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  Chapter One


  


  Only nine thirty on a Monday morning, and already Susan Costello’s day had turned into complete and utter shit.


  If they don’t haul me out of here in handcuffs or a straight-jacket by the end of the day, it’ll be a miracle.


  Right now she was rubbing at her forehead, trying to stave off a tension headache as her service manager, Tom, ranted about some bullshit her brother-in-law had pulled on Saturday while she wasn’t at the dealership. It figured, the one freaking Saturday she’d taken off in a couple of months, and Jack had decided to strut his stuff in front of a friend of his.


  It’s looking more and more like handcuffs.


  “Now, I stayed on because I loved working for John,” Tom said. “And I love the heck out of you, Susan. But Jack-off needs to butt the hell out of my service department and leave my crew alone, or you’re going to be needing to hire a lot of damn techs. We’re sick of his bullshit.”


  “Jack-off” was one of the nicer nicknames most of the employees at Costello Luxury Motors had for Jack Costello. Who, at twenty-nine, had apparently made being an asshole his major mission in life, since he’d pretty much failed at everything else.


  “I’m really sorry, Tom. I’ll have a talk with him.”


  “You don’t need to apologize to me,” Tom said. “Everyone knows he’s an asshole and none of us blames you. We know you’re kind of stuck with him for now. But we’re done putting up with him, seriously.”


  Once Tom had left, Kristin walked in with a cup of coffee and handed it to her. Her administrative assistant wore a knowing smirk. “I didn’t spike it with bourbon, if that’s your question.”


  “Why not? I thought you loved me?”


  “Because you want to be stone-cold sober when you go and confront Jackass.”


  “True.” Susan sipped the coffee, her third cup of the morning.


  At this rate, she was thinking about spiking it with some of her leftover Xanax.


  “He’s not in yet, anyway,” Kristin offered.


  “Figures.” Susan settled back in her desk chair and slowly shook her head. “I’m sick and tired of him.”


  “Want me to see if I can find a hit man?”


  “He’s not worth jail time.”


  “Hence why I kept you sober this morning.”


  “You’re too good to me.” Susan smiled up at the older woman, who’d been her husband’s assistant when he’d run the dealership. “Have I told you ‘thank you’ lately?”


  “Every day, sweetie.” Kristin settled into a chair in front of Susan’s desk. “The lawyer get back to you?”


  “Yeah. No, I can’t outright fire Jack without risking a lawsuit from him or his parents, if they want to fight it.” She smiled. “But I can reassign him. And if he refuses to do the job assigned to him, that is considered failure of duties. Then I can fire him. The will doesn’t guarantee him a particular position or a specific salary, only that he should be offered one. And it doesn’t specify that I can’t move him into another position. If he refuses to do whatever job I give him…” She shrugged.


  Kristin grinned as she leaned forward. “Oooh. Tell me more.”


  “He gives me any bullshit today, he’s going to become the newest lot wash guy.”


  “Ha! I don’t think Jack can wipe his own ass, much less wash a car.”


  Susan’s husband never anticipated the manner or timing of his death, or she knew damn well he wouldn’t have left his will set up the way he had. He’d had it drawn up right after they’d gotten married and he’d opened the dealership, when his younger brother was still just a kid. He’d willed a very small percentage of the company, only a two-percent share, to Jack. His parents already owned a third of the shares. Susan owned fifty percent, and a couple of other people, some of them relatives who’d invested when John had started the dealership, owned the rest of the shares.


  When John died two years earlier during an accident while on a fishing trip on Jack’s boat, if it hadn’t been for the fact that several of John’s friends had been there, too—who also nearly died as a result of Jack’s stupidity—Susan would have pressed for a manslaughter investigation.


  Susan had stepped into her husband’s role at the dealership, as per his will. The fact that she’d helped him build the business and knew every aspect of it from the ground up as well as he did helped her greatly.


  Something else that pissed off her in-laws to no end, when they realized they couldn’t just slide right in and take it out from under her.


  Susan sipped her non-spiked coffee. “Jack’s going to learn I won’t put up with his bullshit. It specifically states in the will that Jack’s only ‘guaranteed’ a position for thirty months following John’s death. We’re getting close to that now. If he quits at this point, or fails to perform, I’m not obligated to give him another job if he asks for one after that window shuts. John never intended for Jack to sit on his ass and earn a paycheck for doing nothing while pissing people off in the process. He wanted to make sure Jack had a chance he could earn a living. Key word there being ‘earn.’”


  “Someone should tell Jackass that.”


  “I plan to.”


  “As soon as you finish your coffee?”


  “Damn straight. I don’t want to face murder charges.”


  “I think it’d be manslaughter. I didn’t hear you plan a damn thing.”


  “I love you, Kristin.”


  The older woman smiled as she hauled herself up out of the chair. “I know. Job security. That, and I have access to the corporate checkbook to post your bail.”


  Kristin gently closed the door behind her as she left. Yes, Susan couldn’t do this without Kristin to help keep her sane and nonhomicidal.


  Since she couldn’t go after Jackass until he arrived, Susan turned to her computer to start going over yesterday’s sales reports. John never put up with bullshit from Jack, and Jack had spent his time with his nose crammed so far up his older brother’s ass he hadn’t had time to piss off anyone else.


  But without John’s iron will to keep Jack in line, he’d pretty much become the asshole everyone else knew he really was.


  She was not, however, obligated to put up with it forever.


  And she wouldn’t.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jack finally made it in to work a little after eleven. His excuse this time was a dentist appointment.


  Susan thought she’d heard the sales guys had an ongoing “Jack’s Excuse Bingo” pool to see what he’d blame for his perpetual Monday tardiness. She had consumed yet another cup of coffee and had worked up a pretty good head of steam by the time Kristin phoned her and let her know Jack had been spotted on the property.


  Susan wasted no time heading to his office, knowing Jack would likely scoot out for lunch as soon as he could, not reappearing for a couple of hours.


  He’d barely settled in at his desk when she walked through his office door and shut it behind her, locking it before turning to him wearing what she hoped looked like the grin Kristin had dubbed “shark terrifying.”


  He must have sensed a problem, because he sat back, leaning away from her as she walked over to his desk and planted both hands on it, looming over him.


  “I had an interesting and enlightening talk with my attorney this past weekend, Jack. Would you like to know what he told me?”


  He swallowed hard. “Um, what?”


  “That John’s will doesn’t guarantee you this position,” she said, tapping the desk. “It guarantees you a position, with starting pay. Now, John loved you and put up with you far longer than I ever would have. If I hear you ever again pull a stunt like you did this weekend, you will be our newest car washer. Got it?”


  His eyes widened. “You can’t do that!”


  “Watch me. My attorney said I can. There’s not a damn thing your mommy and daddy can do to stop me. And if you refuse to do the job I give you, then you can be terminated for refusing to perform your duties.”


  She fought the urge to laugh as she leaned farther across the desk and he actually pushed his chair back and away from her until he bumped up against the wall.


  Her gaze narrowed. “I don’t like you, Jack. I hold you responsible for John’s death. You’re damn lucky you’re not cleaning toilets and mowing the grass here. Don’t think I won’t do that, either.”


  She made him flinch when she feinted at him before straightening and raising her voice to a normal level. “You do your job. You are a salesman. You do not throw your weight around service, parts, the body shop, or even sales. You are not in charge, and you have no standing whatsoever as management. Therefore, you keep your nose out of other departments. We clear?”


  He nodded.


  She headed for the door and shot her next comment over her shoulder. “Oh, and turn in that car you’re driving. I’ll have one of the guys give you a trade-in.”


  “What?”


  She stopped, glancing at him. “Again, the will states you can have a car. Whatever car I decide you can have. Or, you can always pay the friends and family dealership cost rate and buy the one you’re driving now.”


  He frowned and slowly shook his head.


  “Good. You don’t make enough in commissions to warrant you having that car. I need to turn it over before it gets too many miles on it. Get your stuff out of it and hand the keys over to Matt by noon. If there are any damages on it, I’ll take it out of your pay.”


  “But I have a date tonight!”


  “Excellent. You can show her your new ride.”


  She made sure not to slam the door when she left. She’d already notified Matt, her sales manager, to prep a fifteen-year-old Ford Focus for Jack. It was a trade-in they’d received that week, and they’d been planning to load it on a hauler to send to auction with about seven others.


  It was mechanically sound, if not cosmetically in the best shape.


  Earlier, Matt had nearly wet himself laughing as she hung up the phone with him.


  Susan would make Jack’s life as miserable as possible until he finally quit, which had been Ed’s advice to her, delivered over dinner Sunday night at his and Hope’s house.


  Make Jack miserable to the point so that when she offered him a buy-out he’d gladly take the money and run, because once his time ran out, she could fire him for failure to perform. And the shares he owned only gave him voting power, not monetary payouts, so they were pretty much worthless on their own.


  Jack wouldn’t be her problem anymore. And if he quit anyway, or gave her cause to fire his ass, even better.


  I can only hope.


  As she walked back to her office, she realized her day was edging away from handcuffs and back toward a straight-jacket.


  Win!


  


  * * * *


  


  Kristin brought Susan’s lunch to her. It was now one of Kristin’s missions in life to ensure she saw Susan eat at least one meal a day during workdays, since during the first couple of months after John’s death Susan had lost over thirty pounds from not eating and hadn’t gained them back.


  Kristin set the plastic container on Susan’s desk. “I noticed Jackass doesn’t look very happy at the ride downgrade.”


  Susan smiled as she popped the lid on the large salad with grilled chicken. “Yeah, he wasn’t.”


  Susan had made sure Matt took a picture of Jack’s face when he saw the car.


  Susan stirred the salad with her fork. “Hey, as Ed told me, the will doesn’t specify what kind of car we have to provide for him as long as he’s an employee, only that it’s a car.”


  “What if he tries to wreck it?”


  Susan shrugged. “Then he can get his own car. I’m not obligated to replace it if he does that.”


  “Ha!” Kristin settled in her usual chair with her own salad. The two ate lunch together nearly every day. “Why’d you wait so long to try to get rid of him, if you don’t mind me asking?”


  “Because I could only deal with so much at once. I finally feel like I have my feet planted firmly enough under me now that I can deal with the stress getting him out of my life for good will put me through.”


  “You are still going to your high school reunion this weekend, I hope?”


  Susan glanced at the postcard pinned to the cork board next to her desk. “Yeah, I should go. Get out. See people. I can picture me being a real drag, though. ‘Hey, Susan, what have you done over the past twenty years?’ ‘Oh, married a great guy, ran a successful business with him until his brother fucking murdered him through sheer stupidity two years ago, and I have to look at that asshole’s fucking face every day.’” She grimly smiled. “Great conversation starter.”


  Kristin cocked her head at Susan. “Stop,” she gently said. “You said yourself you wish you could reconnect with some people. Now’s the time to do it.”


  “I know.” She dug through her salad. “I hope Darryl and Grant are there.”


  “Were they your D and D buddies?”


  “Yeah.” Those wistful thoughts brought a smile to her face. “I was such a geek in high school. I didn’t fit in. I liked cars but the gearheads in shop wanted nothing to do with me. I ended up in this small clique of kids who didn’t belong anywhere else. And we had fun. We played D and D, loved sci-fi movies, hung around together—it was great.”


  “What happened?”


  “Life happened. College, jobs, and we lost contact. That was before Facebook and everyone had e-mail and cell phones that texted and did everything.”


  “Isn’t there some sort of website or something for the reunion where you can connect with people?”


  “I’d rather be surprised. Go in with no expectations.” The truth was, it would disappoint the hell out of her if Grant and Darryl weren’t there, and she knew she wouldn’t go if she discovered in advance they weren’t going.


  “Well, I think it’ll be good for you. Go tie one on, have fun, puke in a hotel room bathroom, and sleep it off the next day.”


  “Gee, thanks. I think.”


  Kristin smiled. “You need to get away for a weekend.”


  “It’s just up on Siesta Key. Not like I’m going to the Keys or something.”


  “You know dang well what I mean. I have to order you home every day.”


  “I have a business to run.”


  “John never intended for you to run yourself into the ground in the process. And don’t say you aren’t, because I know damn well that’s what you’re trying to do to escape. Some people do drugs or drink. You work.”


  Susan didn’t have an answer for that.


  Mostly, because Kristin was right, and she knew that Kristin knew it, too.


  There wasn’t much about Susan that Kristin didn’t know.


  One of those few things being the extent of Susan and John’s relationship. More than husband and wife, more than business partners and coworkers.


  But you can’t exactly confide, even to your closest friends, that you were your husband’s willing slave, and that he was your cherished, beloved Master.


  


  * * * *


  


  At least Jack kept his head down and stayed off Susan’s radar for the rest of the day. By the time Susan was ready to leave at seven, Kristin was standing there in the outer office, waiting on her.


  “You need to push back the hours a bit. These twelve-hour days are going to kill you.”


  “If I’m lucky,” Susan muttered as she walked with Kristin toward the side lot where employees parked.


  “Stop it,” Kristin said, turning and making Susan stop. “That isn’t what he’d want and you know it. He loved you. He’d want you to be happy.”


  Susan didn’t want to do this here. She’d perfected a strong fortress of a game face to wear at work, but now the prickle of tears stung her eyes. “I’m not happy and don’t think I ever will be again,” she admitted. “The least I can do is what I do best, and that’s work. Keep this place going in his memory. It was his dream, and he was happy doing this.”


  “Sweetie, promise me you’ll go to your reunion this weekend.”


  “Why?” Late in the afternoon, Susan’s opinion pendulum had swung through the spectrum again, and she’d been considering canceling. At least the lost ticket price wasn’t really a concern for her.


  “Because you need to get out for a while. Get out of your head. Just go. Please?”


  Kristin was fifty-eight and a combination of adopted mother and big sister to Susan. Especially since losing John.


  “Will you get off my case if I go?” Susan side-stepped her friend and continued her trek to her car.


  She followed Susan. “For at least twelve hours, yes. That’s the best deal I’ll offer you.”


  “Okay, fine. I promise I won’t cancel. I can’t promise I’ll have fun, though.”


  “I know. But you never break a promise to me, so I’m glad to know that for the weekend, at least, you’ll be out of your element.”


  Susan drove home in a funk. Mixed feelings swirled through her. If Darryl and Grant and some of her other old friends weren’t there, it would be a long, lonely weekend. Hell, some of her friends, like Rusty McElroy, wouldn’t be there because they’d been older and in different grades ahead of her, even though they’d all hung together and played D and D and other games. Went to the movies. Watched sci-fi and other shows on TV.


  I wonder if any of them still live in the area.


  Yes, she probably could have jumped on Facebook and tried to find them. But she hated using Facebook and rarely went onto the site to check her account, had it locked down tight so people couldn’t find her on it anyway. She wasn’t fond of social media sites, the privacy concerns a pretty big deal for her.


  Which, yes, she recognized it was ironic considering how geeky she’d been in high school. It’d been nerve-wracking enough for her going out to the different local events with John, the chamber of commerce and Rotary and other soirees, where she always wondered if anyone would spot their secret.


  She would have done anything to protect their secret, to protect his reputation so people didn’t think badly about him, even though he’d been far less concerned about it than her.


  She’d trusted John, had been able to relax with his guiding calm and strong patience. She would have followed him anywhere.


  Even into death, although that option had been taken off the table for her by the sealed letter he’d left for her with Ed.


  He left her with a standing order to live, to try to find happiness, that he wanted her to love again, even find another Master if she wanted. Although she knew damned well he’d never intended to die as young as he had.


  Two years. Two long, lonely years.


  Kristin was right. Susan knew she used work as her drug of choice, hoping the stress and poor self-care would have taken her down with a heart attack by now.


  No such luck.


  When Susan arrived home, she followed her usual routine. She locked herself in, reset the alarm, and stripped in the front foyer. Shoes, pants, panties, blouse, bra. Neatly folding her clothes and putting them on the table there.


  From the table, she picked up her leather collar and buckled it around her neck, followed by the matching leather wrist and ankle cuffs.


  She immediately walked into the living room, where John’s urn sat on a shelf next to the TV, their wedding picture beside it.


  Kneeling, she bowed her head. “This girl belongs to her Master,” she quietly recited. “Mind, soul, body, heart. Until Master decides otherwise. I love you.”


  Slowly breathing through her mental pain, still sharply keen even two years later, she struggled not to cry. Yes, in the letter John had told her she was free to seek out someone else to love, if she felt they were good for her and could take care of her and protect her. Give her happiness.


  The truth was, she didn’t want to. She didn’t have the heart or energy to. It was all she could do to fulfill the final order he’d left for her—to live, to take care of his most precious property as best she could, to protect it, to nurture it.


  Meaning her.


  And she’d done a damn piss-poor job of that, truth be told.


  Kind of difficult when her heart wasn’t anchored in living any longer.


  After one long, final breath, she raised her head and looked at the urn. “When does it get easier, Sir?” she whispered. “When does it stop hurting so damn bad?”


  Chapter Two


  


  Just another Wednesday night on the field of battle, with the dead and injured lying all around them and choices to be made that could determine whether he lived…or died.


  “So, are you going to sit there all night?” Axel asked Grant. “Or are you going to do something? It’s your initiative.”


  Grant Delaney carefully studied the battle map laid out before them.


  Rusty McElroy stood, an empty hard cider bottle in his hand. “While the stoned druid is making up his mind, I’m getting a refill. Can I get anyone anything?”


  “I’m not stoned. I was stunned for two rounds. Big difference.”


  “Stoned, stunned, same damn thing. You couldn’t do shit for two rounds and now we’re getting slaughtered. Does anyone want anything?”


  Tonight the rotating D and D game was at Rusty and Eliza’s house. After everyone else shook their heads, Rusty headed for the kitchen.


  From across the table, Darryl smirked at him.


  That boy is getting a beating when we get home. And not the fun kind, either.


  Grant consulted his spells list again, trying to gauge how much of his precious magic he had left to use for the day. He was their party’s strongest spellcaster. Then, after another quick scan of his items list, he decided.


  “I use my wand of magic missile on this guy.” He pointed at one of the goblins that had surprised their party in the middle of the night, in a location where there weren’t supposed to be any goblins. Grant rolled to hit, succeeded, then rolled for damage.


  Axel made another roll of his own, then a frowny face as he marked off one of his NPC sheets. “Dammit,” he muttered. “The goblin goes down.” He pulled the figure from the map and drew a stick figure in its place.


  “I withdraw behind this boulder here.” Grant pointed at the one drawn on the battle map before he moved his figure.


  “Finally,” Darryl said with a grin. “My turn?”


  “Yeah,” Axel said.


  Rusty returned with a fresh bottle of hard cider. “What’d he do?”


  “We’re down a goblin,” Darryl said.


  “Finally,” Rusty said as he retook his seat. “We were getting slaughtered.”


  Grant sat back, watching his partner across the table as Darryl took his turn. They’d only been in this game group for about a year, after making contact with their old friend, Rusty, through an accidental encounter at a local BDSM munch group.


  Way back when in high school, they’d all played D and D and other games, even though Rusty had been older than them. Back then, Rusty had usually been their DM. Darryl and Grant had been the same age as Rusty’s younger brother, Corey, which was how they’d gotten into the original group in the first place.


  It’d been them, Corey, Rusty, and a few other friends.


  “So you guys hitting your high school reunion this weekend?” Rusty asked. “Corey said he’s flying in for it.”


  Grant took a sip of his iced tea. “Yeah, we got a room and everything. Don’t know how many other people will show up that we used to hang with, though.”


  “Packing your dice?” Rusty teased.


  “Duh,” Darryl muttered as he moved his character’s figure on the battle map. “What do you think?”


  Grant suspected it’d taken a great feat of will on Darryl’s part not to crack a semi-dirty joke about different, more “adult” kinds of dungeons. While Rusty, Eliza, and Mike Kennedy were kinky, most of the rest of the gaming group either weren’t, or weren’t clued in about their extracurricular activities. While everyone knew Rusty and Eliza were a little…nontraditional, they all went out of their way not to make their more vanilla friends feel uncomfortable.


  Darryl and Grant had missed their ten-year reunion. Grant had been too busy at work, and Darryl wasn’t going to go anyway because he couldn’t afford it. At that time, the only reason Grant would have gone was if Darryl had been planning on going.


  Ever since high school, they’d remained close friends.


  It was only in the past three years since Darryl’s divorce that they’d been far closer than that.


  At ten o’clock, Axel’s phone alarm went off and the sound of the TARDIS wheezing filled the room.


  “That’s it, folks,” he said, silencing the alarm. “I’m turning into a pumpkin. We’re still in initiative next week, so plan your moves. Let’s see if we can get more than three rounds in.”


  Once pictures of the battle map had been taken and all the figures safely stowed, everyone packed up and prepared to leave. Grant and Darryl hung back with Mike as the others left.


  “Corey and Marcy aren’t leaving until Monday morning,” Rusty said to Darryl and Grant. “You guys want to have dinner with us Sunday night?”


  Grant and Darryl exchanged a look. “Ask him,” Darryl said. “He’s the boss.”


  Eliza giggled and smacked Rusty’s shoulder. “See? That’s what I mean, barbarian.”


  He stuck his tongue out at his wife. “No one asked you, Ma’am.”


  Faster than any chaotic neutral rogue, her hand shot out and she snagged her husband’s earlobe, dragging him down to her eye level. “What was that?”


  “Nothing, Ma’am,” Rusty mumbled.


  “That’s better.” She let go of him. “We’ll miss you at Sigalo’s on Saturday.”


  “Jenny and I will be there,” Mike said. “She wants to go to the club Saturday night.”


  “Oh, cool beans,” Eliza said. “We’ll make sure we pack for it. Tilly’s over in England for another couple of weeks, so we were going to drop out.”


  “We’ll definitely go to the club next Saturday,” Grant said, reaching out and cupping the back of Darryl’s neck. Like this, alone with trusted friends, they could truly be themselves without worrying about who saw them. “And maybe even make the munch next Sunday.”


  “I can’t,” Darryl said. “I have to play at that children’s concert at the church that Sunday evening. Paying gig.”


  “Oh, I forgot.” Grant looked at their friends. “I guess I’ll be going stag to the munch and getting take-out for him.”


  Even though it was summer, Darryl still worked for the church as its music director and head pianist, and for its school, helping run its summer program and music camps. His work load would amp up come the start of school year, but at least then their backup pianist would handle some of the Sunday services, giving Darryl much-needed time off on the weekends.


  Eliza crossed her arms. “Remind me again how an atheist ends up playing piano and teaching music for a church school?”


  “Because I was broke and getting divorced and needed the steady money,” he said. “Teaching piano privately only goes so far toward paying the bills and the child support. Believe me, I wish I could have gotten a job with the county school system. I’m still keeping a watchful eye for any positions that open up, but they keep slashing their budgets for the arts.”


  Grant pulled Darryl closer, sliding an arm around his waist. “You’re a good dad. Don’t let Chelsey ever tell you otherwise.”


  “Yeah, well, as much as I love Kyle, I’m beginning to wish I’d never met his mother.”


  Grant hugged him a little more tightly. “Seems like I tried to warn you at the time.”


  “Yeah, I know.” He rested his head on Grant’s shoulder. “I just didn’t know then what I know now.”


  Eliza snapped her fingers. “Oh! We could send Tilly and June over to talk to her!”


  “No,” Darryl, Grant, Rusty, and Mike all said together.


  Eliza pouted. “Why not?”


  “I want Chelsey to play fair,” Darryl said, “not get chopped into bait and disposed of. She’s my son’s mother. A little over five years, and then I’m free of her.”


  “Maybe sooner,” Grant muttered.


  Darryl sighed. “He’s just mad at his mom right now. It’s still over a year before he can petition the court to change custodial parents.” He looked at Grant. “He could change his mind a thousand times between now and then. And you don’t think that would be a logistics nightmare if he did move in with us?”


  “We’d tell him the truth, that we’re partners.”


  “And then he’d tell his mom, who’d tell my job out of spite, who’d fire me, which would then mean that I couldn’t pay the bills, which would mean she’d drag me back into court to get full custody, and then I’d have to pay more child support. We can’t live on your income alone and me paying child support, too. Hell, I can barely make ends meet now as it is with what I owe. If it wasn’t for living with you and you supporting my ass…” He stared at the floor and didn’t continue.


  Eliza hugged both of them. “Hey, we love you guys. Look, you have fun this weekend, okay? Forget bullshit life problems. Try to enjoy yourselves. Reconnect with old friends.”


  Once they were back in Grant’s car and heading home, Grant glanced over at Darryl. The man stared out the passenger window, a pensive look on his face.


  Grant knew that look all too well. “Please, stop worrying about this weekend.”


  “It’s not fair that you had to pay for everything.”


  “It’s what people do when they’re in a relationship.”


  “I feel like I’m not contributing my fair share.”


  At the next light, Grant reached over and cupped the back of Darryl’s neck again. “If I was worried about it, don’t you think I’d say something? I’m not. So stop it. I make more money than you. The house is nearly paid off. If this was a burden on me, I would have used my big-boy words and said so. I love you, and I’m taking care of you because I love you and I want to take care of you. End of subject.”


  The light turned green and he put both hands on the wheel again.


  This wasn’t their first go-round on the subject. If it hadn’t been for Grant paying for the hotel room and for both their tickets, and outright ordering Darryl to take the time off to go, he knew it wouldn’t have happened.


  Dammit, he wanted to go. He’d missed the ten-year reunion, and probably a good thing he did. He was at a point in his life now where even if Darryl had to be super-careful because of his job, and he had to be moderately careful because of his, at least Grant felt good about going. He had nothing to be ashamed of, and neither did Darryl.


  They were happy and had a decent life, which was more than a lot of people could say. They had their health, they had friends.


  And they had a hot as fuck sex life when Kyle wasn’t staying over and the men had to sleep in separate bedrooms to keep up the charade of being nothing more than “just roommates.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Darryl stared out the window as Grant drove them home. Hell, even something as innocuous as playing Dungeons and Dragons wasn’t something he could admit to his coworkers.


  Grant, who managed the IT department at a research lab, wasn’t much better off. Because of his security clearance, he also had a morality clause in his employment contract. They wouldn’t ding him for D and D, and probably wouldn’t fire him for them being more than just roommates, but they might bounce him for their BDSM activities should that ever be made public. He made good money, but they had to protect their privacy.


  At the time, when Chelsey slapped Darryl with the divorce, he’d been a stay-at-home dad teaching piano lessons and raising their son. She’d wanted to work, so it had seemed the perfect answer. He’d been trying to get signed on as a county school teacher, but drastic budget cuts had pretty much skewered his plans there. He sometimes played paying gigs with friends of his, but that never paid much, was more for fun than profit.


  A music degree didn’t do him much good when he could barely make a living wage from it.


  Had he known moving in with his old friend would lead to far more than being just friends…he would have found some other way to make a living before now. The stress alone of hiding just this part of himself from his job, much less their BDSM roles, took a huge toll on him, having to weigh everything he said.


  At least the people at work knew he and Grant had been friends ever since high school, so being roommates now didn’t appear odd.


  But he hated having to pretend Grant wasn’t the love of his life, and his Master.


  It bit into his soul, ate away at him. Unfortunately, unless he moved to another job elsewhere, there wasn’t a better option at this time. Maybe once Kyle turned eighteen and he no longer had to pay child support to Chelsey, then he could think about something else, or go back to teaching privately. For now, most of his pay went toward child support, and to his health and car insurance premiums. If it wasn’t for Grant, he wouldn’t have a place to live that he could afford with the little left over every month.


  Chelsey worked for a medical equipment company, handling sales in-office. She made far better money than Darryl did, and she’d gotten the house in the divorce, as well as primary custody. The only reason he could afford an attorney in the first place was because Ed was a friend of Grant’s. Chelsey would have completely walked all over Darryl in the divorce if it hadn’t been for Ed.


  Now she had her boyfriend living with her, but wasn’t going to marry him. If she got married, the alimony Darryl still had to pay her for another year dried up totally and the child support would be cut in half.


  Darryl bitterly thought about the two years before she’d filed for divorce that she’d been cheating on him. He hadn’t wanted to believe it, but it hadn’t been a shocker when she admitted it when she filed for the divorce and ordered him out of the house.


  “You’re doing it again,” Grant gently said.


  “Huh?” He looked over at him.


  “Get out of your brain.”


  Darryl laid his head back against the seat. “How do you do that?”


  “I love you. Not to mention, I can read you like an open book, buddy. When are you going to accept at face value that I love you and my job is to take care of you? I don’t give a shit what you earn. It’s not like you’re mooching off me or anything.”


  “I feel like it.”


  “Stop.” Grant had pulled Dom tone, as Darryl thought of it. “Do you honestly think I’d be putting up with a moocher? No, I wouldn’t.”


  Grant turned into their subdivision. They lived in an older area, north of Clark Road in southern Sarasota, the houses all more than twenty-five years old. They also had gorgeous trees that provided a lot of shade. It was a beautiful place. Nothing ritzy, just average middle-class homes. They even had a pool, which Kyle loved playing in when he came to visit.


  But it wasn’t “his” home, no matter what Grant said. There would always be an invisible wall, at least in his own mind. Hell, he couldn’t even marry Grant now that the gay marriage ban had fallen in Florida and elsewhere because if he did, he knew it would mean risking his job, as well as risking a nasty renewed custody battle with Chelsey.


  At least he felt some peace with Grant. It might not be “his” home, but he did feel “at” home there. Alone behind their securely locked door, he could be the real him. He could shut off his brain and let Grant take full control and just be.


  I should be thankful for what I have instead of pissing and moaning about what I don’t have.


  When they arrived and walked inside, Darryl set his stuff down and immediately dropped to his knees in front of Grant. They hadn’t had time for their usual greeting ritual when Grant arrived home earlier because he’d been running late. They’d had to immediately turn around and head out to gaming.


  Grant stroked Darryl’s hair. “Such a good boy,” Grant softly said. “My good boy. I wish I could order you to believe it when I say that I’m happy with you. The only thing that would make me happier would be marrying you, but I know you won’t let me do that yet.”


  Not for lack of asking on Grant’s part. Yes, Darryl wanted to marry him. But not until Kyle was eighteen and Chelsey no longer held any sway over him.


  Darryl nuzzled his head against Grant’s legs. “Sorry, Sir.”


  “That wasn’t meant to incite an apology. I get it.” He tapped Darryl on the head, indicating for him to stand. He pulled Darryl in for a hug. “I’m a very patient man. You already know that about me.”


  Darryl rested his head against Grant’s chest. Even though at six feet Darryl was an inch taller than Grant, it still felt right, like this was the only place in the world he belonged.


  “Yes, Sir. Thank You, Sir.”


  It was the only place in the world he wanted to be.


  Later, once they were snuggled in bed together, with Grant’s arm slung over Darryl’s waist, Grant said, “I want you to promise me you’ll try to have fun this weekend.”


  “I’ll try.” He thought for a moment. “Do you think Susie will be there?”


  “I don’t know. I haven’t seen her on the reunion site.”


  “I really miss her. She was so much fun to hang out with back then. Remember the fun we used to have together, the three of us?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I’ve never seen her on Facebook.”


  Grant let out a sigh. “Neither have I.”


  They’d always been the Three Musketeers in high school, sharing a couple of classes and spending every spare moment together. Then college hit and they went their separate ways. Even though he and Grant remained close, they’d lost contact with her.


  “She’s probably married with kids now,” Darryl mused.


  “Probably.”


  “Do you count mentally engaging in sexual fantasies as ‘fun’ this weekend?”


  Grant let out a cute snort that always amused Darryl. “Man, I really spoiled you rotten with that, didn’t I?”


  “Yeah.” He hugged Grant’s arm more tightly around him. “But in the good ways.”


  Chapter Three


  


  For once, Susan left work early on a Friday afternoon, at a little after four.


  Okay, early for her.


  She’d purchased the full three-day reunion pass. Meaning an informal pool-side cocktail party Friday night, the “formal” dinner and party Saturday night, and a brunch Sunday morning at eleven.


  If she was going to get drunk, it’d be tonight, at the Friday night pool-side party where she expected many of her fellow classmates to get totally skunkfaced.


  After the week she’d had, she desperately needed to get out of her head for a little while. Jack had stayed out of her way the last few days, shooting her dark glares when he thought she wasn’t looking, all the while bitching to anyone he thought might be on his side about his “new” car.


  Every last gripe of which got reported back to her by delighted employees who were only too glad to see Jack get his comeuppance.


  Why did I wait this long to do this to him?


  Oh, yeah. I couldn’t deal with it before.


  In the wake of John’s death, it’d been all she could do to force herself to get out of bed every morning. And even then, for the first several months, that only happened with a heavy assist from her new bestie, Xanax.


  She’d eventually weaned down, and then off of the medication, only needing it on the occasions when she couldn’t sleep or burrowed too deeply into her head and wallowed inside her emotional pain.


  Strength had slowly returned to her. Not just the emotional kind, but the physical. She could deal with Jack’s bullshit better now that she had the dealership running stronger than ever. She wouldn’t let him and his petty antics undo her hard work.


  Now that she’d found the strength to hold off her ex-in-laws as well, she knew she could deal with Jackass.


  After her shower she packed an overnight bag for the weekend. She knew she wouldn’t need much. Her laptop, iPad, phone, and chargers. Minimal makeup, because John had liked it when she used as little as possible, preferring a more natural look. A one-piece bathing suit and a sarong to wrap around her hips. A simple black dress and flats for Saturday night, and something for Sunday morning. A spare change of clothes—jeans and a tank top.


  She still had plenty of room to spare. Into that bag would also go her leather cuffs and collar, once she took them off. This weekend, she’d need her bracelet, made out of niobium rod and which locked around her wrist with a special hex key. It’d been her “day collar” while not at work. At work, she had a necklace with a heart-shaped pendant on it that she still wore every day.


  And her wedding rings, which she still wore on her left hand. She wore John’s wedding band on her right thumb, resized to fit her.


  She put the bracelet on her right wrist. The bracelet gave her comfort, its solid weight reminding her of her husband’s love, the memory of the day he given it to her still fresh in her mind, when he’d locked it around her right wrist with a playful smile.


  As she cupped her left hand around it, feeling its cool heft warming to her flesh, she fought back the prickle of tears.


  Yes, she knew there were others who were into BDSM the way they’d been, but with what they did for a living, as visible as they were in the local community, she’d been more than reluctant to join any groups or go to the local BDSM club in Sarasota. John had relented on that point, not wanting to stress her out about it even though he’d wanted to meet and socialize with other kinky people. At first, she’d thought it was just something only they did, that she was weird for enjoying submitting to her husband in private.


  In public, no one knew she was his slave. That was for them alone.


  Recent books and movies had moved BDSM into the spotlight to the point that, when he’d died, she’d almost been ready to let him take her to a local munch.


  Now…


  The thought of finding someone else, despite people’s well-meaning platitudes that one day she’d meet someone special, nearly turned her stomach.


  There was no one else. No one else she’d wanted. They’d been married sixteen years when John died. The thought of trying to replace him as her husband, much less as her Master, broke her heart all over again despite the fact that Ed had told her up front John had left another letter for him to give someone if she ever decided to get remarried.


  After gathering a few more things, and laying out the outfit she’d wear tonight, she set everything by the front door, ready to go. Then she took off her cuffs and collar and placed them in the bag and zipped it up before donning her clothes. She walked over to the living room and knelt, conscious of the bracelet on her right hand.


  “I’ll be back on Sunday, Sir,” she softly said. “I love you and miss you.” She closed her eyes for a moment, her mind always drifting back to the last time they’d said good-bye.


  At least she had the comfort of remembering that every time they parted ways, they always exchanged I love yous.


  And his very last words to her, ever, had been, “I love you. You’re my good girl.”


  Once she felt steady enough she rose and headed to the front door, gathering her purse, keys, and bags. After setting the alarm, she headed out.


  She was determined to survive this weekend, to prove to herself she could engage in a reasonable facsimile of a life.


  That she could successfully pull off the ultimate hoax that she was a fully functional human being.


  


  * * * *


  


  Susan had never been to this particular resort on Siesta Key before, but she had an oceanside room that looked out onto the Gulf of Mexico. She’d sprung for an upgrade outside of the block of rooms discounted for the reunion attendees. She usually didn’t engage in splurges, even though she could afford them, but for this weekend she’d make an exception. The large king suite had a separate living room and a kitchenette, not that she’d be using those.


  But this floor would likely be quieter than the ones lower down, where many of the attendees were staying.


  After settling in, she headed downstairs to find the reunion check-in area, just to realize she was still nearly an hour early.


  Crap.


  Since the poolside cocktail party wouldn’t have anything other than appetizers, she decided to head to the hotel’s restaurant. On her way there, someone called her name.


  “Susie? Susie Carson?”


  She turned to spot a smiling man heading her way, a woman trailing in his wake.


  She had to think for a moment, to try to picture him without the beard and mustache and about thirty pounds lighter. “Corey McElroy?”


  His grin widened and, for the first time in a long time, she was genuinely happy to see someone. He picked her up in a huge hug, both of them laughing as he set her back down again.


  “Holy crap, look at you!” he said. “Susie, this is my wife, Marcy.”


  The women shook hands. “Nice to meet you,” Susan said. “Susan Costello.”


  “Oh, heh, sorry,” Corey said. “Should have known you’re married. Oh, duh, you’re wearing a ring. Is he here?”


  Susan hoped her smile didn’t slip. She knew she’d have to get used to this over the weekend. “Um, no. He died two years ago.”


  Corey froze. “Oh, shit, sweetie. I’m so sorry.”


  His wife elbowed him. “Nice job, brainiac. I’m going to start calling you ‘barbarian,’ too, the way Eliza does Rusty.”


  “It’s okay,” Susan assured him. “You had no way of knowing. It’s fine.” She immediately changed the subject. “How is Rusty? So he and Eliza got married, huh?”


  Corey dove for the easy out like a quarterback making a last-ditch conversion play through heavy coverage. “Yeah, wow, all this time. Not long after I graduated high school. They have a daughter, too. Kailey. Man, is she a pistol. She’s in college now.”


  Susan pointed over her shoulder with her thumb. “We can’t check in yet for the reunion. They’re not set up. I was going to get some dinner before the pool party tonight. Want to join me?”


  “Sure,” Marcy said, warmly smiling. “It’s nice to finally get to meet you. I’ve heard some of the old war stories about you guys in high school…”


  And they spent over an hour doing just that, eating and talking and catching up. Corey and Marcy lived outside of Atlanta, where he worked in IT for a cable news company there, and Marcy worked at a bank. Marcy had been born and raised in the Atlanta area. Their two young sons were spending the weekend with Marcy’s parents.


  “Rusty told me Grant and Darryl are coming this weekend,” Corey said. “It’ll be like old times.”


  Wistful thoughts flowed through Susan, along with more than a little relief. “It’ll be nice seeing them. Are their wives coming, too?”


  Corey winced. “No, Darryl’s divorced. Nasty one, from what Rusty said. And he and Grant are an item now.” He leaned in and dropped his voice. “Doesn’t bother me, don’t get me wrong. I’m happy for them. Rusty said they have to keep it on the down-low because of their jobs and because of Darryl’s custody battle.”


  “Oh. Okay. Gotcha.” Susan honestly didn’t know how to respond to that. It seemed like half her high school fantasies were unrequited daydreams about the two guys.


  Including some especially naughty ones of the three of them in bed together.


  Looks like that will stay firmly in the realm of fantasy.


  “They live here locally,” Corey said. “Rusty still sees them every week. They bumped into each other at dinner one night with some mutual friends, and they ended up joining the weekly game Rusty plays in.”


  “Game? You mean they’re still rolling dice?”


  He grinned. “Absolutely. You still play?”


  “I haven’t played in years. Wow. That’s awesome.”


  “I’m sure they could fit you in, if you wanted to. I’ll give you Rusty’s contact info. Hey, we’re all having dinner together Sunday night. Why don’t you join us?”


  Before she could even think about it, she heard herself saying, “I’d love that. Thank you.”


  Maybe it was just wishful thinking on her part, but looking back, some of the best times in her life—before John—were spent with her gang of friends.


  Especially with Darryl and Grant.


  Somewhere, in a box in her house, she even had her old gaming books, modules, notes, and a bag of dice, tucked away with her high school yearbooks and other mementos.


  Corey’s phone buzzed with a text message. He picked it up, grinning. “Hey, speak of the devil, they’re here.” He replied to the text, then turned in his chair, looking toward the restaurant’s entrance.


  A moment later, he waved as two men appeared.


  Susan’s heart skipped a beat, or so it felt like.


  Ironic, because she thought it’d died that day two years ago, along with John.


  


  * * * *


  


  Grant spotted Corey and his wife right away. Hard not to when their friend was waving at them. And was that…


  It couldn’t be, but it was.


  She looked older, careworn, and her brown hair was now a gorgeous light reddish auburn that looked perfect with her green eyes, and long, down past her shoulders.


  As they drew closer, his heart sank to see the wedding rings on her left hand.


  The three stood as Grant and Darryl approached. Corey reached out to hug them first. Grant had already given Darryl a standing order for the weekend that he could hug anyone he chose to without needing permission first.


  But standing face-to-face with Susie, Grant realized she didn’t just look careworn.


  He’d swear she looked heartbroken.


  That’s when he spotted the bracelet on her right wrist.


  “Susie, my god, it’s good to see you,” Grant said, not really wanting to let go of her.


  “I’m glad to see you guys, too.”


  He couldn’t begin to count how many times he’d whacked off to thoughts of her in high school. Of the things he’d like to do to her, things he didn’t realize at the time weren’t sick or twisted.


  Now, it would seem, she had found her way there all on her own. Or with someone else. If that wasn’t a day collar on her right wrist, he’d eat his shoes.


  Darryl had one of his own he was wearing on his right wrist, only his was brushed stainless, not niobium. Probably made by the same company, if Grant were forced to guess. There weren’t many places that made that style of bracelet and collar.


  Susie’s smile looked practiced, not easy, as if she didn’t smile easily anymore.


  Stomping back a wave of protective fury that washed through him at the thought that she might be in an abusive relationship, he was reluctant to let go of her hands, which had found their way into his. He knew Darryl wanted a chance to hug her, too, and he’d give him that chance in a moment.


  But first, he had to know. “So, is your husband here with you this weekend?”


  Corey and Marcy both coughed, and now Susie’s smile looked a little less forced. “It’s okay,” she said to them before returning her attention to Grant. “I’m widowed,” she said.


  A ton of puzzle pieces righted themselves and snapped into place. That explained a lot.


  Including the sad, invisible cloak around her. “I’m so sorry, sweetie.”


  “It’s okay. It was two years ago.”


  “So you’re here solo?” He hoped he didn’t sound too hopeful.


  “Can I get a hug from her?” Darryl asked, sounding a little on the testy side.


  “Hold your horses,” Grant said, mentally noting that would be five cane strokes for him later. “I’m not done with her yet.”


  She smiled again, a little easier this time. “I’m here alone. No one in my life.”


  He didn’t mention her bracelet even though his heart now pounded, an idea—probably a very bad one—quickly forming in his brain. “Did you fly in?”


  “I’m local. I live over east of 75, not far off of Bee Ridge.”


  Holy. Shit.


  She was local, and yet he’d never seen her at Venture or at any of the munch groups. Hell, she lived near Shayla and Tony. “We’re just off Clark. Who knew we lived in the same area?”


  He stepped aside so Darryl could finally get in and hug her while he and Corey grabbed two more chairs and pulled them over.


  Grant’s pulse pounded.


  She’s single.


  She’s probably kinky.


  And she’s local.


  He was more bi than gay, even though Darryl ran closer to the gay side of the spectrum. He’d sort of tricked Darryl into finally admitting it when he brought a kinky woman home one night and, with her pre-warned knowledge, she helped him coax Darryl’s deeply closeted subby and kinky bisexual side out into the light.


  Once that happened, there was no going back either, lucky for him. They’d shared women several times in the past couple of years they’d been together, people they’d played with at the club, but nothing permanent. Darryl had even admitted that, back in high school, he’d had fantasies he hadn’t understood then, of the three of them together.


  How many times did you get a second chance to make a dream come true? All he’d have to do was to take the initiative and hope he didn’t roll a critical fumble in the process.


  They all settled around the table, Susie ending up between them with Grant on her right side. As they talked and got caught up, he watched her. Watched the way she touched her bracelet with her left hand, much in the way Darryl did.


  In fact, he was surprised she hadn’t seemed to notice Darryl’s bracelet yet. Maybe she was just too nervous.


  He damn sure knew he was.


  


  * * * *


  


  The men looked good, better than Susan imagined they would. Grant was still an inch shorter than Darryl, and his ice-blue eyes and blond hair still sent flutters through her the way they did when she was a kid. Darryl’s brooding brown eyes seemed to hold silent pain, and his black hair showed traces of grey here and there.


  As he always had in high school, Grant captivated her with his gaze, holding hers, seeming to pierce right through her. Countless times she’d wished she could admit to the guys how she felt about them, but knew that would end in pain for all of them. She never could have chosen between the two of them.


  In retrospect, if they were a couple, it effectively settled the point anyway.


  Not that she was in the market for someone, but her fantasies about the two men could now be updated and upgraded to a more adult version.


  “If you wanted to start gaming with us,” Grant said, “there are several NPC characters I know Axel would let you pick from. Or we could roll you up a new one and he could work you into the campaign.”


  “Axel?”


  “He’s our DM. Rusty’s still playing, too, or did Corey tell you?”


  “He told me.” She thought about it. “When do you play?”


  “Every Wednesday night. We rotate different places, but you wouldn’t have to host us if you didn’t want to,” he quickly added. “It’s not a requirement or anything.”


  “We’d love to have you join us,” Darryl added in his soft voice.


  She studied Darryl. Yes, he’d played keyboard in a band in high school, kids messing around, but his skills obviously better than some. It didn’t surprise her, with his long, graceful fingers, that he now played professionally for a living.


  “I’d like that,” she said. “So…a church, huh?”


  Darryl’s bashful smile also twisted her heart. Some things never changed, like that sweet expression of his. “Yeah, long story.” He held a finger to his lips. “Shh. Don’t tell them I’m an atheist and live ‘in sin’ with him.”


  “You really think they’d fire you?” She tried to stifle her outrage on his behalf.


  He shrugged. “I don’t know for sure and don’t want to find out. Very likely. They know we’re roommates. Hell, they know what I make for a living, so if they want to hassle me about my living arrangements, I’ll come back at them for a raise. Which they can’t afford. So at least it’s been easy to keep a ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ kind of game going there.”


  After another thirty minutes of sitting and talking, as Grant and Darryl ate cheeseburgers they’d ordered, Susan realized none of them had checked in yet with the reunion committee.


  “They’re probably open by now,” she said. “Are you guys going to the pool party later?” She already knew Corey and his wife were.


  “Sure are,” Grant said. “See you there soon?”


  Dammit, she almost felt like the high school girl again. “Yeah. I’m going to check in, then run upstairs and change.”


  “We won’t be far behind you,” Grant said. “We’ll just finish our burgers.”


  “What room are you guys in?” Corey asked the men, which led to another quick round of everyone exchanging phone numbers via texting back and forth.


  Susan made sure to save everyone in her contacts list. This time, she damn sure wouldn’t lose touch with the men.


  Right now, she knew she could use every last friend she had.


  Maybe this was a good idea after all.


  Chapter Four


  


  When they returned to their room, Darryl couldn’t help that his thoughts kept wandering back to Susie. She looked good.


  Damned good.


  Well, especially under the circumstances.


  Did it make him an asshole that he still longed for her the way he had in high school? When he was too young and dumb and scared to make a move for fear of it scaring her away for good?


  Add to the fact that he knew Grant had liked her, too, and he hadn’t wanted to piss off his best friend.


  Twenty years later, they were more than just best friends…


  And sharing a woman had led to some of the hottest times of their lives. Just because they were in love with and devoted to each other, and planned on spending the rest of their lives together, didn’t mean they couldn’t have some consensual fun with a third on occasion.


  They had rules. It had to be someone they were both into, who was into both of them, too. Someone safe, who wasn’t five gallons of crazy in a two-gallon bucket.


  This was Susie.


  He longed to take the pain away from her, to make her smile, keep her laughing, the way the two of them used to be able to do back in high school.


  “Did you notice her bracelet?” Grant asked as Darryl rooted through the suitcase for his bathing suit.


  “Huh?”


  Grant pointed at Darryl’s right wrist, where his day collar bracelet was fastened. The round brushed stainless rod locked around his wrist with a special hex screw.


  He didn’t wear it at work because he couldn’t take the risk. Normally, during the week, he wore a small silver dragon pendant on a chain that Grant had given to him as his work day collar. Innocuous, but with several personal meanings to them both. Not something that would draw any untoward or uncomfortable attention. Something easily explained away.


  Darryl looked at his bracelet and then back to Grant. “I honestly wasn’t even paying attention. It was just so good to see her again.”


  Grant walked over to him and took Darryl’s hands in his. “She’s widowed and said she’s alone. I’d be willing to bet that’s a day collar she had on. So I still don’t know if that means there’s someone in her life for sure or not. But I have a proposal for—”


  “Yes.”


  Grant arched an eyebrow at him, nearly thickening Darryl’s cock right there. “You haven’t heard my proposal yet.”


  “Does it involve Susie?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then I don’t have to hear it. Yes.”


  Grant squeezed his hands. “I’ve missed her. I didn’t realize how damn much until tonight.”


  “I know. Me, too. Why did we ever let her get away?”


  “Because we were dumb kids, that’s why. We didn’t know any better. We didn’t know this was a thing. Or that it was a thing we could actually do.” He pulled Darryl in for a hug. “Same rules apply. She has to be into both of us and want this.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Will you be okay seeing me top her?”


  “Why wouldn’t I be?”


  “This is different. We’ve both held a torch for her for a lot of years.”


  “You don’t think she’ll be freaked out?”


  Grant smiled at him. “I hope to hell not, because I have twenty-plus years of fantasies about her and you both that I want to get out of my head and into a bed.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Now Susan kicked herself in the ass. Why hadn’t she brought a bikini with her?


  Oh, right. Not in the market.


  And…what the hell? For the first time in two years, she actually felt…happy. It’d been so damn long since she’d experienced it that she didn’t recognize the emotion at first.


  Happy.


  Her two best friends back in her life. Okay, so they were gay, but still…


  Maybe it was better she didn’t have a bikini. No use stupidly throwing herself at two gay guys who wouldn’t have any interest in her in that way.


  But…friends. How many times in high school had she cried on their shoulders, literally, over shit going on at home? How many times had one or the other of them taken her home with them to hang out and do homework because she didn’t want to go home to whatever hurricane was brewing between her parents at the time?


  How sad was it that her parents rarely, if ever, questioned where she was or who she was with as long as she was home on time?


  Was it any wonder she’d fallen hard for John in college? She’d just been lucky that, despite him being ten years older than her, he’d had a good heart and had been able to take care of her and teach her how to be happy.


  And she still felt that similar protective spirit from Darryl and Grant, the way they bookended her at the table, one on either side, just like when they were kids. At the movies, during gaming, or watching a sporting event at school, even at lunch, they’d always sat like that.


  Changing into her bathing suit, she tied the sarong around her hips and studied herself in the full-length mirror. She wasn’t bad for her age, she guessed. Thirty-eight had been hard more on her heart and soul than anything. She still hadn’t gained back the weight that she’d lost—although that wasn’t a diet she’d recommend to anyone. Still a few pounds over where her five six frame should be, mostly in the ass and thighs.


  John used to love her ass, joked that he liked having a bigger target.


  She’d never felt fat with him. He’d loved her for who she was and refused to let her obsess over her weight as long as she was healthy.


  Now she looked at herself with a jaded eye. The sarong hid the slightly rounded tummy bulge and the jiggly ass.


  It’d have to do.


  Okay, so the one-piece was the right call after all.


  Not that Darryl and Grant would care one way or the other. For starters, they were her friends.


  Secondly, they were gay.


  Duh.


  She put on her name tag badge lanyard the reunion committee had given her, tucked her room key card and a credit card into it, and headed downstairs. Tonight, she would do her best to live in the distant past and not the recent, more painful one.


  Have fun.


  The way she used to be able to have fun with the two men. The way they could make her laugh and take her mind off her troubles.


  But compared to her current life, parents on the verge of divorce would seem like a happy camping trip.


  She touched the bracelet on her wrist. It would remain there all weekend, until she got home and could wear her leather collar and cuffs again. Her tether to sanity.


  


  * * * *


  


  Grant was eager to get downstairs to the pool party. To see Susie again. Now that he knew Darryl was in agreement with him, he really wanted to talk to her.


  Maybe he was one hundred and eighty degrees off in his assumptions. Maybe it wasn’t a day collar. Maybe it was a day collar but she wasn’t as single as she let on for fear of “scaring the ‘nillas.” He knew he lived that every day, both at work and with Darryl, trying to keep their private lives private.


  But if he was right and if that was her husband’s collar…


  If she was open to maybe being with them…


  Which, of course, he wouldn’t be an asshole about. There’d always been a pleasant kind of tension between the three of them. However, that was twenty years ago, and all three of them had done a lot of growing and maturing since then.


  If there was even a chance he was right, he didn’t want her to slip through their fingers again.


  She wasn’t down there when they reached the pool deck, which was already bustling with people. Some of them they vaguely remembered, most they didn’t, or hadn’t even known back then.


  Or worse, they’d avoided them back then because they’d been bullied by them.


  Corey and Marcy arrived next and the four of them ended up at a table off to one side with drinks in front of them. Grant almost missed it when Susie entered the pool area. Her long hair was now pulled back into a braid, and the vision of him wrapping it around his fist as he fucked her mouth threatened to stir his cock before he shoved it out of his mind.


  He waved to her, hating the excitement coursing through him. He was likely setting himself up—and worse, maybe Darryl, too—for disappointment, but he couldn’t help it.


  It was like Fate had given them both a second chance, one he damn sure wouldn’t let slip through his fingers again.


  Not when she was so beautifully close.


  She smiled when she saw them and rounded the pool, heading their way. She wore a simple black one-piece suit with a purple sarong tied across her hips.


  He hoped he could keep his cock under control until he was seated again so she didn’t spot the pup tent in his swim trunks.


  They’d pulled a chair over for her already, and Darryl found out what she wanted to drink and went to get it for her from the bar. She looked good, even better than she had earlier.


  “Oh,” Marcy said. “That’s an interesting bracelet.”


  Grant silently thanked his friend’s wife as he watched while Susie nearly imperceptibly flinched.


  But he spotted her reaction. He’d learned years ago to what great lengths his friend would go to try to keep her emotions under wraps. Her tells remained the same, it was interesting to see.


  “My husband gave it to me,” she finally said. “It’s very sentimental to me.”


  Corey unknowingly added to the fun. “Kind of looks like that one Darryl wears.”


  Grant had his gaze focused on Susie’s face when she turned, surprise registering on her features as her eyes found his.


  He didn’t blink. “It does look a lot like the one I gave Darryl,” he said, narrowing his gaze and intentionally dropping down into what Darryl liked to call his Dom tone. “Isn’t that a funny coincidence?”


  He felt himself harden as he watched her throat work when she nervously swallowed.


  Game.


  On.


  


  * * * *


  


  Holy…crap.


  There was a time in Susan’s life, when she was a teenager, when she would have killed for the look Grant was giving her right that moment.


  The look.


  A look John could melt her panties off her with—when he let her wear them.


  A look she hadn’t seen in two years.


  A look she craved, and a look that nearly made her burst into relieved tears to see on Grant’s face.


  And the tone of voice he’d used.


  Okay, so they were gay. Maybe when the three of them could sit down, alone, and talk, she could ask them about Darryl’s bracelet. If it had the same meaning as hers, maybe, as old friends, they’d let her curl up in their laps for a little while, give her a little bit of structure in their spare time, trusting that they wouldn’t fuck her over or treat her badly.


  This was Grant and Darryl. They’d proven themselves to her as kids. They’d protected her. They’d saved her ass against bullies. She refused to believe they’d turn out to be royal shits, even this many years and a lifetime later.


  Darryl turned from the bar with her margarita in his hand.


  Then she spotted his bracelet, on his right wrist.


  When she glanced back at Grant, the corner of his mouth had curled in an amused smirk she knew all too well. She’d sat through countless games watching him make that same expression when he knew he had the upper hand and he was simply biding his time. Especially when he was in the DM seat.


  But…they’re gay…


  Aren’t they?


  Darryl smiled as he handed her the large glass, and she immediately sucked down several swallows of the frozen drink.


  Susan had a strong suspicion she’d need a couple more of them to calm her nerves. She wasn’t a big drinker. In fact, it’d been…well, two years since she’d last had anything to drink.


  If the playful smirk on Grant’s face was any indication, the two men had progressed from Dungeons and Dragons to a more advanced level of dungeoneering.


  A far sexier one.


  “Look, D,” Grant said, gently taking her right wrist in his hand but not touching the bracelet. “Funny coincidence, huh? Looks a lot like yours, doesn’t it? Her husband gave it to her. Isn’t that sweet?”


  She struggled to breathe as Darryl’s smile spread, quirking his lips as his sweet brown gaze narrowed. “Don’t see many of those around. It’s beautiful.”


  She nodded, well aware that Corey and Marcy were—she assumed—clueless vanillas.


  It felt like she’d been dropped back into high school, the night of senior prom where the two men had escorted her to the dance. No one else had asked her, and she was going to skip it when the men found out. It wasn’t like her parents had the money to spend on her prom dress anyway when they were in the middle of duking it out in divorce court by that time.


  Grant and Darryl had pooled their money—with help from their parents—and had surprised her with a shopping trip to the mall to buy her a dress, which they’d picked out for her after having her try on several ones. They’d bought her prom ticket, paid for her dinner, and rented a limo to take them to prom and home again.


  It had been the best night of her life, until her honeymoon night with John.


  And it still ranked up there in the top two nights of her life, even this many years later.


  Both men had looked at her like this that night when the limo picked her up. They’d both gotten out and walked to her front door to get her.


  Somewhere, she still had their prom picture, the three of them together, the men standing behind her with their arms around her, their chins resting on her shoulders.


  Susan was that eighteen-year-old girl again, desperately in love with her two best friends and terrified to admit it for fear of them rejecting her, or it ruining that special bond they had.


  Now what was she supposed to do with that?


  With his gaze fixed firmly on hers, Grant gently curled his fingers around her hand, brought it up to his lips, and brushed a kiss across her knuckles. Those damned gorgeous ice-blue eyes that she’d fantasized about so many long and lonely nights as a kid.


  “We’ve missed you, Susie,” Grant said. It felt like the world fell away around them. Like there wasn’t a pool deck full of half-drunk nearly forty-somethings splashing and talking just feet away from them. “You have no idea how glad we are you came this weekend.”


  It was just her and Grant, and sitting on her other side, Darryl. Unseen, since she felt impaled by Grant’s gaze, but the heat of Darryl’s body right there next to her washed through her.


  She slowly nodded. “Me, too.”


  He still hadn’t released her hand, still gently clasped in his on the table. “We’re glad you live locally, too. I feel badly that we didn’t know what you were going through.” Now his gaze changed, shifted. Concerned.


  It was nearly enough to make her cry, but she’d had a lot of practice over the past two years keeping a game face on at work.


  Darryl gently stroked her bare shoulder. “I hope you’ll think about joining our game,” he said.


  “The D and D game?” she asked, feeling weak and helpless against them but in the good way.


  Grant’s smile widened. “Sure. That, too.”


  Oh…wow.


  Holy crap, that sealed it. Time warped, changed, shifted. She was no longer Susan Costello, thirty-eight. She was Susie Carson, eighteen, and just as helpless against Grant Delaney as she had been back then. Lucky for her he hadn’t been an asshole in high school, or he could have easily been inside her pants.


  Instead, they’d had some never-ending not-quite-sexual tension between the three of them.


  Grant closed both his hands around hers, gently, yet possessively. “This is going to be a fun weekend,” he said, lightly squeezing her fingers.


  She nodded. “Yeah.”


  Boy, howdy.


  Chapter Five


  


  It wasn’t that Susie didn’t want to spend time catching up with Corey and getting to know his wife, but she wanted to be alone with Grant and Darryl.


  Really alone.


  If she was reading this entire situation completely wrong and the men had simply been innocently teasing her, she’d need more than a margarita to help her get over her disappointment.


  And she couldn’t remember if she’d brought any Xanax with her that weekend.


  Gauging by the look on Grant’s face, however, she instinctively knew she wasn’t reading this wrong.


  If anything, Grant now appeared to be getting off on deliberately toying with her the longer they talked, dropping little things here and there that the average nonkinky person wouldn’t likely pick up on.


  And he wouldn’t stop touching her. Neither of them would.


  Not that she wanted them to.


  One of them always had an arm draped around her shoulders, or was holding one of her hands, or had a hand resting on her thigh. It felt like the music pounding through the speakers on the pool deck was attached to a subwoofer hooked directly to her clit.


  Hello, libido, my old friend. It’s good to fuck with you again…


  She’d finished the first margarita and Darryl had jumped to get her a second drink before she could even ask for a refill. After Darryl left, Grant stroked her right arm, almost an imperceptible little tap with his finger to get her attention.


  Time folded and merged and it wasn’t just from the Sauza in her margarita, either.


  They were back in the lunchroom in high school and Grant was subtly getting her attention the way he had countless times before, or in class without the teacher catching on, or during a D and D game without alerting anyone else.


  Her eyes focused on his finger, where it rested on her arm before her gaze slowly rose.


  Somewhere deep in her brain the mindless bassline thump of the dance music faded out and mirror image of the soundtrack from Hannibal the TV show faded in, only without all the discordant percussion strokes and jarring notes. A more melodic, soothing tune as she followed the flow of Grant’s bare arm, smooth, still lithely muscled, over his shoulder and to the hollows at either side of the base of his throat, up his neck, along his strong jaw…


  The eyes. Those damned ice-blue eyes.


  They were alone at the table, or might as well have been. Nothing existed outside his gaze.


  One blond eyebrow arched just a little higher than the other over those devastatingly handsome ocular globes of his.


  “Just one more drink,” he quietly said, his lips barely moving. “All right?”


  Instinctively, she knew the right answer to this, as if it was the most important test of her life and she’d been cramming for it. Because despite how he’d worded his statement, it wasn’t a question, or even a request.


  It was a command.


  “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.


  His lips didn’t move, but his eyes narrowed, the outer edges crinkling, the smile instead settling there and all the more powerful for it.


  “That’s my good girl,” he whispered back, leaning in to press a kiss to her temple and pull her against him, his left arm securely draped around her shoulders.


  The world dropped back into place around them, jarring, jangling, but she didn’t feel jolted out of the soft, protective cocoon she now found herself wrapped in. Nothing short of a nuclear blast could have pulled her out of that mood at that moment.


  His arm.


  His embrace.


  His aura.


  His eyes.


  His good girl.


  His.


  She closed her eyes and, for the first time in two years, she didn’t have to force her smile as she rested her head against his shoulder, took a deep breath in, and slowly let it out again.


  Relief.


  Barely cracking her eyelids open, she looked, sought his right hand with her left, and drew his hand over her right wrist, covering her bracelet and pressing his fingers around it before closing her eyes again.


  Corey was still talking about…something. Their kids, she thought. Yes, she realized it was rude to be practically on her knees in front of Grant, so to speak, and ignoring their old friend.


  Even though no one else but she and Grant realized what had just happened because of the volume of the music on the pool deck and all the activity around them, she knew her life had just seismically shifted again.


  Only this time for the better.


  


  * * * *


  


  It was through sheer force of will Grant remained firmly planted in his chair instead of standing, being incredibly rude to Corey and Marcy, and scooping Susie into his arms and carrying her to a room. Theirs or hers, he didn’t care.


  Even if all they did that night was talk, that was fine, too. He just wanted to hold her, to keep her looking so utterly content as she did at that moment, the pain and grief completely gone for the first time that night and replaced by an expression so peaceful it bordered on bliss.


  The significance of her pulling his hand around her bracelet wasn’t lost on him.


  Darryl returned with her drink, his smile widening as he noticed her now nearly curled up in Grant’s lap. Well, not exactly, but for all intents and purposes.


  Their Susie, reunited with them.


  Hadn’t that been the problem all along? They were only perfect back then, in high school, and hadn’t even been having sex with each other. Not like the two men slutted around now, but while threesomes were…well, amazing, quite frankly, they’d always missed a little something Grant had hoped the next one might have.


  Her.


  She had been missing.


  He closed his eyes and inhaled the scent of her shampoo. Something light and floral, vaguely fruity.


  Something perfectly her.


  She didn’t drink this margarita as quickly, nursing it, savoring it. If anything was going to happen tonight, he didn’t want her drunk and waking up the next morning hungover and full of regrets simply because she’d let the booze and loneliness make up her mind for her.


  If she really wanted this, wanted them, she’d have to be able to give full, unimpaired consent to it.


  Looking back on high school, he could easily see the inevitability of this. Of the three of them he’d always been the leader, the shepherd, the one they looked to for a final call or decision, the one who’d been “in charge” by default.


  When she finished her margarita nearly an hour later, Darryl the ever-attentive one started to get up to get her a refill, but she reached out and caught his arm. “Just a soda water with lemon, please.”


  “Okay.” He gave her a smile, and then his gaze fell on Grant.


  Grant winked at him, broadening Darryl’s smile even more.


  This would work. He knew it would. Just like he’d known it would work that time when he’d brought a play-partner home and eased Darryl into the dynamic they now had.


  If only I’d known in high school what I know now, the three of us would probably be happy together with several kids already.


  Of course, he was getting a little old for kids. Kyle was more like a buddy even though he was the boy’s godfather. Grant still loved him, even if he couldn’t officially be the kid’s “stepfather.” He’d resigned himself to never having biological kids of his own, but he was okay with that. He had Darryl.


  And now it looked like they might get Susie back.


  During a lull in the conversation, when Marcy had gotten up to go to the bathroom and Darryl and Corey were busy talking, Grant turned Susie’s right hand palm-up and brought it to his lips, gently tracing lines across her palm with his tongue.


  He kept his eyes on hers, carefully watching.


  Her gorgeous green eyes, that beautiful dusty color, like fern leaves, had haunted his dreams way back when.


  Kissing her palm, he then pressed it against his chest. “Such a very good girl,” he whispered, gently squeezing her hand.


  He imagined she whimpered, or maybe gasped, but he couldn’t hear it over the music. Her lips parted slightly, a gorgeous pink flush starting to creep up her neck and toward her cheeks.


  Yeah, she wanted him. Hopefully wanted both of them. That would be the test, if she could accept both of them. Because no matter how much he wanted her, if she couldn’t take them both, it wouldn’t work. Maybe he could help her out with play, but he wouldn’t take things to a sexual level with her if she didn’t want Darryl, too.


  Package deal.


  They sat there and talked until after eleven, never actually getting into the pool. Marcy started yawning first. “Sorry. Long day, and we were up early for our flight. I hate to bail on you guys, but I’m falling asleep.”


  “I don’t think I’m far behind you,” Corey said. “You all want to grab breakfast in the morning?”


  “Why don’t you text us?” Grant offered before either Susie or Darryl could answer. He stared into Susie’s eyes. “If we’re up, we might just do that.”


  They all stood and hugged, leaving Darryl, Grant, and Susie there at the table.


  Grant held out his hands to her, palms up. She seemed to take a deep breath before reaching out and taking his hands.


  Then she looked up into his eyes.


  “I think the three of us need to go talk, don’t we?” he asked.


  She nodded. “Yes, Sir.” Her gaze never wavered from his, steady, sure.


  He pulled her in for a hug, Darryl stepping in close behind her. “Let’s head up to your room for now,” Grant suggested. “Then we’ll figure out where we go from there.”


  It felt like she was clinging to him, as if afraid to let go of him. “Yes, Sir.”


  Hand in hand, with Susie between them, the three of them headed inside and to the bank of elevators. Corey and Marcy must have already made it inside one, because they weren’t standing there.


  Grant couldn’t help stroking her hand with his thumb as they waited, well aware of Darryl’s nervous energy on her other side.


  This almost felt too easy. What would be the hang-up? What would be the road block?


  Or was this the Universe’s way of finally handing them a win for a change?


  


  * * * *


  


  Under threat of death Susan couldn’t have recounted a single damned thing they talked about with Corey and Marcy in any detail. Her entire focus remained on the two men, especially on Grant. Not that she was ignoring Darryl, but Grant’s dominant presence drew her, the literal moth to the flame.


  She worried that taking her focus off him for even a moment might mean she lost him. That it had been some sort of daydream or wishful thinking on her part.


  And she couldn’t lose either of them. Not until she got to talk to them, to see what they wanted.


  It certainly felt like Grant was staking a claim on her. Had it been any other person—other than Darryl, of course—she would have told him to go fuck himself. She was no pushover.


  This was Grant. He didn’t have to win her over or win her heart. He had it. He’d owned it in high school, both of them had.


  They had the elevator car all to themselves as they rode upstairs. Her mind spun fantasies of Grant and Darryl kissing her right there, risking the door sliding open and someone witnessing them in the middle of trying to set the car on fire via body heat and passion, but no.


  And it was even more sexy, somehow, the anticipation.


  As they approached her room and she had to let go of their hands to fish her key card out of the name badge holder, Grant simply held his hand out, palm up.


  She needed no order. She dropped the key card into his hand and watched as he opened the door for them, holding it open and indicating for her and Darryl to go ahead.


  Inside, he didn’t speak at first. He closed and locked the door, flipping the security bar and deadbolt. Then she noticed he checked the little cover over the viewfinder to make sure it was in place.


  He turned and walked over to her, staring down into her eyes for a long, silent moment.


  “You know what we are,” he quietly said.


  She nodded, her mouth suddenly dried and parched and devoid of spit.


  “Say it.”


  Heart racing, she had to swallow a couple of times to finally form the words. Her voice sounded weak even to her as she said it. “You’re Darryl’s Master. Or Dominant. And he’s either your submissive or slave.”


  The eyebrow slowly arched. “Master and slave. Whose collar is that on your wrist?”


  She fought—and lost—against the tears. With her eyes closed, she clutched her right wrist with her left hand, holding them against her chest. “My husband’s.” Pain slammed into her heart as she struggled not to let her renewed grief take her legs out from under her.


  He stepped closer, his hands gentle on her shoulders. “Look at me, sweetheart.”


  She forced her eyes open again. Grant’s face appeared blurry through her tears.


  “What were his last orders to you?”


  She was aware of Darryl walking to the bathroom and bringing back several tissues, which he pressed into her hands. “We’d talked…before. He’d always said he would want me to move on. And he left a letter with Ed. Our attorney. Well, two letters. One for me when John died, and one that Ed’s supposed to give someone if I get married or seriously involved with someone again.”


  Grant’s brow furrowed. “I don’t suppose your attorney’s Ed Payne, is he?”


  Shocked, her eyes widened. “You know him?”


  Darryl snorted. “Sweetie, he’s my divorce attorney. And he happens to be kinky.”


  She looked at him. “Seriously?” She’d been to his house and had dinner with him and his wife and had never even suspected.


  The men nodded.


  Well, what the hell. Why not? It seemed dreams could come true, so why not a kinky attorney?


  “There’s no one in your life romantically?” Grant asked. “Since you lost him?”


  “No, Sir. Just my husband.” It was too easy to call Grant that, to let it slide from between her lips.


  It would feel wrong not to call Grant “Sir.”


  And she wasn’t a woman who would call just anyone “Sir” in a kinky context.


  “No one you’ve submitted to or played with? No one whose protection you’re under that we need to talk to?”


  “No, Sir.” Her tears came as a flood and she was unable to stop them. “Please, Sir,” she whispered. “If you don’t want me romantically, I get it. I know you’re gay. But please consider letting me be your submissive.” The words tumbled out of her in a rush, her fear that he’d reject her almost making her sick. “I hurt so bad and I’ve been alone and—”


  “Shh, sweetheart.” Like that, she was in the men’s arms. They wrapped themselves tightly around her as she sobbed against Grant’s shoulder.


  Hell, a replay of countless tears she’d cried on both of them in high school. Usually because of her parents.


  They stood like that for she didn’t know how long, as the torrent overflowed her mental defenses and finally destroyed them.


  Who was she kidding? She wasn’t strong enough to do this. Maybe other people were, but she wasn’t. Yeah, she’d put on a damned good act through necessity, but every day alone was that much more stress against her dam and now it’d finally burst.


  Grant said something to Darryl that she couldn’t process, and she felt him step away from them. When he spoke again, it was from the bedroom door.


  Grant picked her up and carried her into the bedroom, laying her on the bed, on top of the covers. Both men climbed in, sandwiching her between them. She realized Darryl had the whole box of tissues now and handed her more.


  They both kissed the top of her head. “Cry it out of your system, sweetheart,” Grant gently said. “We’re not going anywhere. Then we need to have a really long talk once you’re feeling up to it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  What does it say about me that what Chelsey did to me doesn’t hurt a fraction as much as watching Susie suffer right now?


  It was all Darryl could do not to cry over the pain she was obviously in. He sensed Grant was barely keeping it together. Her grief shimmered off her like heat waves rising from a Sarasota road in the height of summer. It killed him that she’d been here, literally living just a few miles from them, and suffering alone all this time when they could have been there for her.


  With her.


  Grant finally reached across her and tapped Darryl’s arm to get his attention, handing him Susie’s key card.


  “Please go to our room, pack our stuff, and bring it here,” he said. “I don’t want to leave her alone, and her bed’s bigger than ours, anyway.”


  Darryl nodded, not even sure if Susie was processing what they were saying. She clung to Grant, her keening cries viscerally painful to hear.


  No, they wouldn’t leave her alone ever again. Not unless she asked to be alone. She was their Susie, the girl he wished to hell they’d been smart enough to claim way back then.


  Then again, he hadn’t known things about himself that he knew now. Maybe it was for the best, coming together older, wiser, more informed and less frightened in most ways. The ways that counted.


  Darryl carefully got out of the bed and headed out. They were on the floor below Susie’s room. Fortunately, they hadn’t done much unpacking when they got there. It only took him a couple of minutes to gather their things, and the large rolling suitcase that was their implement bag.


  This is real. This is happening.


  When Grant had mentioned talking to her, Darryl had thought okay, maybe a couple of weeks’ worth of negotiations, some dating, sure.


  Not…this.


  She was a woman destroyed, shattered. How she’d held it together this long was beyond him, but that was their Susie. She’d always been good with the game face, even in high school. Even during the height of her parents’ divorce, he remembered sitting in her room with her when her parents had started in one time. She’d walked over and gently closed her bedroom door and tried to smile and pretend World War III wasn’t going on in the kitchen, and what was that last algebra problem again?


  Only when her father had stormed out of the house later, and her mother had slammed the door to the master bedroom shut behind her, had tears finally started slipping down Susie’s face.


  Grant hadn’t been with them that day. It’d just been the two of them, and he hadn’t said a word as he’d pulled her into his arms and let her silently cry on his shoulder that afternoon.


  Just one of many times.


  At school, though, no one would have ever suspected there was a problem. She only let her weakness show with him and Grant, when the three of them were alone together. Only with the two of them did she feel safe letting down her defenses.


  How do we heal her heart after a loss like this?


  He didn’t know, but he damn sure suspected there would be a talk with Seth in their near future. If anyone knew about love and loss, it was that man. Seth would be able to tell them if it’d be appropriate for them to have Susie talk with Leah, who’d actually been through it on the widow end.


  Although what few details they’d heard about Susie’s husband’s death, it sounded like Susie had lost her husband in an accident, while Leah and Seth had time to prepare themselves for the sad inevitable ending.


  Whatever they had to do, no matter what, Darryl knew they’d help her.


  Whatever it took.


  Chapter Six


  


  After Darryl left, Grant rolled onto his side with Susie securely wrapped in his arms. She was finally starting to calm down a little, the worst of the tsunami of grief now dissipating. He wasn’t an idiot. Those weren’t the last tears she’d ever cry, but maybe with them as her safety valve she could finally start to heal instead of whatever stop-gap measures she’d slapped into place to try to survive day-by-day.


  “We’re not leaving you, sweetheart,” he said. “I promise you. Never again. Not unless you tell us you want us to go.”


  She almost seemed to want to burrow inside him, as tightly as she had her body molded against his. “It hurts so bad,” she softly moaned.


  “I know, sweetheart. You haven’t had anyone you could really talk about this with, did you?”


  “No, Sir.”


  “And for the record,” he slowly said, hoping this didn’t mess things up, “I’m not gay. I’m bi. Darryl’s…homoflexible, given the right circumstances. You are definitely the right circumstances.”


  She finally looked up at him, her eyes red, nose puffy. “What?”


  “When I saw your bracelet earlier, he and I talked when we came back to our room to change after dinner. I wasn’t sure if you had someone in your life and you didn’t want to say anything in front of us because you didn’t realize we were kinky, too. I needed to know for sure first.” He palmed her cheek. “We have two options, so you’ll need to tell me—”


  “Yes.”


  He had to press his lips together to keep from laughing. She wouldn’t understand that she’d just channeled Darryl’s earlier response so perfectly that it nearly broke his heart.


  “You need to hear me out first, sweetheart,” he finally said when he knew he could get it out without laughing. “For starters, Darryl and I are a package deal. You need to be able to accept—”


  “Yes.”


  This time he couldn’t hold back the laughter. He pulled her close, feeling her tremble in his arms. “Are ya tryin’ to earn cane strokes?” he playfully teased.


  “No, Sir,” she said, now sounding a little less sure of herself.


  “Then may I please finish?”


  “Sorry, Sir.”


  Fuck. Despite the circumstances, he was now hard as a rock. Every time she said that phrase it turned his crank more than ever.


  “The non-negotiable points are that you must accept being with both Darryl and me. You can’t play with or have sex with anyone else unless it’s agreed upon by all of us.”


  At that she looked up. “You’d play with and have sex with other people?”


  Warning alarms sounded in his brain. “Darryl and I have had threesomes before, yes.”


  She looked so utterly heartbroken it nearly devastated him. “I…I mean, we never…Master never…” Renewed tears filled her eyes, her body suddenly tense, rigid in his arms.


  He hoped he was interpreting her distress correctly. “If one of your hard limits is that it’s only the three of us and no one else, we’re fine with that. But it goes both ways. It means the three of us are monogamous with each other, no outside partners. Play or sex.”


  Hell, that wasn’t a sacrifice at all, not with her.


  She immediately relaxed, nodding.


  He forced her to look up at him again. “Let’s start with your hard limits.”


  She sucked in a ragged breath. “Just…that. No one else. Just you two.”


  He forced a smile. “Don’t pull the ‘no-limits slave’ bullshit on me,” he teased. “If I went after your eyeballs with a rusty grapefruit spoon, I would expect at least a struggle.”


  Her face froze for a second before she finally laughed.


  He pulled her into his arms again. “There’s my girl. That’s better. That’s a good sound.”


  “If you try to tie me up upside down, I’ll throw up,” she said. “I can’t even do yoga positions where I have to be head-down.”


  Now it was his turn to laugh. “Then let’s not do that,” he said. “What else?”


  “I…I don’t know,” she finally said. “We never went out anywhere and saw anyone else…play. I don’t know what to tell you I don’t want to do. What else,” she added. “Other than I don’t want to share or be shared with anyone but you two.”


  “That’s fine. What did you two used to do?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Susie didn’t want to start crying again. Snot-sobbing—unless it was Grant’s fetish—wasn’t very sexy. “John used to like to tie me up and make me come,” she whispered, almost embarrassed to admit it, even to Grant.


  “And did you like that?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Excellent. I’m rather fond of forced orgasm torture myself.”


  Her eyes widened. “That’s a thing?”


  He laughed. “Uh, yeah. It’s a very popular thing.”


  “Really?”


  He stroked her cheek. “Oh, sweetheart. You have no idea how much fun we’re going to have with you. Did he spank you?”


  Her face reddened. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.


  “Why does that embarrass you to talk about?”


  “Because I’ve never talked about it with anyone else.”


  “When did he used to spank you?”


  Hell, now she was getting horny just thinking about it, whereas twenty-four hours ago, it physically hurt like hell in the bad way to try to think about it. “He would spank me before making me come.”


  “Does getting a spanking make you horny?”


  Heat didn’t just fill her face, it nearly made her dizzy. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.


  “Good. It makes Darryl horny, too.”


  “It…does?”


  He nodded. “Yes. Very common reaction. Operant conditioning. You spank someone and immediately do orgasm play on them enough times, it doesn’t take long for the body to associate the pain with pleasure. Bare-handed? Paddle? Cane?”


  “What?”


  He leaned in and nuzzled her nose with his. A very brave thing, in her mind, considering she was a snot machine at that point. “What implements did he use on you?”


  “A couple. Paddles, bare hands. A spatula.”


  “Ooh, pervertibles. I like.”


  “What?”


  He laughed, the sound soothing her. “Oh, sweetheart.” He stared into her eyes, that look on his face. “You have nooo idea. And the two of us are going to have a hell of a lot of fun showing you things you never dreamed of before. But I have a few rules.”


  “Yes, Sir?”


  “No lying. That goes without saying. If we’re going to be monogamous, then that’s that. No cheating. If you decide you want out, you have to say so. And we’ll give you the same courtesy, although believe me, I strongly suspect that’s not going to be an issue for us.”


  He smiled, warming her heart. “We’ll ease you into things. Darryl and I both have to be careful because of our jobs. Unfortunately, we both have morality clauses in our contracts that they could use to fire us. We could fight it, but it’s better not to have to fight it in the first place. And we won’t do anything to mess with your job. Okay?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Darryl’s son comes to visit us and stays over. He obviously knows nothing about this part of our lives. When he’s there, he has his own room, Darryl sleeps in another room, and I sleep alone. He thinks we’re nothing more than just old friends and roommates. He knows Darryl doesn’t make a lot of money, so he doesn’t question it.”


  “What about Rusty?”


  “Rusty and Eliza and our friends from gaming know some of the truth. Everyone in that group knows we’re a couple, and that we have to keep it a secret, and why. Not all of them know about the Master/slave stuff.” He smiled. “Rusty and Eliza are kinky, too. Only she’s on top.”


  Susan could believe it, if Eliza was still the same feisty woman she remembered from hanging out together. “Wow.”


  “I know, right? It’s hysterical to watch them scene.”


  “What?”


  “At the club.”


  Fear filled her. “Club?”


  “Do you trust me?”


  She stared into his eyes. “Yes, Sir.”


  “I want you to meet our kinky friends. You’ve spent the past two years isolated, when if you’d had a network of friends in the lifestyle, you could have been leaning on them.” He frowned. “Wait a minute. If Ed’s your attorney, why didn’t he tell you that? Didn’t he know you were kinky? You said your husband left letters with him, right?”


  “I don’t know why he never said anything. John dealt with him the most. And John knew how scared I was for anyone to find out. Maybe he asked Ed not to say anything to me.”


  “Well, we’ll have to talk to him.” He stroked her cheek. “Back to the rules. My word is law,” he softly said. “Outside of our jobs, and keeping things secret where we need to, you will obey me. I will have more rules, protocols for you to follow, and if you don’t, you’ll get punishment.”


  “What kind of punishment?”


  “Normally, I use a cane. On him, at least. That reminds me, he owes me five for getting pushy with me earlier. But we’ll start you off with a paddle.”


  A tendril of fear coursed through her. “How many hits?”


  “We’ll have to determine that. We’re going to have to feel our way through it at first. I won’t order you to move in with us, so some of the rules we have won’t be practical for you. When I set up a rule, you get to ask me to modify it before you agree to it. But when you do agree to a rule, I expect obedience, and honesty if you screw up. Or if you find it’s something that won’t work on a practical level, I expect you to talk with me about it and ask for a modification. Understand?”


  She’d had rules with John.


  And punishments.


  One time early in their relationship, she’d forgotten to turn her phone back on after a doctor’s appointment. She’d come home after shopping for hours to find him waiting for her with a worried look on his face that had flashed over to stern disappointment once he realized she was okay.


  He hadn’t said anything, just held up his cell phone before he pointed at the bedroom. She’d immediately realized what she’d done and rushed in there, getting naked and lying over the end of the bed without even asking why.


  Twenty strokes, hard ones, with a paddle. Sitting down the next day had been uncomfortable, to say the least, but she’d never forgotten to turn her cell phone on again. And after the punishment, he’d held her while she’d cried, then made love to her. While the sting from the paddle had quickly faded, what had taken longer for her to get over was the look of relief on his face when she’d walked through the door, and then hearing him admit how scared he was that something might have happened to her.


  She’d hated putting him through that.


  “Yes, Sir,” she said. “I’ll accept your rules and punishments.”


  He gently tipped her chin, staring into her eyes. “You just went somewhere in your head,” he said. “Where did you go? What were you thinking about?”


  Gooseflesh rippled across her skin. It was something John had said to her before in the past, eerily tuned in to her moods.


  She told him.


  Grant pulled her close again, pressing his lips against the top of her head for a long, tender moment. “Normally,” he finally said, “I’d be trying to put the brakes on and say time out, wait a minute, we need to slow down.” He looked into her eyes again. “It’s been a lot of years since we’ve been together, but somehow, I don’t think that’s going to be a problem, is it?”


  “No, Sir,” she said. “I don’t think so, either.”


  He rolled over on top of her and she felt her body responding. He took her hands and pinned them over her head, sending her on a dizzying spin over the edge into subspace.


  Yeesss…


  She had to remember to breathe, because all she wanted to do was stare up into his eyes, memorize every line on his handsome face. He’d gotten even better looking since high school. They both had.


  “You haven’t slept with anyone since your husband?”


  “No. Just a couple of guys before him, in college, but we were married sixteen years. And we were monogamous.”


  “Are you on birth control?”


  She nodded. “I forgot to get my prescription refilled…after. But I started getting migraines again every month and got back on it.”


  He smirked. “So that’s a yes?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Good girl,” he whispered. He shifted position slightly, and she felt his cock pressing against her, the thin material of his swim trunks and her sarong and bathing suit not much of a barrier. “We’re clean, it’s been over six months since we were with anyone else, and we always used condoms. We just got new tests last month at our checkups. But if you want us to use condoms until we all get new tests, we will.”


  She shook her head. “No, Sir.”


  His smile widened. “Well, we’ll be using them for anal,” he said, watching her. Gauging her reaction, she’d guess.


  She felt her breath catch. “Yes, Sir. John used to, too.”


  Her pulse raced as he positively beamed. “Oh, sweetheart. We are going to make you such a happy girl.”


  “I have one request.”


  “Yes?”


  “Well, two. No marks that I have to explain where I can’t hide them.”


  “That’s a given.”


  “And no…ass to mouth. Or…stuff like that.”


  He laughed. “No worries. That’s a hard limit for us, too.”


  “Can I ask something else?”


  “You can always ask anything, sweetheart.”


  “I know I can’t spend every night with you guys, but can we spend a lot of nights together?”


  His expression softened. He leaned in, brushing a soft, sweet kiss across her lips. “As many nights as you want. Maybe on nights when Kyle’s over at our house, I can come sleep over at yours. We’ll figure it out.”


  She didn’t want to start crying again, but she’d been lonely. So damn lonely. “Thank you.”


  “I’ll need to get you a collar and cuffs.”


  “I have some,” she softly said.


  He studied her for a moment. “With you?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He sat up, swinging off her. “Go blow your nose, wash your face, and use the bathroom. Then get your cuffs and collar and bring them to me.”


  Heart racing, she got up to follow his orders.


  


  * * * *


  


  While she was doing that, Darryl returned with their stuff. “Just bring everything in here,” Grant told him.


  He did, stowing their things at the edge of the room, out of the way but still easily accessible.


  Grant sat on the edge of the bed, crooked a finger at him, then pointed at the floor in front of him.


  Without hesitation, Darryl dropped to his knees, his forehead resting in Grant’s lap.


  Grant stroked his hair and leaned in to whisper to him. He knew Susie couldn’t hear them from the bathroom. “Who’s my good boy?”


  “Me, Sir.”


  “Unlike past situations, we don’t need a very long talk or lengthy negotiations. She wants to be with us. Both of us. And she wants us to be monogamous, just the three of us. Are you all right with that?”


  “Hell, yes. Yes, Sir.”


  Grant chuckled. “I suspected you would be. We’ll start out slow with her, but I think what she needs most at first, besides the attention, is the safety and structure of protocols. You’ll be my alpha slave, and she’ll be our beta. Are you all right with that?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Do you have any questions?”


  “May I get naked now, please, Sir?”


  Grant bit back his laughter. One of their rules was that Darryl didn’t wear clothes at home, unless he was cold or they weren’t alone. If they were alone, he was naked.


  “Not yet.” He patted his shoulder as she returned to the bedroom. “Sit back.”


  Darryl did. Susie went to her overnight bag, which sat on the dresser, and quickly retrieved the collar and cuffs, bringing them over.


  Grant took them from her and pointed at the floor next to Darryl.


  An unmistakable look of relief filled her face as she not only sank to the floor, but bowed, her forehead resting on the tops of his feet.


  And she started crying again. Silently, her chest hitching and jumping as she nuzzled the top of his feet with her forehead.


  As his gaze met Darryl’s he started to choke up, seeing Darryl near tears as well.


  Damn.


  He fingered the collar and cuffs. Good quality, soft, supple, hand-tooled leather, the edges skillfully wrapped with leather lacing. Celtic knots were embossed all across the black leather, which had obviously seen loving wear for years.


  Darryl stared at her for a moment, then looked up at Grant. Grant knew what he wanted and nodded.


  Darryl slid closer to her, his arm draped across her back, and bowed, his head nuzzled against hers. After a moment she took a deep breath, sniffled, and leaned into Darryl.


  “Sweetheart,” Grant asked, “did you bring the hex key for your day collar?”


  “Yes, Sir,” she answered without moving.


  “Do you wear that day collar all the time?”


  “No, Sir. I can’t wear it at work. Well, I guess I can, but I shouldn’t.”


  Darryl softly snickered and Grant quickly leaned over and nudged him with his hand to silence him.


  She wouldn’t understand that one of their good friends, Tony, used that phrase all the time.


  “Okay,” Grant said. “Where is the key?”


  “It’s in a small velvet bag in my purse. In the outside zipper pocket.”


  “Do you want to get it, or do you want me to get it?”


  “Can you please get it, Sir?”


  He laid the collar and cuffs on the bed and slowly moved his feet, careful not to accidentally kick her in the face, so he could get up and retrieve the key. He found it exactly where she said it would be, the small hex wrench tucked in a velvet bag.


  Grant had to adjust his swim trunks before returning to sit on the edge of the bed again. His cock throbbed and only through sheer will was he not fucking her silly right that instant.


  “Sit up, sweetheart,” he gently said.


  She did, Darryl sitting up with her, his arm still around her, her still leaning into him.


  Grant cradled her chin in his hands. “Tell me what you want from us, sweetheart. We need to hear you say it.”


  “Please be my Masters,” she tearfully whispered. “Please?”


  He caressed her cheeks with his thumbs, brushing her tears away. “Darryl can’t be your Master, but I might let him Top you from time to time. He’s my slave, and you’d be my slave, too. He’s my alpha slave, you’d be my beta. Is that all right?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Already in his mind, Grant was picturing the day collar he wanted to find for her. A charm bracelet, something innocuous that she could wear and he could take great sadistic pleasure in outfitting with things he knew would have meaning to all three of them. Something no ‘nilla would ever be able to guess had anything other than an innocent symbolism.


  Something that, every time her eyes fell on it, would make her wet and tingly.


  He picked up the leather collar and buckled it around her throat. “Darryl, strip and put your cuffs and collar on,” he said.


  He stood to do it.


  She still wore her bathing suit, and the sarong. Despite being red and teary, her green eyes still looked gorgeous to him. “Wrists,” he softly said.


  She immediately held up both hands to him, without hesitation.


  This had to be a bittersweet occasion for her. He took his time buckling them around her wrists, the one on the right above her day collar. He took the hex key and unfastened the day collar, watching her reaction as he did, waiting to see if she’d break down again or not.


  She didn’t.


  “Darryl.”


  He stopped what he was doing and returned to them. Grant handed him the bracelet and the key in the pouch. “Put these with yours.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Grant stood, took her hands, and gently tugged, urging her to her feet. Then he knelt and buckled the ankle cuffs around her feet before standing again.


  “Darryl and I don’t usually play with a safeword,” Grant told her. “But until I’m able to read you like I can him, you’re going to use green, yellow, and red as safewords. When I ask you how you’re doing, I expect an answer. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He reached around her and removed the elastic band from the end of her braid, combing her ponytail out with his fingers and leaving the second band at the base of the ponytail in place. “When did you start coloring your hair?”


  “A few years ago, Sir. I started seeing grey and I picked something a little different. Mas—” She stumbled over that. “John really liked it so I kept doing it this color.”


  He cupped her cheek again, keenly aware of how she always tried to nuzzle his hands whenever he touched her face. “You can still call him ‘Master.’ It doesn’t bother me. I don’t ever want you censoring yourself around us. It breaks my heart that you had to go through this pain, especially alone, but I’m thankful to him for introducing you to this lifestyle.”


  “Thank you, Sir.”


  “He liked your hair long?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Guess what? So do I. It looks beautiful on you.” He picked up her right hand, kissed her palm, and pressed it against his cheek. “Same color, and keep it long. In fact, let it grow longer. All right?”


  The ghost of a smile again. “Yes, Sir. Thank you.”


  Little steps. He didn’t know why he was still trying to take it slow. She obviously wanted this as badly as they did, but at least it made him feel a little better about swooping in.


  Then again, two years out wasn’t exactly “swooping.” More a clumsy, tumbling fall.


  “And no masturbation without permission.”


  “That won’t be a problem, Sir.”


  “Why’s that?”


  Now her gaze fell to the floor. “Not like I’ve been in the mood to do it anyway,” she admitted.


  Darryl rejoined them, dropping to his knees next to Grant.


  Grant tapped him on the head and crooked a finger at him to stand, motioning for him to get behind her. Then Grant stepped in, pressing her against Darryl, firmly sandwiching her between them, their arms around her.


  “Last chance to back out,” Grant said. “And if you want to, we’ll understand.”


  She shook her head, firmly meeting his gaze. “I want both of you, Sir. Please.”


  He slipped one hand around the back of her neck, grabbing the base of her ponytail and holding her firmly in place as he paused, his lips just above hers.


  “We’re going to claim you tonight, sweetheart,” he whispered. “The way I wish to hell we had in high school. And this time, I’m not letting you get away unless you tell us you want to leave. We’re going to claim you, inside and out, your body and your submission.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Are you going to listen to me? Obey me? Submit to me?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  This time he kissed her, possessively, not the sweet brush of lips against lips of earlier. This time he crushed his mouth onto hers, his tongue plunging between her ready lips, giving her a taste of what she was about to get herself into.


  And he knew that weekend wouldn’t be nearly long enough for them to start making up for their lost time with her.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Susie let out a soft moan as Grant kissed her. This was nothing like the quick peck he’d given her earlier. Or the countless quick, innocent kisses between them when they were kids.


  This was Grant, all grown up, a man who knew what he wanted.


  And he wanted her.


  From the feel of Darryl’s hard cock pressed along the seam of her ass, it would seem the men were definitely on the same page.


  Using the handhold in her hair, Grant lifted his mouth from hers despite her attempt to follow him. He eased her down onto her knees again and pressed her face against the front of his swim trunks. When she tried to reach up for them, to pull them down and free his cock, he stopped her.


  “Stop. Hands at your side,” he said, in that tone.


  A tone she’d craved to hear from someone, and never thought in her life she ever would again.


  Even better, it was Grant.


  She immediately dropped her hands to her side as ordered.


  He pulled her face against him and she couldn’t help herself. She started mouthing his cock through the fabric of his swim trunks.


  A very nice, thick cock, she was pleased to note.


  He didn’t stop her from doing that, so she eagerly worked her lips all over the outline of his cock, excitement coursing through her.


  Need.


  Desire.


  All things she’d long thought dead inside her, never to return.


  Grant spoke, presumably to Darryl. “You owe me five, by the way,” he hoarsely said to the other man. “You got a little pushy with me when we first got to the restaurant and I was talking to Susie.”


  That was something else, she loved that they still called her Susie.


  John had called her that, too.


  With most everyone else, she was Susan.


  “Yes, Sir,” Darryl said. “I wondered if you were going to nail me for that.”


  “Damn right, I am. Go get it.”


  She felt cool air wash against her back as Darryl stepped away for a moment. When he returned, Grant once again pulled her head away from him with the grip on her hair.


  “Stay, sweetie,” he said, his deep, throaty voice sounding like he wanted to fuck her brains out right then.


  She watched him grab Darryl by the collar with his left hand, lead him over to the bed, and bend him over it. In his right, he held a rattan cane.


  “Count.” That was all the warning Grant gave him before he took the first hard stroke, the cane zhwipping through the air before smacking across Darryl’s ass.


  And it wasn’t any play swat, either. It left a long red welt across both ass cheeks.


  Darryl flinched. “One, Sir…”


  After Grant finished the five, he let go of the back of Darryl’s collar. Darryl dropped to his knees on the floor and kissed the tops of Grant’s feet.


  “Thank you, Sir,” Darryl said, his voice sounding a little slurred and fuzzy.


  And his cock—also very nice, now that she’d actually gotten a good look at it—stood rigidly at attention despite the five angry red welts marking his flesh.


  Grant smiled down at him and stroked Darryl’s hair. “Good boy,” he said. Then his gaze fell on her. “Punishment is just that—punishment. I will be working you up to a cane eventually.”


  She swallowed hard and nodded. “Yes, Sir.”


  “Does that scare you?”


  “A little, Sir.”


  “Good.” He smiled. “It means you’ll try that much harder to be a good girl for me. Don’t worry. Punishment and play are two completely different things. And I will give you plenty of warnings, at first. But once we’ve been together for a while, if I have to give you more than a couple of warnings about the same rule, then we’re moving into punishment territory. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He snapped his fingers at Darryl, who stood. The men returned to their previous positions, Grant in front of her, Darryl behind her. She looked up into Grant’s face, his blue eyes now dark with passion.


  “I don’t punish punitively,” Grant said. “If I want to be really sadistic, I’ll simply set you up in a predicament bondage scenario and sit back and giggle.”


  Darryl laughed. “True story.”


  Grant held his hands out to her, helping her to her feet. “I’ll never violate a hard limit with you. When it comes to play, it’s just that, play. Our relationship is different. I expect obedience, and I will enforce it if you cross a line, like I did just now with him.”


  “And he doesn’t forget, either,” Darryl warned. “He’s like a friggin’ elephant.”


  Grant’s smirk widened as he looked at Darryl. “Would you really want me to let things slide?” He threw in an eyebrow arch for added effect.


  “No, Sir,” Darryl said, his head bowing.


  “Exactly.”


  “I don’t want you to let things slide, either,” she softly said. John hadn’t let things slide. He might not correct her when it happened, but he always had later on, at some point.


  She’d loved that about him.


  It made her feel safe, secure.


  Loved.


  That he was paying attention. She never deliberately pushed him or tried him. When she’d tried that early on in their relationship, it’d had the exact opposite effect she’d been looking for. He’d make her stand in a corner for an hour instead of giving her a spanking.


  He’d quickly taught her that yes, there were some kinds of punishment she’d rather not have.


  Grant tipped his head as he studied her. “That sounds like it’s spoken by someone who’s been taught the meaning of ‘negative reinforcement.’”


  “You can say that again,” she muttered.


  “Oh? Enlighten me.”


  Dammit. She took a deep breath and admitted about having to stand in a corner.


  “Hmm. Duly noted and mentally filed for future reference should it be needed.” He leaned in close. “If you feel you need a spanking, or you need attention, or whatever, all you have to do is admit it and talk to me. If I ever feel you’re acting out simply to get attention, you’ll find I have similar ways of dealing with it.” He focused on Darryl. “Don’t I?”


  Darryl’s face pinkened. “Yes, Sir,” he said.


  “Tell her.”


  Darryl sighed, but finally met her gaze. “One time, he made me sleep alone for two nights even when Kyle wasn’t home.”


  “He hates sleeping alone,” Grant said. “Truth be told, I hate it, too. But I think I got my point across, didn’t I?”


  “Yes, Sir,” Darryl said.


  She could understand how that would mentally sting worse than any paddling or caning. Worse than any physical punishment.


  Being forced to be alone.


  Grant reached down and untied her sarong and pulled it from around her hips, handing it off to Darryl. He lightly trailed his fingers up her arms and down again before lacing fingers with her and leaning in close.


  “Who’s my good girl?” he whispered in her left ear.


  Her heart raced, pounded. “Me, Sir,” she said.


  “Yes, you are. And such a good girl you are, too.”


  Dammit, he knew exactly what buttons to push to drill through the very center of her soul. Unless he turned out to be a raging douchecanoe in the light of day, he could pretty much count on her being his from this point on.


  Being theirs.


  Grant held his hand out to Darryl, drawing him in close. Then he hooked a finger through the ring in the front of Darryl’s collar, and one through the ring in the front of her collar.


  “You’re sure it’s not going to freak you out seeing me with him?” Grant asked. “And, sometimes, I have him fuck me, because I enjoy it.”


  She smiled. “I think that’d be sexy as hell to watch.”


  Grant pulled her in by her collar for another deep, scorching kiss, followed by him pulling Darryl in for one equally as hot.


  Darryl’s cock stood out, rigid, thick.


  Her mouth watered. She’d loved giving head. Now she had two guys she could sublimely lose herself with in that way.


  “We’re going to have a collaring ceremony,” Grant told her. “Darryl and I had one at the club. I want to formally acknowledge you as ours in the only way we really can for now. Is that going to be a problem?”


  Nervous tension filled her, along with one comforting thought.


  I am His good girl.


  She trusted him. Both of them. She wouldn’t be standing there right that moment if she didn’t.


  She swallowed back her fear. “No, Sir. That won’t be a problem.”


  She’d kill for the smile he gave her. “Good girl.” He kissed her.


  


  * * * *


  


  For tonight, Grant wanted to keep things simple. He wanted to love her, to make love to her, to hold her and see her smile, to hear her gasp and moan and know that they were bringing pleasure back to her life.


  They could do the kinky shit later.


  Then again, he knew there were people who’d probably argue that a ménage was kinky to start with, but simply having sex didn’t even blip Grant and Darryl out of the vanilla range by their own usual standards.


  He slid the shoulder straps of her bathing suit down her arms, leaning in to kiss his way down her shoulder. He motioned to Darryl to step in, too, on her other side, his lips feathering across her flesh.


  “Oh, and Darryl?”


  “Yes, Sir?”


  “You have my permission to do anything you want with her tonight.” He met her beautiful green gaze, pleased to see the delicious glaze of subspace already settling in for the duration.


  “Thank you, Sir,” Darryl said.


  Darryl slid her bathing suit lower, the straps trapping her arms at her sides as he leaned over and sucked her right nipple into his mouth, his hand cupping her left breast.


  She let out a soft gasp.


  Grant slipped his hand behind her neck again, getting a firm grasp as he kissed her, hard, slowly fucking his tongue between her lips, swallowing her moans as Darryl toyed with her.


  “Enjoy it, sweetheart,” Grant told her. “Tonight we’re going to make your head explode so there’s no chance in hell of you wanting to walk away from us again. I promise we’ll take good care of you from now on.”


  She let out an adorable, soft little squeak he knew was supposed to be a, “Yes, Sir,” but it was likely all she could manage.


  Yep. Subspace achieved.


  He made Darryl move as he shoved her bathing suit the rest of the way down her body so she could step out of it.


  Okay, maybe he would spank her, just a little.


  He bent her facedown over the bed, nudging her feet wide apart and pointing for Darryl to get on the floor between her legs.


  Darryl needed no clarification. He sat, back against the bed, grabbed Susie’s hips to hold her in place, and buried his face in her pussy.


  The moan she let out in response made Grant’s cock ache even more. He pressed his left hand flat into the middle of her back and stroked her ass with his right.


  “Oh, baby. Keep making those noises.” He lightly smacked her left ass cheek, then her right, watching as she fisted the covers, the way her toes curled, the way she arched her back, presenting an even better target for him.


  He gradually stepped up the force of the strikes, happily impressed that not only was she enjoying it, she seemed eager for more.


  


  * * * *


  


  It felt like she’d been dropped head-first into a barrel of bliss. Between Darryl’s mouth on her pussy—thank god she’d kept shaving down there—and the firm weight of Grant’s hand in the middle of her back, every smack of his hand against her ass only drove her that much harder toward a screaming orgasm.


  Literally.


  Because when she tipped over the edge, she pressed her face against the mattress and sobbed with joy, relief, ecstasy. The first time in…


  Too damn long.


  And Darryl wouldn’t quit, his fingers digging in and holding on, his tongue and lips on her clit relentless, forcing her pleasure to spin through her, bouncing around inside her, Grant stepping up the spanking as another climax ripped free and exploded.


  She threw her head back and gasped, tears of pleasure and the good kind of pain rolling down her cheeks.


  “Color,” Grant barked.


  “Green, Sir!” If he stopped now, she’d be reeally pissed off.


  “Good girl.” He picked up the pace of the spanking, harder, faster. It wasn’t until orgasm number three popped up and said howdy that he backed off, easing up, taking his time and varying the strength of each swat until the men finally stopped and let her catch her breath.


  Darryl still sat on the floor between her legs, nuzzling her inner thighs. Grant’s hands stroked her back and ass.


  That’s when she realized she was crying again. Sobbing.


  Dammit.


  Grant made Darryl move and stepped between her legs, folding his body over hers, his arms alongside hers, his fingers lacing through hers.


  “Color, baby,” he whispered in her ear.


  “Green, Sir,” she finally managed.


  He squeezed her hands. “Good girl.” He pushed himself up and trailed kisses down her spine, across her flaming hot ass cheeks, and back up to the nape of her neck.


  He grabbed her ponytail and pulled her head up. “Does someone want to suck my cock?”


  “Yes, Sir! Please!”


  He chuckled. “Such a good girl.” He rolled off her. She sat up to see him shoving his swim trunks down—finally! And yes, his cock looked every bit as nice as Darryl’s.


  He sat at the head of the bed and spread his legs, crooking a finger at her. She scrambled up the bed and with a greedy moan swallowed his cock all the way to the root.


  A low, rumbling moan escaped him as he gathered her hair in his hands and guided her. “Oh, sweetheart,” he said.


  Darryl had followed her up to the bed. “See if you can get another one out of her while she does this,” Grant told Darryl. “Use that talented mouth of yours on her.”


  “Yes, Sir!”


  Darryl grabbed her hips, making her scoot her ass in the air. Then he turned and wiggled underneath her, pulling her pussy down onto his mouth.


  Now it was her turn to moan again, which drew an answering one from Grant.


  “I think I have a new favorite thing,” Grant said, sounding like he was closed to coming already. “Keep her moaning like that, D.”


  When Darryl slipped one, and then a second finger into her pussy, she exploded again. Her moans must have triggered Grant, because his grip tightened on her head as he thrust into her mouth, his juices exploding over her tongue. She swallowed every last drop, happy to do it, finally feeling free from the prison her grief had kept her captive in over the past two years.


  Darryl sat up as Grant’s grip on her head loosened, his hands gently stroking her hair. She didn’t release his cock though, content to lie there and play with it with her tongue.


  Grant patted the bed next to him. “Come here, D,” he hoarsely said.


  Darryl moved, sitting next to Grant. Then Grant’s grip returned to her hair, easing her off his cock. He leaned in and kissed her, hard. “His turn, baby,” he said. “Make him come for me while I have a taste of that sweet pussy.”


  He passed her over to Darryl, who took her by the hair as she eagerly went after his cock. Between her legs, Grant nudged her knees apart and then she felt his mouth on her.


  Heaven…


  Maybe she’d died and this was her reward?


  She didn’t care.


  All she knew was that there was nothing better than having these two men, worshipping their cocks while they drew pleasure out of her body she didn’t even think existed anymore.


  Hadn’t existed for her, at least.


  It took a few minutes, but Grant was able to coax another orgasm out of her. Darryl had managed to hold back his own climax until he felt her moaning hers out around his cock.


  As she collapsed on Darryl, her head resting against his thigh, Grant crawled up the bed and snuggled against both of them, an arm draped around her.


  “That’s a good start,” he said. “Give us both a couple of minutes to recharge, and we’ll go for round two.”


  “Round two?” She laughed, tipping her head back to look at him.


  That damned smirk. Yes, her throbbing clit, which she’d thought surely was down for the count, raised its hand and waved it in the air like it just didn’t care.


  Then again, this wasn’t her first time with a Dom. She should have known better.


  Grant gently poked Darryl’s arm. “Condom, lube, glove, that small acrylic paddle you don’t like, and an extra towel. You can do the honors.”


  “Yes, Sir.” Like a shot, he was up and out of bed.


  Grant stretched out on his back and rolled her on top of him, hand in her hair and kissing her again. His other hand settled on her still stinging ass. When she felt the end of the bed dip, Grant spread his legs, forcing hers wide apart.


  That’s when she realized he was hard again.


  He grabbed her by the hips and lifted her onto his cock, staring up into her eyes as she slowly settled onto his shaft. With her hands braced against his chest, she closed her eyes and softly moaned at the feel of him filling her.


  Owning her.


  “I’m not wasting any time, baby,” Grant said. “I told you, we’re not letting you get away if we have anything to say about it. I want you to know who you belong to now, so there’s not a single doubt in your mind.”


  She wanted to start riding him but his hands clamped down onto her hips, forcing her to remain still. Behind her, Darryl stroked her ass.


  “Warm her up a little with the paddle,” Grant ordered. “Gently. And do not whack me in the balls in the process.”


  Darryl snickered. “Yes, Sir.” With a hand between her shoulders, he pushed her down onto Grant’s chest.


  She had just enough time to feel a cool, smooth paddle pressed against her right ass cheek before Darryl smacked her with it, making her yip.


  “Ooh, that was a good one,” Grant said. “Do it again.”


  He let go of her hips and tightly wrapped his arms around her, a hand in her hair again, kissing her and firmly keeping her in place while Darryl worked back and forth, stingy swats that were just short of too much and also driving her need straight up into the stratosphere again.


  Especially considering she was impaled on Grant’s cock.


  “Okay,” Grant finally gasped. “Get her ready, because I’m about to blow.” He stared up into her eyes. “Get ready to spend most of every free moment of this weekend with our cocks inside you.”


  She smiled down at him. “Thank you, Sir.”


  “Oh, you thank me now.” He grinned. “You just wait and see if you’re still that eager a few decades from now.”


  Her heart skipped, absorbing his words.


  As always, he read her perfectly. “Yes, that’s exactly what I mean.”


  She leaned in and kissed him, which turned into a moan as she felt Darryl’s gloved finger start probing her ass.


  “You said you like anal, baby,” Grant murmured in her ear. “Nothing better than having your gorgeous body as the filling in our sandwich.”


  No, her body couldn’t lie. John used to fill her with a butt plug and fuck her pussy, with her tied up and helpless and using a vibrator on her clit at the same time until she could barely breathe, much less think.


  And every time he’d pull out a butt plug and show it to her, her clit would throb and her pussy would get wet, which had always amused him.


  One finger slowly worked its way past her tight ring of muscle and she couldn’t help trying to rock her hips.


  Grant chuckled. “Ooh, she likes that.”


  “I know she does,” Darryl said. “She’s trying to fuck my hand.”


  She felt her face flaming, nearly as hot as her ass cheeks.


  “Never be embarrassed,” Grant told her. “You’re beautiful, and believe me, I want you craving us the way we crave you.” His fingers threaded through her hair, keeping her face pressed against the side of his neck. “You’re my well-trained girl, aren’t you?”


  “Yes, Sir,” she mumbled.


  “Of course you are.”


  She couldn’t rub herself enough to get traction against her clit and make it over again. She’d have to wait until the men decided to let her start moving. Meanwhile, Darryl was easily fucking her with one finger and she wished to hell he’d hurry up and get his cock inside her ass.


  But she appreciated them taking the time and not wanting to hurt her in a bad way.


  It felt like forever before Darryl had two, then three fingers easily fucking her ass. Then his hand disappeared and she heard him strip off the glove, followed by the sound of a condom wrapper being opened seconds before the well-lubed head of his cock pressed against her rim. He slowly worked his cock into her until she felt his thighs pressed against her freshly spanked ass.


  Darryl grabbed her wrists, wrapping his fingers around her cuffs, and pulled them behind her back, pinning her in place.


  “Now, Sir?” Darryl hoarsely asked.


  Grant moved her just a little, so he could look into her eyes. “Now, slave. Fuck her brains out.”


  Grant held her still as Darryl started out slowly at first, the feel of both of their cocks filling and stretching her making her moan. She reeeally wanted to fuck them back, but between Grant’s arms holding her in place and Darryl’s grip on her wrists, she was helpless to do anything but lie there and take it.


  And enjoy it.


  “That’s it, baby,” Grant whispered. “Let him fuck that sweet, beautiful ass of yours. Keep looking at me.”


  It took every ounce of will she had to keep her eyes open. It felt sooo damn good now that her body had adjusted to them. She wanted them both fucking her, hard, pounding their cocks into her and using her, but they seemed content to take it slow.


  Grant’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t worry. There will be plenty of nights we’re fucking you hard and fast,” he assured her. “Tonight is just the start. Tonight is so that every time you sit down tomorrow you’ll be thinking about right now, about being totally, utterly owned again, by two men who love the hell out of you.”


  He grinned. “Maybe I’ll make you wear a butt plug tomorrow night. How would that feel? Sitting there, talking with old classmates and knowing that as soon as we finished, you’ll be on your hands and knees in this bed with two cocks fucking you.”


  She whimpered, her own need churning inside her and unable to move to do a damn thing about it. “Yes, Sir.”


  His grin widened. “Ah, there we go. Brain completely disengaged.” He pushed her up into Darryl’s arms and started fucking her, arching his back to thrust his cock deep inside her pussy.


  That did it. Her eyes fell shut as her body clamped down on both their cocks, only Darryl’s arms keeping her upright as she came one more time.


  “Good girl,” Grant gasped, his next thrust the last as he held himself still, his cock emptying inside her. “Your turn, buddy,” he said to Darryl.


  He eased her back down onto Grant and resumed fucking her ass, quickly finishing as his own orgasm hit.


  For a long, timeless moment, the three of them remained motionless. Darryl had his arms braced on the bed, on either side of her and Grant, his lips pressed against her spine.


  Darryl’s voice sounded hoarse when he finally spoke. “I’ll say it first. I love you, Susie. I think I’ve always loved you, and what he said. Like hell I’ll walk away from you unless you tell me to go.”


  She reached up and back, finding his hair and stroking his head. “I love you, too, D.”


  Grant palmed her cheek. “Love you so fucking much it hurts,” he whispered. “Both of you. I never thought this dream would ever come true, but I’m glad it has.”


  It felt good to feel happy again. “Love you, too, Master.”


  Chapter Eight


  


  Susie awoke the next morning confused, briefly disoriented, sore in all the good ways…


  And draped across Grant’s chest.


  The night slammed into her brain.


  It wasn’t a dream!


  She closed her eyes and took a long, deep breath, finally succeeding in holding back her tears.


  Happy ones, for a change.


  A very nice change.


  Until this morning, her usual routine was to wake up after a night of horrible dreams, realize she was stuck in a living nightmare, and struggle not to cry before making her way out of bed and into the cosmic bad joke that was her life.


  It felt so damn good to have the exact opposite problem now.


  And to realize she hadn’t had a single damn dream that night. No bad ones. None that she could remember, at least.


  The solid warmth of Darryl’s body was firmly pressed along her back, his arm draped over her waist and resting on Grant.


  This morning couldn’t get any more perfect.


  Grant nuzzled the top of her head. “Good morning, sweetheart,” he whispered.


  Correction. It did just get more perfect.


  She tipped her head back to kiss him. “Good morning, Master.”


  “Yeah, I think you’re stuck calling me that when we’re alone. I love hearing you say it too damn much.” He wore that smirk, the one she loved so much, as he reached up and stroked her cheek. “How do you feel?”


  “I don’t think words exist to describe how good I feel right now.”


  He reached over to the bedside table and retrieved his phone. “Holy crap, it’s only seven.” He let out a yawn. “We are not normally early risers on Saturdays, if we can avoid it.”


  “Is that the royal we, or you mean both of you?”


  “Both of us.” He held up a hand and pointed over at Darryl. “He usually has to be up early on Sundays, which sucks badly enough.”


  “And he is trying to sleep right now,” Darryl mumbled against the nape of her neck.


  “Sorry,” she said, wiggling her butt against his hips, where his morning woody was now pressing against her deliciously sore ass. “I work a lot of Saturdays. Most Saturdays.” She let out a sigh. “Kind of how I self-medicate. Long days, lots of days. The only reason I take Sundays off is to do my laundry and clean the house and stuff.”


  “Do you have to be at work every Saturday?” Grant asked.


  “No. John and I rarely worked Saturdays. In fact, Kristin usually makes a point of calling me on Saturday mornings to yell at me for being in the office.”


  “Who’s she again?”


  “My assistant.”


  “Ah. I think I like her already.” Grant rolled on top of her. “You cannot work yourself to death.” His intent blue gaze pierced straight through her soul.


  “I know,” she softly said. “I didn’t have a reason not to work before. It helped me…not think.”


  His expression softened and he kissed her before rolling onto his side. “Well, now you have two guys willing to help you not think.”


  “Will you please suck his cock and shut him up?” Darryl grumbled.


  “That’s five,” Grant said.


  “It’s well worth it if I can go back to sleep for a little while.”


  She sat up, staring into Grant’s eyes, awaiting his signal.


  He playfully rolled his eyes. “All right, sure, you can suck my cock if you really want to.”


  She dove under the sheet, enjoying the way he laughed and how it immediately turned into a groan of pleasure as she found and swallowed his cock.


  Did she want to?


  Hell, yeah.


  Of course she did.


  This had been a particularly cherished Saturday—and Sunday—morning routine between her and John. Without anywhere to be they would sleep late, and when she woke up, she would almost always immediately do that to awaken him.


  Grant buried his fingers in her hair, pulling the sheet off her.


  “Look at me,” he hoarsely said.


  She shifted position so she could lock gazes with him.


  “That’s my good girl,” he whispered. “Just like that.”


  Her heart pounded, her soul thrilled.


  Finally.


  Those old feelings filling her when she wasn’t sure if she’d ever again know this kind of joy, this kind of passion.


  “When you get done sucking my cock, baby, you can suck his next.”


  She softly moaned around Grant’s cock.


  His fingers firmly closed around her head, eventually guiding and then taking over, until he was setting the pace, the depth, and she was merely along for the ride at that point.


  She loved it.


  Her world once again correctly aligned, her heart light, her soul free instead of bound by rusting chains of grief and loneliness.


  Salty pre-cum flowed over her tongue. When he started rocking his hips, she knew he was close and prepared herself. It wouldn’t take her long to learn his body, and Darryl’s, too. To be able to read them, know the signs as they got close.


  Her clit throbbed as she anticipated his release. He didn’t disappoint her, his cock growing hotter, harder, just before he let out a soft groan and she tasted his cum filling her mouth.


  She remained in place, gently licking and sucking even as his grip on her head relaxed and he started stroking her hair.


  “Good girl,” he whispered. “My very good girl.”


  Her heart ached in the good way, his words filling her soul, overflowing.


  She’d give up everything to remain in this most perfect of moments, but he found her hand and gently tugged, wanting her back up in his arms.


  He kissed her. “So fucking good, sweetheart.”


  “Hey,” Darryl mumbled. “What about me?”


  “I thought you wanted to go back to sleep?” Grant said.


  “Yeah, well, I did, before I watched that. Now I’m hard. And you said she could.”


  Grant’s smile bore straight through her soul. “Then I guess my good girl better go take care of him, too, hmm?”


  She smiled and rolled over on top of Darryl, laying a kiss on his lips. “Good morning.”


  “Good morning, baby.” He grabbed her by the hair and kissed her again, his other hand dropping down to her ass and squeezing, hard, fingers digging into her flesh. “No regrets, I hope?”


  “Only that I didn’t find you guys sooner,” she said.


  At least Darryl’s sweet brown gaze looked a little less weary this morning than it had yesterday when she set eyes on him for the first time. As if some of the weight upon his soul had lifted.


  She knew the feeling.


  He guided her down to his cock and her eyes fell closed as she reveled in the subspace swirling around her again.


  “Fuck,” Grant said. “That’s a gorgeous sight.” She was aware of him moving, sitting up, the mattress dipping behind her. Then he grabbed her hips and repositioned her, his fingers sliding between her legs. “Ooh, she’s wet.” One, two, then three fingers slowly started fucking her while Darryl reached under her and started playing with her nipples.


  She whimpered around Darryl’s cock, her need slamming into her.


  This. The wonderful, sexy, wanton feeling of being wanted and desired.


  After a couple of minutes, she was close, so damn close, but then Grant’s fingers disappeared, only to be replaced by his cock.


  “Guess you have an effect on me, baby,” he hoarsely said as he slowly filled her pussy. “Get ready to be fucked at both ends.”


  With Darryl now pinching her nipples, and Grant reaching around her to find her clit, it only took seconds for her to explode. Once the men were sure she’d finished coming, Grant grabbed her hips and really started fucking her, hard, driving her onto Darryl’s cock with every stroke.


  Darryl held her head firmly in place and rocked his hips in time with Grant’s thrusts, his cock filling her mouth. All she could do was hang on and enjoy being used for their pleasure at that point.


  And hell yeah, she enjoyed it.


  The men came nearly at the same time, Darryl’s cum filling her mouth as Grant filled her pussy with his.


  Holy hell, she was glad she was still on the pill.


  As the three of them sort of collapsed into a tangled pile on the bed, Grant’s phone went off with a text message alert.


  “Dammit.” He managed to keep his softening cock still embedded inside her as he stretched and reached for his phone, finally snagging it.


  “Corey and Marcy are awake and thinking about breakfast,” he said with a snort after he read the text. He looked at them. “Well? Do you think we can quit fucking long enough to grab showers and get downstairs?”


  “Maybe,” Darryl said. He was now stroking her hair. She still held his soft cock in her mouth, her face pressed against his abs.


  “Maybe,” she mumbled around his limp member, making both men laugh.


  “I’ll tell them to give us about forty-five minutes.” Grant texted a reply. “We do need showers.” He set his phone aside, leaned in, and nipped her shoulder. “And I want to soap up every last inch of your body, sweetheart.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Susie wasn’t sure three of them would fit in the shower, but they did. And they even managed to get out of the shower without having sex, although both men’s cocks were showing renewed signs of interest, and her clit had started throbbing again.


  But before he let her get dressed, Grant bent her over the bed, took the paddle, and gave her several stingy whacks that got her all hot and bothered.


  He pulled her to her feet and kissed her. “That’s so all during breakfast you can wiggle in your chair and feel the sting and know what’s waiting for you later.”


  “You’re sneaky, Sir.”


  “And your point is?”


  “Stating the obvious,” Darryl joked.


  Before they got dressed, Grant put Darryl’s day collar bracelet on him. Then he took hers and locked it around her right wrist. When he finished tightening the hex screw, he kissed her wrist.


  “I’ll get you a day collar of my own for you to wear,” he said, “but if wearing this one is a comfort, you’re always allowed to wear it, too.”


  “Thank you, Sir,” she said. Today she didn’t want to cry anymore. She wanted to be happy, to enjoy this weekend, this new life. Thank god they lived locally, hell, just a short drive from her.


  I’m so glad I came this weekend.


  Grant cocked his head. “Where’d you just go?”


  She blushed. “That’s spooky.”


  “It’s a Dom thing. Tell me.”


  “I’m glad I came this weekend and met up with you guys again.”


  He smiled and kissed her. “So are we, sweetheart. So are we.”


  Chapter Nine


  


  After breakfast they returned to the room. Grant could tell both Susie and Darryl wanted to jump right back into playtime, but he wanted to do some talking first before they fucked each other’s brains out all afternoon.


  He sank onto the couch in the suite’s living room and patted his lap. “Come here.”


  She eagerly sat, straddling his legs, a gorgeous, eager smile lighting her features.


  He took her hands in his and held them pressed against his chest as Darryl settled on the couch next to them.


  “We need to talk,” Grant told her. “Seriously.”


  Her smile faded. “Why do I get the feeling this is the buzzkill to what’s been a fantasy come true?”


  “I’m only going to ask you this once, because I don’t want you to have to talk about it more than that, if you don’t want to. But we need to know. How did John die? You mentioned his brother killed him. Why is he working at the dealership?”


  They might as well have smacked her in the face with a block of ice. She rose, shifting positions even as Grant kept hold of her hands. She sat sideways on his lap, resting her head against his shoulder and closing her eyes as she draped her legs over Darryl’s lap.


  It took her a moment to compose her thoughts and downshift from sexy funtime into serious emotionally charged time.


  “Jackass invited John and some friends to go fishing with him. Out in the Gulf. There were eight of them total on the boat. John and four friends, and Jack and two friends of his. For starters, the boat was only rated for six passengers.”


  The men didn’t interrupt her. She didn’t want to look at their faces, to see the expressions of sympathy—and probably anger—that they would go through as she told the story.


  Been there, done that enough times already when she had to tell people what happened. Fortunately now it happened less and less, but there were still people she ran into from time to time who hadn’t heard the full story.


  “It was toward the end of May, and we were in one of those late afternoon storm patterns. The sea breeze was blowing across from the east, and the storms formed over land and traveled west out into the Gulf. I asked John about that, and he said no, it was fine, he’d keep an eye on the weather.” She swallowed back her pain. “I was his good girl so I didn’t argue with him. Now, I wish I had.”


  It took her a moment to continue. “So they went out fishing. It was only a twenty-three-foot boat, an open fisherman. Single outboard engine. It was kind of windy that day, but nothing worse than they’d been out in before, apparently. They were about twenty miles offshore when they had some engine trouble, and then a storm kicked up.


  “Instead of calling Sea Tow, because Jackass didn’t have a membership and didn’t want to pay a hefty tow fee, he thought he could get the engine going. So he wasted time futzing around with it. By the time the weather deteriorated and John and the others finally demanded they call Sea Tow, the seas and wind had kicked up bad.”


  This was the part she hated the most, especially remembering the haunted looks in the eyes of John’s friends as they’d recounted what happened.


  “Sea Tow was on their way but the boat ended up capsizing before help arrived. They were anchored, and the way the current was flowing pushed them crossways against the waves and they swamped. No one is sure exactly what happened next, but when everyone came up, John wasn’t there. They tried to find him and couldn’t.”


  She took a deep, ragged breath. “The coroner thought what happened is that he probably hit his head somehow when the boat overturned.”


  She eased one hand free from Grant’s and touched the right side of her head. “Here. There was a huge bruise. And he drowned,” she quietly said before she blindly groped for Grant’s hands again.


  His closed around hers.


  Darryl’s hands stroked her legs, where they were draped across his lap. She didn’t want to open her eyes yet. “They found his body the next morning,” she softly finished. “I’d tried to hold out hope, that maybe the current had pushed him away from the boat. That he’d grabbed a life jacket and held on. That he was coming back to me.”


  Her breath hitched in her chest. “I don’t remember much of the Coast Guard officer breaking it to me that they’d found him. Kristin said I turned and went after Jack and tried to claw his eyes out. Started screaming and crying. I really don’t remember any of that part. Ed and Kristin and the Coast Guard officer had to hold me down. They had to take me to the hospital and sedate me to calm me down.”


  She took a deep breath. “Fortunately, I had Ed and Kristin there looking out for me. They made me snap out of it, made me focus on keeping the business going. I had Ed and Kristin and her husband, Ron. Somehow, I kept going.”


  Grant nuzzled her head. “Why does Jack still work for you?”


  “He worked for us before this. There was a provision in John’s will to assure him a job for a couple of years. John was seventeen years older than Jack. He’d set it up years earlier that way, wanting to make sure Jack was taken care of if his parents weren’t around. Hell, Jack was a teenager back then, just a kid.”


  She finally opened her eyes. “Jack used to kiss John’s ass. John was about the only person who could keep Jack in line. But I talked to Ed last week about the provisions in the will. I didn’t have the mental or emotional strength to deal with getting rid of Jack before now. On Monday, I learned Jack had bitched out one of my service guys over the weekend, just to make himself look big in front of a friend of his. That was the last straw. I took away his company car and gave him a shitty trade-in to drive, and warned him his next step was a demotion to washing cars.”


  “I bet that pissed him off,” Grant said.


  “Yeah. A lot.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Susie finally smiled a little, Grant was happy to see. “There’s an expiration date on the charity,” she continued. “And there’s a clause in the will that if Jack refuses to perform his job, or refuses to accept the position given to him, I can fire him. I didn’t have the energy to fight this fight before now. Because it’s not just a fight against him, but his parents, too. Now I feel strong enough to start pushing back for a change. The thirty-month window is nearly up. All I have to do is make him miserable enough to quit and I’m rid of him for good. After I buy his shares back.”


  “He owns part of the business?” Grant wanted a whack at the fucker himself.


  “Sort of, but not really.” She explained the situation to him, which made sense. “The shares will be worth more to him cashed in with me. So I’m going to time it just right to make him want to walk for a buyout. Then he’s out of my hair for good.”


  “What about his parents?”


  She shrugged. “I’m finally at the ‘I don’t give a shit’ phase. The business is growing. I’ve done that. I took John’s plans and everything he taught me and I’ve kept things going. This is one fight I’m finally ready to face head-on.” She turned to look him in the eye. “Seems like my timing was perfect, now that I think of it.”


  “Why’s that, sweetheart?”


  “Because now I know I’m strong enough. With the two of you back in my life, I can do anything.”


  “I want you to know we’re not after your money, either,” Grant said.


  She smiled. “That wasn’t a worry I had. Not about you two.”


  “And we need to talk to Ed,” Grant said.


  In the light of day, yes, it spooked him a little how fast and well everything was going, but if they weren’t risking anything but their hearts right now, he damn sure was willing to let it play out. The worst-case scenario would be they had a fun weekend, or week, or whatever, and then went on with their lives if she decided to walk away.


  Best-case?


  The puzzle piece they’d never realized was missing had just fit herself perfectly into place in their lives.


  “I guess I was pretty naive, huh?” she asked.


  “Why?”


  “That I didn’t realize Ed knew all of this. Hell, John had him as his attorney when we met. Before that. Ed must have known, now that I think of it. I mean, John left letters with Ed to give to me.”


  “We’ll find that out from Ed when we talk to him. I’ll give him a call this week and see if he’ll be at dinner next Saturday.”


  “Dinner?”


  “A group from the Suncoast Society gets together nearly every Saturday night at Sigalo’s. Don’t worry, it’s a completely vanilla dining experience. And the monthly munch is this coming Sunday. You’re going with me. Darryl has to work, but I want you to meet people.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  She didn’t sound convinced.


  “You can even spend the whole weekend at our house next weekend. Kyle won’t be there.”


  “He’ll be there this Monday and Tuesday nights,” Darryl said. “Chelsey has to work those nights.”


  “If you want to wait to have him meet me, I understand.”


  Grant left that decision up to Darryl. In that way, Grant had given Darryl absolute control. Kyle wasn’t his son, even though he loved the kid as if he was, and he was Kyle’s godfather. Grant looked at Darryl.


  “Let’s play it by ear,” Darryl said. “I want you to meet him sooner rather than later, but he’s twelve. He’s smart. I don’t want to accidentally lock us into having to play a certain role. It’s hard enough now for me to remember not to call Grant ‘Sir’ when Kyle’s home.”


  “Your ex sounds like a piece of work,” she said.


  “She can be. She’s definitely not my favorite person. But during the last go-round, Ed pointed out to her that she’s making nearly twice as much money as me, so maybe it’s time I quit and became a stay-at-home dad again and took care of Kyle full time and she paid me alimony and child support. That backed her down really fast. So it’s been an uneasy truce for the past year and a half. I’d like to keep it that way. I don’t want to lose my job. There’s no guarantee a judge would reverse the standing arrangement and give me all of that if I did. But it was a strong enough bluff on Ed’s part to make her think twice.”


  “I do love Ed,” she said. “He’s a pit bull.”


  “Yes, he is,” Grant said. “That’s one of the reasons he’s got so many faithful clients in the kinky community. They know he’s one of them and he’ll fight for one of them without judging them in the process. He doesn’t need to advertise. He gets word-of-mouth referrals from all of us, all the time.”


  “We know a couple of good accountants, too,” Darryl joked.


  “My CFO at the dealership does my personal taxes for me for a little extra every year,” she said. “But I’ll keep it in mind.”


  “It doesn’t bother you that you’re way out of our league, does it?” Darryl quietly asked.


  She sat up and met his gaze. “What? What are you talking about?”


  “I’m going to throw it out there,” Darryl said. “I only make thirty grand a year. That’s barely enough to live on with having to pay alimony and child support. I’d be up shit creek if not for living with Grant. He’s better off than me, but you have to be far outside our income brackets.”


  Grant had to admit that thought crossed his mind, too, but he wasn’t going to say it. He watched her face carefully.


  She almost seemed to get angry.


  “I’m only going to say this once,” she finally said. “I love you two guys. If you two didn’t give a shit about my financial situation when I was growing up, what makes you think I’d give a shit about yours now? Really? You think that little of me?”


  “No!” they both said, but Grant let Darryl continue. “I’m sorry. I…just wanted it out there. I’m not very proud of the fact that I let myself get used for so many years and basically reduced to the kindness of others to crawl back to where I am.”


  “Another reason we need to talk to Ed,” Grant said. “I don’t want finances to fuck up our relationship.”


  She met his gaze, and he spotted the tears welling in her eyes again. “We were doing pretty good before I lost John,” she said. “We also had personal life insurance on each other, and the corporation had insurance on him. Now on me,” she added. “I’m okay. You remember senior prom?”


  Grant smiled. “You looked beautiful.”


  “Yeah, and do you remember why?”


  He frowned. “I don’t understand.”


  She poked him and Darryl in the chest. “Somebodies pooled their money, and borrowed money from their parents, to buy me a dress and take me to dinner and the dance. I couldn’t have afforded a dress. Don’t think I’ve forgotten that. So if anything, I’m glad I’m finally in a position where I can repay the favor.”


  She settled against his chest again. “There are countless things I’ve wished I could repay you for, most of them things you two did. I was closer to you guys and your parents than my own parents.”


  “Didn’t they help you when John died?”


  “They showed up, but they were too busy bickering with each other to be much help. Kristin and Ed finally sent them away.”


  Grant nuzzled the top of her head again. “You’ll never be alone again, sweetheart. I promise. Not unless you ask us to be alone.”


  She let out a weighty sigh that broke his heart. “Don’t make me a promise you’re not sure if you can keep,” she whispered. “John promised me he’d never leave me, and he didn’t exactly have control over that.”


  Grant cupped her cheek with his palm and kissed her. “I promise I’ll do my best. How’s that?”


  She nodded. He wished he hadn’t gone down this path, because shadows now clouded her features.


  That was the last thing he wanted to do, make her sad.


  “That’s a promise I can live with,” she said.


  “I think it’s time we get out of these clothes and I get to play with you before we have lunch.”


  “Play?” she asked.


  He grinned. “By play of course I mean I want to spank that gorgeous ass of yours again while you’re sucking Darryl’s cock. Actually, I think it’s time Darryl gets to fuck that sweet pussy of yours. You can suck my cock while he spanks you and fucks you.”


  She answered with a grin of her own, lifting his heart. “That sounds wonderful, Sir.”


  Chapter Ten


  


  After collapsing in a breathless heap from that round, Susie found herself snuggled in the middle of the bed between the men, her ass pleasantly stingy, her pussy deliciously aching from a thorough fucking, and her heart and soul salved in a way she never dreamed possible.


  “When’s lunch?” Darryl muttered.


  Grant reached for his phone, fumbling it, finally getting it where he could look at it. “An hour. Snuggle time.”


  She finally said it. “Can I ask you guys something?”


  “Of course,” Darryl said. “You can ask us anything.”


  “How’d you two go from roommates to hooking up?”


  Darryl snorted. “Because he’s a sneaky bastard.”


  “You weren’t saying that at the time,” Grant playfully shot back.


  “Yeah, I was.”


  “Oh. Right. You did, didn’t you?”


  “Yes. It wasn’t a complaint, either. Do you want to tell her, Sir? Or do you want me to?”


  “I think we both should.” Grant rolled onto his side to face her. “I’ll start. He’d been living with me for about six months. He knew I was kinky, because I’d told him. He needed to know if he was going to live with me.”


  “I already knew you were kinky.”


  “Yeah, but I wanted to make sure you knew you might hear stuff from time to time.”


  Damn, they still even bantered the way they had in high school.


  “Anyway, I got sneaky.”


  “Sneakier,” Darryl said.


  “I was playing with a woman who liked being in the middle from time to time. She’d met Darryl and told me she wouldn’t mind it if I wanted to ask him to play with us. I already knew I was bi. I strongly suspected from some observations and subtle manipulations that Darryl swung toward the subby side of things.


  “I brought her home with me one Friday night when I knew Darryl didn’t have the excuse of having to be up early to bail on me. We snuggled on the couch, and she started putting the moves on him.”


  “She was hot,” Darryl admitted. “Then Grant got even sneakier.”


  “Yeah, I did,” Grant said, an unrepentant grin crinkling his eyes. “We were all naked, and I had him on his knees in front of her, going down on her. So I reached out, grabbed a handful of his hair, and ordered him to make her come.”


  “I nearly came,” Darryl said.


  Grant laughed. “Yeah, you did. So I told him if he was a good boy for me and made her come hard, I’d let him fuck her.”


  “Then he played with my balls and started slowly stroking my cock.”


  “And fingered your ass.”


  “And fingered my ass.”


  She giggled. “Sounds like a party.”


  “It was,” Grant said. “Within an hour, I had him begging me to fuck his ass while he was fucking her.”


  “And the next morning, I woke up in the middle of the two of them and thought oh hell, what’d I just do?”


  “Then I woke up and started sucking his cock,” Grant said. “And he realized he didn’t care what it was we’d done.”


  “True story.” Darryl nuzzled his face against the back of her neck. “He told me I had two choices, to either lay back and enjoy it and keep an open mind, or to live the rest of my life scared of my own shadow. So I decided to enjoy it.”


  “Didn’t hurt that after I got him worked to a horny frenzy, I had our friend lay on the bed, got him on top of her sixty-nine, and then I fucked his ass again.”


  “Yeah,” Darryl said with a happy sigh. “Then they kept edging me for the better part of an hour.”


  Grant draped an arm over her, stroking Darryl’s arm. “Made him beg to come. But what’d I do?”


  Darryl snickered. “You made me beg you to come in my ass first, Sir.”


  “See?” Grant said. “Operant conditioning. And then once we all woke up, got some coffee in us, and were able to talk for a little while, Darryl finally admitted something I’d hoped I’d been right about for some time.”


  “What’s that?” she asked.


  “That I was really attracted to him as more than a friend,” Darryl said.


  “Which was a good thing, because I was finally able to admit to him that I was bi and that I was in love with him, and had been for years. His reward for that admission was getting to lay there while she rode his cock and he got to suck my cock.”


  “We are going to try some of these permutations ourselves, aren’t we?” Susie asked. “Because I got to tell you, once I get some strength back, I’m going to want to do them. All of them.”


  Grant nuzzled her nose with his. “Oh, absolutely, baby. Believe me, we’re going to fill you up every which way we can.”


  “So then what happened?” she asked.


  “By that night,” Darryl said, “I’d spent the better part of the last twenty-four hours fucking, getting fucked, sucking cock, having my cock sucked, and realizing that I was in love with my best friend, and that it was okay. Once she had to go home because she had to work the next day, I had a good long, hard cry on Grant’s shoulder and we started talking.”


  “And talking,” Grant added.


  “And talking,” Darryl continued. “And…we ended up here.”


  “How long before you became his slave?”


  “That was a few months in the making,” Darryl said. “He didn’t just start spanking me that night. I wanted to try some stuff out. I had to get comfortable with the fact that not only was it okay to look at his cock, but that he wanted me sucking it, or wanted it buried in my ass. I realized I liked how it felt when I let him have control in bed, and it started expanding from there. Which the sneaky bastard knew it would.”


  Grant grinned. “Tell me you hated it.”


  “I loved it, and you damn well know it, Sir.”


  “He sometimes got a little possessive if any of our play partners decided they wanted more than just to play,” Grant said.


  Darryl sighed. “You were my Master, Sir. I didn’t care if we played with them, or you topped them, but any time one of them wanted more than just fun, she was out of there.”


  She rolled over so she could look Darryl in the eye. “You won’t get jealous of me? You had him first.”


  “No, baby. This is different.” Darryl stroked her cheek. “We were meant to be together, the three of us. I firmly believe it. Like he said, if we’d known then what we know now, we wouldn’t have let you get away back then. We were scared, stupid kids. Maybe it’s better this way. I can appreciate what we have, and I know I’m a lot smarter than I was. I’m not scared to love you, and I’m definitely not jealous about sharing you two with each other.”


  At some point during their talking, she felt Darryl’s cock harden between them. With a little bit of squirming on her part, she was easily able to slide him inside her with a satisfied sigh.


  Grant propped himself up on his elbow behind her, leaned over, grabbed a handful of Darryl’s hair in his hand, and kissed him.


  Pinned between them, all she could do was watch and enjoy the sexy show.


  “Fuck our girl,” Grant hoarsely ordered. “Fill her up.”


  They got her onto her back. Darryl’s eyes dropped closed as he started thrusting, pistoning his hips. There wasn’t much she could do to help except lie there and enjoy it, from the way Grant had her penned in.


  “When you get done fucking her,” Grant said, “You’ll get to show her how well you suck cock. You like sucking my cock, don’t you?”


  “Yes, Sir,” he said, already sounding deep in subspace.


  “I know one thing I’m going to enjoy doing this weekend is lying back while you sit on my cock and she sits on my face and I get to make both of you come.”


  She tried to squirm a little against Darryl but she couldn’t manage quite the right angle to get her clit some action.


  “Stop wiggling, girl,” Grant sternly ordered. “Let him fuck you.”


  She fell still, heart racing, body completely at their mercy.


  Loving every second of it.


  Darryl’s hips rocked, one hand holding onto her hip for traction even as Grant pulled Darryl’s head closer. “Whose cock is fucking her pussy?” Grant asked.


  “Your cock, Master. You own me.”


  Holy…fuck! It felt hard to breathe from how sexy this was.


  Grant’s gaze dropped to her. “That’s right. Good boy. And whose pussy are you fucking right now?”


  “Your pussy, Master.”


  Grant’s smile widened, pinning her in place. “That’s right. Good boy. Unless I say otherwise you have my permission to fuck her whenever and wherever you want.”


  “Thank you, Master!”


  He leaned in, his lips directly over hers. “Who owns you?”


  “You do, Master,” she whispered.


  “Whose cock’s fucking you?”


  “Your cock, Master.”


  “Good girl. And whose pussy is that? Whose sweet ass is that?”


  “They’re your pussy and your ass, Master.” What little weight remained in her soul rolled off her shoulders, setting her free. She felt like if it wasn’t for the men’s bodies holding her there, she’d float right out of the bed.


  “Good girl. Such a very good girl. My good girl.” He kissed her, lifting his lips from hers as he still stared into her eyes. “One of my rules,” he said, “is that if I want your body, I get it. Understand? You don’t tell me no.”


  “Yes, Master.” That’d been one of her rules with John, too. No, he wasn’t an asshole. He’d never made her perform if she wasn’t feeling good.


  Truth be told, she loved that he had that rule, though. Loved knowing he could and would take what was his, whenever he wanted it.


  Including more than one time in the bathroom in his office at lunch, leaving her pussy filled for the rest of the day.


  Or the times she’d knelt under his desk and blown him.


  Thank goodness for locking doors and secure office blinds.


  “And for the time being,” Grant said, “until I decide to rein him in, when slave wants your body, you don’t tell him no, either. Understand?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Good girl.” He let go of Darryl’s hair and reached between them, his fingers finding her clit. “And what’s my rule about masturbation?”


  “I don’t,” she said. “Not without Master’s permission.”


  “Good girl.” He nuzzled the side of her neck, shocking her when he bit her, but the delicious pain triggering her orgasm. As she exploded, Darryl started moving harder, faster, catching up and finally coming, adding his load to her pussy.


  Grant’s pleased chuckle filling her soul. “Such a good girl,” he said. “Oh, and I like to bite.”


  She giggled. “I kind of figured, Sir.”


  She felt his cock rubbing against her hip. “In fact,” Grant said, “I think it’s time you get to see how well he sucks cock.” He snagged Darryl by the hair. “You guys made me horny.”


  Darryl untangled himself from her and she rolled out of the way so he could get into position between Grant’s legs. She snuggled close against Grant’s side, heart racing again as she watched the men lock gazes.


  “Oh, no, sweetheart,” Grant said. “You get down there and watch him close up. In fact, why don’t you help him out? You can lick my balls while he sucks my cock.”


  He pulled another pillow under his head and laced his hands behind him, smiling down at them as they got into position.


  Darryl grinned at her, giving her a kiss. Then, still making eye contact with her, he slowly swallowed Grant’s cock right to the root.


  She let out a noise, of need, desire. Fuck, that was damned hot.


  “Get busy, sweetheart,” Grant said. “Don’t just watch.”


  She did, cupping Grant’s balls in her hand and swirling her tongue around them.


  He let out a hiss of pleasure. “Oh, holy fuck, that’s my new favorite thing.”


  Darryl chuckled a little around Grant’s cock but he kept bobbing his head up and down his shaft, swirling his tongue around the head before swallowing him again.


  When she looked, Grant’s gaze was focused on her, his blue eyes dark with passion.


  This…


  She could easily spend the rest of her life doing this, with these two men.


  It didn’t take Darryl long to work Grant up and get him over. She loved the way Grant’s balls drew up tight before he filled Darryl’s mouth with a load of cum.


  She grabbed Darryl and kissed him, hard, enjoying tasting Grant on his tongue.


  Grant let out a contented sigh. “Oh, yeah. Definitely my new favorite thing.”


  Chapter Eleven


  


  They somehow made it to lunch. Then a little time on the beach, the three of them stretched out on towels next to each other in the sun, before some more playtime in the room and another round of showers.


  Nerves filled Susie as they got ready for dinner. There would likely be more people there than there had been at the pool party the night before, and it’d be harder to avoid their new dynamic being detected.


  Grant didn’t seem to care. He pulled her into his arms. “I want you to relax.”


  “I don’t want to screw up.”


  “There’s nothing to screw up. I sincerely doubt anyone will think twice about old friends being cozy with each other. Especially since you’re widowed. Anyone who knew us knew how close we were. Anyone who might be here who knows us now, not that I expect to see any, likely won’t give a shit.”


  She nodded. “Yes, Sir.” In that way, it would be tricky falling back into that pattern of letting go when nervous or anxious. It’d been a skill she’d had to refine, hone, reinforce after losing John, to take care of herself in that way.


  “If we’re not worried about it,” Darryl said, “you shouldn’t be.”


  True. They both had a lot more to lose than she did. The worst that could happen with her would be that people talked about her. Which she didn’t care about. Her concern had always been more for John than herself. She’d never wanted anyone to think badly of him, that he was “abusing” her, when the exact opposite was the case.


  Likewise, she never wanted to be the reason anyone spoke ill of either of these two men.


  She loved them.


  That slammed into her brain. Yes, she’d said it to them, and they’d said it back.


  Somehow…the impact had escaped her until now.


  Grant tipped her chin up and made her look him in the eye. “You’re doing it again. Where’d you go?”


  She told him.


  He pulled her close again, motioning for Darryl to step in, too. “Sweetheart,” Grant said, “we’re two adult men, capable of taking care of you and ourselves. Your job isn’t to worry about that. Let us do the worrying. Seriously. All you have to do is lean on us and follow our leads.”


  “How can it be this easy?”


  “Because we already paid our dues,” Darryl said. “We’re all grown up now, and it’s time doing all this adulting finally gives us a dividend. This is the payout. We get to be happy.”


  She did her best to let her brain disengage as they headed downstairs.


  Fortunately, it was open seating, and they shared a table with Corey, Marcy, and a guy Susie vaguely remembered from one or two classes, but she couldn’t really recall much about him.


  As the evening wore on, she found herself relaxing, letting Grant and Darryl handle the weight of the conversation with others. She simply smiled and…


  Relaxed.


  Easier to do since Grant didn’t really make her wear the butt plug to dinner, although there had been a very playfully heated debate between the two men about it beforehand.


  Which told her no, she wouldn’t wear it, but at that point they were just trying to make her smile and laugh.


  Some things never changed.


  So she’d joined in the fun, batting her eyes at Grant and promising him any number of filthy, dirty, sexy things to not have to wear the butt plug.


  In some ways, so heartbreakingly like John it nearly took her breath away. Yet completely her Grant at the same time.


  This will work. This has to work between us.


  Because she knew to lose this kind of love twice in one life—three times if she counted Darryl, too—would absolutely kill her.


  


  * * * *


  


  After dinner, they returned to the room and Susie refused to let her brain engage again. Grant had been right, there hadn’t been any problems, they’d had a great time, and no one seemed to notice anything “off.”


  They spent the night tying her up, making her come, fucking her brains out, until the three of them collapsed into an exhausted sleep.


  And she had another blissful night of no dreams.


  Susie didn’t feel any regrets as they packed up at the end of the weekend. At least she had the consolation that this wasn’t a good-bye to the men.


  It was the best of beginnings. Of new starts.


  Of a new life for her and for the men.


  Darryl slipped his arms around her waist and nibbled on the back of her neck, sending pleasant shivers through her. “How you feeling?”


  She tipped her head back onto his shoulder, a smile filling her soul. “Better than I dreamed possible. And sore in a lot of good ways for a change. It’s a nice feeling. I’ve missed the hell out of it.”


  He gently nibbled on the side of her neck. “I think we can keep you in that state for quite a while. Maybe even for the rest of your life.”


  “I hope you can.” She turned in his arms and draped them around his neck. “If I’m dreaming, please don’t wake me up. I don’t want to wake up and go back to the nightmare I was living.”


  “You’re not dreaming, sweetheart. You’re really here. We’re really here.” He smiled. “And tonight we’re having dinner with everyone.”


  “So how are Rusty and Eliza?”


  “As fun and freaky as ever. As you will soon see.”


  “I can’t believe a lifetime has gone by since I’ve seen them. But it feels like I wasn’t apart a day from you guys.”


  “And we don’t want to spend a day apart from you, either.”


  “What about when Kyle’s home?”


  “Kyle will have to get used to you being around. We’ll figure it out, don’t worry.” He cradled her face in his hands. “Seriously,” he said. “I’m his dad, and believe me, if I thought this would be a problem, I’d be speaking up. He’s not a toddler. He’s going to be thirteen in a couple of months.”


  “It’d be easier if he was a toddler,” she grumbled. “He wouldn’t know any different as he grew up.”


  He pulled her tightly against him. “I’m not giving up a second chance with you, and neither is Grant. So don’t worry about it.”


  She rested her head against his shoulder, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath. In some ways, it was hard to downshift from the survival mode she’d kept herself in the past couple of years.


  And in other ways, it felt like coming home.


  She knew she’d get used to the dichotomy sooner rather than later, but she also didn’t want to upend the men’s carefully constructed lives.


  “I want to put it out there,” she said. “If something should happen with your job, don’t worry about it.”


  “I pull my own weight.”


  “That’s not what I meant.” She tipped her head back and looked into his eyes. “If you ever lose your job, either of you, I’ll find something for you to do at the dealership to draw a salary.”


  “I am not a salesman,” he said. “And I know diddlysquat about working on cars, so that’s out.”


  “You don’t have to. You can learn parts. Or learn office stuff. It’s not very complicated once you get the hang of it. Seriously, there are plenty of things you can learn how to do, administrative stuff. Probably better benefits than you have now.”


  “Fringe benefits?” He waggled his eyebrows at her, making her laugh.


  “Yeah, those, too.”


  Grant emerged from the bathroom. “I wouldn’t go in there for a few minutes,” he joked.


  “Thanks for the warning,” she said.


  “So what do you two look so serious about?”


  “She was telling me if we ever get canned that she’ll put us on the payroll.”


  Grant snorted. “I don’t know nuttin’ about sellin’ no cars.”


  “That’s what I just told her.”


  “Guys, seriously. You both took care of me back then. You were my safety net. Let me be yours now. Hopefully, it won’t be an issue. Just in case it ever is, I’ve got it covered.”


  Grant pulled her into his arms. “Right now, let’s focus on us, okay? If I have my way, this is for life.”


  As she stared up into his gorgeous blue eyes, she knew she wanted that more than anything. “Yes, Sir. That’s what I want, too.”


  Grant took the keys to her car. After checking out, they went to the men’s house first so they could pick up what they’d need to spend the night at her house and leave right from there in the morning.


  There was a picture on the wall of the two of them with a boy at Disney. “Is this Kyle?” she asked Darryl.


  “Yep. That’s him. Two years ago, for Christmas, we took him over to Epcot.”


  “He looks a lot like you.”


  “He looks even more like him now,” Grant called out. “It’s spooky. Wait till you meet him tomorrow night.”


  She froze. “Tomorrow night?”


  “Yeah.” Grant emerged from their bedroom. “He’s spending Monday and Tuesday night here.”


  “Oh.”


  “She’s thinking again,” Darryl warned.


  Grant walked over to her and pulled her into his arms. “What part of ‘for life’ didn’t I make clear this weekend?”


  “You did, Sir. I just…” She rested her head against his chest. “Sorry. Trying to adjust to all the changes. The good kind of fear.”


  “It’s okay. But you have to trust us.”


  “I do.” She took a deep breath. “I will.”


  “Good girl. Did I hear you say you have a pool?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Good. Do we need swim trunks?”


  She giggled. “No, Sir. I have a fence around my backyard.”


  “Excellent.” He kissed her. “Then guess what we’re doing this afternoon?”


  “Pool sex?”


  “See? Such a smart girl you are.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Susie had to drive from their house, because they’d driven to the hotel in Grant’s car and Darryl needed his car for in the morning. Making sure they didn’t lose her, she led the way home, thrilled that, for a change, she wouldn’t be alone there.


  Hell, she hadn’t even put up Christmas decorations the past couple of years.


  I really am fucking pitiful.


  The men parked behind her in the driveway and she led the way inside. “I’ll get you extra keys,” she said. “The code is 6942.”


  Darryl laughed. “Really? Sixty-nine forty-two? That can’t be a coincidence.”


  She smiled. “It wasn’t. John liked sci-fi, too.”


  With their stuff inside, and the door safely locked behind them, Grant arched an eyebrow at her.


  She smiled, kicked off her shoes, and pulled her shirt off.


  “Good girl.” He looked at Darryl. “What are you waiting for?”


  “Just making sure.”


  “We’re alone and child-free. I want to see naked asses.”


  “Cuffs and collars?” she asked.


  “Not if you don’t want to get them wet in the pool.” He started stripping. “I wasn’t kidding about that,” he said.


  After she was naked she went to grab them towels and led the way to the lanai. As they stepped out, Darryl took a cautious look around. “What about over there?” he asked, pointing to the wooded land directly behind her property. The fence on either side of their yard was an eight-foot-high privacy fence, but in the back was only a four-foot chain-link fence.


  “That’s wetland. No one lives there. We didn’t fence that off because we wanted to see the trees and stuff.”


  “No one goes in there?”


  “Nope. It’s usually flooded in the summer, anyway. And the Areca palms screen the pool itself. I’ve lived here over ten years and we’ve never had a problem.”


  “Okay,” Darryl said. “If you say so.”


  They spent the afternoon talking, playing, getting sexy, and talking some more. When it was time to grab showers before dinner, the men held her between them in the pool, nibbling on her neck.


  “Who’s my good girl?” Grant asked.


  “Me, Sir.” Her brain was such a puddle of goo at that moment, she’d agree if he asked who his three-footed Godzilla was.


  “Love you,” he whispered.


  She opened her eyes and met his gaze. “Love you, too, Master,” she said, feeling it through the depths of her soul.


  Darryl cleared his throat. She tipped her head back to find him smiling. “Love you, too.”


  “Love you, baby.”


  “If you slip and call him Sir,” Grant said, “I won’t beat him or you for it.”


  “Thank you, Master.”


  He let out a contented sigh before he leaned in and kissed her again. “Yeah, that. I will never get tired of hearing either one of you call me that.”


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Susie had learned, by necessity, to have nerves of steel.


  Or, at least to fake it well enough to make it look like she did.


  Especially when dealing with her in-laws. John used to tell her how proud he was of her for how she’d taken his advice to heart to never let them see her sweat, to always keep a smile on her face, and never flinch.


  Never show weakness.


  She wasn’t sure how well that advice would fly when it came to a twelve-year-old boy who was the son of her…


  Well, boyfriend.


  One of her boyfriends.


  She arrived at Grant’s before Darryl returned with Kyle, much to her irritation. She would have preferred to have arrived later and not been seen there alone with Grant.


  Twelve, just a few months shy of thirteen, was a damn smart age for some kids. It would suck if Kyle’s first impression of her was someone sneaking around with both men.


  Even though that was, technically, the truth.


  Grant laughed when he saw her face. “Calm down, sweetie. This will be fine.” She was helping him put the finishing touches on dinner and getting the table set.


  “How do you explain me?” Reality was a lot more nerve-wracking than just talking about it.


  “Honey, we already have. He’s heard some of the stories about us playing D and D and stuff in high school. He knows we still play D and D. So this won’t be a surprise to him. He knew we were going to our high school reunion. We met up with you and Corey there. It’s that simple.”


  He pulled her in for a kiss. “Just try to relax.”


  “I want him to like me.”


  “He will. And even if he doesn’t, he’s a kid. He might hate you today and love you tomorrow. He’s a hormonal boy. Remember how we were?”


  She draped her arms around his neck. “Why didn’t we hook up in high school?”


  “Because we were stupid, hormonal boys terrified of losing a cute girl who actually liked us.” He smacked her ass with his hands, making her instantly wet.


  Her lower lip caught under her teeth.


  One eyebrow slid up. “Oops. Did I just tease you?”


  “Yes, Sir. Dammit.”


  He chuckled and kissed her one last time. “Sorry, baby. I’ll come over to your place later tonight.”


  “What will you tell Kyle?”


  He shrugged. “Nothing. He’s got a bedtime. I’ll simply wait until after he goes to bed and I’ll leave. I’m usually gone first in the morning anyway. Even if he did notice, it wouldn’t be the first time I’d gone out on a date with someone while he’s here. Although that hasn’t happened for a while.”


  “Since you and Darryl became an item.”


  Grant smirked. “Exactly.” He glanced out the front windows. “Okay, they’re here. Now, please, relax. All right?”


  “Yes, Sir. I’ll try.”


  He smirked. “And try to remember not to call me ‘Sir’ around him.”


  “Oops. Sorry, Sir.”


  He let out a sigh.


  


  * * * *


  


  Darryl had swung back and forth through the full range of emotions while driving to pick up Kyle. Pass Susie off as just a friend? Pass her off as Grant’s new girlfriend?


  He didn’t know what the right answer was. All he knew was he had to figure out a way to make this work. He definitely didn’t want to do anything to put his relationship with his son in jeopardy, but dammit, didn’t he deserve a little happiness for a change?


  Besides, it was all he could do to stick to the promise he’d made himself that he’d never stoop to Chelsey’s level. He’d never, not once, bad-mouthed her in front of Kyle. Hell, he’d changed far more diapers than she had, and yet she wanted to go for full custody? She’d moved a guy into the house—their house—and he was living with her and helping pay expenses, but he had to pay her alimony? When she made more than him? And she’d filed for the divorce?


  Fortunately, not a lot of alimony, and it wouldn’t last much longer, but still, it grated on him.


  And, to add insult to injury, he had to pretend not to be in a relationship with the love of his life?


  He’d been a faithful husband. He’d taken care of their son, raised their son, taken care of their house. Yes, she made more money than he did teaching private lessons, but it had allowed him the freedom to volunteer at Kyle’s school, get him into sports and Scouting, all those kinds of things.


  If he’d known at the time he was looking for an Owner and not a spouse, he might have approached things a lot differently.


  Okay, sure, yes, he’d had fantasies about Grant in high school. He’d shoved them back, because hell, he’d had equally hot fantasies about Susie.


  Had he known back then that “bi” was a thing, he might have been a little slower to marry Chelsey when she batted her eyes at him.


  Kyle was ready to go when Darryl pulled into the driveway, not even getting the car shifted into park before his son dashed out the front door and to the car.


  He threw his stuff into the back seat and slid into the front. “Hey.”


  “Hey, kiddo. You all right?”


  Kyle wore a dark frown. “Same stuff, different day. What’s for dinner? I’m starved.”


  He backed out of the driveway. “Grant’s making pork chops.”


  “Oh, I love his pork chops.”


  Better sooner rather than later… “Um, we’re going to have another guest tonight, too.”


  Caution entered Kyle’s tone. “Who?”


  “Well, we went to our high school reunion this weekend. Remember our friend we’ve talked about? Susie? We used to hang out together all the time.”


  “Yeah. The gamer chick, right?”


  Close enough. “Yes, her. She’s joining us for dinner tonight.”


  “Cool. Is her husband coming?”


  “She’s widowed.”


  “Oh.” He stared out the window for a moment. “You know I don’t like Greg, right?”


  “I know. You’ve told me.”


  “I don’t like how he talks about you with Mom. They think I can’t hear them and I can. Like they think you’re a joke.” He looked at Darryl. “I know she cheated on you, Dad.”


  He had to struggle to keep his focus on the road. “I really don’t think this is something that we should ta—”


  “No, I want to talk about it.” Kyle turned toward him. “I get it. You’re trying to be nice. Mom’s not a nice person, okay? Not when it comes to you. The only reason she was being a bitch about the custody—”


  “Please don’t use that word about your mom.”


  “Okay, fine. The only reason she was being a witch about custody was because she wanted you to have to pay child support and didn’t want to have to pay you alimony or child support. I heard them talking with the lawyer. He’s a friend of Greg’s. That’s why she did it like that, because she’s cheap.”


  Darryl finally pulled over into a parking lot, because it was that or risk an accident. He wanted to give Kyle his full attention anyway.


  “What’s going on? Why are you bringing this up now?”


  “She used you, Dad. Okay? Tell your lawyer to nail her to the wall. She deserves it.”


  “What happened?”


  He sat back in his seat and stared at his hands for a moment. “Greg was on the phone talking to someone last week. He was out in the backyard and I could hear him. They’re just trying to figure out how to keep getting money out of you to pay for stuff so they don’t have to. Whoever he was talking to, he was bragging to them about that.”


  Yes, Darryl realized in retrospect how cold his ex-wife could be, and a gold-digger in some respects, but he never thought those ways extended to her child.


  “What are you asking me to do?” Kyle was almost thirteen, for crying out loud. He flashed back and forth from hating one of them or the other almost on a daily basis sometimes.


  Unfortunately, this spell was lasting way longer than others and didn’t seem to show signs of lifting anytime soon.


  “I know you don’t have a lot of money right now, but would Grant be okay with it if I moved in, too?”


  “Yes, he would. He’s already told you that. But you know your mother would fight you on it.”


  “My friend Kelly, at school, her parents got divorced and she decided she wanted to go live with her dad. She’s twelve. So am I. Her dad fought it and won because she told the judge exactly why she wanted to live with her dad.”


  He also suspected that Chelsey would fight tooth and nail simply so she could keep getting the alimony and child support. If Kyle lived with him full-time, not only would she lose that, she’d have to start paying Darryl.


  That would piss her off.


  “We’ll talk about it,” he said. “Not tonight. Let’s enjoy having company tonight, all right?”


  “Okay. Does she have a job?”


  “Who, Susie?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Yes, and that’s not really polite to ask.”


  “Is she your girlfriend?”


  “That’s not polite, either. The three of us used to be really close friends until we lost touch. We didn’t know she lived in the area. Her husband died two years ago, and please don’t ask her about that tonight, either, okay? It still upsets her.”


  “Oh. Sorry.”


  “But yes, she has a job. A good job. She owns a car dealership.”


  “She’s rich?”


  He shifted the car into gear. “Again, not a topic of discussion, Kyle.”


  Holy crap. Dinner should be interesting.


  


  * * * *


  


  Susie’s car was already parked in the driveway behind Grant’s when Darryl pulled in. When Kyle reached for the door handle, Darryl stopped him.


  “Please, be polite. You have manners. I know, because I taught them to you. She’s a very nice woman, and she’s a friend of ours. We’ve really missed her and we feel badly that we didn’t know she was widowed.”


  “Is she the same one you and Grant went to prom with? In that old picture you have?”


  “Yes, that’s her.”


  “Oh.” He looked thoughtful for a moment. “You guys looked really happy in that picture. Like you were having fun.”


  “We were, and we did.”


  He pondered something else before speaking. “You didn’t start looking happy again like that until you and Mom got divorced and you were living at Grant’s. It’s like you got fun again. You know Mom never liked Grant, right?”


  “Yes, I know.” It’d been a major source of contention throughout their marriage.


  Only in retrospect did Grant finally figure it out first, pegging Chelsey as a very dominant person. She likely reacted badly to him because she could never manipulate Grant, and Grant frequently stood up to her on Darryl’s behalf.


  “I like Grant,” Kyle said. “I like being here. It’s not tense like it used to be at home when you guys were still married.”


  It took Darryl a second to untangle that statement, at first mistakenly thinking that Kyle meant him and Grant being…married.


  “I won’t discuss what went on between your mom and me,” Darryl said. “You’re my son, and you’re a kid, and—”


  “Yeah, yeah, Dad. I know.” He held up air quotes. “‘Respect.’ Which is stupid because she doesn’t give a darn about you.”


  “Well, it doesn’t matter. I know you love your mom.”


  “I just don’t like her,” he muttered.


  Darryl sat back. “This is more than overhearing a phone call. What is going on? Really?”


  Kyle hesitated again. “She screwed up her phone again last week and asked me to fix it for her. I saw where she’s been texting like four other guys besides Greg. Greg thinks he’s so smart, but she’s been cheating on him, too. Does she love me? Yeah, I guess so, but she had a funny way of showing it. And she’s not ‘working’ two nights a week doing west-coast sales calls. She’s going out with guys. Greg’s an idiot.”


  Darryl knew he had two options. Rat out his son and tell Chelsey to use someone else for tech support, or keep his mouth shut and let her screw herself?


  He knew what he “should” do, but then again…


  Fuck her.


  “If you really want to move in with me full-time, I’m going to have to talk to my attorney about it first and find out what we can do. Your mom will probably fight me on it.”


  “Not if I tell her I’ll tell Greg about her guys on the side.” He snorted. “I took screenshots and texted them to myself for proof.”


  How can the kid be so damn smart, and yet not be clued in about me and Grant?


  Or, maybe he was and he was keeping his mouth shut because he didn’t care and because he really didn’t want to live with Chelsey any longer.


  “School starts in a month. Let’s get through that, first. Meanwhile, I’ll talk to my lawyer and we’ll go from there. Okay?”


  And in that time Kyle might have decided Chelsey was fine and he was the antichrist. Five or six times, as a matter of fact.


  Although this time did sound far different than ever before.


  “Fine.” It didn’t sound like Kyle thought it was fine, but Darryl suspected his son wasn’t going to argue the point any longer.


  “Let’s get inside. I hope you like Susie. She’s going to start playing D and D with us again.”


  “I wish Mom would let me play.”


  “Me, too, kiddo.” It wasn’t that Chelsey didn’t want Kyle to play, she just wanted to interfere with Darryl having yet another activity to do with his son. She’d come up with the same roadblock about other activities as well. The gang had even offered to move gaming to another night so Kyle could start playing with them when Chelsey’s excuse had been that she couldn’t change her schedule.


  Then she’d had excuse after excuse, which Darryl knew meant that even if the gang changed the day every week—which wasn’t fair to them—Chelsey would still manage to find a way to fuck things up for Kyle.


  


  * * * *


  


  Grant had counseled Susie to hang back and let Kyle get in the door before doing the introductions, but Kyle apparently dropped all his stuff in the front hall and made a beeline for the kitchen.


  He immediately hugged Grant and then walked over to her.


  He was the spitting image of Darryl. Hell, she could be looking at a slightly younger version of the kid she’d gone to high school with.


  It took her breath away.


  He stuck out his hand. “Dad told me about you. I’m Kyle. Nice to meet you.”


  Darryl stood in the kitchen doorway with a nearly frantic look on his face that she didn’t have time to interpret. That, or Grant’s furrowed brow as he looked from Darryl to Kyle and back again.


  She shook with Kyle. “It’s very nice to meet you, too, Kyle. I’m Susie Costello. Your dad told me a lot about you this weekend.”


  “Can I ask you a question?”


  “Well, sure. I guess.”


  “Are you dating anyone?”


  “Whoa, Kyle!” Both men jumped in. “Buddy,” Darryl said, “that’s rude.”


  “It’s an honest question,” Kyle said. He looked at her. “My mom cheated on Dad, and now she’s cheating on her boyfriend. I’m tired of people lying about stuff.”


  She had no fucking clue what to say to that.


  Susie finally opted, despite Grant and Darryl’s protestations and apologies, to answer the question.


  She met Kyle’s brown gaze. “I’m widowed,” she said. “Honestly? Until I reconnected with your dad and Grant this past weekend, I didn’t have much in the way of friends or fun. Some of my old friends still play D and D with them, and I’m going to start playing again. Darryl and Grant know my situation, and I know theirs, and you’ll probably be seeing a lot of me around here because I’ve been really, really lonely. It was nice to get back together with them and not feel alone anymore. But I promise, I won’t lie to them, or to you.”


  The two men stood behind Kyle, their faces mirrors of shock that would have made her laugh if it wasn’t for Kyle standing right there.


  Kyle apparently needed a moment to digest that. “Sorry I’m being rude,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at Darryl. “I’m really upset at my mom. I just wish things would settle down.”


  “My parents fought all the time before they got divorced,” she admitted.


  “They did?”


  “Yeah. Ask these two guys. They heard them. A lot. They finally got divorced when I was in high school.”


  “I don’t understand why she’s got to lie.”


  “I don’t have the answer for you. I’m sorry. Sometimes, adults do stupid things. We’re not perfect.”


  Kyle finally nodded. “Okay.”


  With that, he headed out of the kitchen.


  She leaned against the counter. “What…the…actual…fuck?” she mouthed at the men.


  Grant and Darryl shrugged.


  It was some small measure of comfort that both men looked as confused as she felt by the encounter.


  Yet with that out of his system, Kyle acted like a charming, funny, smart kid for the rest of the evening. During dinner, he asked her questions about running a dealership, and about things the three of them used to do in high school.


  By the time dinner ended, Susie had mostly forgotten about the weird way it’d started. Kyle was pleased to find out that she enjoyed a lot of the same movies and TV shows he and the men did.


  “Go get your shower, kiddo,” Darryl said after Kyle had helped them clean up the kitchen and load the dishwasher.


  Once he was gone, and they’d heard the shower start a few minutes later, Susie leaned against the counter, wide-eyed. “Well?”


  Grant looked at Darryl. “What happened?”


  Darryl filled them in. When he finished, Grant swore. “That goddamned bitch,” he muttered.


  “I think once he gets out of the shower,” she said, “I should probably leave. If you think you should stay here tonight and not come to my place, I’m okay with that.”


  “No, it’s okay,” Darryl said. “He won’t be up in the morning until after Grant’s gone for work anyway.”


  Grant pulled them together for a group hug. “We’ll get through this together,” he said. “We’ll figure it out as we go.”


  “I hope he doesn’t come to hate me,” Susie said.


  “He won’t,” Darryl assured her. “He’s just upset right now.”


  In fact, later, Kyle seemed disappointed that she was leaving so early.


  “She’ll come over for dinner tomorrow night,” Darryl told him. “We’re going to help her roll up her new character for the game.”


  “Cool.” He tipped his head as he stared at her. “I’m sorry I was rude earlier. I like you. I think you’re nice.”


  “Thank you,” she said. “I like you, too. And it’s okay. I understand parents can make you feel crazy.” She nudged Darryl with her elbow. “These guys should remember that.”


  When she got home, she immediately started hunting through her closets until she found the box she was looking for. As she sat on the floor in the spare bedroom and opened it, she smiled when she found her dice bag right on top. A black canvas zipper pouch with a white Hello Kitty on it. Inside, her old polyhedral dice, several different sets in a wide variety of colors, as well as extra six-, eight-, and twenty-sided dice.


  “Hey, boys. We’re baaack.” She zipped the case closed and set it aside. The men had told her they were playing a newer version of D and D than she still had books and modules for, so she set those aside and kept digging.


  Then she found her high school yearbooks, and the pictures tucked inside.


  Including the one from prom.


  She smiled as she stared at the three kids smiling for the camera. Who knew twenty years later where they’d be? There was Grant and those intense blue eyes of his, and Darryl and his sweet smile, their arms slung around her and each other, chins resting on her shoulders.


  Perfection back then.


  She packed everything away except her dice and the pictures and slid the box back into the closet. The rest she took out to the kitchen, laying them on the counter. She’d need to get the pictures framed.


  Between college, her whirlwind romance with John, and then working like crazy, those memories had just gotten…lost. Misplaced.


  As she stood there, she realized she hadn’t gone through her usual routine. She had completely bypassed the front table and her cuffs and collar waiting there.


  Turning, she spotted John’s urn sitting on the shelf in the living room. She walked over to it and stared at it. “I hope you’d like them, Master,” she said. “They took good care of me back then, and I know they’ll take good care of me now. You told me you wanted me to go on living. I think I finally found my reason to do just that.”


  Now that she had a second chance, she damn sure would take the initiative and make sure she didn’t lose the men again.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Grant texted her a little before eleven that he’d be heading over soon. She was waiting, naked, wearing her collar and cuffs, kneeling in the front hallway for him.


  His cock thickened as soon as he saw her there. He closed and locked the door behind him and set his bag down, walking over to her to greet her.


  “Such a good girl,” he murmured, stroking her hair as she leaned in to nuzzle her head against the front of his jeans. “My very good girl. I didn’t even have to ask you to be ready.”


  “Is Kyle okay, Sir?”


  “He’ll be fine. He talked some more after you left. I think he really is serious this time about moving in with us.” He helped her to her feet and kissed her. “Question is, are you going to be okay with that?”


  “Absolutely. Why wouldn’t I be?”


  “Kind of cuts into some of the crazy plans we’d had.” He smirked. “Less nakey time.”


  “This is a little more important. As long as I’ve got you two in my life, nakey or not, I’m happy.”


  He hugged her. “Good girl.”


  “I found my dice.” She led him to the kitchen and he smiled when he saw the pictures.


  “Wow. Look at those two goofy dudes.” He picked up the prom picture, a wistful look on his face. “You know, that night when I finally got home, I think I rubbed three or four out.”


  She snorted. “How romantic.”


  He set the picture down and turned her to face him. “You have no idea. I didn’t understand stuff back then. None of us did. I had fantasies about both of you. That’s another reason I never got serious about anyone in college or later, until Darryl. I already knew, deep in my heart, who I wanted to be with. It was just a matter of time, learning, waiting, until I had a chance with Darryl. I never thought I’d see you again. I definitely didn’t want to lose him.”


  “You knew Chelsey wouldn’t last, didn’t you?”


  “Unfortunately. I did some snooping, too. She had user profiles all over the place on all the dating sites that were starting to pop up back then. She’s still as much of an idiot now, sad to say. And I was in IT, even back then. I tried to gently nudge Darryl into taking things slow with her, but at the time he was kind of spooked by his true feelings and jumped into a marriage with her.”


  “Spooked?”


  “He admitted it to me later after he and I hooked up. When I was finally able to show him about BDSM, and convinced him being gay or bi was far from the worst thing in the world. Certainly not worse than denying your true self and staying stuck in a crappy marriage that wasn’t working, to a woman cheating on him and lying to him.”


  “Is that the reason you fought so hard to stay in his life as his friend?”


  “Yep. I knew if she isolated him totally, he was done. I wouldn’t let her push me away as his friend no matter how bitchy she was to me.” He grinned. “It really pissed her off when Darryl put his foot down and insisted I would be Kyle’s godfather.”


  “Did she even want to have a kid?”


  “Honestly? I don’t think so. She apparently forgot to take her birth control for a couple of days when they were on vacation and that’s when it happened.”


  “Forgot?”


  “Seriously. She was too wrapped up in the trip. She’s a fucking airhead, if you didn’t guess. Thank god Kyle takes after Darryl in the brains and looks department or the poor kid would be totally screwed.”


  “So what do you want to do tonight, Sir?” She draped her arms around his neck.


  His hands slid down her back and settled on her ass. “I want to take you to bed and make sweet love to you before we collapse.” He let out a yawn. “Sorry. Long weekend and then tonight’s stress. Let’s get cracking on that lovemaking before I fall asleep on you.”


  She led him into the bedroom. After undressing, he sat on the end of the bed and patted his lap. “Head to my left.”


  Her heart raced, her pussy already getting wet as she knew what was coming. She laid facedown over his thighs, her breath catching as his left hand settled on the back of her neck, fingers hooked around her collar.


  His right hand stroked her ass and thighs. “You didn’t even ask why, sweetheart. Such a good girl. You are wonderfully well-trained. I love it. And you have a gorgeous, spankable ass.” He squeezed her left ass cheek, then her right, digging his fingers in as he did.


  “Thank you, Sir.”


  “No, thank you.” He brought his hand down, hard, on her left ass cheek, then her right.


  Her toes curled as it felt like a rollercoaster ride in her soul, the long, hard climb before dumping her deep into subspace.


  She didn’t know how long he spanked her, only that she was so horny by the time he got done that she thought she might orgasm as soon as he touched her clit. When he helped her up, she was pleased to see that his cock was hard.


  He noticed her looking and smiled. “I’ve never denied I was a sadist,” he said. “I warned you about that.”


  “Yes, Sir,” she said. “Didn’t say I was complaining, either.”


  He patted the bed. “Hands and knees,” he said. “I cannot get enough of you, even though my almost-forty-year-old body wants sleep.” He smiled.


  She climbed up on the bed, wiggling her hips at him.


  “Oh, don’t tempt me, baby. I could spank you with my other hand. Lucky for you I forgot to sneak implements out.”


  “I have some…”


  He snorted. “You slaves sometimes have a bad habit of forgetting about self-preservation, you know that?” He stroked her ass. “But don’t worry. Right now, I want to feel you coming around my cock so we can go to sleep and dream happy dreams.”


  He knelt behind her, swiping the head of his cock up and down between her legs before sliding home into her pussy.


  “Oh, yeah,” he gasped. “That’s what I wanted.” He reached around her, and just as she’d suspected, it didn’t take him long to make her come with his fingers on her clit.


  That’s when he started thrusting, hard and fast. “Maybe it’s a good thing I’ve got a middle-aged body,” he said. “We would have had six or eight kids…by…now.” He let out a satisfied groan as he fell still.


  He rolled to his side, taking her with him, his wilting cock still buried inside her.


  She snuggled tightly against him, the warmth of his body flowing through her.


  It almost felt like the last two years hadn’t happened. Like she hadn’t grieved, hadn’t been alone.


  Hadn’t been slowly dying inside without her body quite getting the memo that her heart and brain didn’t want to keep going, struggling every day just to find a reason to live.


  She was drifting off to sleep when he spoke. “Did you ever think about kids?”


  Her eyes popped open. “Why?”


  “Just asking.”


  She looked back at him. “Why, Sir?”


  He stroked her arm. “It’s not a deal-breaker, don’t worry. If it never happens, that’s cool, too. But if you decided you wanted to have kids, it’s a conversation I wouldn’t mind having.”


  “You don’t think that’s rushing things?”


  “I’m not rushing you. I’m only putting it out there. I might be your Master, but I will not force you one way or the other on this topic.”


  Her heart raced. “Can we table it for now, Sir?”


  “For now, or forever.” He kissed her. “Just giving you something to think about, in case you wanted to.”


  He fell asleep, leaving her lying there, now wide awake, mind racing.


  Yes, she’d wanted kids with John. They’d deliberately waited, knowing by waiting they were taking a risk, but wanting to be able to devote their full energy to the business and each other.


  Then they’d started talking about it again. They had thought about her going off the pill when…


  Money wasn’t an issue for her now. She never would have thought about having a baby while she was alone.


  And it wouldn’t have been John’s baby.


  But now…


  It could be Grant or Darryl’s baby…


  Was she crazy? Was all of this crazy? It wasn’t like they were complete strangers. Despite the years between them, it felt like they were kids again.


  Only now they could stay out late, take the car, and even drink if they wanted to.


  Not all at the same time, but still, they could do it.


  She’d resigned herself to mere survival.


  Now…


  Maybe she really could have everything she’d once dreamed of and had thought had slipped through her fingers.


  Definitely something for me to think about.


  


  * * * *


  


  She was still thinking about it the next morning while they took a shower together.


  “Can we talk, Sir?”


  “We can always talk, sweetheart.”


  “About what we discussed last night.”


  He met her gaze. “About a baby?”


  She nodded. “I know it’s still too soon to really talk about that yet…but…maybe. Let’s get settled in this first, let Kyle get to know me, and then we’ll revisit the discussion in a few months.”


  A slow smile filled his face. “Really?”


  “Yeah. I’m tired of my life being on hold, or being afraid. It’s not like you’re someone I’ve just met. This is…this is different. This is good. I have a good feeling about it. About the three of us.”


  He pulled her to him and kissed her. “Sweetheart, I love you so fucking much, believe me, I won’t let you get away again.”


  She smiled. “Just try getting rid of me.”


  “Never.”


  When Susie arrived at work a little after eight, Kristin followed her in with a mug of coffee and an odd look on her face.


  “What?” Susie asked.


  “What’s going on?”


  Susie blushed. “What?”


  Kristin set the mug of coffee on Susie’s desk, went and shut her office door, and returned to sit in front of the desk. “Okay. Yesterday you dodged my questions about the weekend. I’m not leaving here until you answer me.”


  “What?”


  “You’re happy! Not that I’m complaining, but what, did you…” Kristin gasped. “Oh, my god. You did. You got laid.”


  “Shh!”


  “Was it one of your friends?”


  Susie was sure her face must be beet red. She sat down and grabbed the mug. “It was a good weekend, and that’s all I’m saying.”


  Kristin grinned from ear to ear. “When do I get to meet him?”


  “How do you know you will?”


  “Oh, come on. He’s got to be local. I can’t believe you’d get into a long-distance relationship.”


  She didn’t want to shock Kristin. “Let’s just say maybe something is going on. Something good. Something I absolutely do not want to jinx, and it’s no one else’s business. But yes, I’m…happy.”


  “Duh. I know you’re happy.” She stood. “For the record? I wouldn’t even care if you told me you’d hooked up with a woman. Anyone who can put that smile on your face is good enough for me.”


  Susie cupped her hands around the mug and fought the urge to laugh.


  If only she knew. If only it were that simple.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Saturday night, Susie nervously stood in front of her mirror. “Are you sure this is okay?” She wore the same little black dress she’d worn to the reunion last Saturday night.


  Darryl stood behind her, smiling. “You look gorgeous.”


  “But I’m not…you know…kinked up.”


  He chuckled. “Kinked up?”


  “I mean I’m not wearing a corset or anything.”


  “It’s dinner. And at the club you’ll see people dressed in everything from completely naked, to street clothes, to full-on fetish. Hell, one of the volunteers in the office, she has fibromyalgia and usually wears jeans and Crocs because it’s comfortable. No one judges her.”


  “Well, that one asshole did,” Grant snarked.


  “Yeah, and Marcia promptly revoked his membership and banned him for general asshattery.”


  “True.”


  Susie turned. “They can do that?”


  “Uh, yeah,” Darryl said. “It’s Marcia and Derrick’s club. They can ban anyone for any reason.”


  “I hope they don’t ban me.”


  She spotted the nearly exasperated glance the men exchanged.


  “Hey, I’ve never been to one of these places, all right? I’m nervous.”


  Darryl pulled her in for another hug while Grant stepped in behind her.


  “Sweetie, you need to relax,” Darryl said. “Forget the bullshit from books and movies. Think about it like this. The people you’ll meet tonight, they’re more like geeky gamer cosplay Ren Fair friends who took it up a few adult notches.”


  “Really?”


  “Really,” Grant said. “Actually, X-rated cosplay isn’t too far off the mark, sometimes.”


  “And Rusty and Eliza will be there,” Darryl reminded her. “You already know them.”


  “True.” Wednesday night’s game had been amazing. They’d quickly worked her new character into the campaign and she’d had fun relearning the rules and getting to meet everyone.


  And it’d been so much fun to see Rusty and Eliza similarly unchanged by the years. He was still the big goofball he’d always been, and Eliza was still reining him in.


  Literally, now, but it wasn’t a stretch for Susie to see how their dynamic had always been like that. Even as kids it had reminded Susie of a knight and his Lady, fitting since they’d been in SCA. Just because Rusty was submissive to his wife didn’t mean he was a wimp by any stretch of the imagination.


  Just like the last word she’d think of to describe Darryl would be wimp.


  She’d been to Sigalo’s before. It was a Sarasota staple of fine dining. Not the most expensive place, but a few notches up from Pizza Hut, for sure.


  Walking between her men, with them each holding a hand, they led her inside and to the back of the restaurant where several tables had been pushed together. Eliza immediately stood and swooped in to hug her. They’d saved them three seats next to them, and she staked claim on Susie sitting next to her so she could talk to her and introduce her to several others on that end of the table.


  Grant ended up in the middle between her and Darryl. She felt a little badly about that, until Darryl leaned in and kissed her. “Hey, it’s cool, because we both get to share Master,” he whispered, smiling.


  True. This poly stuff was still new to her. She was eager to have as much time with both men as she could, but she couldn’t forget they’d been friends the entire time she’d been out of the picture, and in a relationship for a couple of years already.


  Directly across from her sat a woman, two men to her right. “This is Tilly,” Eliza introduced. “And that’s her husband, Landry, two seats over, and next to her is Cris. He’s hers, too.”


  “Her what?”


  Tilly smiled. “Exactly. The jury’s still out. Depends on my mood, usually.”


  Cris, without even breaking the conversation he was currently in with someone across the table, reached over, grabbed a handful of Tilly’s hair, and tipped her head back. “Your mood, hmm?”


  “I’m thinking today I’m feeling kind of subby,” Tilly said.


  Cris kissed her, and hell, even Susie wanted to go climb Grant or Darryl like a damn tree when the man finally let her up.


  “Subby?” Cris asked.


  Tilly swallowed hard. “Dammit, that’s so not fair. I’m still on London time. You’re using a shortcut to undermine my defenses.”


  Landry turned toward them. “Cris, are you tormenting our poor girl?”


  “Of course, Sir.”


  “Excellent. Carry on.”


  Tilly let out a squeak, which made everyone close enough to hear the exchange roar with laughter.


  Even Eliza looked amused. She leaned in so she could whisper. “She wasn’t supposed to be back for a few weeks yet. They’ve been without her for a month. I’m surprised they even let her out of bed to come here tonight.”


  “They’re…”


  Eliza nodded. “Like you guys. Well, sort of. No one’s like Tilly.”


  “Thank god,” Rusty playfully muttered on Eliza’s other side.


  Tilly, who’d been released by Cris after another kiss, stuck her tongue out at Rusty. “Just be glad she doesn’t let me beat your ass, barbarian.”


  “Oh, believe me, I am.”


  Ed and his wife, Hope, arrived and they made room for them around the table, too. It was a little uncomfortable for Susie, at first, until she realized everyone at the table knew her attorney far better than she did on a personal level.


  


  * * * *


  


  When Susie excused herself to go to the bathroom, Grant caught Ed’s eye and motioned for him to take a walk. He and Darryl went out to the foyer to talk to the man.


  “How is she?” Ed asked.


  “She’s nervous as hell,” Grant said. “But we got her here.”


  “I was shocked when you called me this week. I can’t say the circumstances surprise me. If I could have figured out a way to get her involved sooner, I would have. But I couldn’t break my promise to John not to say anything about knowing all of this.”


  “She said there’s another letter,” Grant said.


  “Yes?” It was more a question than a statement.


  “Is there, or isn’t there?”


  “There is, but there are also certain parameters that have to be met.”


  “I’m collaring her in four weeks.” Grant looked at Darryl. “That’s the next Sunday you have off, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “We’re doing it that Saturday night. And that gives us a few weeks to make sure she’s really okay with all of this.”


  “Good,” Ed said. “We’ll be there. And then you and I can talk the next week about…your question.”


  “Seriously? You’re going to make me wait that long?”


  “I’m an attorney. Would you want me half-assing something you asked me to do?”


  “True.”


  They made it back to the table just as Susie was emerging from the bathroom. If she noticed anything amiss, she didn’t say.


  Grant hoped he was right, that in four weeks they’d be formally collaring her in front of everyone.


  Because it would break his heart to lose her again, and he damn sure didn’t want to do that.


  Especially when he knew it’d devastate Darryl, too.


  


  * * * *


  


  By the time dinner ended nearly two hours later, Susie had almost managed to forget the final objective of the evening was to get her to the club. Everyone she’d met so far was absolutely friendly and…


  Normal.


  This could have been a group of people from the dealership. Or any of the people she and John used to see socially on a regular basis.


  Anyone.


  She supposed that was the point Grant and Darryl had tried to hammer home to her all week as they kept talking her through her nerves.


  On the car ride over to the club, Darryl turned. “So?”


  “Yes, they were nice and almost normal. You were right.”


  He laughed. “Not exactly the answer I was looking for, but I’ll take it.”


  “I didn’t freak out,” she said. “Do I get brownie points for that?”


  “Of course you do.”


  She did, however, feel a little badly that she and John had never met with any of these people before. Several of them, people who’d been around for a while, like Ross and Loren, Eliza and Rusty, Tony, even Cris, remembered John from the early days, as they called them.


  “We’re very proud of you,” Grant told her. “Just keep in mind how nice everyone there was if you start to get overwhelmed at the club.”


  “Are you going to…”


  “To what?” Grant asked.


  “Are you going to play with me there?”


  “Not tonight. But yes, at some point, we will. Don’t worry, I’ll probably beat his ass first that night anyway, just to get you in the mood.”


  “Gee, thanks,” Darryl said, snickering.


  “You’re complaining?” Grant asked.


  “Nope. Not at all, Sir.”


  Even though they’d warned her ahead of time, she was still a little underwhelmed to see that they were pulling into an industrial warehouse complex.


  “It’s in here?”


  “Yep. Right under everyone’s noses,” Darryl said. “Don’t worry, they’re perfectly legal.”


  She wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but walking into the club’s office, she realized it wasn’t anything like she’d expected. Tony and his wife and slave, Shayla, had walked in right after them. Apparently he was a volunteer there, too, and told the volunteer he’d handle Susie’s orientation.


  After filling out paperwork and having her driver’s license checked and run through a national database for sex offenders, Grant paid her membership fee and the entry fee for the men and they were sent inside.


  And…again with the underwhelmed.


  “Well?” Darryl asked.


  She looked around. It was dimly lit, but…


  “It’s not supposed to be a strip club,” Grant said, looking amused.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what to think.”


  Tony walked up. “Don’t worry, you’re not the first person to think like that when they come here.”


  He went over the basic rules with her, none of which she’d have any problems adhering to. “If you guys want,” he offered, “Shayla can shadow you for the evening, if Susie has questions.” Someone called for him, and Tony excused himself.


  Darryl and Grant turned to Susie.


  “What?” she asked.


  Grant smiled. “Would you feel more comfortable if Shayla stayed with us?”


  She looked around again. There appeared to be a doorway to a whole other section on the far side of the room. “I guess I’m being pretty silly, huh?”


  Shayla smiled. “Not at all. Lots of people are really nervous or downright scared their first time here. As Loren likes to tell newbies, it’s both the weirdest and most boring thing you’ll ever see.”


  “How is that even possible?”


  “You’ll see,” Shayla, Darryl, and Grant all said in unison, which cracked them up.


  “Thank you for the offer, but I guess I’ll be okay,” Susie finally said. “I know they wouldn’t bring me here if there was going to be a problem.”


  “And that’s exactly the good kind of trust to have. Holler if you need me. Uh, unless Sir has me tied up.” And with that, Shayla took off.


  The first item on the agenda seemed to be a rope bondage demo by a guy named Kel and his wife and slave, Mallory. Grant and Darryl staked out chairs at a table in the social area and sat on either side of Susie, explaining what was going on to her. Periodically, people would stop by to chat with the men and by the time eleven o’clock rolled around, Susie couldn’t even remember everyone she’d met.


  She certainly wouldn’t deny her eyes had been opened. Compared to what she was used to—which she’d thought was some pretty out there, kinky shit—she was actually on the vanilla end of the scale, all things considered.


  Okay, sure, there were things she saw that she wouldn’t mind trying. Some of the rope bondage, and even a few variations on forced orgasm play.


  When they finally said their good-byes and got out the door around midnight, Darryl stopped her before she got into the backseat of Grant’s car.


  “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”


  “I…” She let out a sad sigh. “Shayla was right,” she quietly said. “You guys were right. That was…” She didn’t even know if she had the words to describe it. “Not scary.”


  “That’s good, right?” Grant asked.


  “Yeah.”


  “Then what’s wrong?” Darryl asked.


  “So many people knew John. People I didn’t even know. I feel horrible that because of my fear, he basically cut himself off from them. They could have been my friends all this time.”


  “Don’t think like that,” Grant said. “Did you order him to stop being friends with them?”


  “Thhppt. Hell, no. Not that I could have done that anyway, but I wouldn’t have done that.”


  “Did you even know he was friends with them?”


  “Not really. When we met he mentioned he sometimes got together with other kinky people, and I said I was scared of anyone finding out we were doing that, and he never mentioned it again.”


  “Okay, then. He is the one who made the call. Not you.”


  “But he did it because of me.”


  “Because he loved you,” Darryl said. “Not because you forced him to. He loved you that much, he wanted your peace of mind to be put first.”


  “Thank you for pushing me to do this,” she said. “I promise I’ll try to be more open-minded about stuff in the future.”


  “Good,” Grant said. “Because in four weeks, we’re going to formally collar you. That’ll be long enough for any of us to change our minds.”


  “I’m not changing my mind,” she said.


  “Good. I hope not. But in four weeks, we’re going to collar you, and I’m going to put my marks on your ass in front of everyone.” He kissed her. “Got it?”


  The good kind of fear ran through her. “Yes, Sir.”


  He smiled. “That’s my good girl.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  In the four weeks that followed, Susie got better at the new version of D and D, grew closer to Kyle, smiled a lot more than she had in what felt like a lifetime, and made dozens of new friends. Not just new friends, but good friends, friends who’d quickly become as close—even closer, in her case—than family.


  And she realized she truly had found the loves of her life.


  It was a rare night she didn’t spend the night with one or both men. Except for a three-day training seminar Grant had to attend in Las Vegas, the three saw each other every day, even if only to have dinner together.


  It scared her in the good way how quickly this new routine had taken root in her soul.


  Ed called her at work the day before the collaring.


  “Hope and I will be there tomorrow night,” he said. “How you doing?”


  She’d had her office door closed because she’d been working on some spreadsheets and didn’t want to be disturbed. She leaned back in her chair, able to speak freely, without worrying about anyone overhearing her.


  “If you’d told me two months ago that I’d be here, doing this, and feeling this damn good, I probably would have fired you as my attorney because I’d be worried about your mental health.”


  Ed laughed. “That great, huh?”


  “When does Grant get the letter?”


  “Next week. I’ll consider the collaring as good as a wedding, because I know John would have.”


  “Do you think he’d be okay with this? With me being with them?”


  “Are you happy?”


  “I thought I just said that.”


  “Then yes, I know he’d be okay with this. He wouldn’t have shared you with anyone, ever. But this isn’t a situation he would have foreseen.”


  “I know I sure didn’t.”


  “Life’s too short not to be happy. Enjoy what you have. Appreciate it.”


  “I do, believe me.”


  No one knew that better than her, how short life could be.


  


  * * * *


  


  Later that afternoon, she was working with her door open when three familiar faces appeared.


  “Knock-knock,” Tilly said. “Someone said we might be able to buy a new ride here?”


  Susie had to remember she had a persona to keep up and not just go squeeing into Tilly’s arms for a hug. Even Susie’s personality had changed, and she was the first to admit it. When with her Suncoast Society friends, she was no longer reserved, wondering who was watching them.


  She didn’t care.


  She handed over all worries and all concerns to Grant and Darryl and was finally able to just…be.


  “What are you guys doing here?”


  “I’ve been playing Aunt Tilly a lot lately for Leigh, as well as for Leo and Eva and everyone. One SUV in our household is not cutting it. Time to trade the big shot’s car in for a duller ride.” She poked Landry in the chest.


  Susie had seen the vicious sadist beat the crap out of Cris in a scene, but today he was the dutiful husband. “Yes, dear,” he joked, winking at Susie. “She only loves me for my credit card. Except this will be a cash purchase today. Well, so to speak.”


  “That’s not true, you big softy, and you know it,” Tilly said. “I love you for more than your money. I love your…other assets, too,” Tilly said, censoring herself.


  Kristin stuck her head in. “Do you want me to grab one of the sales guys for you?” she asked.


  “Nope, but thanks. I’ll handle this one myself. They get the real friends and family discount.”


  She knew that might confuse Kristin a little, since Kristin had never met Tilly and her men before, but no way in hell would Susie let her friends pay more than true cost.


  “That’s kind of you,” Landry said, “but we weren’t looking for a discount.”


  “I know,” Susie said. “That’s exactly why you’re getting one. I’m sort of the boss around here. I can make those kinds of deals.” She grinned. “Besides, I can’t let Aunt Tilly drive around in a substandard ride when she’s got little ones to transport.”


  “You got a big, yellow bus?” Cris teased.


  Tilly swatted him. “Goober.”


  He cupped his hand around the back of her neck. “What was that?” he quietly asked.


  Hell, Susie’s panties grew a little damp.


  Tilly swallowed. “Dammit, I hate it when you two gang up on me.”


  Landry laughed. “Why do you think we enjoy doing it so, darling?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Darryl knew Grant’s order to Susie to wear the same little black dress for their collaring as she’d worn at the reunion and to her first night at the club might confuse her, but that Grant had his reasons.


  Because both of them instantly hardened when they saw her in it. They couldn’t help it. Their minds immediately recalled that weekend when they reunited.


  Operant conditioning, thou art a heartless bitch.


  That, and she looked beautiful in it because it was so simple. She was the only decoration it needed, her gorgeous body and her beautiful, long hair.


  Grant had also ordered her not to wear makeup tonight.


  Darryl knew that was a practical matter. She would be getting caned tonight, and neither man was a fan of the “raccoon eyes” look when mascara and eye makeup ran.


  She’d actually played twice at the club with them already, on Friday nights with both of them topping her.


  Grant assured Darryl it didn’t make him a shitty father for his own happiness finally becoming a real and tangible thing, but Darryl still waited for the other shoe to drop.


  Not with her, because he knew with every ounce of his heart that Susie was there to stay.


  Somehow, something had to give. He wasn’t sure if it’d be with Chelsey starting shit, or Kyle getting wind of what was going on and getting upset, or his job catching on, but in the back of Darryl’s mind hovered a certainty that it couldn’t last.


  Well, they could last, but what shitstorms they’d have to weather in the process remained to be seen. He knew with the two of them by his side that he could survive anything, but he’d already seen his share of heartache. He didn’t want to go through anything else. The divorce and having his ass and dignity handed to him by Chelsey had been bad enough.


  I just want us to have peace.


  He desperately wanted it for Susie, too. She no longer resembled the sad, careworn woman they’d first seen at the reunion. Even Kristin, who apparently wasn’t quite sure what was going on but who wasn’t going to question it, remarked to the men how much happier Susie seemed now.


  He wanted to keep making her that happy, would do anything for her. Sharing her with Grant was a no-brainer. Or was that sharing Grant with her? It wasn’t just about the sex, either. Not even the kinky play. They could head for bed and realize three hours later that they were still talking.


  It felt so damn good.


  He loved Grant for letting him help pick the charms for her bracelet, her new day collar, one she could wear anywhere.


  Although three times now she’d accidentally gone to work wearing her other day collar and had completely forgotten to take it off until the middle of the day, when she didn’t even have a spare hex key with her.


  They’d found a twenty-sided dice charm, a book charm, a charm that was a heart-shaped lock with an attached key, a charm each with birth stones for him, Grant, Kyle, and John, and a seashell, which reflected the “seaside paradise” theme at their senior prom.


  For her formal collar, Grant had scoured the Internet until he found the exact company who made her day collar. He ordered her a matching collar in the same niobium material, as well as a matching bracelet. They wouldn’t be an exact match, but close enough.


  She’d have a matching set of cuffs then, but still incorporating John’s into the set. Grant still allowed—insisted—she wear her locket John had given her as her other day collar. The men were on the same page there, too, wanting to keep John a part of their lives for her as much as they could. They knew they could never take the man’s place, or make her forget the years she had with him, and they didn’t want to, either.


  Dinner at Sigalo’s happened first, with their friends. As time crawled, the closer it got to their collaring, which would be a quick ceremony before the regular play session opened, Darryl grew more and more nervous.


  Grant had gone over things with him, although they were keeping Susie in the dark. He wanted Darryl to put the other cuff on her first. Then Grant would put the collar on her, and her new day collar. She wouldn’t keep them all on all night, but for the ceremony, Grant wanted Darryl to be part of it.


  Hell, he almost felt as nervous as he did for their collaring, when in front of everyone, Grant had put the day collar on his wrist.


  It’d terrified him at the time, afraid someone would…he didn’t know what. Rationally he knew there wouldn’t be anything but celebration.


  Living in fear in the real world, the cold, cruel world outside the protective walls of the club or their home, away from their friends, was something different.


  He knew some of the people he worked with thought he was quiet, distant. Aloof, even.


  The truth was, he couldn’t talk about most of his life. He couldn’t laugh and joke about gaming, or any of this, for fear of accidentally revealing something.


  He had to pretend not to be who he really was.


  Only at home and here, with the people he loved, and his friends, could he be his real self.


  As they gathered around and Grant had Susie kneel on a large pillow in front of them, Loren raised her hands for everyone to quiet down. Kel and Mallory were taking photos and videoing it for them, careful only to get the three of them and Loren in the shots.


  Loren lowered her hands once it was quiet. “Long story short—”


  “Too late,” Gilo called out, earning him a round of laughter. “Ow,” he said as Tilly poked his shoulder, but from the way she then hooked her arm through his, Abbey on his other side and also with their arms hooked, Darryl knew they were just playing around.


  Loren smiled. “Long story short, there once were three kids in high school who knew they loved each other, but didn’t know how to really express it. Life happened, tragedy happened, and love had a second chance. For those of you thinking you saw Grant collar Darryl a couple of years ago, you’re not wrong. But they’ve happily added to their family, three friends and hearts once again complete. Maybe one day I’ll get a wedding out of them, but for tonight, Grant wants to claim their girl.”


  Darryl hoped he didn’t cry. He teared up a little during their collaring, because it—both sadly and happily—felt far more poignant and powerful than his wedding had.


  He’d prepared something to say because Grant had asked him to, and Grant had told him he’d give him the cue to speak.


  Grant stroked Susie’s hair. “When I collared Darryl, I promised him it was for life. That I would take care of him, that I would love him, that I would never take him for granted. That he would be my most precious possession, and he would always be my heart and soul.


  “That wasn’t a lie. And it’s still true. We wouldn’t be here tonight if you were anyone but you. I’ve loved both of you for over half my life now, since we were, what, fourteen? Thirteen? I never thought we’d see you again. Then you walked back into our lives and it was like time never skipped those two decades. And I knew the only thing missing from our lives was you.”


  He nodded to Darryl, who already felt himself tearing up.


  Darryl tried to remember exactly what he’d written and gave up. What Grant had said was too perfect, so much better than what he’d wanted to say.


  He’d go off the book. “There once was this awkward teenage boy who had these two amazing friends, a boy and a girl,” he said. “Friends who never judged him, who were never mean to him, who always had his back. Two people who made life perfect. Two people he loved. And then the boy grew up and was stupid enough to let the girl slip through his hands.


  “One week became a month, and then a year went by before he realized he hadn’t tried to find the girl. Then he went and did something really stupid and married a woman his other friend, his best friend, hinted wasn’t the best choice. But he did it because he was scared. Because he didn’t just love his best friend, he loved his best friend, was in love with him, and didn’t know what that meant. He worried it might scare the friend away, and he didn’t want to lose both the boy and the girl, because he knew it would break his heart in ways he didn’t even fully understand at the time.


  “Meanwhile, life happened. When the woman wasn’t in the picture anymore, his best friend still was. Finally, he could quit being scared and actually love his best friend. And they were really, really happy.


  “One day, they went to a reunion, and there she was.”


  He saw Grant brushing tears away. Then when Darryl looked down at Susie and saw her tears, he didn’t bother trying to hide his own any longer.


  “The girl was there, and she looked so sad and so lonely it broke both of their hearts. All they wanted to do was love her. The way they wished they’d loved her for all those years, because for all those years, they’d both been in love with her and missed her like hell.


  “And then they made the girl smile, and they both swore they’d keep making her smile, every day, for the rest of her life and theirs. And they lived happily ever after. With whips and chains and stuff to keep it even more fun.”


  Through the titter of laughter in the audience, he heard someone loudly sniffle and glanced over to see Gilo handing Tilly a box of tissues.


  He pulled the cuff out of his pocket. “Will you please let us spend the rest of our lives making you smile? Loving you? Because we won’t lose you again.”


  Susie nodded, brushing her own tears away with her right hand as she held her left up to him for him to fasten the cuff around it.


  He leaned in and kissed her, then kissed Grant. “Thank you, Master,” he said.


  Grant cupped his hand around the back of Darryl’s neck. “Thank you,” he said.


  Then Grant took the collar from the velvet bag it was in, showing it to her. “You have been through so much more than most people could deal with, and you kept your head high, and you survived. I don’t ever want you to forget John. I don’t want to replace him—neither of us do. That’s why I want your right cuff to still be the one you wear, the one he gave you. Because I think it should be. If it wasn’t for you meeting him, you might never have found your way back to us. Or you might not have been able to accept us for who we are now.


  “Everything that happened led to us coming together. I will always be thankful to him for protecting you, taking care of you, loving you. Even though I never got to meet him, he will always have a place of love and honor in my heart. Because if he loved you, and you loved him, he had to be pretty damn special.


  “I’m offering you this collar because I want to spend the rest of my life with you, loving you, taking care of you, protecting you, cherishing you. I love you every bit as much as I love Darryl, and I can’t imagine a better life than for the three of us to spend it together. So will you please accept this collar as a token of not just my love, but our love? And as a symbol of our promise to you to try to make you smile every day? With, you know, whips and chains and stuff.”


  Darryl laughed with everyone else. How could he not? Especially not when Grant looked at him and winked.


  “Yes, Sir,” she said. “Please.”


  Grant fastened the collar around her neck, then produced the charm bracelet. “This is our day collar to you. And I say our, even though I am Master to both of you, because Darryl helped me pick things out.”


  Darryl watched as Grant explained to her why they’d picked each charm, leaving the birthstones for last.


  When she broke down crying at the one for John, he felt a nudge and looked to see Loren handing him a box of tissues. She looked like she was crying too, and he gratefully pulled several from the box, passing some to Susie before blowing his own nose.


  Susie nodded and held up her right wrist for Grant to fasten the charm bracelet. He knelt, putting it on her lower than her cuff before kissing her.


  When Grant helped her to her feet, he pulled Darryl and her both in for a long hug. “I love you both,” Grant said, sounding choked up. “And I mean it. This is, as far as I’m concerned, for life.”


  “Thank you, Master,” they both said, laughing and hugging him even harder.


  


  * * * *


  


  Grant gave Susie a couple of minutes to get hugs and talk with friends before he called her over to one of the benches, where he’d already laid out a towel.


  This was the part she was really nervous about. She’d agreed to ten cane strokes, hard ones, but she wasn’t sure how well she’d do.


  She still wasn’t a fan of the cane even though the few times he’d used it on her, she’d found herself getting wet from the pain as if it was a bare-handed spanking or some less severe implement.


  After she stripped, she laid down on the bench. She wouldn’t be tied down for this, because Grant wanted her willingly submitting to the cane strokes, not restrained and forced to take them.


  It had to be her choice.


  She closed her eyes and felt Darryl’s comforting presence hovering next to her. When Grant touched the cane to her ass, laying it across both ass cheeks, she flinched.


  “You agreed to ten, sweetheart,” he said in Dom tone.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Count them.” That was the only warning he gave her before the first one sliced into her.


  She gasped as the pain took a second to catch up with the actual impact. “One, Sir…”


  He took his time, letting her recover between them, Darryl softly whispering encouragement to her, telling her what a good girl she was.


  By the time the tenth was over and she counted, she was ready for a good, hard cry—


  Except one of her men then pressed a vibrator against her clit and flipped the switch.


  In an instant, her gasps of pain turned into deep moans of pleasure as an orgasm slammed into her. The men kept her coming for what felt like forever until she finally had trouble catching her breath and called yellow.


  The men immediately shut the vibrator off, swaddling her in a blanket. Grant scooped her up and carried her to one of the couches while Darryl gathered their stuff, joining them moments later.


  As she surfed her subspace high while stretched out across both men’s laps, she knew she would ask for the cane more often.


  Because she also knew that she’d be feeling this for several days, and she’d think of her men every time she did.


  Grant smiled down at her. “How do you feel, sweetheart?”


  “Like I’ve been given a second chance at life and I don’t want to waste it.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Grant wasn’t sure what to expect when he went to Ed’s office late Wednesday afternoon. Ed apparently didn’t know the content of the letter, but when he’d said it might be better if Grant read it alone, that told Grant the man had an inkling of its message.


  The office was completely deserted when he arrived, except for Ed, who let him in and locked the front door behind him.


  “Why do I get a bad feeling about this?”


  “I doubt it’s bad,” Ed said, “but when John gave me the letters, it wasn’t long after we lost Kaden. He knew about it because we were John’s attorneys, and we notified all our clients of Kaden’s death.” He stopped and turned to Grant. “You know who Kaden was, right?”


  “Yeah. I wasn’t real close to him, but I’d chatted with him a couple of times over the years. I know Seth and Leah better than I did Kaden. Why?”


  Ed resumed leading the way to his office. “Because after Kaden died, I got a flood of people—our kinky friends—contacting me about updating their wills. Wanting me to deliver messages post-mortem, the way Kaden had asked me to do.”


  The attorney rounded his desk and sat. “Frankly, as much as I loved the man, I’m beginning to hate the precedent Kaden set. Not hate that he inspired people to do things, but the burden it lays upon me as the attorney for so many of them to handle stuff like this.”


  Ed leaned back in his chair. “Yes, to answer your question that I wouldn’t answer earlier, I knew John and Susan were into BDSM. John told me. He also asked me not to reveal that I knew that to Susan unless she broached the topic with me first.”


  “Why?”


  “Because the whole reason they weren’t publicly involved with the Suncoast Society was her fear. He was happy with the way things were. How do you think we met? Before he met her, he was coming to the original Suncoast Society munches and the private parties, before Venture was ever opened.”


  “And he never told her any of that?”


  “He didn’t want to out anyone. He didn’t lie to her, he just didn’t give her details. He also didn’t want her feeling nervous if she happened to accidentally meet anyone who was in the lifestyle in a vanilla setting. Not saying I completely agree with how he handled all of that, but they were happy and married for sixteen years. I’d say he did something right.”


  “Yeah.” Grant spotted an envelope lying on top of the folder. “That it?”


  “Yeah.” Ed picked it up. “Do you want to be alone when you read it?”


  Grant stared at it. “Honestly? No.” He didn’t reach for it. “Do you think I’m up to this?”


  “Up to what?”


  “To taking care of her the way she deserves?”


  “Uh, yeah. I haven’t seen her this happy since before John died. You and Darryl have literally given her her life back. If I didn’t think you two were good for her I would have been sitting down with Kristin and her husband and planning our intervention already. I damn sure never would have let you guys collar her.”


  Ed leaned forward, holding the envelope out.


  Grant finally leaned in and took it, sitting back. In a legal-sized envelope, it felt like more than one page folded inside. On the front, in a neat, handwritten script was written, To My Wife’s New Partner.


  “‘New partner?’”


  “He said he wasn’t sure if she’d ever get married again or not.” He shrugged. “John was very practical in many ways. I was to hold this back until she was with someone in a relationship of some permanence, no matter what form that took.”


  Grant carefully slipped a finger under the corner of the flap and gently eased it open. It didn’t feel right just ripping it open and destroying the envelope in the process.


  Inside lay several sheets of yellow legal paper, covered with handwriting. When he pulled them out, he found they were wrapped around a much smaller envelope.


  On the front of that, in John’s handwriting, was the inscription, Give to Ed please.


  He snorted.


  “What?” Ed asked.


  Grant smirked as he handed the smaller envelope over.


  “Oh, goddammit.” He sounded more resigned than upset. “I’ll wait to read it until you’re done.” He laid it on top of the folder on his desk.


  Smoothing the sheets out in his lap, Grant started reading. John had numbered the pages, making it easy to follow along.


  


  Hey, there.


  I don’t know who you are, but if you’re reading this letter, it means that Ed has given it to you because you are now an important part of Susie’s life. I would appreciate it if you’d return the letter to him after you read it. I’m hoping it will never be needed again, but…


  If you’re reading this, obviously it means I died before her. Because life is short and unpredictable, I wanted the ability to “talk” to anyone who is an important part of her life. Or, who knows, maybe things won’t work out between you guys. (Believe me, I hope it does, but again, life is uncertain.)


  I don’t know to what extent Susie’s confided in you about the kind of relationship she and I have. Well, had. She is, for starters, the absolute love of my life. I would die for her, if necessary, to keep her safe. I cherish her. I adore her with every ounce of my being. I knew she was the woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with when I married her.


  Apparently, I did.


  So what I say next, please keep an open mind about. We have a consensual BDSM relationship. I am her Master, and she is my collared slave.


  What do I mean by that? I don’t mean she’s my doormat. She’s anything but a doormat. She is my business partner as well as my life partner, and I couldn’t be prouder of her. I do not abuse her. She enjoys certain kinds of sexual play, and impact play, and outside of the bedroom we have a well-defined set of rules and rituals that she abides by. Maybe this is something you already do with her. Maybe it’s news to you. I can’t know that, obviously.


  What I do know is that she feels safe and secure when she knows that bond is in place. She enjoys the structure of it. It can even be as simple as her kneeling before me every morning and every night and reciting our ritual. (If she wants to tell you what that is exactly, that’s her call.)


  Maybe you already know this about her and that’s why she’s chosen you.


  Either way, keep this in mind—she is not a weak person. But there is a part of her that craves the security that being owned mentally and emotionally gives her. Is it because of the shitty relationship with her parents? Who knows? I’m not a shrink.


  Don’t ever mistake her submission to you as weakness. She is one of the smartest, strongest people I know, and for her to trust you enough to give you that kind of control over her takes a lot of strength on her part. Never take her for granted. Never forget how special she is. She will be absolutely and completely devoted to you. All she asks for in return is that you never violate the trust she’s placed in you.


  I won’t say I was perfect. I’m not narcissistic. I know I stumbled and made mistakes along the way, especially early on. Maybe I should have tried to push her a little more out of her comfort zone and gotten involved in the local BDSM community again. I don’t know. Before I met her, I was involved with a group whom Ed knows. You can talk to him. I’m guessing he probably still has connections there and can introduce you to people, if you aren’t part of that group already.


  She was terrified of us being outed. More for my sake than hers, actually. She worried about what people would think of me. Frankly, I didn’t give a shit what people thought about me, but in that way, I did cave to her.


  I always worried if I went before her how she would get on without the structure, without the emotional safety our dynamic and our relationship gave her. Without friends who “knew” about this part of us to help her through it. Hopefully Ed and Kristin and others have been there for her. I don’t know how long it’s been since I died, but I hope she hasn’t suffered alone in that time.


  Please, love her. Cherish her. Protect her. Don’t be afraid to own her, and don’t be afraid to give her what she needs. If you aren’t experienced in BDSM, Ed can give you a lot of contacts to help you through that part, if you aren’t into it already. It’s not about just beating someone or ordering them around. It’s about understanding what they need and giving it to them.


  I’ll admit I’m a little bit of a sadist. I love spanking her, and then making her orgasm until she has to safeword. I love tying her up. There are a lot of things that, if you talk to her and ask her about them, she’ll tell you. Even if just for her sake, find out what those things are and learn about them. You might find you grow to like them, too, when you see her reactions to them.


  If you can’t take care of her like that, then do her and yourself a favor and end things now. Don’t lead her on. Don’t give it a try even though you loathe it. She won’t be happy in the long run if she doesn’t have that. Vanilla just doesn’t do it for her. Being kinky is hardwired into her brain the way it is hardwired into my brain. Better to admit it before you waste good years of her life and yours forcing something that’s doomed.


  If you can do this, though, just know that you’ll have the best woman who ever walked the face of the planet at your side. Intelligent, sweet, beautiful—my very good girl.


  Please love her and take good care of her. She’s my most precious possession and all I want for her is to be happy and safe and loved.


  I left her a letter for Ed to give to her upon my passing. You’re free to read that as well, if she wants you to. The gist of it was that I wanted her to go on and find love again, to find a new Master who was worthy of her. You can let her read this, if you want. If you’re good enough for her, if she loves and trusts you, and if Ed had cleared it, then you have my blessings to be her new Master.


  I wish you the best, and hope that the two of you have many good years together.


  Best wishes,


  John Costello


  


  Grant sat back and took a deep breath.


  “Well?” Ed finally asked.


  He nodded at Ed’s envelope. “You first.”


  Ed took a letter opener and opened it, quickly scanning the card inside. “Whew. It just says when you’re done to take the letter back, that you can make a copy of it, if you want, and for me to hold onto it…in case.”


  “In case things don’t work out?”


  “Right.” He returned the card to the envelope and tossed it onto the folder. “That’s a damn relief. I thought he’d pull a Kaden on me.”


  “How so?”


  “Long story.” He nodded toward the letter. “And that?”


  He handed it over, and the envelope. “Here. Read it yourself.”


  He sat back as Ed did just that. While what Susie had already told them about John made him respect the man, reading the letter from him reinforced that opinion.


  When Ed finished reading, he laid the pages on his desk. “Wow,” he quietly said. “I thought dealing with Kaden had prepared me for anything.” He looked up at Grant. “While I suspect there won’t be any do-overs for her, did you want to leave anything…just in case?”


  He thought about it, then let out a little laugh. “Sure, but he said it better than I could, and adding, ‘Ditto, me, too,’ to the bottom of that letter seems a little rude.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Ed made him a copy of the letter and returned the original to the file. Sitting in his car out in the parking lot, waiting for the AC to cool it down, Grant studied the letter again.


  John hadn’t anticipated she’d meet not one man, but two. He hoped the thought behind the letter would still apply.


  They both loved and cherished Susie. And heaven help anyone who tried to hurt her. They’d have not one, but two very protective men to deal with.


  It was a lot of luck—good and bad—and more than a little sadness that brought them to where they were. Now that they were here, no way in hell would he fuck it up.


  He’d thought he’d lucked out by ending up with Darryl. That life couldn’t get any more perfect, barring hitting the lottery or something like that.


  With Susie, they were…


  Perfection.


  Life could settle into whatever routine they ended up in, however it happened. He didn’t need to marry her to love her and Darryl both. They wore his collars.


  That was forever, as far as he was concerned, unless they ever asked to be set free.


  It was time to head to their weekly D and D game when he got home. Darryl gave him an inquisitive look, but Grant shook his head, indicating they’d talk later. This wasn’t something he wanted to rush into right before they had to meet with friends. They’d pick Susie up from work, and she’d be spending the night with them after gaming. Grant would drop her off in the morning on his way in to work.


  Even after picking her up and the three of them arrived at Rusty and Eliza’s, Grant couldn’t shake himself out of his funk.


  Susie noticed.


  “Are you feeling all right?” she asked him.


  “Just tired and a little distracted.” He kissed her hand. “I think someone should be concentrating on their spell list and not on me.”


  She playfully stuck her tongue out at him, but that was the last she’d mentioned it that evening.


  Grant waited until they were home and Darryl and Susie had both stripped and donned their cuffs and collars to reveal what happened. With them sitting on the floor in front of him, while he sat on the couch, he told them about the visit to Ed’s office, and the letter.


  The copy of which he held in his hand.


  “I want Darryl to read it first,” he told her. “Then if you want to read it, you can. But since in terms of our relationship, he has responsibility for your care, too, he needs to read it.”


  She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”


  Grant handed it to Darryl and sat back, motioning Susie closer. She edged forward and rested her head in his lap so he could stroke her hair.


  Her eyes dropped closed, her arms slipping around his legs.


  At peace.


  He twirled her hair around his fingers, remaining silent but watching Darryl’s face as he read the letter.


  By the time Darryl finished, he was blinking back tears. “Wow,” he quietly said as he handed it back to Grant.


  “Yeah.” He rested his hand on her head. “Do you want to read it?”


  “Is it going to make me cry, Sir?”


  “Probably, but in the good ways. He loved you very, very much. And he wanted us to know that.”


  He felt her sniffle. “Yes, Sir,” she softly said. “I’d like to read it.”


  He handed it to her and watched as her hands trembled while she read it. At the end, her eyes fell closed, tears slipping from beneath her lids and silently sliding down her cheeks.


  Grant took it back from her and folded it. “Are you all right?”


  “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.


  Darryl crowded in, wrapping his arms around her. “You’re our most precious possession, too,” Darryl told her. “We love you so damn much, you have no idea.”


  Grant leaned in and wrapped his arms around both of them, kissing her, then Darryl. “What he said. Keep talking to us. Tell us if something is wrong. Tell us if there’s something you need that we’re not doing for you. Anything.”


  Her eyes remained closed but she nodded. “Yes, Sir.”


  “Would you like to go to bed and just snuggle and watch TV tonight?”


  A ragged breath escaped her. “Yes, Sir,” she said. “I think that’s all I can handle for tonight.”


  “You can always talk about him with us,” Grant said as he stroked her hair. “It doesn’t bother us. If you ever need to talk. That’s why we’re here, because we love you. I could never be jealous of him for how much he loved you. I won’t deny I’m glad we finally get to be with you, but I hate like hell how much pain you had to endure to find your way back to us.”


  She finally opened her eyes. “Thank you, Sir. I never thought it was possible to be happy again. I thought that part of my life was over forever, and I knew I wouldn’t be happy with a vanilla guy. Now I wish I had let him introduce me around. Maybe we would have found each other sooner. I hate that I was so scared, and for so long he basically denied himself people he’d called friends because of me.”


  “Don’t think of it like that,” Grant told her. “He loved you and wanted you to be happy. He had you. You were who he needed. The rest was a bonus, but not necessary for happiness. I’m glad you’re feeling more secure now, because I really don’t want to give up our friends. I feel you need friends who can understand what we do, friends you don’t have to pretend around. But at the time, he gave you what you needed and loved every bit of you for it.”


  He stood and held his hands out to them. Helping them up, he led them to the bedroom. “That’s it. Time for us to hit the hay and sleep. I feel a good snuggle session coming on.”


  Susie tipped her head onto his shoulder as they walked. “Yes, Sir. Me, too.”


  


  * * * *


  


  But sleep didn’t come easy for Susie that night. Her mind turned, twisted, thinking about the letter.


  That John had loved her she had no doubts whatsoever.


  Grant and Darryl were not John. Considering so much of their lives had to be spent in hiding and denial, the last thing she wanted to do was to deny them their friends, friends they could be completely genuine around.


  She’d have to get over her fear. Yes, so far, everyone she’d met had been wonderful and many of them were now close friends. And no, she didn’t have anything to fear, personally. If the men were willing to risk going to the club, or to events, who was she to overrule them?


  I want to be his slave. I am his slave. I want to be his good girl.


  That meant she’d need to learn to completely release control of this to him. To his judgment. She trusted him. Hell, she wouldn’t have gotten into this if she didn’t trust him.


  I am his good girl.


  The next morning, as Grant drove her to work, she laid her hand on his thigh. “Can we go to the club this weekend, Sir?”


  He glanced at her but couldn’t really take his focus off the morning traffic. “You’re asking to go?” Usually, it was them telling her they were going, and she agreed.


  “Yes, Sir. And dinner at Sigalo’s.”


  “Really?”


  “Really.”


  “What brought this on?”


  “I should push myself out of my comfort zone more. I know you would never deliberately put me or us into a situation you didn’t think was safe for some reason. I want to get over my fear.”


  At the next stop light, he pulled her in for a kiss. “I’m very, very proud of you, sweetheart. You have no idea how proud I am.”


  Her heart raced, thrilled. “Thank you, Sir.”


  “You’re my very, very good girl.”


  Her smile broadened, her heart near bursting. “Thank you, Sir.”


  “Darryl won’t be able to join us, but you and I will definitely go.” He laced fingers with her, holding her hand. “I promise you, we’ll have a good time.”


  “I know, Sir. I trust you.”


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  Susie couldn’t believe how fast the last three months had flown by. They now had a routine, the three of them. Sometimes she would spend the night at their house and make sure to leave early before Kyle got up. Or, sometimes, Grant would sneak over to her house after she’d returned home.


  Sometimes, if the timing was too close in the morning, or if it was so late she couldn’t drive home, she’d just move out to the couch and make it look like she’d fallen asleep there.


  At least the kid was a sound sleeper and the three of them could slip into Grant’s bedroom for snuggle time together, even though they didn’t dare risk anything loud.


  They still had to be careful. Grant’s work most likely wouldn’t fire him for being gay or bi. They would, however, possibly take exception to him being into BDSM, or being in a poly relationship. It could trigger his morals clause, and he couldn’t risk losing his job.


  Darryl would definitely get fired for any one of the three issues, much less all three of them. Grant and Susie didn’t want Darryl to lose his job, so it was a no-brainer for them to let Kyle think Susie was just a friend.


  Kyle had even remarked, once he’d learned the circumstances of her being widowed, that he felt sorry for her and was glad she now had her friends back.


  For her part, Susie felt a little badly that, in vanilla settings, she and Darryl couldn’t really “claim” Grant as their partner or Master. It didn’t feel fair, even though she of all people understood the need for discretion.


  One day, they’d all be able to live together under one roof, all the time, and then it wouldn’t matter. With her income added to the mix, Darryl could give the proverbial middle finger to the church and go back to teaching privately, or playing gigs in bands with his friends. He could stay home and take care of the house, and take care of them.


  It would be perfection. Ed was already working on setting up the next round of custody wrangling. She told Ed to put it on her tab if Darryl couldn’t afford it.


  She wanted Kyle to be happy, even if it meant it would put a crimp in their sexy fun-time. It was more important for Kyle to be happy.


  And once Jackass was out of her hair for good, it would be one less stressor in her life.


  Kristin loved the fact that Susie was actually taking personal days off now. In fact, she would be taking Monday off, as was Grant, and they planned to spend the day together.


  Mostly in bed, but she was looking forward to it.


  Saturday night during dinner at Sigalo’s, Ed noticed how distracted Susie looked. “What’s wrong?”


  “Jack’s time is almost up and I want him gone,” she said. “He’s been keeping his head down since our last dust-up a couple of months ago.”


  She hated that she felt she couldn’t even be her true self at work concerning her two men. When they stopped by to see her, or to pick her up to go to dinner, or for lunch on the rare Saturday when she worked now, she had to pretend they were nothing more than friends for fear of anyone finding out about it and, somehow, Jack finding out and using that to leverage against her.


  Ed frowned. “You need to buy him out.”


  “His shares aren’t worth anything.”


  “Not as-is, no. Is it worth your peace of mind to have those two shares back in your hands where you know his parents will never be able to get to them?”


  “Yeah,” she agreed. “It absolutely is.”


  “Then buy him out. Use it as incentive to get him to leave voluntarily before the deadline.”


  “For how much?”


  “However much you want. What can you afford?”


  The dealership’s financial officer had just gone over the previous month’s numbers with her Friday afternoon. They’d had another good month, and Susie had earned a salary bonus from the corporation as a result.


  Not to mention she was still sitting on most of the payout from John’s life insurance policy.


  She thought about Jack’s salary. He was a decent salesman…when he showed up. Based on how little he showed up, and some rumors she’d heard, she knew he had another job on the side. His pay at the car dealership wouldn’t even top twenty grand that year at the rate he was going. His main benefits were health insurance and the car.


  Of which he’d been seriously downgraded in that department.


  “Twenty grand and paying his health insurance until the end of next year. And he can keep the car.” The car would have been a write-off anyway. Most trade-ins like that were, barely making at auction the expense of transporting them there in the first place.


  “Sounds more than fair to me,” Ed said. “I can draw up a contract to that effect and have him sign everything over. We can get him in Monday afternoon and do it.”


  “That fast?”


  He grinned. “You’re family,” he said. “You get special treatment. Besides, it’s a pretty straightforward contract. For the sum of twenty thousand dollars, and for his health insurance premiums to be paid for him until the end of next year, and the title to the car, he resigns his job and turns over full control of his two corporate shares and rescinds and forever forsakes any claims he has to them in the future. Easy.”


  “You don’t know Jack the way I do,” she grumbled. “Life with him is not easy.”


  Grant gently poked her. “Let the legal beagle talk. That’s why you pay him.”


  “Hell, I’m the one who helped draw up John’s will,” Ed said. “It was mostly Kaden who laid it out, but still, I’m the one who ended up with it.” A melancholy expression crossed Ed’s face before he seemed to return his attention to them. “As long as Jack agrees, that’s it. Easy.”


  She slowly nodded. “When do you want to do it?”


  “Set it up for Monday afternoon. Don’t tell him what it’s about. In fact, it’d be best if you weren’t around at work for most of the day.”


  “I was already planning to take the day off.” She smiled at Grant.


  


  * * * *


  


  Monday afternoon, Susie felt less nervous with Ed there in the conference room with her, but she would have felt a lot better had Grant and Darryl been able to be there as well. Right now, they were waiting in Ed’s office, hidden out of sight.


  From the wary look on Jack’s face when he walked in—alone, thank goodness—Susie knew she should shut up and let Ed do all the talking. She’d actually been chickenshit enough to let Kristin deliver the news to Jack that his presence was requested at Ed’s. Jack was almost as intimidated by Kristin as he was by Susie, except he knew he couldn’t try pulling any bullshit with Kristin or she’d put him in his place.


  She had before.


  So when Kristin had called Susie a little after lunch to report that Jack would be there as requested, she’d breathed a sigh of relief.


  “What’s this about?” Jack asked as he settled at the table, across from Susie.


  Ed slid the paper over to him. “A quick transaction. Sign over control of your two shares.” He explained everything to him.


  Jack frowned. “I should probably talk to my attorney first.”


  Ed reached for the paper. “Okay, but this offer expires at five p.m. today. No extensions.”


  Jack pulled the paper back toward him as he shot a glare Susie’s way. “Why are you so hot to buy me out all of a sudden?”


  “It’s not all of a sudden,” she said, unable to help herself. “It’s the first time I’ve felt strong enough since you killed my husband to deal with this. Believe me, I would have done it a lot sooner if I’d felt up to it.”


  Ed reached over and touched her shoulder, quieting her. “My client wants this part of her life behind her. I’m sure you can understand the emotions involved here. It would be best for everyone if this were handled quickly.”


  “So…I just walk away? That’s it?”


  “That’s it,” Ed said.


  “What about my parents?”


  “What about them?” Ed asked before she could. “They are not part of this transaction.”


  “Are you going to be buying them out, too?”


  “That’s confidential between us and them,” Ed said, his tone turning chilly. “Just like this transaction is confidential.”


  Jack sat back and studied the paper for a long, quiet moment. “I loved John,” he said. “You know that. I’m sorry this happened. I never meant for it to happen. He was my big brother, for chrissake.”


  Susie kept her mouth shut.


  A great feat that was.


  “A lot of people are hurt by what happened,” Ed said. “I will advise you that, upon the expiration of the window you’re guaranteed a job, my client is very eager to revoke your employment as soon as possible. If you truly loved your brother, you know how much he loved Susan and wanted to provide for her. He had already been planning to buy back all of the shares when he died.”


  “He was?” Jack looked at her but Ed answered.


  “Yes, he was. He’d talked to me about it just a few weeks earlier and we were looking at the best way to do that. So I think you understand that, for the sake of everyone involved, it would be far easier to end this business relationship amicably.”


  “What’s the catch?”


  “No catch. She’s actually being more generous than John was going to be by offering to pay your health insurance. I advised her not to do that, but she insisted because she wanted to be fair.” Ed laid a pen on the table in front of Jack.


  Wow. She had to hand it to the attorney, he was laying it on thick and selling it better than her most talented salesman could schmooze someone into a car.


  “My parents are going to be pissed,” Jack said. “Dad once told me to talk to him before I ever got rid of my shares.”


  “And Susan will deal with that, and him,” Ed said. “As per the will, Susan has right of first refusal. Do you honestly think your father would be as generous as she’s being?”


  He snorted. “No,” he quietly said.


  For the first time, she actually felt a tiny bit sorry for Jack.


  Jack picked up the pen and signed the paper, as well as another one that Ed put in front of him. Ed used the phone’s intercom to call in his administrative assistant, who notarized the forms.


  Ed handed Jack a copy of the agreement, as well as the title to the car, information on the health insurance, and a cashier’s check. “There you go,” he said. “That was easy. You can clean out your desk whenever you want this week, and you’ll be paid a base rate for the rest of the week, direct deposit as per usual.”


  Jack stared at the check before looking at Susan. “You really hate me, don’t you?”


  She caught Ed’s warning stare and carefully considered her words before she spoke.


  “John was your big brother, but he was my soul mate. He was the love of my life. We’d started talking about having kids. When I lost him, I lost all my dreams. All that I’m left with now is this business, which was also his dream. I swore that I would do whatever it took to keep it going in his memory. It’s all I have left of him besides my memories. Dealing with you every day has done nothing but remind me of everything I lost when he died. I know he loved you, but I’m only human. There’s only so much one person can take before something breaks. I think the best thing for everyone is if you go pursue your options elsewhere. I know you’ve been doing side work. Hopefully that money gives you enough of a cushion, if you’re smart, to keep you going until you get another full-time job.”


  Jack’s face reddened a little. “How’d you know?”


  “It’s not hard to figure out. Car sales or boat sales?”


  His blush deepened. “Boat.”


  “Okay, then. The fact that you thought you were hiding that from me says something, right?” She hoped that didn’t come out snarky. “Face it, you’re not happy working for me. I was a safety line you couldn’t afford to cut because of the health insurance. If your parents give you hell about it, send them to me. I’ll take the heat. Blame me—I don’t care.


  “Maybe one day I can forgive you for what happened, but not today, not yet. I need more time and distance before I can do that. And having you in my face at work every day, and worse, having to play referee between you and other employees, is rubbing salt in my wounds. Can’t you see that? Do you have any idea of how many people have asked me some variation of the question, ‘Gee, how can you stand looking at him every day?’ And I’ve had to defend you to those people because it was my husband’s wish to have you working for me, without him realizing you were the reason he was dead in the first place.”


  Jack’s gaze dropped to the table. “Yeah,” he softly said. “I guess that would be tough. I never thought about it like that before.”


  “I’m sorry I can’t embrace you and be the big sibling John was to you. I can’t. Maybe that makes me a horrible person and I’ll own it if it does, but without John, you and I will never be ‘family.’ I can’t be family to you. I’m sorry.”


  He sat there for a moment in quiet contemplation. “Yeah,” he finally said, subdued. “I guess I can see where you would feel like that. You know what my parents are like. I was a mistake baby. They never bothered to hide that from me, that I was a late oopsie.”


  He snorted. “John was the golden child. He could do no wrong. I think my parents were upset when he married you because they thought they’d help him run the business and John had already decided no, he wasn’t going to let Dad have a controlling stake.”


  She let him talk, suspecting he needed to get this out of his system. She wasn’t his therapist, but if it meant she was done with him, she’d damn well sit and let him say it.


  “On the one hand, Dad would talk about how proud he was of John for being a self-made man, and on the other, he would get irritated that he couldn’t control John. I know I fuck things up, and I’m sorry. I thought maybe when he married you that things would get better. And it was so cool when he let me come to work for him. I thought damn, I can really make him proud. But I also knew he wasn’t going to just give me stuff. I never was looking for a hand-out. I only wanted a chance. My dad had told me, countless times, what a failure I was. I just wanted to make a living, that’s all. I didn’t have John’s drive, the drive my dad did.”


  As Jack fingered the papers and it hit her.


  He’s a sub.


  No wonder he’d always done so well under John. John had known exactly how to handle his little brother because it’d come naturally to him.


  I’m an idiot.


  “You need to find what makes you happy,” she said. “Stop trying to live up to whatever bullshit your father says you have to. It’s your life. Go be happy. Find someone who makes you happy and settle down with them.”


  “Easier said than done.” He stood, gathering the papers.


  She stood and walked around the table, knowing she needed to do this. “I’m sorry, Jack, but this is the way it has to be. I’m not strong enough to be who you need.” She offered him a hug.


  She wasn’t sure he was going to do it at first, but then he stepped into her arms. It was the first time they’d actually hugged since…


  Since before John died.


  She’d always tolerated Jack for John’s sake. When he wasn’t being an ass, he was an okay guy, and usually he wasn’t an ass around John.


  She could hardly bear to look at him now.


  When he finally stepped away, he smiled, but it looked sad. “I’ll run back by work and get my stuff,” he said. “Thanks for the week’s pay. You didn’t have to do that, or the health insurance, but I appreciate it.”


  If he’d acted like this with her since John’s death, she wouldn’t have resented his presence a fraction as much as she had. It was a shame, but she wouldn’t back down, either.


  “If you’re careful, if you get another full-time job, you can turn that into a nest egg of your own.”


  He nodded. “I know. I will. Thank you.”


  With that, he left.


  She leaned against the wall and fought back the round of tears threatening. “Wow.”


  “Wow is right,” Ed said as he stood. “Let’s go tell your guys.”


  Grant and Darryl looked up when they entered Ed’s office. when Ed gave them a thumbs-up, the men broke into relieved smiles and stood to hug her.


  “That’s great,” Grant said. “So you’re done?”


  “Done,” she said. “Twenty grand poorer, but it’s worth the peace of mind.”


  “You can refer his parents to me, if you want,” Ed said.


  “Hopefully I won’t have to deal with them for a while.”


  After leaving Ed’s, they were sitting in the car and trying to decide where to go for dinner. This was worth a celebration.


  Then Kristin called.


  “Sorry, hon. I want to hear how it went, but I have a major problem you need to deal with here.”


  “What?”


  “Water pipe burst in parts…”


  Shit. “We’ll be right there,” Susie said after Kristin had detailed what happened.


  She ended the call and sat back. Grant was behind the wheel while Darryl had shotgun. “We need to go by the dealership. I have a massive plumbing emergency.”


  Grant shifted the car into reverse. “Then let’s handle that. If you need us to, we can go get dinner and bring something back for all of us to eat there.”


  “Thank you.” She sadly laughed. “What does it say about me that I don’t dread dealing with a plumbing disaster, yet I dragged my feet for over two years dealing with Jack?”


  “I think it says you’re human, sweetheart,” Darryl said.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kristin, on the ball as always, had already called it in to their insurance company and had a plumbing contractor on the way. The facilities manager had got the water shut off, which meant no water at all on-site.


  Including no working bathrooms.


  Kristin was already calling around to get some portable toilets brought in, as well as hand-washing stations. It was the best they could do until the repairs could be made. She’d already sent one of the lot prep guys out to buy several cases of gallon jugs of water and hand sanitizer for people to use.


  And they were big repairs to be made. It wasn’t just a water pipe. It was the incoming water main, just outside and under the parts department’s wall, and supplied not only their plumbing system, but irrigation and fire sprinklers as well.


  Meaning the facilities manager had also had to deal with getting the fire alarm shut off when the water pressure drop triggered warnings there, too.


  Before they’d got the water shut off, the force of the water had dug a huge six-foot hole under the asphalt outside the wall, as well as undermined a section of the wall.


  A building contractor would have to be called to shore it up to ensure it was safe.


  It was a headache, yes, but not as bad as the night five years earlier when a small F0 tornado ripped part of the roof off over the body shop and damaged another forty cars in the lot.


  That had been bad.


  This was manageable and looked like they’d have the initial repairs completed by late the next morning.


  Kristin, Grant, and Darryl flanked Susie as she surveyed the damage outside. Carl, her parts department manager, looked like he was working on a good migraine.


  “I don’t know how much stuff we lost, Susan,” he said as he stood there. “Once our guys realized what was going on and sounded the alarm, we started moving stuff as fast as we could. The place is a mess in there.” Susie hadn’t even made it in there yet to look.


  “Just do the best you can,” she assured him. “We’ll file an insurance claim. Anyone from any department who wants to volunteer for overtime to help do the inventory and the recovery work, let them. It’s worth it.”


  There’d be more repairs to do inside the parts department, mostly cosmetic, as long as the structural integrity of the outside wall was preserved.


  “Thanks. So, hey, I saw Jack was looking for boxes a little while ago so he could clear out his office?”


  “What?”


  “Yeah.” He tipped his head to the side. She turned to see Jack heading out with a box of stuff in his arms. Fortunately, he was walking away from them and she didn’t think he’d seen them.


  Shit. She realized she was standing there with Grant and Darryl. Not that it mattered much, in the grand scheme of things, but the less Jack knew about her personal life, the better.


  “We came to an amicable agreement and he’s moving on,” Susie explained, leaving it at that.


  “Thank Christ,” Carl muttered. “I hated that smarmy little sonofabitch. I don’t know how you tolerated having him around. You are a far better person than I am.”


  She winced. Yes, Jack might be a damaged tool, but he’d made a lot of people miserable over the past couple of years. About the only people he didn’t manage to piss off—that she was aware of—were customers. She’d never heard a bad word about him in that respect.


  It was the only other reason she hadn’t figured out how to get rid of him earlier.


  Two hours later and they were eating Chinese take-out with Kristin, sitting around the table in the corner of Susie’s office.


  “Thanks for getting this, guys,” Susie said. “I appreciate it.”


  “No worries, babe,” Grant said, leaning in to give her a peck on the lips.


  Kristin studied them. “Oookaaay,” she finally said. “This is between me and you three, but spill it already. I’m dying to know what’s going on.”


  Susie blushed and looked to Grant, who seemed to be waiting to see if she’d hand it off to him or not.


  He arched an eyebrow at her.


  That’s when Kristin giggled. “Holy crap, you found yourself another one, didn’t you? Or two of them, I should say.”


  All three of them stared at Kristin. “What?” Susan managed to squeak.


  “Oh, please. I’m not blind. You and John were doing that…whatever it’s called. That Fifty Shades kind of stuff. I heard the way you talked to him, and how he talked to you. Saw you two together every day, for chrissake. And outside of work. Puh-lease.” She smiled. “If these two guys are the reason you’re finally living and smiling again, they have my vote and I’ll keep my mouth shut.”


  Darryl chuckled. “Busted. How much do you want to know?”


  “It’s none of my business, so I guess as much as you think I should.”


  Grant gave her the short and quick version, that yes, he was in charge of Susan and Darryl, but for obvious reasons, they couldn’t let that get out, and it was easier for Susie to pretend to be dating Darryl.


  “My mouth is sealed,” Kristin said, her smile fading. “However, you should be aware that, a few weeks back, Jack asked me what I knew about you two guys. I told him that I knew he should mind his own business, that you were friends from high school and had reconnected at your reunion.”


  Susan paled. “Why didn’t you tell me that?”


  “I honestly forgot about it until just now. You know how Jack is. He’s like that with everyone, trying to be snoopy. It’d be like, ‘Hey, Jack’s being nosy again, Episode 9,842.’” She motioned with her chopsticks. “FYI, news flash—the sky’s blue and grass is green.”


  “Oh. True.” How sad was it that she’d lived with that for so long, it’d become the norm? “Do you think anyone else suspects?”


  “If they do, they couldn’t care less. All I’ve been hearing is how happy they are to see you finally smiling again.” She studied Susan. “You don’t understand how loyal these people are to you, do you? Most of them, anyways. The ones who were here with John from the start, and hell, anyone who was here long enough to get to know John before we lost him. They’re loyal to you. Their hearts broke for you when you lost John, because they lost him, too. To see you finally smiling again is…Well, it’s a damn good thing.”


  Susie laid her head on Grant’s shoulder. Even tonight, the men had sat on either side of her, as they always did.


  As natural as anything.


  “I love them,” she softly admitted. “We just have to keep things quiet for obvious reasons.”


  “Then consider me an accomplice,” Kristin said. “Whatever story you want told, that’s what’ll get told. Didn’t you think it’d be easier having me help you control the message?”


  Heat spilled into her face. “True. Sorry.”


  “Then feel free,” Grant said, “to give people the impression that she’s dating Darryl. Since Darryl and I are best friends and roommates, it’s not unusual to see me and him together.”


  “Roger roger,” Kristin said, grinning. “I knew there was a reason I really liked you boys.” Her smile faded. “Don’t fuck her over or I’ll be your worst enemy.”


  Susie laughed. “They’d have to survive Tilly going after them first.”


  “Who? Oh, was that your friend I met last week?” Kristin’s gaze narrowed. “Hey, she came in with two guys, too, didn’t she?”


  “Yeah,” Susie said. “She did.”


  “Gotcha.” She made a motion of locking her lips and chucking the key over her shoulder.


  Grant kissed Susie’s temple. “Like you said, one daily stressor…gone.”


  “I never thought I’d see the day.”


  Kristin smirked. “Don’t be surprised if you start getting ‘thank you’ gifts from everyone on staff.”


  Susie thought back to the insight she’d had while finalizing the arrangements with Jack. “I just hope he can find happiness one day,” she said. “All I know is it won’t be here.”


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  They didn’t get out of there until after midnight. Kristin stayed the whole time, helping coordinate everything.


  This time, it was Susie ordering Kristin to not come in until late—if at all—the next day.


  Kristin agreed to coming in at noon.


  For her part, Susie awoke at her normal time and went in as usual to make sure the repairs were still underway. The men had slept at her house, as they’d already planned, and headed in to work from there. Grant would be in quarterly meetings all day with representatives from a pharmaceutical company they were doing research for and out of contact until he got out of work that evening. He’d told Darryl and Susie to go ahead and eat dinner and not wait on him.


  She was actually enjoying her Tuesday morning, feeling good about life in general, when she caught sight of Marcus and Joanie Costello marching through the showroom a little before nine o’clock.


  And they headed straight toward the hallway that led to her office.


  Dammit.


  From the looks on their faces, she suspected this wouldn’t be good.


  While she had wondered if Jack would go whining to his mommy and daddy that his mean, bitchy sister-in-law had basically forced him out, Ed had warned her that she was perfectly within her rights per the will. Jack had signed an agreement to sell his shares, had accepted and already deposited the check that same afternoon—apparently before he even went to clean out his desk—and it was a done deal.


  His minuscule share was firmly in her hands, meaning she now owned the majority of the dealership, no matter how that pissed off the Costellos. Before, John said he always assumed his parents thought they could rally everyone to their side to, at the very least, effect a stalemate.


  Until little Jackass went off the reservation without consulting them first.


  Deep breaths. Maybe they don’t want to talk about that.


  But when Marcus pulled Susie’s office door closed behind them and practically marched over to her desk, she knew.


  That was exactly what they wanted to talk about.


  Marcus wasted no time. “You need to return Jack’s shares to him.”


  Susie leaned back in her chair and templed her fingers in front of her in her best impersonation of Grant that she could muster. “I beg your pardon?” she coolly asked.


  “Don’t you start with me. You cheated him out of what was rightfully his!”


  “Oh, like he cheated me out of a long life and children with my husband by killing him?”


  Marcus’ face went red, but he didn’t respond to that. He deftly ignored and side-stepped it. “John left those shares to Jack. They’re his.”


  “And there was a stipulation that I could buy him out, if I wanted to. I can buy out any of the shareholders. I have the right of first refusal, as a matter of fact. If you’ll read the fine print, if anyone tries to sell or transfer their shares to anyone but me, and I protest the sale, the shares will dissolve and automatically revert to me anyway. That’s in the share agreements and in the will. You agreed to all of that when you signed the loan paperwork. I exercised that right of first refusal for an extremely generous amount, all things considered.”


  She channeled Grant some more and let one corner of her mouth slide up a couple of degrees in a smirk. “What’s the matter, Marcus? Pissed off that there’s no way in hell for you to ever set a fifty-percent roadblock like you thought you could after John died? Mad that you didn’t read a little more carefully before you signed on the dotted line when you loaned John the money in the first place? Upset that John proved to be far smarter than you and set up a safety net you didn’t spot until now? Or does it piss you off that Jack actually grew a spine and did something without asking your permission first? He got far more for those two shares than he deserved. Mainly because he couldn’t sell them anywhere else and he knew it, just like you know it.”


  Marcus looked enraged, making Susie suspect she’d hit multiple bull’s-eyes with that observation. “That’s not the point!”


  “Then what is the point? Enlighten me.”


  The point was, and she damn well knew it, if they’d ever remotely managed to amass a full fifty percent—damn near impossible due to the way it was structured, but more a lure to get his father’s help with the initial financing—it would trigger a clause that would then allow them to have a money stake in the company.


  That’s what Marcus had believed for all these years, anyway.


  John had been extremely shrewd in how he’d set up the shares. All the original stake loans—with interest—had been paid back a couple of years earlier, rendering the actual cash value of the shares completely worthless. In fact, Ed hadn’t lied. In the month before he died, John and Susie and Ed had started discussing buying out the shareholders for token amounts to return the company to their sole control on paper, knowing full well his parents might be the only ones reluctant to hand their shares over otherwise.


  John hadn’t trusted his parents, sad to say. Which was exactly why he’d set up the unorthodox arrangement to start with. He’d loved them, but his father was a cold, shrewd businessman. John had no doubt if his father had a chance to take over, he would.


  The shares were only secured as a money stake as long as the loans were outstanding, to help guarantee they were paid back. Once they were paid off, they converted to voting rights only. His father was well aware of that part.


  What John counted on—and had happened—was that Ed and Kaden had buried it down in the middle of the share agreements, easy to miss, about not being able to resell or transfer the shares without a right of first refusal.


  And yes, until after the fact, Marcus Costello had missed that little detail. Or if he hadn’t missed it, he certainly hadn’t mentioned it to John, or realized the impact it might later have.


  Susie suspected, based on Marcus Costello’s current reaction, that he’d finally taken the paperwork and read through it again overnight, this time paying far more attention than he had before.


  No matter what John’s father did now, there was no way in hell he could ever get his hooks into the company for money.


  Ever.


  Not as long as she was alive, and even then, nope. She was already working with Ed, discussing how to proceed with changing her will. He’d had quite a bit of experience dealing with unorthodox relationship issues as of late in terms of setting up legal contracts that would protect everyone involved in a poly relationship.


  She wasn’t sure if she would ever get married again. Now that gay marriage was legal, she really hoped Grant and Darryl could one day tie the knot once Darryl wasn’t paralyzed in limbo by worrying about his job or partial custody of Kyle.


  But she damn sure didn’t want John’s parents or brother to ever be able to have the business. She’d shut it down, or sell it to someone else, before she’d ever let that happen.


  “The point is, our son started this company. Not you. By rights, it should be ours. We were investors in it when he started.”


  “Let’s see, John was in the process of opening this when we met and got married, so in reality I helped him start it. And yes, you were investors in it, but we paid you back. I have certified copies of the notes where you signed off on it, and the others signed off on theirs, if you want to see them.”


  He jabbed a finger at her. “You have until noon today to hand those shares over to Jack.”


  She scoffed at that. “He signed a notarized agreement and cashed the check. Uh, nooo.”


  Marcus leaned in. “At noon, I have an appointment to stop by and talk to my old friend, Reverend John de Papio. You know who he is, don’t you? He’s the head of the Sarasota First Evangelical Christian Church of God, and its private academy.”


  She forced herself not to react even though she inwardly blanched. “So? Is that supposed to mean something to me?”


  Even though she and John hadn’t been churchgoers, the reverend had conducted John’s funeral at Marcus and Joanie’s request. Susie had been too grief-stricken at the time to argue about it, and John hadn’t left specific instructions other then he’d wanted to be cremated, leaving the details up to her.


  He sneered as he whipped out his cell phone. “No, but it might mean something when I show him pictures of their head pianist and head of their music department for their school having sex with you in your pool. A woman who is also apparently involved with the man’s roommate.” He held out his phone.


  Fucker. From the looks of it, the pictures had been taken a couple of weeks ago, at least, from the property behind the house. Actually, to get the angle he had and view over the areca palms around the lanai, it looked like he’d had to almost climb a tree or something. There were some of her and Darryl, and some of her and Grant. None of the three of them together, fortunately.


  She channeled both Grant and John as she arched an eyebrow and glared up at Marcus. “Is that supposed to mean something to me?”


  “Oh, you think you’re so smart, don’t you? I know you’ve been seeing him and that other guy. Bet they’d both be interested in finding out you’re seeing both of them, wouldn’t they? Especially since they’re friends and roommates?”


  At that she had to fight back giggles.


  She finally smiled. “I think it’s illegal to spy on people and take pictures of them in their home without their permission.”


  “Oh, I was simply taking a look at a lot for sale near the back side of your property. And you weren’t in your home, you were in your pool.”


  He grinned, swiping through pictures to show her yet another one. “I did a little research. Darryl Holman has been, poor guy, going through a nasty custody battle with his ex. I’m sure losing his job because of this salacious affair will not go over well. I know for a fact the morals clause in the employment contract the church uses prohibits their employees from engaging in…unseemly behavior.”


  His grin sickened her. “I’ll be at Rev. de Papio’s office at noon. I know for a fact Holman will be in attendance as well. I told the reverend that I needed to discuss a matter of urgency with him.”


  He put his phone away. “Show up with the paperwork, or Darryl Holman gets shit-canned and I make ruining his life my hobby. Don’t fuck with me, honey. I’m older and wiser than you, and I’ve eaten people far better than you for breakfast.”


  She forced herself not to move, not to react, as Marcus stormed out, Joanie silently trailing in his wake.


  He wants to play that fucking game, huh?


  What Marcus wasn’t aware of was that she’d been schooled by the best in combat strategy—Grant and Darryl, and, later, John.


  Okay, D and D wasn’t exactly real battle, but close enough.


  She refused to panic, forced herself to remain seated and think it through. She couldn’t call Grant over this. His meetings that morning were too important. And Darryl would be in classes. She could text him, but why worry him? She’d rather him be surprised by this, too.


  It would look more realistic that way.


  It might mean a spanking later from Grant for not even sending either of them so much as a warning text, but she knew they’d forgive her.


  And any spanking would be worth it.


  Because she would enjoy taking the fucking wind out of Marcus’ sails for good.


  


  * * * *


  


  Susie also couldn’t wait until Kristin got in to leave and set everything in motion. She had too many stops to make to pull this off and make it to the church before Marcus and Joanie. As it was, she hit the county office off Ringling, then raced to the mall, startling the salesperson with the easiest sale of their life, probably. Three florists and two bakeries later, she headed to the church’s administration building, which sat between the church’s sanctuary and the building that housed the school and social hall.


  It was eleven forty, and Marcus Costello’s car was nowhere to be seen.


  Feeling a slight pang, Susie switched her wedding and engagement rings to her right hand, donned her newest purchase, and scooted inside to where a receptionist sat behind the front desk.


  Putting on her winningest smile, and with her arms full, Susie beamed at the woman. “I’m sorry I’m early. We have an appointment to talk with Rev. de Papio at noon, but I’m so excited, I just couldn’t wait. Is he available now, by any chance? Last name’s Costello. Susan Costello.”


  The receptionist looked a little puzzled. “Mr. Costello didn’t say anything about why he needed the emergency meeting with the Reverend. I think Mr. Holman isn’t available until noon.”


  Susie held up her left hand and eagerly waved it, then showed the armful of brochures and sample books she’d accumulated during her harried dash through Sarasota’s florists and bakeries that were on her way between the mall and the church.


  Fortunately, the woman was a quick study, her face brightening. “I think he’s free.” She stood. “Follow me.”


  It was all Susie could do not to mutter, “Muwahaha, motherfucker,” under her breath as she followed the clueless receptionist down the hall and toward the man’s office.


  Marcus might think he’s older and wiser and eaten better people than me for breakfast, but he’s never played against Grant as a DM. And his own son drilled into me what a shit-weasel he is from the moment I met John.


  Fucking amateur.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  Darryl wasn’t sure why he’d been asked to meet with Rev. de Papio at noon, but he made sure, as soon as his third period class was over, to hurry his ass up and hustle down to the admin office. He was five minutes early, and had hit the reception area just in time to see an older man, and a woman he suspected was the guy’s wife, being led down the same hallway he was heading.


  “Oh, good,” Ruth said. “Perfect timing.”


  The man smiled, and something about his expression chilled Darryl. “Yes, perfect timing, Mr. Holman.” He looked predatory.


  The guy looked really familiar, but Darryl couldn’t place him.


  So Darryl was thrown even further off his game when they were ushered into the reverend’s office and found Susie sitting there, having a rather animated discussion with his boss.


  The other man and woman seemed a little put off by this as well.


  Susie beamed. “Darryl!” She jumped up and raced over to him to give him a huge, full-on kiss on the lips. “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t wait. Can you forgive me?”


  He caught her wink. The same one she’d given him countless campaigns before when they were trying to do something without Grant knowing it and throwing DM weight at them to stymie them.


  He played along with it, almost feeling like they were kids again. “What’d you do, sweetheart?”


  “I was just talking with Rev. de Papio about everything. Marcus and Joanie came by this morning and—well, I goofed up.” She batted her eyes at him like she’d made a major boo-boo, and he fought the urge to laugh.


  “What’d you do?” he sternly asked, apparently in character, based on her seemingly over-caffeinated, practically manic lead.


  “I couldn’t wait to tell them!” She wheeled around and waved her hand at a pile of brochures and papers covering the reverend’s desk. “I know you wanted to tell Kyle next even though we already told Grant, and I’m sorry, but…well, they were John’s parents. I knew they’d want to know, and they’re so happy for us!”


  Darryl didn’t understand what, exactly, had prompted this, but he could easily follow her train of thought. He’d get the details later and suspected it had something to do with her buying Jack out.


  Darryl sighed. “It’s okay, sweetheart. I understand. I know how much you love them. Under the circumstances, I can’t be aggravated at you about that.”


  “Even better!” She squealed, making him wince. “Marcus and Joanie agreed to pay for the whole wedding! Isn’t that amazing?”


  She threw her arms around Marcus, then Joanie, who both looked just as stunned as Darryl now felt.


  Only Darryl’s long back history and hours of D and D allowed him to stay in character. “Wow…that’s just…wow. Thank you.” He hugged the older couple, too.


  Rev. de Papio finally spoke up. “I tell you, Marcus, you and Joanie are absolutely amazing people. I am so honored I’m going to be performing this wedding for these two. No two people are more deserving of happiness than this young couple, especially after everything poor Susie here has been through the past couple of years. I remember how devastated your whole family was when you lost John.”


  Darryl had to chew on the inside of his lip to keep from laughing. The head start Susie had gotten on derailing whatever conniving plot Marcus had up his sleeve had let her fucking bury the guy.


  They’d deal with the rest of this later, but for now, he was enjoying the hell out of the older man’s obvious discomfort.


  Marcus appeared to be at a loss for words. “Umm…”


  “We were discussing the schedule,” Susie said. “Trying to find a good time when the church would be available and that they’d be able to spare Darryl for Sunday services, as well as time off from teaching at the school for our honeymoon.”


  She returned to the reverend and touched his arm. “I have absolutely no words to describe what Marcus and Joanie mean to me,” she said.


  Darryl had to move, to step around the other couple and pretend to stumble on his way to the other chair in front of the reverend’s desk, next to the one Susie had occupied when they walked in.


  It was that, or he was going to seriously lose his shit laughing and blow whatever this was out of the water.


  “You know,” Rev. de Papio said, playfully chiding Marcus. “You could have just told me what was going on when we talked earlier. From your tone of voice, I thought it was something serious.” He laughed. “I am so happy for these two, you have no idea. And you, my friend, to offer to pay for the wedding for them? That’s…that’s the wonderful spirit of Christ flowing through you. I am honored to call you my friend.”


  He shook with Marcus, who still looked like he’d had his nuts kicked clean up into his body but hadn’t fallen over yet.


  Darryl noticed that Susie had made a pointed effort not to look him in the eye following the initial wink.


  If she did that, he knew they’d both be laughing their asses off.


  Marcus pulled his cell phone out, as if he’d just received a call. “Excuse me a moment. I need to take this.” He stepped outside the door, closing it behind him.


  That left Joanie standing there, uncomfortably silent as Susie hooked an arm through hers and started animatedly chatting about flowers and cakes and…


  Darryl didn’t even know what else. He tuned it out and kept a placid smile plastered across his face and studied Joanie.


  She looked nearly sick to her stomach.


  Marcus returned a moment later. “Sorry, but I’ve got a business emergency I need to take care of. We’ll have to talk another time.”


  “Oh, that’s okay,” Susie said. “I understand. I hope it’s nothing serious? We’ll handle the initial plans today with Rev. de Papio and I’ll fill you in later.”


  She let go of Joanie and flung her arms around Marcus to hug him. Darryl noticed the man was slow and very uncomfortable to finally pat her on the back as she whispered something in his ear.


  He now looked like he’d been completely neutered without the benefit of anesthesia. He gave everyone a sick smile before he turned and left, his wife following him.


  Now Susie let her gaze fall on Darryl. It hardened his cock to see the victorious, predatory smile on her face as she slowly walked over to the other chair and retook her place.


  She then turned to the reverend. “I told you, they’re just the most indescribable in-laws I ever could have asked for. Now, where were we?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Darryl walked Susie out to her car nearly an hour later. He didn’t have a class because it was his lunch and planning time. He walked around to the passenger side and got in while she stared the engine and cranked the AC.


  She waited for him to speak.


  “Um…Okay. I don’t want this to sound wrong, but there’s no other way to say it. What. The. Fuck?”


  She finally burst out laughing, giggling and snorting her way through the entire story. At first, Darryl felt gutshot, sick to his stomach, until he realized he’d sat through the successful execution of her retribution.


  “He honestly said that to you, huh? That he’d eaten better people for breakfast? Really? Who does he think he is, a Bond villain knock-off?”


  She held up her left hand. “Swear to a god neither of us believe in. That’s exactly what he said.”


  He grabbed her hand and stared at her ring finger. “So how much did I spend on this rock?”


  She laughed. “Too damn much. It’s actually CZ, but the setting is platinum and it cost me over eight hundred. I paid full retail. I literally ran into the store, slapped down my credit card, picked something bright and shiny that I could flash in Rev. de Papio’s face, and said, ‘Gimme.’”


  “Damn. I didn’t even get you a real diamond, huh?” He looked into her eyes. “Sorry I’m such a cheap bastard.”


  She grinned. “You’re not cheap. You’re thrifty, and I love that about you. Besides, he couldn’t tell the difference.”


  “You did get one thing wrong.”


  She frowned. “What?”


  He kissed her left hand and curled his fingers around it, staring into her eyes. “I never would have put the ring on your left hand. I would have put it on your right. I wouldn’t have made you take John’s rings off.”


  He spotted the tears in her eyes and pulled her into his arms. “I’m sorry I couldn’t warn you,” she said, the adrenaline crash obviously hitting her. She trembled in his arms.


  “Does Grant even know?”


  “No, he’s got those meetings today.”


  “Dammit. I forgot about those.” He sighed. “So Marcus peeped on us getting freaky in the pool, huh? I knew you needed better privacy screening around your lanai.”


  “Yeah, you told me so.” She sniffled. “Sorry,” she softly said as she sat back.


  “No, honey, don’t apologize.” He thought for a moment. “Ruth knows Chelsey’s sister. It’ll probably get back to her like that, if it hasn’t already.”


  “Yowch. Double sorry.”


  “What’d I just say? It’s okay. I’d rather she hear that I’m marrying you than that I’m marrying Grant.”


  “I wanted you and Grant to get married. Maybe we can push this far enough into the future and then cancel it.”


  “What, I’m not good enough for you to marry?”


  She looked shocked. “What? No! I—”


  He silenced her with a kiss. “I was kidding.” He rested his forehead against hers. “Damn, we’re both gonna get our asses caned over this.”


  “It was an emergency.”


  “Yeah, that’s exactly why we should have texted him. This was an emergency.”


  “Tell me he would have come up with a better solution in time?”


  “Probably not, but I’ll be damned if I’ll say that to him and risk an extra five on top of whatever he gives us.” He snorted. “So what, exactly, did you say to Marcus when you hugged him right before he left? He looked like you’d threatened to eat a baby or something.”


  “I told him the truth. That John had warned me long ago what a royal shit he was, and that he might eat people better than me for breakfast, but that I regularly snacked on pussies like him for lunch. Oh, and that if he ever tried a stunt like this again, I’d sue him for extortion and make sure all the papers knew what a royal shit he was for trying to ruin an innocent man’s life. And that I was sure the reverend would love to find out his good friend is a pervy Peeping Tom.”


  “You think that’ll keep him away?”


  “Next to money, appearances are everything to Marcus. He’ll probably pay for the wedding just so he doesn’t have to look like a shit in front of the reverend.”


  “No. Really? You honestly think so?”


  “After the big deal I made about what great people they were? Rev. de Papio just about thinks Marcus and Joanie walk on water. I had over fifteen minutes in there ahead of you guys, layering it on thick. Marcus won’t dare try some bullshit like that now. I took away his power.”


  “Rubbing his nose in it’s a dangerous game, though, babe.”


  Her voice dropped, hardening his cock again. “Not nearly as dangerous as I’ll be to him if he tries to fuck with us again.”


  “Did he honestly think you’d just roll over?”


  “Yes, he did. He’s used to getting his way in life. He hasn’t had to deal with me a lot. He saw me mostly in a subordinate position to John. He had no clue what I did on a daily basis running things. I had Ed deal with him to fend him off after John died. Ed and Kristin both. They ran interference for me.”


  He grinned. “Ah, you sneaky wench. Rule number one, never underestimate your enemy. He underestimated you.”


  “Greatly.” She leaned against the seat. “Fuck. I feel like I’ve run a damned marathon.”


  He looked through the papers she had, including a marriage license application. “Wow. When you commit to a bit, you go all the way. After he canes us, Grant’s going to be so damned proud of you.”


  “Hey, I cut my teeth in battle with a guy who’d practically memorized The Art of War by the time he was fifteen. And you’re damned good yourself. You didn’t miss a beat in there.”


  She held up a fist and he bumped with her. “I could tell you were up to something,” he said, “but I wasn’t sure why.” He let out a long breath. “Step one, we need to tell Grant. Step two…” He frowned.


  “Yeah?”


  “Step two, we need some privacy screening around your damn pool. I don’t want to give up pool sex just because your ex father-in-law is a Peeping Tom.”


  Chapter Twenty


  


  Actually, there would be a step three, because Darryl now had to pick Kyle up that evening when Chelsey “suddenly” had several late west coast calls she had to make at work. She called Darryl and demanded that he come get Kyle after work.


  Which Susie flat-out figured meant Chelsey was going to go out on a date—with Greg or someone else—and try to fuck up what she must have thought would be Darryl’s celebratory night with Susie.


  Bitch.


  Susie couldn’t promise she’d be as good as Darryl and Grant had been about not badmouthing the woman in Kyle’s presence.


  Darryl had called Susie at work, where she’d just finished updating Kristin about the latest events, to let Susie know about that new development.


  “Wow, she is a real piece of work, isn’t she?” Susie asked.


  “I know, but she’s Kyle’s mother.”


  “Remind me why we can’t sic Tilly and June on her?”


  “Because that would be wrong.”


  “But it would be satisfying.”


  “It would also lead to incarceration for them both,” Darryl said. “Do not tell them.”


  “Fine.” She had a thought. “Could we have them tell Grant about today for us?”


  “No, we have to do that ourselves. We’re still meeting at his work, right?”


  She sighed. “Right.”


  “I don’t want him blindsided by this when he gets home. And I’ll have to leave right from telling Grant to go get Kyle.”


  Susie stewed for the rest of the afternoon, despite Kristin’s nearly manic grin and frequent giggle fits over the fact that Marcus had the nerve to force Susie into this position in the first place, and Susie’s tactical nuclear response.


  Although Susie would be lying if she said she didn’t enjoy getting one over on the man. And she would really enjoy it when Marcus ponied up money to help pay for the wedding.


  She knew him. For starters, he could definitely afford it. And he wouldn’t dare risk it getting back to the reverend that he’d reneged on his “promise” to pay for it and look like a weasel.


  Maybe this was worth the aggravation after all.


  Susie arrived at Grant’s work first, parking on one side of his car. Darryl arrived a few minutes after her, and they both stood there leaning against Grant’s car when he emerged from the building a few minutes later.


  His pace sped up as he spotted them there.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Darryl held up his hands. “No one’s dead or injured.”


  “Then what’s wrong?”


  Darryl exchanged a glance with Susie before he launched into the story.


  Grant set his laptop case on the hood of his car and leaned against the door, arms crossed over his chest, gaze fixed on the ground, as Darryl went through everything.


  “Have to say,” Darryl ended with. “I don’t think Marcus knew quite what hit him when he walked into that office and saw her sitting there. I damn sure know I didn’t.”


  “Are you fucking shitting me?” Grant asked. “He really did that?”


  “No shit,” Darryl said. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I wasn’t sitting right there myself and saw it happen.”


  Grant glanced around before staring at the ground again. “I wish I could pull you both into my arms and kiss you right now.”


  “So how many cane strokes are we getting?” Darryl asked with a smile.


  Grant slowly shook his head, still not looking at them. “I can’t. Not for that. It was an emergency, and under the circumstances, you’re right. I couldn’t have handled it better than you two did.” He looked at Susie. “I’m proud of you, sweetie.”


  “I’m sorry I had to make an executive decision, Sir. I knew you couldn’t be disturbed today unless someone was actually, you know, dying.”


  “No, you did the right thing.” He finally turned to Darryl. “So now the bitch is handing Kyle off to us tonight, huh? How convenient.”


  “Yeah, right,” Darryl said. “Amazing timing. She didn’t mention the engagement news, but I could tell from the tone of her voice she was pissed off. Is my face frostbit? I sure felt a damn chill over the phone when she called.”


  “Do we want to take bets on whether or not she’s told Kyle already?” Susie asked.


  “Oh, I won’t take that bet,” Grant said. “I already know the answer to that. It’s yes, she has.” He smiled. “I’m sure I know another reason she’s so pissed off.”


  “What?”


  “I’m sure she assumed me and Darryl were gay, something she was holding in reserve in case she needed it for a custody go-round. If Darryl’s marrying a woman, that sort of blows a hole in her theory and means she just lost a perceived advantage over him.”


  “True,” Darryl said. “That thought crossed my mind, too.”


  “How’s Kyle going to react?” Susie asked.


  “Only one way to find out,” Grant said. He turned to Darryl. “We’ll get home and figure out what to do for dinner once you bring Kyle home. I’m assuming she wants him picked up as soon as possible?”


  “Yeah. She said Greg’s home with him, but apparently he’s got ‘stuff to do.’”


  Susie snorted. “Isn’t that convenient?”


  “For her and Greg, maybe,” Grant said.


  “More for her, probably,” Darryl said. “Man, this being a mature adult shit is fucking hard. All I want to do is go chew her out.”


  “Take a number and stand in line,” Grant said. “Trust me, Kyle will remember it later, when it counts, that you were the stable one.”


  “I hope so,” Darryl said. “I hate like hell that his mother is like that.”


  Once Darryl was in his car and on his way, Susie looked at Grant. “You’re really not mad?”


  “No, sweetheart, I’m not mad. Now let’s get home. We won’t have much time.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It didn’t take long, despite Grant’s assurances, for Susie to talk herself into thinking she was the world’s greatest idiot by the time she arrived at Grant’s.


  “This is crazy,” Susie muttered. “Why the hell didn’t I just stand up to Marcus and tell him to go fuck himself?”


  “Because you were thinking fast on your feet,” Grant said, pulling her in for a kiss. “I’m damned proud of you, too. I couldn’t have handled this better. I told you that.”


  “Yeah, but now you and Darryl can’t—”


  Grant silenced her with a deep, passionate kiss. “Darryl and I get to spend the rest of our lives with you. That’s all I care about. The piece of paper is just that—a piece of paper. Ed told you he’s setting up a trust for all three of us so it protects us.”


  He took her right wrist and held it up, stroking the charm bracelet. “You wear my collar. We’re going to have matching rings for us all. I could give a shit if it’s me or him actually marrying you.” He smiled. “It’s two against one, anyway. Like we’re ever letting you get away without a fight, baby.”


  She rested her head on his chest. “I don’t want to get away, Sir. I love you both.”


  “And we love you. That’s why all that matters is that.”


  “But what about if Kyle moves in with us?”


  “We’ll deal with that when it happens.”


  “Aren’t you worried?”


  “Nope. Because we’ll deal with whatever happens. Not to sound like a broken record, but again, all I care about is you two. Hell, even losing my job at this point takes a backseat to happiness. I can get a job somewhere else. With the three of us together, we can survive whatever gets thrown our way.” He rested his forehead against hers. “I promise I’ll do whatever I can never to leave you alone again.”


  “Thank you, Sir.” She nuzzled noses with him. To think that just a few months earlier…


  Hell, this felt like a brand new life. Nothing like the grey, dreary existence she’d eked out for herself, survival mode and nothing more, simply doing what she had to in order to keep the business running and growing.


  This felt…


  Alive.


  They heard Darryl’s car pull up in the driveway.


  Grant brushed one last kiss across her lips. “Okay. Here we go. You got this, darlin’. I promise you.”


  She nodded.


  They didn’t have much time. Kyle stormed through the front door and made a beeline toward Susie. The expression on his face was so dark that she actually took a couple of steps back.


  “You lied to me!” he yelled.


  Darryl had run through the door after him. “Whoa, calm down, buddy.”


  “No, you all lied to me!” he screamed.


  Now she spotted the boy’s tears.


  Susie risked taking a step forward. “What’s going on?”


  “Mom got a call that you and Dad are engaged,” he said. “That you’re getting married. You guys lied to me!”


  “How did we lie to you?” Darryl asked.


  “You never told me you guys were even dating!”


  Now panic set in. Maybe this would be their easy out after all. “Honey,” Susie started. “I’m sorry, but you have to understand—”


  “Grant and my dad love each other, okay? How can you do this to Grant? I thought Grant was your friend!”


  The room fell silent. Now Susie had no fucking clue what to do or say. She turned and stared at Grant.


  That he also looked clueless didn’t bode well.


  Grant finally let out a breath and walked over to the boy, putting his hands on Kyle’s shoulders. “Before anyone says anything else, you tell me what you think is going on.”


  “I’m not stupid,” he said. “You and Dad are living together, okay? I didn’t say anything to Mom because I knew Dad would get in trouble and she’d cause bullshit for him at work.” He turned on Susie again. “How can you do this to Grant?”


  “Okay,” Grant said. “Buddy, we need you to calm down and listen to us. How long have you known your dad and I were…together?”


  “Duh. A few months after he moved in.” He cocked his head. “Seriously? All his stuff is in your bathroom.”


  Darryl had covered his face with his hand. “Shit,” he muttered.


  “And you haven’t told your mother this?” Grant asked.


  “No! It’s none of her business.”


  “Then we all owe you an apology,” Grant said. “Can we sit down and talk to you without you getting any angrier at us?”


  “Are you going to keep lying to me?”


  “No,” Grant said. “We’ll tell you everything.”


  Kyle warily eyed Susie but let the men steer him into the living room, where they got him seated in one of the easy chairs at the end of the couch.


  Susie was completely off the playbook at this point, and so was Darryl. They both looked to Grant to take point.


  Grant sat on the end of the coffee table, in front of Kyle, and appeared to compose his thoughts. “Yes,” he quietly said. “Your dad and I have been in a relationship.”


  “But now you’re going to break up, aren’t you? And—”


  “Shh,” Grant gently said. “Let me finish.”


  Kyle sullenly glared at him but went quiet.


  “Your dad and I have been in a relationship. As you noted, we had to keep it quiet. But what you don’t know is that we are both in a relationship with Susie, too.”


  Kyle frowned. “What?”


  “The three of us are…dating each other.”


  “But Mom said Dad and Susie are getting married.”


  “They…are. It’s complicated. But the three of us are still going to live together. There was a problem, and Susie had to do what she did today to keep your dad out of trouble.”


  “Why?”


  Susie wanted to tell this part. She felt she owed the boy that much. She reached out and touched Grant’s shoulder and he nodded.


  “Remember how I told you my husband died?”


  Kyle nodded.


  “Remember how I told you his brother still worked at the dealership?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Well, yesterday, I bought him out to get him out of my life once and for all. His parents, my husband’s parents, didn’t like that. They came in this morning and threatened me, threatened your dad. They had…” She sighed. “They had pictures of me and your dad, and of me and Grant. We were in the pool together at my house. Pictures of us kissing.”


  “Ew, they spied on you?”


  “Exactly.”


  “Creepy.”


  “Yeah. Very creepy. My ex-father-in-law came in this morning and threatened to go to your dad’s boss and show him the pictures and tell him that I was dating both Grant and your dad, and to get him fired. So I had to think fast. I got a bunch of stuff ready and made it there first and told the reverend that the reason my father-in-law wanted to meet with him was to plan our wedding.”


  He stared at her for a moment, then to Grant, and Darryl. “So you’re not getting married?”


  “We are now,” Darryl muttered.


  “It’s okay,” Grant said. “If your dad and I get married, he’ll definitely lose his job. If Susie and I get married now, Marcus Costello will try to get your dad fired.”


  Kyle seemed to digest that. “Soo…you’re sort of like that Sister Wives show? Except…not?”


  “Huh?” Susie asked.


  “Guy has a bunch of wives,” Kyle said. “It’s a reality show. He’s only legally married to one of them. They’re…morons or something.”


  Grant snorted. “Mormons?”


  “Yeah, that.”


  “No,” Grant said, “we’re not Mormons. We’re what’s called poly. I love your dad, and he loves me. We both love Susie, and she loves us. Unfortunately, in this country, there are legal restrictions on how many people you can marry at the same time. If any of this gets out, your dad will lose his job, I could lose my job, and your mom will most likely try to take visitation away from your dad.”


  “Yeah,” Kyle said. “She would.” He stared at Susie for a long, uncomfortable moment. “So you really love both of them?”


  She nodded. “I loved them when I was in high school. I mean, we didn’t do anything in high school. We were just friends. But we’re older now, and it seems we met again for a good reason. And yes, I wish I could marry both of them, but I was scared your dad was going to lose his job and you, so I had to think fast. I bought a ring, got a bunch of florist and bakery brochures, and made the reverend think we were there to talk about a wedding. I couldn’t let your dad lose custody of you or lose his job.”


  Kyle seemed to digest that. “Well, what did the guy say when you told Dad’s boss that you were getting married? Your husband’s father?”


  “He couldn’t say anything at that point. He would have looked creepy, as you said, for having pictures of me and your dad that he took in secret.”


  Kyle slowly nodded. “You outsmarted him.”


  “Yeah. Fortunately for me, not hard to do in this case.”


  “So Dad won’t be moving out of Grant’s?”


  “Well, we haven’t got that far yet,” Grant said. “If your question is will all three of us be living together, the answer is yes. I hate to ask this of you, but you can’t tell people the full truth. Not now, anyway. Once you’re eighteen and your mom can’t cause any trouble—”


  “Yes,” Kyle said with a firm nod. “I’ll keep your secret for you.”


  Susie’s memory flashed back to that first weekend, when she’d agreed to Grant’s proposal without him even getting the whole statement out of his mouth.


  “But I have a condition of my own,” Kyle said.


  Oh, boy. Here we go.


  “What?” Grant asked.


  He focused on Susie. “Dad’s lawyer is your lawyer, too. Right?”


  “Right.”


  “Can you help him pay to get full custody of me? To make stuff go faster so I can live with you guys all the time?”


  The three adults exchanged a look.


  “I’ll still go visit her,” Kyle added. “Like on weekends or something. But I’m sick and tired of living there. I want to be here. I want to live with you guys. You guys are normal. When I’m here, we have dinner together every night. You help me with my homework and talk to me. I want that. I miss my Dad. I miss him being around all the time. He raised me. Mom never has time for me.”


  Grant stared at Susie and Darryl, eyebrow arched.


  She knew what he wanted to say next, and she nodded.


  So did Darryl.


  “Okay,” Grant said, “but before you say that, I have some rules you need to know.”


  “Sure.”


  “In this relationship between me and your dad and Susie, I’m the one in charge. They defer to me. That’s the way I want it, and that’s the way they want it.”


  “Duh.”


  Grant’s other eyebrow went up. “Say again?”


  “Come on, I know Dad’s…” He looked at Darryl. “No offense, Dad, but Grant’s the guy and you’re the girl. And Susie, too. But you guys are happy, so whatever. I don’t care. One of my friends, his dad is gay and has a husband. They’re kinda like that, too.”


  The giggle finally escaped Susie, making Grant turn. “What’s so funny?”


  “You, Sir,” she said. “You look like you just got your kneecaps taken out from under you.”


  “I did.” He returned his focus to Kyle. “I’m serious—you can’t tell anyone. Not your friends, no one. Our official story has to be your dad and Susie are dating and engaged. If anyone finds out the truth, your dad and I both could lose our jobs, and then your mom can try to go for full custody again.”


  “I promise I won’t. I haven’t said anything before now, why do you think I’d say anything after?”


  “Your dad is still in charge of you,” Grant said, “but I run the house. You’re going to obey our rules.”


  Kyle nodded. “I will. I promise.”


  “Do you have any questions for us?”


  “Can I be at the wedding?”


  “Well, yeah. Of course we want you there.”


  “Okay. Deal.”


  “Anything else?”


  “Yeah,” Kyle said. “Can we have pizza for dinner?”


  Grant smiled. “I think we can manage that.”


  


  * * * *


  


  There was no use in hiding things from Kyle any longer. They did a lot more talking over pizza. They kept the conversation age-appropriate, and didn’t get into the sexual aspects of their relationship or talk about BDSM, but they did manage to get the basic gist of things conveyed to him.


  After Kyle went to bed, the three adults retired to Grant’s bedroom and collapsed.


  “Holy crap,” Darryl said as he fell back onto the bed and stared at the ceiling. “I feel like I’ve been run through an emotional blender.”


  “Join the club,” Grant said as he stretched out next to him.


  “Do you think he’s really going to keep our secret?” Susie asked.


  “I think so,” Grant said. “I think he understands what’s at stake. It doesn’t hurt that he really wants to live here full-time. And he’s right. If he hasn’t said anything to anyone before, why would he blow our secret now?”


  “You think he’ll still want to live with us in a couple of months?” Darryl asked.


  “Yeah. This is different than before. This isn’t just a temper tantrum. He’s really done living there. I can tell. And I feel crappy for him.”


  “Me, too,” Susie said. “He looked really upset.”


  “He is upset,” Darryl said. “He wouldn’t talk to me when I got him. He just got into the car and it was like a wall of silence until we got here and he ran inside.”


  “The good news is, we don’t have to sneak around anymore when he’s here,” Grant said.


  “And the bad news?” Susie asked.


  “We’ve got a wedding and a custody battle to plan,” Darryl said.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  The next morning, Susie called Ed as soon as he was in the office and gave him an update.


  “Wow,” he said after a moment of silence. “When you do something, you don’t screw around, do you?”


  “No. What can we do?”


  “About the custody agreement?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Lucky for us, Pat Donnelly is the judge. We might have to give up asking for alimony and child support to get Chelsey to let go, though. And Kyle might have to talk to the judge. You sure he’s willing to do that?”


  “This isn’t the first time he’s talked about it.”


  “He’s thirteen in what, a month?”


  “Yeah.”


  “It’s going to be hard for any judge to ignore a minor that age. All we can do is give it a shot. I’ll get the ball rolling on this end and contact Chelsey’s attorney for a sit-down and see what we can hammer out. Maybe we can do this without it having to go before the judge.”


  “You think so?”


  “No, but it’s worth a shot. Meanwhile, document everything. Every visitation, every phone call, everything.”


  “Will do.”


  She texted Darryl to call her when he could, and an hour later, he did.


  “Well?” he asked.


  She filled him in. “I’m paying for it,” she added.


  “You don’t have to do that.”


  “Um, yeah, I do. We’re a family. If you want to pay me back later, fine, but Kyle’s miserable. Did he say anything else this morning on the way to school?”


  “He asked me how long it’d take to get it done, and when he could tell his mom. I told him to wait until we’d talked to Ed.”


  “Smart. Because Ed needs to talk to her attorney first. No use tipping her off any sooner than necessary.”


  “Kyle says he understands.” She heard him let out a sigh. “I feel like shit, Susie. Like I’m a horrible dad. I should have fought harder during the divorce.”


  “You did what you had to do to survive.”


  “I could have taken the initiative when I realized what was going on with her and filed for divorce myself. Maybe kept primary custody.”


  “Or it might have still ended up this way. Don’t beat yourself up. Sometimes, we can only do so much before we hit a wall when we’re in survival mode.”


  Goodness knew she’d lived that personally.


  


  * * * *


  


  It only took two weeks. Susie didn’t know what magic Ed pulled out of his ass but after several rounds of negotiating, he got Chelsey’s attorney to get her to agree to let Kyle live full-time with Darryl without it having to go before the judge for anything other than his signature on the order.


  The afternoon of the move, Grant called in a little insurance in the way of the Collins brothers to help not only move the things Kyle wanted over at their house all the time, but as witnesses to help ensure Chelsey didn’t cause any trouble.


  Susie wanted them as witnesses, too.


  Just in case.


  At one point, Susie found herself alone inside with Chelsey, who looked her up and down.


  “I’ll be honest,” Chelsey said. “I really thought Darryl was gay and just hiding it with Grant because of his job.”


  Susie put on her cheeriest smile. “I’m happy to say he’s not gay.”


  Okay, homoflexible wasn’t gay.


  Technically.


  Not completely.


  “I thought about fighting this,” Chelsey said, “but my attorney said that you’re paying for it. I can’t afford that. Besides, Kyle made it perfectly clear he wanted to live with you guys full-time. So what’s the point in fighting?”


  Susie wasn’t sure what angle the woman was looking for and just kept her mouth shut.


  “Believe it or not,” Chelsey said, “I love my son. But I’m not very…maternal. Darryl’s a good father. I know that. He wasn’t manly enough for me, though. At first it was cute, having him taking care of me all the time, but I needed a real man. I couldn’t live my life like that.”


  Susie couldn’t help herself. “I understand. Fortunately for me, Darryl and I are perfectly compatible.” She headed for the front door and turned. “Oh, and, by the way? Next time you have your son do tech support on your phone? Clear out your text messages from your other boyfriends. He saw them and told us all about them. That’s one of the things that got him so upset. He is very mad that you’re cheating on Greg. He also said he knows you cheated on Darryl while you guys were married because he heard you and Greg talking about it. And he overheard Greg on the phone once talking about your plans to soak Darryl for more money.” She smiled and waved. “Ta!”


  It was all she could do not to burst out laughing at the horrified look on Chelsey’s face as Susie turned and walked out the front door.


  Bitch.


  Yeah, it was uncalled for, and would likely earn her some paddle hits or cane strokes later, but it was worth it.


  Every last fucking one.


  


  * * * *


  


  We have to pull this off.


  That was the mantra Susie repeated to herself over and over again in the two months leading up to the Friday evening of their wedding.


  Yes, she should be happy. It was her wedding day, for chrissake.


  But she still wished it was Grant and Darryl getting married.


  Grant, however, had put his foot down. For the greater good, he wanted Darryl and Susie to get married. It ended a lot of potential issues with Darryl’s job. Hell, if Kyle was all right with it and going along with it, wasn’t that the important thing?


  She also wished it was Loren performing the ceremony, but since she’d committed to the bit, as it were, for the wedding, she had to go along with Rev. de Papio performing the ceremony.


  Was kind of the whole point of rubbing Marcus’ face in it.


  The past two months had been a blur of activity, planning everything and settling into a new routine with Kyle living at home during the week.


  But she wouldn’t trade a thing when she saw how happy Kyle was, and how happy Darryl now was, how at peace he was.


  He was a good dad.


  And it had her shoving away the old regrets, memories of the talks she and John had just started having about kids of their own when he died.


  They were in one of the anterooms at the church, getting ready for the ceremony. Grant put his arms around her from behind as she stood in front of the mirror. Darryl had been banished from the room since he was the groom, and Kristin, Tilly, Loren, and Susie’s mom were there helping her get ready.


  “Look at it this way, sweetheart,” he whispered in her ear. “Think about how much pleasure you’re going to get seeing Marcus and Joanie having to wear those sick smiles all evening.”


  Susie suppressed a giggle. “Yeah. True.” Marcus had made Joanie do his dirty work and call Kristin a few weeks earlier for a total.


  Susie only made them pay for the cake, catering, and florist.


  That was more than enough satisfaction for her. And they were the most expensive parts of the whole thing, too.


  Susie and Grant were paying Kel and Mallory to handle the photography and videotaping for them, and they hadn’t rented tuxes, so for the most part, other than her dress and the rings, there weren’t any other expenses. Even the church was free, courtesy of Darryl working there.


  Grant kissed her cheek. “If I’m happy, then you should be happy, too.”


  She pulled his arms tightly around her, meeting his blue gaze in the mirror. Then he winked at her before releasing her and heading out to track down the nervous groom.


  Grant, Kyle, and Rusty were standing up as best men. Chelsey had wished them well and taken off for a last-minute weekend in the Bahamas with her latest boyfriend despite it being one of her weekends with Kyle, and despite her and a “plus one” having been invited to the wedding.


  And Chelsey hadn’t asked for a make-up weekend, either.


  They suspected Chelsey thought that would slow down the lovebirds, except that Kristin and Ron were now taking Kyle, their two grandsons, and several nieces and nephews over to Disney for the whole weekend, leaving right from the church once the reception was over.


  And that didn’t hurt Kyle’s feelings at all. Especially when Susie slipped him a pre-paid credit card loaded with three hundred string-free dollars to buy whatever he wanted in the way of souvenirs.


  A win all the way around. Excessive? Absolutely, but the kid had been true to his word about keeping his mouth shut.


  Susie also wanted to make up in some small way for the shit the poor kid had to put up with to get to that point.


  Once the wedding was behind them, then they’d finish the process of getting Grant’s house emptied and ready to sell. He wanted to take some of the equity he’d receive from the sale and put it into Kyle’s pre-paid college fund.


  At least Susie’s house was larger. They hadn’t completed the physical process of blending the two households, but they were now all living full-time at Susie’s. One room of her house had already been turned into a playroom.


  For gaming.


  Of the non-explicit, child-friendly kind.


  The weekly D and D game was now held at Susie’s, and Kyle had joined the campaign and was learning how to play. It meant they all had to tone down their banter, but it also meant more bonding time with the three of them and Kyle, who seemed far happier now that he was living full-time with them.


  Even his grades had shown a marked improvement with his home situation stabilized. And with him spending most weekends at Chelsey’s house, it meant the three of them could still get out and go to the club and be with their friends.


  Susie’s father entered the room. “Ready?”


  At least her parents had managed not to start bickering at each other.


  Yet. “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”


  Tilly hugged her and whispered in her ear. “Remember, we’re all here for you.”


  “Thanks.”


  Loren gave her a hug and then she and Tilly went to take their places with Kristin as Susie’s bridesmaids, her mother following so she could go take her seat.


  For the wedding gown, Susie had gone with a white cocktail dress and no veil, with a very simple bouquet. John had given her a storybook wedding and an even more fairy-tale life.


  She didn’t need to out-do that. Darryl and Grant would continue that fairy tale, and all she needed was them.


  Tonight, after they went home, she and Darryl would slip a wedding band on Grant’s hand, a ring that matched hers and Darryl’s.


  “I’m surprised your in-laws are here,” her dad commented as they made their way to the back of the sanctuary to await the music cue for their entrance.


  John had never made it a secret how he felt about his parents.


  “Oh, they sort of have to be. They’re paying for it.”


  “They are? I thought you couldn’t stand them.”


  “I can’t.” She brightly smiled. “It’s a long story, Dad. They’re simply…indescribable.”


  When she’d confessed to Tilly, the woman had laughed and given her a high-five.


  As they waited for the processional to start, Susie stared at the church full of people. Some of them were people from work, or people she and John had been friends with.


  But most of them…


  Most of them were her new adopted friends and family from the Suncoast Society. And all of them were in on the secret.


  It felt good knowing that, in one way, at least, she had the satisfaction of the truth being out there.


  As they started down the aisle, her eyes were on Darryl. Their Master had ordered them to enjoy today, to cherish and savor it, so she damn well would. Maybe one day, if the laws ever changed again, they could fix it so it was all three of them.


  But for now, they had their marching orders, and she damn well would obey them.


  As her father handed her off to Darryl, Grant caught her eye and winked, nearly sending her into a giggle fit.


  Then Kyle poked him, knowingly smirking in a way that was eerily reminiscent of how Grant always smirked.


  Yes, they were already a family. Kyle had three parents in their household who loved him, and he knew it. Susie knew they couldn’t manage the relationship he had with his mom, but at least he had their calm stability to rely on.


  Rev. de Papio had asked if they had a preference for their ceremony. Susie had asked that he keep it short, but for obvious reasons she didn’t ask him to remove the references to god out of it.


  There was a certain irony there that made her, Darryl, and even Grant giggle just a little.


  And as he had them turn to face each other, she made sure to glance into the audience and get a look at Marcus and Joanie’s faces.


  Joanie had a fakey-fake smile plastered on her kisser. Marcus looked like he was stuck there and about to take a shit in his suit.


  Good.


  As they said their vows and exchanged rings, Susie stared into Darryl’s eyes, spotting the same peace she knew resided within her. He never looked worried anymore. He never looked stressed.


  Like her, the past several months had brought about a cascade of changes she never would have predicted, would never have dared dream before.


  She was lucky, and she damn well knew it.


  They all were.


  By the time the reverend pronounced them man and wife and they kissed, Susie felt a serenity sweep over her the likes of which she never before dreamed possible.


  After she and Darryl kissed, she leaned in and hugged Kyle, then Grant and Rusty.


  Grant dropped her a panty-melting wink before she turned to hug Kristin, Tilly, and Loren. Then she and Darryl were heading down the aisle together.


  And then…


  From that point on was a whirlwind of pictures—including one with her and Grant alone, and one with her and Grant and Darryl recreating their prom picture—and congratulations, and the reception, and then…


  By eleven that night, the three of them were alone in their own bed, in a house that almost felt too quiet without Kyle there. Tomorrow night they’d be going to dinner at Sigalo’s and the club, but tonight was all theirs.


  They held their three hands up together, Susie lying in the middle of them. “I love you guys. I mean, beyond everything else, beyond you being our Master, everything. I really, deeply, madly love both of you. Thank you for not making me choose between you. It would have broken my heart.”


  “The decision never was you choosing between the two of us,” Darryl gently told her. “He’s always owned both of us. Let’s be honest about that for once, shall we? Even in high school. If we’d ever ended up roommates back then, it wouldn’t have been long before the three of us were an awkward item trying to figure out how to do what we were doing, and we’d still probably be together. But we might have fucked it up in the process.”


  She looked over at Grant, at that handsome smirk he wore. “What?” he innocently asked.


  “He’s right,” she softly said. “I think it really did have to happen this way for it to end happily.”


  “Oh, sweetheart, this isn’t an end. This is only our beginning.”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  They slept late the next morning. Susie awoke the men with morning blow jobs, a rare treat indeed.


  After coffee, it was back to bed…and round two.


  With both of them wearing their leather cuffs and collars, Grant finally made up his mind. “Sixty-nine, her on the bottom. Nobody comes until I say so.”


  “Ooh, someone’s getting their ass fucked,” Darryl said, giving an adorable little shake of his ass.


  Grant went and fetched what he’d need. By the time Grant returned, Darryl had Susie on her back, his face between her legs. Since the men already had the edge taken off, they were at the advantage. Darryl deviously went to town with his mouth and tongue, eagerly trying to get her over the edge, forcing her to concentrate so as not to disobey Grant’s order to not come.


  “That’s what I like to see,” Grant said as he pulled on a glove. “An ass in the air.” He smacked Darryl’s ass. “I’m not picky which ass, either. I love them both.”


  Susie had a perfect view of Grant lubing Darryl’s ass and getting him ready. Every moan Darryl made hummed right through her clit, driving her closer to release.


  Watching them together like this was not only adorable and sexy, it made her hornier than hell. Most of the time it was Grant on top, but sometimes, he sucked Darryl’s cock, or had Darryl fuck him, and it was even more amazing.


  Grant’s latest new favorite thing was riding Darryl’s cock while she sat on Darryl’s face and sucked Grant off at the same time.


  She had to admit it was her new favorite thing, too.


  Grant took his time loosening Darryl’s ass, looking down and smiling at her as he did. “Having fun, Mrs. Holman-Delaney? Or is it going to be Delaney-Holman?” he asked.


  “Mmm-hmm!”


  His grin widened. “Don’t talk with your mouth full, sweetheart.”


  Finally, he had Darryl ready. Grant stripped off the glove, rolled on a condom, and lubed his stiff cock.


  With Darryl slightly distracted as Grant started breaching his rim, she was able to hold back even more when Darryl fell still.


  Until his loud moan around her clit pushed her close to the edge again.


  Grant laughed. “Okay, my sweet slaves. You may both come.” He slowly fucked Darryl, the whole bed shaking from the motion. Darryl and Susie were now locked into a back and forth of moaning and sucking and licking as Grant drove, taking his time, able to hold back since he’d already shot one load down Susie’s throat.


  Susie was in heaven, deep in subspace and enjoying every second of this. As Grant picked up the pace, going deeper, harder, making Darryl moan even more, she felt Darryl’s cock grow hard, hot, right at the edge of coming.


  Then she heard the unmistakable sound of Grant slapping Darryl’s ass, and that pushed him over the edge. Her moans echoed Darryl’s as he pumped streams of hot cum into her mouth. And his moans around her clit triggered her orgasm, making her moan even louder and drawing more moans from him.


  “Stereo,” Grant joked. “I love it.” The bed shook harder, faster, and then she heard Grant let out a familiar satisfied groan of his own before he fell still.


  As they lay there, waiting for Grant to move first, it hit Susie that this was her life.


  Maybe something else shattering would happen at some point in the future, but for now, life was damned near perfect.


  Grant pulled out and went to clean up while Darryl grabbed her arm and hauled her up to him.


  He kissed her. “Good morning, missus.”


  She smiled. “Good morning, mister.


  Grant rejoined them. “You know I was teasing you, right?” Grant asked. “Your last name can be anything you want it to be. You can even keep Costello, if you want.”


  She snuggled between them. “I want both names,” she said.


  He arched an eyebrow at her. “What will people think?” He teased.


  “I couldn’t give a shit. You decide what order.”


  He looked to Darryl. “You decide,” Grant said.


  Darryl smiled. “I like the sound of Susan Delaney-Holman,” he said. “Delaney first.” He leaned in and kissed Grant. “Because Master should always come first.”


  “Well, he did this morning,” Susie joked.


  


  * * * *


  


  They settled into “married” life together over the next weeks and months.


  Susie was the first one up, as usual. She headed to the kitchen to get coffee started.


  Unlike most mornings, Kyle wasn’t far behind her, opening his bedroom door when he heard her moving around in the kitchen.


  But this morning was special.


  “Oh, wow!” he exclaimed from the living room.


  She couldn’t help grinning. Yes, she’d gone overboard.


  Waaay overboard.


  For not only Kyle, but for Darryl and Grant, too.


  Kyle appeared in the kitchen, spotted her there, and nearly tackled her with a hug, making her laugh. “Thank you, Susie!”


  She hugged him back. At the rate he was growing, he’d soon be taller than her. “Merry Christmas, sweetie.”


  “Merry Christmas!” He let go and ran down the hall, where he pounded on their bedroom door. “Dad! Grant! Wake up!”


  Okay, so it was Christmas Eve, not Christmas, but Chelsey would be picking him up that night and he’d be spending Christmas Day with her and her latest boyfriend.


  Greg having dumped her when he discovered—through no fault of any of theirs—that she was cheating on him soon after Kyle had moved out. She’d screwed up her phone and asked him for his help fixing it, and he discovered the text messages there.


  Then he’d promptly called Darryl and spilled everything he knew about Chelsey and what she’d done to him in revenge before Greg left her.


  Living well truly is the best revenge.


  They’d decorated the house, put up the tree together—even decorated outside.


  It really felt like Christmas. A family Christmas.


  She heard the bedroom door open and mumbled grumblings as her two men made their way down the hall. This holiday arrangement worked out better anyway. Darryl had to play tonight at the church, and would have to be there tomorrow, too, for the morning service.


  When the men made it into the kitchen, they both kissed her as they headed for the coffeepot, which hadn’t quite yet given up a full mug’s worth.


  “Merry Christmas, sweetheart,” Grant said.


  “Merry Christmas, Master,” she softly replied.


  While Kyle knew the status quo, they did their best never to call Grant that in front of him, although the occasional ‘Sir’ did slip out once in a while. And they never did anything kinky around Kyle, either. Other than cuddling on the couch, or a quick kiss, the most salacious thing Kyle ever saw was the three of them disappearing behind a closed bedroom door together.


  Fortunately, the master bedroom was at the far end of the house from the other bedrooms, meaning less chance of him hearing anything.


  She’d thought about waiting to tell her men this, but she couldn’t. “There’s something I want to give you both but I can’t put it under the tree.”


  Darryl smiled. “After Kyle goes with his mom?”


  “No, not even that.” She took a deep breath. In the living room, she heard the TV go on, so she dropped her voice even lower as she met Grant’s gaze.


  “When we first got together, you and I had a brief conversation we talked about revisiting in the future. I’d like to revisit it now.”


  She blamed a lack of caffeine for Grant being slow on the uptake. But when he finally figured it out, both his eyebrows arched. “Really?”


  She nodded. “I’ve decided the choice is up to you. That’s the way I want it, because I’m good either way. I haven’t taken them yet today…” She shrugged. “Your decision.”


  He looked at Darryl. “This should be a three-way—”


  Darryl snorted.


  “—conversation.”


  Darryl shrugged. “I’m not even awake enough to know what you’re talking about.”


  Grant leaned in and whispered in his ear.


  Darryl suddenly looked awake. “Really?”


  She nodded.


  “You sure you want this decision left up to me?” Grant asked her.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He looked to Darryl.


  He held his hands up. “Hey, Master’s choice. I’m good either way. I’m happy. It’s her body and your collar, Sir.”


  “Shh,” she said, trying to make sure Kyle couldn’t hear them.


  Grant studied her for a long moment. Long enough for the coffeepot to finally fill.


  He held his arms out to both of them to draw them in for a hug, as they so often did.


  “You going to keep me waiting, Master?” she whispered.


  He chuckled. “This is your final decision?”


  “Yes, Master,” she whispered, wishing he’d just call it one way or the other.


  He looked at Darryl, who nodded.


  Grant met her gaze and then leaned in close. Pulling Darryl in so his ear was close enough to hear him, Grant whispered, “Then I expect to see your birth control pills replaced by prenatal vitamins by tomorrow morning.”


  “Tomorrow’s Christmas,” she whispered.


  He smiled. “Exactly.”


  


  


  THE END
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