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  Leo didn’t want a divorce, yet he can no longer ignore the fact that he’s gay—and kinky. He knows it’s going to break Eva’s heart, but he cannot be the husband she needs. He doesn’t want their daughter raised by two miserable parents.


  Jesse is gun-shy after his former Master abused him and his trust. He admires Leo’s dedication to Eva and his patience despite her repeated attempts to delay and derail the divorce. And he absolutely adores Laurel, Leo’s young daughter.


  But when tragedy strikes, Jesse is forced to forge an uncomfortable alliance with Eva for Laurel’s sake…and her safety. That’s when Jesse learns the dark secrets Leo has kept on Eva’s behalf for so long, and why. With the strong welder now clinging to life, Jesse must step up and man up to protect the cherished family of the Master he loves before their vulnerability rips everything they’ve struggled to build apart at the seams.
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  Chapter One


  


  Sparks flew, making the three men gathered around watching wince and turn away while the welder worked on the boat trailer frame. Aluminum wasn’t Leo Cooke’s favorite metal to work with. Not by a long shot.


  He was doing it more as a favor to Keith than for the money. Keith had been good to him over the years, steering a lot of work his way even when it didn’t make Keith any money personally. The least he could do was give it a shot when his friend called him to do an emergency job for him.


  Well, for the marina, not for Keith personally.


  Leo finally finished the first weld and pushed up the face shield on his helmet to examine his work. “I’m not going to promise this won’t break again,” he warned. “Even after I finish this, you’re going to want to drill some holes and bolt a plate over it for extra strength.”


  “I know,” Keith said. “A couple of guys are getting that ready. If this wasn’t an emergency, and if the guide didn’t need his trailer today, I would have tried to find him a loaner or a rental trailer. But he’s fishing a tournament over in Ft. Lauderdale tomorrow and needs it.”


  “Okay. As long as you understand.”


  “Oh, I made it perfectly clear to the guy.”


  Somehow, the guy had managed to not dump his boat and trailer when he’d been forced to swerve off the Interstate and onto the right-hand shoulder to avoid a truck that veered into his lane. But the sudden drop-off at highway speed had been too much for the old trailer to take, putting a dangerous crack in the frame that wouldn’t stand anything more than very slow towing over very smooth roads, even without the extra strain of a couple of thousand pounds of boat and outboard engines and a tank full of gas.


  Leo stared at the trailer. “Honestly? He needs a new trailer.”


  “He knows that, but he usually doesn’t trailer his boat. He stores it in one of our high-and-dry racks and we pull it for him. He was on his way home with it this morning in preparation for this weekend. He immediately turned around and limped back here with it.”


  “Lucky for him. Let me build this up a little bit more and then we’ll see where we’re at.”


  “I really appreciate this. If you need to charge an emergency rate or something, the guy understands. He just needs it safe for leaving today and getting it home Sunday night.”


  “Make sure he understands to take it slow and easy. I wouldn’t take it on the Interstate. Just in case.”


  “He’ll be careful.”


  Leo sharply nodded his head and the face shield dropped back into place so he could start again. An hour later, he wasn’t exactly happy with the weld, considering it was a patch job, but he’d written a disclaimer on the work order that he couldn’t guarantee how well the patch would hold under stress, and that he would not warranty the work.


  The customer had already signed off on that before Leo had even unloaded his equipment, so his ass was clear as far as he was concerned. When he started loading his gear into his work van, two guys from the marina were scrambling to get the two steel plates they’d already prepped positioned on either side of the frame rail so they could mark and drill holes to bolt them on.


  Fortunately, the weld was near the front axle. Had it been located closer to the trailer’s tongue, he wouldn’t have even tried to make the repair due to the flexing and stresses it would have taken there.


  Keith led Leo up to the office so they could cut him a check for the repair. The customer had already left to go run some errands.


  “So…how you doing?” Keith asked.


  Subcontext shot deep through Keith’s question like the Mississippi River running well over flood stage.


  “I’m…dealing.”


  “How’s Laurel handling things?”


  “As well as can be expected. How’s Noel doing?”


  From the way Keith’s eyebrow arched, Leo knew his friend had spotted his not-so-subtle attempt to turn the conversation away from his own life.


  “Her morning sickness is finally starting to ease up,” Keith said. “She might be able to come back to work full-time in a few days.”


  “Everything look okay with the baby?”


  “So far, so good.” He patted Leo on the shoulder. “Things will get better. I promise. It might not seem like it now, but they will.”


  “I hope so. I’d say they couldn’t get much worse, except I know how wrong that is.”


  Keith snorted. “True. Don’t ever say that.”


  With a check in hand, Leo headed back to his van. He’d known Keith for several years, ever since Leo had started doing work for the marina.


  And he’d seen the changes for the better in Keith when he got involved with Noel and Scott. Keith was a no-nonsense kind of guy. No, he didn’t flaunt his poly lifestyle around in front of unsuspecting people, but he didn’t tolerate any shit from anyone who didn’t approve of it, either.


  Poly wasn’t for Leo, though. He only wanted one partner. It was going on nearly six months since he’d moved out and filed for divorce, and their divorce wasn’t final yet. His soon-to-be ex didn’t want to be divorced.


  Unfortunately, he couldn’t blame her for that, and he tried to be understanding when she flowed hot and cold emotionally throughout the process.


  If only she wouldn’t try to screw him over with custody—again—and dangle Laurel like a piece of meat over a hungry tiger. He thought she’d finally calmed down and regained her composure, because her attorney had removed some fairly harsh custody demands from her counter-motions a few weeks ago.


  Their joint sessions with a counselor had seemed to help Eva understand it wasn’t her fault he needed out.


  When he could no longer ignore the fact that he was definitely gay, and he’d started bringing up the subject of divorce, that was when her pain and anger had gotten the better of her for quite a while. Understandably so, but if it weren’t for the fact they had a six-year-old daughter together who needed both her parents, he could have made a clean break and walked away without a look back.


  Even knowing how much it would hurt Eva in the process. But it would hurt her far more in the long term to have a husband who was miserable on the inside and unable to be all she needed him to be for her. They were both still more than young enough to forge new starts, new lives.


  The last lesson he wanted to impart to his daughter was that you had to stay in a bad situation just to keep someone else happy at the expense of your own mental and emotional well-being.


  


  * * * *


  


  After doing three more mobile jobs that afternoon, taking his work van back to his shop and parking it inside, and grabbing his personal car, Leo finally arrived home a few minutes before seven that night.


  Well, what passed for a home now. It was a small two-bedroom apartment. Not the best place in the world, but at least it wasn’t in a high-crime area and the complex had a pool Laurel enjoyed during her visits with him. It wasn’t as nice as the pool at the house, but he could keep up with the swimming lessons he was giving her without having to do it under Eva’s watchful eye and making uncomfortable small talk with the woman.


  He stood under the hot spray in the shower, washing off the sweat and grime from the day. It was late summer in Florida, meaning the second he stepped outside at six thirty every weekday morning to head for work, by the time he reached his car sweat was already beading on his forehead and rolling down his spine to coalesce in the small of his back.


  His day wasn’t done, however. He needed to finish his shower, get dressed, and go pick up Laurel. This was his weekend with her. He’d have her until Monday morning, when he’d drop her off at Eva’s and then she would take Laurel to daycare.


  In just a couple more weeks, Laurel would be starting first grade. Because Leo was self-employed, he’d become the primary parent to pick her up from school and take care of her until Eva finished work for the day.


  Unfortunately, Eva’s schedule could fluctuate. She worked at a call center for an insurance company and she’d been there less than a year. They frequently shuffled her schedule around, including working some nights and weekends.


  Meaning since Leo was self-employed and had two guys working for him, he at least had the flexibility to make last-minute schedule changes of his own.


  When he reached Eva’s house—which had been his house with her—Laurel burst out the front door at a dead run. He emerged from his car just in time to pick her up and swing her around, getting a playful squeal from her that warmed his heart.


  “How’s my kiddo?”


  She threw her arms around his neck. “Daddy! We made necklaces today.”


  “You did? Cool.”


  “I made you one, too.”


  “Awesome. Thank you, sweetheart. What else did you do today?”


  Laurel eagerly told him as he headed up the front walk with her in his arms. Eva appeared in the front door, arms crossed over her chest, expression neutral. She’d drastically changed her hair two weeks ago and he was still trying to get used to it. It was a brassy, reddish color that didn’t look good on her, not like the reddish auburn she used to color it.


  But that wasn’t his business and he wouldn’t say anything. She’d always tried to get him to dye the grey out of his hair, but that had never felt right to him. Yes, he was going prematurely grey, but there was still plenty of brown in his hair.


  He remembered a time just a few months ago when there would have been a happy smile on Eva’s face as she watched them together.


  Before he dropped the boom on her.


  “She hasn’t had dinner yet,” Eva told him as he stepped onto the porch. “I gave her a light snack about an hour ago, some carrot sticks and apple slices, to tide her over.”


  “Thanks. I appreciate that.” He set Laurel down and she ran into the house to get something. Friday nights were his “date” nights with Laurel. He would take her out to dinner, wherever she wanted, whatever she wanted, even on the one weekend a month she didn’t spend with him.


  “Sure.”


  In the initial weeks after their separation, it wasn’t uncommon for him to arrive on Friday nights to find Laurel falling sleep from a full tummy because Eva passive-aggressively fed her a large dinner shortly before he arrived, depriving him of that experience with his daughter.


  Eva’s excuse had been that Laurel was on a schedule and should eat on time, because it was cruel to make her wait and be hungry.


  When the counselor asked Eva why she couldn’t give Laurel a small, healthy snack, that had finally switched on his ex-wife’s mental lightbulb. The counselor finally got through to Eva that all she was doing was setting herself up long-term to hurt her own relationship with her daughter, and keeping herself locked in a cycle of pain.


  Eva had all of Laurel’s stuff ready to go and sitting inside the front door, a large rolling suitcase holding everything from clothes to Laurel’s favorite stuffed toy. Laurel had some clothes at his place, and he was slowly adding to her wardrobe there, but most of her stuff was still here.


  He realized Eva wore a necklace of dried macaroni elbows strung on blue yarn. He smiled. “Nice fashion statement.”


  Finally, the ghost of a smile. “Don’t laugh. All three of us match.”


  Laurel ran back to them and, sure enough, she had another necklace in her hands and had put one on. He bent down so she could drape it around his neck.


  “See, Daddy? We all match.”


  “Thank you, sweetheart. I love it.”


  “I know you can’t wear it to work because it would get messed up.”


  “I certainly don’t want to mess it up.”


  “Can we go have sushi tonight, Daddy?”


  “Sure. I was hoping you’d say that. I’ve been in a mood for sushi all day.”


  Eva wrinkled her nose. “Enjoy.”


  Eva had always hated sushi. Leo suspected that was another source of resentment, that he had something special to do with their daughter that she couldn’t take part in.


  The first time he’d taken Eva out for sushi when they were dating, she’d nearly puked on the table. But one night when Laurel was only three, she’d snarfed one of his rainbow roll pieces from a package of them he’d bought at Publix and brought home, and she’d been hooked ever since.


  Five minutes later, Leo had her stuff loaded and Laurel was safely belted into her booster seat in the backseat and chattering away about everything she’d done that day, catching him up since their phone call the evening before just ahead of her bedtime.


  No, life hadn’t turned out the way he’d thought it would, and yes, he would take full responsibility for his role in their divorce. He should have admitted to himself years earlier what was blatantly clear to him from a very young age.


  He was gay, and he hadn’t done Eva any favors by trying to suppress that side of himself.


  All it’d done was break Eva’s heart and destroy his family.


  Once they were seated in a booth at their favorite sushi restaurant, Laurel grabbed her pencil and order pad and started checking things off. He watched, amused. She had her favorites, and she always ordered way too much. Which was okay, because he had some of hers, and the leftovers made good breakfast for Saturday morning when they sat on the couch and watched her favorite shows before starting their day together.


  Tomorrow, after breakfast, he would take her to Mote Marine, one of her favorite places. So much so that he’d bit the bullet and purchased the annual family membership, which hit his budget, but saved him a lot of money in the long run. Laurel could spend hours looking at the exhibits and knew most of the sea turtles and other specimens by name. She was obsessed with the place.


  To the point that Laurel had actually started researching stuff on the iPad he’d given her, looking up the things she saw, and facts about Mote Marine. And they’d gone there so often they even knew some of the regular staff and volunteers by name.


  Even cooler, the staff and volunteers were remembering Laurel’s name, answering her questions, and sparking a fire for knowledge in his daughter that he hoped would never go out.


  Laurel finally handed the order pad to him. “There you go, Daddy.”


  He smiled. “Thank you, sweetheart.”


  “I really like it when we get sushi.”


  “I do, too.”


  “Mommy’s new boyfriend likes sushi, too.”


  He froze, his hand hovering over the order pad. Yes, he was gay.


  But he was a father. And Eva hadn’t mentioned anything lately about her dating someone. The last guy Eva had dated, Leo hated the asshole on sight but kept his mouth shut. Fortunately, that relationship had only lasted a few weeks before she broke up with the guy.


  Any guy Eva dated, who’d be hanging around Laurel, he wanted to know about.


  The converse wasn’t an issue because Leo hadn’t dated. There’d been two one-time encounters he regretted up at a resort in St. Pete—regretted because there was no emotional connection whatsoever—but dating hadn’t happened yet.


  The point being, if he was dating, he would make Eva aware of that fact. It was something they’d unofficially agreed to during their sessions with the counselor, not part of their actual divorce settlement.


  “He does, does he?” Leo commented.


  “He brought it with him once. Mommy won’t go out for it. She won’t buy it for me, either.”


  “Okay.” He tried to keep his tone noncommittal and forced himself not to quiz Laurel about the guy.


  Fortunately for Leo, six-year-olds could rarely keep things close to the vest. “She met him at work. He’s okay. He’s come over for dinner a couple of times. And one time he took us out to eat at a fish place.” Her nose wrinkled. “But they didn’t have sushi.”


  He fought the urge to laugh out loud. He could imagine how that conversation went. Laurel wasn’t a spoiled brat, but she was opinionated and didn’t hesitate to express those opinions.


  Something she inherited from him, he was glad to see.


  “His name’s Mark,” she added. “He’s divorced. He’s got a daughter older than me but she lives with her mom in New York.” She cocked her head at him. “You won’t move, will you, Daddy?”


  “Not that far away, no, sweetheart. Never.”


  Laurel, so far, had handled the divorce well. Maybe because she’d sensed the growing tension between him and her mom that led up to the actual final fight where’d he’d admitted to Eva he was gay. They’d never fought in front of her, and for the most part had kept any animosity away from her, putting on a good front for her benefit.


  The counselor assured them Laurel’s reaction was one of many “normal” and healthy possibilities. That at some future point she might rebel or act out, but she was likely enjoying the new peace between the two adults.


  And it wasn’t like he didn’t talk to Laurel every day, and see her several times a week, nearly daily.


  He even still had a key for the house, so that when Eva had to work night shifts, he could stay there with Laurel, rather than moving her to his apartment and then messing up her morning schedule.


  Yes, Eva had a key to his apartment, in case of emergencies.


  Laurel stared at the order pad. “Are you going to order some sushi, Daddy?”


  He realized that, for all this time, he’d been sitting there frozen in thought. “Yes, sweetheart. I’m going to order some.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Once Laurel was tucked in for the night, Leo went to the kitchen and grabbed a beer. He wasn’t a heavy drinker but tonight he needed one. He didn’t want to approach Eva out of the blue and ask about the new man in her life, but he also didn’t want her to start engaging in a pattern of dating without adhering to their agreement.


  Something else had started to seep in. What if Eva wanted to move one day? In their divorce agreement, he’d had it added that if one parent moved more than twenty miles away, the other parent would become the primary custodial parent, to prevent Laurel from being upended from her school and friends.


  Eva had readily agreed to it, even though Ed Payne, Leo’s attorney, had privately warned him that she could always challenge that stipulation later if she wanted to.


  I’ll have to deal with that if or when it ever becomes an issue.


  For now, he had plenty of legitimate issues to worry about without inventing any out of thin air.


  Like why had Eva been dating this guy for several weeks, including spending time with him with Laurel around, and not bothered to mention anything about him?


  Chapter Two


  


  Friday night, Jesse Morrow sat at a table in the middle of the social area at Venture and observed the ongoing rope scene with great interest. He enjoyed watching Kel suspend people. The guy was highly skilled. He could do artistic ties, as well as functional and fast ones, meaning someone just looking to fly could get up in the air in a few minutes, or if someone wanted an artistic tie for photo purposes, he could take far longer.


  Tilly slid into the chair next to him. “How you doing, kiddo?”


  He shrugged. “I’m okay.”


  She reached out and squeezed his hand. “You sure you don’t want me to go pay him a visit? I’d be more than happy to.”


  He finally smiled at her. “No, that’s okay. Besides, who would I get my masochistic fix from if you went to jail?”


  Tilly had sort of adopted Jesse after the very public and ugly dumping by his ex-boyfriend and Master nearly six months earlier.


  A public drama right in the middle of Venture’s dungeon, and a tantrum that got Jesse’s ex, Mario, permanently banned from Venture because Mario had tried to force Jesse to play with someone Jesse didn’t want to play with.


  When Jesse called red, Mario tried to overrule him. He told Jesse that since Jesse was a slave, he didn’t get safeword privileges.


  Cris, Ross, and Landry had their hands full trying to hold Tilly back to keep her from murdering the guy, while Tony and Derrick promptly escorted Mario out of the club and revoked his membership, earning him a lifetime ban.


  Mario had ordered Jesse to leave with him, or that it was the permanent end of their relationship.


  Jesse had told Mario to go fuck himself.


  And then all hell broke loose. At least, that was what it had felt like at the time. When Tilly learned that Jesse had just moved in with Mario the weekend before, and that it was Mario’s place, she’d led a cavalry of their friends, including the Collins brothers, to get Jesse moved that very night over to Kel’s apartment on the backside of Venture.


  Which was where he now lived.


  Probably a good thing they got his stuff out. If they hadn’t, Mario likely would have trashed it all, or kept it and not let Jesse have it. As it was, they’d somehow beaten Mario back there and the group effort had saved all of Jesse’s belongings.


  At the time, Jesse had been in too much shock to process everything. Now, with his emotional feet once again securely under him, he felt more sad than anything. The signs of emotional and mental abuse had been there throughout the six months they’d dated and he’d been collared to the guy, but as a gay man, he honestly had blown a lot of stuff off, attributing it to him being too sensitive. Mario was fifteen years older than his own twenty-eight. Surely he knew better than Jesse did.


  Wrong.


  So now Tilly played with Jesse, topping him just as a friend, nothing more. Landry and Cris had offered to top him, too, if he wanted. But Jesse knew it wouldn’t get weird with Tilly, and he didn’t want to risk falling for a guy he could never have as anything more than just a friend.


  On some nights Jesse played service sub to Tilly, getting her food or coffee or stuff like that if he or she wasn’t in the mood for impact play. He trusted her to never violate his limits or try to harm him.


  He’d be happy with all of that for now, until if—or when—he ever met someone else he wanted to play with. He would have no trouble getting laid if he wanted to, but he didn’t want to just fall into bed with anyone. That wasn’t his style. Not to mention the inherent risks there.


  “Did you…” Tilly let the question fall off and become absorbed by the ambient dungeon noises around them.


  “Yesterday. Neg.”


  “That’s good. Then I don’t have to kill the sonofabitch for that, either.”


  Another reason he’d held off getting sexually involved with anyone.


  He’d wanted to wait a full six months to make sure Mario hadn’t given him anything he could pass along. His doctor told him that with the three tests he’d had coming back negative, and the time frame involved, that it was likely he had no worries.


  At least, no worries that Mario might have given him HIV or something.


  With my luck, it’d more likely be Ebola.


  “Please don’t go to jail on my account,” he said. “We all know prison orange isn’t your color.”


  “True.” She sat back in her chair. “Besides, Landry and Cris say I’m too pretty for prison.” She grinned.


  That finally coaxed a laugh out of him. “Hey, if I wasn’t gay, and you were single, I’d do you.”


  “Aww, thank you. Although doing you would make me a cougar, and I don’t think I’m ready to acquiesce my age yet.”


  “I don’t think you can claim cougar status until at least after fifty. And I’m twenty-eight, so it’s not that big of an age gap between us.”


  “I like your logic.”


  Keith Knepp and one of his partners, Scott Gilroy, entered the dungeon through the office door. After glancing around, they spotted Jesse and Tilly and headed toward their table.


  “Mind if we join you?”


  “Not at all,” Tilly said. “How’s Noel feeling?”


  “Tired,” Scott said. “And sick of morning sickness.”


  “But everything’s okay?” Tilly asked.


  Keith smiled. “So far, the doc says the baby looks healthy.”


  “Good. When do we get to throw her a baby shower?”


  “Once she can sit through one without worrying about puking her guts up,” Keith said.


  Tilly’s nose wrinkled. “Ew. Yeah. Good call.”


  Jesse had been to a couple of the private Suncoast Society parties, one at Gilo and Abbey’s house, and one at Seth and Leah’s.


  But he’d heard stories about Tilly and Loren’s prowess in coming up with kinky party games. More like legends, if the people were to be believed.


  And he had no reason to doubt them.


  Keith suddenly focused on him. “Hey. Okay, dumb question, but would you mind if I invited you and another friend of mine over to our house for dinner one night next week?”


  Jesse shrugged. “Sure.” It wouldn’t be the first time some of his friends tried to play matchmaker. He definitely didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings, but none of the potentials people had tried fixing him up with had taken yet.


  Although one of the guys, he could now call a friend. They sometimes went out to dinner or to see a movie, but nothing romantic.


  He’d never say no to making new friends.


  “Awesome,” Keith said. “I’ll find out what his schedule is and let you know. Any night in particular better than another for you?”


  “Not really. I get off work every day at three, and work Monday through Friday.” Jesse was the assistant head groundskeeper at a local golf course. It wasn’t the richest-paying job in the world, but he had insurance, he got to work outside every day, and he was next in line when the head groundskeeper planned to retire in a couple of years after being there over thirty years.


  He’d take it.


  He didn’t have a college degree, so it wasn’t like he could afford to be choosy. At least in Sarasota, golf was a year-round pastime, meaning job security as long as he didn’t screw up.


  And he didn’t screw up. He’d even taken a master gardener course through the county’s extension office several years earlier, something his boss had taken into consideration when promoting him into the position. Jesse had been working there since high school, when he was sixteen and had started out part-time on weekends doing whatever was needed for the maintenance and grounds crew. After graduation, they’d given him a full-time job with a bump in pay. A couple of years later, he had benefits.


  There wasn’t anyone else working there, besides his boss, who knew more about that particular golf course—and golf course maintenance in general—than he did.


  He kept it to himself that he wasn’t fond of the sport of golf. Too boring for his tastes. He didn’t need to enjoy the sport to be good at his job, though.


  After chatting for a few more minutes, Keith and Scott got up to go play.


  Tilly turned to Jesse and arched an eyebrow at him. “Glad to see I’m not the only one trying to fix my friends up with people.”


  “It’s okay,” Jesse said. “I don’t mind if you guys do that. Just don’t get your feelings hurt if I don’t click with someone.”


  “No, we won’t.” She frowned.


  “What?” he asked.


  “I just wish I knew more single gay guys to try to fix you up with. There’s a noticeable lack in that department, now that I honestly look at it. FYI, make sure you keep that dinner date with Keith and the gang. Don’t let me hear you cancelled on them. You need to get out and meet more people.”


  “You realize you’re not responsible for my dating life, right?”


  She gently poked him in the arm. “I like seeing my friends get their happy-ever-afters. I don’t like it when things happen that I can’t fix for them.”


  “You’re a Taurus, aren’t you?”


  “How’d you guess?”


  He rolled his eyes. “Seriously?”


  “What, because I’m bossy?”


  “No. Well, yes, but not just because of that.”


  “Good thing I like you.”


  “I know. You have no idea how glad I am that you like me.”


  Her other eyebrow joined the first, arching skyward. “I’m not a dictator or a serial killer. Well, okay, maybe I’ll cop to the dictator label.”


  “No. I don’t mean that because of your tough-Domme rep. I appreciate having a friend like you in my life who gives a shit about others.”


  Her expression gentled. “That’s what true friends do. They give a shit about each other. They have each other’s backs. You’re practically family.”


  “I’d rather have you guys than my ‘real’ family,” he muttered.


  She slung an arm around his shoulders. “See? Another reason I couldn’t date you, even if I was single and you weren’t gay. You’re too much like the little brother I never had. That would just make things eww creepy.”


  “You’re married to a gay man. Why couldn’t you date me?”


  “Okay. I’ll concede that point.”


  “Wow. I know you really like me. You admitted you were wrong.”


  She held a finger up. “No, technically, I didn’t. Conceding a point isn’t an admission of wrongness.”


  “Where are your guys anyway?”


  “Home. They flew back from LA today and Landry didn’t feel like coming out. But I’m flying out to LA on Monday with Nick and Lucas and won’t be back for a couple of weeks, so I didn’t want to miss tonight.”


  He leaned against her, enjoying the feel of her arm around him. Not even remotely romantic in nature, just the joy of human contact. “What’s it like out there? I’ve never been.”


  Her brow furrowed. Finally, she said, “Imagine if Publix had an all-you-can-eat buffet located right in the middle of the store, and every item in the store was a BOGO.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Now imagine it’s the height of snowbird season, and they all had fifty-percent-off coupons on top of that.”


  “Yikes.”


  She nodded. “Exactly. Cutthroat to the max. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve met some pretty nice people out there, too, but a lot of people are simply looking for the angle to get what they want out of you. I understand now why Leigh wanted me to work with them.”


  “So you aren’t quitting?”


  “No. Sad to say everyone knew me better than I knew myself, in this case. I kind of enjoy playing gatekeeper and making Hollywood movers and shakers sit there and pitch their deals to me before I’ll even think about scheduling time for them with the gang.” That was how she referred to the poly triad of Nick, Lucas, and Leigh.


  “Sounds like your Domme skills are being put to good use.”


  “They are. I can be somewhat sadistic. Except, unfortunately, there are a couple of idiots who seem to enjoy it the bitchier I am to them when they annoy me. I think they’re closet masochists. Most people, I don’t have to get bitchy with. But a couple of them, they’re assholes until—ironically—I get bitchy with them.”


  “How does that work?”


  “The first idiot, when he called and talked to me for the first time, he demanded I put Leigh on. I promptly hung up on him. He called back and I hung up on him again. Leigh asked who it was and I told her. She told me to be ‘Tilly off-the-chain’ with him. So when he called back the third time—and I could see who it was because of caller ID—I told him to either tell me what the hell he wanted, or to quit wasting my time before I added his number to the blocked list. Boom, he was suddenly the sweetest guy. Weird.”


  “So the others are like that, too?”


  “Those weird ones, yes. Don’t get me wrong, most of the people I deal with are professional and polite.”


  “Makes me glad I’m a groundskeeper.”


  “Some days, I envy you,” she said. “Grass doesn’t flake out on you and reschedule a meeting fifteen times in the same damn afternoon.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Yeah. The last time, I told them that was the last time, that if they moved it again, I was canceling it for good.” She held up her other hand, thumb and first finger pinched together. “Okay, so that time, I was just a wee bit bitchy to them. But they deserved it.”


  He laid his head onto her shoulder. “Thank you for having a bitchy side. I appreciate you fighting for me when I wasn’t fighting for myself.”


  “No worries, kiddo. You make that mistake again, though, and you’re liable to get the bad kind of spanking from me.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It wasn’t too much later before Tilly called Jesse up to play. It was strictly impact and sensation play, no sensual aspect to it at all. Later, he would go home and rub one out in the shower while thinking about his sore ass and wishing it was a guy who’d given it to him.


  Landry had offered to top him, or volunteered Cris to do it, but Jesse preferred to play with Tilly. There was no chance of him accidentally slipping into the wrong emotional territory with her.


  He wasn’t so blind to his own shortcomings that he couldn’t see where he’d made a wrong turn with Mario. He’d started out as playpartners with the guy. Then he’d allowed Mario to do more sensual play with him, including in private, which quickly turned into full-on sexual play and sex.


  It had soon become difficult for Jesse to separate the play from his emotions. He’d found himself quickly manipulated into wearing a collar and moving in with Mario when he should have been protecting himself emotionally and mentally from the man.


  He wanted a partner, a Master. He wanted to be a slave. He wanted to hand over his heart and his trust to someone. He wanted someone he could trust enough to strip his soul bare to them and expose his vulnerability.


  He also didn’t want to lose himself in his vulnerability. Not again. The next man who captured his heart would have to be pretty damned special.


  Until then, he’d settle for a sore ass and some friend-zone aftercare cuddling with Tilly. He trusted her and knew she would never do anything to violate that trust.


  He also knew he could count on her for a figurative bonk on the head if he strayed off-course.


  By the time he left the club a little after midnight to walk around the building to the unit where the apartment was, he physically felt better, lighter. A good hard scene with Tilly always did that to him.


  It didn’t help his emotional outlook, but that was all on him, not her.


  After going upstairs and rubbing one out in the shower, he lay down in bed and closed his eyes, the faint bassline thump from the music in the club still filtering through the wall.


  Even through his loneliness, at least he now felt a peace he hadn’t since leaving home at eighteen. Making his own way had been his only option once his family disowned him. He’d spent a few months living with a friend and her parents before saving up enough for a tiny efficiency apartment in a decent complex.


  That was where he’d lived, alone, up until Mario walked into his life and all over his heart and trust.


  Never again.


  Kel had been willing to let him sign a one-year lease for this apartment, but Jesse asked for six months with the option to renew. He wanted to get back out to someplace else, someplace that was his.


  All he had to do was stay the course and hope to hell he didn’t screw up again.


  Chapter Three


  


  Leo and Laurel were standing in front of Mote Marine’s manatee tank Saturday afternoon when he felt his work cell phone vibrate in his pocket. He wasn’t at all shocked to see it was Keith Knepp.


  “Hope you’re not calling about that trailer,” Leo joked upon answering.


  Keith laughed. “Nope. As far as I know, he got over there safely. Listen, this isn’t a work thing. We’re having a friend over to the house for dinner next week and wanted to know if you could join us.”


  He glanced down at Laurel, whose attention was intently focused on Hugh and Buffett and how they were chowing down on romaine lettuce. She was taking pictures of them with her iPad. “Depends on what day. I’m only available on Thursday.”


  “Perfect! That’s when we were planning on it. Seven okay?”


  “Um, sure, but—”


  “Great, I’ll text you our address. Thanks!” Keith ended the call before Leo could reply.


  That left Leo staring at his phone.


  Well, shit.


  He was no dummy. He knew Keith was trying to set him up with someone. While Leo appreciated the gesture, he wasn’t exactly in a dating mood.


  He slipped his phone back into his pocket.


  Hell, I suppose it couldn’t hurt to have dinner with them.


  If nothing else, it would get him out of the house.


  Despite knowing he was slipping into a dangerously dull routine, he’d been reluctant to get out and try to meet anyone romantically. Not when Laurel was the center of his world. Yes, he was more than just a dad. He needed to be a happy, well-rounded person to be the best dad he could be to Laurel.


  Right now, he felt more like he was existing than living.


  Eva had Thursday off and was planning on taking Laurel to see Eva’s grandmother at the nursing home in St. Petersburg where the woman lived. There was little chance of Eva changing those plans at the last minute, and he didn’t want her to. Eva had always been close to her grandmother, and any chance Laurel got to spend with the woman would be good for all three of them.


  The problem was, when Leo finally did manage to meet someone he was interested in dating, he hoped they’d be able to accept him for who he was.


  Not just in the bedroom, either, but that he was, first and foremost, a father.


  No matter how much he loved someone, his little girl would always come first in his life.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jesse rolled over when his phone rang. Sleeping late on Saturdays and Sundays was his current favorite hobby. He was a little surprised to see it was Keith Knepp calling him.


  “Hello?”


  “How’s Thursday at seven?” Keith asked.


  “Huh?”


  “Dinner. Thursday at seven at my house?”


  Jesse squeezed his eyes shut and tried to wake up enough to focus. “Um…what?”


  “Dinner. Thursday. Seven. Just say yes, and I’ll text you the information.”


  “You’re channeling Tilly.”


  “I’m a Dom. It’s kind of what we do. I’ll take that as a yes. See you at seven on Thursday.”


  Jesse realized a moment later Keith had ended the call when his phone’s text tone went off in his ear, startling him.


  Their address.


  Okay, might as well accept it.


  He wasn’t a stupid subbie. If he didn’t let his friends try to fix him up, they’d only try harder. Or he’d accidentally hurt their feelings in the process of trying to get them to stop fixing him up.


  He put his phone back on the side table and tried to go to sleep. Keith knew he was a submissive. At work, sure, Jesse managed people and operations as part of his job. No problem.


  In his personal life, however, he wanted someone to take the reins. Especially in the bedroom. The play he engaged in with Tilly only satisfied a little of his masochistic and submissive side, just enough to keep him from making more stupid choices and jumping into another relationship.


  Keith knew all of that. About Mario and the bullshit. Hell, he’d been part of the emergency moving party.


  He wouldn’t fix me up with a vanilla guy.


  Jesse hoped.


  


  * * * *


  


  Leo and Laurel ate lunch at Mote, then hit the grocery store on the way home. Their routine was she picked a recipe during the week, from several he sent to her, for them to prepare together Saturday night. He loved cooking, and Laurel loved helping. This week, they were preparing lemon chicken breasts with fresh vegetables.


  He tried not to think about the early days with Eva, when he started teaching her how to cook. How he’d used activities like this to try to draw them closer together and edge out the whispers seeping up deep from the recesses of his brain.


  Whispers such as when watching a movie, how he often lusted after the leading man and not the heroine.


  How when he took control in bed—which was pretty much the only way he could perform with Eva—he would close his eyes and pretend she was a guy and not his wife.


  How the longer they were together, the more difficult it was for him to maintain the facade.


  Worse, Eva liked him being in charge in bed and it had understandably hurt and mystified her when he admitted that their sex life had been a chore for him, especially toward the end, even though it wasn’t her fault.


  Sure, some men might ask their wives to put on a strap-on and peg their ass, but it was about more than just physical parts or lack thereof. She’d sated his Dominant needs in the beginning, but he’d always held back with her. He’d had to or risk overwhelming her personality.


  Because she wasn’t a man, and sating his deepest, darkest fantasies with her wasn’t an option. Not without risking emotionally scarring her.


  No way would he do that to her.


  Eva needed someone who could be the husband she needed. Just like he needed a man he could truly be himself with.


  “I like helping you cook, Daddy,” Laurel said as she stood on a dining room chair and helped prep the chicken and veggies in the baking dish.


  “I like having you help,” he said.


  “Mommy doesn’t let me help cook very much,” she said.


  He bit his tongue against the first response he wanted to utter. “Mommy’s got a very busy schedule, sweetheart. Sometimes, you need to cut her some slack.”


  “You’re busy, too,” she said. “You let me help.”


  Because I treasure every second with you.


  “Mommy does the best she can,” he finally settled on.


  She looked up at him with blue eyes the color of his. “I wish you still lived with Mommy, but I know you’re happier now.”


  He blinked, startled at the conversation’s turn. Yes, the counselor had warned them about non sequiturs like this.


  “Why is that, sweetheart?”


  “You don’t frown anymore. Ashley’s mom and dad yell at each other all the time. I’m glad you guys don’t do that.”


  Ashley was her current BFF from daycare. The two girls had met in kindergarten last year, and would be attending the same elementary school in the fall. Both girls had tested high on the charts in terms of aptitude and reading, and would likely be in the same first grade class, one for more advanced students.


  “I’m glad we don’t do that, too. You know Mommy and I will always love you and be there for you, right?”


  “Yeah. I heard Mark ask Mommy if you were dating any guys. What did he mean?”


  He nearly choked on the piece of raw broccoli he’d snagged from the batch they were going to add to the baking dish.


  It means I’m going to beat the snot out of Mark.


  But that was not what he said when he finally got a few sips of water down his throat and stopped coughing.


  Laurel stood there, her blue gaze intent on him, waiting.


  He knew that determined look all too well. She wouldn’t stop asking the question unless or until he answered it. He could even tell her they weren’t going to discuss it, but she would keep bringing it up until they did.


  Wasn’t his first rodeo with the child.


  He’d had a couple of private sessions with the counselor, covering this exact scenario, but he’d hoped it’d be a while before he had to deal with it.


  “Well, sweetheart, people are all different. Some people are attracted to people of the opposite gender, and some—”


  “I saw on the news gay marriage is legal now. Are you going to get married? Can I be your flower girl?”


  Leo had never been shocked into silence before. But as he stood there, staring at his child and with his mouth agape, he realized he had been utterly blindsided by her yet again.


  If she’s this smart now, we are in a shitload of trouble when she’s older.


  “Um…what?”


  “Mommy had the news on one day and I saw a story about it. It was at the courthouse, and there were women marrying women and men marrying men. It looked like they were really happy. Will Mommy marry a woman even though she’s had boyfriends?”


  They were far down the rabbit hole. “Um…no. I…doubt it.” He needed to get control of this, and fast, before it spun into something he couldn’t deal with. “Sweetheart, look. Your mom and I will always love you and get along for you. I want your mom to be happy, and she wants me to be happy. Love takes a lot of forms—”


  “George Takei says it’s okay to be gay. I saw him on TV, too. He’s that guy from Star Trek. He looks a lot older now than he does on the show. Why is that?”


  Nope. Blindsided again.


  His mouth snapped shut on what he’d been about to say. One of the things he’d introduced Laurel to that Eva never had enjoyed was the original Star Trek TV show. As Laurel grew older, he planned on introducing his daughter to more TV shows he enjoyed in the sci-fi genre, but some of them were still a little too old for her to watch, even though when he did the math he’d been watching them at her age.


  Ah, the perspective that comes from parenting.


  He obviously wasn’t winning this conversation, no matter how he tried. She was like a greased pig cranked up on meth, and he was a one-armed, drunk redneck with a wooden leg and an eyepatch and stumbling around in a dark forest, trying to catch her.


  At least, that was what it felt like.


  “Yes, I’m gay,” he finally said. “That means I’m attracted to men instead of women. No, I’m not dating anyone right now, so it’s way too soon to be talking about marriage.”


  “Okay.” She went back to carefully placing each piece of vegetable in the baking dish.


  He waited, but…


  Apparently, that was it. She was satisfied now that she’d dropped him into a mental blender and hit puree.


  Frequently, he wondered if Laurel was smarter than him and Eva put together. He couldn’t help but suspect that sometimes Laurel brought up topics of conversation just to see what would happen.


  Like pulling a pin on a strange canister and lobbing it out into the middle of a field to see if it would smoke or explode.


  We are in sooo much trouble when she gets older.


  “Is the oven preheating, Daddy?”


  That shook him out of his spell. He checked. “Yes. It’s ready.”


  She smiled up at him. “I love helping you cook, Daddy.”


  “I love having you help me cook.”


  Although the conversation tonight had left him feeling shaken, not stirred.


  


  * * * *


  


  It wasn’t until after Laurel was safely in bed and asleep later that night that he collapsed on the couch in front of the dark TV and contemplated their earlier conversation.


  Laurel hadn’t brought it up again.


  He still felt pissed off that Eva had been discussing his personal life—what little she knew of it—with one of her boyfriends. Especially around Laurel.


  And especially with a boyfriend she hadn’t even bothered to mention to Leo.


  Despite knowing this wasn’t a good idea, he picked up his cell phone and dialed Eva.


  She answered on the second ring. “What’s up, Leo?”


  He bit back his first scathing response in lieu of, “Can we talk for a minute?”


  “Sure.” In the background on her end, he heard the TV mute. “What’s up?”


  “Are you alone?”


  “That’s none of your business.”


  “I want this discussion to be private between us.”


  She started to say something, sighed, then said, “I’m alone.” A resigned, sad tone.


  The kind of tone that made him hate himself for what he’d had to do to their family.


  Especially to Eva.


  He forced himself to remain quiet and gentle. “Laurel and I were talking while we cooked dinner.” He related the whole conversation, including Laurel overhearing Mark.


  When Eva finally responded, the rest of his ire faded. He also knew that tone quite well.


  “Leo, I’m really sorry. I didn’t think she heard him, and what she didn’t hear or see was me stomping on his foot and leaning in to whisper that it was not a topic of conversation I wanted to discuss, especially not with Laurel there. I’m so sorry.”


  Eva had never lied to him, that he was aware of. Not anything more serious than hiding birthday presents or spending a few dollars more on shopping than she’d meant to. Especially when he thought about the things she’d told him that she’d told no one else.


  He didn’t think she was lying to him now, either.


  “I’m not mad,” he assured her. “I just wanted to find out what happened.”


  “He was here for dinner the night that news story came on and Laurel started talking about it. She’s actually the one who brought it up to him, not me. I only told Mark you and I had amicably parted ways, and that I really didn’t want to discuss the whys in front of Laurel. He must have connected the dots.”


  That sounded exactly like something Eva would tell a guy. Her judgmental parents had metaphorically pounded it into her and her two sisters from an early age that you didn’t discuss family business with anyone. Not even family.


  Even secrets that shouldn’t be kept.


  “Okay.”


  “I’m really sorry,” she said. “I’ll have a talk with him and remind him about little pitchers and big ears and all that.”


  “Thank you.” It wouldn’t do any good to get angry with her. She wasn’t acting defensive about it, either, like she had about some things early on.


  “Did you guys have fun at Mote today?” she asked. Laurel had called her at lunchtime and briefly spoke to her.


  “Yeah. She took a lot more pictures of Hugh and Buffett.” Trying to have a normal conversation with Eva now felt weird and awkward. It hadn’t used to. Not until he’d moved out.


  “That’s good.” There was a brief moment he thought he might be able to parlay into an exit, but she spoke again. “Actually, I should tell you I probably won’t be seeing much of Mark in the future.”


  He hesitated, recognizing the blatant setup. She wanted him to ask, and he quickly weighed whether or not asking would get him off the phone faster.


  He finally settled on, “I’m sorry.” Noncommittal.


  “He’s okay, but a couple of times he’s made some snide comments and I really don’t want someone like that around Laurel. And now this.”


  He didn’t have to ask for clarification about what kind of snide comments, based on her tone.


  That was followed by another sad sigh. “You’re her father and she loves you. Hell, I still love you, dammit, and I’m not going to waste time on someone I have to play referee with all the time around you.”


  Now he felt guilty again. “Sorry.”


  “No, he told me about his divorce and how nasty it was. I should have seen that as a sign and steered clear of him. Fortunately, he works in a different department than I do, so I don’t have to see him every day.”


  “I just want you to be happy.”


  “I know. And I appreciate it. But I don’t think he’s the right guy for me.”


  He had no reply for that. Not a good one, anyway. “You’ll find the right guy for you.”


  He could barely hear her soft response. “I already did once. Goodnight, Leo.”


  He started to say goodnight when he realized she’d ended the call.


  He sat there with his phone in his lap and stared at it.


  Was this really worth it? Was it worth tearing Laurel and Eva apart just to make himself happy?


  Maybe I should think about going back to her.


  Closing his eyes, he threw his head back and took deep breaths. Yes, the counselor had warned him about regret. About making a bad decision because he felt guilty.


  No, short-term it might make Eva and Laurel happy, but at the expense of his own happiness. Which wouldn’t be good for any of them long-term.


  Resigned, he dragged himself off the couch and headed for bed.


  Chapter Four


  


  Saturday night, Jesse sat on his couch and watched a movie with the volume turned up a little louder than normal to drown out the faint sounds of music filtering through the wall from the club. That was the only drawback to this apartment. That, and no pool.


  But the club was only open Fridays and Saturdays, and occasionally for a non-play class or meeting during the week. And those didn’t disturb him at all.


  For the cheap rent and short drive to work, it was worth it. He was building his savings to hopefully afford a better apartment than he’d been living in before moving in with Mario, or maybe even a down payment on a short-sale house that needed rehabbing.


  Fortunately, he hadn’t handed over control of his bank accounts to Mario when they got together.


  Yet.


  Although Mario had made it clear that, as his slave, Jesse would have to hand over everything to him sooner or later. Preferably sooner.


  Jesse figured that he dodged a massive bullet with Mario. He was still mystified how he’d let himself be so quickly bamboozled by the guy.


  Never again.


  Rushing into a relationship was now verboten in his brain. Not to mention Tilly would set him straight if he forgot the harsh lesson he’d learned. He would take things slow and easy with the next guy.


  That was the thought that spun him back to Keith’s call earlier. Dinner at seven on Thursday. He wondered what kind of guy Keith was setting him up with. He thought about calling the man back and outright asking but then decided that might make him look needy and desperate.


  Not that it mattered. He had no plans to get involved with anyone. A new friend? Sure. That would always be welcomed.


  But he needed a longer reset period before he let himself fall in love again, and he definitely wasn’t interested in anonymous sex or a quick one-time fling.


  He’d waited this long. He could wait a little longer.


  


  * * * *


  


  Early Monday morning, Jesse was handing out work assignments to the grounds crew when his boss, Tom, walked in and stood at the back of the gathering. Jesse finished up, asked if there were any questions or clarifications, and then dismissed the crews to get started.


  Tom tipped his head toward his small, air-conditioned office in the back of the large equipment barn. Jesse followed, curious. It was only six in the morning, and Tom usually didn’t come in until seven, with Jesse handling the morning procedures.


  Tom flipped on the lights and took his seat behind the desk. “Close the door, would you?”


  Jesse felt his stomach tighten as he did. When he turned, Tom was smiling. “Sorry, this isn’t a bad conversation.”


  The breath whooshed out of Jesse as he laid the clipboard on Tom’s desk and scrubbed his face with his hands. “You spooked me, boss.”


  “Sorry. I wanted to ask you something.”


  “Yeah?”


  “What are your long-term plans?”


  “Huh?”


  “You planning on sticking around here a while?”


  “That was my thought, yeah. Why?”


  Tom leaned forward and templed his fingers. “This is to be kept strictly confidential for now.”


  “Oookay.”


  “The owners of the golf course are investing in two more. One here in Sarasota and one up in Bradenton. Their goal is to get them up to snuff to draw in some big tournaments.” He rubbed the thumb and fingers of his right hand together. “Big money, big sponsors. You’re looking at the new supervisor for all three facilities.”


  The implications started Jesse’s pulse racing. “Yeah?”


  “Yeah. That means a promotion for me, and a promotion for you. But there’s a catch.”


  His heart sank. Wasn’t there always a catch? “What?”


  “They prefer someone with a degree take over my job.”


  “You don’t have one.”


  “They didn’t have degrees for this when I started. But there’s good news.”


  “Okay?”


  “They’re willing to pay for you to get your degree. FGCU has a course. But you need to sign a contract with the company to work for them for a minimum of five years after completing your degree. Once you get your degree, you’d be helping me with all three facilities until I retire. Then you’d be taking over my job. As supervisor for all three facilities.”


  “I’ll do it.”


  Tom smiled. “Don’t want to take time to think about it?”


  “What’s there to think about? I’m guaranteed a job for the next several years and I’ll be paid to go to school? That’s a no-brainer.”


  “Good. Then I’ll let them know. I’ll work with them on figuring out the school situation. We might have to juggle your schedule around some depending on classes. Might mean I need you to work some weekends.”


  “I don’t care.” Excitement filled him. “This is my career we’re talking about. It’s worth it.”


  Not like he had much of a personal life anyway at the moment. With Tilly’s crazy schedule, he was sure he could meet up with her at her house to play on a weeknight or something when she was in town. They’d done that before, too.


  Tom extended a hand to him. “Excellent. Glad to know when I finally do retire that I’ll be leaving the operation in capable hands.”


  Jesse shook with him. “I won’t let you down.” Even better, he wasn’t involved with anyone who would complain about his new, hectic schedule.


  “I don’t expect you will.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Leo knew he wouldn’t be able to get out of the Thursday night dinner when he had to stop by the marina Wednesday to do a job. Keith soon showed up to talk to him.


  “Still on for tomorrow night, right?”


  Leo tipped back the visor of his welding helmet. “You realize I’m only looking for dinner, don’t you? I’m not exactly in a position to get hooked up right now.”


  “Just dinner,” Keith said with a knowing smile. “You need some new friends, and Jesse needs some new friends.”


  Leo’s gaze narrowed. “It can’t be that easy.”


  “I’m not going to deny it’ll give me a giggle if the two of you hit it off. But he’s not expecting anything except dinner, so don’t worry.”


  Leo dropped his visor and continued his weld. “Good,” he said. “Because my free time right now is spent with Laurel.”


  “You need adult interaction, too.”


  “I didn’t say that I didn’t.” He knew Keith still stood there. “What should I bring, anyway?”


  “Just yourself. We’ve got it under control.” Keith finally walked away.


  Yes, he could use some new friends.


  The unspoken subtext being gay male friends.


  Of which, counting Keith, he currently had one, to the best of his knowledge.


  Although he still wasn’t sure how that worked, since one of Keith’s partners was actually Noel, who was married to Scott, who was Keith’s other partner.


  Not that it was any of his business.


  Leo then wondered how many other people knew about him being gay. It wasn’t exactly knowledge he spread around. Not that he was in the closet, but he didn’t flaunt it, either. He wanted to keep the peace as much as possible around Laurel and Eva. They’d told their mutual friends—and Eva’s judgmental family—that the divorce was due to them growing apart.


  He confided in very few people the facts about their situation. Considering many of their mutual friends had remained friends with both him and Eva, he hoped that meant she hadn’t been telling many people, either.


  With her upbringing, he suspected she hadn’t, the issue with Mark notwithstanding.


  I need to suck it up and move on. Maybe if I move on, Eva will move on.


  He suspected she still held out hopes for an eventual reconciliation. He didn’t want to be a total stone-cold dick to her, but he also needed to walk a careful line not to give her false hopes, either.


  Maybe making friends and showing her he was trying to move on would help her do the same. He hadn’t said anything to her about his two encounters. It had been after they’d separated and he’d filed for divorce.


  He also didn’t want to rub salt in her wounds, or make her angry.


  Besides, those two men never even heard about Laurel, much less came anywhere close to being in contact with her. They hadn’t even known Leo’s last name, or him theirs. He’d gone up there on two different Saturday nights, during particularly stressful times when Eva was fighting him on custody issues. He’d wanted to blow off some steam.


  The results of those encounters still unsettled him to the point he knew he’d never repeat them. He didn’t like the secrecy it implied, the lack of connection. The anonymity.


  Hell, he and Eva had been dating for well over a month before he even made out with her. She hadn’t been the first woman he’d dated or slept with.


  Although she would be the last.


  


  * * * *


  


  Even though Keith had insisted Leo didn’t need to bring anything, on his way home to shower and change, Leo stopped by the store Thursday night and picked up a couple of bottles of ginger ale for Noel. The good stuff, not the discount store brand, either.


  When Eva was pregnant with Laurel, it had been one of the few things to offer her any relief from her morning sickness. Fortunately for Eva, that had only lasted a few weeks, and mostly in the mornings.


  When he arrived five minutes early, there were four cars parked in the driveway, meaning he had to park along the street. He’d hoped to get there before the other guy and settle in, but apparently he was as much a stickler for being on time as Leo was.


  What’d he say the guy’s name was? Jesse. That was it.


  Leo didn’t have any kind of preconceived notions when he approached their front door and knocked. He didn’t want to get his hopes up in any way, shape, or form.


  This was just dinner. Nothing but dinner.


  Just meeting a new friend.


  Hopefully.


  That was his goal, anyway.


  Keith answered the door with a smile. “Great! You’re right on time. Come on in.”


  “I brought this for Noel.”


  She appeared in the dining room doorway. “Oh, awesome! Thank you!” She started to take them from him, but Keith swooped in and took them.


  “No, you don’t. I’ll take them. You go sit down.”


  “But, Sir—”


  He arched an eyebrow at her and that was all it took for her to back down.


  Leo wouldn’t deny the authoritative tone in Keith’s voice thickened his cock.


  And that she’d called him Sir.


  She stuck her tongue out at Keith, but gave Leo a smile. “Come on in and meet Jesse.” She led the way into the living room where another man stood at their entrance.


  If Leo’s cock had been mildly interested before, now it was in full-on wide-awake mode. The man looked to be about four inches shorter than his own six one, and while in shape, he was slender, lithe. His dark brown hair was trimmed short and neatly styled, and his tan bespoke of hours working outside, most likely.


  And his eyes…


  Eva had sweet brown eyes.


  This man had gorgeous mocha eyes he couldn’t help but imagine what they’d look like as he fed his cock down the man’s throat…


  He hoped where he stood behind the couch hid his erection. “Hi,” Leo said, extending his hand over the back of the couch. “Leo Cooke.”


  The man smiled as he shook with him. “Jesse Morrow. Nice to meet you.”


  “Yeah. Same here.”


  Boy, howdy.


  “Come on in and have a seat,” Noel said, waving her hands at the couch and chairs.


  Leo walked around the far end of the couch, hopefully allowing him to conceal the fact that he had to adjust his shorts in the process. Dammit, now he wished he hadn’t gone commando, but he was down to his last clean pair of underwear and hadn’t felt like doing laundry that night. He’d planned on doing it late tomorrow night, and wanted the briefs for work.


  Maybe this won’t be as uncomplicated a meal as I thought it’d be.


  


  * * * *


  


  Keith had described Leo to Jesse, but Jesse hadn’t been expecting the guy to look so hot. Yes, his brown hair was liberally peppered with grey, but his face didn’t look that old. Even hotter, that the guy hadn’t tried dying his hair.


  And his eyes. Holy cow, gorgeous blue eyes that hardened his cock like iron. Leo was taller than him by a few inches. Built beefier, too. Not fat, but fit. Broad shoulders tapering to narrow hips.


  Jesse had always been a sucker for a guy who could make him feel like he could swallow him up in his arms. That had been one of the things about Mario that had hooked him so fast.


  The guy picked the armchair at the far end of the couch, but at least it allowed them to see each other while they talked.


  Jesse liked what he saw so far.


  With more than a little deft conversational tangoing by Noel, he quickly learned Leo was forty-two, a Sarasota native, a self-employed welder, in the process of divorcing his wife, and had a six-year-old daughter. Likewise, Leo was given Jesse’s 411.


  Although Jesse’s life, in comparison, was sad and boring.


  “Your whole family disowned you?” Leo asked.


  “Pretty much. My parents insisted it was a phase. When I insisted it wasn’t, they told me I could either get over this ‘gay nonsense,’ as they called it, or move out.” He shrugged. “So I moved out. My oldest brother, Jason, he’ll at least talk to me. He doesn’t agree with me, but he wasn’t a total dick about things. He doesn’t tell my parents or my other brother that we still have contact with each other. He doesn’t want them getting pissed off at him.”


  “It’s pretty cool news about your job, though,” Noel said.


  “Yeah, I was really floored when my boss told me. It’s a big step up. Going to be a lot of work, but it’ll pay off.” At least in this way he didn’t have to feel less-than. He had a career, and it was more than being a glorified gardener.


  “Dinner is served,” Keith announced from the doorway. Scott had been helping him in the kitchen, apparently.


  Leo stood and offered Noel a helping hand up off the couch. “Thanks,” she said. “That’s getting a little more difficult every day.”


  “Eva got to the point by her sixth month where she sort of had to roll over onto her side to get up off the couch or out of bed by herself,” Leo said.


  “Yeah, everyone keeps warning me of that.” She looked at Jesse. “Remember how big Leigh got toward the end? She said she was sure she had twins in there, but nope. Just one.”


  “She was enormous,” Jesse said, then realized Leo had no idea who she was. “Sorry. One of our friends from the club.”


  “Club?” Leo asked.


  They’d made it into the dining room, but Scott and Keith had caught Jesse’s last comment. The three of them froze, and Jesse realized he’d committed one of the massive faux pas of BDSM.


  The first rule of BDSM is we don’t discuss BDSM in front of vanillas.


  “I–I’m sorry,” Jesse stammered, mentally kicking himself in the ass.


  “No, it’s okay,” Keith said, indicating everyone should sit. “It would have come out eventually tonight.”


  “What would?” Leo asked, taking a seat across from Jesse.


  Keith smiled. “Leo, there’s a small thing about us that you aren’t aware of, beyond our poly triad household. Noel and Scott aren’t just my partners. They’re my collared slaves. I’m their Master. We’re all into BDSM.”


  Chapter Five


  


  Leo’s mind spun. “BDSM? Like that Fifty Shades stuff?”


  The other four burst out laughing. “Yes and no,” Keith said. He pointed toward Jesse. “Jesse is a submissive. Not my submissive, and we don’t play together, but he’s single and, like I said, he’s looking to make new friends the way you are.”


  “I…I honestly don’t know what to say.”


  Keith’s smile faded. “I hope you don’t think any less of us for this.”


  “No. I mean…” Leo swallowed hard. “You do this in real life?”


  Yes, on his two visits to the resort in St. Pete he’d seen leathermen, but considering he hadn’t been part of the gay leather scene, he knew nearly as much about it as he did brain surgery.


  Meaning absolutely nothing.


  “Yes, we do,” Keith said. “Obviously, Noel’s not getting to play nearly as much as she’d like with her pregnancy and morning sickness issues, but she still serves me in other ways that I feel won’t harm her or our baby.”


  This felt…weird. Like he’d been dropped into an X-rated after-school special. “People really…” He didn’t know where to go from there or what to say.


  Jesse smiled from across the table. “I’m a bottom. A submissive to the right person. I like being controlled, strict bondage and domination. Impact play. And in bed, I don’t want to be in charge.”


  Leo’s cock thickened again. He was grateful to be seated so it wasn’t visible. He’d managed to corral his unruly member somewhat during their pre-dinner talk, but now that they’d ended up on this topic, his cock wanted to hear more.


  A lot more.


  Keith cocked his head. “Well?” he asked Leo. “Or did my instincts totally deceive me?”


  Leo slowly shook his head. “I…I guess I didn’t realize it was a thing.” He felt his face heat. “If I say something, can you all promise it never leaves this room?”


  Keith’s expression turned serious. “Absolutely.”


  Leo took a deep breath. “Toward the end of my marriage, when I knew I had to divorce Eva, the only way I could even think about performing was by being totally in charge in bed. Which was okay, because she’d liked that. But I had to fantasize about guys the whole time. About…doing things.”


  Jesse looked hopeful. “Spankings?”


  Leo nodded.


  “Tying them up and doing whatever you wanted to them?” Noel helpfully suggested.


  Leo nodded.


  Scott wore an evil grin. “Putting him on his knees with his hands clipped behind him and forcing him to suck your cock before you fuck his ass?”


  Leo knew his face had to be red, but he nodded.


  Keith chuckled and reached over to touch Scott’s shoulder. “I told you I’d do that to you later, boy,” he gently said before ruffling Scott’s hair.


  “Exactly what kind of club are we talking about?” Leo asked.


  “Venture,” Keith said. “It’s a BDSM club in town.” He nodded toward Jesse. “And that’s how we know Jesse.”


  Maybe Leo would have to rethink how fast he wanted to move with this man. Now that it was sinking in the man seated across the table from him enjoyed receiving the kinds of fantasies that he’d resorted to for keeping his own cock hard while with Eva, he was starting to realize the potential.


  “You like…that?” Leo asked Jesse.


  Jesse grinned. “Nothing I love better than going to sleep with a well-beaten ass. Other than going to sleep with a well-beaten and well-fucked ass.”


  Fuck…me…


  Keith grinned. “So, Leo. It would seem you might be more interested in making a new friend than you previously thought you were before, am I right?”


  Leo nodded, now unable to take his eyes off the younger man before him. Jesse was twenty-eight, but Leo would have guessed he was older from the way he comported himself. The guy had a stable job, plans for his future, was a hard worker.


  He was also hot as fuck.


  “After dinner,” Keith said, “I’ll show you our playroom.”


  “Playroom?” Leo didn’t pull his gaze from Jesse’s gorgeous brown eyes. The harder Leo looked, now he spotted little flecks of amber in them.


  “Home dungeon. Nothing fancy, and we can’t keep it set up all the time, but I can show you a few things once we finish eating.”


  “Okay. Thanks.”


  Jesse’s smile widened. “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t mind breaking in a new Top. Especially a guy as hot as you.”


  Leo’s gut clenched in the good way. In a way it…well, never had before.


  Ever.


  Leo wanted to drag this guy to a bedroom right now, put him on his knees, dig a fist into his hair, and fuck his mouth hard and fast until Jesse’s lips were swollen and he had sucked Leo’s balls dry.


  Aaannnd now his cock was really hard. Throbbing. Aching.


  “I think you rendered him speechless, Sir,” Noel playfully said as she picked up her glass of ginger ale and took a sip.


  Leo nodded.


  


  * * * *


  


  Holy crap.


  Jesse wasn’t one to top from the bottom. He hated that. He preferred to get his hard limits stated and out of the way and trust his Top not to violate them.


  But this guy…this guy had never been into BDSM before. This man had the potential to be the Dom of Jesse’s dreams. He could enlist his friends to help the man learn safe, fun ways of playing.


  They could explore things together. It wasn’t often Jesse got to teach a Dominant new tricks.


  As dinner wore on, Jesse found himself quickly and dangerously tipping into a very strong attraction for the man. Leo asked a lot of questions, good questions, the kind a reasonable person should ask.


  Every question led to another, and another, taking them down the rabbit hole and into the depths of BDSM until Leo finally sat back and laughed.


  “Honestly? I thought the conversation I had with Laurel last weekend was the weirdest of my life and would never be topped. And now…this.”


  “What conversation was that?” Noel asked.


  Leo recounted a story about his daughter asking if her mom was also going to start dating women. “So here I am, standing there, shocked. What was I supposed to say? ‘No, Mommy and Daddy both like the peen?’ I don’t think so.”


  Leo pointed at Noel, who unsuccessfully tried to hide her snickers behind her hand. “Just wait. This is the kind of stuff you three have to look forward to in a few years. Maybe not that, but enjoy.”


  She dropped her hand but she still wore a playful smile. “Sorry. I can just imagine that conversation, though, and how you must have looked.”


  “I am sooo not prepared for all of this,” Leo said. “Hell, I’m still learning to figure myself out as a gay man, and now you guys tell me that not only am I not alone in the things I thought were wrong for all of these years, but I’m actually normal and on the mild end of the scale.”


  “That pretty much sums it up,” Noel said. “I can’t speak authoritatively about the gay man stuff,” she said, “But you’re embarking on the wackiest and most fulfilling journey of your life at this point. Finding the real you and what’s going to make you truly happy.”


  “What are you doing tomorrow night?” Keith asked. “We can meet you over at the club. Fridays are usually a little less crowded.”


  “Date night with Laurel,” he said, “but this is her mom’s weekend to have her. I’ll be free Saturday night.”


  “Scott has to work Saturday night,” Keith said, “but I can meet you and Jesse over there.”


  “And me,” Noel added, with an adorable pout shot Keith’s way.


  “Maybe,” Keith said. “If you feel up to it.”


  “Oh. True. I’m a definite maybe,” she said.


  Then Leo’s cell rang. After glancing at it, he rose. “Sorry. I’ll be right back.” He was answering it as he walked out of the dining room and toward the living room.


  Noel leaned in. “Well?” she whispered.


  Jesse tried to stay noncommittal. “I just met him. Yeah, he seems like a nice guy. I’m definitely attracted to him.”


  “He’s a recently out and virgin Dom,” Keith softly joked. “You don’t get them much rarer than that.”


  After a couple of minutes, Leo returned, a smile on his face. “Sorry. Nightly call with Laurel.”


  “That’s great that you can talk to her every day,” Jesse said.


  “Yeah. There’s been some tension between her mom and me, understandably. Eva isn’t happy this is happening and is trying to stall the divorce.” He slipped his phone back into his pocket and retook his seat.


  Jesse felt a little guilty about what might be perceived as pressuring the guy earlier. “You know, we don’t have to go to the club Saturday night if you don’t want to. We could grab dinner or a movie or something.”


  Leo snorted. “It’d be nice to see something that wasn’t put out by Pixar or Disney for a change,” he said. “Not that I mind those movies, but I can’t tell you how many times I’ve seen Finding Nemo and Cars. Too many times to count.”


  “Just keep swimming,” Jesse teased. “I actually love those kinds of movies. The animation fascinates me.”


  “Yeah.” Leo looked up, locking gazes with Jesse. Those gorgeous blue eyes of Leo’s hardened Jesse’s cock.


  He wanted to drop to his knees right there and—


  Whoa. Wait. Slow, remember? Go slow.


  “So what does it take to get into this club?” Leo asked. “Do I need to know a secret handshake or something?”


  Jesse smiled. “Nope. Just money and a photo ID.”


  “Jeans and a button-up shirt are fine,” Keith said, anticipating the next most commonly asked question by a newbie.


  


  * * * *


  


  Leo couldn’t believe he was actually thinking about doing this.


  More, he couldn’t believe the visceral attraction he already felt toward Jesse. Whether it was loneliness or hormones or the revelation that there really were people out there like him who wanted the same things he wanted, he didn’t know.


  Part of him didn’t care.


  Part of him wanted to sling caution to the wind and say fuck it and go for it.


  The other side of him, the father, struggled to rein in horny, hormonal Leo and keep him on a painfully short leash.


  “What time?” Leo asked.


  “Well, we frequently go out to dinner with several friends in the lifestyle first,” Keith said. “Sigalo’s. Know where that is?”


  “Yeah, I’ve been there before. You mean friends who are kinky, too?”


  “Yes. Might be a good way to ease your toe into the BDSM pool before we get to the club. That way, you’ll already know several people before we even get there.” Keith shrugged. “Or you might decide by the time dinner’s over that it’s not your thing and part company with us for the night. That’s cool, too.”


  “No, I think I’d like to go. Do they allow sex?”


  Jesse grinned. “No, just some sexy kinds of play. It’s not a sex club.”


  “Now I’m confused.”


  “You’ll have to see it to understand,” Keith said. “Lots of sexy kinds of play can be done without it actually being sex.”


  By the time they finished dinner, showed Leo a few things in their home dungeon, and sat around and talked for another couple of hours, it was after ten and Jesse needed to go home. He had to get up early in the morning for work.


  Leo waited until Jesse had left to turn to Keith. “So you’re not just fixing me up with a gay guy, but a kinky gay guy?”


  Keith wore a knowing smirk. “I’ve been doing this long enough, I’m pretty good at reading people.” His smirk faded. “Jesse’s a good guy. He went through a rough patch with a creep and is rebuilding his life. I know you have your priorities straight—no pun intended. I think the two of you might be a good match. As friends if nothing else.”


  “Maybe.”


  “It looked like to me there were sparks flying between you two.”


  “What time Saturday at Sigalo’s?”


  “Seven.” He clapped Leo on the shoulder. “You won’t even have to pass the Tilly test, but June will be there, I believe, and so will Eliza. They’re just as good.”


  “The what?”


  Noel giggled. “You’ll have to wait and see.”


  “Is this something kinky?”


  “Nope, just a very tightly knit group of friends who are like family to us.” He draped one arm around Noel’s shoulders, and one around Scott’s. “Closer than family.”


  After saying his good-nights, Leo headed out, deep in thought as he returned to his apartment.


  What the hell am I thinking?


  Was he really going to do this?


  Instead of going to bed, like he’d planned, he fired up his laptop and researched the club. Yes, Venture had a website, a calendar, and a list of classes. The annual membership wasn’t very expensive at all, and neither were the door fees.


  They had educational articles on their site, too. By the time he realized he was yawning and barely able to keep his eyes open, he was startled to find it was after midnight.


  Shit.


  He needed to be in the shop at seven in the morning to get an early scheduled job knocked out.


  But as he laid there in bed—alone—he realized his cock had other plans. Closing his eyes, he started stroking himself, now able to conjure Jesse’s face in his mind instead of a random hot celebrity or some guy he’d happened to notice in a store.


  The sound of Jesse’s voice.


  Imagining bending him over the bed and reddening his ass before he fucked it, hard, fast, viciously—


  The force of his orgasm, as well as its sudden arrival, startled him. As he lay there with his softening cock in his hand and cum drying on his abs, he realized something.


  He absolutely did want to see Jesse again.


  Chapter Six


  


  Laurel wanted sushi again on Friday night.


  Leo didn’t mind. As he started to take Laurel out to his car, Eva stopped him.


  “We don’t really have anything planned for tomorrow night. You…could come over for dinner, if you want.”


  Shit.


  He’d actually spent all day excited about tomorrow night, getting to see Jesse again.


  On the other hand, he absolutely did not want to ditch his daughter. Especially when Eva was clearly making an effort to be civil.


  If he had a third hand, however, he’d be stupid not to take Eva’s motivations into account. The last time he’d let her talk him into dinner at the last minute like this, she’d managed to get four glasses of wine into him before he realized it and he’d ended up spending the night in the guest room because he couldn’t drive.


  And Eva had been particularly bitchy to him for the next couple of weeks, after failing to talk him into sleeping in the bedroom with her.


  In what had been their bed.


  With her.


  He wasn’t an idiot.


  “Um, I can come over, but I already made plans yesterday with some friends from one of the marinas I do a lot of work for. I’m meeting them for dinner at seven. I can come over about four. Would that be okay?”


  He could still spend time with Laurel, and it would give Eva a strong hint that he was starting to move on in some ways.


  Eva did a good job trying to hide her disappointment, he’d give her credit for that. “Oh. I thought you were coming over to mow tomorrow.”


  “I am. In the morning. I was going to go home after, though.”


  She looked down at the ground. “You could bring your clothes and shower here. Just stay here all day. We’ll grill hotdogs for lunch.”


  Shit.


  “We could go swimming, Daddy!” Laurel piped up.


  Great. Way to help out Daddy, sweetheart.


  He couldn’t say no without hurting their feelings. “Okay, but then I need to leave earlier. I have to do laundry.” He’d actually found a clean but ratty pair of briefs in the back of his drawer, and had once again procrastinated laundry.


  Eva brightened a little. “Bring it with you. I’ll do it for you.”


  The laundry room at his complex would be busier than shit on a Saturday, too.


  He knew when to put up the good fight and when to capitulate. “Okay. Thank you.” It would mean a day spent with Eva trying to coax him into sliding back into their usual routine, and likely getting her feelings hurt when she couldn’t talk him into staying all night.


  Unfortunately, with Eva standing before him, compared to the fire he’d felt burning in his belly—and his cock—over Jesse and barely knowing the guy, he knew he had to stand firm.


  He could never be what Eva needed, even if she thought he was and could.


  The easy path would be to let her talk him into staying, let her talk him into bed, pretend she was Jesse and make love to her, and let her talk him into dropping the divorce and come home to be a family again.


  Written all over her face, that plan was one he had expected for a long time and was surprised it’d taken her this long to try again.


  Unfortunately, he knew he had to walk the difficult path. Difficult for now, at least. He could only hope Eva would soon meet a nice guy who wasn’t a dick to her and Laurel, and then Eva would finally start her true, deeper healing.


  He got Laurel into the car, buckled her into her booster seat, and they headed off to sushi.


  “Daddy, are you going on a date tomorrow night?”


  His gaze flicked to the rearview mirror and back onto the road again. “No, I’m going out with several friends I don’t usually get to spend time with, sweetheart.”


  Technically, none of that was a lie.


  Keith, Noel, and Scott were, sort of, friends. As was Jesse.


  And he usually didn’t get to spend time with any of them.


  She didn’t need to know he’d only met Jesse for the first time the night before.


  Once they were at their table and Laurel was busy checking items off the order pad, he felt his phone buzz.


  He pulled it out and spotted a text from Jesse.


  Looking forward to tomorrow night. :)


  His heart raced, pounding.


  No, he’d never felt like this when dating Eva. Not even when he’d thought he was madly in love with her.


  Not for any other woman he’d ever dated, either.


  Leo replied.


  Me too.


  They’d just put their order in when Jesse responded.


  :)


  Fortunately, at that point Laurel was too busy going through her iPad and pictures she’d taken last Saturday at Mote to notice him checking his phone.


  No, he wasn’t going to delude himself into thinking he’d just met the love of his life.


  What he had now, however, was hope that feeling like this about Jesse meant even if things eventually didn’t work out between the two of them, he could find someone else to feel this way about.


  A feeling he’d never felt before, about anyone.


  It reaffirmed his convictions that this—the divorce—had been the right decision after all.


  It also gave him a reason to stand strong tomorrow in the face of whatever tactics Eva might try to use on him to get him to stay.


  Determination to see this through to the very likely bitter end.


  


  * * * *


  


  He sent the leftovers inside with Laurel for her to put them in the fridge there. If he was coming over early in the morning anyway, he could have breakfast with her, leftover sushi, like they did when she stayed with him.


  He knew Eva couldn’t afford a lawn service and he needed to leave a little cushion in his own budget. Besides, mowing the lawn kept Eva reasonably happy and gave him more time to spend with Laurel.


  It wasn’t a sacrifice.


  After hugging Laurel goodnight, he thought he might make a clean escape when Eva spoke up. “If you wanted, after you go out with your friends tomorrow, you could come back here.”


  He prayed she didn’t hear his sigh. He’d still held out a little hope that maybe he’d been wrong about Eva’s motivations for tomorrow.


  “I don’t think that would be a good idea,” he said. “That would be really confusing for Laurel, don’t you think?” He tried to channel the counselor, things she’d told them. “I don’t want her to get her hopes up like that just to hurt her again.”


  Left unsaid, that he knew it was more Eva’s hopes he’d be getting up.


  He held his breath until she finally nodded. He thought maybe he’d escaped this encounter—barely—unscathed.


  “You’re right,” she quietly said. She turned to go, then stopped. “Just for the record, I’ve never had anyone stay overnight, except you that time.”


  She slipped inside and closed the door before he could respond.


  Dammit.


  Tomorrow there would likely be an icy chill in the air as Winter Storm Eva set up shop until she finally got it out of her system.


  He chastised himself for the uncharitable thoughts. Yes, she had issues of her own. Plenty of them.


  Which was why he was doing his best to be patient with her.


  That was okay. Laurel already had expectations of him being there for most of the day, he’d get to spend time with his daughter, and he could do his laundry without having to babysit it or worrying about it disappearing from the washers or dryers.


  He’d take the win.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jesse laid in bed, wide awake and slowly stroking his hard cock. He couldn’t get Leo’s gorgeous blue eyes out of his mind.


  And Leo’s body. How he’d had to look up to say goodnight to him when he’d left Keith’s house.


  Imagining how it’d feel to have those arms wrapped around him.


  Or Leo holding onto his head and fucking his mouth.


  Yes, he’d even rubbed one out in the shower that morning before work. Practically unheard of for him at that time of morning.


  All night long, he’d dreamed about Leo and things he wanted to teach the man to do to him.


  Quit getting your hopes and expectations up. You don’t even know for sure he’ll like BDSM once he gets into it. Or he might turn out to be a total douche. You only spent a couple of hours with him last night.


  But what great hours they’d been. They had a lot in common in terms of movies, music, even books.


  His hand encircled the base of his cock, his other reaching down and lightly squeezing his balls as he stroked his shaft. At the top of each stroke he slicked pre-cum around the head and down again, slowly building himself up, playing out a fantasy in his mind.


  Him naked, except for a leather collar and leather cuffs around his wrists and ankles. Bent over the end of the bed, his ankles and wrists tied, keeping him spread-eagle.


  The feel of Leo’s fingers slowly probing his ass, working lube inside him, getting his ass ready to accept Leo’s cock.


  An ass that had already been spanked until his flesh was red and tender, stinging and sore, which would make the sensation of Leo’s thighs rubbing against his as he fucked him feel that much better.


  Being taken, used…


  Owned.


  What it would feel like to have Leo’s cock slowly penetrate him, working inside him, thrust by thrust, deeper with every stroke until he was balls-deep.


  Long, slow thrusts at first, building speed and force until Leo was fucking him hard, slamming him into the bed, balls slapping against Jesse’s ass with every stroke. Until the sound of it filled the room and his own cock screamed for release. Release that wouldn’t come until Leo did, emptying his balls inside Jesse first before reaching around him and pulling on his cock.


  Ordering Jesse to come for him.


  Caught up in his fantasy, Jesse’s hand stroked his cock harder, faster, eyes closed and his lip caught under his teeth until, finally—blessed relief. He let out a loud groan, his hand frantically stroking and squeezing every last drop of cum from his balls until he fell still, sated.


  Well, temporarily.


  I’ve got it bad already.


  He would need to keep his head on straight, that was blatantly obvious. It’d be too damned easy for him to become a total slut for the guy and chuck common sense out the window. With his new job opportunity, he couldn’t afford to be stupid.


  He couldn’t afford another Mario in his life. He refused to fall victim again and be vulnerable to his own stupid fantasies, or someone else’s.


  On shaky legs he got out of bed and cleaned up. With that tension eased a little, he might actually be able to get some sleep.


  As he closed his eyes, it was Leo’s face that came to mind immediately.


  And those damned gorgeous blue eyes of his.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Leo moaned when his alarm went off Saturday morning. If he didn’t get over to Eva’s and start mowing soon, it’d be too damned hot.


  And he didn’t want to wear himself out.


  Not bothering to grab a shower, he pulled on some old shorts and a T-shirt and sneakers and gathered his dirty laundry in a basket at the front door. After picking out clothes for that night, and putting together a shower kit, he stowed that in an overnight bag. He was just about ready to leave when he remembered his swim trunks.


  Again, Eva had offered for him to keep a pair there at the house, and he’d gently declined. It’d be too easy to slowly move himself back in, one piece at a time, until he couldn’t give any valid excuse to her why he should go home when everything he needed was there.


  Well, not everything.


  Jesse wouldn’t be there.


  What the hell is wrong with me?


  This kind of infatuation wasn’t like him at all. He didn’t know if that would be a good or a bad thing.


  But he knew he needed to pursue it, pursue Jesse, and see if anything would come of it.


  At least to answer the questions he had about himself. To experiment, to explore.


  To actually spend time with a willing partner in this, a male partner.


  One who knew more about it than he did and who could teach him.


  Someone who was more than a random mutual handjob in a resort’s poolside bathroom, or receiving a quick, anonymous blowjob in a room after a guy walked up to him at the bar and made a pass at him.


  Yes, in retrospect, that guy had been a bottom, too. Something about he had orders to blow fifty guys that day before he would be allowed to come. Making Leo snap a pic of him with Leo’s cock in his mouth before he could really get started.


  If it hadn’t been for the fact that the guy’d been damned good with his mouth, Leo likely would have backed out and run.


  Except it’d been his first blowjob by a guy, and Leo’s nervous excitement, combined with the guy’s oral skills, meant it’d been over in just a couple of minutes.


  Especially when the guy grabbed Leo’s hands and put them on his head and made it obvious that he wanted Leo to use him.


  It’d both excited Leo and made him feel a little sick at the same time.


  The anonymity of the encounter wouldn’t have eased his conscience, but knowing then what little he knew now about Dominance and submission, that would have made it somewhat easier on him.


  


  * * * *


  


  When Leo arrived at Eva’s, Laurel had the TV tuned to the History channel and was already digging leftover sushi out of the fridge for their breakfast.


  Eva dug into her bowl of Cheerios. “I don’t understand how you can stomach that stuff fresh, much less the next day.”


  Laurel skillfully prepared her small dish of soy sauce with a pinch of wasabi. “It’s good, Mommy.” She held a slice of California roll up to her. “Here. Try one.”


  It was all Leo could do not to laugh as Eva turned away while struggling not to dry heave. “Sweetie, you know Mommy doesn’t like sushi,” he said.


  “She always tells me to try stuff I don’t think I’ll like.” But her evil little grin as she dredged the piece through the soy sauce mixture with her bare fingers before popping it into her mouth told Leo otherwise.


  She enjoyed tormenting her mother like that.


  Holy. Crap. Maybe I fathered a sadist.


  Laurel still had trouble using chopsticks despite her frustrating efforts to master them. So she relied on her fingers to pluck pieces of sushi out of the takeout carton, dunk them, and then pop them into her mouth.


  Eva took her bowl of cereal out to the sofa, where she could eat without watching them.


  Laurel shot Leo another adorably evil grin.


  It was all he could do not to laugh at her. Which would prompt Eva to ask what was so funny. Then he’d have to rat out his daughter, because they’d always insisted they wouldn’t lie to or around her.


  He’d damn sure do his best to stick to that, as much as he could in a six-year-old-child-appropriate way.


  With the rest of the sushi polished off, he headed out to the garage. First to start a load of laundry, and then to get the garage door open and fire up the lawn mower. Their backyard, with the pool cage, wasn’t very big. But with the front yard, it took him nearly an hour to finish. Then he had to use the line trimmer.


  Eva and Laurel came outside and started weeding the front flowerbeds while he did that.


  It wasn’t worth investing in a riding mower for the size of the lot. And he needed the extra exercise. He didn’t have time to use the exercise room at his apartment complex, and he’d cancelled his gym membership in lieu of getting the Mote Marine family membership for Laurel.


  And he wasn’t going to come swim in Eva’s pool, even though he did pay a pool service to take care of that.


  He’d forgotten about the laundry when he heard the dryer buzzer go off inside the garage during a pause in the trimming.


  Eva looked over. “I put the other load in for you,” she said.


  “Thanks.”


  She gave him one of those sad smiles and nodded before getting back to weeding.


  This had been a mistake. He sensed it already. As the afternoon wore on, Eva would likely up her game in her attempts to get him to stay.


  Maybe even enlist Laurel in her efforts. If Laurel begged him to stay he wasn’t sure he could say no to her, even though he knew that, in some ways, it would be reinforcing manipulative behavior.


  She was his daughter. She already had him wrapped around her little fingers. Fighting a concerted joint effort by her and her mother would be a losing battle, and he knew it.


  The first salvo came when he’d finished the yard work and changed to jump into the pool with Laurel before lunch.


  Eva joined them on the lanai and sat at the pool’s edge, dangling her feet in the water. She didn’t look at him. “So who was it you said you’re going out with tonight?”


  “One of the guys at the marina, Keith. Him and his wife, and some others.” Okay, close enough to the truth. “And a couple of their friends are joining us, from what I understand.” He could play dirty, too. “I get a lot of work from them. They were going to go out last night, but then I said I couldn’t because I was going out with Laurel, so they changed it to tonight so I could join them. I darn sure don’t want to risk making any of them mad and souring a business connection. And I have no idea how late we’ll be out tonight.”


  “Oh.” Eva finally glanced his way. She believed him, he could tell from her expression.


  And one thing she didn’t do was mess with his work. She was fully aware she couldn’t be living in the house with Laurel if he wasn’t making the money he did. He wasn’t rich, but they got by, although it was slimmer now with houses divided. At least Eva was now earning more money and able to kick in some to take up the slack.


  If he ever had an emergency job he had to take care of and was supposed to take Laurel, she would make allowances so he could work. Just like if she got called into work at the last minute, he would drop everything, including social plans, and take Laurel for her.


  Not that he’d had much in the way of social plans before now.


  “Can I come, Daddy?” Laurel asked.


  Now he had to fib, but Sigalo’s did have a bar area so it wasn’t a total lie. “Sorry, sweetie. We’re meeting at a bar. No kids allowed. You’re not old enough.”


  She frowned. “When will I be old enough?”


  “Too soon,” Eva chimed in. From the tone of her voice, Leo could tell all was forgiven. Now that he’d slipped the work connection more clearly into the mix, and added the little bit of guilt about them rearranging the outing around his time with Laurel, he suspected she wasn’t going to give him too much of a hassle about it.


  Why didn’t I think of doing that sooner?


  Oh, yeah. It would have given her more time to think of a comeback.


  He hated being like that with Eva. She was the mother of his child, and had been his wife for twelve years. He had known her for over a quarter of his life. And as Laurel’s mother, she would be in his life, in some capacity, for the rest of her life.


  But the sooner Eva got on with her own life—in earnest—and stopped hanging her hopes on a reconciliation that would never happen, the faster things would be easier on all of them.


  Including Laurel.


  Especially Laurel. Leo wanted his daughter to grow up a strong, independent woman who could make decisions based on what was right for her, not out of a fear of being alone.


  Part of him wanted to shake Eva and make her step up to the plate.


  The other part of him called that part of himself a total fucking asshole for even thinking like that.


  Especially since he knew why Eva was like that.


  


  * * * *


  


  After the swim lesson, they grilled hot dogs on the back porch and sat in the shade. Eva had donned dark sunglasses that didn’t allow Leo to see behind them.


  He could read her like a book and always had been able to, despite what she thought to the contrary.


  Dark glasses allowed her to mask her vulnerability for a little while, but it didn’t disguise it. Not from him.


  In fact, it only emphasized it to Leo.


  He hated being the cause of her current pain but knew she was strong enough to walk through this and make it to the other side, if only she would let go of him in her heart and start the journey.


  He suspected “Mark” and others she’d gone out with a couple of times were more for show than anything. To kid herself that she was out there and trying. Or hell, maybe she thought she’d try to make Leo jealous.


  Eva was selective, choosey.


  Not in a bad way, but Eva wasn’t the kind to randomly pick up a guy and take him home, either.


  Especially not with Laurel there.


  Look at how easily she’d dumped Mark over a comment.


  Okay, admittedly the guy sounded like a jerk, but wasn’t she deliberately setting herself up for failure by going out with a guy like that in the first place?


  Giving herself every reason to stop trying?


  It was difficult for him to step back and let go, to not point all this out to her. During their marriage Eva had frequently looked to him for counsel and advice. With his dominant personality, it was easy for him to step in and “fix” things for her.


  As the counselor had reminded him, he’d given up that ability the day he decided he needed to move out and file for divorce. Being her friend wasn’t going to be an option for now because it would be too easy for him to step back into that “fixer” role with her, as well as making it harder for her to become independent without him to rely on. So that couldn’t happen anymore. Not until Eva had moved on and found a goodly chunk of healing herself first.


  Then, maybe, they could be “friends.”


  Leo had hopes that, maybe one day, he and whoever he settled down with, and Eva and her future man, could have family dinners with Laurel, no tensions, able to discuss their jobs and lives with no jealousy or animosity.


  Pie-in-the-sky hopes, sure, but a guy could dream, right?


  Especially when it seemed maybe he was on his way down the right path, the painful life course correction finally bearing fruit.


  Eh, no pun intended.


  He spent the rest of the afternoon doing a few minor repairs and chores around the house that needed to be done, giving Eva fewer excuses for calling him later.


  The fact that she hadn’t told him about them—things that before she never would have hesitated to mention—meant that he’d derailed her plans to hold them in reserve.


  And the look of defeat on her face when he asked her for more of those kinds of tasks only proved to him how right he’d been.


  If he let her, she would drag out things like that, carefully spacing them. A lingering stay one night when dropping Laurel off or picking her up to do something. Calling him on a weekend to come over and fix something else. Or could he get something down from the attic—or put something up there for her?


  Forever.


  He got it, but it wasn’t healthy. Not for her, not for Laurel, and not for him.


  By the time he’d grabbed his shower and changed, he sensed Eva wanting to speak up, ask him again to stay, but he cut her off at the pass with an end-run by using Laurel.


  Scooping her up into his arms, he gave her a hug and a kiss. “You have fun with Mommy tonight, okay? Girls-only night. Right?”


  Laurel nodded with a smile. “Right. No boys allowed. Right, Mommy?”


  Eva’s smile looked forced. “Right. No boys allowed.”


  Breathing a silent sigh of relief, he gathered his things. At least he was dressed casually, not in slacks or a dress shirt that might have clued Eva in that the evening was about more than just friends getting together to hang out.


  “Thanks for doing my laundry. You didn’t have to do that, but I really appreciate it.”


  “No problem.”


  He had his bag slung over his shoulder and the basket of clean laundry in his arms already, so the perfect excuse to get out of there without a hug.


  It wasn’t until he was in the car and backing out of the driveway that he finally let the audible sigh of relief escape him. Eva hadn’t even stepped out onto the porch to watch him drive away like she usually did.


  As he headed toward Sigalo’s, he tried to focus on the night ahead of him.


  On Jesse.


  And on what the future might have in store for him.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Jesse was already waiting at Sigalo’s when Keith arrived alone.


  “Noel still sick?”


  “She insisted she was okay, but she bolted for the toilet earlier today. I’d rather make her wait a few more days.”


  “Bet she’s not happy about that.”


  He smiled. “No, she’s not. She got mouthy with me about it and earned a couple of strokes added to the mental tally I’m keeping for later on when I can spank her ass again.”


  Jesse nervously glanced around. “You think he’ll show up?”


  “He’s a man of his word, from what I know of him.” He turned to Jesse. “Keep in mind, I only know the business side of him. Just because I know him, it doesn’t mean I’m intimately familiar with him. You still need to use common sense. My overall impression of him is he’s a good guy, but who knows how people are in private.”


  “Got it.”


  “I wish Tilly was going to be here tonight. We’ll have to settle for June and Eliza. Oh, there’s Scrye and June now.”


  Tilly was the group’s default bullshit detector. If someone couldn’t pass muster with her, they usually didn’t get too close to the “inner circle” of the Suncoast Society munch group. Sure, most people could come to the munches and coffee times, but the core group of trusted people who were invited to the private house parties, that was different.


  Anyone Tilly wouldn’t sign off on never got invited to the private parties.


  But with Tilly now spending so much of her time out in LA helping Leigh, Lucas, and Nick run their production company, June and Eliza had to pick up the slack there.


  Granted, they were more worried about predatory male Doms abusing female submissives, but they’d keyed in on batcrap crazy female submissives before and kept them at arm’s length.


  After what Jesse had gone through with Mario, he damn sure wasn’t going to ignore any of his friends if they gave side-eye to a prospective Dom or Top for him. He was done trying to figure shit out on his own.


  He needed help from his friends. They hadn’t let him down, and they had his trust.


  Just as Scrye and June walked up, Jesse spotted Eliza and Rusty’s car pulling into the parking lot, soon followed by Ross and Loren, Tony and Shayla, and others. They all went in to get their table while Keith remained outside with Jesse.


  “Ah, that’s him,” Keith said.


  Sure enough, the car pulled into a parking spot and the man got out.


  Jesse’s heart raced when he laid eyes on the man again, not a good sign, he knew.


  Well, a good sign, but bad that he felt so eager this soon. It wasn’t cautious. It wasn’t methodical.


  Not when he’d dreamed all night about the things the man might be able to do to him, in the dungeon as well as in bed.


  Leo walked over, looking good in jeans and a long-sleeved black button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. And he smelled fresh out of the shower, too, his hair a little damp in places.


  Jesse smiled up at him. “Hi.”


  Leo’s smile thickened Jesse’s cock. “Hi.”


  Keith stepped in, saving Jesse from trying to figure out something to say other than, “Let’s go back to my place right now.”


  “Let’s go grab our seats,” Keith said. “Most everyone else is already here.” He led the way inside, with Jesse walking next to Leo.


  Looking up, his cock stiffened even more. Leo was the perfect height compared to him. It was a struggle not to let his mind get lost in sexually charged fantasies.


  Once they were seated, with Leo between Jesse and Keith, and directly across from June and Eliza, the inquisition—eh, dinner—got underway.


  Jesse’s first instinct was to jump in and try to buffer his well-meaning friends so they didn’t overwhelm Leo, but he soon pulled himself back when he realized Leo was doing just fine on his own.


  And if he’s going to be a Dom, he’ll have to be able to handle himself anyway.


  But it was damned hard not to jump in. Not when he really wanted this to work out.


  Yes, it was soon. Very soon.


  Too damn soon.


  He knew that. Every ounce of common sense he had screamed that at him.


  Something about Leo pulled at him. He was a nice guy. He wasn’t jaded or cocky or arrogant. He simply…was.


  Jesse’d had his fill of domly Doms who didn’t give a shit about what their submissive wanted. He’d been there, done that with Mario and realized that wasn’t what he wanted.


  Did he want a Dominant and a Master? Yes. But he wanted one who saw him as a valuable person and a partner, not merely as a possession he could use as he saw fit.


  Or share.


  During a lull in the conversation, while Eliza and June and the other women had all left en masse to go to the bathroom—no, not at all suspicious—Jesse reached over and touched Leo’s arm to get his attention.


  “I should mention something else right now,” Jesse said.


  “Yeah?”


  “I’m not interested in sharing someone, or being shared. I’m not poly. I’m monogamous, and I expect anyone I’m partners with to be monogamous, too. If that’s a deal-breaker, we should get that cleared up right now.”


  Leo smiled. “I don’t like to share,” he said. “And I’m a…” He frowned, then laughed. “Well, up until my divorce I would have said I’m a one-woman man. I guess I’m a one-man man.”


  Relief filled Jesse. “Good.”


  Leo’s smile faded. “Did the guy you broke up with try to share you?”


  Jesse nodded. “Yeah. That was the final straw.”


  Leo’s gaze searched his face. “That’s not ever something you’d have to worry about with me.”


  “Okay.”


  


  * * * *


  


  While they’d talked a lot over dinner at Keith’s house, Jesse hadn’t gotten into all the gory details about how his last relationship had ended.


  If the man had tried to share Jesse against his will…


  Protective anger welled up inside Leo. No, no way in hell would he ever do something like that to anyone. And again, while he didn’t have anything against Keith or the others he’d met that night who were poly, it just wasn’t his thing. He didn’t have the time or energy to juggle multiple partners. It wouldn’t be fair to any of them.


  The relief he spotted in Jesse’s gaze twisted his heart. It was like…


  It was almost like being able to read Eva’s moods and thoughts.


  If this was part of being a Dominant, okay, maybe he’d been one all along and never realized it. He’d own that. Kinky fantasies aside, he always managed to step into an authoritative role. He ran his business. Eva seemed to cede power and decisions to him from when they’d first started dating. It’d been like pulling teeth sometimes to get her to make a decision when he wanted her input.


  Toward the end, when he knew he had to leave the marriage, when he’d tried to get Eva to step up and take a more active role in things to prepare her for being on her own again, he suspected she deliberately forced him to make decisions just so she could later abdicate responsibility and lay blame on him.


  It was something she’d done a lot over the course of their relationship. He’d never called her out on it before, knowing with the dysfunction in her family it was probably how her parents had done things.


  Even Eva admitted her parents should have divorced years ago. She and her two sisters, one older and one younger, couldn’t understand why her parents were still married. And from what Leo knew, it would have been best for everyone had they divorced early on.


  Especially for Eva.


  Another thing Leo couldn’t help but notice—everyone at the table seemed relatively…normal. They could be any average Joe or Jane, ranging from middle class to wealthy. They blended in with anyone else in the restaurant. Tilly’s husband and other partner, Landry and Cris, were in attendance. Another case of a gay man with a woman partner. No judgment from Leo, but his days of trying to fake his way through sex with a woman were done. It wasn’t fair to Eva and hadn’t been for years, even though she didn’t know it at the time.


  He wouldn’t put someone else through that.


  He wasn’t even sure he could get it up for a woman now that he’d fully embraced the truth. Despite not having warm and fuzzy feelings about his two encounters with guys so far, it had cemented the fact that yes, he wanted—needed—a male partner.


  Life was too short to settle.


  And it was only getting shorter.


  Another thing he noticed, that everyone seemed to welcome him into their group. He didn’t feel self-conscious in the least. They didn’t care that he was gay. They didn’t care that he was a fledgling kinkster. As his questions begat more questions of them, they answered him as best they could, without making him feel stupid for asking.


  It did feel like a family, in a way.


  One he actually wanted to be a part of.


  As dinner drew to a close, he also realized he could sit there all night talking to everyone. The conversation had flowed easily, without any hesitation.


  He couldn’t remember the last time he’d just gotten together with a group of people and felt so at ease. When he and Eva were with friends, he always felt like he’d had to buffer her with their friends. She had a tendency to withdraw when she felt overwhelmed, and he frequently found himself carrying conversational weight while she smiled and nodded next to him.


  It’d been tiring.


  More tiring than he’d ever realized.


  Especially when talking with Jesse felt more like an effortless dance, easy, free-flowing…


  Fun.


  When was the last time he’d had fun with Eva? At least, when it’d been fun for him and not just for her?


  The sad thing was, unless it’d involved doing something with Laurel, he couldn’t remember. Eva had always professed her happiness, even when he’d look at things and be miserable.


  After their checks were paid, they headed out to the parking lot as a group. Keith leaned in. “Loren just told me you passed.”


  “Passed what?”


  “That was the earlier mass exodus,” he joked. “When they all went to the bathroom? They were discussing you. The general consensus is that they like you.”


  “Well, I’m glad about that.”


  “You should be. They’re very hard to impress sometimes. I’ve seen a flock of them metaphorically pick the bones clean of the most uber-Dom in a matter of minutes. Especially when Tilly’s leading the pack.”


  “She sounds…vicious.”


  “She can be,” Jesse said. “But only in the good ways.”


  Chapter Nine


  


  Driving away from the restaurant, Jesse knew the grin on his face looked as silly as it felt and he didn’t give a shit who saw it.


  Leo had passed the first barrier—winning over his friends. He had asked intelligent, thoughtful questions about the BDSM lifestyle all throughout dinner, questions that showed he was serious about learning more, about taking his time, about doing things the right way.


  It didn’t hurt that Leo admitted he wasn’t poly.


  Maybe it would have been different if Mario had wanted a loving kind of poly dynamic, but that was not what he’d wanted.


  He’d wanted full control over Jesse and who he slept and played with—including ordering him to sleep or play with someone—and Mario had the right to do whatever—and whoever—the hell he’d wanted.


  Fortunately, things had ended before Mario could order Jesse to sleep with someone else. Not that Jesse would have done it. He’d honestly thought Mario had been joking about making him play with others if he ordered it. A loyalty test. One of Jesse’s hard limits was control over who he played and slept with, being able to safeword.


  Apparently, Mario thought otherwise, believing the collar around Jesse’s neck superseded any hard limit.


  Maybe in some dynamics that was the case, and okay, if the participants agreed to that, more power to them.


  He’d specifically told Mario before accepting the collar that his hard limits, for now, were still in place.


  He’d thought Mario had agreed to that. At least, that’s what Mario had said at the time.


  Mario had said a lot of things, it turned out.


  Hence why Jesse honestly thought Mario was only mind-fucking him that night at the club. Mario loved mind fucks, and Jesse loved being played like that.


  But not for realsies.


  No way was someone he didn’t know and trust going to take an implement to his ass, much less control who had access to it.


  Although if Leo wanted to try a few things on him tonight at the club, Jesse wouldn’t have any problems letting him learn on him. Especially with Keith’s watchful eye there to help guide the man.


  Yes, it certainly could lead to a potentially messy emotional entanglement if Leo decided this wasn’t for him. Jesse knew he needed a kinky partner. He also knew how easy it’d be for him to fall for a guy if he liked how he played.


  Which was why he now only played with Tilly.


  He reached the club before Leo did. Instead of parking by his apartment, he parked around the other side in front of the club and stood outside the office door, waiting. Just in case, he’d brought a small backpack with him. In it, the leather play collar and wrist and ankle cuffs he wore when Tilly topped him, as well as a leather jock he wore when playing with her. And his own blindfold and ball gag.


  He was a little squicky about that. He preferred to have his own stuff.


  Landry and Cris pulled in and walked up. “By the way,” Landry drawled. “Tilly said if Eliza and June have signed off on him playing with you, she does, too. As long as Keith is chaperoning tonight. Which apparently he is, because she just got off the phone with him a few minutes ago.”


  One more barrier…passed. “Thanks for looking out for me, guys. And please tell her I appreciate it.”


  “Our pleasure. Besides, it’s cheaper than paying her bail were something to go wrong and she felt the need to extract vengeance.” Landry patted Jesse on the shoulder before heading inside with Cris.


  Then Leo pulled in. When he got out of his car, Jesse felt like running over to him and throwing himself into the man’s arms.


  Fuck. Where the hell is my goddamned brain?


  Shaking it off, he offered up what he hoped wasn’t too damn goofy a smile when Leo joined him, soon followed by Keith, who carried a small implement bag.


  “Ready?” Jesse asked Leo.


  “Will it bother you if I say I’m nervous as hell?” Leo asked.


  Keith laughed as he reached for the door handle. “Actually, it would bother the hell out of me if you said you weren’t.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Venture’s office looked pretty much like it had in pictures on the website, only more…normal.


  A lot more normal.


  Well, other than the BDSM implements for sale on the walls.


  Leo produced his driver’s license and the cash for his membership fee, filled out the form, and in less than ten minutes he was on his way inside with Keith and Jesse promising to make sure they went over all the rules with him. Leo had also talked with Tony over dinner, who was already inside and DMing that night. Tony had left word with the volunteer at the desk that Leo could bypass the usual orientation.


  Nervous didn’t begin to describe how Leo felt as he followed Jesse and Keith through the door and into…


  He felt sure the record screech in his brain had to be audible. The house lights were up, making it bright. About fifteen people were gathered around a man and a woman at a large, red metal A-frame. The man had the woman suspended from it and was apparently explaining to everyone what he was doing.


  Keith leaned in. “Oh, yeah. I forgot. They had a suspension class earlier. They’re probably just finishing up.”


  Leo tried to take everything in. To their right lay tables and chairs in what was obviously a social area. To their left, the large A-frame and other pieces of bondage equipment. Then, through a large doorway past that, what looked to be another room of bondage equipment, that one with the lights dimmed.


  He followed Keith over to one of the tables in the social area, where he indicated for Leo and Jesse to sit.


  “We went over the basic rules with you at dinner,” Keith said, “but just as a reminder, let’s cover them again. No means no, red means red, or stop. Don’t touch anyone or anything that’s not yours, and don’t take it personally if someone doesn’t want to hug you or shake your hand, because you don’t know what their protocols are. Don’t interrupt a scene, no sex, drugs, or alcohol allowed, and only vaping allowed inside. If you’re a smoker, you’ll need to go outside.”


  “I don’t smoke,” Leo said.


  “Perfect,” Keith said. He then pointed out the various areas of the club, including an upstairs area for medical play that Leo hadn’t noticed at first, told him where the bathrooms were, and explained what some of the different equipment was used for, all of that.


  The man they were watching had apparently finished and was lowering the woman to the floor. Tony walked to the kitchen area, opened a breaker panel, and the house lights went down, replaced by area mood lighting.


  “That’s better,” Keith said.


  Now it started to look a little more like a dungeon. The faux-finish rock walls blended into the dim light and added atmosphere to the setting. Someone turned the music up a little louder, and from the large doorway he heard a loud crack, followed by a moan.


  “Sounds like a paddle,” Keith said with a smile.


  “You can tell?”


  He shrugged. “It’s a blessing and a curse. You get to know what implements sound like.”


  “Do people use whips and stuff?”


  “Yeah, but we don’t let them crack them repeatedly during open play nights. It kills people’s hearing and it’s annoying as shit. We have regular whip night sessions here where they can crack to their heart’s content.”


  “Ah.”


  “The skill of using a whip isn’t in making it crack. It’s being able to use it on a person exactly the way you want it, where you want it, without harming them.”


  “I think I’ll wait a while before I try anything that advanced.”


  Jesse smiled. “Smart.”


  “Bare-handed is always easiest to start with,” Keith said. “You’ll rarely harm someone with a bare-handed spanking.”


  The thought of having Jesse naked and squirming across his lap while spanking him hardened Leo’s cock again.


  Only when Jesse met his gaze did he realize he’d been staring, and was glad the lights had been dimmed so the other two men couldn’t spot the way his face had heated.


  Jesse cocked his head. “Would you like to watch a few people play before trying something?”


  Leo nodded. “Yeah. I think that would be safest.”


  “It’s okay to feel overwhelmed,” Keith said. “That’s very common. You see everything in front of you, sometimes nearly exactly out of your fantasies, and it takes a while to process that not only do people actually do this shit, but you can do it, too.”


  “And there’s nothing wrong with you for wanting to do it, either,” Jesse assured him.


  Leo licked his lips. “It’s kind of creepy that both of you are reading my mind like that.”


  The two men smiled. “No mind reading, I assure you,” Keith said. “You are far from the first person to be exactly in your situation, new, learning, and trying to reconcile all of this with how you were raised. Especially in your situation,” he added. “You were raised not to hit women, that violence is wrong, that only bad people hit other people. Right?”


  Leo slowly nodded. That had been part of his secret shame for so many years, that he longed to spank Eva, especially during the times when she’d frustrated the crap out of him by dumping all responsibility for the relationship on him.


  But sometimes those kinds of fantasies were the only ones that got him over when making love to her.


  Jesse leaned in close, those gorgeous, rich brown eyes staring up into his. He reached out and laid a hand over Leo’s. “I’m a masochist. I like—I need this in my life. Even more importantly, I want it. As long as you stop if I say red, and you don’t violate my hard limits, you’ll do fine.”


  “See, I’m so new I don’t even understand hard limits. I don’t know what my limits are.”


  Keith interjected. “Start by defining a few things you want to do. Because it’s too damn easy, especially in the beginning, to miss listing things you don’t want to do, because you don’t even think of them as things that can be done. Get it?”


  “Yeah.”


  Jesse hadn’t moved his hand. Leo laid his other one over Jesse’s, enjoying the smile Jesse gave him in return.


  “For tonight,” Jesse said, “if you want to, I’m okay with you giving me a bare-handed spanking, or using some implements on me like a paddle or a riding crop. Maybe not a cane, not tonight. Not until you’ve had some practice.”


  “I brought the beginner bag,” Keith joked. “Fluffy bunny stuff.”


  Jesse stuck his tongue out at the man and Leo wanted to grab him, kiss him, and suck Jesse’s tongue into his own mouth. Wanted to tongue-fuck him.


  His cock ached, painfully hard, at the thought.


  Hell, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d gotten this hard for Eva.


  Actually, if he was being honest with himself, he’d never gotten this hard for Eva. There were plenty of nights where he’d claimed he was tired when he’d gotten soft pretty fast and had to help her get off in other ways.


  “A good Top,” Keith said, “will usually stop long before the bottom wants them to. A skilled Top, especially one who plays with the same partner a lot, gets good at reading body language and learning how to take the bottom right up to the edge before they’d safeword and keeping them at that edge.”


  “And I need aftercare if we’re going to play,” Jesse added.


  This felt almost as intense as his conversation with Laurel last weekend, where she’d had him spinning in circles. “Aftercare?”


  “Cuddling,” Jesse clarified. “Some Tops don’t do aftercare. That’s part of negotiations. I need aftercare. When I’m done with a scene, I want to sit and cuddle for a little while with my Top and just be quiet and process everything.”


  Leo’s throat dried up. An excuse to have this man in his arms?


  Sure. “I can do that,” he hoarsely said.


  Jesse smiled. “I don’t mind being naked when you play with me. As long as you promise not to whack me in the balls.”


  Leo cringed. “I promise I won’t. Well, not intentionally.”


  “You can even feel me up while we’re playing, if you’d like.”


  Keith cleared his throat, but Jesse looked at him. “Tilly doesn’t do that with me because we’re not involved with each other. That’s by mutual decision. I didn’t say he had to feel me up.”


  Keith rolled his eyes. “Be sure to explain ‘topping from the bottom’ to him before you do too much of it.” Keith focused on Leo. “Orgasm play on guys is a little different than it is with women. Make sure to wrap him first if you guys get that far. Biohazard containment. Some of the women are known squirters. They make them put puppy pads down on the floor before they play to help contain things.”


  “Oh.” The thought of wrapping his hands around Jesse’s cock made his own cock throb in response. “I thought sex wasn’t allowed.”


  “It’s not,” Keith said. “But orgasm play with hands and vibrators is allowed.” He arched an eyebrow at Jesse. “Maybe let’s show him some basic impact play before you start talking about orgasm play.”


  “So says the man with a wife and a slave to keep him satisfied,” Jesse muttered.


  Keith looked like he wanted to reach over and grab a hank of Jesse’s hair. Instinctively, Leo did it for him, fisting Jesse’s hair and tipping his head back.


  Jesse’s eyes widened as Leo leaned in. “What did you say to him?” Leo quietly asked in the tone of voice he’d struggled to never use on Eva.


  Ever.


  Jesse’s lips parted. “I’m sorry, Sir.”


  Leo couldn’t help it. He leaned in and kissed Jesse, enjoying the way the man reached out, grabbed onto him, and desperately pulled his body against Leo’s. It was so fucking different than kissing Eva. He hadn’t even kissed the two guys he’d had encounters with.


  This…


  He felt Jesse’s moan through his mouth, his lips, wanted to sit there all night just kissing him and knew if he was ever going to learn anything—and not have his cock explode in his pants from how fucking hot this was—he’d need to let go of Jesse.


  He lifted his lips from Jesse’s. “Good boy,” he whispered.


  There was a definite glaze in Jesse’s eyes.


  “Holy fuck,” Keith muttered. “That was fucking hot. You just got my cock hard from watching that. I don’t think you’ll have a damn problem dropping your boy into subspace.”


  Leo didn’t break eye contact with Jesse. “I promise I won’t violate your hard limits,” he said. “And if you ever ask me to stop, I will. I promise I’ll learn what you teach me, but I’m going to be honest. Now that I know what I am is okay, and it’s out of its cage, it’s not going back in there. I’m done lying to myself. Are you going to be able to handle me?”


  Jesse nodded as well as he could with Leo still fisting his hair. “Yes, Sir.”


  This time, Leo pressed a tender kiss to Jesse’s forehead as he released the man’s hair and smoothed it back into place. “Then let’s let Keith start my first lesson.”


  Jesse hadn’t let go of him. “I’m not asking for marriage or anything, but just to clarify. For the time being, unless we discuss it and decide otherwise, it’s just you and me for play and…for whatever else we decide to do in the future. Right?”


  “Except for people showing me how to do stuff?”


  “Yeah. I don’t mean that.”


  He’d love to meet the asshole who’d fucked this guy over and punch him.


  Hell, what was one more asshole added to that mental list, the list of people he’d love a few minutes alone in a room with and no worries about prosecution afterward.


  Leo leaned in again and kissed Jesse on the lips. A light kiss this time, one that had Jesse following him when he lifted his lips from Jesse’s. “I told you, I’m monogamous, and I don’t share. If we discover this isn’t going to work out between us, we’ll part ways as friends, I hope.”


  Jesse nodded. “I’m hoping we don’t have to part ways at all.”


  “Me, too.”


  Chapter Ten


  


  Between Leo grabbing his hair and the kiss…Jesse would have to check, but he might have a really big wet spot inside his briefs.


  If anyone else had tried a move like that on him, he would have hauled off and smacked them. Not even Tilly did that to him. Okay, yeah, a little in play, during a scene, she would cuff the back of his neck, or grab his ear, but once the scene and aftercare were over, they were always back to Tilly and Jesse.


  That…


  No one he’d ever played with—not even Mario—had ever pulled that kind of connection out of his soul before.


  Not ever.


  Hell, he was almost all the way in subspace, and his damn clothes were on. Usually, it took Tilly whaling on him for the better part of an hour to get his mind cleared enough he could sink deep like that.


  He didn’t want to let go of Leo, wanted to stay there, holding on to him and assuring himself Leo was real.


  Keith, however, tapped him on the shoulder. “Earth to Jesse. Let’s show him a few things before you completely space out on us and he turns you into a puddle of goo.”


  That was an accurate descriptor to how he felt right now, actually.


  “Okay.” Jesse took a deep breath. “FYI, one of my good triggers is that. Grabbing me like that, by the hair. Or grabbing me by the back of my neck. Or if I’m facedown, planting a hand between my shoulders or in the middle of my back to hold me down.”


  Leo looked at Keith. “Triggers?”


  “Yeah. I’ll explain as we go along.” Keith stood, leaving his bag there. “Let’s go watch a couple of scenes and I’ll explain stuff you’re seeing.”


  Jesse was glad when he snuggled against Leo that the man draped an arm around his shoulders. It felt right slipping his arm around Leo’s waist.


  Perfect.


  Absolutely perfect.


  Landry and Cris had wasted no time. They were in the new dungeon section, the one the club had just added. With Cris naked, hooded, blindfolded, gagged, and with his wrists and ankles cuffed and attached to the spanking bench, he was completely immobilized.


  Keith parked them a respectful distance away, out of the way of other scenes, before he leaned in close to Leo.


  “Landry is a heavy sadist, so don’t think that what you see him do is what you have to do. He is only one end of the spectrum, just one way of playing.”


  Leo nodded.


  Jesse glanced up at him, then caught Keith’s gaze. He wondered why Keith would start Leo out in the deep end of the pool, so to speak, when there were other scenes they could be watching that were far gentler.


  Keith arched an eyebrow at him and placed a finger to his lips before returning his focus to the men before them.


  Jesse both winced and wanted to adjust his cock as he watched the scene play out. Landry was a sadist, but he was also an artist with implements. He didn’t randomly inflict pain just to inflict it. He treated it like a dance, much the way Tilly did. No small surprise, since Cris had learned from Landry, and Landry had been Cris’ Master before Cris left Landry and took Tilly as his slave, and then…


  Hell, he knew the story and it made his head hurt thinking about it.


  He hoped it didn’t freak Leo out.


  


  * * * *


  


  Holy…crap.


  There did seem to be an artistry to the way Landry was going after Cris. And he wouldn’t deny the naked man had a nice ass. Watching Cris’ body tense against his bonds with the impacts, interspersed with tender caresses from Landry, it was…like a dance.


  Keith explained various implements to Leo and described what Landry was doing. Like checking Cris’ extremities to make sure he was okay, alternating sadistic punishment with sensual teasing.


  It was…well, he wasn’t sure he would ever reach that level of sadism in his play, but fuck yeah, he wanted to do some of that to Jesse.


  He tipped his head so he could speak to Jesse. “You let his wife Top you?”


  Jesse grinned. “She can be even more vicious than Landry.” He nodded his head toward the ongoing scene. “I know she’s beaten me harder than that before.”


  Leo suppressed the urge to shudder. “Seriously?”


  “Oh, yeah. And she doesn’t even go all out on me.”


  Well, maybe he wouldn’t have to worry so much about hurting Jesse in the bad ways then, if he could take that kind of walloping.


  From there all Keith had to do was turn them around so they could watch a man flogging a woman who was restrained to a St. Andrew’s cross. It looked vicious but Keith explained the kinds of floggers the man was using on her weren’t painful at all, more like a massage. From there, Leo watched another woman get paddled and caned. Another scene, far more sensual, with what was called a violet wand being used on the woman before her Dominant forced her to orgasm with a vibrator.


  Well, that much he could relate to. He’d actually bought a couple of vibrators for Eva throughout their years together to give him a mechanical assist in getting her over.


  By the time they worked their way back to the table over an hour later, Leo’s mind raced. He got what they meant about a wide spectrum of play and finding what he was comfortable with.


  “So, what do you think?” Jesse asked. “Would you like to try something?”


  “You said we could use your stuff?” Leo asked Keith.


  Keith set his bag on the table, where he started unpacking it. “This is the kind of flogger that guy was using on that woman,” he said, handing it to Leo.


  Made of soft suede, Leo couldn’t imagine it hurting. “That makes sense now,” he said. “I always thought they would hurt.”


  “Oh, some of them absolutely can and do hurt, depending on the material and how you use them. One like this, it’s called a mop flogger. Because you might as well be getting hit with a mop. Some people use them for warm-up, step-down, or transitioning from one kind of play to another.”


  Leo handed it back to Keith and picked up a leather strap with a wooden handle.


  “Ah, now that one,” Keith said, “is a little stingier. Slap it against your arm.”


  He did, a couple of times, until he reached a point it made him wince. Then again, he had a fairly high pain tolerance. Sort of went with being a welder. He was used to discomfort.


  “And that,” Keith noted, “is exactly the kind of thing you should do. Smack yourself with an implement to get an idea of how it feels. If it’s thuddy or stingy or whatever. Something like a flogger, I mean, I can tell for the most part what it’s going to feel like unless it’s a special-purpose one. But some implements, if it’s not one similar to something I’ve used before, absolutely I test it on me first so I don’t harm my pets.” He grinned. “Yes, I have even been known to let them use one on me from time to time, so I can feel what it’s like. I think they enjoy that payback a little too much when I do, though.”


  Leo chuckled. “I’m sure they do.”


  Keith reiterated some safety issues, about how and where it was safe to hit, and with what. Stay away from the spine and kidneys and bony parts, like knees and elbows. Avoid the tailbone. Try to stick to ass and upper thighs for now.


  “Will you stay there with me and coach me?” Leo asked.


  “Absolutely. I think Tilly would kill me if I didn’t. Frankly, I’m a little scared of her.”


  Jesse laughed. “Not many people aren’t scared of her.”


  “Wow, and she’s y’all’s friend?” Leo asked in disbelief. “How come you’re friends with her if she’s so scary?”


  The other two men shared a knowing glance and laughed again. “You’d have to meet her and get to know her,” Jesse said. “She’s actually very loving and sweet to her friends. But you cross her, or hurt one of her friends…”


  “She’s like a ball of lightning,” Keith finished.


  Jesse snorted. “At least she’s never shot any—”


  “Shh!” Keith hissed, cutting off Jesse’s comment and tipping his head.


  Leo’s gaze followed, and he spotted Scrye, a huge bear of a man. From the look of it, he was getting ready to suspend his wife, June, who was tiny, petite.


  “What?” Leo asked.


  Keith glanced around and leaned in close. “Long story short, one of our friends was literally beaten up by her boyfriend. She escaped from him and called Tilly. A group of our friends got her out of there and safe. Well, then the fucker eventually made bail right before his trial, but the state attorney’s office failed to notify her attorney of that. She and June went down to Manasota Key to do some tai chi and walk one of the nature trails, and he stalked them and attacked them. Then…”


  Keith mimed shooting with his right hand. “June has a concealed carry permit.”


  Leo’s eyes widened. “Wait a minute. That was your friend? I remember that. I was down in Englewood at a marina doing a job that day and you couldn’t hardly move because of all the law enforcement.”


  Keith pointed over his shoulder at June. “She shot him,” he whispered, barely audible over the music. “We don’t talk about it around her, though. Scrye asked us not to. She doesn’t want to talk about it. They cleared her of it, of course. Self-defense. The guy had a knife and jumped them, came at them. Witnesses and everything.”


  “Holy crap.”


  Keith leaned forward, leaning on his elbows, fingers laced together in front of him on the table. “Like I said, we’re kind of a family, a lot of us are. Many of us are closer to our friends here than we are our blood relations. We’ll literally kill—although not usually literally—to protect our friends.”


  Leo couldn’t help but stare at the couple. June looked like she’d blow away in a stiff breeze, and she’d shot and killed a man?


  “Then there’s Laura,” Jesse said, looking at Keith.


  “Yeah, but that was, again, self-defense. He absolutely was going to kill her. That’s why he took her out on the boat. Unfortunately for him, she knew the boat better than he did and was smarter than him.”


  “Wait…” Leo searched his memory. “That was a couple of years ago? During that storm?”


  Keith nodded. “Rob and Laura don’t get here very often anymore. Not with their baby. They make the private parties fairly often, though.” He tipped his head. “I’ll find out when the next one is and let you know.”


  “When are they held?”


  “Usually on a Saturday.”


  “Oh. I probably won’t make many of them, then. Most Saturdays, I have Laurel at my place. I’m sorry, but I won’t give up my time with her.”


  “I don’t blame you,” Keith said.


  Leo noticed Jesse had gone silent and now wore a disappointed expression.


  “Are you okay?” Leo asked him.


  “Yeah.”


  He wasn’t going to play this game. He’d had twelve years of it with Eva and he wasn’t going to let a new relationship—if that was where this was heading—go the same direction.


  “In all seriousness, you need to tell me. I won’t play the guess-what’s-wrong game with you.”


  Jesse’s gaze focused on his. “Is this going to be a problem with your daughter? If…I mean, obviously nothing sexy or kinky will happen around her. But are you going to have a problem with having me in your life because of your daughter?”


  Before Leo lay a steep cliff with jagged rocks and only one tiny, treacherous path down to safety. At the bottom of that path lay happiness.


  Disguised in the form of Jesse.


  For now, at least.


  He slowly shook his head. “If things work out between you and me, yeah, you’re going to have to meet Laurel. Because she’s part of my life. I’m a package deal. If you can’t deal with having a partner who’s got a kid, then I’m not going to be able to be anything but friends with you.”


  Jesse smiled. “I don’t have a problem with it. I think it’s great that you put her first.” His smile faded. “At least there are some parents out there who put their kids first and not their own selfish agendas.”


  Leo’s thoughts had first gone in a different direction until he processed what Jesse meant.


  That was when it hit him.


  Yeah, Jesse had told him about his parents disowning him.


  “Next Friday,” Leo said, “let’s tentatively set up a dinner date. Once I know where Laurel wants to eat, I’ll let you know and have you meet us there. I’d rather go in separate cars at first. Fair warning, there’s a good chance it’ll be sushi.”


  Jesse’s smile beamed. “I absolutely love sushi.”


  Fuck. Me.


  Leo knew it was irresponsible and too damn soon and crazy, but he thought he might just be falling in love with the guy.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Jesse’s body buzzed with excitement in a way it usually didn’t when he looked forward to a scene with Tilly. This was different.


  This was personal.


  He hadn’t even felt like this about Mario in the best of times.


  How sad am I?


  That it took practically destroying his life to rebuild it into something better?


  With someone better.


  Way better.


  Leo touched several of the implements before looking at Jesse. “You pick. Pick five things for me to use on you.”


  “What?”


  “I’m telling you to pick what you want me to use on you. Five implements. Well, something that comes in a pair would be one thing.”


  “I’m good with all of it.”


  Leo gently caught Jesse’s chin and made him look him in the eyes. “This is important to me,” he softly said. “I’m telling you to pick them.”


  He couldn’t pull his gaze from Leo’s blue eyes, and not because the man still had a gentle grasp on his chin.


  No, he didn’t understand why this was important to Leo, but it obviously was. He could see it in the man’s intense gaze.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Those two words fell naturally from his lips when speaking with Leo.


  Leo leaned in for a gentle kiss. “Good boy,” he whispered, and damned if Jesse didn’t shiver at the sound.


  Holy fuck, I’m screwed.


  Leo let go of him and sat back in his chair, waiting. Jesse glanced at Keith, but no help there. The other Dom stared at Leo as if trying to figure out the newbie’s plan but didn’t offer any suggestions.


  Studying the toys, Jesse tried to think what Leo would like…which was impossible, because he didn’t know what Leo would like. Hell, Leo wouldn’t even know what Leo liked yet.


  He finally settled on a lighter wooden paddle, the leather strap, a riding crop, an acrylic paddle, and a short wooden dowel about a foot long with a handle on it.


  Leo held his hands out. “Give them to me.”


  He did.


  “In the future, when I ask you to pick something out, or I tell you to make a decision about something, I don’t want you to question me or defer it back to me. I want you to do it. Understood?”


  Jesse licked his lips. “Yes, Sir.”


  A shadow seemed to cross Leo’s face. “This also goes for stuff outside of…this. When I want your opinion, and I ask for it, don’t put it back on me to decide. If I’d wanted to decide without input from you, I would have. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “I don’t know where this is going to lead. Or what form it’s going to take. Or if after tonight’s over we’re even still on speaking terms. But if we are going to last for the long haul, then you need to understand something about me. I want a partner. We can let that partnership take whatever structure we let it take. Submissive or equal or whatever, you’d still be my partner. When I ask for a decision from you, that’s what I want.”


  “Yes, Sir.” Jesse knew this would lead to a much more detailed private conversation later on. He suspected, based on what he’d pieced together so far between their talk Thursday night and then at dinner, that Leo had unwillingly borne an unhealthy share of responsibility for the relationship with his ex.


  And not consensually, either.


  “Good boy.” Leo stood. “Keith, can you tell me what the protocol is for playing?”


  “Sure.” He glanced around. “There are plenty of open stations tonight, so basically pick one, unless you want to wait for a specific one to open up.”


  “Do you want me to get a towel, Sir?” Jesse asked Leo.


  “If you need one, yes.”


  Jesse hurried over to the towel station, grabbed one, then added an aftercare blanket to that, and returned.


  “What’s in your backpack?” Leo asked.


  Jesse told him.


  “Is that what you usually wear when you scene?”


  “Yes, Sir. But you can have me wear what you want.”


  Leo smiled. “I’m thinking not the blindfold or the gag. Not this time. I want to be able to hear and see you. And do you mind if I don’t tie you down to the bench like Landry did to Cris? I’m not comfortable doing that yet.”


  “I don’t mind, Sir.” It took every ounce of will for him not to add, “Whatever You want, Sir.”


  “I think there are a couple of open benches in the new side,” Keith said. “Let’s go over there. Less people watching.”


  He led the way, carrying his implement bag.


  The bench Landry and Cris had used at the rear of the space was free. Keith set his bag down and stepped back. Jesse recognized Keith was setting himself up to personally DM the scene, not too close, but not too far away.


  Jesse turned to Leo, looking up into his eyes.


  Dammit, the guy had gorgeous blue eyes. Light, ice blue, crystal clear.


  “For aftercare, what normally happens?” Leo asked.


  “After she wipes down the bench and puts her stuff away, Tilly usually wraps me in a blanket, and either we sit on one of the couches, or if one of those isn’t free, we just find a quiet spot along the wall somewhere out of the way and she holds me until I’m ready to come back up.”


  “Okay. Is that what the blanket’s for?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Leo hung the implements in his hand on an implement stand next to the bench. Then he reached for the blanket and draped it across the other end of the stand.


  “Do you change clothes here, or what?”


  “She usually has me get ready and meet her at the bench, or wherever she’s going to play with me.”


  Leo turned to Keith. “What’s the rules about getting naked?”


  He snorted and pointed to a St. Andrew’s cross on the other side of the room, where a naked woman was loudly moaning around the ball gag in her mouth.


  “Ah, okay. I mean, can I strip him down? Or does he have to do it himself?”


  “Sure you can,” Keith said. “The only prohibited thing is sex-sex, like we went over.”


  “Okay.”


  When Leo focused on him again, Jesse felt his cock throb.


  This was really going to happen.


  “Let me see your backpack.”


  Jesse handed it over.


  “Do you put your clothes in here?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Leo unzipped it and rooted around, found the collar and cuffs and the leather jock. He arched an eyebrow at Jesse. “Do you prefer to wear the jock, or do you want me to top you naked?”


  He swallowed hard. “I wear it with Tilly because I know it’s more comfortable for her, but I think I’d rather you top me naked, Sir.”


  Leo’s mouth curled in a delicious twist that Jesse wanted to lick and suck. Hell, he wanted to jump the guy, leap into his arms, wrap himself around the man, and beg him to come home with him.


  Jesse wanted Leo that.


  Fucking.


  Badly.


  Leo set the backpack on the floor and laid out the collar and cuffs on the bench. “Longer ones on your ankles?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Leo turned to face him. “Hold your arms out to your sides,” he softly said.


  Trembling, Jesse did. Leo’s gaze held his as he reached out and slowly undid the top button of Jesse’s shirt. “Since this is going to be my first time, I want to do things my way as much as I can, and I want to make sure I remember it for the rest of my life.”


  Jesse’s mouth went dry. “Me, too, Sir.”


  No one had ever made Jesse feel like this, like he was the center of the universe.


  Leo slowly unbuttoned Jesse’s shirt until he pulled the tails from his jeans and slid his arms around Jesse’s waist.


  “Arms around me,” Leo whispered.


  Jesse complied, softly moaning when he felt the iron length of Leo’s cock pressing against him through their jeans. He rested his head against Leo’s chest and deeply inhaled.


  Leo tipped his head and nipped Jesse’s earlobe. “Tell me what you want me to do to you…boy.”


  Jesse had to struggle to stay upright, to keep his knees from unhinging and dropping in front of Leo like a rock. “I want Sir to beat and fuck my ass.”


  Leo’s throaty chuckle rumbled through him. “We can’t have sex here.”


  “I live in an apartment on the other side of the wall, Sir. We can go over there after. If you want.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Leo froze.


  Oh, fuck.


  What he really wanted to do was drag the guy out of there, around the building, and into his apartment so they could get right to the fucking.


  But…


  He drew in a long, deep breath. This was nothing like his two encounters in St. Pete. This was…this was real.


  Deep.


  Sexy.


  Personal.


  Leo closed his eyes and inhaled. He smelled soap and deodorant and shampoo, but no cologne or annoying body spray. Built so differently than Eva, Jesse felt firm and sturdy in his arms, a perfect fit against his body.


  “We’ll see how we both feel after this,” Leo hoarsely said.


  The last thing he’d expected was to get laid that night.


  But damned if he wasn’t really looking forward to popping more than just his Top cherry tonight.


  Forcing himself to step back, he worked Jesse’s shirt off, neatly folded it, and tucked it into the backpack.


  “Take your shoes and socks off,” Leo ordered.


  Jesse quickly did, once again standing in front of him. He didn’t have a lot of body hair, a light dusting over his tanned skin, which with his shirt now off, Leo could see the tan lines from the shirts he obviously wore at work. His chest and abs were firm, toned, and paler than his arms, neck, and face.


  Leo hoped his hands didn’t tremble too badly as he started working on Jesse’s belt, finally getting it open and then unbuttoning them. It was difficult working the zipper down over Jesse’s hard cock, but fortunately he had briefs on so Leo didn’t catch him with the zipper. Leo knelt, tapping first Jesse’s left leg, then his right, to step out of his jeans.


  Once folded, they joined his shirt in the backpack.


  Leaving Jesse standing there with a very nice, hard cock sharply outlined against his navy blue briefs.


  Leo palmed his hand over Jesse’s bulge. “How many guys have you been with before?”


  Jesse licked his lips. “Total, six. But not any since Mario, and I tested three times since then. Neg each time. Doc says I’m clear across the board.”


  Leo froze, confused. “Huh?”


  Keith leaned in. “HIV and STDs. He’s negative. You know, neg and pos?”


  “Oh. Sorry. Remember, I’m a newbie to this.”


  Keith smirked. “Not to cast aspersions on your wife, but it wouldn’t hurt for you to go get a full STD panel, too.”


  Yeah, he would have to do that. Leo looked down into Jesse’s eyes again as Keith stepped back to the sidelines.


  Leo dropped his voice so only Jesse could hear. “Technically, I’ve been with two guys before. One of those, it was only a mutual handjob. The second guy blew me, but that was it. I think that still technically makes me a virgin with guys.”


  “I’ve got condoms, Sir,” Jesse said. “I use them for toys a lot.”


  “Toys?”


  “You know. Butt plugs?”


  Leo smirked. “Ah. Gotcha.”


  “No offense, Sir, but before we go bareback, I need to see new test results. Nothing personal. After what Mario put me through—”


  With his other hand, Leo grabbed a hank of Jesse’s hair and held him in place as he kissed him, hard, deep, feeling Jesse’s cock throb against his palm in response through the fabric of his briefs.


  “That,” Leo hoarsely said, “is exactly the kind of give and take I want from you, no matter what we’re doing. I want you to do that, to stand up for yourself with me. Always. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir. Can I ask something?”


  “Anything.”


  “After we get done, can we talk about why that means so much to you?”


  Leo nodded. “Yeah. I think we have to, don’t we?”


  “I think so, Sir.”


  “And one more thing.”


  “Yes, Sir?”


  Leo kissed him again. “I love hearing you call me Sir.”


  Jesse smiled. “Then I guess I’ll keep doing that, Sir.”


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Jesse knew he wasn’t a manwhore, but a couple of his past boyfriends had been pretty damn good in the sack.


  Nothing, however, had prepared him for the intimacy of the simple gesture of undressing him the way Leo had.


  For the first time, Jesse actually felt a little embarrassed, standing there in his briefs with his cock screaming like the damned goat on that car insurance commercial.


  Leo’s fingers traced the outline of it through the fabric, sending shivers through Jesse. Then Leo slid his large, rough hands around him, inside the elastic of the waist, and down over his ass, pulling him against Leo.


  Yes, that was a considerable bulge in the man’s jeans. Jesse was looking forward to being the owner of the first ass it got to experience.


  Well, first male ass. No telling if Leo’s ex liked backdoor action or not.


  When Leo slid Jesse’s briefs down his legs, the cool air hitting his cock didn’t soften him in the slightest, although it made his nipples even harder.


  Leo gently trailed his fingers down Jesse’s cock. “You sure you don’t mind teaching me a few things?”


  “It’s my pleasure, Sir.”


  Jesse gasped when Leo wrapped his fingers around his cock. It took every ounce of will he had not to frantically start fucking the man’s hand. But after one gentle squeeze, Leo let go.


  Leo tucked Jesse briefs into the backpack and picked up the collar. “How tightly do you wear it?”


  “Third hole from the end, Sir.”


  Leo stepped behind him. Jesse’s eyes dropped closed, the vortex of subspace having long ago sucked him into its soft and inviting depths. As he felt the cool leather touch his flesh, he took a deep breath, holding it for a moment and letting it out as Leo buckled the collar around his neck where it quickly warmed to his skin.


  The wrists cuffs next, and then Leo actually knelt on the floor to buckles the ankle cuffs on him.


  Mario had never knelt for him. Ever.


  For any reason.


  Mario had expected Jesse to be ready and waiting in whatever position he’d told him to be waiting in. The only collar Mario had buckled around Jesse’s neck was the cheap-ass dog collar he’d tried to pass off as Jesse’s permanent collar.


  Hell, it’d probably been a dollar store dog collar, as cheap as the bastard was.


  When Leo stood, he took Jesse’s hands. “You still want to play with me?”


  Jesse nodded. “Yes, Sir. More than anything.”


  “Do I need to worry about marks?”


  “I doubt you’ll mark me, but as long as you only hit me hard on my ass or thighs, that’s fine.”


  “Okay.” He led him over to the bench, where Jesse had already spread the towel out. “Go ahead and get comfortable.”


  He did, closing his eyes, wrapping his fingers around the ends of the bench and praying he didn’t accidentally come in the middle of the scene.


  Leo started out resting his hands on the backs of Jesse’s shoulders, fingers splayed, warmth flowing from him into Jesse’s flesh. Slowly, he stroked down, firmly, on either side of Jesse’s spine, as if starting a massage.


  He sensed Keith step in and heard some soft words exchanged, sounding like Leo had asked him a question.


  The exploration continued, Leo’s touch growing more firm and sure as he worked up and down Jesse’s back, fingers kneading his muscles, learning his body.


  Lower, Leo squeezed Jesse’s ass cheeks, firmer, more pressure, fingers digging in until Jesse felt the bite of pain that excited him and made his toes curl. That was where Leo stopped, holding, maintaining, until finally releasing and kneading his flesh.


  Jesse whimpered, his breath coming in gasps. He didn’t know what would come next, but all he knew was he desperately wanted to please this man.


  And that nearly scared him.


  


  * * * *


  


  Leo desperately didn’t want to hurt Jesse in the bad way. Besides the fact that he wanted to run his hands all over the man’s flesh, he wanted to get an idea where bones and muscle lay, exactly where he could strike him without harming him.


  At one point he tipped his head at Keith, motioning him over. “Show me my safe zones, please.”


  Without actually touching Jesse, Keith drew invisible boxes with his fingers. “Below his hip bones, and watch out for his tailbone. All the fleshy parts of his ass, and here, upper thighs. You can lightly use that dowel along the sides of his spine, in those muscles, but be very careful. I lay a hand on the spine itself so I hit me and not bone. The slapper, you can use that across his upper back and shoulders, too, without worrying. Everything else, except your hands, limit it to his ass and thighs for now. Don’t worry. If I see you about to do something wrong, or if you land a bad hit, I’ll say so.”


  “Okay, thanks.”


  Keith nodded and stepped back where Leo could easily see him but he wasn’t intruding on their personal space.


  Leo squeezed Jesse’s ass again and then moved to stand at the man’s left side. Remembering what Jesse had said about triggers, he reached up with his left hand and hooked two fingers under the collar, at the back of Jesse’s neck.


  With his right hand, Leo started delivering bare-handed smacks to Jesse’s ass, alternating sides, increasing the force as Keith nodded encouragingly, until Jesse was softly moaning and rocking back into every blow.


  Leo leaned in close. “Are you okay?”


  “Green, Sir,” Jesse said, but his voice sounded slurred, faint.


  Concerned, he looked to Keith, who frowned back at him. Leo motioned him in.


  “What?” Keith mouthed.


  Leo leaned in. “How are you doing, Jesse?”


  In that same, slurred tone, Jesse moaned, “Green, Sir!”


  Keith clamped his lips together to stifle a loud burst of laughter. When he recovered, he walked around the bench and whispered in Leo’s ear, “He’s fine. Deep in subspace. Green’s good. He’s telling you to keep going. He’s having fun. Green, yellow, red. Keep going, if you want.”


  Relief washed through Leo. He started spanking Jesse again, taking his time, enjoying the way the man’s body writhed beneath him. Hell, he could stand here and do this all night, or until his hand fell off.


  After a few minutes, he stopped that and went back to stroking Jesse’s back. He couldn’t get enough of that, of the feel of him.


  He went for the slapper next, more to build up his confidence than anything. Once again, he grabbed the collar with his left hand and held the slapper in his right. Light strokes across Jesse’s ass at first, watching his reaction, until he found the right level to keep him moaning and squirming but not totally tensing up with pain.


  He really wasn’t sure he wanted to try using that elsewhere on Jesse yet, so he switched to the wooden dowel. Again, carefully testing, he started smacking Jesse with it, varying the location and strength of the impacts, testing to see what reaction he’d get.


  It didn’t take him long to move on to the acrylic paddle. That one he tested on his arm before using it on Jesse. Stingy, for sure, especially considering how light it was, but Keith stepped in and mimed that Leo could smack the outsides of Jesse’s thighs, and his calves and upper arms, with it, so Leo did.


  Then, the riding crop. This one frightened Leo a little, because he’d seen someone else using one and they had immediately brought up red and angry welts across the woman’s flesh with it.


  And Jesse’s ass was already a beautiful shade of red.


  He smacked himself in the arm with it a few times to get the feel for it before planting his left hand in the hollow of Jesse’s back. He had a gorgeous, perfectly firm ass.


  Across the back of Jesse’s left thigh first, then the right, light strokes to start with, until he started taking ones that had Jesse squirming and left light lines behind.


  Leo set that aside, smoothing his hands over Jesse’s flesh, feeling the warmth of his skin. Then on to the wooden paddle, which he smacked against his own thigh first. He knew the jeans would muffle it so he pulled the force of the first couple of hits. He could always hit harder.


  He couldn’t un-hit the man.


  Jesse looked vulnerable, gorgeous, as Leo slowly smacked the backs of Jesse’s thighs.


  Finally, he took several hard, last strokes, pressing down firmly on Jesse’s back to hold him in place as he felt the man’s back arch with each blow.


  Finishing, he set the paddle aside and folded his body over Jesse’s, sliding his hands down Jesse’s arms, lacing fingers with him.


  Nuzzling the nape of Jesse’s neck, Leo gently nipped the back of his shoulder. “Are you okay?”


  “Green, Sir,” Jesse whispered.


  Leo felt Jesse’s body trembling under him. Concerned, he sat up and grabbed the blanket, draping it around him.


  Keith stepped in. “Take him over to one of the couches,” he said, pointing. “I’ll take care of the benches and implements for you.”


  “Thanks.”


  He grabbed Jesse’s backpack and helped him up off the bench. Grabbing the towel, too, he led Jesse over to one of the vacant couches and settled there with him. Jesse wrapped the blanket around himself and curled up, facing Leo, his head in Leo’s lap.


  Leo wasn’t sure what else he was supposed to do for the man, but he draped an arm over him, pleased when Jesse adjusted the blanket so he could hug himself around Leo’s arm with it pressed against his bare chest.


  Leo rested his other hand on Jesse’s head, stroking his hair. Glancing over to the bench, he saw Keith wiping it down with wipes from one of the canisters scattered around. Then Keith started cleaning the implements off.


  What Leo wanted to do was unzip his jeans and let Jesse suck his cock, but that would be…


  Well, against the rules. Not wrong.


  Not anymore.


  Thoughts and needs he’d long tried to ignore, to suppress. Thoughts and needs he’d thought were wrong…weren’t.


  To wonder how to work around to find something equivalent to make him as hard for Eva as he felt right now.


  Definitely not a wrong thought.


  After several minutes, Jesse took a deep breath and looked up at him.


  “Are you okay?” Leo asked.


  Jesse’s hand snaked up, caught the back of Leo’s neck, and pulled him down for a long, deep kiss. “I think I’m better than I’ve ever been in my life, Sir,” Jesse said.


  


  * * * *


  


  There had been an energy, almost electricity, flowing between them. Jesse felt it with Leo in a way he’d never felt it before. Could Tilly skillfully beat his ass?


  Absolutely.


  What she couldn’t do—through no fault of her own—was bring out the emotions and the desire Jesse now felt washing through him. He wanted to bare his throat to the man, be completely vulnerable and emotionally exposed to him, not just physically.


  If he turns out to be a douche and breaks my heart, I’m going to swear off sex and invest in Fleshlights, I swear I will.


  Jesse ran his fingers through Leo’s hair. “Please don’t dye your hair,” he whispered. “I love it like this.”


  One of those quirky smiles curved Leo’s mouth. “Thanks. Wasn’t planning on it, don’t worry. Eva always tried to get me to do it.”


  “Stupid woman.”


  Leo’s smile faded. “She’s not my favorite person in the world sometimes, but she is the mother of my child. I’ll always love her for that, if nothing else.”


  Jesse felt guilty. “Sorry.”


  “No, it’s okay. I know it’s…weird. But she’s sort of stood up for me, too, I just found out. I wouldn’t feel right not standing up for her anymore. It’s kind of been my job all these years, anyway.”


  “No chance of you canceling your divorce and going back to her, is there?”


  “No. Not a chance.” Leo’s smile reappeared. “Especially not now.”


  “Why?”


  “Because this…” Leo’s fingers slowed in Jesse’s hair. Jesse loved the way they felt gently raking against his scalp. “This is a dream come true. I can’t ever go back. I have to go forward.”


  “I don’t normally ask guys home on a first date, but will you please come home with me?”


  “Technically, if we count dinner at Keith’s, I think this is our second date.”


  Jesse grinned. “Hot damn! That makes me not a slut!”


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Once Jesse was steady on his feet again and had gotten dressed, Keith wanted a quick debriefing with the two men.


  “If I don’t, Tilly will kill me,” Keith said. “You okay, Jesse?”


  Jesse nodded. “Better than okay.”


  Leo watched the man. He didn’t think he was lying just to spare his feelings.


  “If it wasn’t good,” Leo said, “I want you to tell me the truth. Be honest. I won’t learn to do it better if you don’t tell me.”


  “It was good. It wasn’t perfect, but I have no complaints. I could have taken a lot more.” He held Leo’s hand. “We’ll talk to Tilly next time she’s in town. We’ll have her show you some stuff. You’ll have to learn your own techniques.”


  “Sorry I was hands-off,” Keith said, “I wasn’t going to jump in and touch him without having discussed it with both of you first.”


  Leo was a little surprised to find himself glad Keith had stayed hands-off. Not that he would have thought Keith was trying anything inappropriate, but…


  Leo realized he felt jealous. Territorial.


  He’d never felt like that before.


  Not even about Eva. Protective of her, absolutely. Responsible for her, definitely. In more ways than one.


  But never…


  Mine.


  Never jealous.


  Ever.


  After saying good-bye to his new friends, Leo nervously followed Jesse outside to the parking lot.


  “Let’s move your car, too,” Jesse suggested, “so you don’t have to walk all the way around tomorrow.”


  “Tomorrow?”


  Jesse turned. “I don’t have to be anywhere in the morning. If you want to spend the whole night, I wouldn’t mind that.”


  Leo pulled him in for a kiss.


  No fireworks exploded in the sky, but his cock stretched and roared in its best Godzilla imitation.


  “I wouldn’t mind that, either,” Leo said.


  Jesse smiled. “Good. Follow me.”


  Leo did, and sure enough, they parked just on the other side of the building.


  “Why do you live here?”


  “Kel owns the whole complex. This is his office and his apartment. He doesn’t live here now. He and his wife, Mallory, have a house. So he sometimes rents the apartment to people in the lifestyle who need a place to stay. It keeps someone living here in case there’s any trouble, and he gets to help friends out.”


  Jesse let them in and reset the alarm, locking the door behind them before leading him upstairs.


  It wasn’t what Leo had expected at all. The two-bedroom, two-bath apartment had an open kitchen that looked out on a great room where the dining room table and living room area were located.


  Hell, he’d lived in far crappier, smaller places in his life.


  Shit, he lived in a far crappier and smaller apartment now.


  Jesse set his keys on the counter and set his backpack down. “So, about that talk.”


  Leo nodded. “Yeah?”


  “Short version. Why is me speaking my mind so important to you?”


  Leo leaned against the counter. “Short version isn’t so short, but I’ll do my best.” And he did, trying not to slam Eva in the process or without breaking her confidences. When he finished, Jesse nodded.


  “Okay. That makes sense. Look, here’s my deal. Long-term, I’m a submissive. I need a strong partner. Ideally, I’d like to be a slave to a Master I can trust. To give myself over. I am not a vanilla sex kind of guy. I need kinky sex to turn my crank. I need a Dominant for a partner. I’m good with speaking my mind if you insist, but I need you to understand that I want my place to be under you, because that’s where I’m happiest being.”


  “All the time?” Leo grinned.


  “Metaphorically speaking.” Jesse stepped in, grabbing Leo’s shirt. “I can still catch while on top.”


  “Huh?”


  “You’re so cute. Pitching and catching.”


  “Ah. I’m still so straight it’s not funny.”


  “I can take care of that for you.” Jesse rose up on his toes and kissed him before taking his hand and leading him to the bedroom. “In fact, let’s go take care of that right now.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Jesse’s first time with a guy had been shortly after he’d turned eighteen. The guy had been twenty-one and was no stranger to men. It’d been a great relationship while it lasted, but they were two different people and two drastically different personalities. Jesse wanted monogamy while the guy had wanted to play around.


  Jesse’s second male partner had been a newbie just out of the closet, and Jesse had fun passing along everything he’d learned thus far.


  Jesse’s one and only time with a girl had been in high school, a fumbling, awkward encounter that had divested them both of their virginity, while at the same time settling Jesse’s remaining questions over his sexuality once and for all.


  He wasn’t into women sexually. As friends, absolutely. In fact, she was the friend with whom he first lived, her and her parents, when he left home.


  That he got to be Leo’s first—in more ways than one—meant a lot to Jesse.


  He hoped he didn’t disappoint the man.


  In his bedroom, he opened the top dresser drawer and retrieved his latest test results, showing them to Leo. “This is what you look for,” he said, explaining the different sections. “And always the date, too.”


  “I trust you.”


  Jesse smiled up at him. “I’m flattered, but this is your life we’re talking about. I’m hoping neither of us has to worry about this issue again, but I’m a realist. You might decide you don’t want me in the morning.” He put the test results away. “Or you might decide you want to play the field before settling down.”


  Leo grabbed his hand and pulled him back, kissing him hard. Jesse didn’t have the will to resist, his arms encircling Leo and holding on for dear life.


  This…fuck, yeah, this. A man who wasn’t afraid to hold on tight, to use him, to show him he was stronger and in charge and yet wouldn’t break his trust.


  Leo backed him toward the bed. “I want to suck your cock,” he hoarsely said as he started working on the buttons on Jesse’s shirt.


  “Whatever you want. You can wrap me if you want for that. Fair’s fair, since I need to suck you off through one right now.”


  “How long does it take to get test results back?”


  “They have HIV tests that take minutes, but full blood work panels usually take a couple of days. You can go to the health department, if you want. They’re cheap and fast.”


  “Okay. I’ll do that this week.” He pulled Jesse’s shirt off him and shoved him back onto the bed, reaching for his belt. “I want to taste you.”


  Leo pulled Jesse’s belt from his pants, looped it around Jesse’s wrists, and shoved his arms over his head. Kneeling over him, Leo stared down into Jesse’s eyes. “If I go too far—”


  “I’ll safeword. If I don’t safeword, you keep doing what you’re doing. Don’t worry. You won’t break me.”


  Jesse’s cock throbbed as Leo got Jesse’s jeans unfastened and pulled down his hips, followed by his briefs. Leo didn’t even pull them all the way off before he wrapped his fingers around Jesse’s cock and went down on him.


  A loud moan escaped Jesse as his eyes fell closed. It’d been a long time since someone had gone down on him. Mario had been one-sided in that way, insisting that “Masters don’t go down on slaves.”


  Another obvious red flag he’d ignored. One that, once he’d admitted it after the fact, pretty much everyone he personally knew who identified as a Dominant type told him was utter bullshit.


  The heat of Leo’s lips around his cock only made him throb harder, pulsing against Leo’s warm, wet tongue. The man might be a virgin to cocksucking, but he had the technique down pat, that was certain. He licked down to Jesse’s balls and back again, up his shaft before going down on him once more.


  “I won’t last long,” Jesse gasped.


  “You’d better hold it,” Leo said. “I’m not done with you yet.”


  Jesse’s eyes popped open and he raised his head to look at him.


  Leo’s blue eyes looked dark in the dim light, midnight, deep ocean waters, and full of hunger.


  Staring into Jesse’s eyes, Leo’s tongue flicked out and caressed the head of Jesse’s cock, up the glans, over the slit, teasing, toying with him.


  “Sir, please make me come!”


  


  * * * *


  


  There’d been quite a few times he’d drawn out Eva’s orgasm. Mostly to conceal the fact that he hadn’t had one yet, or that he’d come quickly to get it over with and then focused on her so she didn’t catch on.


  He wouldn’t deny making her beg to come had been a turn-on.


  Hearing Jesse beg was almost too much for him to take. “Where’s your condoms?”


  With his hands still bound over his head, Jesse pointed at the bedside table to his right. “In the drawer, Sir.”


  Leo got up and retrieved them, including a couple of flavored ones.


  Perfect.


  He quickly stripped, got Jesse’s shoes and socks off so Leo could work Jesse’s jeans and briefs all the way off him, and then rolled one of the flavored ones onto his own shaft. He first knelt next to Jesse, holding the base of his cock with one hand as Jesse opened his mouth wide, eager, willing.


  Eva had hated going down on him and only did it the bare minimum as foreplay. The few times he actually came in her mouth early in their relationship—one of the only surefire ways he could easily get off because he could imagine a guy doing it—she immediately spat it out into a towel.


  Needless to say, he’d stopped asking her to do it early in their relationship.


  Slowly feeding his cock into Jesse’s mouth, he cradled the back of the man’s head with his free hand, struggling not to forcibly fuck his mouth. He wanted this to last a little while, at least. Remembering what Jesse had said, he curved his fingers, holding onto Jesse’s hair and drawing a needy moan from the man as he struggled to bob his head up and down on Leo’s cock faster than Leo wanted him to.


  “Shh,” Leo said. “Take your time. I’m not going anywhere. I promise.”


  No, he damn sure didn’t want to go anywhere. And with a child-free weekend, he could stay as late as he wanted tomorrow—or as late as Jesse wanted him to.


  Jesse’s eyes had taken on that delicious glazed look again as he stared up at Leo. He smiled down at him.


  “I want to learn everything,” he told Jesse as the man worked on his cock. “I want to learn what makes you feel good. I want to learn how to be a good Dom for you. As long as you want me.”


  Another soft, needy moan vibrated through Leo’s cock and balls and into his core.


  He gently eased Jesse’s head down onto the bed and swung a leg over him into a sixty-nine. Keeping his weight off Jesse, he went down on him again, licking and sucking him while slowly fucking Jesse’s mouth.


  Fuuuck…


  Heaven. This had always been one of his favorite things, and he couldn’t do it like this with Eva. She’d always have to be on top and working his cock with her hands and not her mouth or she didn’t enjoy it.


  He carefully settled some of his weight onto Jesse and the responding moan of pleasure had Leo struggling to hold back his own release. He wanted to make Jesse come first, like this, to feel Jesse’s moans through his cock.


  Taking his time, he explored, went deep, tasted, rolled every drop of pre-cum the man’s cock pumped out over his tongue like it was a fine champagne. He gently cupped Jesse’s sac, stroking it, marveling that the man kept himself shaved.


  Fuck, yeah.


  Finally, he couldn’t take it anymore. He started working his mouth up and down Jesse’s shaft faster, sucking more, enjoying the way it grew harder, hotter, and then the way the man’s body went rigid as he moaned around Leo’s wrapped cock. Even the condom couldn’t detract from the delicious vibrations rolling straight down his root and into his balls.


  Hot, tangy cum flowed into Leo’s mouth. He went as deep as he could, swallowing, savoring it, sucking until Jesse whimpered and shuddered beneath him. Then, still holding the man’s softening cock in his mouth, Leo started fucking Jesse’s mouth, only taking a couple of strokes until he exploded and filled the condom, Jesse still sucking and licking for all he was worth and his renewed moans dragging out Leo’s orgasm even longer.


  He felt weak, shaky, as he finally pushed himself up and off of Jesse, turning around to free Jesse’s hands and pull him into his arms, one leg draped over him, his condom-clad cock wilting between them.


  Leo kissed him, loving the way Jesse kissed him back, hard, tongue fucking his mouth, exploring, tasting.


  Eva had never wanted him to kiss her after going down on her.


  Jesse seemed eager, desperate, even.


  Leo stared down at him. “How was that?”


  Jesse’s smile tugged Leo even closer to love. “Better than great, Sir.”


  “Are we moving too fast?”


  “We’re not kids. We have jobs and lives. Don’t ask me to hand over my bank account, and I won’t quit my job and ask you to be my sugar Daddy. How’s that?”


  “You are wise beyond your years.”


  “Unfortunately, I had damn good teachers about the hard knocks of life.”


  “No lying,” Leo said. “I catch you lying to me, that’s it.”


  Jesse nodded. “Deal. No playing with or sleeping with anyone else.”


  “Deal. You have to accept my schedule around Laurel,” Leo countered. “I might not always be able to have you around if I’m doing things with her. Or we might have to play it cool if we’re together around her.”


  “Done. I’m going to be going to school as well as working. You have to be able to handle my schedule and understand that I’m going to be really busy. And that sometimes we’ll be together, but I’ll need to study.”


  “Absolutely.” They stared at each other for several long, quiet minutes. “Does this mean we have a relationship?” Leo asked.


  Jesse smiled. “I guess it does, Sir. As long as you want it to be one.”


  “You can’t call me Sir around Laurel.”


  “As long as I can other times.”


  “Do you have a preferred term for me to call you?”


  Leo suspected Jesse was about to say Leo could call him whatever he wanted to call him, but he stopped himself.


  Then, “I think I would like it if you called me your boy. But if you have other suggestions, I would like to hear them before making that permanent.”


  “I like boy. So does this make me your Dominant?”


  Jesse stared at him for a long, quiet moment. “For now. If you want to be.”


  “I want to be. And in the future?”


  “Depending on how this goes, I’d like to discuss Master and slave. But I know we both have a long way until we get to that point.”


  Leo leaned in and kissed him. Slowly, sweetly, gently. “Will you be patient with me as your Dominant when I screw up and don’t do things right?”


  Jesse smiled. “Only if you’re patient with me when I get a little toppy from the bottom trying to teach you the right way to do things.”


  “Does this also make you my boyfriend?”


  “I hope to hell so, Sir.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  While Leo got out of bed to clean up and dispose of the condom, Jesse turned on one of the bedside lamps so they’d have a little more light. Then he realized he could still hear the music from next door, so he turned on the TV, setting it to a music channel on the cable box to help drown it out.


  When Leo returned, he crawled into bed next to Jesse and pulled him into his arms. “So would it be unDomly of me to ask you more about toys?”


  “No, it wouldn’t be unDomly at all. You’ve never had anything in your ass before?”


  “Nope. Well, just my own fingers in the shower a couple of times. And my proctologist, but that doesn’t count. I knew that wasn’t something Eva would be interested in so I never pursued it.” He rolled Jesse on top of him. “Feel like introducing me to that?”


  Jesse eagerly nodded, leaning in to kiss him before bouncing out of bed and going to the drawer where he kept his toys. He grabbed a couple of butt plugs—one for him and one for Leo—lube, wipes, gloves, and a couple more condoms.


  He suspected he’d need to make a supply run tomorrow.


  From the bathroom he grabbed a towels and then returned to bed. He held up a larger butt plug, the one for him, and waggled his eyebrows at Leo.


  “Want to watch me do it first?” Jesse reached out and stroked Leo’s cock, which was already showing renewed signs of life. “I’m going to need it to loosen me up for you fucking my ass later. And yes, I want you fucking my ass later.”


  Leo nodded, stretching his body out and lacing his hands behind his head. “Me, too.”


  He draped the towel over Leo’s midsection and straddled him, facing away from him. He loved it when Leo’s hands stroked down his back, over his ass, settling on his hips.


  Jesse cast a glance at him over his shoulder. “Touch all you want. It’s yours anyway.”


  Their gazes met and Jesse hoped he wasn’t being an idiot. That in a few days or weeks he wouldn’t realize this was a mistake and regret opening his heart—and body—this soon to someone so new not just to BDSM but to being openly gay.


  A theoretical queer who hadn’t actually been in a relationship with a guy wasn’t exactly a solid partner with a good track record, no matter what the man promised.


  Jesse pulled on a nitrile glove, worked a condom over the butt plug, and then lubed the hell out of it. He squirted some lube onto his fingers and leaned forward, reaching under him and working it into his hole. Already his cock was hardening again, throbbing, eager. Yeah, he loved something up his ass, preferably a cock, but plenty of times he’d rubbed a few out while wearing a butt plug all afternoon. Or wore one while Tilly topped him and then came home to the apartment to beat off.


  Leo’s hands fell still as he watched. Jesse worked one, then two gloved fingers inside himself, making sure he was well-lubed before grabbing the butt plug and starting that. This one was large, but he’d taken it plenty of times before. At its widest point it was a little thicker than Leo’s cock, meaning once this loosened him up Leo would be able to give him the hard, pile-driving fuck he’d been in desperate need of for months.


  With two fingers pressing on the base of the toy, and his weight resting on his other hand, he started slowly fucking the toy into his ass, carefully, taking his time.


  “Fuck,” Leo whispered.


  Jesse’s head dropped and he could see under his arm, look back and watch Leo’s face. Leo’s eyes widened as Jesse slowly started working his hips. Beneath the towel, Leo’s cock had hardened again and was starting to tent it.


  “You like getting a show, Sir?” Jesse teased.


  “Yeah. That’s…fucking sexy.”


  “One of my favorite things,” Jesse said, “is to be cuffed and collared and restrained, on my hands and knees, while I get plugged. Followed by a good hard beating. Keep edging me for a while, my cock dripping. Not letting me come until after there’s a real cock in my ass and I’m getting fucked nice and hard.”


  Leo was breathing heavy now, his fingers gently raking down Jesse’s back.


  “Don’t ever be afraid to fuck me hard, Sir,” he said. “As long as you prep me first. I want to be used like that. I enjoy it. I like being Sir’s fuck toy.”


  Leo’s blue gaze fixed on his as his hands settled on Jesse’s ass and spread his cheeks.


  “That’s it, Sir,” Jesse said, the widest part nearly past his rim. “Do what you want to that ass. It belongs to you now.”


  “I want to fucking bite you all over that ass and leave teeth marks.”


  Jesse grinned. “Lucky for you, I enjoy that.” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, forcing himself to relax as the widest part slipped through his rim and then his body gobbled the rest of it, the base settling between his cheeks. He sat up and removed the glove, stripping it off inside out and dropping it to the floor.


  Then he turned around, straddling Leo, and leaned in to kiss him.


  Leo grabbed the back of Jesse’s hair and rolled over on top of him, one knee pushing between Jesse’s and forcing his legs apart. He grabbed Jesse’s hands again and shoved them over his head, fingers laced with his, his weight on Jesse.


  “So if I order my boy to play with my ass and get that other butt plug in me, you’ll still respect me in the morning?” His arched eyebrow made Jesse laugh.


  “Yes, Sir. Damned straight, I will.”


  That made them both laugh.


  


  * * * *


  


  Leo swung off him. “How do you want me?”


  “Might be easier on your hands and knees this first time.”


  As Leo knelt there on the bed, his head resting on his arms, he tried not to focus on how his cock was once again hard and throbbing.


  Jesse sat up and changed position, moving behind him. He heard the man pull on another glove and unwrap a condom. “Condoms make it easier to clean the toys,” he said. “Nothing personal.”


  “It’s okay.”


  Leo heard the snick of the tube of lube, then a moment later Jesse’s ungloved left hand rested on Leo’s lower back. “If it hurts at any time, just tell me. I’ll go slow.”


  Leo forced himself not to jump when he felt one lubed finger touch his rim. He thought it’d be like the doctor exam, but Jesse didn’t rush. He stroked Leo’s back with one hand while gently massaging his rim with the other, pressing a little, but not trying to breach.


  Jesse’s free hand trailed down and around and under Leo to find his cock. Jesse didn’t stroke him, just wrapped his fingers around Leo’s shaft and gently squeezed, making Leo moan and start working his hips against Jesse’s hand.


  “That’s it,” Jesse softly said. “Do what feels good.”


  It was then Leo realized Jesse was pressing more firmly against his entrance, and if he shifted his hips back just a little farther…


  “Ahh…” He got it. Jesse was letting him do the work, holding his hands still and letting Leo fuck himself back and forth as much as he was comfortable, impaling his ass on Jesse’s finger a little deeper with every thrust, while fucking his cock into Jesse’s fist.


  Once Jesse’s finger was buried all the way inside him, Jesse gently squeezed Leo’s cock again, stopping him from being able to thrust. “How’s that feel?”


  “Good…” It felt better than good. And then Jesse slowly started fucking Leo’s ass with his finger. Leo kept his eyes closed, focused on not coming as Jesse’s finger swiped across his sweet spot inside him.


  After a few minutes of this, Jesse withdrew his finger, making Leo moan again when Jesse also let go of his cock.


  “Hold on, Sir,” he teased. “More lube and another finger.” Yes, the fingers returned, as did the hand on his cock.


  Jesse patiently repeated the process, but this time Leo knew what was going on and sped things along, until Jesse let go of his cock and took over fucking his ass.


  “Sorry, Sir, but I don’t want you exploding yet.”


  Leo lifted his head and looked back, spotting the playful smile on Jesse’s face. “You are sooo getting fucked.”


  “I hope so, Sir.”


  “And I don’t want you coming yet, either. Next time you come, I want it with your cock inside my ass.”


  Jesse pouted. “Aww, but Sir, I can get it up a third time for you.”


  Leo licked his lips. “Or I can order you not to come at all until tomorrow.”


  “I’ll wait, Sir,” Jesse quickly said.


  The quick capitulation made Leo’s cock throb. “Good boy.”


  Jesse grinned. “See? You’re a natural.”


  Once Jesse had comfortably worked three fingers into Leo—and with Leo asking him to wait a couple of times so he could breathe his way through not exploding—Jesse grabbed the butt plug and started working it into him.


  “If you have to use more than two gentle fingers of pressure to get it in, don’t force it,” Jesse said. “It shouldn’t take more than that.” He slowly fucked the toy into Leo’s ass, this time not using a hand on his cock, knowing Leo was too close to the edge for that.


  It felt…amazing. Leo gasped a little as it slid all the way in past its widest point and then settled home. He remained on his hands and knees for a moment, head down, trying to get used to it. It was pressing against his prostate and he wasn’t sure he could move without coming.


  “You okay?” Jesse asked.


  “Yeah, just…give me a minute.”


  He heard Jesse strip off the glove. Then the man’s hands stroked his back, his ass, his legs. He knelt between Leo’s legs and folded himself over the man, much as he’d done to Jesse after their scene. Jesse’s hard cock pressed against Leo’s ass and he couldn’t wait to feel the man’s cock inside him.


  “Just because you’re my Sir,” Jesse said, “doesn’t mean I can’t make you feel good, too.” He nibbled and kissed his way down Leo’s spine. “Serving my Sir means taking care of all of my Sir’s needs.”


  He raked his nails down Leo’s arms, up again, down his back, his thighs, up to his ass, where he grabbed Leo’s hips and ground himself against him. “It also means if my Sir needs a good fucking, I give it to him. Because I’m a good boy.”


  Leo lifted his head and looked over his shoulder. It felt like he’d been dropped right into his best sexual fantasies. “Where’s your cuffs and collar?”


  “In my bag.”


  “Go get them. Do you have snap clips?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “A leash?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Bring them. Do not put them on yourself.”


  Like a shot, Jesse was out of bed and bolting from the room. He returned less than a minute later with the items in his hands.


  Leo carefully got out of bed, mindful of the butt plug in his ass. Dammit, it felt fucking good.


  He snapped his fingers and pointed at the floor in front of him. Jesse’s knees folded and he dropped like a rock.


  Leo took the cuffs, collar, leash, and snap clips from him. He put everything except the collar on the bed. The collar he fastened around Jesse’s neck, remembering which hole to use.


  I’ll need to get him a collar of my own.


  That thought also made his cock throb.


  He snapped the leash to Jesse’s collar and dropped it, putting his foot on the other end. “Hands,” he said.


  Jesse held up his hands and Leo got the cuffs fastened around him. “Behind your back.


  He did, and Leo used a snap clip to connect them. Sure, if he had to, Jesse could likely undo the clip himself.


  It was the symbolism more than anything.


  Leo grabbed the leash and gently tugged. “Up.”


  Jesse rose, the glaze in his eyes back with a passion. Using the leash, Leo took several turns of it around his hand and pulled Jesse in to him. He kissed him, sucking on Jesse’s lower lip, fucking him with his tongue. Between them, both their cocks were hard and rubbing against each other.


  “I mean it,” Leo said. “I don’t screw around. No lying, no cheating. If this isn’t working out for you, just tell me, and I’ll do the same.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He bent Jesse facedown over the bed and fastened the ankle cuffs around him. Nudging Jesse’s feet wide apart, Leo held onto his wrist cuffs and ground himself against Jesse’s ass, using the cuffs to hold him in place, the leash taut in his other hand.


  “You want me to fuck you like this, boy?” Leo asked as deep, pent-up emotions welled from within him.


  Unleashed.


  Finally free.


  “Yes, Sir!” Jesse gasped.


  He knew Jesse’s cock was trapped against the bed and the friction had to be getting him close to coming.


  Leo stepped to the side and transferred the leash into the same hand holding Jesse’s wrist cuffs. Then he started barehanded spanking Jesse, from side to side, hard, now that he knew what Jesse could take and what he wanted.


  Jesse moaned, flexing his hips, arching his back to meet each swat of his hand.


  He reached between Jesse’s legs and gently fondled his sac. “Who owns this?” Leo asked.


  “You do, Sir!”


  He stroked Jesse’s cock. “And who owns this cock?”


  “You do, Sir!”


  Leo smacked Jesse’s ass. “Who owns this?”


  “You, Sir!”


  He let go of the leash and Jesse’s wrists and dropped to his knees between Jesse’s legs. Shoving them even farther apart and keeping his hands wrapped around Jesse’s thighs, Leo tongued Jesse’s balls, his cock, teasing him and making him moan into the mattress.


  “New rule. You don’t come alone without permission. You want to masturbate and we aren’t together, you have to wait until you can get me on the phone and I’ll give you permission to do it while I’m listening to you. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir!”


  Power surged through Leo. This…this was the kind of thing he’d longed for, the kind of control, the willingly given authority he’d always yearned for with his partner.


  The kind of power he knew he couldn’t take from Eva. Yes, she was sexually submissive in bed, but it was…different. He couldn’t have shown her the raw, hungry edge like he could now with Jesse. It would have overwhelmed and destroyed her.


  “Up on the bed.”


  Jesse managed to scramble up onto it, on his knees, shoulders against the mattress. Yes, some day—soon—Leo wanted to fuck him just like that.


  Tonight, however, he wanted to be face-to-face with the man when he fucked him.


  He unclipped Jesse’s wrist cuffs. “Take your butt plug out and put a condom on me. And lube us both.”


  Jesse did, while Leo knelt on the end of the bed, waiting.


  He felt Jesse’s hands trembling as he rolled the condom onto Leo’s shaft, all the way down. Then he lubed his ass, and slathered lube all over Leo’s sheathed cock.


  Jesse wiped his hands off and looked to him.


  Leo grabbed the leash again, pulling him in, kissing him hard as he pushed him back and onto the bed. He kept a firm grip on the leash as he sat up and shoved Jesse’s legs up and back, until his thighs touched his chest.


  With his other hand, he lined up the head of his cock with Jesse’s ass. “Tell me what you want,” he hoarsely ordered.


  “Please, Sir,” Jesse begged. “Please, fuck my ass.”


  Leo slowly pressed forward, afraid of hurting him, constantly watching him as he eased his cock inside.


  It felt…amazing. Slowly, achingly slow, especially considering the butt plug in his own ass, he worked his cock inside Jesse’s tight channel, his gaze locked on Jesse’s brown eyes. Wide, gorgeously glazed brown eyes, mocha eyes, amber flecks and greenish hues around the outer edges, eyes he wanted to live for, a look he wanted to draw from the man for the rest of their lives.


  Once he was all the way inside Jesse, Leo pulled the man’s ankles over his shoulders and leaned in close. “I might not last long, but don’t you dare come yet,” he ordered.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Tell me how to fuck you.”


  “I want it hard, Sir. You own it, so damn well fuck it like you own it. Pound your cock into me.”


  “I don’t want to hurt—”


  “You won’t, or I’ll stop you if you do. So do it.”


  Leo braced himself against the bed, the leash still taut, and took one long, slow stroke out, until just the head of his cock remained inside Jesse.


  “Please, Sir!” Jesse begged. “It’s been a damn long time.”


  “Me, too.” He slammed home, carefully watching Jesse’s face but only seeing pleasure there, no pain. Thus reassured, he did start fucking him. Hard, fast, pounding, the kind of fuck he never could have given Eva for fear of hurting her.


  The way he’d always wanted to fuck her.


  And Jesse begged for more. “Harder!”


  Leo obliged, struggling to hold it back his climax as long as he could, but it just felt too fucking good. Between the way Jesse’s ass tightly fisted his cock, and the way his balls slapped against Jesse’s ass with each stroke, and the feel of the butt plug rubbing inside him, he couldn’t hold it.


  He took several long, hard, deep strokes as his balls erupted and filled the condom, until he finally fell still, breathing heavy, beads of sweat dripping from his forehead onto Jesse’s chest.


  All the while, Jesse had held onto Leo’s arms, fingers digging in, and now he stroked Leo, touching him everywhere.


  He leaned in and kissed Jesse, long, sweetly, before resting his forehead against Jesse’s for a moment. “That was fucking amazing. Thank you.”


  Jesse grabbed him by the head and kissed him, fingers tangled in his hair, and Leo didn’t try to get away. It felt good to have a partner who wanted to get physical, who wanted it rough and tumble.


  “Don’t ever hold back with me, Sir,” Jesse said. “I promise I’ll tell you if something’s the bad kind of pain. But until you do something to violate my trust, I’m going to trust you that you won’t harm me. I have faith in you.”


  “You don’t really know me. How can you say that?”


  Jesse smiled. “Because you’ve made yourself vulnerable to me, too.”


  


  * * * *


  


  To be honest, other than the not being allowed to come part—which Jesse was used to and didn’t mind—that had been the best fucking of his life.


  Ever.


  Leo carefully untangled himself from Jesse and went to clean up in the bathroom, including removing his butt plug.


  When Leo returned, he unsnapped the leash from Jesse’s collar but had him keep everything else on.


  “How do you want me?” Leo asked.


  Jesse grinned. “Any way I can get you, but on your back this time.”


  He shoved another towel under Leo and knelt between his legs, gently palming the man’s sac. “Please get those test results done quick,” Jesse said. “You have no idea how badly I want to swallow a load of your cum.”


  He pushed Leo’s legs up and back and had him hold them out of the way. Then he rolled on a condom and lubed himself, drizzling more along the seam of Leo’s ass, before he pressed the head of his cock against him.


  Looking up into Leo’s eyes, he felt himself falling. Right over the damn edge, into the abyss.


  Love.


  He couldn’t deny it.


  Stupid?


  Yes. Too damn soon?


  Absolutely.


  But he knew with certainty if they made it through the next couple of weeks that this was forever. He felt it. He felt it and knew it, because he’d never felt like this before with anyone.


  Ever.


  Jesse nodded at him, and Leo nodded back.


  Slowly, carefully, Jesse took his time and gently pressed forward, making tiny progress with each stroke, watching as Leo’s lower lip caught under his teeth while his cock slowly inflated once again.


  Jesse grinned, spit in his palm, and skillfully stroked Leo’s cock with his hand.


  Leo moaned. “Fuck, that’s…fuck.”


  “Perfect, right?”


  Leo nodded. “Perfect.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It felt perfect. Absolutely.


  Jesse leaned forward and braced his hands against the bed, never breaking eye contact with Leo as he slowly started fucking him.


  It was so different, and yet at the same time felt so right, having this man fucking him. He reached down and grabbed Jesse’s ass, urging him faster, harder.


  “May I please come, Sir?” Jesse gasped.


  “Yes,” Leo said, barely able to speak. He used one hand to reach between them, grab his own cock, and start stroking it as Jesse fucked him, harder, faster.


  He heard Jesse’s gasp and felt the man’s cock stiffen and throb inside his ass, and that was all it took. Leo’s cock exploded in his hand, coating him and Jesse and Leo’s hand with his cum.


  Jesse fell still, then started laughing.


  “What’s so funny?”


  He kissed Leo, apparently not caring that he was smearing it around even more and making a bigger mess. “Get that test done quick, Sir. I like licking up messes. That should be one of my jobs.”


  He grinned. “Absolutely.”


  They grabbed a quick shower before returning to bed and collapsing there, limbs entwined, Jesse comfortably snuggled against Leo.


  Even in this way, Leo couldn’t help but think how perfectly the man fit in his arms.


  He didn’t want to keep making comparisons to Eva, but he couldn’t help it. The last twelve years had been spent married to her, sleeping with her. It was his last and only real comparison.


  But there was no comparison now, not really.


  Had any doubts remained in Leo’s soul about the path his life needed to take, Jesse had completely, utterly erased every last one of them.


  Even if things didn’t work out between them in the long run, he knew he couldn’t go back. Happiness did not lay with Eva. His happiness lay elsewhere, maybe even right here.


  Only time would tell.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Leo couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept so well or deeply. At one point in the night, he awoke lying on his side, facing away from Jesse, with Jesse pressed against his back, his arm draped around Leo.


  Leo turned toward him, wrapped his arms around him, and immediately drifted back to sleep even as Jesse nestled his head in the crook of Leo’s arm.


  When Leo awoke on Sunday morning, he looked down to find Jesse still nestled there against him, eyes open and staring up at him.


  “Hey,” Leo said, his voice still thick with sleep.


  Jesse grinned. “Good morning, Sir.”


  As if on command, Leo’s cock hardened like granite. Yes, he frequently had morning woodies, although at forty-two they weren’t usually as hard and aching and immediate as this one was.


  He rolled Jesse onto his back, straddling him, his body stretched over him and pinning him to the bed.


  And Leo was pleased to see Jesse’s cock appeared wide awake as well.


  A strip of condoms and tube of lube had ended up on one of the night tables. He grabbed them, rolling a condom onto Jesse’s shaft and slathering it with lube. Jesse watched him, eyes wide, softly moaning and arching his back in response to Leo’s touch.


  Leo rose up, slathering himself as best he could with lube. Yes, the sheets would be a mess, but hell, he’d help Jesse do laundry later.


  Grabbing the base of Jesse’s cock, Leo lined the head up with his ass and slowly impaled himself, watching Jesse’s face, loving the way his breath quickened.


  Once Leo had him embedded all the way inside his ass, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath of his own. He felt like he’d explode if he touched himself, yet that was exactly what he wanted, Jesse’s hand around his shaft, stroking him while he fucked the man’s cock.


  Finally, he opened his eyes again and stared down at Jesse. Honey, maybe, instead of amber in this light, the green flecks around the outer edges looking more like hazel, emphasizing his dark mocha-brown irises.


  He grabbed Jesse’s hands, lacing fingers with him, pinning his hands to the bed as he braced himself and slowly fucked him. With his lips inches over Jesse’s, he said, “Good morning, boy. Don’t you dare come yet.”


  Jesse whimpered. “Yes, Sir.”


  And there it was, the glazed look. Subspace. Yes, he could tell now. He could see it, and it turned Leo’s crank, wound him tight. He wanted to keep Jesse down there, deep in that beautifully blissful place.


  He loved that he could do that to him this soon, without beating him to get him there.


  “Normally,” Leo said, “I want at least one cup of coffee in me before I even attempt to talk to people. You have an effect on me.”


  “You have an effect on me, too, Sir.”


  Leo crushed his lips onto Jesse’s, his tongue fucking him in time with Jesse’s cock in his ass. Jesse scooted his feet up the bed, bending his knees for traction and helped, slamming his cock up into Leo.


  Finally, Leo sat up, put one of Jesse’s hands on his cock, and said, “Get me off. Then you can come, boy.”


  Thick pre-cum already dripped from his head, forming a sticky puddle between them. Jesse slicked Leo’s juices over the head of his cock, down the shaft, his gaze never leaving Leo’s as he stroked.


  Leo closed a hand over Jesse’s and started fucking his cock into Jesse’s fist, matching the tempo of bouncing up and down on Jesse’s shaft. Fuck, he wanted to do this all day with the guy, take turns fucking each other until they couldn’t get it up again and collapsed in an exhausted heap.


  Leo reached down with his free hand and cupped his sac, massaging it. “Get ready,” he hoarsely said.


  Jesse’s lips parted, head up and off the pillow to watch. Leo suspected if he had a clean bill of health that Jesse would have probably awakened him with a blowjob—


  And that was the thought that pushed him over the edge with a groan. His fingers clamped down on Jesse’s as he fucked the last of his orgasm out of his cock, his balls pumping ropes of cum over their hands and mostly Jesse’s abs.


  Jesse answered with his climax, moaning, as Leo reached down and tweaked Jesse’s right nipple with his free hand. He felt Jesse’s cock throbbing inside his ass before the man went limp below him.


  Leo leaned in, well aware he was only smearing his cum all over both of them. He kissed Jesse hard, deep, sucking on his bottom lip before sitting up again. Leo rose up and slid down Jesse’s body, licking the man’s nipples, down his abs, swirling his tongue around his navel.


  Jesse laughed and caught him by the arm. “Danger, Will Robinson. We should probably clean up and let me make you some coffee.” He grinned. “You can sit on the couch and watch TV and drink it while I see if I can get you back up again.”


  Leo’s cock twitched.


  Fuuuck…


  He hadn’t been this horny in…


  Ever.


  Guilt washed through him. No, he’d never regret having Laurel. But how many good years of Eva’s life and his own had he wasted by trying to keep up the good fight, so to speak?


  Jesse sat up, frowning. “What’s wrong?”


  “What?”


  “I saw the look on your face. What’s wrong?”


  Leo carefully sat up and kissed him before climbing out of bed. “Just realizing that I have a lot of living left to do, and I should have been letting Eva do that a long time ago.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Jesse wasn’t sure what he meant by that. He followed Leo into the bathroom, starting the shower as he disposed of the condom.


  “Are you okay?” he asked Leo.


  “I’m…I’m fine.” He turned to Jesse and placed his hands on his shoulders. “About this, absolutely, I’m fine. You’re…” He seemed to be searching for the right word, his blue gaze drilling into Jesse’s core. “You’re amazing. I can’t believe how lucky I am that I met you at this time in my life.”


  Jesse felt relief wash through him. “Well, the Suncoast Society gang tends to have a pretty decent track record when it comes to matchmaking.”


  “So it would seem. Let me get those off of you.” He indicated the collar and cuffs. Jesse stood still while Leo did it.


  “Another rule, “Leo said. “Unless I tell you otherwise, you bring them to me to put them on you or take them off. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir.” Jesse turned to him. Bullshit the man wasn’t a Dominant. He absolutely was a natural Dominant. So he didn’t have impact play techniques down pat yet. That could be taught.


  The true control, the trust…that wasn’t something that could be taught.


  Leo had captured him without even trying.


  They stood there, staring at each other as steam filled the bathroom.


  Jesse caught his hand. “Come on. Let me wash you up, Sir.”


  Grabbing a washcloth and soap, Jesse wouldn’t let him do a thing. He soaped Leo’s whole body, everywhere, exploring, teasing, even sliding soapy fingers up the crack of his ass and playing with him, down to his balls, over his cock, which appeared to be reviving already.


  “Thank you for trusting me last night,” Leo said.


  Jesse turned him around. “I still trust you.”


  “After what you’ve been through, I wouldn’t have blamed you if you’d wanted to take things slow.”


  “I fully intended to take things slow with you,” he said. “Somehow, you got right inside my defenses.”


  “Yeah. You, too.”


  “And I know I can trust you.”


  “How?”


  “Because some guys, they would have been saying hey, you can trust me, I’ve only been with a woman, suck my cock. You never once tried that bullshit with me. You accepted it as a given, and you went down on me, trusting me when you saw my results.”


  “I wouldn’t have come back here with you if I didn’t trust you. And Keith trusted you. I doubt he would have put us together if he didn’t trust both of us.”


  Jesse smiled. “Exactly. If you want me to start humming the matchmaker song from Fiddler on the Roof, I will, but even I’m not quite that gay.”


  Leo palmed Jesse’s cheek, his forehead touching Jesse’s. “Are we crazy?”


  “Maybe. But we’re the good kind of crazy.”


  “I don’t want to leave here tonight.”


  “Then don’t. Spend the night.”


  “You have to be up crazy early in the morning. Earlier than I do.”


  “Then I could come home with you. I can slip out in the morning.” He grabbed Leo’s hips and did a sexy bump and grind against him. “Ever have a naked houseboy cleaning for you?”


  Leo wrapped his arms around Jesse. “I know you said you want to eventually be Master and slave, but I’m not going to make you clean my house for me.”


  “There is no ‘make’ involved here. I want to. That’s part of my kink. Service, not just sexy time. There’s been times Tilly comes to the club and either I don’t feel like playing, or she doesn’t, and I spend the night getting her food and soda or coffee, rubbing her neck, things like that. I’m the whole package, Sir.”


  “Is she going to be upset she can’t play with you anymore?”


  “Nope. She’ll be happy for us. I can’t wait for you to meet her.”


  “What are you doing tomorrow night?”


  “Not much.” Jesse grinned. “Probably laundry, at the rate we’re going through sheets and towels.”


  “Let me make you dinner tomorrow night. My place. Laurel will be with me next weekend, so if we’re going to spend time together this week, it needs to be during the week.”


  “Okay.” He grinned again. “Can I be naked while you cook?”


  “You have a naked thing going, don’t you?”


  “Dude, good luck keeping clothes on me when we’re alone.”


  “Hmm. So that could be a punishment, huh?”


  Jesse’s eyes widened. “What?”


  “If you misbehave, I can order you to wear clothes.”


  “Aw, come on. That’s just mean.”


  Leo’s evil grin inflated Jesse’s cock. “You could safeword.”


  “For clothes? Seriously?”


  “Seriously.”


  “I…” Jesse finally started laughing, so hard that he had to rest his head against Leo and hold on until he got himself under control. “Dude, please don’t ever think you’re not a Dom. You absolutely are a Dom.”


  “Is that a yes, then? That I can punish you by ordering you to wear clothes?”


  “Yes, dammit.”


  Leo arched an eyebrow at him.


  “Yes, Sir, dammit,” Jesse corrected himself.


  “That’s better.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Leo was sitting on the couch, naked, on a towel, legs spread wide, TV on, coffee in one hand, his phone in the other, and Jesse on his knees on the floor, slowly worshipping Leo’s cock through a cherry-flavored condom.


  Leo smiled down at him as he went through his e-mail. “You are too damn good at that,” Leo teased.


  Jesse, whose wrists were once again cuffed behind him, smiled up at him around Leo’s cock. “Thanth yoo, Thir.” He went back to sucking Leo’s cock.


  Leo laughed and set his phone down so he could ruffle Jesse’s hair. His plan was, after coffee, to bend the man over the bed, much as he had the night before, only this time fucking his ass in the process.


  And then he’d flip Jesse over onto his back and suck his balls dry.


  He was contemplating that plan when his phone rang, startling him. It was barely nine o’clock on a Sunday morning.


  Eva’s name showed on the display.


  Dammit. “Yeah? What’s up?”


  “Daddy, how come you’re not home?”


  He nearly spilled his coffee as he flinched, startled. “Laurel? Where are you?”


  “I wanted to go out for breakfast, and Mommy said we could take you, too, but you’re not home.”


  Fuck.


  Of course Eva would want to stop by to see if he was home.


  Or home alone.


  On the heels of that, he felt guilty for thinking like that.


  He thought fast, remembering an ad he’d seen that week. “Sorry, sweetheart. I’m at a tractor show in Ft. Meade. I got up early and came with the friends I had dinner with last night.”


  “Oh. Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “Sweetheart, I made the plans late last night after dinner. You would have already been in bed. Why didn’t you call before coming by the apartment?”


  “Mommy said we could surprise you.”


  Of course she did.


  Well, he didn’t feel so badly about his earlier uncharitable thoughts, then. “Sorry, sweetie. We left really early and won’t be home until late this evening.”


  “Oh. Okay.”


  Fuck. He hated that she sounded disappointed, and for that he would have a talk with Eva.


  Later. Not now.


  Another topic of conversation with the counselor, apparently.


  “I need to get off here, sweetheart. I love you.”


  “Love you, too, Daddy.”


  He ended the call and dropped the phone next to him onto the couch. “Well, settles that issue.”


  Jesse sat up. “Is everything okay?”


  “Yeah, but my ex apparently thought she was being slick, and it backfired on her.”


  “It did?”


  Leo stroked Jesse’s hair, grabbing a handful and pulling him back down onto his cock. “Who said you could stop doing that?”


  Jesse grinned and opened wide. Leo had softened a little, but under Jesse’s hot mouth, he soon stiffened again.


  “I can’t go home this afternoon,” Leo said. “I wouldn’t put it past Eva to cruise by again sometime today, trying to catch me there with someone.”


  Jesse lifted his head. “Why?”


  “Because…” He sighed. “She doesn’t want the divorce and she’s making things as difficult as she can. Including stalling, trying to go for full custody, then letting up, trying again, letting up—it’s exhausting. I’m trying to be patient, but it’s difficult. I’m just about out of patience.”


  “Who’s your attorney?”


  “Guy named Ed Payne. Keith recommended him.”


  Jesse laughed.


  “What?” Leo asked.


  “He’s one of us.”


  “One of us? You mean he’s gay?”


  Jesse snorted. “No. Kinky. He handles stuff for Venture.”


  “Ah. Good to know.” It would change his conversations somewhat with the attorney. “You know, I think we need to get some food in us before we get too eager.” He tapped Jesse on top of his head and made him sit up. “Let’s get dressed and go for a grocery run now, so we don’t have to leave again later.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He reached down and unclipped Jesse’s wrists. The man sat back on his heels. “Don’t worry, boy. I’ll have you back down there soon enough.”


  Jesse grinned. “I was hoping you’d say that, Sir.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  There was, fortunately, a grocery store just down the road from Jesse’s apartment. And it was nowhere near where Eva, a creature of total habit, would usually shop. It wasn’t even the same chain.


  They took Jesse’s car, just in case. Leo was getting hungry, so he got fixings for omelets, bacon, veggies, stuff to make BLTs for lunch, and then a quick and easy “cheater” beef stroganoff for dinner.


  Jesse laughed as he surveyed the grocery cart. “We need something else.”


  “What?”


  Jesse leaned in. “Condoms, Sir.”


  Leo felt his cock thicken in his jeans. “Then by all means.”


  On his way there, he detoured through another aisle and grabbed himself a toothbrush, toothpaste, mouthwash, and deodorant. After thinking about it, he added a can of shaving cream and a razor.


  Jesse stared at it before looking up at him.


  Leo shrugged. “When you come over to my place, we’ll get you stuff to keep there, too. Right?”


  Jesse’s smile twisted Leo’s insides in all the good ways. “Right, Sir.”


  “It only makes sense.” Leo glanced around, not wanting to make a huge PDA in the middle of Winn Dixie. Dropping his voice, he said, “And I guess I need to shop around for a collar for you.”


  “A collar?”


  “I saw at dinner people wearing necklaces and bracelets and stuff. What’d Keith call it? Day collars.” He hesitated. “Unless you don’t want one?”


  Jesse eagerly nodded. “I do. I can wear necklaces at work. A bracelet might be tricky.”


  “I’ll work on that.” He reached out and stroked Jesse’s cheek. “We don’t need to do that right now. I want us to both be sure and get settled first. But I wanted to let you know that’s a future goal of mine. Okay?”


  Another eager nod. “Okay. Yes, Sir.”


  Leo sighed, reaching over and cupping the back of Jesse’s neck, then pulling him in for a quick brush of a kiss. “Yes, that. Definitely keep saying that. I love that.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Despite the hottest night and morning of sex in his life, Jesse couldn’t believe he was already discussing collars with Leo.


  Then again, no one he’d ever been with had made him feel like Leo did.


  Bonus, Leo was a great cook. As they prepared breakfast together, both of them naked—Jesse in his cuffs and collar—and Jesse taking every opportunity he could get to caress or kiss Leo, Jesse realized how terrifyingly easy it was to imagine them doing this, together, for the rest of their lives.


  He hadn’t even been able to see himself with Mario a year in the future, much less decades.


  After breakfast, Leo helped him clean up the kitchen and they returned to the bedroom. Leo pushed him facedown onto the bed, over the edge and this time lying on a towel, and pulled Jesse’s wrists together behind his back where he clipped them together.


  When Leo nudged Jesse’s feet wider apart, Jesse’s cock twitched, already hard and throbbing and leaking pre-cum.


  Leo dropped all his weight onto Jesse, his feet holding Jesse’s legs wide open. “Going to fuck my sweet boy again,” Leo said, his voice deep and throaty with passion. “Just like I said I would.”


  “Yes, Sir. Please!”


  Leo sat up and reached for something. Jesse moaned when he felt Leo drizzle lube down the seam of his ass and start working it into his hole. “How much prep do you need, boy?” Leo asked.


  “You can try fucking me, Sir. I’ll tell you if I need it.”


  “I don’t want to hurt you.”


  “I know, Sir.”


  He wanted Leo’s cock inside him. Immediately.


  He heard Leo rip open a condom pouch and then the sound of more lube being squirted.


  Followed by the feel of the thick head of Leo’s cock pressing against his ass. Jesse arched his back, better positioning himself, and then moaned as he felt Leo’s cockhead begin to stretch his rim.


  Leo’s hands settled on Jesse’s hips. “Are you okay?”


  Jesse shoved himself back, impaling himself on Leo’s cock. “Much better now, Sir.”


  Leo laughed and delivered several bare-handed swats to Jesse’s ass. “Oh, look at you, all eager to get fucked.” Jesse wasn’t so deep in subspace he couldn’t hear the thick passion curling through Leo’s tone.


  Leo grabbed Jesse’s wrists and held on, fucking him, long, slow thrusts followed by short, hard jabs. “I could fuck you all day like this,” Leo said.


  “Yes, Sir,” Jesse said. “I could lay here and get fucked like this all day by you.”


  Leo slowed, then pressed himself against Jesse, his thighs touching Jesse’s. He leaned back a little, pulling Jesse away from the edge of the bed just enough he could reach under him with one hand and find his cock.


  “Oh, look who’s making a mess of their own.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Leo’s hand slicked pre-cum down Jesse’s shaft. He pulled Jesse up so he was standing, releasing Jesse’s wrists and wrapping that arm around him so he could still stroke Jesse’s cock with the other one.


  “What was that other thing you said you like? To be cuffed and collared on all fours while you get your ass stuffed?”


  “Yes, Sir,” Jesse moaned.


  Leo’s hand glided down to the base of Jesse’s cock and paused there, squeezing. “To keep your cock hard and dripping. Just like this?”


  “Yes, Sir!”


  Leo pulled out and unclipped Jesse’s wrists. “Up on the bed. All fours.”


  Jesse was too deep in subspace to whine about his wonderful fucking being interrupted. He climbed up on the bed as ordered, and found himself ass up and shoulders down against the mattress as Leo used snap clips to hook his wrist cuffs to his ankle cuffs.


  And it wasn’t more than a few seconds after that Leo’s cock was back, thrusting deep into Jesse’s ass and making him moan.


  “Fuck yeah!” Jesse gasped.


  “That better, boy?”


  “Yes, Sir! Much better!”


  Leo fucked him hard and slow, fast and gentle, and basically reamed him out while reaching under him and playing with his cock and balls to keep him hard and dripping.


  He slapped Jesse’s ass. “This the kind of fucking my boy needed?”


  “Yes, Sir!”


  Leo smacked his ass again, the other side. “What’s my rule for my boy about coming?”


  “I don’t get to come alone without permission, Sir.”


  “When I go home tonight, I’ll call you and let you come one last time today. Before I leave tonight, I’m going to stuff your ass with the biggest butt plug you’ve got and get you nice and hard. You’ll keep that in until I let you come and tell you goodnight. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir!” Hell, his toes were curling, it felt so good, and the thought of being owned like that again was so fucking wonderful.


  Leo thrust deep inside Jesse and started stroking his cock harder, faster. “If my boy wants to come, then you’d better come for me right now, or you’ll spend the rest of the day on edge.”


  Helpless and immobile, all Jesse could do was lay there and moan as he felt his climax building in Leo’s skilled hands. Leo might not be an experienced Dom, but he damn sure knew how to handle a cock well, his callused palms creating fantastic friction against Jesse’s cock. Over the head, around the glans, back down again, Leo stroked him, building, closer—


  With blessed relief, he felt his balls tighten and Leo chuckled as his hand grew slick when Jesse’s cock pumped cum out all over it.


  “That’s my good boy. Damn that felt good, the way your ass squeezed my cock. Maybe my fantasy will be keeping you like this all day and just making you come around my cock as many times as I can.”


  The thought of that fantasy made Jesse shudder with pleasure. “I’m Sir’s fuck toy. You can do what you want to me, whenever you want.”


  “I’m beginning to see that.” He leaned forward and shoved his cum-covered fingers into Jesse’s mouth. Jesse immediately started licking and sucking, as if it was Leo’s cock.


  With more than a little pride, Jesse loved that he felt Leo’s cock twitch in his ass. “Dammit, that’s fantastic.”


  Leo sat up, grabbed Jesse’s hips, and started furiously fucking him. This time to bring it home, and it didn’t take long until Leo had finished, filling the condom.


  As Leo caught his breath he reached down and unclipped Jesse, who didn’t want to move. “Are you okay?”


  Jesse blindly groped for Leo’s hand behind him, found it, squeezed hard and didn’t let go. “You have no idea how fanfuckingtastic I feel right at this moment.”


  


  * * * *


  


  No longer caught up in the passion of the moment, Leo couldn’t help but worry that he’d gone a little too far.


  Once he’d cleaned up and returned to bed, Jesse rolled over and draped himself across Leo’s chest, staring up at him with nothing short of adoration in his eyes.


  “You have no fucking clue how good you are in bed, do you?” Jesse asked.


  Leo tried to laugh it off. “Like I said, my other two experiences with guys weren’t exactly…good.”


  Jesse stretched and planted a kiss on Leo’s mouth. “Nap. Then I want to play another round of being Sir’s fuck toy.”


  “Maybe Sir wants his ass fucked,” Leo countered.


  “How about I plug Sir’s ass and give Sir a long, slow blowjob before fucking Sir on all fours?”


  Leo felt his cock impossibly twitch. Hell, it was almost as good as being a teenager again! “I could go for that.”


  “Good. Because I’ve been told I give fucking awesome blowjobs.”


  “No complaints from me so far, trust me.”


  They spent the morning and afternoon talking, cuddling, kissing. Making out.


  Exploring each other’s bodies.


  Leo enjoyed laying on his stomach between Jesse’s legs, licking and sucking the man’s sac while Jesse held his legs up and back. Hell, he thought he could do that all day long, inhaling Jesse’s musky scent, feeling his warm flesh against his—heaven.


  And late that evening, as promised and after having finished dinner, Leo had Jesse on all fours in bed, cuffed and collared, and slowly worked the largest butt plug Jesse owned into him. It wasn’t much larger than the first one he’d seen Jesse use. After he did that, he sat in front of Jesse and let him suck one more orgasm out of him through a banana-flavored condom.


  No, he didn’t want to go home. He wanted to spend the night there, but knew he had to get up early, and so did Jesse.


  He got dressed and deeply kissed the man before heading downstairs. Jesse stayed naked—cuffed and collared—as he walked him to the front door where Leo gave him one long, last kiss, his hands slapping Jesse’s ass before grabbing and squeezing, making him moan.


  “I’ll call you when I get home,” Leo said. He’d already given Jesse his address. “Seven tomorrow night?”


  “Yep. I’ll be there with butt plugs and condoms aplenty.”


  Leo kissed him, lingering. “Good boy.”


  On the way home, he called Laurel for their nightly call.


  “Are you home yet, Daddy?”


  “Not yet,” he said, truthfully. “Getting close. Did you go out with Mommy?”


  And he ended up sitting in the parking lot for nearly five minutes trying to get her off the phone after he returned home.


  “Okay, sweetheart. Daddy’s home and needs to get inside. Love you.”


  “Love you, too, Daddy.”


  “Good night.”


  “Good night.”


  He ended the call and then stared at the phone. He finally had the start of true happiness now. Yes, hard choices had been made. He’d tried like hell not to make them, but he couldn’t live the rest of his life in a lie. It wasn’t fair to him, to Laurel, or to Eva, even if Eva couldn’t see that right now.


  She would, in time. He was sure of that.


  He got upstairs and settled and called Jesse.


  Jesse answered on the first ring. “Yes, Sir?”


  “Is my boy ready to come for me?”


  Jesse even sounded deep in subspace. Leo closed his eyes and imagined the man’s gorgeous brown eyes.


  “Yes, Sir!”


  Leo talked Jesse through it, making him hold back and wait until finally letting him come. And now his own cock was hard and throbbing.


  “See you tomorrow night at seven. I’ll text you good morning when I’m awake.”


  “Yes, Sir. Good night.”


  “Good night, boy.”


  It was almost too tempting to add an “I love you” to that closing, but he damn well knew that it was far too soon for that.


  Maybe things would work out in that direction. He hoped so.


  Meanwhile…there was a shower calling his name, and he wanted to bust a nut one last time tonight to have the second best night’s sleep he’d had in a long while.


  The only thing to beat last night would be, of course, having Jesse in his arms.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  Jesse was right on time Monday night. Leo was glad to see the man so punctual, because lateness was a pet peeve of his. He greeted Jesse with a kiss.


  “Mind if I get comfortable, Sir?” Jesse put down his backpack and grinned.


  “If by comfortable you mean naked, cuffed, and collared, yes.”


  Leo had spent the entire day with an aching cock, and not just because he’d spent the better portion of the previous twenty-four hours with it inside the mouth or ass of a gorgeous man, either.


  Because he spent the day in a near-constant state of arousal thinking about having Jesse again that night.


  Before they got to dinner, though, Leo had Jesse on all fours and stuffed him with a butt plug. He’d already grabbed a couple of old towels to put down on the couch, where they’d sit to eat.


  Jesse looked down at his leaking cock and gently thumped it. “How long do I have to wait, Sir?”


  Leo reached down, caught the drop of pre-cum there, and lifted it to Jesse’s lips. “Not long, boy,” he said as Jesse sucked his finger clean. “Just until after dinner.”


  After dinner, Leo had Jesse fuck him on the couch, face-to-face and Leo’s ankles over Jesse’s shoulders, while Leo stroked his cock.


  Jesse wasn’t allowed to come until Leo did, either, and Leo held back, teasing. “That’s it, boy. Fuck that gorgeous cock into my ass.”


  “Sir, it’s really hard to hold back,” Jesse begged. “You feel too good.”


  “You don’t hold back and you come without permission, you’ll be holding it until next week.”


  Jesse slowed his strokes, determined not to blow before Leo.


  Leo grinned up at him when it hit him—both his climax and the thought that triggered it.


  He was already head over heels in love with this guy he barely knew.


  Absolutely and utterly. Not just infatuation, but love.


  “Okay,” Leo gasped. “Do it.”


  Jesse let out a triumphant groan as he blew and filled the condom, then collapsed on top of Leo, not caring that he was getting cum all over him, too.


  “Sir, I’m going to say something that might freak you out,” he whispered.


  “What?”


  “I think I’m in love with you.”


  Leo wrapped his arms around Jesse and kissed him. Yes, they were a mess and would need a shower, but he didn’t fucking care.


  “That’s okay, because I think I’m in love with you, too.”


  They stared at each other for a long, quiet moment.


  “What do we do now?” Leo asked.


  Jesse grinned. “You’re the Dominant. You tell me.”


  “I think we worked out a pretty solid plan this weekend,” Leo said. “See where things go.”


  “Okay.” Jesse pushed up, laughing as he looked down at the mess now smeared between them. “Please get the test done.”


  “I have an appointment tomorrow.”


  “Good. Then maybe by this time next week I’ll be able to give you a proper blowjob, Sir.” He leaned in and kissed Leo, deeply, slowly, thoroughly. “Did I mention I love giving blowjobs?”


  “You might have.”


  “I hope that’s not a problem.”


  “Not as long as you don’t mind getting them, too.”


  Jesse grinned. “I don’t mind in the slightest.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They saw each other every night that week. On Friday, the plan was for Leo to let Jesse know where to meet them as soon as he knew. Jesse nervously waited with his cell in hand until Leo’s call came in.


  As Leo had predicted, it was sushi.


  With a grin, Jesse bounded down his stairs and hopped in the car, determined to beat them there. In fact, he was waiting outside when he spotted Leo’s car pull into the parking lot.


  Leo walked a gorgeous little girl with long, curly brown hair and blue eyes the same color as Leo’s across the parking lot. He held her hand and she wore a Hello Kitty backpack.


  Leo looked as nervous as Jesse felt. Jesse desperately didn’t want to fuck this up. He knew how important Laurel was to Leo, and he wanted the little girl to like him. Behind his back, he held a small present he’d picked up in preparation for this moment.


  “Laurel, this is my friend, Jesse Morrow. Jesse, this is my daughter, Laurel.”


  She stared up at him, wrinkling her brow before extending her free hand to him. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Jesse.”


  He shook with her, giving her a little bow. “Pleased to meet you, too, Miss Laurel.”


  She laughed. “I like you.”


  “I like you, too. Your dad told me you like Hello Kitty.” He handed her the small shopping bag.


  She let go of her dad’s hand and gasped as she opened it. “Daddy! It’s a Hello Kitty coloring book and crayons!” She flung herself around Jesse’s legs, nearly taking his knees out and almost knocking him off balance. “Thank you!”


  “You’re very welcome. I’m glad you like it.”


  “Are you my daddy’s boyfriend?”


  Jesse froze and stared at Leo.


  He was a little relieved to see Leo looked as stunned as he felt.


  “Um,” Leo said.


  “If you are, it’s okay. But maybe I shouldn’t call you Mr. Jesse then, because that’s too formal.”


  “Uh…” Jesse said.


  “How about Uncle Jesse?” Leo suggested, diverting the topic slightly. “Is that okay?”


  Laurel seemed to puzzle it over. “I think so. Is that okay with you, Uncle Jesse?”


  “It’s perfectly fine with me.”


  “Good.” She headed for the door. “Let’s eat. I’m starving, and there’s a California roll with my name on it.”


  Leo didn’t even respond. He held his hand up for a silent high-five, which Jesse returned, before the men followed her into the restaurant.


  


  * * * *


  


  Later that night, once Laurel was safely asleep, Leo called Jesse for a debriefing.


  “Holy fucking crapballs,” Leo said. “She was in fine form tonight.”


  “She was adorable, but is she always like that?”


  “No, that was out there, even for her.”


  He loved the sound of Jesse’s laugh. “Did you tell her to call me Mr. Jesse?”


  “No. See, that’s what you missed. The conversation all the way from Eva’s to the restaurant, once I told her you were joining us and she started her version of the Spanish Inquisition, only without the fun and games for all ages. You’d have thought I was under cross-examination.”


  “I’m glad she liked the coloring book.”


  “You totally rocked that selection, dude.” They fell into a comfortable silence. “You have no idea how glad I am she liked you,” Leo said. “She can be very fickle. She’s at this weird stage where she either immediately loves or immediately dislikes people when she meets them, no in between, get-to-know-you stage. It’s one or the other.”


  “I’m glad I fell into the loves category.”


  “Me, too,” Leo said. “Because I love you.”


  He heard Jesse sigh. “Love you, too, Sir.”


  Another moment of easy silence passed. “Look,” Leo said, “you’re going to be starting your classes in a few weeks and working less hours, which will hit your paycheck, right?”


  “Right.”


  “I stopped by the apartment manager’s office today. When I first rented, I had put in for a larger unit, if one became available, and one did. This was all they’d had when I moved in that was two-bedroom. It’s only two hundred more a month, and it’ll be available in two months. Now, I can swing that much by myself. But I’d like to put it out there that if we’re still feeling this good about each other when I move, if you’d like to move in with me then, we could talk about it. No pressure, though. We could share expenses. Two hundred a month, and help with groceries and utilities. That would help you out, right?”


  “Okay,” Jesse said. “Yeah. Let’s keep that option on the table. What about Laurel? Would she be okay with that?”


  “The question is, will you survive weekends clothed?”


  Jesse let out a playful, melodramatic sigh. “If it’s for the greater good, I suppose I could endure wearing the bonds of my servitude to make my Sir and his adorable little kidlet happy.”


  “The bonds of your servitude?”


  “Hey, I’m brain fried. That wasn’t bad for me tonight.”


  “I’m not going to lie. I’m scared.”


  “I’m scared, too,” Jesse said. “But I have a safety net. I know if we do this and it doesn’t work, I can move back into Kel’s for now. What’s your safety net?”


  “I can afford the apartment.”


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  Leo knew what he meant. “I don’t know how Eva’s going to react or if the divorce will even be final by then.”


  “I don’t want to cost you your child.”


  Leo knew he was in love with the guy, especially after that comment. “You won’t. This will work out.”


  “Even if we need to put Laurel first and not live together until after the divorce is final, I’m okay with that. We have weeks together when she’s not with you.”


  Holy crap, if Jesse had tried he couldn’t have said anything more perfect.


  “I want us to have the goal of living together.” Leo dropped his voice. “When she’s at her mom’s house, Sir will enjoy his naked boy’s ass all he wants.”


  “Holy fuck,” Jesse hoarsely said. “Now you made me horny, Sir.”


  “You have my permission to rub one out without me tonight. But I should get off the phone.” He hesitated. “Love you, boy.”


  “Love you, too, Sir.”


  Leo hung up and stared at his phone.


  He really hoped Eva didn’t drag this out any longer than necessary, but he’d find out next week.


  Probably Monday night.


  Because if Eva was going to go off the deep end again, that would be when it happened, when she’d had a chance to grill Laurel about the weekend.


  How much more slack am I supposed to give her?


  So far, he’d kept the battle between him and Eva away from Laurel as much as he could. There would eventually hit a point where Eva would totally burn him out emotionally and he would have to slap her down legally the way Ed Payne had been begging to for months and bring it to a final, harsh close.


  And Leo was afraid, if it came to that, what would happen. He wasn’t even afraid for Laurel.


  He was afraid for Eva.


  


  * * * *


  


  They were eating leftover sushi for breakfast the next morning when Laurel gasped. “Daddy! Did you call Uncle Jesse this morning?”


  Leo felt his face redden, because he’d been thinking about sending Jesse a text. “Um, nooo. Why? Was I supposed to?”


  She frowned, jamming her hands on her hips. “Daddy. We’re going to Mote today. We should invite Uncle Jesse. It’s rude not to invite him.”


  “It…is?” This was news to him.


  Laurel rolled her eyes at him. “Daddy. Uncle. Jesse.” She stared at him as if waiting for him to connect the dots.


  “Um…okay?”


  “It’s a family membership, Daddy! He’s Uncle. Jesse. That means he’s family.” She crossed her arms and stared at him.


  He wasn’t sure if he was supposed to burst out laughing at her odd emphasis, or stay serious and nod in agreement.


  He finally settled for a third option. “Hold that thought. Let me get my phone.”


  He made the initial call, just in case Jesse answered with something not exactly PG-rated.


  Actually, Jesse sounded like Leo had awakened him from a deep sleep. “Uh-huh?”


  “Um, Jesse, it’s Leo.”


  “Good morning. Morning? Yeah, morning. Holy crap, it’s still morning. Good morning, Sir.”


  Leo managed not to burst out laughing. “Hey, Laurel wants to talk to you.”


  “She does?” Jesse sounded more awake now, and wary.


  “Yeah. Hold on.” Leo handed the phone to her. If Jesse wanted to be part of his life, surviving frequent mental maimings at the hands of his precocious daughter’s brain would be a top priority.


  “Uncle. Jesse.” She said it just like that, for some strange emphasis. “Daddy and I are going to Mote Marine with our family membership today. You are family. So would you like to go to Mote Marine with us today?” She listened. “Okay. We will be there around…” She looked at Leo.


  “Ten,” he said, utterly fascinated by this whole conversational twist as well as by her.


  “Ten,” she said. “We’ll see you there. Do you know how to find it? It’s called M-O-T-E Marine.”


  Leo knew he shouldn’t have been shocked that she could spell it. He’d lost count of how many times they’d been there, and she loved spelling things.


  “Good,” she told Jesse. “We’ll see you there. Remember, we won’t tell the lady at the counter that you’re not my real uncle, but I’ll call you Uncle. Jesse. Okay, bye.”


  She ended the call and handed him his phone before proceeding to attack what was left of her California roll. “Remember, Daddy,” she sternly warned. “We have to tell them he’s Uncle. Jesse.”


  He saluted her. “Yes, ma’am.”


  He stared at her as he finished his sushi and wondered if there was some sort of test to keep kids from becoming supervillains later in life.


  Because if she turned to the dark side when she was older, they were all going to be royally fucked.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jesse, never having a child before, hadn’t realized there was a different set of private Suncoast Society parties.


  Totally vanilla, family-friendly affairs where they gathered together for pool parties, barbecues, and even beach outings. Not even with kids all the time, but after two months of dating Leo, they’d started getting invites to those events.


  Which was a good thing, because their schedule with Laurel—as well as Jesse’s studying and work and school schedules—hadn’t aligned with any of the sexy private Suncoast Society parties as of late. The men had been to the club twice, and over to vanilla dinners—three times with Laurel—at Keith’s.


  Every time so far had coincided with Scott having to work, so they didn’t have to explain Noel having two husbands.


  Jesse hadn’t spent any overnights with Leo on weekends Laurel was there, but more and more Leo was having Jesse stay until past her bedtime, gradually getting her used to his presence.


  She was even calling him on her own now, when with her mom. Just to talk and tell him about her day.


  Considering Laurel was the closest thing Jesse would likely ever have to his own child, he found himself falling madly in love with her, too. Not in a creepy way, but as a…


  Well, as a parent.


  There’d even been an afternoon when Eva got called into work unexpectedly, and Leo was still on a job he couldn’t just up and leave. Jesse had been studying, so Leo called and asked him to go over.


  With a stomach full of nerves, Jesse had headed over there with his laptop and textbooks, and he wasn’t sure what to expect when the woman opened the door. He knew Leo had told her about him, obviously, but they’d yet to meet, mostly because of Jesse’s schedule.


  Her furrowed brow betrayed her wariness and made her look older than Jesse knew she really was. Her hair was dyed a brassy red that didn’t look good on her at all and harshened her features.


  But then Laurel squealed with delight from somewhere in the house. “Is that Uncle Jesse?” She blasted out the front door at supersonic speed, nearly taking out his kneecaps as she threw herself at him and wrapped her arms around his legs.


  Only then did Eva’s expression even approach the hint of a smile. She held out a hand. “Hi, I’m Eva. Nice to finally meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.” Her voice sounded tired, weary.


  He actually felt a little sorry for her as he shook with her. “Jesse Morrow. Same here. Nice to finally meet you, too.”


  “Thank you for coming over on such short notice. I’m really sorry to inconvenience you like this.”


  “No, hey, seriously. Me and the peanut, that’s no inconvenience.”


  “I-N-C-O-N-V-E-N-I-E-N-C-E.” Laurel spelled the word out entirely, and correctly. “Inconvenience.” Eva looked shocked as Laurel grinned up at Jesse.


  “Good one, peanut,” he said.


  “Mommy, did you hear me spell inconvenience?”


  Eva nodded. “Yes, I did. That was very good.”


  Leo had encouraged Jesse to find something special to do with Laurel that could be their thing. Lucky for him, she enjoyed spelling.


  Eva led Jesse inside and showed him where everything was. “She usually eats about seven. There are leftovers in the fridge. She can go swimming if she wants to before dinner but only if she finishes her math homework first.” Eva said the last part focused at Laurel. “And, obviously, only if you’re out there with her.”


  She grabbed her purse and knelt down to hug Laurel. “Behave yourself, okay? Daddy will come by later and spend the night and take you to school in the morning.” She stood and offered Jesse one last handshake. “Hello, good-bye, sorry. Thank you again.”


  “Hey, no problem.”


  “It’s not an inconvenience, Mommy,” Laurel said with the eye roll Jesse was becoming all too familiar with. “He’s family.”


  All that was missing was the duh.


  Eva smiled, but Jesse thought it looked strained. “You’re right. He is family.”


  Once they were alone, he headed for the couch. “Get your homework, peanut.” He turned off the TV. “You want to go swimming, you heard your mom.”


  She grabbed her homework and bounced onto the couch next to him. “Are you doing homework, too, Uncle Jesse?”


  “Yes, I am.”


  “Okay.”


  And that was that.


  When Leo arrived a little after eight, looking exhausted and with an overnight bag slung over his shoulder, Jesse felt the urge to pull him into his arms but settled for a quick peck on the lips.


  “Did you eat?” Jesse asked him.


  “No, I’ve been scrambling.”


  “I’ll make you something.”


  “Sorry about this.”


  Jesse stopped him and waited until Leo met his gaze. “Dude,” he quietly said, “it’s okay.” He smiled. “Besides, this is something I’ll be doing on a regular basis if we’re living together, right? And moving day’s next week.”


  He’d told Leo he’d give him a decision by that Friday.


  Okay, so he was a few days early.


  Leo’s smile slowly widened. “Yeah?”


  “Yeah,” he softly said. Eva had been showing signs lately of backing off her challenges and delays with the divorce. If she didn’t blow her gasket tonight, then moving in together probably wouldn’t trigger her, either.


  Jesse suspected there was a subtext he wasn’t privy to, but if it was something he was supposed to know, he knew Leo would tell him.


  Meanwhile, he was irretrievably in love with Leo and with Laurel. He wouldn’t mind it at all if she would one day call him her stepdad instead of “Uncle. Jesse.”


  He wouldn’t mind it at all.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Typhoon Laurel started their Saturday morning off with an unexpected twist. While they were getting their leftover sushi breakfast ready, she spoke up.


  “Can we ask Mommy to come to Mote with us today?”


  Leo and Jesse both froze, Jesse looking up at Leo, to him, waiting for the judgment call. In the six weeks they’d been living together, it was a look Leo now knew all too well. Something between panic and terror.


  Yes, Jesse was starting to take more of a decisive stand with Laurel but he still desperately feared overstepping his bounds with her no matter how much Leo told him he wanted Jesse to take an active parenting role.


  And Leo loved the man even more for his caution. Everything Jesse did proved he wanted to put Laurel first in their lives, too. Including he never, not once, complained when they had to make last-minute changes to their plans because of Eva or Laurel.


  Everything Jesse did also proved his love and devotion to Laurel, and she seemed to be equally enamored of him.


  Eva hadn’t mentioned anything to Leo about it, and hadn’t brought up any other boyfriends of her own, so Leo was going to keep working on the assumption that Eva was okay with this new status quo and wasn’t going to try to make their lives miserable.


  When Laurel started first grade, Leo had even added Jesse to Laurel’s school records as someone approved for making emergency decisions, or for picking her up, if Leo and Eva weren’t available.


  Leo took a deep breath and opted for the adult decision. “Why don’t you call Mommy before it gets too late and ask her, sweetheart?” He pulled his phone out of his pocket, unlocked it, and handed it to her. “We’ll be there around ten, if she wants to meet us out front. She won’t have to pay for her ticket that way.”


  “Thank you, Daddy.” Laurel pulled up her mom’s number and dialed.


  Leo glanced at Jesse and mouthed, “Sorry.”


  Jesse smiled and shrugged, then leaned in to whisper in his ear. “It’s okay, Sir. It’ll make her happy.”


  Leo couldn’t hide his smile. Yes, Jesse was very careful in front of Laurel. Still, it made Leo happy to hear Jesse call him that.


  Especially knowing that Jesse was also willing to put Laurel and her needs first.


  He couldn’t ask for a better stepdad for his daughter than Jesse.


  Leo kissed him. “Love you, boy,” he whispered.


  Jesse’s wide grin was all the answer he needed as Laurel let out a happy squeal.


  “Thank you, Mommy! We’ll see you there.” Laurel ended the call and brought the phone back to Leo. “Thank you, Daddy! She said she’ll meet us there at ten.”


  “Good.” He slipped his phone back into his pocket. He really needed to change the ICE settings on his phone. He’d added Jesse, but he hadn’t gotten around to changing Eva’s listing yet, since Laurel used his phone to call Eva.


  Maybe now that Laurel was okay with Jesse in his life, he could change it to just say ICE-Eva instead of ICE-Wife. He’d tried to make little changes, incremental ones when possible, to avoid slamming Laurel with too much change all at once.


  Like at home. When he’d first decided to leave Eva, he’d started sleeping in the guest room, and did that for a couple of weeks until he found an apartment he could afford that wasn’t in a crappy neighborhood. Then he took Laurel with him to look at apartments so she could see them and be part of it.


  So far, they’d avoided massive meltdowns.


  His pragmatic little girl never failed to amaze him, but it saddened him that at her age she could already relate her experience in a positive way compared to the parents of some of her classmates.


  On the other hand, his own parents should have gotten divorced years earlier than they had. They’d both been miserable and he had easily seen it, glad to escape to school every day to get away from their silent, simmering resentment toward each other.


  And he wouldn’t even think about Eva’s parents.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jesse knew he needed to keep his mouth shut. This was about Laurel, not him. Anything he could do to get along with Eva meant they would all have an easier time of things. Every time he saw the woman, he was careful to be pleasant to her, friendly.


  She still seemed reserved around him, but Leo assured Jesse that was how she acted with nearly everyone.


  He’d have to take Leo’s word for it.


  When they arrived at Mote, she was waiting for them. As the morning wore on, Eva seemed to loosen up a little but Jesse still sensed tension from her. And maybe more than a little sadness.


  When Eva took Laurel to the bathroom before they went to eat lunch, Jesse turned to Leo. “Is Eva all right?”


  He shrugged. “As all right as she usually is. This is normal her around people she doesn’t know very well. Don’t take it personally.”


  “You sure?”


  “I’m sure.” He hugged Jesse. “You’re doing great, and Laurel is happy, so that’s all that matters.”


  “Okay.”


  Leo had to use the bathroom after they’d grabbed food at the café, leaving Jesse to try to carry on a conversation with Eva.


  “Have you been here a lot?” he asked.


  “Just a few times. This is Leo’s thing with her. And sometimes I have to work weekends, depending on my shift.”


  “Oh.”


  “Thanks again, by the way, for all your help with her,” Eva said. “It’s great having someone I can trust who I can call to help care for her.”


  “Yeah, I guess having her grandparents living up in Tampa is a pain.”


  Eva frowned. “Yeah,” she said.


  He thought he might have stepped in something, but he wasn’t sure what and gave up trying to figure it out.


  By the time they ended their afternoon and Eva had left, Jesse exchanged a glance with Leo over the car roof after getting Laurel belted in.


  Jesse shrugged. Leo shrugged back.


  He would try not to worry about it. Life was good, his guy was better, and he got to help raise an adorable and precocious little girl who might or might not be on her way to poisoning Gotham’s water supply at some future date.


  He was hoping for not, but that remained to be seen. Supervillains could be tricky as hell to pin down in their early years.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  It was Sunday night, and Leo was driving Laurel to Eva’s because he had an early welding job to do Monday morning. Eva had Monday off and could take Laurel to school.


  “I had a lot of fun this weekend, Daddy.”


  He glanced in the rearview mirror. “I had fun, too, sweetheart.”


  “Thank you for letting me invite Mommy with us to Mote.”


  “You’re very welcome, sweetheart.”


  “Is it okay for me to say I love Uncle Jesse?”


  It took every last ounce of willpower Leo had not to burst into happy tears. “It’s very okay for you to say that, sweetheart. I love Uncle Jesse, too.”


  “Are you gonna get married?”


  “Maybe. That’s still something to decide in the future.”


  “Okay.” There was a moment of contemplation on her part. He could see it in her face and waited her out. “Will I still get to be your flower girl?”


  “Of course you will. Who else would?”


  “Okay.” Another pause. “Do you think Mommy will be mad at me if I love Uncle Jesse, too?”


  He opted for the high road. “I know that I would be okay if you love whoever Mommy ends up with in the future. So I would think she’d be okay with you loving Uncle Jesse. People can love more than one person like that. Just like you love Great-grandma.”


  He deliberately didn’t mention Eva’s parents, or his. Laurel rarely saw either set of grandparents.


  Especially Eva’s.


  “Oh. Okay. Good.”


  Leo pulled his car into Eva’s driveway. It was getting easier to think of it as Eva’s house, and not “their” house.


  Especially with Jesse now living with him, sharing his bed and his life.


  They were going to have to sell the house sooner or later. He couldn’t maintain a house and an apartment indefinitely, even with Jesse helping him pay monthly expenses at the apartment. Eva didn’t make enough money on her own to pay all of the house’s expenses. In their divorce agreement, he would help pay for half of the mortgage, taxes, and insurance for up to one year from when the divorce was final. That was in addition to child support.


  Unless Eva got a roommate to help pay for everything, they’d have to sell it, splitting the equity fifty-fifty. Or at any time, she could try to get financing and buy him out for his half of the equity.


  Something he seriously doubted she could or would do.


  After getting Laurel’s suitcase out of the trunk, he walked her up to the front door. Eva stood there, her face a blank mask. When he sent Laurel inside after a final kiss and hug, he waited for her to get down the hall before asking.


  “Are you all right?”


  Eva crossed her arms over her chest and studied her shoes. “Yeah, I’m okay. Just SSDD. I’ll be fine.”


  He hesitated, finally reaching out to touch her arm, waiting until she looked up and met his gaze. He hated that there were tears in her eyes.


  “I’m sorry, Eva. I take full responsibility for all of this. You didn’t do anything wrong in our marriage to get us to this point.”


  “I know. Doesn’t make it any easier.” She let out a sad laugh. “I guess I hoped that, after a while, maybe you’d change your mind and decide you were wrong and come back to me.”


  “You’re a good woman. I know I’ve hurt you, and I’m sorry.”


  “I know you’re sorry.” She let out a long breath. “I realized Saturday, when I saw you and him together and how much she loves him, that this is how it’s meant to be. I get it now. I get why the counselor keeps telling me I was using ‘magic thinking’ all this time.”


  This was news to him. Yes, they’d both talked to the counselor privately, in addition to the joint sessions for Laurel’s benefit, but they never discussed those sessions with each other.


  “What are you talking about?” Leo asked.


  Her shoes interested her again.


  Greatly.


  She wouldn’t look at him when she eventually started speaking again. “She told me I was living my life for the way I wanted things to be instead of the way they really are. That I keep hanging my hopes on you coming back. That I was deliberately trying to sabotage the divorce, thinking that if I made things hard enough for you to fully detach that you’d give up and come home.”


  Her gaze skipped up, then away again. “I’m sorry about the custody stuff before,” she whispered. “I was angry and thought maybe it’d make you come back to me if I pushed hard enough and made things difficult enough for you. That you’d give up. That wasn’t fair for me to do.”


  He pulled her into his arms, hugging her. “I’m so sorry.”


  Her hands crept around him, holding him. “You both looked so happy together.” He heard the tears in her soft voice. “And I wanted to hate him. I tried, but I can’t. Because I could finally see what you meant. How different you are with him than you were with me. And Laurel really likes him.”


  “He’s a good man. And he loves Laurel, too. She does really like him.”


  “I know. She told me Friday before you picked her up that she does.”


  “You know I wouldn’t be with someone if I didn’t think they could love Laurel. She always comes first in my life. And if I’d had the slightest bit of doubt about him, he wouldn’t be living with me.”


  She sniffled and he let her go when she stepped back, wiping at her eyes. “I know. I think that’s what finally got through to me yesterday. Because I do know that you always put her first. Even to the exclusion of everyone else. And thank you for letting her invite me yesterday. I’ll admit I sort of wanted to intrude, but it finally made me see the light.”


  Eva wrapped her arms around herself. “She’d come home and talk about you three going to cookouts and stuff with friends, and then I’d call people and chat and no one would say anything. Then I realized she was talking about people I’ve never even met. At first I thought you all were hanging out with our friends and they were just hiding that from me and not inviting me.”


  His heart broke a little more for her, that she had felt like that, her insecurities so close to the surface. “I have friends, Eva,” he gently said. “Jesse does, too. I’ve been getting out and making new friends, not only hanging with old ones. You need to get out and spend time with your friends. You can’t stay cooped up in the house all the time and do nothing but go to work and come home.”


  “I know. I just… Again, I was doing that stupid magic thinking. Trying to make things stay the same when they are changing around me despite my best efforts.”


  She took a deep breath. “I’m going to call my attorney this week and tell him to push the divorce forward and quit stalling. To drop all the objections and the motions. It’s going to happen whether I want it to or not, and you’re right. Laurel is the important one. I’m an adult. If I fell in love with you, I can fall in love with someone else, right?”


  He’d long suspected that delaying the divorce had been her plan all along, but to hear her finally outright admit it stunned him. “You will, swee—” He stopped himself. “You will. And maybe when that happens, it’ll be all five of us sitting down and having family dinners together. I want you to find someone who can be everything you need. Someone to make you happy. He’s out there. We just have to find him and rope him for you.” He smiled.


  A sad smile curved her lips. “I hope so. I’m trying to get to a point where I can learn how to just be friends with you without it hurting so much.”


  He didn’t know what to say to that, what wouldn’t heap more pain onto her soul, so he didn’t try. He gently squeezed her shoulder and turned to go.


  “Leo?”


  He stopped and turned. She stood there, arms crossed again, tightly hugging herself. “Did you really love me?”


  He nodded. “I still do, and part of me always will. Unfortunately, I was too young and immature at the time to realize that I was lying to myself about the kind of love I felt for you. But we have Laurel, and I’ll never be sorry about that.”


  “Me, either. Can I have dibs on you if you ever magically turn straight again?” Another faint smile curved her lips.


  It was good to see her smile. This one looked genuine, healing, a step in the right direction.


  “Sure,” he said. “I promise, if I ever want to be with a woman again, I’ll come to you first.”


  Her smile widened, amused. She wasn’t hanging false hope on his words, but finally working her way toward being able to find the humor where she could.


  That was also healing, a step in the right direction.


  “Dibs,” she said.


  He smiled back. “Dibs.”


  He returned to his car. Eva stood on the porch, watching until he pulled out of the driveway and headed down the street.


  As much as he hated having to say good-bye to Laurel, at least when he returned home, he’d have Jesse waiting for him.


  And tonight they could catch up on some long overdue play.


  Leo drove, his mind deep within his sexual fantasies, the things he planned on doing with and to the man now that they were once again a child-free house for the week. Maybe, eventually, they could actually afford a house with a pool of their own. So that when they were alone, they could have fun time in it.


  He stopped for a stale yellow traffic light and let his mind drift. Yes, he was fourteen years older than Jesse, but the man had an old soul and definitely didn’t act like there was an age difference. Jesse had also perfectly keyed into Leo’s needs as a Dominant. Like he psychically fed energy into Leo’s soul without him even needing to say a thing.


  Not just the sex, either. But the service. Leo knew he had a long way to go in terms of learning implement skills, and Jesse had flat-out stated he’d be patient. It was things like immediately tuning in to how Leo liked his clothes folded and put away, or how he took his coffee.


  Hell, Jesse made him his coffee every morning before he left for work or classes and brought it to him. Presenting it, like it was the greatest honor in the world to serve him.


  This. He’d been as aware as the next person about BDSM, he supposed. But he’d never really connected the dots before Jesse showed him how. Now, it all made sense.


  Everything made sense.


  Spending the rest of his life with Jesse made more sense than anything he’d ever known before. Especially considering how well Jesse got along with Laurel and how much Laurel loved him.


  That was a happy bonus.


  The light changed to green and with a smile he let off the brake and hit the gas, eager to get home to Jesse.


  That was probably why he didn’t notice the driver who’d blown through the red light, his phone up and likely texting, until a split second before the guy plowed into Leo’s front driver-side quarter panel.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jesse tried not to be impatient, but he couldn’t help staring at the time on the cable box as the minutes slowly ticked by.


  He knelt in front of the door, wanting to surprise Leo upon his return. Naked, cuffs, and collar, with a riding crop laid out in front of him.


  But ten minutes late turned into twenty, then thirty, and his legs were falling asleep from kneeling there. He didn’t want to play anxious boyfriend and start texting or calling him, but as he kept peeking out the front blinds for any sign of Leo, it turned into the man being an hour later than he said he would, which was totally unlike him. Leo always let Jesse know if he was running more than ten minutes later than he said he would. He was practically obsessive about being on time.


  Finally, ninety minutes into his wait, Jesse texted Leo.


  Sorry, just making sure everything’s ok.


  Another thirty minutes later, he tried calling him and it went to voice mail after a couple of rings.


  “Hey, I’m sorry, but I’m starting to get a little worried, buddy. I thought you said you’d be back sooner than this, and I tried texting you and haven’t heard anything. Let me know what’s going on. Love you.”


  After sending another unanswered text, Jesse called again twenty minutes later. “Leo, seriously. Please call me back. I’m worried, okay? Love you.”


  He was about to break down and call Eva when the phone rang in his hand, Leo’s number on the display.


  Jesse answered, relieved. “Oh, dude, for fuck’s sake, what the hell?” He knew he’d pay for that lack of protocol later and he didn’t even care. “I’ve been worried out of my fuck—”


  A woman’s voice silenced him in midsentence. “Jesse, it’s me.”


  He had to think for a moment because her voice sounded so flat and hollow he didn’t even recognize it at first. “Eva? What’s going on? Where’s Leo? What are you doing with his phone?”


  “There’s been an accident.”


  Chapter Twenty


  


  Tilly, Landry, and Cris only lived fifteen minutes away. Tilly was his first call, because hers was the first number he could dial from memory without looking it up with his trembling fingers, and he didn’t trust himself to talk to anyone else just yet.


  Jesse wasn’t even sure he could walk, much less drive, and he wasn’t too proud to admit it. He was standing outside when Tilly squealed to a stop in her SUV and wearing a baggy T-shirt, no makeup, her hair up in a messy bun, and sporting what looked like Eeyore sleep pants. He ran around to the passenger side and yanked open the door.


  “Are those Crocs?”


  “Get the fuck in and belt up.” She floored it before he even had his seat belt on. “Cris and Landry will meet us there. And they’re bringing me clothes. How is he?”


  “Surgery.”


  She blew through a stale yellow light and hit the horn, swerving around a slow car in the left lane to blast past them as Jesse finally got his seat belt fastened.


  “Landry called Ed,” she told him. “He’ll meet us there. So will Ross and Loren.”


  “Ed? Ed Payne? Why?”


  Tilly didn’t take her eyes off the road as she threaded her way around two more slow cars. “He’s Leo’s attorney. He’ll have all his current paperwork on file.”


  “You don’t think—”


  She slammed on the brakes and swerved, honking at someone who made a right turn into traffic in front of her from a side street. “Motherfuckers! You should be in goddamned bed already!” she screamed at them in the rearview mirror.


  Jesse held onto the oh-shit handle on his side and prayed he didn’t shit himself as she drove.


  “And the phone tree’s already in high gear,” Tilly continued without missing a beat. “We’ll get everyone called and down there. She can try to fuck with you—it’s the fucking long, skinny pedal on the right, you goddamned senile asshole!” she shrieked at a guy slow to take off at a green light.


  Holy fucking shit, she’d never terrified him as much during a scene as he felt right now. It was almost enough to take his mind off Leo.


  Almost. But not quite.


  Ten minutes later and—miraculously—with no moving violation citations, Tilly pulled into the parking lot near the ER entrance, screeching to a stop in a parking space before shutting it down. She grabbed her purse and keys.


  “Sorry I don’t look very professional like this,” she said, “but I was in the middle of giving Landry a blow job. This is what I had on.”


  He climbed out and had to run to follow her. She didn’t even look back as she held her keys up and hit the button on the fob, making the horn chirrup behind them.


  He was glad she knew her way around the hospital because he’d never been here before. She marched right up to the desk.


  “Leonard Cooke,” she said to the desk clerk. “C-O-O-K-E. MVA, brought in a couple of hours ago.”


  The woman typed into the computer. “Family?”


  “Yes,” Tilly said without hesitation. “Sister.” She hooked a thumb at Jesse. “And his domestic partner.”


  The woman gave them a little side-eye but Tilly immediately leaned in. “Hey, gay marriage is legal now,” she warned in a low, threatening tone. “Please don’t make me call Carol Hopkins about you giving his domestic partner a hassle over access. We’re friends who go way back to nursing school. Is he still in surgery? What waiting room?”


  The woman jotted some info down on a paper and handed it over. “I need to see ID for security badges.”


  Tilly dug hers out while Jesse handed his over. Three minutes later, Jesse was again scrambling to keep up with Tilly. How she managed to outwalk him with her shorter legs, he didn’t know.


  “Who is Carol Hopkins?” he asked.


  “Fuck if I know,” Tilly said as she looked up at signs, navigating. “I did an ask Siri question on my iPhone to get me a list of staff for the hospital while I was on my way to your place. She’s listed as one of the nursing admins. First name I remembered. You can never tell now with the all the privacy laws what they will and won’t hassle you about. She might not have messed with us, but I didn’t know what kind of buzz saw we’d be walking into with Eva. I wanted to go in forearmed in case she did something stupid, like made a security request to keep you out.”


  He would have laughed if the situation wasn’t so serious.


  “What if she did that?”


  Tilly glanced at him, murder in her eyes. “It wouldn’t stand long. Probably not even until Ed got here. Trust me.”


  They reached the waiting room and he hadn’t even spotted Eva yet when from what felt like out of nowhere, Laurel blasted across the room and tackled him around the legs, nearly knocking him over. He scooped her up in his arm as she sobbed, her arms and legs tightly wrapped around him.


  “Uncle Jesse, Aunt Tilly, Daddy’s in surgery.”


  Then he saw Eva stand, her lips pressed together in a thin, hard line. At her feet, a plastic bag of what he recognized were clothes Leo had been wearing when he left the house.


  Trying to soothe the little girl, he headed for Eva.


  “That her?” Tilly whispered.


  “Yeah.”


  Tilly seemed to grow six inches in height and a hundred pounds in the intimidation department despite the Eeyores prancing across her flannel-clad ass and the pink Crocs on her feet. She swooped in, taking Eva’s hand.


  “Eva? I’m Leo and Jesse’s friend, Tilly Cardinal-LaCroux. How is he doing?”


  Eva looked caught off-guard, glancing between Tilly and Jesse. “He’s in surgery—”


  “I’m a nurse. Can we go talk to the desk and get an update?”


  “A nurse?”


  “Yes.” Tilly started leading her toward a window, while with her other hand behind her, she waved at Jesse to stay put.


  He awkwardly sat with the sobbing child still wrapped around him. All he wanted to do was cry and knew he couldn’t. Not right now, not with Laurel clinging to him.


  He wrapped his arms around her, slowly rocking back and forth. “It’s okay, sweetheart. Aunt Tilly will help us.” He stroked her hair, closing his eyes. “She’s going to help us.”


  “I tried to get Mommy to call you sooner. I wanted to call you and Mommy wouldn’t give me her phone because she kept calling people. I’m sorry, Uncle Jesse.”


  Rage briefly replaced his grief. Then he swallowed hard, knowing exactly how Leo would want him to handle this. “It’s okay, baby. I’m sure she was scared and worried about Daddy, too. She was probably trying to call people.”


  “Mommy called Aunt Ann, but she called Grandma. Then Grandma called Mommy and said she and Grandpa are coming.”


  Terrific. Just what he needed. Well, he had an arsenal of his own, if Eva or her curmudgeon-o-matic family tried to give him any static.


  He spotted a box of tissues on the end table next to where he was sitting and snagged a couple for Laurel, making her sit back enough he could look into her eyes.


  Big mistake.


  Leo’s blue eyes.


  He nearly lost it right there as he helped her blow her nose. “We’ll get through this, sweetie. We don’t even know how bad Daddy is hurt.”


  “I heard them say it’s bad.”


  Why the fuck had the woman brought her child to the hospital with her? More importantly, why had she not called him right away?


  Why the hell had the cops called her and not him?


  A few minutes later, Tilly and Eva returned. Tilly wore a grim expression, her lips pressed into a thin line. She knelt next to them and stroked Laurel’s hair.


  He knew it was bad when Tilly hesitated before speaking.


  “He’s still in surgery,” she finally said. “He’s currently stable, but he’s critical. He had internal injuries and a broken pelvis. There was some bleeding, and a drop in blood pressure, but they got him back and are still working on him. He’s probably going to be in surgery for a while longer. Then he’ll be in recovery until they’re sure they can move him to the surgical ICU.”


  She looked into his eyes, and now she set her purse down, reached up, and with her free hand gently cupped the back of Jesse’s neck.


  The way she used to when they played together.


  He let her strength flow into him. “He’s a strong man with no other health issues,” she slowly said, staring into his eyes. “He’s going to want us all to be strong.” She flicked her eyes toward Laurel, who once again had her head buried against his shoulder, crying, then back to him, arching her eyebrows at him.


  “Yes, Ma’am,” he silently mouthed.


  “Good boy,” she silently mouthed back, leaning in to press a kiss to his forehead. A gentle squeeze along the back of his neck, then she hauled herself to her feet just in time for Landry and Cris to hustle into the waiting room, Cris with a bag slung over his shoulder.


  “Oh, bless you, my man,” she said, leaning in to kiss him as she snagged the bag from him. She disappeared into one of the unisex bathrooms.


  Landry and Cris walked over to Jesse, glancing at Eva before sitting down across from him. “How is he?” Landry asked.


  “Let Tilly tell you when she comes back out,” Jesse said, barely able to keep his voice from breaking. “Please.”


  Landry nodded, slowly tipping his head toward Eva. Someone else might not have noticed it.


  Jesse did, giving him a slow blink yes in reply.


  Landry turned and leaned across the space, hand extended. “Landry LaCroux. Tilly’s husband.”


  Eva seemed overwhelmed and Jesse didn’t blame her. She automatically took Landry’s hand. “Eva Cooke. I mean Banks.” A harsh laugh escaped her. “I guess I am still Cooke for now.”


  Jesse took a risk and rose, scooting over a couple of seats to sit next to Eva, Laurel still tightly clinging to him. Maybe when faced with Tilly and the rest of the Suncoast Society, Eva wouldn’t start a war.


  He hoped.


  Tilly emerged from the bathroom five minutes later, dressed in jeans, flats and a blouse, and her hair neatly pulled back into a braid. “Much better,” she said as she sat down on Landry’s far side. “Sorry. I literally bolted out of the house when Jesse called me.”


  Tilly leaned forward, reaching across the gap and resting her hand on Eva’s knee. “We are going to be here for all four of you. As long as it takes, whatever it takes. We have more friends on the way.” She paused and looked at Landry, who nodded. Then she returned her attention to Eva. “We’re going to get all four of you through this, I promise.”


  He noticed how Tilly kept saying four. A little subtle psychological warfare.


  Damn, he loved her. “I thought you were going back to LA tomorrow,” he said.


  “Nope. I already called Leigh and told her I can’t. The gang sends their love.” She returned her attention to Eva. “Whatever Leo needs, whatever any of the four of you need, we’ll all make sure it’s taken care of.”


  “What happened?” Jesse finally asked Eva. “When did it happen?”


  “Not long after he left my house. FHP said that a guy was texting and blew through a red light.” She gave the details as she knew them. “I was actually trying to call Leo when the FHP officer answered his phone. Laurel forgot her pink sneakers at your place, and I was going to ask if one of you could bring them by tomorrow. It came up on Leo’s caller ID as an ICE number and…”


  She looked down, shredding the tissue in her hand. “I’m sorry I didn’t call you sooner. I was frantic, trying to find out what was going on and where they were taking him, and afraid to miss any calls. I didn’t have your number stored in my phone yet and I forgot it at the house.”


  “What happened to the other guy?” Tilly asked. “The one who hit him?”


  Eva glanced at Laurel, then back to Tilly, and grimly shook her head.


  They didn’t need any clarification.


  June and Scrye were actually the next arrivals, Laurel reaching for Aunt June and sobbing in her arms. Ed and Hope were through the door before Jesse could even introduce June and Scrye. Then Ross and Loren appeared, and others—everyone, it seemed. The entire core Suncoast Society group, or most of them.


  Eva looked shell-shocked and turned to Jesse. By now, Laurel had also taken turns hugging Tilly, Ross, Scrye, Ed, Gilo, Abbey, and Tony. And even more of their friends had arrived.


  “Who are all these people?” Eva whispered to Jesse.


  He glanced around, trying to focus on breathing, on keeping an eye on Laurel and her emotional state. “They’re family, Eva. Every last one of them. And they’re damn good people.”


  “But…the cookouts you guys have gone to with her? The people she talks about? These people?”


  Jesse nodded. “Yep. This isn’t even all of them.” He turned to her. “Laurel told you they were our friends. They’re here because of us. For that man in there.” He couldn’t help the way his eyes teared up and he didn’t even try. “Please,” he whispered. “Don’t keep me from him.”


  Eva started to say something when a female doctor came out to get her. With Laurel being cared for by her “aunts and uncles,” Tilly caught Jesse’s arm with one hand, and Eva’s with the other, and led the way as if she’d been officially appointed in charge.


  Well, she had, by herself, and Jesse was damned fine with that unanimous decision.


  The doctor spoke in low tones. “He’s going to remain intubated and sedated until we know for sure how he’s doing.”


  Tilly took over, asking questions and getting medical jargon answers that Jesse had no idea what they were talking about. He felt some tiny measure of relief that Eva looked as lost as he felt.


  They were led to an alcove with a sliding glass door, the curtains pulled. Jesse reached out and slipped an arm around Eva’s waist.


  He didn’t even mind that Eva held onto him.


  He wanted to drop to his knees and sob. Tubes, everywhere. Leo’s handsome face bruised, swollen. IVs, monitor leads—Jesse was afraid to even touch him.


  A nurse stood by a rolling cart with a computer on it and was inputting notes. After a quick conversation with her, Tilly stood behind them, her arms around their shoulders, her head between theirs.


  “Okay,” Tilly whispered. “I’m going to be honest, this is very touchy. He bled out during surgery to the point they lost his blood pressure and pulse and had to revive him, pump several units of blood and fluids into him, but they got him back. It’s too soon to know if there was any brain damage. He’s going to be in the hospital for…a while, at the very least. We’re looking at a couple of weeks, easy.”


  Eva choked back a sob. “Is he going to…” She didn’t finish.


  Tilly understood. “I can’t tell you if he’s going to make it, because they can’t tell me if he is. Best-case scenario, he heals up fine, no complications, and then he goes home. There can be bleeding, infections—but don’t focus on that. Focus on what is. He’s alive, now.”


  They spent a few minutes there with him before returning to the waiting room. “Laurel can’t see him like this,” Eva whispered as they walked.


  “I think she should,” Jesse said. “She’s going to want to see him and demand to see him until we let her.”


  “He’s right,” Tilly said. “She’s old enough to understand he’s injured. Right now, it’s worse for her not seeing him. She can’t put abstract concepts like this together at her age. She’s going to need to see him, at least for a minute. If something happens, she needs the chance to at least tell him she loves him, just in case.”


  Eva hugged herself. “I can’t… I just can’t. I can’t do it.”


  “I can,” Jesse said. “Let me bring her back. Please? Me and Tilly.”


  Eva looked like she wanted to argue, then slumped against the wall. “Okay,” she softly said.


  Tilly ushered them back out to the waiting room. Laurel had made it into Cris’ lap, where he was showing her something on his phone.


  “Can I go see Daddy now?” she immediately asked.


  Tilly knelt in front of Cris. “Uncle Jesse and I will take you back,” she said. “There can only be so many at a time in there. It’s a very small room and there are other very sick people around who need it to be quiet for them to get better. Just like Daddy needs it quiet.”


  “Okay.” Laurel reached for Jesse. He didn’t miss how it seemed like she had almost regressed a little in age, the way she was acting.


  Then again, wasn’t he, too? Leaning on Tilly like this?


  If he wanted to be a stepdad, he needed to step up.


  Holding Laurel, he carried her back, Tilly keeping an arm around his waist for support.


  “Now, honey,” Tilly said, “Daddy is sleeping. He’s going to need to sleep a whole lot because he had surgery. They’re giving him medicine to keep him asleep. That’s to keep him from feeling any pain, and so he can get better. He has some bruises from the accident, and there are wires and stuff that run to machines that tell the nurses and doctors how he’s doing. So don’t be scared. Okay?”


  “Okay.”


  They stopped outside the curtained doorway. Tilly made Jesse look her in the eye. “You okay?”


  “No, but I don’t have a choice.”


  She palmed his cheek. “I’ll give him a good report when he feels better, I promise.”


  He managed a half-assed smile.


  “Aunt Tilly,” Laurel said, “are you really a nurse?”


  “I am, sweetie. I have the degree and everything.”


  “I thought you worked for that movie guy.”


  “I do now, but I was a nurse before.”


  “How’d you go from being a nurse to working in movies?”


  Jesse couldn’t hold back his snort.


  Tilly shot him a glare, but smiled at Laurel. “It’s a really long story, sweetheart. I was a nurse, then I met Landry and married him, and Nick was friends with friends of mine, and then I went to work for them.”


  “Oh. Okay.” Tilly seemed to have the magic touch when it came to satisfying Laurel’s questions the first time around.


  Jesse sighed. I swear, one day, I will get the hang of talking to this child.


  Tilly led the way inside. Laurel clung tightly to him as he shifted her on his hip for a better grip. If nothing else, he would get a hell of an upper body workout from carrying her around.


  And he’d carry her as long as she’d let him and wanted him to and he was physically able to.


  Laurel rested her head on Jesse’s shoulder. “Can I talk to him?” Laurel whispered, apparently taking Tilly’s warning about being quiet to heart.


  “Of course you can, sweetheart,” Tilly said. “Just whisper.” They stood on Leo’s right. Tilly slipped her hand under Leo’s and gently lifted it enough so Laurel could stroke the back of it.


  “Daddy, I love you,” Laurel softly said. “Please sleep good and get better quick.” She patted his hand.


  Jesse also reached in and touched his hand. “I love you, too, Leo,” he said, fighting back the urge to call him Sir. “You’re going to be fine. I promise, I’ll take good care of Laurel and Eva. Tilly’s helping us.”


  He knew he didn’t imagine Tilly sniffling and blinking back tears. “You get better, you hear me?” Tilly said. “That’s an order.”


  Jesse struggled not to laugh, knowing if he did it’d turn into tears and he couldn’t cry.


  Not now. Not like this, and not in front of Laurel. Not yet. He needed a good, hard, cleansing snot-sob of a cry, and that had to be either alone or with Tilly.


  Not here. Not in front of Laurel.


  To Laurel, he was her stepdad, and he needed to be strong for her.


  Because he knew that was what Leo would want.


  And, no matter what, he would do what his Sir wanted, because he was always Sir’s good boy.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  Tilly was leading them back to the waiting room when they ran into Cris on his way into the unit.


  “Come now,” was all he said to Tilly before turning and heading back.


  Tilly ran, passing him, heading for the waiting room.


  “What’s wrong?” Laurel asked Jesse.


  “I don’t know, sweetheart.” He couldn’t run with Laurel on his hip. He also knew whatever crisis it was, Tilly could handle it far better than he could at that moment.


  When they reached the waiting room, there was an older couple there who Jesse didn’t recognize. From their position in front of where Eva sat, he suspected her parents.


  And they were in the process of arguing with Ed, Landry, and now Tilly, while Eva sat there looking stony-faced and hollow. Actually, Eva looked terrified, come to think of it.


  Fuck.


  Jesse stopped just inside the waiting room entrance, knowing he might need to turn around and take Laurel back out again. But the older woman saw him and headed over to them with a grim look on her face and her arms outstretched.


  “You. Give her to me. Right now.”


  Like hell he would.


  Laurel clung to him as he turned his left side away from the woman, where Laurel was resting against his hip, her arms clinging around his neck.


  “No, Gramma. I want Uncle Jesse.”


  “He is not your uncle! You come here to me right this instant.”


  “No! Leave me alone I want Uncle Jesse!” Laurel screamed, silencing the entire waiting room as well as nearly blowing out Jesse’s left ear drum.


  He didn’t care. He would gladly go deaf in that ear—both ears—if it meant taking care of Laurel.


  He stared her down. “Lady,” he softly said, “if you try to take this child from me, you and I will have us one. And it won’t be pretty.”


  “I am her grandmother, you fa—”


  “Whoa! No! Hey!” A chorus of protest from nearly everyone—including Eva, he was glad to see, who finally stood—silenced the old bat and drowned her out.


  The man shoved past Tilly and Eva and headed toward Jesse. “Laurel Ann Cooke, you come here right this instant.”


  Jesse was ready this time, able to press his ear against Laurel’s shoulder before she started screaming. “Don’t you touch me! No! No! No! I want Uncle Jesse!”


  Laurel actually kicked out at the man as he tried to take her from Jesse, her foot hitting the man in the chest and nearly catching Jesse in the nuts on her backswing, but he wouldn’t let go of her.


  They’d have to pry her from his arms, even if he passed out from lack of oxygen first from the choke hold she now had on him.


  “Mom! Dad!” Eva finally yelled, getting their attention. “Leave her alone! She needs to be with Jesse.”


  They turned on her. Her father stormed over to her. “You listen to me, young lady.” He glanced around, seemed to actually see the ocean of angry, unfriendly faces staring at him, and returned his focus to his daughter. “Now, you and Laurel are going to come with us. Leo is your husband, and you have the right to order all these people out of here. You can get the divorce finalized and they can take care of him and you can come home with us, where you obviously belong. Put an end to this nonsense for good.”


  Ed stepped forward. “It doesn’t work like that, sir. As Leo’s attorney, I can attest to the fact that Eva is still Leo’s wife only because the final judgment hasn’t been issued yet. Leo is the one who filed for a divorce from her, and he’s already changed his will and filed paperwork giving a durable power of attorney, including medical issues, to his domestic partner, Jesse Morrow.” Ed pointed to Jesse.


  “So technically, no, your daughter has no power here. I can get an emergency hearing with a judge and obtain a court order validating that, if you want, but it’s going to cost your daughter a lot of money to get her attorney out of bed and in front of the judge to defend it. Or do you want to keep being an ass in front of your granddaughter and instead act like a reasonable person?”


  Someone must have called security, because two uniformed guards showed up in the waiting room.


  Tilly, Landry, Ross, and Ed herded Eva and her parents, followed by the security guards, toward a consultation room just off the main waiting room. When Jesse started to follow, Tilly turned and stayed him with an outstretched palm.


  “Stay here,” she mouthed, pointing at the chairs.


  The door closed behind them. Inside, Jesse heard raised voices immediately start again. Eva’s father, if he had to guess.


  June walked over. “Don’t worry,” she said, looking grim. “We’ll get this handled.


  Laurel looked at her. “Aunt June, please don’t let them take me from Uncle Jesse. I need him. He’s my other daddy.” She laid her head on his shoulder, his heart breaking at her tone of voice.


  June stroked the girl’s hair. “We’ll do our best, sweetheart.”


  Jesse kissed Laurel’s forehead. “I’m here for you, kiddo. I love you.”


  “I love you, too, Uncle Jesse.” She pressed her face against his neck and tightened her grip on him.


  A thought struck him. “I need to call Leo’s guys at work,” he told June. “They’re going to need to know about this. And I need to call my boss. Holy cra—ud,” he said, remembering to censor himself.


  He walked over and sat down next to the bag of Leo’s things, angling himself so he could shift Laurel into his lap and sort of shield her body with his should her grandparents come out and make another run at her. There was Leo’s phone, right on top of the stuff in the bag.


  “Could you hand me that, please?” he asked June, pointing.


  “Sure.” She fished it out and handed it to him.


  He unlocked it and thumbed through the contacts list. He found Carl’s number first and called him. Carl assured Jesse he’d call the others and they’d shuffle things around to keep the shop running for Leo.


  “Can I come down and see him tonight?” Carl asked.


  Jesse glanced around. By his best guess, out of the thirty or so people currently in the waiting room, at least twenty of them were there for him and Leo. “Yeah,” he said. “That’d be fine.”


  “Eva’s asshole parents there?”


  He was glad Laurel couldn’t hear the man. “Yeah. Ed’s talking to them and Eva now.”


  “I’ll be right down. Gimme about thirty minutes to change and get over there.” One of the security guards emerged from the consultation room, closed the door, and headed into the medical unit.


  “Thanks.”


  Jesse hung up and tucked Leo’s phone into the back pocket of his jeans. He’d have to call Leo’s parents, too, at some point. That would be awkward, considering he’d never even met them.


  He also needed to contact his job, and that was something that would require less brain cells or nerves, so he chickened out and tackled that first. He called his boss and let him know he wouldn’t be in tomorrow, and maybe not for several days, and why. Fortunately, the man was understanding and sympathetic.


  The guard emerged from the medical unit with the female doctor in tow. The voices in the conference room went silent when they opened the door and stepped inside, closing the door after them. Moments later, the voices rose in volume again.


  Then Ross stepped outside, the voices’ volume briefly flaring until the door closed behind him. He was on his phone and headed to the far end of the waiting room.


  Loren got up and followed him, leaning in close for a moment before hurrying back to the others. “He’s on the phone with Pat Donnelly.”


  Tony pumped his fist. “Yes.”


  “Who?” Jesse asked.


  Tony had settled into a seat directly across from Jesse. The man wore a pleased smile. “He’s a close personal friend of…ours.” He used his right index finger to circle the room, indicating their group.


  Meaning the Suncoast Society.


  “But who is he?”


  Tony smiled and put a finger to his lips, nodding toward Laurel.


  Whoever the man was, Tony didn’t want to say a lot in front of Laurel, obviously.


  Ross ended his call and headed back into the conference room.


  “Shouldn’t I be in there?” Jesse asked, reluctant to let go of Laurel.


  “No,” Tony said. “You’ve got Tilly, Ed, Ross, and Landry in there. If you were supposed to be in there, Ed would call for you.” He pointed at Laurel. “She’s your job, right there. You know that’s what he wants.”


  Jesse nodded, wrapping both arms around the little girl again. At least she’d stopped crying, although she sniffled occasionally in his arms.


  “Is Mommy fighting with everyone?” Laurel softly asked.


  “I don’t know, sweetheart.”


  “She won’t make me go with Gramma and Grampa, will she? They looked angry. I don’t like that. I want to stay here with you and Daddy. I don’t want to leave Daddy here alone. Daddy said I’m not allowed to ever go anywhere with them alone.”


  That was news to Jesse, but he’d deal with it later. “I’ll do my best, sweetheart.” He hated like hell that he couldn’t promise the little girl more than that. Legally, he knew he had no leg to stand on if Eva wanted to take her from him.


  Twenty minutes later, the group in the conference room was still arguing in voices loud enough to be heard in the waiting room when an older man walked in. He wore shorts, a T-shirt, and flip-flops, and carried a laptop case slung over his shoulder. His hair was disheveled and he looked like he’d been rolled out of bed.


  Tony got up and intercepted him, leading him to the consultation room and letting him in. When Tony returned to his seat across from Jesse, he wore a beaming grin.


  “What?” Jesse noticed the voices in the consultation room had gone completely quiet, except for one man talking, but he couldn’t make out the words.


  “Don’t worry,” Tony assured him. “This is about to get settled right now.”


  “Why? Who was that?”


  “You haven’t met him yet, but that is Pat Donnelly.”


  Jesse was at the end of his patience. “Please, just tell me who he is.”


  Loren giggled. “He’s better known as the Honorable Patrick Donnelly, seated family court judge for Sarasota County. Coincidentally, he’s also the judge handling…” She hesitated, pointed at Laurel, then pointed at her own wedding band.


  Ah. The judge handling Leo’s divorce. Jesse nodded that he understood.


  “He’s also…a friend in common,” Loren added.


  Jesse closed his eyes and fought the urge to burst out laughing. He knew if he did, it’d quickly turn into relieved tears.


  The door to the consultation room opened fifteen minutes later. Eva’s parents stormed out, leaving the waiting room without so much as a look in Laurel’s direction.


  The security guards followed Eva’s parents out.


  Then Landry, Tilly, and Eva emerged. Eva was crying, but she also appeared to be leaning on Tilly, who had an arm draped around Eva’s shoulders on one side. Landry had his arm around Eva’s waist on the other. The doctor also emerged, talking with Ed, Ross, and the judge.


  The doctor headed back into the medical unit, and the judge shook hands with Ed and Ross before leaving.


  Laurel shifted enough in Jesse’s arms that she could see her mom as Landry and Tilly walked her over and got her seated next to Jesse, Tilly on her far side, with her arm still around Eva’s shoulders.


  Ed and Ross walked over, Ed crooking his finger at Jesse. Jesse wasn’t sure what to do, because Laurel didn’t want to let go of him.


  “Honey,” he said, “how about you sit in Mommy’s lap for a little while?”


  “Please don’t make me go with Gramma and Grampa,” Laurel begged. “Daddy said I can’t.”


  Now Jesse really wanted to hear this story at some point.


  “You won’t, honey,” Eva sniffled, reaching for her hand. “I promise. You’re staying right here with me and Uncle Jesse and…everyone else. I promise.”


  “Where are you going, Uncle Jesse?”


  Eva spoke up. “Uncle Jesse needs to talk to those men for a moment. It’s okay. He’ll be right back. I promise.”


  Reluctantly, Laurel let them move her to her mom’s lap. Jesse didn’t miss how Laurel reached out and grabbed Tilly’s hand, too, holding on as if afraid she’d be spirited away.


  Damn.


  Jesse got up and followed Ed and Ross into the consultation room. He waited until the door was closed to speak.


  “What happened? Where did Eva’s parents go?”


  “Restraining order,” Ed said. “They had to leave.”


  “Restraining order?”


  “They threatened to file for custody of Laurel.”


  “What? Oh, hell, no! They—”


  “Eva shut them down,” Ed said, calming him. “Don’t worry. She’s the one who asked Pat for the restraining order.”


  “Eva did?” The attorneys nodded. “Then what’s this about?”


  Ross and Ed exchanged a knowing glance. “Eva waived all rights to an attorney, appeared pro se, dropped all her pending motions to delay the divorce, and made a formal petition to the court to deliver a final and immediate ruling on the dissolution of their marriage.”


  Jesse had to sit. “She…what?”


  Ross nodded. “It’s highly irregular, but Ed dropped a legal tactical nuke by getting Pat here. Leo is Laurel’s designated custodial parent, and they’re officially divorced. You, however, are now Laurel’s legal guardian, for as long as Leo is incapacitated. And here’s the kicker—that’s at Eva’s request.”


  His head spun. “What? How is that even legal?”


  “Pat’s a judge,” Ed said. “And he’s a friend. We recorded everything on video on Pat’s laptop for a transcript. Before he got here, I warned Eva if she tried any bullshit, to take custody of Laurel away from Leo, that I would make sure she would get tied up in court for years. And that I would work for you and Leo for free, and I would run up hundreds of thousands of dollars in legal bills for her and cost her the house and everything. Plus I would make sure Leo went for and obtained full custody. That I would make her and turning her life miserable my hobby.”


  Jesse was stunned into silence. “What?” he finally managed.


  “She could possibly have the ruling overturned on appeal,” Ross said, “and claim duress, but we offered her an out. That she can have the house and full, unlimited visitation with Laurel, but she needed to agree to an immediate dissolution, now, and that Leo gets primary custody. She is the one who insisted that you be named Laurel’s legal guardian.”


  “Leo can’t afford to pay for the house.”


  “He doesn’t have to,” Ed said. “We’re going to do a quit-claim over to Eva.”


  “She can’t afford the house by herself.”


  “Taken care of,” Ross said. “We have friends who will be on the phone first thing tomorrow morning to buy the note from the bank and hold it.”


  “Who?”


  “Leigh and Lucas,” Ed said. “Tilly called them. Before she could even get everything out, they okayed it as a ‘real estate investment.’”


  “Is that legal?”


  “Sure,” Ross said. “Banks sell mortgages all the time. You don’t think a cash buyer offers them more than the note’s value that they won’t hand it over? Think again.”


  “So…”


  “So,” Ed said, “it means that even if Eva can’t afford the house, she’ll never lose it, and she’ll be able to live there, with Laurel, and not have to sell it. And it won’t cost Leo anything.”


  “You’re just making this shit up, right?”


  Ed smiled. “This isn’t the craziest thing I’ve seen in my career, believe me, but it’s pretty damn close. She agreed to it and signed off on it, and Pat ruled on it. And we got it all on video.”


  “What about Leo?” he asked. “Who decides his care?”


  “You do,” Ed said. “You already had that power, even though Eva didn’t know it. The last time he came in, he asked me to draw up a power of attorney for you and he signed it, and I notarized it. It’s legal. He was going to get you in to have you do one, too.”


  Jesse felt dizzy. “I’m really lost here, guys. What are you telling me?”


  Ross knelt in front of him. “You are in charge, here. Yes, Eva could petition a different judge tomorrow to overturn this on the basis of duress, and she still might, for all we know. Hopefully not. But we need you to step up, for Laurel, for Leo, and for Eva. Her parents basically disowned her just now. They wanted her to order you and all of us out of here and give them Laurel, and she refused to do that. Believe it or not, she admitted to us that when Leo brought Laurel back to her tonight, she’d told him that she was dropping all her motions to delay the divorce. That made her parents go screaming batshit, and that’s when the worst of the yelling in here began.”


  “She…she did?”


  “Her parents went absolutely nuts when she told us that,” Ross said. “They wanted her to go for full custody, to get an emergency motion to make her the primary custodial parent and cut you and Leo off from all contact with Laurel. Everything.” He smiled. “Well, they got an emergency motion, all right. Just not anything close to the one they wanted.”


  “I don’t want to force her to do this.”


  “See,” Ed said, “that’s the funny thing. Eva is the one who asked me about finalizing the divorce after I threatened her about not cutting you out of the process. Ross and Tilly came up with the house thing, which pissed her parents off even more when Eva immediately agreed to it, and the custody arrangement. Wow, they are a piece of work.”


  “But,” Ross said, “you should be magnanimous. Technically, you could order Eva out of here right now and prevent her from taking Laurel with her. Unless Eva files for an emergency stay and appeal, you are Laurel’s legal custodial guardian.”


  Jesse shook his head. “No. Absolutely not. I won’t do that to her.”


  “Good,” Ross said. “For the record, Eva told us she didn’t call her parents. She didn’t even want them here. Her sister called them after Eva called her, and Eva couldn’t talk them out of coming.” He sadly shook his head. “There’s a story there, apparently, but she wouldn’t go into it with her parents sitting right there. She was, however, strangely adamant that you be named Laurel’s guardian in Leo’s stead.”


  “Frankly,” Ed said, “I get the impression she’s scared of her parents. So what’s your next step?”


  What, indeed?


  Jesse took a deep breath and stood, leaving the consultation room.


  Eva sat with her head resting against Tilly’s shoulder, eyes closed, tears running down her cheeks. Laurel sat in her lap, still holding Tilly’s hand.


  Jesse walked over and sat down next to them.


  Then he put his arm around Eva’s shoulders. At first she tensed, but then she leaned toward him, into him, away from Tilly, her sobs renewing as Jesse put both arms around her and held her, gently rocking her, Laurel snugly nestled between them.


  “I’m so scared, Jesse,” Eva whispered. “I don’t want us to lose him.”


  He tightened his embrace around her. “Me, too,” he whispered, nuzzling her head with his. “I’m scared, too. I promise you, we’ll work together. No matter what. Okay?”


  “Okay.”


  Hell, even Tilly reached for a tissue from the box of them offered by Landry.


  Jesse closed his eyes. “We’re a family,” he said. “All four of us. Okay? We’re always a family.”


  “Okay.”


  “Just like in Lilo and Stitch,” Laurel said between them.


  That drew tearful laughter from Eva and Jesse. They sat back and stared into each other’s eyes. “Just like in Lilo and Stitch,” Jesse agreed.


  Eva nodded.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  Jesse lost track of time and the cups of coffee he consumed. Leo was moved from the recovery unit to a bed in the surgical ICU, which shared the same waiting room, at least.


  There was no change in Leo’s condition, which wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t good, either. He was maintaining steady vital signs, which Tilly assured them was the best they could hope for short-term.


  Eva took care of calling Leo’s parents for Jesse. They would come to the hospital sometime tomorrow, since there was nothing either of them could do that night, and neither of them were good night-drivers at their ages.


  Tilly tried to get Jesse and Eva to go home, but neither of them wanted to leave. So Tilly settled in to wait with them, maintaining the vigil.


  Someone had found a pillow and blanket for Laurel, and she was now sound asleep in a recliner, her face looking pinched and sad, even while at rest.


  From the moment the official truce had been declared, Eva had clung to Jesse, and he didn’t mind.


  He clung to her just as much as she did to him. He knew he’d have to talk to her at some point, find out why the hell she’d demanded he be named Laurel’s guardian—and why Leo had told Laurel she couldn’t go with her own grandparents—but not now.


  Especially not with Laurel right there, asleep or not.


  Friends rotated in and out all night, but Tilly and Ed stayed with them, until Ed had to leave at six that morning to go home, shower, and change for work.


  At one point before seven in the morning, while Tilly was in the bathroom and it was just Eva, Jesse, and Laurel, Eva softly spoke to Jesse.


  “Can I admit something and you not hate me for it?”


  Jesse’s eyes were closed, but he wasn’t sleeping. “I’m so exhausted, honestly, I don’t think I could even muster the energy to feel much more than irritation at Hitler right now. Shoot.”


  “I was really jealous of you when Leo first started dating you. Laurel didn’t just happen to call him on the off weekend, or at night, or whenever.”


  He opened his eyes as he chuckled and kissed the top of her head. “I know. It’s okay.” He resisted the urge to add a playful snark about her being as hard to see through as a clean window, but knew it might come out wrong, so he left that alone.


  “No, it’s not okay. I’m sorry. I know you love him and he loves you. I’m just trying to come to grips with the fact that someone loves him as much as I do. I don’t hate you. I’ve never hated you. I hated this situation, but not you. I hope that makes sense.”


  “It does. And it’s okay.”


  “You’re a good man. I’m glad Laurel loves you, too. And thank you for loving her.”


  “You’re a good woman. Don’t worry, we’ll find the right guy for you. I promise.”


  “You can’t make me a promise like that.”


  “Oh, don’t count on it. Our friends are matchmakers.” He belatedly realized his exhaustion had loosened his tongue a little.


  Again.


  “Is that how you guys met?”


  “Yeah. Some of the very people here tonight. Including Tilly.”


  She went quiet for a moment. “Can I admit something else while I’m confessing?”


  “Sure.”


  “I’m not proud of myself…but I snooped. One time when you guys were gone during the day and Laurel was in school, I went to the apartment and went through your stuff.”


  Normally, he knew he would muster anger. Rage, even, at the violation of their privacy. Demand the return of the key—which wouldn’t matter because they’d need to get the lock changed anyway.


  Not today. Not now.


  All that didn’t mean jack shit when Leo was lying in a hospital bed with his future uncertain. It also sounded like she wasn’t quite through with her confessions.


  Jesse let out a sigh. “And the point of admitting that was…what?”


  “Can I ask something?”


  “I’m exhausted, not dead, but I am hitting my limit. What is it?”


  “Are you and Leo…kinky?”


  There was no use denying it. “He’s my Master, and I’m his slave.”


  It was several long moments before she responded. “Okay.”


  He sat up and stared down at her. “Is that a problem? What we do, we keep it away from Laurel. We don’t ever get sexual or anything like that around her. Hell, usually when she’s with us, we don’t even have sex. We’re too afraid of her hearing anything. The worst she’s seen us do is kiss. That’s it, I swear.”


  “No…I know. I didn’t mean it like that. So…Tilly…?”


  “Tilly is a Domme, yes. Sort of. Mostly. Usually.”


  “Those two men who brought her clothes earlier?”


  “Landry’s her husband, and Cris is…Well, it’s complicated. They’re a poly triad. Cris is Landry’s slave and partner, and Tilly switches and sort of does her thing with both of them. She used to top me just as a friend before I met Leo.”


  “Is she really a nurse?”


  “Yes. Landry came into her life when he had cancer, and she took care of him during his treatments.”


  “I promise I won’t snoop again but if you want to take away my key, I understand.”


  “That’s the only skeleton in our closet.”


  She snuggled against him. Despite her admissions, his perspective had been forcibly ratcheted into a different viewpoint and he couldn’t hate her for the privacy violation.


  Because he knew Leo wouldn’t hate Eva. Leo would always frame his interactions with Eva in terms of his guilt over having to end their marriage.


  And Jesse strongly suspected that guilt had something to do with whatever spurred the panicked desperation that had made Eva declare Jesse Laurel’s guardian.


  He kept her tucked close against his side.


  “I don’t suppose you’re into girls, are you?” she asked.


  “Sorry.” He rested her head against hers. “We’ll find you a guy. We’ll sic Tilly on it.”


  “Sic me on what?”


  He’d been so tired that he’d missed her return from the bathroom. “Our secret’s out, sensei,” he said to her as she walked around the group of seats and back in front of them.


  “Huh?”


  He patted his throat, mimicking a collar and knowing Tilly would get it. “She knows. She asked, and I just told her.”


  “Oh.” Tilly sat in a chair across from them. “Well, now.” She smiled, but he didn’t miss how exhausted it looked. “Ask now, or forever hold your peace.”


  Eva’s voice sounded nothing like the woman he’d gotten to know—a little—over the past few months. She sounded defeated, shredded, lost. “When…when we get through all of this, can you play matchmaker for me, too?”


  Tilly froze. Jesse was afraid she was going to blow up but then she threw her head back and laughed, clapping a hand over her mouth to stifle the sound so she didn’t awaken Laurel or get hauled out of there by the psychiatric department for observation.


  It took her a moment to compose herself. “Are you serious?” Tilly asked from behind her hand.


  Eva nodded.


  Tilly dropped her hand. “You don’t even know if you’re kinky or not, do you?”


  Eva shrugged. “I read those books a couple of months ago. You know, the Fi—”


  “Don’t even.” Tilly pointed a finger at her. “Please, I am waaay too exhausted to deal with that topic with any degree of tact or patience right now.” Tilly sighed, exhaustion returning with a vengeance. “Let’s get you guys through this first. Then you and I will sit down and talk. A long talk. And we’ll see what we can do. I have a feeling I’ll be handing you off to June and Eliza because of my schedule. But we take care of our own. And if you want to be part of our ‘family’”—she used air quotes—“then yes, we’ll take you under our collective wing and help you out.”


  Then Tilly’s gaze swiveled onto Jesse, her eyes narrowing. “Waaaait a minute—”


  “Sorry,” he said, guessing where she was going with that. “I only swing one way, and that’s guys.”


  Tilly snapped her fingers. “Dammit. That would have been the simplest answer.”


  “Besides, I’m not poly, and neither is Leo.”


  “Oh, well.” Tilly shrugged. “Can’t blame a Domme for trying.”


  


  * * * *


  


  After morning rounds, a doctor came to talk with them and update them on Leo’s condition. There was no change, which was expected. They would do a series of tests on him later in the afternoon to measure brain function and see if there was any neurological damage.


  He advised them to go home and get some sleep.


  Landry and Cris, with Leah, had returned to the hospital. The last thing Jesse wanted to do was leave Leo there alone, but he had started nodding off sitting up, and knew Tilly couldn’t be much better off.


  Which Landry had foreseen. Leah had driven the men. Landry ordered Tilly and Eva both to hand over their car keys. Leah, who’d come prepared for an all-day vigil, would stay and get medical updates and pass them along if there were any changes. Other friends would be coming throughout the day to sit shifts with her, so that Leo was never alone at the hospital.


  Eva, Jesse, and Laurel went back in to visit and say good-bye until later. Jesse was so tired, he couldn’t even carry Laurel, so she walked next to him, tightly squeezing his hand.


  Eva leaned in first, kissing Leo’s forehead. Then Jesse. He did manage the strength to lift Laurel so she could kiss her daddy’s hand.


  They filed back out to the parking lot.


  “Cris, you drive Eva’s car. We’ll drop Jesse off first, then we’ll take Eva and Laurel home.”


  Eva turned to Jesse, tears in her eyes. “Can you please come back with us to our house? You can take the guest room. Please?”


  Laurel tugged on his hand. “Please, Uncle Jesse?”


  All he wanted to do was curl up around Leo’s pillow and cry himself to sleep in their bed. While he might be immune to Eva’s charms, he wasn’t to Laurel’s.


  “I need clothes and stuff to take a shower. And my phone charger.”


  After Jesse made Eva call Laurel’s school to explain why Laurel wasn’t there today, they loaded up and drove off. Everyone waited in the cars as he trudged upstairs to their apartment.


  How will I get him home?


  There had been mentions of a rehab center. Jesse wasn’t even sure if insurance would pay for all of that. That, right there, was a massive problem. With the hit in income, Jesse knew he couldn’t afford the apartment on his own. Kel still had his apartment vacant. Maybe they could rent from him, but…the stairs.


  If Leo had trouble with stairs, it’d be a serious problem.


  Fuck.


  He grabbed some stuff, clean clothes, a couple of days’ worth, and then his leather play collar. No, he couldn’t wear it around Laurel, but he could tuck it into his pillowcase and have it close for comfort.


  He grabbed Leo’s pillow and forced himself not to stand there smelling it, or he knew he’d start crying.


  Once he had everything, including his laptop and stuff for his schoolwork, he locked the door and trudged back downstairs.


  He didn’t realize he’d dozed off until Laurel, who was riding in the backseat with him, reached over and poked his arm. “Uncle Jesse, we’re home.”


  Home. Well, home to her. The only home she’d ever really known, except Leo’s old apartment and now the new one.


  At least Laurel will always have a home.


  He couldn’t even form a jumbled to-do list in his brain. He’d need to talk to Ed today and find out what was going on. Make sure he’d heard everything correctly the night before. Something-something filings, something-something…whatever.


  Landry and Cris helped him get his stuff inside, but Jesse carried Leo’s pillow. After a quick round of hugs, Landry, Cris, and Tilly departed. They would drop Tilly off at home and then return to the hospital to sit with Leah for at least part of the day.


  Laurel, subdued but wide awake with a few hours of sleep under her belt, was settled in the living room with the remote control and a bowl of cereal and a sincere promise not to go outside, and especially not to go out onto the lanai near the pool.


  Eva turned the light on in the guest room for him. “You know where the bathroom and towels are,” she said. “Please, make yourself at home.” She didn’t move.


  He wasn’t all too sure she hadn’t just fallen asleep standing up. He reached out and touched her shoulder. “Eva?”


  She looked up at him and, with her voice so low it couldn’t be heard by eagle-eared Laurel in the living room, she said, “Promise me something, please?”


  “I’d have to hear it first.”


  “If…just…if. If…he doesn’t…promise me you’ll move in here and stay a part of our lives. Please?”


  He could barely process much past the point that she meant if Leo didn’t make it. “Eva, you’re her mother. I don’t care what papers are filed, I will not take her away from you if he…if.”


  “No. That’s not what I meant. I want you to be her guardian. She loves you. If…I know that Leo wouldn’t want me to keep you out of her life, because she loves you. You could still go to school and work and not worry about where to live. I wouldn’t have to worry as much about my schedule. It would be—”


  He finally cradled her chin in his hands just to shut her up. “Eva,” he quietly said, “he’s still alive. He’s going to make it. We don’t have to plan anything beyond that right now.”


  “But what if he doesn’t make it?” Her voice broke. She sounded more like Laurel than a woman of thirty-eight. Defeated, lost. Vulnerable.


  WWLD—What Would Leo Do?


  He kissed her forehead and pulled her in for a long, strong hug. Hoping he didn’t regret this, and that it wasn’t allowing her to transfer her emotional dependence from Leo onto him, he said, “If. I will always be a part of your lives. Hers and yours. I promise. We’ll deal with that only…if. But I need you to do something for me.”


  He felt her nod against his chest.


  “I need you to help me be strong, too. We have to stay strong for Laurel. I know you’re hurting right now, in more than one way. I’m hurting, too. You and I have to be a united front for Laurel right now. She needs to see us working together so she doesn’t have to worry about there being any tension. I refuse to think in any terms other than Leo is going to make it. But you have to help me with this. Okay?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Sleep left his system. Yes, during their pillow talk, Leo had mused that he suspected Eva was submissive. That, sometimes, she’d jokingly call him “sir” in the course of trying to get something done, if he asked her to do something.


  Jesse didn’t know if he should be giving more weight to this than was intended. But now that she knew about the kinky stuff, he couldn’t ignore it, either. He was hurting because he risked losing Leo.


  She’d already lost Leo, not once, but now possibly twice. She also faced the loss of her fantasies of him maybe one day coming back to her. Reality had set in. She was officially divorced.


  And she’d handed custody of Laurel over to him.


  He squeezed her a little harder, his chin resting on the top of her head. “Good girl.”


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  Jesse didn’t even get a shower. He plugged his cell phone—and Leo’s—into chargers on the bedside table, stripped down to his briefs, pulled the covers back, crawled under them, cradled Leo’s pillow in his arms, and…


  That was the last conscious thought he had until he awakened to someone poking him in the center of his forehead.


  “Uncle. Jesse.”


  He opened his eyes to find Laurel lying next to him on the bed, on top of the covers. She wore different clothes than she had been wearing when they got home—clothes that absolutely didn’t match—and her hair was wet and stringy.


  “Did you go swimming?” It was the only thought his brain could process, that if she’d disobeyed them and gone into the pool alone, he would have to discipline her for that.


  Eye roll. “No. I took a bath.”


  Duh.


  His brain didn’t want to engage. “Where’s your mom?”


  “Her door’s locked. I think she’s still asleep. I heard something break a while ago but she didn’t answer when I knocked. I think her TV is on.”


  His eyes dropped closed, sleep swirling around him until she poked his forehead again. “Uncle. Jesse.”


  He peeled his eyes open again. “Sweetheart, what time is it?”


  She climbed over him, managing to nail him both in the gut and the nuts, to reach his cell phone on the side table. “1:17.”


  Now he was wide awake and in pain. At least he still had the covers over him, but her bony knees and elbows had driven the breath right out of him.


  When he finally managed to suck in a pained breath, he asked, “What did you need, sweetheart?”


  “I’m hungry. Can I have lunch?”


  “Yes.”


  Despite his pain, his eyelids started to droop again when she asked, “Can you fix me something? Please?”


  Right. He didn’t know what was in Eva’s kitchen. At their house, they always kept sandwich fixings where Laurel could easily access them and make her own. Leo was big on making sure she was as independent as possible, teaching her how to do things so she didn’t need to rely on them for everything.


  “Okay.” He sat up, taking care to hold the covers strategically in place. “Let me get some shorts on and I’ll be right there. Go on.”


  “Thank you.” She kissed him on the cheek before climbing over him again—only nailing him in the legs with her bony appendages this time—instead of just climbing out of bed on that side and walking all the way around. She left the room and he sat there, still trying to process.


  He checked his phone—he found a text from Leah that she’d sent twenty minutes earlier saying Leo’s parents had both arrived and were there, but no change in Leo’s condition. And then various texts and missed calls from other Suncoast Society friends asking how Leo was doing.


  Jesse grabbed a pair of shorts from his bag and pulled them on. He hit the bathroom first—yep, one post-bath Typhoon Laurel disaster going on in there—then groggily managed to stumble his way out to the kitchen where Laurel had seated herself at the counter.


  “What do you want me to make for you, sweetheart?” he asked on his way to the fridge.


  “May I have a sandwich, please?”


  He stopped and turned to her. “Seriously?” He regretted his tone and immediately gentled it. “Honey, you make yourself sandwiches all the time at our place. Why couldn’t you have made yourself a sandwich?”


  “Mommy said I’m not allowed. That I’ll make a mess.”


  He was not nearly awake enough for this but knew he couldn’t go back to sleep now, either. Not with Typhoon Laurel wide awake and on the prowl and Eva…not.


  He’d deal with their differing parenting styles later. If Eva was serious about wanting him to stay, she would have to make some changes of her own. Laurel needed consistency and it was blatantly obvious she wasn’t getting it.


  Then again, if he hadn’t been dropped into the Twilight Zone last night, technically he supposed he was the one who could dictate that now.


  He headed to the fridge, just past two open upper cabinet doors. He reached out and closed them along the way, glancing in to see one filled with wine and other liquor glasses, the other holding liquor bottles and some serving pitchers, sugar bowls and gravy boats, and other assorted useless crap only used on holidays.


  “Honey, don’t leave cabinet doors open. You know better than that. If you open it, close it.”


  “I didn’t open those. I’m not allowed to. And I can’t reach them. One’s Mommy’s cabinet and the other has the breakable stuff. Mommy keeps my Hello Kitty cup in the drainer by the sink. I can reach it without a chair.”


  He wasn’t going to get into an argument with her about it now. He’d deal with the lying later, when he was more awake and had some coffee in him.


  Wasn’t there something about kids acting out when there was turmoil? The poor kid had a shit-ton of turmoil going on right now.


  I’ll ask June and Scrye about it. Or Eliza and Rusty.


  Of all their friends, they were the first who came to mind as experienced parents he could go to for advice about raising a little girl.


  His first job, actually, was to clean the coffeepot and get a fresh batch of really strong brew going. He’d need it.


  In the fridge he found most of what he needed, except for bread, which Laurel directed him to in the pantry cupboard. With her guidance, he found paper plates and utensils and her cup. He could probably grab his shower while she was eating. They’d have to discuss getting her back in school tomorrow or Wednesday. There was nothing she could do but sit at the hospital, and the routine would be good for her and keep her mind off Leo’s condition.


  As he fixed Laurel a turkey and cheese sandwich, he struggled to shove back his growing resentment.


  He felt sorry for Eva. He did. He got it.


  But there were multiple ways she would have to step up and help him. She couldn’t just abdicate all her adult and parental responsibilities and dump them onto him because Leo was—literally—not available.


  And dammit, who was going to be his Dominant for the duration? If he had to suck it up and adult and parent and deal, so would Eva.


  After getting Laurel settled in the living room in front of the TV with a glass of iced tea, her sandwich, and a bowl of fresh fruit, he extracted another promise from her not to go outside. Then he fixed himself a mug of coffee and headed down the hall to wake Eva. He’d have to straighten up the bathroom before he could get his shower. Typhoon Laurel had left a disaster behind, including what looked like half her damn toy box.


  He stopped by Laurel’s room. She had, at least, attempted to make her bed. She got points for that. Several dresser drawers stood open, looking like a crackhead had rummaged through them for clothes. He started to straighten things up then caught himself.


  This was Eva’s house. She could wake up and do disaster recovery in the wake of Typhoon Laurel while he got his shower.


  It surprised him, actually. At their house, Laurel was very neat and tidy, and he’d never seen her room here looking this messy before. And it hadn’t been messy just Friday when they’d picked her up. She must have done that since they’d returned to the house that morning.


  He trudged down the hall to the end, to Eva’s door, and knocked. “Eva, Laurel’s awake and I need to get a shower. I just fed her lunch.” He started to turn away before he realized he hadn’t heard a reply yet.


  He paused, waited, then knocked again. “Eva?”


  Damn, she’s a sound sleeper.


  He took a deep breath and sipped his coffee.


  Patience, dude. She’s in crisis mode, too.


  He pulled a little Dom-tone of his own as he knocked again. “Eva. I need you to wake up.”


  Nothing.


  Dammit.


  He tried the door and found the knob locked.


  That’s right. Laurel had mentioned something about that being why she’d awakened him instead of her mom.


  Fuck it. He turned and was heading toward his bedroom to get his cell phone and call Eva’s cell when several thoughts finally clicked home at once.


  Now wide awake, he slipped back into the kitchen without Laurel noticing him and examined the two cabinet’s contents more carefully.


  There was an empty space in the liquor cabinet, and what looked like a missing highball glass from a set of them in the other cabinet.


  He left his coffee mug on the counter and ran back down the hall, where he pounded on her bedroom door. “Eva. Open up. Right now.”


  Nothing.


  Laurel appeared at the end of the hallway. “Is everything okay, Uncle Jesse?”


  “Everything’s fine, sweetheart. Go finish your lunch and sit there and watch TV until Mommy and I come back out.”


  “Okay.”


  Miracle of miracles, she disappeared without having to be told twice.


  Trying the knob one more time, he thought fast. It had a little hole in it, on the outside. Hadn’t Leo said something once about Laurel locking herself in the guest bath when she was four?


  He looked, then reached up and felt along the top of the door trim. No key, but when he searched the doorframe over the guest bathroom, he found one there and went back to try it, his pulse feeling more like a vibrator set to high than an actual heartbeat in his chest.


  He immediately noticed the empty bed and instinctively closed and locked the bedroom door behind him.


  The last thing he needed was Laurel walking in on something bad.


  “Eva?” He checked around the far side of the bed. Nope.


  He found her in the bathroom, on the floor. She wore nothing but an old T-shirt of Leo’s. On the floor next to her, an empty rum bottle, along with a puddle of rum and some broken glass where she’d dropped the highball glass. A little dried blood, but it looked like from her foot, maybe where she’d stepped on a shard.


  A puddle of puke had started drying on the floor near her. As he swooped in, he was relieved to see her chest moving. He checked her pulse, found it strong.


  Kneeling next to her, he got her sitting up and slapped her cheeks. “Eva!”


  She moaned.


  It took every last ounce of self-control he had not to punch her. He slapped her cheeks again, a little harder. “Eva! Wake up!”


  Her eyelids fluttered open, her gaze everywhere at once before focusing on him. “Jesse?”


  He reached in and started the shower, cold water. Hauling her to her feet, he dragged her into the shower with both arms wrapped around her and held her directly under the cold spray.


  She shrieked, weakly struggling, then sobbing as she started coming to. He wasn’t sure if she’d aspirated any vomit or not. He hoped that the puking had occurred before the passing out portion of her solo festivities.


  He struggled and lost against his anger as he stood there, the cold water making him shiver as well as drawing gooseflesh up all over her arms and legs and plastering the T-shirt to her body.


  “Let me make something perfectly fucking clear to you, Eva,” he said through gritted teeth and trying to keep his voice down. “You do not fucking get to check out on that little girl. Do you understand me? So grow. The fuck. Up.”


  Her head slumped against the wall, where he was now leaning, forcing her to stand directly under the spray. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I just meant to have one drink, and then…” Her voice deteriorated into ragged sobs.


  Once he knew she was alert, he reached over and adjusted the water temp to the cool side of warm and turned her around so she faced him. His hands clenched around her upper arms and he shook her, hard, not even caring if he left bruises behind.


  “I forgave you for snooping. That was your one fucking chance with my good graces. The only reason I’m not walking out of here with Laurel right now is because I know you’re in pain and scared. So you fucking listen to me. No more chances. I get it, you’re upset and scared. Well, I’m upset and scared, too, but we don’t have the liberty of drinking ourselves into oblivion right now. You want to fucking do that shit? You wait until we get Leo healed up and home. How long have you been drinking?”


  She shook her head. “I don’t. That was Leo’s favorite. I haven’t drank anything since he left. I just…” Jesse couldn’t tell what was tears and what was water flowing down her cheeks. “I didn’t mean to. I just didn’t think—”


  He shook her again, hard. “No fucking lies, Eva. I catch you lying to me, you will never see that little girl again. I don’t want to be an asshole, but don’t you dare fuck with her life. I will do what it takes to protect her. Do you fucking understand me?”


  Did this explain why she’d caved to the outrageous legal demands? Was this why she’d insisted on him being named Laurel’s guardian? Was there a secret she’d been hiding that they hadn’t known about?


  “I swear,” she said. “I haven’t.”


  Jesse was running on adrenaline and anger and autopilot. “I talk to that counselor you and Leo go to and find out you’ve been drinking, you’re done. Last chance to come completely clean to me. Right now.”


  “I swear. I haven’t even been in that cabinet since…” She dissolved into sobs again.


  Leo always insisted to Jesse that Eva had never lied to him. No whoppers, just the occasional little white lie, which he always easily spotted. That she could be closemouthed and noncommunicative, but she wasn’t able to lie to him.


  He trusted Leo and hoped his partner hadn’t been seriously deluded by her all these years. Or that she was able to lie to him and not to Leo.


  He held Eva against him and warmed the water even more as she painfully sobbed. He sank to the shower floor with her wrapped in his arms, holding her, rocking her, both of them soaked to the skin. He also looked at her foot, the cut not too deep and no longer bleeding.


  “Promise me,” he said. “Promise me you will never lie to me. You lie to me, I’m gone, and I’m taking her with me.” He still wasn’t completely convinced of the legal weight of that argument, but all that mattered right now was that Eva believed its validity.


  “I promise,” she choked out. “I swear.” She dissolved into more tears and he let his own flow as he sat there and held her. “My parents hate me,” she said. “They never liked Leo. They didn’t want me to marry him. My mom said last night I’ve wasted my life and ruined Laurel’s by marrying Leo. That I’m a horrible mother for letting Laurel spend time with Leo. They told me not to call them unless he…” More hitching sobs.


  He got it now. He understood all too well having asshole parents. He also understood why Leo had agonized over his decision to leave her for so long before he did. Why he’d kept trying for so long.


  But Eva was an adult. She was going to have to learn how to deal with this loss like an adult and not like a child.


  The divorce was forcing her to fully grow up in a way she hadn’t needed to. First her parents ruling her life, probably, then meeting Leo and gladly letting him take the dominant role, even though neither one of them had ever realized it before.


  Once her tears mostly stopped, he helped her to her feet and shut the water off. She looked a little wobbly. “Do I need to take you to the ER? You threw up.”


  She shook her head. “No. That was before I passed out.”


  He cupped her face in his palms like he had earlier that day. “I mean it. You work with me, or you are totally on your own and alone. Got it?”


  She nodded, still sniffling.


  “I’m not a Dominant. And I can’t be your Dominant. I just…can’t. I can be your friend. Family, even. If you need me to lean on right now, I know Leo wouldn’t mind it. But once we’re through this, you have to move on and find someone else who can be that guy for you. You don’t even really know what you want right now because you’re in too much pain to know what or who you need. And it cannot be the first guy who comes along and dots all the Is like that just because you’re hurting and afraid. Understand?”


  Of course, as he said that, he realized the hypocrisy of his words.


  That was exactly how it’d been between him and Leo when they’d met. He’d had enough experience under his belt, but then he’d fallen hard for Leo, too. Who was he to say what was right and wrong?


  “Yes, Sir. I’m sorry.”


  He hugged her to him, only his love for Leo and Laurel allowing him to shove his anger aside.


  “Okay, sweetie. Clean slate from this point forward. Part of your punishment is you are going to clean this mess up. And you don’t ever lock your bedroom door again when we’re alone. Laurel came and woke me up to make her lunch. If you’d pulled this shit alone with her, what would she have done, huh? Been scared because she couldn’t wake you up? Or if you’d done this and left the door unlocked and she’d walked in on you like that. What do you think that would have done to her? What if I hadn’t been here and she called 911 and then ended up in state custody, because you were Baker-acted, huh?”


  “It won’t happen again, Sir. I promise.”


  “Damn right it won’t. You’re going to clean this up, and then you’re going to go out to the kitchen and dump every ounce of alcohol in this house. I don’t care what it is or how expensive it was.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “I’m going to get my shower. I expect to see this mess cleaned up, you dressed and cleaned up, all the alcohol dumped—leave the empties in the kitchen sink for me to see—and then you need to get Laurel’s room and bathroom put back together. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir.” Her muddy brown eyes were bloodshot. She would have one hell of a hangover later, if she didn’t already. Her breath was an acrid cloud of rum and puke and old coffee and morning breath.


  “And brush your teeth.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He carefully stepped out of the shower, avoiding the mess on the floor, and stripped off his soaking wet shorts and briefs. He wrung them out over the sink and wrapped a towel around his hips to get himself back to his bedroom.


  He grabbed clothes and his shower kit and peeked around the corner of the living room to find Laurel still in front of the TV, eating and watching.


  “You all right, sweetheart?” he called out.


  “Yes. Is Mommy okay?”


  “She’s fine, sweetheart. She didn’t hear me knocking because she was in the shower. She’s okay.”


  He hated lying to her, but it was for the best.


  He went to grab his shower.


  When he finished, Eva wasn’t in the kitchen. He went to check on her, opening her bedroom door without knocking first. She wore a bra and panties and a towel wrapped like a turban around her hair. She was getting something out of the dresser and was slow to turn when he entered. Without speaking, he walked over to the bathroom. She’d cleaned up the mess, and looked like she’d gotten a shower.


  He headed for the door. “Good girl,” he said on the way. “Hurry up and meet me in the kitchen.


  He would make her do it, dump the liquor. Punishment, even though he could tell she felt like shit.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  She joined him there less than five minutes later. He stood there, now working on his second cup of coffee, watching as she emptied every bottle of liquor in the cabinet into the sink, including a half a bottle of Moscato wine from the fridge.


  When she finished, she turned to him but didn’t meet his gaze.


  Setting his cup aside, he walked over and pulled her in for a hug. “Good girl,” he whispered. “We’ll get through this. I promise. Together.”


  She crumpled against him, softly crying. “Yes, Sir. Thank you.”


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  After Eva got Laurel’s mess cleaned up, Jesse sat Eva at the kitchen counter and made her some toast. Laurel’s focus was on the TV show she watched, so he kept his voice down as he stood on the other side of the counter and slid the plate over to Eva.


  “Thank you,” she said, sounding lost.


  “So tell me this. Why did your parents act like that last night? What piece of the puzzle am I missing that you guys haven’t told me?”


  “Did Leo tell you I’m adopted?”


  He faltered. “No. Believe it or not, Leo doesn’t tell me every last factoid about you.”


  “All three of us are. We’re half sisters. My mom’s younger sister is our biological mother.”


  “What happened?”


  “She’d met a guy and got pregnant with my older sister, Ann. Then she dropped out of college and he left her while she was pregnant. She had Ann, then met another guy and got pregnant with me. She liked to party and stuff, I guess. He left her, too. Gayle was a third guy. She’d already lost custody of Ann and me when she got pregnant with Gayle.”


  “But I get the impression your parents don’t treat your sisters like they treated you.”


  There was a weighty pause he suspected contained far more than she let on. “No, because I look just like our birth mother. We always knew we were adopted and nothing I’ve ever done in my life was good enough. Only my grandmother never treated me like that.”


  She looked even more lost than before. At least it explained the strong bond she had with her grandmother. “My mother and father always threw it in my face that if I didn’t straighten up, I’d end up worthless, just like my birth mother.”


  “Where is she now?”


  “Somewhere in Hudson, I think. We haven’t seen her in years. My mom and dad and the rest of the family don’t have any contact with her. She’s got a husband and son and they don’t know about us, apparently. We don’t even know our birth fathers.”


  Wow.


  Okay, so there was someone out there who had it worse, family-wise, than he did. He’d always known there was, he just never knew anyone personally who had it worse off than he did. Hearing the old pain in her voice allowed him to completely release his anger.


  He reached across the counter and took her hand in his. “You aren’t defined by them or anyone else. You are able to live your life the way you want to.”


  “That’s what Leo’s always told me,” she softly said.


  “Then it’s time to do it, don’t you think?”


  She nodded.


  He let go of her hand. “Eat your toast. You need something in your stomach. Make sure you drink plenty of water today.” He walked over to the bag of Leo’s belongings and looked through it, finally finding his work cell phone. It had been damaged in the wreck and wouldn’t power up.


  Item number one—Leo’s work. That would have to be kept going, no matter what. He could juggle his job and school around that, if he had to.


  He rejoined Eva at the counter. “How much do you know about Leo’s shop and running his business?”


  “Not much. He’s got a bookkeeper. He does stuff through one of those online accounting programs and he does direct deposit payments to his guys.”


  Item number two—find out what software and buy a book on how to use it.


  Sleep was beginning to look like a distant luxury. “Do you have the bookkeeper’s info?”


  “No, but it’s probably at the shop.”


  Leo’s keys had also been in the bag, his house keys and the shop and work truck keys.


  He heard a phone ringing in the guest bedroom and realized it was his. He bolted for it, relieved and disappointed to see it was Ed.


  “Hey,” the lawyer said without preamble. “Got everything filed this morning and will have official copies in my hands when Pat signs off on them this afternoon. How is he?”


  “Same. I’m at Eva’s.”


  “You’re…what? You’re where?”


  “We’ve reached detente. She’s not going to fight this.”


  “Okay. Good.”


  “Is there anything I have to do?”


  “Get her to call her attorney and talk to him. I’ve sent official notification of the filings to his office, but she needs to talk to him herself and tell him to back off.”


  Item the third——make that item the first—stop by Eva’s lawyer’s office on way to hospital.


  “Will do.”


  “I’ll come by this evening around seven. To the hospital,” he clarified. “Call me on this cell number if you need me before then.”


  “Thanks.”


  He returned to the kitchen. Eva was almost done with her toast. “Okay. Finish that, and we’re going to get moving. Prepare for another long day. Get some stuff for Laurel to take with us to do. Like her iPad. And for yourself. Don’t forget the chargers.” At the apartment, he’d grabbed his laptop and tablet, so he was all set.


  “Yes, Sir,” she softly said.


  Thirty minutes later, he was behind the wheel of Eva’s car and they were heading to her attorney’s office.


  Jesse went in with Eva, leaving Laurel sitting in the waiting room and playing a game on her iPad. When the attorney tried to get Jesse out of the room, Eva finally showed a little backbone.


  “Jim, I’m sorry, but this decision is final. It’s how I want it.”


  The attorney glanced at Jesse with suspicion. “We can file an appeal.”


  “No,” she said. “Just send me your bill and close it out. We’re done. I need to focus on Laurel and getting Leo better. You can call Ed Payne and talk to him if you need the info. I’ll sign whatever, but please, it’s done. It’s over.”


  On the walk out to the car, Jesse draped an arm around Eva’s shoulders and kissed the top of her head. “Good girl,” he whispered. “I’m very proud of you.” He held the passenger door for her and closed it after she got in.


  He thought maybe he spotted the faintest ghost of a smile on her face.


  After getting Laurel buckled in, they took off again. This time stopping for a drive-thru smoothie for Laurel, and large iced coffees for him and Eva. Eva’s pallor had improved a little, but he suspected she was very dehydrated from her drunken spell. No, coffee wouldn’t help that, but he needed her vertical and functioning.


  At the hospital, they greeted everyone there with hugs before Jesse and Eva went to talk with the doctors. Leo’s vitals looked marginally better but it was still too soon to say. They would possibly be disconnecting the ventilator later that evening or in the morning, if he continued improving. The initial tests were promising, but it was just wait and see at that point.


  Jesse stood on one side of Leo’s bed, his fingers curled around Leo’s, while Eva stood on the other.


  Carefully leaning in, he rested his head on the pillow next to Leo’s and softly spoke into his ear.


  “Listen, Sir. Your subbie boy’s had to get Toppy with Eva. You’d better get your ass healed up soon before I go full-on switch on you next. I love you.” He kissed Leo’s cheek.


  Eva sadly stared down at Leo. “You two belong together,” she said. Jesse wasn’t sure at first if she was talking to him or Leo, when she continued. “I’m sorry I acted so stupid about the divorce,” she said. “If I hadn’t been stupid, maybe the schedules would have been different. Maybe you wouldn’t have been driving home then, and you wouldn’t be—”


  “Whoa,” Jesse said. “Stop. Right now.” Dom-tone.


  Her gaze flicked over to him.


  “I mean it,” he said. “Stop that. Moving forward, remember? This was in no way your fault.”


  She nodded before her focus returned to Leo. “Jesse’s taking good care of us,” she told Leo. “But we need you to get better. Please get better.”


  When Eva was ready to leave, Jesse once again draped an arm around her shoulders. She rested her head on his shoulder and curled an arm around his waist as they walked.


  


  * * * *


  


  With Eliza and Rebecca coordinating the schedule of the overnight volunteers standing vigil at the hospital, Jesse was able to get Eva and Laurel out of there and home by nine, where they ate a pizza they’d picked up along the way.


  Laurel would go to school tomorrow, despite her not wanting to. There wasn’t anything she could do at the hospital, and frankly, Jesse knew he and Eva both needed the respite from her presence so they could just be adults and grieve in their own ways.


  After dropping Laurel at school Wednesday morning, they swung by Leo and Jesse’s apartment to pick up a few more clothes for Jesse. It was obvious he was staying at Eva’s for the duration. When he’d mentioned going home the previous night, Laurel finally had the full-on, panicked tantrum June and Scrye had warned was overdue for a child her age under those circumstances.


  It wouldn’t kill Jesse to stay at Eva’s for a few days, or longer.


  When they reached the hospital a little before nine, morning rounds had just ended but the doctors were still in the unit and able to update Eva and Jesse. They were going to try taking Leo off the ventilator to see how he did, but not to panic if he was put back on it. It was more important that his body had time to heal, although the good news was that an overnight CT scan didn’t appear to show any damage to his brain and neurological tests looked promising.


  Jesse couldn’t focus on anything and didn’t try. As he and Eva sat there, holding on to each other, they waited with Tilly sitting on Eva’s far side and maintaining the vigil with them.


  Finally, a nurse came out to get them and they went back to see him.


  Jesse didn’t dare hope, seeing the vent tube gone.


  Tilly talked with the nurse, then translated.


  “He responded to basic commands, but he’s going to be very groggy and loopy. He might not make any sense, if he even wakes up again right now. They gave him meds to get him up, but he’s back down again a little. Don’t panic. And let’s not stay long, because we don’t want to stress him.”


  Jesse and Eva nodded, taking up positions on either side of his bed.


  Jesse leaned in, his head on Leo’s pillow, fingers curled around Leo’s. “I love you, Sir,” he softly spoke in Leo’s ear.


  Leo’s lips moved but Jesse didn’t hear anything, and Leo didn’t open his eyes. Jesse looked at Tilly, who nodded at him encouragingly.


  Jesse tried again. “I’m taking care of everything for you, Sir. We’re okay. You have to get better for us.”


  Leo’s lips moved again. That time, it almost sounded like he was trying to speak. Tilly looked around, spotted a cup and a new, wrapped sponge swab, and quickly got it unwrapped and ran water in the cup to dab Leo’s lips and tongue with the swab.


  Leo’s eyes didn’t open but he slowly licked his lips. Tilly dabbed at them again, not letting him suck liquid from the sponge.


  “We need to get him some lip balm,” Tilly said. “I didn’t even think about that.”


  Jesse reached up and stroked Leo’s stubbled cheek. “Love you, Sir. Everything’s under control.”


  “My…good…boy.”


  Jesse thought he imagined it, wishful thinking matched to the movements of Leo’s lips, until Tilly clapped a hand over her mouth as she burst out laughing.


  Eva’s eyes widened as she looked at Jesse, who didn’t care if either woman saw him crying.


  He’d do anything to hear those three damn words.


  “Thank you, Sir,” he whispered. “I promise I’ll be your good boy until you get home.”


  Leo’s eyes slowly flickered opened.


  Jesse wasn’t sure if there was a better sight in the world than Leo’s blue eyes.


  Leo focused on Tilly first, who stood at the end of the bed with the cup in her hand. His brow furrowed a little, but she pointed at Jesse.


  Jesse moved so Leo didn’t have to turn his head to see him. He offered Leo a tearful smile. “There you are, Sir. Your boy’s missed you so fucking much.” He leaned in and kissed Leo.


  A soft sigh escaped Leo, his eyes drooping closed again. He slowly licked his lips. “What…”


  That was all he said before finally opening his eyes again, this time focusing on Jesse.


  “Are you asking what happened, Sir?” Jesse asked.


  Jesse thought Leo’s blink had probably felt like a head nod from Leo’s perspective. “You were in a car accident on Sunday night, Sir. A guy was texting. He blew through a red light and hit you.”


  His funeral, in fact, was today. Jesse only knew that because Tilly had kept track.


  And it hadn’t been the guy’s first time, either. He had several previous traffic tickets for careless driving, running red lights, and texting while driving.


  Ed had volunteered that he was already preparing the lawsuit to help take care of Leo’s medical bills. When Jesse tried to protest that Leo probably wouldn’t want to sue, Ed had stood firm.


  “Then when he’s better, he can tell me to drop it. Until then, I’m your attorney and doing what’s best for all of you.”


  No, Jesse wouldn’t argue. He didn’t have the energy. That had to be saved for the battles he could win.


  “Eva’s here, too, Sir.” He pointed.


  She walked around the bed and stood next to Jesse so Leo wouldn’t have to turn his head. Tilly took Eva’s place and again dabbed at Leo’s lips with the wet sponge.


  Leo stared at Eva for a moment. “Where’s…”


  Tilly was the one who finally put Leo’s worried expression together with the word and made the connection. “Laurel’s fine, Leo. She wasn’t in the car with you. She’s safe. You’d already dropped her off at Eva’s before the accident.”


  His eyes dropped closed and another sigh escaped him.


  “Laurel’s fine,” Jesse reassured him. “We took her to school this morning. It’s Wednesday, Sir.”


  His eyes opened again, focused on Eva.


  She offered him a smile. “I’m playing nice. I swear.” They had agreed not to say anything to Leo about his divorce by proxy and the new custody arrangement until he was feeling stronger.


  Jesse reached out and stroked his cheek again. “Everything’s okay, Sir. I called Carl and they’re handling the shop for you. Ed’s helping us. We’re okay. And we’re all here for you.”


  Eva put her arm around Jesse and tipped her head over onto his shoulder. “I swear, Leo. Everything’s okay. We’re leaning on each other and we’re both taking care of Laurel. All you focus on is getting better. Okay, Sir?”


  His eyes closed again. Then, they popped open and he scowled at them.


  “Uh-oh,” Tilly muttered. “That’s a ‘busted subbie’ look if I ever saw one.”


  When Leo licked his lips again, Tilly reached in, swabbing them for him. It took him a moment to speak. He seemed to be focusing on Eva. “…call me?”


  Tilly probably had more sleep than the two of them put together, meaning she was faster on the uptake. “Yes, she called you ‘sir.’ She knows the family secret, Leo. It’s okay.”


  He finally swiveled his eyes her way. Tilly leaned in so he could see her more easily. “No, I didn’t let the cat out of the bag.” She pointed at Jesse. “She’s a snoop, and he’s so switchy he makes me look subbie. But they’re okay, honest. You damn well know I won’t lie to you.”


  His gaze homed in on them again. Jesse smiled. “It’s a long story, Sir.”


  “It’s really okay,” Eva assured him. “We’re all okay.”


  Jesse spotted his fingers moving. He closed his around Leo’s hand and Leo weakly squeezed. Then Leo let go, wiggling his fingers again. Eva reached down and he squeezed her fingers.


  Tilly walked around the bed to stand behind them. “FYI, she’s next on the matchmaking list, dude.”


  Jesse suspected Leo’s soft chuff was the strongest laugh the man could manage.


  


  * * * *


  


  Eva had to go to work that evening. She’d asked to be temporarily moved to a night shift. Between Jesse, June, Loren, and Leah, they would handle taking care of Laurel after school.


  That evening, Leo was slightly more awake but still heavily medicated for pain. His hospital bed was raised a little, though, and he was awake enough to actually have a very one-sided discussion with Laurel, who didn’t mind carrying the conversational burden.


  Jesse sat in a chair next to Leo’s bed, Laurel sitting on his lap so she could more easily see Leo, and told him about what she’d been doing at school.


  The entire time, Jesse sat there staring at Leo’s eyes, imprinting them into his memory, every dark fleck, every blue spark.


  When it was time to leave to get Laurel home and in bed, Jesse leaned in and whispered in his ear. “Love you, Sir. Everything’s really okay.”


  Some of the worried creases in Leo’s brow smoothed. “Love you, too.”


  Jesse was driving them home when Laurel chirped up from the back seat. “Are you and Daddy gonna wear those fancy suits?”


  He would have to work part of a day tomorrow, after taking Laurel to school and stopping by to see Leo. He was running mostly on caffeine and adrenaline at that point, because he was spending every spare moment trying to catch up on schoolwork. “What?”


  “When you and Daddy get married. A suckseedo.”


  His brain finally got past the marriage comment to translate it from Typhoon Laurel-speak into English. “Tuxedoes.”


  “Yeah. Are you?”


  “Who said Daddy and I are getting married?”


  “Duh. When people are in love they get married. Does that mean I can call you Daddy, too, when you get married?”


  He stopped for a red light and actually turned to look at her. “What?”


  She shook her head at him like he was an idiot. “You two tell each other you love each other. I heard you.” She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at him. “Light’s green, Uncle Jesse.”


  Yes, it was. He faced forward and took off again. “That’s still something Daddy and I need to discuss, honey. And not until he’s better.”


  “You better not pick another flower girl.” He glanced in the rearview mirror and spotted her pout. “I get to be the flower girl.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  He wondered if they had a little Domme in the making.


  Well, she was her father’s daughter. That much was for sure. It surely wouldn’t shock Jesse if she grew up to be a Dominant.


  Thank god for Aunt Tilly to help corral her.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  “Uncle. Jesse.”


  Jesse opened his eyes in the hospital recliner to find Laurel, who’d been sitting on his lap, leaning in with her eyes about an inch from his, and her little fingers clamped around his chin.


  “What?” It was sometime late Saturday morning, and Jesse had maybe four hours sleep in the last forty-eight, between helping figure out Leo’s bookkeeping software so the guys could get paid on time, working, studying, and trying to keep track of Typhoon Laurel.


  “Daddy spoke to you,” Laurel scolded. “You. Fell. Asleep. Rude.”


  “Sorry. What?” He looked to find Leo smiling at him from his hospital bed. Landry had picked up Jesse and Laurel from the house and brought them to the hospital that morning when Tilly, who’d had to fly out to LA the night before, spoke to Jesse on the phone earlier and determined he wasn’t in any condition to drive.


  “Did you eat breakfast?” Leo asked Jesse.


  Yes, cold cereal, but come to think of it, he was getting hungry. “What time is it?” Jesse groggily asked.


  “Lunchtime,” Laurel said.


  The evening before, Leo had been moved from the ICU to a private room. His condition had been upgraded now that he was awake and talking. He still wasn’t allowed to eat solid food yet, but had been given permission for a liquid diet. The hope was that by early next week they could clear him for a soft diet and start him on a physical therapy program.


  Right now, it was just the three of them in Leo’s room. Their friends had been busy rotating in and out, but now that Leo had a private room, everyone assured Jesse that someone would always be there with Leo, even at night, in case he needed any assistance.


  Leo was eager to get the hell out of the hospital.


  “How long was I asleep?” Jesse asked.


  “Nearly an hour,” Laurel scolded. “I had to talk to Daddy all by myself.”


  “Sorry, sweetheart.”


  Leo chuckled. “Be nice to Uncle Jesse, Laurel. He’s had a rough week.”


  “Now that you and Mommy are divorced, when are you marrying Uncle Jesse, and when can I be your flower girl? And can I call him Dad or something instead of uncle now?”


  Well, wasn’t that a fucking bucket of icy water dumped right on Jesse. They’d been careful talking around Laurel.


  So damned careful.


  Apparently, not careful enough.


  Leo’s gaze narrowed as he stared at Jesse. “Sweetheart, Mommy and I are still going through—”


  “No you’re not. I saw the papers this morning. I think they did it that night Grandma and Grandpa tried to take me from Uncle Jesse and he wouldn’t let them. When everyone went into the room and was yelling at each other.”


  Now Leo lifted his head. “They did what?”


  June walked in at that moment. “Hey, good, you’re awake—”


  “Can you please take Laurel down to the bathroom for a few minutes?” Leo asked, not pulling his focus from Jesse.


  Jesse felt his face redden.


  “Daddy,” Laurel said, crossing her arms over her body. “The nurse said I can use your bathroom. And I don’t have to go.”


  “Then go show Aunt June where it is,” he said, more than a hint of Dom-tone flowing through his words. “And then see if you can go find the cafeteria and bring Uncle Jesse back some coffee.”


  She climbed off Jesse’s lap in a huff. “Okay, fine. If you wanted to talk to him alone just say so, Daddy.”


  June stood there frozen, staring at the men before finally taking off down the hall after the little girl.


  Jesse swallowed, hard.


  Oh, fuck.


  When Leo was up to giving a spanking, Jesse suspected there was going to be more of a punishment than being forced to wear clothes.


  Which, technically, he was being punished with now, because of living at Eva’s with her and Laurel.


  “Tell me what the hell she’s talking about,” Leo demanded.


  Jesse rubbed at the back of his neck. “Um, yeah. Oh, by the way, heh heh, funny story. Guess what? You’re officially divorced now. And, um…heh, this is where it gets really funny, I’m Laurel’s legal guardian.”


  By the time Jesse finished telling the full story, Leo lay against the pillow, eyes closed, slowly shaking his head back and forth.


  Jesse went full monty and told him about Eva’s one episode in the bathroom as well, and his threats to her in the shower that morning. And her apparent turnaround in the aftermath of those threats.


  Tears squeezed from under Leo’s eyelids and spilled down his cheeks. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I’m so sorry you had to deal with all of that.”


  Jesse grabbed his hand and squeezed. “It’s okay. Eva’s doing better, I think. I just hope you’re not mad for me letting her call me ‘sir.’”


  Leo sniffled and finally opened his eyes again. “I never wanted to tell her secrets,” he said. “I was trying to respect her privacy.”


  “It’s okay.”


  “Ed really forced her to agree to all of that?”


  “Weirdly enough, I got the impression he didn’t have to force her. And it was sort of a desperate last resort,” Jesse said. “Hey, blame Tilly and Ed and Ross for that. I wasn’t even in the room. I was out in the waiting room with Laurel when the judge showed up.”


  “So the divorce is really final?”


  “Yeah,” Jesse said. “You’re on the market again.”


  “And…you’re Laurel’s legal guardian?”


  “Until you’re back on your feet, yes. The paperwork was finalized.”


  “Eva’s parents didn’t take Laurel from you?”


  “Nope. Nearly got myself kicked in the nuts by Laurel kicking at the guy, and I think I’m still partially deaf in one ear from her screaming at them, but no, I didn’t hand her over.”


  Leo squeezed his hand, his eyes boring into Jesse’s. “Thank you,” Leo said. “Thank you so much.”


  Jesse forced a smile. “Sorry she spilled the beans. I wasn’t even thinking about Laurel looking at the papers. They came in the mail yesterday and I left them on the table for Eva for when she got home this morning. I texted Eva and told her about them, but she was already at work when I got home last night with Laurel. I didn’t think Laurel would go through them. Hell, I didn’t think she’d be able to read and understand them. She must have done it while I was in the shower this morning.”


  “Laurel is six,” Leo said. “She’s going to be seven in a few months. And how many times have we been to Mote and she’s read the exhibit signs to us? Why do you think we have the rule at our apartment about her not going into our closet, and why I stash our toys on the top shelf in there? So she can’t freaking find and reach them.”


  “Didn’t stop Eva,” Jesse muttered.


  Leo slowly shook his head. “No, I guess not. I should have suspected that, but I didn’t want to think she’d do it. There was one time I went to get stuff out and I thought things were moved around, but I figured it was you.” He went quiet for a moment. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”


  “We were going to tell you once you were stronger. Why didn’t you tell me about the power of attorney you had Ed draw up for me?”


  “I…was going to.”


  “Besides, Eva said she told you when you dropped Laurel off the night of the accident that she was going to ask her attorney to quit stalling the divorce. So it’s not like it wasn’t going to happen anyway.”


  Leo scowled. He had no memories following them picking up Laurel from Eva’s on Friday night, until he really started waking up in the ICU. The doctors had warned that was normal, and was as much an effect of the accident as it was the anesthesia. That he might not ever get those memories back.


  “It’s the truth,” Jesse said. “She told me. She has no reason to lie about that.”


  “Do you believe her?”


  “I do. Ever since our come-to-Jesus moment in the shower, she’s turned it around. I can see a good change in her.”


  They both turned as Eva walked in. “Hey! Look at you.” She stopped and stared at them. “What? And where’s Laurel?”


  Leo arched an eyebrow and crooked his finger at her. “Come here.”


  “What?”


  “Apparently,” Jesse said, “Laurel read the papers. She spilled the beans.”


  “Papers?”


  “Divorce papers,” Leo said. “You’re both busted. Come here.”


  Almost looking like a guilty child herself, Eva’s shoulders slumped as she slowly closed the distance and stopped on Jesse’s side of the bed, next to him. Jesse hooked an arm around her waist and pulled her down into his lap.


  “Don’t be hard on her, Sir,” Jesse said. “Please. We were all doing the best we could at the time.”


  Leo focused on Eva for a long, quiet moment. “Jesse,” he softly asked. “Please go find June and Laurel and hang with them for a few minutes.”


  Jesse gave Eva a peck on the cheek before she got up, allowing him to move and her to take his chair.


  He crossed his arms over his chest in his best imitation of Laurel. “Fine, Daddy. If you wanted to talk to her alone, just say so.”


  Jesse thought the best sound he’d ever heard in his life was Leo’s pained laughter following him as he flounced out of the room.


  Okay. Sooo worth the beating I’ll get later.


  


  * * * *


  


  Leo stared at Eva for a moment. She clutched her purse on her lap, her gaze down.


  He knew that look too damn well.


  “Are you okay?” he asked.


  That finally got her to look at him. “You’re the one in the hospital bed asking me that?”


  “Yeah. So tell me the truth.”


  “I’m…dealing,” she finally said.


  “Tell me the whole truth. About Monday. In the bathroom.” The truth he suspected she hadn’t even revealed to Jesse, or Jesse would have told him.


  He waited her out. “I wanted to die,” she whispered. “I thought man, my parents are right about me. Leo’s moving on. I couldn’t even think straight. Thought she’d be better off with you and Jesse than with me.”


  “Is that why you were really going to drop the challenges to the divorce?”


  She stared at her purse. “I knew Jesse would keep her safe, even if you…”


  She didn’t finish.


  She’d never told anyone but Leo about the time in college when she’d taken some pills and a quart of vodka and surprised herself most of all when she woke up the next morning, hungover and feeling sick as shit and lying in a puddle of her own vomit, but alive.


  And he’d never told Jesse about that. It wasn’t his place. He might not be able to stay married to Eva, but some promises to her he absolutely would and could keep.


  Holding her secrets was one of those promises.


  Just like he would never reveal the other things she’d told him that had happened to her in her life. The dark things that made her childhood a hell.


  Jesse might never know exactly how grateful Leo was to and for him, that he didn’t hand Laurel over to Eva’s parents that first night in the hospital.


  Especially not to Eva’s father.


  Eva hadn’t revealed those dark truths to Leo until after she was pregnant with Laurel. Another reason why Leo wouldn’t have more than one child with her. Hell, he might not have had Laurel with her had he known about Eva’s father before that.


  He couldn’t ever plan what Eva might do in the future, but his own child, by god, he would protect her from that man.


  One promise he’d forced Eva to make to him after she’d admitted what her father had done to her was that they would never, ever, allow any child of theirs to be alone with her father. No overnights, not even shopping trips.


  Never.


  And that if Eva ever allowed it and he found out about it, he would immediately leave her and take their child with him and file for full custody. This was an oath he’d made to her before they’d even known if Laurel would be a boy or a girl.


  To the best of his knowledge, she’d stuck to that promise to him.


  Which was why he suspected she’d agreed to Ed’s plan, too scared or unable to stand up against her father herself, and afraid if Leo died that she might not want to live.


  And that Laurel would end up with them.


  If Jesse was Laurel’s legal guardian, and the house was safe, then Laurel was safe, no matter what happened, from Eva’s father. Legal protection Eva didn’t have to justify to her father. She didn’t have to stand up for herself against the fucking monster.


  Another reason Leo had tried to take this whole divorce slow from the start and had tried to keep their marriage alive for so damn long. No, he wasn’t responsible for Eva’s actions, or her past, but had she killed herself because he up and left her, he didn’t want to have to live with that, or spend his life apologizing to his daughter for it.


  “Answer me, Eva. Is that why you were going to drop the challenges?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Tell me about Monday. In the bathroom.”


  She looked away again and didn’t answer.


  “Eva.”


  Tears spilled down her cheeks. “She was safe, Leo. I knew Jesse had all your friends to help him keep her safe. They all would.”


  “Did you stop to think what would have happened had your parents challenged it if you died? And you know they would have. Huh?”


  She didn’t answer.


  “Eva.”


  “No.”


  “So you didn’t break the glass on accident, did you?”


  “No. I broke it on purpose. Then I fell over when I went to pick up a piece and stepped on some glass. Then I vomited when I saw the blood and before I could do anything else, I passed out.”


  “And Jesse found you.”


  “Yes.”


  “Yes, what?” Now that he understood what she needed, he would give her what little bit he could.


  She finally glanced up at him. “Yes, Sir.”


  He reached out for her hand. She put her hand in his and he stroked his fingers over her knuckles. “They have this thing in BDSM. It’s called being under someone’s protection. From this point on, until I say otherwise, you’re under my and Jesse’s protection. Understand?”


  She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”


  “I’m not your Dominant. I can’t be, and I think you know that. But Jesse and I will stand by your side and help you through this. Hopefully, one day, we’ll be able to find you someone we can sign off on.”


  She nodded, still crying. “Thank you, Sir.”


  He gently tugged on her hand and realized she wasn’t wearing her wedding rings any longer. “Come here, sweetheart.”


  She leaned in closer.


  “We have a daughter who needs us. You are not allowed to try that again. Understand? No matter what happens, no matter how bad it gets, you cannot.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Do you have to work tonight?”


  “No, Sir.”


  “When you guys get home tonight and get Little Miss Nosey Pants put to bed, you need to sit Jesse down and tell him everything. Everything. I’m going to tell him about you being under our protection. But if you want to stay under our protection, you have to tell him everything. Understand?”


  She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”


  “Look at me.” He waited until her gaze fully focused on him. “He cannot hurt you anymore. And we will not let him hurt Laurel. But Jesse has to know everything so he understands why, and you have to be the one to tell him. Everything. Understand?”


  She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”


  “Good girl.” He heard Jesse and June and Laurel talking in the hallway. “Give me a kiss and go wash your face before Laurel sees you’ve been crying.”


  She leaned in, kissed his forehead, and disappeared into the bathroom, the door swinging shut just as the three of them rounded the corner and entered the room.


  He forced a smile. “Sorry about that. Thank you, June, Jesse.”


  “What about me?” Laurel huffed.


  “And you, too, sweetheart.”


  “Where’s Mommy?”


  “She’s in the bathroom.”


  Laurel crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. “See? I told you we could use your bathroom!”


  


  * * * *


  


  Jesse noticed a subtle change in Eva. He wasn’t sure what, but suspected it had to do with whatever Leo had talked about with her. When it was time to leave, Leo called Jesse back.


  “He’ll meet you at the hospital entrance,” he told Eva and Laurel. “I need to talk to him about work real fast.”


  He waited until they were out of earshot. “Bullshit,” Jesse whispered. “What is it?”


  Jesse felt impaled by his lover’s blue eyes. “Tonight, Eva needs to talk to you. I told her to do it. I also told her she is officially considered under our protection.”


  “What?”


  “Exactly what I just said and meant. She knows we can’t be her Dominants, but we will be the ones to sign off on anyone in the future.”


  “I know we were sort of joking about that, but…really?”


  “Let her talk to you tonight.”


  “You can’t tell me?”


  “She needs to. If she really trusts both of us, and she means what she says, it needs to be her story.”


  “Is this old knowledge you’ve had?”


  “Yes.”


  Jesse examined his fingers. “Am I going to be pissed off when I hear it?”


  “Yes, but probably not at her or me. You’ll understand.” He tugged Jesse’s hand to pull him in for a kiss. “Love you.”


  “Love you, too, Sir.”


  Jesse wasn’t sure what the hell this earth-shattering news could be, and he resisted the urge to ask Eva about it.


  Although he did have a sneaking suspicion it probably tied into why Eva didn’t want Laurel going with her parents.


  It felt like forever until they got Laurel in bed and asleep around nine that night. Jesse was sitting on the couch with his laptop and Eva had changed into sleeping shorts and a T-shirt and curled up on the far end of the couch, a few tissues clutched in her hands.


  He set the laptop on the coffee table and waited.


  Without meeting his gaze, she said, “Can I put my head in your lap?”


  What the hell? Why not. They were miles down the rabbit hole now.


  He shifted sideways toward her to stretch out on the couch and she climbed into his lap.


  Then she closed her eyes and started talking.


  By the time she finished an hour later, she’d completely shredded the tissues in her hand, his shorts and T-shirt were a sodden mess where she’d cried against him, and she’d fallen asleep in his lap with his fingers entwined in her hair.


  He also felt like he’d been run through an emotional blender.


  Yes, he’d suspected Monday’s incident had been a halfhearted attempt on her part to commit suicide.


  He wouldn’t have, if pressed, really thought she was serious, at the time.


  But now…now he understood.


  He understood why Leo took so long to finally end their marriage, especially once Laurel was born. Why he’d taken great pains to try to make it easy on Eva.


  He understood the strange scars he’d seen on Eva’s upper thighs and arms, scars that looked like bramble scratches, but weren’t.


  He understood why Eva had looked terrified of her father in the hospital that night.


  He understood why, when Eva’s father had demanded Jesse hand Laurel over to him, that she’d finally told them to leave Laurel alone.


  Why she’d agreed so readily to the outrageous deal Ed had offered her.


  All of it.


  And Leo had been right. Jesse wasn’t angry at her. Not even over her omitting the fact that she’d wanted to kill herself Monday morning.


  No, Jesse was enraged, but not at Eva.


  He wanted to castrate that motherfucking “father” of Eva’s.


  And he wholeheartedly concurred with Leo wanting them to be her official “protectors.”


  He had to let the puree that was now his brain settle into a slurry inside his skull before he finally moved. He gently untangled himself from Eva, carefully picked her up and carried her like he would Laurel, and took her to her bedroom. There, he placed her on her bed and tucked her in.


  Like he would Laurel.


  She stirred only a little. He leaned in and kissed her forehead. “I promise, sweetheart, we’ll take care of you.”


  Turning the lights off, he left her door partially open and headed to bed himself.


  Although with the knowledge now roaming through his mind, the nightmare he now understood that had been Eva’s childhood, he felt horrible for some of his thoughts about her earlier on.


  He also loved Leo a thousand times more for trying to protect her as best he could.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  


  On Sunday morning, they’d brought their breakfasts to the hospital to eat in Leo’s room with him. Jesse had noticed Eva was even more quiet than usual, and the reason finally became clear.


  “I want you two to move in with us,” Eva said.


  “What?” Leo and Jesse asked.


  “Yes!” Laurel said.


  “Let’s be realistic. It’s stupid for you guys to waste money on an apartment,” Eva said. “And you’re on the second floor. Leo can use the pool at home for rehab. I’ll move into the guest bedroom. The bathroom in the master bedroom has a wide doorway. A wheelchair will fit in there, and it has the shower.”


  “Please?” Laurel begged. “Please, please, please?”


  Leo stared at Jesse. “Eva, Laurel, I need to talk to Jesse, please. Alone.”


  “Oh, fine,” Laurel said, jumping up and flouncing to the door. “At least this time you just said so. Not like it’s an I-N-C-O-N-V-I-E-N-C-E or anything.”


  Eva slowly shook her head as she followed her daughter out the door.


  Waiting until they were safely out of earshot, Leo asked. “Well?”


  “Oh, no. You’re the Sir.”


  “I need to know. Remember our deal? That when I ask for input, you give it?”


  Dammit. Jesse considered it. “The stupid thing is, I see no fault in her plan, other than we totally lose privacy. Which is moot right now because of your injuries. So…” He shrugged.


  “Anything else?”


  “Well, we can keep a better eye on Eva. And it’ll make Laurel happy.”


  “Can you live with Eva?”


  “I’ve been living with her.” He sighed. “Good thing I was there, too.”


  He pointed at the drawer in his bedside table. “Open that, please. I had Landry go by our place and get something for me.”


  “What?” He opened it and found a small box. He handed it to Leo.


  Leo opened it. “I wanted to give this to you the night of the accident.” Inside, a stainless chain with a small tag on it. A silver dolphin on a blue background, leaping from the water, with a sun in the background.


  On back were their initials, LC and JM, with Leo’s on top.


  Jesse didn’t dare presume. “I wanted to put it on you myself,” Leo said, “but I my hands are a little…” He smiled. “Is it unDomly of me to make you put on your own day collar?”


  Jesse leaned in and tenderly kissed him. “Not at all, Sir.” He felt his own hands tremble as he lifted it from the box, unhooked the clasp, and put it on.


  “Do you like it?”


  “I love it.”


  “Keep it tucked under your shirt,” Leo warned. “If Laurel sees it, she’ll want to know what it is.”


  “You know she’ll see it eventually. What do we tell her?”


  Leo reached up and fingered it before Jesse tucked it in. “I guess we’ll tell her it’s a necklace that I gave you because I love you.”


  “Do you think Eva will really be okay with us living there?”


  “She might be even better with us living there. It’ll force her to see she needs to move on and we’ll be able to find her someone faster. I hope.”


  “Why a dolphin?”


  He smiled. “Mote Marine. If Laurel really pesters me about it, I’ll say it means a lot to me and you and I found that for you.”


  By the time Laurel and Eva returned, they’d hidden the box and settled back into their positions.


  “Everything okay, Daddy?” Laurel asked.


  “Everything’s fine, sweetheart.”


  “Well?” she asked, hands on her hips.


  “Well, what?”


  “Are you moving back in with us or not? Duh.”


  Leo pointed at her. “You need to be a little more respectful if you don’t want me and Jesse and your mom putting you in time out once I’m back home.”


  Laurel let out a happy squeal and vaulted into Jesse’s lap, catching him in the balls in the process, to lean in and kiss Leo.


  Eva, who’d spotted the accidental assault, jumped in to grab her. “Sorry, Jesse.”


  “It’s okay,” he said in a pained voice. “Kind of getting used to it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Three weeks after being admitted, Leo was discharged.


  To home.


  Jesse had rallied the troops and they’d helped get them moved into Eva’s, including shuffling furniture around inside the house and cleaning the apartment so they’d get the security deposit back. Because of the circumstances with Leo, they waived the lease term without any argument.


  Leo still had a lot of work, including rehab therapy appointments, exercises he had to do—and he had Eva and Jesse, and Laurel, to help him out.


  As well as their friends in the Suncoast Society, who Laurel was calling her aunts and uncles.


  Jesse had never been so grateful to be part of that extended family. They had been amazing, a life-saver in more ways than one.


  And three months after the accident, their friends even arranged a night out for sushi and a movie for Laurel with Rob and Laura and their little girl so that all three adults in the Cooke-Morrow household could take a trip to Venture the night before the really big day.


  Loren called for everyone’s attention. “This will be a fast one tonight, guys, for obvious reasons.” She smiled. “And it’s special.”


  Leo snapped his fingers and without hesitation, Jesse dropped to his knees in front of Leo’s wheelchair.


  “When I gave Jesse his day collar, I was still in the hospital. That hadn’t been part of my original plans, but we all know how fickle life can be.” He opened a small box and pulled out another necklace, the same kind of chain as the one he was already wearing, but on the tag was a silver tribal fish on a blue background.


  On the back was engraved SIR, and below that, boy.


  Then he called Eva over, who Jesse realized looked confused.


  Loren handed Leo another box. He opened it and took out a similar chain. “I know we haven’t been around much but just for the record, in case anyone didn’t know, Eva is under our official protection. We’re not her Doms, but if anyone fucks with her in the bad way, we might as well be.”


  “Amen,” Tilly said with a smile.


  On her necklace hung a smaller tag, the same fish, only with a hot pink background.


  On the back, LC-JM had been engraved.


  Jesse put it around her neck.


  “When you meet a guy we can sign off on,” Leo said, “we’ll let him replace that. Until then, it’s a reminder of the fact that you’re safe with us, but that we’ll find you the right guy.”


  She looked close to tears, hugging Jesse, then Leo. “Thank you, guys.”


  “You thank us now,” Tilly joked. “You just wait.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Leo had ordered a paddle from Cali, Max, and Sean. Jesse dropped his jeans, exposing the leather jock he was wearing under them. He bent over a spanking bench, and with Leo sitting next to him in his wheelchair, he laid the paddle over Jesse’s ass.


  “Ready?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Leo delivered ten really hard whacks across Jesse’s ass. That was all Leo could manage for now. But when he finished, Jesse dropped to his knees in front of Leo and rested his head in his lap.


  Leo couldn’t help but think about their first night playing together…which lead into their first night sleeping together.


  He held out a hand to Eva and she stepped over, taking it. “I will always love you, sweetheart. You know I will. You’re family.”


  She nodded. “I know. This is the way it’s supposed to be. But thank you for taking care of me.”


  Jesse nodded, where his head was still in Leo’s lap. “Always. We take care of family.”


  “Always,” Leo said.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  


  “I hate this damn thing,” Leo grumbled.


  “You might hate it, but it’s allowing you to be mobile now. You know what happens if you try to stand for too long and wear yourself out.”


  “I hate it when you use logic on me,” Leo grumbled again.


  Jesse beamed. “At least you’re here for me to use logic on,” he reminded him.


  “True. You’re awfully mouthy for a slave, you know that?”


  “Yes, and you wouldn’t want me any other way.”


  “No, I wouldn’t.” He caught Jesse’s tie in his hand and pulled him in close, kissing him. “Thank you for standing by me.”


  A knock sounded on the bedroom door before Eva pushed it open. “Are you ready, Sir? Everyone’s gathered in the backyard.”


  Jesse adjusted Leo’s tie before readjusting his own. “I think so.”


  “Then get your butt out there, Jesse,” she ordered, jerking her thumb at the door. “I’ll bring him.”


  Jesse snapped her a salute and leaned in to kiss her cheek on his way out the door, closing it behind him.


  Leo had hoped for this moment. He held out a hand to her, beckoning her over.


  “Are you really okay?” he asked when she took his hand and stepped in close.


  “Yeah.” She let out a sigh. “Who knew there was a name for this stuff all along?”


  “Yeah. Really.”


  “And Tilly and Eliza reminded me I’m their new priority.”


  He laughed. “Sorry.”


  “No, don’t be.” She smiled. “I trust them. Hey, you were the one who said something about having family dinners. Who knew it’d be a leather family?”


  He pulled her into his lap and held her for a moment. “I know this hasn’t been easy on you, and I’m sorry. I wanted to make it easy on you, not harder.”


  She draped an arm around him. “Yeah, well, listen.” She poked him in the chest. “We have a daughter to raise. You think you’re getting out of that job, think again, buster. I still have dibs on you, you know.”


  “And I still have dibs on you.”


  Their eyes met and she leaned in and kissed him.


  Ironically, kissing her still felt the same as before. But missing was that spark he felt now when Jesse kissed him. It only reaffirmed to him that this had been the right choice.


  She sighed as she sat back. “I get it now,” she said. “You know I always hated it when you were right and I was wrong.”


  “I know.”


  “When you first bombed me with all of…this…I thought dammit, you’re wrong, because you are good in bed.”


  He smirked. “So I wasn’t good in bed, huh?”


  “No, you were. But I see that spark you have with him and I realize that, okay, you set the bar damned high, so that just means it’ll be an extra-special guy who can clear it. You were right that we needed to do this, even though I hate like hell that we had to.” Another soft sigh escaped her. “We weren’t on the same paths. We paralleled each other for a lot of years, but I never realized that while we were walking alongside each other, we weren’t walking together.”


  “I only want you to be happy and safe.”


  “I know. I will be. On the plus side, it means I’ll have three men helping me out with Laurel when she gets to be dating age instead of just you. I suspect we’ll need strength in numbers to scare the crap out of the boys she brings home to meet us.”


  “That’s what Aunt Tilly, Aunt Eliza, and Aunt June are for.”


  “Oh. True. Still, it’ll be nice having in-house backup.” She carefully climbed out of his lap, smoothed her dress, and stepped around behind him to push him. “Now I want you and him to be happy. Then you guys can help Tilly and Eliza find me a guy.”


  “How’d I get roped into that, again?” he teased.


  “Hey, it’s your fault I’m single, Sir.” She gently poked the back of his shoulder as he reached forward and opened the door again. “And someone mentioned something about me being under their protection. That means you get to help them by default, buster.”


  He reached back and patted her hand. “Gladly.”


  She wheeled him out to the backyard of Lucas, Leigh, and Nick’s house, where all their friends had gathered. Because of Laurel and the other kids, this was a family-friendly affair.


  He’d told his parents about this, but both of them had seemed less than impressed. They couldn’t understand why he was doing this, why he’d divorced Eva in the first place.


  So he didn’t really push for either of them to attend.


  Jesse’s family… At least Jason came, with his girlfriend.


  That was okay. The rest of their friends more than made up for the missing.


  And some “family” weren’t missed at all.


  Laurel looked adorable in her Hello Kitty dress, the basket of rose petals in her hand. “Ready, Daddy?”


  “Ready.”


  Eva locked down the wheels and Tilly stepped over to help her. With Leo holding onto their arms, he stood, taking a moment to enjoy being on his feet and able to walk.


  It still hurt. He wouldn’t deny that. But the aches and weakness he felt now were nothing compared to the agony he’d experienced upon waking up in the hospital for the first time.


  Then, he would have gladly died.


  Now, all he wanted to do was live.


  With his arms hooked through theirs—and Nick walking close behind, just in case, with the wheelchair—the three of them followed Laurel down the aisle as she sprinkled flower petals all around.


  When Leo reached where Loren stood waiting with Jesse and Keith, she said, “Dearly beloved, we’re gathered here today in a celebration of love and life. Who gives this man away?”


  Eva looked up at him and smiled. “His daughter and I do.” She carefully placed his arm around Jesse’s, making sure he was steady on his feet before she let go. Then she kissed Leo’s cheek, and Jesse’s, and moved to stand with Noel as the matrons of honor, Laurel standing with them. Tilly slipped over behind the couple to the other side to stand with Keith for Jesse.


  Loren reached up and wiped at her eyes. “Sorry, folks. I’ve performed more of these than I can count, but this one is special for a lot of reasons. Too many to go into here. It’s a celebration of survival, not just love and life. And it’s a celebration of what love can do to bring people together and heal hearts and bodies.”


  Leo watched Tilly lean in, catch Eva’s eye, and point at her. “You’re next,” she said with a grin, cracking all of them up.


  Loren cocked her head at her. “Tilly, really? Gilo is our cut-up.”


  “I told her she could have my job today,” Gilo called out from his place in the audience, making everyone laugh.


  Laurel frowned at them all and held up a finger. “Shush,” she said. “They’re gettin’ married!”


  That made everyone burst out laughing, confounding Laurel even more.


  Leo waved her over to him, resting his hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay, sweetheart. Weddings are supposed to be fun.”


  “Okay, fine.”


  Loren had trouble getting herself under control. She kept breaking out into giggles. “If there’s anyone here today who has any objections to these two men getting married, speak now and risk the wrath of pretty much everyone in attendance, or forever hold your peace.”


  More rounds of laughter as Laurel looked around, glaring at everyone, as if daring anyone to stop things.


  Finally, after Loren stopped laughing…again…she started going through their vows.


  Leo was glad Kel and Mal were filming and taking pictures, because all he could see was Jesse’s eyes staring up at him. That was all he focused on. And when Loren had Leo repeat after her, he did, barely hearing the words.


  Jesse.


  The man who’d stood by him, fought for him, kept fighting for him, and pulled together his family in a way he never thought it could be together. Even when he’d thought it’d been torn apart…


  Jesse proved him wrong.


  They were a family. And he had no doubts Eva wouldn’t be single for long.


  “I do,” Leo said when Loren asked him if he took Jesse to be his husband.


  “Then by the power vested in me by the state of Florida, I now pronounce you husband and husband. You may smooch.”


  Leo grabbed Jesse, pulling him in for a long kiss as everyone cheered them on. “Love you, boy,” Leo whispered.


  Jesse grinned. “Love you, too, Sir.”


  Laurel grabbed Leo’s hand. “What about me?”


  Jesse scooped her up. “What about you, peanut?” He kissed her cheek.


  “That’s better.” Then he held her so she could kiss Leo’s cheek. “I have to kiss my dads. Duh.”


  The men exchanged a glance before roaring with laughter.


  Loren couldn’t contain her laughter, either. “Holy cowpucky, boys. You guys have a handful there.”


  Eva grinned. “Why do you think I insisted they move in with me?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Leo ended up back in the wheelchair shortly after, wanting to preserve his energy and keep his pain levels low ahead of that night. Lucas, Leigh, and Nick had offered up their pool house—which the wheelchair would easily fit in—as the honeymoon cottage for the night.


  As Leo fingered the wedding band on his hand, Jesse pushed him over toward the table, where the cake was ready and waiting. Once Leo was back to work as a welder, he wouldn’t be able to wear his ring. They’d purchased a stainless steel necklace, like Jesse’s day collar, for him to wear and keep his ring safely held around his neck.


  Then he could always have it on.


  When he’d been married to Eva, he’d usually left his wedding ring at home on the dresser every morning, only wearing it at night or on the weekends.


  He didn’t want to leave it behind with Jesse. Life was too damn short, and he always wanted it nearby.


  Leo also loved his friends for what they’d set up for tonight. A bunch of the women, led by Tilly, were going to take Laurel and Eva out to dinner and a movie, then back home to Eva’s to play whatever board games Laurel wanted to play until she fell asleep.


  It would keep the child and her mom occupied.


  Tilly would be spending the night with them, just in case. He’d confided enough in Tilly to let her know why he wanted someone there with Eva, even though he felt confident the worst was behind them.


  In her new role, Eva seemed more at peace with the world than Leo could ever remember seeing her. Tilly assured him she would use the time together to talk to her about the lifestyle, about her expectations, and toss around some potential matches she was already working on.


  Fine with him. He didn’t want things rushed, and knew that, now, with Eva safe, he could enjoy his new life with Jesse without guilt.


  As the afternoon wound down and guests filtered out, the “girl gang” formed. After hustling Laurel through quick good-byes that didn’t give her time to think, they departed, leaving Leo and Jesse alone, relatively speaking. Most of the other guests soon followed.


  Lucas walked over. “We’ll finish cleaning up, don’t worry. You two go enjoy the honeymoon suite.”


  Leo laced fingers with Jesse. “I want to walk there.”


  “You sure?”


  “It’s just around the pool.”


  “Oh, speaking of the pool,” Lucas said. “We’re going to shut all the blinds and keep the TV on.” He smiled. “The pool and hot tub are all yours tonight, I promise.”


  Leo made sure his wheels were locked and carefully stood. “Thank you for everything. For this, for your help with Eva before.”


  Lucas shrugged. “It’s called paying it forward. We were damn lucky. So I like to help out where I can.”


  Jesse followed close behind Leo with the wheelchair, just in case. When they reached the door, Leo opened it, stepping aside.


  Leo pointed at the wheelchair. “Sit.”


  “What?”


  “I said sit. I can’t carry your ass across the threshold but I can damn sure push it.”


  Jesse chuckled and sat in it, unlocking the wheels as Leo got behind him and pushed. Once inside, he locked the door behind them. “You know what I want?”


  “What?”


  “A naked boy on his knees in front of me.”


  Jesse only hesitated a moment before he jumped up from the wheelchair and started stripping. Seconds later, he knelt on the floor in front of Leo, his forehead resting on Leo’s shoes.


  “Good boy,” Leo softly cooed. “Such a good boy for me.”


  Few things in life excited Leo more than the rounded curve of his boy’s spine that flowed into the seam of his perfectly biteable, spankable ass.


  He didn’t want a long, drawn-out scene tonight. He was still easily tired and in pain. A far cry from three months ago after the accident, but he’d learned to pace himself. Last night, his boy had gotten a good spanking.


  Tonight, he’d get his fucking.


  “Go wait for me in the bedroom,” Leo told him. “On the bed, on all fours.”


  Jesse jumped up to do it.


  He waited until he knew Jesse couldn’t see him to retrieve his special wedding present for Jesse.


  He’d enlisted Tilly’s help for this, having it delivered to her house, where she kept it for him, sneaking it here so it’d be ready and waiting.


  He got the hand-tooled matching leather collar and cuffs from the drawer in the entertainment center. They looked even better than the picture Tilly sent him when they’d arrived. He’d had the initials LJCM entwined on the collar with a Celtic knot design. The knot design was repeated on the wrist and ankle cuffs.


  Jesse and Leo would both be changing their names. They’d be Leo Cooke-Morrow and Jesse Cooke-Morrow. He’d had one last private conversation with Eva last week, to ensure she was all right and offer her the chance to change her last name, too, if she wanted. She’d opted to stay with Cooke as her last name instead of reverting to her maiden name.


  He couldn’t blame her. Not after what she’d been through. But had she wanted to add Jesse’s last name to hers, he wouldn’t have minded. They were a family. They would always be a family, and whatever poor bastard Tilly eventually found for Eva would have one hell of a crucible to run through before he made it to the bonus round that would allow him to join their family.


  Their pack.


  In fact, it had—ironically—been Laurel who’d dubbed their family a “pack” after watching a special on the wolves of Yellowstone and their extended family structure. She’d declared that their home was a pack, too, and ran around making ah-oooh wolf noises.


  She just thought her parents were laughing at her.


  They were also laughing at the fact that Laurel had accidentally hit upon the perfect descriptor for their unusual family unit. They weren’t poly, and they weren’t a leather family in the technical sense of the term.


  Pack seemed to fit them best.


  Leo walked into the bedroom and laid the collar and cuffs down at the end of the bed by Jesse’s feet, where the man couldn’t see them. He reached out and stroked Jesse’s ass before removing his tuxedo jacket.


  “My good boy,” Leo said. “Officially my boy. Legally my boy. I think I fell in love with you that first night we spent together.”


  “Me, too, Sir,” Jesse said, the first slurrings of subspace already creeping into his tone.


  Once he was naked, Leo started buckling the ankle cuffs around Jesse’s legs. Then the wrist cuffs.


  He watched as Jesse glanced down at his wrists before Leo grabbed a hank of hair and pulled his head up and back.


  He rubbed his cheek against Jesse’s. “You can look at them later, boy,” he said.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Yep, subspace achieved. For sure.


  He buckled the collar around Jesse’s neck, carefully adjusting it. Once he knew it was comfortable, Leo stroked Jesse’s back. “Who’s my good boy?”


  “Me, Sir.”


  “Yes, you are.” He leaned in and bit Jesse, first on the right ass cheek, then on the left. When he looked, he spotted Jesse’s cock already hard, rigid, a drop of pre-cum pearling at the slit. He caught it with his finger before it could fall onto the sheets and then slipped his finger between Jesse’s lips.


  Leo had already been stiff. The warm, wet feel of Jesse’s lips and tongue around his finger finished putting the starch in him. Over the past few weeks, Leo’s libido had started to rebound, making up for lost time when pain and pain meds had interfered with him doing much more than wanting to cuddle in Jesse’s embrace and fall asleep.


  He got out of bed and grabbed a towel, condoms, and lube. After prepping Jesse’s ass, Leo stretched out on the bed and handed Jesse a condom.


  “Suck me a little first before you put it on me,” he said. “I want to feel those lips around my cock.”


  Jesse had spent plenty of time on his knees the past several weeks, usually with Leo sitting on the edge of the bed, able to hold on to Jesse’s head and fuck his mouth that way. Leo would then either find a comfortable position to lie in to suck Jesse off, or finish him off by hand.


  He never left his boy hanging. He’d been a good boy. The best.


  He always got rewarded.


  But now that he was starting to feel more like himself, he wanted to fuck his boy’s ass.


  Rather, he wanted to watch his boy impale himself on his cock.


  Jesse smiled up at him before going down on Leo, slowly swallowing his cock all the way to the root. Leo reached down and fisted Jesse’s hair, forcing him to stay there, deep, for a long moment, before letting him up again.


  “Such a very good boy,” Leo cooed, finally tugging on Jesse’s hair to make him sit up. “Wrap me.”


  Jesse did, slathering lube on Leo’s condom-clad cock before straddling him.


  “Hold your cock and balls up and out of the way. I want to see.” Leo rested his hands on Jesse’s thighs.


  Jesse’s gaze focused on Leo’s face. His lower lip caught under his teeth as he slowly impaled his ass on Leo’s cock. Once Leo was all the way inside him, Jesse let out a content sigh.


  Crooking a finger at Jesse, he pulled him in close, hooking a finger through the metal D-ring in the front of the collar. His other hand slid down Jesse’s back, to his ass, fingers digging in.


  “Ride my cock, boy,” Leo whispered before kissing him.


  Jesse let out a delicious whimper as he started rocking, his cock trapped between their bodies. Leo suspected the friction would get the man off, especially when pre-cum started leaking from his cock and coating both of them, making things wonderfully slippery.


  “Come for me, boy,” Leo murmured against Jesse’s lips. “Be my good boy.”


  Jesse rocked harder, faster, his gaze glazed and his motions increasingly desperate as he fucked his Master. Leo hoped he could hold back at this rate, as good as it felt.


  Then Jesse let out a familiar moan as his thrusts grew harder, faster, and Leo felt the warmth of his cum coating their abs.


  He pressed Jesse’s face against the crook of his neck, pinning him there. “Good boy.” He managed three thrusts up into Jesse’s ass before his cock exploded, filling the condom and pulling a satisfied moan from Leo.


  As they fell still, Leo kept Jesse there, a hand in his hair, one on his ass, holding him there even as his cock softened inside his boy.


  Leo nuzzled his face against the top of Jesse’s head. “Such a good boy,” he said. “My good boy. I love you so damn much, you have no idea.”


  Jesse pressed his lips against the side of Leo’s neck. “I love you, too, Sir.”


  “Thank you for loving Eva and Laurel. I know accepting Eva wasn’t easy at first.” He let Jesse raise his head to meet his gaze.


  “I want to protect her, too, Sir,” Jesse said. “Now that I know, I get why you didn’t tell me. We’ll find her someone.”


  Eva had spent the past several months in intensive sessions with the counselor and had made good progress dealing with some of her issues from the past.


  Leo only hoped that, when the time came, she would be able to love someone else who could be far better for her in that way than he could.


  Leo palmed Jesse’s cheek. “Get me cleaned up, please. Then get me my afternoon meds and let’s take a nap and watch TV. Then I’d like to go sit in their hot tub for a while.”


  Part of his therapy at home had been swimming and pool walking, allowing him to exercise without putting weight on his healing pelvis. It also allowed him to still keep up with Laurel’s swimming lessons, once his surgical wounds had healed and the doctors had cleared him to go swimming.


  Jesse took care of things, and ten minutes later they were snuggled together in bed, Jesse’s ear pressed against Leo’s chest as Leo held the remote and channel surfed.


  “I’m sorry I’m not into women, Sir.”


  Leo tipped his head so he could better see Jesse’s face. “What? Why?”


  Jesse lifted his head. “If I was into women, I would probably be okay with you being poly with Eva.”


  “Where’d that come from?”


  “Well, I mean look at how many poly people we know.”


  “But I’m not poly,” Leo gently reminded him. “And I’m gay. I tried for too many years to be someone I wasn’t. I appreciate the sentiment, but don’t feel badly about it.”


  Jesse laid his head back down for a moment. Then, “What if Tilly doesn’t hook Eva up with one guy, but two?”


  Leo snorted. “Then I guess we’ll need a bigger house.”
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