Roger, captain. Are you currently experiencing any mechanical issues or safety issues, or are you taking on water? Over.”


  “No, we’re just anchored. We were fishing. Over.”


  “Roger, stand by channel two-two. This is Coast Guard Air Rescue 6014, out.”


  “How long are you going to be? He’s in a lot of pain.”


  “Vessel Mako, we are en route to your position, ETA seventeen minutes. Stand by channel two-two and await our next communication, or hail us if the patient’s condition changes. Out.”


  One of the passengers spotted them first a few minutes later, about the time the radio came to life again.


  “Vessel Mako, this is Coast Guard Air Rescue 6014. Captain, we have visual contact with you. Is your patient still conscious? Over.”


  “Yes, hurry!”


  “Captain, can you pull anchor and start your engines? Over.”


  She couldn’t believe she’d heard him right. “Seriously? It’ll take me some time. The captain is the one who’s having the heart attack!”


  “Copy that. Is there anyone else on board who can operate your vessel? Over.”


  She noticed he didn’t call her captain that time. “I can, but I’m not great at it, why?”


  “Copy that. Vessel Mako, we are going to dispatch a rescue swimmer to your vessel. He will board, assess the patient, and then help transfer the patient. Please acknowledge. Over.”


  “Okay, just hurry.”


  It felt like forever before the helicopter arrived and circled them. The pilot picked a position just forward of their bow and descended close enough to the water so the rescue swimmer could jump in. He started swimming toward the boat while the helo ascended and moved a short distance away.


  One of the passengers remembered the chum bag and pulled it in, dumping it out of the way in the bait cooler. The other two helped the swimmer get on board and then scurried out of the way while he knelt next to Reed.


  “How you doing, sir?”


  “Lot of chest pain. Trouble breathing. Vomited.”


  “Do you have a history of heart trouble or other medical conditions?”


  “No. Been having indigestion. Thought that’s what it was.”


  “Are you on any medications?”


  “No. Just took some antacids a while ago, and then some aspirin when the worst of the pain hit.”


  “Have you been drinking today, sir?”


  “Please, he’s the captain!” she nearly screamed. “This is his charter boat. He was having some pain this morning but thought it was his breakfast.”


  The rescue swimmer held up a staying palm to her but his tone remained comforting. “It’s okay, ma’am. Stay calm. We’re going to take good care of him.”


  “Where are you taking him?”


  “We’ll fly him up to Bayfront in St. Pete. They’ll take excellent care of him. Can you operate the boat well enough to maintain a steady speed and compass course?”


  “I can drive it, but I’ve never run it by myself before.” She pointed at the passengers. “They can’t drive it—they’re drunk.”


  She hated that the Coast Guard swimmer looked like he was trying to be patient with her. “Do you know how to maintain a compass heading?”


  “Not really, no. I follow what the screen on the GPS tells me.”


  “Are you going to be able to get your vessel back to shore, or do you need me to call a towing company?”


  “Yeah, he showed me how to run the GPS and I’ve done it before, but never alone, and not with precision like you mean.”


  “Okay. I need everyone to get in the bow while I have them drop a rescue basket.” He got on his radio and spoke to the chopper, who’d been hovering a short distance away and off to one side.


  She leaned in and kissed Reed. “I love you, Sir,” she whispered.


  He grabbed her arm and squeezed. “Love you, too, missy. I’m going to be fine. I promise.”


  “You better be.”


  She backed away, hugging herself throughout the process as the helicopter got into position. They dropped a guy line to the deck first, and then a rescue basket. The swimmer got a life vest on Reed and helped him get in, then signaled for the chopper to winch him up. A moment later, they’d retrieved the swimmer and were heading back to what she assumed was the north, toward St. Petersburg.


  “Vessel Mako, this is Coast Guard Air Rescue 6014. We have the patient safely aboard and secure. Do you need any further assistance? Over.”


  She grabbed the mic as she stared at the disappearing chopper. “No. Please, take good care of him.”


  “Vessel Mako, copy that, and roger. Have a safe trip in. This is Coast Guard Air Rescue 6014, clear channel two-two, for channel one-six—out.”


  She tightly clutched the mic in her hand as she stared after the disappearing helicopter.


  One of the guys, the not-pukey and apparently most sober one, stepped up next to her.


  “Um, we’ve been out with him a bunch of times, but we don’t know how to operate a boat. We can pull the anchor for you. We’ve helped do that.”


  Fuck. Now what the hell do I do?


  She took a deep breath. Tony, what do I do?


  Yes, she knew it was stupid, but it was the only thing remotely keeping her growing panic at bay.


  In her mind, she heard her brother’s voice.


  “You got this. Plug in the return trip on the GPS like he showed you. When you get in the channel, go slow and careful. Don’t rush. Remember, it’s not a car. You got this.”


  She turned to the dash and hit the button on the GPS to pull up the marina’s saved location. While the unit recalculated, she chewed on her lower lip, hoping she was doing it right.


  Sure enough, the saved track appeared on the screen and the machine beeped at her that it was ready.


  Now she had to remember the rest of it. She knew she had to make sure the engines were in neutral before she started it. It took her a moment to do that, then she started them, slipping the dead-man lanyard over her wrist.


  It was common for Reed not to use it, but she wouldn’t take any chances with the three chipdrunks on board. She wouldn’t trust them enough to not run over her in the process of coming to get her if she fell overboard.


  She pointed to the most-sober guy. “Can you get the anchor for me?”


  “Yeah. He always nudges the boat forward to make it easier.


  “Okay.”


  He stumbled his way up to the bow and got ready.


  She eased the throttles forward a little, hearing the engines rev but they weren’t making any progress.


  “You have to put it in gear.” One of guys pointed. “See? You have to pull it back down to neutral and squeeze that lever.


  “Oh.” She did, feeling stupid and remembering it now. She eased the engines forward, steering the direction the guy pulling the anchor indicated while he hauled line in, hand-over-hand, and finally got it and the anchor stowed in the front locker.


  “Okay. Everyone sit down and hang on,” she said. “This is going to be a rough ride.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It probably wasn’t the prettiest return to the marina the boat had ever seen. It took her several minutes to get comfortable opening the throttle up and pushing them up onto plane.


  Then, it finally hit her what the Coast Guard swimmer had meant by holding a compass course. The GPS readings usually agreed—or were close enough—to what the compass on the dash showed. Once she realized that, she focused on the compass instead of making her actual track line on the GPS match the return course plot.


  Her track grew a lot straighter as a result.


  She nearly cried with relief when she started recognizing landmarks and then spotted the head marker. Once they were there, she didn’t need the GPS anymore, because she knew how to get back to the marina. She remembered how and where to slow down and instead of docking at the fuel dock like Reed usually would to let off passengers, she bypassed that and went right to his slip, pulling in bow-first instead of backing it in like he usually did.


  At least the passengers had sobered up enough to help tie the boat up and unload it. She normally would have just left everything on the boat but knew the five minutes it would take to get the rods, coolers, and electronics off the boat and into the back of Reed’s truck wouldn’t hurt anything.


  The three guys helped her with that, too. Fortunately, Reed had left his truck keys in the dash, with his phone. She’d had a second of panic when she didn’t see his keys, but then found them where they’d slid into a back corner of the compartment.


  Five minutes later, after the passengers promised to sit and wait another hour before driving home, she was in the truck and heading north on 301 to get to the Interstate.


  Pulling her phone from her purse, she called Lyle and got his voice mail, which she’d been afraid of. He was supposed to be in seminars until after six that night, and would have his phone turned off.


  “Lyle, call me as soon as you get this. There was…there’s a problem and I need to talk to you. Please, call me. Love you.”


  She couldn’t break the news in a voice mail.


  Praying Reed would come through this okay, and once again kicking herself that she didn’t push harder for him to get checked out sooner, she threaded her way north through traffic.


  She hadn’t been to Bayfront before, but she knew where it was, one of the taller buildings in downtown St. Pete and part of a large, sprawling medical campus complex that also housed All Children’s Hospital and other medical buildings.


  As she raced into the ER entrance, she knew she must look like hell, dressed in shorts and flip flops and a T-shirt and half-crazed. She slid to a stop at the desk.


  “My…boyfriend. He was picked up from a boat in the Gulf by a Coast Guard helicopter a couple of hours ago. They said they’d be bringing him here. Is he okay? Reed Laurence Hibbard. Please, tell me he’s okay!”


  The receptionist tapped into a computer and wrote something down on a sticky note. “You said you’re his girlfriend?”


  “Yes, please.”


  “Hold on.” She picked up a phone, glancing at Vanessa before dialing and speaking to someone briefly. Then she focused on Vanessa again. “What was your name, ma’am?”


  “Vanessa Riddick.”


  The nurse repeated it to whoever she was talking to, listened, then nodded and hung up. She handed Vanessa the sticky note. “That’s his room number. You can go down that hall over there, take the elevators up to the fourth floor, and turn right, follow the signs.


  “Is he okay?”


  “You can speak to his nurse up there.”


  “Is it the ICU?”


  “No, ma’am. A regular room.”


  She bolted for the bank of elevators, trying not to cry, praying he was okay. If he was in a room, he had to be okay and not dying, right?


  Just as she was getting into the elevator, her phone rang.


  Lyle.


  She answered.


  “What’s going on?” he asked. “You sounded serious.”


  “Hey, listen, I need to talk to you.” The doors slid shut. “I’m at Bayfront. We were out on the boat and I had to call the Coast Guard because Reed had signs of a heart attack. They came with a chopper and airlifted him. I literally just got here to the hospital and got his room number. I’m going up to see how he is.”


  She realized Lyle was awfully quiet, and as the doors slid open on her floor, she realized the call had disconnected.


  “Shit!”


  Trying to call him back and run and navigate at the same time proved problematic, especially when she kept getting Lyle’s voice mail as she repeatedly tried redial.


  Finally, she found the room, blowing right past the nurse’s station in the process.


  Reed was sitting up in bed, playing with the TV remote control.


  He looked at her, smiling. “Hey, sweetheart.”


  Her phone ringing in her hand startled her, and she nearly dropped it as she ran and practically flung herself at him in the bed.


  As he wrapped one arm around her, and took her phone with the other, she started sobbing, so relieved to see him alive and talking and not dead!


  He answered her phone. “Hey, buddy—”


  “Nessie? What the hell is going on? Coast Guard chopper? Are you okay? Is Reed okay?” Lyle’s frantic screams were loud enough for her to hear even over the sound of the TV and her own sobs.


  Reed patted her on the back, getting her to sit up so he could reach the TV remote and hit mute.


  “It’s me, buddy. I’m okay. It was a bad scare, but I’m okay.”


  He grabbed her by the chin and made her look at him. “It was a severe gallbladder attack,” he said to Lyle on the phone, but he was staring into her eyes. “Apparently, I have gall stones. They said I need to have my gallbladder out, but I can go home in the morning as long as I’m stable and see my own doctor.”


  She nodded, a fresh round of tears starting, this time of relief.


  He cuddled her close again and placed a kiss on the top of her head. Now she couldn’t hear Lyle screaming, so he must have calmed down.


  “No, I’m okay. Not something I wanted to check off my bucket list, for sure. Hey, I can attest it was like what you see on Deadliest Catch. Man, those Coasties, they don’t lose their shit for anything. World could be coming to an end and they sound like it’s allll coool, man. It’s alll coool.”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  With Lyle settled and no longer panicking, Vanessa realized, with some horror and only after Reed had mentioned it to her, that poor Carlo probably had his legs crossed, if he hadn’t had an accident already.


  And if he’d had one, she wouldn’t blame the poor guy.


  “Crap, I need to call Jenny.” At Reed’s suggestion, she’d given her friend a spare key and the alarm code for the house in case of an emergency.


  She called Jenny. “I need a huge favor.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Can you please go walk Carlo? As in right now? And if he’s had an accident can you please clean it up and not scold him for it?”


  “What happened?” Vanessa gave Jenny the brief version. “He was airlifted to Bayfront? Why the fuck didn’t you call me?”


  “Did I mention the part where I was on a boat and didn’t have cell reception, then was worried he was dying and I was driving up to St. Pete to find him?”


  She heard Jenny take a deep breath. “He’s okay, though?”


  Vanessa stared at Reed. She was sitting up in the hospital bed, snuggled next to him. Lyle would be heading over as soon as his last seminar ended at six, only waiting that long because Reed practically ordered him to finish the day there, and then join them at the hospital.


  “Yeah, he’ll be okay. He needs to have his gallbladder out, though.” They’d given him some pain meds that had made him a little woozy, but he wasn’t totally out of it.


  “Wow. At least it wasn’t more serious.”


  “I know. Believe me.”


  “Yes, I’ll go walk the little dude. Want me to bring him home with me?”


  She started to say no, then rethought that. “Yeah, I’ll pick him up from you when I get back there. It’ll be later.”


  Reed touched her arm. “You and Lyle will need to go back to the boat and take care of that, first.”


  Despite everything, he still wanted his boat parked correctly in his slip, and hosed off.


  Plus she’d grabbed the boat keys, but had forgotten to make sure the bilge pump switch was on, and didn’t know if the charter customers had tied the mooring lines right or not.


  She snapped him a salute from her temple with her free hand. “It’ll be late tonight,” Vanessa warned her.


  “That’s okay, just keep me informed.”


  “Thanks. I love you, and I really appreciate this.”


  “No problem. Love you, too, and hug Reed for me. See you later.”


  She hung up and tipped her head over onto his shoulder.


  “Sorry I scared you today, baby,” he said.


  Again.


  It had to be the twentieth or thirtieth time he’d apologized.


  That was, in between him calling around and finding another guide who would take his charter passengers out tomorrow on their boat, and then letting the passengers know and hooking them up with the guy. He’d also called his passengers from that morning, confirmed they’d gotten home safely, and assured them he was okay. When he offered to give them a partial refund for the day, they’d declined, saying the excitement had been worth it, especially knowing that he was going to be okay.


  She plucked at the front of his hospital gown. “I’m taking off Monday to drive you to the doctor.”


  “You don’t have to do that.”


  “Did I ask you?”


  He arched an eyebrow at her.


  “Sir,” she added, her voice shrinking, tiny.


  He chuckled. “Boy, you weren’t kidding when you said you weren’t sure if you could be a submissive, were you?”


  She rested her palm against his chest, feeling his heart beating, strong, steady. “No, Sir. Remember, that’s why you guys agreed on Sirs and baby girl.”


  “Yes, I know.” He let out a sigh. “I managed to fuck this weekend up all to hell in more ways than one. I wonder how much this will cost me in copays.”


  Her phone rang.


  Tilly.


  “Uh oh.” She shoved it at him. “Nope-ity nope nope from Nopesville, Nopestan, zip code nope-nope-nope-nope-nope. You can’t make me answer it.”


  He smiled, taking the phone from her. “We warned you about her, but noooo. You thought she was all sweetness and kittens and rainbows and shit.” He hit the speaker button. “Yeeesss?”


  Tilly paused. “Reed?”


  “That’s me.”


  “So…are you guys by any chance making dinner tonight?”


  “Um, probably not. Something came up, unfortunately.”


  Tilly cleared her throat. “Did I just hear correctly something about you getting your ass plucked off a goddamned boat by the fuckin’ Coasties this afternoon?”


  “Um, you heard right.”


  “And where, pray tell, are you right now?”


  “Snuggled in a hospital bed built for one with my sweetie girl at Bayfront.”


  Tilly swore. “Why the fuck didn’t someone call me?”


  Even a little woozy, he still sounded Sir-ish. “For the same reason she didn’t call Jenny when it happened, because she didn’t have cell service and she was more worried about getting up here to me than calling anyone. She didn’t talk to Lyle until she got here. Poor guy heard ‘hospital’ and ‘Coast Guard airlifted’ and she was in an elevator and the call cut out on him. He nearly had a heart attack before he got her on the phone again.”


  Tilly snorted. “Cool. Okay. So what’s the 411, son?” He filled her in, prompting another snort. “Duuude. You got airlifted for a bum gallbladder. Nice.”


  “It’s not funny. I feel horrible about scaring everyone, and that the Coast Guard flew out to get me.”


  “Just be grateful it’s our tax dollars paying that tab, buster. That’s something like $1,500 an hour or some shit like that to run a chopper.”


  “The nurse did say,” Vanessa spoke up, “that a lot of people rightfully mistake a gallbladder attack for a heart attack. And that it’s better to mistake a gallbladder attack for a heart attack than the other way around.”


  “Eh, true,” Tilly agreed. “She—or he—is right on that account. And in all seriousness, I’m glad it’s not more serious. Sucks you need surgery, but still. And good on ya, Nessie, for remembering the aspirin. People forget that shit. That can really help sometimes.”


  “I know,” Reed said. “She did good.” He gently chucked her chin. “I’m really proud of her.”


  Pleasant heat filled her.


  “So,” Tilly said. “Give me some marching orders, dude. What do you need done?”


  “Well, unless you have a captain’s license, which I know you don’t, not much. Lyle will be over here later tonight when he finishes in Orlando.”


  “Wait, Nessie, are you good to drive?” Tilly asked. “You’ve got to be crashing after all of that.”


  Actually, truth be told, she wasn’t sure. She looked at Reed, then shrugged. She’d let him make that call, either way. Her decision-making tank was now running on fumes.


  “I don’t think she is, Til,” he said, still studying her. “If you wanted to have two people come up and meet Lyle here around nine, and one of them drive his car back for us, he can drive her and my truck home. That would be a help.” He leaned in and kissed Vanessa. “Or come up here early and bring me a pizza and visit for a while, if you want.”


  “No pizza!” Vanessa loudly ordered. He’d been put on a bland diet.


  He laughed. “Okay, bring dinner for my girl, please, and the pleasure of your delightful company.”


  “Thank you,” she silently mouthed.


  He smiled, nodding.


  “Done and done. Abbey and Gilo stayed in tonight. I’m sure he’ll come up with me. If not him, someone will. I’ll be there in short order, with the short order.”


  The call ended.


  He snuggled her close. “See? I do listen to you.”


  “I know you do.” She closed her eyes, finally able to relax. If Tilly wasn’t freaking out, she wouldn’t freak out anymore, either.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Oh. My. God,” Gilo said as he walked into the hospital room ninety minutes later with a sandwich shop bag in his hand. “Dude. You got suspended by a helicopter. Props.”


  Tilly laughed as she walked in behind him. “Don’t laugh and encourage the SAM. He’s been working on that joke since Sarasota.” She swooped in and hugged Vanessa first, then tousled Reed’s hair. “Attention whore.” But she gave him a smile Vanessa knew held more relief than it did chastisement.


  And when Reed’s nurse came in to take his vitals a few minutes later, Tilly started chatting with her, friendly as can be and getting the details about Reed’s condition from her, including speaking medicalese that had Vanessa totally lost and confused. After Reed signed off on the nurse talking to Tilly, they were soon bent over the computer terminal she had on a rolling cart, Tilly scrolling through lab work and radiology reports and pictures.


  When Tilly finished kibitzing with the nurse and the woman finished with Reed and left them alone again, Tilly sat down, dropping all pretenses.


  “You’re lucky, dude. It sounds like your gallbladder’s fried. Don’t be surprised if your GP looks at those results and sends you straight to a surgeon for an immediate referral.”


  Vanessa sat up and got a hug from Gilo, and her sandwich. “But they’re letting him go tomorrow. Isn’t that good?”


  Tilly nodded. “He’s not critical. But from the looks of your blood work, and looking at those films? Unless your GP is Mr. Magoo, you’ll be having surgery this week, if not bright and early Tuesday morning.


  “Dammit,” Reed said. “I have charters booked this week.”


  “Lucky you, I called Keith,” Tilly said. “He’s got a friend who runs charters, and who owes him a couple of favors. He’s ready to cover for you.”


  “He doesn’t even know what I charge. How can he offer to cover my charters?”


  “Gratis. Well, just the price of gas. Keith rushed an outboard engine overhaul for him last tarpon season right before a tournament. Saved the guy from losing several grand in charter fees and purse money. Keith’s been waiting for the right time to call it in, and said this is a worthy cause.”


  Reed looked stunned. “I don’t know what to say. Thank you.”


  “Don’t thank me, thank Keith. I’m just the facilitator.”


  Gilo grinned. “Is that the polite term for ballbuster now?”


  “Fuck you,” she lightly said, smiling at him. “You’re lucky you have a cute ass and Abbey loves you so much.”


  He stuck his tongue out at her. “You know you love me.”


  “Yeah, I do. Damn SAM.”


  “Plus, I know you don’t have any duct tape on you.” Gilo grinned.


  She flipped him off, then they both laughed.


  


  * * * *


  


  Lyle had panicked when Vanessa’s call broke up and he couldn’t get her on the phone again right away.


  Yes, he’d wanted to cut his day short, but Reed insisted he was fine and not to do that. Lyle knew arguing with his partner under the circumstances would only exacerbate Reed’s condition and make Reed feel guiltier than he obviously already did.


  So the minute his last meeting of the day finished, Lyle practically ran for his car to head west on I-4.


  It was well after midnight by the time he and Vanessa climbed into her bed, Carlo taking the spot on the other side of her where Reed would normally sleep. She lay with her face buried against Lyle’s chest when her tears hit.


  This was something he’d been expecting ever since he’d arrived at the hospital and handed keys over to Gilo and Tilly. Nessie had actually held it together a lot longer than he’d expected her to.


  He pulled her even closer, nuzzling his chin against the top of her head. “He’s going to be okay. You did good, baby girl. You took care of what had to be done, you got him help, and you got those people and yourself in safely. I’m proud of you.”


  “I was so scared,” she sobbed. “I couldn’t stop thinking about how it would be my fault if he died because I knew he was hurting earlier and didn’t force him to go to the hospital.”


  He made her look up, into his eyes. “One more time,” he firmly said. “It’s not your fault. He thought it was indigestion. If everyone who had indigestion hit the ER, people who are really sick would die from the wait. He didn’t die, he’s not going to die, he’s going to be fine. And Tony didn’t die because you were a horrible sister or didn’t care about him. He died because he waited too long to get treatment, and his body shut down. Nothing you did or didn’t do would have changed that. If you’d tried to get him to the doctor earlier, he likely wouldn’t have gone. So stop.”


  “I can’t help it.”


  “I know you can’t. That’s why I’m telling you to stop. Consider it an order if you need to. You are not a failure as a sister or a lover or a person. Most people today would have fallen apart. You did great. It’s okay to mourn Tony, because you need to. But quit thinking you own blame for his death, because you don’t.”


  “While we were waiting for the chopper, I kept thinking about being in the ICU with Tony. I remembered the last time he told me he loved me, and I said it back before he lost consciousness the final time.”


  “If the last words you said to each other were, ‘I love you,’ then cherish that. Many people don’t get that. They don’t get a final good-bye. He died knowing how much you loved him.”


  He knew she’d have to get it out of her system, and that’s exactly what she did, finally crying herself to sleep in his arms.


  His heart ached, breaking for her. He didn’t know if she’d ever get past that emotional hump and it wasn’t like they could walk that journey for her.


  Today’s events had only driven it more deeply into her brain that she felt she needed to take care of everyone…everyone except herself.


  Once Reed was home and they could talk alone, he’d have to discuss this with him. They might have to order her to a counselor. It wasn’t what he wanted to do, but depending on how she handled this over the next few days, it might be the only option.


  The past two months spent with her had cemented in his mind how much he was in love with her, how much he wanted her to be a permanent part of their lives, not just as a friend and play partner and lover, but as a family. He knew Reed loved her, too, and while they’d discussed asking her to make it “official” with them, they hadn’t actually decided it.


  Today decided it for him.


  It wasn’t simply reactionary on his part, either. It was fate smacking him around, getting his attention, and reminding him of the lesson Tony’s death had started teaching them—life was short. Too short to waste it on not being happy.


  She made them happy.


  As far as he knew, they made her happy.


  It was time to stop wasting time.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  Tilly had called that one right. By late Tuesday evening, Reed was out of recovery and in a hospital room. Frequently it was an outpatient surgery, but since it’d been late in the day when the surgeon could wedge Reed into his schedule as an add-on, he preferred Reed spend the night for observation.


  Relieved, Vanessa cuddled with Lyle in her bed. She’d taken the day off, and tomorrow. Reed’s charters were covered until next week, and Tilly would stay with Reed on Thursday and Friday while Vanessa and Lyle were at work.


  And as Reed recovered pretty much exactly as his doctor predicted he would, Vanessa forced herself to relax and not think about the what-ifs that hadn’t happened.


  She also tried to stop thinking the woulda-coulda-shoulda thoughts that had plagued her since Tony’s death.


  Stu called her on Wednesday morning. She was working from home on her laptop.


  “I don’t see any leave for you scheduled on the calendar.”


  Actually, that had totally slipped her mind. Between being busy at work, and being busy on the weekends with her men, scheduling time off for herself had been the last thing on her mind.


  Especially after Saturday’s events.


  “Sorry. I’ll have it on my schedule by next week.”


  “What day?”


  “Seriously?”


  “Seriously.”


  “Fine. By next Wednesday.”


  “Good. Expect another call from me if you haven’t put it on there.”


  When she got off the phone with him, she pulled up her calendar on the corporate server.


  Finally, after thinking about it, she blocked two weeks out at Thanksgiving.


  Whether or not she’d actually take that time, or change the dates later, remained to be seen. But it would, hopefully, shut Stu up.


  Her phone rang.


  Stu.


  “Yeeesss?” she answered.


  “Okay, smart-ass. You’d better really take that time off.”


  Her face heated. “I will.”


  “I’ll hold you to it.”


  “What’d you do, put an alert notice on my calendar?”


  “Yep. I flagged it to watch for changes. Good-bye.”


  He hung up on her.


  Dammit.


  “What?” Reed asked from where he was laying on the couch.


  “I have to take vacation time.”


  “Then take it. You should visit your parents.”


  “I know.” Her parents weren’t calling her every day anymore, but they were texting her. She knew they missed her, and she missed them.


  It was time to face this next step.


  She just had to figure out how.


  


  * * * *


  


  A week later, their lives had returned to some semblance of normal. Reed was back to work, taking out charters while grumbling about expensive insurance copays.


  While they were heading to Vanessa’s house the next evening, Lyle finally found time alone with Reed to discuss his thoughts on the future. Lyle had bought Vanessa a king-sized bed, moving her bed into the garage for storage.


  She still hadn’t gone through Tony’s room, and no one was bringing that topic up to her. The men knew she’d do it when she was ready. For now, she was still paying for his storage unit, those items also untouched.


  The only thing she had done was sell his car, and that had only been three weeks ago. Someone at the club needed one, and she’d offered it to them for a fraction of its blue-book value.


  When Lyle and Reed had asked her why, out of curiosity, she’d shrugged. “It feels right. He’d like that I did that.”


  They wouldn’t fault her for that.


  “I want to know what you think,” Lyle said as he drove, “about talking to Vanessa about making this permanent.”


  “You mean collaring her?”


  “I mean marrying her.”


  Reed didn’t answer at first.


  “Well?”


  “She can’t marry both of us,” Reed said.


  “I know that, but…okay, maybe not marry. Handfast, whatever. What do you think?”


  “I think I want to spend the rest of my life waking up every morning next to her and you both,” Reed said.


  Lyle let out a relieved breath. “Good. Me, too.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Reed hadn’t been sure how to broach the subject. He didn’t want Lyle and Vanessa to think it was some knee-jerk reaction to his close call.


  It had been on his mind even before that, but he’d been hesitant to say it. Yes, the past two-plus months had been great, but it was still only two months.


  Was that enough to build a life on?


  Or was he willing to risk waiting when his heart had already settled the matter?


  “Everyone” always preached taking time, going slow. Hell, he’d even preached it.


  But the truth was, sometimes, you just knew.


  This wasn’t irrational sub- or Dom-frenzy.


  This was love. Real, true love.


  She’d seen all the sides of them in a way they hadn’t even been able to show Basco at the time because of taking things slow.


  They’d already lost one chance in their lives because of waiting.


  Was he really going to risk losing another?


  Hell, no.


  When they got to her place, she already had dinner ready for them. Lyle and Vanessa wouldn’t let Reed help clean up, shooing him out to the living room.


  When they finished and joined him and Carlo there, Reed broached the topic first.


  “Lyle and I were talking,” he said. “On the way over here. We made a decision.”


  Her brow furrowed. “Yeah?”


  “We love you,” he said. “And we know this is complicated, but we want you to be a permanent part of our lives, however that needs to happen for you. Whether it’s you marry one of us, or we do a handfasting, whatever.”


  She stared from him back to Lyle. “You do?”


  “Yes,” Lyle said. “If you feel the same way about us.”


  She nodded.


  Lyle pulled her in for a kiss. That was a sight Reed loved seeing, watching the two of them together, the two people he loved, who were a part of his life.


  Who were his life.


  He never got tired of that.


  


  * * * *


  


  Vanessa was glad they’d brought it up first. She hadn’t figured out yet the best way to do it.


  “But I have a request,” she said.


  “Yes?” Reed asked.


  “I want you two to get married.”


  The men exchanged a glance. “Huh?” they echoed.


  “It’s legal here now. It’s better if you two get married, to protect you. Then Reed, you can go on Lyle’s health insurance instead of what you have now. It only makes sense.”


  “Is that what you really want?” Reed asked.


  “I do.” She grinned. “No pun intended.”


  “What about you?” Lyle asked her.


  “What about me? We set up something with Ed. He’s used to dealing with that.”


  “But you won’t have any legal protection,” Lyle said.


  “I have you two. That’s plenty protection enough.”


  “You know what I mean.”


  “And I know what I mean. I trust you guys. This is what I want.”


  The men exchanged a glance. “On one condition,” Reed said.


  “What?”


  “We get to meet your parents first, and you tell them who we really are.”


  She nodded. “Deal.”


  “And,” Lyle added, “we collar you before we get married. As our submissive.”


  Her heart raced as she nodded. “Yes, Sir.”


  Reed cupped his hand around the back of her neck and pulled her in for a long, deep kiss.


  “Are you sure you’re feeling up to doing this?” she asked.


  He grabbed her hand and placed it over his crotch, where his cock had hardened. “Um, yeah. It’s been over a week. I’m damn sure.”


  “To the bed,” Lyle ordered.


  They moved and Reed laid down on the bed and crooked a finger at her. “If you’re so worried about me hurting myself,” he said, “you can give me a blow job while he takes care of you.”


  Lyle had produced the Hitachi, which he held up with an evil grin.


  She lovated that damn vibrator. That was a phrase she’d picked up from Abbey and Gilo—love-hate.


  Lovate.


  She also knew she was already wet, and her clit had started throbbing.


  “Get naked, baby girl,” Lyle said as he went to plug in the vibrator. “We want to play. Oh, almost forgot.”


  She suspected what he headed into the bathroom to get. Sure enough, he returned moments later with a towel, lube, and a butt plug.


  Which he waved at her as he grinned. “Going to fill you up. You’ll like that, won’t you?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Duh.


  Once she’d stripped, she climbed onto the end of the bed and knelt between Reed’s spread legs. He’d propped his head up with pillows so he could watch her.


  “That’s it, baby,” Reed said. “You know what to do.”


  With her eyes open and focused on his blue gaze, she slowly enveloped his cock between her lips, loving the soft, needy sounds he made, the way his chest rose and fell, the way his lower lip caught under his teeth.


  “Dammit, baby girl, you’re sooo fucking good.”


  Behind her, Lyle started lubing her ass with his fingers, making her moan as he took his time teasing her. Yes, her clit was really throbbing now. They hadn’t quite worked up to both of them fucking her at the same time yet, but they were slowly increasing the size of the butt plugs and toys they fucked her ass with in preparation of that.


  And it was a rare night indeed when she didn’t get fucked without either a butt plug in place or one of them fucking her ass with a toy at the same time.


  That it made her come harder than she’d ever imagined possible only strengthened the men’s resolve to take their time.


  Because they realized her body would betray her. All they had to do was show her a butt plug, or start coming near her ass with their fingers, and her pussy was immediately soaked.


  That had amused them to no end and they took every advantage of the fact.


  Lyle slowly fucked her with the butt plug. Once he finally seated it all the way inside her, he wiped his hand off on the towel. She felt the fingers of his other hand probing her pussy.


  “Yep, one very wet baby girl,” he proclaimed.


  “That’s because she’s our well-trained baby girl,” Reed said. “I think she needs some swats.”


  She whimpered as Lyle started spanking her bare-handed, making sure to bump the base of the butt plug nearly every time. Another thing the men had learned, that her body had taken to this training as well, enjoying greater amounts of impact play. She still wasn’t a masochist, but putting her over a lap for a pre-blowjob spanking got her wet every damn time.


  They’d started testing various silicone spatulas on her as the next step up, promising that they would work her up to a full paddling…and beyond.


  Crops, canes—those were in her future.


  If she wanted them.


  Strangely enough, she found that she did.


  After her ass was stinging and she felt her juices running down the insides of her thighs, Lyle took his position. He nudged her legs farther apart, swiping the head of his now-stiff cock between her pussy lips before sinking home deep inside her and drawing a moan from her.


  Reed cupped her head in his hands. “Oooh, yeah. Keep doing that.”


  “I’ll be doing this,” Lyle said. He flicked the switch on the vibrator and pressed it between her legs. It wasn’t possible for her to keep her eyes open because the orgasm felt too damn strong.


  She nearly howled with pleasure around Reed’s cock as the vibrator drove her hard and fast over the edge.


  “Yeah,” Lyle said, sounding hoarse. “We’ve got you now.”


  She started rocking back and forth between them, filled at both ends with their cocks, her world contracting until it consisted only of them and pleasure. Yes, the past few months with them, she’d learned things about herself that she’d never known, never dreamed of. These two men had shown her how happy she could be.


  All she had to do was reach out and take what they were offering her.


  And she would. Gladly.


  Because when she looked forward at the rest of her life, she couldn’t imagine it any other way, or without these two men.


  Lyle slowly fucked her, holding back, keeping the vibrator pressed against her clit and wanting to wring every last ounce of pleasure out of her that he could. She knew what he was waiting for, to spot the telltale signs of Reed getting close to exploding so he could time it to finish with him. Now that she’d been dumped onto the nonstop orgasm rollercoaster, they knew they had her there for the duration.


  “Our poor baby girl,” Reed said, his voice thick. “Every sweet hole filled, a nice red ass, and forced to come for her Sirs. Such a beautiful, good girl.”


  She moaned, another round of pleasure washing through her. She didn’t know how these two men had managed to get inside her brain and figure out her body’s wiring, but she wouldn’t question it.


  Never.


  Because it felt too damn good, too damn perfect.


  Lyle’s cock, with the added pressure of the butt plug filling her, hit every good place inside her pussy.


  “In a few weeks,” Lyle said, “we’ll have you worked up to the biggest butt plug we have. You can take that, it means you can take our cocks.”


  “And I can’t wait for the day I can pound a load into my baby girl’s ass,” Reed said.


  Her pussy clenched around Lyle’s cock.


  They’d already found out that she wouldn’t break if they pile-drived their cocks into her pussy. She loved being pounded into the mattress by them. She also loved watching one of them fucking the other’s ass like that, and when she’d asked them why they didn’t just do that to her, too, they admitted they didn’t want to hurt her.


  When she’d asked them to work her up to that point, they’d both grinned and added that goal to their mental training list for her.


  With every thrust, Lyle’s body bumped the butt plug, intensifying her pleasure and giving her a preview of what it would finally feel like to have both their thick, living cocks embedded in her pussy and her ass at the same time.


  “Here you go,” Reed said. His fingers tightened, digging into her scalp in the way she loved as his cock grew even harder against her tongue. She swallowed him deep, ready for the first gush of hot cum he pumped out into her mouth.


  Lyle switched off the Hitachi and picked up the pace, fucking her hard, fast, catching up with Reed until his load ended up in her pussy. Exhausted, she flopped onto the bed, her face pressed against Reed’s thigh.


  “Sorry,” Lyle said, curling up behind her. “I don’t have a round two in me tonight.”


  “Neither do I,’ Reed said, “but I sure needed that.”


  “Me, too,” she said.


  She managed to climb out of bed to remove the butt plug and get cleaned up. When she returned, she snuggled between them in her now normal spot, almost immediately starting to drift to sleep.


  “Love you, baby girl,” Lyle said.


  She tipped her head back to kiss him. “Love you, too, Sir.” She sat up and kissed Reed. “And you, Sir.”


  He smiled. “Love you so much, baby. Don’t think you’re getting away from us.”


  She snuggled in again. “Who says I’ll ever want to?”


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  Yes, she felt nervous.


  Nervous as crap.


  It was the Monday before Thanksgiving, which they were spending with her parents. The first time she’d spent a holiday in Seattle, and the first time in over five years since she’d been out to Seattle.


  And with her men occupying the seats on either side of her and having moved their trays to the upright and locked position, they reached over and each rested a hand on her thighs.


  “This will be okay,” Lyle said from his seat on the aisle.


  “Yeah, this is the way it should be,” Reed agreed from the window.


  “I’m glad you’re both so sure.”


  In her carryon she had Tony’s journal. She wasn’t sure if her parents would want to see it or not, but she’d brought it.


  It was a part of him, of who he was.


  She wasn’t about to let it go.


  It had become her talisman, her guidebook.


  She’d even taken pictures with her phone of some key passages and had saved them to her favorites, able to go back and reflect on them when she needed some of his wisdom.


  She works so damn hard. I don’t know when to push more or back off trying to get her to remember that life isn’t just about work, that it’s about play. That work is what we do so we can play. And that she’s banked up more than her fair share of play time over the years. She’s overdue to take care of herself…


  That was the one she’d been practically committing to memory over the past several days.


  She’d kept the scheduled two full weeks off, and then added another two weeks at Christmas and New Year’s. Lyle couldn’t take all that time off, and Reed had built some down time into his schedule as well, but he still had a few charters.


  She’d be going with him for some of them.


  And for this first week, they’d be spending it in Seattle, having Thanksgiving dinner at her parents’ house, but staying at a nearby hotel.


  The two men had held fast to their condition that, until they met her parents, their wedding and her collaring were on hold.


  Hence the massive source of her nerves right now. She wasn’t so much worried about if her parents would accept them or not, because she knew that would have no real effect on their day-to-day lives.


  She did feel guilty that the first time she was traveling out here to visit them was to drop this bomb on them.


  They checked into their hotel before she called her mom.


  “Are you and your friends still coming for dinner?” had been the first question out of her mom’s mouth.


  She still couldn’t believe her parents hadn’t asked who, exactly, her “friends” were.


  When they arrived at her parents’ house, they walked outside to greet them with hugs.


  Nervously, she introduced them. “Mom, Dad, this is Lyle Bracken and Reed Hibbard.”


  “Nice to get to meet you in person,” her dad said.


  She didn’t understand that comment. “Huh?”


  “Your friend, Tilly? She sent us the video from the memorial. There were plenty of times we saw these two men sitting there with you like guard dogs. I was hoping we’d one day get to meet them, and here they were.”


  Her mom smiled. “I didn’t want to ask, but I had a suspicion that’s who they were.”


  “Um…what?”


  “Let’s go inside,” her dad said. “It’s chilly out here.”


  Before leaving the hotel, she’d tucked Tony’s journal into the backpack she was using as a purse. She thought about it now and resisted the urge to take it out and hold it.


  Once they were seated in the living room, her mom continued. “What we didn’t tell you is that we got a call from Kelly the Monday after that service.”


  “That bitch,” Vanessa said. “What the hell did she want?” She hadn’t told her parents about throwing Kelly out of her house.


  “That bitch,” her mom said, “put on a good act of pretending to be worried about you, about your state of mind, and that there were two guys with you. I told her she should mind her own goddamned business, that the best thing Tony ever did was divorce her, and then I hung up on her.”


  “Um, wow.”


  Her mom smiled. “Yesss. I’d been looking forward to that for a looong time.”


  “Why didn’t you call me?”


  “I called Jenny, because I was worried about you and didn’t want to stress you out any more than you already were. She explained the two guys were very dear, trusted friends of Tony’s and hers, and that Kelly was a bitch. Which we already knew. We thought about flying back out, but unfortunately, it wasn’t exactly in the budget. I regretted letting you talk us into such a short visit, but it wasn’t like I could force you to let us stay, either.”


  “We knew,” her father said, “that you needed to find your own way. You’ve always been like that. Even when you were a kid. Tony was the only one you ever really opened up to. For everything else, you walled up and withdrew until you were ready.”


  “That makes a lot of sense,” Reed said, staring at her. “A lot.”


  “But,” her dad said, “you’re here now. I’m guessing there’s going to be some news dropped, so how about you just tell us instead of stressing out about it any longer than necessary.”


  And here she thought her parents hadn’t known her at all. Not that she didn’t love them or feel loved, but yes, of anyone, it’d been Tony she always ran to first. And hell, the past thirteen years, they’d lived out here in Seattle, so it had felt like it’d been just her and Tony for the most part, even though they texted and talked on the phone.


  There wasn’t any other way around it but through it. “Lyle and Reed are partners and getting married. And I’m poly with them. So it’s the three of us together as a family.”


  She couldn’t read the expression on her parents’ faces. “Is that all?” her dad asked.


  “No,” she admitted. “They were good friends with Tony. They hadn’t…become lovers, but given some more time, they probably would have. I found Tony’s journal after he died, and it revealed a lot about him. Stuff we didn’t know.”


  “If you think it’ll shock us that he was kinky,” her mom said, “think again.”


  Vanessa’s eyes widened. “What?”


  She laughed. “You might have been too young to remember all the times he wanted to play cowboys and Indians with you, and he always played the cowboy and wanted you to be the Indian and tie him up. I told your father then that it probably meant something.”


  “Um…okay, other than that being borderline racially offensive, what?”


  “We’re living in Seattle,” her dad said. “We’re not involved in the alternative culture here, but we have friends who are. We’re not prudes, and we’re not strangers to that kind of thing.”


  Lyle snickered. “Wow. She’s really been stressing over this.”


  “I could tell,” her mom said. “I can see the strain in her face.”


  Her mind reeled. “Um, let me get this straight. You’re cool with me having two boyfriends, and that Tony was kinky?”


  They both looked sad. “You’re our only child,” her dad said. “Do we agree with every choice you make in your life? Probably not. But once you hit eighteen we had to trust we’d done the best we could by you. I think, considering your track record, you’ve made some remarkably sound decisions in your life. If you want to be happy doing this? We’re not going to judge you.”


  She’d suspected acceptance from her parents, but not…this.


  “Wow. Okay, thanks.”


  “So was this a visit for you both to sort of ask for her hand in…commitment?” her mom asked the guys.


  The men exchanged a glance. “Yes, ma’am,” Reed said. “That pretty much sums it up. We didn’t want to be a secret, and we told her we wouldn’t get married until she told you.”


  “And that’s not something I wanted to do over the phone,” Vanessa added.


  “Every time I’ve talked to you for the past several months,” her mom said, “I heard about these two. I don’t even think you realized it at the time how much you talked about them. After my initial talk with Jenny and her assurances that they were good men, I let it go and knew when you were ready, you’d talk.”


  And here she’d thought she’d been sneaky.


  “The last time I talked to your brother,” her mom continued, looking sad, “was about a week before…” She trailed off. “I remember him mentioning them in passing. Kind of the way you had. It wasn’t the first time I’d heard about them, but I didn’t put it together until later. Now, it makes sense. Everything.”


  “So welcome to the family,” her dad said. “Jenny warned us if we ever needed long-distance ass-whupping, that there’s a mutual friend of yours, Tilly, whose number she’ll give me.” He grinned.


  Vanessa shuddered. “No, seriously. That’s not necessary.”


  “From the little we talked with Tilly on the phone to arrange getting us the video,” her dad said, “she seemed very nice.”


  The three of them burst out laughing.


  


  * * * *


  


  They did it the second Saturday after Thanksgiving, at the club, before the regular play session started. With Loren presiding over the wedding and the collaring.


  In Seattle, once they were back in their hotel room, the men had dropped down on one knee that first night and proposed to her.


  Well, to be their submissive.


  And gave her an engagement ring.


  They’d told her that the wedding band they would put on her would be her day collar.


  And now…here they were.


  Gathered in front of all their friends, with Tilly sniffling and needing a constant stream of tissues, which were supplied by Cris, Loren called for order.


  “Gilo, get it out of the way now,” Loren called out.


  Everyone laughed.


  Gilo stood. Tonight, he wore street clothes. Vanessa guessed from the leather boots he wore that tonight would be him on top over Abbey.


  “I thought I’d have something funny to say by this time,” he started. “But I don’t. I knew Basco. He was a great guy, and I’m sorry he’s not with us tonight. I just wanted to say that it’s good to be here to see the three of them come together like this. I’m sure that if he can watch what’s going on, he’s probably approving.”


  He sat down as the entire room burst into applause.


  By the time the crowd had settled, Tilly was a blubbering wreck. “Damn you, Gilo, you made me cry. I’m going to get you for that.”


  “You love me and you know it,” he called back.


  “Lucky for you.”


  “You guys done, or you want to get a room?” Loren snarked.


  Tilly waved a sodden tissue at her to continue.


  “Tonight is a two-parter,” Loren said. “First, these two men want to symbolically collar their submissive in front of their friends, before they become husbands. They’ve prepared their vows.”


  Lyle turned to Vanessa first. “While I wish we’d met under happier circumstances, I wouldn’t want to lose you, either. We’d offered for one of us to marry you, and you insisted we marry each other. That right there shows the depth of your love for us, that you’d put us first in your life, before yourself.


  “Life is short, as we learned. In front of everyone here, I pledge that if you accept us as your Sirs, and be our submissive, we will never let you down. We’ll spend the rest of our lives together returning that love to you, taking care of you, putting you first in our lives, because we love you. So will you wear our collar?”


  She nodded, already tearing up. “Yes.”


  He leaned in and kissed her.


  Reed’s turn. “He said it perfectly, but I want to add that we take this role seriously. We will treat it, and you, as if you legally are our spouse. You aren’t merely property, but a cherished, beloved partner we want to spend our lives with. It would make us the happiest men in the world if you would please accept our collar.”


  She smiled. “Yes.”


  “The ring?” Loren asked.


  Vanessa hadn’t understood why the men insisted on Carlo getting a grooming appointment, or why Jenny had hung back near the office door.


  Jenny opened it, and Ken released Carlo, who wore an adorable doggy tuxedo outfit and carried something in his mouth.


  The audience burst into laughter as Reed and Lyle called to the dog, who raced over to them…


  And straight past them, now playing keep-away with whatever it was in his mouth.


  Vanessa cracked up. “Who’s bright idea was it to give him something you actually wanted to get back?”


  “Yeah, we really didn’t think that part through,” Reed said.


  It was Cris who managed to snag Carlo’s collar and lead the loudly, happily mumbling dog over to the wedding party.


  Jenny hustled up with a spare toy, which she handed to Vanessa. “Here, sorry. I should have given Loren this before the ceremony.”


  Vanessa knelt and swapped Carlo the toy in her hand for the small, zippered pouch he carried, while Jenny took Carlo and led him to the side after snapping the leash onto his collar.


  Once everyone’s laughter quieted, Loren slowly shook her head. “That’s taking puppy play to a whole different level.”


  More laughter erupted that had to die off before Loren could continue.


  Vanessa handed the men the pouch. They pulled her ring out of it and, together, slipped it onto her left ring finger.


  “Do you,” Loren asked her, “accept this collar from these men, willingly and of your own desire?”


  “I do.”


  “Then gentlemen, I think you have yourselves a submissive.”


  They took turns kissing her, Lyle first, then Reed. Once the applause from that settled—accompanied by enthusiastic mumbling from Carlo—Loren continued.


  “And now, for the next part,” Loren said.


  Rusty stepped forward and Reed handed him the pouch, which contained the other two rings.


  “The boys opted for traditional,” Loren informed the audience. “Short and sweet. Join hands.”


  They did, including Vanessa, too.


  “Do you, Reed Laurence Hibbard, take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband? To love, honor, and cherish, in sickness and in health, for richer and for poorer—”


  “For kinky and vanilla,” Gilo called out.


  “There he is,” Tilly said with a pleased smile.


  Loren smiled, not missing a beat. “—for all the days of your lives?”


  Vanessa had only one request of Loren—that the service didn’t mention death, and that she adjust the vows accordingly.


  “I do,” Reed said.


  “Do you, Lyle Richard Bracken, take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband? To love, honor, and cherish, in sickness and in health, for richer and for poorer—for kinky and vanilla—for all the days of your lives?”


  “I do,” Lyle said.


  “The rings.”


  Rusty handed them over, the jeweler’s boxes they were in labeled so he didn’t mix them up.


  “Gentlemen, rings are just smaller versions of collars, but the message is the same—eternal devotion, love, and permanence. With these rings you are publicly displaying your vows, your bond, your oaths to each other. Reed, place the ring on Lyle’s finger.” After he did that, she continued. “Lyle, place the ring on Reed’s finger.” He did.


  “Now, by the power vested in me by the laws of the State of Florida, I now pronounce you gentlemen wed, and I wish you nothing but the best life may offer all three of you. You may kiss.”


  They did, then they each kissed Vanessa again.


  The room erupted into applause and cheers.


  After hugs from Loren and Tilly, Vanessa waved Jenny over, and after a hug, she knelt to give Carlo some attention as well.


  “He’ll go home with us tonight,” Jenny said. “It’s our wedding present.”


  “Thanks.” Carlo loved playing with their dog, so at least he wasn’t completely bereft of buddies when he stayed with her friends.


  Vanessa playfully poked Reed in the chest. “Nice surprise,” she said, “and you get an A for effort, even if you flunked the execution.”


  He laughed. “Hey, I’m not perfect.”


  “Thank you for including him.”


  “Aw, we can’t leave our buddy out. He’s the furkid.”


  “You realize if he hadn’t liked you guys, we wouldn’t be standing here, right?”


  They nodded. “We know,” Lyle said. “Another reason we included him, even though he doesn’t know it, to thank him for his woof of approval.”


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  They stayed and played at the club, Vanessa taking a more playful than painful scene from her guys, which included some rope bondage and forced orgasm play. By the time they left at midnight, she was close to being exhausted.


  But she still had a little energy left for her men.


  Once they returned home, they had fun stripping her and each other all the way to the master bedroom, where Reed interrupted.


  “Evens, or odds?”


  “Bottom, or top?” Lyle asked.


  Reed grinned. “Pitching or catching, because it’s loser in the middle.”


  “How is that losing?” Lyle asked while Vanessa giggled and didn’t interrupt their negotiations.


  “Uh, good point. Winner in the middle.”


  “There ya go. Evens. One out of one.”


  They held their fists out, and on the count of three, each man put out only one finger.


  “Dammit!” Reed playfully grumbled. “Lucky bastard.”


  “You can be the filling in the morning.” Lyle kissed him, then scooped her up and tossed her onto the bed, pouncing on top of her and kissing her.


  “Fair trade.” Reed headed for the bathroom and returned a moment later with a towel, lube, and condom.


  By that time, Lyle already had his face buried in her pussy, his tongue and mouth eagerly licking and sucking her while his fingers played with her nipples.


  She loved watching them together, especially like this.


  She buried her fingers in Lyle’s hair and held on, earning her a growl of pleasure from him, followed by a moan from him that vibrated through her pussy as Reed started working lube into Lyle’s ass with his fingers.


  Reed caught her gaze and winked, blowing her a kiss. She blew one in return, catching sight of the ring on his left hand when he planted his hand on the bed for balance.


  And that was just before Lyle sucked on her clit, triggering her release, and her eyes fell closed.


  “There’s our good girl,” Reed said. “Let him make you come nice and hard, because then he’s getting his brains fucked out and we’ll all fall asleep happy.”


  That was an easy command to follow considering she was already coming. She wasn’t sure who was moaning louder, her or Lyle.


  Finally, she heard Reed smack Lyle on the ass. “Saddle up, buddy,” he said. “Let’s ride.”


  She forced her eyes open and stared at Lyle, who kissed his way up her body before he slid his cock deep into her pussy. Sitting up, he grabbed her legs and put them over his shoulders.


  “Nice and hard and deep, baby,” Lyle said. “I’m going to fuck one more out of you.”


  He would, too. She’d never realized sex could be this good, this much fun, or she would have been trying harder a long time ago to find someone.


  Then again, she wouldn’t have met these men, either.


  Lyle fell still, his eyes closing. He let out a gasp. “Fuck, what’d you do, fist me?”


  Behind him, Reed laughed. “You just haven’t gotten fucked enough lately. You’ve had me in the middle too many times, reaming me out. That’s what happens.” She felt the bed shake as Reed took a long stroke out and then buried himself to the hilt again inside Lyle, making Lyle’s cock inside her twitch.


  “Fuck,” Lyle said. “Why haven’t I gotten fucked much lately? Jeez, that’s good.”


  “We’ve been too busy fucking our baby girl’s brains out. It’s her fault.” Reed peeked over Lyle’s shoulder, grinning at her. “Isn’t it, baby girl?”


  She grinned. “Sorry, Sir.”


  “I didn’t say you had to apologize for it,” Reed teased.


  Lyle started fucking her, thrusting deep, hard, and she knew it wouldn’t take much to get her over one more time. Not with how his cock was going deep and perfectly hitting every place inside her pussy.


  Add to that the running commentary from Reed, who was enjoying the hell out of the show. “That’s it. Fuck her nice and hard, and then ram your sweet ass back on my cock. You won’t know if you’re coming or going.”


  She noticed a subby look in Lyle’s eyes, one that probably matched her own. It was fun watching how the men could easily switch it up with each other, not just for sex, but for play as well.


  Reed sat up, holding onto Lyle’s hips. “Gonna let you do all the work, buddy,” he said. “Just gonna sit right here and enjoy this.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It was all Lyle could do not to drop all the way into subspace. It felt so damn good, and Reed knew what the hell he was doing, pushing his buttons like that with the filthy talk.


  From the sweet, hot way her pussy grabbed at his cock with every stroke, to the way Reed’s cock plowed his ass, there wasn’t anything to not like about this experience. Even sex felt perfect with her, fun, hot, and damn good. It was hard to remember what life had been like before she came along.


  And it just kept getting better.


  They had discussed children and opted to table it. She didn’t want kids right away, if at all. The men were good with her decision either way, because as far as they were concerned, it was her decision.


  They simply felt grateful to have her.


  Now that Reed had found the sweet spot and fallen still, Lyle could control the thrusts, picking up speed and force, trying to hold back because he really wanted to get her over first. Even though the way Reed’s cock nailed him in the sweet spot on every thrust was threatening to take Lyle right over the edge.


  He had to slow down a little, but Reed slapped his ass. “Why are you stopping?” he hoarsely asked. “I was fucking close.”


  “I’m too close.”


  “Screw it.” Reed planted a hand in the middle of his back, forcing Lyle down onto Vanessa, and started pounding his ass.


  That finished him. His load shot deep into her pussy, but her moans beneath him were of disappointment, not orgasm.


  After Reed caught his breath, he said, “Move,” practically shoving Lyle to the side.


  Vanessa’s moans immediately turned back to pleasure as Reed buried his face between her legs, his tongue flicking her clit before he fucked her with it.


  Lyle grabbed him by the hair, holding him in place. “That’s right,” Lyle told him. “You made me make a mess without getting her off, so you get to eat my cum out of our girl’s pussy.”


  Not that it mattered. They’d sucked each other off so many times over their years together, and had already spent plenty of time eating her out, that it wasn’t like it was a big deal to either of them.


  Vanessa was a happy girl now, her orgasm washing over her, those unmistakable sounds rolling from her sweet lips.


  That gave him a thought.


  He changed positions and knelt next to her head while still forcing Reed to keep licking her. Now his spent cock dangled over her mouth. “Open, baby.”


  She did, without even opening her eyes, and he let out a moan as she started licking and sucking him.


  Okay, maybe he did have energy for seconds. He felt his cock start to inflate as he watched Reed’s tongue dart into her pussy, lick and suck on her clit, before fucking her with his tongue again.


  There was something really hot about that sight.


  She was probably into her third orgasm with Reed when Lyle realized he definitely wanted a second go. He pulled Reed out of her pussy.


  “Pool sex,” Lyle declared. “I turned the heater on earlier today. It should be perfect.”


  Reed had to make a stop to clean up in the bathroom and dispose of the condom, but Lyle grabbed Vanessa, slung her over his shoulder, and carried her to the lanai with a hand on her ass.


  “Bring the lube,” he called back to Reed. “And another condom.”


  When he got to the side, he tossed her into the deep end, enjoying her squeals of protest. Then he jumped in with her, glad the pool did, in fact, feel warm enough.


  That would have put a damper on his spirits, much less his erection, to land in cold water.


  He grabbed her, kissing her hard before spinning her around and sliding his cock into her pussy from behind. He flipped onto his back, holding her in place with a hand around her waist and one between her legs, fingering her, making her moan.


  “Gonna keep you primed, and keep my cock primed, baby,” he said.


  Reed emerged from the house, set the items at the edge of the pool, and jumped in. “What’s the plan?”


  Lyle reluctantly withdrew, handing her off to Reed. She wrapped her legs around Reed’s waist, her arms around him, and started to suck face like her life depended on it. Lyle fumbled around between them, found Reed’s rapidly inflating cock, gave him a few tugs to finish the job, and got him lined up with his target.


  Then he swam around behind Reed. “Get in the shallow end.”


  Reed did while Lyle rolled the condom rolled onto his own shaft. With Reed’s ass now exposed, he made quick work of lubing the man up and sliding his cock deep inside him.


  “Oh, you fucker,” Reed gasped.


  “Sweet talking will get you everywhere with me,” Lyle teased. He grabbed Reed’s hips and started fucking him, hard, totally driving now.


  Reed managed to get her over to the stairs, where she could hold on to the edge of the pool and the safety railing for traction. No, Reed wouldn’t likely be able to fuck one out of her like that, but they’d take care of their girl again in a minute, if she was even able to get over.


  He held onto Reed’s shoulders, bending him over, pounding him. “Seems like someone enjoyed fucking my ass a few minutes ago.”


  “Oh, fuck, yeah. You know it.”


  Lyle couldn’t last long this time, either. Reed’s ass felt too damn good. So he opted for force over finesse and banged him like he stole him, finally ramming deep inside him one last time before falling still.


  “That’s it,” Lyle whispered. “Just like that.”


  “Can I finish now?” Reed snarked.


  “Sure.” Lyle pulled out, climbing out and depositing the condom in the garbage before returning to the pool and sitting next to Vanessa. He cradled her against him as Reed fucked her. He kissed her, deeply, pulling moans from her even as Reed quickly finished and filled her with another load of cum.


  Pulling her off the steps, he had Reed support her in the water while he wrapped his arms under her thighs and finished her off with his mouth. Reed stuck two fingers in her mouth to help muffle her cries as she came, and when she tried to push Lyle’s head away, Reed trapped her arms against her body with his arms, freeing Lyle to keep licking and sucking her to one last whimpering orgasm.


  Only then was he content to snuggle close in the water, the three of them gently floating, only their heads exposed in the chilly night air and their arms wrapped around each other.


  “Why don’t we have pool sex more often?” she mumbled. “I love pool sex.”


  “Carlo,” the men replied in unison.


  “Oh, right.” She giggled.


  If they left him inside and attempted pool sex, he’d whine and bark and scratch at the back kitchen door. If they put him in his crate, he would bark because he could hear them.


  If they left him loose, he ran around the pool, whining and nosing them anytime they got close to the edge.


  “I’m glad Jenny dogsat for us tonight,” she said.


  “Me, too,” the men agreed.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  


  Vanessa would have remembered the date even if Lyle hadn’t surprised her with breakfast in bed while she lay cuddled next to Reed. It was a Sunday, but Reed had blocked the day out and not booked a charter.


  They were now living full-time in her house—their house. The men had sold Lyle’s house because hers was larger and worth more.


  At least, that’s the reason they gave her why they’d decided to sell their house. They hadn’t given her a choice in the matter, settling it for her.


  She suspected the truth was they would never make her give up her home when she’d shared it with Tony.


  She’d finally found the strength at New Year’s to start going through his room again. His pillow and sheets no longer smelled like him, and the clothes hanging in his closet no longer pained her when she thought about the last time she’d seen him wear them.


  She kept a couple of things she could wear, a couple of his shirts, just for her. But she let the rest go.


  They sold his bed and moved her old bed in there as a guest room. She left some of his furniture in there, many of the knickknacks he’d had either getting moved to the master bedroom or the home office-guest room.


  The books and movies, the ones she or the men wanted, she integrated with their other books and movies throughout the house. It took her two days of work and cleansing tears, but she did it and felt better for doing it.


  Tony’s urn sat on a shelf next to the TV, a picture of them and their parents from three years ago next to it. Jenny had taken it for them during Thanksgiving, when their parents had been home for the holidays. Their parents had been standing, Tony in front of them, grinning, and his arms wrapped around her, making her laugh as he’d threatened to tickle her, while Carlo looked up at them all like they were crazy, but he still loved them.


  It was a picture that made her smile, brought her joy every time she looked at it. That made it appropriate to sit there, next to his urn.


  Where she could smile every time she saw it.


  She cracked open an eye and looked at the tray of food Lyle held. “I’m okay. Really.”


  “You’ll be even more okay after some coffee and French toast,” he said.


  “And a round of morning orgasms,” Reed added, his voice still sounding thick with sleep.


  She whimpered, knowing what that meant.


  They didn’t often get to have morning sex because of their schedules. On the rare days that they did, it usually meant she would be impaled between their cocks, her hands clipped behind her back, while whoever was on the bottom and in her pussy used the Hitachi on her and the other reached around her and tormented her nipples while fucking her ass.


  And with her coming like that, it kept their cocks nice and hard, meaning they didn’t stop that until she safeworded. Which sometimes took…a while.


  And morning orgasms meant a lead-off into afternoon orgasms, her wearing a butt plug while they had fun with her, spanking her, edging her, alternating the play until she begged them to make her come.


  Which led to her having to beg them to stop making her come, finally safewording…


  Which led to them repeating morning orgasms, only with the men switching places.


  Just to be fair.


  She looooved morning orgasm days. They were like little mental holidays from the world, a day guaranteed to keep her in some degree of subspace all day long.


  Before bed, she would take turns giving them blow jobs while the other spanked her and used the Hitachi on her at the same time. It always took the men a while to come that last time…


  Which was sort of the whole point.


  She would finish her day crashed out in a blissful exhaustion and a delightfully sore ass that would last at least a day or two.


  Morning orgasm days rocked.


  “We have something else for you,” Lyle said, setting the tray down on the bed. He picked up a small box from it and handed it to her.


  She sat up and opened it. Inside lay a stainless chain collar with a small padlock and a pink heart-shaped metal tag hanging from it. She turned it over and read the engraving on the back of the tag.


  baby girl


  Owned By


  RH & LB


  Her heart pounded in her chest. She looked up at him. “What does this mean?”


  “It means,” Reed said, sitting up, “that we want to own you as our slave. That when you’re not at work, you shut down your brain and let us take care of you. That you’re more than our baby girl and our submissive. That you belong to us. It’s the closest thing we can offer you to marriage.”


  Reed reached out and gently cupped her cheek. “I know it’s a case of semantics, because you pretty much do all of that anyway, but we want to formalize it, and add a couple of rules, for which there will be consequences if they’re not followed.”


  Despite her heart racing, she nodded. She did want this, had craved a deeper level of control from them but hadn’t known how to ask for it or if it could even be reasonably integrated into their schedule. “Yes, Sir.”


  He smiled. “That’s one of them. That, from now on, you always address us as Sir, at home or out. Failure to do so will be a hard stroke, from a cane, one for each infraction.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He leaned in and kissed her. “Oh, baby girl, you have no idea what that does to me.”


  “Another rule,” Lyle said, “is panties are now officially a privilege, not a right at home. Unless you’re at work, sick, or on your period, you don’t wear panties without permission. We catch you wearing panties and you didn’t ask one of us for permission first, it’s five cane strokes.”


  She swallowed again. “Yes, Sir.”


  Reed continued. “If you ask one of us for permission for something and we say no, that’s the answer. We will compare notes. If you ask one of us and we say no and then come to the other one? That’s ten cane strokes.”


  She nodded. “Yes, Sir.” That wasn’t something she’d ever done, but they’d never said no to anything, either.


  Then again, she’d never really needed to ask before.


  “No masturbating,” Lyle said. “Unless you have permission. That’s ten.”


  “And,” Reed added, “there will be times we edge you, maybe even over several days, just to keep you horny because we want to be a little sadistic. You don’t get to safeword for that. If you want to be our slave, you will accept that we now control your orgasms. You can only safeword for orgasms if it’s too intense, or becomes painful, not because you’re horny and want to come.”


  Her throat went dry. “Yes, Sir. What about safewording for pain?”


  Their expressions softened. “Baby,” Reed said, “you can always safeword for the bad kind of pain. Always. And we will still respect your other hard limits. But if you safeword during punishment, it doesn’t end the punishment, it only delays it. You will still get all your cane strokes that you earned, plus an extra for the delay.”


  “What about during play?”


  “That’s different,” Lyle said. “Safewording during play will always be honored. But before now, you’ve never had real punishment, just funishment.”


  He walked over to their closet and pulled a cane out of the tube, showing it to her. “And if you want to accept our collar, you need to first take ten hard cane strokes from us now, five each. Hard, as in the kind you’d get for punishment.”


  She felt a chill. “Why, Sir?”


  “Because before you can agree to be our slave, you need to see what we mean by punishment. Of course if you say no, you’re still our submissive, still our baby girl, still the love of our lives and our partner. But if you want to be our slave, you have to understand the full package.”


  “What other rules will there be? You won’t like order me to play with anyone, or order that I have to accept you playing with someone else, will you?”


  “No!” they both said. “None of our relationship stuff like that changes,” Reed assured her. “None of it. Your hard limits still remain. Just like work, that’s all outside of this. That’s all as equals. However, if you want to play with someone, and you ask us and we say no, that’s it. No pouting, no whining. Understand?”


  She didn’t often play with others, so that was an easy term to agree to. A few times with Kel and Scrye with suspension, and with Leah with a singletail. Never sensually, either. “Yes, Sir.”


  “Work will still be off-limits,” Lyle said. “But there might be times we tell you that you’d better come home from work with a butt plug, and if it’s not there, you’ll get punished.”


  “Or,” Reed said, “we might make you spend a day off running errands while wearing one. Or a vibrating egg in your pussy. Or I might take you out on the boat with me and you’ll be wearing a butt plug all day.”


  “Then I’ll probably need panties for that,” she snarked. “But yes, Sir.”


  “And you’ll start every day with five hard swats from a paddle,” Reed said. “Which Lyle will probably end up giving you most mornings, but you’ll have a morning ritual of getting the paddle and presenting it and asking for them. You don’t get to safeword for it, either. If something’s happening and we don’t have time, we’ll delay it until that evening. If you forget, it’s twenty swats with it when we catch up to doing it.”


  She wasn’t surprised to feel her clit throbbing in anticipation of that. “Yes, Sir,” she softly said, feeling subspace rapidly creeping in.


  “Do you want to know why?” Reed asked.


  “Why, Sir?”


  Lyle leaned in. “Because,” he said, “it will be a reminder to you who owns you, who protects you, who takes care of you, who loves you. When you sit in the car on the way to work, or whatever is happening that day, you’ll immediately be thinking about us.”


  “And when you’re home,” Reed said, “if we want a blowjob or we want to use our sweet slave, we will. Safewording will be allowed for that if you’re sick or on your period, though. But if you’re not sick or on your period, you might get bent over the counter and fucked whether you want it right then or not.”


  “Or put on your knees in front of the couch after dinner to give us blowjobs,” Lyle said. “Or bent over our laps and spanked with our bare hands, just because we want to.”


  “Or we might just borrow one of those bondage frames from Max and Sean, tie you to it, and spend the night using every sweet hole you have,” Reed finished.


  She was already wet. She felt it. She also knew these two men could be trusted to ease her into that new dynamic, not break her, but slowly, gently reshape her in all the good ways.


  “Are you wet, baby girl?” Lyle asked.


  Her face heated. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.


  “Spread your legs,” Reed ordered.


  She didn’t even think about hesitating.


  He reached between her thighs, two fingers easily sliding inside her and making her softly moan. “Very wet,” Reed said. He pulled them out and her lips opened automatically. She knew the rule—they who made the mess cleaned it up.


  And it was just as hot watching the men do it to each other.


  “Good girl,” both men cooed as she sucked her juices from Reed’s fingers.


  Lyle took the box from her. “Breakfast, then this. Your food will get cold.”


  She wasn’t sure she could eat, now that she was hornier than hell, but she managed it.


  After breakfast and giving her a chance to use the bathroom, the men stood waiting by the bed. They each held a rattan cane.


  The open box holding the collar lay on the bed.


  And the large oak paddle they had lay on the bed, too.


  “If you still want this,” Lyle said, “if you really want to be our slave, then you need to kneel, ask for our collar, and ask us for the cane strokes.”


  Both their cocks were hard, which only made her wetter.


  She sank to her knees. “Please, Sirs. I want to be your slave. I want to wear your collar, and I want you to give me your cane strokes.”


  “That’s the paddle that will be used on you every morning,” Reed said. “You must always know where it is, and you will always present it in the morning to one of us and ask us for your paddle strokes. Including this morning. We’ll do it first now, before the cane strokes.”


  “The proper way to present it,” Lyle said, “is to get it, bring it to us, drop to your knees, and say, ‘I need my Sir to please give me my morning paddling to remind me who owns me,’ while holding it up to us.”


  Reed nodded his head toward the paddle.


  She stood, picked it up, returned to her previous place, and held it up to them with both hands. “I need my Sir to please give me my morning paddling to remind me who owns me.”


  “Fuck,” both of them whispered.


  “Okay,” Reed said, “that’s even hotter than I thought it’d be.” He took the paddle from her. “Get on your hands and knees,” he said. “Some mornings, we might have you bend over the bed, or the counter, or where we say, but it will always be over a bare ass.”


  She dropped to all fours and waited.


  Reed stepped behind her. “I get to do this today since I won’t get to do it very often. These will sting. Ready?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He didn’t delay. Five swats came in rapid succession, across both ass cheeks and making her cry out.


  But he finished in seconds, and then his warm hand stroked her, soothing her stinging flesh. “There,” he cooed. “Our good baby girl taking her first morning paddling. Such a good girl.”


  Oh…fuck. Her clit was screaming, her juices coating her thighs.


  She would start every morning…


  Horny.


  Lyle chuckled as he helped her stand. “I can see by your expression that you just had some sort of revelation. Share it with your Sirs.”


  “I…” She swallowed hard. “Paddling makes me horny, Sir,” she admitted, her face burning.


  The men shared a high-five. “Told you,” Lyle said. “I knew it.”


  Reed leaned in and kissed her. “What better way for us to make sure you start every day on the right foot, baby?” he asked. “A stinging ass and a pussy needing to be fucked.”


  “And some mornings, you might get a quickie, if there’s time,” Lyle said with an evil grin. “But most mornings, no, we’ll just be sending you to work horny.” He pointed at the end of the bed. “Now bend over, feet on the floor and legs spread wide, hands flat on the bed. Punishment will always be done like this, with you naked. You will count every stroke. If you lose count, we start over. Every punishment session you earn, you’ll have to count. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “And make sure to say Sir after every stroke count.”


  “Yes, Sir.” Trembling with desire more than fear, she bent over and got into position.


  She felt one of them stroke her ass, which still stung from the paddle.


  Fingers slid into her pussy, slowly fucking her, then rubbing her clit before disappearing again. She already had her lips open, making Lyle chuckle when she started sucking his fingers clean.


  “Wow. You are such a good girl, baby.”


  That done, a hand reappeared, on her lower back. “No squirming, either,” Reed warned, his tone changing, strict.


  “Ready?” Lyle asked.


  “Yes, Sir,” she said.


  Immediately, the first stroke landed, stealing her breath and feeling like her flesh was being sliced open. That had not been a play stroke.


  That had been for realsies.


  “One, Sir.”


  By the tenth stroke, she was sobbing, but still counting. Two sets of lips kissed and licked her welted ass cheeks until she caught her breath and the men joined her on the bed.


  Reed picked up the box. “Do you still want to be our slave?” he asked.


  She nodded. “Yes, Sir. I still want to be your slave.”


  They fastened the collar around her neck. “Unless we’re not home,” Reed said, “we put this on you and take this off you, although you’ll have a key. But as soon as you get home, it goes on and clothes come off. And before you leave for work in the morning, it doesn’t come off until you’re ready to walk out the door. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir.” She loved the weight of it, the way it felt cool and then quickly warmed to her flesh.


  Reed laid back, his fingers encircling the base of his cock. “Now it’s time for morning orgasms,” Reed said, grinning.


  She eagerly straddled him, moaning as she slowly sank onto his cock, her hands already slipping behind her back, waiting.


  “Such a good girl,” Lyle said. He grabbed the leather cuffs from the bedside table, buckled them around her wrists, and clipped them together. “You knew exactly what to do.”


  She leaned forward onto Reed, kissing him while Lyle lubed her ass and donned a condom. Then she softly moaned as she felt him press the thick head of his cock against her rim.


  “Who’s our good girl?” Lyle asked.


  “Me, Sir.”


  “And how do good girls ask to be fucked?”


  “Please fuck my ass, Sir!”


  Lyle laughed. “Such a good girl.” He grabbed hold of her wrists and used them for traction as he started working his cock inside her ass. She squirmed, her swollen clit rubbing against Reed’s body with every thrust.


  Once she felt Lyle’s thighs pressed against her tender, stinging ass cheeks, he pulled her up against his body, his hands cupping her breasts, fingers already pinching her nipples.


  “Next,” he teased.


  Reed switched the Hitachi on. “My pleasure.” He pressed it to her clit…and the fun began.


  Immediately her back arched as the orgasm swept through her, well-trained responses that had pretty much become automatic.


  “That’s it,” Lyle said as he kissed the side of her neck. “You’re fucking gorgeous, baby, the way your body takes our cocks.”


  Reed grinned up at her. “Bet that caned ass feels good rubbing against him, doesn’t it?”


  “Yes…Sir!”


  Lyle leaned back, stretching her back with him and making her moan as it exposed her clit even more to the Hitachi. “There you go,” Reed said. “Fuck, I could lay here all day and do this to you.”


  “She won’t last all day,” Lyle said, “and neither will I. Let’s make this a quick one.”


  “Spoilsport. Just a couple more minutes.”


  Lyle pinched her nipples, hard, making her cry out and triggering another wave of orgasms. “No, I don’t have that long,” he said. “Seriously.”


  “Okay, fine.” Reed switched the vibrator off and set it aside.


  Lyle helped her collapse on top of Reed and then grabbed her wrists again, fucking her and almost immediately letting out a grunt of pleasure before falling still.


  “Hell, you weren’t kidding,” Reed snarked. He reached behind her and unclipped her wrists so she could brace herself on the bed and help as he fucked her. He didn’t take long to finish either, putting a load in her pussy and leaving her spent, exhausted, and happier than she’d ever been in her life.


  She was going to try to move when she felt the end of the bed shake and a mumble fill the room.


  Lyle laughed. “Dude, I walked you.”


  Mumble.


  “Go lay down,” she said.


  Mumblemumble.


  “Dammit,” Reed mumbled.


  “The furkid is wanting to play,” Lyle said. She felt him stretch over and try to take the wubbie from Carlo, who ducked away, his mumbles growing even more excited.


  That started her giggle fit, one that swelled and grew until she was hiccuping with laughter against Reed’s chest.


  When she finally pulled herself together, Lyle asked, “And what was that about, baby girl?”


  She sighed. “Thank you,” she said. “I know what you did there. Thank you for giving me a different reason to remember this date.”


  Lyle leaned in. She turned her face so he could kiss you. “Love you, baby girl.”


  “Love you, too, Sir.”


  Reed smiled up at her. “Love you, baby girl.”


  She grinned. “Love you, too, Sir.”


  He kissed her. “Shall we get cleaned up?” Reed asked.


  The bed bounced again, this time Carlo jumping up on it and mumbling as loudly as he could with the toy in his mouth.


  “I think,” she said, “that we really don’t have a choice.”


  Carlo sat down, spat the toy out onto the bed, and waited.


  “If we don’t get up and play,” she said, “he’ll just keep bringing us toys. You know that.”


  “Yeah,” Reed said, trying to reach for the toy.


  Carlo, ever on guard, snatched it up, happily mumbling and now prancing around on the bed tail quickly wagging.


  Then Carlo dropped the toy, grabbed the paddle, and jumped off the bed with it.


  “Shit! Carlo!” Lyle untangled himself from her and dashed after the dog, who was happily mumbling to have found a new way to force his humans to play.


  She giggled. “I think we really know who rules the roost.” She looked into Reed’s eyes.


  Together, they both said, “Carlo.”


  He rolled her over, pressing her into the mattress. “Are you really okay?”


  “Yeah. I didn’t think I would be, but you guys kept me going.”


  “I think you kept us going.” He kissed her, then sat up and helped her sit up. “And now, for a bath.”


  From out in the house they heard Lyle arguing with Carlo.


  “Carlo, cookies!” she called out.


  Lyle sounded triumphant. “A-ha!” He returned shortly after with the paddle.


  Behind him, Carlo reappeared with a new wubbie.


  “Go give him a cookie,” she scolded. “Sir.”


  He rolled his eyes. “That’s so wrong, rewarding him for stealing.” But he headed back to the kitchen.


  Reed looked down at her. “At least you’re well trained,” he teased.


  She grinned. “Yes, Sir.”


  As they headed for the shower, a passage from Tony’s journal came to mind.


  Life is great, the time I get to spend with Lyle and Reed like adding hot sauce to an already fantastic dish—it just makes it better. Do I wish I had a primary relationship? Duh, but I know whatever will happen, will happen. I’m trusting that I followed the right path, because now my life feels easy in a way it never did before. So I won’t doubt it, I won’t question it. And I damn sure won’t change a thing I’m doing now.
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